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			Chapter One


			It was official.


			She was a failure.


			Julietta Conte stared sightlessly at the buttercream-­colored wall of her home. Funny, she’d never taken the time to put any paintings or photos up. Unmarred by any marks or holes by numerous nails, the clean lines usually soothed her. Reminded her of the orderly, controlled lifestyle she proudly led. Tonight, the pristine perfection of that wall only made her feel empty. Like an imposter. Or a ghost.


			A funny sound escaped her lips. She had lost the biggest deal her family bakery had ever been offered, but losing her mind was not a possibility at this point. A month of research, endless paperwork, little sleep, and various ­social outings had yielded rejection by the esteemed Palazzo Hotel. She’d been so sure of success. Instead, she was left with nothing but the image of confessing her failure to her team in the morning.


			Tugging her cocoa silk robe tighter around her, she crossed the lush carpet over to her trendy kitchen and poured herself a glass of Bolla. Low voices on the television chattered behind her, but the stark silence of her home screamed.


			What was wrong with her tonight? She’d lost deals before. Rarely did she allow herself to stumble on her failures—she’d learned to toughen up and head toward the next beacon of profit. It wasn’t like La Dolce Famiglia was in any financial trouble. This wasn’t life or death. Yet, the lure of making her mark on the business world and in her family was the only thing she had left to give. And now, she couldn’t even accomplish that.


			A demanding buzz rose to her ears. Julietta scooped up her phone and glanced at the text. Her sister. Again. Was this the third or fourth text tonight?


			Did you do it?


			Impatience nipped at her nerves. Her youngest sibling was happily married to her longtime crush and insisted a ridiculous love spell had brought the whole thing together. If only. How much easier would life be if you just made a list of all the qualities needed in a man, burned it in a fire to Earth Mother, and sat back and waited? Of course, Julietta gently tried to explain, it probably wasn’t the book but the simple fact they were meant to be together. Carina refused to believe it.


			So Carina had pressed the violet fabric book into Julietta’s hands during her last visit and made her swear on their sisterhood she’d try the spell. Carina believed if Julietta cast this silly love spell, Mr. Right would show up at her door and change her life. After an hour of being verbally abused regarding her inability to see past her spreadsheets toward the future, Julietta agreed, certain her sister would forget the ridiculous conversation and move on.


			Two weeks now. Twenty texts. A dozen phone calls. And no end in sight to forgetfulness.


			Her fingers punched out two letters.


			NO.


			The crisp fruity taste of the wine danced in her mouth. Opening the refrigerator, she grabbed a handful of grapes and made her way back to the living room to stew. Why didn’t anyone understand or accept that a single woman could be happy? And she was happy. Damn happy. Ever since that ridiculous purple fabric book bullied its way into her place she’d been tortured nonstop. Carina swore the spell had worked with both Alexa and Maggie to match them with their soul mates.


			A massive wave of hopelessness pressed down on her. She fought sudden panic, dragged in a breath, and coldly analyzed the emotions. Of course, she was a bit envious of her siblings. All of them had settled down into married bliss, chattering about families and get-togethers. She was looked upon as the single female who should entertain them with stories of love gone wrong and hot affairs burning up the sheets.


			The flashing screen saver on her laptop advertising the logo of La Dolce Famiglia mocked her. Instead, Julietta spoke of figures and sales and the next deal to bring greatness to the family name. Even Mama began to look at her with concern and perhaps a shred of pity.


			She bit down hard on a grape. Tart juice exploded on her tongue. Merda. Who cared? Wasn’t this the time women did not need men? Sex was overrated and not something she was interested in anyway. Her inability to experience an orgasm or a deep connection with a man had frustrated her for years until she vowed to cut out that part of her life in order to keep her sanity. Her mind might have craved physical intimacy, but her body was steeped in ice. After many failed attempts to feel something—anything—from the opposite sex, she stopped whining and started living. Without sex.


			Her sleek, trendy space bespoke her wealth, taste, and success. Though her sisters preferred warm Tuscan furnishings, Julietta favored clean modern lines with a ruthless efficiency that appealed to her sense of order. Bright white paint set off the edgy black and glass tables, bone loveseats, and plum cushions under sky-high ceilings. The huge windows allowed light to flood the rooms in the daytime and offered spectacular views of a lit-up Milan at night. Her kitchen consisted of red leather bar stools and black granite counter­tops. No need for a massive table since she always ate alone. If there was a new gadget out, she bought it. The place was wired with the latest in all technology, from her various computers and lightning Internet access to a ­theater-version television, and sound systems that piped music into every room.


			She may not own her sister Venezia’s flair for fashion drama, but her tailored suits were always designer and beauti­fully cut. She appreciated well-made clothes and lavished her girly side with a walk-in closet full of leather, suede, silk, and satin. She could have easily bought a mansion on her salary, but she preferred her luxury apartment in the middle of Milan—close to work, people, and activity. Too much silence in the mountains might make her go insane. She chewed on more grapes as her phone vibrated again.


			What are you afraid of?


			Julietta grabbed the phone and did the unthinkable: hit the power button and punished her sister in the only way possible—forcing her into a void of silence.


			She feared nothing except failure. Fortunately, she’d learned that hard work and ruthless control led to success. The only thing she’d been unable to change was her body, so she’d done the next best thing. Accepted it and moved on. Now a few texts from her sister rattled her like chattering teeth on a bony skeleton.


			Her gaze swung around and settled on the book. The fabric cover seemed to pulse, somehow demanding, almost begging her to cross the room. She’d shoved it on the shelf next to the biographies she favored, but the odd violet color refused to blend with the other spines. Maybe she’d glance through the book and tell Carina she did the spell. Then they could move on and get over this ridiculous subject.


			She placed her wineglass on a coaster, walked to the shelf, and plucked the book from the row. The small, square book seemed innocuous enough. The Book of Spells. Hmm, no author noted. As she flipped through the worn, delicate pages, no witches’ smoke puffed out. The room didn’t shake, and no cold wind blew through the space.


