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        Nico

      

      

      On the far end of the ballroom, I watch as the beautiful, innocent Isabella Calabrese accepts a glass of champagne from a passing waiter.

      The woman standing next to her leans closer, and she returns to the conversation she’s been having with a group of people.

      Perhaps my imagination is playing tricks, but to me she appears disinterested in small talk. Does she prefer long, intimate discussions? Like the ones we will be having?

      Regardless, within the hour she will be anything but bored. Instead her lips will be swollen, maybe bruised from the way I plan to devour her mouth, taking, claiming what’s rightfully mine.

      When she finds out what I’ve done, she’ll hate me, but by then it will be too late.

      She’ll be my wife, her legs spread with my cock buried balls-deep inside her delectable body.

      Even more satisfying, she’ll be delivered to my bed by her own brother, my hated enemy.

      The image makes me smile.

      Once I’ve destroyed Bella the way my heart has been crushed, my revenge will be complete.

      As if aware of my scrutiny, she freezes, her spine going rigid.

      Her fancy, silver dress is short with a tantalizing, plunging back. My fingers itch to trace the path of the material, and I imagine the feel of her enticingly bare skin against my fingers.

      Tonight, her attire is acceptable, and soon she’ll be in my arms, and I’ll draw her close, beginning my exploration of her.

      In the future, though, unless she’s with me, her attire will be more circumspect.

      Several seconds pass, then she slowly glances over the soft slope of her shoulder.

      Do you sense me, my pet?

      Though she doesn’t see me in the shadows, her smile, one that could light a thousand candles, fades, and she shivers despite the warm, humid night.

      Her instincts are right.

      She should fear me, and my ruthless intentions.

      Biding my time, I take a sip of a spectacular whiskey the host of tonight’s engagement party has thoughtfully provided.

      Nothing but the best for Adriana, Giancarlo Fontana’s only child.

      Well, except for the pezzo di merda groom.

      Music from the string quartet softly fades.

      “Ladies and gentlemen!” The emcee’s exuberant voice fills the night air, quieting the crowd, as the newly engaged couple and the future bride’s parents make their way onto the stage.

      The Sterling Downtown’s ever-efficient staff places a table nearby, then pours bubbly into four crystal flutes.

      After introducing Giancarlo, the emcee turns over the mic before stepping back.

      “Thank you for coming.”

      With a few notable exceptions, me included, the guests respond favorably.

      “This evening, we celebrate Adriana and Alessandro, and the joining of our two families.”

      As the sister—and only family—of the future groom, Isabella stands in the front row, closest to the stage.

      One snake to another, Giancarlo smiles at his future son-in-law. “Alessandro, we appreciate the joy you bring to our darling Adriana. We trust that you will care for our daughter every day for the rest of your lives.”

      Fury, with its icy-hot burn, turns sluggish in my veins.

      Because of Alessandro’s recklessness almost ten years ago, my sister is in her grave. Only a few snapshots and her memory remain.

      Giancarlo has continued to drone, and the words penetrate the fog in my brain.

      “Adriana, our precious daughter…” As he glances at her, his voice cracks a little in a way I’m certain is manufactured. “May your journey be filled with love and laughter.”

      Love and laughter. I sneer. Two things my little sister was denied.

      Giancarlo reaches for his wife’s hand. “Elana and I have enjoyed many years of happiness, and tonight we wish nothing but the best for the two of you.”

      Alessandro draws his fiancée close.

      With silent efficiency, the banquet staff moves through the crowd, offering glasses for the upcoming toast. When approached, I shake my head.

      My celebration will happen a little later, and it will be all the sweeter for the wait.

      Once everyone is ready, Giancarlo speaks again. “Friends, family, colleagues…will you join Elana and me in wishing the future Mr. and Mrs. Calabrese many blessings?”

      Giancarlo hands over the mic and accepts the glass his wife offers. “Salute!” he calls out.

      Isabella raises her glass.

      I imagine her soft, heartfelt congratulations as everyone returns the cheer and clinks their glasses.

      For those in the room, it’s a happy occasion.

      Even for me.

      Especially for me.

      For the first time in months—or is it years?—I smile.

      The foursome makes their way from the stage while the emcee announces the band that shortly will be replacing the quartet.

