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      The threat of imminent death fills my senses, my brain clouded with pain and terror. I can’t help but wonder if, knowing where it would lead, I would do anything differently. Knowing myself, likely not. My stubbornness knows no bounds, and my natural ability to persevere is what got me here in the first place.

      In any case I know it’s pointless to speculate, and this journey has been ten years in the making. And just as it seems like it will end in suffering and horror, so did it start, when I was only nineteen years old and broken to my core. My mind tears through memories, struggling to make sense of it all, taking me back to the time when, the pain of loss fresh once again, I turned to my grandparents. Remembering how they took me in and gave me comfort, wisdom, and direction as I climbed out of my pit of despair to finish my business degree.

      My grandfather, especially, gave me so much more. His cheerful, round, and wrinkled face flashes across my memory, and warmth spreads through me, my emotions mixing in a confusing swirl. A wealthy real estate tycoon since well before I was born, Grandpa was also a patient teacher. At his side I learned about the power of cash flow, how to negotiate from a position of strength with the simple ability to say “no” and mean it, and how to build a team that would start me down the same path he had walked more than four decades ago.

      I made my fair share of mistakes in those early years, and he was there to see me through them all. Those small defeats had pushed me to grow, to adapt, and at the time had seemed like natural discomforts that I needed to endure to find my way. But looking back at the costs, I lament my thick skin, my acceptance of what “came with the territory.”

      Because, as the moment of my demise approaches, I realize with startling clarity that the real estate business, with its many facets and complexities, is ultimately about people. It’s so easy to forget, amid the drive to succeed, that people’s lives are in your hands.

      My strength has always been in facts and figures, the bones on which the industry operates and grows. Learning how to handle people was always the most difficult part for me. So I used the same tactic I’d applied to everything else. I compartmentalized, quantified, and planned for it. Emotion and empathy were enemies to reason and logic.

      And I realize only now that approach was an illusion. A coping mechanism for my ruined ability to care deeply. To trust. To love. Perhaps the lack of those abilities is what led me here.

      But that wasn’t something my grandfather could teach me, and I had to learn this lesson myself.

      And while my grandfather lived to proudly see me start my own business at twenty-five, I’m suddenly thankful he wasn’t here to see me learn this lesson too late.

      My gut wrenches at the thought of his disappointment. And at the thought of disappointing my nearly four dozen employees, who helped me build a full-service real estate investing support company. It was a niche I’d long hoped to carve, and it had just begun to bear real fruit.

      As if it were a sign, in early February on nearly the anniversary of my grandfather’s passing, we acquired two new major clients: The first, a large company looking for centralized property management. The second, another young but rising company that had moved into the Seattle area from San Francisco only a couple of months prior.

      But nothing could have prepared me for what came next. For meeting Alessandro Giordano, the company’s owner. Unspeakably handsome, with a thick Italian accent and a disarmingly charming demeanor. At least, at first.

      As past events continue to spin through my frantic brain, I can’t help but try to cling to the memories of those early months. The countless meetings, site visits, and rejected proposals that often brought us head-to-head in heated exchanges about almost everything. He is one of the most challenging people I’ve ever met. As stubborn and intelligent as he is handsome.

      I remember, also, shutting down his flirtations from the start, noticing the appreciative glances from nearly every female in the office, and how frequently he returned them. It was clear from the beginning that he was a man who lusted voraciously after what he wanted and was used to getting it. I overestimated my ability to keep that part of me shut down. Or perhaps I merely underestimated his persistence.

      Tears fill my eyes, and I wonder if I’ll have another chance to tell him how I feel one last time. And that I forgive him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      As I ride the elevator up to my company’s suite on the 30th floor, I breathe deeply, steeling myself for another challenging day. Another day of arguing with Buone Case, with Alessandro Giordano. I can’t decide if I’m exhausted or thrilled by the prospect. Probably a bit of both. But, as it’s Friday, there is a light at the end of the tunnel.

      The elevator doors open, and I get the same small thrill I do every morning to see my company’s name, Evans Realty Services, over the entryway of our reception area.

      Though it’s well before her usual start time, our receptionist, Lucy Drummond, has already arrived. Just, from the looks of it, as she removes her coat and starts her computer.

      “Good morning, Lucy,” I offer as I enter.

      She looks up, momentarily surprised, her dark eyes jumping to meet mine. “Oh, Ms. Evans,” she responds, “good morning. I didn’t hear the elevator.”

      I smile warmly. “Sorry if I startled you,” I apologize. “Why are you in so early?”

