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CHAPTER 1




Dalia Bellizzi poured boiling water into two tall mugs of coffee and stirred. She arched her body forward and pushed one mug towards her friend, Rose, who sat on a kitchen stool at the other side of the bench. 

“Thanks, lovely,” Rose said, shifting on the stool and tapping her fingers on the countertop before sipping the drink. “When will you know about the job?”

Dalia shrugged. “I wish I knew. The company was meant to call yesterday, but they didn’t. I don’t think I got it.”

Rose pursed her lips, her smiling hazel eyes fixed on Dalia. She put down her cup and toyed with a strand of the long blonde hair that cascaded down from her back. “Are you kidding me? You’ve got a good seven years of experience as a software engineer, plus all your charity work and fundraising for the blind. Surely that counts for something, Dals.”

Dalia gripped her cup and leaned over the counter, scanning the shadows cast over the glossy, white surface. Her open living space featured a rectangular timber table surrounded by black padded chairs with yellow cast iron legs and backs. “But then why haven’t I heard anything? After leaving my last job because of that creep, George, I need this job. I refuse to go back to my old one.”

She had barely recovered after her breakup with George. It had burned her insides when she had to leave a job she loved. That heady sense of accomplishment when you solved a problem with code when no one else could. The reward she got when a colleague or manager gave her recognition and validation for all her hard work. It was priceless, and it warmed her heart to know that her ability to think outside the box made her a solid and gifted software engineer. She could never do anything else. 

If Dalia couldn’t be great in relationships she could at least be a success in her career. It was her salvation.

“You won’t have to, girl. Any number of reasons could’ve delayed their decision. Give it a few more days, then call them.”

Dalia nodded, flicking her copper-coloured hair. “You’re right. I’ll wait.” She gazed out through the open sliding door at drooping trees and an old, grey trampoline. Cement, potted plants, and stone steps in the distance gave the yard a tropical ambience. The garden gave her solace.

“That’s my girl.” Rose gulped down most of her steaming coffee and put the cup gently on the counter. “Didn’t you say the owner couldn’t make the interview? He might be reviewing or discussing your application as we speak.”

“Only one of the owners was away. But his partner was there. Gabriel. He was nice enough.” Dalia wondered about the partner. “I am curious about…Luca, I think his name was.” She exhaled. “I didn’t tell you, but during the interview a lady interrupted, wanting to discuss her deadline for a piece of work. She handed Gabriel the file, but as soon as he mentioned Luca’s name the woman flinched. It was as if she had to get the file to Gabriel that very second. She could have waited for my interview to finish.”

Rose nodded. “The graphic design business can be gruelling and fast-paced. No doubt they have strict deadlines. I wouldn’t read too much into it, Dals. Do not make assumptions.”

“Between the two interviews I attended this Luca guy didn’t turn up at either. Too busy boosting the brand of the business, Gabriel said. I got the feeling Luca’s the extroverted one.”

“When you’re offered the job…” Rose scoffed. “Don’t look at me like that. You will be. But on the first day I’m sure you will get to meet the boss. Just be prepared, girl. The corporate world can be cruel.  I should know. I worked in publishing for a few years.”

“Hmm,” said Dalia. “And now you’re a famous romance author, travelling the world, offering writing workshops and retreats.”

Rose nodded. “I think I’ll stop doing retreats. Too costly. I prefer teaching around the state. But I wouldn’t mind writing in Tuscany. It’s a dream of mine.”

Dalia squared her shoulders and shifted her feet, then walked to the stool beside Rose and sat down. “I’m proud of you, and I promise to read your latest novel.”

“You’d better. You might learn something from the plot.”

Dalia angled her head. “And what could I learn?”

“That you need to let go of that jerk, George, and focus on finding your true love. You can’t let him stop you from trusting other guys. You deserve to be happy, girl.”

Dalia was tired of this conversation. How could she tactfully tell her friend to drop the subject? George was the love of her life, and the way he had chosen work over their relationship had stabbed her in the heart. She’d felt like she couldn’t breathe for months after he left her, despite the ways he had put her down in all aspects of her life. He’d received a promotion and chose that moment to break up with her.  In hindsight, she now knew that George had been emotionally abusive, and vowed to never put herself in that much pain again. “I am happy. I have my friends, my mum, a future career in the graphic design field hopefully, and my health. I do not need a man.”

Rose gave her a stern look. “I don’t believe you, but who knows? This could be your lucky year.”

