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Chapter One

The raven winged its way along the edge of the cliffs. Below, the waves crashed and foamed against the rocks, each one rising higher and higher, reaching almost angrily toward the black bird. The raven changed course, circling inland across fields of wildflowers, above bare slopes, flying until it reached the timberline. It appeared to be meandering, slowly gliding across the sky, the waning rays of sunlight Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

glistening off its back. Patches of clouds began to drift across the horizon, almost in its wake, as if the bird was drawing a gray shadow over the land below it. Once in the stand of trees, the bird changed speed, swooped quickly, maneuvering through leafy branches and around tree trunks as if racing the setting sun. It flew as straight as possible up the hillside into the grove on the far slope of the mountain. It made its way unerringly to a thick, twisted branch. Settling there, it folded its wings rather majestically, its round, shiny eyes fixed intently on the small woman below. 

Nicoletta carefully packed rich soil around the small fern she had recently moved. The earth here was more fertile than that closer to home and would enable her much-needed and rarer forms of flora to flourish. She used extracts from the plants as medicaments for the people in the surrounding villaggi and farms. What had started as a small hillside garden had grown into an enormous undertaking—transplanting all the herbs and flowers she required for various remedies and physics. Her bare hands were buried deep in the soil, the rich fragrances of the herbage enveloping her, a riot of color from the vegetation she had sown scattered all around her. 

She shivered suddenly as a gray shadow obscured the last warming rays of the sun, leaving an ominous portent of disaster in her mind. Very slowly Nicoletta stood, dusting the damp soil from her hands and then her long, wide skirt before she tilted her head to look up at the bird sitting so still above her in the tree. 

"So you have come to summon me," she said aloud, her voice soft and husky in the silence of the grove. 

"You never bring me good news, but I forgive you." 

The bird stared straight at her, its small round eyes shiny and bright. A lingering beam of light hit the feathers on its back, making them almost iridescent, before the graying clouds obscured the sun completely. 

Nicoletta sighed and shoved at the wild mass of long, tangled hair flowing like a waterfall down her back well below her small waist, a few twigs caught in the silken strands. She looked as mysterious and mystical a creature as the silent raven, wild and untamed with her bare feet, dark eyes, and delicate sun-gilded features. A young, beautiful witch, perhaps, weaving spells amidst her lavish, exotic garden. 

The bird opened its beak and emitted a loud squawk, the note jarring in the hush of the grove. For a moment the insects ceased their incessant humming, and the earth itself seemed to be holding its breath. 

"I am coming, I am coming," Nicoletta said, catching up a thin leather pouch. She raised her head to the sky above her, then turned in a slow circle, pausing her arms outstretched, as she faced each of the four directions, north, south, east, and west. The wind tugged at her clothing and whipped her hair around her like a cloak. Hastily she began gathering leaves and seeds from various plants, adding them to the dried, crushed herbs and berries already in her pouch of medicaments. 

Nicoletta began to run along a well-worn path leading down the hillside. Bushes caught at her full skirt, the wind tugged at her hair, but she made her way easily through the brambles and thick vegetation. Not once did her small feet falter on a stone or branch lying in wait on the ground. As she approached a stream, she simply hiked her long skirt up her bare legs and raced across smooth, exposed stones, occasionally kicking up a spray of water, like a shower of glistening diamonds. 

Timber gave way to meadows and then barren rock as she neared the ocean. She could hear the sea thundering against the cliffs, continually seeking to erode the massive peaks. She paused before completing her descent to look upon the enormous palazzo that hulked forbiddingly on the next cliff above the raging sea. The castle was large and beautiful, yet dark and foreboding, rising out of the Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

shadows. It was whispered that the great halls held many secrets and that hidden passageways could lead one directly to the sea should there be need. 

The palazzo was many stories high, with gables, turrets, lofty terraces, and the infamous tower, rumored to be a prison of sorts. The tracery overlooking the cliff was carved of slender, intersecting stone segments that formed unusual intricate patterns, seeming to signify something rather than simply dividing the stone walls with large windows. Those portals and their unusual patterns always caught her attention—and also made her feel as if she were being watched. Sculpted into the castle's eaves, gables, turrets, and even the tower were silent sentinels, frightening gargoyles watching the surrounding countryside with hollow, staring eyes and outstretched wings. 

Nicoletta shook her head, not daring to linger any longer. She felt an urgency in her; the need to keep moving must be great. She turned her back on the palazzo and began to walk quickly along the path winding away from the sea back toward the interior countryside. The first houses came into sight, small, neat farms and dwellings scattered among the hills. She loved the sight of those homes. She loved the people. 

An elderly woman met her as she entered the settlement's main square. "Nicoletta! Look at you! Where are your shoes? Hurry,  piccola,  you must hurry!" The woman calling her "little one" sounded scolding, as she often did, but already she was gently pulling the twigs and leaves from Nicoletta's long hair. "Quickly, piccola,  your shoes. You must fix your hair as we go." 

Nicoletta smiled and leaned toward the woman to press a kiss on her lined cheek. "Maria Pia, you are the light of my life. But I have no idea where I left my sandals." She didn't, either. Somewhere on the trail, perhaps by the stream. 

Maria Pia Sigmora sighed softly.  "Bambino,  though you are our healer, you will be the death of us all." 

Nicoletta was the joy of the villaggio,  its lifeblood, its secret. She was impossible to tame, like trying to hold water or the wind in their hands. The older woman lifted an arm and waved toward the nearest hut. 

At once they heard the sound of laughter, and a small child raced out carrying a pair of thin leather sandals, the thongs dragging on the ground. 

Giggling, the dark-haired little girl thrust the shoes at Nicoletta. "We knew you would lose them," she said. 

Nicoletta laughed, the sound as soft and melodious as that of the clear running water in the nearby streams. "Ketsia, you little imp, skip along now and stop tormenting me." 

Maria Pia was already starting down the narrow path back toward the cliffs. "Come quickly, Nicoletta, and plait your hair. A scarf,  bambina —you must cover your head. And take my shawl. You cannot draw attention to yourself." She was clucking the orders over her shoulder as she walked briskly. She was old, but she moved as one still young, well accustomed as she was to traveling the steep hillsides. 

Nicoletta easily kept pace, her sandals slung around her neck by the thongs while she deftly bound her hair into a long, thick braid. She then wound it carefully and covered her head with a thin scarf. "We are going to the Palazzo Della Morte?"  she guessed. 

Maria Pia swung around, scowling fiercely, emitting a slow hiss of disapproval. "Do not say such a thing, piccola.  It is bad luck." 
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Nicoletta laughed softly. "You think everything is bad luck." She wrapped the tattered black shawl around her shoulders to cover her bare arms. 

"Everything is bad luck," Maria Pia scolded. "You cannot say such things. If he should hear of it…" 

"It isn't bad luck," Nicoletta insisted. "And who is going to tell him what I said? It isn't bad luck that kills the women who go to work in that place. It is something else." 

Maria Pia crossed herself as she looked around carefully. "Take care, Nicoletta. The hills have ears. 

Everything gets back to him, and without his good will our people would be homeless and without protection." 

"So we must deal with Il Demonio and pray the price isn't too high." For the first time Nicoletta sounded bitter. 

Maria Pia paused for a moment, reaching out to take the young woman's arm. "Do not harbor such thoughts,  piccola,  it is said he can read minds," she cautioned gently, lovingly, with sorrow and pity in her eyes. 

"How many more of our women and children will that place swallow before it is done?" Nicoletta demanded, her dark eyes flashing like flames with anger. "Must we pay our debts with our lives?" 

"Hush," Maria Pia insisted. "You go back to the villaggio.  With this attitude, you should not accompany me." 

Nicoletta marched past the older woman, her back stiff, her slender shoulders squared, outrage in her every step. "As if I would leave you to face Signore Morte alone. You cannot save this one without me. I feel it, Maria Pia. I must go if she is to live." Nicoletta ignored Maria Pia's outraged gasp at her openly admitting to knowing something not yet revealed to them. She tried not to smile as Maria Pia solemnly made the sign of the cross, first on herself and then over Nicoletta. 

Mist was swirling up from the foaming sea, fine, sifted droplets of salt water curling around their ankles and clinging to their clothing. The wind was savage now, rising up off the ocean waves to slam into their small frames as if trying to drive them back. They were forced to slow their pace and choose their way carefully over the little-used path to the hulking palazzo. As they rounded the narrow, steep cliff jutting up from the sea, and the palazzo came into sight, the setting sun finally slipped below the horizon of water, thrusting a bloodred stain across the sky above. 

Maria Pia cried out, halting as the vivid color swept across the heavens, a portent of disaster and death. 

She moaned softly, trembling as she rocked back and forth, clutching at the cross she wore around her neck. "We go to our doom." 

Nicoletta put an arm protectively around the older woman's shoulders, her young face passionate and fierce. "No, we do not. I will not lose you, Maria Pia. I will not.  He cannot swallow you as he has the others! I shall prove too strong for him and his terrible curses." 

The wind howled and tore at their clothes, raging against her challenge. 

"Do not say such things,  bambino..  It is dangerous to speak such words aloud." Maria Pia straightened her shoulders. "I am an old woman; better that I go alone. I have lived my life, Nicoletta, while yours is just beginning." 
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"The Palazzo Delia Morte has taken mia madre and mia zia.  It will not swallow you, too. I will not allow it!" Nicoletta vowed fiercely, hurtling the words back at the wild wind, refusing to bow down before its savage intensity. "I am going with you as always, and he can go to hell!" 

Maria Pia gasped her shock and blessed Nicoletta three times before proceeding along the path. The wind shrieked its outrage of Nicoletta's defiance, roaring through the pass, and dislodged pebbles that trickled down from above them, pelting the two women as they hurried between the two cliffs. Nicoletta circled the older woman's head protectively with one arm, trying to shelter her from the shower of stones cascading down around them as they ran. 

"Does he command the very mountains?" Maria Pia cried. Her words were whipped away from her and taken out to sea by the fury of the wind. 

"Are you hurt?" Nicoletta demanded, running her hands over the older woman, looking for injuries, her anger and defiance swirling together like the mist. She was gentle, however, her touch light and soothing despite the emotions seething within her. 

"No, I am not hurt at all," Maria Pia assured her. "What about you?" 

Nicoletta shrugged. Her left arm felt numb, but the rock that had hit her hadn't been particularly large, and she felt lucky to have escaped with only a bruise. They were on the palazzo grounds now, and overhead the clouds darkened and roiled like a witch's cauldron. Long, dark shadows sprawled everywhere, shading each bush and tree and statue as the mansion loomed up before them. It rose right out of the cliff, a glistening castle with its enormous tower reaching toward the heavens. Huge, heavy sculptures and smaller, more delicate ones dotted the grounds, which also boasted great stones carved into impressive barricades around the maze and gardens. Two huge marble fountains with gilded edges and heavily laced with winged pagan deities rose up in the centers of the rounded courts. 

Nicoletta and Maria Pia now made their way up an immaculate path to the castle door, the statues glaring at them and the wind continually battering them. The door was massive and intricately carved. 

Nicoletta studied the carvings for a moment while Maria Pia fussed over her, making certain she was properly covered. "Your shoes,  bambina"  the older woman hissed. 

They were both shivering in the unrelenting wind. It was dark and gloomy before the great hulk of the door, which seemed to stare unpleasantly at them. Nicoletta thought the carvings were of lost souls shrieking in flames, but then, her imagination always got the better of her when she was near this place. 

Maria Pia took hold of the heavy knocker and allowed it to drop. It boomed cavernously, the sound hollow and mournful in the gathering fog and darkness. 

Hastily Nicoletta slipped on the offending sandals, tying the thongs around her ankles as the door swung silently open. Rows of tapered candles burned in sconces in the lofty entrance hall, flickering and dancing along the high walls, shrouding the long corridor and vaulted ceilings in grotesque shadows. The man standing in the doorway was tall and thin with gaunt cheeks and silver-peppered hair. His dark eyes moved over the two women with a hint of disdain, but his face remained expressionless. "This way." 

For a moment neither woman moved. Then Nicoletta stepped into the palazzo. At once the earth shifted. 

The movement seemed but the slightest of tremors, barely felt, yet the candles in the hall swayed, the flames leapt high as if in warning, and wax splattered onto the floor. Maria Pia and Nicoletta looked at one another. The older woman quickly made the sign of the cross toward the interior of the house and then back behind them into the darkness and the howling wind. 
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The manservant turned back to look at the women. At once, Maria Pia followed him, but not before altering her entire demeanor. She stood taller, appeared confident, a quiet dignity clinging to her. 

Nicoletta assumed the opposite stance. Shoulders stooped, she slunk along the great hall, casting nervous glances this way and that, her head bowed low, her eyes on the floor. She scooted along the wall, hoping to blend into the shadows, her thin sandals silent on the marble-tiled floor, drawing no attention to herself in her attempt to masquerade as the "healer's" lowly apprentice. 

The man leading the way took many twists and turns along various passageways and halls and through several large rooms, moving so quickly that the average person had no time to note any landmarks. 

Maria Pia looked serene despite the circumstances, relying on Nicoletta, as she had so many times in the past, to know their way back. The palazzo's interior was an incredible example of a master craftsman's imagination and art. The enormously thick walls were of smooth pink-and-white marble. The ceilings were high, vaulted, with impressive domes and arches. The floors were of marble tiles throughout, the large blocks impossibly smooth beneath their feet. Sculptures and artwork abounded, often of huge winged creatures guarding the devil's lair. Alcoves and portals housed intricately carved angels and demons. Horses and mythical creatures bounded above the archways and along the walls. Great columns and arches rose upward; and each room was larger and more ornate than the last. The tapers lent a certain animation to the silent sculptures, which stared down with flat eyes upon the women hurrying along the cavernous corridors. 

The sound of wailing echoed through the halls. As they rounded a corner, two women came into view. 

They were clinging to each other, the younger sobbing hysterically, the older one crying softly. A young man stood rather helplessly beside them, obviously grief-stricken, one hand covering his face. A quick glimpse told Nicoletta they were highborn personages, their clothes lavish, their hair perfect despite circumstances. For some reason that detail stuck in her mind. She knew the two women on sight, of course; they came often with their servants to the villaggio demanding new material for their dressmakers. The older woman was beautiful, cool, and aloof, no more than thirty-five and probably younger. Portia Scarletti and her daughter, Margerita. Portia was a widow, a distant Scarletti relative who had lived in the palazzo most of her life. Her daughter was about fifteen or sixteen and extremely haughty to the girls in the villaggio.  Nicoletta knew the young man was Vincente Scarletti, youngest brother to the don. She averted her eyes quickly and shrank farther into the gloom of the corridor. 

The servant escorting them stopped at a door. "The bambina is in here. She is very ill." The gloomy, fatalistic tone of his voice indicated that they had taken too long to arrive. He pushed open the door and stepped back, not going into the room but rather moving quickly out of the way, one hand discreetly covering his mouth and nose. A blast of heat and a foul odor exploded out of the bedchamber. The stench was overpowering. 

The child had been sick repeatedly. The coverlet was wet and stained with the aftermath of her body attempting to rid itself of poisons. Nicoletta had to tamp down a swift surge of fury that adults would leave a child to suffer alone because they were afraid of possible contagion. She repressed the need to gag at the unholy stench and approached the bed. Behind her the door swung shut with a loud thud, but despite its thickness, it didn't drown out the useless, annoying wailing coming from the hall. The fireplace was roaring, generating tremendous heat and making the room seem to glow eerily orange from the flames. 

The child looked tiny in the heavy wooden bedstead. She was very young, perhaps seven, her dark hair in tangles, her clothes sweat-soaked and stained. Her face was beaded with perspiration and twisted in agony. Nicoletta approached her without hesitation, her dark eyes mirroring her compassion. She slipped a hand around the child's tiny wrist, her heart in her throat. "Why did they wait so long to summon us?" 
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she whispered softly. 

Something large and menacing stirred in the far shadows of a recessed alcove near the large windows. 

Maria Pia cried out and leapt backward toward the door, crossing herself. Nicoletta protectively stepped between the shadows and the child, prepared to defend her from the specter of death. A man's large frame slowly emerged from the darkness. He was tall, powerfully built, his black hair long and damp with sweat. He swayed unsteadily for a moment, one hand pressed to his stomach. Pain etched deep lines into his face. 

Nicoletta moved swiftly toward him, but he shook his head, and his jet-black eyes narrowed in warning. 

"Do not come near me." His voice was faint but held an unmistakable command. He indicated the child with a gesture. "Is it the Black Death?" His gaze was on Maria Pia's wizened face. 

Both women froze in place for a moment. It was the don—Don Scarletti himself. Even ill as he was, wracked with fever and pain, he looked powerful and entirely capable of easily disposing of two peasant women. Much to Nicoletta's disgust, Maria Pia crossed herself a second time. 

  "Dio!  God, woman, answer me!" he demanded, his white teeth snapping together like those of a hungry wolf. 

"Signorina Sigmora, do we have the plague?" 

Maria Pia glanced very briefly at Nicoletta, who shook her head slightly and moved once more to the child, quickly resuming the demeanor of a frightened servant girl. She was well versed in the role, using it as often as needed. She didn't look again at the man, focusing her attention instead on the little girl. 

Saving her would be a fight; the child was nearly gone. Nicoletta stripped off the coverlet and bedding, taking grim pleasure in opening the door and hurtling the items into the hall where the haughty manservant and whimpering aristocrats lurked. 

"We need hot water," she said, without lifting her eyes to him. "Lots of hot water, clean rags, and fresh bedding at once. And send two servants to help wash this room immediately. The healer must have these things now if the bambina is to live." Her voice was thin and reedy, a quality also well practiced. 

Scurrying back inside, she ignored the man leaning against the wall and threw open the window. The wind howled into the room, making the curtains dance macabrely and the fire leap and roar. The cold sea air immediately rushed inside, and the temperature in the room dropped almost instantly while the mist pushed out the terrible odor. 

The child was shivering, sweat running down her body. Nicoletta stripped her of her soiled clothing, smoothing back her hair. Maria Pia leaned in close that they might consult. "Are you certain it is not the Black Death?  He is ill also." The older woman whispered the words into Nicoletta's ear. 

"I need to know what food they shared." Nicoletta's lips barely moved. Her hands were gentle on the child's distended abdomen. 

"Good sir," Maria Pia asked, "did you and the child partake of a meal together? I must know if you two shared anything to eat or drink." 

The man was shivering almost uncontrollably. He clenched his teeth to keep them from chattering. "You are certain of what you are doing, letting in the cold this way?" 

"We must bring the fever down quickly. Both of you are far too hot. And the room reeks of sickness. It Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

is not good. Come, come, girl, hurry now." Maria Pia did not like the way the don's black, piercing eyes took in Nicoletta's graceful, soothing hands as they moved over the child. Deliberately she shoved herself in front of the younger woman, pretending to examine the patient. "Well, Don Scarletti? Did you two partake of the same comestibles?" 

"We shared a portion of soup. Sophie could not finish it. I helped her." The words revealed far more of the man than he might have thought. 

Nicoletta glanced at him; she couldn't help herself. He was il demonio,  the demon, his family under a terrible curse. He was arrogant and aloof, cold and unyielding, his neighbors terrified of crossing him, yet he had shared a bowl of soup with a child, perhaps to prevent her from being punished for failing to finish her meal. It was the first nice thing she had ever heard about him, their dictator, their don, the man who held the power of life and death over her people. 

Maria Pia coughed to get her attention. Nicoletta quickly resumed her charade as shy, inconsequential apprentice to the healer Signora Sigmora, hunching as she closed the window and straightened the curtains. Two servants peeked in timidly with buckets of hot water and armloads of rags. The taller male servant behind them carried fresh coverlets folded in his arms. None of them entered the room but lingered out in the hall. Nicoletta had little patience with them and took the water and rags rather abruptly, setting them down before whisking the coverlets out of the third manservant's hands. With her foot she forcefully slammed the door closed on them, hoping it hit them right in their noses. 

Maria Pia hissed softly at her, scowling fiercely to remind her the don was watching. Nicoletta and Maria Pia went to work. While Maria Pia bathed the child to bring down her fever and clean her, Nicoletta scrubbed the room and the bed. Maria Pia consulted with her "assistant" in whispers quite often. Seemingly under the older woman's watchful eyes, Nicoletta combined various potions, ensuring the medicaments were mixed properly. It was Nicoletta who assisted the child, pulling the small body into her arms, rocking her gently while she fed her tiny sips, coaxing and soothing with whispers of encouragement as the devil in the corner watched them with a steady, relentless black stare. 

Only when the child made a feeble attempt to drink on her own did he finally stir, sagging against the wall as if his legs could no longer support his weight. 

Maria Pia went to him at once, helping to ease his large, muscular frame into a sitting position. "He is burning up," she said with a nervous glance at Nicoletta. 

Nicoletta lay the child carefully on the bed, drawing up the coverlet. The blanket caught her attention. 

Neat little stitches, beautiful workmanship, the pattern so dear and familiar. For a moment she could hardly breathe, her throat clogged with painful memories. She traded places with Maria Pia, as if the older woman needed to examine the child while her assistant took care of the basic needs of the second patient. 

Nicoletta used the excuse to run her hands over the don's hot skin, to examine him and "feel" his illness. 

Don Scarletti was all roped, sinewy muscle, as hard as a tree trunk beneath her gentle, exploring fingers. 

She skimmed over him lightly, soothing him with her touch. 

Suddenly his fingers circled her wrist like a vise, holding her still while he examined her hand. He stared down at it curiously. 

Those pain-filled eyes saw far too much. Nicoletta tugged to get her hand back, her heart slamming uncomfortably in her breast. She jerked away from him, moving out of range, back into the shadows, Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

drawing her shawl more tightly around herself. There was danger in his close scrutiny. Maria Pia and Nicoletta had perfected their illusions, the reversal of roles that ensured Nicoletta's safety, guarding her

"differences" successfully from the eyes of those who might suspect her a witch and call upon the Holy Church—or Don Scarletti himself—to have her investigated… or worse. 

Maria Pia clucked her sympathy as she bustled around looking busy. She conferred with her assistant, watched closely to assure the younger woman mixed her drafts and powders correctly and insisted on helping the don swallow the liquid herself. "You must rest now," Maria Pia ordered. "We will see to the child through the night. Pray we did not arrive too late." 

Nicoletta signed with her hand discreetly as she once more went back to persuading the child to drink small sips of the medicine. 

"I must know if others are ill. Did others share the soup?" Maria Pia asked at Nicoletta's suggestion. 

The man shook his head, murmured. "No one else," and ignored the older woman's nervous gasp as he rose and staggered across the room to a large chair. "I will stay with the child." He said it firmly, closing his eyes and turning his head away from them. 

Maria Pia looked helplessly at Nicoletta, who shrugged. The room was as clean as they could make it in so short a time. The child's fever was down slightly, although she was still quite ill. But the fact that she was keeping down the potion Nicoletta had concocted, that her stomach was not rejecting it, was a good sign. The don was likely not nearly as sick as the child. He was much larger, stronger, and his body more capable of fighting off the ill effects of the soup they had both ingested. 

Maria Pia took several candles from Nicoletta's leather satchel and placed them around the room. 

Nicoletta had made them herself out of beeswax and various aromatic herbs. Their scent at once filled the room, dispelling the last remnants of the foul odor of sickness. The fragrance was also peaceful and soothing, aiding in further calming the little girl. 

  "Mio fratello awaits news of his bambina."  It was another order, delivered by a man accustomed to being obeyed. 

Nicoletta was outraged that the man's brother—the child'  s father—was outside the room, leaving his daughter to the care of her sick uncle and two strangers. She bit down hard on her lip to keep from making a sound. She would never understand the aristocrazia.  Never. 

Maria Pia opened the door and delivered the news that the don would recover and that they would continue to battle for the child's life throughout the night. It was not the dreaded disease the household had thought, and the don wished them to know. 

Nicoletta wished they would all just go away and stop their useless wailing. What good did such a din create? None of them had come near the child, afraid they might catch her illness. Poor bambina,  to matter so little that her own father refused to see to her! Nicoletta's heart went out to the child. 

As a hush finally fell over the household, Nicoletta settled down on the bed close to young Sophie. The child desperately needed more medicine in her to counteract the effects of the poisoning. Had it been accidental? Or deliberate? Nicoletta tried not to think about that as she quietly removed her sandals, settled against the strangely carved headboard, drew up her knees, and tucked her bare legs beneath her long skirt. With the glow from the stoked fire and the flickering candles, she had sufficient light to observe the room. 
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Nicoletta couldn't understand why anyone would put a small child in such a chamber. It was far too large, and the carvings in the walls were demonic. Long, coiled, forked-tongued snakes and strange serpents with fangs and claws cavorted between the enormous windows. The marble reliefs and a particularly wicked-looking gargoyle seemed almost alive, as if they might leap off the walls and attack one. The curtains were heavy and dark, and the ceiling was far too high and carved with a plethora of winged animals with sharp beaks and talons. Nicoletta couldn't imagine a child of seven attempting to fall asleep with these creatures surrounding her in the darkness. 

Eventually, Maria Pia fell into a doze slumped in a small chair beside the fire. Nicoletta covered her with the spare coverlet and reluctantly checked on the don. He was very quiet, his breathing shallow enough that she could tell he continued to be in pain but was refusing to acknowledge it. Though almost afraid to touch the man, she laid a cooling hand on his forehead. A strange current suddenly ran between the two of them. She could feel it arcing and crackling beneath her skin, beneath his, and it made her distinctly uneasy. His fever was down but not entirely gone. With a little sigh, Nicoletta held the cup of liquid to his mouth. She didn't want to wake him, but he, too, needed the medicaments to ensure his recovery. 

His hand abruptly moved up to trap hers around the cup as he drank, making it impossible for her to let go. He was enormously strong for a man so ill. When he had drained the contents, he lowered the cup but retained possession of her hand. "I wonder how the healer knows which remedy to use. I have heard of her skills; the healer to your villagio is spoken of often with great respect." 

Nicoletta stiffened, her heart thundering in her ears. She tugged, a not-so-subtle reminder to release her, but this time he tightened his grip, not allowing her to escape back into the shadows. There was danger here; she sensed a threat to her. "I… I do not know, Don Scarletti. Her secrets are hers alone." 

Deliberately she stammered and hung her head, shrinking into herself like a not-so-bright servant. 

The don continued to hold her still, regarding her through half-closed eyes. In the firelight he looked a dark and dangerous devil, far too sensuous and powerful to be trifled with. Nicoletta didn't waver beneath the scrutiny, although she wanted to tear her hand free and run for her life. He was so much more dangerous to her than she had first thought.  She felt it, as she did everything. Resolutely she stared at the floor. 

The don retained possession a few moments longer, then abruptly let her go, his eyes closing, clearly dismissing her. Nicoletta prevented her sigh of relief from escaping and moved swiftly to put a safe distance between them, curling up on the bed beside the child once more. She breathed slowly, calmly, watching the rise and fall of his chest until she was certain he slumbered once more. 

Several times she attended the child, washing her to keep the fever down, prompting her to drink fluids and the physic. The child seemed to be breathing more easily and each time Nicoletta rested her hand on the distended little abdomen, it seemed to be twisting less, the pain subsiding. 

She was finally drifting off to sleep herself when a movement at the far side of the chamber caught her eye. A bell pull seemed to sway, though there was no breeze. She shifted her gaze to the wall behind it, watching intently. The smooth, seamless panel seemed to waver, as if her eyes were out of focus. She sat up, staring intently. The wall was marble, a beautiful pink and white, yet it seemed to move in the flickering firelight. Shadows danced and stretched, and the flames and curtains leapt as if a draft had entered the room. She shivered as two of the candles suddenly went out. 

For one awful moment she though she saw the sheen of eyes staring at her malevolently from the shadows, but then the child beside her moved restlessly, breaking the spell. Instantly Nicoletta Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

protectively gathered her close, her gaze once more straying to the wall. It was as unblemished as a sea-smoothed stone. The little girl began to cry in her sleep, a soft, pathetic sound. 

Nicoletta rocked her gently and began to hum, then quietly sang a soothing lullaby, a whispered melody for the child. The little girl began to relax in Nicoletta's arms, clinging to her tightly as if she might never let go. The words, thought long forgotten, emerged naturally, a ballad Nicoletta's mother had often sung to her when she was young. Nicoletta's heart went out to the lonely child, who had no one who cared enough to hold her in the darkness when the nightmares came. 

Nicoletta looked around the cavernous room, taking in the heavy curtains and hideous carvings, enough to give anyone nightmares. As she rocked, the little girl snuggled close to her, and they drifted to sleep together, neither noticing the man sitting in the chair observing Nicoletta through half-closed eyes. 






Chapter Two

It was a whisper of movement that woke Nicoletta. She felt the disturbance in the air, the shifting of currents. She lay holding the child in her arms while her heart pounded and she attempted to get her bearings. The fire had died down to a soft orange glow. The last of the candles was spluttering into its own wax with a hiss, its aromatic scent drifting into the air with a thin tail of black smoke. The bedchamber was situated on the ocean side of the palazzo, and despite the thick walls, she could hear the constant pounding and roaring of the waves as they crashed against the jagged rocks. In a way the steady, constant rhythm was a comfort. 

Nicoletta glanced toward the chair where Don Scarletti had been sleeping. The seat was empty. Maria Pia still slumbered in her chair, her small, frail body barely visible beneath the coverlet. 

The child in Nicoletta's arms moved, her little hand creeping along Nicoletta's arm until she clasped her hand tightly. Her rosebud mouth pressed against Nicoletta's ear. "Sometimes they whisper to each other all night." Her voice was a shaky thread of sound, her thin body trembling. 

Nicoletta tightened her arms around the child, offering comfort as they lay together in the massive bed. 

The ornate sculptures did seem to be whispering; she could hear the soft murmuring, which seemed to surround them, making it impossible to discern the exact source. The shadows moved and deepened so that the wings on the carved creatures appeared to spread in preparation for flight. The curved claws of the wicked-looking gargoyle lengthened and grew, stretching toward the bedstead, throwing a darker gray across the figures etched into the ceiling. One talon elongated across the eaves and rafters, a dark shape like the hand of death. It seemed to be reaching for something, and Nicoletta almost stopped breathing as the grotesque shadow hovered across the ceiling above the bed. 

Sophie sobbed quietly, the sound muffled against Nicoletta's neck. 

"Shh,  bambina,  I will not allow anything to harm you," Nicoletta promised in her softest, most reassuring voice. But she was frightened, watching the shadows play macabre games, hearing the hideous murmuring. The shadowy talon slowly passed overhead and reached the ornate chandelier with its heavily layered rows of tapers. The claw curved around the base, the sharpened talon digging at the fixture. 

Unexpectedly she saw the chandelier sway. Felt a ripple of motion much like the tremor that had passed through the ground up on their arrival at the palazzo. Nicoletta's heart leapt into her throat. Horrified, she stared up at the large, heavy circle of candles. It definitely trembled; it was not her imagination. This time Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

the movement was more pronounced, a shudder that sent several half-burned tapers spilling to the floor. 

The waxy missiles failed to touch the bed, but they struck the chair where Maria Pia slept. The chandelier creaked and swayed alarmingly, sending more candles spiraling wildly in all directions through the air. 

Nicoletta gasped and attempted to shove the child to safety beneath the massive, untouched bed. She was forced to use precious seconds prying the child's fingers from around her neck, and then she dove for Maria Pia, dragging her out of the chair onto the floor, covering the older woman with her own body. 

She heard a terrible grinding sound, and the enormous fixture ripped loose of the ceiling and slammed into the chair where Maria Pia had been sleeping. The chair was smashed to pieces, and the chandelier broke apart. Nicoletta couldn't prevent her cry of pain as the shorn brass sliced into her calf and other pieces pelted her. 

Sophie screamed, a thin wail of terror. Nicoletta ignored Maria Pia's muffled questions and pushed herself up, shouldering large pieces of the chandelier off herself to scramble on all fours and drag the little girl to her. Sophie burst into tears, burying her face in Nicoletta's neck and clutching her tightly. Nicoletta could feel warm, sticky liquid running down her leg, and it throbbed and burned. She rocked the child gently, soothingly, glancing up at the ceiling. The strange shadow had receded, leaving the carved sculptures nothing but ornate works of art and her own vivid imagination. 

The door to the bedroom was flung open, and an old man, a stranger, stood framed there. "What happened here?" His frame was tall and thinning with age, his thick hair silver, wild, and untamed, sticking out in all directions. He glared at them from beneath bushy eyebrows, intimidating after their recent terror. 

His fierce gaze took in Nicoletta, the child clinging to her, and Maria Pia on the floor in the middle of a heap of rubble that had once been the chair and the chandelier. "What the devil is going on in here?" It was a clear accusation. 

Sophie cringed at the tone of his voice, and tried to burrow closer to Nicoletta, refusing to look up. Her sobs increased in volume, verging on hysteria. 

The old man came into the room, a towering fury. "Stop that incessant wailing, you wretched little female!" He loomed over them, his fists clenched, shaking a stout cane at them. His eyes glittered like obsidian, his face twisted into a thundercloud. "It is thievery going on in here! Nothing less than thievery in the middle of the night!" 

Nicoletta was uncomfortably aware of the unblinking eyes of the various carvings and sculptures all around them—silent, taunting faces gloating at their misfortune. 

Maria Pia moaned and pushed herself to a sitting position. Nicoletta kept her attention on the little girl. It was obvious that Sophie was as terrified of the old man as she was of the shadowy specters that haunted her room at night. Nicoletta instantly began whispering soothing words to the child, knowing it best to leave the old man to Maria Pia, who wouldn't kick his ankle as he so richly deserved. Nicoletta had been frightened by the odd murmurings and shadows and the crashing chandelier, but this flesh-and-blood rude old man was now making her angry. It would not be wise to say or do anything to call a closer inspection upon herself; she dared not say what she thought. Nicoletta did her best to resume her role as a slow, frightened servant girl. The last thing she wanted was for the don to notice her. She didn't want the villagers to suffer punishment on her behalf. They might be able to go into the surrounding towns and make a modest living, but she doubted it. They had lived in the hills all their lives, depending on the tolerance and good will of the don. 

Maria Pia answered the old man respectfully but on the steadier ground her role as the healer provided Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

her. Unlike Nicoletta, she had much practice through the years in dealing with the aristocratici and their tyrannical ways, and obviously she had encountered this horrid old man before. "Signore Scarletti, we have suffered a terrible accident. We were nearly killed!" she said indignantly. 

"Stupid woman, I can see what has been going on here!" the elder Scarletti snapped, clearly angrier than ever that anyone should contradict him, and a lowly woman from the village, at that. 

A darker shadow fell across them all, blocking the light from the candles in the hall, bringing instant silence to the exchange between the healer and the old man. Even Sophie stopped crying to hiccup sorrowfully. Simultaneously they turned their heads to see the don standing in the doorway. "Nonno, what have you done? I left this chamber but a short time ago to return to my own room, as the healer had things well in hand." 

The elderly man erupted into a barrage of Latin and Italian and another dialect, but Nicoletta had the distinct feelings that the don's grandfather wasn't praying. With his gnarled hands waving his cane around wildly, and his face nearly turning purple, he seemed to be threatening everyone in sight. Once he leaned over and spat on the floor near the door, his fierce gaze fixed spitefully on the little girl. 

At his tirade Sophie clung all the harder to Nicoletta, not daring to look up at the old man. He accused the child of everything from being bad luck to being a witch. Nicoletta glanced quickly at Maria Pia. The older woman was devoutly crossing herself and piously kissing the crucifix that hung around her neck. 

The don looked completely exasperated, so much so that Nicoletta almost felt sorry for him. He was still feeling the ill effects of the poisoning; she could see it in his eyes and the slight way he hunched his body to bring relief to the painful knots twisting in his abdomen. He waved his grandfather out of the room, his voice quiet yet stern as he followed him into the corridor. 

The two men spoke briefly before the don returned to the women, eyeing the disaster in the room. 

"What happened here?" he asked quietly. 

Sophie peeked out at him from the safety of Nicoletta's arms.  "They did it." She pointed at the silent, watching creatures on the ceiling. 

Don Scarletti's gaze settled on the little girl. "Do not start that silliness again, Sophie." His voice was mild but delivered a reprimand. 

The child flinched burying her face once more against Nicoletta's neck. Nicoletta's dark eyes, a hint of fire in their depths, jumped to the don's face. Maria Pia deliberately kicked at a piece of the fallen chandelier to draw attention away from the younger woman. "Clearly the thing fell," Maria Pia pointed out. "It was only by the grace of the good Madonna we were not killed." 

The don moved closer to inspect the debris. "There is blood on the coverlet. Was Sophie injured?" 

Nicoletta quickly averted her eyes from the don, and it was left to Maria Pia to shake her head and answer. "She was untouched. The fever has gone down, too. Our vigilance has paid off," she declared, touching her crucifix for forgiveness for the small lie, since she had fallen asleep even before the don left the room. 

Don Scarletti's penetrating gaze settled thoughtfully on Nicoletta's face. "So you were the one injured. 

Let me see." He crossed the floor in his long, fluid strides and bent to examine her. 
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Shocked, Nicoletta drew her legs under the skirt and silently shook her head, feeling like a frightened, wayward child, butterflies brushing at her stomach. 

  "Dio! Piccola,  I am out of patience." He circled her bare ankle with his long fingers and straightened her leg out for his inspection. It was a curiously intimate gesture. Nicoletta had never been touched by a man before, and certainly not on her bare skin. Color crept up her neck and flooded her delicate features. He was enormously strong, and she had no way of combating his strength or his hard authority. 

Nicoletta made a soft sound of distress and looked desperately to Maria Pia for help. Don Scarletti was turning her leg to inspect her calf. His hands were surprisingly gentle. "This cut is deep." He glanced briefly at the older woman. "Hand me a rag." There was authority in his voice. 

"I will attend her, signore," Maria Pia said firmly, clutching the rag, her shock mirrored on her face. It wasn't decent that the don should touch Nicoletta that way; worse, it was dangerous. 

The don reached up, took the rag out of Maria Pia's hands, and gently wiped the blood from Nicoletta's leg so that he could see the extent of the injury. Nicoletta winced as the laceration burned, pulsing with pain. She tried not to notice the way the don's hair curled around his ears and rippled in unruly waves down his nape. "Light a candle, woman. This wound is deep and must be dressed, or it may putrefy." 

Once again Maria Pia made a desperate attempt to shield Nicoletta from the don. "I am the healer, Don Scarletti. You should not trouble yourself with such." 

"I have attended many battle wounds," the don answered absently, thoughtfully inspecting the shapely leg he held in his hands. 

Nicoletta was mortified to have the don kneeling at her feet, her ankle in his hands. She was acutely aware of the heat emanating from his body. In her arms, Sophie began to squirm, the beginnings of a whimper starting. 

The don caught the little girl, pulled her out of Nicoletta's arms, and thrust her at Maria Pia in one smooth motion. "See to her needs," he ordered abruptly, his voice as mild as ever. He was clearly distracted by Nicoletta's injuries, not really looking at the child or the older woman. His fingertips moved over her skin, leaving a strange tingling sensation behind. Nicoletta held herself very still, afraid to move. 

Her teeth tugged nervously at her lower lip, drawing his unwanted attention to her face. He reached for a clean cloth on the nightstand to use for a bandage. "Are you training as an apprentice to the healer?" he asked casually as he wound the bandage around her legs. One hand was still circling her ankle, so it was easy enough to feel her trembling. 

Nicoletta looked desperately for help from Maria Pia, but her mentor was attending the child, who needed to use the chamber pot in an alcove at the far end of the room. Nicoletta shrank away from the don, hoping the candlelight wouldn't reach her face. She had trained herself to be extremely careful of contact with others, yet she was in an impossible position. One didn't deliberately incur the wrath of the don Giovanni Scarletti. That was dangerous and foolhardy. Nervously she swept a hand through her thick, hair, horrified to discover her head scarf had slipped off. It was too far away for her to grab it and cover her abundance of hair, but at least the strands were still drawn back in a severe knot. 

"You can talk—I have heard you," Don Scarletti pointed out. "What was the melody you sang to Sophie? It was somehow familiar to me." He asked it casually, idly, as if it didn't matter at all and he was simply making conversation. But Nicoletta wasn't fooled. His black eyes were on her face, sharp like a Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

hawk's. 

She felt the breath explode out of her as if he had hit her with his fist. Unexpectedly she was struggling not to cry. Sorrow welled up out of nowhere, so deep that her throat closed, and tears burned behind her eyes. It had been her mother's favorite song. Nicoletta still held those precious memories, of her mother's soft, beautiful voice, the warmth of her arms. Her mother had worked at the palazzo, and twelve years earlier they had brought her body home from this place of death. Involuntarily Nicoletta averted her face, once again attempting to draw her leg away from the don. 

His fingers tightened like a shackle around her ankle. "Be still." 

Nicoletta was feeling desperate. She did her best to look doltish. Under the circumstances, it wasn't that difficult. She was feeling entirely off balance. She mumbled something unintelligible, knowing instinctively he would have no patience for evasion, and covered her face as best she could. Alas, the don had sharp eyes and likely had missed nothing at all. Something in his voice, something nameless, something undefined, gave Nicoletta the uneasy impression that he no longer regarded her as an ageless, nameless, nondescript servant. He spoke as if he were talking to a young maiden or frightened child. He had even called her piccola —little one. 

"Send for the servants," he ordered Maria Pia, confirming Nicoletta's suspicions that he no longer thought of her as a servant. The older woman had returned silently, but he was aware of her presence immediately. "Your apprentice cannot remain in this room this night." 

Sophie was struggling to gain her freedom, wrenching her hand free of Maria Pia to run to Nicoletta and crawl into her lap. Nicoletta gratefully wrapped her arms around the child, unashamedly hiding behind the little girl. 

Maria Pia hastily tugged the bell pull and hovered anxiously close to Nicoletta. "She is invaluable to me, don." Love and concern etched deep lines into her face, naked, transparent, and easy for someone as sharp as Don Scarletti to read. 

"The wound is deep, but I have cleansed and bandaged it. Where are her shoes?" He stood abruptly, easily, flowing power and coordination combined, lifting Nicoletta and Sophie into his arms in one smooth motion. "I do not want further injuries caused by bare feet on the debris. Gather her things, and we will go to the nursery." 

  Where the child should have been all along! Why had Sophie been in that monstrous room? 

Nicoletta bit back the questions clamoring inside her. It seemed that no one paid much attention to Sophie. If anything, the child appeared to be in the way. Had the soup been intentionally poisoned? Or had it, perhaps, been intended for the don?  Pud darsi.  He had numerous enemies. Although his people were loyal to him—they were well fed, protected, and cared for—they also feared him, and fear was often a dangerous emotion. It was known, too, that the King of Spain had made an uneasy treaty with the don. The king had conquered other cities and states but had been unsuccessful in taking over Don Scarletti's lands. Could there be a traitor at the palazzo? Few would dare challenge the don outright, but perhaps they sought other ways to defeat him. 

She couldn't believe the selfsame don was holding her so close to him, almost protectively, cradling her in his arms, against his wide chest. Much like a frightened rabbit, she dared not move or speak. In any case, she knew with certainty that struggling wouldn't do her any good. Don Scarletti was a man who got his way. 



Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

The manservant who had shown them in arrived a little out of breath. His clothes were a trifle disheveled, as if he had dressed on the run. His eyes widened at the sight of Nicoletta and Sophie in his master's arms, but he was discreet enough not to comment. 

"See to the debris, Gostanz," Don Scarletti ordered, moving past the man without so much as looking at him. 

Nicoletta held her breath, still not daring to move or speak. The don's body was hard and hot and unspeakably male. As he carried her and Sophie through the massive halls, she noted ribbed archways and domes, automatically attempting to remember the way, but he was moving very quickly. Maria Pia was nearly running to keep up. The spiral staircase they ascended was wide and ornate, the banister shaped like a golden snake curled around a long, twisting, golden branch. Maria Pia was afraid to touch it, muttering a multitude of prayers as she climbed. Ordinarily Nicoletta would have found Maria Pia's superstitions amusing, but being in the don's arms, tight against his chest, unnerved her. 

The nursery was along another long, vaulted hallway, but the room had a smaller, less intricate interior. 

No sculptures of mythical creatures, no sinister gargoyles preparing to do battle threatened here. 

However, dark, heavy tapestries covered the wall from ceiling to floor behind the bedstead, and the room was cold, with no logs on the hearth. The don placed Nicoletta and her tiny charge carefully on the bed. He patted Sophie's head rather absently, his attention still centered on Nicoletta. 

"Look at me." He said the words very softly. His voice was a weapon, seductive, tempting, an invitation to something beyond her comprehension. 

She was uncomfortably aware of her own body, how soft and curved it had felt against the hard strength of his. And then there was that strange current that ran between them, arcing and crackling with a life she didn't understand. She only knew that his voice was soft and could move over her skin like the touch of his fingers, and that if she dared look into his eyes, she might be trapped there for all time. 

Nicoletta stubbornly shook her head, her eyes averted, looking resolutely down. The don, clearly exasperated with her defiance, caught her chin in firm fingers and forced her head up so that her dark eyes met his gaze. For a moment they stared at one another. His eyes were beautiful, black as obsidian, glittering like gems. Hypnotic. Fathomless. She felt a curious sensation, as if she might be falling. The feeling was so real, her fingers curled around the coverlet to anchor her to safety. 

She felt a stirring in her mind, a warmth. She was losing her resistance, helplessly drowning in the seduction of his eyes. In her lap, Sophie squirmed, already worn out by the brief activity. From somewhere down the hall, Nicoletta heard a door close with a soft thud. For some reason the sound seemed sinister in the gloom of the nursery. It was enough to break the spell. With a supreme effort she pulled her gaze away from his and looked around the chamber, blinking rapidly to bring the room into focus. It felt as if she were waking from a dream. The flame from one small candle gave off so little light, every corner seemed filled with shadows. 

Nicoletta sighed softly. As high as the ceilings were, as large and spacious as the palazzo was, as ornate and luxurious, she preferred the outdoors, the sea and the mountains, the small huts. There was something very wrong in this house; she could feel it. And the don was much more dangerous than anyone had thought. She turned her attention to the child, slipping her into the bed beside her, fussing as she tucked the coverlet around her. She was aware of Don Scarletti towering over her in frustration, but she steadfastly refused to look up again. She held her breath as he turned on his heel without another word and strode from the room. 
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The moment the don left them alone, Maria Pia collapsed on the bed with them in relief, conversing in whispers. "I never saw such a brazen thing," she admitted, "the way he touched you, made so free with you. The man must be heathen. I have heard the rumors, but I did not believe them." 

"I saw a shrine to the Madonna in the great hall," Nicoletta disputed, for some reason feeling the need to defend him. "If he is truly without God, he would not have such a thing in his home. And he often meets with the village priest and elders." 

"The old man, his grandfather—he is a heathen, that is certain. May the good Virgin protect us from such a man." Maria Pia was solemn. "Look at his home. Did you see the creatures in every alcove? The ancient dons worshiped many gods and built this palazzo in defiance of the Holy Church. They held back the armies of the invaders, some say with the power of many demons behind them, but this palazzo is indeed cursed. For years there have been rumors of murders, assassinations. Once, an invading army trapped the famiglia Scarletti here in the palazzo. When the soldiers breached the castle walls, the family had simply disappeared, and most of the invaders died horrible deaths. A few days later, the famiglia returned as if the invasion had never happened." Shuddering, she held her crucifix in both hands and kissed it several times. "We will leave this place at first light. The bambina is much better and will surely live. Someone here must be capable of giving her her medicaments." 

Nicoletta tucked Sophie beneath the coverlet the child had restlessly kicked off herself. She coaxed the child to drink the medicine-laced water, smiling when the little girl clutched her hand. "Perhaps it would be best to continue this conversation when we are alone," she advised quietly. She leaned back and closed her eyes tiredly. Her calf was sore, burning and throbbing, already swelling. If she hadn't been so tired, she would have mixed a potion for herself. But first she wanted to sleep; and then she wanted to leave the palazzo and get back to her own world, where she could breathe more easily. 

"Nicoletta, the don is dangerous," Maria Pia announced softly. "You have too much compassion in you. 

You are very young. There is something wrong in this house. I do not like the way he looked at you." 

Nicoletta smiled without opening her eyes.  "Ti voglio bene."  She affectionately told the older woman she loved her. "Do not worry for me. You have done so all my life. I will not see the don again. I love living, Maria Pia. I do not want to be burned as a witch." She was smiling, reassuring the woman, but inside she was trembling. The don frightened her in a way no one ever had before, in a way she could not explain to Maria Pia or even to herself. 

The older woman hissed, looking quickly into every corner of the room, frightened by Nicoletta's audacity. 

"Hush,  bambina,  you cannot speak of such things. Not ever. The good Virgin will not protect you if you call down such unspeakable evil upon yourself." 

"The little one is asleep; there is no one to hear." Nicoletta was unrepentant. 

"There are eyes and ears everywhere. This house is not right," Maria Pia reminded her sharply, glancing uneasily around the silent nursery. An abrupt knocking broke the hush. Maria Pia gave a frightened cry as the door swung inward. 

The manservant slunk in carrying a load of wood for the fire. He didn't look at the women, his features stiff and set. He built a nest of curls of shaved wood, added the logs, and set the whole thing blazing. 

When the flames crackled to life, the man turned and regarded the "healer" and her "assistant" with a cold stare. "Your fire, as ordered," he said grudgingly. As much as he evidently wished the women gone, the Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

healer was respected and needed in the community, and he didn't dare alienate her completely. He turned on his heel and marched out, his back ramrod stiff. 

"We are not making many friends here," Nicoletta observed with a small smile. "Do you suppose they waited so long to send for us in hopes it would be too late to save the bambina?" 

"Nicoletta!" Maria Pia was shocked, her gaze wildly searching the room as if she expected to see the don standing there listening. "I forbid anymore of this talk." 

Nicoletta was happy enough to go to sleep. The child was warm in her arms, and with the fire crackling nicely, the room seemed much more pleasant. She snuggled down onto the bed and lay quietly. Within a matter of minutes, Maria Pia was breathing evenly, indicating she had immediately fallen asleep. Nicoletta was very tired, but she couldn't follow suit. Too many unanswered questions whirled in her head. 

She was "different." She had been born with unique abilities. Maria Pia called them gifts, yet she had to hide them for fear of being named witch. She could touch an individual and "feel" the illness. She knew instinctively which herbs or potions sick people needed to alleviate their suffering and aid their healing. 

She could even communicate with plants. She "felt" the life in them and knew what they needed to assist their growth. 

Nicoletta could also aid in curing the ill with her soothing hands and voice. From deep within her welled a healing warmth that flowed from her body into that of her patient. Maria Pia, devout as she was, would never actually call her a witch. She would never imply in any way that Nicoletta was capable of magic. 

She never pointed out that Nicoletta came from a long line of "unique" women and that more than one of her ancestors had been burned at the stake, stoned, or deliberately drowned. Maria Pia guarded her carefully and maintained the role of the "healer," keeping the attention on herself rather than Nicoletta. 

The villagers, too, knew that Nicoletta was different, and they aided Maria Pia in deceiving the aristocrazia,  keeping Nicoletta far from the palazzo and all who occupied it. They guarded her like a treasure, and she was very grateful to them. But now…

Nicoletta sighed. She went carefully over everything that had happened since her arrival at the palazzo. 

She certainly had caught the attention of the don. A shiver raced down her spine. Was it from fear? Or something else? Nicoletta was honest enough to admit that Don Scarletti was an incredibly handsome man. And power seemed to cling to him. She couldn't imagine trying to defeat such a man. His dark eyes were piercing and seemed to see right past flesh and bone into her soul. She shivered again and decided what she had felt was fear. 

He had looked at her with interest stirring in the depths of his eyes. No one had ever looked at her the way Don Giovanni Scarletti had. He was no callow youth but a grown man, a nobleman at that, rumored to head a secret society of assassins. Others in power either left him strictly alone or vied for his attention, coveting his loyalty. But more than all of that, his family was cursed. No village woman, nor even many Scarletti wives, had survived long in the Palazzo delta Morte —Palace of Death. And he had looked at her, marking her as prey. The thought crept unbidden into her fanciful mind. 

A log in the fireplace burned through and collapsed in a shower of sparks, flames flaring momentarily to cast an image of hell on the wall. Nicoletta's breath caught in her throat as the heavy door swung slowly inward. A man hesitated in the entrance. 

Nicoletta didn't believe in cowering beneath the covers. "Signore?" She managed to keep her voice even, in spite of trembling uncontrollably. "What is it?" 
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  "Scusa,  signorina, I did not mean to disturb you. I wanted to see my daughter." Despite the natural arrogance in his tone, he was extremely polite for an aristocratic. This was Vincente, the youngest of the three Scarletti brothers. He had the same muscular build and confidence of his older brothers, as befitted one born to nobility, but the similarities ended there. Where Don Giovanni Scarletti had a palpable aura of power and danger and authority about him, this man seemed ravaged by sorrow, almost as if he couldn't stand straight beneath the weight of his burden. His young wife, Nicoletta seemed to recall, was one of the casualties of the Scarletti curse, leaving him a widower with no mother for his child. 

Immediately Nicoletta's heart went out to him, her compassionate nature sharing his sorrow. Normally she would never speak directly to a member of the Scarletti family—it was as natural to her as breathing to avoid contact with nobility and outsiders—but she couldn't help responding to him. "There is no need to worry, signore, the bambino will live. The soup she shared with Don Scarletti was tainted. She was given medicine to aid in her healing." Her voice was soft and soothing, unconsciously reaching out to

"heal" him, too, as she so often did with her people. 

He bowed, a courtly gesture of respect. "I am Vincente Scarletti. The bambino is all I have left in this world. When I saw the bedchamber below empty, I…" He trailed off. "I do not know how I thought to check the nursery. I was numb and walked here blankly, without thought." 

No wonder sorrow was etched so deeply into his face. Nicoletta reassured him. "A small incidente,  no more, Signore Scarletti." 

"I thank you for saving the don and my daughter. I do not know what our famiglia would do without mio fratello,  the don. And the bambina is everything to me." 

"Maria Pia Sigmora is a healer without equal," Nicoletta lied, straight-faced. She was grateful for the shadows in the room that prevented the man from examining her too closely. His brother's scrutiny had been enough adventure for one night. 

"Vincente! What is going on? Has Sophie taken a turn for the worse?" The woman, Portia Scarletti, who had been weeping earlier in the hallway, poked her head into the room, wrapping her hand familiarly around Vincente's arm. Her face mirrored her deep concern. 

Nicoletta studied her closely. Portia looked far younger than what must be her thirty or so years. 

Margerita, her daughter, appeared to be at least fifteen. Portia wore a long, form-fitting gown that revealed more than it covered, and even in the middle of the night, her hair was dressed perfectly. 

Portia took in the women and child in the room with one swift glance. "Ah"—she crossed herself devoutly—"thank the Madonna, the bambina is well. Come, Vincente, you have suffered much. You must rest." 

"Have you both gone mad?" The voice from the doorway was low but carried a whiplash in it, a hard authority no one would dare to defy. "Sophie nearly died tonight, these women are exhausted with the work they have done, and you do not give them even the courtesy of allowing them to sleep undisturbed?" Don Scarletti moved into the room, his presence immediately dominating the nursery and those who occupied it. "Portia, you and Margerita were too afraid to see to the needs of the bambina when she needed you, yet now, in the middle of the night, you enter the room to awaken her caretakers?" 

The woman winced under the reprimand. "How can you accuse me of such a thing? I was seeing first to Margerita's safety, as a mother should. The servants were to see to the bambina.  I ordered them to do Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

so, but they refused, thinking they might encounter the plague. I cannot control the superstitious beliefs of those from the villaggi.  They do not listen when they fear the unknown. Surely you do not blame me for their incompetence!" 

"I found the poor piccola abandoned, with waste and vomit all over her." The obsidian eyes were lethal. 

He didn't raise his voice, but he was cutting the woman to pieces, and Nicoletta almost felt sorry for her. 

"I gave the orders to the servants." Portia lifted her chin. "How dare you chastise me in front of ones such as these?" She waved a hand to encompass Nicoletta and the sleeping Maria Pia. "Vincente, please, escort me to my room." 

Vincente obligingly took the woman's hand and tucked it into the crook of his arm.  "Grazie,  for the life of my bambina"  he said sincerely, bowing to Nicoletta in a courtly manner. 

"I am grateful at least one of you knows to whom we owe a debt of thanks," Don Scarletti said softly. 

His voice fairly purred with menace, a velvet lash masking an iron will. Nicoletta found herself trembling for no reason at all. She suddenly didn't want the others to leave the room. Worse, she knew by Maria Pia's breathing that she wasn't faking but was still truly asleep. Nicoletta would find no savior there if Don Scarletti turned the full power of his soul-piercing eyes on her once again. 

Portia now remained silent against the don's accusation, and that told Nicoletta much about the household. Its members feared him nearly as much as she did. There was something cold and aloof about the don. Something in him held away from the others, seemingly relaxed yet coiled and ready to strike like a snake. His family treated him with tremendous deference, as if they, too, sensed he was dangerous. 

Nicoletta allowed her long lashes to drift down as Vincente took Portia Scarletti from the room. She held herself very still, not daring to move a muscle. Silence stretched out so long, she wanted to scream. 

There wasn't a sound, not the rustling of clothes or a hint of movement. Not knowing what the don was doing was worse than facing him. She lay there with her heart pounding, hardly breathing. Waiting. 

Listening. There was no sound. 

Nicoletta began to relax. No one could be that quiet. She sighed with relief. He must have followed the others out of the room. Snuggling deeper into the coverlet, she took a chance and peeked. He was standing over her, as still as the mountains, waiting, his dark eyes fixed on her face. He had known all along that she wasn't asleep and that she would eventually look. For a moment she couldn't breathe, trapped in the intensity of his black gaze. The flames from the hearth seemed to be reflected there, or perhaps it was the volcano seething inside him, deep, hot, and dangerous. 

"I am not fooled so easily as you and the old woman might think." He said it quietly, a soft, ominous statement of fact. Indeed, the words were so soft, she wasn't certain he had actually murmured them. He turned with his peculiar flowing grace and left the room, closing the door behind him with finality. 






Chapter Three

"Nicoletta! You left your shoes by the stream again." The childish voice was giggling, bubbling over with laughter. "Maria Pia said to watch you. You left your real sandals at the palazzo. She said—" 

"You are never going to let me forget that, are you, Ketsia," Nicoletta interrupted, laughing. She placed a garland of flowers on the little girl's head. "I cannot believe she told everyone. That was so mean!" But Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

her dark eyes were dancing with shared merriment. 

Ketsia giggled again. "You are so funny, Nicoletta." The little girl danced around, spinning in circles, her arms held out wide to embrace the crisp mountain air. Wild flowers exploded in a riot of color, and overhead, birds sang out, each attempting to outdo the other with trilling melodies. 

Nicoletta whirled and swayed beside Ketsia, her wide skirts flaring, her long hair flying in all directions, her bare feet tapping out a rhythm in the grasses. She began to sing softly, her voice melodious as she danced, limping just a little. Her leg was still sore, but the swelling had gone down. She bathed it daily in the cold stream, applying poultices to speed the healing. 

It had been several days since she had been called to the palazzo. The memory of the don hadn't faded at all. Instead, she found herself uneasy, often thinking of him. At night she dreamed of him. A tall, solitary man with dark, hypnotic eyes. He whispered to her, called to her, his soft voice insistent, aching. She dreamed erotic dreams, things she knew nothing about; she dreamed of love and death. Lately, the only time she had felt at peace was when she was far from the village, surrounded by the peace of the mountains. Young Ketsia often accompanied her into the hills while the girl's mother worked at her weaving. The villagio women were renowned for the weaving of beautiful cloth, much in demand by the aristocrazia and surrounding settlements. 

When the wild dance was ended, the pair collapsed together, laughing at their silliness, Ketsia putting an arm around Nicoletta. "I love to be with you," she admitted in the guileless way of children. 

"I am so glad, Ketsia, because I love spending time with you." Nicoletta had been mixing flower petals together in an attempt to come up with a new dye for the cloth of the village. The weavers depended on her experiments to produce things unique enough to please those in the palazzo and to barter in the neighboring towns. Ketsia proved helpful in gathering the flowers for her. The child liked being the assistant, remembering where Nicoletta had left her shoes and seeing to it that she remembered to eat the bread and cheese she carried but often forgot. 

"Cristano was looking at you again, Nicoletta," Ketsia pointed out slyly. 

Nicoletta shrugged her slender shoulders. "Though he vows to wed me one day, I do not have the shape he is looking for. He has told me my waist is too small, as are my hips. I would not make buoni bambini." 

Ketsia was outraged. "He said that to you?" 

Nicoletta nodded, hiding her smile at the child's indignation. "Yes, he did, and he also said I was too wild and he would insist on taming me and making me cover my hair and wear shoes at all times. Now, in truth, Ketsia, should I even consider marrying a man who would expect me to remember where my shoes are?" 

Ketsia thought about it solemnly. "Cristano is very handsome, Nicoletta. And I think he likes you very much. He is always looking at you when he thinks you are not aware of it." 

"He is handsome," Nicoletta conceded, "but it is more important that a man likes a woman as a person, Ketsia. And I should like him as a person, not just how he looks. Cristano will make some girl a good husband, but not me. He will want me to cook and clean for him and stay all day inside. I would wither and die. I belong here." Nicoletta spread her arms wide to encompass the mountains. "I shall not marry but stay free to do what I was born to do." 
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The little girl looked up at her, puzzled. "You do not want to have bambini and a husband, a famiglia?" 

she asked. "You will be all alone." 

"I will not be alone, Ketsia. Do not look so sad," Nicoletta assured her, affectionately ruffling her hair. "I will always have you and your children, and Maria Pia, and your mother, and all the others in the villaggio.  You all are my famiglia.  I have all of you and my plants and the outdoors. I could not ask for anything else to make me happy." 

The wind rustled, a mere whisper of sound, but Nicoletta instantly spun around. "Where did you say my shoes were?" She looked around the ground strewn with flowers of every description, pushing a hand through her hair in agitation.  "Subito,  Ketsia, we must find them at once." 

Ketsia laughed again, the childish sound joyful. "Maria Pia is coming up the trail," she guessed sagely. 

No one else could get Nicoletta to be concerned over her lack of footwear. Her present shoes didn't even fit properly. Ketsia's mother had donated an old, worn pair to Nicoletta when she returned shoeless from the palazzo. Ketsia didn't question that Nicoletta sensed Maria Pia nearing them; Nicoletta knew things others did not, though no one spoke of it. When she had tried to tell her mother of the wondrous things Nicoletta could do, her mother shushed her severely. 

"Yes, you little imp, it is Maria Pia coming. Now where along the stream are those shoes?" Nicoletta was torn between desperation and laughter. If Maria Pia caught her barefoot again after the incident at the palazzo, which everyone thought terribly amusing, Nicoletta was certain to get a long lecture on growing up and becoming a lady. 

Ketsia quickly ran downstream several paces and snatched up the footwear just as Maria Pia came into view down on the trail. The older woman stopped to catch her breath, waiting for them to come to her, clearly out of breath, as if she had been hurrying to reach them. 

Nicoletta took the shoes from Ketsia almost absently, her face lifted to the wind. She opened her arms to the earth, and turned in the four directions—north, south, east and west—seeking information. She glanced skyward, searching for the raven, studying the birds, listening to the insects. Puzzled, she turned once again toward Maria Pia. 

"Do not stand there gawking,  piccola.  Don Scarletti has summoned the healer once again. You did not come. I waited, but you did not answer the call." Maria Pia sounded impatient. 

Nicoletta began walking slowly, thoughtfully, toward her, swinging her shoes absently. 'There was no call, Maria Pia. There is no one sick at the palazzo." 

"You must be mistaken. He sent word that he wanted the healer and her assistant to return." Maria Pia put her hands on her hips, scowling fiercely at Nicoletta. "Why are you carrying, not wearing those shoes?" 

Nicoletta didn't appear to hear her. "There is no illness, Maria Pia, and no injury. I do not know why the don has summoned the healer, but it is not to attend the sick." 

The color drained from Maria Pia's face. "Are you certain? You know?" 

"I know. There are no disturbances. I feel nothing of consequence. I would know. I have never been wrong, not even as a bambina,  and I have grown much in the last few years." 
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Maria Pia cleared her throat noisily and made several not-so-subtle gestures toward Ketsia with her chin to remind Nicoletta they were not alone. "I was there when his servant arrived. He said to come at the first opportunity." 

Nicoletta whistled softly, a sound that had Maria Pia gasping anew at the young woman's wild, unbridled ways. 

"You do not see?" Nicoletta asked. "Look at his order. 'At the first opportunity.' He did not command the healer's presence as he would if a member of his household was ill. He sent for the healer in such a way that she could complete her work should she be aiding some other who is ill. He has not summoned the healer because her skills are needed. He has another motive." 

Maria Pia devoutly crossed herself repeatedly. "He has found us out!" she wailed. "He knows we deceived him. Our lives will be forfeit." 

"He could not know." Nicoletta pointed out calmly. "He may suspect, but he cannot know. It's possible this is a test." 

"Your disguise did not work." Maria Pia sounded fearful, and for the first time she looked her every decade. 

"Not with Don Scarletti," Nicoletta agreed, unruffled. "But we made no false claims outright. He cannot condemn us. There was no dangerous deception. I altered my appearance, that is true, and praised you as a healer but how can he prove peril or malice in such things?" 

"Don Scarletti does not need proof, Nicoletta," Maria Pia said hopelessly. "Remember who he is." 

"I do not think he has called the healer to condemn her and her young assistant to death. What does it matter to him if we use the illusion of servitude to protect me?" 

"You are the one who heals, Nicoletta. Even as a mere bambina,  you had the gift. I can aid you, and I have some experience, but I am not able to cure as you can. I do not even understand what it is you do or how you do it." 

"The don does not know that I am the healer, Maria Pia," Nicoletta said firmly. "He cannot know. 

Perhaps this is a test. He may be suspicious and is hoping we will do something to give away our secret." 

"He has set a trap for us." Maria Pia let out her breath slowly. The thought of her and her precious Nicoletta coming under the close scrutiny of a man as powerful as Don Scarletti was terrifying. "Perhaps it is time to send you away from here," Maria Pia ventured reluctantly. "We knew this could happen." 

Nicoletta stood very still, recognizing the faint hint of resolve in Maria Pia's voice. She rarely used that inflection, but when she did, she meant business. "We do not know yet, and I will not let him drive me away from my home without even knowing. Perhaps we should turn the test back on him," she said thoughtfully. 

"Nicoletta!" Maria Pia was used to Nicoletta's defiance of convention, but defying a man as powerful as Don Scarletti was suicide. 

"We know there is no one sick enough at the palazzo that you cannot care for alone. Take our neighbor, Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

old Mirella, with you. She will enjoy being frightened by and later gossiping about the experience. 

Besides, she has accompanied you many times in the past delivering bambini in the villaggi.  You can easily claim to have more than one assistant. The don did not say which of your assistants you were to bring. Should he ask about me and why I did not accompany you, tell him you wished me to rest my leg another day or two." Nicoletta suddenly began to laugh. "Don Scarletti left us a way to slip out of his noose. He thought mere women would be easy to trap." 

Maria Pia took her time thinking over Nicoletta's plan. The branches overhead swayed gently, making the leaves glint silver in the sunlight. They could smell the ocean, fresh and salty. The breeze was beginning to pick up, bringing a fine spray of mist with it. 

Ketsia stayed very quiet, but her fingers were wound tightly in Nicoletta's skirt. Her eyes were wide, and her lower lip was trembling. "Nicoletta cannot go far from us, Maria Pia," she said. "What would we do without her?" 

"It will work, Maria Pia. It will allay his suspicions," Nicoletta said. "A man such as the don will not continue to waste his time on something so insignificant. He will accept you as the healer, believe you have several assistants, and soon his busy life will continue, and—poof!—we will be gone from his thoughts." Nicoletta's dark eyes were twinkling in anticipation. "I know it will work. He had curiosity, that is all, but it is fleeting, soon to be lost amidst more important matters of state." 

Ketsia was nodding in agreement. "Do not make Nicoletta go away, Maria Pia. I do not want her to go." 

"Neither do I,  piccola.  I will go to the palazzo with Mirella while Nicoletta rests her leg. You will watch over her and make certain she does not dance around. I do not wish to utter a lie, may the good Madonna watch over me." She made the sign of the cross. "Nicoletta must rest her leg," she decided piously. "She is really not nearly as healed as I would like." She fixed Nicoletta with a stern eye. "I will take no nonsense from you,  bambina.  You must rest while I am gone. I will not get on the bad side of the good Madonna." 

Nicoletta raised an eyebrow, her expression innocent. 

"I did not know the good Madonna had a bad side, Maria Pia." 

Outraged, Maria Pia erupted into a barrage of scolding, even going so far as to deliver a rap to the young woman's behind. Ketsia backed away, frightened by the unexpected display from Maria Pia, but Nicoletta stood her ground, smiling and slipping her arms around the old woman.  "Scusa,  Maria Pia. I am so ignorant, I am uncertain what is causing you distress." Her dark eyes were alight with mischief. 

Maria Pia firmly pushed her away, blessing her several times in the process. "If I did not see you devoutly at your prayers, Nicoletta, I would fear for your soul. You have more knowledge than is good for a woman. Go to your bed and stay there while I attend the don." 

"I can rest up here, Maria Pia," Nicoletta pointed out. "The fresh air will aid my healing, and I can continue to do my work." 

Maria Pia took in her disheveled appearance and sighed. "You were not working, Nicoletta, but flitting around again. No good can come of your continuing such behavior. I intend that you marry soon. I have noticed Cristano looking at you often." 
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Ketsia giggled but kept her gaze resolutely on the ground, not daring to glance up at Nicoletta, who had stiffened and was standing very still. 

Nicoletta's dark eyes flashed with sudden fire. "I will not marry Cristano or any other." She enunciated each word carefully. "I will not, Maria Pia. Do not think you can change my mind. Such a match would be a death sentence for me." 

Maria Pia was silent while the wind tugged gently at their clothing. She sighed softly.  "Piccola,  I have done you an injustice. When you lost your madre, you were so inconsolable, you spent all your time in the wilds. You were so little and sad, we were all afraid of losing you.  Do you remember those dark days? I would sit beneath the trees with you and up on the cliffs, many times all night. You did not speak for weeks at a time. You did not seem to feel the cold or the rain. I had to force you to eat. You took risks with your life, climbing crumbling cliffs and exploring caves just before the tide rushed inside. The wolves would howl, and you would not flinch. I would see their glowing eyes and try to persuade you to return to the villaggio,  but nothing frightened you, and nothing could assuage your grief. We allowed you to mourn in your own way, but I am not certain it was for the best. You were only five summers, but you were separate from us even then." 

"I have always been separate," Nicoletta pointed out gently. "I am ever aware I could bring morte to the entire villaggio.  It is a terrible burden hanging over my head. I know the little ones are taught never to speak of me to outsiders or if an outsider is near. It is a burden for them also. I cannot change that I am different. I did not want to be different, but I accept that I am. I try use my gifts for the good of others, and I light candles to the Madonna that it is right to do so." 

"You are a treasure to us, Nicoletta." Maria Pia laid a hand on the younger woman's arm. "To me. You are a good girl, and the Madonna knows that." 

Ketsia clutched Nicoletta's skirt tighter. Nicoletta brought laughter and love to the villaggio.  The children adored her and followed her everywhere. "Why are you afraid, Nicoletta?" She didn't understand the conversation, but she could feel the intensity of emotion shimmering between the two women. 