      “I have to leave after lunch for a doctor’s appointment,” she explains, then adds in a dry tone, “Don’t worry, there will be someone else in this afternoon to cover the phones.”

      Lucy has always been a bit mouthy for the year or so she’s worked here, but I frankly find it kind of refreshing. And far preferable to the fake deference so many people show me.

      “I have no doubt you have everything under control, as usual, Lucy,” I reassure her. “I’ll be in my office.” Secretly, I do doubt it, as I doubt everything, but as the company grows I’ve had to learn to let go of micromanaging every dimension.

      As usual, I don’t see anyone else as I head to my office. Besides my general feeling that as the boss I should be here first, I like to be in before everyone else to have some quiet time to get ready for the day. I set my bag on my desk and hang my coat on the back of my office door, glancing at the dull, misty Seattle skyline out the window before taking a seat.

      After sending a few emails, I review the latest briefing I’ve assembled for our weekly tag-up meeting with Buone Case. It’s a summary of the relevant regulations governing build size based on property zoning. I’m hoping to use it to convince Mr. Giordano to scale back his plans or increase his budget. But the real trick will be convincing him he can’t have both.

      At first, I chalked up his insistence on waiting for perfection to a cultural difference — perhaps Italian real estate development is easier, more adaptable to the developer. But with several years of developing in the San Francisco Bay Area under his belt, and his clear shrewdness and business acumen, it’s become clear that it’s merely stubbornness. In a way I admire his tenacity, but it’s bordering on being a nuisance, and in any case is impeding our ability to move forward.

      A few minutes before the meeting I hear a small knock on my door. I look up, expecting to find my assistant, Maggie, checking in to remind me of the meeting, but instead am startled to see Mr. Giordano.

      His dark brown hair carefully mussed, he looks more like a male model than a real estate developer leaning casually against my door frame. His fitted, tan slacks and black buttoned shirt open at the neck would be fitting for a casual Friday if they weren’t clearly designer and impeccably tailored to his tall, slim frame.

      “Buongiorno,” he greets me, and as usual I must suppress a shiver of enjoyment at his deep, lilting accent. “Do you have a minute?”

      “Buongiorno,” I respond, glancing at the clock. “Of course. We have a few minutes before the meeting. Let’s head to the conference room and we can talk.”

      I rise, bringing my laptop and folio. His appraising glance at my white button-front shirtdress belted over navy leggings reminds me why I never let him get me alone in my office.

      “As you wish,” he responds, hesitating in the doorway for a moment as I approach. I slow and stop a respectable distance away. “You look lovely today.”

      “Thank you,” I respond evenly, maintaining stern eye contact. “Shall we?”

      He cocks a half-smile, one he’s used to disarm me before, and stays put. But I’m practiced at ignoring his flirtations by now, so I simply stand my ground, waiting impassively for him to move.

      For a moment we remain motionless, staring at each other, the tension in the room palpable. His smirk deepens, and he sighs lightly, stepping aside to end the standoff and let me pass. Most days I think he just enjoys the sport of it.

      I breathe an inward sigh of relief, ignoring the tingling down my spine as he walks next to me, our hands swinging closely, threatening to brush against each other in the tight hallway. I hug my things to my chest, wrapping both of my hands around the warm laptop.

      Before we can get very far, Jackson Williams, my assistant for the Buone Case project, spots us on his way to the conference room and joins us.

      Relieved not to be alone with Mr. Giordano, I pull Jackson into a discussion that continues into our meeting.

      But by the end of the hour we’ve made little progress, and both Jackson and I are struggling to find new ways to explain the contradictions at hand.

      “Marco and I will review the legal descriptions this afternoon,” Mr. Giordano finally promises as we wrap up the meeting. “But I’d still like to find a way to stick with our original scale.”

      I can see Jackson ready to beat his head against the desk.

      “Again, the regulations simply don’t support that,” I insist. “You would need a significantly larger parcel.”

      “We’re pushing our investors to their limit as it is,” replies Maria Greco, Buone Case’s finance lead. “We have no room there.”

      Mr. Giordano narrows his eyes at the report in front of him, as if challenging it to a staring contest will change what’s on the page.

      “Mr. Giordano, please,” I say pleadingly, “review the data objectively. We’ll get back together on Monday afternoon and try to find a path forward.”

      He leans back in his chair, his jaw twitching. He clearly has issues conceding defeat. I’d find it endearing if it wasn’t so infuriating.