      After a second sip of my whiskey, I place my unfinished glass on a nearby tray.

      Isabella is hugging her future sister-in-law. Then her brother.

      For a moment, anger swims like a haze in my brain. Then I flex my hands at my sides and focus on my end goal.

      I need to be calculating.

      After all, revenge is a dish best served cold.

      Tonight that’s the only thing on my menu.

      The moment Alessandro releases my future wife, I act. She’s currently alone, separated from the protection of her brother and friends.

      My prey. My salvation.

      Sergio, my bodyguard, falls in step a few feet behind me as I wend my way through the ballroom. Tables are being moved aside to make room for dancing, and people are queued in front of the bars.

      Intent on my target, I exchange nods with a few business associates, but I don’t stop to talk.

      Isabella isn’t the only one who lacks patience for that kind of civilized behavior.

      Behind me, Sergio clears his throat.

      I’m so focused on reaching Isabella that I fail to notice Alessandro stalking across the room toward me.

      Full of foolish bravado, he steps in my path.

      His skin is deathly pale, and his eyes are wide, wild. “What the fuck are you doing here, Moretti?”

      Because it’s obvious, I smile, a gesture that’s far more feral than friendly. “Congratulations on your upcoming wedding.”

      Alessandro snarls. “I asked a question.”

      “I was invited.”

      “Fucking liar.”

      “By my business partner… Your future father-in-law.”

      Perspiration dots his brow, and he swipes it away. “Your business…” Shaking his head, he glances toward Giancarlo who is glad-handing his well-wishers. “That’s not possible.”

      Rather than responding to his absurd comment, I change the subject. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m anxious to meet Isabella.”

      Raw fury flashes in his eyes, and he rocks forward onto the balls of his feet. “Stay the hell away from my sister.”

      Sergio takes a step forward. Having less than zero concern about any threat from Alessandro, I raise my hand to forestall further action from my man.

      “I’ll fucking kill you, Moretti.”

      “You’re welcome to try.” He wouldn’t be the first.

      Sergio chuckles darkly, and Alessandro’s gaze darts to his face. But I want his attention on me, where it belongs.

      Leaning forward, I brush a speck of lint from his lapel. “Isabella will be my wife before the end of the year.”

      Like a peacock preening, he draws himself to his full height, which means he can almost reach my eyes. “Over my dead body.”

      “Want me to arrange that, boss?” Sergio asks, adjusting his tie.

      Alessandro swallows several times, his Adam’s apple bobbing frantically.

      “Not necessary.” Though my response is directed to Sergio, my gaze is trained on the man who visibly shrinks in front of me. “I have something far better in mind.”

      Around us, music cranks up, and couples move onto the dance floor. And in front of me, Alessandro is rethinking his life decisions.

      Giancarlo and his wife join us, and I kiss her on the cheek after shaking her husband’s hand.

      Alessandro appears frozen in place.

      “So glad you came, Nico.” Elana’s smile is welcoming, as perfect as it is warm.

      “I was just congratulating Alessandro,” I said.

      “You’ve met?” Giancarlo asks.

      “Once.” I incline my head. “Briefly.” The night my sister had died in the car he’d been driving. Then the bastard had the gonads to show up at my sister’s funeral, and Sergio made certain the murderer knew he wasn’t welcome.

      “Since we’re all going to be doing business together, we’ll have the opportunity to become better acquainted in the future.”

      At that moment, my senses go on heightened alert, and I glance across the distance to find Isabella looking at me. Not just looking, studying, as if memorizing my features.

      Our gazes meet.

      Rationally I know that’s not possible across the vast space, but still, there’s no doubt she’s intrigued by me. Or maybe fearful.

      Either way is fine.

      If I didn’t scare her at least a little, I’d worry about her even more.

      Her friend joins her, breaking our connection.

      For the best. After all, Giancarlo evidently said something I missed, and Alessandro’s scowl deepens. “I’m sorry?”

      “I was asking if you can join our board meeting this Wednesday afternoon. Two o’clock?”

      At Giancarlo’s question, Alessandro clenches his jaw. He’s going to need dental surgery within the year.

      “I’ll have my executive assistant confirm,” I reply.

      After a few more pleasantries, the Fontanas excuse themselves, leaving me alone with Alessandro once more.