Immediately Nicoletta smiled at the child, her dark eyes dancing with mischief. "I have an idea, Ketsia. 

You should marry Cristano. He can wait until you are sixteen. It is only a few more years, and by then he might have made his fortune." 

Ketsia thought it over. "He is handsome, but he is already old.  Probabilmente he is already too old even for you, Nicoletta." 

Maria Pia coughed delicately behind her hand. "I must go now to the palazzo. It will not do to keep the don waiting too long. Mirella will come with me, but you stay out of sight. The hills have spies, Nicoletta. 

The don is a powerful man, and many wish to have his favor. If he has interest in you, someone will answer his inquiries." 

"You are right," Nicoletta agreed. Those who lived in the tiny villaggio depended on Nicoletta's strange gifts for a good portion of their livelihood. But they lived on land owned by Don Scarletti, and he was a good and generous protector and provider, though they were expected to work hard at their farms and crafts and to be somewhat self-sufficient. Unlike other dons, Don Scarletti did not take the lion's share of their profits, so the people were loyal to him, but they loved Nicoletta. She healed their sick, determined the richness of the earth for their crops, and she concocted the unique colors that kept the aristocrazia coming to them time and again for fine cloth. 
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Scattered over Don Scarletti's vast holdings were many other villaggi and farms, yet few of them held the importance to the don that theirs did. Nicoletta's villaggio was tiny in comparison to many others, but they had made a certain name for themselves and were the most prosperous of all. They were a closed group, wary of outsiders. They were all aware that other children much like Nicoletta had been born to different families throughout their history. Each of them had ancestors who had been burned in the not-so-distant past as witches or devil-worshipers, so they carefully maintained their image as a devout, pious people completely loyal to their don. 

"Be cautious, Maria Pia. The don is…" Nicoletta trailed off, unsure how to put her feelings into words. 

She suspected the don was as "different" as she was—not in the same manner but in ways far more dangerous than the older woman could conceive. 

"I have heard the rumors and have met his famiglia.  I do not speak unless spoken to, and Mirella will be too frightened to open her mouth. She is much older and remembers the days gone by." 

"What does she remember?" Nicoletta asked, curious. Among the villagers it was very difficult to separate fact from fiction, rumor from the truth. The Scarletti family history was shrouded in curses and dark mysteries spoken of only in whispers. 

"It is said that Don Scarletti's grandfather strangled his wife with his bare hands." Maria Pia whispered the words softly so the wind could not whisk them to other ears. "Mirella knew her well, served her faithfully. She is convinced the crime was committed and the don's padre covered up the evidence. Three murders in less than two years, all women, and no one did anything." 

Nicoletta had heard the dark whispers of the don's grandfather strangling his wife yet never being punished. The woman had died around the same time as Nicoletta's mother and aunt, and many believed the elder Scarletti had committed more than one crime. But the don's family had closed ranks, and no one was powerful enough to cross them. Nicoletta could almost believe such things of the eldest Scarletti; he certainly seemed to despise females. She could not imagine any woman being chained to such a terrible man. 

'The good Madonna will look after us, Nicoletta, and you will stay out of trouble and out of sight." Maria Pia made it a decree. 

Nicoletta allowed her smile to reach her dark eyes, lighting her face. "Ketsia will watch over me while I rest.'" 

Ketsia nodded solemnly, pleased with the responsibility. She straightened her shoulders and looked quite proud. Nicoletta and the little girl watched Maria Pia begin the trek down the mountain. 

Nicoletta put an arm around Ketsia's shoulders. "I wanted to look at a patch of plants I moved from the far side of the mountain. Sometimes if I move them from below, they struggle with the new elements, at first, and I must instruct them how to grow." 

Ketsia's small mouth formed an O.  "You talk to plants?" She looked around to make certain they were alone. Talking to plants didn't sound like something Maria Pia would approve of. 

"Of course. Some of them like me to sing to them." Nicoletta winked at Ketsia. "Like this." She hummed softly, then tried to yodel. 

Ketsia dissolved into a fit of giggles. "I knew you did not really talk to plants." She skipped to keep up Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

with Nicoletta. She had to stop once to pick up the shoes that slipped from Nicoletta's hands onto the path winding up the hill. 

The ocean came into view far below them. The deep blue sea was breaking on the rocks in plumes of white foam. Nicoletta paused to look at the breathtakingly beautiful vista. "You see this, Ketsia? This is what life is about. Not being closed up inside, but free like the birds all around us." 

"Nicoletta, do not go too close to the edge," Ketsia scolded, mimicking Maria Pia almost perfectly. 

"You could fall." She tugged at the wide skirt until Nicoletta reluctantly moved away from the cliff's edge, smiling at the little girl taking her job so seriously. 

Nicoletta loved her life and loved the children who often followed her as she roamed the mountains and valleys in search of the rare, precious plants she needed. She had endless patience, finding the children to be great company on her excursions. And her guardianship of the little ones aided the women in the village while they were tending the sheep or weaving cloth. 

Ketsia and Nicoletta spent the next couple of hours with their hands buried deep in the rich soil. 

Nicoletta did talk to her plants, her soft, crooning, murmurings often making E

Ketsia laugh helplessly. She nurtured and encouraged the drooping stalks. For some she added mixtures into the soil; others she left alone. Ketsia observed her closely, unable to discern exactly what she was doing. Although they both laughed about it, Ketsia was clever enough to know that something she couldn't see or understand was happening. The plants really did seem to respond to Nicoletta's voice and ministrations. And sometimes she did sing to them, her beautiful voice rising on the wind. 

Overhead a dark-winged bird swooped low over the pair. Nicoletta lifted her head to look at the raven, a faint frown on her face. She stood up slowly, moving away from the plants to turn her attention to the wind. It whispered continually to those who could interpret it's murmurings. She stiffened slightly and caught at Ketsia's shoulder. Very quietly she put a finger over her lips to signal to the child to be quiet. 

"Stay right here,  piccola.  Do not move until I come back for you." 

Ketsia's eyes widened, but she nodded dutifully. No one would ever really want to defy Nicoletta. She could heal the sick; she could do things no one talked openly about. Obediently, Ketsia sank into the bushes and remained as still as a stone. 

Nicoletta went back toward the cliffs, moving quickly, every sense alert. Far below she could see the figure of man moving in a furtive manner, skulking from bush to boulder, his body bent as if seeking to hide. She scanned the cove, could see no other movement, but knew something was not right. Her heart began to beat fast. The sun was beginning to set, staining the sky a pinkish orange. The sea grew angry, the water dark, waves climbing higher as they rushed at the shore and splashed at the rocks. 

Her hand went to her throat protectively. Something terrible was about to happen. She was too far away to prevent it; she could only stand on the cliff watching helplessly as the drama unfolded on the beach far below her. 

The wind rushed off the sea, a low, keening moan that seemed to rise into a howl of warning. She couldn't take her eyes off the scene as the sea rose up, pounding the rocks relentlessly in anticipation. 

She saw him then, Don Giovanni Scarletti. He moved swiftly, fluidly, like a powerful hunter, his Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

shoulders straight, his head up. His body rippled with sinewy muscles beneath his elegant clothing. The wind tugged at his wavy black hair, leaving it tousled like that of a small boy. Yet he looked every inch a man, ruthless and dangerous, far more powerful than any other she had ever encountered. 

Nicoletta turned her attention to the fellow now crouching behind a rock. He hadn't moved at all. Don Scarletti glided unknowingly past the hiding place, his attention fixed on something she couldn't see. From off to the right, where she knew the caves were, another man emerged, calling out a greeting, a smile on his face. Nicoletta couldn't hear him, but the two men seemed to be friends. It was obvious that Don Scarletti trusted him. 

She could barely breathe, and her heart was pounding so hard that she could hear its frantic rhythm. The wind whipped her hair across her eyes, and by the time she had captured it and held it back tightly, the two men were shaking outstretched hands. It was then that the one hiding behind the rocks moved. 

Slowly. Stealthily. He inched his way along until he was directly behind Don Scarletti. She saw the last rays of the sun glint off the stiletto in his hand. The sun plunged into the sea, and the sky went bloodred for a second time, the terrible portent of death. 

Nicoletta cried out a warning to the don, but the wind whipped her voice from her, back into the mountains and away from the roaring sea. But even though it was impossible that he could have heard, something alerted the don, and he swung around to catch his assailant's wrist. He moved so fast, he seemed a blur, somehow swinging the man around in front of him so that, when the one he had been speaking to plunged his knife deep, it was buried in the don's assailant instead of the don himself. 

Don Scarletti allowed the man to crumple helplessly to the beach. Nicoletta could see that the shocked assailant's mouth was wide open, as if he was screaming, but she could hear nothing. His body writhed for a moment, contorted, then lay still. The don looked from the dead man crumpled in a heap at his feet to his betrayer. Nicoletta's heart went out to the don. She could almost feel his sorrow, see it in the droop of his shoulders. For one awful moment she thought he was going to open his arms and allow the other man to kill him. Don Scarletti seemed to be speaking softly, shaking his head. 

"No," she said softly to the wind. "No." 

At the precise moment of her denial of his death, the don's shoulders straightened, and his betrayer attacked. The don was once again a whirling blur of motion as he leapt to one side to avoid the dagger, catching his opponent's wrist and twisting it as he stepped back into the man so that the blade buried itself in the betrayer's chest. They stood, toe to toe, staring into each other's eyes, and then slowly the betrayer collapsed, and the don lowered him reluctantly to the sand. He stood for a moment, his head bowed in evident sorrow, and she saw his hands come up to cover his eyes. 

Nicoletta's heart turned over, and tears shimmered in her eyes for a moment, blurring the scene below. 

She wiped them away and looked down again. The don suddenly looked up. Gasping, she shrank back into the foliage. Even though it was impossible for Don Scarletti to see her through the thick leaves and branches, she felt the weight of his stare. He could not have seen her, not from that angle; it would have been impossible. He couldn't even have known she was there. Her teeth bit at her lip nervously. She had always been so careful, yet in a short time she had had two strange encounters with Don Giovanni Scarletti, the very last aristocratico she should ever meet. 

"Nicoletta!" Ketsia's plaintive voice caught her attention, and she turned to see the child rushing toward her. Obviously alarmed because she could no longer see Nicoletta, she had panicked. Tears streaked her little face. 
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Nicoletta immediately caught the child to her, dragging her back away from the cliff so she could not see Don Scarletti and his dead assailants on the beach below. 

"Were you afraid,  piccola?"  Nicoletta stroked back her hair and bent to kiss the upturned face. "I thought I heard something, but…" She shrugged casually. "What frightened you?" 

"I thought… Did you see the color of the sky? I thought…" Ketsia trailed off. "Maria Pia told me I should watch you all the time. I did not want you to get into trouble." 

Nicoletta hugged her. "The sky was indeed a wondrous hue, but Maria Pia—well, she can frighten the men in the villaggio,  she can frighten the sheep on the hillsides, perhaps she can even frighten the fish in the sea, but certainly not you, Ketsia. Why, I have seen you fly at your big brother when he teases you. 

Surely he is much more terrifying than Maria Pia." Deliberately she teased the little girl as she continued to walk with her toward the trail. 

Nicoletta wanted to go back and see what had happened, but she didn't dare rouse Ketsia's suspicions; the little girl was curious about everything her mentor did. Night was falling rapidly. Nicoletta often roamed the wilds at night, but she would never keep a child out so late. The villagers were a superstitious people and believed in all sorts of things Nicoletta had never found to be true. With a sigh of regret, Nicoletta began to lead the way down the path. 

"Wait!" Ketsia called, turning and running back toward where they had been working on the plants. 

"Your shoes! I left your shoes! Maria Pia will lecture me!" 

Nicoletta burst out laughing. "We cannot have that." 

Ketsia giggled, her world right again. She skipped after Nicoletta, chatting and happy, completely unaware of Nicoletta's silence. It had grown dark by the time they made their way to the village. When Ketsia saw Maria Pia, she tugged at Nicoletta's skirt. "She is frowning at you," she whispered, surreptitiously tapping the shoes against Nicoletta's leg.  "Presto,  put them on before she sees." 

Nicoletta ruffled the child's hair as she took the shoes. "She sees everything, Ketsia. Do not worry. She frowns, but she does not bite." 

Ketsia's mother took the child off after exchanging all the endless gossip of the day with Nicoletta, who pasted on an appropriate smile. 

Maria Pia evidently felt the same impatience. She clutched at Nicoletta's arm tugged. "We must eat. I am sagging without food." 

Nicoletta followed her quickly into the small hut they shared. "You look tired. Allow me to fix you something to eat while you rest." Gently she helped the older woman into the one good chair they had beside the fireplace. Curbing her curiosity, she built a fire and began to heat the soup. Maria Pia did look tired and strained. She was usually so spry, Nicoletta often forgot her advancing age. 

"Stop giving me those worried looks,  piccola.  I am just tired. I am too old to traipse off to the palazzo with Mirella. She is an old fool, that one." 

Nicoletta hid her smile. All in the villaggio deferred to Maria Pia, with the exception of Mirella. Mirella was older than Maria Pia, and, according to her, she had been the most beautiful and coveted of all the women in her youth. The stories of her romantic conquests seemed to grow with each telling, and Maria Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Pia was exasperated with the tales. "The old fool," Maria Pia repeated. "She was actually flirting with the don." 

Shocked, Nicoletta nearly crumbled the loaf of bread into crumbs. "She what?" 

"Ha! The old fool. I told you her mind was going. But, no, you always laugh, as if she is so entertaining. 

And what are you doing to that bread? Wringing its neck? We have to eat that." 

"Mirella detests the entire famiglia Scarletti. I remember some time ago you said you had to forcibly stop her from speaking to Portia Scarletti in order to protect her. What happened? What could have gotten into her?" 

Maria Pia crossed herself solemnly. "It is the palazzo. It is not right. Evil lurks there. I think she was"—she lowered her voice, looked around, and finally let the word slip out—"possessed." Hastily she rose and shuffled to the shrine to the Madonna in the corner of the hut and lit three candles against any evil she might have invoked with her words. "Nicoletta, perhaps you know strong offerings that, with the Madonna's consent, you might make on our behalf against what I may have wrought." 

Nicoletta gaped at her. Maria Pia was a devout practitioner of her faith. She would never consider doing anything improper unless she felt they were in mortal danger. "Maria Pia?" she said softly. "Come sit down, and tell me exactly what happened. Surely it is not so bad that we cannot make things better." She swept her hair back into a knot before arranging bread and cheese on the older woman's plate, the action steadying her trembling hands. She couldn't bring herself yet to tell Maria Pia about what had taken place at the cove. She needed to know first what had gone on at the palazzo. 

"I tried to protect you, Nicoletta, but I think Mirella told the don things about you. He was asking many questions." Maria Pia left the shrine to make her way slowly, heavily to the crude table. 

Nicoletta poured hot water into a cup and added a mixture of herbs to make a soothing brew. "Start from the beginning. Why did the don command the healer to the palazzo?" 

"He said he wanted to pay me for my services. And he paid us handsomely," Maria Pia said sorrowfully. 

"It was ill to take his payment." She shook her head as Nicoletta placed a steaming bowl of soup in front of her. "I knew he was looking for you. He stared at Mirella as if she were an apparition. I think the old fool thought he was intrigued by her. He asked about you, and I told him you were resting." She glared at Nicoletta. "You were resting." She simultaneously made it a statement and a question. 

"In my way." Nicoletta waved her hands airily and sat across from Maria Pia at the small table. "Please continue." 

"He asked if you knew a great deal about healing. He was speaking so casually, so easily, I was distracted at first, he was so kind. But then a man came in and spoke to him in a whisper, and during that pause I realized I was telling the don things I did not want to tell." She crossed herself again and kissed the crucifix around her neck. "I am sorry, Nicoletta. I got up to leave and would not look at him again, but Mirella simpered and fawned all over him in a terrible display." Maria Pia's faded eyes were watery and could not look at her young friend. 

Nicoletta placed her hand over the old woman's, feeling the papery skin beneath her palm. Maria Pia shook her head and jerked her hand away. "I am as guilty as Mirella. I betrayed you, too. He knows you are the true healer." 
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Nicoletta took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "We must eat while the food is hot." She bowed her head over the food to give herself time to think. 

Maria Pia prayed devoutly for some time before signaling it was time to eat. Nicoletta took several cautious sips of the soup before speaking. "What, exactly, did Mirella say to him?" 

"She told him you were magical. She actually used the word magical.  I interrupted and tried to say she meant you were so filled with joy and laughter and could light up a room, but Mirella just stared at him completely spellbound and went on as giddily as a girl." 

"The don had to leave to meet someone—I heard him tell his manservant, Gostanz, that he had a very important meeting and would return late. I hurried Mirella out of there, I can tell you that, and scolded her all the way home. She was very contrite, as she should have been, but I fear that will not save you. 

Though it breaks my heart, we must send you away, far away, where you will be beyond the don's reach." 

Nicoletta continued to eat calmly, her mind racing. Now she didn't dare tell Maria Pia what she had seen from the cliff. She would be sent away for certain. The don had obviously gone to meet someone of importance at the cove, but it had been an ambush, ending in two killings at his hands. If he knew she had witnessed the event, he might well wish to dispose of her by naming her a witch. Don Giovanni Scarletti might live in a pagan household, but he had close ties to the Church. He had close ties to everyone in power. 

"I will stay here, Maria Pia. I do not intend to hide from him. Besides, no one hides successfully from the don. You have said so yourself on many occasions. No one has yet come to haul me away. After supper I will go to Donna Mirella and comfort her. I do not want her to worry that she has placed me in a terrible position." 

"But likely she has, Nicoletta. You are not taking this matter as seriously as you should." 

"I am taking it very seriously," she said softly, "more seriously than you can know, but I do not think it fair for Mirella to blame herself when I believe the don is able to… to influence people in some way. You said yourself he influenced you. You said he is rumored to read minds as well. It is not Mirella's fault." 

Maria Pia looked at her a long time and then smiled slowly. "I did a good thing when I took you in, bambina.  You are right, of course. We cannot allow the old fool to be ashamed and mourn. She is dimwitted—that is her excuse. I, however, have none. If the don should threaten you, I will travel far from here with you." 

Nicoletta smiled sweetly. "You will remain here where I know you are safe, and you will trust me to hide out until the don loses interest." 

"You said he would lose interest immediately, and he did not. You also just agreed that no one could hide forever from the don." The sparkle was beginning to return to the older woman's eyes, however, with Nicoletta's reassurances. 

"I thought you told me you were forgetful," Nicoletta teased her back, pleased that Maria Pia was no longer so fretful. 
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Chapter Four

Nicoletta lay beneath her coverlet, unable to sleep, tossing and turning this way and that. Outside, the wind rushed at the thin walls of the hut as if storming a fortress. It brought his voice with it. The don's voice. She could hear the low voice murmuring to her continually, mercilessly, a relentless assault she feared would never end. Soft. Compelling. Needing. Commanding. It went on and on, the sound brushing at the inside of her mind and making her body burn in an unfamiliar way. There was something darkly sensual in that voice, a whisper of sin, erotic and seductive, that left her wanting and needing and burning in her bed. Nicoletta squirmed and put her hands over her ears to try to drown out the sound. It only increased in volume. Her skin felt damp and sensitive, her breasts aching with need. Furious, she sat up, her long hair cascading over her shoulders. Impatiently she braided it quickly, padding on bare feet to the window to stare out into the darkness. 

She desperately wanted to leave the hut right then in the middle of the night and inspect the cove. What had happened to Don Scarletti? Was he safe? Was she merely dreaming he was calling to her? Had there been others lying in wait to ambush him? Could he be out there, injured and in need of aid? But the voice sounded smooth and haunting, not weak and injured. The voice sounded seductive, like a sorcerer's weapon that seeped its way through flesh and bone and under skin to smolder with wicked heat in her breasts, her belly, between her legs. Color swept up her neck; her entire body seemed hot and unfamiliar to her. Was the don capable of black magic, as it was rumored? Had he somehow marked her because he saw her differences? Defensively she put a hand to her throat. Few things in nature frightened her, but Don Scarletti and his evil palazzo had managed to do so. 

Restlessly she paced across the room to tuck the coverlet more closely around Maria Pia. Her heart warmed at the sight of her, sleeping so soundly. The woman had always been there for her as long as she could remember. Nicoletta knew they shared a distant blood tie—nearly all the families in the villaggio were related in some way—yet Maria Pia was more family to her than any other she had known. Long before her mother and aunt had died, there had been Maria Pia. She remembered the low murmur of feminine voices conversing while she was dozing off. Her madre.  Her zia.  Maria Pia. Reassuring, secure. 

She had been accepted and loved by Maria Pia all her life. Now she had no one else, and most likely she never would. 

Were they coming for her, the don's minions? She padded on bare feet back to the window to peer anxiously in the direction of the palazzo. Right now, were they gathering torches and coming together at the command of the don to call her witch? She could hear her heart beating far too loud and fast. Earlier she had managed to appear calm, but the truth was, she was terrified. This was her home; she knew no other. These people were her family; she wanted no other. She did not want to attempt to flee, and no one wanted to be burned as a witch. And what of her people? Would they suffer for having harbored such an abomination in their midst? Was the voice she was hearing a sign from God? Had she gone mad? 

The wind rattled the small hut and found its way in through the chinks, making her shiver. It howled mournfully through the trees, an eerie, ghostly sound that rose like a thin wail and died off, only to return again and again. She heard the hunting cries of distant wolves, first the leader of the pack and then the others answering, signaling the presence of prey. The cries sent another shiver along her spine. The mist from the ocean had turned to a heavy fog, shrouding the surrounding hillside. The wind spun the viscous vapor until it appeared to boil angrily, and shadows moved within the gray-white veil as if edging closer and closer. All the while the voice murmured to her, a low, insistent command Nicoletta tried not to hear. 

She stood watching at the window most of the night until the wind died down and took the relentless whisperings with it. She was slumped against the wall at dawn, sound asleep, when young Ricardo, son of her friend Laurena burst into the hut after only a perfunctory knock. 
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"You have to come now.  Mia madre said you have to go to the farm of her sister. Zia Lissandra is very ill. Her bebe is coming, but something is wrong.  Madre says do not let her sister die, Donna Nicoletta." 

His face was white, and he delivered his message without taking a single breath. Sagging against the door, he looked at Nicoletta with tears in his eyes. "She was screaming, Nicoletta. Zia Lissandra was screaming. I ran here as fast as I could." 

Nicoletta was immediately awake, hurrying to soothe the boy. "You have done well, Ricardo. Your madre will be proud of you. I shall come at once. You light a candle to the good Madonna that my work this morning goes well." 

At the sound of Ricardo's high-pitched, frightened voice, Maria Pia sat up on her bed and looked anxiously around, afraid the don's men had come to take Nicoletta from her. 

Nicoletta bent to kiss her. "I must go now. To Lissandra, ill in childbirth. Follow as quickly as you are able. I cannot wait; it sounds too urgent." She wrapped a shawl around her shoulders, caught up her satchel of medicaments, and rushed from the hut, her bare feet silently slapping the ground. 

Thoughts and fears of witchcraft and the don were shoved aside as she prayed all the way to the farm. 

Lissandra was young yet to be a mother. Not yet sixteen, she had married a man much older than she. 

Nicoletta and Lissandra were friends, and Nicoletta was terrified of losing her. Already she had seen far too many women lose their lives in the birthing process. 

The farm was some distance away, and Nicoletta lost track of the times she begged the Madonna to lend wings to her feet. Maria Pia would take well over an hour to make the trek. Whatever had to be done would be done by Nicoletta alone. She almost wished she did have magic at her fingertips to aid her. Every step was uphill and steep. Her injured calf was burning by the time she saw the torches lit around the farmhouse where Lissandra resided with her husband, Aljandro. 

He flung open the door, having obviously been watching for her, his huge bulk filling the frame, his face twisted with guilt. "Hurry, Nicoletta. I fear you are too late." 

Nicoletta pushed aside his terror along with her own and reached deep inside her for calm. It was there, the reserve she could always count on, draw on, and she entered the dwelling as a confident, assured healer. Lissandra's sister, Laurena, leapt to her feet with a cry of relieved greeting. 

The house was already filled with black-shawled women, mourners congregating to wail for the dead. 

Nicoletta's dark eyes flashed fire. "Is she gone then?" She hissed the question at them, and they all cringed at her evident displeasure. Immediately they ceased their incessant wailing. Not one dared defy her or point out that she was barely past being a child herself. Nicoletta was a powerful healer, and they were very superstitious. If Nicoletta could heal, she might very well be able to harm them as well. 

"Laurena, remove these women to another room, where they will be able to pray to the Madonna in peace," Nicoletta ordered prudently. "I will need water boiled and clean cloth." She approached Lissandra with more confidence than she felt. The girl was whimpering, her stomach swollen and hard, her body worn from labor. 

Nicoletta looked past Laurena to Aljandro, straight into his eyes. "Why was I not summoned the instant she went into labor?" Her gaze glittered with hot accusation. 

He looked away from her immediately. They both knew why Aljandro had not wanted to call her. He Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

was still angry because Nicoletta had spurned his attentions before he had turned his eye to Lissandra. 

He had wanted sons, workers for his farm, and, had chosen a young bride to supply him. He had not called the healer because he had intended to keep his earnings to himself, in hopes of becoming wealthier. 

He had not thought of the consequences to so young and small a "brood mare," and at that moment he was mortified at his own behavior. 

Nicoletta pressed her lips together to keep from lashing out at the ignorant man and immediately set about inspecting Lissandra. Her young friend was well advanced in her labor, the babe very large. 

Nicoletta had seen this too many times. Lissandra was small, the babe large; everything was wrong. The outcome was usually grim: both mother and child died. She looked at Laurena, and for a moment their eyes said it all, a knowing exchange between women about a hopeless situation that need not have occurred. 

"Lissandra," she said quietly, "I am going to try to help. The babe is still alive. You must do what I say and trust in me." Nicoletta threw off her shawl and rolled up her sleeves, immersing her hands in scalding water. It was one of Nicoletta's strange differences, often remarked upon as this obsession with hot water when she tended the sick. 

Fortunately, she had small hands, and she relied on her inner guide, which always seemed to know exactly what was wrong and how to fix it. Had she been called earlier, she was fairly confident she might have saved both mother and child, but Lissandra was exhausted, her delicate body worn out. Nicoletta talked her through each swelling wave of pain, all the while patiently maneuvering until she could grasp the babe to help ease it out. Laurena thrust a thin, rounded stick between her sister's teeth, afraid that in her wild screaming she might swallow her tongue. Nicoletta worked steadily and patiently, sweat running down her face so profusely that sometimes she couldn't see. 

The baby was stuck. It would die, and so would Lissandra. Nothing would ease the baby through the tiny opening of pelvic bones. An idea of what to do on such occasions had been in her mind for some time now, but Nicoletta shied from trying it alone, wanting the comfort of Maria Pia's presence before she attempted such a terrible thing. But Nicoletta didn't have the luxury of waiting for Maria Pia. 

Lissandra had run out of time. Nicoletta had to act now or never. 

She looked into her friend's desperate, pleading eyes and made her decision. Sick to her stomach, she performed her task quickly, deliberately breaking the shoulder of the babe, then turning it with her hands to whisk it free. It slid into the air, blue and lifeless and still. Quickly she cleared the mucous from the throat, rubbing the infant's chest to stimulate it into taking a gulp of air. The moment it began a thin wail, she passed the babe off to Laurena, turning her attention quickly to cutting the cord and attending Lissandra. 

Now it would be a matter of controlling the bleeding. All the while she worked, she was nauseated at the thought of what she had done to a helpless infant. She was sick at the knowledge that even if she saved Lissandra this time, her husband would insist on another babe immediately, and, child that she was, Lissandra would not take the potion Nicoletta had secretly given her to allow her more time to grow before she became pregnant. She would obey her husband, and she would certainly die. 

Nicoletta was sick, her stomach lurching at the vast quantity of her friend's blood that covered her, still sick at the thought of what she had been forced to do to the babe. Most of all she was sick to death at the waste of a young, vibrant woman whose life should have been just beginning. 

Nicoletta fought to stop the inevitable. She called on her special gift, her hands moving over Lissandra, letting the healing warmth flow out of her and into her friend, attempting to direct the energy where it was Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

most needed. The effort was draining, mentally as well as physically. No one watching could say precisely what she did, yet they could not deny that it worked. 

Finally Maria Pia entered the house and immediately went to work beside her. They were both exhausted by the time Lissandra drifted into sleep, still alive but terribly weak. 

Nicoletta left it to Maria Pia to impress up on Lissandra's husband her need for fluids and bed rest until she was healed properly. Maria Pia would not say the cutting, angry words that burned inside Nicoletta. 

All Nicoletta wanted now was to run back to the safety of her mountain, far from the weariness and sadness and guilt pressing in on her. But she turned her attention to the newborn next, her hands finding the terrible crack in the bone and aligning it perfectly, bandaging it tightly to keep it from shifting. She again used her special gift, the touch of her hands spreading warmth and healing to the babe as it had to Lissandra. The effort was exhausting, draining, some element she couldn't define flowing out of her and into her patients to aid recovery, but she used it nonetheless. 

Finally she washed Lissandra's blood from her arms and slowly, wearily, daubed at her bloodstained blouse. Laurena hugged her tearfully, then quickly wrapped some bread and cheese into a scarf and thrust it at her, a token of her gratitude. Too tired to protest, Nicoletta shoved the meager meal into the pocket of her skirt. Exhausted from her sleepless night and the ordeal with Lissandra, she explained softly to Laurena that the babe would need special care while his shoulder healed, lit a candle to the Madonna in thanks, and left the farmhouse without saying a single word to Lissandra's husband. She never wanted to look at him again. 

"Nicoletta!" Aljandro hurried after her, attempting to catch her shoulder with one hamlike hand. He nearly crushed her bones there in the darkness. She could feel his anger at her, barely leashed, and his eyes were still hot with greed for her body even as his wife lay near death after giving birth to his child. It sickened her. 

Steadfastly she kept her gaze on the ground, fearful of lashing out at him. She didn't dare cause any more hostility between them when she wanted to remain Lissandra's friend and on good terms with all the villagio.  "I am very tired." She twisted her shoulder out from under his grasping fingers. His touch made her stomach lurch. 

Aljandro dropped his hand as if she had burned him, his stare a mixture of anger and shame. He handed her payment but hissed something crude at her. 

Without once looking back, she walked slowly to the closest stream, feeling a hundred years old. She stood with her bare feet in the ice-cold water and stared up at the leaves of the trees blowing to and fro above her head. She cried then, for Lissandra and all the young girls like her, while the crystal-clear water rushed around her and on down the stream with its soft sound of cleansing. She blindly waded back to dry ground, where she sank into the cushion of deep grasses, drew up her knees, and sobbed as if her heart were breaking. 

The voice came to her then,  his voice, soft and warm, a gentle inquiry—or was it her own need conjuring that warm and comforting voice, a soft murmur of protest over her storm of tears? Nicoletta didn't know how he could do it, or even if he was in league with the devil, but for the first time she welcomed the voice whispering to her. There were no real words, more a feeling, images of warmth and security, like strong arms enfolding her from the inside out. 

A hand on her shoulder startled her, effectively stilling the voice. Or dispelling the enchantment? A sorcerer's black-magic web? Maria Pia stroked back her hair. "You saved their lives, Nicoletta." 
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  "Puo darsi."  She didn't look up, her face buried on her knees. "But for what? So the bambino will slave for Aljandro all of his life, and Lissandra will go through this again and die? I hate him, Maria Pia. I truly hate him. Aljandro did this because of me, because I refused his attentions. Even to spare her suffering, he would not send for me. I hate him." 

"You cannot show it, Nicoletta," the older woman counseled. "He does not forget slights to him, and you are in a very vulnerable position." 

"I do not care if he knows how I feel. I hope he does. He does not deserve Lissandra, and I did her no favor this morning." Nicoletta cried even harder. 

"In his way he cares for her," Maria Pia explained gently. "But he does not understand. He thinks mainly of his farm." 

"How difficult is it to understand that a child cannot have a child without fear of death, Maria Pia? His

'caring' will kill her. She is but a brood mare to him, and when she dies, he will get another. He thinks only of himself." She stood up and began to run, her bare legs flashing beneath her long skirts as she raced away from the farm. From Aljandro and what he represented. From blood and death. Yet she found herself heading for the cove. 

She wanted to see for herself that no one else had hidden in the rocks and attacked the don, although why it was so important at that moment, she didn't know. She had to do it, though. It didn't matter that she might discover the two dead bodies; she had to see for herself. She had to know the don was safe. A dark compulsion was on her. Nicoletta was drawn to the cove, helplessly caught in a spell she couldn't resist. Hypnotized, mesmerized, perhaps, trapped in a web of growing evil—it didn't matter. At that moment, the most important thing to her was to ensure that Don Scarletti remained safe. 

She ran until her injured calf protested too much, forcing her to a more sedate pace, and then she walked quickly, pausing only to sip some cooling water from the tiny falls scattered among the hills. She made it to the cliffs and looked down, wanting to be prepared for whatever she might find before she descended. The cove was empty. No dead bodies, no blood staining the sand, nothing to indicate that violence had visited the day before. No proof of the incident remained other than her memory. 

Nicoletta made her way down to the cove, picking her steps carefully on the steep, narrow path. The ocean mist bathed the tears from her face as she paced cautiously along the ledge to pick her route over the rocks to the sand. She searched carefully, but there was no sign of death on the beautiful semi-circular beach. Moving back into the shadow of the cliffs, she sat and stared out at the ever-moving ocean. The tide rushed to shore endlessly, rocking back and forth in a steady rhythm. She should have found peace, but the place seemed more sinister than ever. She could feel the aftereffects of violence lingering there. 

Exhaustion combined with the rhythm of the sea finally took its toll. She dozed for a time, worn out from her fight to save her friend. The waves continued to wash back and forth, a lullaby while she slept. 

It was the bird that woke her. Its shadow passed over her head as it circled lazily. The raven drifted lower, its circles tighter and tighter, until he landed in the sand and hopped over to Nicoletta. 

She opened her eyes wide and sighed softly, "So you have found me once again," she said, resignation in her voice. 
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The bird stared at her, its beady eyes fixed on her face. She smiled. "You think I should find you a bit of food and reward you for alerting me? I am not that fond of you and your warnings." She stood up slowly, wincing as her muscles protested and her calf throbbed and burned. She stretched, a long, slow stretch, before reaching into the pocket of her skirt for the bread wrapped so carefully in Laurena's scarf. "You do not deserve this, but all the same…" Nicoletta tossed several chunks to the creature. The bird caught the pieces one by one in its sharp beak and devoured them. The bird continued to stare steadily at her, gave one squawk, then hopped down the beach several steps before taking to the air. 

Nicoletta's shoulders sagged, and she took her time walking back to the villaggio.  Whatever trouble was coming would most likely be coming to find her there. 

She could feel the excitement in the air the moment she neared the settlement. People were washing, when it was not washing day, busily cleaning the narrow streets, sprucing up the homes. She waved halfheartedly to Ketsia but shook her head when the little girl eagerly signaled her to come and talk. 

Before she could enter the safety of her hut, Cristano confronted her, barring the doorway, cutting off her escape. His black hair was disheveled, and he looked a bit wild, breathing hard like a rampaging bull. 

His black eyes snapped at her. "Look at you, Nicoletta, running around barefoot in the hills! I have had enough of it. I have been very patient, but I can stand no more. I forbid this careless roaming of the hills like a madwoman. It is not safe, and it is most unseemly. You are making me the laughing stock of the villaggio.  It is time for you to grow up and do as your betrothed instructs. I will insist the priest marry us immediately. I will inform Signorina Sigmora that we are to be wed." 

"Have you lost your mind, Cristano?" Nicoletta pushed at him. "Go puff your chest at one of the other girls. I will not have you ordering me about in such a way." She was small in comparison to his tall, muscular frame, but she defied him nonetheless. In truth, Cristano was handsome and bold. She had known him all her life and held some affection for him, but her fondness was that of a sister, a friend, not a wife. He knew he was handsome, knew the girls looked at him—all except Nicoletta. She lifted her chin haughtily at him. "I will always run barefoot and free in the hills, and no man shall dictate to me, Cristano. Certainly not you!" 

He yanked her close to him. "We shall see, Nicoletta. The elders know you need someone to take you in hand. I will seek their permission as I should have a long time ago." He dropped her arm and stalked off. 

Outraged, Nicoletta pushed her way inside, slamming the door shut with unnecessary force. "Cristano has lost his mind and needs assistance immediately. It is entirely possible he suffers from brain fever. I am not jesting." 

Maria Pia ignored her caustic comment and caught her arm. "Where have you been, Nicoletta? You have been gone all night! I was worried for your safety!" 

Nicoletta put her satchel carefully into the corner. "Did you tend to Lissandra's bambino?" 

"He is fine, strong and healthy, thanks to the good Madonna and your quick thinking. Aljandro, of course, said you were clumsy in the delivery to break the babe's shoulder. He says you also caused much pain to Lissandra. You must be careful,  piccola.  When a man is shamed and guilt-ridden, he often seeks to shift the blame." 

Nicoletta lifted her chin. "I do not care what he says." She waved a hand in dismissal. "Tell me what is happening. Why all the excitement?" She crossed to the window and stared out at the bustle of activity in Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

the village. 

Instead of answering immediately, Maria Pia began to heat soup for Nicoletta. "You must eat,  bambina. 

I know that you have not eaten since you supped last night. Come sit down, and allow me to feed you." 

"What is it you do not want to say to me, Maria Pia? It is best to get it out in the open." Mechanically, Nicoletta put on clean clothes. "Just tell me. Do not make me wonder." Her fingers curled around the hem of her blouse. She already knew. It was the don; it could be no other. He was the reason her heart pounded and her mouth went dry and she was suddenly very, very afraid. 

Maria Pia remained stubbornly silent while she prepared the soup and placed it on the table with bread and cheese. "Sit down,  piccola" 

She artfully wove the same thread of authority into her voice that Nicoletta had obeyed since she was a child. Nicoletta stilled her trembling hands, sat quietly in the chair like an obedient little girl, and looked up at Maria Pia. "Is he coming for me, then?" 

Maria Pia fiddled with a square of cloth nervously, every age line plainly visible on her face. "You are aware of the laws we live by. Our villaggio is within the domain of the don. We owe him fidelity and are under his protection. The land belongs to the famiglia Scarletti. Without him, our people would be homeless, powerless, with no means to make a living or protect ourselves from invaders. Two centuries or more ago, far before the curse was put upon the famiglia Scarletti, our ancestors made an agreement, which we have always kept." Maria Pia took a deep breath, her hands suddenly twisting the cloth into a tight knot. "The don has invoked his right to the Bridal Covenant." 

Nicoletta stared up at her, her eyes huge on her face, not comprehending, unable to fully grasp what the older woman was saying. The Bridal Covenant. She had heard of it, of course; all the village women had. 

As silly girls they had discussed the stories of the great and handsome aristocrazia emerging from his ornate palazzo and whisking one of the maidens off to a fairy-tale life of luxury and ease. Of course that lucky chosen one would soon marry off her friends to other young, handsome, rich noblemen. All of the surrounding villaggi and farms owing fidelity to the don had gladly participated in the Bridal Covenant; it was a cause for great festivity. All women of marriageable age had bathed and donned their finery, vying with outrageous flirtations to gain the attentions of the don of the palazzo. 

But that was before they all came to believe in the curse. Before the Scarletti women, and even their attendants, began to die in bizarre accidents—or were so obviously murdered. Before the palazzo was named, in whispers,  Palazzo della Morte.  Palace of Death. 

"He cannot do that," Nicoletta whispered, her hand going to her throat defensively. "He cannot." 

"He goes to all the villaggi , as if to seek a bride." 

Nicoletta rested her chin in her hand thoughtfully. "That he must do; he has no other choice. He cannot show preference beforehand. But it is another trap he seeks to catch me in." She took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. "We must outsmart him once again, Maria Pia. I know we can do it. If it is not so, if it is not me he is seeking, then it will not matter what we do." 

"You cannot think to be absent." Maria Pia looked shocked. No one could defy an order given by the don. The honor of the village was at stake. After many generations of the tradition, they could not fail to comply in presenting their maidens to the don. 
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Nicoletta said the necessary prayers over her food far too absently for Maria Pia's liking. The older woman rapped Nicoletta on the knuckles when she would have quickly broken the bread. Maria Pia recited very long prayers over the meal, and very devoutly. Nicoletta barely managed to stop herself from giggling like Ketsia. 

"This is no laughing matter, Nicoletta. I believe the current don had no intention of enforcing the Bridal Covenant. It has been two generations since one of our girls was demanded. Don Giovanni Scarletti has given no hint of such a thing, and his decision was so swift, no one has had time to adequately prepare for it." 

"I agree," Nicoletta said calmly. She knew it without Maria Pia's observations. The raven had warned her of danger coming. She felt the danger. "He is looking for me." She broke off a small piece of cheese and slipped it into her mouth, chewing thoughtfully. "He is still not certain. That is why he used the demand of the brides. All eligible women are commanded to show themselves, but he does not have to choose. He can return year after year and never actually make a selection." 

"Perhaps he is like a fisherman without a hook." Maria Pia began to relax. "Perhaps we can manage to outthink him after all." 

"He has a hook," Nicoletta admitted at last. She glanced at Maria Pia, then averted her eyes, ashamed she had not confessed immediately. "There is the blood of the villaggio running in his veins. He is also different. I know that he is." 

Maria Pia gasped and crossed herself, rushing to the shrine of the great Madonna to light several candles. After she had prayed avidly, she swung around. "How is he different'?" She dared Nicoletta to keep any more information from her. 

"I cannot explain to you even how I am different. Only I know things I should not, I feel illness when I touch people, and a warmth rises in me to heal them. I know how to mix herbs into medicines, and I know which mixture will help when I touch the ailing one, but I cannot explain how. It is similar with him. 

He has not my same ways, but he is'different' all the same." 

"It is whispered he is in league with…" Maria Pia could not bring herself even to whisper the name of the devil. She went for the holy water and sprinkled it at the doors and windows, then shook a healthy dose of it onto Nicoletta. "His home is dedicated to pagan, heathen deities. There is evil lurking in that palazzo." 

Nicoletta shivered. She agreed with Maria Pia about the evil; she had sensed it, also. Who could not? 

But she did not necessarily agree that the don was in league with the devil. The memory of him standing with his arms wide, vulnerable to the stiletto, and, later, lowering his head with his hands over his eyes, tore at her heart. "Because he has the 'gift' does not mean he is worshipping false gods. It is rare for men to carry it but not unknown, Maria Pia. You yourself told me that when I was but a babe." 

"You cannot defy the law, Nicoletta," Maria Pia repeated. 

"I would not think of defying the laws of our village." Nicoletta made the mistake of smiling, her dark eyes suddenly alight with mischief. 

Maria Pia hissed at her, slapping her hand. "Take care,  piccola.  You are more than my old heart can stand. The don is owed our loyalty and fidelity. We live a good life on his land, our bellies are full, and we Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

are protected from all invaders. Even the good and Holy Church, may the saints be praised, leaves us alone because of him, leaving off their witch hunts and onerous requests for tithing so heavily." 

"The law states that all eligible women must come forward. Perhaps I can make myself look younger. 

Too young for marriage. Perhaps your memory and that of Mirella has faded a bit as to the exact year of my birth. I am certain I am a year too young to be included. If it isn't me he is looking for, there is no harm in the charade. And if it is, it was a harmless mistake." She shrugged. "Many of the girls would willingly take the chance of becoming the bride of so powerful a man. Mayhap he will find one of them to his liking." 

Maria Pia regarded her steadily with one eyebrow raised high. She looked pointedly at the generous breasts and rounded hips Nicoletta had been endowed with at an early age. "I do not think he will swallow such a tale, Nicoletta." 

Nicoletta made a face. "I will bind myself a bit with cloth. And I will stay out of the way. We can spread the word that people think me half-witted and that I am a year too young for marriage in any case, should anyone be asked." 

"Nicoletta!" Maria Pia was shocked at her and showed it. "The villagers will remain silent on your behalf, but no one must tell an untruth. The good Madonna cannot protect us from such a folly. What a thought!" 

Nicoletta remained unrepentant. "And you must talk to Cristano, Maria Pia. He is becoming a nuisance. 

Many of the girls would love to catch his eye, but he looks only at me." 

Maria Pia clucked her tongue. "Cristano will grow to be a fine man. You are lucky he is looking your way. It is not good to know you are so beautiful, Nicoletta. Beauty will not last forever and you could be caught in your might-have-beens like that old fool Mirella." 

"But Cristano would be one of those cocksure, handsome husbands who is always making enormous demands on his wife while ever looking to greener pastures, Maria Pia. I would not be a wife likely to smile with forgiveness and pleasure when he returned to my bed." The very thought of sharing a bed with him was repugnant to her, so much so that she shivered and rubbed her arms. "I know Cristano will mean well, yet he will strike his wife if she looks at another man and blame her for the attention of another man's smile. He thinks much of himself; he will expect his wife to care for the children and home all alone while he spends his time idly drinking and gaming with the men. This is not a marriage to me." Nicoletta broke off another piece of cheese and grinned at Maria Pia. "I shall remain with you." 

Maria Pia made a show of rolling her eyes and crying to the heavens for patience, but, all the same, she looked pleased. "You are probably right about Cristano." With a reluctant sigh she gave up the dream of settling Nicoletta down through marriage to the handsome youth. "Being a peacock and having a quick temper, he should marry a woman who will not stand out quite so much to other men." 

Nicoletta raised her eyebrows but refrained from commenting. She had a difficult time understanding how other women accepted the fate of becoming wife and helpmeet so eagerly when she felt the loss of freedom would be intolerable. Married, she would never be able to live the way she was expected to live. She had always roamed free. Because of her differences, she did not have to adhere to the many unspoken rules that bound other women. It hurt to see childhood friends like Lissandra make disastrous matches, yet they really had no choice. Nor did many of them appear to realize that their marriages could go wrong. They seemed to harbor the illusion that matrimonial bliss would instantly ensue upon their arranged unions, even to men who were uncaring or cruel. Lissandra would be a brood mate and a workhorse for her husband, and she would die at an early age without ever knowing true love. 
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Nicoletta pressed two fingers to her forehead, to the sudden painful throbbing brought on by her thoughts. She glanced out the window at the beckoning hills. At times like this, she wanted to disappear into nature's embrace and be free of such continual battering at her emotions. 

Maria Pia shook her head sharply. "Oh, no, you cannot go out there. If you do, I will not see you again for days. You are no longer a bambino to run and hide when you do not want to face something." She waved a hand at the window and the mountains beyond. "Once you find your way to the hills, even I cannot call you back." 

"You still call me a bambina,"  Nicoletta pointed out with a teasing smile, forcing a brightness she did not feel. 

"I should not put up with your foolishness," the older women reprimanded, but in truth, she could not bear to see Nicoletta unhappy. No one in the villaggio could, not for long. When Nicoletta smiled, she brought them the sunshine. Maria Pia's gaze traveled lovingly over the young woman. Not even her worn and faded clothes could dim her natural beauty. "I do not see how we can so disguise your womanly appearance, Nicoletta." Her gaze fell on the small bare feet. "Where are your shoes?" she asked as she so often had to. 

Nicoletta shrugged, unconcerned. "In truth, I do not know. Nor will I be needing them. I think bare feet will add to the illusion of a child." She laughed softly. "Ketsia has quite a task keeping track of the things. 

Yet it keeps her occupied and out of trouble—and perhaps relieves your worries at the same time." 

"Donna Maria Pia!" Cristano's booming voice nearly shook the hut. "I must speak with you." 

Maria Pia wrapped her shawl around her shoulders as she shuffled to the door. 

Nicoletta made a face. "Do not let that vain peacock into our home," she hissed. 

"Behave yourself," Maria Pia demanded, and she opened the door. 

Cristano rushed in, almost smashing Maria Pia flat. He knocked the breath out of her and had to catch her to prevent her from falling. Maria Pia slapped at his hands and pursed her lips, clucking with disapproval like an old hen. "What are you about, Cristano?" she demanded. 

Nicoletta burst out laughing as Cristano, mortified, turned bright red. Maria Pia silenced Nicoletta with one eloquent look. Cristano shot Nicoletta a withering glare and recovered his dignity sufficiently to face the older woman. "I have come to ask for Nicoletta's hand in marriage. She cannot be counted among the eligible women for the Bridal Covenant." 

Maria Pia smiled sweetly and patted Cristano's arm. "What a thoughtful boy, to consider such a thing, but you seem to have forgotten that she is a year too young for marriage yet. She will not be included in the don's Bridal Covenant." She was leading him to the door. "It was kind of you to offer to sacrifice yourself," she added wryly, "but there is no need. Nicoletta will remain unmarried at least another year." 

As she addressed and patted him, she thrust him out the door and closed it firmly. Then, having uttered an untruth, as she'd sworn she couldn't, she hastened to the shrine to the Madonna to seek forgiveness and charity. 
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Chapter Five

The air of the village fairly hummed with energy the next evening. Nicoletta shook her head as she watched the festivities from behind a large tree. She pressed herself tight against the trunk, hoping she looked like one of the nameless, faceless children the aristocrazia never seemed to notice. She had bound her generous breasts and wore a loose, shapeless dress, a bit worse for wear but clean. Her feet were inevitably bare, but her skirts hid her shapely legs. Her hair was bound and covered tightly with a scarf. Still, she was taking no chances, determined to stay as far as she could from the don. 

During the long hours of the day the adults had continued cleaning and polishing the villaggio in hopes of making it more acceptable to the don. All houses and stoops were now neat and tidy, and no wash hung on the bushes or trees. The small boys were deployed as runners, stationed in the neighboring villaggi to report on the don's progress. He was moving slowly from the small towns and farms, inspecting the young women and evidently finding none to his liking. He was steadily moving toward them. 

Nicoletta was agog at the girls, her friends, all of marriageable age, simpering in their finest clothes, scrubbed and powdered, forgetting every tragic death, every sinister rumor. They stood together in groups, talking in whispers, erupting every now and then into fits of nervous giggles. They thought only of the riches, the prestige, and what a coup such a marriage would be. Nicoletta's fingers twisted tightly into the material of her skirt, and her heart thudded hard in her chest. He was coming. He had found no bride yet, and deep in her heart she knew that he wouldn't. He was coming for her. 

She was trembling, a fine shiver she couldn't quite control. Her hands were icy cold, and her stomach was doing funny little somersaults. The fog had once again rolled in, bands of it winding in eerie wisps around the trees and houses. There was a terrible drumming in her head, like the sound of thunder heralding a storm. He was coming for her. It sang in her head, a hideous refrain. Self-preservation warred with her sense of duty. The don could not be defeated. Strong men had tried, and they had died for their efforts. He was coming for her. 

Nicoletta felt goose bumps creep over her skin. Close. He was close now. Her legs felt rubbery, her knees weak. It took all her willpower to stand her ground, albeit as a shrinking violet propped up by a tree. 

He came into sight riding a huge black horse with a flowing mane and tail. The horse was restless, prancing sideways, tossing its head, but the powerful figure astride the animal looked calm and in complete control. Many outriders accompanied him, strong men every one, with an obvious pride in and complete loyalty to their master. Nicoletta could see the emotions on their faces, and it frightened her all the more. These would be the men who would burn her at the stake if he commanded it. They would do anything he commanded. 

Don Giovanni Scarletti, with his great height and broad shoulders and thick chest tapering into narrow hips, had the hard stamp of authority on his handsome, angular face. He was no youth but a full-fledged man. His mouth had a merciless touch to it; his eyes were frankly sensual, glittering black obsidian, heavy-lidded with thick black lashes. He looked intimidating, a man born to command. 

He robbed Nicoletta of her breath. He was handsome and frightening and so powerful looking, he seemed completely invincible. She didn't look directly at him, terrified of drawing his gaze. One of his men took the reins of his horse, and Don Scarletti dismounted in one fluid motion. He appeared patient and gracious as the elders of the villaggio greeted him with several long-winded speeches and presented him with gifts. The village musicians did their best to entertain, loud and enthusiastic rather than on key. 

The sound grated on Nicoletta's already raw nerves. 
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She was mesmerized by the don, by his graceful movements, the play of his muscles beneath the fine material of his shirt, the way power clung to him. He looked strong and capable, utterly confident, invincible. A dark sorcerer casting his spell. Nicoletta wanted to look away, terrified of drawing his attention but unable to tear herself out of the web he seemed to weave around her. 

"He is very handsome," Ketsia confided, tugging at Nicoletta's skirt. 

"You think every man is handsome," Nicoletta answered, keeping her voice low, although they were some distance from the main festivities. 

Ketsia giggled. "But he is old, Nicoletta. I am glad you are not with the other girls, or he would surely choose you." 

Nicoletta stiffened, but she did not dare let the don out of her sight even for an instant. She didn't altogether trust the situation. Her heart was pounding louder than ever. 

"Why would you say that, Ketsia?" Her mouth was so dry, she could barely speak. 

"I just know he would. Anyone would pick you, Nicoletta," Ketsia said confidently. "You are so beautiful and good." She studied the don. "I think he is not having a good time. He looks bored. Do you think he should look bored when he is choosing his bride?" She wrinkled her nose. "He is not even looking at the girls. He walked right past Rosia, and she is wearing her best dress." 

The strange shivering was becoming worse. Nicoletta's teeth were chattering so hard, she clenched them tightly, afraid the sound would attract the don's attention. Ketsia was right; Don Scarletti was giving the young women only the most cursory of inspections. He was barely avoiding being rude, but she could see it didn't matter to him what anyone thought. His face was darkening like a thundercloud. She saw him turn his head to examine the crowd, his glittering gaze sharp like that of a hawk. He was hunting prey, and Nicoletta instinctively knew that she was the prey he was seeking. Her hand went protectively to her throat, and she tried to make herself even smaller. He scanned the faces in the crowd with thoughtful eyes and then suddenly went very still. 

Nicoletta followed the direction of his eyes and gasped when she saw that his gaze had settled on Maria Pia. He leaned and spoke softly to the man nearest him. At once the man pushed his way through the crowd and went straight to the older woman. Head down, she obediently followed him back to the don. 

Nicoletta squeezed her eyes shut, wanting to shut out the inevitable. She could not allow Maria Pia to take the brunt of the powerful don's anger. Ketsia seemed to sense something was wrong, for she moved closer and clutched at Nicoletta's skirt. "Why is he asking Maria Pia questions?" Ketsia asked plaintively. 

"He looks scary." 

"Hush,  bambina,"  Nicoletta pleaded, wanting to hear. Again Ketsia was right; the don looked very intimidating. 

His voice was softer than ever, but there was no mistaking that he had every intention of getting his way. 

"Where is the young woman who accompanied you to the palazzo? Make no mistake, old woman, I deal harshly with anyone who attempts to defy my orders. The Bridal Covenant was invoked, and all women were to be brought forward." 

Maria Pia nodded several times. "We understood, Don Scarletti, that you wanted to see only the young Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

women eligible for marriage." 

The don stiffened visibly. "Your apprentice was unmarried, was she not?" He made it a statement. 

"That is so, Don Scarletti, but she is quite young… in her way." Maria Pia's hands twitched with the effort to prevent herself from making the sign of the cross and clutching at her crucifix as she deliberately sought to mislead him. 

Don Scarletti's dark features went very still, his glittering eyes thoughtful as they rested on the older woman's face. He bowed slightly. "I wish to see the girl. Have her brought to me immediately." 

Involuntarily, several of the young women turned to look at Nicoletta with a mixture of fear and disappointment on their faces. At once the don alertly followed their telltale gestures, his probing gaze settling instantly, unerringly on her face like the point of a rapier. 

The breath went out of her, and for a moment she was frozen in place, unable to think or move. Her every instinct told her to run, yet she couldn't, her gaze locked with his. Her pulse pounded loudly, like a drum beating at her temples. She couldn't look away from him no matter how hard she tried. She felt as if she were falling forward into the fathomless black depths of his eyes. 

The don did not command that Nicoletta be brought to him but, instead, began moving toward her. The crowd parted immediately, clearing his path, and he strode purposefully, looking neither right nor left but only at her. 

His prisoner. His prey. The thought beat in her head to the rhythm of her furiously pounding heart. 

He stopped directly in front of her, towering over her so that she had to tip back her head, her gaze still locked with his. At that moment her senses became so heightened, it was nearly unbearable. She was aware of everything: the wind tugging at her, moving over her skin with the coolness of a touch; Ketsia clutching at her skirts; the terrible trembling she couldn't seem to overcome; the blackness of the don's eyes, his perfectly sculpted lips; the way wisps of fog seemed to curl around his legs as if he were from another world. 

His dark, penetrating gaze traveled slowly over her, taking in every detail of her drab, urchin appearance. Faint, mocking amusement stole into his eyes, briefly dispelling the icy aloofness that was so much a part of him. He turned on the heel of one gleaming riding boot and strode back to his horse, his movement a mesmerizing display of graceful, gliding coordination. 

Like the proverbial cornered rabbit, Nicoletta watched him, terrified of what he might do. It was too much to hope he would get back on his horse, ride away, and leave her in peace. Stark possession marked his gaze when he looked at her, and Nicoletta was woman enough to recognize it. She could only wait helplessly, feeling foolish in her child's clothing. 

He walked back to her and stood directly in front of her a second time. Closer now. So close that she could feel the heat from his body seeping into her ice-cold skin. She couldn't look away from his black, black gaze to see what he held dangling from his fingertips. He raised his hand to her eye level so that her thin sandals swam into view, swaying at the end of their long thongs. "Perhaps if you were to put on your sandals, it would add an inch to your height and a year or two to your age, signorina," he suggested softly. 

Nicoletta stared at the shoes in horror. Her hands were trembling so badly, she didn't dare let go of her Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

skirt. It was Ketsia who reached up and dragged the sandals out of his hands while he stared directly into Nicoletta's eyes with a faint, taunting smile. 

The don didn't even glance at the child, his dark gaze locked with Nicoletta's. "You are the one," he said softly, thoughtfully. His voice turned slightly self-mocking. "It is your honor to be chosen in the Bridal Covenant." 

Nicoletta stared up at him, still mesmerized. Both of them knew it was no honor; it was tantamount to a death sentence. The knowledge shimmered between them, unspoken. Involuntarily she nodded her head, her eyes wide and pleading. 

Abruptly Don Scarletti tore his gaze from hers and turned to the village elders. "The Bridal Covenant has been fulfilled. She is the one." 

For a moment there was complete silence. Even the wind stilled. Then chaos erupted. A sound of pure terror escaped Nicoletta's throat. Cristano, his face a mask of fury, burst into a fiery protest. Several of the prospective brides gave in to nerves and began to weep loudly. The elders protested in unison, and Maria Pia began to pray to the good Madonna. The don's men looked at one another, shocked at the villagers' reaction to the high compliment, but, unbidden to speak, remained stoically silent. 

But Cristano had captured the don's attention. Don Giovanni Scarletti looked from Nicoletta's white face to the young man's outraged expression. A dark shadow crossed the don's sensual features. He turned back to Nicoletta, moving close enough that she was trapped between his hard body and the solid tree trunk. His hand spanned her throat, his fingers curling around her neck as if he might strangle her, while his black gaze roamed over her upturned face to settle on her soft, trembling mouth. 

"I have chosen. Your young man must find another." There was soft menace in his voice. Hard finality. 

But that same voice managed to touch the core of strength and fire in Nicoletta. Her teeth came together with a snap. Her dark eyes flashed fire at him. "Choose another. There are many willing brides for you," 

she hissed, uncaring that he might think her disrespectful or defiant. 

"I have chosen, and my choice stands." 

"I will not go." 

All around them was the clamor of talking and arguing, but they might as well have been the only two people in the world. Nicoletta was deeply aware of his palm shaping her throat, his fingers on her bare skin. There was so much heat in him, he was burning his brand into her soul. Staring directly into her defiant eyes, he smiled, a slow, humorless curving of his perfect mouth. "The marriage will take place as soon as the Holy Church is satisfied." 

His hand slipped slowly, reluctantly off her skin, and he turned around and walked calmly back to the group of elders. The heat lingered on Nicoletta's skin where his palm had been. Maria Pia rushed to her side, slipping her shawl around the young woman's head and shoulders to give her a semblance of privacy as she escorted her through the crowd to their hut. Nicoletta could hear the elders protesting, but she knew they would have to give in. The Don didn't argue with them; he simply waited until they had talked themselves out. Then he advised them of his plans in his soft, commanding voice. 

Once behind the closed door, Nicoletta flung herself across the room. "I will not become his bride. I will not! I -do not care what the elders say. I do not care if he threatens to have me burned at the stake. I will Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

not! He cannot just take me from my home to that horrible, horrible palazzo and rip my world apart!" 

Maria Pia remained silent, allowing Nicoletta her angry outburst in the safety of their home. She watched the young woman pace back and forth across the room, far too upset to stay in one spot. "Any of the other girls would have been happy to marry him. He knows he could have chosen any of them! Well, I will not do it. He cannot make me." Nicoletta wrung her hands. "Do you think the elders will talk him out of it? Perhaps they will convince him I am a half-wit. Only a half-wit would dress as I did today. Surely he does not want to marry a dolt!" 

"Nicoletta, did you see his face when Cristano protested his choice?" Maria Pia asked quietly. "Don Scarletti is not a man who will give you up." 

"Well, he is just going to have to." Nicoletta flung the shawl and scarf onto the bed, yanked the shapeless dress over her head, and tossed it aside. She pried at the cloth binding her aching breasts. The disguise had been a silly idea from the beginning. She threw the cloth after the shawl in protest. "I am not an object, Maria Pia. No one owns me! I will go to the holy father and protest immediately. The don cannot do this." Nicoletta pulled on her skirt and blouse with quick, angry movements. She was breathing fast to keep from weeping like a babe. 

Maria Pia bowed her head, fighting back tears. She had known all along this day would come. The Church would not help Nicoletta; the priest would insist she marry the don. Scarletti was too powerful for the priest to alienate. He had ties to all the great political leaders, and his army was a strong one. If Don Giovanni Scarletti wanted Nicoletta, no one would stand against him. The village elders couldn't risk his wrath; they needed his land and his good will and protection. With a bride chosen from their villaggio, their status would rise considerably. No one would save Nicoletta from her fate. No one could save Nicoletta, not even Maria Pia. 

Nicoletta stood in the middle of the room pulling the knot out of her hair, letting the thick mass fall in waves down her back. That she was still shaking added fuel to her anger. It infuriated her that a man had the power to take control of her life. Maria Pia didn't have to point out that she was helpless against the don; she knew she was ranting and railing against an inevitable fate. 

She made herself breathe slowly, deeply, in and out. No one else could extricate her from this situation. 

"The elders will ask the priest to perform the ceremony as soon as the don wishes," Nicoletta said heavily. She glanced through the window at the crowd outside. The fog was thickening, and the air was chilly, but the throng was as dense as ever. Nicoletta knew the don was still in the villaggio.  Negotiating. 

The eloquent, arrogant Don Scarletti would eventually ensure that the elders were more than satisfied with the match, though most likely he had not expected any opposition whatsoever. 

"They are selling me to him!" she burst out tearfully, unable to contain her fear. She would have to leave her beloved home, her mountain, everything and everyone she knew and loved. She would have to leave it all behind. 

  "Piccola," —Maria Pia tried to console her—"the tradition has been in existence for many, many generations. Most girls would be happy to marry an aristocratico.  You must not blame the elders. They tried to talk him out of it. I heard them." 

Nicoletta was nodding, but tears were streaming down her face. The fog was a thick blanket now, and the gossips were finally driven indoors. Night had fallen quickly as it did in the hills, shadows stretching, the wind howling mournfully through the trees. Her world. She belonged out there, free and wild, like the bears and wolves. She should not be imprisoned in an evil, hideous palazzo with people who would Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

never understand or love her. 

"The elders will be here soon," Maria Pia warned softly. "You must calm yourself,  bambina.  They cannot know your defiance." 

Nicoletta nodded, oddly grateful that Maria Pia didn't refer to her having to leave soon. She didn't think she could bear it. She gathered up her pitiful disguise and carefully put it out of sight. Taking refuge in work, she pushed all thoughts of escape aside until after the coming ordeal. She built a fire and brewed a hot herbal tea. She lit several candles for their soothing aroma and added a few more to the Madonna's shrine at Maria Pia's suggestion, refraining from pointing out the that Madonna must have been doing good works elsewhere while the don was choosing her. 

Although she stiffened when the knock came at the door, she stood quietly with her head bowed as Maria Pia let the dignitaries into their hut. The elders avoided looking at Nicoletta, unable to face her without shame, but she felt the weight of Don Scarletti's stare. He was willing her to look at him, but she steadfastly continued staring at the floor. 

Giovanni bowed low to Maria Pia. "Naturally, Signorina Sigmora, I will provide generously for my bride. 

I have already sent for the dressmakers to see to her wedding garments and the proper attire she will need as my wife. They will be here quickly. We will be married in the cathedral as soon as it can be arranged." 

Maria Pia thanked him. What else could she do? 

Nicoletta smoldered with anger. How dare he come into their home and dictate to them! He had already sent for dressmakers! The nerve of him! The don sauntered across the room to stand in front of her, setting her teeth on edge. She could tell by his mocking air of amusement that he was aware of her irritation. His presence alone filled the small hut, taking all the air so that she felt as if she couldn't breathe, would never be able to breathe again. She thrust her hands behind her back, twisting her fingers together so she didn't do anything crazy, such as slap the smug look right off his face. 

"I believe you left these behind again." The Don sounded amused as he dangled her sandals in front of her. 

Nicoletta took them from him, careful to avoid touching him. "Thank you, signore." Deliberately she didn't give him the more respectful title, her voice barely audible, an obedient child reluctantly thanking a well-meaning adult. 

"Come,  bambina."  An elder held out a hand to her. "Let me introduce you formally to our don. He will provide all that is needed for the festivities. Don Scarletti, this is our beloved Nicoletta." 

She made the mistake of looking at Giovanni Scarletti then, lifting her lashes so that her dark eyes met his briefly. He glimpsed the fierce flame burning in their depths, betraying her defiance and smoldering anger. One black brow arched, and a faint, mocking amusement curved his mouth and touched his eyes, making them glitter wickedly. "I do not want you to worry." He addressed Maria Pia, although his gaze remained on Nicoletta. "I know there is always the danger of an enemy trying to kidnap my bride-to-be until I have her in the safety of my palazzo. To ensure that she is safe at all times, my men will be stationed here day and night." The merest hint of humor laced his voice. 

Nicoletta had hastily averted her gaze as he regarded her, but now her chin went up, her eyes blazing at him. He was not protecting her; she was his prisoner! Let the others believe his preposterous Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

explanation—she knew the truth! She wanted to throw something at his handsome, smiling face. 

Maria Pia gasped, clasping her hands to her breast. "Surely such a thing is not necessary, Don Scarletti." 

A small villaggio,  they could not afford to feed and shelter his troops. And what of the other young women, with handsome soldiers about? It was a dangerous situation. No one had expected the don to leave behind a regiment of guards. 

"Do not worry. I will provide all their rations and supplies, and my men will have strict orders. Still, it may be prudent to keep the young women close to their homes," Giovanni suggested silkily, a clear warning that he would not be thwarted. 

Nicoletta moved away from him, unashamedly retreating behind Maria Pia. She listened to Don Scarletti's voice, its note of authority fanning the embers of resistance deep within her into a full-fledged fire. His guards would not hold her. She would not go to the terrible Palazzo delta Morte.  The elders might ignore the long line of mysterious deaths there, but she would not. She would never forget that terrible day they had returned her mother's body. She stayed very still in the corner of the room, all the while plotting her escape. 

Long after the officials and Don Scarletti had gone, Nicoletta remained standing by the window, peering out at the blanket of fog. Maria Pia thrust a cup of steaming hot tea into her hands. "You look as if you might collapse," she said gently. "You should go to bed and rest. Things will look better when you are not so tired." 

"Will they?" Nicoletta asked bitterly. "He has changed my life for all time." 

Maria Pia patted her shoulder gently. "He is no heathen. He is marrying you in the Holy Church," she tried to reassure her young charge. 

"I do not see him as a good or holy man, Maria Pia. He is following the dictates of the Church, but for diplomacy, not for any other reason. But you are correct—I am very tired, and I need to rest." She placed the cup down carefully and began to rummage through cupboards. 

Maria Pia watched her in silence as she stuffed a worn shawl and blanket into her medical satchel, adding bread and cheese as if preparing for a long journey. Nicoletta kissed the older woman gently and wrapped her arms around her, clinging for a long time in silence. They blew out the candles together and lay down in their beds. Maria Pia fell asleep with tears running down her face, knowing that when she awoke, Nicoletta would be gone. She didn't try to talk the young woman out of it—she knew her admonitions would be useless—but the penalty for such defiance would be death. If Nicoletta made good her escape, Maria Pia would never see her again. And if she were caught… Either way, she would never see her beloved Nicoletta again. 

Nicoletta lay quietly, her mind working on her plans. If she moved around too much, she would be more easily followed. It would be better to find a hiding place and stay quiet for a few days until the initial furor over her departure died down. At first, everyone would be out looking, and she would hardly escape notice if she was on the move. Better to hide and wait awhile. She had complete faith that she could slip past the guards. They would never expect her to run, and certainly not at night, when wild animals hunted their supper. Not when the superstitious feared the dark shadows and the legendary monsters roaming the hills. She could only pray to the good Madonna that her desperate act would bring no harm to the faithful and innocent Maria Pia. 

Nicoletta lay in the warmth of the hut while the wind howled and moaned outside and the fog thickened Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

into a heavy soup. She waited until Maria Pia was in a deep sleep. The guards would be warming themselves by their campfires, perhaps looking directly into the flames, temporarily dimming their vision. 

She took care to dress in dark gray. Not so dark the fog would reveal her, nor so light the darkness would give her up. She deftly braided her hair and wrapped her traveling shawl tightly around her. 

Clutching her bag, she slipped out the door, a slim shadow merging quickly with the night. At once she melted into the fog. 

Nicoletta moved swiftly and silently through the village, carefully avoiding the clusters of soldiers hunkering by their fires. Her bare feet unerringly found the narrow trail leading higher up into the mountains. She would go up the coastline before heading for the far side of the hills, away from the palazzo. There, she knew about a network of caves that curved deep down into the earth. Few people were aware of their existence, and fewer still had the nerve to enter them. 

An owl hooted, the sound distorted in the heavy fog. She heard a rush of wings quite near her. Branches swayed and danced, clicking together in a macabre stick-figure dance, the sound loud in the darkness. 

She saw the glowing eyes of a night predator watching her through the trees. There was a strange feel to the air, it was thick, like quicksand, and her legs soon tired, her muscles cramping. Nothing on her beloved mountain seemed the same. Even the sheep seemed hostile, strange white apparitions appearing in the mist. 

The wind suddenly stilled. The leaves ceased to rustle. The night seemed unusually quiet. Nicoletta froze, simply waiting, not daring to move in the unexpected pocket of silence. A gentle breeze started up again, a soft tugging at her skirts, a ruffling at her hair. But the wind brought with it that murmuring voice, brushing in her mind like the gossamer wings of butterflies. The voice seemed clearer now, she could almost distinguish the words. It was the don's voice, no question she would recognize it anywhere. Soft yet commanding, its steady, persistent tone making it difficult to concentrate. 

Nicoletta pressed her hands to her ears, attempting to shut him out and keep walking. But the voice in her mind was whispering, enticing, nibbling away at her confidence, slowing her down, so that she felt as if she were moving in a dream, unable to distinguish reality from fantasy. She was partially up the mountain when she realized that the don was well aware she was fleeing, and he was using his hypnotic voice to slow her progress. No coincidence, this voice whispering on the wind; but a deliberate attempt to hold her to him. 