“Speak for yourself. I don’t see you in a relationship, Rose. Why aren’t you attached? I may be twenty-nine but we’re close in age.” Rose was a year younger.

“I can keep playing the field until I find my Mr. Right. It’s about having no strings and no pain. Fun too. When was the last time you had a casual fling with no attachments?”

Dalia waved her hand away. “I’m not like you. I don’t need my fix with a one-night stand or a one-week stand. I prefer genuine emotions.”

Rose laughed. “Get it out of your system. No harm in having fun and letting loose. You should try it.”

The shrill ring of the phone on the counter jolted Dalia out of her seat. She checked the display and swallowed. “It seems to be the company number. This is it, Rose. Success or failure.”

Rose squeezed her shoulder. “Answer the damn phone before it stops ringing. Now.”

Dalia took a breath and clicked on the call.








  
  
CHAPTER 2




Luca Gallea gripped the receiver of the desk phone and with his other hand flung a stack of documents aside. “I can assure you, Mr. Tomas, that our last quarter figures reached new heights, better than the previous quarter. We have new projects on the go every other day. Our business would be a success in the United States with you managing it. We have excellent staff members who’d be happy to train you on our procedures and protocols.” 

“I hear you, Mr Gallea, but we need more time to review your business proposal. I need to consult with my legal and administrative team, review our demographics, things like that. Surely you understand we are not talking about the purchase of a new car here.”

Luca huffed, wondering why it had taken him two trips to the United States, plus countless digital and physical files sent to the company over many months to get anywhere. Why was it taking this long? He was itching to expand his business and could only dream of the higher revenue and greater brand exposure that would bring. This had to be nipped in the bud, and soon. Otherwise, he’d go elsewhere. “Fine, Mr. Tomas. I am not a patient man, but I will respect your decision to discuss further when you are ready.”

“Thank you, Mr. Gallea. I will be in touch. Have a nice day.”

Luca slammed the receiver down and placed his thumb and forefinger beneath his chin, puffing. He stared at his concave computer screen, highlighted the latest profit numbers, then closed it down.

His friend and partner, Gabriel, entered his office, looking at him with warm green eyes; his wavy coffee brown hair at shoulder length was too long for Luca’s liking. “I spoke to Dalia, our new software engineer. She’s excited to start with us.”

Luca picked up a pen and twirled it through his fingers. “Hmm. I still believe we should have hired someone with more experience. Someone who’s worked for larger corporations.”

“Luca, you weren’t there for her interviews. She is a good fit. You’ll see. Her knowledge and experience are impeccable. She has drive and ambition, but also a nurturing side. She’s played a part in many charities and fund-raisers too. Her experience is exactly what the company needs.”

Luca knew the type; if she had a nurturing side, she wouldn’t appreciate the fast pace of their business. “We don’t need nice, Gabriel. We need ruthless profit-makers so we can move forward globally. Our staff are part of our brand, and in this moment I need to impress Tomas, who will most likely scrutinise the experience of our more recent staff. Will she measure up and enhance our reputation, or will she crack like the last woman you hired?”

Gabriel clenched his hands. “I admit I made a hasty decision there. But how was I to know the woman would cry over every bit of criticism I gave her? With you, she was a basket case. You could learn to be nicer to people, Luca.”

He grunted. “Seriously? If I was nice we wouldn’t have a vast conglomerate in Sydney, Perth, and Queensland. We wouldn’t be making a higher profit margin every year, and we wouldn’t be able to have the funds to hire extra staff. Nice won’t cut it, my friend.”

Gabriel shook his head. “Whatever. I assume you’ll be showing her around when she starts next week?”

Luca didn’t have time to babysit someone he wasn’t keen to employ. “If I must. Not that I don’t have better things to do with my time.” A knock on the door alerted him to his receptionist. “Yes, Deidre? This is the third time you’ve interrupted me in the span of thirty minutes. What can’t wait?”

His receptionist threaded a hand through her vivid red hair. “Sorry, sir. But I have the projection report you requested.” Her neckline reddened.

He snatched it from her hands. “Okay, fine.”

She nodded and rushed out of the office.

Gabriel took a seat opposite Luca. “I’ll be visiting the Sydney office next week to check on operations there, so you’ll need to be available here. Do you think you can handle that and be civil?”

Luca sighed. “I’ll try, but no promises, Gabriel. No promises.”