			Julietta settled back against the cushions. Strange, just one love spell made up the entire book: Make a list of all the qualities needed in a soul mate. That certainly didn’t promise marriage or happily ever after. Place a copy of the list under her mattress. Burn the original list in a fire. Chant something silly to the entity of Earth Mother. Finito.


			That’s it?


			Julietta shook her head, and with a muttered curse, she grabbed the ledger pad she always left next to her laptop. The dark ink bled on the stark white pages as she scribbled furiously, refusing to linger. No pondering or analyzing this time. Just an emotional dump she rarely allowed herself, a list of everything she always wanted in a mate and knew was impossible to achieve.


			Julietta didn’t read it over. She folded both papers into four quarters and placed one under her mattress. Then she trudged to the kitchen. Whipped out a stainless steel bowl, grabbed a match from the drawer, and lit the paper.


			The edges blackened and curled. She fanned her smoke detector and watched the list disappear. Her lips formed the silly chant to Earth Mother, and her cheeks burned in humiliation at the act. She was going to kill her sister for making her an idiot, but at least she’d kept her vow. A few deep breaths and nothing was left in the bowl except for scattered ashes.


			An odd sense of doom came over her. Her heart skittered. Why had she written such a list? She should’ve stuck to clear, cold qualities in a mate rather than the stark need pulsing from every word on that paper.


			Didn’t matter. No one would know or suspect. And since Earth Mother wasn’t talking, Julietta was safe.


			She grabbed her phone, punched the power button, and hammered out her message.


			It’s done. Now leave me alone.


			A second passed. A smiley face popped up on the screen.


			Thank goodness. Now she’d get back to her life and put the whole episode behind her.


			Julietta ignored the emptiness that clenched her gut, and she pumped up the volume on the television to break the silence.


		


	

		

			Chapter Two


			Julietta adjusted the knot in her sage green scarf, smoothed down her skirt, and opened the gilded double doors. She walked to the receptionist’s desk, where a matronly woman took her name and told her to have a seat. Hmm, surprising. She’d expected a young starlet in killer heels who rocked her boss’s world at lunchtime. Shame on her for assuming. Perhaps Sawyer Wells would be a pleasant surprise.


			She shrugged out of her lime green trench coat and settled her briefcase on the floor. The ringing of phones drifted in the air as she took in the lush corporate surroundings of Wells Enterprises. The giant logo of a scripted W@E hung in polished brass on the front wall, and the reception area had comfortable leather chairs and royal blue carpet. The massive main desk was of glass and boasted a variety of high-tech equipment along with assorted drawers and compartments for organization.


			Julietta had done her homework, but it hadn’t given her much. A quick call placed to her brother-in-law Max informed her Sawyer was a friend of his, true to his word, with razor-sharp business skills. His name was well-known in the hotel industry where luxury hotels courted him to run their establishments for certain lengths of time. Sawyer stepped in, turned the businesses around, and gracefully removed himself without another word. His main headquarters was housed in New York, but ten months ago a brand-new satellite office appeared in Milan. Uneasiness rumbled through the business industry as rumors exploded. She bet even the famous Hotel Principe di Savoia kept a close eye on the man. His record was impeccable, and he possessed the golden touch to change a crumbling resort into a treasure trove.


			The mysterious phone call had taken her completely off guard. Why would the biggest hotel connoisseur request a meeting with her at nine-thirty on a Monday morning? She’d tried to gain further information, but a curt voice had informed her there would only be only one opportunity to meet with Sawyer, and he’d explain the terms of the meeting in person.


			Julietta despised secrets and business cloaked in mystery. She had agreed to the meeting, but had immediately begun digging. Funny that such a powerful man who ­traveled the world bailing out expensive hotels seemed to have no past. Almost as if he’d been a ghost until his mid­twenties. The last decade showed his steady rise in power, and other than the gleeful press regarding his colorful love life, nothing else interested her. An endless line of women was expected when it came to rich businessmen. She couldn’t care less who he slept with or when. She only cared about what he wanted with her company. Unfortunately, Max had only advised her to take the meeting, vowing he knew nothing about his friend’s intentions.


			“You may go in now, Ms. Conte.”


			Julietta smiled and grabbed her Pineider briefcase. She was led down a short hallway to a heavily carved cherrywood door. She reached for the knob, but the door swung open without a sound. A shiver raced down her spine, and she hesitated. Odd—she felt that if she crossed the threshold, her life would never be the same. Almost like being invited into a haunted house by the owner, who craved your soul.


			“Come in.”


			The husky drawl whispered against her ears. She took the necessary three steps in. The door swung closed soundlessly behind her.


			Her hands clenched around her briefcase. What was wrong with her? Usually she dominated a meeting from the first moment, but she stood rooted to the floor staring across the room at one of the most powerfully sexual men she’d ever seen in her life.


			No wonder his receptionist was a grandmotherly type. There wasn’t a woman alive who could work for him without getting tongue-tied and stumbling over herself in an effort to please him. His inner sanctum was decorated in dark wood, wine reds, and rich gold trims. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves took up the wall behind him with endless leather spines amidst odd figures and sculptures in various materials. Smooth marble, gleaming silver, twisted copper. The left wall was painted red and displayed an assortment of art with an erotic flavor. She longed to study the artwork closer but tucked that information to the back of her mind for future reference. His sprawling cherry desk took up half the room in an effort to intimidate. His chair must have been elevated for a dominating visual impression, because there was no way a man could be that tall. Perched on his red leather throne, he studied her with an assessing air that stripped her of niceties and social barriers, somehow leaving her bare. Exposed. And a bit vulnerable.


			His wavy blond hair held so many shades of color, the light danced and played on the strands as if lighting up a halo. That halo brushed his shoulders and tempted a woman to twist her fingers in its length as he ravaged her. She catalogued his features in an itemized list: Gracefully curved brows. High, defined cheekbones. Strong chin with a bit of a cleft. An angel or God himself must have given him those eyes, because they seemed almost pure gold, splintering radiance and piercing past the surface straight to the core. As stunning as hidden treasure, those eyes saw things no woman wanted revealed. Julietta bet most females had little choice in the matter. This man took what he wanted and how he wanted without apology.