      “It’s time for lunch anyway,” he finally says dismissively. “I’m sure we could all use a break.”

      There is a noticeable sigh of relief from everyone in the room, and I can’t help but chuckle to myself. As everyone files out, Mr. Giordano stays fixed in his chair, running a finger slowly under his chin in thought.

      “Ms. Evans, please stay,” he asks quietly as I’m about to leave.

      The last person files out in front of me and I glance back at him apprehensively. “All right,” I concede slowly, leaving the door open and setting my things back on the table.

      He rises, circling the table to close the door, then drops into the chair next to me. I attempt to control the pounding of my heart as he crosses his legs thoughtfully, leaning back in his chair.

      “Serafina,” he starts, and I’m jolted by his use of my first name. I’ve been very careful to keep things as formal as possible, so I’m wary of what he’ll say next. “You are obviously an incredibly capable and knowledgeable businesswoman. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be using your services. But surely you didn’t get where you are by settling?”

      I consider my response for a moment. I know he’s trying, under the guise of flattery, to trap me into letting him persist with chasing his ideal.

      “Mr. Giordano,” I reply pointedly, and a smirk settles across his luscious pout, “I got where I am by working within the established system. What you’re holding out for isn’t going to work. I strongly urge you to review the data I’ve provided before we continue to discuss this further.”

      “Are you telling me what I want is impossible?” he asks shrewdly, with a look of such intensity on his face, I wonder for a moment if we’re only talking about business.

      “No,” I admit, “but I am telling you what you want is going to cost you more than you have to spend.”

      He laughs suddenly, jarring me. “Despite what Maria says, there is always a way to find more money,” he replies dismissively.

      I shake my head. “You misunderstand me, signore,” I persist. “The biggest cost here is time. You’ve already spent more than two months pursuing your ideal, to no avail. It’s April. If you want to build in the Seattle area, you’re going to need to start. Soon.”

      His eyes darken a shade as he weighs my words, and he shakes his head lightly. He leans forward, placing his elbows on his knees.

      “I appreciate your conservative approach,” he allows, speaking into his lap at first. “It’s a useful counterpoint to my methods, I see that. But what you must understand about me is, once I study a market, I have instincts about where and how to enter. I’ve found ignoring those instincts to be very dangerous.” He looks up into my eyes for a long moment. “I’ll review the data,” he finally says. “But I’m not one to give up easily.”

      I regard him quietly. From everything I’ve heard of his success in San Francisco, one of the toughest markets on the planet, I can’t argue that he must have good instincts. And his words make me realize my usual tenacity may have been replaced with reservations as a counterbalance to his dogged pursuit of what would amount to one of the best deals I’ve ever seen. But I’m hard-pressed to encourage him, as I know how often that kind of deal comes along and what the cost is of waiting for it.

      “I’m sure you’ll do what you feel is best,” I reply reservedly, switching the cross of my legs as I fidget under his heated stare.

      “I know I’m a difficult bastard,” he admits, smirking again. “I can’t help that I’m used to getting what I want.” He leans back in his chair, tilts his head, and cocks an eyebrow suggestively.

      I bite back a snappy retort by reminding myself that it’s his deal. His decision. And there’s no way in hell I’m giving him the satisfaction of rising to his coy taunt.

      As I remain silent, he purses his lips, and for a moment I think he looks disappointed.

      “I’m sure we could do this all day,” he says, abruptly changing the subject, “but you must be hungry. Can I take you to lunch?”

      It’s not his first invitation, and I’m sure it won’t be his last. But my answer is always the same, and I’m sure he expects it.

      “Grazie, but no,” I reply lightly, rising from my chair. Thanks, but no thanks. On all counts. “I have work to do.”

      I can feel his eyes on me as I leave the room. Not for the first time I consider that his interest might purely be the simple intrigue of there being a female who spurns his advances. While he’s not my usual type when I do bother dating, I’d have to be blind not to find him attractive. I’m just not sure why he’s so interested in me. I’m pretty, in an average sense I suppose, with long, wavy brown hair, hazel eyes, and strong features, but I’m also thicker through my arms, chest, and thighs. Despite regular exercise and a decent diet, I’ll never be the thin, gorgeous model type I imagine him with.

      As I enter my office, I glance back to see him heading toward the elevator. His confidence radiates off him, his charm obvious even from the small greetings and interactions he has as he goes. If I know anything, it’s that giving in to him would only bring trouble.
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        * * *

      

      That evening I drift toward sleep on the couch while watching an old movie. Between the tensions of the day, and my half-asleep mind, my thoughts drift back to Alessandro. I roll the name over my tongue and giggle.