      “Not only do I own a significant stake in their businesses…” I open my jacket to extract a sheaf of papers that are neatly tucked into an envelope that I press into his palm. “But I think you’ll find some interesting reading material here.”

      “The fuck is this?”

      “My guarantee that you will drag your sister down the aisle toward me if necessary.” I like the image, and it makes me smile.

      Frantically he looks around to be sure no one sees him slip his death warrant into a pocket inside his tuxedo.

      “You have guests to see to, I’m sure,” I tell Alessandro. “If you don’t want your future father-in-law on his knees, bankrupt by this time next week, you’ll play this game by my rules.”

      The stench of his fear disgusts me.

      With a tight nod, I move past him.

      Sergio is not as polite. He starts forward, forcing the man to step out of the way.

      Isabella is no longer where she was, and frantically I glance around. Within seconds, I lock in on her. Thankfully she hasn’t gone far. She’s wandered through the doors leading to the outdoor terrace, and she’s standing near a palm, still talking to her friend.

      Since the area is semiprivate, it’s the perfect location for Bella’s rendezvous with fate.

      For years, I’ve planned for this very moment. And now it’s time for me to sample the fruits of my labor.

      Biding my time, I check my fancy Bonds watch and set a timer.

      She has five minutes, and not a moment longer, before I adopt my alias of Marcello Donati and destroy her perfect little world.
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        Bella

        Five Minutes Earlier

      

      

      With a secretive grin, my friend Amelia whispers, “That gorgeous hunk of man is heading toward you.”

      “No, he’s not.” Even though I shake my head to dismiss her words, my pulse is fluttering in my throat, telling me she’s right.

      How I can know that, sense him, even though he’s so far away shocks me.

      “He absolutely is.”

      At that moment, the smartwatch on my wrist gently vibrates, letting me know my heart rate has increased. It’s as if every part of me is aware of him and his actions. “Do you know who he is?”

      “I don’t have a clue.”

      Which surprises me. Obviously I don’t know everyone who lives in Houston, but in my role as the ambassador of the Bella Vita Foundation—named after my grandmother—I attend dozens of fundraisers each year.

      As a socialite who loves being seen, Amelia is out and about every weekend.

      Which makes me wonder if the mystery man resides elsewhere and is just in town for a short period of time.

      “He’s stopping to talk to your brother.”

      Relieved, I exhale a tiny breath.

      Then, because he’s occupied, I shoot a surreptitious glance in his direction.

      When Amelia clears her throat, I realize I’m not being sly at all. I’m full-on staring at him. The man’s a thirst trap, and suddenly I’m parched.

      “He’s delicious.”

      In agreement, I nod. He’s well over six feet tall and as broad as a linebacker but without an excess ounce of fat anywhere. His suit jacket hugs his shoulders and biceps. It’s also tailored at the waist which shows off his honed physique.

      Every instinct warns that he’s dangerous. Not just to my body but to my heart.

      Internally I roll my eyes.

      When she was alive, my mother always chided me for being fanciful. I know I am, but tonight, especially, I can’t help myself.

      With a polite smile, he shakes Mr. Fontana’s hand and kisses Mrs. Fontana’s cheek.

      Everyone is treating him cordially, so maybe my instincts about him are wrong.

      A wild, wicked part of me hopes they’re not.

      Suddenly and embarrassingly, he glances in my direction, catching me drinking him in.

      For a moment, time stands still for us. Then, after a handful of seconds, he breaks the connection, returning his attention to Mr. Fontana.

      The aftermath makes my body shake.

      I know I should take this chance to leave the party. After all, there’s no reason to stay even a minute longer.

      I’ve endured yet another obligatory dinner, and I’ve celebrated my brother’s happiness.

      Until now, his life has been awful, haunted by ghosts he never seems to escape.

      When he fell in love with Adriana, I silently cheered. He’s a wonderful person, always putting others first. He deserves nothing but joy for the rest of his life.

      The emcee announces that the band will be playing a song just for Alessandro and his future bride, reinforcing my guess that this is the perfect time to leave. After all, I have no one to hold me close and make me swoon.

      Still, I don’t excuse myself.

      “Don’t tell me you’re actually staying?” Amelia teases. “I mean, it’s nine o’clock, and you usually turn into a pumpkin by now.”