His friend couldn’t understand how his ruthless nature got him so far in life. He wouldn’t be a billionaire today if he wasn’t willing to tread on a few toes. There was no other way to move forward in business and become a global empire. Not only did he want to expand to more states of Australia, but he hoped to dominate the United States, Europe, and possibly Canada. If he was still alive at that point, why not try the whole world?

Gazing around his office and mulling over what he’d accomplished so far, he leaned back in his black swivel chair in front of his solid oak desk. Behind him was a circular sign with their business name on it, Gallea and Leon Designs, as well as a display of business degrees and awards. At thirty-two, he had accomplished a lot. But not in the romance department. He could only soar to greater heights without the distraction of a woman who would only hurt him. It was for the best as he couldn’t imagine getting serious with a woman again, not after his last relationship had burned him to the ground. His focus was now on his career, which meant that he didn’t have any distractions to hinder his ambitions for the company.

Luca could only rely on himself. No-one else had shown him the way. He was self-taught and a force to be reckoned with in the world of billionaires, surpassing other wealthy businessmen with ease.








  
  
CHAPTER 3




Dalia’s heart beat fast as she stared at the elevators at her workplace. She shook her head and chose the stairs instead. She couldn’t do closed spaces, so she climbed the steps to Gallea and Leon Designs. The grey brick building in the city of Richmond appeared newer than the date of  2014 listed on its prominent drop-down sign. 

She was curious about Luca and was looking forward to meeting him.

Stepping towards reception she smiled at the petite woman talking on the phone. The woman had bright red hair tied up in a bun, and glossy white, straight teeth. Who was her dentist? The receptionist turned, her eyes lighting up as if she’d made a new friend and held up a hand. Eventually she hung up and focussed on Dalia. “Hello there. You must be Dalia. Welcome to your first day.”

With a dry throat, Dalia managed a few words. “Thank you.”

“I will let Luca know you’re here.” A hint of darkness flickered in her eyes. What was that about? “Take a seat. He shouldn’t be too long.”

Dalia walked to the waiting area and sat down on a tan couch. Pictures of colourful birds and red flowers covered the wall, and sunlight through a bay window behind her warmed her back. People passed by through the spacious foyer, smiling in greeting before heading down a corridor.

Half an hour later Dalia was still waiting as she peered at her mobile phone, wondering if Luca had forgotten about her. She sighed and swallowed, looking at the receptionist, Deidre, who had a voice that carried.

“Yes, I understand. I will let her know, sir.”

Dalia moved her gaze to a few passersby, and then turned back to smile at the receptionist as she approached. “Is everything all right?”

“I apologise, Dalia. Luca said he will be with you in the next ten minutes.”

“Okay. Not a problem.” After Deidre left Dalia wondered whether the owner was always late. She got the sense that Deidre wasn’t too fond of Luca by the way she had spoken to him on the phone. As time passed her anxiety heightened, but she knew she shouldn’t jump to conclusions.

Turning towards the office doors, she watched and waited as time pressed on. Where was the man and why couldn’t he be accurate with his timing? No, she couldn’t judge when she hadn’t met him. He might not have had time to attend her interviews, but at least he was making the time to show her around the place. She was picking at a cuticle when footsteps drew near and a voice caught her attention.

“Hello. Dalia, is it?”

She rose from her seat and faced the man. He was gorgeous with his towering height, blue-grey eyes, and chiselled, well-stubbled chin. His black crew cut hairstyle gave military vibes, but it suited him, and she was curious about a scar above his right eye, which somehow enhanced his good looks. He wore a well-pressed white shirt, grey pleated pants, and black leather shoes. Her throat dried up and she lifted her shoulders back slightly. “Ah, yes, it is.”

He shook her hand. Tingles flowed around her arms and hands, her legs wobbly beneath her. “I’m Luca Galea, one of the partners. Come on through.” She followed him down a narrow corridor over blue, plush carpeting as they passed a multitude of rooms until they turned into a large oval office. “Take a seat.”

Dalia looked around the office with its plush beige carpet, huge timber desk, abstract art on one wall, a bare window with a view of the city’s buildings, and certificates displayed behind where Luca sat. The musky scent of cologne permeated her senses. “Wow. Impressive space.”

He nodded, his eyebrows rising quickly. “Thank you. You’ll be working with another software engineer, Sky, in an open-plan office. We work as a team, and you get to review and critique each other’s work. But before I introduce you to the team, have you signed your contract and sent it to human resources?”