			Then the angels shot screaming up to heaven and abandoned him to hell.


			His mouth was a carved, sensual feast with a wicked sneer that spoke of hot sex and no rules. A brutal scar took up the right side of his face, hooking from brow to chin. The line was clean. She imagined the slice of blade as it tore open skin, and she tried not to show any sympathy. This man didn’t need it.


			The hard twist of good and bad played to women like the Pied Piper. A cold awareness rippled her nerve endings. Good thing men didn’t affect her. She’d be burnt toast before they even negotiated on whatever the damn meeting was about. Julietta straightened her shoulders and met his gaze head-on. “Good morning, Mr. Wells. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


			She closed the distance between them and stuck out her hand. He stood and grasped her hand in his. The handshake was impersonal while being too intimate. His skin was warm and rough to the touch, and he engulfed her hand as if claiming her body on his own terms.


			Startled at her bizarre thoughts, she withdrew first and didn’t realize she’d been holding her breath. Those gorgeous lips curved upward in a half smile. She didn’t know if he was amused or pleased. Either way pissed her off. Julietta immediately sensed the man was accustomed to winning. Comfortable in his own skin. And entertained by mankind, as if humans on a stage put on a show in which he refused to partake. Hmm. She needed to go on the offense quickly. Defense would bore him to tears and get her nowhere. Julietta took a seat, crossed her legs, and settled back in the chair with a relaxed sense of camaraderie she didn’t feel.


			“I see you like games.”


			He cocked his head. The flare of surprise soothed her temper. “Depends on the game.”


			She offered a cool smile. “Chess.” She pointed to the beautifully carved figures of a king and queen flanking a shelf of impressive leather books. The carved ivory and ebony pieces held exquisite detail and bespoke a man interested in mental challenges. “They’re quite beautiful.”


			Sawyer rested his elbows on the polished surface and steepled his fingers. She refused to cower under his stare that threatened to shred the surface. When he finally spoke, his deep voice cloaked and stroked dark places she didn’t realize she owned. “Do you play?”


			“No.”


			“Why?”


			She spoke in a clipped voice. “Games don’t interest me. I prefer a straightforward exchange of information for mutual benefit.”


			He quirked a golden brow. “Yet you are the CEO of a powerful company. Surely you must acknowledge there must always be a winner and a loser.”


			Ah, yes, he loved to spar. A deep satisfaction hummed through her. How rare to be able to match wits with a man who was completely unafraid. Most cowered under her chilly words or blustered like idiots to get a point across. No, she preferred a subtle wit as fine and sharp as a samurai’s sword. She danced just out of his reach with her ­answer. “If you do your job well enough, your opponent won’t even realize he’s lost.”


			“I disagree. If your opponent is worthy, he will always face the truth that one party tops another. The queen must be stolen in order to win all.”


			She clicked open her briefcase as if bored now by the turn of conversation. The ruffle of papers cut through the pulsing silence, and she realized her palms were damp. How odd. Not nerves. Something else she couldn’t quite pin down. “Queens may be sacrificed. She’s the power player, but it all rests on the king. With a smart enough backup plan, the queen doesn’t have to destroy the entire board.”


			His eyes darkened. Oh, yeah, no way could a woman work for this man. He should be the poster board image of what to avoid in teenage pregnancy. The balance between light and dark was just enough to tempt a female to jump over the edge of reason, no matter how hard the recovery from the fall. Fortunately, Julietta despised heights and avoided them at all costs. “I thought you didn’t play chess,” he murmured.


			“I don’t.” She raised her chin. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t study the rules. Just in case.”


			His low laugh slid through the room and stroked between her legs. She acknowledged her body’s physical reaction even as her mind remained detached. “You are a fascinating woman, Julietta Conte.” His tongue rolled over her name and gave it a whole new meaning. Normally she cringed in the boardroom at the mention of her birth name. Too many men used romance and intimacy to demean women in business. But Sawyer combined respect with a leashed sensuality, keeping her off-balance. “I’m glad I followed my instincts to give you the first opportunity to work for me.”


			She closed her briefcase and settled it back on the floor, then thumbed through the file in a deliberate power play. “While I appreciate being first in line, I would have preferred knowing the details of the offer. I do hate wasting my morning on a deal not worthy of my time. I’m sure you understand, Mr. Wells.”


			“Sawyer.” He rested his chin on his fingers. “After all, I already met most of your family. Am good friends with your brother-in-law. The least we can do is be on a first-name basis.”


			“Fine.”


			“Say it.”


			She looked up. “Excuse me?”


			An odd tension stretched between them, as if a preliminary game was being played, and she didn’t know the stakes. “My name,” he instructed softly. “Say it.”


			Julietta blinked. Warmth flooded her body and made her skin itch. Her tummy dropped, then settled. She didn’t want to and opened her mouth to gloss over the whole weird exchange, but found herself responding to his command. “Sawyer.”


			His name stumbled across her lips and she cursed herself for the move. Satisfaction and something deeper flickered over his face, but he only nodded in approval. “Thank you.”


			She cleared her throat and refocused on the file. “Now that we’re properly acquainted, I’d appreciate moving forward. It seems your reputation precedes you.”


			“In a good way, I hope,” he drawled.


			“Mostly.”


			Another short laugh. “You are quite different from anyone else in your family.”


			She ignored the throbbing wound and managed a tight smile. “In a good way I hope.”


			He frowned and leaned a bit closer. “Did that comment bother you? I only meant your focus proved an asset for Michael. Your sisters weren’t meant to take over the family business. Everyone is lucky to have you.”


			The wound softened to a slight bruise. Why did he seem so concerned about upsetting her? As if he held the ability to poke at her secret insecurities without the drive to expose and hurt? As if he just wanted to know.


			“Of course I’m not bothered. I consider myself lucky to run La Dolce Famiglia. I don’t think I realized you had met most of my family.”


			The harsh lines of his face softened into affection. “Max and I ran in the same circles and we became close. He’s told me about Venezia, and I was lucky enough to meet Carina in Vegas last year. I attended their wedding.”