      It’s a common question. She’s a party animal, and she often stays out all night. Unfortunately, I haven’t had that kind of time since graduating from college.

      Even though it’s Saturday, I spent eight hours working at my regular job before changing into a semiformal dress and jumping into a rideshare to arrive before the guests for tonight’s festivities.

      My feet are protesting the killer heels, even if the shoes are gorgeous, and I’m craving a long soak in a bubble bath and a glass of wine before changing into my snuggly pajamas to watch an unsolved mystery show on television. Which is how I spend most Saturday nights.

      My personal life has become somewhat mundane and more than a little boring. I love my work as a communications specialist for the prestigious Fallon Group. To the outside world, we appear to be a law firm. It’s an image that its owner, Celeste, has carefully cultivated. Our clients, however, are among the country’s elite. We’re paid a lot of money to solve problems, even more to make them go away.

      In my not-abundant free time, I’m training to eventually take over as executive director of the foundation, though I’m in no real hurry. Ellie, our current CEO, is doing a marvelous job, which is allowing me to hone my PR skills at Celeste’s company.

      “You’re hoping to meet that stranger.” Amelia grins.

      In silent protest, unsure whether I’m trying to convince her or myself, I shake my head.

      “Yes, you are! And I couldn’t be happier. You need to stop obsessing about the past and live a little.”

      Amelia makes it sound so easy. Maybe for her it is.

      “Oh my God. He’s drumming his fingers on his thighs, waiting for me to go away. And now he’s checking his watch. I wonder how long until he interrupts us?”

      At this point, it’s been months since I’ve done anything really exciting, and I’m restless, yearning for a hint of adventure.

      “Be spontaneous,” Amelia urges. “I dare you.”

      I shouldn’t.

      The last time I did, it hadn’t ended well, and I wince when the painful memory of the way Brad dumped me stings me once more.

      “He was a jerk.”

      Amelia knows me so well, it’s scary. At times, she reads my mind.

      “Oh, oh!” One of her perfectly sculpted eyebrows lifts. “Mr. Tall, Dark, and Determined is on the move. He’s just grabbed two glasses of champagne.” She looks at me intently. “Do you want me to get lost? Or are you going to chicken out like usual?”

      I bristle. “I’m not a coward.”

      “Sorry,” she apologizes instantly. “I didn’t mean to touch a nerve.”

      The breakup with Brad was years ago. Even though I tell myself I should be over the hurt, I’m not. Emotional pain, it turns out, is a powerful teacher.

      “If you want to go home, I’ll walk with you to the elevator.”

      Amelia is loyal through and through, which is my favorite trait in a friend.

      “This is your chance, if you want to escape.”

      My heart thunders wildly.

      Years ago, when I still believed in happily ever after, I’d been in love with Brad. Madly. Deeply. I believed we’d be married and spend our lives together.

      But even with him, I didn’t have the kind of physical reaction I’m experiencing with this mysterious stranger.

      What is wrong with me? He’s not even my type. I prefer men who are a little softer, blond, solicitous, kind.

      “What’s it going to be?”

      Right this moment, I have to make a decision, or he’ll make it for me.

      “You’ve got about twenty seconds.”

      Quickly I open my tiny purse and refresh my lipstick.

      “Woot!” Amelia grins triumphantly, as if she’s personally arranged the meeting.

      My hand shaking, I drop the tube back into my evening bag and allow the magnetic lock to seal it closed.

      As the band transitions into something with a more upbeat tempo, she gives me a quick hug. “Remember our rules.”

      In our freshman year at Rice University, we made a pact.

      She’ll remain close by for a few minutes, watching me. I’ll signal everything is okay with a thumbs-up, but if anything is wrong, I will drop something.

      At the end of the evening, if I leave with him, I have to send her text updates, letting her know when she can expect to hear from me again. Our phones have an app that allows us to share our location with each other, something we’ve done twenty-four hours a day for six years.

      One thing I’m sure of… If I miss a check-in, she’ll break down any door to find me.

      She winks. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      That gives me a whole lot of latitude. While my virtue is still intact, Amelia lives her life out loud. Thankfully, she shares her exploits with me.

      More than once, I’ve consumed an entire bag of popcorn while listening to her stories.

      “Have fun.”

      So that I don’t look as if I’m waiting for him, I wander out onto the terrace.