      Two months of working together, and he still continues testing my resolve on every front. The business side I can handle. The flirtation, though, unseats me more than I’d like to admit. He drops his hints shamelessly, though never publicly, and I wonder again if he’s merely seeking the thrill of victory.

      But in my drifting state I don’t stop the thoughts like I usually would. Instead I dangerously start to wonder what might happen if I allowed it. The surprise on his face might just be worth it.

      But then, things would get complicated. And I don’t like complicated. Though it has been far too long since I’ve done, well, someone. I giggle again sleepily and push him and any thoughts of unleashing those desires back into their cage in my mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Monday afternoon we’re at it again, late into the day. Jackson and I have spent the afternoon discussing the report with Buone Case’s team. Marco Rossi and Giovanni Bianchi, Buone Case’s architect and lead engineer, respectively, seem to understand the impediments. But ultimately it is Mr. Giordano’s decision. And nothing we can say will convince him to back down.

      The last hour has been spent formulating alternative possibilities to meet the project specs. Everything from looking outside the target area to contacting properties not for sale but ripe for an offer. All usual avenues, but none terribly likely to put us any closer to locking something down.

      It’s nearly seven when everyone else decides to go home. I’m so distracted by our conversation that before I realize it, Mr. Giordano and I are alone in the conference room, and he has soundly rejected yet another of my proposed workarounds.

      Completely exhausted and over the discussion, I seethe in silent fury and stand abruptly, stepping away from the table. “You can’t dismiss me like that.” His brown eyes flame with the same anger I feel.

      “You work for me, yes?” he taunts.

      It takes a lot to get under my skin, and he’s done it. He’s arrogant, demanding, and stubborn. He’s been obstinate since day one, and I’ve hit my limit. And I’m done catering to him.

      “No,” I retort, “Evans Realty Services has contracted with your company on this project. We are not your servants, me least of all. And if you constantly refuse to see sense, I’m afraid we will be unable to meet your needs, signore.”

      He closes his mouth, runs a finger along his chin, and narrows his eyes. In one swift movement he stands and takes a step toward me. I step back, and my palms touch the wall behind me. He hovers over me and leans his head toward me with a wicked smile on his full lips. His dark eyes now dance with amusement, causing my stomach to tie into knots and my heartbeat to thunder in my ears.

      “Bravissima. Finally. Not many people are willing to stand up to me,” he says softly. He puts his lips at my ear and murmurs, “I like it.”

      I briefly register in surprise that he’s been waiting for me to challenge him. But he’s never been this close to me, and the sensation overwhelms me quickly. He smells of wine and spice, and it’s making my head spin and my breathing accelerate. I shake my head, struggling to think clearly. He regards me for a moment and steps back.

      “I apologize … I …” and for once this man seems at a loss for words. He clears his throat. “I have never … it won’t happen again.” He seems to realize he’s crossed the line past his usual flirtation. But he looks disappointed.

      “It’s late. We’re both tired. I think we should stop for the evening,” I offer. But the tone in the room has changed. I am no longer angry, or exhausted. Against my better judgment, I’m intrigued.

      He turns his palms out. “As you wish,” he replies. But, perhaps sensing my weakness, he doesn’t move. I examine the hard lines of his face, his thick, dark hair, his strong shoulders, and well-sculpted arms and chest in his designer button-up shirt. My eyes meet his, and I can tell he sees my thoughts. “If that’s what you really want?”

      I close my eyes briefly and take a deep breath, struggling to control the desire welling in me. But when I reopen my eyes he is standing over me. He raises his hand and runs a finger along my cheek as if asking for permission. My inner desires spring free of their cage, and my resolve melts. And I know what my answer is.

      Dear God, yes. I tip my head back and part my lips. A small smile of triumph flits across his face and he grasps me firmly by the chin.

      Softly, he touches his lips to mine, his mouth warm and yielding, waiting for any sign of protest. It’s been so long since I’ve so much as kissed anyone, and my whole body responds, shutting down any logic, any objections. A small sigh escapes me, and I kiss him back, gently moving my lips with his. My encouragement is enough. He wraps his arms around me and his kiss deepens, his tongue searching for mine.

      My inhibitions melt away, and I run my hands through his hair, over his shoulders, down his arms as he presses me into the wall, his hands roving my body. His mouth moves along my jaw, neck, and shoulders, kissing and nipping a blazing trail before returning to mine.