			The memory of her sister’s quick nuptials flickered past. She hadn’t had the time to fly in and had always regretted not being there. Mama was the only one in the family able to witness the exchange, but the idea of Sawyer seeing such an intimate ceremony bothered her. “Interesting,” she ­murmured. “And my mother?”


			All expression smoothed out to a blank canvas. “I had the pleasure of meeting your mother many years ago. I respect her greatly.”


			There was a story behind his words, but she figured he was a master at secrets. Julietta motioned to the manila folder in her lap. “It seems you have the advantage. My research began when you started taking over hotels and transforming them into profitable entities. There’s no mention of family, birthplace, or anything else. Almost as if your life before twenty-three never existed.”


			The darkness flared and swallowed up the light in his whiskey eyes. Her breath hitched at the rage and raw pain she saw, and just as quickly the emotions were gone from his face. “It didn’t,” he said. “That will have to be enough for you.”


			Julietta respected his demons. After all, she hid her own. Slowly, she nodded. “That’s enough for me.”


			He smiled. His teeth were dazzling white but crooked slightly in the front, which kept him from looking pretty. “Good. Let’s talk business. I have a proposition for you. A merger of sorts.”


			She crossed her arms in front of her chest and didn’t respond. He seemed intrigued with her control and patience. Julietta wondered what type of women he was used to dealing with in his world. “I’m about to unveil a chain of my own signature luxury hotels. For the past few years, I’ve bought property in prime locations in main cities throughout Europe and the United States. The plan is ambitious and begins with hotels opening up in Milan, Rome, Venice, and Florence. I’ll move into England with three locations including London. Then the United States, where I’ll build in New York, LA, and Chicago.”


			He waited for a comment. She remained silent.


			“The hotel chain will be called Purity. I’ve been working on the concept for years—a dream, so to speak—and have a team ready to move fast. I’ve decided to begin in Italy for a variety of reasons. The statistics are quite high for travelers in those areas and the need for something extra, especially for many Americans. I’ll be combining a line of exclusive spas and catering. I prefer to work with specific vendors who can sign an exclusive contract to my line. My intention is for the people I do business with to work for some of the most sought-after companies in the world. Travelers will beg to experience the uniqueness of Purity’s assets. I’ll launch this in three main components: One, the linens will be handmade and exclusive to Purity. Luxurious robes, slippers, towels, beds, and sheets. Similar to Frette, but we’ve been able to create a new line that Armani can’t boast of. There won’t be one thing a customer touches that he doesn’t crave to curl into. Component two is the spa and restaurants. I’ve already signed contracts to incorporate the finest dining and best relaxation methods in the world. The two chefs I stole turned down television deals to come with me. The third component is delicacies: shops with fine gold, customized jewelry, designer fashion, and of course, ­desserts.”


			Julietta leaned slightly forward. Her heart hammered as she hung on his next words.


			“I want to sign a chain of bakeries to provide exclusive catering at all Purity hotels. This will encompass catering events of all kinds, including weddings. I need an exclusive, high-quality bakery that can provide product to all restaurants, room service, and a pedestrian shop for impulse buys.”


			Her mind sifted through the possibilities. The plan was risky. Almost crazy in the current economy. Yet, the simplicity of exclusiveness and the locations screamed genius. If the components worked together, Sawyer could launch one of the most successful brand names in the world. She pursed her lips in thought. “Do the chefs you contracted understand the terms? Most want total control of all food, including the desserts.”


			“They all know the rules. I don’t want some great cooks who can bake good desserts, or one pastry chef. I need a well-oiled chain that can give anything my clients want in a variety of outlets. And I want the best. La Dolce Famiglia is the best.”


			Pleasure cut deep, but she ignored it. The man was a genius, but she’d learned early there were always hidden clauses in the deal of a lifetime. “I’m impressed. Of course I’ll need to see your development plans, timetables, and ­locations to get a better feel if this would be right for us.”


			“Of course.”


			“Estimated profit margins are key.”


			“Yes.”


			“There’s just one word that’s bothering me in your proposal.”


			“What’s that?”


			“Exclusive.”


			His gaze dropped to her mouth. The hungry predator look surprised her. She wasn’t a woman who normally inspired lust. Challenge, yes. But in a business meeting, she was always able to detach the feminine part of her, so attraction never became a problem. For the first time, a matching need flared deep in her belly in an attempt to claw free. What would it be like to be on the receiving end of all that pent-up male attention? He stroked his chin in contemplation while he studied her. Those tapered fingers skimmed lightly over a clean-shaven jaw and right under his plump lower lip. Was his skin as golden toasty brown everywhere under that black Gucci suit? Would his fingers play a woman’s body and coax a delicious river of need from between her thighs?


			She pushed down a sigh. Just a fantasy. The moment he kissed her and found she wasn’t the normal weak-kneed female he preferred, he’d lose interest. They all did. And Julietta didn’t blame them. Dio, what was she doing thinking about him naked anyway? Had she gone pazzo?


			“You have a problem with being exclusive?” With a lean, masculine grace he pushed back in his chair and hooked his ankle over his knee. The casual gesture contradicted the steely question wrapped in fuzzy cotton. Her mouth dried up. Why did it suddenly seem they were talking about a whole different meaning of the word?


			Julietta gave a delicate shrug. “Sometimes. Multiple partners even out the risk.”


			A wolfish grin spread over his mouth. “Exactly. The risk of failure. Making a commitment to the right partner pushes the percentage of success to a higher level.”


			“Or the attachment can equal bankruptcy.” The blood pounded and rushed through her veins as they thrust and parried in round two of their mental game. “It’s happened too many times.”


			Sawyer dropped his voice. Sticky honey and hot oil mixed and slid together in a delight to her ears and the pulsing center between her legs. “You chose wrong before and got screwed. But that won’t happen with me.”


			Her skin prickled and her breasts ached behind her proper white bra. Julietta had the sudden urge to rip off her clothes and offer herself to him on his desk. Spread her thighs and bend to his will. Horror mingled with surprise at the primitive reaction he coaxed. Thank God she’d learned early to control her breath to calm her nerves in public situations. She forced a small smile. “Confident, are we? Good, I look for that in a partner. I assume you have a formal proposal I can go over?”