      August is always hot in Houston, and the night air hangs heavy with humidity. I stand next to a pot of pretty, night-blooming jasmine with its tubular white flowers and their heady, sweet scent. Fairy lights provide an ethereal backdrop, making this spot pure magic.

      “May I offer you a glass of champagne?”

      I thought I’d been prepared for his arrival, but the sensual sound of his voice wraps me in an intimate embrace.

      Striving for a polished smile, I turn.

      My breath catches in my throat, and it’s all I can do not to gasp aloud.

      From a distance, I’d imagined him to be dangerous. This close, he erases all doubts.

      Even though I’m wearing my tallest heels, I don’t quite reach his chin.

      His hair is raven colored, harshly brushed back from his forehead, revealing a jagged scar that arrows down toward his right temple.

      But it’s his eyes that intrigue me the most. They are as dark as they are enigmatic.

      I’m sure I’m being fanciful again, but he seems to look into my soul.

      “Champagne?” he prompts once more, extending a flute.

      His eyes seem to twinkle as he takes in my reaction to him.

      As gorgeous as he is, he’s no doubt accustomed to receiving attention from ladies. In a room full of beautiful women, I’m barely noticeable.

      So why has he approached me?

      Aware he is waiting for me to either accept his offer or reject him, I attempt to rein in my galloping thoughts and emotions. “Thank you.”

      He ensures our fingers brush, making my hand shake with recognition of his power, nearly sending the expensive bubbly over the glass’s rim.

      Hurriedly I take a sip, hoping the act also settles my nerves.

      It doesn’t.

      He remains close, and I draw in his masculine, spicy, amber scent.

      “Marcello Donati,” he offers by way of introduction.

      Donati. The name doesn’t ring a bell.

      “Marse, for short.” His name is lovely, rolling from his tongue in a softly seductive way.

      “Isabella Calabrese. Bella, for short,” I return.

      “Calabrese?” he repeats. “Are you related to the future groom?”

      The compelling man hasn’t yet taken his gaze from me. His attention is both flattering and unnerving. “He’s my older brother.”

      “Congratulations are in order.”

      “I’m happy for both him and Adriana. And I’m looking forward to being an aunt one day. Hopefully soon.” Heat floods me. Why have I revealed that I love babies?

      Marse makes a point of looking at my ring finger. “No children of your own yet?”

      The conversation took a rapid, unexpected turn. “I’m in no hurry,” I lie. The truth is, I’d love at least two.

      A little more intently, he regards me.

      Has my blush revealed my secrets?

      To cover my nerves, I take another sip of the champagne, and the effects seem to go straight to my head, making it impossible to string two thoughts together.

      “A pleasure to meet you, Isabella.”

      His voice is a gruff, soft purr, and he breaks my name into two distinct parts—Isa…bella. He seems to curl his tongue around the last letter in a way no one else ever has. “Same, Mr. Donati.” I remain somewhat formal in a desperate attempt to keep some distance between us…as if we weren’t just discussing children.

      “Marse,” he corrects softly.

      A little stubbornly, I don’t repeat his name.

      “Is your friend still watching me?” A smile teases his beautiful mouth.

      “What makes you think she is?”

      “As I passed her, she shot daggers at me.”

      Amelia is standing alone at a tall, round table. “She’s protective.”

      “Good. I’m glad you’re cautious when it comes to talking to men you don’t know.”

      His words put me a little more at ease, so I give Amelia our secret signal, and in response, she presses her hands together, forming the shape of a heart.

      Stifling a laugh, I return my attention to my devilishly handsome companion who seems to be in no hurry to escape. “What is it you do, Mr. Donati?”

      “I’m a businessman. Finance.”

      “I see.” Really, he’s answered without saying anything.

      “And you?”

      “Communications.”

      “So you lie for a living?” His voice is teasing, and I view him in a new light.

      Earlier I’d seen him as dangerous, and I’ve expected him to be much rougher than he seems to be. This version of him is disarming. “I prefer to say that I present my clients in a way that’s most favorable to them.”

      “Are you available for hire?”

      This time, I can’t tell whether or not he’s serious. “Our services are rather expensive.” Among the highest in the country.

      “No doubt worth it.”

      “Quality is,” I affirm.