She clung to a tree to steady herself. "Stop it," she whispered to the night. He had to stop, or she might go mad. Was this what had happened to his great-great-grandmother, the woman who had thrown herself off the wide-winged gargoyle crouching atop the tower overlooking the violent sea? A guardian of the palazzo, they claimed, yet a horrible creature to her. Had the poor girl been forced to marry a Scarletti? Had she been a victim of the Bridal Covenant, too? Ripped from her home and family and given in a loveless marriage to a ruthless heathen of a man? Had her husband driven her to insanity with his commanding murmuring in her mind? "Stop it," she whispered again, her voice inaudible in the blanket of fog. 

Nicoletta turned along a thin ribbon of a trail that led to the more jagged cliffs. The rocky ledge was slippery from the mist, and the slime on the smooth walls caused her hands to slip when she reached for purchase. She clung there, her bare feet scraped and bleeding from the sharp rocks. The voice never let up, not for a moment. She could make out some of the words now.  I will not let you leave me. I am coming for you. You cannot escape me. 

Nicoletta shook her head in an attempt to dislodge the voice from inside her head. There was no pleading or begging. He was as arrogant as ever, demanding her return, demanding she comply with his Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

wishes, his orders. There was no gentleness in him, only a hard, ruthless authority. He would find her. 

She couldn't escape him. How would it be possible, when he shared her mind? And if he caught her now? She didn't want to think about the consequences she might suffer at his hands. 

Would he wrap his strong fingers around her neck and strangle her? Would he squeeze the breath out of her slowly, lifting her off her feet with his superior strength and height? Is that what his grandfather had done to his grandmother? Had a legacy of hatred and madness been passed down through the generations? Was that the terrible curse that hung over the Scarletti family? Was that the fate awaiting her? It was easy to imagine it was so, there in the strange, heavy fog with his voice whispering to her continually. She touched her throat with trembling fingers. She could still feel the imprint of his hand hot against her bare skin. 

  I am no longer amused,  cara.  The night has a bite to it. Come back before I lose patience with your foolishness. 

Now his words were very clear. How could it be that he could talk to her in her mind? Surely, as Maria Pia had once suggested, he was in league with the devil. He possessed great magic, and most likely his was not a gift from the good Madonna, as hers was. She bit at her fingernails nervously, unable to move on the slippery ledge with her legs shaking so badly. "Go away," she whispered to him. "Go away!" 

He was stalking her, very close, a silent predator hunting beneath the cover of darkness, as lethal as any wolf. Nicoletta felt along the cliff edge for a firm hold. Without warning, strong fingers circled her slender wrist like a shackle. Don Giovanni Scarletti simply pulled her straight up, so that for one terrifying moment her legs dangled over the cliff, her entire weight supported by his one hand. She cried out, clutched at his arm, her feet digging for solid purchase of any kind. 

He set her on the ground beside him. Nicoletta lashed out blindly, furious at him for frightening her. 

Furious at him for catching up with her. Furious at him for choosing her. He caught her fist in midair and simply stood there looking down at her. They stared at one another, his black eyes unblinking, like those of a large mountain lion. 

He had every right to throw her off the cliff if he so desired. No one would question the don. Nicoletta couldn't believe this was happening. She flung up her head in challenge. "Why are you insisting on a bride? And why me?" With the sudden insight that often flooded her in moments of high emotion, she added, "You did not even want a wife." She studied his face. "You never intended on taking a bride, not even to provide you with an heir." 

He slipped his arms out of his coat. "You are shivering again,  piccola.  Is it from your fear of me, or is it from the cold?" 

He enfolded her small frame in the large coat, pulling the edges together so that she felt as if she were in the warmth of his arms, surrounded by the heat of his body. She looked around them. "Where are the others? Your soldiers?" 

He raised one elegant eyebrow. "Warming their hands by their camp fires, no doubt. I did not want them to realize that my bride feared me so much, she ran away in the night at the first opportunity." He sounded more sardonic than perturbed. He shrugged his wide shoulders casually. "Better to collect you myself. It would not do for my men to know that my bride preferred the company of wolves to mine." 

His hand brushed a stray strand of inky black hair from her face, his touch lingering on her skin. "I should not have left temptation open to you. I knew what was in your mind." 
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"Reading my mind?" She dared him to admit it and condemn himself as a servant of the devil. 

"Your face is transparent,  piccola.  I do not find you in the least difficult to read. You did slip past me," he conceded, bowing slightly in salute. "But I think our adventures are over for this night." 

Nicoletta reluctantly walked beside him. "Why would you suddenly want a bride?" 

Giovanni was silent so long, she was certain he would not answer her. "I have recently discovered my great need of a… mate." His voice was a deliberate seduction, suggestive and so intimate that she blushed wildly. 

Nicoletta found she was shivering again despite the warmth of his coat. "I just want to go home." In spite of her every resolve, she sounded like a forlorn child. 

"That is where I am taking you—and where we will be wed immediately. It may be diverting to some men to chase young women around in the hills at night, but it is, after all, a rather chilly business." 

"Don Scarletti, there are so many women who would be honored to be your bride. Any one of them would make you a wonderful wife, much more fitting to your station than I." Nicoletta attempted to make him see reason. 

"But then, I am not looking for a wife who is 'fitting to my station.' The needs I have only you can meet." 

He reached out absently and pushed back another stray tendril of hair curling on her forehead. His fingertips lingered, as if he couldn't help himself, as if he couldn't stop touching the softness of her skin. It was almost a caress, sending a shiver of awareness rushing through her with the heat of a flame. She saw the gleam of the heavy ring bearing his family crest. 

"You chose me because of what I saw on the cliff," she accused, frightened by her own body's reaction to him. "I did not tell anyone. I knew you killed only in self-defense." 

"Do not speak of it again." His voice was a whip of command. 

She walked for a distance in silence, turning over his words in her mind, not understanding him at all. 

Afraid to understand him. "We are going the wrong way," she suddenly noticed. "We will miss the villaggio if we continue in this direction." 

"I am escorting you to my home, where you will remain under guard until we are wed. I have neither the time nor the inclination to go on nightly hunts for my errant bride." A note of mocking amusement crept into his voice. 

Nicoletta stopped walking, staring up at him, shocked. "That is unseemly. I cannot go to your palazzo without Maria Pia as chaperone. Don Scarletti, you cannot take me there." 

He reached down and firmly grasped her elbow. "Yet that is exactly what I intend to do, Nicoletta." 






Chapter Six

Nicoletta stared from atop the hill at the palazzo on the next peak, now immersed in fog. The Palazzo della Morte seemed to rise up out of the mist like a great castle in the clouds. She knew that winged Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

creatures guarded the turrets; great gargoyles and strange demons with fangs and claws perched atop the ramparts and tower. Its many portals and great windows of stained glass depicted various scenes of serpents carrying hapless victims into a watery hell. The castle was eerie and sinister, rising out of the fog as if disembodied from the earth. She stopped walking abruptly, staring in a kind of fascinated horror at the palazzo. 

  "Palazzo della Morte."  Giovanni Scarletti whispered the soft taunt. "That is what you have named my home." 

At any other time, Nicoletta would have blushed with shame. Now, in the middle of the night, with the winged creatures facing her with blank, staring eyes, claws reaching for her, she couldn't find it in her heart to worry whether or not the terrible name had hurt the don's feelings. In any case, she wasn't altogether certain he had feelings. He seemed made of stone, a chiseled marble sculpture of a beautiful Greek god, handsome but ice-cold. His fingers shackled her arm like a vise, leading her to her doom. 

The Palazzo della Morte. 

"I cannot go to that place," Nicoletta said in a low voice. "I wish to return to my home. Besides, it is unseemly for me to be alone with you." 

"It was unseemly of you to run like a little rabbit, but you did so," the don pointed out mildly. "I suggest you continue walking,  piccola.  It would be far more unseemly if I had to carry you into the palazzo." It was a clear threat, though delivered in his usual calm voice. 

Nicoletta tore her gaze from the grotesque floating castle to stare at him in horror. "You would not dare!" 

Don Scarletti looked down at her upturned face. She was extremely pale, her beautiful dark eyes large with shock. She looked young, ethereal, there in the mist, an untouchable, mysterious beauty. Her skin was soft and tempting, so inviting that his hand, of its own volition, framed her delicate cheek. At his touch she stilled, a measure of fear creeping into the innocence of her eyes. His thumb feathered over her lush lower lip, sending a strange heat rushing through her body, starting a fine trembling deep within her. 

She stared up at him helplessly, mesmerized by his black, hypnotic gaze. She was drowning again, unable to look away. 

He leaned toward her, and her eyes widened as she watched his perfectly sculpted mouth slowly, relentlessly descending toward hers. Her breath stilled in her body, and a small sound of terror escaped her vulnerable throat. He continued to lower his head until his lips skimmed the corner of her mouth, then trailed along her satin skin to her ear. "I dare anything," he whispered wickedly, his warm breath stirring tendrils of hair against her neck. His teeth caught her earlobe, a small, painful nip quickly eased with a sinful swirling of his tongue. 

Nicoletta gasped, her entire body leaping to life, blood surging through her hotly, unexpectedly—and completely unacceptably. She was trembling too hard to move away from him, and, in any case, his fingers still shackled her arm. "I insist you return me to my home. This is very wrong." 

His white teeth gleamed at her. "What is wrong? It would be wrong if a prospective bridegroom did not find his bride in the least attractive." His voice purred at her like that of a satisfied lion, a wild, growling purr that set her heart pounding in alarm. 

She caught the note of dark mirth in his voice, and she glared at him. "I am not amused by your wickedness, Don Scarletti." She tilted her chin at him. "You are reputedly a gentleman. I demand you Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

return me to Maria Pia Sigmora." 

One black eyebrow arched arrogantly. "I do not recall being labeled a gentleman even once in all the gossip reported back to me. A blackguard, a spy, an assassin, but never a gentleman. Walk with me, Nicoletta, or I shall carry you and awaken the entire household when we enter." His glittering gaze danced over her mischievously. "That would set the gossips' tongues wagging. Then they would demand I display our wedding-night sheets out the window of the palazzo for all to see." 

Nicoletta made a sound much like the squeak of a terrified mouse, so outraged by his suggestion that she tugged away from him and marched toward the palazzo. Better to face certain death than his smoldering sexual seduction. Her back was ramrod stiff, and she knew he was secretly laughing at her innocence. 

She stuck her nose into the air and assumed her haughtiest expression. Don Scarletti might be used to debauchery, but Nicoletta certainly was not. Adopting Maria Pia's pious attitude, she crossed herself and continued down toward the palazzo. 

The don easily kept pace with her much shorter strides. "I understand you recently helped to deliver a particularly difficult babe," he said. 

Nicoletta bit down on her lip. Men did not discuss such things as childbirth. It was unseemly. Everything he said and did was scandalous. He truly was a heathen. And clearly he did have spies reporting to him. 

How much more did he know of her? Doubtless there was little sense in attempting more subterfuge, attempting to mislead him further into thinking Maria Pia the true healer. Maria Pia had been the village midwife and wisewoman for years before Nicoletta's birth, but Don Scarletti certainly knew that Nicoletta herself was the unique healer, one capable of things she shouldn't have been. 

She peeked sideways at him from under her long lashes, trying to judge his mood. Should he decide to condemn her as a witch, she would not be able to defend herself. Accusing the don in turn of reading minds and being in league with the devil would be ludicrous. "It was difficult. I thought the mother would be lost. She is my friend." Nicoletta's voice was a thin thread of sound in the fog, and her tone did not invite further discussion on the subject. 

The don reached around her with both arms to pull his coat closer about her body, a strangely comforting gesture. "You are very brave,  piccola,"  he said softly, his lips pressed to the top of her silky hair. "You know it is dangerous to roam these hills as you do. Aside from the danger of wild animals, there are many robbers hiding close by. At the moment the King of Spain has decided it is not worth the risk to attempt to conquer these lands, but it is still a dangerous time. That temporary reprieve from attack can change with any hint of weakness on my part. I want you to remain at the palazzo for your own safety. Once you are my bride, you may become a target for my enemies." 

"I am a healer." She made the statement very quietly, not defiantly, but with great dignity. "It is who I am. 

What I am. I must go where I am needed." 

"You are my betrothed. You will be my wife. That is who you are," he countered. "My wife will do as I tell her." 

She looked back at him, a faint smile curving her soft mouth. "It is possible you have mistakenly chosen the wrong bride. You did not even look at Rosia, and she was wearing her best dress. She always obeys the rules, and she remembers to wear her shoes. I do not obey very well at all. Ask the elders. Ask Maria Pia." 

"What would that angry young man say? Cristano? Would he say you do not obey?" There was now a Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

dark edge to his voice that made her shiver, as if all his male amusement had suddenly worn thin. It reminded her that she was completely alone in the night with him, and she was at his mercy. 

"No one would ever say I obey. Your spies should have given you a full report when they were scouting out your bride." As sensitive as she was to emotional vibrations, her heart was beginning to pound in fear. 

"You are favoring your leg more and more. Your injury cannot yet be healed completely. Perhaps I should carry you," he mused. "I should have been more aware. Come,  piccola,  allow me to carry you." 

Her dark gaze was eloquent as she sent him a swift, smoldering glare. His sculpted mouth curved sensually, and his black eyes glittered at her, but he didn't laugh. She tried not to notice how handsome he was, how his hair fell in glossy waves down his nape and curled slightly over his ears. How one lock fell persistently onto his forehead, making her want to push it aside with shaky fingers. The very idea was as shocking as was her body's wayward reaction to him. 

They were nearing the palazzo now, the huge castle sprawling out like a massive prison. Scattered throughout the grounds were the giant marble fountains, the great sculptures of winged deities and demons. Gargoyles stared maliciously down at her from the eaves and turrets. She could feel them watching her in gloating silence, eager for her to come within their reach. Horrid claws seemed to extend toward her, rapier sharp through the thick fog. The windows stared blankly, a strange inky color in the gloom of the mists. Like sightless eyes. Cold, sightless eyes watching her. 

Nicoletta's mouth went dry. When she had come to the palazzo before, the feeling of evil and doom had been impersonal. Now the malevolence seemed directed at her. She hunched deeper into the thick folds of the don's coat as if for protection. There was a growing terror in her. Each step took her closer to that waiting evil. 

"I would not leave the choosing of my bride to my men," Don Scarletti informed her softly, picking up the thread of their earlier conversation as if it had not been interrupted. "No other would have recognized you." His hand slipped down her arm to entwine his fingers firmly with hers. "And, Nicoletta, you will obey my orders." 

She pressed her lips together to keep her angry retort firmly locked away. She leaned close to his broad shoulder, oddly grateful for his strength and power as they moved up the marble steps to one of the many entrances of the palazzo. He reached out to push open the heavy, ornate door. Like the other entrances, it was covered with carvings, winged creatures guarding the dark lair. The door swung inward slowly, grating on her already raw nerves with an ominous creaking sound. 

Nicoletta planted her feet outside, but Giovanni tugged at her hand, taking her with him as he entered his home with the same easy confidence with which he did everything else. He walked along the darkened halls, not bothering to light the tapers, rather moving quickly through the wide corridors and up the winding staircase from memory. She recognized the general direction of the nursery. 

"Are you taking me to the tower?" Nicoletta tried to make it a jest, but she was terrified he might really lock her up. 

"I do not intend that you should escape me by leaping to your death." His tone held no amusement, rather a grim authority. "I am not willing for history to repeat itself. I would not allow such a thing." 

She lifted her long lashes to look at him. "I am not the type of woman to throw herself off a tower. 

Should such a fall occur, you can be sure it was murder." She had merely meant to make a point about Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

her character, but the word murder conjured up the recent feel of his fingers around her soft throat and the old rumors of his grandfather strangling his grandmother. Of his great-great grandmother plummeting to her death. Of the other women who had died in the palazzo.  Her voice wobbled in spite of her best intentions. 

"You will do exactly as I say, Nicoletta. No one will be allowed to murder you unless I decide to indulge in such a pleasure myself." It was a decree, a threat. 

Nicoletta swallowed her retort, determined not to participate in a direct confrontation with the don in the darkness of his lair. That was how she thought of it—his lair, a fitting place for a hunter such as Don Scarletti. He stopped in front of a door a few paces down from the nursery. Instead of thrusting it open, he knocked lightly, one hand on her shoulder, holding her still, as if he feared she might attempt to flee. 

At once the door was flung open, and Maria Pia stood there. Nicoletta uttered a glad cry and burst into tears, flinging herself into the older woman's outstretched arms. Mortified that Don Scarletti was witness to her breakdown, she clung to Maria Pia and refused to look at him. 

"You asked to be brought to Signorina Sigmora, and I have done so," he pointed out with a grim smile. 

"I will have two guards stationed outside this door at all times. If you wish to explore the house or grounds, they will accompany you. Nicoletta…" There was iron in his voice. "Should you attempt to flee again, these men will suffer for allowing you to slip past them. I will hold them responsible should anything happen to you, or should you manage to find your way back into the hills." 

Anger flashed through her, and she lifted her head to glare at him through the tears swimming in her eyes. 

His hard features were an implacable mask. "I can find you anywhere, at any time. There is no way you can escape me. You know it is so." 

She swiped at her tears. "There is no need to threaten others." Her chin was up in challenge. "It is beneath you." 

His eyebrows shot up. "A compliment at last? A favorable comment on my character?" 

Maria Pia gripped Nicoletta's arm hard to stop her from retorting. 

"Signorina Sigmora, I trust you remembered to bring Nicoletta's shoes. It seems she cannot keep them on. She has injured her feet tonight. You will, of course, see to the cuts and bruises. Her leg is also still painful to her, so you must attend to that injury as well," commanded Don Giovanni Scarletti. 

"Of course, Don Scarletti, do not worry yourself," the older woman hastily assured him. 

"Nicoletta's injuries are not trifles, Signorina. I shall expect a full report on her condition on the morrow. 

The dressmakers will arrive at midday. I suggest you both get some sleep, as the night is nigh gone." He bowed low, that slightly mocking smile on his face as he closed the door. 

Nicoletta hugged Maria Pia to her again, then quickly examined her for injury. "His soldiers did not hurt you, did they? They must have terrified you when they woke you. I am sorry, Maria Pia. I should have considered the possible consequences to you of my flight, but I selfishly thought only that I could get away from him. Now we are both prisoners." 

"His men woke me and insisted I pack your things and mine, and they brought me here without harm. I Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

realized then that the don had gone after you, and naturally, he would not allow you to be alone with him. 

It would be unseemly." 

"Naturally," Nicoletta echoed softly, fighting back tears. Maria Pia's comment on the don's decency seemed almost a betrayal. 

Nicoletta pulled the don's coat closer around her, trying to absorb some warmth, though flames were dancing in the hearth, throwing off heat and helping to light the room. She looked around carefully. The room was large and ornate. The eaves were covered in carvings, and scenes from the Scriptures were painted on the walls, but she also saw depictions of the seas drowning poor souls, scaled sea serpents, coiled around the bodies as they sank beneath the water. In a niche in the wall was small golden replica of a boat with wide sails, detailed and very beautiful. The piece was unlike anything she had ever seen. It didn't seem to belong in the room with its plethora of tormented souls and the demons rushing to drag them to their deaths. 

"So, we are back in the palazzo," Nicoletta said softly. "I am sorry, Maria Pia, that I have managed to make both of us prisoners." She paced restlessly across the room. "But I could not make him change his mind. The don is determined to wed me. It is no mistake or terrible prank. He is insisting that I am suited to his needs." She sighed heavily. "I am not in the least suitable, and he knows it." 

"You must not defy him again,  bambina"  Maria Pia cautioned. "Did he strike you or punish you in any way?" Her voice shook with fear. 

Nicoletta immediately helped her into a chair. "No, no, Maria Pia, he was gentle with me." She paced the room again restlessly, back and forth like a caged cougar. "I do not think I can escape him. He… has a way of reaching out to me." She still couldn't bring herself to tell Maria Pia the complete truth about the don and his unique ability. "I think he could find me anywhere." She turned in circles, staring up at the apparitions covering the walls and ceilings. "We are in this hated house where some terrible, nameless evil lies in wait to devour me." 

Maria Pia stood and shuffled over to the young woman and gently pushed her into a chair. "You have had a shock. Sit quietly,  bambino,  and let me take care of your feet." 

"The house was staring at me when we walked up to it. All those hideous creatures perched atop it." 

Nicoletta rubbed her forehead tiredly. "How can he live here with all those terrible eyes staring at him, watching everything he does and says…" She trailed off, suddenly thoughtful. 

Maria Pia poured water into a bowl from the pitcher on the washstand and carried it to Nicoletta. It was lukewarm from being next to the hearth. "This house is a monument to many gods," the older woman observed. "At some time at least the Scarlettis must have paid tribute to the Holy Church, though the house does not seem to support such offerings." She devoutly crossed herself to ward off evil as she knelt to examine Nicoletta's feet. 

"I will tend my cuts," Nicoletta protested, ashamed to have Maria Pia at her feet. 

"Let me do it, Nicoletta," Maria Pia said, dabbing at the lacerations to get a better look. "Your leg is a little swollen again. You have overused it. You must be more careful." 

Nicoletta took a deep breath. "When Don Scarletti touches me, I feel funny inside," she announced abruptly. 
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Maria Pia nearly dropped the bowl of water. "He touched you? What do you mean he touched you? 

How did he touch you?" The older woman was outraged. "Touching you! A young girl like you! You should not have been alone with him. Nicoletta, you must show better sense," she scolded, clucking her tongue softly in agitation. 

In spite of herself, Nicoletta began to smile. "If I marry Don Scarletti, Maria Pia, I expect there will be many times when I am alone with him." 

Maria Pia glared at her. "That is different, and well you know it, young lady. This is no laughing matter. 

Men can take advantage of young girls." 

"That is what I am asking you about," Nicoletta replied, wide-eyed. "What is that like? Why is it different when he touches me? I do not feel the same way around Cristano or any other male." She certainly knew the mechanics of mating; she had grown up around farm animals and had attended more than one girl who had been badly used. But she didn't know what was expected of her, and no one seemed willing to tell her. 

Maria Pia worked steadfastly on Nicoletta's cuts, refusing to look up. "I am not a married woman, Nicoletta. I do not know about these things other than that you do as your husband wishes. He will direct you in such matters." 

"What if I hate it?" Nicoletta persisted. "What if it is horrible?" 

"It is horrible if a man touches you when he should not," Maria Pia grumbled, "but when it is your husband, it is not bad and must be tolerated." 

Nicoletta mulled that over. "How can that be, if it is the same act?" she asked, curious, her hand moving to her throat where the warmth of Don Scarletti's fingers still lingered. She touched her earlobe, stroking a small caress where his teeth had nipped her. The strange sensations were not only memories in her mind but in her body as well. She could feel the rush of heat moving through her, an aching need she didn't understand. 

"Nicoletta!" Maria Pia threw the rag into the bowl hard enough that water splashed in every direction. 

"That is enough! We will talk no more of this. This heathen place has confused your good sense. Such things are best left between a husband and his wife." 

Nicoletta raised a small black eyebrow at her but refrained from speaking. Maria Pia certainly hadn't answered any of her questions, and she wasn't about to ask the don. The mere thought of that made her blush. When they married, he would have certain rights over her. He was a large man; she was small. Did that make a difference? No one would tell her. She sighed aloud. "He was not nearly as angry as I thought he would be." 

"You took a terrible chance, Nicoletta. He could have ruined you or worse." 

"As I do not much care to be married to anyone, being 'ruined' does not worry me." 

Maria Pia squawked her outrage, the noise much like that of a chicken. She soundly slapped Nicoletta's knee, so shocked that for a moment she couldn't speak. "That is enough. You go to bed, and do not speak such scandalous words again! I will not hear such talk!" 
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Nicoletta suppressed a sudden desire to laugh, afraid it might sound a trifle hysterical. She was on the verge of hysteria anyway. The entire day seemed a nightmare. Somewhere deep inside her, Nicoletta had known from the moment Don Giovanni Scarletti emerged from the shadows of Sophie's sickroom that her life was entangled with his. 

Slowly, with infinite weariness, she prepared for bed. She was aching and sore, her calf tender from the demands she had made on it. Her feet did hurt. Everything seemed to hurt. She lay down in the too-large bed. It was on a raised dais, a huge, heavy piece that did nothing to dispel the general gloom of the room. 

On the ceiling above the bed were more carvings of sea serpents. She studied them as the firelight danced and played in the drafty room. 

"Why do you think they put all these strange carvings on the walls and ceilings like this, Maria Pia?" she asked, looking at a particularly scaly, eel-like creature with fangs. "Who would want such things in a room where people sleep?" 

"You sound like Ketsia, with all her questions," Maria Pia answered grumpily. "Go to sleep, Nicoletta. In this place they are heathens, and their rooms are designed for heathens. Say your prayers, and thank the good Madonna for watching over you." 

Nicoletta sighed and continued to stare up at the strange carvings. She wished she could touch them. 

"Do you think she was watching over me? I thought perhaps the good Madonna was answering prayers in a distant land, as she did not answer mine. Or perhaps she answered the don's. Perhaps he lit more candles than I did," she said sardonically. 

"Nicoletta!" This time Maria Pia meant business, her outrage spilling into her voice so that Nicoletta muffled her laughter and apologized instantly. 

"I did not mean that the Madonna would take a bribe, like an elder might," she tried to explain. The creatures above her head were fascinating, coiling in the water. If one looked at them long enough, they appeared to move, slithering through the waves, shimmering down the wall into the hideous mural of the sea closing around the unfortunate drowning souls. The art was cleverly done, creating an optical illusion that the shadows from the flames helped to enhance. 

"Maria Pia, this is all truly is a work of art," she announced a few moments later in the silence of the room, "if you do not allow your imagination to take over." Her imagination was vivid and very capable of terrifying her; she wanted the comfort of Maria Pia's voice scolding her. 

Only the crackling of the flames answered her. Nicoletta sighed softly. The wall directly at the head of the bed was covered in carvings, too. She turned over to study it. The entire theme of the room seemed to be of damned souls drowning or being devoured in a sea boiling with serpents and other monsters of the deep. Here, at the head of the bed, strange panels of flowing, scaly creatures were carved into the marble, seeming to ripple with life. She stared at the room's paintings and carvings, trying to be objective, trying to see how the artist had woven the painted mural and the marble carvings together. 

She curled up beneath the coverlet, listening to the sounds of the house. The palazzo was enormous, several stories high with wide, vaulted ceilings. Sounds echoed eerily yet were muffled by the thickness of the walls. Could an outside source have created the strange whisperings in Sophie's sickroom? Was the don capable of making all in his household hear the strange murmur of his voice at will? That thought came unbidden to Nicoletta. 

She thumped the mattress hard, half wishing she had done so to the don. She had no desire to meet the Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

other members of the household again, and certainly not in the capacity of a captured, guarded bride-to-be. It was intolerable! She plucked at the coverlet. Don Scarletti had made certain she was on the second floor, too high to escape through a window. She was stuck, and the dressmaker was coming at midday. Determined to go to sleep, she breathed deeply and evenly. She was beginning to drift off when a strident voice in the corridor outside her room roused her. The woman's voice was clearly demanding entry into Nicoletta's bedchamber. 

Nicoletta sat up quickly, drawing the nearest thing—the don's coat—around her to cover her nightshift as she hurried to the door. She unlocked it quickly and opened it a tiny crack to peer out. 

Portia Scarletti was raging at the guards. "How dare you defy me! I demand you tell me who is in that room. Open the door at once!" Her voice was shrill and shaking with fury. "What manner of prisoner does Don Scarletti bring into our home that his elite personal guard must watch day and night! Are we to be murdered in our own beds?" She was breathing fast and deeply, her bosom heaving, straining at the low neckline of her fashionable gown. 

Nicoletta could see that one guard was having a difficult time tearing his gaze from the expanse of creamy flesh spilling from the daring neckline. "I am sorry, Donna Scarletti, but we have our orders, and no one can change them but the don. It is our lives if we do not obey." There was deference in the guard's voice, but he did not yield. 

"We shall see about that. I will call Vincente. He will get to the bottom of this nonsense, and I will see that you never return to the palazzo!" 

"Very good, Donna," the guard agreed, his face a mask of calm. 

"You think I will not?" Portia demanded. She raised her voice. "Vincente! Vincente!" 

The youngest Scarletti brother hurried down the hall, obviously coming from the nursery. "What is it. 

Portia, my dear? What is wrong?" He flung an arm around the woman to comfort her. 

"This horrible man has refused me entrance into this room. He claims Giovanni has given orders that we do not enter. I can scarcely believe he would bring a prisoner so dangerous under our very roof." Her voice shook with rage. "This man has rudely refused my orders to open the door." 

Vincente pinned the man with a stern gaze. "Surely there is no harm in accommodating Donna Scarletti. 

Please open the door immediately." 

"I am sorry Signore Scarletti, but I have my orders, and I cannot disobey them. You must speak to Don Scarletti." The guard was resolute. 

Vincente's face darkened with disapproval. "Certainly you can tell us who is in that chamber." 

Nicoletta cleared her throat to announce her presence, although she was certain the guards had been aware the moment she cracked the door open. She snuggled deeper into the comfort of the don's coat as Portia and Vincente turned at her sound. The three of them stared at one another for a long moment in silence. 

"I know you," Portia said, letting her breath out slowly, her gaze narrowing slightly as she took in the man's elegant coat wrapped so tightly around the visitor. "You are the apprentice to the village healer. 

What in the world are you doing here?" There was a wealth of contempt in her voice. Her fingers were Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

clutching Vincente's arm so hard, her knuckles were white. 

Nicoletta lifted her chin, her dark eyes flashing. "I believe the don can answer that better than I can, Donna Scarletti." She kept her voice low and even but not subservient. "Perhaps you should address the question to him." She avoided looking at the guards or at the don's brother. 

The older woman's face hardened perceptibly. "How dare you?" she hissed. "The don shall hear of your insubordination and have you flogged! You will be thrown out of the palazzo along with this oaf of a guard!" She looked up at Vincente. "They are obviously lovers, these two. This guard has no such orders. He is hiding and protecting the girl because he does not want to be discovered." She turned back to Nicoletta. "Is that it? Are you two lovers? I do not think Don Scarletti will allow such behavior in his home. Vincente, make them tell the truth." 

"I am very tired, Donna Scarletti. If your inquisition is finished, I should like to return to my bed," 

Nicoletta announced, hoping the don would have her thrown out of the palazzo. It would be the answer to her prayers. 

Portia turned crimson at being dismissed by a lowly peasant in front of the guards. "I will have you flogged myself!" she announced, reaching for Nicoletta's arm with every intention of pulling her out of the room. 

The second guard stepped quickly between the two women. "I am sorry, Donna Scarletti, but I must ask you not to touch the signorina. I cannot allow you to harm her. Our orders are quite clear." He spoke softly, his posture was firm and protective, his face a mask of determination. 

"Portia, have a care," Vincente cautioned. "I owe this woman much for helping little Sophie. And, it is obvious Giovanni has brought her here. Perhaps he is ill again." 

"We would know if he was." Portia dropped her arm to her side, then stepped back with a little cry of dismay. She stared at Nicoletta incredulously, the truth suddenly dawning on her. She backed up farther, her cry rising even louder. "You must tell me that Giovanni did not go through with that ridiculous threat to take a bride from the villaggi.  It was only a jest, a dare, if you like. He cannot have taken the wager this far." The last turned into a dramatic wail of despair. "Oh, this is so like him to punish us for imagined indiscretions." 

She lifted her chin, and her eyes were flat and cold. "I will not allow such a perversion signorina. The don with a little baggage! Oooh! You may as well pack your things and return to your villaggio immediately, now, tonight. I forbid this unholy union. Vincente! You must forbid it also." 

Nicoletta smiled serenely. She looked over Portia's shoulder as she addressed her. "I shall be more than happy to oblige you, Donna Scarletti. If you would state your objections to Don Scarletti and make him see reason, I will be forever in your debt." 

Portia turned to see whom Nicoletta was looking at so challengingly. She gasped when she saw the don's elegant frame draped lazily against the wall. One black eyebrow was arched at Nicoletta, his mouth curved in a mocking smile. 

"Giovanni, this girl cannot possibly be telling the truth!" Portia exclaimed. 

"What has she claimed, Portia, other than that she will leave if you convince me of my mistake? What is this wager you are prattling on about? I know of no wager, no dare, no jest. I did not state my intention Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

to wed because my marriage is no one's business but mine and my bride's." 

Portia let out another dramatic cry, both hands clasped over her heart as if she were suffering greatly. 

"You cannot be serious, Giovanni. You cannot!" 

"Go to bed, Portia." Giovanni sounded exasperated. "You will wake young Sophie, and she will not be separated from Nicoletta if she hears that her friend has returned to us." 

"That is so, Portia. It has taken me some time to get my daughter to sleep this night. All she talks of is the healer's apprentice. I do not want her to awaken," Vincente backed his brother. "It would be best if you waited until the morn to sort this out." 

"What of my daughter, Margerita?" Portia demanded. "This news will kill her." She glared at Nicoletta as if it was all her fault. "This will kill her! What do you expect her to do, Giovanni?" Tears glittered in Portia's eyes. 

"I expect Margerita to welcome Nicoletta into our home and be her friend, as I expect you to do." The iron in his voice warned that his patience had come to an end. "Go to bed, Portia, and do not threaten my personal guards. They take orders from me, not from the women of the household." He glanced at his brother. "Or anyone else for that matter." 

"How can you speak to me so in front of that peasant girl?" Portia cried. "Vincente, do you hear him? 

After all I have done!" she sobbed, pressing a hand to her mouth. "After all I have done!" 

Vincente smiled at Nicoletta, shrugged helplessly, and circled Portia Scarletti's waist with his arm. 

"Come, Portia, I will escort you to your chamber." 

Giovanni watched them go down the candlelit hall before turning to Nicoletta. He stepped close to her, his body crowding hers, making her feel small and vulnerable. His hand cupped her chin, tipping it up so that she was forced to look at him. "Did Portia hurt you with her thoughtless words?" His voice brushed over her skin like a gentle caress. "She is used to being the mistress of the palazzo and guards her position jealously. But it does not matter what she thinks." 

Nicoletta's eyes were alive with pride. "Every one of your friends and relations and associates will think the same thing. Do you not see how this is wrong and how it cannot be?" 

His thumb found her lower lip, stroking it back and forth, sending heat spiraling through her body. He was staring intently at her mouth, and he was so close, she couldn't breathe. Still, she couldn't have moved if her life depended on it, mesmerized as she was by his dark eyes and compelling voice, by his touch. "I have no friends,  piccola,  and I have never cared for the opinion of others." 

Behind Nicoletta, Maria Pia cleared her throat noisily. She took her new role of chaperone quite seriously. She reached for Nicoletta, slowly pulling her back into the room. 

Giovanni's white teeth flashed at her, a rueful, almost boyish smile as Maria Pia closed the door firmly in his face. 






Chapter Seven
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Nicoletta dreamed of the don—dark, erotic dreams that set her heart pounding and her blood coursing through her body like slow, fiery, molten lava. The dreams were shocking, filled with images and feelings she had never thought of, hands touching her bare skin, his mouth moving over hers. Her body and his, hot and twisting in the bedclothes, tangled together in sweat and a terrible need. Toward dawn her dreams were invaded by strange, clawed creatures grasping at her bare skin, tearing at her, dragging her into the sea to drown her. She cried out for the don, reached for him, begging him to save her, but he watched her with impassive, staring eyes and a small mocking smile on his perfectly sculpted lips. Behind him was the palazzo, with its hulking grace and wide, staring windows like terrible, empty eyes, watching, watching, as she was dragged into the murky waters. She awoke strangling, choking, gasping for breath, her heart pounding in alarm. 

She lay in the gray gloom, staring around her in a kind of shock. The fire was out, and it was cold and drafty in the great chamber. This terrible place was to be her home. Her prison. She could barely breathe with the thought of being cooped up indoors. Already her mountains were calling, her plants and the birds. She needed them the way she needed air to breathe. 

A slight noise caught her attention, much like the scratch of a rat in a wall. She rolled over to stare at the carvings at the head of her bed. The scratching stopped for a moment, then began again, a little louder and much more persistent. The more she examined the marble, the more it appeared as if the serpents and sea creatures were undulating, moving. 

She frowned and stood up in her nightshift, rubbing her arms as she studied the carvings and mural closely. They were moving! This was no optical illusion. The wall was splitting apart, one section swinging toward her! Nicoletta backed away from the bed until she came up against the wall on the other side of the room. Jumping nervously to the side, she glanced behind her to ensure that that wall remained intact. 

When she looked back, a little head was peeking around the thick marble at her. 

"Sophie!" Nicoletta breathed in relief. Her legs were suddenly so weak, she sat down abruptly. "You frightened me. What are you doing?" 

The child put a finger to her lips and looked around the bedchamber cautiously before she came all the way in, swinging the hidden door closed. At once it was a seamless marble wall again. Nicoletta moved across the room to examine it. "I should have known there was a reason for these strange carvings." She ran her hand over the sea serpents. The opening was so cleverly woven into the carvings, it was impossible to find, even when she knew it was there and was looking for it. The walls were incredibly thick, easy enough to conceal the rumored hidden passageways through the palazzo. 

Nicoletta looked at the little girl and smiled. "I am Nicoletta. Do you remember me?" 

Sophie nodded her head so adamantly that her hair flew about. "You saved me. You made my stomach stop hurting, and you held me when the bad voices came." 

"You were very sick," Nicoletta admitted. "Are you feeling all right now?" 

Sophie nodded again, casting several nervous looks at Maria Pia. 

"Where does this hidden passage lead?" Nicoletta asked, curious. 

Sophie pressed her little body against the wall. "I am not supposed to be in this room," she confided. 

"And Papa told me never to use the passage.  I am not even supposed to know about it. He said never to tell anyone and never to go in." Her wide eyes touched on Maria Pia again, who was still sleeping." She Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

lowered her voice even more. "He says there are i fantasmi in the passageway. He said it was dangerous to go in." 

Nicoletta raised an eyebrow. Ghosts? Ghouls? "Your padre told you this?" 

Sophie nodded solemnly. "He has not made me go back to that other room yet. Zio Gino said I could stay in the nursery, even though Zia Portia thinks I am far too old." Her large, dark eyes were very wide. 

"I heard them arguing about it. Zia Portia thinks I want my papa's attention. I heard her say I need discipline." She shivered. "But I did not lie. You heard the voices, too. I know you did.  I fantasmi,  the ghosts. I tried to tell Zio Gino you heard them, too but I know he did not believe me. No one else can hear them. Once I had Papa and Zio Gino listen with me, but the voices did not come. You can tell him I did not lie. Zia Portia says I am a liar. I do not tell stories, but Papa believes her." She shrugged her thin shoulders. 

"Zia Portia does not like me much, you know, because I am just like mia madre."  She tried to look strong, but Nicoletta could see the pain in her eyes. Sophie's little hands twisted together, and she looked very forlorn. 

"Your madre must have been very beautiful, Sophie, because you certainly are," Nicoletta said softly. 

She sat on the bed and patted the spot beside her. "Come visit with me." The child was obviously starved for attention, hungry for any affection, and Nicoletta's compassionate heart went out to her. "How did you know I was here? And how did you brave i fantasmi to sneak past the guard?" She sounded conspiratorial and admiring. 

Sophie immediately smiled, looking self-important as she skirted around the cot where Maria Pia slept beside the fire and perched on the edge of the bed. "It is dark in the passage, but I light a candle and carry it.  I fantasmi will not come out during the day. Only at night. Never use that way at night." 

Nicoletta nodded. "I understand. Where does the passage go? Does it lead outside?" She sounded more hopeful than she intended, and the child shook her head, her eyes wide with alarm. 

"You cannot go around in the passage. There are spiders and rats and terrible things. The spider webs are very thick and sticky. I only go between the nursery and this room and…" She trailed off, looking disconcerted. "It is a bad place." 

'Thank you for telling me," Nicoletta said solemnly. "I certainly would not want to meet i fantasmi or spiders and rats. Is everyone else still asleep?" 

"Zia Portia and Margerita sleep very late." Sophie again looked impressively self-important as she imparted the information about the household. "No one dares disturb them. Do not talk loudly or laugh, or they will get very angry. But Bernado is in the kitchen early, and he will fix special treats for you if you ask him. He is nice," she confided. 

"And what is Don Giovanni Scarletti like?" Nicoletta prompted shamelessly. 

The child sighed. "Everyone does what Zio Gino says. Even Papa. Margerita acts silly around him and always giggles whenever he comes near her." Sophie rolled her eyes. "She says I am an ugly little peasant." 

Nicoletta's eyebrows shot up. "She does not say such a thing in front of your papa or Don Scarletti, does she?" she guessed shrewdly. 
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The child's eyes grew large, and she shook her head. "And then there is Zio Antonello, Papa and Zio Gino's middle brother. He does not talk much at all, but Margerita giggles around him, too. She also acts very silly around my papa." 

The elusive Antonello Scarletti. Nicoletta had seen him once in the forest. A few months earlier, he had sustained a terrible injury while out hunting. An arrow had struck him in the thigh, and he had bled profusely. His horse, nervous with the smell of blood, had thrown him. Antonello had crawled into the brush and lay unconscious. The raven had led Nicoletta to his hiding place. She had immediately set about saving his life. It had been a struggle, and she had had no choice but to heat a blade in flame and press it to the wound to stop the flow of blood, a painful process. He had not spoken a word or uttered a sound other than one throaty cry torn from him when the hot knife seared his thigh. 

He had not wanted anyone to know where he was, shaking his head repeatedly when she offered to send word to the don. In the end she and Maria Pia had dressed his wounds, arranged him in his bedroll, brought him food and water, and stayed silent despite the soldiers combing the hills for him. He was gone on the third morning, and Nicoletta had never so much as heard a whisper of a rumor that the don's brother had been injured. Twice, in the winter, though, someone had left a deer, all dressed out for them, on their doorstep. Nicoletta suspected Antonello

Scarletti had left the meat for them, to reward them for their aid, but she never found out for certain. 

Nicoletta tapped her fingernails on the coverlet. Antonello Scarletti had been afraid for his life; she was certain of it. He must have suspected that someone from the palazzo had attempted to murder him. Why else would he have refused to allow Nicoletta to call his famiglia to aid him? It was a frightening thought. 

"Sophie, did Bernado make soup for you before you became so sick? Do you remember? Was it for your supper?" 

Obviously uncomfortable, Sophie glanced quickly at Maria Pia, who continued sleeping heavily. The little girl looked down at her hands. 

Nicoletta smiled at her. "Do not worry,  bambino.  We are alone. It is safe to tell me." 

Sophie suddenly looked frightened and shook her head. "I have to go before they find me here. Do not tell anyone that I was in this chamber. Do not tell Papa." She slid off the bed and scampered to the wall. 

"Come to the kitchen, and Bernado will fix us treats. Hurry, Nicoletta." 

Nicoletta watched carefully as the child slid her hand along the floor until she found some hidden mechanism. Whatever it was that released the wall was eerily silent as the heavy marble swung open. 

Nicoletta peered into the dark interior. Sophie was right about the thick veil of spider webs. The gossamer strands covered the walls and hung from the ceiling. The passage was very narrow and dark. 

Sophie's little candle was barely adequate to light her way. Nicoletta stayed in the opening, watching to see that the child returned safely to the nursery. 

Maria Pia was chuckling softly. "I did not think the young scamp would ever leave. I am too old to lie in bed without moving for so long." She sat up with a faint smile on her face. "Secret passageways. I should have known this heathen palazzo would truly have such things." 

Nicoletta allowed the wall to swing shut, shivering suddenly. "Perhaps they need such a thing to store all the bodies of the women murdered here." 
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"Nicoletta!" Maria Pia automatically reprimanded her as she began to dress. 

"Tell me what happened to mia madre and mia zia.  I want to know. Tell me what really happened to them." Nicoletta leaned against the cool marble and regarded the older woman somberly. 

A cold draft seemed to race from the cold hearth and into the room, chilling both occupants so that Nicoletta shivered uncontrollably. Without conscious thought she reached to pull the don's heavy coat around her, wrapping herself in folds of warmth. There was a strange, hushed silence, as if all movement in the palazzo had suddenly ceased. In that vacuum of sound no mice or rats scratched, no servants scurried in the halls. 

Maria Pia sighed softly and shook her head. "It has been many years, yet it is not a good thing to speak of, not now when we are in the palazzo." She looked around her carefully at the staring eyes of the many demonic sea serpents. "It is not good to discuss the dead, Nicoletta." 

Nicoletta lifted her chin, her dark eyes eloquent. "I need to know what happened. I remember them bringing Mama's body back over the hills. That day was so dark and dreary. I was waiting up in the meadow for her, and the raven came. I knew she was gone. The bird would never have been out flying about otherwise with the rain that had poured down so heavily that morning. I knew something terrible had happened to my mother, but no one would say, no one would tell me. Later I heard the whispers. 

People implied she was murdered, but no one actually came out and told me what happened. She was mia madre,  and I deserve to know." She sank down onto the mattress, her hand circling the tall, thick bed post until her knuckles turned white. "I have to live here, Maria Pia—here, where my mother and aunt died. I need to know." 

"It was said that your madre was working on the ramparts, cleaning the walkway. She was young and beautiful, already a widow so young, your father taken so early by incurable disease. Everyone loved your mother and she sang like an angel." There were tears in Maria Pia's voice. "They said she must have slipped on the wet surface, the marble walkway slick from the rain." 

Nicoletta's dark gaze remained steadfastly on the older woman's face. "But you did not believe them." 

"Why would she be cleaning the walkway in the rain? It was dangerous up so high. Your mother was very smart; she would not have chosen such a time to clean the walkways around the turrets." Maria Pia spread out her fingers. "I examined her body when they brought her home. She had fallen a great distance and so had many bruises and broken bones, but her fingernails were torn and bloody, as if she had clawed to save her life. The bones in her fingers were broken, and there were bruises and scratches around her throat. And…" Maria Pia turned away from Nicoletta, tears swimming in her eyes. 

"Finish it," Nicoletta said numbly. "I need to know what I will be facing." 

"She had been badly used. I think she fought her attacker, and when he was finished with his dark deed, he hurtled her over the rampart. She must have caught the ledge, and he pounded her hands until he broke her fingers and she fell." Maria Pia hung her head. "My beautiful angel. I told the don, Giovanni's father, my findings, and he conducted an investigation, but nothing came of it. I could not prove anything." 

Maria Pia sighed heavily. "The very next morning Don Scarletti's grandmother was found dead in her own bed with fingerprints around her neck, the old man sleeping beside her. The palazzo, indeed the entire land, was grief-stricken with Donna Scarletti's death. She was much loved and rightly so. Yet no one would remember the death of a peasant, a poor, widowed domestica." 
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A surge of anger erupted in Nicoletta, shaking her body so that for a moment she could only cling to the bedpost and fight down the volcanic emotions swirling so strongly within her. It took a few minutes for her to realize that Maria Pia was weeping silently. At once Nicoletta pushed aside her own feelings and rushed to the older woman's side. She hugged her tightly. "I am sorry I made you relive it all again. It is no wonder you did not wish to speak of such an ill thing." 

"She must have been so frightened. And she had gone to the Palazzo delta Morte certain the gossip was not true. I should have stopped your mother from seeking work at such a place, but we needed to get through the winter, and we had no man to help. I knew there was danger; I had seen the body of her sister, your zia,  when they returned her home from the palazzo." Maria Pia buried her face in her hands, her shoulders shaking. "Only a few months before, your zia,  too, had met with an 'accident' while serving there. A statue made of heavy stone fell and crushed her, they said." 

Nicoletta held the old woman to her. The air in the room seemed oppressive, and all at once Nicoletta didn't want Maria Pia to say anymore. The premonition of danger was acute, robbing her of breath, stealing her ability to think properly. "You cannot stay here, Maria Pia," she said decisively. "I do not want you in danger. If whoever killed the women still resides here, they must know you are aware that those deaths were not accidents." 

Maria Pia patted Nicoletta's shoulder consolingly. "Your madre and zia died over twelve years ago, piccola.  The aristocrazia would not remember the deaths of two domestice.  And they cannot know I examined both bodies and found the truth. Don Scarletti's father is dead these last eight years. I spoke to no one else." 

"Two other women from the surrounding villaggi have died here in strange accidents in the intervening time. And the young wife of Vincente Scarletti. This is indeed the  Palazzo della Morte."  Nicoletta allowed the don's coat to fall from her shoulders to the coverlet. "I cannot take a chance with your life, Maria Pia. You must leave this place." 

"Until you are married, I must stay with you," Maria Pia pointed out. "Get dressed, Nicoletta. We have much to do this day. Are we allowed out of the room?" 

"The don did not say I was confined to my dungeon," Nicoletta said resentfully. "Only that the guards must accompany me wherever I go. At least I have the key to the room and can lock it from this side." 

She laughed ruefully. "Not that it will do much good when anyone can come in through the wall. We should push something heavy against it at night." As she spoke, she was performing her morning ablutions. The water was cold, but she washed thoroughly, taking her time to prepare for meeting the household. 

"Perhaps I should make another appeal to the don." Maria Pia ran a gnarled hand over the fine material of the handsome coat. "Ask him to change his mind and choose another bride, although he seems very set on you." 

"Do not bother, Maria Pia. I was quite eloquent in my appeals to him. The man has no sense at all, and he listens to no one." Nicoletta turned away to hide her expression. Her dreams were still very vivid in her mind, hot color running beneath her skin at the memories. She cleared her throat. "I feel as if eyes are watching my every movement. I do not know how I can stand such a thing." 

"You must be careful," Maria Pia cautioned. "I believe you will always be watched. You must never forget that. If you make a mistake, the don will realize you are… different, and he will condemn you as a Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

witch." 

"I thought that, too, but now I do not believe that is not so. I do not comprehend why he has invoked the Bridal Covenant when he knows I am different. If he was going to condemn me to death, he would have done so last night." Nicoletta shivered. "Someone in the palazzo knows who murdered my famiglia,  and I intend to find out who that person is." 

Maria Pia gasped in alarm. "You cannot. They died so many years ago, and it is dangerous to stir up old wounds. You could be in terrible danger." 

Nicoletta inserted the key in the lock and turned it. She glanced over her shoulder at Maria Pia, her dark eyes sober. "I am in great danger now. I know I am. I feel it. I will not be the rabbit cowering in wait for the wolf to take me." She lifted her chin in determination. "There is evil here, but I will go to meet it, not wait, shivering like a babe, in my room." She yanked open the door. 

The guard there, a different man from the night before, nodded politely to her and stepped aside so that she was free to enter the wide hall. Sunlight was beginning to stream through a series of high, arched, stained-glass windows, casting colorful rays dancing across the spacious corridor. The second guard was stationed a few paces down, standing at a window, but his attention clearly centered on Nicoletta as she started toward him. She kept her chin held high and her hand clasped tightly with Maria Pia's. 

"Would one of you be so kind as to instruct me where the kitchen is?" She was proud of the fact that her voice didn't shake in the least. 

"Follow me, Signorina," the man by the window said, and he turned to lead the way. 

Nicoletta was acutely conscious of the other guard behind them and the servants stopping their work to stare curiously at the little procession they made as they walked down the twisting staircase and through the many turns of the palazzo toward the kitchen. She looked around her, inspecting everything, determined, in the light of day, to uncover some of the palazzo's secrets. Without the dancing candlelight, its vaulted ceilings gave off a cathedral-like, rather than gloomy, effect. The rows of windows provided sunlight and spectacular views. The servants were industrious, the palazzo spotless. 

As they approached the cook's domain, Nicoletta was expecting a dark, dank room with scorched walls, sinister carving knives, and heads on platters, but, in truth, the enormous, airy kitchen was as clean and neat as the rest of the rooms she had seen. The pleasant-looking cook, Bernado, was working diligently beside an older woman. Sophie was seated at the smallest of three tables and let out a glad cry of welcome. 

Nicoletta caught the child as she leapt into her arms. "I knew you would come! I told Bernado you would come. I told him to fix you something special." She wrapped her arms around Nicoletta's neck and squeezed hard. 

Nicoletta laughed as she pried the child's off her. "Thank you for the invitation, Sophie. Bernado, I am Nicoletta. I have invaded your domain at young Sophie's invitation. Do you mind?" 

Bernado was already aware of the gossip flying about the palazzo. The don had chosen a bride from the neighboring villaggio,  and he knew this young woman guarded by his elite personal soldiers had to be the intended wife. He bowed low and indicated a chair. "Always a pleasure to entertain such beautiful women, signorinas." 
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Maria Pia beamed at him, grateful someone was being kind to her young charge. Bernado and Celeste, his assistant, fixed enough food for the guards, too, and the meal was quite good. Nicoletta complimented Bernado and with a few smiles and jests soon had the small group grinning and laughing. 

Sophie sat close, and after the meal Nicoletta leaned against the counter to talk with Bernado, absently playing with the child's hair. 

Don Scarletti heard the echo of laughter spilling through the cavernous corridor as he made his way to his study. It stopped him in his tracks. He could not remember the last time he had heard laughter in the palazzo. Real, honest laughter, not the affected, silly nonsense Portia's daughter, Margerita, used so coquettishly around every male aristocratico she came near. The sound was like sunshine, dispelling the gloom of the halls, and he found himself turning and following the melodious notes beckoning him. 

He stood in the kitchen doorway, one hip leaning lazily against the wall as he watched her. Nicoletta was dressed in a simple skirt and blouse, her hair on top of her head in some intricate knot. A few tendrils had escaped, falling in silky waves around her face. Her eyes were large and dark and filled with dancing mischief as she teased the cook and one of the guards. Her small feet were bare, and her mouth was lush and inviting. 

The moment they saw him, a hush fell on the group, and Bernado turned quickly back to his work. 

Sophie moved a little behind Nicoletta as if for protection, and the two guards came to immediate attention. Nicoletta smiled at the don with the innocence of a child. "You truly have a treasure here in the kitchen," she greeted him happily. 

"Yes, I do," Don Scarletti agreed enigmatically, his eyes on her small, delicate face. Something in his voice and the intent way he watched her made Nicoletta blush. His smile widened so that his strong white teeth were very much in evidence. "I see you have forgotten your shoes again. I must remember to put a pair in each room so that when you kick them off, it will be of no consequence." His voice was low and gentle, a brush of velvet heat over her skin. 

"You seem to be very concerned with shoes," Nicoletta observed, her dark eyes laughing openly at him. 

He held out a hand to her. "Come walk with me,  piccola.  I am sure Signorina Sigmora and the others will ensure I do not take a bite out of you, although you look very inviting this morning." 

Faint color crept up her neck under her sun-gilded skin. She stared at his hand for a moment as if he might really be capable of biting her. Very slowly, almost reluctantly, she extended her own. At once his fingers enveloped hers, curling around them firmly. He drew her to his side so that she fit beneath his broad shoulder. Behind them, Sophie giggled nervously. Giovanni didn't turn around but rather walked Nicoletta toward the entrance to the courtyard. "Did you sleep well?" His body brushed against her, hard and muscular, very different from her own, making her all too aware of her own soft, feminine contours. 

"You mean after all the commotion?" Nicoletta glanced sideways at him. He was tall and powerful, and every time she looked at him her heart seemed to cease beating and then begin to pound. She couldn't look at him without remembering her wicked, erotic dreams, still very vivid in her memory. "Is it always like that around here at night?" 

His thumb feathered along the inside of her wrist. Once. Twice. Her heart did a funny little somersault. 

Color was creeping slowly under her skin again. All at once the drafty hall wasn't nearly cool enough. 

The pad of his thumb lingered over her frantically beating pulse. "I confess, you seem to cause quite a stir," he answered, his mind clearly on other matters. His fingers were moving over her skin as if of their own volition, stroking caresses along her forearm, sending heat waves throughout her body. 
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Nicoletta knew she should pull away, but his touch was mesmerizing. He dropped her hand, abruptly halting so that he trapped her close to the wall, his large frame blocking her view of the courtyard. She felt the heat of his body through the thin barrier of her clothes. His fingers curled around her throat. His dark eyes stared down into hers. "When you laugh, you light up the world. That is a very dangerous thing." 

It should have been a compliment, but he said it in a brooding, almost disapproving voice. There was no laughter in him, no hint of gentleness. His black gaze was intense as it roamed over her face. His fingers tightened on hers, making her gasp. 

Her lips parted, a tempting invitation. With what sounded like an oath, he lowered his head and fastened his mouth to hers. At once Nicoletta's world changed. The ground shifted, a subtle, rippling movement beneath her feet, making it seem natural to take shelter next to his heart. He was enormously strong, his arms sweeping her soft body against his hard, muscular one as his mouth took possession of hers. He was fiercely hungry, a dark, dangerous need he didn't bother to hide. She melted, her body becoming boneless, pliant, flames dancing along her skin with a need she couldn't define. A wildness began to rise from somewhere deep inside her, needing, demanding. 

"Don Scarletti! Nicoletta!" Maria Pia's horrified voice lashed at them both. "This is scandalous behavior!" 

The don took his time, his mouth moving gently over Nicoletta's. Where before there was fiery hunger, he was now gentle, lingering for a moment, kissing her thoroughly until her legs threatened to give way and she was clinging to him. Only then did he slowly lift his head, his black gaze hypnotic, making her stare up at him helplessly, caught in his dark sorcerer's spell. His fingertips traced the delicate curves of her face as if committing them to memory for all time. 

"Don Scarletti, I must protest this behavior!" Maria Pia was insistent, tugging at Nicoletta's arm to free her from between the don's hard body and the palazzo wall. 

Giovanni didn't relinquish possession immediately, but continued to stare intently into Nicoletta's upturned face as if he were the one under a spell of enchantment, totally bemused by her. "Then it is good that we marry immediately," he said, completely unrepentant, his voice as steady and soft as ever. He was speaking to Maria Pia, but his mouth was close to Nicoletta's ear, his warm breath stirring the tendrils of hair there and pouring heat into her bloodstream. He bent his head still lower, so that his lips moved against her ear. "I cannot wait." He whispered the words against her bare skin, and she felt them all the way down to her toes. 

Maria Pia let out an outraged squawk. The don straightened slowly, bowed slightly to the women, and sauntered back into the palazzo. Nicoletta stared after him, unable to move, unable to think, one hand pressed to her mouth in shock. He looked so calm and unruffled, his body moving with the same casual ripple of power, while Nicoletta wanted to slide down the wall into a little heap. 

Sophie broke the spell, wrapping her arms around Nicoletta's legs and hugging her tightly. "Is Zio Gino really going to marry you?" 

Nicoletta glanced at the two guards, who were doing their best to hide their smiles. Color flooded her face, and she hastily walked past them into the huge courtyard. It was a riot of color, the plants well tended by several groundsmen. A huge fountain dominated the area, a marble structure nearly a story high. A chariot with six racing horses sending up sprays of white-foamed water from their flying hooves Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

loomed in its center. It was enormous, an ornate, incredibly beautiful sculpture. 

"Nicoletta." Sophie tugged at her skirt. "Are you really going to marry Zio Gino?" Her young voice was insistent, containing none of the hesitation she frequently seemed to exhibit. 

Nicoletta took her hand. "Well, your Zio Gino has said I will, so I suppose I must. What do you think?" 

Sophie immediately looked impressed at being asked her opinion. "I think if Zio Gino marries you, then you can stay here always." She smiled up at Nicoletta. 

Nicoletta picked up the child and swung her in a circle until the little girl squealed with delight. They raced across the courtyard together, their laughter floating back to bring smiles to the faces of the guards and even Maria Pia. 

Nicoletta stopped on the far side of the courtyard, kneeling to examine a rare flower that opened only in the early hours of morning. The petals were covered in dew, and she exclaimed over it, beckoning to Sophie. In truth, she was trembling inside, shocked at the wild, wanton side of her nature she hadn't known existed. She couldn't deny to herself that she was just as much to blame for that scandalous kiss as was Don Giovanni Scarletti. He could have seduced her right there and then, and she would have let him, so mesmerized by him was she that she couldn't see straight. 

She didn't want to think about being alone with him in the bedchamber. He was a dark sorcerer weaving a black-magic spell, and Nicoletta was flitting closer and closer to disaster, drawn inexorably toward his hot flame. She couldn't seem to resist him, the intensity in his black gaze, a dark hunger she couldn't ignore. Nicoletta pushed at her hair with a trembling hand, grateful Maria Pia was across the courtyard and not lecturing her on being a "good" girl. 

"So, you are the chosen bride." Vincente appeared out of the maze of hedges, his tall, handsome frame immaculate in his fashionable attire. His dark eyes were laughing as they took in Nicoletta's peasant skirt and blouse and her small, bare feet. 

Nicoletta scrambled to stand. Sophie stared up at her father in a kind of painful, hopeful silence, her hand catching at Nicoletta's skirt for support. Nicoletta reached down and stroked the child's hair in comfort. "Good morn to you, sir," she said brightly. "Sophie has been wonderful, showing me around the grounds. I do not know what I would do without her." 

Vincente raised a skeptical eyebrow. "She is not pestering you?" 

Nicoletta's fingers slipped down the little girl's arm to take her hand. "Not at all. I am asking her so many questions, she probably wishes herself away from me." 

Sophie laughed nervously. "She is fun, Papa." 

"Fun, eh? I can believe that." The man reached down and ruffled his daughter's hair. "I must apologize for cousin Portia's behavior last night. I hope you were not thinking I agreed with her demands. She is rather spoiled and used to getting her way. The thought of a new mistress here is frightening to her. In truth, no one thought Giovanni would take a bride. My brother, Antonello, and I thought it our duty to provide heirs as Giovanni had declared no interest in the subject. Antonello has not yet wed, and my being widowed," he said sadly, "left Portia the woman of the house. But now Giovanni has chosen…

you." There was a faint questioning note in Vincente's voice, as if he half expected Nicoletta to admit she had cast a spell over his eldest brother. 



Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"And choose he did. I had not thought to take a husband," Nicoletta responded. 

Vincente threw back his head and laughed aloud. "Good answer. I am Vincente Scarletti. We have met, of course, on more than one occasion, but not yet formally." He reached for her fingertips and drew them to his mouth for a kiss while his dark eyes flirted outrageously with her. He bowed low. "Even had we not met before, you look very familiar to me. Perhaps I know your famiglia?" 

"Perhaps," Nicoletta answered vaguely. She was having a difficult time thinking clearly. There was a curious sensation in her head, a dark, oppressive feeling she had never experienced before. A heavy dread seemed to be spreading in the pit of her stomach. She felt the need to step away from Vincente, from his good looks and charm. The need to pull her hand from his was so sharp and strong, she actually did so. 

It was then that she glanced toward the wide windows of the palazzo. From the long balcony atop colossal columns surrounding the structure, Giovanni was watching them. He was as still as the mountains around them, as if he were carved from marble himself. A powerful, intimidating figure. At once she realized he was in her head, a dark fury driving him hard. She could feel waves of warning beating at her mind. He was demanding that she move away from his flirtatious brother. This was no soft whisper but a dark flow of anger, of black jealousy. 

Her chin rose a fraction in challenge as she stared back at him. Across the wide expanse of the palazzo their eyes locked in weird combat, her will against his. Slowly the malevolence faded, replaced by faintly mocking amusement.  You cannot hope to win a battle with me,  cara.  You are far too young and innocent. 

The words were clear this time, not merely an impression but there in her ears, as if he had spoken aloud! Shocked at his power—the evidence of a true sorcerer, perhaps the devil himself—Nicoletta took a step backward. 

  I prefer your dreams to your fears,  piccola. He whispered it to her wickedly, reminding her vividly of the erotic dreams that had danced in her head the night before. He stood for a moment longer on the marble balcony, looking so much the aristocratico,  a man so accustomed to commanding others that authority was stamped into his hard features. Giovanni Scarletti's white teeth flashed briefly before he turned and went back into his study. She could see his tall, muscular frame through the window as he gestured to someone she couldn't see clearly to enter the room. 

Vincente turned his head to follow her gaze.  "Mio fratello is hard at work. So many meetings with the powers that be, you know. No time for fun." He shrugged casually. "Do not worry, signorina, I will see to it that your time here is not a dreary one." He smiled down at his daughter. "Sophie, I hope, will not be too bothersome. If she is, we will send her off to learn to sew those beautiful coverlets all women seem to know how to make." His head suddenly came up, and he stared at Nicoletta almost as if she were a ghost. His face paled beneath his bronzed skin. 

"What is it?" Nicoletta asked, curious. 

"Just for a moment you reminded me of someone I knew a long time ago. She made the most beautiful coverlets." His voice sounded thoughtful. "She would be much older than you. I was about your age back then." 

Nicoletta turned back to the flowers in the garden, gazing at the dewy petals to hide her expression. Her Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

mother! Vincente Scarletti had known her mother, and he remembered her! Who could not? The memories were vivid in Nicoletta's mind. All at once she wanted to weep. She had recognized the coverlet in Sophie's room as her mother's handiwork. 

  Nicoletta?  The voice was gentle, not wicked and teasing, not fiercely angry, but a tender, concerned inquiry. She experienced a strange warmth flooding her. It was disarming, that hypnotic spell enveloping her so that she couldn't help but reach for him with her heart and soul. 

As if pulled by a source outside herself, she glanced over her shoulder, her gaze drawn to the windows overlooking the courtyard. He was there, staring down at her intently. She could see the shadowy figure behind him pacing as if agitated. The don's attention was centered on her rather than on his important guest. It made Nicoletta feel cared for. She knew he felt her sorrow, and it mattered that he had touched her from a distance. 

Maria Pia probably would have said it was sinful, a gift from the devil, and wrong, but at that moment Nicoletta was grateful, and she smiled up at the lonely dark figure. He sketched her a small salute and resolutely turned back to his visitor. 

Nicoletta was returning her attention to Vincente and his daughter when out of the corner of her eye she caught sight of something bright fluttering up on the ramparts high above Don Scarletti's study. It was Portia and her daughter, Margerita, their gowns billowing in the wind, watching her as did the huge winged gargoyles. 

A small shudder ran through her. She was being watched all the time, and she had allowed herself to forget already. The don seemed capable of driving out her every sane thought, something she dared not allow to continue. With so many eyes observing her every move she would have to appear "normal" at all times. Would it be possible? 






Chapter Eight

Nicoletta held her arms obediently away from her sides and made a face at Maria Pia. "She is sticking me with pins," she complained. "I have a few words to say to the don regarding this particular form of torture." She had spent a good portion of the day attempting to explore the palazzo, but for hours now she had been locked in with the dressmakers. Her patience was wearing thin. 

"If you complain one more time, Nicoletta," Maria Pia scolded, "I shall stick a pin into you myself. Any other girl would be delighted to receive such elegant garments. The extravagance is almost sinful. 

Although, truly, many of these gowns cover you so little as to be nearly indecent," she blithely contradicted herself. 

Nicoletta laughed, the sound so infectious that even the two dressmakers found themselves smiling. "You mean it is sinful for one such as me to be getting such fine attire." 

"Ballgowns with necklines that are far too low," Maria Pia groused. "You are a good girl. The Madonna is weeping—weeping, I tell you. You should not wear such gowns. It is not right," she said decidedly. 

"You look beautiful, my dear," the seamstress said sincerely. "It is a pleasure to dress so pretty a girl. 

We are almost finished." 
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Portia stuck her head into the room. "It sounds as if you are having fun in here," she said, a smile plastered determinedly to her face. Resolutely she made no reference to the scene she had caused the night before. "May I come in?" She didn't wait for an answer but moved into the room, her elaborate gown rustling as she did so. She wore the latest fashionable creation, her hair perfectly dressed. "You look quite beautiful, Nicoletta. May I call you Nicoletta? Have they begun your wedding dress? I shall, of course, plan the blessed event personally. Giovanni has told me you are to be wed almost immediately." 

Her eyes ran speculatively over Nicoletta's slim figure. 

Maria Pia lifted her chin, her faded eyes snapping with quiet fury. "I do not know why Don Scarletti is so insistent that Nicoletta marry him without a proper courtship. How does one calm the young girl's natural fears when she does not even know her bridegroom?" She threw her hands in the air dramatically. 

Portia nodded. "It is unseemly of him, but Giovanni has always been a law unto himself." She shrugged her milky white shoulders so that her low-cut gown seemed suddenly precarious, about to fail in its ability to contain her ample bosom. Portia knew she was a beautiful woman, and her gowns showed her figure to perfection. She moved with a graceful confidence in herself, with the perfect poise her station had bequeathed her. "Giovanni does what he wishes, and there is none to stop him." The implication was ominous, almost sinister, yet Portia laughed softly, waving aside her own words. "You must leave everything in my capable hands. Since Vincente's wife, Angelita, the last mistress of the palazzo… died, I have planned many festivities for Giovanni, and I must say, I have received much praise for my efforts." 

"Your help would be appreciated,  grazie"  Maria Pia answered for Nicoletta. 

"Then it is settled." Portia smiled sweetly at the bride-to-be. "We must get to know one another better, my dear, if you are to become a member of our household. Giovanni would think it very wicked of me not to help you learn your duties as his wife. You will entertain often and see to it that his household runs smoothly." Her smile was as false as the offer of friendship. "It is the duty of the Scarletti famiglia to have numerous festivities. The king sends many courtiers here for negotiations." 

Nicoletta dropped her arms, yelped when pins stuck her from all directions, and glared at the seamstress. "I am finished with this," she announced. "Maria Pia is right; it is sinful to have so many gowns. Why, there are enough here for every woman in my village. I cannot possibly wear them all." 

"You will need every one," Portia cautioned. "But, indeed, dear, you look bedraggled. You must stop for the day," she added solicitously. 

A tentative knock on the door announced the manservant, Gostanz. He cleared his throat carefully when he caught sight of Portia but delivered his message in his usual monotone. "There are visitors for you, signorina. They are waiting in the courtyard." His customary disdain was very much in evidence, and something else, something undefined, as if the man was secretly amused. 

"Thank you," Nicoletta answered politely, smiling determinedly at him. She hastened behind the screen and dragged on her familiar skirt and blouse, thankful for the comfort of the oft-washed material. She then rushed down the hall, waving distractedly at Portia. Maria Pia was much better equipped to deal with the woman anyway. Bedraggled, indeed! 

Nicoletta made an attempt at smoothing her hair as she hurried down the stairs. She managed to find her way to the courtyard entrance with only two wrong turns, an unbelievable feat in the huge palazzo. She ran lightly across the marble tiles, her bare feet making no sound as she hurried through the corridors to the door, a sudden joy welling up in her. She knew who the visitors were, her dear, familiar friends, and she needed them desperately. 
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The two guards hurried after her, swords clacking and boots slapping loudly against the tiles. Nicoletta allowed the door to slam in their faces and made it halfway across the courtyard to her visitors before they tore it open and followed her. 

Ketsia was sitting on the lush carpet of green grasses, her face buried in her hands, crying as if her heart were breaking. Cristano was pacing furiously, his boots kicking up a spray of white pebbles on the pathway. 

  "Bambino!  Whatever is the matter?" Nicoletta demanded, scooping the child into her arms. "Why are you crying? Cristano! Tell me why she is crying so." With the girl in her arms, Nicoletta spun around to hug Cristano, too. As Cristano embraced both of them, they stumbled and all spilled together into the soft grasses. 

Ketsia's tears turned to laughter, and she flung her arms around Nicoletta's neck. "I knew you would be the same. And look, no shoes! Look, Cristano, even he cannot make her wear shoes!" Ketsia sounded proud and happy over Nicoletta's lack of footwear. 