			He pushed the black leather binder across the desk. She scooped it up, gave it a cursory glance, and tucked it away in her briefcase. “I’ll get back to you this week.”


			“No. Tomorrow.”


			Julietta frowned. “Impossible. I need lawyers to look it over. I have to bring it to the board members. Talk with Michael.”


			He cut his hand through the air. “Michael runs La Dolce Maggie, and I intend to give him the same deal with my local operations in New York. If this is going to work, I need to know you’re my point person for everything. You make the decisions. Democracy is good, but sometimes a monarchy gets better results.” Something flashed in his eyes—deep and sexual and wicked. “I’ll have to prove that to you soon.”


			Julietta refused to clear her throat or act timid. “You run the risk of me saying no to the whole thing.”


			“Yes. But I still need an answer tomorrow. I’ll take you to dinner.”


			She shook her head. “No need, Mr. Wells, I—”


			“Sawyer.”


			Her belly dropped at his commanding tone. “Sawyer. I’ll need till five p.m.”


			“Perfect. Whatever your decision is, we’ll celebrate over wine and pasta. I’ll pick you up at seven.”


			The situation tilted, and she grabbed for footing. “I don’t think that’s necessary.”


			“I do. Whether or not we do business, I’ve spent time with most of your family and would like to share one meal with you. Talk about Max. Your sister. Is that too much to ask?”


			She felt like an idiot. How did she fight such a reasonable request without looking like a total bitch? But something told her she didn’t want to be alone with him, especially in her apartment. Inviting him in seemed deadly. Her tongue stumbled over the words. “Fine. You can pick me up at the office; I’ll be working.”


			He bowed his head as if it had been her idea the entire time. “Very good. I’ll be looking forward to your decision.”


			She rose from the chair and decided to avert the whole handshaking thing again. Her cowardly move caused his lip to quirk in a half smile, but he stayed behind his desk and watched her leave. Once again, the door swung silently open, as if finally allowing her escape. Did he have a remote under his desk so he could screw with his clients? The whole meeting rattled her usually calm nerves.


			Juliettta dug deep, straightened her shoulders, and marched out of the office without a glance back.


			• • •


			He wanted her.


			Sawyer stared at the closed door and tried to make sense of his rioting emotions. Her scent lingered in the air. He dragged in a breath and tried to capture her essence. The sweetness of vanilla. The exotic kick of coconut. A heady contradiction like the woman herself.


			Shit. This was going to be more complicated than he thought.


			He rose and paced. Wondered if he should withdraw the offer. He expected certain things from the oldest sister of the Conte family. A reserved demeanor. A sharp mind. A ruthless sense of organization and leadership. Assets he admired and needed in a business partner long term. His conversations with Max and Michael had convinced him La Dolce Famiglia would be the perfect fit, and that Julietta was fully capable of making all the decisions.


			He’d never expected to be attracted to her.


			Sawyer knew he possessed an uncanny ability with women. Part gift, part training. Every nuance of expression was analyzed. Body language, words, gestures. Especially the eyes, which he believed were the window to the soul. Except his. The inviting golden color was a trick of the light meant to throw an enemy off guard. Once someone dove in, all she’d discover was a black pit of hell.


			He shook off the gloomy thought and yanked himself back to the problem. The moment she walked in and greeted him in her cool, possessed tone, he wanted to claim her. Her surface image screamed look, but don’t touch. Glance, but don’t study. Question, but don’t ponder.


			Her voice reminded him of tinkling ice squeezed in the heady warmth of an Italian accent. She wore her hair pulled back from her face with only a few strands allowed to escape and cradle her cheeks. When she turned her head, the light caught the glimmer of dark red wine strands glistening like rubies in the midst of proper conservative pearls. Those dark eyes were large and dominated her face, but a swirl of actual gold around the irises gleamed with a hidden depth he bet most men never caught. A strong nose, chin, and defined cheekbones set off a mouth so soft and plump he wanted to spend hours just sucking and licking. The fact that she didn’t even accentuate them with lipstick made her mouth even more tempting.


			She wore her clothes with the command of a woman who liked classic, expensive fashion and knew how to carry it off. Her long, lithe frame had set off the Vera Wang cream suit: the pencil skirt skimming her hips and hitting midcalf. She had walked across the room with purpose in her bone leather pumps, as if her body were only along for the ride, and almost a separate entity. As if her mind and body were completely disconnected in a dueling battle. The thrust of her small, high breasts under her suit jacket and the smooth peek of warm brown skin as she crossed her legs revved his body to immediate attention. Full staff. Thank God the desk was high, because wouldn’t that have been an embarrassing moment. He couldn’t remember the last time a woman turned him on by just walking into a room. Not since Carina.


			The memory of Julietta’s younger sister flashed before him. Before his friend Max made his claim, he’d been fascinated by the earthy need and innocence Carina exuded in Vegas, but he realized immediately she was in love with Max. Never one to settle for second place, he’d let her go because she wasn’t meant for him. Not long term. Perhaps a brief affair, but she’d never look at him the way she did his friend. Sawyer was glad they were happily married after such a long journey. But even his reaction to Carina was a slight buzz compared to the roaring in his dick when Julietta entered the room.


			Her fingers were strong, smooth, and trembled ever so slightly in his grip. She dominated the challenging conversation that most men wouldn’t have been able to follow, and she never lost her footing. Yet when he’d made his comment about her being different from her family, she’d stiffened and pain had flared in her cocoa eyes.


			Beneath that tight, buttoned-up demeanor was a tangle of passion, emotion, and mess. The best decision lay before him. Cancel the dinner. Back away from the deal. Move on. A woman like Julietta had the power to wreck his concentration, screw with his business, and make his life miserable.


			Yet something pulled him to her. Twisted his insides with a raw need to strip her surface bare and make her face who she really was. The way she responded to his demand that she say his name spoke volumes. She had natural submissive tendencies, which intrigued his dominant side. What would she be like in bed? Her mind was so bent on constant control, he bet she had a hard time focusing on the pleasures of her body.