      With one hand he pulls my body to his, the other runs down my breast and circles my hardening nipple over my clothes. His warm, firm touch on my skin causes me to gasp with pleasure. He smiles and kisses my ear.

      “You feel even more amazing than I’d imagined, bella,” he murmurs into my ear, his voice like warm honey.

      “Maybe if you’d spent a little less time thinking about that and focused on work,” I tease him.

      He puts both of his hands on my face and looks intently into my eyes, and my body tenses with anticipation.

      “Yes,” he admits, “but you’ve been a very pleasant distraction. And I’d very much like to do all manner of sinful things to you right here on this table.” He kisses me softly.

      “Mmmmmm,” I moan. “This doesn’t seem like the best place.”

      But even I know we are the only people in the office. Though as I’ve found him as frustrating as he is fascinating for the months we’ve worked on this project together, I feel like I shouldn’t let him persuade me so easily.

      “It’s just you and me,” he assures me, and reading my hesitation, he trails warm kisses down my neck once more. I press my palms to his strong, broad chest and gently push him away. I look up into his deep, dark eyes. He sighs. “I see.”

      I shake my head. “Not here,” I plead softly. He raises an eyebrow. “We meet here every day. It would be very difficult for me to pretend that it didn’t happen when we’re all in here tomorrow,” I add. He laughs, and the full, deep noise echoes around the room.

      “Yes,” he concedes. “Though it won’t matter where for me; I already have a hard time pretending around you.” He folds his hand over mine and kisses each of my fingers in turn. “And it’s getting harder by the minute.”

      Everything logical in me protests, distrusting his motives, his sincerity. But the part of me that’s responded to him all that time has been let out of her cage, and she’s taken over the driver’s seat. His eyes sparkle as if he knows.

      “Bring your things, we’re going to my place,” he commands.

      And the proof that his kisses and caresses have clouded my judgment and obliterated my self-control comes in the form of a giggled response to his direction, “Yes, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      A short ride later, Alessandro leads me into his large, high-ceilinged penthouse apartment. Placing his things on a small table, he pulls my bag out of my arms and lets it drop gently to the floor before restarting his sensual assault. He wraps his hands in my hair and pulls my face greedily to his. His kisses are hard and insistent, his tongue fighting with mine as he pulls me into his bedroom. I’m past resisting now, absorbed fully in the moment, as desperate for this to happen as he seems to be.

      As he backs me to the bed, his hands fly down his shirt buttons. When he’s done, I eagerly push the fabric away from his body. Running my hands down his sculpted chest and stomach, I marvel at their definition, the softness of his skin over his firm muscles.

      “I’ve wanted you since the moment I saw you,” he says huskily between feverish kisses.

      My pulse races as I stare lustfully at him. “I find that hard to believe,” I murmur.

      He shakes his head and “tsks” at me. “Then perhaps I need to convince you,” he grins lasciviously at me, grasps the hem of my dress, and pulls it abruptly over my head. His eyes rove hungrily over my soft curves and my white cotton bra.

      I stare back, conscious of how my tall, fleshy body must compare to the tiny, athletic Italian women he must surely be used to bedding. Goodness knows I’ve seen that one who works for him — Francesca, his assistant — flirt with him shamelessly.

      His thick fingers tug gently at my long, brown hair. They drop to caress the top of my breast, running down my stomach, lingering over the cloth below my navel. His touch is rough and warm, and each caress sends shivers of pleasure through my whole body. In a smooth, practiced motion he’s worked my leggings and panties around my hips. They fall to the floor as he deftly unclasps my bra, freeing my breasts from the binding material. I gasp at the suddenness of my nudity and he chuckles pleasurably. I step out of the pile of cloth at my feet and kick it giddily away from me.

      And suddenly I’m on my back, his tongue working its way into my mouth, his hands at my breast and between my thighs. His thumbs make mirror motions, both gently circling my sensitive flesh. I cry out in pleasure, overwhelmed by his touch. My cry clearly pleases him as he sighs into my mouth and presses the stiff outline under his trousers into my thigh.

      “Hmmmm, I think you just enjoy torturing me,” I breathe. I sit up and grab his belt, pulling him to stand in front of me. I maintain eye contact as I deftly unhook his buckle and lower his zipper.

      His dark eyes lock on mine, and his breath quickens as my thumbs pull the rest of his clothing off, unfurling his erection. Breaking away from the heat of his gaze, I look on him. “Maybe it’s time to return the favor,” I say softly.