The two guards hovered close, but clearly their training had not prepared them to cope with a barefoot young woman hugging a sobbing child and an angry young man. The three were tangled together on the ground, laughing and obviously no threat to Nicoletta. The guards looked at one another rather helplessly and remained in the background. 

"Why were you crying so, Ketsia?" Nicoletta asked, kissing the girl on the top of her head. She pulled her hand out of Cristano's, since he seemed disinclined to let her go. 

"I thought the don might have hurt you," Ketsia answered. "You disappeared. And Mirella said the soldiers took Maria Pia from her hut in the dead of night. And Mirella said that it was just like you to run away and that the don would have you beaten and killed and the disgrace would ruin the entire villaggio for all time." 

Nicoletta burst out laughing, the sound happy and carefree, rising upward to float away on a friendly breeze. "Silly old Mirella. She loves to weave tales of terror." She grinned at Cristano. "Surely you did not believe her horror stories." 

Cristano glanced at the guards and lowered his voice in a conspirator's whisper. "The don had no right to claim you. If you had accepted my offer instead of being so stubborn, Nicoletta, he would not have had the power to touch you. Now I can think of only one thing to do to set you free." 

Nicoletta's eyebrows shot up. "Whatever you are thinking, Cristano, you must forget it. The don and I will sort things out." 

"You mean you will attempt another escape? You ran away once, and he caught you. I know that is why you disappeared from your home. But I have thought of a way to force him to let you go." 

Ketsia leaned into her, wanting to be cuddled. "I thought the don was handsome, but I do not want him to take you away. The villaggio is sad without you. You must come back, Nicoletta." 

"I have a plan," Cristano continued. "We will confess to the don that we have lain together. He will not want you then, and he will order you to marry me." Cristano stared at her. "It will work, Nicoletta. You must be guided by a wiser, older man in this." 
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Nicoletta buried her face in Ketsia's neck to muffle her laughter. Cristano was four summers older than she but a good ten or twelve years younger than Don Scarletti. "My reputation would be ruined, Cristano," she reminded him. 

"You would be with me, where you belong, and back in the villagio.  There is much danger here. 

Everyone knows you will not live long if you remain in this place." Cristano puffed out his chest and stood, reaching down to pull her up with him. 

The dark, smoldering anger creeping into her mind burst into a flame of such intensity, Nicoletta grabbed her head with her hands and pressed hard in an attempt to alleviate the throbbing in her temples. Her gaze, almost of its own accord, sought the row of glaring windows. Don Scarletti was out on the wide, first-story portico, his black gaze glittering with a menace she recognized even from a distance. Watching her with merciless intensity, he vaulted easily over the portico wall and began to move toward them. All rippling power, he reminded Nicoletta of a stalking mountain lion. 

Her breath caught in her throat. As he neared them, she could see the dark shadow on his handsome face. He glided up to them and drew Nicoletta firmly beneath his shoulder. "Where is your chaperone, Signora Sigmora? She should accompany you at all times,  cara.  Your young friends are welcome to visit you, but you must remember that your actions are scrutinized at all times." He spoke gently, his tone as soft as velvet, his arms around her waist gently holding her to him, yet there was something very threatening about him, something she couldn't define. 

"I am Giovanni Scarletti," he said courteously but unnecessarily to Cristano, his gaze hard and glittering as it touched the younger man. "I believe we have encountered one another before." 

Cristano mumbled something inaudible in reply. 

Ketsia curtsied beautifully. "I am Ketsia," she announced, "Nicoletta's friend." 

"Ah, yes, of course I remember you." Giovanni smiled down at her with so much charm, the child beamed at him, as susceptible to his wiles as any woman. 

"I thought you were busy with your visitor," Nicoletta ventured cautiously. She was suddenly terrified of what Cristano might say or do. He could be thoughtless and abrupt at the best of times, fiery and sulky if he didn't get his way. 

"I will never be too busy to meet your friends," Giovanni answered in his gentlest voice. He bowed to Ketsia, who immediately burst into a fit of giggling. Behind the group's back he motioned Nicoletta's guards toward the palazzo and out of hearing. 

Cristano drew himself up to his full height. "Don Scarletti, I must tell you, Nicoletta is my betrothed." 

Nicoletta gasped in shock. She gaped at the young man, terrified that the don might order him taken to the dungeon or, worse, challenge him to a duel. 

Giovanni's black eyebrows shot up. He pulled Nicoletta's hand against the heavy muscles of his chest and held it against his steady heartbeat. His thumb feathered back and forth across her hand in a small caress. "I do not think Nicoletta can be betrothed to both of us, and I have the prior claim. I am sorry. I realize any man would wish to make Nicoletta his wife, but I will not give her up." 
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Cristano took a deep breath. "There are special circumstances you should know." 

"No, Cristano." Nicoletta shook her head vigorously, her hair flying out like a cape. Silky strands tangled on the don's blue-shadowed jaw, creating an instant intimacy between them. He didn't attempt to pull the strands away, but rather tugged Nicoletta even closer to him. 

Giovanni bent his head to her so that his mouth was sinfully close. "Do not be distressed,  piccola.  You are not accountable for what others choose to say or do," he whispered against her skin, his breath warm and comforting. For a moment Nicoletta's heart returned to its normal rhythm, but then Giovanni turned the full force of his black eyes on Cristano. His gaze glittered with something dangerous, something very menacing. 

Nicoletta began to tremble. She shook her head mutely, her enormous eyes on Cristano, eloquent with fear. The don's hand slid up her arm, rubbing lazily to warm her. 

"Before you speak, Signore Cristano, remember that the woman you are discussing is my betrothed and under my protection." Once again Giovanni spoke quietly, but there was such a shimmer of menace in his tone that they all appeared frozen in place. 

Cristano fixed his eyes on Nicoletta, gathered his courage, and blurted out his lie. "Nicoletta and I have lain together." 

Ketsia's dark eyes grew big and round. She pressed a hand to her mouth to keep from emitting a screech of shock. The silence was ominous, stretching out so long that Nicoletta wanted to scream under the sheer strain of it. Even the insects seemed hushed beneath the weight of the don's dark disapproval. 

Giovanni caught Nicoletta's chin in his hand and forced her to look at him. He stared down into her eyes for a long while. Then a slow smile softened the hard edges of his mouth.  You are such an innocent. You have not been with this lout, nor do you love him. 

Nicoletta shook her head, unable to look away from the don and unable to break free of the hypnotic spell he always seemed to cast over her. She couldn't have lied to him if her life depended on it, and it very well might. He might have let her go if he thought she had lain with Cristano. 

  I would never let you go, so do not think this silly boy is your way out.  Slowly, almost reluctantly, Giovanni released Nicoletta's gaze and turned to regard Cristano with his intense, merciless stare. "You should know better than to attempt to ruin a woman's reputation. Walk with me, boy. You have need to learn manners." He gestured toward the labyrinth. 

Nicoletta circled Ketsia's shoulders with one arm and, with a frown on her face, watched the two men approaching the huge masses of groomed shrubbery that formed the maze. 

Ketsia tugged at her skirt. "Do you think he will run Cristano through with a sword for lying about you?" 

The little girl spoke loudly enough for Cristano to hear. Cristano hunched his shoulders, and the tips of his ears turned red. Nicoletta felt sorry for him. 

"Hush,  bambina.  Don Scarletti knows Cristano is just being silly. He would not resort to so cruel a thing." Nicoletta didn't sound as convinced as she would have liked. 

Maria Pia and Sophie joined them in the courtyard. Sophie stared at Ketsia with a mixture of Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

apprehension and interest. She marched right up to Nicoletta and took her hand, giving Ketsia a haughty look. "Nicoletta is mia fa-miglia now. She is mia zia." 

Ketsia made a face at the little girl. "She will not be your zia until she is married to the don. Nicoletta is my best friend." 

"We are all going to be best friends," Nicoletta hastily intervened. "Sophie, this is Ketsia. We shall all have so much fun together." 

Sophie relaxed a bit when Nicoletta continued to hold her hand and smile sweetly at her. She even managed a small nod to Ketsia. Nicoletta tried not to laugh at the way the two little girls were behaving and instead suggested, "Sophie, will you show Ketsia the kitchen and introduce her to Bernado? Ketsia, Bernado is the best cook in the world and Sophie's good friend. Sophie will get you a wonderful treat from the kitchen." She winked at shy little Sophie. "Do not forget to get me something, too. I trust you will take good care of my friend for me." 

Again made to feel important by the errand, Sophie took Ketsia's hand, and they skipped off together toward the palazzo. 

Nicoletta sank onto the green carpet of grasses, her knees giving out on her. "It's possible I will have gray hair before this wedding takes place," she said to Maria Pia. "Cristano, the dolt, told Don Scarletti he had ruined me." 

Maria Pia shrieked her outrage so loudly that birds rose into the air from the treetops, scattering across the sky. She made the sign of the cross in every direction, including over Nicoletta three times. "That boy needs a good hiding! Has the Don ordered you back to the villaggio?"  There was a hopeful note in her voice. 

"He did not believe Cristano. They are having a talk." Nicoletta tilted her head, frowning. "Maria Pia, do you remember that boy from the villagio over on the other side of the hill? The odd-looking one who did not grow up in his mind? He would be so sweet, smiling at everyone, but when someone would cross him, he would go berserk. He was first an angel, then a devil, as if he were split in half. I would never have believed it if I had not seen it myself." Nicoletta wrung her hands. "Could someone appear perfectly normal and yet hide madness within? Could he be ever so quiet and calm yet capable of throwing a woman off a tower?" she asked worriedly. 

Maria Pia glanced at the soldiers to ensure they couldn't overhear the conversation. "You think the don might suffer such an affliction?" 

"I do not know if such a thing is possible." Nicoletta watched the maze for signs of a violent confrontation. As always, from the moment she had arrived at the palazzo she felt as if she was being watched. She glanced up at the ramparts, and, sure enough, amidst the gargoyles with their hard, flat eyes she spotted Portia's daughter. Margerita thought herself protected by a squat, hulking stone creature, but her crimson dress billowed out with sweeps of the wind. She seemed to be always lurking, watching with hate-filled eyes. 

"I will not be the wife the don needs, Maria Pia. I cannot entertain the aristocrazia as Portia said I must." 

Nicoletta nervously swept back her hair. "I cannot live this life with all eyes watching my every move. I want to go home where I belong. I almost wish the don had believed Cristano. I think I could manage Cristano, but there is no one who can manage the don. He frightens me in many ways. I do not trust my own reaction to him." 
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Maria Pia murmured vague reassurances, patting Nicoletta's shoulder helplessly. Even she could not save Nicoletta from the don. 

Nicoletta smiled at her a little grimly. "I am surrounded by enemies, but I do not know if they are mine or the don's. There are many secrets here, things I do not understand. Someone is always watching." She glanced at the soldiers some distance away. "And those guards are serious about following me." A mischievous grin replaced her melancholy mood, her irrepressible good nature refusing to be defeated. 

"At least they did not enter the room with the dressmakers." 

Maria Pia smiled in spite of herself. "You are scandalous,  bambino .." 

Nicoletta stood as Giovanni sauntered out of the maze. At once her heart beat fast at the sight of him. 

He was so tall and powerful and good-looking he took her breath away. But he was alone, and he looked ruthless, implacable. Nicoletta glanced past him in an attempt to see Cristano, but he didn't follow Giovanni out of the labyrinth. She stood very still, waiting for the don to reach her side. 

Giovanni reached out to wrap a length of her shining black hair around his hand. "Do not look so frightened,  cara.  I will not lock you in the tower, at least not yet. But my heart cannot survive all these men who seem to be worshiping at your feet. We must marry soon, or I shall be fighting duels on a daily basis." He tugged on Nicoletta's hair until she was forced to step close to him. His teeth flashed at her. 

"You are beautiful,  piccola.  More beautiful than I can say. I suppose I cannot blame the young men." 

Nicoletta looked at his hand. His knuckles were scraped, and a spot of blood marred his immaculate shirt. Her eyes widened in horror, and she turned anxiously toward the labyrinth in hopes of seeing Cristano. 

"The boy is fine," Giovanni assured her. "He attempted to insist on his untruth, but I could not allow him to continue misusing your good reputation. He will think about his folly over the next few days." 

"Perhaps I should attend him," Nicoletta said fearfully. "I do not think so, Nicoletta," the don said with a hard note of authority in his voice and a hard cast to his dark features. 

"Maria Pia must see to him, then," she insisted. "The boy would not welcome a woman witnessing his present discomfort." 

"Giovanni, you have deserted your guest," Vincente greeted, ambling across the courtyard with a secret, taunting grin on his face. He had emerged from the far side of the maze, rounding the square-cut bushes to cross the green carpet of grasses. "You seem unable to pull yourself away from your bride, although I must say, I cannot blame you." He looked beyond his older brother, and a welcoming grin broke out on his face. "Antonello! You have returned at such an opportune time. The famiglia gathers to celebrate the wedding!" 

Nicoletta turned with Giovanni to watch Antonello Scarletti emerge from the opposite side of the labyrinth. His clothes were worn and tattered, smudged in places with what looked like blood and dirt. 

He appeared tired, a tall, handsome man, but very much alone. 

Antonello stopped a short distance away, his dark gaze moving over Nicoletta, recognition flaring for a moment in his eyes. Nicoletta suddenly found her bare toes very interesting. Giovanni sighed softly as he looked down at the top of her bent head.  Is there any man who has not coveted you? 
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Nicoletta blushed furiously, the color creeping up into her face so fast that she had no hope of stopping it. She glared at the don. Antonello certainly had not coveted her. She and Maria Pia had simply helped him once, and he had helped them in return. Giovanni looked unrepentant.  How is it you already know my brother, then?  One eyebrow arched in inquiry, a hint of amusement creeping into his smoldering eyes. 

"What wedding?" Antonello asked softly, his voice husky as if from lack of use. "Who is it that is going to be married?" 

"Giovanni," Vincente announced cheerfully, a wide grin on his face as he delivered what was obviously shocking news. 

Antonello froze in place, his entire body stiffening. His dark gaze jumped to his elder brother's face. 

"You are to be wed?" 

Nicoletta felt dark undercurrents swirling around her, ones she couldn't fully understand, but she was afraid she would drown in them. Something dark and ominous, loomed among the brothers, a sinister shadow that clouded every attempt at happiness. 

Giovanni tightened his arm around her, almost protectively. "Nicoletta has consented to be my bride." 

She laughed. She couldn't help it, despite the grimness the three brothers seemed to share. She found the don's choice of words amusing under the circumstances. Her laughter was low and contagious as she looked up at her betrothed. An answering smile softened his hard mouth and dispelled the shadows in his eyes. For a moment they stared at one another, lost in their shared amusement. 

Giovanni looked his brother over carefully. "Are you hurt? Was there trouble?" 

Antonello shrugged carelessly. "Nothing I could not handle." 

"Well," Vincente announced loudly, "the entire family has gathered. We need only Damian to complete the family circle." He bowed slightly toward Nicoletta. "Damian is our cousin and our good friend. We all grew up together." 

She was aware of the sudden change in Giovanni. It was subtle, very subtle, but her body was up against his, and she felt a thread of iron run through him, his blood suddenly surging hotly. Nicoletta looked up at his face. It was an expressionless mask, a faint, humorless smile fixed there. He looked casual, almost lazy, but he was coiled and ready to strike. 

"Have you seen him, Antonello, in your travels?" Vincente continued. "He sent word ahead that he would be arriving a couple of days past. We planned a hunt together. But there is no word from him, and that is unlike him." 

"He usually comes by boat," Antonello said. "Have you checked the cove?" 

Nicoletta stiffened, her heart slamming in her chest. She knew. She knew the truth immediately, almost as if Giovanni had shared the information with their strange mind link. Their cousin was dead, one of the men Giovanni had slain on the beach. Her face paled, and her mouth went dry. She didn't dare look at him, but his hand clamping hers over his heart was enough. He knew she shared his knowledge. 

His own cousin. A man he had grown up with, a man he called famiglia.  She was suddenly terrified. 
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More than ever she wanted to go home, back to the simplicity of the villaggio.  No hint of conspiracy lurked there; the people were hardworking and God-fearing. She could count on their stability. Here, in this place of madness, in the Palazzo della Morte,  the sands were always shifting, and she could call no one friend. 

"When did you last hear from him?" Giovanni asked his youngest brother. 

Vincente shrugged. "He sent word some weeks ago that he would be here for the hunt. I think we should send inquiries to his people. Perhaps he has come overland and has stopped at some inn." He grinned. "Damian has an eye for the ladies." 

"I will send out runners," Giovanni said, his hand tight around Nicoletta's, warning her to remain silent. 

"He must attend the wedding." 

Nicoletta stared steadfastly at her bare toes. She knew the don could feel the way her body was trembling beside his, the way her pulse beat so frantically beneath the pad of his thumb. One hand went to the nape of her neck in a slow massage. To soothe her? Or to warn her? She stayed very still as she listened to the three brothers talking, their voices oddly alike, while their characters were so different. 

"Nicoletta!" Ketsia and Sophie rushed at her, unaware of the dangerous undercurrents, their faces joyful and smeared with white cream. "We brought a treat for you!" The children were hand in hand as they approached the adults. 

Nicoletta and Maria Pia smiled a welcome at them as they stopped, suddenly uncertain under the attention of the three men. Nicoletta held out her free arm to them in encouragement, and both girls immediately hastened into her embrace. She was as grateful for their presence as they were for hers. 

"Sophie, who is your little friend?" Vincente asked his daughter. 

Sophie moved closer to Nicoletta, a fine shiver running through her. "Ketsia," she answered, almost painfully shy again. Nicoletta noticed that Giovanni dropped his free hand onto the child's head, a small gesture of affection and encouragement. 

Vincente bowed low and pretended to kiss Ketsia's fingers. 

"Have you come unescorted? That was very brave of you." Ketsia erupted into nervous giggling. 

"Cristano came, too," she explained without guile. "He wanted to see Nicoletta, too. Nicoletta is my best friend." 

"Well, then, you must come and visit often," Vincente encouraged. He looked around. "Where, then, is this Cristano?" He smiled at Ketsia. "Your escort should not be so lacking in manners as to leave you alone for long. I fear if he does not correct his errant behavior, another man will swoop you up." 

She giggled again, this time blushing, already, at her young age, completely susceptible to the Scarletti charm. 

Sophie clutched Nicoletta's leg so hard, her fingers actually bit into flesh through the skirt. The child was shaking. 

Instinctively, Nicoletta circled Sophie's shoulders and hugged her. "Thank you so much for entertaining Ketsia for me. Don Scarletti, Sophie has been so good to me, I think she should be in the wedding party Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

along with Ketsia. I will need someone to ensure I remember every thing." 

Giovanni smiled at the little girls. "Such as her shoes. She seems to forget them all the time. I would be most grateful to you, Sophie." 

Ketsia nodded vigorously. "She does, Sophie. You must help Nicoletta remember her shoes while she is here." 

"Nicoletta lives here now, Ketsia," Giovanni reminded her gently. "Was it your job before to help Nicoletta remember?" 

Ketsia nodded importantly. "She has so much to do. People from all over seek out Nicoletta because—" She broke off, looking horrified, clapping a hand over her mouth and looking at Maria Pia as if expecting a sharp reprimand. At once tears of remorse swam in her eyes. 

Giovanni smiled at her with his abundance of masculine charm. "You must tell Sophie of all your duties, so while you are away, she can look after Nicoletta properly. Of course Sophie must be in the wedding party and attend you with Ketsia,  cara.  We cannot do without either of them." 

Nicoletta exchanged a genuine smile with him, grateful that, with all of his duties, the Don would recognize the little girls' insecurities and help to combat them. Poor Sophie needed attention from her family desperately. "It grows late, Ketsia. Where is Cristano?" She looked to the don, her dark eyes eloquent, begging him to allow her to check on him. 

"He was sulking in the maze when last I saw him, and refusing to return to the ladies," Giovanni said, disclaiming responsibility. 

"I saw no one," Antonello said, "but I took the short cut through." 

"I have never found that short cut," Vincente groused. "I walked only a small distance on the outer edges and saw no one other than Portia out for her daily walk." 

"Perhaps he has gone home," Maria Pia ventured, knowing well Cristano's fiery nature. If he was angry or humiliated after his talk with the don he might easily storm off, forgetting he had escorted Ketsia. Yet the child could hardly be expected to make the journey home unattended. 

"Perhaps someone should seek him in the labyrinth." Nicoletta glared at the don. 

Giovanni regarded her silently for a moment, then summoned one of the guards. They spoke briefly, and the guard quickly did a search of the outer maze. 

Maria Pia shook her head. "Likely he has gone, Nicoletta. Likely he will be angry and sulk for days." 

The fog was beginning to seep in from the ocean, and the air felt much cooler. Bands of white drifted over the walkways of the palazzo, lending the sculptures an eerie, unearthly appearance. Nicoletta was growing accustomed to the strange images, but she could see that both timid little Sophie and the usually bold Ketsia were becoming nervous. 

"I will escort Ketsia home," Nicoletta said. Perhaps Maria Pia was right. Cristano had a fiery temper and more pride than most. After being chastened by the masterful Don Scarletti, he would be too humiliated to face any of them. "I often walk the hills and know the paths well. Besides, I have a need to check on Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

my hillside garden." 

Giovanni laughed softly, his mocking male amusement grating on her raw nerves. "I will hardly allow you to roam the hills, Nicoletta. Your roaming days are over now." 

"I will escort young Ketsia, and Nicoletta also," Vincente offered, bowing low. 

Giovanni's dark eyes were at once hard and glittering. Nicoletta could feel the power running through him, the edge of darkness, the shadow of violence. "Nicoletta will not leave the palazzo. I will send young Ketsia safely to her mother with two of my personal guards. If you wish to accompany them, Vincente, all to the good." He glanced down at Nicoletta. "You are shivering,  piccola.  You must go inside where it is warmer." Having made it an order, he signaled the soldiers. 

Vincente shrugged, hanging on grimly to his smile. "There is no need for a procession for one small child. 

I will allow the guards to take on the task. If you will excuse me, Nicoletta, I have duties to attend." 

"And I must go bathe," Antonello added, bowing slightly toward her. 

Giovanni did not relinquish control of Nicoletta, his arm clamping her body to his. "Come, Ketsia, kiss Nicoletta good-bye, for now. I will inform the servants that you may visit whenever you desire to see Nicoletta or Sophie. My guards will escort you home and will tell your mother, that you are always welcome here and that they will attend to your safety on your return journeys. No tears now. You do not want Nicoletta to be sad." 

"Do you mean it?" Ketsia demanded. 

"I do not say things I do not mean," the don said softly. 

Ketsia hugged Maria Pia, Sophie, and Nicoletta, the last so hard and long that the don was forced to pry her little fingers from Nicoletta and gently send her on her way with two of his personal guards. 

Finally the child walked off, tall and straight and self-important between her very own soldiers. 

"Thank you," Nicoletta said, in spite of herself. Giovanni Scarletti was a paradox to her. On the one hand, she sensed he was a dangerous, violent man, and yet he could also be gentle and thoughtful. It was difficult not to be intrigued by him. Not to be drawn to him. 

She looked up at him and instantly was lost in the depths of his eyes. She saw so much need there. An intense hunger. Blatant desire. Hot flames that threatened to consume her if she dared to go near them. 

Her fingers curled against his chest. 

Giovanni moved her back toward the palazzo under Maria Pia's watchful eye. Sophie walked with them, looking curiously from one to the other. Ketsia would have asked a million questions, but Sophie was more reserved and always restrained herself until she could be alone with Nicoletta. 

"I have much work to do, Nicoletta, but I trust you can manage to stay out of trouble and away from other suitors until such time as I can be with you," Giovanni teased her. He held the door for the women to precede him through. 

Laughter bubbled up out of nowhere. "I never get into trouble, Don Scarletti. I do not know where you should have gotten such an idea." Deliberately Nicoletta winked at Sophie to include her. 
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Sophie hastily covered her mouth to keep her smile from showing. She had never heard her uncle Gino tease or be teased. He was the head of the household, and everyone was afraid of him. She had never heard him use that low, caressing voice before either. 

"Perhaps it has something to do with looking out my window and finding you in a tangled heap on the ground with an ardent young man." That drawling caress was back in his voice, brushing Nicoletta's skin like the touch of fingers. "Stay with Sophie,  cara,  so I can breathe again." 

"You breathe just fine," Nicoletta said, her soft laughter turning the heads of the servants and the guards. 

Giovanni had recently noticed a strange phenomenon in his home. It was as if Nicoletta's smiles were contagious. Many of the servants and soldiers now wore answering smiles on their faces. In the gloom shrouding the palazzo, Nicoletta was a ray of sunlight. His hand curled around the nape of her neck, his head bending low until he pressed his brow against hers. "I do not think our wedding can come soon enough to suit me." 

Maria Pia clucked her tongue to remind Don Scarletti that he was not wed yet and that his behavior was bordering on the unseemly. Giovanni let out his breath slowly, shaking his head ruefully. "You have your chaperone well trained." 

"You are the one who decreed I was never to be alone," she pointed out. "You could have come to our hill and courted me properly." 

He laughed softly, lightly rubbing a fingertip over her tempting mouth. "Properly? I do not think there would be anything proper about the way I would court you in the hills," he said wickedly. 

His voice alone was scandalous, whispering over her skin until her body burned with need. Flames danced through her, and she shook her head, mesmerized into smiling in reply. How could she ever resist the dark intensity of his eyes, his perfect, sensuous mouth? 

Maria Pia cleared her throat noisily. The don gave in to the pressure with a wry grin, taking Nicoletta's arm and Sophie's hand and walking down the corridor. "I think I have been reprimanded, Sophie," he confided in a whisper to the child, leading them toward his study. 

Sophie laughed out loud, the sound carefree and unexpected. She was always such a solemn child, but right now she was giggling along with Nicoletta. "I am glad it was you being chastised, Zio Gino, and not me. She frowns like this." Sophie glanced back to ensure the older woman was still some distance behind, then made a face much like Maria Pia's. 

"Zio Giovanni!" The strident voice carried down the long hall and seemed to echo up to the high, domed ceiling. Margerita emerged from the staircase leading from the ramparts and hurried toward them from the far end of the corridor. The last rays of the setting sun pierced the thickening fog and the stained-glass windows. Colors radiated over the walls and danced on the ceiling. Then, just as suddenly, a dark shadow swept over the palazzo as the sun sank into the sea. 






Chapter Nine

Nicoletta's heart was suddenly pounding in alarm. Margerita had nearly reached the small group, bringing with her an ominous portent of danger. The impression was so strong, Nicoletta wrenched her Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

arm away from Giovanni. The corridor seemed gray and sinister, dark and shadowed with violence. 

"Zio Giovanni." Margerita pushed rudely past Nicoletta, her nose wrinkled delicately. "Who are these people? Sophie, stop looking like the village idiot clinging like a bambino,  to that woman." 

Nicoletta couldn't look at Margerita, with her venomous eyes and her haughty disdain. The darkness was spreading like a terrible stain over her soul. "Do you feel it? Something is wrong," she murmured. 

She pressed a hand to her stomach, the warning so strong it nearly paralyzed her with fear. "Someone is in peril…" She stepped away from the others to spread her arms, reaching for the feeling. Reaching to embrace the warning. Without looking at any of them, she raised her face to the vaulted ceiling. She needed to be outside, to feel the wind on her face, to smell and taste the salt spray riding in from the sea. 

She needed to read the tales the wind brought her. 

Margerita stared at her in horrified fascination. "What in the world is wrong with her?" she demanded. 

"Has she gone mad? Zio Giovanni, you have brought a madwoman into our midst," she bluntly accused in her whining voice. 

"Nicoletta!" Maria Pia said the name sharply in hopes of snapping her young ward out of what looked suspiciously like a trance. Terrified that someone would realize Nicoletta's "differences" and name her witch, Maria Pia called her name loudly a second time. 

The color drained from Nicoletta's face. "Close by," she said softly to herself, her body beginning to tremble. "It is very close to us." 

When Maria Pia would have grabbed Nicoletta to shake her out of transfixion, Giovanni gently pushed the older woman's hand away. "Leave her," he ordered. "What is it,  cara?"  His voice was incredibly calm but carried unmistakable authority and penetrated Nicoletta's terror-stricken state. "What is wrong, Nicoletta? Tell me, and I will help. What is close to us?" 

Nicoletta glanced at him, her eyes wide with fear.  "La morte,"  she whispered softly. Just outside the window a large, dark bird flew close, its shadow passing over them, its great wings fluttering against the glass. Its talons scraped at the glass, and its beak knocked against it twice. Nicoletta gasped aloud, staring in fascinated horror at the dark creature. 

Margerita screamed loudly and flung herself into Giovanni's arms, hiding her face against his chest and weeping loudly. "It is going to break through and get me. I am afraid! So afraid!" 

"Something terrible has happened," Nicoletta said, pushing past Giovanni in an attempt to get out of the palazzo. "I must go." 

The manservant, Gostanz, appeared as if out of nowhere. "There is a young boy at the entrance to the kitchen. He seems quite distraught. He is asking for Signorina Nicoletta. He calls her the healer." 

"I must go," Nicoletta said again, trying to inch past the don. 

Putting Margerita firmly aside, Giovanni caught Nicoletta's arm, slowing her down but not stopping her. 

He went with her, easily matching her shorter stride. Maria Pia headed in the opposite direction, running for the medicine satchel, calling to Sophie to help her find her way. Margerita simply stopped wailing and stood still, shocked that no one was paying attention to her. Furious to be left in the middle of her dramatic moment, she glared venomously after Nicoletta, stamping her foot. 
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It was young Ricardo, Laurena's son, waiting for Nicoletta, his face tear-stained. "You have to come, Nicoletta. It's Zia Lissandra—she is very sick.  Madre says to come right away. Aljandro tried to stop me"—he turned his head to show her a darkening bruise on the side of his face—"but I got away and ran as fast as I could. Please, Nicoletta, come with me." 

"Of course I will come. But I need my medicaments." She was looking out into the swirling fog, her heart pounding with terror. "I have to go, Don Scarletti. I have to go." 

Vincente appeared behind the young boy. His clothes were a bit disheveled, evidence of the wind picking up outside. "The palazzo certainly has livened up with you in it, Nicoletta." He looked unconcerned that she was acting strangely. "I will take her to her village, Giovanni, if you wish. She has her heart set on going. I am not doing a thing, and I can help out once in a while. I am already damp from the fog, and it is no trouble." 

The don signaled his guards to bring horses. "Will you need Signorina Sigmora?" he asked Nicoletta calmly. 

Nicoletta nodded mutely, her face so pale that Giovanni swept his arms around her. "Can you feel it?" 

she whispered. Her voice was muffled against his chest. "It is bad. Someone is in terrible danger." It was more than that. She felt the presence of evil as if it were a living entity. 

"What is she saying?" Vincente demanded. 

  "Grazie,  Vincente, for your offer. We will both go and see what the danger is. Ride with us," Giovanni said to his brother. 

"I cannot wait," Nicoletta insisted, trying to pull free of the don's restraint. 

His arms retained possession, refusing to allow her to get away from him. "They are bringing the horses, cara.  Signorina Sigmora is here with your satchel.  Grazie,  Sophie, for bringing her so quickly through the palazzo. She would have gotten lost without you." 

"What is wrong, Zio Gino?" Sophie asked bravely. "Will you bring Nicoletta back to me?" She was looking up at him with childlike trust. 

It struck Giovanni that she had never looked at him or anyone else that way until Nicoletta had entered their household. "Yes, of course," he assured her as he took the bag and led Nicoletta to his horse. He swung up in one fluid motion, then reached down for her hand. He was enormously strong, easily pulling her up in front of him. "Bring the boy, Vincente. Signorina Sigmora will ride with the guards." 

Nicoletta gripped Giovanni, grateful for his reassuring presence, tears burning behind her eyes. She felt the danger, knew that whatever she was facing was bad. Very bad. Aljandro had not sent for her despite the gravity of the situation, and perhaps it was all her fault, because she had allowed him to see her deep dislike, her contempt for him. And now Lissandra might pay for Nicoletta's careless show of temper with her life. 

The horse's hooves pounded the ground with a rhythm almost like a heartbeat. It drummed in her ears, an incantation.  Hurry. Hurry. Hurry.  The hills were dark, the tree branches ominously still. The fog was thick, rolling in from the sea, a white veil that shrouded them in an eerie, disembodied world. She glanced back but could not see the other riders. The thudding hoofbeats were muffled by the fog and the constant roar of the waves crashing against the rocks below them. Nicoletta buried her face against Giovanni's Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

neck, uncaring what he thought, uncaring that she had unmasked herself in front of him and his family and they might name her witch. 

The urgency was strong in her, and somewhere, far off, she heard the terrible hoot of an owl. Once. 

Twice. Thrice. A portent of death. When the sound died away, a wolf gave a mournful howl, the sound rising and falling in the dead of the night. A second wolf answered. A third. Silence reigned once more. 

Her hands gripped the don's shirt. She was shivering but not from the cold mist or the night. Rather, from deep within her, an icy death knell was freezing her, and she felt she might never be warm again. 

As if sensing the terrible urgency, the dread welling up inside her, the don leaned forward to urge his mount to greater speed, a dangerous undertaking when they were riding nearly blind in the thick fog. One misstep and the horse could break a leg. Nicoletta prayed to the good Madonna, but the feeling of death was so strong, she could not find a spark of hope in her. 

The moment they arrived at Aljandro's farm, she was off the horse, her fingers clutching her bag of herbs and medicines, racing up the steps to tear open the door of the house. Laurena's white, tear-stained face was the first thing she saw. 

"What happened?" Nicoletta demanded, hurrying past Laurena and into the bedroom where Lissandra lay. She stopped dead in her tracks as she saw the pool of bright red blood on the floor beside the door and the trail of droplets leading to the bedstead. The coverlet, too, was wet with blood. "Lissandra," she whispered softly, forcing herself to the bedside. 

Lissandra was so pale, she looked transparent, as if she was already gone from the world. Her eyes were wide open and fixed on Nicoletta's face in desperate, hopeless pleading. Nicoletta took her limp hand, stroked back her hair soothingly. Lissandra's eyes were sunken in, and there was a bluish color around her mouth. Dark bruises marred her face and neck, her bare arms. 

"He was angry because the babe was crying," she said. "He called me lazy because I did not get up. I wanted to get up, Nicoletta, but I was so weak. Laurena left for only a short time to attend her famiglia. 

She was coming right back, but Aljandro would not tend the bambino.  He flew into a rage and dragged me from the bed. He hit me and kicked me as I crawled to the babe, but he was still angry with me." Her expressive eyes mirrored her pain. "I am so cold. I cannot seem to get warm, Nicoletta. I cannot get warm." 

"I know," Nicoletta murmured, her sorrow so heavy she thought her heart might break in two. She tucked warmer blankets around her friend. Lissandra was so young, only a few years older than Ketsia. 

But there was nothing Nicoletta could do for her; Lissandra was looking for a miracle. 

"I do not want to die. I do not want someone else to raise my bambino.  Do not let me die, Nicoletta." 

Laurena, standing in the doorway, sobbed loudly and hastily turned away to bury her face in her hands. 

Nicoletta remained beside Lissandra, talking softly, stroking back her hair with gentle fingers, using her healing warmth to soothe Lissandra, to make her passage into the next life as easy as possible. 

"He said I was bad, that I did not deserve to have his babe." Tears swam in her dark eyes, and there was no strength left in her fingers. "He was disgusted with me and left me on the floor. He went out to tend the animals." 

"He was foolish in his anger, Lissandra. You know there could be no other mother like you," Nicoletta assured her gently. She bent to kiss the girl's brow. Lissandra's skin was already cold and clammy. "You Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

are much loved—you know that you are." 

"I cannot feel your hand," Lissandra said plaintively. "Do not leave me alone." 

"You are not alone. I am here with you," Nicoletta said. But it was already too late. Lissandra had slipped away with the great volume of blood, and all that remained was the beaten shell of her body. Her face was turned toward Nicoletta, her eyes staring wide in fear and desperation and pleading. Nicoletta gently closed Lissandra's eyelids and sat with her head bowed, trying to pray. 

Sorrow and rage swirled together inside her until she felt almost numb. It was a sobbing Laurena who performed the death rituals, covering her younger sister's face with a shawl and shrouding the mirror in a black veil. Nicoletta couldn't move, her grief so deep she couldn't even cry. It burned in her like a terrible brand, her throat convulsing, leaving her gasping for breath. 

Aljandro stamped into the room, his face twisted into a mask of distaste. "What are you doing here?" he bellowed, his face red, his huge hands curled into fists, "I forbade them to send for you. I will not pay you. Get out of my home. The lazy cow can get up and fix my supper." 

Nicoletta launched herself into the air, flying at his monstrous face, a volcanic rage seething in her. 

Aljandro swatted her out of his way, and she landed heavily against the wall. Then he roared like a wounded animal, rushing at her, his fists flailing. She closed her eyes, winced at the ugly sound of flesh meeting flesh, but Aljandro hadn't struck her. Cautiously Nicoletta opened her eyes. 

Giovanni Scarletti stood between her and Aljandro's hulking frame, Aljandro's fist caught in Giovanni's palm. 

The two men stood toe to toe, their eyes locked in mortal combat. 

"You will never attempt to strike this woman again," the don said quietly, the very softness of his voice betraying his anger. "If I ever catch you doing such a thing, you will not live to see the next sunrise. Am I making myself clear? I am putting this incidente down to your obvious grief over the death of your wife." 

Behind Aljandro were the two guards, their swords drawn and at the ready for their don and Nicoletta. 

Vincente stood in the doorway, cutting off Aljandro's escape and keeping Maria Pia at bay when she would have rushed to Nicoletta's side. 

Aljandro nodded repeatedly, his face mirroring his terror. Then the don's last words penetrated his anger and fear. "My wife—dead?" He looked toward the bed. "Lissandra was well when I left." His gaze fell on Nicoletta. "She is bad luck to me. She broke my son's arm, and now she has killed my wife. She is a witch, and—" 

The don backhanded Aljandro, his strength enormous, the slap nearly knocking the larger man off his feet. "That insult I will not overlook." Don Scarletti reached back to offer his hand to Nicoletta, lifting her effortlessly from the floor. Gently he moved her around Aljandro and past his brother into Maria Pia's waiting arms. "Signorina Sigmora, if you will be so good as to take Nicoletta away from this farm, I will be indebted to you." His hand moved down the back of Nicoletta's silky hair, a small, comforting gesture. 

Nicoletta couldn't look at him, or at Aljandro. She was trembling, so many emotions swamping her that she wanted to run to the highest cliff and shout her anger at the gods. She hugged Maria Pia, more to comfort the older woman than herself, but she couldn't suppress the rage building in her until she thought she might burst if she didn't take physical action. She tore herself out of Maria Pia's arms and ran as she Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

had run the night they brought her dead mother home. 

There was no sound in the heavy fog, no sight as she ran blindly along the paths leading to the cliffs. She knew the trail as well as did any wild animal. She had roamed the hills her entire life, night or day; she knew every path, every trail. Behind her, the two soldiers did their best to keep up with her, but they didn't have her knowledge of the terrain, and the fog impeded their progress. They lost her in the bushes and groves of trees. They listened, trying to locate her through sound, but the fog muffled every noise. 

They had no chance of hearing her bare feet on the earthen path. But on the way back to Aljandro's to report their failure, they did hear the horse bearing down on them, steam flaring from the animal's nostrils as steed and rider flashed by them in the blinding mist. 

Nicoletta ran along the top of the cliffs until she neared the very edge, heedless of the crumbling bluff. 

She hurtled her anger and defiance out over the raging seas as below her the waves pounded the rocks and foam sprayed high into the air. The wind howled at her, tugging at her clothing so that her skirt billowed out and her hair flew in all directions. Her fingers curled into fists, her fingernails digging into her palms. She lifted her face to the tearing wind, and its howl blended with her own wild grief, carrying all sound away from her. 

Below her the sea raged as her heart raged. Wildly. Passionately. Inconsolably. She couldn't contain her fury or her anguish. It exploded out of her like the turbulent waves crashing into high white plumes. She screamed her hatred of Aljandro and all men like him. She shouted her defiance of the deities that would allow a delicate, lonely young girl to die without a loving husband. She cried until she was hoarse, her throat as raw and ragged and torn as her heart. 

Giovanni dismounted some distance from the small figure raging on the bluffs. His heart was in his throat. 

She was so close to the edge of the cliff, her grief so deep she couldn't bear it, and he was afraid for her. 

He didn't dare take his horse to the edge of the crumbling bluffs, so he tethered the animal to a tree and approached on foot, wary of startling her. She looked wild and untamed, an elusive, mysterious creature of the night. 

Nicoletta was, indeed, not the type of woman to cast herself into the sea, but her grief ran deep, her passionate nature equal to the sea raging below them. She seemed unaware of the peril she had placed herself in. Heedless. Reckless. His heart ached for her. He fixed his black gaze on her, as if he could hold her with his will alone, keep her safe from the ferocity of the greedy waves reaching higher and higher toward her. 

Giovanni slowly moved closer to her, silently stalking her, prepared to leap forward should there be need. She looked so passionate, there on the very edge of disaster with the foaming sea before her and the wind whipping her silken hair and the fog around her like gossamer veils. He had her then, his arms curling around her, dragging her back from the precipice. 

She turned on him, fighting like a wildcat, blindly, instinctively, as if she feared his intention was to hurtle her over the edge instead of to protect her. She made no sound, and there was no recognition in her dark, terror-stricken eyes. He pinned her wrists together with one hand and dragged her into the shelter of his body. She was ice-cold, shivering uncontrollably yet seemingly unaware of it. 

"Nicoletta." Giovanni stilled her struggles with his superior strength. "You are so cold. Allow me to warm you. No one can hurt you now. No one. You are safe with me." He murmured the words in a gentle, almost tender voice, holding her still to try to warm her with the heat of his own body. 

She slumped against him, the fight draining out of her, exhaustion winning the battle. Finally she turned Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

her face up to his. Tears ran down her skin, swimming in her eyes, making them look luminous in the darkness. "You are here." She said it softly, an accusation.  "You can hurt me. I can never be safe again. I would rather you throw me over the cliff now than have me burned as a witch." 

He muttered something beneath his breath, his hands framing her face. "No one will ever burn you as a witch." He made the vow fervently, his black eyes expressive with his need to protect her. Giovanni bent his head and tasted her tears. Gently. Tenderly. He kissed her wet skin, followed the trail of tears to the corner of her mouth. "You must not cry like this, Nicoletta. You must not." 

In his arms she was still ice-cold, shaking so hard her teeth were chattering. "I do not think I can ever stop," she answered him sadly. 

Giovanni swung her slight figure easily into his arms, carrying her to his horse. He wrapped her in his own elegant shirt, settling her close in front of him so that the heat from his body could provide as much warmth as possible on the ride home. He rode swiftly over the rough terrain, urging his horse to greater speed. 

The palazzo's stable boy rushed out to collect Giovanni's mount as he swung down with Nicoletta huddled in his arms. It mattered little to him that his favorite mount was sweating profusely in the cold of the night, when ordinarily he would have ensured the beast was provided with excellent care. His only thought was getting Nicoletta out of the cold. 

Antonello arrived at the palazzo door at the same moment, his long hair disheveled, his clothes smudged with dark, wet stains. "Giovanni?" He sounded tired, yet there was a note of accusation in his voice. 

"What has happened to her?" 

Giovanni, with Nicoletta in his arms, barely glanced at Antonello as he pushed through the door his brother had opened. His eyes widened at the condition of Antonello's clothing, but he refrained from commenting. "She has had a shock," he replied tersely. He shouted for his manservant as he strode down the long corridor, Nicoletta held tightly against him. "Did you get a fire going in her room, man?" he demanded as the servant scurried before him. "Are you heating the water?" 

Antonello hesitated as if undecided whether to follow, then turned and moved along the hall toward the far wing where his quarters were. 

"Has Vincente returned with Signorina Sigmora?" Giovanni continued walking very fast, the manservant nearly running to keep pace with him. 

"The guards returned Signorina Sigmora to the palazzo along with your instructions to us. Your brother remained behind at the farm to see to it that your orders were carried out there." 

Giovanni spared the man a glance.  "Grazie,  Gostanz." The words were clipped and abrupt, but the older man blinked rapidly as if bestowed a great reward. 

He hurried faster to get ahead of the don to open the door to Nicoletta's room. Maria Pia stood in front of the crackling flames, wringing her hands. She gave a glad cry when she saw Nicoletta cradled in Don Scarletti's arms. 

  "Presto Signorina. Her clothes are damp, and she is in shock," Giovanni said, placing Nicoletta in a deeply cushioned chair beside the roaring fire. He began to pull her blouse over her head in his haste to warm her. 
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Maria Pia, shocked at his utter lack of convention, hastily intervened.  "Scusa,  Don Scarletti, you are not married to her as of yet.  I shall undress her." She tried to sound firm even in defiance his hard authority. 

Impatience ran across his face. He yanked the damp blouse off of Nicoletta and tossed it aside with controlled fury. Her full breasts and satin skin gleamed golden in the dancing firelight, and his breath abruptly caught in his throat while his pulse pounded uncomfortably. He felt the answering fire in his blood, flames leaping when he wanted only to comfort. He dragged the coverlet from the bed and hastily wrapped Nicoletta in its folds. "Dio, Donna, do you think that matters? Nicoletta is freezing and must be warmed. Gostanz is just outside. Have him bring the tub and fill it with hot water to bathe her. She cannot stop crying." For a moment, for all his authority and rank, the don looked like a helpless lost boy. "She cannot stop." 

Maria Pia, stiff with outrage at the don's scandalous behavior, obediently opened the door and gave the orders to the manservant. "Perhaps if you give her a good slap, it will startle her out of the hysteria," she offered as she turned back to the don disapprovingly. Her sharp eyes had noticed his hot gaze moving over Nicoletta's very feminine body. 

His black eyes blazed at her with controlled fury. "We will do no such thing!" His arms tightened protectively around Nicoletta, his hands vigorously rubbing her arms through the coverlet. Much to Maria Pia's horror, he pulled Nicoletta onto his lap and began to rock her gently, murmuring softly. Eventually, while Gostanz had the tub brought in and filled, the don stopped speaking and lay his head over Nicoletta's in a strangely protective and tender gesture. He continued to rock her, but the room was silent except for Nicoletta's sobs. 

Giovanni changed tactics in his attempt to soothe her. He reached for her with his mind.  Hush,  piccola. 

 You are breaking my heart, and I cannot stand much more of this. You are not responsible for the death of your friend. You did nothing wrong. You cannot save everyone. Come back to us. You are frightening Maria Pia. You must stop. 

With the tub filled and the servants gone, Maria Pia drew herself up to her full height. "  I will warm her in the bath, signore. There is no need for you to stay." 

Don Scarletti lifted his head then, a ruthless, almost cruel stamp to his hard features. "I will not leave her alone in this state. You will not strike her." 

Maria Pia shivered under the whip of menace in his tone. Nicoletta stirred in Giovanni's arms, the first movement she had made since ceasing to fight him. She tilted her head up to look at him. Her large, dark eyes studied his face for a long time. Then a faint smile touched her trembling mouth. "Maria Pia would never really strike me, Don Scarletti. She is my famiglia.  She likes to frighten us into decency with her threats, but I did not think a grown man would believe her." Even as she attempted humor, her voice wobbled alarmingly, and her eyes filled with more tears. He could feel the desperate struggle in her to regain her self-control. 

At once he bent his head to brush the tears from her eyes with his mouth, his lips lingering against her skin in an intensely intimate gesture. "She thinks it unseemly of me to see to your bath. She does not realize that people already gossip about me all the time. It matters not what I do; they make up stories to frighten their children. It is your reputation alone that concerns me." 

Nicoletta heard what no one else ever could. Or maybe she felt it—the note of hurt in his voice, as if, for all his hard authority and ruthless ways, it did matter that others feared him. He was stroking her long, Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

damp hair away from her face, and it fell in waves around her body. His hand followed the strands down her back to brush against her rounded bottom, and his black eyes were suddenly so hotly intense that Nicoletta could feel an answering flame smoldering deep within her. She became aware that she was in his anus, cradled in his lap, that his body was hot and hard and thick with need. She could hear his heart beating beneath her ear. She wore nothing above her waist but a coverlet that seemed to have slipped precariously to display a generous view of her breasts. His shirt lay on the floor in a sodden heap beside hers. 

Her eyes widened as she took in the ropes of muscle along his arms and chest, clearly visible beneath his thin undergarment. She could feel the play of his muscles against her own skin. Faintly shocked, she clutched the coverlet more closely around her. "I… I think it best if Maria Pia attends my bath," she said. 

His chin rubbed the top of her head. "I do not know,  piccola.  One more incidente,  and my heart will be unable to stand up under the strain." He was beginning to relax, sensing that the intensity of the storm raging within her had subsided. Very gently, almost reluctantly, he eased his hold on her. "I trust you will call me the moment you are dressed?" His hand slid to her neck beneath the coverlet to caress her bare skin. 

Nicoletta rose quickly and nearly lost the blanket as she scurried away from him, her heart pounding in sudden alarm. Her skin was freezing, but inside, something hot and liquid was becoming an aching need. 

"We will call you at once," Maria Pia announced, deliberately walking to the door. 

Don Scarletti looked totally unrepentant. He arose with his usual fluid grace, reached casually for his shirt, and gave both women a slight bow before strolling out. Maria Pia closed the door firmly after him and turned the key in the lock. 

Nicoletta and Maria Pia stared at one another across the room. Nicoletta's eyes filled with tears all over again. At once the older woman went to her, holding her close. "I am sorry I was not there," Maria Pia whispered. "Do not cry aloud,  bambino.  The don will break down the door if he hears you. That man is a law unto himself." She patted Nicoletta, moving her toward the steaming tub. "You must get in before the water cools," she added. 

Nicoletta allowed the coverlet to drop to the floor, tossed her skirt aside, and stepped into the hot water. It seemed scalding against the icy coldness of her skin, but she sank gratefully into the tub. It seemed a sinful luxury to bathe this way, in an elegant bedchamber with others carrying the water to her. 

She ducked her head under the water so that her hair floated like sea help. 

Maria Pia waited until Nicoletta had come back up, the water running off her face along with her tears. 

"Don Scarletti banished Aljandro, stripped him of his farm. He told him to leave his lands or the soldiers would hunt him down. Laurena took the babe to raise. The don would not give Aljandro Lissandra's bambino." 

Nicoletta shivered violently. "Aljandro killed Lissandra," she said in a low voice. "He knew she was supposed to stay in bed, that she could bleed to death, but it did not matter to him. He would not pick up the babe while Laurena went home to attend her famiglia.  It was too much trouble for him. He dragged Lissandra out of bed and beat her because she was too weak to attend the bambino."  She pushed back her hair, looking at Maria Pia with anguish in her eyes. 

"I am sorry,  bambina,"  Maria Pia murmured again, her hands soothing as she cleansed Nicoletta's blue-black hair. 
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"He hated me so much, he left her to die. He would not let them call me. He walked out and left her lying on the floor all alone. He just left her." 

"Laurena told me," the older woman admitted. "She found her and sent Ricardo for you. Aljandro tried to stop him and even struck the boy, but he was able to get away and come here. Nicoletta, you could not possibly have saved her. It was already too late when Laurena found her. You know that," she said gently. 

"She was so afraid. I just sat there, offering her nothing. I simply sat with her and watched her die." 

Nicoletta swept a hand across her forehead, pain beating there so fiercely that she could barely breathe. 

Cara mia,  I shall have to come to you and hold you until this sorrow lessens. Breathe for me, piccola,  that I may breathe also. 

The words stirred in her mind, gentle and warm, a comforting presence. Nicoletta rested her head against the back of the tub and closed her eyes tiredly. Giovanni Scarletti. He was like no man she had ever met. He seemed to have no regard for convention. He could do things Maria Pia would name unholy. How could he send his words to her in his mind? She had been afraid to ask him, afraid of learning the truth. 

What if he was a devil-worshiper? A sorcerer? What if he was capable of black magic? Nicoletta was drawn to him as she had never been to another human being. Dark, ugly tales were whispered of him. 

Was he capable of heading up a secret society of assassins, as was rumored? Certainly he had enough visitors throughout the day, meeting them alone in his study with no one permitted near. She knew he was capable of killing. He had many times gone with his army to defeat hordes of invaders. She had seen him take the life of his own cousin. Was he capable of throwing a woman off the castle tower? Had he perhaps even murdered her mother? 

Nicoletta shook her head decisively. She didn't believe it, not for one moment. She didn't fool herself into thinking Giovanni was a gentle man. He was capable of many things, but not of outright murder. And certainly not the murder of a woman or child. He could be ruthless, unconventional, and merciless—for all she knew, he might very well be in league with the devil—but he would not kill a woman. 

She touched her mouth, her throat. He could be incredibly appealing. He made her feel as if she were special. As if he needed her. Wanted her. Even had to have her. It was in the dark intensity of his eyes. 

The possession in his touch. The desire flaring so wantonly in his hot gaze. And yet he had tenderly comforted her. He had stood up to Aljandro for her, even stripped the man of his lands and sent him far away. 

"He was good to me." Nicoletta looked up at Maria Pia. "He was very good to me. I went a little mad, I think." Her throat felt raw from raging at the seas. "I have never felt that way before. I had no control at all. I even tried to attack Aljandro, but he threw me against the wall." 

Maria Pia gasped aloud. "He did what? Were you hurt?" Immediately she lit the tapers along the wall to inspect Nicoletta carefully. There were slight bruises marring her left thigh and hip. "We should put a poultice on those. I do not think the injury is severe, but Don Scarletti will not be happy with bruises on your skin." 

Nicoletta reluctantly left the warmth of the tub. The terrible trembling had ceased, and the heated water had restored the glow to her skin. She wrung out her long hair and twisted it into a loose knot to work Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

with later. She felt she had a semblance of her self-control back, but it was tenuous at best. 

Very slowly she dried her skin. She was exhausted and longed to go to her bed and sleep. "I do not care this night if evil monsters lurking in the palazzo choose to visit. I will sleep. They will not disturb me." 

"You must eat, Nicoletta," Maria Pia insisted. 

Nicoletta pulled on fresh clothes and curled up in the chair beside the fire as Maria Pia unlocked the door and waved the waiting servants in to remove the tub. Nicoletta watched the leaping flames and thought about her late friend. 

It was only when the manservant brought dinner that she stirred. As he was leaving she called out to him softly. "Signore Gostanz,  scusa." 

Gostanz turned back to her, his features carefully blank. "Signorina?" 

  "Grazie.  For your kindness and all the extra trouble you have had to go to,  grazie,"  she said sincerely. "I will not be such a bother again." 

Gostanz stared at her, clearly startled. He bowed, a clumsy gesture, but for some reason it brought a flood of tears to Nicoletta's eyes. A shadow fell across them, the large frame of the don in the doorway. 

His glittering eyes slashed at the manservant.  "Piccola,  why are you crying?" It was an accusation directed at poor, defenseless Gostanz. The man froze, his head bowed, waiting for a reprimand. 

Nicoletta forced a wan smile. "Signora Gostanz has been so wonderful to me, Don Scarletti. He has gone to much trouble, when he was up very early with so many duties. To make your big home run so smoothly, he must be a miracle worker. He is another one of your treasures, yes?" 

Giovanni studied the older man for a long moment. "That is true, Nicoletta. Gostanz, perhaps you would be so kind as to meet with me on the morrow to discuss the daily routines of the palazzo. You do work long hours, and more staff may be needed to ease your burden." 

Gostanz bowed several more times as he backed out of the room, his lined face quite pale, as if he thought his master might be testing him. 

Giovanni stood for a long time watching the firelight play over Nicoletta's delicate features. She blushed and looked down at the tray in her hands. "Are you going to stare at me all evening?" Self-consciously she pushed at damp tendrils of hair falling around her face. 

He could that see she was trembling slightly. He nodded slowly. "Yes, I think I might do so." 

Maria Pia seated herself across the room, keeping a wary eye on the don. She knew it would do no good to mention how unseemly it was to have the bridegroom in the bride's bedchamber prior to the marriage, and she was beginning to feel desperate. She decided the marriage must take place immediately or the scandal would be huge. There was no controlling the don. She was an old lady, unmarried, but even she could see the sexual tension smoldering between Don Scarletti and her young charge. 

Nicoletta turned her attention to the food. Bernado had gone out of his way to make her a meal that looked quite tasty, but, in truth, she had no appetite. With a sigh, she put it down. "I do not want to hurt Bernado's feelings. Perhaps you might eat this?" she asked the don hopefully. 
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"You look tired,  cara mia,"  Giovanni said softly, and he lifted her right out of the chair to cradle her close to his body. She was beginning to feel as if she belonged there. 

Nicoletta slipped her arm around his neck and lay her head against his shoulder. "I am sorry I hit you earlier. It was horrible of me." 

He buried his face against her neck and inhaled her fragrance. "I do not recall such a breach of conduct. 

I was only grateful to be of service." He carried her to the bed, very gently placing her beneath the coverlet. "Sit up for a few more minutes,  cara."  His hands loosened the thick rope of hair knotted atop her head. He took the brush from the dresser and began tugging at the tangles. 

Nicoletta closed her eyes, so exhausted she was swaying with weariness. There had been so much blood. Lissandra's eyes had been open, staring desperately, pleadingly at her. Immediately the vision swam into her mind, and her stomach rolled. She shuddered. 

Giovanni leaned close to her, his hands caressing as he deftly plaited her hair into a long, thick braid.  You will sleep,  cara,  with no nightmares. I insist on this, and you will learn, I always get my way. 

The words brushed intimately in her mind. Nicoletta could tell the connection between the don and her was growing stronger; his words were much clearer, and he used little effort now to reach her. She curled up beneath the coverlet, his voice a soft murmur, not aloud but rather in her mind, where no other could hear, no other could intrude. He talked to her softly, soothingly, weaving tales of adventure, of daring, of beautiful foreign lands, driving out the nightmare images. All the while he held her close to him, his hands moving in a caress over her silky hair. There was such gentleness in his hands, such tenderness in his voice, that Nicoletta relaxed and drifted into slumber. 






Chapter Ten

Light streamed through the thick stained glass, and colors danced on the mural. Reds and blues highlighted the strange carvings. Nicoletta awoke to a small body nestled beside hers. Cautiously she turned her head, eyelashes fluttering open. Sophie lay curled tightly against her, her dark hair spilling around her face. A melted candle lay on the floor beside the marble wall where the child had left it, a testimony to her courage in braving the dreaded fantasmi in her effort to get to Nicoletta. Her little hand clutched Nicoletta's thin white night shift. 

Nicoletta gently removed Sophie's grip on her shift and sat up. Maria Pia was no longer in the room, indicating it was probably fairly late. Nicoletta didn't often sleep past early dawn. There was a hushed silence in the palazzo. Nicoletta stretched lazily and padded across the chamber to perform her morning ablutions. Her hair was still damp when she loosened it from the thick braid the don had woven for her the night before. 

She closed her eyes against the memories crowding in: Lissandra's blood and her young, desperate face looking to her for a miracle Nicoletta couldn't provide. Then she glanced at the innocent child sleeping so peacefully in the large bed. This child she could and would help, she vowed. 

Nicoletta did not want to think too closely about her own behavior with the don last night. He had taken her blouse right off her, exposing her body to his burning gaze. At the time she had been in shock, but now her memory was vivid, far more vivid than she would have liked. The look in the don's eyes had Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

been intensely possessive. In her mind, she had felt his honest attempts to comfort her, but his gaze had held stark, raw desire. Her body grew hot and uncomfortable at the memory. 

She sighed and deliberately turned her attention back to the painted mural and the carvings in the marble wall. With the rays of the sun pouring through the stained glass, prisms of color bathed and illuminated the relief. Across the coverlet, red, green, yellow, and blue hues fashioned a beautiful rainbow. Nicoletta looked back at the panel of windows. It caught her interest, it was so unusual—very tall, with a virtual tapestry of pictures woven into its various circular panes. Scenes of the life of the aristocracia.  Winged guardians watching over the famiglia aristocratico.  Weaving among the panes were leaded vines drawing the scenes together. It was truly a work of art, and the metal filigree had a strange effect on the mural on the far wall. The serpent coils looked completely different, almost like spiral staircases leading down to the bottom of the sea. 

Sophie stirred, her little hand moving around in the bed, obviously seeking Nicoletta. When she discovered she was alone, she gave a startled gasp and sat up, her eyes wide with fear. Nicoletta instantly hurried to her side. "I am right here,  bambino..  Surely you are not afraid. You braved i fantasmi last night to share my room. In the light of day, nothing can scare you." 

Sophie circled Nicoletta's neck with her thin arms. "I was afraid you would not come back. Margerita said you were an evil witch and Zio Gino would never marry you. She will insist he make you go away or have you stoned or drowned. She does not like you and does not want you here." She burst into tears and hugged Nicoletta tightly. "I want you here, Nicoletta, and I do not think you are a witch." 

Nicoletta stroked Sophie's tangled hair soothingly. "Margerita was just trying to scare you with her silly tales, Sophie. Your zio is a great man. Not even the powerful Spanish king has dared to invade his lands. 

The king has swallowed our neighbors, but he has not managed to defeat your zio.  A mere bambina such as Margerita will not change his mind." She kissed the child's head and reached for her comb to begin taming Sophie's tangles. "Margerita has a wild imagination." Nicoletta was very gentle as she eased the knots from the child's hair. 

"I do not want you to ever go, Nicoletta," Sophie confided. "You could marry mio padre and then you would be mia madre." 

"I am to marry your zio,  Sophie, so I will be your zia and live here in the palazzo. We will always be together, and if I ever have a bambina,  you will be the zia,  and you will help me so much." She hugged the child to her. "Do you suppose we should go to the kitchen and ask Bernado to fix us a treat? I think we overslept." 

A smile crept into Sophie's eyes, dispelling her troubled look. "I must dress." Then her face clouded. 

"Did you hear them last night?" She scooted around Nicoletta to the alcove where the chamber pot was. 

"Hear them?" Nicoletta echoed. For some reason her heart jumped at the phrasing. Her hands curled around the bed post. "What did you hear last night, Sophie?" 

The little girl came back to Nicoletta, her large, dark eyes solemn. "I heard them whispering again. They found me in the nursery. I thought I was safe there, but they are coming for me. That is why I came and hid in your room." 

Nicoletta felt her heart pounding out a drumbeat in her ears. She believed Sophie. She had heard the strange murmurings her first night in the palazzo. And Giovanni Scarletti could project his voice directly into her mind. Could it be that he was conducting some strange experiment with his ability, and poor little Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Sophie was feeling the effect of it? 

"Come here,  bambina,"  she invited softly, holding a hand out to the little girl. She was aware of Sophie waiting anxiously to be condemned for lying as she had been in the past. "I want you to tell me whenever you hear those voices. You were very brave to come through the passage to me. I am proud of you." 

"I think they will get me soon," Sophie confided, her lower lip trembling. She took Nicoletta's hand. 

"They got mia madre,  and Margerita says they will take me away, where I will never be in her way again." 

"Margerita seems a very unpleasant young woman," Nicoletta pointed out, "and she is not very bright. 

Your zio has said you must attend me in the wedding. No one disobeys your zio."  But Nicoletta's teeth nibbled nervously at her lower lip. She'd had a strange premonition of danger when Sophie mentioned the whispers in the night. Nicoletta had the feeling the child really was in danger, but why? What danger could she possibly represent to anyone? She was not in line to inherit the palazzo, not with Giovanni about to be wed and Vincente and Antonello so young and virile. Certainly one of the three brothers would eventually produce a male heir. 

"I do not want to go back to the nursery," Sophie said. "I only hear them at night, but I have never heard them there before." Her dark eyes were trusting as she looked up at Nicoletta. "What if they are there now?" 

"I will go with you to the nursery and help you dress," Nicoletta offered instantly. "You must tell me immediately every time you hear the voices, Sophie. Come, we are already late, and Maria Pia is sure to scold us when we arrive in the kitchen." 

They walked together out into the wide corridor, Nicoletta nodding to the two guards. As she took Sophie down the hall, Nicoletta couldn't help marveling at the beauty of the building. It did have a strange, haunted feeling to it, an oily evil that seemed to hang in the eaves and cling to the strange carvings. Perhaps it was emanating from the grim, demonic sculptures staring at them so solemnly. There appeared to be many eyes watching them at all times, and Nicoletta feared some of them were human. 

Sophie suddenly gasped and tightened her grip. "Nicoletta!" Panic-stricken, the child halted in the middle of the corridor, staring in stark fear at the man coming toward them from the opposite direction. He was tall and thin with silver hair sticking out in all directions. He would have been handsome still had his face not been twisted into a permanent scowl. 

Nicoletta watched as servants scurried out of the eldest Scarletti's way, crossing themselves, clutching crucifixes to them as talismans. As the don's grandfather approached several workers, they hastily turned away from him, as if they thought him a devil and dared not look upon him. She watched the old man's face. It was proud, arrogant, twisted with a kind of fierce anger. His head was high, and he struck several retreating servants with the cane he used more as a weapon than as an aid for walking. 

"Run, Nicoletta," Sophie whispered. "We must run." She tugged and pulled at Nicoletta to get her going but did not let go of her hand. Sophie would not run away herself and abandon her only friend. When Nicoletta refused to move, Sophie scuttled behind her for protection, attempting to hide in the folds of her wide skirt. 

Nicoletta squeezed the child's hand in reassurance. She waited calmly while the older man came toward them, his scowl darkening with every step, his bushy brows meeting in a fierce, straight line. Nicoletta smiled at him when he was almost upon them, dropping a graceful curtsey and pressing Sophie to do the Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

same. "Good morn, Signore Scarletti," she said determinedly. "We are going to the kitchen to see if we can coax Bernado to fix us something to eat, though we are very late. Would you care to join us?" 

The old man's step faltered. He spluttered an unintelligible answer, looking suddenly vulnerable. He stood still for a moment in apparent indecision, then resorted to shaking his cane at her. It looked a halfhearted attempt to Nicoletta, but Sophie ducked her little head back behind Nicoletta, frightened, and the guards rushed forward protectively. 

Nicoletta laughed softly, the sound merry and inviting in the wide halls. "If I had a cane, good signore, you could teach me how to duel. We could have much fun here in the big palazzo, although I am certain we would be severely reprimanded by the don." She leaned close to him. "He can be quite fierce in his reprimands, but I am willing to risk it if you are." 

There was a small silence. Nicoletta sensed the guards tensing to spring should they need to protect her from her own folly. Several of the servants had turned and were watching the exchange in horrified silence. 

The old man stared at her. For a moment his mouth appeared to twitch as if he might be struggling to smile, but he seemed to have forgotten how. Muttering beneath his breath, he pushed past her without speaking and hurried on down the corridor. Once he looked back, and it seemed to Nicoletta, as she watched him, that his old eyes were watery. 

"Nicoletta," Sophie said softly, "the don's nonno does not like anyone, and no one likes him. Zia Portia says he will kill me one day in my sleep if I do not stay out of his way. He killed his own wife. Even Margerita is afraid of him. You cannot talk to him, Nicoletta. It is possible even Zio Gino cannot protect you from his nonno." 

"It is possible we need to be his friends," Nicoletta pointed out gently. "It is not good to be always alone, Sophie. And I do not think your Zio Gino would ever allow his grandfather to kill you in your sleep. You are much loved by your Zio Gino, and who else would keep track of my shoes for me if you did not?" 

Sophie laughed. "I have never seen you wear shoes, Nicoletta. Do you even have shoes?" 

"Little imp," Nicoletta scolded teasingly. Sophie was exactly what she needed after the trauma of the night before. The child was engaging and sweet and eager to please. She didn't have Ketsia's self-confidence, but she was growing quickly in assurance. As long as Nicoletta remained beside her, Sophie seemed a normal child, happy and curious and willing to please and play. She winked at the little girl. "Guess what we are going to do today!" 

"What?" Sophie asked eagerly, skipping in her exuberance. She pushed open the door to the nursery and stopped to allow Nicoletta to go in first. 

Nicoletta entered without hesitation. "We are going exploring." She laughed softly at Sophie's horrified expression. "We are. We are going to clean the passageway between the nursery and my room. I do not want all those terrible spider webs hanging from the walls." 

Sophie shook her head so vigorously that her hair flew in all directions. "We cannot go in there. What if Papa catches us?" 

Nicoletta helped the child dress. "That is the fun of it, silly piccola.  We have to sneak. You will be the lookout." 
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"What is that?" Sophie asked. It sounded an important job, and a bit thrilling. 

"After we tease Bernado into getting us a meal, we shall go back to my room and lock the door. While I am in the passageway, you will stay in my room and watch that no one finds us. We will make up a signal, like singing or humming, to warn me if someone is coming." Nicoletta laughed gaily. "And after we see to the passageway, we will have to do something about making this room much nicer for you." 

Sophie shook her head quickly. "The voices found me here. They do not want me in here. I have to sleep with you." Her eyes were large and somber. "I am not making it up. Zia Portia says I am a wicked child to tell such tales, but I heard them. I hid beneath the covers, but they would not stop." 

Nicoletta brushed Sophie's hair once again after the child changed her clothes, more to give herself time to think and to soothe the little girl than anything else. "Sophie, could you understand the words? Do the voices ever say things to you?" 

"They want me to go away. They are like Zio Gino's nonno.  They want me to go far away and never return." Sophie reached up to take Nicoletta's hand, opening her mouth to speak, but no words came out. Instead, tears shimmered in her eyes. 

Nicoletta knelt instantly and gathered the child into her arms. "Tell me,  bambino.  Do not be afraid to tell me." 

"Zia Portia told Margerita I am losing my mind like mia madre.  She said mia madre heard voices at night, and we were both mad. I do not want to be mad." Her dark eyes held sorrow. "Do you think I am?" 

Nicoletta hugged Sophie tightly. "Well, I heard the voices also, Sophie. So if you are mad, and your madre was mad, then I must be mad, too." She smiled at the child, shaking her head. "There is nothing wrong with you,  bambina,  believe me. Nothing at all. We will find out just what is going on with those voices. Mayhap it is only a silly prank. There are many possible explanations." 

Privately, Nicoletta thought something very sinister was going on. 

Unbidden, the thought of the don's drawling voice crept into her mind. If he could send his voice to her mind, he certainly must be able to send it to others. But why little Sophie? What would be the purpose of driving a child insane? Nicoletta rubbed her temples and looked around the nursery. In the light of day, the room had every potential of being really beautiful. A young mother could manage to do quite a bit with such a room. Removing the heavy dark curtains would go a long way toward dispelling the gloom. 

She shook her head, trying to rid herself of Giovanni's voice brushing seductively in her mind. It created such an intimacy between them. But she could see the danger if such a gift was misused. 

Sophie didn't seem to notice that Nicoletta had gone very quiet as they left the nursery. She was happy enough with Nicoletta's reassurances, and she skipped along the corridor to the lavish staircase. 

Nicoletta followed at a more leisurely pace, the ominous meaning of the murmuring voices whirling around in her head. The voices had to signify something. Perhaps they were even a portent of death. 

Nicoletta believed it possible that spirits were living in the house, evil or good. At times the impression of evil was quite strong in the palazzo. Nicoletta shook her head. She didn't want the notion of evil to persist. She wanted to reason out the possibilities, not frighten herself with superstitious nonsense. More likely it was a living person behind the evil at the palazzo, not a spirit. 
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Sophie had entered the kitchen before Nicoletta, and one of the guards had gone ahead also. She wandered in behind them and looked up in time to see the guard drinking from a cup and placing it carefully back in place at the table. He moved away, not looking at her, to stand against the wall. 