			He could teach her.


			His blood pounded and heated through his veins. She wouldn’t be an easy match, though. She’d be one major pain in the ass. Did he have time for this now? His long-held dream of building his own hotel empire lay right before him. Tying her up in his business could prove risky. But damn, tying her up in any way, shape, or form was too fucking tempting.


			Sawyer realized the past few years he’d been skimming the edges with women. He played at relationships to a point he wouldn’t know a real connection if it was advertised in blinding neon. Work had been his driving force for the past decade, and it remained his sole demanding mistress. His forays into pleasure were set ahead of time with ironclad rules. But many women slipped into clinginess and emotion he couldn’t handle, forcing him to end the relationship quickly. Julietta might be able to offer him a bit more depth, with the ability to keep business separate from pleasure. Most women couldn’t handle the limitations.


			He bet Julietta Conte handled any challenge thrown at her.


			Sawyer tapped his finger against his lips and analyzed all the options. Such a delicate line to walk between business and pleasure. Snakes twisted in a pit beneath him, ready for even one misstep. She’d need to be handled with kid gloves at first, before he switched to the delicious sting of the whip. He needed to learn what drove her, what she hid, and how best to yank away years of barriers. Was it too risky, especially when he was about to unveil his dream and his only reason for survival all these years?


			The answer coursed through him with a bone-deep knowledge he never questioned.


			And he made the decision he’d wanted to from the moment he met her.


		


	

		

			Chapter Three


			Julietta glanced up: 4:58 p.m.


			The papers were spread neatly in front of her on the conference table. The room was quiet, and just the hum of low chatter and ringing phones drifted in waves. She had informed the board. Spoken with the lawyers. Made a call to Michael. Pounded out numbers nonstop through the night and refused to sleep. And came up with one decision.


			She’d be crazy not to take the deal.


			It would be her opportunity to do something on a global scale for the company. Though she’d been acting CEO, it had only been a few years ago she’d been given full control. Her brother had true intentions but still kept the reins on her leadership role until he married Maggie and saw the error of his ways. Finally, she had leapt forward and started making deals on her own. When Michael had begun infiltrating top hotels in the States, Julietta had burned with the desire to push the bakery chain to a new level in Italy. She’d already conquered the street market, but she wanted to go after the hotels. The big ones. The failure of her last deal with The Palazzo still stung. She’d been completely prepared, and every pore of her body had craved a final deal. She hated the simmering knowledge that The Palazzo’s executive team didn’t believe a woman could give them what they desired. Oh, in bed, yes. But in business?


			No. Instead, they gave the deal to her competitor who boasted no vision and an Italian patriarch grandfather. Julietta realized too late The Palazzo wanted full control over her. Once they’d realized the little woman had a strong voice, they’d dropped her contract without another word.


			But now she faced a resurrection of her dream. Sawyer’s contract could launch La Dolce Famiglia into the world of luxurious hotels.


			There were risks, though. With an exclusive contract, she’d be unable to install any other bakeries. She’d be locked up with Purity, and if Sawyer failed, so would she. The gamble lay before her in all shades of gray. Excitement pulsed through her. When was the last time she’d gotten fired up about a deal? She desperately needed a challenge to focus on to launch her out of the current self-pity tour she hosted every evening. There was nothing better than a shot of adrenaline on a new contract.


			Five p.m.


			The intercom buzzed. She hit the button. “Yes?”


			“Ms. Conte, Sawyer Wells is on the line. May I put him through?”


			She shook her head and fought a smile. “Yes, thank you.”


			The connection hummed. His voice spilled like gravel and silk over the phone. “Have you made a decision?”


			“Prompt, aren’t you?”


			“Always.” He paused. “We can play another round and drag the discussion out over dinner. Or I can persuade you in the manner you need. I’m quite good at persuasion.”


			His arrogance was overwhelming and sexy as hell. Damn, he’d be fun to work with. “No need. I’ve been wined and dined by the best. Never made a decision based on such techniques either.”


			His dark laugh was like a subtle threat. “You’re not familiar with my moves.”


			“I’ve found most male moves overrated.”


			“Delightful. A challenge.”


			Julietta gave a long-suffering sigh. Better to get the truth out over dinner. If Sawyer thought he’d get some extra side benefits while they worked together, he was quite mistaken. She hoped he wouldn’t get cranky and surly like the other rejects. “Trust me, it was simple truth and not meant to wave a red flag in front of you. My answer is yes.”


			Silence fell between them. She waited him out. “Yes?”


			“Do I need to repeat myself? I’ll sign the contract. You can still meet me here at headquarters at seven so we can celebrate. A pleasure conversing with you, Mr. Wells.”


			She clicked off her earpiece. Satisfaction surged. Her tiny rebellion with his name may have been childish, but well worth it. Obviously, he was way too used to women jumping at his call and throwing off their clothes. Time he realized he couldn’t get anyone he wanted because the angels bestowed him the gift of hotness.


			Regret nudged her. What would it feel like just once to have a strong physical reaction to a man without worrying about freezing up? For it to be simple and clean. Just nakedness and orgasms and an early morning getaway.


			Pathetic. If that was her only deficiency in life, she could call herself blessed. At least she had a juicy new deal ahead of her, with long hours of work and a deep satisfaction that called to her.


			Success.


			Completion.


			Achievement.


			It was enough.


			She repeated the mantra to herself as she got back to work. The hours flew by. Julietta took her last two minutes to smooth back her hair, re-knot her scarf, and tuck her folders away. He arrived on time and in full male glory. Her gaze raked over him with a hint of crankiness. He stood in the doorway and refused to say a word. His quiet arrogance radiated in waves around his figure, and she fought the need to drop her head in recognition. Weirdness.


			He wore a charcoal-gray pin-striped suit with a purple tie. The ruthless severity of the suit contradicted with his surfer hair tied back in a short ponytail, setting off the hard lines of his cheekbones and the red scar. The combination of raw sex and power cloaked in masculine grace transfixed her for just a moment. Julietta mentally shook herself. No more drooling. Defenses up. Game on.