      The band slides into a cover of Ed Sheeran’s “Perfect.” The song is one of my favorites, and the lyrics always strike a chord. I love the idea of finding a love that is never given up on. Of course, the sentiment resonates more after the way Brad left me.

      “Dance with me?” he suggests.

      Freezing in place, I look up at him.

      His invitation hovers in the air, and the idea of being in his arms, pulled close against his hard body, is both intriguing and a little frightening.

      “I…” Intuition makes me err on the side of caution. “Thank you, but no. I need to get home.”

      “We’re here with a hundred other people.” He places his untouched drink on the ledge near me. “How dangerous can it be?”

      It turns out, I truly have no idea…
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        Bella

      

      

      “We don’t even have to go onto the dance floor. That way if you need to run away and break my heart, no one will be the wiser.”

      Break your heart? The man is mad. With his smile and charm, I have no doubt he’s the one who inflicts the emotional wounds in relationships. “There’s no Mrs. Donati?”

      “I’m not sure what kind of man you think I am, Ms. Calabrese.” His spine is stiff, as if I’ve offended him. “I don’t cheat.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” The truth is, I was fishing for information about him, ensuring I protect myself. Gently I try again. “Please accept my apologies.”

      With a slight smile, he seems to dismiss my unintended offense.

      “And yes. If the offer still stands, I’d like to dance.”

      His smile dazzles me, but I have a hard time believing my answer matters all that much to him.

      “The pleasure is mine, Ms. Calabrese.”

      “Bella. Please.”

      He plucks the glass from my grip and slides it next to his. Then he offers his hand. In the moonlight, something winks. Jewels in his cuff links?

      Realizing he’s waiting for my response, I accept his offer. The moment he gently but possessively holds me, sparks ignite between us. My eyes widen, and my heart does that little stutter rhythm again.

      Has he noticed?

      If so, he doesn’t comment on it.

      Instead of leading me to the dance floor, he takes me in his arms, holding me with a light, but firm grip.

      This close, he’s even more magnificent, and his scent bathes me in masculine spice.

      With a smile, he draws me a little closer, conveying a sense of intimacy.

      My mother was a stickler for decorum and always hoped I’d marry well. In addition to sending me to finishing school, she insisted I take a few dance classes. In this moment, I’m grateful.

      Marse has mad skills, and it’s all I can do not to step on his toes.

      “Relax.”

      I glance up at him. “I was just thinking how much I appreciate the fact you hadn’t mentioned my lack of refinement.”

      A smile teases his lips. “You’re thinking too much.”

      “If I could have a dollar anytime someone mentions the fact I overthink, I’d be very wealthy.”

      “Do you overthink that, also?”

      His conversation is easy, and his movements are graceful, making me look good. “If overthinking was a sporting event, I’d be a gold medalist.”

      “And in the last thirty seconds, you have been totally graceful.”

      “Well done, Mr.…” I pause. “Marse.” The evening is beautiful, and I’m enjoying myself more than I possibly could have imagined. “I’m surprised you don’t have a list of potential partners a mile long.”

      “There’s only one woman I’m interested in.”

      His voice is strong with meaning, and for a wild moment, I believe him.

      “What do you do in your free time?”

      Thank goodness for small talk. It allows me time to regroup. “Free time?” I echo, scoffing. “My job is demanding. And I volunteer with the foundation my grandparents set up. We support projects in the arts, education, social services.” And do plenty of fundraising that allows us to continue operating.

      “Your parents must be proud.”

      “They’ve passed.” Since he’s friendly with Alessandro, I’m surprised he doesn’t know that. Though perhaps they’re not close. “But I like to think so.”

      After Alessandro’s accident, things changed drastically for our family. Legal bills and a few bad investments cost my parents everything, including their home, and more importantly, their health.

      At least the foundation was well-funded by the previous generation, allowing me to continue to serve the community, something that really mattered to my grandmother.

      I tip my head to one side as I study Marse. “And what do you do for fun?” With his honed physique, no doubt the correct answer is undoubtedly work out. No matter how hard I try, I can’t picture him on a golf course, riding around on a cart.

      “I spend far too many hours at the office.” He tips his head to the side. “Which may be something I need to reconsider.”

      Do his words mean what I think they do?

      His eyes say yes, making me shiver with anticipation.