Nicoletta greeted Bernado. He was acting strangely, too, almost guilty. For a moment, when she sat down across from Sophie at the little table, she was afraid to eat, afraid the food was tainted. She touched the cup the guard had sipped from and replaced. She looked at him, then back at the cup. 

Realization dawned. She glanced at Bernado, who was suddenly very busy with his preparations. 

Celeste, his assistant, was stirring something in a large bowl quite vigorously. Only Sophie seemed normal, chattering away to everyone as she ate quickly, grateful for Bernado's cooking and for Maria Pia's scolding absence. 

Nicoletta pushed the food around on her plate. She glanced at the guard again. "The don gave you orders to taste everything I eat and drink." She made it a statement, but her dark eyes were steady on the guard's face, compelling him to answer. 

He tried to look away, then glanced helplessly at the other guard, clearly looking for aid. He cleared his throat. "Yes, signorina. It is one of my duties." 

She drummed her fingers on the table. "So if the food was tainted, you would become ill." Exasperated, she looked toward Bernado for help, but the cook steadfastly refused to look at her. He was busily checking Celeste's work. "I doubt tainted food would act that quickly. In any case, I would not want you ill because someone wanted to harm me." 

The soldier shrugged. "It is a common practice, signorina. It is done for all members of the household." 

"The don has his food tasted?" It seemed out of character for Don Scarletti to allow another to take risks on his behalf. The image of him standing with his arms out, away from his sides, as the killer attempted to assassinate him near the caves crept unbidden into her mind. 

The guard exchanged another rather sheepish look with his partner and then with the cook. A slow smile curved Nicoletta's soft mouth. "You do not have to answer. I think I understand." They could not speak of their "conspiracy" behind the don's back. It was obvious they were attempting to protect the don despite the fact that he would never allow them to endanger themselves by tasting his food. "But, of course, I do not want you ever taking such a risk on my behalf again. I mean it. I will speak to the don and have him rescind the order. There is no need, nor would I want the responsibility should one of you become ill. I do understand your need to protect… him."  She glanced again at the wide-eyed child, who was distracted by Bernado's latest offerings. "Well, you know who I mean. But I am not of the same position he is." She said the last a little lamely. The two guards were grinning at each other and looking pointedly at her bare feet. They were not about to listen to her orders over their don's. 

Nicoletta gave up, determined to have a talk with Don Scarletti at the first opportunity. While the guards were busy eating their own breakfast some distance away, Nicoletta teased Sophie, distracting her quickly from the earlier conversation. Deliberately she wiggled her eyebrows and made whispered, outrageous references to the passageway and the grand adventure they were certain to have together. 

Neither guard had been on duty the night before, so they did not realize Sophie had not spent the entire night in Nicoletta's bedchamber. Nicoletta was thankful she didn't have to provide explanations as to how the child had gotten there. 

Sophie leaned close to her as they finished their food. "What of Signorina Sigmora? Perhaps she will catch us and look like this." The child turned her face into a severe scowl. It was such a fair Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

representation of Maria Pia's fierce disapproval that Nicoletta, the two guards, Bernado, and Celeste burst out laughing. 

Nicoletta caught the child's hand to lead her from the kitchen and hastily waved her thanks to the cook and his assistant. "You are getting too good at that, Sophie. One of these times, Maria Pia will catch you, and then we will both be in trouble. Do you know the name of that maid?" She indicated a young woman who was industriously sweeping out the alcove with the shrine to the Madonna. 

Sophie shook her head, but Nicoletta was undeterred from her quest. Within a matter of moments the maid was laughing with her, and the broom was in Nicoletta's possession. The guards shook their heads at her unpredictable ways but followed her back up the stairs to her room. Nicoletta's eyes danced at them. "You be certain and keep a good watch out there, and warn us if the don or Maria Pia happen to come by." 

The guards looked at one another suspiciously. "Signorina Sigmora?" one asked her. 

Sophie nodded vigorously. "We are going to—" She clapped her hand over her mouth and looked up at Nicoletta. 

"Clean," Nicoletta supplied hastily. "A surprise for Maria Pia. She has a distaste of dust, and the room is heavy with dust." 

"The don would want a domestica to do the cleaning, certainly not his bride," the guard pointed out. He raised his eyebrows at his partner, who only shrugged and smiled at the strange ways of their charge. 

"Signorina Sigmora likes things a certain way," Nicoletta amended, pushing Sophie into the room, where they both burst out laughing. "I am quite used to doing things the way she likes." Nicoletta hastily shut the door on the guards' startled expressions. "I could not tell a lie, or Maria Pia would have me light many candles to the good Madonna and kneel in prayer for a long, long time." 

"Are you sure you will not meet i fantasmi?"  Sophie asked. What had seemed a great adventure was a bit more frightening when they were actually about to do it. 

"If there really is such a thing," Nicoletta said as she searched beneath the smooth edge of the wall for the hidden mechanism, "it would only come out at night." 

Sophie sighed and wiggled her body to fit between Nicoletta and the wall so she could guide Nicoletta's hand to the right place. "It is dark in there," Sophie cautioned. "Perhaps i fantasmi cannot tell the difference." 

They moved back as the wall seemed to shimmer with life. The sun had changed position, and Nicoletta noted that the strange differences brought on by the stained-glass window were no longer apparent. 

Back were the images of wickedness and doom. Or were they? She peered closer. Were the winged creatures embedded in the marble reaching to free the hapless victims from the sea serpents? 

"Nicoletta!" Sophie tugged at her skirt. "See how dark it is?" 

Nicoletta looked into the interior and was astonished at how dark it really was. As there were no windows, the passageway looked black inside. When she lit a taper and held it up, it illuminated shiny spider webs, white tapestries of silken threads covering the walls and hanging from the ceilings. She looked up the walls in hopes of finding a sconce for her candle, but found none. She was forced to set Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

the taper precariously on the floor. 

Nicoletta studied the passageway. It was narrow in comparison to the cavernous corridors in the palazzo, but a man with wide shoulders, such as Giovanni Scarletti, could still pass through without scraping his skin. The ceiling was much lower, too, so that she felt closed in by the heavy stone. She very much wanted to explore, to see where the passage led, but Sophie was frightened, breathing fast, nearly jumping up and down in her terror. Nicoletta contented herself with bashing spiders and sweeping away the webs between the nursery and her room. The walls of the passage appeared smooth, the secret doors obviously hidden from both sides. The floor immediately outside the room was constructed of marble but soon gave way to rougher, grainy stone. 

She retrieved the taper and went farther into the dark interior, holding up the light so she could see beyond the nursery. Tentatively she reached out with the broom, swiping at the seamless wall in hopes of discovering another door. Instead, something dropped out of the top of the wall, a heavy, flat, sharp object that cut right through the broom handle, so that the bristles end clattered to the floor. Her heart nearly stopped as the huge blade disappeared with menacing silence back into the ceiling as if it had never been Gasping, Nicoletta dropped the taper, which fell to the stone floor and rolled away, extinguishing the flame. At once the passageway seemed a dark, sinister place, a death trap, and she shuddered to think of Sophie skipping through it. She froze in place, terrified of moving, looking around her now with wide, frightened eyes. 

Behind her, Sophie held the door open, valiantly keeping up her end of the adventure, completely unaware of the very real danger to anyone moving around in the passageway. The child was Nicoletta's only escape. If the marble wall somehow closed, she would be unable to find her way out. She had no idea where the doors were located or even how to open them. She had no idea what other hidden traps lay in wait for an unwary victim, but she was certain that they did, each as lethal as the one she had accidentally sprung. Now, in the darkness, after witnessing the sudden descent of that hideous blade, she felt the vibrations of the aftermath of violence. Very cautiously, Nicoletta turned around, careful not to touch the walls and placing her feet gingerly, one directly in front of the other, to minimize the risk of stepping on the wrong stone. 

  Cara!  She could clearly hear the anxiety in the don's voice.  What is it? Your fear is swamping me. 

The sound of his voice brushing so gently in her mind was instantly comforting. Nicoletta managed to take a deep breath, exhaling before walking slowly and carefully toward the pinpoint of light from the open door still several paces away from her. She wished she had Don Scarletti's particular talent so she could answer him. It was terrifying to be moving in the darkness, afraid of the very walls and floor. She used what was left of the broom to probe the stones straight in front of her before she placed her foot. 

She heard Sophie yelp, call out her name, and to Nicoletta's horror, the child's head withdrew into the bedroom. At once, the thick marble wall swung shut, the faint pinpoint of light extinguished, plunging the passageway into total blackness. She froze, her heart pounding so loudly she could almost hear it echoing in the eerie silence. 

Nicoletta attempted to force her mind away from fear and panic. It didn't matter that it was daylight outdoors; here in the passage it was forever night. She could hear the scratching of rats, tiny sounds that made her blood run cold. The air was musty and thick, heavy and still, oppressive in its silence. Beads of sweat began to trickle down her skin. While the palazzo had so many drafts, it was stifling in the passage. 

The low ceiling and walls seemed to be pressing in on her, leaving no space for air. 

She straightened her shoulders and told herself she was simply in an unfamiliar environment. She often Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

stayed alone in the hills, where bears and wolves roamed. This was no different. Both places were potentially dangerous but not necessarily lethal. For all her firm lecturing, Nicoletta couldn't force her feet to move forward. That hidden blade had sprung from nowhere and had disappeared just as silently and smoothly. The evidence—what remained of the broom handle—was in her hands. 

What was the passage hiding? Where did it lead? What was so secret that someone would prepare lethal traps to guard it? An inquisitive rodent touched a tiny wet nose to her ankle, and she cried out, stepping in a straight line, fearful of reaching out toward the walls. The drumbeat in her head seemed even louder, and for a moment she was literally choking on her fear. 

Just ahead a faint crack of light appeared. At first it was a mere slit, but then light radiated into the passage. A man's large frame filled the open doorway. Nicoletta hurtled herself forward, uncaring of decorum, uncaring of his station. She ran into Don Scarletti's arms, nearly impaling him with the remains of the broom handle clutched tightly in her hand. 

Giovanni wrapped his arms around her and held her tightly to him, burying his face in her hair. He took the precaution of removing the broom handle and tossing it into the bedchamber. His body was trembling slightly, and he waited there, still partially in the passage, for the pounding of his heart to subside. Then he hauled Nicoletta back into the bedroom and shook her slightly, furious that she had managed to frighten him when no man had ever done so. 

Abruptly, his arms dragged her close again and enfolded her protectively. "I have considered locking you in the tower,  piccola,  but I suspect even there you would manage to find trouble." He whispered the words in exasperation against her ear. 

Nicoletta allowed herself the luxury of snuggling closer to him, so she could hear the reassuring beat of his heart. He was solid and strong. He bent his head to hers, his hand lifting her chin so that his mouth found hers in total desperation. She tasted his fear for her, his hunger. A need as elemental as time. He was fiercely possessive. And his kiss was the most sinfully intimate thing she had ever experienced. 

She felt the way his body hardened, his arms like iron bands about her, his loins hot and aggressive. But his mouth… It moved over hers like hot silk. It teased and insisted. Caressed and tempted. The moment she relaxed and submitted, opening her own mouth, he took complete control, sweeping her into a world where there was only feeling. Only Giovanni and Nicoletta and pure sensation. Of their own volition, her arms crept up to circle his neck, and her body melted, soft and pliant, right into his. They fit together perfectly despite the differences in their sizes. As if they were halves of the same whole. 

Giovanni deepened the kiss, demanding, dominating, ruthlessly sweeping her along with the rising tide of his own wild passion. And she followed where he led. His hands slipped down her back, shaped her small waist to slide over the curve of her rounded bottom, dragging her even closer until she was pressed tightly against him. 

"What is going on in here!" Maria Pia's voice rang out with shocked outrage. "Don Scarletti, I demand that you let go of that girl at once!" 

Giovanni's mouth was hot with need, moving over Nicoletta's, his tongue dancing and dueling and teasing her body into hot flames until she was drowning in her own desire. He made a sound. A soft groan of frustration and need. Slowly, with infinite care, he reluctantly kissed the corners of her mouth, then rested his brow against hers as if he didn't have the strength to lift his head. 

"Nicoletta!" Maria Pia's voice was sharper than ever, and this time it penetrated enough that Nicoletta Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

heard the note of fear. 

Bemused, she stared up at Giovanni, her dark eyes searching his face intently. He smiled at her, the expression in his eyes so tender that it robbed her of breath. Carefully he picked a spider web from the silken strands of her hair. "You have taken ten years off my life," he confided very softly. 

"Thank you for rescuing me." Her voice didn't sound like her own. It was husky and soft, a seductive invitation, and she found herself blushing wildly. 

The don turned his head to look at Maria Pia. He bowed slightly, a courtly, elegant gesture. "I believe I am going to have to insist that you stay with your charge at all times, Signorina Sigmora. It is that or the guards will have to be stationed in her room." A dark scowl shadowed his face at the thought of the two men in Nicoletta's bedchamber. 

"That passage is dangerous, Don Scarletti," Nicoletta announced, pointing to the severed broom handle as evidence. "Sophie has been using it to get from the nursery to my room. Her father knew." Her voice held accusation although she tried hard to keep it neutral. 

His eyebrows shot up. "Call me Giovanni," he prompted, his lips so outrageously close to her ear that she felt the warmth of his breath heating her blood all over again. "It is forbidden to all to use the passageway. Sophie knows that, and certainly Vincente knows it. Sophie was moved out of the nursery when it was discovered she knew of the passage. She was warned many times of the danger. Both Vincente and I forbade her to use it. There are numerous traps in there, and more than one person has died trying to hunt treasure or escape to the sea." 

Nicoletta lifted one eyebrow. "I have heard of Scarlettis under assault escaping unseen to the sea, but I have never heard rumors of hidden treasure." 

Giovanni shrugged his wide shoulders with careless ease. "It is said that our ancestor, Francisco Scarletti, who had this palazzo built, included the hidden passageway to allow members of the household to escape to waiting ships should there be need. Few know how to maneuver the passageway or the rocks in the cove, but Francisco mapped it carefully for future generations. More than once, during an invasion, the passageway and the cove were used for escape. In the days when the palazzo was constructed, fortresses often hid elaborate traps for invaders. Francisco was also reputed to have treasures without equal. Solid gold sculptures." He glided across the room with his natural grace, lifted the golden boat from its alcove shelf, and handed it to Nicoletta. "These pieces have been protected from all invaders, including the Holy Church." 

She gasped at the open admission for a need to protect riches from the Church and glanced at Maria Pia, who crossed herself devoutly. Nicoletta was also reluctant to take the sculpture from him. It was an exquisite piece, richly detailed and highly ornate. She admired the skillful workmanship, the attention to detail, and gave it back immediately. "Why would you have it in this room? It must be worth a fortune. 

Someone might steal it." 

For a moment the don's eyes glittered dangerously. "I think that most unlikely." His voice was a purr of menace. 

"And there are more of these sculptures?" she prompted. 

Giovanni nodded. "The King of Spain has gobbled up most of the cities and states in this region. I have managed to repel his armies from our lands, and he does not want to sustain more heavy losses. Still, my Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

'ancestors,' with their maps and hidden passageways, are guarding the art treasures in the event I fail to detect a threat in time to keep the invaders from overrunning us. At the moment we have an uneasy treaty with Spain, but greed can tip the scales. There is a rumor of war with Austria. Spain would like to get its hands on our coffers. This is not something I speak of with any other, so I trust you and Signorina Sigmora to remain silent on the matter. The passageway is a necessary evil, and I thank you for bringing to my attention that the bambino has been using it. No one can make it through to the sea without the map. Each section has numerous traps to slow the enemy and allow the famiglia to escape. Only the ruling don knows where the map is and how to read it." 

"You should have warned me," Nicoletta reprimanded him. 

A slow smile took the merciless line from his mouth and lit his dark eyes. "It did not occur to me that a woman would enter such a place. In truth, I did not think you would even hear of it. In the future, do not go exploring until you consult with me." 

Her chin rose a fraction. "You are always busy, and I do not wish to disturb you. I do not usually get myself into difficulty." 

He made a choking sound. 

Nicoletta glared at him. "I do not get myself into difficulty. And I took precautions. Sophie was watching for me. She was holding the door open." She put her hands on her hips. "Where is that little imp?" 

"I knew you were in danger, and I rushed in a most unseemly manner away from my important visitor and up to this room. The door was locked from the inside"—it was said as an accusation—"so I threatened to break it down. Sophie, doubtless trembling at my threats, ran to unlock the door. She dropped the key out of the lock at least three times, fearing, I am certain, she would be severely punished for her part in this escapade. The wall must have swung shut when she rushed to open the door for me. It was a harrowing experience, waiting for that child to let me in." 

"Why, you probably frightened her to death," Nicoletta said in exasperation, completely unsympathetic to his complaint. "Do you not realize that if you had not frightened her, the wall would never have closed, and I would have walked out of the passageway with no problem at all? Poor little scrap, she is probably in tears." 

"No doubt," he admitted dryly. His hand slipped around her throat, warm and strong and far too intimate. "I have asked the holy father to allow us to be married immediately. He has agreed." 

"Perhaps that was not such a good idea." Maria Pia rushed forward, catching Nicoletta's hand and drawing the young woman firmly to her side. Away from Don Scarletti. Nicoletta could feel the older woman trembling. 

"What is it, Maria Pia?" she asked gently. 

"Cristano did not return to the villaggio"  she announced, her faded eyes fixed on the don in accusation. 






Chapter Eleven

There was complete silence in the room. A cold draft seemed to come out of the very walls and swirl Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

around Nicoletta. She shivered, and deep within her heart, she heard her own cry of unspoken protest. 

There was evil walking in the palazzo.  She stared up at Don Scarletti, her gaze locked with his. Fierce. 

Intense. Soul to soul. She couldn't even feel Maria Pia's hand in hers. She and the don were the only two people in existence. He was watching her closely, his mind in hers.  She felt him there. He was waiting in silence for her to condemn him. 

Unbidden came the image of his scraped knuckles, the incriminating droplet of blood on his otherwise immaculate clothing. Nicoletta felt her heart pound uncomfortably. His gaze continued to bore straight into hers, and she couldn't turn away from him. She knew he was waiting for it, knew he expected her to denounce him. Don Scarletti,  Il Demonio of the palazzo. The curse. The whispers. The rumors. 

Giovanni stood tall and straight, his black eyes fathomless, his features carefully expressionless. Nicoletta took a breath and let it out slowly. "Will you send your men to search the entire maze for him? Perhaps Cristano could not find his way out." 

He bowed slightly. "At once,  piccola.  And I will send them into the hills to see if the boy was injured on his way home," he added deliberately to remind her of the numerous other travelers who had fallen victim to wild animals, the terrain, or even to robbers. His voice was incredibly gentle. A warmth brushed at the walls of her mind so that she felt somewhat comforted. 

Nicoletta swallowed the hard knot in her throat. It was difficult to think straight with the don watching her so intently. She could feel Maria Pia's eyes on her now, as accusing as they had been on Don Scarletti. 

"You were the last person to see Cristano alive, Don Scarletti." Maria Pia said what Nicoletta would not. Her very tone was a declaration of his guilt. 

"We do not know that he is dead, Signorina Sigmora," Giovanni pointed out softly. His voice held a thread of menace, as if his patience was fast wearing thin. "If the young man met his demise in the maze, the scavengers would be present overhead." 

Relief swept through Nicoletta. "That is true, Maria Pia," she said. But a terrible dread was creeping into her mind and heart and soul like a dark shadow. She would know if someone was hurt, would she not? 

She always knew. 

Maria Pia faced the don bravely. "The wedding should be postponed until the young man is found," she challenged.  If you are exonerated.  The words were left unspoken, but they shimmered there in the room, as vividly as if Maria Pia had uttered them aloud in condemnation. 

The black eyes gleamed ominously. "Nothing will stop the wedding, Signorina Sigmora. Not you, not this errant young man. For all I know, he disappeared with every intention of bringing a halt to the wedding plans. We are to be married on the morrow." It was a decree, Giovanni's dark features implacable. 

For a moment Maria Pia looked mutinous, but the don's words seemed to sink in. She knew Cristano well. He had a childish temper and, if humiliated, could sulk for days. He was quite capable of disappearing to frighten the compassionate Nicoletta and thus get back at her for not marrying him as he had demanded. Still, she had the feeling that Nicoletta was in terrible danger, and she wanted desperately to drag her from the palazzo. Maria Pia looked at her young charge. "Mayhap I am worrying over nothing," she said softly, looking at the floor in defeat. Don Scarletti was not going to give up her beloved Nicoletta; she could see it in his masculine aggressiveness, his possessive posture each time he was near Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

the younger woman. Perhaps it was her fear for Nicoletta, living in such an environment, that had caused her to condemn the don so rashly. 

Giovanni reached out to capture Nicoletta's hand, taking it right out of Maria Pia's grasp. It was a blatant gesture, claiming her, branding Nicoletta as his own. He carried her fingers to the warmth of his mouth. 

His black gaze was locked on hers, and she had that strange feeling of falling forward, to be trapped for all eternity in the depths of his eyes. Time stood still. Her heart beat for him. She felt the rush of blood, of heat, of liquid fire. 

Don Scarletti released her reluctantly, his touch lingering for a moment before he glided away. "I have kept my visitor waiting far too long, and I must arrange for my men to begin the search for your young friend." 

Nicoletta stood rather dazed, as if in a trance, staring at the closed door after the don left the room. 

Maria Pia sighed heavily. "Do you believe him, Nicoletta? Really believe him? Because I am not certain I do. It is possible Cristano is hiding out in the hills. When he was a boy and angry with his madre,  he did such things, or perhaps he is hurt and needs help." She was watching Nicoletta closely as she spoke. 

Nicoletta's teeth teased nervously at her lower lip. She would know if someone was in need, and Maria Pia was well aware of it. Nicoletta had always known. And the bird would come to her. She looked at the older woman with stricken eyes. "I must go outside where I can feel the wind on my face. I want to look at the sky." 

"What do you have in your hair?" Maria Pia reached around her and picked strands of a spider web from her long hair. "What have you been doing?" For the first time she noticed the severed broomstick the don had carefully removed from Nicoletta's hands when she had been in danger of injuring him with it. 

It had been neatly sliced through with a blade of some kind. Maria Pia picked it up, turning it this way and that to examine it before looking at Nicoletta with a frown. 

"Do not ask," Nicoletta said, shoving a hand through her long hair. "You arrived after the misadventure in the hidden passageway. What matters now is that you no longer wish me to marry the don. You were not quite so opposed of late." 

"Something is wrong here,  piccola.  When I am in this house, I feel the echo of your madre's screams as she was thrown over the ramparts. I can feel the spirits of the other dead. They are uneasy in this palazzo." She made the sign of the cross and kissed her crucifix. "May the good Madonna- save you from your enemies." 

Nicoletta did not protest. She knew she had enemies at the palazzo; she just didn't know why. She felt eyes staring at her in disapproval each time she left her bedchamber. "I must go outside," she said again. 

Her heart felt heavy in her chest. She opened the door, turning back toward Maria Pia as she did so. 

"How did all of this start, so long ago? When did they first whisper of the curse on the famiglia Scarletti? 

Is it possible there is a strain of madness in their blood?" 

Maria Pia glanced past Nicoletta to the waiting guards. "It is not a good thing to speak of in this place where the walls have eyes and ears." She lifted her chin. "Come, let us go out to the courtyard. We will see if the don kept his word and sent his men looking for Cristano." 

For some reason it irritated Nicoletta that Maria Pia entertained the notion that the don would betray their trust. "I can imagine many things about Don Scarletti, but he lives by his word. He would not tell me Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

one thing and do another," she defended. 

Maria Pia looked at her sharply. "Perhaps you are already falling under his spell. I told you to be careful. 

He can read minds, make one say things one does not wish to reveal. You must be strong, Nicoletta. 

Until you know more of the don…" 

"The man who is to be my husband," Nicoletta corrected. "We are to be wed on the morrow. I will live with him, and this palazzo will be my home. I have no choice in the matter. You said not even the holy father would defy the don." 

Maria Pia muttered unintelligibly as they moved down the long corridor to the stairs. She looked at the banister and once more crossed herself devoutly. "Look at this, Nicoletta. A serpent coiled around a tree branch! That is the artwork on his stairs. What manner of man is he?" 

"He inherited the palazzo and the title from his father and his father before him, and so on. What should he have done? Refused to live here because he did not like the artwork on the stairs? It is actually quite beautiful, Maria Pia. If you look at some of the work, it is truly remarkable." 

Maria Pia resorted to clucking as she often did when she was agitated. "I fear he has cast a spell over you,  bambina." 

Nicoletta glanced over her shoulder at the silent guards following them at a circumspect distance. 

"Where is little Sophie?" The child would still be upset that Nicoletta had been trapped in the secret passage. 

"She was sent to her room,  signorina,"  the guard replied, raising an eyebrow at his partner. 

The other guard shrugged with a wry grin and placed something in the first guard's open palm. 

Nicoletta ignored the byplay between the two men. "I must go to her; she will be frightened. By now she will think i fantasmi have gotten me." 

As she started back up the stairs, the guard shook his head. "She was removed from the nursery and is on the first floor." 

Nicoletta smiled at him. "Thank you." She knew the exact hideous room the child had been banished to. 

She ran along the corridor, waving to the maid she had taken the broom from earlier. The woman stopped working long enough to lift a hand in return, blushing when she noticed the two guards trailing behind Nicoletta. 

Sophie was facedown on the big bed, so small she could barely be seen among the covers. Nicoletta rushed to her and dragged her into her arms, rocking her while the child sobbed as if her heart were breaking. "I thought I killed you!" She hiccuped the words, her tears soaking Nicoletta's neck and face. 

"I am sorry, Nicoletta." 

  "Bambina."  Nicoletta hugged her even closer. "You did not do anything wrong. You did exactly what you should have done. Don Scarletti commanded you to open the door, and of course you must do as he says." 

Sophie lifted her head, looking forlorn. "I can never go out of this room again. Zio Gino and Papa told me never to go into the hidden passageway. They said it was dangerous. I have to stay here forever now. 
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I have to be punished." She wailed the last dramatically. 

Nicoletta's soft mouth curved. "Who told you to stay in your room?" 

"Zio Gino." Sophie looked as pathetic as possible. 

Nicoletta laughed softly. "Maria Pia shall stay with you, and I will go talk to your zio.  Perhaps he will think you have been punished enough. But you must heed his warnings. I do not think i fantasmi guard the passageway, but certain traps in there can endanger your life. You must promise me you will never go in there again." 

Sophie nodded vigorously, willing to promise Nicoletta anything at all. 

"Dry your tears,  bambina.  I will get you out of your prison." She ruffled the child's hair and beckoned Maria Pia into the room to comfort Sophie while she was gone. 

Nicoletta hurried back along the hall, making a little face at the two guards who seemed so amused by her antics. "Wagering is sinful," she reminded them haughtily, but neither looked in the least repentant that she knew what they had been about. Instead, both openly grinned at her. 

Outside the don's study, she hesitated, her courage suddenly faltering. She was interrupting his work, intruding on his time. She was all at once unsure of herself. Don Scarletti had been more than kind to her, but he had a certain reputation, and Nicoletta wasn't blind to the fact that he was a powerful man. He had probably earned that reputation many times over. She bit her lip in an agony of indecision. She couldn't very well encourage Sophie to defy her uncle and leave her room without permission. Her bare foot tapped out a rhythm of nerves on the tiled floor. He had already been interrupted once, leaving his important visitor to rescue her from the passage. 

She glanced over her shoulder at the guards. They were whispering together, no doubt making another wager on what her actions would be. She rapped on the door quickly before she completely lost her nerve, glaring at the guards as she did so. The same soldier had to hand over his losses. She raised an eyebrow at him. "One would think you would have learned the first time." 

He burst out laughing. Giovanni opened the door to find Nicoletta sharing the merriment with her two guards. He sighed heavily and wrapped his palm around the nape of her neck as he moved out into the corridor, closing the door to his study behind him, obviously to afford his visitor privacy and anonymity. 

His thumbs tipped her face up to his. "Once again I find you without your chaperone,  cara mia.  Did you run away from Signorina Sigmora again? How is it you manage to elude her? She looks quite capable to me." 

That faint betraying shiver began again, from deep within her. She glanced at the guards. They were no help, moving away to give the don privacy in dealing with his errant bride-to-be. Giovanni urged her closer to the hard strength of his body. "You have misplaced your shoes again, I see. What is so urgent, piccola,  that you would dare Il Demonio in his lair?" His thumb was feathering along the delicate line of her jaw to linger over her frantically beating pulse. 

Her dark eyes were enormous as she looked up at him. "I do not think of you as Il Demonio,"  she denied. 

He raised an elegant eyebrow at her. "Is that so?" 
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"I might have before I met you," she conceded reluctantly, unfailingly truthful. 

His eyes gleamed at her, a wicked amusement dancing in their black depths. "I may have become one since I met you," he answered her suggestively. 

She frowned at him. "I think you like to scare me with your wickedness, Don Scarletti, but in truth, I am not so easily frightened." It was the truth. No one else seemed to frighten her quite the way he did. "I… I have a need to speak with you… about your order to have your men taste my food and drink. I would not wish anyone to become ill on my account," she ventured, hesitant to bring down his wrath on little Sophie, preferring that he spend it on her first. 

Giovanni shook his head gravely. "I will not rescind my order,  cara mia,  not even to please you. But you knew that. I suspect you had another reason to seek me out." 

She regarded him steadily for a moment, tapping her foot nervously on the floor, considering how best to argue with him. He looked far too implacable. She sighed heavily. She didn't want to reduce Sophie's chances for freedom. But in any case, he was watching her with such unbelievable intensity, she wasn't certain she would be able to think clearly much longer. "I would like to take young Sophie with me into the courtyard. She is very sorry for her disobedience, and I have lectured her on the dangers of the passageway, although I think she could be given a demonstration from her zio Gino, as she respects him very much. In any case, I encouraged her to aid me.  She should not be punished." 

He stared down at her for so long, she thought she might melt. Nicoletta was mesmerized by the hot intensity in his gaze. She was very aware of his body, too, so close to hers that she could feel the heat of his skin. Again a current seemed to arc between them like a lightning bolt, sizzling and dancing until her skin was sensitive and ached with need. His gaze dropped to her mouth, and her body went weak. 

Butterfly wings brushed at her stomach; her body clenched, and heat pooled low within her. She honestly didn't know who moved first. 

His mouth fastened to hers, hot and exciting, sweeping her away with him. It was a dark promise, erotic, sensual, his tongue demanding her response rather than asking for it. She melted into him, boneless and pliant, her body molding to his, so that she felt his fierce arousal. Instead of pulling away as she should have, Nicoletta reveled in her power, wanting more, suddenly craving his dark secrets, aching with a need so strong she burned with it. Liquid fire. Molten heat. 

Her breasts swelled with desire, pushing into the heavy muscles of his body, straining for his touch. The thin material of her blouse seemed all at once too much of a barrier between them. Her mind was suddenly filled with images: her hands on his skin, his palm cupping her breast, his mouth blazing fire along her throat, lower, across bare skin to close, hot and moist, over her aching nipple. She wanted him more than she had ever wanted anything in her life. 

Giovanni lifted his head, his hand still curled around the nape of her neck, her body resting against his. "I need you, Nicoletta." His voice was husky and sensual.  "Dio!  I do not think I can wait one more night. 

Go take the child into the courtyard, and do not find any more trouble. Keep Signorina Sigmora with you at all times; she is your only protection." 

She could feel his strong body trembling with the effort to allow her to go. A good girl would have been appalled at his conduct, shocked and horrified at her own, but Nicoletta suspected she wasn't as good as Maria Pia would have liked. She wanted the don's hands on her body. She knew he wanted her. 

Nicoletta. Not any other. She made him nearly as weak with wanting as he made her. She smiled up at him, trying desperately to find a way to breathe. 
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He groaned softly. "You cannot do that,  piccola.  You cannot look at me with such trust and need in your eyes." He kissed the top of her head. "I am not to be trusted around you. Go find your worthless chaperone and insist she stay attached to your side." Giovanni carefully put her from him. "I promise I will impress Sophie sufficiently to stay out of the passageway. Now go while I still have some respect for myself." 

Nicoletta didn't dare look at the two guards. She knew they would have smirks on their faces, and at the moment she didn't care. She looked up at the don, and for the first time she touched his shadowed jaw with her fingertips, a small, almost tender caress. Her gaze moved over his face as if drinking him in. 

Giovanni shook his head and bent toward her so that his mouth was against her ear. "I think you may be the witch Margerita has named you, casting your spells to mesmerize a mere man." His breath warmed her skin and sent tiny shivers of flame dancing in her blood. 

For the first time, she wasn't afraid of the taunt. She turned her face so her lips moved tantalizingly against his. "I would not call you a 'mere man,' Don Scarletti, not ever." It was a brush of sinful, silken heat, their mouths touching as she whispered to him. Her body moved against his in restless need. Hot desire flared in his eyes, a firestorm of such intensity it robbed both of them of their ability to breathe. 

This time it was Nicoletta who moved away. She turned and walked slowly down the corridor, her hips swaying with feminine invitation. Don Scarletti could not be evil. It couldn't be so. No matter how many rumors flew about the palazzo and their don, she couldn't find it in her heart to believe him a murderer. 

Her head down, she wasn't looking where she was going, so she nearly jumped when someone grabbed her arm and yanked her into a small alcove. 

She landed against the wall and found herself staring up at the don's grandfather. He looked wilder than ever, his face twisted into a fierce scowl, his bushy brows drawn together into one frightening line. Over his shoulder she saw the two guards rushing forward. Hastily she shook her head at them, a warning to back away. They did so reluctantly, staying close enough to reach her should there be need. Their presence enabled her to relax in the old man's surprisingly strong grasp. 

"Signore Scarletti." She let her breath out slowly. "Is something wrong? Please tell me. I can see you are upset." 

He stared down at her. She could feel his body trembling with a terrible tension. "You must leave this place at once. Do not go near any of them. Any of us. Go while you still have your life!" His fingers bit into her arm. He even shook her slightly. "You are in danger. If you stay here, you will surely die!" He thrust her away from him and rushed off, swiping at the guards with his cane so that they hastily moved out of his reach. 

Nicoletta sagged against the wall, watching the old man as he hurried away. His voice had been hoarse with fear. He was warning her away from all the Scarletti men, even himself. What did that mean? Could she be so wrong about the don?  Was there a strain of madness running through the family? Two sides to the men? Angel and devil? She rubbed absently at the finger marks on her arm. Where did the man get such strength? She had noticed that the don seemed abnormally strong. Did that run in the family along with madness? 

One of the guards approached her solicitously. "Did he hurt you?" 

She shook her head. "He didn't mean me any harm. On the contrary, he was attempting to be nice." She Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

knew the older man had bruised her skin with his terrible grip, but he seemed desperate to make her believe him. 

"I must report this to the don, signorina." The guard spoke quietly, knowing she would object. "It is my duty." 

She wrung her hands. "Must you? He really did not hurt me. I do not want him to be reprimanded, and the don seems very…" She trailed off, searching for the correct words. 

"Protective of you," the guard supplied. "I will take care in the way I word my report." 

  "Grazie,"  Nicoletta responded, and she pushed away from the wall. More shaken by the encounter than she wanted to admit, she hastened along the corridor until she was safely in Sophie's room. 

The bedchamber was much like she remembered it but without the chandelier. In the light of day the room didn't seem quite so alarming. Nicoletta smiled at the waiting child. "Your zio Gino has said you may go to the courtyard with me,  bambina." 

Sophie's face lit up. "I knew you would get him to say I could go!" 

Nicoletta held out a hand to the child, carefully avoiding looking at Maria Pia. The older woman knew her very well and would know something had upset her. "I cannot wait to get outside, either." She tried to be enthusiastic, but she was suddenly afraid. 

The eldest Scarletti had succeeded in terrifying her. Nicoletta tried to keep her racing mind under control, but it seemed impossible. Her imagination was running wild as they made their way outside. The palazzo felt like a living, breathing entity, wholly evil to her. She didn't want to feel that way; she wanted to make it a home. 

"You are very quiet,  piccola"  Maria Pia said thoughtfully as they made their way outside. 

Nicoletta inhaled deeply, looking upward at the swirls of clouds drifting across the blue sky. No ominous birds circled above the maze. The wind brought her no message of an injury or illness. The tightness in her chest slowly began to ease. Cristano couldn't be dead or dying in the labyrinth, and, true to his word, Don Scarletti had soldiers moving through the tall hedges. She could hear their voices calling back and forth to one another. High up on the ramparts, several other men were using spyglasses in an attempt to peer down into the maze from above. 

"Well, it is my new sister-to-be." Vincente, along with Antonello, came through the corridor of green shrubs to make his way to Nicoletta. Both bowed politely, Vincente with elegance, Antonello stiffly, as if he was rarely in the company of ladies. 

Nicoletta smiled at them. "Have you two been searching for Cristano?" 

Antonello stirred uneasily. She watched the shadows chase across his face. He nodded, avoiding her eyes. Vincente shrugged casually. "I do not believe he is in the labyrinth. We would have found him by now. Gino's men are very thorough." 

Nicoletta agreed with him. She nodded toward the soldiers on the balcony high above them. "Has anyone told Margerita that Cristano is missing? She was on the balcony yesterday; I saw her. Possibly she spotted something from up high. She may have seen Cristano leave." She looked at Vincente. "She Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

might tell you if you ask her." She phrased her comment carefully so as not to offend. Margerita would be spiteful if Nicoletta asked her for information. Nicoletta had met other noblewomen like Margerita. They felt entitled to say or do anything to those of lower birth. 

Vincente's handsome features darkened visibly. His eyes glittered, for the first time reminding Nicoletta of his oldest brother. "If she saw anything and is withholding information to distress you, I will get it out of her," he promised. 

Antonello looked more uncomfortable than ever. "I will talk to her, Vincente," he said, his voice so low it was a mere thread of sound. "Portia's daughter can be stubborn as her madre." 

"She will do as I command, and certainly Portia will insist she cooperate," Vincente answered. "The young woman is far too indulged." 

"It is possible she saw nothing out of the ordinary, and perhaps she has not even heard of Cristano's absence," Nicoletta offered, fearing she had gotten the girl into trouble. 

"She has heard," Vincente said, frowning at her. He looked even more handsome with his frown. "Do not waste your pity on her, Nicoletta. Margerita lives to plague others. I will deal with her." 

Antonello sighed. "Do not distress yourself over Margerita, Nicoletta. I must concur with my brother. 

She is quite capable of withholding information just for spite. She does not want you here. She is young and spoiled and used to being the center of attention." He rubbed his nose thoughtfully, letting out his breath in a long sigh as if talking was a distressing business. 

Vincente nodded his agreement. "We have all spoiled her abominably. I am most careful with my daughter that she does not become like Margerita. At times I fear I go too far the other way." He looked fondly at his little girl, who was dancing in delight near an explosion of flowers. "I want her to be as good as she is beautiful, like her madre."  He choked on the word, and looked away quickly, but Nicoletta caught the sheen of tears in his eyes, and her heart went out to him. 

Antonello rested his hand briefly on his younger brother's shoulder. Vincente sighed and shook his head. 

"I rely on Portia's advice, but it is most difficult to resist Sophie's tears when she wants something dearly." 

Nicoletta bit down hard on her lower lip to prevent pointing out that Portia had failed to do a wonderful job of raising her own daughter. "What happened to Margerita's padre?"  she asked to change the subject. 

Antonello looked grief-stricken at the question. It was Vincente who answered. "Portia was raised with us here in palazzo as mio padre's,  ward. She is a distant cousin. Another cousin,  mio padre's brother's son, often lived here, too. He married Portia, and they had Margerita. He was very close to us, but he became ill and slowly wasted away. Portia never left his side, not for one moment. She nursed him herself, even fed him, but for all her care, she could not save him…" Vincente's voice trailed off. 

A chill seized Nicoletta, and she shivered violently. So much death in the palazzo. Why hadn't the village healer been called when a man was slowly wasting away? Her heart felt heavy, and she turned away from the Scarletti brothers. They both seemed so open and caring, yet she trusted neither of them. No one. A sense of danger was pressing down on her, the story not quite ringing true. Each time she looked directly at Antonello, his gaze slid away from hers. Vincente seemed just the opposite, meeting her gaze almost too boldly. 



Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Nicoletta studied Antonello. He was of the same build as the other two Scarletti brothers, tall and elegant, with sinewy muscles and eloquent black eyes. He looked a bit more rugged, although this time his clothes were immaculate. Her teeth bit down on her lip, and her eyes widened in sudden memory. 

Antonello's clothes, too, had been stained with blood when he came out of the labyrinth the day before! 

She remembered it clearly. He wore hunting clothes covered in dark stains, much like when she had found him all those months gone. She backed away from the two brothers, taking small, barely noticeable steps, but her skin had gone pale beneath its golden tone. 

Vincente turned to regard his brother steadily, obviously reading Nicoletta's transparent face. "You looked ill-used on coming home yesterday, Anton. What happened?" 

Antonello looked more uncomfortable than ever. He shrugged, again avoiding Nicoletta's eyes. "Gino sent me out on business, which took longer than expected. On the way home I hunted." 

Vincente quirked an eyebrow at his brother. "Up to your usual nonsense, secretly donating meat to the village widows and orphans. Antonello sees himself as the great savior of the oppressed." His voice was good-natured rather than sneering, but Nicoletta found herself blushing deep red. 

Nicoletta had been the recipient of fresh meat by an anonymous donor. Antonello certainly had been the one providing for her and Maria Pia. 

He frowned at his brother. "Sometimes it is in payment for services rendered, Vincente. The people give much to us. You do not appreciate all that they do." 

Vincente held up his hands in laughing surrender. "We have heard this dissertation on more than one occasion. I shall pass on another lecture." He bowed low toward Nicoletta, a teasing grin on his face. "I see Gino has been bitten by the famous Scarletti curse. Jealousy runs deep within our blood." He nodded toward the study and the man looking down from its windows upon the courtyard. 

Giovanni stood very still, his arms behind his back, watching everything with his dark, hawklike gaze. He remained motionless, although she could see beyond him into the shadows of the room that he was not alone. His visitor was gesturing as he talked, uselessly gesturing, as Giovanni was not looking at him. No doubt he was listening intently, though; Nicoletta couldn't imagine anything else. 

"It is a terrible curse upon us," Vincente explained. "You cannot blame him; our blood runs hot when it comes to our women. It is no small thing to capture and hold the attention of a Scarletti, but we love only once and suffer no other man near the beloved." The way he uttered the words, almost with menace, made her shiver. 

Nicoletta rubbed her bare arms. Antonello exclaimed softly and reached out to touch her upper arms. 

"You are bruised!" He looked up at his older brother standing motionless at the window. There was a gleam of something frightening in Antonello's eyes, something reminiscent of Giovanni himself. 

Vincente turned back from watching his daughter circling the largest fountain in the courtyard, skipping and singing happily. "Bruised? Who has marked your skin?" He, too, glanced up at his eldest brother. 

 "Dio!  I do not believe it of him. I will not believe it of him, no matter what the gossips whisper. He would not mistreat a woman. But you cannot play with his feelings," he cautioned Nicoletta sternly. "You must stay away from other men. Marks like that betray passion. Good or evil, but passion nonetheless." 

Nicoletta turned a vivid red, the color sweeping up her neck and into her face. Her eyes flashed at him. 

"How dare you accuse me of wanton behavior!" She gestured toward the guards. "I would not have a Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

chance even should I be so inclined." Her chin rose haughtily. "I take my leave of you, sirs." She dropped a cursory curtsey toward the two brothers and marched away, her back ramrod straight. Anger smoldered deep within her. That Vincente would accuse of her of such a thing and imply, like most men, that any flirtation was her fault! Marks of passion! Who would call bruises marks of passion? 

She stormed toward Maria Pia, her anger rising with every step. She wasn't satisfied with Antonello's explanation of the blood on his clothes; he had seemed far too evasive for her liking. And Vincente! He was arrogant and a true aristocratico in his attitude toward the people living on Scarletti lands. More than that, she couldn't forgive the fact that he had brought up the one subject she didn't want to think about. The one fear that was hovering on the edge of her consciousness. 

The Scarletti family curse. She had grown up hearing the whispered rumors of madness and jealousy. It was widely believed that Giovanni's grandfather had strangled his wife in a fit of jealous rage. Vincente had sounded very ominous, almost as if he were warning her, much in the same manner his grandfather had. A riddle for her to solve. And she needed to solve it. If she didn't, it could very well mean her life. 

"Little sister." Vincente bounded after her. "I ask forgiveness if you think I was charging you with ill behavior. No such thing. I wanted to counsel you in your behavior simply because you do not know the strange heat swirling in our Scarletti blood. I am only looking out for you and my brother." 

Nicoletta glanced over her shoulder at Antonello, who had remained very still. He was looking up at his older brother, still watching them so solemnly. "Don Scarletti did not bruise me in anger or in any other way. I think he would be insulted that you thought he might, as I am insulted that you thought another man had put those marks on me for the reason you implied. It was ungentlemanly and most unseemly of you, signore." 

"I meant only to serve you," Vincente replied, his dark eyes reproving as he bowed again. "Let us not quarrel, sister." 

She supposed it wasn't Vincente's fault that he had contributed to the one real fear she had of her marriage to the don. She had seen Giovanni's flashes of jealousy, felt the dark fury in her mind when he saw her with other men, even his own brothers. 

It was entirely possible that a madness ran deep within the blood of the Scarlettis, just as Vincente and old Signore Scarletti had warned. One caution she might ignore, but she would be foolish to ignore both. 

She raised her chin and turned to look up at the windows where Giovanni stood. 

Across the distance their eyes met, hers troubled and filled with trepidation, his fathomless, impossible to read. On the morrow her life would be tied to his for all time. She would live in the palazzo amid the sinister artwork and the watching eyes, surrounded by enemies and never knowing who they were or why they hated her. 

Nicoletta turned and looked at the great maze with its twists and turns. It reminded her of the path she had been set on, with dead ends at every turn and no safe way out. She needed the comfort of Maria Pia and Sophie. She walked the remaining distance to the older woman and put her arms around her. 

Maria Pia knew immediately what she needed and hugged her tightly without saying a word. Sophie, too, sensed she needed comfort and stopped playing to run over and wrap her arms securely around Nicoletta's legs. 
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Chapter Twelve

Nicoletta returned to her villaggio early on the morning of her wedding. Several guards, rugged men with hard faces, escorted her, determined to do as their don commanded. Sophie had cried great, rolling tears at being separated from Nicoletta, even temporarily but she was refused permission to accompany Nicoletta to the village. The child had slept securely in Nicoletta's room, undisturbed by any whispering voices that might have been murmuring in her old bedchamber. 

Nicoletta inhaled the wind, the fresh air flowing off the mountains. The feeling of freedom was tremendous. "I feel as if I can breathe again," she confided to Maria Pia. 

"I know what you mean," the older woman agreed. Her expression was grave. "Once you are wed to the don, I will not be able to stay in the palazzo. This night will be my last night to attend you as chaperone, but then I will be useless and forced to leave." 

Nicoletta put her arms around the other woman. "You are my famiglia.  I do not want you in danger. I want to be with you, too, but I do not want you where evil stalks the halls and haunts the bedchambers. 

Something is not right at the palazzo,  and until I am able to ascertain what is going on, I do not want your life at risk." She was very firm. 

Maria Pia shrugged her thin shoulders. "There is safety in numbers. I would prefer that I remain in the palazzo." She ducked her head to hide the sudden sheen of tears in her eyes. "I will be very lonely without you." 

"I have been trying to think of a solution for Sophie's fears," Nicoletta answered thoughtfully. She waved at the girls in the villaggio who were awaiting their arrival. "I will have my own bedchamber, of course, and I expect Sophie will sneak in often, but I would prefer that someone sleep in her room with her on a nightly basis. She has heard ominous whispers in her room…" 

"That is nonsense." Maria Pia tried to shush her. "There is talk among the servants that the child is hearing voices as her madre did before her. It is in her blood." She hesitated for a moment. "Some say it is the Scarletti curse that the women go insane and must be locked in the tower, or that the Scarletti men become furiously jealous and murder their wives." She repeated the ominous rumors in a voice of doom. 

"I am not insane, Maria Pia, and I heard the whispers in young Sophie's chamber the night the chandelier fell. You were asleep, but I heard them with her. Those voices are real, not her imagination. I think the child is in danger, but I do not know why. No one will believe her." Nicoletta turned the full power of her solemn eyes on the older woman. "She has great need of us, if you are willing to risk the danger." 

Maria Pia had only enough time to nod in agreement before they were engulfed by the young, laughing women who bore them off to the community bath. The men had the other side of the bathhouse, separated by the long meeting hall where local festivities were often held. Thick stone formed the large communal tub filled with collected rainwater. It was cold and invigorating, and the women laughed and gossiped, teasing Nicoletta unmercifully. 

The sky was a brilliant blue, the breeze coming off the sea steady and cool. Dark clouds were drifting in from out over the bay, but the puffs were flowing slowly, as if they were lazy and not certain they wanted to move inland. The birds sang to one another cheerfully, and the trees swayed gently to the tune. 

Nicoletta tried hard to join in the merriment, knowing it was all in her honor, but a terrible dread was Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

seizing her, shadowing what should have been the most memorable occasion in her life. Her natural trepidation of what happened between a husband and wife was not eased by the teasing; the sexual innuendoes only heightened her fear of what was to come. 

While they dressed her hair and body, Nicoletta stared at the beckoning hills, wanting desperately to run for safety. The hills were so close. It wouldn't take her long to visit her beautiful garden, to tend her plants for just an hour or two to escape the stares and the laughter and whispers while the women gossiped behind her back. She could hear two of the girls spitefully discussing the Scarletti curse and even speculating if Nicoletta would live out the year. Angry that they were not picked as the don's bride, they made certain Nicoletta overheard their remarks. 

She knew they didn't really believe she was in danger. Giovanni Scarletti was handsome and rich and powerful. The money and position were all the women thought or cared about. But Nicoletta knew there was danger at the palazzo, an evil that would swallow her as it had so many before her if she did not discover its identity. 

She held out her arms obediently as they clad her in the exquisite white gown the don's dressmakers had created. The girls gasped in admiration. None of them had ever seen such a magnificent garment. 

Nicoletta kept her mind on the hills. On freedom. On the wind and the sea. 

  My bride cannot run on our wedding day.  The voice came out of nowhere. Soft, like a caress. The sound of Giovanni's voice brushed seductively at the walls of her mind, turning her heart over. It was frightening how he could do that. It was not simply his voice that disturbed her in her mind, although that was intimate and comforting at times. It was also the way he could so easily melt her bones and heat her blood and make her feel things she was terrified of feeling. 

He made her vulnerable and out of control. Nicoletta twisted her fingers together nervously. His voice came again, inviting laughter this time.  Are they teasing you about our wedding night? Deliberately trying to frighten you with the details? You are safe with me,  cara,  completely safe. 

Was she safe with him? Would she ever be safe again once she was tied to him? Nicoletta didn't know. 

She could feel only the terrible dread in her heart, the foreboding, the sense of something malevolent crouching in wait like the gargoyles perched atop the palazzo. Waiting. Watching. Biding their time. 

"Nicoletta, you have gone very pale," Maria Pia said. "Are you ill,  bambina?" 

Before Nicoletta could voice her fears, Ketsia rushed over to her, arms filled with crowns of flowers for the young women to don. "You look so beautiful, Nicoletta, the most beautiful bride ever!" 

Nicoletta managed a small smile as she looked at the child. Ketsia's face was filled with joy and excitement, her eyes sparkling in anticipation. The women were all in their finest gowns, clean and fresh with flowers in their hair. Ketsia flung out her arms in her exuberance. "Everyone is so beautiful today." 

Nicoletta's smile touched her eyes. Who could resist Ketsia's genuine joy? 

Ketsia touched the wedding gown timidly. She had never seen anything like it. "You look like a princess, Nicoletta," she said in awe. 

Nicoletta held up the long skirts of her dress to reveal her bare feet. "I have forgotten something important." Her delicate eyebrow arched, and her long lashes fluttered. "Do you think you could help me find my sandals?" 
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Ketsia giggled, her young voice lifting Nicoletta's spirits considerably. "You have beautiful shoes now, Nicoletta. You must wear them when you are wed to the Don." 

"I was thinking that my gown is long enough that no one will know I am barefoot, Ketsia." 

Ketsia shook her head decisively. "Don Scarletti will know. He told Sophie and me to make certain you remembered your shoes. I think he will inspect to make sure they are on your feet." 

Nicoletta did her best to look serious. "So you think it will be of great importance to him?" 

"Oh, yes, Nicoletta. The don pays attention to every detail. He would surely notice." 

Nicoletta wanted the comfort of Giovanni's voice. It made her uneasy that she needed to hear him, to feel his touch brushing at the walls of her mind. 

Maria Pia was watching her closely. Nicoletta made an effort to smile at her, to hide the uneasy feeling that once again gripped her. She glanced up at the sky, at the dark clouds drifting in from the sea, at the trees swaying gently in the breeze. Suddenly she froze, her heart nearly stopping as she spotted the raven sitting high in the branches some distance away, its round, beady eyes watching her. Sunlight gleamed off the shiny feathers of its back, and when it saw it had her attention, it opened its beak and uttered a single squawk of warning. 

Nicoletta's heart began to beat hard and fast. She had known, without the presence of the bird, that trouble was looming over her, a dark, sinister premonition she couldn't overcome. No matter how hard she tried to join in the merriment surrounding her, that shadow deep within her portended danger. 

"He is coming, he is coming!" The announcement resounded from every corner of the villaggio.  "Don Scarletti is coming!" 

Laughter and voices were raised all around Nicoletta, a panic of excitement. The villagers rushed from all directions to join the wedding party as it began to make its way toward the cathedral. 

Maria Pia gasped and tugged at Nicoletta's arm.  "Presto bambina!  He cannot see you. It is bad luck." 

She quickly crossed herself and blessed Nicoletta before dragging her toward the covered coach that would transport them to the cathedral. 

Ketsia ran beside them. "Her shoes, Signorina Sigmora! She must have her shoes!" 

"I have them, Ketsia," Maria Pia reassured the girl. "I was taking no chances this time. You look quite wonderful today in your new gown." 

Nicoletta really looked at the child and was instantly ashamed of her own preoccupation. Ketsia wore a beautiful garment, one obviously made at the don's command. It must have been thrilling for young Ketsia to have been singled out for such special treatment. "You look absolutely beautiful, Ketsia," she said sincerely. Nicoletta reached out and adjusted the crown of flowers on the child's head. "I am honored that you are to aid me this day.  Grazie." 

Ketsia beamed at the compliment. "She must wear her veil so he cannot see her face before the ceremony," she said very solemnly in her most grown-up voice. "You will see to it, Signora Sigmora?" 
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Maria Pia nodded her agreement as Ketsia hurried on ahead and Nicoletta carefully dusted off her feet before slipping the shoes onto her feet. She arranged the veil over Nicoletta's face and dropped the heavy curtains to close off the interior of the coach to prying eyes. 

Nicoletta entwined her fingers tightly in her lap as the driver shut the door, leaving her alone with Maria Pia. Her heart seemed to be beating loudly in her ears, like the warning rhythm of a drum. She sat quietly with her head bowed, trying desperately to pray, to reach for the good Madonna as Maria Pia so often instructed her to do in times of crisis. The air in the coach seemed to be swallowed up, leaving her nothing to breathe. 

  You are not riding to your doom,  piccola,  only to your husband. Am I so terrible that your fear must choke both of us?  The masculine voice was husky, sensuous in her mind. She could feel a peculiar warmth seeping into the cold in the pit of her stomach. It moved through her like a drifting cloud, warming her bit by bit. 

  You are holding your breath again. Do you think your husband is as cursed as your friends are telling you?  Cara mia—a note of amusement crept into the sensual timbre of his voice— if I was intending to strangle you, I would have done so when you forced me to chase you down in the hills in the cold of the night.  He was blatantly inviting her to share his amusement at the rumors others whispered about him. About his family. 

The motion of the coach jolted her thoughts, which stuck in her mind like a dagger. His family. Someone had strangled his grandmother. The woman was dead by a man's hand, and no one had been held accountable. Nicoletta's own mother and aunt had died brutally in the Palazzo delta Morte.  And what of Vincente's young wife, Angelita? Almost no one spoke of her death. Portia's husband had died of a wasting illness, yet the healer had not been called to the palazzo. The wind seemed to increase a bit in vehemence as if reflecting her thoughts, buffeting the coach and whistling insistently. 

Why hadn't Giovanni Scarletti felt the evil stalking his home? Even Maria Pia could feel it, and she did not have an ounce of "different" blood running in her veins. 

  Why would you think I have not felt it?  There was no laughter this time in the voice, no sinful temptation. He sounded more serious than he ever had.  I have felt it for more than half my life. It is something we have no choice but to endure. 

Endure? Nicoletta was nearly thrown off her seat when the coach abruptly stopped. At once her heart began pounding again. She would have to endure whatever her husband commanded. Once she was bound to him, he owned her body and soul. Her hand flew to the door fastening of the coach, almost of its own volition. 

Soft laughter echoed in her mind.  I am right beside the coach atop my steed,  piccola.  Do you think to outrun us in your finery? I should have to carry you back in a most "unseemly" manner.  Once again his voice was sensual, a teasing invitation to join him in the deliberate intimacy of his mind meld. 

Nicoletta subsided against the seat. She would not be foolish enough to run like a rabbit and provide sport for his soldiers. She could just picture the members of his elite guard wagering on whether she would attempt to escape her fate. She closed her eyes and centered her thoughts on Giovanni, holding onto her memories of him like a boat to an anchor. He was gentle with her. He was kind to Sophie and Ketsia. She held onto those thoughts, held them close to her. 

When the coach door was finally opened, she was helped down by a guard she recognized immediately Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

as one of her usual escorts. She had heard him called Francesco. Nicoletta smiled wanly as he bowed courteously. He felt her trembling as he locked his fingers around hers. "It is a good day for it," he whispered in encouragement. 

She had been waiting for some time locked in the confines of the coach, and it felt good to stand and stretch her legs. As she lifted her veiled face, through the lace she could see the dark clouds directly overhead. Although they had drifted in slowly, they were now gathering over the church, coming to a standstill there as if the wind had suddenly ceased. Nicoletta's fingers tightened around the guard's, a small sound of distress escaping her throat. Perched upon the very peak of the archway of the cathedral was the raven. 

The guard looked at the gathering clouds, then leaned close to Nicoletta. "I have wagered my pay on your courage." His voice was barely audible over the soft stomping of the restless horses. "Some say you do not have the heart to walk beside our don, but I know that you do." Very carefully he helped her over the uneven ground and through the throng of waiting villagers toward the marble steps of the church. 

Nicoletta was grateful for his support. It was difficult to think, even to breathe with the eyes of so many people on her, though most were well-wishers and friends. She straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin. The entire villaggio was lining the walkway to the cathedral, the girls in their finery pressing close, the men waving and wishing her well. Some she didn't recognize, their faces blurring together, and she was afraid she might succumb to the vapors. 

Once again Francesco saved her. "If you do not make it all the way through the ceremony, my famiglia will not eat for a long time. Courage." 

Nicoletta wanted to laugh at his nonsense, but too many people surrounded them, and fear was choking her. Still, his words bolstered her enough to reach her waiting attendants. "We cannot have your family starve over your lost wagers," she murmured without looking at him. She was staring into the yawning cavern of the Holy Church, her heart pounding so hard she was afraid it would jump right out of her body. Ketsia was waiting, hand in hand with Sophie, to fall in behind her as she ascended the wide stairs. 

Ahead of her, with the double doors of the cathedral wide open and the interior so deeply shadowed, the multitude seemed huge, indistinguishable as individuals. They were the aristocrazia,  filling the pews while her people stood outside. Nicoletta walked as if in a dream, one foot in front of the other up the stairs toward a fate she had no hope of escaping. 

She was in the cathedral now, yet she didn't see the ornate sculptures, the archways, the tall stained-glass windows. She saw him.  Don Scarletti. He stood waiting at the altar, overwhelming the enormous church with his presence. He was turned toward her, and through the veil of lace, their gazes locked. He was tall and handsome dressed in his elegant clothes. His shoulders were wider than she remembered, his arms and chest thicker. The aura of power that clung to him seemed to fill the enormous cathedral so that there was only the don. 

His implacable gaze compelled her forward. She had no choice. He was mesmerizing her into obedience. She walked toward him to the drumbeat of her terrified heart. There was a strange hush in the cathedral, as if a shroud of silence had descended, not in reverence but in horrified anticipation. The sound of the wind penetrated, a sudden slashing at the windows. Outside a wail arose from the crowd as the wind bit at them, an unexpected assault, piercing and cold. The wind rose in a mournful howl and rushed through the church, an icy, swirling omen of disaster. 
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shutting out Nicoletta's villagers as well. They couldn't shut out the sound, however, as the windows rattled and the building seemed to quiver under the attack. Giovanni remained still, his gaze fixed on Nicoletta's so that she could only stare back into his eyes, captured there, held prisoner. Even as nature protested their union, she was compelled to continue forward. 

The earth rolled then, a wave beneath their feet, a ripple of protest felt throughout the church. A collective gasp went up, and several women began to cry. Nicoletta felt then as if the ground were striving to break the don's unholy spell over her. She faltered, but she couldn't look away from his gleaming black gaze. He did look a predator, intent on his prey, staring fixedly, with a demand as old as time. 

Giovanni moved then, gliding in his deceptively casual way toward Nicoletta. That simple ripple of his power surged through the cathedral, controlled the crowd, and stopped the hysteria, a measure of his utter domination. His gaze never left Nicoletta's face; rather it intensified. He strode the short remaining distance to her side and took her ice-cold hand. Still holding her gaze, he brought her fingers to the warmth of his lips, then tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow and walked her to the altar and the waiting priest. 

The ceremony was long, the scents of the precious incense and the chant of ancient Latin reassuring. 

Nicoletta knelt with the don, bowing her head as the ritual continued. All the while the wind raged at the cathedral in a frenzy to get in. All the while she felt the venomous stares of her enemies boring into her back. She was in a holy place, yet something or someone was plotting unspeakable evil to punish her audacity for daring to join in marriage to the don. 

The heavens opened and poured a savage fury of windswept rain over the cathedral as the holy father performed the vows binding her to Giovanni Scarletti. Wind howled and gnashed at the windows, and the deluge pounded the roof and sides of the building. The earth had ceased trembling, but lightning zigzagged across the sky, arcing from black cloud to black cloud, and thunder reverberated so loudly that the church shook. 

As the cathedral shuddered under the storm's wild fury, the priest stammered, his voice trailing off, unable to proclaim the couple wed. His hands trembled visibly, and he glanced in fright at the rattling windows. The rain was pelting the stained glass in a pounding flood. The large crowd whispered of unholy practices, crossing themselves and kissing the crucifixes hanging around their necks. No one dared use the term Il Demonio,  but that unspoken whisper was the loudest. Giovanni Scarletti stirred then—a ripple of movement, no more—but it was clearly a movement of aggression, of pure menace. 

The whispers ceased instantly, and the priest made the sign of the cross several times, sprinkling holy water over the couple for good measure. 

Nicoletta kept her head bowed, forcing her breath in and out. No one could save her, not the good Madonna and not the holy father. Even the wind and rain protested their marriage, slashing at the church in rage. Nicoletta was acutely aware of the man beside her. His strength. His power. The heat of his body. The way his mind was so intimately bound to hers. Her fingers were tangled with his, his thumb feathering along her inner wrist, a silent encouragement with nature's fury shunning their union. She tried to pray, tried to ask for help to defeat the don's mesmerizing spell over her, but, in truth, she wasn't certain she wanted to be free of him. 

The priest blessed the small gold ring lying in the middle of his open book of Scripture. He held it out to the don. Those in attendance saw the holy father's hand shake so badly that Don Scarletti had to steady it as he took the tiny golden circle. Nicoletta closed her eyes as the band of his ownership encircled her finger. Lightning struck, ricocheting down the tower so that for one terrible moment the sky seemed to Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

rain fire. Again the priest froze, indecisive, his voice wavering. The don's black gaze gleamed almost eerily in the flashes of lightning. 

Looking warily at the rain pelting the windows and then at the elite guards standing shoulder to shoulder at the rear of the church, the holy father pronounced them wed and raised his hand to bless their marriage. Lightning ripped the sky apart, lighting the cathedral, throwing strange, colored shadows to dance grotesquely across the wall. Thunder shook, drowning out anything the priest might be saying. 

Giovanni never faltered, lifting Nicoletta's veil and bending his head to hers. 

"You are very brave,  piccola"  he whispered against her lips. Then he gently kissed her upturned mouth, a mere feathering of his lips over hers. He caught her firmly to him, pulling her beneath the protection of his shoulder. "At last you are my wife, Nicoletta Scarletti," he pronounced, a wealth of purring satisfaction in his voice. 

Nicoletta remained silent, afraid of her own voice, afraid she would make a fool of herself if she attempted to speak. It seemed a dream, a nightmare she was trapped in. She went with Giovanni, moving down the aisle while the guards pushed open the doors and hastily erected a canopy to shelter the couple from the fury of the storm. The drenched, frightened villagers had long since fled, only a few stragglers glancing back over their shoulders as Giovanni swept her into his arms, striding with sure, long steps to the coach. 

He placed her gently onto the seat and climbed up to sit beside her. The door closed, and they were alone. "Nicoletta"—his voice was low, a drawling caress—"are you ever going to look at me?" 

She could feel his voice whispering over her skin. Nicoletta stole a quick glance at him, then turned away from his brooding good looks. The storm was now sweeping away from the cathedral, moving inland to scatter over the mountains. 

"Nicoletta, look at me." His voice was quiet, even gentle, but it was a command nonetheless. 

She turned her head, long lashes sweeping upward, her dark eyes enormous in her face. "It has been much more difficult than I expected today." Her voice was a mere thread of sound, so low he could barely catch the words. 

"I do not know if I have the courage to face the revelers at the palazzo." 

"It is a storm,  cara mia,  a violent storm like all the others that come from the sea. The earth chose that moment to tremble, as it has done in the past. These things occur often. They are natural, not the superstitious nonsense of monsters arising from the seas to walk the land as some teach the children to believe. Or worse, that the heavens were protesting our union because either you are a witch or I il diavolo.  I know you are not a witch, Nicoletta, although you have cast your spell over me as none other ever could. And surely you do not believe I am in league with il diavolo.  How could I enter the cathedral unharmed? How could I take the crucifix into my hand, drink the sacramental wine, or have holy water splashed over me?" His voice was extremely gentle but with a slight edge of mocking amusement to it. 

Nicoletta glanced up again, a quick reprimand of his irreverence while she twisted at the unfamiliar band of gold circling her finger. "How is it you can talk to me in my mind?" 

"Is it so terrible a sin?" he countered. 

"I do not know if it is a sin. Everything else seems to be." The words slipped out, and she hastily bit Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

down on her lower lip to prevent any further blasphemous statements. 

Giovanni burst out laughing. "You are right, according to Maria Pia Sigmora. But I do not think of my ability that way. I was simply born with it.  Mia madre was a bit frightened by it and warned me never to reveal it to others. How is it you can heal the way you do? I felt the curative warmth in your touch; that's no ordinary talent, either." 

"I was born with it also," she said. A small smile found its way to her mouth. 

"Have no fear of the revelers, Nicoletta," he said softly, taking her hand in an effort stop her trembling. "I will not leave your side." 

  "You frighten me much, good signore," she admitted, her irrepressible laughter bubbling to the surface. 

He caught her chin in his hand and forced her to look up at him. "You are such an innocent,  piccola,  and I may be damned for forcing my will upon you, but, in truth, I had no choice." This time the edge to his voice made her shiver. His black eyes were filled with a hungry intensity he didn't try to conceal from her. 

She wrenched her chin out of his palm, her own dark eyes smoldering. "I do not believe you, Don Scarletti. One such as you always has a choice. You are the law, life or death to those of us who live in the village.  You took away my choice." 

"Better me than some rude peasant boy," he retaliated. 

The flames of battle leapt into her eyes. "It might have occurred to you that I wanted no man. That I was perfectly happy without one." 

His laughter was low and taunting. "You cannot be so naive that you would think some man would not eventually come along and take you." 

"I had learned to hide myself. My people did not speak of me to outsiders." 

"I heard of your beauty long before I ever laid eyes upon you." He stretched out his long legs, idly complaining, "These coaches are an uncomfortable means of transportation." 

"Did you hear that I was… different?" she asked. 

He glanced at her stiff face, her trembling mouth. With a soft sigh, he took her hand in his. "If you are'different,'  cara mia,  then so am I. I know we belong together. I have seen the welcome changes in my home already. Your stay has been short, yet your influence reaches wide. You say I had a choice. I say, if my people are to survive, I did not." 

"You made young Sophie and Ketsia very happy today," Nicoletta said, deciding on a truce. "Thank you for thinking to have a special gown made for Ketsia." She knew Portia had not seen to that particular detail. 

"I saw only you in the church," he admitted, "but I will make certain I give the girls my compliments at the festivities." 

"Do you know if any others have the ability to send their voices into people's minds?" Nicoletta asked, curious. 
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"My brother Antonello is adept at it. My nonno, too, carries this talent, it is in our bloodline. Still, my padre could not do such a thing; indeed, he was angry that his sons could and thought it most blasphemous." 

"What of Vincente?" 

Giovanni nodded. "Of course. But he is not as adept as Antonello, and he rarely uses the ability. 

Antonello is my most valued emissary to foreign lands, and it is of great use to us to speak silently when no other can hear. And even over a great distance, I can feel if he is in danger. Vincente, on the other hand, is rarely in danger, unless it is from the overly avid attentions of some young lady. Since the death of his wife, there are many who hope to be chosen his new bride. I thought he might look to Portia—they are oft together—but he is still grieving." 

"Your brother once said that the Scarletti men love only once," Nicoletta said: trembling as she recalled the ominous sensation that had accompanied his pronouncement. Then she thought to add, "Little Sophie hears voices at night, and she is very afraid. She is not making it up, though Vincente and Portia and Margarita claim it is so, or that she is going mad. I have heard the voices, too. I believe she is in danger. 

She said her madre heard the voices, and some named her mad." 

Giovanni shook his head. "It is a sad tale, Nicoletta. Angelita was so in love with Vincente, they stared longingly at one another for hours when first they married. But she changed very quickly. She would stay in her room for days on end, not allowing anyone in but Vincente. He would care for her, bring her meals, and entertain her. She wanted only him. He worried for her, took her traveling, tried many things, but she became nearly a recluse. In desperation he decided they must have a child." He fell silent, and the coach swayed and jolted over the narrow passage toward the palazzo. 

"It did not help," she guessed. 

Giovanni sighed softly. "No, it did not help. Vincente devoted himself to Angelita, would almost never leave her side, but she refused to come out of her room and eventually would not see even Sophie, her child. I was afraid for my brother. The laughter had gone out of him. He rarely would look at his daughter, as if he might blame her for her madre 's condition. I sent him on an errand, a small one. He was gone overnight, no more, but in Angelita's demented mind, she thought he had deserted her." 

Nicoletta stared up at him, horrified by the story. 

"She was found dead that evening when the maid took her supper. She had hanged herself. You are entrusted with this information as a member of the famiglia.  Vincente would be beside himself if it got out. Once again the Scarletti curse held true." His black gaze moved broodingly over her face. "That is why you will have guards with you at all times. I will not find your dead body somewhere as nearly every male member of my famiglia has." He spoke the words sternly, a command she dared not contest. "They will taste your food and drink, and they will watch over you when I cannot. You will not have a separate bedchamber but share my own with me." 