			“You like being in charge, don’t you, Julietta?”


			The stroke of her name was deliberate and effective. She forced a pleasant smile. “Doesn’t every woman?”


			“You won’t let me see your apartment. Not even your private office. I’ve been delegated to picking you up for dinner in your conference room.”


			Julietta grabbed her red Fendi bag and closed the distance between them. His body pumped out heat, and she had to tilt her head back a few inches in order to meet his gaze. God, he smelled good. Like coffee and spices, rich and all male. Her height usually gave her an advantage. At almost six feet, she usually towered over her competition, but he topped her by several inches. She realized now the sheer breadth and size of his massive shoulders stretched in his proper suit jacket was another contradiction. He was a primitive wrapped up in civilization. The veneer scared her the most, but she wouldn’t let herself be in such an intimate position with him. She had to set boundaries immediately, or he’d swallow her whole. “I may have agreed to the contract, but I never invite anyone into my private space.”


			Sawyer didn’t budge. “Ever?” he asked softly.


			“Our working relationship doesn’t guarantee a friendship, Sawyer. You may have met my family, and we may be going to dinner, but I don’t know you well enough for anything more.”


			He seemed to analyze her words. Nodded. “Fair enough. I figured we’d walk to Piazza Repubblica.”


			“Perfect.”


			He ushered her out of headquarters as if he were in charge. His hand rested on the curve of her elbow, his fingers strong but gentle as he guided her over the uneven cobblestone pathways as they walked toward the restaurant.


			The familiar sights and scents of Milan rushed past her. She breathed in the heavy, fogged air that made the city unique, and she settled into a comfortable silence. The bustle of cars and pedestrians crowding the streets and sidewalks lent a purposeful atmosphere that soothed her soul. Motorbikes roared by. Beautifully clad women in designer suits and high-heeled shoes weaved in and out amidst the crowd with elegant grace, and sidewalk café tables spilled onto the sidewalk with the scents of espresso and baked goods.


			She’d seen videos of New York City and always felt Milan must be a close second cousin except for the grayish mist that cloaked the city and made it seem almost muddy to a viewer’s eye. Instead of towering glass buildings, the ancient architecture of the Duomo reigned.


			They finally reached the elegant archway of Repubblica. It was already crowded, but they were immediately ushered to a red booth in the corner, and Sawyer ordered a bottle of champagne. The simple clean lines of the restaurant pleased her—the crisp white linens, polished floors, high ceilings, and candles scattering throughout the dimly lit interior. She chatted with the waiter, ordered appetizers, and began to relax.


			“No briefcase?” he noted. He lifted the delicate champagne glass to his lips and took a swallow. The imprint of his mouth made a strange shudder squeeze through her. The heat rushed through the vents to ward off the chilly winter evening. She unbuttoned her suit jacket and hung it on the chair.


			“No need. I already memorized most of the figures.”


			Sawyer grinned. “Bet you have. Did you have the support of the board?”


			“Enough to move forward. It’s a risk, but calculated. You have an ambitious plan for opening. Will you be ready in six months?”


			“Yes.”


			She tilted her head and reached for a piece of crusty bread. The warm dough broke open, and she drizzled fruity olive oil over the edges. “A dozen things could go wrong and delay your plans.”


			He watched her with a fierce intensity she wasn’t used to. Most men never gave her such full attention. Julietta wondered if it was one of his trademark moves he used to seduce women. “I’ve planned for all contingencies,” he finally said. “There will be no mistakes.”


			His words dug deep. He needed this as much as she. The knowledge soothed her nerves, and she reached for her glass. Perhaps they were more similar than she’d originally thought. Sawyer wouldn’t lose his focus over a silly challenge to bed her. Women were definitely a low priority for him. She smiled with relief. “Good. Then we both have something to prove.”


			“Yes, it seems we do.” Golden eyes gleamed. “The question is why?”


			Her fingers closed around the last chunk of bread. She hoped he didn’t spot her tremble. “Doesn’t everyone want to make a fortune in business? Take over the world? It’s the human condition.”


			Sawyer refused to follow her lead. “Is that what you want, Julietta? To make your mark?” His eyes burned. “Tell me, why did the deal with The Palace fall through?”


			She kept her gaze averted and focused on the bread. “I’m surprised you don’t know the details already. Especially since you were researching La Dolce Famiglia for a while.”


			“Oh, I do know. I would like to hear your version of the events.”


			Her temper nipped, but she answered with calm. “They decided I wasn’t the woman they originally believed I was. The team had specific ideas and wanted no challenges. In other words, I wouldn’t have a say in my own company.”


			“But you would have received prestige. Profits. Growth.” A tiny frown marred his brow, and she had the uneasy feeling he was digging for something she couldn’t understand. “Isn’t that a big enough payoff? Worth the sacrifice?”


			“No. I haven’t gotten to this point to step back and let others take over.” She sipped her champagne to settle her nerves. “I’ll agree to be exclusive. But I won’t give up my rights of control. Ever.”


			A strange flare of lust heated his eyes, then disappeared so quickly she swore it was just a trick of the candlelight. She wasn’t a woman to inspire such devotion, especially with such a primal force of man. “I don’t intend to partner with someone who has no opinion or spine, Julietta. Like I stated before, I need a leader who is my go-to person on all aspects. I will use every bit of intellect and talent you have. By surrounding myself with such a team, I’ll be able to lead us, but be warned: Final approval will always be made by me.”


			Her heart hammered, and she squeezed her thighs together as a jolt of arousal penetrated her core. Holy crap. What was with this crazy reaction to his chauvinistic demands? She always hated men who thought they could command others just because they owned a penis. She ignored her body and pushed on. “Understood, as long as there is always a discussion with anything affecting La Dolce Famiglia.”


			“Of course. So, once we show The Palace what fools they were for letting you go, what next? Will this deal finally be enough?”


			Her throat tightened. How dare he try to probe as if he had a right to know her thoughts? When she was finally able to gather her words, her voice was laced with ice. “Still invading personal space? My motivations are mine and not your business. How about you share yours? Will Purity finally be enough for you if it becomes a success?”