She stroked her arm to brush away the tingles. “Yes, I emailed it yesterday.”

His sustained yet emotionless gaze made her turn away. “Good, good.” He played with the collar of his shirt, his posture stiff. He kept scrutinising her, fidgeting. Was he nervous? “We have team meetings every Monday, and another review meeting every Friday to discuss your work for the week, and plans for the following week.” He handed her a thick book, and as she reached for it, their hands brushed. She ignored the flutter in her stomach from the feel of his smooth skin. “This is our manual, which discusses our current offices both interstate and overseas. We have plans to expand to more countries. Study it, then return it by the end of the week. Let it be your bible.”

“Thank you. I will make time to read this. I love reading.” She chuckled slightly, but he ignored her joke and got up abruptly.

“Let me show you around.” He walked out of his office and headed to a large cafeteria with a well-lit space, circular tables, and cane chairs over the linoleum flooring. Padded benches were placed along the back wall with a mural advertising the business name in script on it: Gallea and Leon Designs. “Most of us have lunch together in this room. Others might prefer to go out or eat in their offices, depending on their schedule.”

She was aware of his arm brushing against hers as they walked alongside each other. What was wrong with her? It must have been the heat in here. “It’s a great idea to have everyone connected.”

He scoffed, lifting a hand loosely. “Hmm. It wasn’t my idea, but Gabriel’s. He’s part-owner, so I have to relent.” Pushing ahead, he walked with a stiff posture towards a large open-plan room. It had two grey armchairs piled with coloured throw pillows on a brown rug. Artificial potted sunflower plants were placed beside the chairs and posts around the room. Desks arranged in paired rows appeared organised. Voices of the people concentrating on the computer and laptop screens on the white glossy desks were muffled. “Here we have our designers, marketers, and software engineers. I will introduce you. They are a rowdy bunch normally, but I will put them in line for your first day.” A meeting room in the centre of the space held several people having a conference. Behind the rows of computers were large rectangular windows, with views of trees and city buildings.

Dalia made her way to the staff members while Luca beside her recited their names around her, knowing she’d forget them. “This is our esteemed software engineer, Sky, who you’ll be working with here.”

The woman approached and wrapped her arms around her. She had a square-shaped face with searing dark eyes, and curly red hair tied up in a low ponytail. “Great to meet you, Dalia. Cannot wait to work with you.”

Luca glared at a group of designers who were talking among themselves. “The rest of you should continue working. We have deadlines. That’s enough chatter.”

Quickly they turned back to their computers and remained quiet.

Sky waved him away. “Oh, don’t mind Luca. He’s always in a bad mood, but I control this guy.”

Luca squinted and ignored Sky’s comment. “Moving on. I’d like to show you the conference rooms.” He stormed off and Dalia struggled to keep up with him.

As they walked along another narrow corridor she accidentally bumped into him. A powerful tug in her chest made her fleetingly dizzy. Control yourself! “I’m sorry. The designs on the wall enthralled me.” She couldn’t stop staring at the images of landscapes and mountains, as well as random objects that appeared haphazardly in the pictures.

Luca cleared his throat and stepped away. “These are some of our designs we like to showcase before our meetings. Examples of our work.”

As they walked into the conference room, Dalia was curious about how he would treat her after he’d been so rough with his staff. Was he always in a foul mood, and would she need to bite her tongue every time she wanted to share her opinion?








  
  
CHAPTER 4




Luca couldn’t help but glance at Dalia’s exposed legs beneath her short black skirt as she sat beside him at his desk. She had worked with Sky briefly yesterday and today he wanted to vet his recruit. He couldn’t help but be mesmerised by her triangular-shaped face with high cheekbones, and copper-coloured hair tied back with wispy strands falling down her cheeks. Her chestnut eyes and elegant narrow nose gave her top model looks. But who cared if his heart had stopped when he first laid eyes on her? He was her boss and he had to treat her as an employee. Generally he pursued women casually, which was the one way he could release his sexual tension. 

He leaned towards his computer screen. “A user wanted to export several colourful slides to a video file. We need to convert a collection of images to a video and, apparently, there’s a minor colour space issue.”

He wondered why she blushed. “I can work with colour space. It’s part of what I do.”

His mind became fuzzy as the scent of her flowery perfume distracted him. “I would like you to create the code for the colours today. Is that possible?”