Nicoletta gasped. "I must have my own bedchamber to retreat to at times." 

"You will not." 

"What of Sophie? I was going to allow her to share my bed." 
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His white teeth flashed, and for one moment amusement lit the dark obsidian of his eyes so that they gleamed mischievously like those of a boy. "You will be much too busy sharing your bed with your husband, not a child." 

His voice was low and husky, and his gaze moved hotly over her body. 

"You look like a hungry wolf," she chastised. In truth, his bold gaze sent flames licking along her skin until she burned for him. Nicoletta looked away from him to hide her reaction. "What about the child? 

Perhaps Maria Pia could live at the palazzo and stay with Sophie at night." 

"That is what you wish,  cara mia ?" 

The sensual note in his voice melted her, and she leaned into him, boneless and pliant. She nodded helplessly, staring up at him with enormous eyes. 

His fingers spanned her throat, his palm brushing lower to lightly feather over her breasts through the material of her gown. She felt a jolt deep within her, and hot, molten liquid surged through her body in an unexpected ache. "You remember what I have said,  piccola.  I will not lose my wife to the Scarletti curse." 

The coach jolted to an abrupt stop, throwing Nicoletta hard against him. "I will not die by my own hand, if that is what you fear. Do you believe so much misfortune heaped upon one famiglia is fate, or do you think mortal hands are involved in such doings?" 

The guard opened the door to the coach, letting in light and rain. The don didn't move, his face carved from stone. He looked all at once menacing, invincible, implacable. "I do not know, Nicoletta, but I swear by all I hold holy, whatever it is, it shall not take you from me." He stepped out of the carriage with his easy grace and reached for her, not allowing her dress to touch the rain-wet walkway. Uncaring of propriety, he cradled her against his chest as he moved quickly up the steps and entered the great hall to join the revelers. 

Nicoletta passed the next few hours in a dreamlike manner. She was aware of the don keeping his word and sending for Maria Pia. He bowed low over Sophie's hand and murmured magnificent compliments to Ketsia. He remained always close to Nicoletta, his hand on her possessively so that it seemed to burn his brand into her skin right through her gown. 

At some point she became aware of the byplay between Antonello and her new husband, some political undertone in the room of dancers she did not understand. She knew few of those attending the celebration. Most were members of the other great houses and representatives from court. But something else was brewing, something that Giovanni often conversed mind-to-mind with his middle brother about. 

She knew they were talking often, the don giving orders to his brother. 

Giovanni took her onto the dance floor and whirled her close to him, yet even as their bodies touched, she knew his mind was with Antonello's. Something was amiss. Something they both were wary over. As hard as she tried, she couldn't touch Giovanni's mind and learn the truth. 

Vincente danced with her briefly, evidently a poignant moment for him, reminding him of his own wedding to his late, beloved Angelita, as he moved stiffly with her under his brother's watchful gaze. It was the first time since arriving at the palazzo that she seemed to command Giovanni's full attention, and immediately she was uncomfortably aware of Vincente's hands on her body, his hard frame occasionally brushing hers. It made her feel tense and awkward, but when she looked up at him, Vincente was staring Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

over her shoulder, his mind far away, tears visible in his dark, haunted eyes. 

Giovanni rescued his youngest brother, gliding to his side and gently removing Nicoletta from his grasp. 

He put an arm around both of them and walked them back into the shadows, where Vincente could get his emotions under control. 

Giovanni bent close to Nicoletta, his mouth pressed close to her ear. "I think I have managed to do my duty by my guests. I now want only to be alone with my wife. Let us retire to the bedchamber, as they will continue here long into the night, and I have other, much more pleasurable pursuits in mind for us." 






Chapter Thirteen

Nicoletta stood in the middle of the huge bedchamber not certain exactly what to do. Her attendants had left her to face her bridegroom by herself. Her long hair was unbound and spilling down her back in waves of blue-black silk. Her nightshift was clinging to her every curve. She stood in her bare feet on the cold tile and looked in awe at the enormous room. She had never seen anything so amazing. The don's chamber was far larger than the entire hut she had shared with Maria Pia. 

Her belongings, including her new gowns, were in his huge wardrobe, along with several pairs of shoes that could only have been made for her. She noticed a number of heavy doors aside from the one leading to the corridor, but she was too nervous to explore. Nicoletta padded on her bare feet to the windows facing the sea. The room was warm with the flames roaring in the hearth, yet she shivered. Outside, the sun had long since given up its fight to light the sky, succumbing to dark clouds and ferocious rain. The thunder and lightning had passed inland but left behind the steady droplets drumming against the palazzo. 

The door behind her closed softly, and Nicoletta whirled around, her hand protectively flying to her throat. 

Giovanni stood watching her through half-closed eyes, leaning one hip lazily against the far wall. "Have you noticed that this room lacks most of the unappealing artwork?" he asked. Straightening slowly, he raked a hand through his wavy black hair, tousling it even more than usual. He pulled off his boots and stockings, then kicked them aside. It seemed more intimate than ever to see him with bare feet in their bedchamber. 

He looked almost weary, as though the facade he presented to the rest of the world did not hold up in the privacy of his inner sanctum. His face looked shadowed, lines etched around his mouth. Nicoletta had a sudden, inexplicable desire to smooth those tiny lines away. Instead, she nodded, thankful he was willing to wait a few moments before pouncing on her. "I did notice that. It's a bit of a relief." Afraid she may have inadvertently hurt his feelings, she smiled at him to take the sting out of her words. "But there is some wonderful artwork in the palazzo." She moved away from the windows and the view of the foaming sea to shrink back into the shadows. 

He came farther into the room, gliding in his silent way to the opposite side of the bedstead. Nicoletta relaxed visibly with the enormous width of the canopied bed between them, so big it almost looked like a separate room. 

Giovanni slid the jacket from his broad shoulders and slung it carelessly onto a chair. His black gaze slid over her again. She thought she saw raw hunger glittering deep in his eyes before he turned his attention to his shirt. Nicoletta swallowed hard and tried to look away from him, but his movements were Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

mesmerizing. She watched as he shrugged out of his outer shirt to let it fall after his jacket onto the chair. 

Her fear tasted oddly like anticipation in her mouth. Her heart was beating hard, and butterflies were rampaging in her stomach. "I must ask you something." She lifted her chin slightly to give herself the necessary courage. "Did you know mia madre?"  She held her breath then, pressing both hands to her somersaulting stomach, afraid of any answer he might utter. Afraid he would refuse to answer. Afraid she had destroyed any chance of acceptance between them. 

Giovanni looked across the room at her pale face, his hands stilling on his remaining shirt. "Who could not remember your madre, piccola?  She was much like you. A ray of sunshine that brightened every room she entered. She had a voice like an angel, and she filled the palazzo with laughter, much as you do. 

Yes, I knew her." 

"Do you believe she was cleaning the walkway and fell from the ramparts to her death?" The words sounded strangled as they emerged from her throat. 

Giovanni edged around the bed, looking like a stalking wolf. His eyes glittered with such menace, she backed away until the wall brought her up abruptly. He planted his solid frame in front of her, cutting off all hope of escape, his fingers shackling her arm. His other hand settled around her soft, vulnerable throat, and his thumb tipped her chin up to force her gaze to meet his. "You are not thinking of placing yourself in danger by searching for the answer to your madre’s death, because I absolutely forbid such a folly. 

Absolutely forbid it." He repeated the words, enunciating each carefully as if she were a halfwit. "You will obey your husband in this matter, Nicoletta." 

She could feel a fine tremor running through his hard body, as if he shook with the force of his own command. "Then you believe she did not die accidentally." She tried to be calm in the face of his absolute authority. Don Scarletti was most intimidating, and here, alone in the bedchamber with him, half naked, with unbound hair, Nicoletta felt excruciatingly vulnerable. 

"No, Nicoletta, she did not die the way the story was told. She would not have been cleaning the walkway in the rain." He gestured toward the window with the deluge pouring against it. "Would anyone do such a thing? No, she was thrown over the ramparts, murdered." He said the word deliberately, his eyes glittering menace, directed at her. "That will not happen to you. I will not have it.  Dio!  I still remember her broken body. I will not ever see you that way. You will not ask questions or attempt in any way to find out more about her death. If I could not do so, and those investigating could not do so, then accept that you cannot, either." 

"You really do not know who killed her?" She wanted to believe him, was desperate to believe him. He was her husband, and she was expected to be intimate with him. He seemed so intense and sincere. Her eyes searched his for the truth. 

"If I knew who killed her, Nicoletta, they would be dead themselves right now, not lurking in the shadows, a threat to my bride." His thumb began to feather back and forth across her soft skin as if he could not quite help himself. 

"You fear for me," she stated, when she wanted only to melt under the heat of his hungry gaze. "There is no need." 

His head was lowering slowly toward hers. "There is every need,  piccola."  He whispered the words like a magic incantation against her lips. "You are of utmost importance to me. I cannot do without you." 
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His mouth settled onto hers. Gently. Coaxing. His hand framed her face, then slid to the nape of her neck, urging her body more fully against his. Nicoletta found herself trembling, a shiver starting in her center to slowly encompass her. The ground seemed to be moving under her feet, and the world spun away to leave her clinging to this man, her husband, so solid and real. His mouth, hot with need, became more urgent, more demanding. 

Nicoletta felt the curious melting of her bones that made her fit into his body, warm and pliant, pressing scandalously against him. His body hardened even more, hot and thick, suddenly aggressive. His hands moved over her skin, a gentle exploration that sent a ripple of erotic pleasure pulsing through her. His mouth teased hers into answering, coaxed hers into dueling. She wanted the moist heat and the excitement of his demands. She wanted his hands cupping the weight of her breasts. 

As his mouth left hers, she let her head fall back, exposing the line of her throat to him. He blazed a fiery trail of kisses along her soft skin, over the creamy upper swell of her breasts until she ached for more. 

Needed more. There was only Giovanni in that moment, with his hard body and perfect mouth and the fire he was creating in her. 

He murmured something in a husky voice, an aching sound of hunger. Nicoletta cradled his head in her arms as he lowered his mouth to her breast, right through the thin material of her shift. It felt sinful, scandalous, and more erotic than anything she had ever imagined. His mouth was hot and moist, pulling strongly at her creamy flesh, his tongue dancing over the hard peak of her nipple, his teeth scraping gently until she cried out with the sheer pleasure of it. 

Giovanni pushed her shift down, exposing the perfection of her full breasts to his hungry gaze. The unexpected coolness of the air after the assault of his hot mouth only added to the erotic sensation. His hand cupped one breast possessively, his thumb teasing her sensitized nipple until her body screamed for more. "I want to see you," he whispered softly against her satin skin. "I need to look at you." He pushed her shift lower so that it fell in flowing folds to pool around her ankles. 

Nicoletta gasped as she stood before him, her body completely exposed to the raging hunger in his black eyes. She had never felt so wanton in all her life. Firelight danced over her skin so that it seemed to take on a golden glow, the shadows lovingly limning secret places, calling attention to her small waist and rounded hips. She ducked her head so that long waves of black tresses brushed over her body like a silken cloak. She stared steadily at the middle of his chest, unable to think or move. 

  Cara mia.  He breathed it into her mind. Intimately. Tenderly. "You cannot fear this night with me," he said aloud.  Want me the way I want you. 

She watched his hands remove his inner shirt. Strong hands. Hands that moved over her skin possessively, a seductive caress that melted her insides and started a shiver of need sweeping relentlessly through her body. His chest was broad with heavy muscles and several deep scars, two quite recent. 

One seemed perilously close to his heart. Nicoletta felt her breath leave her body at the sight of it, at the vivid image of a sword piercing his heart. Involuntarily she found herself reaching for him, her fingertips tracing that thin, raised line. 

She felt his powerful body clench and tremble beneath her tentative touch. A rush of heat gave her the courage to look up at him. His eyes were so hungry, blazing with stark, raw need. It mattered not that he was enormously strong and she was his to do with as he wished. In mat moment Nicoletta realized he was nearly as vulnerable as she. 

Beneath her exploring fingers, his skin felt hot and firm, his muscles defined and sinewy. There was no Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

soft give to his body, only a hard perfection that made her want to press herself against him. Her own body felt different, heavy and aching and wanting… something, something she did not yet know… almost desperately. She wished she had the courage to circle his neck with her arms and cling tightly, molding their bodies together. 

"Are you afraid of me?" he asked softly, his hands shaping her curves almost reverently. The husky note in his voice turned her heart over. 

She nodded, her wide eyes betraying her innocence. It only made him want her more, made him want to protect her and possess her, keep her forever in his care. His hands found the indentation of her back and dragged her close to him, so that the heat radiating from his body melted hers. His dark gaze held her mesmerized, so that she couldn't look away from him. 

Giovanni bent his head closer. "Give yourself to me, Nicoletta, and I swear you will never regret it." His voice whispered over her skin like warm silk, hypnotic, seductive. His lips moved slowly, gently over hers, coaxing her to open her mouth to him. And then he was taking her into his world of moist heat and fire, of pure feeling. 

She followed him willingly, more seduced by his stark desire than by the whirling, shifting colors exploding in her head. He was everywhere, everything, his hands moving over her body, his mouth welded to hers, her hair brushing their skin, sensitizing them even more. She couldn't think for wanting him. She had no idea the fire inside her could burn so bright, rage so out of control. He managed to lay her on the bed without her even knowing how she got there, and his mouth left hers to find her aching breast, even as his palm slid over her belly to rest on the tight dark curls where her moist heat beckoned to him. 

Nicoletta felt the coolness of the coverlet beneath her hot skin, the weight of his palm as he pushed between her legs. 

She gasped in shock as her entire body clenched and throbbed in response to his touch. His teeth scraped against her tender skin, his tongue gently following to ease any ache. His hands found the curve of her hips, holding her still as his mouth burned across her stomach to lap at the inside of her thigh. Her fingers twisted convulsively in his hair. "What are you doing?" She managed to gasp the words aloud to him, suddenly terrified of the overwhelming need for something beyond her reach. 

  Trust me,  cara mia.  I want you to need me the same way I need you. I burn for you night and day. I cannot sleep or eat or concentrate. I have traced this path so many times in my mind.  His words were heat and fire, the feeling in her mind more his than hers. She was as necessary to him as breathing. 

And he wanted her to feel the same way about him. Alarm bells were trying to ring in her head, self-preservation rising in the wake of his talented hands stroking her body exactly where she wanted—no, needed—him to touch her. And then there was nothing but a firestorm raging through her as his fingers brushed against her testing her response. 

Her body arched more fully against his hand, and a small moan escaped her. Her fingers tightened in his hair, an anchor as waves of fire washed through her. "Stop." She said the word aloud, terrified she might be lost forever. Her blood surged hotly, her breasts ached for him, her body wanted his. She couldn't think for wanting him. 

Still, it was not enough for him. He was taking no chances with her innocence. He wanted her slick and hot and beyond thinking. He moved lower to taste her. Hot honey, her scent beckoning. Her body rippled with desire. Giovanni slid the confining cloth from himself even as he moved over her, blanketing Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

her body with his own. 

He watched her face, the look of need and confusion in her eyes. There was fear of him, of his strength, his power, his dominion over her. He was aching and full, his own need beyond anything he had ever experienced. He pressed against her, hard and thick, pulsing with an urgent demand. He moved his body gently to ease into her entrance. She was hot and tight, her folds a velvet fire surrounding his tip. She caught at his arms, her eyes wide with shock. 

  Feel me in you,  cara mia.  We are one as we are meant to be.  He pushed in farther until he encountered the thin barrier of her chastity. Her fingers were digging into his skin, and she suddenly stiffened in panic. 

At once he subsided, holding onto his self-control with supreme effort. "The pain lasts but a moment, piccola.  It is unavoidable." Lines of strain etched his sculpted face. 

Nicoletta looked up at him, her eyes searching his features for what seemed an eternity. He made no effort to hide his terrible need from her, the effort he was making to control himself. At last she relaxed trustingly beneath him. 

Giovanni bent his head to take possession of her soft, trembling lips as he surged forward, taking her innocence. Nicoletta gasped as he filled her. There was unexpected pain in the midst of such pleasure.  I know,  cara mia.  I know it hurt. But give yourself a moment, and it will be much better.  There was such intimacy in the way his voice brushed seductively at the walls of her mind. His mouth was devouring hers, hot with excitement, with the answers to the mystery of what transpired between a husband and wife. 

He began to move, slowly at first, with long, sure strokes, watching her face carefully for signs of discomfort. She looked bemused, sexy, her innocent gaze on his. She was hot and slick, a fiery sheath gripping him tightly. He was careful with her when he needed to bury himself deep and hard, wanting to crawl inside her and weld them together for all time. 

His hands cradled her rounded buttocks, pulling her into him as he deepened his strokes. She moved with him, reaching for him now, reaching for more of everything he was willing to give her. The small pain was forgotten as the pressure built beyond anything she had ever imagined. She clung to him, her eyes open, watching him closely, watching the shadows play on his face, the lines etched so deeply. He was surging into her with harder, deeper strokes. Her body seemed to ripple with a life of its own, even as his hands tightened on her and she felt him swell, hard and full, driving even deeper so that for a moment she felt on the edge of a great precipice, so close to perfect ecstasy. She reached for it, wanted it, even as he called her name softly, his seed pouring hotly into her. Whatever it was eluded her, leaving her frustrated and slightly ashamed. 

Giovanni was breathing hard, his arms hard bands around her as he gathered her to him. Nicoletta unexpectedly felt close to tears. Her body was still on fire with need, slightly sore but very aroused. His hands framed her face. "It is only your first time,  cara mia.  It was my failure—my wanting you too much—not yours. We are far from finished here." 

Her teeth bit nervously at her lower lip. "I do not know what to do." 

"It will be a pleasure to teach you," he said softly, bending his head to brush a kiss at the corner of her mouth. Her heart somersaulted at the tenderness in his voice. 

"How is it you know so much?" she dared to ask. He had brought her to the brink of losing herself, of becoming a willing slave in his arms. Yet it didn't matter. She couldn't think of anything but Giovanni and Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

his hard body, the way he made her feel. 

He turned his face away from her. "That is not something you would want to know, Nicoletta." He was still buried deep inside her, strangely intimate, giving her the courage she needed to be insistent. 

"I asked you." She sensed she was on the brink of some truth about him, a piece of himself he did not share with others. 

Giovanni sighed softly, reluctantly separating their bodies as he rolled his weight off her, his arms still wrapping her closely to him. "I am a Scarletti,  piccola.  Much was demanded of us. Many heirs expected of us. Our education in such matters was required at a very early age.  Mio padre sent women to us to teach us these things. The women reported our progress to him. If we were not as successful as he thought we should have been, we were severely punished." Bitterness and distaste were like ashes in his mouth. 

Nicoletta frowned, turning her head to look at him. "How terrible. I have never heard of such a thing. 

Are all the aristocrazia treated in such a manner?" 

"It was solely the wish of mio padre.  His demands were always excessive. Later he sent young girls to us, to be certain we would know what to do with an innocent. He insisted his sons had to excel in every area. The things he wanted done to the women and girls often made me sick, and I would refuse. He would beat me, but I refused to give him the satisfaction of concurring with his wishes or of crying out at his blows. Some things done under the guise of lovemaking are abnormal and deviant,  piccola,  and not for your ears." 

Nicoletta heard the distaste in his voice. She had no idea what he was implying, but something in his tone twisted her stomach. She laid a hand on his arm. "I think it is a strange thing the way we have false ideas of how others live. I am happy I am no aristocratico."  His hands were moving over her body, seeking shadows, soft curves, and hidden hollows. She watched the firelight play over his face as he indulged his ability to memorize every inch of her body. He looked relaxed, even happy, and it occurred to her that she had never seen him this way before. He was always so remote or serious. 

He bent his head to find her throat, and his hair brushed her sensitive skin like the tickling flames. "I have a surprise for you," he murmured, his mouth drifting lower so that the dark shadow on his jaw rubbed along the swell of her breast, sending fire racing through her blood. "Something to keep you out of the hills." 

"I was born to run in the hills," she cautioned, her chin lifting in a subtle challenge. 

He smiled, his warm breath teasing her nipple erect. 

"Ah, but your running days are over,  piccola.'"  His mouth closed over her breast, and she cried out with the exquisite pleasure of it, arching into him, seeking relief from the burning in her body. She still throbbed with need. His hand traced the indentation of her waist, then glided down over her belly to find the nest of damp curls. His mouth was hot and demanding even as his fingers moved inside her. 

For one moment Nicoletta thought to pull away from him, aware he was an expert at arousing a woman, any woman, but the fire was already burning out of control. She moved against him frantically, the pressure building almost to the point of pain. And then she cried out, clinging to him for support as her entire body seemed to fragment and waves of pleasure washed through her, over her, inside her. 
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Giovanni found her mouth with his, tasting her passion.  It is not the same with other women. It was never like this.  And he couldn't explain it to her. How could he? The palazzo was his home, and he was the guardian of his people. The duty was his; it rested squarely on his shoulders, and he would never shirk it. But the curse on the famiglia Scarletti was very real. The palazzo was aptly named by those who whispered— Palazzo delta Morte.  Palace of Death. It was a dark, monstrous place to live, to grow. A shroud of evil encased it, one he could not hope to lift. There was no laughter or love there, only emptiness and fear and envy. Something evil lurked there, poisoning all that was good. 

The women who had come and gone in his life had been mere duty, a thing that shamed him. He was well aware of the curse, well aware of the savage beast that crouched within his body, of the hot blood that ran in his veins. He had seen the results when watching his father. Giovanni kissed Nicoletta again, gently, tenderly. How could he tell her he should never have been so selfish as to force her to accept him? That her life was in constant danger, that death stalked her every moment she was in the palazzo. 

He kissed her again because he had to, because he couldn't possibly do anything else in that moment. 

She lay in his bed, her body soft and inviting, her eyes luminous, enormous, shy, an angel trapped in the devil's realm. "I wanted to find the perfect wedding gift for you," he said softly, kissing the corner of her mouth, drifting lower to her chin. "I was told you have an uncommon interest in cleanliness, in hot water." 

At once her eyes became shadowed, haunted, her young face mirroring her fear. Giovanni bent once more to kiss her lush mouth. "You do have strange habits,  piccola.  You cannot deny it." He sounded amused. 

Nicoletta shifted in an attempt to gain freedom. Was this some cruelty? A veiled threat that, should she not please him, he would name her witch? The word had been twice used, a frightening thing should the don wish to rid himself of her. She knew she was different, and she was intelligent enough to know the payment that had been demanded of her villaggio for those differences. The Scarletti who had bargained with the ancestors of the village elders had wanted to introduce those rare abilities into his bloodline. He had allowed them to establish their villaggio under the don's protection in return for the Bridal Covenant. 

  Cara mia.  His voice was a drawling caress, a gentle chastisement. "You look at me with such fear in your beautiful eyes." It was becoming far easier to connect with her; when her emotions were intense, he could reach out to her, his voice strong in her mind. Giovanni moved then, a swift, fluid flowing of his muscles. Her heart nearly stopped as he gathered her up as if she weighed no more than a child. He could be very deceptive in that when he was still, he was completely still, and when he moved it was fast and unexpected. She knew why he was reputed to be a dangerous adversary. 

"What do you plan to do with me?" She was completely naked, the evidence of her innocence trickling along her leg. "This is unseemly, Don Scarletti." It was humiliating to be so helpless, not to understand the demands of one's own body and to know she was completely at the mercy of her husband. 

Giovanni moved straight to one of the closed doors, thrusting it open with one quick motion and took her into a huge, elaborate marble chamber. Nicoletta gasped, clutching his neck with her slender arms. 

She had never seen anything remotely like it. She had heard of such sinful luxuries, of course; the Roman emperors were reputed to have such things. 

Watching her face closely, Giovanni lowered her feet to the marbled tiles. Nicoletta was so awed, she forgot she was naked. The bath was built almost as large as the community baths and sunken deep, with stairs leading down into it. The hot water lapped at the edges, beckoning, steam clouding the room, lending the illusion of clouds. Beneath the deep water mosaic tiles wove colors like a tapestry. Large columns at the perimeter held lifelike sculptures of fearsome lions. The beasts faced outward from the Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

bath, as if standing guard. 

"My ancestors believed in their creature comforts." 

Nicoletta abruptly remembered Giovanni was there and immediately hid herself behind one of the lions. 

"Do you worship in the Holy Church?" she asked, suspicious. In their small villaggio,  it was rumored that in the outside world things like kissing and bathing could lead to sinful, wicked things, even between husband and wife, who rightly mate but solely to produce children. Nicoletta was rather afraid that what she and Giovanni had already done came under the heading of sinful and wicked. She had liked his ministrations far too much to consider herself a decent woman. The thought was frightening, yet exciting at the same time. 

He arched one black eyebrow at her, standing tall and naked, looking every inch a Greek god.  We have not even begun to be sinful and wicked.  The words brushed at the inside of her mind, spreading heat through her body until the very core of her burned. "There is so much more to what is between a man and a woman," he said aloud, watching the breath rush out of her lungs, watching the way her breasts beckoned him, swelling with aching desire. 

Nicoletta hurried down the steps of the pool to immerse her body in the water, hoping he could no longer see her. The colored mosaic tiles created a strange, shimmering effect in the water. She felt like a water nymph, her long hair floating like silky blue-black seaweed on the surface. 

The hot water lapped at her skin, easing her soreness. She closed her eyes, savoring the feeling, savoring the heat and even the possible indecency of it all. "You did not answer my question, Don Scarletti," she said softly, looking up at him, more confident with the water covering her bare skin, the wispy clouds of steam playing over her body, and the dark shadows cast by several candles skimming her flesh. 

"I worship in my way. I am the don, responsible for the lives of many. I do not have the luxury of believing blindly. Each decision I make must be a political one. Our country is divided, and as long as it is, we will fall to the larger powers, be it the rule of the Holy Church, France, Spain, or Austria." He walked down the steps slowly. "I hold these lands because I am strong. I strike hard and fast, and my reach is long. If there is a whisper of treason, if there is talk of attacking me and taking my lands, conquering my people, I eliminate the threat at the very throat of my enemy, long before it reaches my borders." 

Nicoletta's teeth bit at her lower lip in agitation. "There is a rumor that you head a society of assassins." 

She was backing away from him, away from the mesmerizing effect he seemed to have on her. She could almost believe he led a society of assassins. She already half believed he was a sorcerer casting a spell over her. But he was so adept at it, she had no real desire to escape. 

"I have heard that rumor," he said with a casual shrug. 

Nicoletta was very aware of trickles of sweat running along the defined muscles of his chest and arms. 

She wanted to touch him, to taste those tiny beads of moisture. The thought was terrifying, a corruption of her ingrained modesty. She wanted him to touch her again, to bring her body to a fiery conflagration. 

"Even with all you have just told me, how is it that you have managed to keep your lands when so many others have fallen?" She was struggling to control the terrible hunger raging in her body. 

"You are thinking il diavolo has aided me. I do not know if he has, Nicoletta. There is much I must do to protect our lands that a little innocent like you could not conceive of." He reached for her, his hands finding her rib cage, pulling her toward him through the lapping water. Her breasts pushed against his Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

chest in blatant invitation. At once his hands came up to cup the soft weight in his hands. 

"I need you to explain something to me, Don Scarletti," she said, leaning in close, nearly hypnotized by the small beads of water running down his skin. "Is this wrong? How you make me feel—is it wrong?" 

"Giovanni," he corrected her. "And what could be wrong between a husband and his wife? You are my other half,  cara mia."  He reached for her hand. "This is what is meant to be. Feel how much I need you, Nicoletta. How much I want you." He wrapped her fingers around the thick, hard length of him, then closed his eyes, savoring her touch. 

He could feel her trembling despite the warmth of the water. His hand moved in a caress over her hair, a stroke of tenderness even as his other hand shaped her fingers to massage and explore. "When a man knows a woman wants to touch him like this, when she seeks to please him in the way he has pleased her, he grows all the more hungry for her." The steamy water was flowing around them, between their bodies, lapping at their skin, like a thousand tongues. "Look at me,  cara mia,  at how great my need for you has already become." He whispered the words as he drew her close, as he caught her head in his hands and bent to kiss the nape of her neck. A seduction. A temptation. 

She could feel the curious melting inside, the heat in her blood surging through her veins, pooling into a low, constant ache of nearly desperate need. She wanted to lean forward and taste the drops of moisture on his skin. And she was no longer able to stop herself. Nearly in a trance, she leaned into his chest and traced the line of his muscles with her lips. As her mouth drifted over his skin, she felt him tremble, felt him grow harder in her hand, pulsing with urgent need. Daringly, tempted beyond endurance, her tongue flicked out to capture a small bead of moisture on his chest. He tasted of salt, of earth, his masculine scent enfolding her. And she wanted more. 

A feeling of power was growing in her, replacing the terrible vulnerability. She could make him want her in the same way he had made her burn for him. Her tongue caught another bead, swirling lazily, a natural, sensual movement that wrenched a gasp from deep in his throat. Her hand moved now on its own, gliding over the hard length of him, stroking and caressing, finding the sensitive tip where he seemed most vulnerable to her attentions. He let her explore, clenching his teeth against the waves of hot desire pouring through him like molten lava he could barely contain. 

As he stood slowly her tongue swirled along his chest, then lower, to find the tiny droplets running down the ridges of his stomach muscles. Another sound escaped, a husky growl torn from deep within him. It was erotic, hungry, so sensual that she couldn't find it in her to stop herself from tasting him. He shuddered visibly as her mouth skimmed over his engorged tip, hot and ready with his great need. Her warm breath was making him half mad. 

Giovanni had experienced such pleasures many times in his life with practiced women experienced at their craft, yet no one had stirred him as Nicoletta did. She was so naturally sensual, born passionate, her every gesture innocently erotic, even the way she turned her head or moved her hips when she walked. 

And the way her mouth slid so shyly over him, hot and tight and perfect. His hands caught her head while he reminded himself to be gentle, not to thrust savagely into her as he so desperately needed to do. Very carefully he began to guide her, his head back, his body taut with self-control. 

A loud banging on the outer bedchamber door jerked Nicoletta upright. She stared at Giovanni in a kind of horror. She backed away from him, her eyes wide with shock at her own wanton behavior. She pressed a hand to her mouth. 

Giovanni reached for her, but the banging became louder, more insistent. No one would dare interrupt Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

his wedding night unless it was of dire consequence. "Nicoletta, I must answer the summons," he said softly, holding out a hand to her. 

She looked around for something to cover her nakedness, ashamed and humiliated at her performance. 

Don Scarletti hadn't forced her. He hadn't even asked her. She had behaved in a manner no decent woman would have. Her sins had to be great. And it didn't help her conscience that her body still burned with a fire she couldn't extinguish, that she wanted him buried deep inside her, that he was a hunger in her blood now, impossible to ignore. Nicoletta crossed herself and sent up several quick prayers in hopes the good Madonna was listening this night. 

Giovanni moved in haste now. The knocks were drum-like, the summons urgent. He tossed a robe to Nicoletta while he pulled on his breeches. Casting a brief look over his shoulder to ensure she was out of sight, he crossed the bedchamber and jerked open the door. 

"What is it?" His tone was low and furious, a threat to the group of men waiting for him. 

Nicoletta peeked around the edge of the alcove where she was hiding and spotted Antonello in the midst of several of Giovanni's elite guards. She could see that they were agitated, but their voices remained low, so she had no hope of hearing what they said. 

At length, Giovanni turned back to her, closing the door. He began to dress, his black eyes fixed on her pale face. "I regret that I must leave you,  piccola.  Go to sleep, and I will return as soon as possible." 

She pulled the robe more tightly around her, her eyes alive with injured pride, her face flushed nearly scarlet. "You mean to leave me on our wedding night?" After the humiliation of what she had been doing to his body? She couldn't think it. 

"I must. Affairs of state call to me. I will return, and we will ease all your fears." 

She lifted her chin. "I do not think I want my fears eased. You bewitched me to do such things. You go to your work, Don Scarletti. I will return to my own bedchamber." 

She sounded faintly haughty, but he heard the tears choking her throat. His face darkened. "I have said you will remain in this room. It is your bedchamber now, Nicoletta. I do not have time now to teach you all the things you must know." 

Her eyes smoldered at him. "I do not want your 'teachings,' signore, if that is what you call them. And I will not remain here like a naughty child sent to her room." 

He muttered something beneath his breath and shook his head. "I will return later. You will go to bed and sleep in my absence." 

She stood in the center of the room, watching as he deserted her to accompany his guards and his brother. She crossed to the door and watched as he started down the hall. When she would have moved defiantly into the corridor, two soldiers stepped in front of her, their bodies as effective as any prison door. It was a further humiliation. The entire palazzo would be abuzz with the gossip that the don had deserted his bride on their wedding night. 

Giovanni looked back once, his black gaze meeting her dark, mortified one.  Cara mia.  The voice was velvet soft, but Nicoletta refused its seduction and comfort, slamming the door and running to the bed. 

She was exhausted and embarrassed, unable to explain her own indecent behavior. She thumped the Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

coverlet hard, vowing she would never indulge in such carnal behavior again. Confused and utterly weary from the day's events, she fell asleep with tears running down her face. But Nicoletta dreamed, and she dreamed erotically of the don. 

He returned to their bedchamber at first light. The room was a smoky gray, still caught between morn and night. He was tired, lines etched deeply into his face. He undressed, his eyes on his bride's sleeping figure, tearstains still on her face. His hard features softened at the sight of her, a tenderness creeping in to thaw the terrible ice in the depths of his soul. There was a scratch on his shoulder that had not been there before, a thin line of barely discernable blood. 

Giovanni stretched out beside Nicoletta, his hard body curved almost protectively around hers. His arm circled her, pulling her close to him. At first he lay still, simply listening to her breathe. He inhaled her scent. 

Nicoletta slowly became aware of her husband's presence, felt him taking the essence of her deep into his lungs, breathing her into his body. His lips were velvet soft as they skimmed her mouth to drift down along her throat. He nuzzled her until the warmth of his breath heated the nipple peeking out at him from the robe that had fallen open. She felt his tongue first, then the scrape of his teeth. Then he was suckling, his mouth hungry for her. Each pull set moist heat pulsing between her thighs. She moaned softly, an invitation, her legs parting restlessly. 

Giovanni seemed heedless of her aching need. He took his time, paying careful attention to each breast, tracing each rib, swirling his tongue in her navel, along her stomach. Finally his hands parted her legs, stroking her thighs until she arched her hips in demand. His palm pressed against her, finding her hot and damp. 

"This is wanting me,  bambino,"  he said softly, inserting two fingers into her tight canal. He moved them as his body would move, in and out, until her hips rose willingly to meet him. "That is what you must do," 

he said softly. 

His body moved over hers, large and muscular, pinning her beneath him, his knee pushing her thighs apart. He was hard and hot; she could feel him thick and long, pressing for entrance. He caught her buttocks in his hands, lifting her to meet him so that he could surge into her deeply. 

The movement drove the very breath out of her. He was large, and he filled her, stretching her until she gasped with the exquisite pain of it. He bent his head to capture her mouth, and his tongue began to match the movement of his hips, hard and fast, so that her sheath grew hotter and tighter. The friction went beyond her dreams, spilling into reality, so that she was gripping him, thrusting upward to meet him, the pressure building until she wanted to scream. Her body rippled with life, gripping his, dragging him deeper into her, milking him dry as she fragmented into a million sparkling pieces before settling slowly to earth. 

"That is only the beginning," he whispered softly to her as he reluctantly eased his weight off her. One leg was thrown carelessly over her thighs to lock her to him. One arm curved possessively around her waist. 

His head was beside the warmth of her breasts. "Go back to sleep,  angelo mia,"  he whispered softly against her creamy skin. Her body was sated but sensitive, and she drifted off with his mouth, moist and hot, nuzzling at her breast. 






Chapter Fourteen
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"I do not understand why there is still no word on Cristano," Maria Pia greeted Nicoletta as she entered the kitchen. The older woman faltered when she saw that Giovanni had entered behind Nicoletta, his hand resting possessively on her back. Then Maria Pia lifted her chin belligerently, addressing the don directly. "I understand you have called off the search for young Cristano." It was said as a challenge, yet she couldn't quite bring herself to meet the don's steady black gaze. 

"Is that true?" Nicoletta asked, swinging around to face her husband. In the morning light he was incredibly powerful looking, no hint of tenderness on his chiseled features. He looked aloof, remote; he looked the man who had left his bride on their wedding night for some secretive, clandestine errand he refused to discuss. 

"Yes,  cara mia,"  he said with a hint of exasperated amusement in his drawling tone.  Always ready to think the worst of me.  The words were very clear in her mind, and a faint blush stole into her cheeks. 

She would have preferred to believe she was dreaming still when he returned to their bedchamber, but they had tangled together far too intimately for her to mistake that she was awake, gazing up, at his gleaming black eyes. 

Her glance jumped to meet his at this casual display of his speaking in her mind in the midst of so many others. He bent to brush her temple with his mouth. "I received word that your Cristano is alive and safe, hiding in the villaggio a day's ride from yours. I needed my soldiers and thought it an indignity to the young man's ego to force him to return home." He bowed toward Maria Pia. "Signorina Sigmora, I trust you slept well." His white teeth flashed the smile of a wolf, before he turned and took his leave of them. 

Maria Pia crossed herself, alarmed by the don's look. "I think he threatened me," she whispered softly to Nicoletta, acutely conscious of the guards nearby. "And why does he still have those men following you? 

I thought they were only to keep you from running away before the wedding. He is your husband now." 

The subject was a sore one, so Nicoletta chose not to answer. "Where is Sophie?" she asked instead. "I expected to see her here." She couldn't look at Maria Pia, couldn't meet her steady gaze, terrified that her mentor would know all the wanton things she had been doing. For one awful moment tears burned in her eyes, threatening to give her away. 

"The little imp is no doubt up to no good. I fear she needs taking in hand." Maria Pia's voice was scolding but already held genuine affection. "I should track her down and insist she learn manners. I think that, like another little girl I once knew, she runs free, with no one to see to her education or refinement." 

"My thoughts exactly," Nicoletta agreed. She smiled at Bernado and accepted the bread fresh from the oven, trying to act as natural as possible, her gaze avoiding contact with his. The bread was warm and delicious. She ignored the fact that one of her guards had eaten a chunk of it before a share was given to her. She was uneasy, her body slightly but deliciously sore, her mind nervously skittering away from and back to the things she had done in the privacy of the bedchamber with the don. There was no sense in asking Maria Pia about the things that properly went on between a husband and wife; doubtless she would make Nicoletta go to confession and light a dozen candles. 

Long after her morning meal, Nicoletta could still feel the shadows in her mind, a growing uneasiness that chipped away at her natural happiness. She went through the motions of meeting some of the workers in the palazzo, managed to laugh and jest with them even though Gostanz obviously didn't approve of such intimacies with his staff. She tried not to think about the gossip and speculation. That the don's new bride was an innocent and didn't know how to please such a man. That that was why he had left her their very first night together. Or worse, that they all knew she had wanted to do the forbidden, sinful things she had Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

done. By late afternoon the shadows within her began to lengthen and grow so much that she sought refuge in the alcove with the shrine to the Madonna. 

The small alcove was dimly lit, and Nicoletta waved the guards away to give herself some much-needed privacy. Kneeling, she lit several candles, praying silently to the Madonna and her own madre for guidance with her new husband. His personality so overwhelmed hers. He could make her want him so easily, removing her inhibitions and all sane thoughts until she could only feel, think only of him, of pleasing him. He made her feel things she had never dreamed of, never imagined, made her want to do things she had never once considered. Nicoletta longed for her mother's counsel and comfort. 

Somewhere behind her she heard Portia's voice raised in anger. A softer voice answered in an indistinct murmur but with enough of a jarring note that Nicoletta was pulled out of her reverie. She turned her head and saw that a door only a short distance from her was ajar. The two women arguing must have sought refuge from prying eyes behind it. Nicoletta knelt uncertainly in the alcove with her head bowed reverently. The candles she had lit in memory of her mother were flickering, throwing dancing light onto the walls. She had no thought of eavesdropping, but she felt cornered, afraid that if she walked away now her presence might prove humiliating to the two women. 

She could hear Portia's voice, shrill and angry, much more distinctly now. "I do not care what you think. 

You are a callow, selfish girl and far too young and silly to hold the attention of a man like him! What were you thinking of, Margerita? I raised you to marry well, not ruin yourself trying to entrap a man like him." Scorn and contempt laced Portia's voice, so much so that Nicoletta found herself wincing under its cutting whip. "He beds silly cows like you, little innocents who have no hope of keeping him happy, but you are mere sport for him. Do you not realize he would laugh at one such as you with the figure of a man and the face of a dull ewe? You have nothing to offer but your innocence. Have you no sense? How do you expect to marry well if you are so stupid as to sully yourself with him?" There was a loud crack as Portia obviously slapped her daughter hard. 

Nicoletta hunched over, attempting to make herself smaller. Fortunately, she had never known harsh words and physical punishment. Her mother and Maria Pia had always been gentle and kind and understanding. Her father, known also as a good man, was dead and gone before she was even of an age to remember him. Maria Pia had slapped her hand now and again, but always in gentle reprimand, a threat, not a real blow. Nicoletta's heart went out to Margerita. 

"He loves me!" Margerita cried out, her young voice filled with pain. "You do not know. Ask him. Ask him. He wants to be with me. He will marry me." 

"He will never marry you." Portia spat the words at her daughter, filled with a venomous fury. There was the sound of another blow. "Have you lain with him?" The voice rose higher, poisonous and angry. "Tell me, you ungrateful little whore!" Portia was obviously shaking her daughter in her fury. "I should throw you out, tell the world what you are. You have been with him—I see it in your face." Her voice rose into a strangled scream. 

"He wanted me!" Margerita shouted back, a defensive child trying to convince an adult of something she didn't believe herself. "He will marry me! He will!" 

"Stupid, stupid girl." Portia sounded as if she was grieving now, her voice cracked and broken, a bitter, sad tone that soon turned to weeping. "Go away from me. Get out where I can no longer see you. Get out!" 
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and allow the match. It will come right." 

"Get out!" Portia snapped. 

Nicoletta remained quite still as she heard heavy footsteps hurry toward the room where the two women argued. 

"What is going on in here?" It was Vincente's voice this time. 

There was a rustle of material as Margerita evidently rushed at him, bursting into tears. "Go now, Margerita," he instructed softly. "I will talk with Portia." 

The girl fled the room, running past Nicoletta, her sobs of shame filling the corridor. Portia howled in anguish, her fury and sorrow so great she couldn't speak. Vincente caught her flying figure as she lashed out at him, unable to contain her anger. She was weeping hard. 

Nicoletta rose in silence, turning to make her way quietly out of the alcove. She saw Vincente and Portia struggling ferociously, and then Vincente wrapped his arms around Portia, locking her to him, his mouth descending on hers almost like an assault. 

Shocked and embarrassed, Nicoletta shrank back into the shadows. She should have guessed they had more than a cousinly relationship. Portia always clung to Vincente, and he seemed to rely on her for advice. Portia was only five or six years older than Vincente. It had never occurred to Nicoletta that cold, confident Portia could be so passionate about anyone, yet she seemed to be devouring Vincente. 

Vincente kicked the door shut with his foot even as his hands were roughly roaming over Portia's body with a brutal, frenzied grasping. 

Nicoletta stared at the closed door for a moment, frozen in place, too shocked to move. The unmistakable sound of cloth ripping galvanized her into action. She retreated quickly down the corridor, rushing silently past the door, wishing she knew why she had such a bad taste in her mouth. Vincente and Portia looked more angry and raw than like two people in love. She was slightly sickened by the display and suddenly terrified at the power Don Scarletti wielded over her own body. 

Maria Pia was waiting for her in the large courtyard, ready for their daily walk. "What is it,  piccola!  You look as if you have seen a ghost." 

Nicoletta glanced at the two soldiers who were her constant shadows. Their faces were carefully blank. 

For the first time she wondered just how much they knew of the intrigues in the palazzo. They were loyal to the don. Did they tell him of the things they saw, when the aristocrazia and even the servants treated them as part of the furnishings? Most likely they did. She felt off-balance and strangely close to tears. 

Now more than ever she wanted to run away. She was out of her depth in this place. 

Maria Pia reached for her hand. "What is it,  bambina?  It is unlike you to be unhappy. Did the don hurt you? What is the cause of that look? Ah, is it that I did not prepare you adequately for your wedding night?" She spoke quietly, deliberately turning away from the guards so that she and Nicoletta faced the abundance of shrubbery. 

"I do not belong in this place," Nicoletta whispered. "I do not understand the people here, and I do not care to understand them. I want to go home, back to the hills, where I know what to expect and on whom I can rely." 
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Maria Pia was silent a moment. Then she put her arms around Nicoletta and hugged her as if she were still a child. "They are still people," she reminded her gently. "Just people." 

Nicoletta shook her head. "They are different. They do not value one another as we do. Portia struck her own daughter, Margerita. It was a horrible thing." 

"  I often wish to strike that young woman," Maria Pia admitted. "If you had the chance, Nicoletta, you might give her a good clout yourself. She is a vain, wicked girl who thinks of no one but herself. Surely you are not upset that a long-needed slap was delivered to that girl. Look at the things she says to poor Sophie." Already Maria Pia's loyalty had swung solidly to the lonely little girl. 

Sudden tears swam in Nicoletta's eyes. "Portia said terrible things to Margerita. It is no wonder Margerita passes the vileness along to Sophie. Her madre called her names and condemned her when Margerita professed to love someone." Nicoletta looked helplessly at Maria Pia. "In truth, she is simply young, immature, a year younger even than I." 

"Portia Scarletti lives at the generosity of her cousin, the don. Unless Margerita marries well, they could end up with nothing. Portia Scarletti must be counting on a good marriage for her daughter," Maria Pia explained tactfully. "If this young man is a soldier or commoner, naturally Donna Scarletti would object to the match." 

"And then Vincente heard them fighting and came to help," Nicoletta said in a low voice, averting her face. "Margerita ran away, but he and Portia…" 

There was a small silence. "I see," Maria Pia said softly. "I suspected there was something between those two, although they keep it well hidden. She looks upon him with a kind of greedy possession." 

"It felt wrong to me," Nicoletta admitted reluctantly. "I did not feel happy for them, as if they were in love. Rather it felt like…" She trailed off. "Desperation? Lust? A battle, even. I cannot say for certain. 

But it was distasteful." It was more than distasteful; they had looked to be at war, grasping and clawing at each other's bodies. Was that how she looked with Giovanni? A faint scarlet crept up her neck and into her face. 

Maria Pia squeezed her hand gently. "When your husband looks at you, it is with tenderness in his gaze. 

It is the only reason I can bear your union with such a man. I still believe he is a heathen, and this castle has earned the name Palazzo della Morte,  But, Nicoletta, the don's need of you is not mere lust." 

Nicoletta leaned over to kiss Maria Pia's cheek.  "Grazie.  I know that was not easy for you to say. I do not know exactly how I feel about Giovanni. When I am with him it is one way, and then, when we are separated, I am not so sure of anything. I look to the hills, and they beckon me, but if I attempted to follow my heart, in truth, I would not know which way to go." Ashamed, she studiously surveyed the courtyard, not wanting to look directly at the woman who knew her so well. 

"He could have refused to allow me to return to the palazzo and kept us separated, but he did not," 

Maria Pia conceded. "He knows I do not trust him, yet he cares that you are happy,  piccola." 

"Yet he is secretive." Nicoletta voiced her concerns, feeling a traitor. 

Shivering, Maria Pia glanced at the long row of windows that covered the side of the palazzo. They seemed to be great, wide, empty, malevolent eyes staring at them with glassy hatred. "Do you feel it, Nicoletta, the way they are always staring at us? Watching us all the time? The palazzo has secrets, evil Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

secrets, and it doesn't want us to find them out." 

Maria Pia didn't have a sixth sense, she wasn't "different" in any way, yet the sensation of being watched was so strong, she felt it, too. Nicoletta didn't need any other warning to realize the danger was very real. 

She felt compelled to look up at those windows, too. She could make out the figure of the don pacing back and forth in his study. She could see the shadowy figures grouped around his desk, looking down at something, studying it. What was he so involved in that he would leave his marriage bed in the middle of the night? 

"I think they are all mad," Maria Pia ventured. "Antonello slinks around in silence, secretive and strange, his clothes often torn and dirty. Vincente pays no attention to his own child, and Giovanni could be il —" 

"Do not call him that!" Nicoletta said sharply. She then swung around and marched back toward the palazzo. "I must begin to learn the workings of this house, or I will be of no use to my husband. I think it is time for young Sophie, too, to begin her education. She has no knowledge of art or reading or anything she will need later in her life. No one pays her any attention, Maria Pia, and she is sorely lacking." 

"You do not wish to walk with me?" Maria Pia raised her eyebrows in speculation. 

"I have no time this day. Perhaps tomorrow." Nicoletta hurried back into the palazzo. She felt guilty for leaving Maria Pia so abruptly, but, in truth, she already had doubts about her husband, and she didn't want the older woman to witness or add to them. She moved through the great halls slowly, taking her time to examine the exquisite artwork, furnishings, tapestries, and strange carvings. Behind her, in silence, the two guards shadowed her every move. 

It was Francesco who alerted her to the presence of the old man. The eldest Scarletti watched from the doorway of a small room as she approached. He glared at her guards. 'Tell Giovanni your guards are useless. Thievery is rampant in the palazzo. Someone has rifled my maps again. They cannot even guard a little room." 

Nicoletta offered him a tentative smile as she neared him. "Has something upset you, Nonno? I shall speak to Don Giovanni at once." 

He waved her concern aside. "Pay no attention. I shall tell him myself. We should talk about you. I think you are not the happy bride," he observed. The voice was low, almost rusty, as if, without yelling, he was unsure how to speak. 

She stopped walking and glanced back at her guards. They were clearly uneasy with her proximity to the old man. "There is much here I do not understand, signore, much that frightens me. I look to the hills for solace. Do you ever walk the hills?" Nicoletta stepped away from the door to gesture toward the windows. 

"Not since I was a young man." His faded eyes took on a far-off look. "I do not venture far from Giovanni's protection. There is much hatred toward me." His world-weary gaze fixed on her face. "Tell me, why are you not afraid of me? Do you not think I will wrap my hands around your throat and strangle you as I strangled my wife?" He was ramrod stiff, a fierce pride in his carriage. 

"I think, signore, it is much more likely that Maria Pia Sigmora will do such a thing, or perhaps the don, if I do not soon remember to wear the shoes he thinks so important." Nicoletta laughed softly and lifted the hem of her skirt to show him her offending bare toes. She then took the old man's arm. "If you wish to walk in the hills, Nonno, I will be glad of the company. I have planted many wonderful healing herbs that Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

need tending. I must see to them very soon." She yearned for the hills and their solace with every fiber of her being. 

The old man patted her hand gently. "Stay close to your guards, Nicoletta—if I have your permission to address you as such." 

She smiled up at him. "I did not ask your permission to call you Nonno. I hope that we become good friends. You are my famiglia now." 

"Giovanni may wish it otherwise," the don's grandfather said tightly. 

"Tell me your story, Nonno. I do not wish to hear gossip from those who can only make up tales," she encouraged. "I am not afraid of the truth." 

He looked back toward the guards, then down at her upturned face. "You are either a very brave girl or a very foolish one. I do not know the truth." Ashamed, he dropped her arm and turned away from her. 

"They think I killed her. My beloved Tessa. That I could do such an evil thing. I think of her every moment, a torment I can never be free of. I cannot speak of such a vile thing." He shook his head again, walking heavily back into the room, his shoulders rounded with a terrible weight. 

Nicoletta followed him into what looked like a small study. The furnishings were heavy, the colors dark, but windows lightened the room so that it seemed airy. There were no carvings, no monstrous sculptures here. Parchments and several well-worn maps lay on the desk. She glanced at them as she followed the old man to the wide row of windows. It looked as though Signore Scarletti was drawing new maps of the don's lands and the surrounding areas. The lines were neat and precise. She could see that some of the older maps were thin and worn from use. 

"Perhaps you should speak of it," Nicoletta said bravely. She was very aware of the open door, the two guards positioned uneasily just outside, ready to rush in should there be need. 

"I cannot." Tears ran down his worn face. "Leave me now." It was a fierce whisper, a plea of sheer torment. 

Nicoletta went to him, putting her arms around him in an attempt to comfort. "I cannot leave you like this. It is madness to hold such a terrible thing inside. Do you think me so weak that I would condemn you? Run from you?" 

He put her from him, his body shaking with some terrible truth. His fists knotted at his sides. "She was like you. Sunshine followed her wherever she went. Her laughter filled my heart. She was so beautiful. 

Like a rare gem." He looked at her. "Like you. She was very like you. Giovanni was insane to bring you to this place." His voice abruptly swung out of control, ranting in Latin, condemning his grandson to the fires of hell. 

Nicoletta crossed herself even as she shook her head at the clearly agitated guards. They consulted together briefly, and one quickly moved away. She hastily lay a calming hand on the eldest Scarletti's arm. "Do you believe in the Scarletti curse? Is that why you think I am in danger? I am very strong, Nonno, and I am not afraid to face danger." Deliberately she named him grandfather to aid his attempt to regain control. 

He looked down at her with sorrow-filled eyes. "My Tessa was not afraid either. Giovanni is much like I was. I see the way he looks upon you. With his heart. His soul. Yet he sees much. Sunshine follows you, Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

and so do other men's eyes." He swallowed the lump in his throat. "Do you understand what it is like to be consumed by another being? To live for only that purpose, that smile, those eyes, to need so much that you cannot breathe if she is not with you? It is a fire in the blood that cannot be quenched. You watch her every movement, the slightest gesture." He closed his eyes tightly against the memories haunting him. 

Nicoletta went very still, yet she held onto his arm even as he was confirming her worst fears of the Scarletti curse. Black-hearted jealousy. It ran deep in their veins. It created monsters where gentlemen had once stood. 

The eldest Scarletti touched her silken hair. "Giovanni is like that with you. He cannot take his eyes off you. He has seen the others watching you.  Il demonio is in Giovanni, just as it dwelled in my own boy. 

Just as it dwells in me. There were many men who desired Tessa; they could not hide it. I could not blame them for what I, myself, could not control. But there was one, a visitor who came often over the years. She smiled upon him. I was mad with hatred, felt the hot rage and evil in me. It spread until I could not see other than her smiling at him. I dragged her to our bedchamber. I was rough with her. I saw that I hurt her, but I could not stop myself. I had drunk spirits, much of the spirits, more than ever before, trying to drown il demonio." 

The old man sank into a chair and buried his face in his trembling hands. "I could not drown it. I struck her as she pleaded with me to believe her innocent. I knew she was innocent. I knew it. I had wronged her, yet I was angry that I needed her so much, that one of her smiles to another man could bring forth such evil." He looked at Nicoletta. "I am a monster. I pushed her away from me. I remember how her delicate body fell against the wall, hard. I left her on the floor while I went to order the visitor from the palazzo." A sob shook his voice. "I woke in my bed the next morn. My head pounded as if it would come apart. Tessa lay beside me, very still. I was so ashamed, I did not want to face her, but I turned my head to look upon her. I knew she would not condemn me; it was not her way. But her eyes were open, staring in horror. There were finger marks, great black bruises on her neck. She lay dead beside me, strangled by the monster that lives in me." He broke off as sobs tore at his throat. 

Nicoletta stroked back his wild, silvery hair, murmuring soothing words to him. Whatever crime he had committed against his wife, he paid for every moment of his existence. "You cannot remember? You truly do not remember?" 

He shook his head. "I try. Each night I go over and over the argument in my mind, but there is a blank. I do not remember chasing off the visitor. I do not remember anything after I left the bedchamber." 

"Did anyone see you?" 

"My son told me I roared into his study and berated our visitor, but he escorted me back to our room and put me to bed. He did not see his madre.  She must have gone up to the ramparts. She liked to walk up there when she was troubled, to be outdoors, where she could think." 

Nicoletta stiffened. The ramparts. Her mother had met her death there, too, that very night. Someone had used her brutally and thrown her body off the height. It could not be a coincidence. It could not be. 

Two women dead. Murdered. Both had been at the ramparts. She stared at the old man. Had he gone to find his wife and, in his rage, raped and killed Nicoletta's mother? She pressed a hand hard against her mouth to keep any sound from escaping. 

The old man suddenly rose and stepped toward her aggressively. "I could not have done such a thing! I would remember if I had killed my beloved wife! I cannot be that much a monster. Do you see, Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Nicoletta? Do you see the danger to you? Heed me in this. You must leave this place. You must go while you still can!" He sounded wild, once more spinning out of control. 

"Nicoletta!" Giovanni burst into the room, his features a hard mask, his dark eyes gleaming. He caught her to him protectively, drawing her away from his grandfather's bony fingers and sheltering her small body with his larger frame. "What is going on in here?" A wealth of menace was in the low tone, his black gaze on his grandfather's face in a kind of condemnation. 

"We were discussing the idea of walking in the hills," Nicoletta said, patting the elder Scarletti's arm. 

"Well, among other things. I think a walk would be wonderful." She struggled to keep her face stiff, afraid she would betray the old man when he had forced himself to tell his tale of horror, to condemn himself in her eyes in order to warn her. It was a noble gesture. 

Giovanni could feel her trembling. Her face was turned up to his, but her dark, eloquent eyes refused to meet his probing gaze. He faced his grandfather with controlled fury, but the older man looked fragile and seemed to sway with weariness. Giovanni had never seen him in such a state. He forced a calming breath back into his body, although his heart still raced at the warning the guard had delivered to him, fearful for Nicoletta's safety. She was so young, so innocent; he had to continually remind himself of that. She knew nothing of the curse, the reality of monsters in men. 

"Are you ill, Nonno?" He made the inquiry gently, when all he wanted to do was sweep Nicoletta into his arms and carry her away from any possible danger. 

His grandfather held up a hand and shook his averted head. Giovanni tightened his hold on his wife when she would have gone to comfort the older man. "We must leave and let him rest, Nicoletta," he commanded softly. He was urging her out of the room, his body pressing close so that she was forced to move into the hall. 

"Traitors," she whispered to the guards as she was whisked past them. Both grinned sheepishly though un-repentantly at her. 

"I know now why my ancestor built that tower," Giovanni informed her. "I think it would be in my best interest to lock you in it as soon as you rise. My heart cannot stand the strain you continually put on it." 

She looked up at him, her dark eyes meeting his gaze. It was a mistake. She knew it was a mistake before she did it, but she couldn't help herself. His eyes ensnared her in a dark world of erotic need, temptation, excitement. Nicoletta didn't want to feel any of those things, not after her recent vows of good behavior. Not with his grandfather's warning echoing in her mind. 

Jealousy. A madness that destroyed good men. She had already observed signs of it in Giovanni, yet the threat wasn't enough to keep the embers smoldering deep within her from leaping into flames at one look from his hungry eyes. He made her weak with need, her body coming alive when he wasn't even touching her. 

He led her along the hall, his large frame urging her in the direction he wanted her to go, his body hard and hot, a temptation she wanted desperately to resist, a pleasure she wanted to taste again and again. 

"Giovanni." She whispered his name, a plea to let her go. 

He knew it, the confusion of her thoughts; he was somehow sharing her mind.  Never,  cara mia.  I will never release you.  She could feel his fierce determination, his vow. He dragged her into a room she had never been in, firmly closing the door and turning the lock. It was smaller than many in the palazzo, with Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

stained-glass windows and dark reliefs covering the walls. His mouth found hers, taking her response, hard and dominating, his terror of losing her evident in the firestorm of hunger rushing through his veins. 

It was only when he felt the tears trickling down her face that he lifted his head, his hands framing her face so that he could kiss her eyes, the corners of her trembling mouth, taste her tears. "What is it, piccola?  Am I such a monster that you cannot bear to live in this dark palazzo with such a brute?" He could never let her go; she was as essential to him as the air he drew into his lungs. He had no hope of explaining, no hope that she didn't recognize the danger to her life and how utterly selfish he was. 

His voice was so tender, it turned her heart over. He sounded so alone, aching with his need of her. 

Nicoletta looked up at him with her innocent honesty. "I do not understand this place or the people in it. I do not know right from wrong here. You are very powerful, and you sweep me away so I do not recognize myself when I am in your arms. I do not even know you, yet I…" She trailed off, her face flushing scarlet, but she bravely met his gaze. 

"Nicoletta." He seemed to breathe her name, almost in relief. "What a husband and a wife do to express feelings for one another is never wrong. How can such a thing be wrong?" His hands shaped her body, brushed her breasts, free beneath the thin material of her blouse. "Can this be wrong, that a husband would want to touch his wife, show her the strength of his feelings? Would you wish to live years without wanting what is natural between a man and woman?" His hands tugged at her blouse so that he could bend his head to the offering of her breasts. 

Nicoletta closed her eyes as jagged streaks of lightning seemed to dance through her body. Her slender arms cradled his head to her. She couldn't resist him, his dark hunger and intense need. She couldn't resist the way her body craved his. "No," she whispered in defeat. And it was true. Better to live like this, wanted and fiercely alive, than unwanted, performing only for the sake of heirs and detesting the act as some other women did. 

He drew up her long skirt, his hand moving up the bare flesh of her thigh until he found the hot, moist treasure he was seeking. "You take the darkness from my soul, Nicoletta," he said softly, his voice husky and aching as he pushed aside her underclothes and inserted two fingers to find her hot and tight, waiting for him. "Do you fear me so much? What do you think I will do? Teach you to please me and then name you witch to the world? You already please me." Giovanni closed his eyes, savoring the hot silk of her channel, the way her body bathed his exploring fingers with liquid fire. "I could never condemn you without condemning myself. You are my heart and soul." 

She feared his possession of her more, that he could make her his slave, that she would cease to be Nicoletta and be only what he made of her. Her body was moving against his hand, wanting him, craving him. He freed himself from his confining clothing and lifted her into his arms. "Put your arms around my neck,  piccola,  and wrap your legs around my waist." He would never let her go, never. He wanted her needing him, wanting him, loving him so much she would never think of attempting to escape him. He would tie her to him in any way he could. 

"It is you I want, no other woman." He clenched his teeth as he positioned her beckoning feminine sheath directly over the thick, bulging evidence of his need. 

Nicoletta could feel him pushing against her, hot and needy. His body was trembling, rock-hard, every muscle defined. Deliberately she moved her hips, a small circling motion, enticing, wanting him with every fiber of her being. Inch by slow inch she took him into the heat of her body. 

She was tight and moist and unbelievably exciting. "It is true I have had other women. I could still have Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

them if I wanted such a thing. But for me there is only you," he whispered, his hands on her waist. 

Her breath escaped in a little rush as he filled her, the position allowing him to stretch her tightly. He stopped several times to allow her body to adjust and accommodate the invasion of his. He began to move, slow and easy, careful of her youth and inexperience. The savage fury in him he kept tightly under control. He buried himself deeper, a little harder, reaching to drown himself forever in her fire. She burned away the inner darkness that crept like a monster, shadowing his life. Her flame was bright and pure, a molten, white-hot light that kept him sane. 

He lost a little more control as her fingers clutched at him, as her breasts pushed against his chest and her hair spilled around her face in a blue-black curtain. She moaned softly as he pressed her back against the wall to drive ever deeper into her. His hips thrust again and again, burying himself deeper in her fiery sheath. He took her with him, his hands helping her to ride him, teaching her the way to move so that his teeth clenched with the need for self-control and he could feel her small muscles tightening around him in preparation for her own release. He felt her body began to spiral, rippling and bucking, triggering his own response, a violent explosion of ecstasy, and for a moment he thought she really had ignited his body and flames were dancing around him, around her, in her, through both of them. 

He drew her into his arms, struggling to regain his breath, holding her close with her head nestled on his shoulder while their hearts pounded out a frantic rhythm. Both of them were damp from their fiery dances. "I did not mean to be so wild,  piccola.  I apologize for my lack of control. You drive out all sane thoughts. I fear all my training was for naught." 

Nicoletta rested against him, unable to believe there could be such pleasure in life as that she found in this man's arms. He was powerful, an aristocratico,  really no more than a stranger and one she feared, yet she found much to attract her. "Is this the way it always is between a man and a woman?" How could so many women say they lay as stone under their husbands as they "rutted"? 

Giovanni stiffened, a surge of hot blood rushing through him. He tightened his arms around her to the point of pain. "It is unseemly for you to think of other men, Nicoletta," he reprimanded. "Do not ever be so foolish as to seek the answer to that question." There was a wealth of menace in his voice. He allowed her legs to drop to the floor so that her skirt fell in soft folds around her bare ankles. 

Nicoletta was acutely conscious of her blouse exposing her bare breasts to his gaze, of his seed trickling down her leg. Shamed, she pulled the fabric back into place, her teeth digging into her lower lip as she stared at the floor. 

Giovanni caught her chin in his hand and forced her head up. "Nicoletta," he said softly with a little sigh of resignation. "You must learn that you are a married woman now and subject to your husband only." 

"I asked a question to learn the answer," she said in a low tone. "I thought one could ask such things of her husband. Maria Pia told me that only you should answer my questions. Are we to simply have this…

relationship… and no other?" Nicoletta sounded forlorn. "I had thought we would be friends, too, that I could ask you anything I did not know. That is not what will be between us?" 

The fury died down, leaving him feeling sheepish and guilty. "In truth,  bambina,  I misunderstood. 

Signorina Sigmora is correct. Your husband should instruct you in these matters. I do not know why I spoke harshly to you. It was wrong of me." He bent to brush his mouth gently over her lips still swollen with passion. "I know we will be friends. And you can ask me anything. No, it is not always so between a man and woman. Nicoletta…" He hesitated, as if searching for the right words. "Do not be alone in the presence of other men. It is not safe for you." 
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"Do you mean your nonno ? He has no reason to hurt me." 

"Heed my words,  cara mia ." He reiterated, "It is not safe." 






Chapter Fifteen

"Ketsia is already here, Nicoletta," Sophie said petulantly. "Hurry up. We want you to come with us." 

Nicoletta smiled up at Bernado and Maria Pia as she took another sip of the hot tea that had been awaiting her. "I seem to always miss breakfast, Bernado.  Grazie for all the extra trouble you must go to for me. It is much appreciated." She smiled at Sophie, who was tugging at her skirt. "As for you, little imp, you must learn patience. If I do not eat what Bernado has so skillfully prepared for me, he will not do so again." 

Sophie laughed. "Of course he will. He always does." 

"Then you should hold him in high esteem and treat him with great respect. Always remember that, bambino.  Those who care for you and work hard for you should always be accorded proper respect. 

They are more than servants, they should be a famiglia.  Do you understand?" Nicoletta imparted the advice gently, tipping up the child's face so she could brush a quick kiss on her cheek. "Did you take care of Maria Pia for me? I worried about her until I remembered she was with you. I knew you would be good to her." 

Sophie beamed, radiant under the praise. "She promised to tell me stories of you as a bambina." 

Nicoletta laughed softly. "Those stories might not be appropriate for your ears. I was always in trouble. 

Come kiss me good morn and take Ketsia off to the courtyard for your morning romp. The rain has brought us a fresh clean day." 

She waited until the two little girls had kissed and hugged her and skipped off to play before turning her attention to Maria Pia. "Why are you staring at me as if I have grown two heads?" 

Maria Pia lightly slapped Nicoletta's hand. "There is no need for that sharp tongue,  piccola.  I am not looking at you in any such way. Perhaps you are feeling guilty for sleeping most of the day away." 

Nicoletta found herself blushing. Her sleep had been interrupted pleasurably by her very passionate husband. Nicoletta was unsure of herself, uncertain whether the things going on in her bedchamber were as right as her husband assured her they were. "I intend to go walking this morn," she answered calmly. 

"How is everything with you at night, Maria Pia? Nothing is amiss in that room, is it? Young Sophie has not been attempting to go into the passageway again, has she?" 

"Don Scarletti ensured she did not. He took her into the passage and showed her that there were hidden traps." Maria Pia frowned. "I went with them to be certain she would not think it a punishment." She had gone to keep Sophie from danger. She didn't trust the don with either of her charges. "You might remember, Nicoletta, that it was an ancestor of the don who devised such a wicked thing. Even so long ago there was murder and madness in the famiglia.  What normal man would think of such evil things?" 

Her voice was gloomy. 
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Nicoletta laughed softly. "Have you seen the dungeon? When he threatens to make that my home, I promise to tell you." 

"Do not make light of it, Nicoletta," Maria Pia reprimanded. 

Nicoletta leaned over to kiss her on the cheek. "I am sorry. I wanted only to see you smile. It is beautiful today. I promise to meet you in the courtyard and take those little imps off your hands as soon as I am able." 

Maria Pia smiled in spite of herself. "You always find a way to get around me." She leaned close, glancing back toward the guards to make certain they weren't paying close attention. "I am sorry,  piccola, but I must confess, something is not quite right. I pulled a chair in front of the passageway last night as you instructed, to make certain no one could enter the room while we slept. I also locked the outer door and removed the key. I did fall asleep, but then I awoke to a noise at the door." She lowered her voice even more. "I think someone was trying to get into the room." 

The smile faded from Nicoletta's face. Her heart seemed to stop. Color drained from her face. "You should have told me at once. I knew I should never have asked you to stay here. I knew it." She suddenly looked fierce. "No one is going to hurt you or Sophie. I will ask Giovanni to place guards at your door at night." 

Maria Pia regarded her with serious eyes. "It could be the don who seeks to harm us. We do not know, bambino."  She tried to soften the suspicion with the endearment. 

"It is not Giovanni," Nicoletta denied. "I know it is not." Even to her own ears she sounded defiant rather than certain. She was lost in the erotic web he had woven around her, a spell of enchantment so strong she could not break free of him. 

"I hope you are right," Maria Pia said softly as she rose. 

Nicoletta didn't look at her, tapping her fingers on the tabletop as she considered her relationship with Giovanni. He was very gentle and tender with her, yet she could feel the fire raging in his blood, making him a darkly passionate man. He was secretive, meeting at all hours of the day and night with visitors whisked in and out of the palazzo before any other could see them. He protected these guests from prying eyes. Twice Nicoletta had observed Antonello hovering close but out of sight, as if he were hiding from his brother as well as the constant stream of visitors. 

Were they paid assassins? Giovanni had all but admitted to her that he eliminated threats to his people and lands as soon as he heard of them. Suddenly aware of the silence in the kitchen, Nicoletta stood up, smiling at Bernado. "An excellent meal, as always. I do not know what Don Scarletti would do without you, signore. Is there anything you need? I will see that you get it." She made the offer in the hope it was true. Giovanni did seem to cater to her whims. He often smiled at her with great amusement, but he indulged her. 

Bernado bowed low. "Don Giovanni has already spoken to me this morn, Donna Nicoletta.  Grazie! 

 Grazie! I gave him a list, and he has said it will be done. You are truly an angel." 

Nicoletta laughed softly and shook her head. "You have not asked the opinion of my guards, Bernado. I fear they would not agree with you." 

The two men shook their heads at her nonsense and followed her out of the room, as silent as ever. Her Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

shadows. Nicoletta sighed as she walked along the corridor toward Maria Pia's bedchamber. She wanted to examine it and then the room where Sophie had been so ill. What was it about the two rooms that nagged at her? She was used to wide-open spaces, used to freedom, not being watched every minute of the day and night. Something deep inside her was rising up in rebellion, and the strength of it was frightening. 

A dark shadow passed through her as she neared a room on the lower floor, one she had never explored. She slowed, her feet turning almost automatically, and the shadow lengthened and grew inside her. The door was ajar, and she peeked in. The room was a study of some kind, with books and paintings from floor to ceiling. She had never seen such riches. Nicoletta opened the door farther to see the woman who had drawn her there. 