      The ballad is lovely. For a moment, I’m tempted to snuggle my head on his chest. Mentally I shake myself. Where has that wild idea come from? He seems fierce, a protector maybe. But he doesn’t seem to be a man who invites others to lean on him.

      “It’s going to be tricky.”

      Curious, I tip my head back. “What is?”

      “Working around your schedule as we date.”

      His words shock me so much that I miss a step.

      Instantly he steadies me.

      Date? How have we gone from a dance to something more? “You move fast.”

      “I’m not going to be able to get enough of you, Bella.”

      I’m unable to organize my thoughts. “This is rather sudden.”

      “Perhaps. But it’s going to happen, so we might as well skip your protests and get right to the details.”

      He’s as impossible as he is determined.

      “Are you always so blunt, Mr. Donati?”

      Ever so slightly, he moves back so he can take me in. “Only when I see something I want.”

      Frantically I try to steady my emotions. His eyes are dark and enigmatic, igniting a flurry of response deep in me. “You may have gotten the wrong idea.”

      “About?”

      “I’m not the kind of woman who sleeps around.” But if I were, there’s no doubt he could charm me into bed simply by crooking his finger.

      Apparently unfazed, he tips his head to one side. “I’m interested in something long-term, I assure you, Bella. Marriage. Children.”

      Blankly I stare at him, scarcely able to process what he is saying. Are they just words to disarm me so that he can get what he wants? Before I can formulate a question, he speaks.

      “Don’t insult me again by assuming I’m lying.”

      Scarlet floods my cheeks. Am I that transparent?

      “If you have objections to seeing me again, let’s get that on the table right now.”

      “What if we are not compatible?”

      He releases my hands to tip my chin back. His eyes are enigmatic. And his smile is filled with confidence. “Is that a concern for you, Ms. Calabrese? Because I assure you, it’s not for me.”

      Unable to continue to meet the intensity in his eyes, I glance away.

      “I’ll take that as interest.”

      It is: pure, raw desire for him.

      When the song ends, he glides us to a gentle stop. Though we should naturally drift apart, we don’t.

      Eventually, a full ten, maybe fifteen seconds later, he releases me with a small, courteous bow. “Thank you for the honor.”

      “Do you always say the right thing?”

      He quirks an eyebrow. “Most definitely not. In fact, my late mother feared I’d never become civilized.”

      So the air of danger I sensed earlier was more than a figment of my imagination. I’d do well to be wary of him. But I ignore my instincts.

      He reaches for my glass and offers it to me before picking up his own. “To us,” he proposes.

      With a few words and a masterful touch, Marcello Donati has tipped my world off its axis.

      Helpless to resist his charm, I touch the rim of my flute to his.

      I take a sip, but my insides are in turmoil. “I think I’ve had enough.”

      As he plucks the glass from my hand, he nods. “Would you like something to eat?”

      After the meal we’ve had, that’s the last thing I can think of.

      “Perhaps another dance?”

      “I get teased that I turn into a pumpkin at nine o’clock. If you’ll excuse me, I have an early morning.”

      “I’ll drive you.”

      “Really that’s not necessary.” My protest is automatic and instinctive. Suddenly I can’t catch a full breath, and I’m afraid I won’t be able to until he is nowhere near.

      “We’re dating. I will see you home.” His words have an edge of finality that I dare not argue with.

      Instead, I nod.

      Marse glances toward the corner, and a massive ox of a man steps from the shadows, sending a frisson of fear through me.

      “My driver,” Marse explains. “Sergio.”

      What kind of man attends an event like this with his own well-dressed driver? And frankly, Sergio doesn’t look like any chauffeur I’ve ever seen. If Marse were not standing next to me, the man would scare the hell out of me.

      “Do you need to say good night to anyone?” Marse offers. “Your friend is looking at us.”

      How does he know that? But he’s right. I can’t walk out without a word to anyone. “I’d better speak with her. And maybe my brother.”

      “I’ll be waiting for you.”

      “Really,” I protest again, “there’s no…”

      Without another word, his driver on his heels, Marcello is gone, leaving me alone to collect my wayward thoughts, my unfinished sentence hanging in the air.

      Exhaling, confused by the enigma that is Marcello Donati, I glance around for my brother, but he appears to be deep in conversation with Adriana’s father.
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