Dalia pressed her lips together, her eyes focused upward. He couldn’t stop staring at her. What was going on with him? Why was he suddenly aware of her features when yesterday he’d ignored them? She might be attractive, but she was too nice for his liking, and it irked him. 

“Leave it with me,” she said. “I love challenges.”

He was inclined to believe her, but he had to ensure she didn’t get too comfortable in the workplace or she’d become complacent. “Come up with something, then run it by Sky. We encourage peer reviews here.”

“Of course.” She cleared her throat. “It’s amazing how the human eye views colours and lights.” She shifted in her seat and clicked on icons in the design.” She licked her lips and turned to him. “People notice shadows and darker colours a lot more than brighter ones. From a software engineering perspective, if you decide to store a picture, you’d need a lot more space on your disk for the darker colours than for the brighter ones because you need to visualise a lot more dark grey tones than bright ones.”

“Okay, but this is all beyond me,” he said. Did she need to prove her intellect to him? And why? He only wanted her to get the job done. Each project took time, and he needed her to succeed or she wouldn’t last long. But then again, he didn’t mind listening to her soft voice. “I’d need a dumbed-down version.”

Her eyes seared into him. “As an example, black and white TVs displayed only brightness, and it worked. Have you ever thought about watching TV on a device that only shows different colours but all with the same brightness?” He shrugged. “Not good for people because the human eye seems to have a higher resolution for brightness than for colour.”

“Okay, it sounds fascinating, but I’d like to move on to the rest of our features for the next few months. I want to see what you’ve done and don’t need to know how you’re going to do it.”

Dalia stiffened. “I apologise, but I wanted you to know that I have experience and I will no doubt come up with the right code to make it work.”

He fleetingly saw something dark in her eyes, and a tightness in his chest made him wonder if he had been too harsh. But giving people the brutal truth was how he got ahead in this industry. He didn’t have time to care about how it would impact people.

A knock on the door brought him out of his reverie. “Yes, Gabriel. What is it?”

Gabriel rushed inside, approaching Dalia. “Hi, good to see you again. I am sorry I missed you yesterday. I had a few meetings with investors and didn’t get here until late. How is your second day going?”

Her eyes lit up. “Great. I am learning a lot about how things work and can’t wait to use my engineering skills here.”

“If there is anything you need, please ask.”

“Of course.”

Gabriel turned to Luca. “Listen, I need to speak with you about one of those investors. This can’t wait. Will you have time in about ten minutes?”

Luca hesitated, a part of him not wanting Dalia to leave. It was only so she’d be diligent in her work and not get lazy when he wasn’t watching her. She still needed supervision. “We can meet now. We’re done here.” He faced Dalia. “Liaise with Sky and get it fixed pronto. I’ll expect it up and running sooner rather than later.”

Dalia rose, and he couldn’t help but get another whiff of her enticing perfume. “I will get on to it today. Thank you.” She walked out of his office and his gaze moved towards the movement of her long, glossy hair.

Shaking himself out of the distraction, he looked at Gabriel, who sat across from him at his desk. “Tell me about the investor.”

Gabriel grinned cheekily at him. “You’re smitten.”

Luca winced. “What are you talking about?”

He retrieved a manila folder, flicked through a few documents, and rested them on the edge of the desk. “The way you looked at Dalia just now. You like her, don’t you?”

Luca shook his head. “Ridiculous. She is only an employee, nothing else. I have no designs on someone who will most likely crack under the pressure with deadlines and long hours. I may need to toughen her up.”

“Hmm. She might surprise you, but she strikes me as someone who doesn’t give up. She’ll work her hardest to show you she is up to the task. You hired her only because I recommended her, even though you prefer to evaluate new recruits based on their resumes only.”

“You’re right. I don’t know if she’ll be of the same calibre as Sky, but we’ll give her the opportunity.”

“You could be warmer towards her. It doesn’t hurt to have compassion and understanding. Not everything has to be cutthroat, Luca.”

His shoulders ached, and his legs felt heavy. “I don’t need you to tell me how to treat others. We wouldn’t have a billion-dollar business if it wasn’t for my toughness, tenacity, and ruthless streak. It’s the only way to get things done. Working relentlessly has paid off.”

Gabriel scoffed. “Now, about the investor.” He flicked through to a page and handed it to him.

Luca couldn’t think straight and realised it was the first time in a long time someone had impacted him so much with her presence. Something about Dalia made him want to know her, but, surely, it was only because he needed to know her true abilities for his business. Nothing more, nothing less.
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