The same maid she had borrowed the broom from was attempting to dust, but she couldn't reach the spot she was trying to clean. Nicoletta could hear her muffled moans of pain as she worked to raise her arm. Very softly, Nicoletta closed the door on the two guards and went to the woman. 

"You are hurt," she said. "I am a healer. Perhaps I may help." 

The woman whirled around, her face tear-streaked, her eyes bright red. When she saw Nicoletta, she looked terrified, the color draining from her face. "I… I am not hurt, Donna Scarletti. You are mistaken. I am doing my job." Her eyes were darting from side to side, looking around the room and then at the door fearfully, reminding Nicoletta of a wild animal trapped in a corner. 

The shadow in her grew stronger. She looked out the wide window. From the walkway, a large, grotesque gargoyle watched her with silent, staring eyes. "Tell me your name." It was her first order as the new mistress of the palazzo. 

The woman paled even more. "Please, Donna Scarletti, I need the work here. I have three bambini. I cannot feed them without working." When Nicoletta continued to look at her, the woman stared at the tiled floor. "I am called Beatrice. My husband was the captain of Don Scarletti's personal guards." She said the latter with pride. "He was killed in the last battle. The don has been kind enough to allow me to work here since." 

Something twisted tight in Nicoletta's stomach. There were faint bruises on Beatrice's neck and shoulder. 

When she saw Nicoletta inspecting her, the maid tugged her sleeves lower over her wrists, but not before Nicoletta could see the strange black-and-blue circle around her skin like a bracelet. 

"I wish to see," Nicoletta said. She used the hypnotic voice of the healer. 

"Please, no," Beatrice said softly even as she slowly tugged at the drawstring of her blouse. The material fell open to reveal her skin, mottled with bruises and several strange burn marks. Nicoletta moved closer, trying not to look as shocked as she felt. Beatrice appeared to have been tortured. 

Nicoletta reached out with gentle fingers and touched the worst bruise along the woman's ribs. There was also a distinct bite mark on her skin. The moment she touched the woman, she felt the aftermath of violence. Someone had attacked Beatrice, used her badly, deliberately hurting her. The maid refused to look at her, shaking with fear of discovery. 

"Who did such a thing to you?" Nicoletta asked, so outraged she could barely catch her breath. "You should not be working in this condition. You need to rest to recover." 
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The woman backed away from her, a fresh flood of tears running down her face. "Please, I beg of you, Donna Scarletti, please do not tell anyone. Please do not let anyone know what you have seen." 

Nicoletta pushed up the maid's sleeve. "He tied you up." It made her feel sick inside. Who was so evil and depraved as to do such a thing to a woman? 

The woman began to pray loudly to the Madonna, her sobs louder than ever. "It is my life if he finds out that you know, that you have seen me. My life! I can work. I will work. Please signora, I am no whore. 

But I do what I must to survive and care for my bambini." 

"Tell me who did this. We must go to my husband," Nicoletta said. 

Beatrice threw herself onto her knees, wrapping her arms around Nicoletta's legs, wildly weeping. "You cannot! For the love of God, you cannot! It is my very life. I have the bambini.  You cannot tell him." 

Nicoletta pressed a hand to her suddenly churning stomach. What did Beatrice mean? Surely Beatrice wasn't afraid Giovanni would punish her for what some coarse soldier had done to her. She looked down at the maid's bent head, at her bruised body, and suddenly she went very still inside. Her heart began to pound in alarm. Not some soldier. Surely not. As widow of the captain of the guard, surely Beatrice would go to the don and ask that the soldier be punished. Whoever had used Beatrice in such a depraved manner had been a member of the aristocrazia.  Who else could so ill use another human, thinking it his right. Yet Beatrice was terrified to go to Giovanni. What did that mean? Unbidden, the memory of Nicoletta's wedding night returned to haunt her. The don had left her, and when he returned, there had been a fresh scratch across his chest. 

The memory was vivid in her mind. She was untutored, an innocent; she had not known how to please him. Yet surely he wasn't capable of such an act. Nicoletta looked again at the bruises. Giovanni's father had sent women to his sons to be used, uncaring of the feelings or wishes of the women. No! Nicoletta wouldn't believe such a thing of Giovanni. He was not a man to torture a woman for pleasure. He might be fierce in his lovemaking, he might be passionate and demanding, but he would never harm a woman. 

"Hush, Beatrice," Nicoletta cautioned gently, "the guards are outside. I know I can help you. Tell me who did this to you that he might be punished." 

"Never." Beatrice drew away from her. "Mistress, on my life, if you say anything, he will kill me. He will kill my bambini.  He held a knife to my son's throat as the child slept and told me what he would do should you or any other find out." 

Nicoletta's eyebrows shot up. "Me? He specifically said me?" The maid was turning away from her, obviously too frightened to go to the don or his wife for aid. Nicoletta caught her arm. "He said if I found out?" 

Beatrice looked at her with terrified eyes. Slowly she nodded. 

Nicoletta's heart was close to shattering. "I will say nothing, Beatrice, but I think I can find a way to safeguard you. And you must allow me to try to heal you." 

Beatrice ducked her head, ashamed. "Why are you helping me?" 

Nicoletta smiled gently. "We are both women, Beatrice, both villagers. Our only hope is to stick together. I will find a way to safeguard you. When you feel you can trust me, I would appreciate your Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

telling me who did this to you. If he can so ill use you, he will do the same to others." 

They fell into silence as Nicoletta laid her hands on Beatrice's bruised ribs. She could feel the healing heat rising from deep within her, moving out of her body and into Beatrice's. The maid gasped and stared at her, almost afraid of the power flowing from Nicoletta into her. Nicoletta normally used elaborate means to cover her special ability, yet she felt that making herself vulnerable thusly was necessary to gain the woman's confidence. Beatrice could name her witch, raise a cry even Don Scarletti might not be able to save her from. 

The two women stared at one another for a long time, the maid obviously struggling to make up her mind. Nicoletta sighed softly when Beatrice looked away. "I cannot say, Donna Scarletti. It is my life, and I have my bambini to protest. I am in your debt, and I know it. If you have need of me, I will do what I can to protect and serve you always." 

  Protect and serve.  A strange way of putting it. What did Beatrice know that Nicoletta did not? There was danger here; Nicoletta could see the warning in the maid's eyes. "I will see what I can do to safeguard you,  Beatrice," Nicoletta assured her softly as she slipped out the door, making certain the guards did not catch a glimpse of the room's occupant. She knew they reported her daily actions to the don. More and more she was chafing under the restraints, under the watchful eyes. 

When Nicoletta entered the room Sophie had occupied when she was so ill, she purposely left the door open so the guards could remain very close. She smiled to herself, thinking the soldiers were a two-edged sword. She needed them at times and resented them at others. Something about this room made her distinctly uneasy. It was as if evil had been locked within the very walls. It still lurked there, hideous and relentless in its hunger, oozing out unexpectedly to catch the unwary. The stained-glass windows prevented the sunlight from entering fully, so the room seemed dark and shadowy, the carvings crawling across the walls and up onto the ceiling, spreading like an insidious plague. The scene depicted aristocrazia in all their finery being dragged into the sea. Jagged rocks split apart boats, and legions of soldiers fell into the foaming, raging waves. 

The chandelier had been repaired now, once again hanging from the ceiling with fresh tapers in it. If the earth had shaken as it had when she was exchanging her vows, that would explain part of the strange phenomenon that had occurred that night, the strange shadows playing across the room a result of the way the flames had flickered and danced over the carvings as the walls trembled. She saw a niche in the far wall identical to the one in the upstairs room. An identical golden boat, ornate and beautiful, sat in the alcove. She stared at it in wonder. 

Nicoletta stepped closer to the wall to study the carvings. Most of them were serpents of some kind with wicked fangs and claws. She frowned as she ran a finger inside the deeply etched relief. There was something right in front of her, something eluding her. She was so close, it was hovering in her brain but refusing to come forward. 

The guards were shaking their heads when she went upstairs, straight to the bedchamber shared by Maria Pia and Sophie. Again she had the same strange shadowed feeling of evil. She stared at the wall relief. They were very similar to ones in the downstairs room. "Look at this," she said to the nearest guard. "Obviously the artist was a very violent man." She touched the tip of what looked like a razor-sharp talon. 

Nicoletta sat on the bed and stared at the mural, wishing she could see the artwork in the two rooms side by side. Something moved under the coverlet, brushing her fingers. She jumped off the bed, so surprised she let out a small cry of shock. Immediately the guard closest to her jerked her behind him. 
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"What is it, Donna Scarletti?" 

The second guard, Francesco, thrust her farther behind him, almost shoving her out of the room. 

Nicoletta tried to peer around him as the first guard caught the edge of the coverlet and pulled it from the bed. At once a ball of scorpions fell to the floor, a wriggling, boiling black-and-brown mass immediately scattering into different directions across the tiled floor. 

Nicoletta stared in horror at the hideous creatures as the guards gave chase. The poisonous insects were fast. It was a frightening thought that someone had dumped such a swarm of them in the bed in which Maria Pia and Sophie slept. "Why?" She asked the question aloud. 

"Look out!" Francesco yelled, shoving her none too gently into the corridor, slamming his boot heel down hard on a scorpion that had crawled far too close to Nicoletta's bare foot. 

Nicoletta stumbled backward, trying desperately to regain her balance. The guard leapt to steady her. 

Another hand snaked out to drag her to safety. She was pulled up against her husband's hard body. 

"The tower is looking better and better," he murmured, his dark eyes slashing at the guard and the poisonous creatures spreading out across the marble floor. Don Scarletti swung her up into his arms, holding her far above the danger as he aided her guards in dispensing with the scorpions. 

Both of his brothers were soon there, too, stamping on the creatures, Vincente going through every inch of the room. "Sophie cannot stay in here," he announced, his body trembling. "Something must be done, Giovanni! This cannot continue." His tone was accusing, his expression dark and dangerous. 

Nicoletta's heart went out to him, knowing he must be afraid for his daughter and angry that someone had done such a thing. She couldn't blame him for his anger. His child had been placed in danger on more than one occasion. "Why would anyone want to hurt Sophie? She is just a child." She voiced what the others would not. 

"The curse," Antonello said softly. "We are cursed to lose all our women." It was an ominous warning, and his eyes were on Nicoletta when he uttered them. Giovanni's arms tightened around her like twin bands, threatening to cut off her air. "The curse is ours, Antonello, not that of our women, and I refuse to allow it to rule my life. This was no 'curse.' " He gestured toward the dead and dying scorpions. "A human gathered and brought these things to this room." She could feel the fury running through his body, a rage that refused to give in to the superstition that dominated their lives. "I want every servant questioned. Every single one. Get to the bottom of this." His black eyes pinned Antonello. 

Antonello nodded silently. 

"They were beneath the coverlet, Don Scarletti," Francesco announced. "Donna Nicoletta nearly placed her hand on them." 

Giovanni gave her a little shake, as if she were responsible for the near tragedy.  I am seriously considering chaining you to my bed.  "We cannot risk that even one escaped, Vincente. We must move Signorina Sigmora and Sophie to another room immediately. The poor child will soon feel she has no home." 

"Better to be safe," Vincente said. "I will search the chamber myself. I do not want any of her things taken to a new room when one of those poisonous creatures may be carried along." 
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Giovanni nodded and turned with Nicoletta in his arms to carry her down the hall to their bedchamber. 

A rush of excitement heated her blood, and she relaxed in his arms. "I did not find the scorpions on purpose to provoke you," she informed him. 

"How do you manage to get yourself into these incidents?" he asked, thrusting her into their bedchamber so that the door banged closed behind them. 

"Maria Pia says I have a knack," Nicoletta admitted, unrepentant. She wiggled to remind him to put her down but found as her breasts moved against his chest through the material of her blouse that his skin was suddenly hot and his body aggressive. 

"Where are all the new gowns the seamstresses made for you?" Giovanni demanded, allowing her bare feet to touch the tiles. 

Nicoletta's eyes darkened, the smile fading from her mouth. "What is so wrong with my own clothes?" 

She sounded hurt. 

Giovanni's heart turned over at the forlorn note. "You cannot think I am ashamed of you,  piccola"  he said softly, his voice lowering an octave until it purred along her skin like the touch of his fingers. "I would not marry a woman of whom I was ashamed." 

"I like my own clothes. I am comfortable in them." She stepped back defensively. "I planned on wearing the new gowns when we must entertain." Even to her own ears she sounded young and uncertain. She took another step away from him. "I do not belong in this place, Don Scarletti. I cannot breathe here. I do not understand what goes on here. I cannot be a proper wife to one such as you." 

"What has brought this on, Nicoletta?" he asked softly, stalking her right across the room. "You are my wife. I will have no other. You are doing the things necessary to become the mistress of the palazzo. The guards, the servants—all of them accept you readily. Portia and Margerita know they must, too. They live in your home by your allowance." 

"I do not want that kind of power. I am from the villaggio.  I know it entails much work to run a house of this size, but I do not like the way servants are treated here, and I cannot be a part of it." She tilted her chin at him even as he cut off her escape by planting his body firmly in front of hers. 

Giovanni reached out and gently tucked her hair behind her ear. The gesture was tender, and his palm brushing across her skin caused her to shiver with heat. "I am aware I did not realize Gostanz had so much .work. I have provided him with more help and made the changes he suggested. Bernado also informed me of certain needs at your suggestion. I thank you for bringing these matters to my attention. It was wrong of me to count on others to run my home without soliciting their advice." 

Nicoletta sighed, looking as confused as she felt. She had made promises to Beatrice that she would not reveal her secret, and she wouldn't go back on her word, but it was far more than Gostanz she was talking about. "Can you not see, you cannot take a plant from where it belongs and expect it to thrive. It will wither and die." 

"You have moved plants,  cara mia,"  he pointed out gently. "I have been to your garden in the hills. You have managed to rearrange many plants, and they thrive and grow and seem healthy." 

Nicoletta swallowed hard, her eyes large and dark. "How long have you been watching me?" She was trembling, pressing one hand to her suddenly churning stomach. 
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His black gaze didn't waver as he looked at her. He was tall, arrogant, unrepentant. "What does it matter?" 

"It matters to me," she answered, her heart pounding loudly. She had thought she had freedom; she had thought the villaggio protected her. All along he had known of her. All along he had planned to take her from her home. 

"That is not true," he denied, even though she hadn't spoken her thoughts aloud, proof their tie was growing ever stronger. "I had no intention of claiming you for my own, only of protecting you. I did not want the Scarletti curse to claim you as it has all the others. I live every day with the knowledge that murder is in the hearts of men and that I brought you into this danger." 

"Why did you?" 

There was an insistent knock on the door. Giovanni closed his eyes and shook his head as if attempting to resist the interruption. 

"Why did you?" Nicoletta insisted. "This is important to me." 

"I know it is,  piccola,  but things are happening that I must take care of. Have patience, and do not condemn me for what I must do to safeguard our people." He raked a hand through his hair, looking suddenly world-weary. 

At once Nicoletta's heart turned over, and she found herself wanting to hold him. She even took a step toward him. Giovanni met her halfway, gathering her close, his lips in her hair. "I love the way you dress, piccola,  but I find you far too appealing to the eye. Men look at you, and they see something that you, in your innocence, cannot conceive of. I know you wear little beneath your garments, and the gowns I have provided will cover you more adequately." 

She raised an eyebrow. "You have not seen them. And when I roam the hills, I must wear what is functional." 

Giovanni groaned as the thumping at the door became more persistent. His arms tightened for a moment, then he lifted her chin so that his black gaze seemed to capture hers. "I know you need reassurance from your husband, and there is much you do not understand, but trust in me, Nicoletta, for a while longer. 

Have faith in me." And he was gone as abruptly as he had left her on their wedding night, off to another of his secret meetings. 

Nicoletta stood in the middle of the bedchamber feeling bereft. She did need reassurance, badly. Her head ached from trying to put all the pieces of the puzzle together. The answers were there, just out of reach. 

The guards were waiting outside the bedchamber as she emerged. Giovanni was already out of sight. 

She didn't want to think about the curse anymore. She wanted to go out into the cool, crisp air and breathe in the sea. She wanted to look at her hills and be with the children. 

Nicoletta hurried along the corridor, self-conscious for the first time in her life. Things were not the way Giovanni had described. Her clothes were serviceable, simple, not made to draw the eyes of men. 

Sophie and Ketsia rushed at her as she entered the courtyard. Their faces were flushed from running, Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

their eyes shining with childish joy. "We were coming to get you!" Sophie greeted cheerfully. "You took so long." 

Nicoletta was pleased to see they were hand in hand, already firm friends. She kissed them both, laughing as they danced around her in their exuberance. The breeze was fresh on Nicoletta's face, bringing the sea with it. She looked from the laughing children to the garden of flowers, shrubs, and trees and felt alive again. 

Maria Pia smiled gently at her. "You have shadows in your eyes." 

Nicoletta glanced up at the row of windows. They looked baleful, staring grimly at her. "I went to look at the artwork in your bedchamber and almost stuck my hand into a nest of scorpions someone had placed beneath the coverlet on your bed." She said it softly, making certain the yelling children would not hear her. 

Maria Pia gasped, visibly paling. "Scorpions? Who would have done such a thing?" 

"I am very afraid for Sophie, not to mention you, Maria Pia I think the soup Sophie ate the night she became sick was tainted on purpose. The voices she hears are very real. I do not know why her life would be in danger, but I think it is. You must watch her at all times. I have already asked the don to place guards at your door at night. He is moving you and the bambina to another room." 

"Nicoletta!" Ketsia yelled. "Come on! Find us." 

Nicoletta watched the girls disappear into the maze. "I had better chase after them. If I do not wear them out before nightfall, they will keep us both up too late." 

"Ketsia asks more questions than any ten children," Maria Pia said with a smile, "and Sophie is beginning to follow her example. She is becoming more and more like a normal child. Ketsia is a good influence on her. I will watch over her all the time, Nicoletta." 

"Well, I will go chase the little imps down and let you have a much-earned rest." Nicoletta glanced back at the unsuspecting guards and took off running, a flash of bare legs and long hair flying, her laughter taunting the soldiers as the labyrinth swallowed her up. 

Maria Pia leapt out of the way as the two guards scrambled after their charge. Nicoletta was already well out of sight, running along the twists and turns, following the sound of the children's laughter. Small flowers were scattered along the paths, and beneath her bare feet the lush carpet of grasses felt soft and natural. She ran fast, lifting her face to the wind, feeling free. When Nicoletta knew she was some distance from the center of the courtyard, she slowed so she could enjoy the beauty of the maze. The shrubs were tall, well over her head, and very thick, forming a solid wall she couldn't see through. 

"Nicoletta!" Ketsia was giggling, her young voice carefree and happy. "Where are you?" 

"Where are you?" Sophie echoed. "You cannot find us." There was more giggling just ahead, so Nicoletta slowed her walking further so she wouldn't catch up too quickly. 

"I am right behind you," she called, attempting to block out everything sinister and frightening about the palazzo to enjoy this moment with the children. 

The two girls shrieked with delight. She could hear their shoes pattering along the ground as they ran farther through the twisting labyrinth. "Stay together," she cautioned, unable to prevent the admonishment Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

from escaping. 

Often the passage through the labyrinth was narrow and led to a dead end or backtracked in long, looping circles. Nicoletta was now deep within the maze, following the children solely by the sounds of their voices. At times she could hear them quite close by, as though she would be able to touch them if she reached through the thick hedges. At other times they seemed some distance away. The soldiers' 

boots thunked hard on the path as they ran to catch up with her. 

Startled by all the unfamiliar activity, birds rose into the air, flapping their wings and shrieking protests, their beaks gaping open. At first Nicoletta laughed at them, but then she began to find the darting creatures frightening. She glanced up at the sky. A shadow was passing over the labyrinth. A draft rose up from the ground to envelop her. At once she felt the cold. 

Nicoletta stopped moving abruptly and went very still. Wings fluttered overhead. Taking a deep breath, unwillingly she glanced up. The black raven was perched in the branches of a thick shrub at the end of the passageway where an sharp bend hid the rest of the path. It seemed to be growing darker in the maze. She swallowed the sudden knot of fear blocking her throat. "Not you again. Where are the girls?" 

She raised her voice, very frightened. "Ketsia! Sophie!" Her voice sounded shaky. "You have to find me now. Come to me!" 

The fear in her voice alarmed the guards. "Donna Nicoletta, stay where you are. We will come to you," 

Francesco offered. "Are you in trouble?" 

Yes, she was in trouble. The bird told her there was trouble. Yet she felt no injury, no sickness. The wind carried no tales of accidents. The children were still laughing joyously. So why was the raven there, warning her of misfortune somewhere close by? Nicoletta couldn't very well tell the guards that. She reluctantly began to walk toward the bird. It watched her approach intently with its round, beady eyes. 

Nicoletta expected it to fly off in one direction or the other, but instead, as she moved closer, it spiraled to the ground, folding its wings and hopping to the edge of the bush that formed the bend in the maze. 

Nicoletta could feel her heart pounding hard, and her mouth went dry in fearful anticipation. Shadows were creeping from the palazzo into the labyrinth. Grotesque demons reached out, the guardians of the cursed palazzo seeking to keep its secrets safe. She watched the bird as it hopped purposefully along the ground. 

Reluctantly she followed it around the bend. The maze gave a choice of right or left, both abrupt turns, one slightly narrower than the other. The bird chose the narrow, more overgrown path. The bushes here weren't as well kept, and small branches poked at her skin as she slowly walked along. She heard the giggles of the children as if from a very great distance. The noise should have been reassuring, but it sounded mocking, as if the labyrinth had taken the joyful notes and twisted them into evil laughter. The soldiers called to her, both of them. They were running, and she could tell they had split up as they searched for her. She wanted to answer them, but the fear choking her prevented her. She was cold, even shivering, yet her skin was damp with perspiration. The bird swung its head back toward her, staring with a touch of the malevolence she associated with the windows and gargoyles of the palazzo. 

"Just show me." she snapped, her fists clenching in the pockets of her skirt. She didn't want to know more trouble; she was struggling to find a place in her new home with a man she barely knew. A man who mesmerized her. Tempted her. She shoved a trembling hand through her hair in agitation, tears filling her eyes. She didn't want to know trouble. She didn't want to be afraid anymore. 

The bird croaked at her, an ugly, accusing tone. She dashed the tears away, her chin rising in challenge. 
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Almost at her feet, the bird was leaning into the bushes and tugging at something light-colored. She knelt down to reach past the creature, to grasp the piece of cloth and pull. It was stuck deep in the prickly branches. Her heart began to pound. She recognized the fabric. She had seen it dozens of times. It was usually a clean if faded blue, but now it looked dirty and weathered, crusted with a wealth of brownish stains. 

Nicoletta sank to the ground, clutching Cristano's shirt to her. She felt it then, the terrible haunting vibration, the aftermath of violence. Cristano was dead, murdered here in the maze, dead all this time. 

While she married and made love with the don and laughed with the children, he was dead, his life taken from him for all time, his only crime that he had wanted to marry Nicoletta. 

Her husband had taken him into the maze. Her husband had walked out of the maze alone, with his knuckles scraped and blood on his immaculate shirt. Her husband had said Cristano had been spotted in a villaggio,  and he had called off the search. 

Pressing the shirt to her, she sat there on the ground, rocking back and forth, tears falling to soak into the grass, while overhead the branches of the bushes began to sway from the wind coming in off the sea. 

Bands of fog drifted in as well; and the bird circled lazily in the sky, its sharp eyes surveying the scene below and the forlorn woman weeping. 






Chapter Sixteen

  What is it? I can feel your pain and sorrow, but you are attempting to close your mind to me.  The words shimmered in her thoughts like gossamer wings, the voice beautiful, comforting, but deadly all the same. Nicoletta knew the don was already moving toward her. The connection between them seemed to be growing stronger and stronger. If a wife had feelings for another, and her husband had the don's tremendous gift and his dark jealousy, wouldn't that be cause enough for murder? 

"What is it?" It was Francesco who found her, reaching to pull her from the ground, bloodstained cloth and all. "Donna Nicoletta, have you suffered an injury?" 

She couldn't look at him with the tears running down her face and the evidence of her husband's guilt in her hands. "Where are the little ones?" she choked out, not wanting the children to see her so distraught. 

The guard called to his partner, Dominic, to collect the two girls. "You must return to the palazzo. Donna Nicoletta," he said softly, his eyes on the material she held in her hands. 

She nodded and went with him. What was the point in trying to explain? Francesco was utterly loyal to the don. Like everyone else, the guard would not worry over the death of a peasant, especially one who had been silly enough to challenge his don. 

Giovanni was pacing across the entrance to the maze, Vincente and Antonello with him, suggesting they had been in a meeting together when the don had become aware something was amiss with his bride. He rushed to her side, sweeping her stiff body into his arms, bending his head to press a brief kiss to her temple. 

Nicoletta struggled to remain still, not wanting to make a scene and push him away from her. It shamed her that she wanted his comfort even as she condemned him. She felt the way his body went rigid, further evidence he was reading her thoughts. "What have you found that has upset you,  piccola!"  he asked Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

gently. 

She raised her head to look at him, her dark eyes eloquent with accusation. "Cristano's shirt. I have seen this many times. It was his, and it is covered in blood." Her eyes remained locked to his. "I know he is dead. When I hold this cloth, I know." She admitted it quietly, seriously, daring him to call her a liar, to try to argue with her, or to condemn her by naming her witch. Let him name her as such. Better to die an honest death than to sleep with a man, enduring such intimacy for all the years of her life, when he was a murderer. 

  Is that what you think? Is that truly what you think? Can you touch me and not feel the truth in your heart?  There was deep pain in his tone, in the words brushing in her mind, an accusation. Giovanni turned to look at Antonello over her head. "Did you not tell me Cristano was in the villaggio you had passed through on your way back home?" 

Antonello shrugged, his face expressionless. "I have seen the man only once, Gino. I may have made a mistake. I did not speak with him, simply observed him drinking in a tavern. Another man called him Cristano." Antonello turned his attention toward Nicoletta. He bowed slightly in the same courtly manner Giovanni often displayed. "I am sorry, sister. It seems I am responsible for this misunderstanding. I reported the sighting immediately, as we needed the soldiers to hunt for our missing cousin, Damian, and to guard our borders from the King of Spain, who often looks to gobble up our lands." 

There seemed to be a simple sincerity in his voice and manner, but Nicoletta didn't trust any of them anymore. She didn't believe a word Antonello was saying. She held Cristano's shirt to her, the evidence of his demise. When, exactly, had he died? She was connected with Cristano, yet the bird hadn't come to her as he lay dying. She should have felt the vibrations of violence the moment the murder had occurred. 

It made no sense. Why hadn't she felt the disturbance if her husband had slain Cristano in the maze? She had been close to the two men, separated only by the walls of hedges. Was the don capable of blocking out her strange ability to feel the ominous portent of mortal injury or death? 

Don Scarletti gave orders to his men to search the labyrinth inch by inch for further evidence. Vincente seemed furious. "Gino, is there something going on we should all know about?" he demanded angrily. "If Damian were alive, he would have found a way to contact us. What are all these secret meetings you and Antonello have been conducting lately, and your visitors we others are never allowed to see? People do not just disappear or get murdered in our own courtyard!" 

"This is not the time or the place to discuss such things, Vincente." Giovanni's voice was like a whip. 

"We must find out what happened to this boy." 

"Man," Vincente corrected. "He was a man who had eyes for your woman. If you disposed of him for some act or betrayal, you need only say so. He had no right to come here and attempt to steal your bride." 

Nicoletta gasped, both hands shoving hard at the wall of Giovanni's chest. 

He tightened his hold around her, refusing to allow her to escape. "Use your brain, Vincente." His voice was pure menace, low and arrogant and filled with contempt, a whiplash that caused his youngest brother to wince. "The boy could not have been killed in the maze and left there, or the vultures would have been overhead. And what of the soldiers who searched the labyrinth that day? When did I have time to dispose of a body? One soldier might be so loyal as to aid me, but an entire regiment? I doubt I wield the kind of power for that large a conspiracy. There has been no whisper of a body found. The boy was alive when I left him." 
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"I wish to help in the search," Nicoletta said. To her own ears she sounded defiant. If there were any further clues, perhaps the bird would reveal them to her. And she would be able to think more clearly without the don in such proximity to her. 

A small silence followed her words. Reluctantly Giovanni dropped his arms and allowed her to escape. 

"If that is what you think best,  cara,  then you must." He spoke quietly, his gaze on her fingers as they smoothed the bloodstained cloth. 

Nicoletta whirled around and immediately reentered the maze. She didn't want to give him a chance to change his mind. Her teeth bit nervously at her lower lip as she attempted to reason things out. What Giovanni had said to his brother made sense to her. He hadn't had time to murder Cristano and dispose of the body. And he had returned to the palazzo almost at once. 

When had Cristano died? Why hadn't she "felt" his death? The question beat at her like the rhythm of a drum, like her own heartbeat. She moved through the labyrinth slowly, keeping her gaze fixed on the ground, searching the bushes for telltale signs of violence. Several times she came across soldiers as they walked the pathways carefully on the orders of their don. Why hadn't she felt Cristano's death? Though she had been but a small child, she had even known when her mother died. 

Giovanni's words not only made sense, but he sounded sincere. Nicoletta sighed and shoved a hand through her long hair, sweeping it back to secure it in a haphazard knot to keep it away from her face. 

She wanted to believe Giovanni. The answer was there, so close, niggling away at the back of her mind, if only she could reach it. 

Nicoletta rounded another bend and nearly ran right into the arms of a soldier. From far away she heard the sound of the raven, a loud squawk of warning. Deep within her, the shadow lengthened and grew. 

The soldier caught her shoulders to steady her, his grip so hard she looked up quickly. For a moment time seemed frozen. A single heartbeat. One terrible moment of recognition. The steadying hands instantly wrapped around her throat and squeezed hard, nearly lifting her off her feet, cutting off her breath and all ability to scream for help. Aljandro, dressed as a soldier, waiting for his moment of revenge. Almost at once panic welled up, and everything went black, with tiny white stars shooting at her. 

  Nicoletta!  The voice was a cry in her head, anguished, terrified, furious. Giovanni demanding that she fight her assailant, demanding she not leave him. 

It gave her strength. Reaching up blindly, she tried to jab her fingernails into Aljandro's eyes. She kicked at him and attempted to drive a knee between his legs. Dimly she heard shouts close by. Giovanni's raised voice giving orders to find her, that she was in trouble. The guards were rushing to do the don's bidding. Giovanni was racing to find her. Although reality was fading in and out, Nicoletta could hear the pounding footsteps and loud voices like thunder in her ears. 

Aljandro panicked and dropped her. He stood over her a moment while she gagged and choked. "I am not the only one who wants you dead." He spat at her, then turned and fled into the high walls of the labyrinth. 

Giovanni and Francesco reached her at the same time. The don was like a man possessed. He shoved the guard away from her, reaching to gather her into his arms, his face a mask of fury as he took in the dark finger marks around her neck and throat. "Where were you?" He turned on the guard, the other soldiers running up. "I gave you one job—to keep her safe. One job! You find the man who did this to her. Find him and bring him to me! None of you dare return without him!" 
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Vincente and Antonello had followed their brother when he had set off at a dead run, unerringly following Nicoletta's path through the maze. "Who did this?" Antonello asked her gently. 

It took several tries to make her voice work, swollen as her throat was. "Aljandro. Dressed like a soldier." She croaked the words, and each one hurt. Nicoletta clung to Giovanni, her body trembling in reaction, as much from being the target of such hatred as from Aljandro's nearly mortal assault. 

"You find him!" Giovanni repeated, sounding every inch the don. "Do not return to me without him." The tone of his voice conveyed a very real threat. "I want every man searching for him. Antonello, you know what to do. Do not let me down. I fear I will not forgive any of you easily for the success of this attack on my wife." 

He swung around and carried her through the narrow pathways, the twist and turns of the maze. Every step he took seemed to build his anger. "This will not happen again, Nicoletta. Never again!" he hissed under his breath, more to himself than to her. As he strode across the courtyard, he raised his voice and called for Gostanz and Maria Pia. There was rage in his voice, in his walk, in every gesture he made. A fury riding him so hard, Nicoletta was almost afraid to move. 

She coughed several times in an attempt to retrieve her voice. Her heartbeat was returning to normal. 

She was very aware of Don Scarletti's growing agitation. He could not feign the trembling in his body, the rage running through him as hot and dangerous as any volcano. She nestled closer into his body, her arms circling his neck so that the bloodstained shirt fluttered for a moment against him. "I'm sorry I doubted you," she croaked hoarsely. 

"Do not talk," he ordered, his black gaze brooding. "What good are guards and soldiers if they cannot protect one small woman? I did not ask much of those in my service, those I have given to generously all my life. I ride with those men, teach them, protect them, feed and house them. How could such a thing happen? If your late friend's husband infiltrated the ranks of my men, he must have someone aiding him, someone of rank." 

Nicoletta stayed silent, aware her husband was far too explosive to soothe, and because her throat was very sore. She lay her head against his shoulder and was grateful for his hard strength. Maria Pia and Gostanz followed them, nearly running to keep up with Giovanni's long strides. Gently Nicoletta placed her hand against the don's blue-shadowed jaw. It took him a few moments as he rushed her through the palazzo to notice the tender gesture. 

Almost at once he could breathe more easily. She felt it. He felt it. By the time they had reached the bedchamber, he was back under some semblance of control. 

"Signorina Sigmora, I did not keep her as safe as I had hoped," Don Scarletti bit out between his teeth, each word clipped and precise. His eyes were very black, icy cold, his expression conjuring up the feel of a graveyard. "I wish you to see to her injuries while I join those hunting this snake. Gostanz will bring you whatever you need." He placed Nicoletta in the middle of the bed and bent to brush a kiss against her temple. "I fear you will have to be placed in that tower, or I will have no peace of mind." For a moment his hand touched the terrible marks on her throat and lingered there, his pain reflected in the depths of his dark eyes. 

Maria Pia watched him leave before she touched the swollen, bruised skin on Nicoletta's throat. "I do not think he was jesting,  bambina."  Tears filled the older woman's eyes. "I came very close to losing you." 
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"It was Aljandro. I did not feel the warning until it was too late, until he had his hands on me," Nicoletta whispered hoarsely. "I did not feel Cristano's death. How could such things be, Maria Pia? What is happening that I can no longer rely on what has always been a part of me?" 

Maria Pia patted her hand consolingly. "Hush now,  bambina."  Someone had to keep a clear head. "I will need fresh water, Gostanz." She wanted the man gone, out of hearing. She waited until he had disappeared before she sank onto the bed beside Nicoletta. "I do not know why your gift is failing you, Nicoletta, but it must be a frightening thing to lose it when you need it the most." 

Nicoletta looked at her with wide eyes, a thought suddenly occurring to her. "Suppose I haven't lost it, Maria Pia. It is possible Aljandro had no idea I was in the maze. I think he was as surprised as I was that he was about to walk right into me." She touched her throat and moistened her lips with her tongue. "The bird and the shadowing came just before he grabbed me." She sat way up and pushed at stray tendrils of hair that had escaped the knot she had tied. "It is possible that Aljandro did not come here to kill me,  but that the don is his real target. I had no prior shadowing or warning because Aljandro was not prepared to strike yet." 

"You do not know that, Nicoletta," Maria Pia cautioned her. "And what of Cristano? How do you explain away his disappearance? Surely you do not believe he is alive." 

She took the bloodstained shirt from the bed where Nicoletta had dropped it. 

"In truth, Maria Pia, I do not know what happened to Cristano. No, he is not alive. I feel his death in that bit of cloth." Her voice was filled with sorrow. "But something else is wrong. Something is just beyond my reach, but I am missing it. Will you call Sophie for me?" 

"You cannot mean to expose the child to this vile conspiracy." As she had done all her life, Maria Pia was still protecting her young charges. 

"She is a part of this. I do not know why, but she has already been exposed to danger. If I am going to solve this riddle, I must have more pieces. I think Sophie can provide me with them. I will wrap a scarf around my neck to hide the marks. My voice is nearly normal again." Nicoletta's throat hurt abominably, and her voice was husky, but she was afraid to wait any longer. Something was very wrong in the palazzo, and she feared if she didn't find the answer soon, there would be more deaths. 

While Maria Pia went in search of the child, Nicoletta applied soothing herbs to the bruises on her throat and neck. Gostanz returned with the water, obviously upset by the event, his eyes anxious and grave. It occurred to Nicoletta that she had made a few friends in the palazzo after all. She was arranging a scarf around her throat when Sophie arrived, her bright eyes red from crying. 

Immediately Nicoletta held out her arms. "What is wrong, Sophie? And is Ketsia upset as well? We cannot have that. Maria Pia, will you see to Ketsia? Tell her I will join her in the kitchen in a few minutes." 

The older woman frowned. "I do not think the don wished you to leave the bedchamber, Nicoletta. 

There is talk that no one has ever seen him so angry. They are afraid in the palazzo. It is very quiet. 

Hundreds of soldiers are combing the courtyard and labyrinth. I think it best if you do not test his patience further." 

Nicoletta thought Maria Pia was right about the don, but she intended to alleviate Ketsia's worry at the Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

first opportunity. She waited until everyone had gone, leaving her alone with the Sophie. "You see, bambina?  I am fine. A small incidente.  All the other talk is silly. I need your help, though,  piccola.  For something more important." 

Sophie's eyes were enormous with pride at the opportunity to help Nicoletta. "What can I do?" 

"Do you remember when you were so sick and I first came to the palazzo to give you aid?" Nicoletta ruffled the child's hair tenderly. "Sometimes things we think are very bad can be good, no? This is how I met you." 

Sophie climbed up onto the bed and wriggled into Nicoletta's lap. "I am glad I was sick, then," she said solemnly. 

Nicoletta kissed the top of the child's head. "I want you to tell me how you came to eat the soup that made you ill. No one can hear you but me, so you know you will not get into trouble." She did her best to sound reassuring. 

Sophie looked away, clearly not wanting to answer her. "Papa was very angry with me," she admitted reluctantly. "I asked Bernado to make me a special dinner, but I did not like it after all, and I refused to eat it." She wrinkled her nose. "Papa said not to be like that, that the cook had gone to much trouble for me." She looked down at her hands. "I threw the plate on the floor and was very bad." The admission came in a small voice. 

"Why did you do that,  piccola?  It is not like you to hurt Bernado's feelings." 

Sophie hung her head. "Papa always listens to Zia Portia. She said if I asked for it, I had to eat it, and Margerita laughed at me. But they did not eat it. They said mean things and made faces, and Papa listened to them. I thought if I acted like them, he would listen to me, too. I just wanted him to listen to me." 

Nicoletta hugged the child closer. "I understand,  bambina.  But you know now that is not a good way to get your Papa's attention. Poor Bernado was very hurt, no? Tell me about the soup," she encouraged. 

Sophie nestled closer into Nicoletta, taking her hand trustingly. "Papa sent me to bed and said I could not eat until morning, but I waited until it was very late, and I went to the kitchen and found the soup. 

Bernado made it for Zio Gino. It is his favorite, but often he cannot stop working to eat with us. Bernado always leaves the soup pot hanging in the kitchen hearth. I took Zio Gino's soup." 

"Because you were very hungry," Nicoletta said sympathetically. 

Sophie nodded, pressing her hands to her stomach as if remembering its emptiness. "Zio Gino came in and saw me. But he did not yell. He laughed and began to eat it with me out of the same bowl. Papa came in, and he was angry with me." 

"Because you had disobeyed him and gotten out of bed when he was punishing you," Nicoletta reminded her. 

Sophie's voice was indignant. "He said I was very bad to eat my zio's food when he worked hard and was surely hungry." Large tears swam in the child's eyes. "Zio Gino said it was fine because there was plenty of soup to share, but Papa was still angry and said Zio Gino spoiled me so I rotted." 
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Nicoletta hugged her in reassurance. "You are not rotten, my sweet bambino,  not at all. Your zio was right to share his soup, but you must not disobey like that again." She kissed her. "Thank you for telling me. Now we should go find Ketsia, or she will cry until Maria Pia becomes upset with us." 

So the soup had been poisoned to kill Giovanni, not Sophie, just as Nicoletta suspected. Aljandro had probably come to kill the don, not Nicoletta. Somewhere in the palazzo, a murderer lay in wait, biding his time. Nicoletta didn't know if it was for political or personal reasons, but she knew, without a doubt, that Don Giovanni Scarletti was in terrible danger. 

As Nicoletta walked with Sophie along the upstairs hallway with its vast spaces and vaulted ceilings, she heard the low murmur of feminine voices hissing softly back and forth. Portia and Margerita were arguing again, the sounds bitter and angry. Nicoletta touched her swollen throat through the thin scarf, wondering, not for the first time, if evil was so locked into the walls of the palazzo that it would never be exorcised. 

She followed Sophie down the long corridor to the kitchen, grateful that in his haste to hunt down her attacker, Don Scarletti had failed to assign her guards. 

Ketsia threw herself into Nicoletta's arms, bursting into sobs, her little face already streaked with tear-stains. "I thought you were dead! I heard one of the maids say your new husband choked you to death because he found you with another man." 

Nicoletta's face drained of color. Her chin went up, dark eyes flashing with temper. "Bernado, is that what is being said by the staff? They are accusing Don Scarletti of strangling me?" 

He ducked his head, embarrassed. Nicoletta whirled around as a shadow crossed the doorway. 

Giovanni's grandfather hovered there uncertainly. His face was lined with worry, his eyes red and blurry. 

She could see he was much agitated. Still holding Ketsia to her, she immediately went to the older man to reassure him. "I am fine—a scuffle, no more, with a man who was angry because he lost his farm when he allowed his wife to die unaided. It was nothing, Nonno. I turned the man down once when he asked me to marry him, and he has nursed a grudge ever since. Giovanni is out looking for him now. I will not have anyone in our home whispering rumors behind Giovanni's back." She spun around, managing to look regal even in her peasant clothes. "Where is Gostanz? I want all of those serving in the palazzo to gather in the front hall immediately." Nicoletta used her sternest voice, determined to be taken seriously. 

The elderly Scarletti hugged Nicoletta clumsily, Ketsia and all. Sophie stared at him with big around eyes and tried a tentative smile when he glanced at her. The old man found himself smiling back at her before he hurried away, not wanting to be observed by so many condemning eyes. 

Gostanz assembled the servants in short order. Nicoletta was rather shocked that so few people tended an estate so vast. Most seemed to be outdoor workers. Reaching for courage, Nicoletta stepped in front of them, Ketsia still clinging to her. The child gave her the bravery to face the servants. "I am Donna Scarletti, for those of you who do not know me. Gostanz will bring to me any complaints or suggestions you may have to make the running of the palazzo smoother and easier for all of you. I do, however, want to address one issue immediately. There has been talk of the recent attack on me. It is whispered that my husband attempted to strangle me." 

At once the room fell eerily silent, absent even the shuffling of feet. Nicoletta was immediately aware of every eye in the room fixed on her. Slowly she unraveled the scarf so they could see the marks on her neck. A collective gasp went up. "I was attacked, but certainly not by my husband. I believe my attacker was here to harm Don Scarletti, not me. I was merely in this man's way. I want it known that I will not tolerate disloyalty to the don among those of you who work in our home. I do not wish to hear further rumors about him or us. If you have concerns, I will be happy to address them, but it will serve no Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

purpose to try to divide our home." 

Nicoletta grasped Ketsia's hand firmly in hers and reached out to Sophie, who was standing wide-eyed, fearfully staring at Nicoletta's throat. Maria Pia had her arms around the child. They immediately moved off as a family unit, presenting their loyalty toward one another before the servants. Maria Pia was beaming at Nicoletta with pride. 

In the next few minutes Nicoletta went through all the appropriate motions, attempting to carry on a conversation with the chattering girls, constantly reassuring them that she was, indeed, going to live. But her mind was busy elsewhere, occupied with the raven. If she was correct in her assumption that Aljandro had not intended to harm her, or even Giovanni at that precise moment, but had simply taken advantage when he came upon her, then it meant her strange ability was not necessarily gone. It merely meant the bird had had no time to warn her. Still, why hadn't she been warned of Cristano's death? If Giovanni had slain Cristano in the maze, so close to her, she would have felt it. And the bird would have come to her. "Nicoletta!" Ketsia stamped her small foot. "I have said the same thing to you three times, and you have not answered me. You are staring out the window. All the soldiers are everywhere outside, yet Maria Pia says it is not safe and we must stay indoors. I do not want to stay indoors, and neither does Sophie." 

Nicoletta looked at the courtyard below her. She could see the soldiers swarming over the grounds like ants, searching every possible escape route. But Aljandro was already gone. He had slipped away. She knew it in her heart, a dark dread that remained a shadow in her soul. He was watching from the safety of his hideout, where someone Don Scarletti trusted had aided in secreting him. "I am sorry, Ketsia, but in truth, Maria Pia is right. It is not safe to go out yet. The man who attempted to harm me is not yet captured. And he is a man known to you, Ketsia. It is Aljandro, dressed as a soldier, and he would not want you to identify him should you see his face. When you return to the villaggio,  I will have several of the don's guards go with you." 

Why hadn't the bird come to her? Why hadn't she felt Cristano's death? It didn't make sense. How could he have died and she remain so unaware of it? 

"We want to go outside," Sophie persisted, tugging at Nicoletta's skirt. 

Nicoletta bent down to drop a kiss on the child's head. "I am sorry,  piccola,  but you cannot. If you look out the window, you will see that a thick fog is moving inland from the sea. It is dangerous when it comes in like this. Maria Pia will devise a game for you to play here in the palazzo. The fog may be such that Ketsia will have to spend the night. Wouldn't that be a grand adventure?" She patted both girls absently, turning to go. "I have matters I must attend to now." 

"Nicoletta!" Maria Pia hissed her name, crossing herself as she did so. "You forget yourself. You have no protection while your guards are outside. Do not go wandering around the palazzo by yourself." 

Nicoletta lifted her chin. "This is my home, and I will move about freely within it, or I will have no life at all." She hurried back up the stairs, determined to take a look once more into the room where Maria Pia and Sophie had been sleeping. Why were the scorpions placed in that room? If the soup had been meant for the don, was there another reason for the scorpions, other than a threat to young Sophie? Did someone want Sophie out of the room for different purpose? There was an entrance to the secret passageway in the nursery and in that particular room. Sophie had now been driven from both rooms. As she had been driven from the other room downstairs, the room where she had been so ill. Was there also an entrance to the passageway from that room? Nicoletta wanted to know. 
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As she passed Margerita's room, she heard the young woman's voice raised in a shrill, nasty tone. "I will have you flogged for this. I know you took my jewelry! You are a thief and a soldier's whore. You deliberately tore my gown!" 

To Nicoletta's shock, she recognized the other voice. 

"I tell you, I took nothing from this room. I did not touch the gown." It was the maid, Beatrice, her voice low and quaking with fear. "I would never steal from you or destroy your clothes." 

The door was ajar, and Nicoletta pushed it open farther. "What is going on, Margerita?" She took in the scene: the maid cowering against the wall, Margerita shaking with anger. Items were strewn around the room as if they had been flung in all directions. Nicoletta could well imagine Margerita throwing things in a rage. 

"It is none of your business," Portia's daughter snapped. "She is my maid, and I will deal with the likes of her. Get out of my private bedchamber." 

"She is a worker in my household," Nicoletta corrected firmly. "If there is a problem, I should have been informed at once." She moved into the room to stand beside the maid. "You say she has stolen from you?" As hard as she tried, Nicoletta could not keep the disbelief from her voice. 

Nicoletta's tone only inflamed Margerita more. "Get out!" she growled. "You are nothing but a peasant yourself. What understanding could you possibly have? How could you know what we have to put up with from these ignorant people? They know nothing of being servants. Look at my gown! She tore my gown!" 

Beatrice shook her head. "I did not, Donna Scarletti, and I did not steal from her. I came in to help her dress, and she threw things at me because she could not find a piece of jewelry. I did not take it. The gown ripped when she stepped on the hem." 

Margerita shrieked and rushed at the woman, her face a mask of fury. She raised an arm, swinging wildly. Nicoletta stepped in front of the cowering maid, taking the blow, a hard slap that filled the air with a grotesque sound, full on her face. It seemed for a moment to Nicoletta as if it had all happened in slow motion, Margerita rushing forward, hand upraised, faint marks on her wrist, reminiscent of something, triggering a fleeting memory. 

A terrible roar spun the three women around to face the doorway. They all froze as they faced Giovanni Scarletti. His black eyes glittered with menace, his handsome face marked with dark cruelty. Behind him, Vincente and Antonello gaped at Margerita as if she had lost her mind. Giovanni was in such a rage, the room fairly crackled with it. He covered the short distance to Margerita in two gliding steps, like a stalking mountain lion. 

He caught her arm and flung her away from Nicoletta. "You will leave this house at once." He bit the words out between clenched teeth. "I do not care where you go or what you do, but you will never enter this house again." 

Margerita went so white, she looked a ghost. For the first time she looked young and vulnerable, a child who had overplayed her hand and now was at a loss as to how to remedy the situation. 

Nicoletta touched Giovanni's arm with gentle fingers. "We are all much too upset to make rash decisions. 

You, more than anyone, should know that. Margerita did not mean to strike me. She is little more than a Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

child, Giovanni." 

When the don continued to glare at Margerita with slashing eyes, Nicoletta's hand slid up to his jaw, a soft, tender caress, turning him to face her. "Please, Giovanni, you cannot send her away. She and I have not had a chance to become friends. It would be such a terrible start to our marriage." She whispered the words to him softly, her dark eyes eloquent, pleading. 

Don Scarletti stood quite still, his body rigid. Neither of the other brothers spoke. No one dared to breathe. At last he nodded abruptly. 

Nicoletta relaxed slightly, careful not to touch her stinging cheek. "Thank you, Margerita, for enlightening me to the fact that you would prefer not to have a personal maid. As we are short of staff at the moment, that will free Beatrice to help Maria Pia and Sophie. Beatrice, please tell Gostanz that it is my wish that you take a few days off—with pay, of course—and when you return, you will attend Maria Pia and young Sophie personally." 

Beatrice curtsied several times, carefully skirting around the don, slinking past his two brothers without looking at either of them, and rushing away. 

Giovanni took Nicoletta's hand in his, his black eyes as cold as ice as he stared at Margerita. "Had you been a man, you would be dead right now." He tugged Nicoletta beneath the protection of his shoulder and pushed past his brothers. 

"It does not hurt," Nicoletta offered softly as she walked with him down the hall. 

"I should not say that I wanted to strangle her with my bare hands, as that seems to be the Scarletti way, but I did," he admitted. "I wanted to choke the life out of her for striking you.  Dio,  Nicoletta, why can't you stay out of trouble?" 

Nicoletta flashed him a quick smile. "I told you it is a knack I have. Did you find Aljandro? Because I am certain he came here to kill you, not me." 

One dark eyebrow shot up. "How did you come to that conclusion? Did he speak to you?" His body was brushing against hers, warm and hard and solid. A comfort to her. 

Nicoletta winced at the question. She should have known he was going to ask. She sighed when he continued to look down at her, silently demanding an answer. "He said he was not the only one who wanted me dead." 

A muscle jerked along Giovanni's jaw; his eyes blazed with menace. Nicoletta hastily tightened her hold on his hand. "But that is not the point. I know things—you know I do. I think someone is trying to kill you.  I think that whoever it is helped Aljandro to escape all those men searching for him. Someone poisoned the soup meant for you the night little Sophie ate it. And you and I both know that your cousin, Damian, was involved in a conspiracy against you. And now Aljandro." 

"It is not safe to pursue this, Nicoletta," he said sternly. "Forget that you ever saw Damian. Do not ask anymore questions. I know others are conspiring against me, but I do not know who. Already you are in danger." 

"I want to go up to the ramparts. Do you remember when Margerita was running toward us in the corridor the day little Ricardo summoned me to Lissandra's deathbed?" Margerita rushing toward the Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

maid had triggered the memory in Nicoletta's mind. More than that, there had been something else, something about Margerita that eluded Nicoletta, but she knew it was important. 

Deep inside her, the shadow was creeping into her heart, her soul. Something was wrong, and her dread was growing. She glanced out the window and saw the raven circling in the long trails of white fog. It looked deceptively lazy, even serene, as it soared just outside the window. But Nicoletta saw it, and she knew. There was trouble somewhere. Instinctively she inhaled deeply in an attempt to draw cooling air into her lungs and read the signs. 

"You are not going near that upper walkway. I forbid it," Giovanni said sternly. "The guards have been given their orders, and they will follow them to the letter." 

"You can go up with me," Nicoletta pointed out, distracted from his absolute authority by the deepening shadow within her. "It is important. I want to see what the maze looks like from above, how much a person can see when they look down into it." 

"A good portion is covered over by bushes trained to form a canopy," Giovanni said tersely. "You will not go up there for any reason, with me or without me. Knowing you, you would slip and fall, and I would find you hanging by a fingernail. You will obey me in this, Nicoletta." He stopped walking to catch her arms, halting her so that he could examine her face for bruises. 

For no reason at all, other than the hot look in his eyes, Nicoletta found herself blushing. "Stop staring at me. I told you, she did not hurt me. And I really do need to go up to that walkway." There she would be able to sense the trouble. 

"Well, you are not going," he said. "You are not going anywhere for the next twenty years. I am in the middle of something I cannot share with you. I dare not. You will have to trust me and do as I say." 

Gostanz appeared behind them, clearing his throat to draw attention to himself. 

Giovanni spun around, his black eyes gleaming with displeasure. "What is it?" he snapped impatiently. 

"  Scusa, signore, the healer is needed." 






Chapter Seventeen

Don Scarletti made a sound deep within his throat much like that of a drowning man. "No, Nicoletta." 

He shook his head somewhere between bitter laughter and total frustration. "I seem to have lost any semblance of control in my own home." 

"Tell them I will come at once, Gostanz,  grazie,"  Nicoletta said firmly. 

"No." The Don shook his head again. "You have been through quite enough today, and there is still the danger of this madman loose. I will not have it, Nicoletta." 

"These are our people. I cannot imagine you shirking your duties and hiding in your bedchamber because there was danger. I am a healer, and if our people need me, then there is no other choice but to go." She rose up onto her toes and placed her lips against his ear. "You know it is inevitable that I go, Giovanni, so do not waste time arguing that could better be used finding a way to keep me safe." 
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Giovanni heaved an exasperated sigh and glanced up at his waiting manservant. "Gostanz, you are unmarried, no?" 

A hint of a smile crept into Gostanz's eyes. "That is so, Don Scarletti. And for good reason. I will tell those waiting that the healer will be with them immediately." 

"Tell the stableman to prepare my horse. I will take Donna Nicoletta myself." Giovanni's hand tugged at her knotted hair. "We should gather whatever you will need." 

  "Grazie,  Giovanni," Nicoletta said softly, her heart in her eyes, unknowingly giving him more of a reward than she could have imagined. 

Nicoletta gathered her satchel and cloak hastily, taking time only to make certain she had all her herbs with her. "I know you are busy, Giovanni. You really needn't come with me," she ventured cautiously as they hurried through the palazzo toward the entrance closest to the stables. "Truly, Francesco and Dominic guard me closely. I know you were frightened earlier when you snapped at them, but you did not mean it." 

"I am not about to allow you out of my sight. And do not talk to me about Francesco or Dominic right now. They were supposed to stay with you at all times, not allow you to flit away from them at any opportunity." Giovanni politely held the door open for her. "They cannot protect you if they do not know where you are." 

It was a small thing, Giovanni's opening the door for her, but that courtly gesture made Nicoletta feel cared for. No one had performed the little niceties for her before, and Giovanni did it as if she had every right to such respect. She smiled at him, refraining from arguing further. It was enough that he was letting her go against his better judgment. 

Once outside she inhaled deeply to allow the wind and sea spray to carry their tales to her. Overhead the raven circled once, twice, while Nicoletta settled in front of the don on his horse. Then the bird turned inland, away from the sea, flying as straight as an arrow. 

"Hurry, Giovanni. The injuries are severe, but it is not too late." she said. It was the first time she had uttered such words to him without fear. The don might carry madness in his blood, but he watched over his wife with a fierce desire to protect her. 

His arms were tight around her as he held the reins, the wall of his chest a support for her back so that her head could rest on his shoulder.  "I have complete faith in you,  cara mia."  His words were soft in her ear, in her mind, settling in her heart. 

Nicoletta smiled as the horse swallowed up the miles with its long strides. Giovanni had gotten the directions from the waiting runner, and as night began to fall, he pressed the animal to greater speeds. 

The encampment was small, up amidst the boulders jutting above the tree line, an area Nicoletta had never seen. She was certain they were on the border of Giovanni's lands, and as he reined in the horse and called out to someone unseen, she was more certain than ever. 

"Are we at war?" she asked in a low tone, looking around her at the hastily erected camp. There was a secrecy about the encampment she couldn't otherwise explain away. 

When Giovanni announced their presence, several men slowly emerged from the shadows into plain Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

view. Many had various wounds, and all looked exhausted. Nicoletta slid from the horse onto the ground, swaying slightly as she tried to find her legs after the long ride. She forgot her question as she looked around her at the men's bloodstained clothing. Giovanni tossed the reins to one of the soldiers, yanked her satchel free, and took her arm to help her over the uneven ground. His fingers tightened like a band around her upper arm, and he leaned into her.  "Dio!   Nicoletta, you have forgotten your shoes again." 

Nicoletta barely noticed. She had run barefoot for so many years, it seemed natural to her, but her husband sounded so exasperated, she flashed him a quick grin. For one timeless moment his eyes met hers. There was pride there, respect, and something far deeper and richer that turned her heart over. 

They had time for one shared smile, one moment of complete understanding, and then she was led to the most injured patient. 

Giovanni watched her perform her tasks, never taking his eyes from her small, slender figure as she worked quickly and efficiently with far more experience than one of her age should have. She was totally focused on her patient, a young soldier with several stab wounds in his shoulder, chest, and leg. The don was amazed at her power. Her presence alone commanded respect. Others leapt to obey her quietly spoken orders, not looking to him to verify them at all. He, too, found himself leaping to get the things she needed, amazed at the amount of hot water she insisted upon. But he soon became a complete believer. 

Giovanni would have sworn no one could save the young man, but she inspired such confidence, commanded such obedience, no one in the camp thought she would fail. He was beginning to think Nicoletta willed the wounds to heal. 

She worked until the darkness descended and the wind howled through the camp, causing the men to shiver. Tucking blankets around the wounded man, Nicoletta straightened up, looking around her at the faces of the others. "Who else is injured here? This man will live with good care. You must see to it he is taken to shelter as soon as possible and given plenty of liquids. Perhaps he can be brought to the palazzo, where I will be able to attend to him daily." She glanced at Giovanni, who nodded in approval. She was swaying with weariness. 

Giovanni swept an arm around her, gathering her close. His mind sought hers. Her incredible gift of healing took a tremendous amount of energy, draining her strength. He felt it in her, yet she was still looking over the soldiers, determined to give aid to any other in need. "Rest for a time," he suggested softly. 

She smiled up at him. "These men have suffered much in their battle. I will do what I can to make them more comfortable." They had seen combat, but not in the type of battle she had first imagined. The injuries they had sustained were from knives, not from swords or arrows. These men had been very close to their assailants. 

Giovanni moved a distance away, still keeping his eye on her while he consulted with the captain in low tones. She moved among the men, attending wounds, smiling, even laughing softly with them, very much at ease, yet she managed to look regal in her bare feet and peasant clothing, managed to look beautiful and every inch a lady. Giovanni tried not to notice the way his men looked at her, the way their eyes followed her. He tried to ignore the tightness in his chest and the surge of hot blood swirling beneath the thin surface of his civilized veneer. 

Nicoletta knew she wasn't supposed to see too much. These men were members of the don's elite guard. Trusted soldiers, every one of them. Men who had proven their loyalty to the don many times over. Don Scarletti seemed to know each one personally. The captain and the don spoke in hushed tones, going over a map much like the ones she had seen in the elderly Scarletti's private study. For one Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

brief moment it occurred to Nicoletta that Giovanni had rifled through his nonno's maps and stolen those he needed. But that made no sense. Giovanni was the don, and owned everything in the palazzo and in the surrounding lands. More likely his nonno quietly made his grandson fresh maps to aid him. 

When Nicoletta was finished attending her last patient, Giovanni gathered the soldiers together. "There is a continued need for secrecy. You unmarried men volunteered, and none of you have families that might insist on knowing where you are. You must continue to be silent, rest, and be ready for the next call. 

Transport young Goeboli to the palazzo." 

Nicoletta's head went up, and she immediately turned to stare at the young soldier whose injuries were so severe. She knew the name well, the history of the house of Goeboli. The elder Signore Goeboli had owned the vast lands to the north of the Scarlettis. He had the reputation of being a good don. Long before Nicoletta's birth, when the King of Spain had looked greedily upon the land, his family had taken in high-ranking members of the Holy Church and hidden them. At the same time he had tried to make a peace treaty with Spain. But he had been slain, his lands gobbled up, his people scattered, and it was rumored that his sons were long dead along with their father. This young man had to be a grandson. All had not been lost. 

"What is going on here?" she asked Giovanni as he swung up onto his horse and pulled her up in front of him with his casual strength. 

Giovanni was silent until they had ridden some distance from the camp. "You asked if we were at war. 

We have no choice but to be at war. Large wolves surround us, powerful and greedy. They look to our lands and our riches. That is why I have long kept the treasures and wealth of the famiglia Scarletti deep within the passageways, protected by our ancestors' traps. Our country's wealth has been plundered time and time again. A good leader senses when a change is in the wind, and he must act immediately. Wars are not necessarily fought on a battlefield, yet they can be just as deadly and just as fierce. Austria looks to control our lands, and soon, if I am right, she will be in power. I think the time is right to align with her. 

She will allow the more powerful famiglie to continue ruling here while she looks to her own borders. 

We will have a chance to grow stronger and thrive. To arrange this, when some are evidently not in favor of my decision, we meet in secret, in small groups, so only a few may identify others. Since there is a traitor in the palazzo, the young Goeboli must be kept hidden. The men will bring him to the cove, and I will bring him into the palazzo through the passageway. My own guards will see to his safety, and only you will enter his room to attend him." 

"How did you get the scratch on your chest last night?" She asked abruptly, trying to keep her voice even and her mind blank, as if his answer was not of great importance to her. But he urged his mount into a thick stand of trees, brought it to a halt, and dismounted with her. 

They were back within familiar territory, not far from Nicoletta's herb garden. She stretched, raising her arms above her head to the night sky. The sea breeze was cool and crisp, swirling wisps of white fog around her skirt so that she seemed to rise up like a siren from the clouds. 

Giovanni sighed softly. "You told me you believed my own cousin had entered into a conspiracy against me. I know my life is in danger. Four times recently there have been attempts against me. Damian on the beach, the poisoned soup, once when I was out hunting with Antonello, and our wedding night. 

Nicoletta stared at him, her eyes enormous in the silvery moonlight. "How long ago was your hunting trip with Antonello?" She could read the sincerity in his voice, his eyes. He hadn't gone to another woman on their wedding night, abused and mistreated her. Nicoletta had been certain he hadn't, but it was still comforting to hear him confirm he had not been the one to harm Beatrice. The memory of Beatrice's Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

wrist, the terrible bruising and burns, was suddenly vivid in her mind. And Margerita had the exact same circlet of bruises on her wrist. Nicoletta's breath caught in her throat. Both women had been with the same man. She bit down hard on her lip, trying to concentrate on what her husband was saying, holding the revelation to herself tightly. 

Giovanni shrugged. "Some months ago. The sudden assault was enough of a warning. I knew someone must have gotten wind of our plans. I immediately moved to protect our treasures and my famiglia." 

Nicoletta turned away from Giovanni, unwilling for him to read her oft-transparent expression. Antonello had been hunting with Giovanni. Yes, Antonello had been wounded, but that could have been an accident. Damian had been Antonello's best friend as well as cousin. Anyone in the palazzo, including Antonello, would know that Bernado always left soup warming for Giovanni. Antonello had been with the guards the previous night. And Antonello had come out of the maze the day Cristano vanished within it, his clothing bloodstained. He moved freely throughout the countryside, unlike Vincente, who would never willingly venture among the peasants in the villaggi. 

"What happened on our wedding night?" Nicoletta asked softly. Antonello had been in the hallway, calling her husband away from her. 

"It is necessary to silence those who choose to oppose us, those who would betray us and endanger our famiglie.  I was asked to speak to two emissaries sent by an ally who was in need of aid. But the

'visitors' were actually assassins sent to kill me. They did not succeed." He spoke softly, matter-of-factly. 

Then he moved up behind her, sheltering her from the wind with his body. "We need unity, and Austria has no real desire to rule this country; she has far too many other troubles. I believe we can strengthen our position and move our people into place to be ready to take advantage when the offer to align comes to pass. It is my belief that Austria will leave the ruling to the stronger famiglie.  I see no way other than unification with her to protect my people." 

Very gently he circled her slender body with his arms and drew her back against his chest. "Have I told you how proud you make me? I know it was wrong of me to bring you into a dangerous world of intrigue, but I could not help myself. I did my best to stay away from you, but there you were, right in front of me, no longer haunting my dreams, no longer whispered reports from my men, but real flesh and blood and so beautiful I could not breathe when I looked at you." 

She tipped her head back, resting it against his broad shoulder, her dark eyes laughing up at him. "You were breathing. I recall my first meeting with you, signore, quite vividly. You were definitely breathing. As sick as you were, you were still the most powerful man I had ever met. And you looked at me…" 

"I had to look at you. I could not take my eyes off you," he admitted softly. 

She smiled as she stared out into the gathering darkness at the swaying trees with their silvery leaves. "In truth, I cannot say I am sorry that you chose me to be your bride. I dream of a time when our people are happy and unafraid in the palazzo, a time we can get to know one another without interference from the outside world." 

His mouth drifted lazily over her silky hair, found her ear, and tasted her skin for a moment while his hands moved up her narrow ribs to settle just below the soft weight of her breasts. "The outside world is conspiring to keep me away from you," he whispered softly, his breath a warm temptation. "But you know,  piccola,  there is no one out here to interfere with us now." 
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She could feel the heat of his body, the way he thickened and hardened, pressing tightly against her. 

Nicoletta smiled at his reaction and pressed even closer to him. She tilted her head back and moved restlessly, an invitation to his wandering hands. It was like that with him. He touched her, and her body seemed to go up in flames. It wasn't simply a matter of wanting him to touch her; she needed him to touch her. She seemed to catch fire, to melt each time he looked at with his desire flaring in his black eyes. 

Daringly, she reached behind her to circle his neck with one arm, bringing his head down to her. His mouth found the pulse beating frantically in her neck. He found each of the bruises on her throat, his mouth warm and soothing, hot and exciting. Giovanni inhaled the clean scent of her. She seemed untamed and free, elusive, a part of the mystery of the night, yet she burned for him when his teeth scraped her soft skin and his hands cupped her breasts, his thumbs caressing her nipples into hard peaks through the thin cloth of her blouse. 

The air was crisp, the wisps of fog weaving a shimmering screen of white lace around them. The shadows in the trees lengthened and grew until it was nearly impossible to see into the forest interior. 

They could hear the distant crash of the waves against the cliffs. Night creatures were stirring, insects singing. In the distance a wolf howled, a lonely, eerie sound. Another wolf answered it, strangely intimate in the gathering darkness. A wildness. It spread from the forest to catch them in its thrall. 

Giovanni whispered something she couldn't understand, his hands finding her blouse and pulling it from her body, allowing the material to flutter to the bushes. His hands cupped lush flesh as he bent his head to the hollow of her shoulder. There was something very erotic about standing nearly naked in the night, her body leaning into his, her breasts held possessively right out under the gathering stars. Nicoletta's breath caught in her throat. It was shocking how erotic she felt, how sinfully excited. She was fairly certain this was one of those things good girls didn't do. 

But it didn't matter. Nothing mattered except the way her breasts swelled into aching flesh at his touch. 

She wanted more. She wanted to know all the ways to please him, to make him need her the way she needed him. The ache started deep inside, spreading, blossoming into a firestorm as it raced through her bloodstream. His mouth was hot, dancing tongues of flame moving over her bare skin. 

Nicoletta held him to her, closing her eyes to give herself up to the pure pleasure his hands and mouth created. His teeth tugged gently at her ear. "I want you to take off your skirt,  cara"  he whispered. His hands dropped from her breasts so that he could turn her around to face him and drink in her beauty. 

His gaze was hot as it traveled over her. Nicoletta stood staring up at him, her dark eyes enormous in the moonlight. He could read both the shyness and the wanting. "I want to see how beautiful you are," he encouraged. 

She reached up slowly and loosened the knot in her long hair, allowing the silken skeins to cascade in waves to her waist. The action lifted her breasts, and the silvery moonlight cast loving shadows on her body, so that he could barely breathe at the sight of her. She smiled then, watching his reaction. 

Nicoletta moved a few steps from him, just out of arm's reach, and, still watching him, she slipped off her skirt. She heard his gasp, an explosion of breath as it left his lungs. She lifted her arms toward the moon in a kind of homage, so that her skin gleamed invitingly in the muted light, and her hair caressed her body like fingers. "Is this what you want, husband? I wish to learn to please you." 

The silence stretched taut as he watched her, his gaze hot. Giovanni removed his boots slowly as she stood naked, waiting before him. "Come here to me," he ordered, his voice husky. "I want you to remove my clothing. That would please me, Nicoletta. I want to watch you, see you tremble, know you want me Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

the way I want you." 

She was trembling, shocked at her own daring, shocked at the dark intensity in his eyes. He stared at her with a fierce possessiveness she had never seen. It was frightening yet exhilarating. Obediently she stepped forward, the breeze tugging at her hair so that one moment it covered her breasts, leaving only her nipples peeking through, the next revealing her body to his inspection. 

Her fingers shook as she removed his shirt. He didn't help her, his hot gaze never leaving her body. She felt him tremble when she began to unfasten his breeches, her fingers brushing his swollen flesh. Nicoletta found courage in his reaction. He was thick and hard, so utterly different from a woman. She looked up at him, not knowing what to do next. 

"Touch me, Nicoletta. Show me you want me, too." His voice was more hoarse than she had ever heard it, his body so hot she could feel the heat right through her. "You need to know my body the way I know yours." 

She slid her hand down his chest with deliberate slowness, enjoying the feel of his hard muscles. Bending forward, she kissed those muscles, her hair spilling around him, brushing his skin so that he gasped again. 

His hands caught her upper arms. Nicoletta smiled at the strength in his grip, at the knowledge that she could bring such a strong, powerful man to the same trembling need she felt. Her body was on fire, moist and hot and aching. She wanted his hands exploring her, his mouth moving over her. 

Exactly what he wanted. She caressed the length of him, exploring, shaping, using her hand like a sheath and watching his reaction. He hardened more, thickened, his hips thrusting into her palm. Her fingers danced and teased, and she watched him closely while her own body grew hotter and tighter. "Tell me," 

she whispered softly, a siren of temptation, "is this what you like?" 

She looked wild in the darkness, and he felt the same wildness growing in him. "Use your mouth. I want to feel your mouth on me again, hot and moist like the inside of your body," he instructed softly. 

Her hands moved over his hips, and she bent her head to kiss his flat belly, to find the ridge of his hipbone and to place a kiss there. At once she felt the difference in him, as he stiffened in anticipation. 

Her tongue tasted him tentatively. She heard the breath leave his body, felt him shiver. His reaction made her bolder. It took a few moments to get it right, but Giovanni allowed her to experiment on her own. 