			The emptiness in his eyes spoke volumes. Julietta clenched her hand in an effort not to reach across the table for contact, as if the feel of flesh on flesh could possibly soothe the gaping wound she knew nothing about. What demons rocked his past? Maybe it was better to never know. “God, I hope so,” he said. “But I won’t know until I get there.”


			The waiter interrupted with a variety of steaming plates. Crispy octopus paired with buffalo mozzarella and salty anchovies and capers; bite-size beef ravioli in a creamy butter and thyme sauce; grilled eggplant and zucchini drizzled with oil and an array of salts. An odd intimacy buzzed around them, as if sharing secrets at the back of an Italian restaurant bonded them. What was going on? She’d gone on hundreds of business dinners to discuss contracts. Met many attractive, dynamic men who initially interested her. The outcome always made her back away, but Sawyer challenged her at every turn and seemed to crave something more than the others. As if he not only wanted to strip her clothes off to view her naked body. Almost like he wanted to delve into her soul.


			Ridiculous.


			She fought a shiver and bit into her eggplant. The toasty skin swirled with the pungent flavors of garlic and tomato sauce, soothing her temper. “Why did you pick Milan to unveil your first hotels? Wouldn’t you be more comfortable back home?”


			He waited to respond, obviously enjoying his food, which gave him extra points. Most Americans appreciated vast quantities with too much garnish and detail. She preferred the simpler, richer ingredients in a meal that satisfied a deeper hunger in the body.


			“I don’t have a home.”


			His simple confession ripped past her ears. Her fork paused midair. “What do you mean? Max said you lived in Vegas and New York for a while.”


			One broad shoulder lifted in a half shrug. “I live in whatever hotel I’m working on. It allows me freedom, a luxurious lifestyle, and expertise.” Shadows flickered over his face. “I stayed in Milan when I was young and learning the business. I’ve also spent a few years at the Carlton, so I’m quite comfortable in New York. I decided it would be poetic to begin here. I usually stay still for about a year. Longer than that and I’m ready to bail.”


			Her heart flinched. Family and home were part of her blood, and she couldn’t imagine not having a built-in support system. Her brother and sister might have fled to New York, but Julietta gained most of her strength from the crooked pavement under her feet and the vast Tuscan sky overhead. She had no desire to move anywhere else. Sawyer’s casual reference to his wandering tendencies only confirmed a deeper loneliness he didn’t seem to care about.


			There was no reason for her to care either. The man didn’t need any extra female support. He’d use any weakness to his advantage, including the possibility of her attraction. Julietta tamped down on an inner smirk. If only he knew such a road would lead him nowhere.


			“You never want more?” she asked. “A place to call yours?”


			She immediately regretted the impulsive words. Heat flared and crackled with amber flames, hotter than the one-hundred-proof whiskey Papa used to sneak in when he thought Mama wasn’t looking. Sawyer’s lips twisted in a sensual sneer. “Overrated. I’ve learned to appreciate the present in all aspects. Taste, texture, sight, smell. I revel in everything given to me, because there’s no guarantee it’ll be there tomorrow. My home is my current location—­nothing more, nothing less.” Raw passion flicked from across the table and singed her like droplets of burning water. “Except Purity. It’s the one thing I want to say is a constant. Everything else eventually withers.”


			“Even love?”


			The words flew from her lips, and she almost gasped in horror. Her cheeks heated. Dio mio, what had she done? She must be having some kind of midlife crisis. Her normal temperament and control slipped around this man in a way that terrified her. She waited for his fury at such an intimate question, but his fork paused midair, as if he was just as shocked as she was. “What did you say?”


			Julietta forced a half laugh. “I’m sorry—please disregard that question. I don’t know what came over me.”


			“I think I do.” His gaze stripped, probed, tore. It took all her strength not to buckle from the intensity. “I appreciate a woman who asks whatever is on her mind. There is more strength in honesty than in pretty words that never scratch the surface of what’s real.”


			“There’s no need to—”


			“But I will. No, Julietta, I do not believe in love. Never have. I believe in passion and lust, honesty and loyalty. I believe in hard work and sacrifice. I believe in enjoying the gifts of this world. But I do not believe in love.”


			Her fingers trembled. She reached out and drained her glass, trying not to show him how his words affected her. Had she ever met another man with such a powerful presence? As if no topic was off-limits, and he was willing to explore every dark hidden corner of her body and soul with a fierce pleasure? Yet he calmly shared one of his secrets like a gift.


			He did not believe in love.


			Julietta waited for the rush of relief but only experienced an odd uneasiness. Why did his confession bother her? An answering grief rose in her gut to mourn for a man she did not know, a man who asserted he experienced no gentler emotions. She ached to know more, but the longing could only end badly. He watched her, unblinking, from across the table. And she made her decision.


			Their relationship must be held strictly to business. Nothing more.


			It was time she laid out the ground rules.


			She pushed her plate away and snapped back to attention. “Thank you for sharing, but my question was uncalled for, and I apologize. I think moving forward we should keep the topics of conversation to work.”


			His lip quirked and just like that, his emotions shifted back to distant amusement. Damn him for confusing her. Damn him for making her act like a fool. “Such politeness. I’m sure I made you uncomfortable talking about things that are . . . messy.”


			She managed not to flinch, but her temper rose. “This will be a long journey, and we need to work closely together. Distractions from either of us would be unwelcome at this point.”


			“Such as sex?”


			This time, she jerked. Her glass tipped, but she grabbed it in time and righted it. Naked humor carved out the lines of his face. “Do you like to shock women, Sawyer?” she mocked. “You won’t find me that easy to manage. I’ve been harassed, propositioned, and insulted, and I’ve dealt with an array of masculine temper tantrums. I’ve seen it all and can handle it. I prefer to keep our relationship mutually beneficial for all involved, but if you want to play hardball, that’s fine, too. Capisce?”


			• • •


			Sawyer studied the woman across the table. Her gorgeous brown eyes snapped with leashed anger and a banked sensuality she kept ruthlessly in check. It was official.
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