She knew she was there when a growl escaped from deep within his throat, when his hands tightened into bands, when his hips thrust forward. His fingers left her arms and bunched in her hair. 

"Nicoletta!" He called her name between his teeth, a groan of pleasure, of stark desire. His hands caught her, nearly yanking her up to him, then urging her to lift her head so he could find her mouth blindly, instinctively with his. He welded them together, his hands dragging her so close that she could feel the imprint of his every muscle in her soft skin. 

Nicoletta gave herself up to his hot, seeking mouth. His hands were possessive as they moved over her body, everywhere, finding her curves, the hollows, the secret shadows. She immersed herself in him willingly, tasting his need like a living thing, He craved her,  craved her, and Nicoletta lost herself in his strong body. 

Flames were licking at her. Deep within her was a volcano of hot, molten lava spreading out of control. 

She whispered to him, wanting his body buried deep within hers. "Giovanni." A soft whisper of temptation. A plea. An ache. 



Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

He caught her hands and placed them on a fallen log, bending her body so that she was stretched out before him, her skin gleaming in the silvery moonlight, her rounded bottom a blatant invitation. He pressed against her, his hands biting into her hips. Nicoletta gasped at how thick and large he felt. 

Giovanni whispered to her, his hands caressing her hips, her derriere. He pressed his palm between her thighs to feel her hot and moist and ready. He inserted a finger into her, testing her reaction, and felt her muscles clench around him. 

"You are ready for me,  cara"  he said softly, pressing into her feminine entrance. 

Nicoletta cried out at his invasion. He moved slowly, inch by inch, savoring the feeling of her tight muscles, velvet-soft, fiery hot, tightening around him. He watched the beauty of their bodies coming together. His hands once more found her hips so he could pull her tightly into him as he surged forward, burying himself deep, gliding in and out with the wind blowing her hair back against him like so much silk. 

  "Dio,  Nicoletta, you are hot and perfect," he gasped, riding her hard, pushing strongly into her so that she had to push back just as hard to keep from being swept away. 

As the firestorm swept through their bodies, the wind touched their skin with cooling fingers, teasing and inciting, so that Nicoletta never wanted the moment to end. He was taking her soaring through the sky, locking them together with such passion, such force, she felt tears of joy in her eyes. She felt her body tightening, like a spiral winding ever tighter, the friction causing flames to dance in her bloodstream. He was thick with need, savage in his possession, tender in his touch. Her body was welded to his by the fire, belonging, aching. 

She closed her eyes, gave herself up completely, and exploded, hearing him roar with his own release, so that they were shattering together, flying high. Her body continued to grip and tease his, and he shuddered with passion, holding her tightly against him for a long time while their hearts pounded frantically and their legs turned to gelatin. His arms slowly slipped around her waist to hold her up, his body slowly, reluctantly sliding away from hers. 

Giovanni turned her around to hold her to his chest, his body now a haven for her. Nicoletta wrapped her arms around his neck, clinging to him, unable to comprehend the magnificence of the way they had joined together. His hands shaped her back, moving slowly over the long curve to her spine. He buried his face in her wealth of long hair. "I love the way you respond to me," he said. 

"The way your body grows hot, letting me know you need me every bit as much as I need you." He kissed the top of her head. "I love the way that you trust me when I have not earned it. When I have placed you directly in the path of danger. When I gave you no choice, you still are willing to give yourself to me. Thank you, Nicoletta, for being willing to take a chance with me." He sounded very humble. 

She could feel that curious melting sensation in the region of her heart. Her hair fluttered around them like a silken cape, enveloping them both. 

"Did you know, Nicoletta," he murmured softly, "that I often dreamed of you even before I met you? I lay night after night in a sweat-soaked bed, needing to bury my body in the softness of yours. Needing to see your smile and hear the sound of your voice. I dreamed of you every night and never once conceived that you could be real." He caught her chin in his hands, tipping her face up toward his, his hands gentle. 

 "Angela into, amore mia." 

The moon tried valiantly to shine through the layers of mist, casting an eerie glow in the swaying trees. 

Nicoletta smiled up at him, at the dark intensity of his gaze as he studied her. "You have a bruise on your Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

face," he observed tenderly, "and more on your neck." He leaned forward to brush her soft skin with his teasing, moist tongue to ease the discomfort of her bruises. "It pains me to see you injured." 

Her heart jumped, and heat pooled inside her, just that fast. "Do I feel real to you when you touch me?" 

Nicoletta asked softly, tipping her head back farther to allow him to reach the worst marks on her throat. 

"Because sometimes when you touch me, I feel lost in a dream of pleasure and passion, and I am not certain you are real." 

"I am very real,  piccola,  and I am falling in love with you. You cast a spell over me, a wonderful enchantment, so the sun shines for me only when you are near." He kissed her throat, the dark smudges, the evidence of danger. His mouth wandered lower, drifting over her satin skin as if he could never get enough of her. He found her breast, teased her nipple, his teeth gentle, his tongue swirling lazily. 

Nicoletta cradled his head to her, allowing the delicious heat to spread slowly through her body, savoring the way she coiled tighter and tighter. "Tell me of your famiglia,  Giovanni, your parents, your grandparents, you all live in the shadow of a such a foul curse." 

Giovanni sighed, reluctantly lifting his head away from the temptation of her body. His voice was a soft mixture of regret and sorrow. "What can I tell you of my famiglia?  My nonno loved his wife as no other. 

They were always together, always smiling at one another from across the room. She was a gentle and caring woman. Everyone loved her—how could we not? She raised Antonello and me. She tried to raise Vincente, although mio padre kept Vincente close to him." 

"You never mention your madre,  Giovanni. Why is that?" A sudden draft caused her to shiver. A shadow passed across the moon. 

At once Giovanni dragged her closer, enclosing her in his arms, his body sheltering hers from the wind. 

"Most of my memories of her are of her moving through the palazzo, smiling. She would nod to us occasionally, but she never talked to us. I do not remember her holding any of us, not even Vincente.  Mio padre was always with her. He never took his eyes off her. He was so jealous of anyone who was near her, even us." He buried his face in her silky hair as if the memories he was conjuring up were too painful to bear. 

There was such despair in his voice, Nicoletta circled his neck with her arm, pressing her breasts against his chest, wanting to comfort him. "What happened to her?" She wasn't certain she really wanted to know. There was a stillness, a quiet shadow in her that heralded trouble. 

"She… disappeared. We were mere boys. I will never forget that day, not as long as I live." Giovanni stepped away from her, his arms dropping to his sides. Nicoletta's heart went out to him. He looked all at once vulnerable. He walked away from her, staring at the swirling mists, uncaring of his nakedness. 

Nicoletta realized that no one ever talked about Giovanni's parents. His father had been the don for only three short years, and no one spoke of him. Not even Maria Pia ever talked of the man. Nicoletta didn't even know how he had died, leaving the Scarletti legacy to his eldest son, Giovanni. 

"I saw her with one of the soldiers. It was not the first time. They would go up to the tower. Only this time mio padre followed her. I was on the ramparts. I saw Father going up the stairs to the tower. I called out to him, trying to warn my mother of his presence, but the wind was strong and carried my voice away from the palazzo. It was the first time in my life I was truly afraid. There was something in the way Padre was climbing those stairs. I cannot explain it, but he did not look right. I remember I reached out in our special way to Antonello, thinking childishly that the two of us might be able to prevent the inevitable." 
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A terrible sadness pressed on him, and Nicoletta felt the weight of the child's burden, a boy unable to save his mother from the wrath of his father. At once she went to him, putting her arms around him, pressing her face against his broad back. 

Giovanni immediately responded, holding her hands against his flat belly.  "Mio padre had many other women. We all knew.  She knew. But it did not stop him from his rage. The wind could not carry her screams away fast enough. I saw the body of the soldier afterward, and I never understood how one man could hate another so much as to do the things to him that had been done." He inhaled sharply and spun around to face her, his eyes so black with intensity, she felt terror lodging deep within her heart. "He did these things in front of her. Made her watch. I do not know what he did to her,  but he kept her alive for a long time, many months. Yet we never saw her again, and one day he simply announced she was dead. 

"Do you understand now the terrible legacy of violence and jealousy that has passed to the three of us? 

Antonello and I each swore we would never take a bride." His fingers dug into her arms. "I know I had no right to take such a chance with your life, tangling you in the web of violence and death that is my legacy. I want you to know I did try to fight it, but once you touched me and I felt your healing warmth, it was the first time in my life I felt I was home. I belonged." His hands framed her face. "I did not have the strength to give you up. When a man wants something,  needs something, he can rationalize anything." He looked dark and intense there in the night. "And I wanted you, very badly. I looked at you and knew I would have peace with you. You would give me peace." 

The night wind whispered around them. The fog muffled the other night sounds, its veils of white weaving in and out of the trees. Nicoletta's dark eyes searched his face carefully. "Have I done that for you? Have I given you peace, Giovanni?" 

He trailed his fingers down her soft skin, over the creamy swell of her breasts. "More than enough to last a lifetime. I thought your body would give me solace—a selfish thought, really—but you also light up my home, so my people smile now. I have heard singing and laughter where there was once only silence." He bent to kiss her lips, gently, tenderly. "You have changed my life,  piccola,  and I long to feel mio bambino growing in your belly." His fingers spread wide as if already holding the child beneath his palm. "The day cannot pass fast enough so that I can get to our bedchamber where you are waiting for me." His hand slipped lower to the tangle of dark, moist curls, pressing to feel the hot dampness. Giovanni's breath escaped in a long sigh of contentment. "I look into the coming years and know it will always be this way. 

The instant I see you, feel your body, touch you, I will want you again and again. It will never matter that we have just made love. I will grow hard and thick and heavy with my need." 

He slid two fingers into her tight channel and felt the instant rush of damp heat that welcomed him. He bent his head to the waiting tip of her breast, his mouth suckling, his fingers gliding in and out of her until her muscles clenched with fiery need. Catching up his shirt, he placed it on the fallen log and then lifted her easily, backing her up until her bottom rested on the shirt. He took her feet, carefully placing them near the log so she was open and vulnerable to his invasion. 

"Again?" Nicoletta's breath was coming in gasps. "You want me again?" She had to brace herself with her arms. 

"So much that I am going up in flames,  cara."  He caught her to him, pinning her hips so he could thrust forward, bury himself deep. 

This time she could see his face, the lines etched deep, the hot intensity in his eyes, their bodies coming Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

together in a dance of passion and heat. She moved with him, finding his rhythm, urging him to longer, deeper strokes, wanting to take him so deep he would find shelter in her soul. She wrapped her legs around his waist, pressing tightly against him, so he was rocking into her, so they were one. 

Nicoletta watched his face, his every expression, the shadows, the joy, each nuance. She wanted his pleasure to be every bit as intense as her own. He was very giving, ensuring her fulfillment before his own, taking care, no matter how strongly he surged into her, no matter how violent his passion, that his hands were gentle and she suffered no discomfort other than the torment of the building fire within. Of the coiling heat winding tighter and tighter until she exploded with it, taking him with her. 

Nicoletta stared up at him, astonished by the magnitude of their joining. He was a man of great power, of enormous strength, and yet he was always so tender with her. His expertise never made her feel inadequate. She found herself smiling up at him. "I think I need to sleep, Giovanni. Right here, right now. 

You've worn me out." 

He gathered her to him, and her feet touched the ground, something real and solid. His strong body was still trembling, his heart beating loud and strong beneath her ear. "You want to sleep out here? Under the stars? I would not want you to take ill." The fog brought with it the salt mist from the ocean. 

She nestled against him. "I am with you. Nothing can harm me." 






Chapter Eighteen

Nicoletta looked around her, searching for her clothes. The fine sea spray was clinging to her hair, curling it into long spirals around her shoulders. "Do you ever get tired of being the don?" she asked. "So many petitioners coming to you with their problems, expecting you to solve everything to their satisfaction?" She tilted her head to one side, her hair sliding over her breasts. "And how is it you became the don at so young an age? What happened to your padre?"  She preferred he tell her everything here in the open, with the sound of the waves crashing to shore and the wind carrying his words out to sea. 

Giovanni raked a hand through his black hair, his gaze all at once wary. "Nonno became quite ill, a terrible fever. We did not expect him to recover. The mantle of leadership fell to mio padre.  Even though Nonno was ill and near death, there were things he refused to tell mio padre about the running of our lands. I think he knew Padre was…" He searched for the right words. "Not up to the demands of such a position. Nonno had a difficult and long recovery, and he remained quite weak. But it soon became clear that my father could not continue leading our people. There were… incidents. He made enemies and neglected his duties in his constant pursuit of women. Our people and estates, the lands, were being ruined at a shameful rate. It could not continue. There was also talk that he was selling out our allies." He glanced down at his hands.  "Mio padre was assassinated. I never found out who ordered it, though I tried. I know other dons were concerned that my father was aiding our enemies, and I know Nonno feared such a thing would happen.  Mio padre was buried quietly, and as Nonno had never sufficiently recovered, I assumed leadership." He left it unspoken that most of their people believed his grandfather had murdered his own wife. 

Nicoletta found her blouse and held it to her for a moment, thankful she had grown up in the villaggio, free from so much deadly intrigue. "I am most happy that you chose me to be your bride, Giovanni. I hope I always take the shadows from your eyes." 

He went to her immediately, his arms dragging her close, his mouth finding hers. His hands moved over Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

her bare back, shaping her narrow ribcage, then gliding upward to cup her breasts, his thumbs teasing her nipples, already hard peaks in the cold night air. "I am most happy I looked upon you and recognized you immediately. You were meant for me. I knew you were. I feel it in my heart." 

Nicoletta nearly dropped her blouse, holding him to her, cradling his head to her, her fingers in his hair. "I feel it, too." She held him close, offering comfort until he reached to kiss her gently before reluctantly letting her go. 

She pulled her blouse over her head, sliding her arms into the sleeves, determined to bring a smile back to his face. "Look at how perfect it is out here, quiet, lots of space to run free." She stepped into her skirt, tilting her head back, looking like a wild siren. "I love it up here." 

Giovanni dressed slowly, watching her as she danced around the trees, her soft laughter a whisper of invitation. 

Nicoletta looked at him over her shoulder, provocative, sexy. She saw he was smiling. He looked younger, more carefree than she had ever seen him. 

"My barefoot wife," he said softly, and he went to his horse to pull a ground sheet from his pack. "If you want to spend a little more time alone here with me, who am I to say no to you? We can rest for a short time. We are not far from the palazzo." 

"Not here, Giovanni," Nicoletta said. "Up on the cliffs above the sea. It is so beautiful there at night. We can watch the waves and look for the sea lights that sometimes shine deep under the water. They look like silver nets below the surface. Have you ever seen them?" 

Don Scarletti nodded as he followed her up the narrow path toward the cliffs overlooking the sandy cove where his cousin and associate had attacked him. It had been a long while since he had shirked his duties and taken a few hours for himself. He had a new bride; it seemed little enough to ask to sit with her, just the two of them, watching the sea. He spread the cover on the ground and took her hand, helping her to settle. He sat close to her, pulling her into his arms. 

Nicoletta snuggled against him, resting her head on his chest. She was drowsy, her body sated and deliciously sore. She curled her fingers in his. "I had a happy childhood, Giovanni. I lost mio padre before I knew him, so I was not sad. The time I had with mia madre was wonderful. She made life an adventure. She was always laughing and singing, and other children flocked to her. I was devastated when she and my zia,  her sister, died, but Maria Pia was there, and she allowed me my freedom, and she loved me with all her heart. She never made me feel different. She made me feel special. She said I had gifts from God." 

His hand found her hair and tangled there. "Now you make young Sophie and Ketsia feel special, as you will make our children feel special." His arm tightened possessively around her. "Why do you fear me so much, Nicoletta?" The words slipped out of him before he could stop them. 

Nicoletta felt the way his heart jumped. She was silent a moment. It was not in her nature to tell an untruth. She turned her gaze so she could meet the dark intensity of his. "Because you fear yourself. It is in everything you say and do. This dark curse you and your brothers live under. You believe in it, and that gives it life." 

"You do not believe in it?" he asked quietly, the words barely audible. He turned away from her to stare out at the foaming sea. "You cannot see it?" 
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"I see that you give it power. As long as you believe in it, you breathe life into it, Giovanni. You give it power. It lies in wait, watching you for a moment of weakness. And we all have them, you know. Each of us. If you believe you are cursed with murderous, uncontrollable jealousy, there will come a time when I will smile in the direction of some young, handsome soldier, and you will see me. The curse will be there, crouching like a wild beast, lying in wait to take a hold of you. I will not give it life; you will have already done so." She sounded sad. 

Giovanni bent his head to hers at once, kissing her eyes, the corner of her mouth. "Tell me how to break the curse,  angelo mio.  Tell me what to do. I feel it clawing at me when I look out the window and see you laughing in the courtyard with Francesco or Dominic or even mio fratello.  You are so beautiful, you take my breath away. I know without you there would be emptiness. I have endured emptiness, and I do not want to go back. I would rather die now, happy for once in my existence, than ever risk harming you in some way as mio nonno did his wife. He adored mia nonna,  yet she is dead, and he is hollow. Better that I never took you as my wife than have the fate of the famiglia catch up with us." 

"Then you must believe in me, Giovanni," Nicoletta whispered softly. She framed his face in her hands. 

"Believe in what you see in my eyes when I look upon you. Believe in my body when you touch me. 

Believe in yourself, in your strength and power, but most of all, believe in us. If you can do that, the curse will be broken, useless. I could smile at a hundred young, handsome men, and you would always know I see only your face, want only your body. It is up to you." She allowed her hands to slip away from him, but her eyes were steady on his. 

"You think the Scarletti men have fashioned their own curse?" He shoved a hand through his dark hair, tousling it even more than did the wind. "Do you think our women have been driven insane or murdered for a powerless curse?" His fingers tangled in her hair, the long, silken strands sliding around his palm. 

Dark color swept into her face. His voice was mild, yet he made her feel young and foolish. Her gaze fell away from his. Who was she to try to explain away something that his family had lived with for generations? Giovanni caught her chin in his palm, forcing her to look at him. "Do you believe what you are saying, Nicoletta?" he persisted. "Really believe it?" 

She took a deep breath, her heart pounding. She did believe what she was saying, but did she trust him enough to admit it? She was so much younger and inexperienced than he, a woman and of much lower status. 

"Nicoletta." He breathed her name out into the wind. His talisman. His world. His arms enfolded her again, holding her tightly against his body. 

She decided to speak and risk his derision. "Everyone has weaknesses, Giovanni. Even the Scarlettis. 

Jealousy is just as wrong as telling an untruth. It eats one from the inside out, destroys men and women. It is a weakness, not a curse. You can stop it just as your nonno could have stopped it. You should not give it merit, should not nurture it or feed it or allow it any power over you at all. It is not really a curse, Giovanni. No legacy of love gone wrong. In truth, it is something you must fight, like an enemy or an illness. Be vigilant at all times, never lower your guard, and you will conquer the 'curse.'" 

"You believe it is that easy?" There was a grimness to his voice. 

Nicoletta shook her head. "Not easy, and yet not so difficult. It is a matter of trusting yourself and the one you love. You cannot simply own someone and expect her to love you in return," she pointed out bravely. 
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He stared down into the pounding, foaming water, the waves rushing at the shore and crashing against the rocks. His fingers found the nape of her neck, massaging gently to ease her fears. "Is that what Scarletti men do? Own their women?" 

"You tell me. You are the one afraid of the curse, Giovanni. I do not fear the curse anymore, only one who believes so strongly in its power to destroy us." 

He was silent for a long time, giving her words the respect of thought. "How did you get to be so wise at such a young age?" 

"Each of us has our strengths to balance our weaknesses. I have many weaknesses, Giovanni. Men are not one of them. I am loyal and truthful, and I will be your faithful helpmate if you allow it." She ducked her head. "Among my weaknesses are that I do things without thinking, and I need the freedom of the hills." Her voice was becoming drowsy. 

He laughed softly. "I never would have guessed such a thing,  piccola.  But you are weary, falling asleep. 

We must go home this night. You will have a patient waiting. I would like to get there soon to ensure his identity is not discovered." 

Nicoletta groaned softly in protest but obediently stood and stretched to ease the stiffness in her body. 

She rubbed her cheek along his broad shoulder. "I do not care where we sleep, as long as we do it soon." 

Giovanni swept her into his arms, cradling her against his chest. "You look like a bambina with your big eyes drooping, ready for sleep." He bent his head to hers, his mouth drifting lazily over her face. "Thank you for being my wife." 

She smiled up at him, her long lashes sweeping down. "You are very welcome." She was floating, half awake, half asleep, as he carried her back to where he had left the horse. She welcomed sleep, but most of all she welcomed the comfort of his arms. She had dared to tell him her thoughts, and he wasn't angry with her, nor had he dismissed her ideas as silly and childish. He had treated her as an equal. That meant more than any gift he could have given her. 

Far off, somewhere on the edge of a dream, she heard the cry of an owl. It seemed to echo through the fog, a strange, distorted note that brought a shadow to her dream. Nicoletta frowned and turned her face into the shelter of Giovanni's chest, pressing close to the steady beat of his heart. The owl was answered by another, this one much closer and louder. The inner shadow lengthened and grew. 

"Nicoletta." There was a clear warning in Giovanni's whisper. He put her feet on the ground, his mouth against her ear. "There is trouble, someone stalking us. The horse is gone." His arm swept her protectively behind his solid frame. 

"I am sorry, I was so sleepy," she murmured softly. It was a poor excuse; she should have realized the danger immediately. The owl had warned her twice, the shadow had grown deep within her, but she had been tired, drifting in and out of sleep. Now they were in peril. 

They heard a faint sound to their left, something moving stealthily through the brush. Far off the owl hooted again. Some distance away, they could hear the sound of hooves thudding on the ground. The fog was very thick, weaving in and out of the trees, swirling madly. Giovanni reached behind him to take her hand as they moved together along the narrow path in the general direction of the palazzo. 
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Nicoletta knew the hills, even at night, but Giovanni would not allow her to take the lead. He moved silently, so much so that she clutched at his hand to ensure that he was still there. The white mist spread like a blanket, moving through the trees and brush. Visibility was poor, but the shadow within her grew until her heart was pounding and her mouth was dry. Something was after them, man or beast, stalking them in the darkness. 

  Men,  Giovanni whispered in her mind, obviously reading her intense emotions. He squeezed her hand in reassurance. They made their way in silence, with only their breathing and the loud beating of their hearts to betray their presence. The path winding through the hills began its steep descent. They would be entering the narrow mountain pass soon. The cliffs rose sharply on both sides, and the trail was rocky. 

Giovanni stopped so abruptly that she ran into him before she could halt. "This is a perfect place for an ambush," he whispered. 

The wind here tore at their clothing, biting cold, so ferocious that it whistled through the mountain pass like the wailing of ghosts gathering for a wake. Nicoletta clutched at Giovanni's arm. "We must go the long way," she cautioned, tugging at his wrist. "This feels wrong. I know you feel it, too. We are not supposed to enter this pass." 

He swept her close to him, putting his lips to her ear so she could hear him. "You are such a child of nature,  piccola.  The winds always whip through here from the sea. It is no warning for us." 

But she knew it was. She always knew. Yet Giovanni was already in motion, daring the angry sea gods, a mortal unimpressed by their frightening display of power. A Scarletti who boldly claimed his bride though he lived under a curse that could soon see her killed. A don who dared to live a life of deadly intrigue and political unrest while holding his people together. Nicoletta tightened her grip on his hand, wanting to pull him to her, to keep him safe, but she knew he would press onward. It was his nature to meet danger and conquer it. And she loved him. The realization came at that awful moment, with her hair whipping around in a frenzy and her body shivering with cold. With the wind shrieking angrily at their defiance and with robbers or worse stalking them. She loved Don Giovanni Scarletti, curse or no curse. 

And she would follow where he led. 

The trail was strewn with rocks, and Nicoletta's feet hurt as she dashed blindly over them. She heard a rumbling sound, low at first, then louder, coming from above them. Giovanni yelled something to her, but the wind whipped it away. He thrust her in front of him, shoving her hard. Then she felt it, the pelting stones coming from the cliffs looming over them. A rockslide. Her heart in her throat, she began to run, her hand slipping out of Giovanni's. A figure loomed up in front of her even as the shower of pebbles and rocks thundered around her. 

Nicoletta heard her own involuntary scream faintly as the wind whipped it back into her face. She dodged the lunging figure and was nearly thrown against the cliff face as Giovanni literally shoved her aside. She saw the two men come together amid the raining rocks and the swirling fog. Off balance, she fell against the cliff, scraping her arm but fortunately missing being crushed by a boulder that fell mere inches to her left. She heard Giovanni moan in pain and saw his attacker's arm rise to stab him again. The man shouted his triumph. 

Nicoletta recognized the voice. Aljandro. He had come out of the night to exact his revenge, waiting, stiletto in hand, someone starting the rockslide from above to aid him. She flung herself at him from the side, leaping with enough force that she knocked into him and spoiled his aim. The sharp stiletto had found Giovanni once but not the second time. 
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Aljandro threw her away from him, and she landed heavily on the rocks, the wind knocked from her lungs. For a moment she couldn't move, couldn't breathe. Giovanni was on him again, two combatants fighting fiercely to the death. She could hear their blows, but their figures were obscured by the swirling mist and a fresh shower of stones. The missiles fell from above, bouncing off the cliffs to hit the trail and roll in all directions. One of the men was hit; she heard his grunt of pain. And then another sound echoed, rivaling the howling wind. A rolling thunder, deep and cavernous, a terrible grinding noise that heralded unprecedented danger. 

  Run!  Giovanni's command was in her mind, sharp and vehement. "Run!" he shouted aloud, the wind carrying his voice away from her. 

Huge boulders were crashing to earth, so many of them, they were burying the narrow pass. Aljandro and Giovanni still struggled.  Run!  he commanded again. Finally, she turned and ran toward the palazzo, and help, with the sound of the world coming to an end in her ears. The pass was now blocked off behind her by the tumbled boulders, and Giovanni, on the other side of the barricade, was in grave danger. He faced Aljandro and another killer, above, who had sprung the trap. 

The rockslide stopped as abruptly as it had started, plunging the night into eerie silence. Fine grains of dust mixed with the swirling mist, turning the white fog a dull gray. Nicoletta stopped and turned back, now in the open, staring at the great pile of boulders blocking the narrow pass. She could not get back to Giovanni from this side. She pressed a hand to her mouth to keep from weeping uselessly. She had to get help, summon soldiers to go to the aid of their don. She did not believe he was dead. She would not believe it. There was a shadow darkening her soul, but she would not believe he was gone from her. 

Nicoletta turned and ran. She knew the path, had used it hundreds of times, roaming the hills day and night in her childhood. She had often gazed at the palazzo, awed by the great statues and gargoyles that guarded its eaves and turrets, the long ramparts where legends and rumors were born. She ran until her lungs were burning and she was gasping for breath. She ran until she could no longer feel the pain in her bare feet. 

The wind coming off the sea became more ferocious than ever. It nearly knocked her over, pushing her along the cliffs to the shortcut leading down to the palazzo grounds. She lifted her hands to the flying, blinding mass of her hair, twisting it as she hurried down the steep, slippery slope. It took two attempts to the knot her hair in place. She was exhausted, frightened, nearly spent from her race along the cliffs. Her heart and lungs felt as though they might burst, and her face was wet with tears. She stumbled several times as she ran, limping now, to the immaculate grounds of the palazzo, calling out to the guards. 

From out of the shrubbery forming the maze an owl swooped low, rushing right at her face. Nicoletta screamed, throwing up her hands to protect her eyes. She felt the powerful draft from the wings as the bird of prey veered off, the tip of a wing feather brushing her cheek. The terrible knot in her stomach grew, and she stopped moving and held herself very still, taking in a deep breath of clear, cool air in an attempt to calm herself and read all necessary signs. 

"Nicoletta! Nicoletta!" Portia's voice rose eerily out of the maze, a wail of terror, a plea for help. "Help! 

You must help us! Can you hear me? Nicoletta! We need you now. Margerita is dying. I cannot stop the bleeding.  Per l'amore di Dio,  help us before it is too late." 

The dark shadow in her lengthened and grew until Nicoletta was consumed by it. She hesitated, pulled in two directions, the need to get aid for Giovanni paramount, but the terror and desperation in Portia's voice dragging her reluctantly toward the woman. The owl glided in front of her, silent now that it had her Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

attention. She quickened her pace, racing for the maze, calling out to the guards for help, to anyone who might hear her. The wind whipped the sound of her voice back into her face. "Portia, what is it? Giovanni needs help. Tell me quickly." She yelled the words at the top of her lungs, hoping anyone might hear. 

"Oh, Nicoletta, thank the good Lord, please help my angel, my daughter. Help her, she is dying." The voice sounded thin and reedy, filled with tears, with sorrow. 

Her heart pounding, Nicoletta followed the bird, felt the premonition of danger, of trouble, growing stronger with every step. When she rounded a corner she found Portia lying in her path, her body covering her daughter's. There was blood on Portia's temple streaks of it trickling down her face like red tears. Blood on her dress and on her hands where they were pressed to Margerita's body. "I cannot stop it. He did this to her. He did this to my daughter!" Portia sobbed. 

Nicoletta sank onto the ground beside the two women, lifting Portia's hands away to see her daughter's wound. "Who did such a thing?" she asked, horrified by the sight. Margerita looked little more than a child, pale and helpless, her eyes wide open and staring in terror and pain. Her breath was coming in painful, whimpering gasps. "Portia, go for help. I will do what I can for her, but I need Maria Pia and my satchel, and you must send the soldiers after Giovanni. He is injured and under attack in the pass." 

Nicoletta's orders were crisp and firm. 

Portia tried to rise, nodding, then sank back to lie facedown on the path, her eyes staring into her daughter's. Nicoletta looked down to see the stab wounds in Portia's back. "Portia," she whispered softly. "Who did this to you?" Quickly she tried to press her hands to the wounds, to stem the flow of blood. 

"Save my daughter. May God forgive me, I let him do this. I let him put his filthy hands on her and use her the way he used me. But she is not like me. Not like him. She believed in his pretty words. Save her for me, Nicoletta. Save my child, as I did not save your madre."  Her voice was very thin, a thread of sound only. 

Nicoletta stiffened at the mention of her mother, but she obediently went back to tending Margerita. 

There was nothing she could do for Portia; she had suffered too many wounds, lost too much blood. She had a chance of saving Margerita if the dagger had not penetrated too deep. She summoned every ounce of strength she possessed, looked up to the wildly waving canopy above her head, and yelled at the top of her lungs for Francesco, for Dominic, for any within hearing to come to her aid. 

Bending low, she put her mouth to Portia's ear. "I will not fail you, Portia. Do you hear me? I will save your child." 

Portia's desperate gaze locked onto her face, although she didn't lift her head. Tears welled up and fell to mingle with the blood pooling on the ground. Her lips trembled for a moment as if she might say something. She lay there staring at Nicoletta as death overtook her. 

Nicoletta blocked out the sight of Portia lying still in death, the thought of Giovanni desperately needing her aid, and turned her complete attention to stopping the flow of blood from Margerita's wound. She worked steadily, doing her best not to hurt the girl further with her ministrations. 

  "Madre saved my life," Margerita said softly in wonder. "She really loved me after all." 

"You need to stay quiet, close your eyes, and do not move at all," Nicoletta cautioned. "I have done what I can, but now I need to get aid. I must leave you for a few minutes, but what I have done will hold Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

if you keep very still. I promise I will come back for you." 

She had taken only a few steps when she heard voices. Antonello's. Vincente's. Francesco's. They were calling her name. Someone had heard her cries. At once Margerita appeared agitated, her eyes wide with terror. Nicoletta put a finger to her lips and hurried away from the girl. 

"Francesco!" She called for her personal guard, the man Giovanni had trusted with his bride's safety. 

"Francesco, someone has murdered Portia here in the maze, and Margerita is severely injured. Giovanni is in the pass, wounded. We were attacked, and he was stabbed. Send soldiers to aid him. Send soldiers for Margerita, too, and trust no one but Giovanni. Do you hear me?  No one else. Not even his brothers." 

She heard his instant response, the roar of his orders to the soldiers. "Donna Nicoletta, call out to me. I will follow the sound of your voice." 

"Hurry, Francesco. Margerita needs aid swiftly." Nicoletta rushed around another bend, afraid to draw the wrong people with the sound of her voice. She trusted none of them. The roughhewn, mysterious Antonello was certainly suspect, and Portia had been in a violently passionate relationship with Vincente. 

Nicoletta thought about Margerita slapping her, seeing the strange marks on her wrist, the dark bruises just like the ones Beatrice, the maid, had on her wrist. Nicoletta rounded the next bend, trying to put all the pieces together. Could it be Antonello? But somehow he didn't fit. Margerita's wrists. Beatrice's wrists.  I let him put his filthy hands on her and use her the way he used me. 

Hard, hurting hands caught at the knot of her long hair and yanked her backward so that her eyes flooded with tears and her feet went out from under her. She fell to the ground, staring up at the dark, handsome face.  Vincente.  It couldn't be. He had a child, a beautiful little girl Nicoletta already loved. He smiled down at her and put a finger to his lips, ordering her to remain silent.  I let him put his filthy hands on her and use her the way he used me.  Of course it was Vincente. 

Nicoletta stared at the sharp point of the dagger he clutched tightly in his fist. It was covered in fresh blood. Her heart nearly stopped, then began to beat very fast. He caught at her shoulders, lifting her easily to her feet. "You are going to tell me how to read the maps," he said softly, his mouth close to her ear. "He has taken the treasures and hidden them inside the passageway, but with the key to the maps, I will be able to align with the king of Spain." Vincente leaned closer so that his lips touched her jaw. "Your skin is soft but cold. Like ice." His tongue stroked a monstrous caress along her cheek. 

"What maps?" Tears were running down her face, her scalp hurting from the yanking on her hair. 

"Vincente, I do not know about any maps other than those in your nonno's study." 

He began dragging her through the maze, finding his way quickly, with deadly efficiency, away from the sounds of the searching soldiers. Away from Antonello and Francesco. Away from Margerita. "  I know about the maps," he hissed at her. "I searched for so long, but I found them at last. They are on the walls of the upstairs room where the boat is, and the one exactly like it downstairs. They are there in the carvings. I know I am right. Too clever to be fooled. The maps are in plain sight, yet no one has ever discerned that until now. Until I solved the puzzle." He was bragging as they ran, uncaring that branches were hitting her in the face as they raced along. 

"It was you throwing your voice so that we could hear it. Were you trying to drive poor little Sophie mad?" Nicoletta did her best to hang back, to slow him down. "What purpose would that serve? 

Giovanni already was taking the responsibility for her." 
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"Giovanni!" He spat the name at her, infuriated at the mere mention of his oldest brother. "Portia, the imbecile, had her moved downstairs, right into the very room I wanted to search. She was tired of the nightmares. Sophie would wake up screaming, and Portia did not want to attend her, so she sent her where she would not be heard. I could not have her in that room. I knew I was close to finding the maps. 

I knew the key must be the boats, the golden boats. Giovanni left them out, while the rest of our riches, my riches, were hidden." 

They were at the edge of the maze, near the path leading down toward the sea. Vincente hesitated, looking back toward the palazzo that loomed out of the mist like a giant. The dark windows stared at them blankly. "So you used your voice to frighten her so you could have an excuse to move her? Why didn't you simply insist she stay in the nursery?" 

Vincente smiled at her, his teeth white in the darkness. "I did not want to draw attention to myself. Better the role of the long-suffering padre than the ogre. She was moved exactly as I knew she would be. There was an entrance to the passageway in both rooms and also one in the nursery." 

"So you dumped the scorpions to persuade them to move rooms again when you wanted to inspect the walls." Nicoletta was inching away from him, all too conscious of the dagger he held by his side. 

He turned his attention from the palazzo, its lights growing brighter as the searchers lit more torches. The wind blew sparks across the courtyard until it looked as if it were raining fire. Vincente cursed, furious that they could not return unseen to the palazzo. His fingers bit into her arm. "You know how to read the maps. I know you do. That is why you were always going to those rooms." 

She knew then, knew the answer. She had seen it one sunny morning when the light spilled through the strange stained glass to mark the walls with color. The key to the map was the morning sun. It couldn't be read at night. She shook her head. "I was looking for clues to the voices, Vincente. I did not know about the maps on the wall." She changed tactics, smiling up at him. "This is so wrong. We should go to the palazzo, find Giovanni together, talk to him. You are his fratello." 

"You changed everything," Vincente spat at her, a low, vicious sound filled with hatred. "The moment he laid eyes on you, everything changed. Giovanni began to care about living; he became more cautious. 

There was no chance of an… accident. And once he wed you, you would soon produce his heirs." 

Nicoletta could feel her heart pounding in alarm, beating out a rhythm of fear. Her mouth was almost too dry to attempt speech. His hold on her arm was so tight, it was beginning to go numb. She was also very aware of the dagger he held in his fist, now close to her throat. Vincente began to drag her toward the cliffs. He was trembling with his rage, toward her, toward Giovanni. 

  Giovanni.  She couldn't think of him, couldn't allow her mind to dwell on the possibility that he was seriously injured or worse. She could only pray that Francesco was not in the payment of Vincente, that he was loyal to his don and would heed her orders. 

"Do you know what the Scarletti curse really is? Have you guessed yet what the truth is? It is said none of us can escape it, no matter how hard we try." Vincente's voice was soft, almost gentle. It made her blood run cold. "  Mio padre did what he could to protect us, but he soon realized Antonello and Giovanni were not strong enough. Only I was. Night after night he would come to my room and whisper to me that I was the only Scarletti strong enough to conquer the curse." 

He shook her viciously, as if she were a doll, yet rather absently, as if perhaps he had forgotten she was at the other end of his hand. The action pushed her dangerously close to the edge of the crumbling cliffs. 
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"You see? I know I am the one destined to rule. I am the strongest. The Scarletti men are cursed to love only once, with our hearts and our minds and our souls. That one woman consumes us, becomes our life, until we are no longer real men. But I was the one padre trained to conquer the curse. I can lure women to me, make them my slaves. They lie for me. They even beg me to hurt them, to do anything to them that gives me pleasure. They are willing to sell their souls for me! I am the strong one, and I deserve to rule, not Giovanni. He was never meant to be don." 

His words were making her ill. His debauchery had led him to terrible depravities. He was looking at her with his sickness evident in his eyes. "So many women—they are nothing to me, you know. Nothing at all. The ones who look at me as you do, with that mixture of contempt and pity, those are the ones I like the most. They have spirit; they put up a fight before they crumble like dust in my hands. Your mother was very like you." His voice turned cunning. "None of them knew I did it. They thought it was Nonno. 

Even Nonno thought he might have done it. I did it!" he gloated. "Just as I strangled mia nonna." 

Nicoletta went rigid, her stomach churning and protesting her proximity with a man so sick. "You killed your own nonna?"  Her voice was a whisper of sound, a shocked gasp. She could believe his baseness with women, but to murder his own grandmother, and allow his grandfather and everyone else to believe the elder Scarletti guilty, was the worst kind of sin. 






Chapter Nineteen

  Hold on, bambina, I will get to you. Keep him talking.  Giovanni's voice came to her. Gentle. 

Reassuring. Very calm. 

Nicoletta dared not breathe a sigh of relief. Giovanni! He was alive, then. And he had heard her as he always did when she was agitated, in trouble, when she desperately needed him. Her heart sang and the terrible weight pressing on her chest lifted. "Why would you do such a thing?" Nicoletta felt the revival of her determination. She held the knowledge to her tightly, protectively, that Giovanni lived. 

  "Mia nonna saw me that evening. Your mother would not come to my bed, and she threatened to go to mio fratello.  Giovanni would have protected her.  Mio padre would have given her to me, and I think she knew it, but she would have told Giovanni, not mio padre.  I lured her out to the ramparts." He pushed Nicoletta to the crumbling steps that led down to the cove. Without the protection of the mountains or trees, the wind was battering at them, the cold numbing. 

"How?" Nicoletta tasted fear and anger in her mouth. "How did you get her out there on such a terrible day?" Her foot slipped out from under her, and she nearly fell to her death. Like her mother. Vincente yanked her closer to him. 

"It wasn't really all that difficult. I sent a maid to tell her mia nonna needed her in the tower. It always worked for my father when he sent for women. I used to hide and watch him. Sometimes I joined with him, or he with me. Your madre was not the first woman I had led to the tower. Up there we could take our time, do what we wished without fear of interference. That day, everyone knew Nonno and Nonna were fighting, and they knew Nonna often walked the ramparts or retreated to the tower when she was distressed. Of course your mother went. Everyone loved mia nonna.  Your madre believed she was summoned, and she would never turn Nonna down. I knew no one would be up there on such a rainy day. The wind was howling, I doubt any could have heard screaming. She fought me. I had no choice really; she would have told Giovanni. I had to kill her. It was only bad luck that Portia and Nonna came out in the rain onto the walkway. They saw me struggling with her. Nonna tried to stop me. You can see Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

I had no choice." 

He sounded as if he expected her approval, as if he were making a matter-of-fact statement without remorse of any kind. "Portia understood." He sounded very reasonable. 

Nicoletta felt the hair on the back of her neck stand up. Vincente cocked his head to one side, regarding her gravely. "Portia knew I was destined to rule. She acted at once." His smile didn't reach his flat, dead eyes. "It helped that I knew she had killed her husband. She poisoned him, you know. I told her I knew." 

The chilling smile was devoid of all emotion. He began to drag her down the old steps, which were slippery with the salt spray and mist from the sea. "I told her I knew, and it was a good thing, because I wanted her to be mine. I wanted her to prove she was mine. Women are so easy to control. They think they have power, but in truth they have none." 

Far below her she could see the waves crashing along the cliffs. "She was in love with you," Nicoletta said softly, feeding his ego, searching for anything to keep him talking. Her breath was coming in ragged gasps. Portia had made a bad bargain, believing she could control Vincente, but he had used her, as he had used so many other women, in ugly ways. 

"She would do anything for me." Vincente tightened his hold, jerking her so close she could smell his perverted excitement. He was sweating, aroused, his face flushed and his eyes large. It took every ounce of self-discipline she had to keep from struggling against him. "I brought whores to her." He shrugged casually. "I would tell her she could join me or I would have my fun with them alone." There was contempt in his voice. "She watched me with other women, I made her watch. And she slept with men I told her to sleep with. I slept with her own daughter, and she still kept coming to me, begging me to allow her to please me, as if she ever could." His laughter was low and nasty. "Portia had her uses, though. She kept your friend Cristano occupied with her charms while I talked with you and my brothers in the courtyard." 

Nicoletta paled. She stumbled several times as she pretended to try to keep up with him. Her body felt stiff and awkward from the biting cold. The mist swirled around them, the wind tugging at their clothes, so cold and piercing that Nicoletta could feel it all the way to her soul. She used the numbing cold to her advantage, shivering, slipping, dragging at his arm to slow him down. 

"Portia helped you with Cristano? Why? Why did you kill him? He would have left, and you never would have seen him again." Even her voice trembled, though not from the cold. Vincente terrified her with his calm reasoning. He was utterly insane. His father had perverted him, teaching him to utterly loathe women. 

"He heard us talking, planning our move on Giovanni. Portia and I were walking together; we didn't know the boy was still in the maze, after Giovanni confronted him. He didn't see us, but if he had gone to Giovanni, my brother would have figured it out. I am not a heartless killer, Nicoletta." He pressed his cold lips against her skin. "I only do what is necessary to protect my plans, my heritage. Don't you see that? Portia charmed Cristano, luring him with her considerable assets. I knew she would keep him occupied. I went back later to dispose of him. Believe me, he was so preoccupied with Portia, he never felt a thing." 

Nicoletta couldn't prevent the shudder running through her at the implication. Portia was certainly capable of seducing Cristano. Cristano's manhood had been affronted. He would have leapt at the chance of seducing an aristocratico.  She now realized she had felt his death; he had been murdered there in the maze, but Nicoletta had attributed the terrible foreboding to little Ricardo's sudden alarum about Lissandra. Lissandra didn't die until after Nicoletta arrived at the farm. From the ramparts Margerita must Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

have seen her mother with Cristano in the labyrinth and hastened downstairs and along the corridor upset that her mother had been consorting with a peasant. She had run into Nicoletta and Giovanni but had no chance to reveal why she was upset because, at that very moment, Nicoletta was feeling so strongly the violence taking place in the maze without comprehending the true source. 

Vincente ran a finger down her cheek, jerking her back to her own peril. "Your skin is even softer than it looks," He shrugged. "I have no idea why the body was not in the labyrinth. I left it there for you to find, so you would believe Gino had killed your friend and so you would not gaze with such heat at mio fratello."  His smile was a sickly parody of anticipation. "You will not miss Giovanni. I will see to that." 

Nicoletta's stomach clenched and rolled. Vincente sounded perfectly rational as he talked. Anyone watching him would think they were having a normal conversation. That frightened Nicoletta more than all his threats ever could. He believed he was entitled to any woman he desired. He believed he was entitled to kill anyone in his path. Giovanni, more than any other, stood in his way. 

Her dark gaze jumped away from his. He terrified her with his cold-blooded calculating. She nodded as if she found what he was saying reasonable. "And Margerita? Why did you hurt her?" 

His handsome face twisted into scowling contempt. "She was like Angelita, my wife. Sniveling and fawning. Just the sound of her voice made me ill! You pointed out to Antonello and me that she might have seen what had happened from above. You were partially correct. I went to her immediately, and, like all women, she wanted to be taken to bed. It was quite easy getting the information out of her. She had seen Portia seducing Cristano, and she saw me entering the maze. She told me everything, and she stayed quiet when I told her to." Again the contempt he felt was evident in his voice and manner. Young Margerita had been easy prey for a man like Vincente. 

They were on the beach now, the ocean lapping at the shoreline, darkening the white sand so it looked almost black and slick with blood. Vincente continued to drag Nicoletta toward the water's edge. Salt spray misted her face and arms; the sand clung to her bare, bloodied feet. The wind tugged at her thick hair, blowing the strands around her face. Nicoletta was feeling desperate. She searched for something to keep him talking. "What of your wife? Angelita? Why did you marry her, and however did you get Portia to agree to stay silent?" 

Vincente's teeth flashed at her. "I had no money. The lands and title belonged to Giovanni. By agreeing to marry that dull but wealthy cow, I thought I would be rich. Portia wanted the money, too. But it was not to be. I tired of Angelita's whining. She was fun at first, a virginal little thing, but quite tiresome, begging me not to hurt her in our bed. It was amusing to shock her, but she took the fun out of it with her endless sniveling. I could not allow her out of the room after a time." Again he ran his fingers over her skin, making Nicoletta shiver with revulsion. His hand settled around her throat so she was forced to look into his mad eyes. "It was difficult to hide the bruises, and I could not allow Giovanni to see them. I helped her end it. I watched her. It took her a long time to die." His white teeth flashed again. "If you do not tell me what I want to know, you will take a long time to die, too." 

The water was racing toward them, a solid, foaming wall. She stared at it helplessly. Did he mean to drown them both? It crashed through the rocks and up the shore to explode in the air and fizz along the bank until her ankles and the hem of her skirt were soaked. His hands tightened around her throat, squeezing slowly. "I suggest you learn that I mean what I say, unlike Giovanni. If you expect him to come charging to your rescue, do not. He is dead. Your good friend Aljandro was easy enough to persuade to join with me, and a few others I bought. They took care of your husband. After all, if I wish to ease the suffering widow's pain for a time before she dies by her own hand, she must first be a widow." 

Deliberately his hand slipped from her throat to squeeze her breast forcefully. His sick laughter was in her Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

ear as he twisted the delicate flesh. 

The force of the waves nearly knocked her over, wrenching her loose from Vincente's grip. She shoved him hard and that combined with the force of the water toppled him over. He swore furiously. Nicoletta whirled and ran for her life, heading for the dark interior of a large cave. The water was inching its way in, then retreating just as fast, leaving behind a carpet of sea kelp. If only she had Giovanni's gift, to be able to call to him, touch him, get reassurance that he was still alive. 

The cave branched out, leading in two different directions.  Take the left.  The voice brushed at the walls of her mind. Calm. Loving. 

Nicoletta heard the pounding of Vincente's boots on the sand, spurring her to action. She rushed into the left tunnel as fast as she could. The farther she went from the sea, the darker the interior became. She was forced to slow down, walking carefully in the wet sand, unable to judge where to put her feet. Her heart was pounding, her lungs exploding. She was exhausted, even with the fresh surge of inspiration from Giovanni. 

Behind her, Nicoletta heard Vincente as he came after her. He was no longer running, but taking his time as he stalked her, making certain she could not escape him. She could hear him humming softly to himself, and it made her blood run cold. He was insane. Utterly, totally, insane. And she was trapped in a dark, damp cave with no way out, nowhere to go. 

She forced herself to press close to the cave wall. It felt damp and slimy to the touch, but it gave her a sense of stability as she pushed forward in the darkness. She nearly panicked when she ran into a dead end. She would have bumped her head if she hadn't blindly, instinctively thrown out her hands in front of her. It seemed solid rock. Her heart stilled. Had it been Giovanni's voice in her head? Or Vincente's? She tried to replay the words, terrified there in the dark with her heart pounding so loudly it sounded like thunder in her ears. 

  Reach down low, and run your finger along the surface of the rock slowly until you feel a slight depression. It is very low and to your right.  The instructions were a whisper this time, the voice husky and strange. 

Nicoletta hesitated for a moment, but what could she do? She was trapped, and Vincente was coming up behind her; she could hear his horrible humming. She didn't ever want to feel his hands on her again. 

She slid her fingers obediently along the face of the rock, slowly, back and forth, to cover it inch by inch. 

It seemed forever before she felt the faint depression. Her entire palm fit in the groove, and she pressed it there. 

Just as in the palazzo room, a crack began to open in the cave wall, growing wider and wider until there was a gap large enough for her to fit through. The secret passageway did lead to the sea—an escape, just as Giovanni had explained to her. When under attack and needing to retreat, the Scarletti family disappeared inside their palazzo walls with the family fortune. They would go into the passage that led to the cove, where boats were waiting to take them away to safety. Nicoletta understood now the carvings in the two "map" rooms, the stained-glass windows, and the golden boats. The reliefs and paintings looked as if serpents were carrying the hapless aristocratici into the sea, but when the morning light shone on the mural, the winged creatures were carrying them safely out to sea and the waiting boats, the soldiers—their attackers—drowning as their ships crashed onto the hidden rocks. It was there for all to see, yet no one but the reigning don would understand the significance of it. 

Vincente's father had never given Vincente the "key" to the "maps" because Nonno had never revealed Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

the significance of the carvings to his son. Vincente had discovered the "maps" but not yet the key. 

Nicoletta stared into the black, gaping hole that was the passageway. She had been in it once before. It harbored traps, rats, and it was very, very dark. The ceiling was low and the walls so close they were suffocating. Did the passageway harbor the screams of other unwary women? Women who had trusted the Scarletti men? The terrible humming was coming closer. Which was worse? To die at Vincente's hands, or die with an unseen blade slitting her throat quickly in the passageway? Biting her lip hard, Nicoletta chose the dark, damp passageway. She stepped cautiously inside, and the two halves of the rock began to slowly slide together behind her. The pounding of the sea had been loud, booming through the cave, an assault on her ears, but now the closed door entombed her in sudden silence within the narrow walls. Nicoletta squeezed her eyes shut tight like a small child. It seemed an easier way to face the blackness of the underground chamber. She could tell the passageway curved upward from the cove toward the palazzo. It was a very long distance, locked beneath the earth, with masses of rock over her head. 

  Hurry,  piccola. The voice was soft, persuasive, as if he knew she was frozen to the spot, unable to force her feet to move. He had called her little one.  It was reassuring, that small nickname. Vincente would never have thought to call her that. It spurred her to action when nothing else could have.  There is no danger until you feel difference in the texture of the ground. For once I am grateful for your bare feet. 

Her heart soared instantly. It was Giovanni! There was no doubt in her mind. He was still alive, and he was guiding her, bringing her through the complex tunnel. She had a hundred questions but didn't know how to ask them, so she concentrated on the one thing he needed to know. If she didn't make it, if she made a mistake and died in the passageway, she wanted him warned, wanted him to know who his mortal enemy was. His own brother. Vincente. She thought the name over and over in her head, replaying her ugly recent memories of the man, hoping to give Giovanni a clue. 

The narrow path was leading steadily upward, a steep slope that was slippery and yet gritty beneath her feet. There was slime on the rock walls as there had been in the cave. It was hard going to make the climb, and she was unable to find purchase on the slick walls to help her move forward. Her legs ached; her whole body hurt. She was becoming aware of her own exhaustion. And always there was the terrible darkness. 

She heard the murmuring then. Voices buzzing around her, so real that she stopped abruptly, feeling around her blindly, frantically, with her outstretched hands, so frightened she literally couldn't move. He was in the passageway! Vincente knew the way to open the door, and he had followed her! She knew he was locked in the dark with her, far beneath the earth. Keeping her hand on the slimy wall so she wouldn't get turned around, she glanced behind her, eyes straining to see in the pitch black of the corridor. There was a strange flickering light glowing behind her. She realized Vincente had lit a torch, and he could thus move much faster than she could. 

  It is all right,  cara mia.  Keep moving forward until you feel the difference under your feet. When you feel smooth marble, you must slow down. Take five paces along the left-hand side. Five only. 

 Count them. 

Nicoletta turned resolutely away from the light. Giovanni was somewhere ahead of her, perhaps moving toward her through the passageway. She had to put her faith in him. Trembling so much that she could scarcely move, she forced her feet along the uphill grade. It seemed an eternity before she managed to ascend the steep cliff and reach level ground beneath the palazzo. Her bare foot suddenly found cool, smooth marble. 
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"Left side," she reminded herself softly. The terrible whispers were louder now, but she still couldn't distinguish the words. It sounded like the buzzing of a swarm of bees. Cautiously, Nicoletta moved to the left side of the tunnel until her shoulder brushed against the wall. She took five steps, careful to remember that Giovanni was taller than she and his stride longer. 

  Stop at your fifth step, and take one pace directly to the right side. Make certain you step sideways,  piccola. 

She caught the anxiety in his voice. He was closer now—it wasn't her imagination! Giovanni was in the passageway, too, coming toward her from inside the palazzo. She stopped moving, standing very still, her heart beating in her throat. She wanted to stay right, there, waiting for him to reach her, though darkness was pressing down on her. A noise behind her heralded Vincente's approach. 

"I know you are there, Nicoletta," he called to her softly, amusement in his voice. "You must know the tunnel holds many traps. And there are rats in here, hungry rats. You cannot possible make it through alone. I have a torch." 

She knew there were rats; she heard them moving, felt them brush against her bare feet. Close to panic, she took the step to her right. Her legs felt weak.  Take three strides forward, and then another directly to your left.  She tasted fear in her mouth. Where before she had been shivering with cold, her hands nearly numb, now beads of sweat were running along her skin. She took the three paces and stepped directly to her left. Nothing happened to her; no blade slid silently out of the wall or ceiling or floor to end her life. 

Nicoletta realized that tears were streaming down her face. She jammed her fist over her mouth to keep from sobbing. Hands caught at her in the darkness, dragging her against a strong, warm body. Giovanni! 

He was there, tall and enormously strong, his body a shelter for hers. His heart was pounding beneath her ear, his arms tight bands around her. She would know him anywhere, even in pitch blackness far beneath the earth. Relief swept through her, nearly overwhelming her, and she sagged against him, held up only by the strength of his arms. Then felt him wince. 

Nicoletta felt that wince all the way to her soul. "You are injured!" 

In the darkness his hands framed her face, his mouth unerringly finding hers. He kissed her gently, lovingly, a little desperately in his relief. "It is nothing. Aljandro's stiletto nicked me. I will walk you through the passageway. You must follow my steps exactly." 

"I cannot see anything." 

"You will." 

And she did. Nicoletta realized just how extraordinary his talent was, his ability to communicate in silence. With her hand firmly in his, she followed his footsteps, directed by the map he projected to her mind. They were silent while he concentrated on the intricate patterns that took them safely through the passageway and out into the bedchamber she shared with her husband. It seemed familiar, comforting, a haven, when once she had thought it so foreign. 

Her relief was tremendous. Nicoletta staggered into the light blazing in the room, blinking rapidly while her eyes tried to adjust to the brightness of the many candles lit in anticipation of their return. A fire was blazing in the hearth, and Giovanni hurried her toward its warmth. He was running his hands over her, Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

ensuring she was all right, searching for signs of damage. She burst into tears and threw herself into his arms. 

Giovanni held her as if he might never let her go, burying his face in her hair, his strong arms around her, pressing her to him. "I thought I had lost you,  piccola.  I knew a monster walked among us, knew he preyed on women, but I did not think it was Vincente. He seemed to love his wife, to care for Portia. I thought it was one of the soldiers, not one of my brothers." There was deep sorrow in his voice, as well as rage. 

"Margerita is wounded, Giovanni. We must get to her." 

"She is safe in the palazzo. Maria Pia attends her, and my most trusted guards are stationed outside the room. Sophie is safely in Signorina Sigmora's care, as well. I returned with soldiers from the regiment you had attended at the border. They were bringing young Goeboli to the palazzo as we had instructed. The pass was blocked, but they found me and tended my wounds." Giovanni was pushing back her hair, touching her face, her neck, wiping at the dirt on her skin. "Francesco took you at your word. Poor Antonello could not convince Francesco to allow him to hunt for me. He was put under heavy guard. 

Vincente had already escaped through the maze." 

"I did not know which of them it was until it was too late. There was nothing I could do for Portia," 

Nicoletta confessed sadly. "Her wounds were too severe, and she had lost too much blood by the time I heard her cries for help. She had aided Vincente in his conspiracy, but in the end, she could not allow him to murder her child." 

"I know,  cara mia.  I spoke briefly to Margerita. She told me how she met Vincente in the maze and he attacked her. Portia had followed, and she attacked Vincente, but he easily overpowered her and stabbed her several times." Giovanni sighed. "I blame myself now. There have been reports of women in the various villaggi being misused and even murdered. I ordered investigations, but often it was Vincent who volunteered to investigate, despite his reputed distaste for the peasantry, when I could not spare my men. And Antonello admitted it was he who moved Cristano's body from the labyrinth because he believed I had killed the boy out of jealousy, and wanted to protect me." 

"Vincente is still in the passageway, Giovanni." Nicoletta's fingers curled in his shirt. She looked toward the smooth marble wall, half expecting it to slide open and his younger brother burst through. 

"I am aware of that," he said gently. "But he cannot make it through the tunnel without the map. He will be forced to turn back, and my guards will be waiting for him." 

"He knew about the map, but he didn't know the key." 

  "Mio padre did not know the key to give it to him," Giovanni confirmed. "Nonno suspected something had gone wrong with his son, my father, after our mother's death. Padre only held the title of don for three years, and Nonno never revealed the key to him, so Padre could not give it to Vincente, even though he was his favorite son." 

"Vincente killed your nonna.  He strangled her." Nicoletta began to weep again, shaking violently with the aftermath of terror. "And my mother. And my aunt and all the other women; he hurt them on purpose. It was Vincente. He killed your nonna,  too." 

Giovanni swept her back into his arms, holding her to him, his mouth fastening on hers in a desperate attempt to comfort her, to comfort them both. "Come,  piccola,  come into the bath. It will warm you. I will Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

go see to the end of this thing and return to you as soon as I am able." She clung to him, afraid to let him out of her sight. "What of your wounds? Let me at least see to them." 

"There is no need. I must go. Do you wish me to send Maria Pia to you?" 

More than anything Nicoletta wanted the comfort of the older woman, but Margerita was severely wounded and had just lost her mother. "I will go to them after I have bathed," Nicoletta said. 

"Your guards will be at the door. Do not leave without them. I have your word on that?" His black gaze pinned hers. 

Nicoletta found a small smile from somewhere deep inside. She had had enough adventures to last a lifetime. "You have my word, Don Giovanni." 

He bent his head to hers and kissed her thoroughly, completely, his mouth hot and dominant and masterful. Deep within her, the smile blossomed into warmth. 

Nicoletta went gratefully into the room with the deep, sunken tub. Steam rose from the surface of the water. She lit as many candles as she could, letting their soothing fragrance fill the room. The water shimmered invitingly, offering a measure of peace when her entire body was suffering from exhaustion and terror. She tossed her clothes aside and padded down the steps, letting the hot water caress her skin, warming her. The moisture lapped at the bruise forming on her breast, taking away the terrible stinging but not the memory of how it was put there. She was still shivering violently, enough that small waves radiated outward from her, reminding her of the violence of the sea, the violence hidden beneath the surface of a man. 

She wept then. For her mother, her aunt, for Giovanni's mother and grandmother, for his grandfather, Portia, and Margerita, and even for Angelita and little Sophie, who would someday have to know what a monster her father was. She wept for herself and for Giovanni. His father had been a sick man who had turned his jealousy into a corrupt hatred, and he had fed his youngest son the same diet, creating an abomination. She sat in the bath, the water lapping at her chin, and allowed the tears to fall until she thought she would never cry again. 

Finally Nicoletta washed her hair, rinsing out the salt spray, the sea smell, trying to realize she was safe at last. But even the long bath had not taken away the terror in the pit of her stomach, the horrible dread that filled her body, and the taste of fear in her mouth. She needed Maria Pia. And young Sophie. Most of all she needed Giovanni. Sighing, she left the bath and dressed in one of the soft nightshifts Giovanni had had made for her. She dragged on a robe and went to the bedchamber door. 

To her relief, she recognized Dominic, although the other guard was a stranger to her. "Where is Francesco?" 

"He guards Margerita, Donna Nicoletta," Dominic responded. 

"Please take me to them," she said softly. 

"Of course." He smiled at her, his gaze warm. But suddenly his eyes went wide, staring in a kind of horror. A trickle of blood seeped from his mouth to dribble toward his chin. His knees buckled, and he pitched forward to fall facedown at her feet. The back of his shirt was soaked with blood. 

Nicoletta found herself staring at Vincente's smiling face. The sight of his evil smirk made her blood run Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

cold. His fingers settled around her throat, and he backed her into the master bedroom, his body crowding close to hers. "I have a loyal following, you see. They believe in me; they realize I was meant to rule. I know Giovanni thinks Austria will receive our country graciously in the new agreement with Spain—a marriage of convenience so to speak—and he has been working toward that end. But I disagree with Gino's thinking, and I plan to be in power not just over Scarletti lands but over all of our country." His fingers tightened on her throat, threatening to cut off her air. "My guards wait outside for your husband, so we will… rest here together." 

Nicoletta's dark eyes moved over his face with contempt. "You can never take Giovanni's place. Not as a ruler, and certainly not with me." 

His eyebrows shot up. "Really? I know more ways to pleasure a woman—or hurt her—than you have ever dreamed. We will see." But abruptly he let go of her, dropping his hands from her bruised skin. 

She took two steps away from him, backing toward the marble wall, toward the entrance to the passageway. "You have forgotten the most important thing of all, Vincente. You have forgotten the curse on your famiglia."  She smiled at him sweetly, confidently. Deep within her a new confidence surged. This monster no longer frightened her. She was in the palazzo. Her home. And she had finally realized the tremendous gift she shared with her husband. She had only to think of what was wrong, only to shout a warning in her mind, and the strong bond between her and her husband would take care of the rest. 

Giovanni would always be there, just a thought away, surrounding her with his love and protection. 

"What are you talking about?" Vincente's voice was a whip of contempt. 

"You were the one who told me of the curse. The downfall of Scarletti men is always a woman. I am Giovanni Scarletti's woman, not yours. If I am a curse to someone, do you wish it to be you? Because I will never be a curse to him." She stepped aside, well away from the passageway entrance as the crack in the wall widened and her husband launched himself straight at his youngest brother. 

Vincente had no time to react. He fell backward from the force of the blow. Giovanni wounded though he was, subdued the monster as, outside the room, Giovanni's soldiers overcame those in Vincente's pay. 

Giovanni took his brother out into the corridor, and when his soldiers escorted the prisoner to the tower, Vincente slammed his body into a guard, attempting to push him over the ledge. Instead, the guard stumbled aside, and Vincente Scarletti hurtled himself from the very walkway where he had destroyed so many others. 






Chapter Twenty

Giovanni stepped into the long, wide corridor. He was utterly weary, tired to the bone. His side ached where Aljandro's stiletto had slid into his muscles, but more than his flesh, his soul ached. Delving deeply into his once-loved brother's affairs had been much like immersing himself in evil. His brother had even kept a journal of his deeds, somehow believing, in his illness, that he was doing his duty for the Scarletti heirs to come. At last the sun had set, and he could make his sorrowful way to his bedchamber. To his wife. 

Nicoletta. She was a breath of fresh air in the palazzo, working miracles with her sunny smile, with her personality alone. She laughed with Maria Pia and Beatrice and their little charge, Sophie, offering comfort and love. She drew Nonno into her circle of light until even the servants began smiling at him. 
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She was often in Margerita's room, talking with her, encouraging her, offering solace and friendship. She reached out to Dominic's family, giving aid and comfort as she could. She was the healer, watching over the young injured soldier, Goeboli, hiding in the palazzo, and, of course, her husband. Nicoletta tended his wounds very, very carefully. 

Giovanni did not remember what he had ever done without her. She was a calming influence, yet his barefoot bride also brought laughter into the palazzo. He needed her tonight after the ugly discoveries he had made. He needed her love of life, her energy. He needed the solace of her body. 

He pushed open the door of their room. It was empty, as he had expected it to be. She was most likely calming Sophie's nightmares or doing a last inspection of the young Goeboli before she came to bed. 

Sighing softly with regret, Giovanni was halfway to the enormous bedstead, peeling off his shirt, when he noticed the door to the bath partially open. He stood still for a moment, his fingers massaging the nape of his neck in an attempt to ease his tight muscles. Drawing off his boots, he allowed them to drop to the floor before he padded across the room to the bath, his feet bare on the smooth tiles. 

Nicoletta was lying on her stomach on the marble beside the pool, trailing her fingers in the water. 

Candlelight flickered and danced over her bare skin, her long legs drawing attention to the curve of her bottom. Her hair fell in a cascade of blue-black silk over one bare shoulder. She took his breath away with her beauty. 

He made a sound in his throat, his black eyes fixed on her like a predator's on prey. She glanced over her shoulder, saw the hunger in his eyes, and smiled an enticement. "I was hoping you would join me. I have been lying here thinking about you." She turned slightly, just enough that he caught a glimpse of her full breasts beckoning him. 

"What were you thinking?" His body was already reacting to the sight of her gleaming skin, her rounded curves, the inviting dimples at the small of her back. He was hard and thick with need, a painful ache at the sensuous invitation of her naked body. His breeches were all at once extremely confining. 

Her gaze moved over his masculine frame to settle thoughtfully on his rigid thickness. "I was thinking how much I like the way you touch me." Her hand drifted down her own body, calling attention to the swell of her breasts, her narrow waist, the curve of her hips. "How good your mouth feels on my skin. How much I like my mouth on your skin." She turned back to settle down, her fingers playing absently in the water, her eyes closing. "It is so wonderful here in this room, Giovanni, the two of us locked away from the rest of the world." 

Giovanni murmured his agreement even as he kicked aside his breeches. He walked down the steps into the hot water, which licked at his skin like a thousand tongues, cleansing him, and he stood beside her, his hands finding her ankle, her beautiful calf. She had already bathed, and she smelled clean and fresh. 

He bent his head to taste the small droplets on the back of her knee. His teeth teased her gently, moving steadily upward to her thighs. His hands stroked caresses over her legs, inch by slow inch. 

Nicoletta stirred, sighing contentedly. "Do you miss me the way I miss you when you are gone?" Her voice was soft, seeping into his pores, soaking into his heart. 

His tongue swirled behind her knee. "I miss you so much, I ache for you." His breath was warm, teasing her sensitive skin. "I think of you when I should be working." His fingers delved into hidden shadows. His teeth nipped gently at her skin. His hands shaped the curve of her hips. He pulled himself out of the water to blanket her body with his, his mouth finding those intriguing little dimples in the small of her back. He pressed against her, taking his time while he explored the firmness of her derriere, trailing kisses, lazily Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

swirling his tongue in each hollow and secret feminine recess. 

"Really?" Nicoletta laughed softly, lifting her hips to push back against him, enjoying the feel of him so thick and hard and wanting her. "What are you thinking about right now?" 

He turned her over, his gaze hot and hungry. "I am thinking that claiming my rights from your villaggio was the best decision I ever made." He bent his head to her breasts, his hands moving possessively over her. His tongue bathed the faint bruise there, gentle and soothing. 

"I am thinking you are right, Giovanni." Nicoletta closed her eyes, arching into the heat of his mouth, burying her fists in his hair to hold him to her. "I want you. I have waited all day for you." 

He lifted his head to study her face. "  All day?" 

She nodded mutely, watching him. Beneath him, her legs moved restlessly, her hips pushing at him. "All day I thought only of you." 

"You make me happy as no other could, saying that simple thing to your husband," he said softly, slipping back into the water and pulling her to the edge of the pool so that he could put her long legs on his shoulders. "You take away my every burden, Nicoletta." His hands stroked her thighs and pulled her even closer. 

Nicoletta's entire body clenched in anticipation. His breath was warm on her skin. His hair brushed like wet silk on her inner thighs. He kissed her wet, tight curls, his tongue stroking a lingering caress to taste her before he inserted two fingers into her tight core, pushing deeply just for the pleasure of her response. 

"Yes,  bambina,  that is what I need. You, hot and ready for me." He pulled her to his seeking mouth, delivering a wild assault of sheer pleasure. 

Nicoletta cried out, throwing her head back, her hips bucking out of control, so ready for him she was nearly in tears. Her fingers clutched his hair, holding him to her even as the intensity mounted to heights she wasn't certain she would survive. She had been afraid she would never be able to bed Giovanni again without the distaste of Vincente's perversions in her mind, but she should have trusted her husband more. 

He made certain he drove out every demon, every fear, until only he remained, his hands and his mouth and his soft, whispered endearments. 

"  Ti amo,"  she said softly, meaning it. The words were embedded in her soul for all time. 

He sank beneath the warm waters, then resurfaced, droplets pouring off him, his black hair streaming, the water running from his skin as he levered himself easily from the pool. His eyes were fiercely possessive, hot with desire. He caught her up in his arms and carried her straight to their enormous bed. 

"We are very wet," she reminded him, laughing softly at his newly impulsive, playful ways. "We will soak the coverlets." 

Giovanni followed her right down to those coverlets. "We have many beds and many coverlets in the palazzo," he reminded her, pressing against her aggressively. "In any case, it will not matter. We will need no blankets, as I intend to keep you busy—perhaps making a bambino —all night." He thrust into her, watching her as he welded them together.  "Quando sei bella. Ti amo." 

He breathed the words— How beautiful you are. I love you. —and he meant them. He loved her with
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every breath in his body, with his entire heart and soul. She knew the way to break the curse, and he was man enough and loved her enough that he would follow her advice and trust it would be so. He wanted her soul soaring with his, and he wanted to feel her belly swollen with his child. A child who would know love and laughter, not endless losses, wonderment, not evil whispers. The Scarletti curse, he vowed, would live no more. 

Nicoletta watched her husband's face, watched the shadows disappear, watched joy replace fatigue. 

She moved with him, arching into him, so they came together in fiery friction, so that she could feel him thicken even more deeply within her. She could hear his breath come in gasps before he spilled his seed within her. She loved the way he loved her. 

And he was right: She never noticed the water soaking the coverlet, and the don and his bride did, that night, make their first happy, healthy bambino. 
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