      I lay my hands gently on his hips and bring my open mouth a hair’s breadth from his waiting erection. His sharp intake of breath brings a mischievous smile to my face. Slowly, I ease the glistening tip between my lips, swirling my tongue from bottom to top and over again, slowly, relishing his obvious pleasure.

      “Ohhhh, mio Dio,” Alessandro moans and he reaches for me.

      I weave my fingers with his to keep control. And for one breath more I maintain my slow rhythm before plunging him deep into my throat, sheathing him tightly with my lips, then sucking him as I pull him back out, and over again.

      His breathing accelerates, his hands squeezing mine hard. “Serafina …” my name is a plea from his lips.

      I relent and replace my mouth with my hand as I stand to meet his lips with mine. His kiss is fervent as I stroke him, and I can feel the hot moisture between my legs.

      He guides me back onto the bed and kneels between my legs, quickly rolling on a condom. As I watch him, my whole body aches in anticipation, the wet heat between my legs practically unbearable. He presses his forehead to mine as he slips himself inside of me. The glorious, full sensation of him is like a wake-up call, and I bite back a cry of pleasure as his own rings through the room. He pauses, kissing me, running his teeth along my lip as he pulls back. My hips twitch under him, but he presses his hands against me, pinning me under him.

      “Don’t stop,” I beg him.

      He smiles sultrily, then draws himself back further only to quickly plunge deeply into me again, holding me in place to take his pleasure. His need is obvious in his rough, full thrusts, and my body responds. I wriggle free, wrapping my legs around him, using it to rise to meet his thrusts, my breath quick and gasping. I bite my lip hard, holding back a moan.

      His chest lowers over me as he falls to his rest on his arms. “Let go,” he says into my ear, his tone as rough as the sex. And it pushes me over the edge. I lock my mouth onto his, our tongues greedily consuming each other. He thrusts into me and I explode, grabbing the sheets under me, my back arching off the bed, a loud cry escaping me. He buries his smile of satisfaction in my hair, his lips pressed to my neck as he moves.

      As my breathing recovers, I weave my fingers into his hair and whisper in his ear, “My turn.” Resting on his arms once more to meet my gaze, he looks at me questioningly. “On top,” I clarify.

      He lets out a small, eager moan. “If you insist,” he replies.

      I wiggle out from under him and he rolls onto his back, propping himself up on his elbows and watching me curiously. Lying next to him, I meet his lips with mine, stroking him with my hand. As he wraps his arms around me, I slide my leg astride his hips, hovering over him. I push myself into a fully upright position, hands on his chest, allowing my thumbs to catch his nipples as I run my fingers down him.

      Swinging my hips downward, I capture him between my legs and slide him inside me, eliciting a synchronized moan of pleasure from us both. My body quivers with the excitement of having missed this for so long.

      I grasp his arms tightly, gently rocking back and forth. He goes still and moans in pleasure. I gingerly rise and fall, burying him deep in me before slowly easing him out again. His hands find my hips and follow my motions, his head flung back, groan after groan escaping his lips as I ride him, my own cries of pleasure mounting. I’m nearing orgasm again when his grip on my hips tightens, slowing my pace.

      “Not yet,” he growls, and he pushes me off him, climbing up onto his knees while flipping me on my stomach in front of him. He pulls my ass into the air. “Spread your legs,” he commands.

      I push myself up on my elbows and comply. A moment later I feel him slide into me, harder than ever. His hands grasp my hips and he lunges, burying himself so he’s completely sheathed in me. I suppress a scream of pleasure. He leans forward, teasing my nipple with his hand.

      “Don’t hold back,” he rasps, slowly easing in and out. “I want to hear you.”

      I groan in agreement, and he gradually picks up his rhythm and depth until he is slowly, steadily pumping deeply. I want to explode under the sweet torture, but it’s just out of reach. I don’t withhold my moans of pleasure and protest, and I’m aching for the frenzied pace that unlocked my body’s long-dormant ability to send waves of pleasure crashing through me in climax. As he goes to ease into me once more, I buck my hips impatiently, driving him in deep and hard.

      He gasps. “No, Sera,” he cautions, taking himself out of me. I growl in frustration and I can almost hear the smile in his voice when he says, “What do you want?”

      “Fuck me, Alessandro,” I breathe. He moans.

      “Ah, dolcezza, I love hearing you say that,” he sighs.

      And with that he’s pounding into me, taking me so roughly that it’s simultaneously painful and mind-blowingly delicious. Screams rip from my throat, and I’ve lost the ability to tense my own body when I come, so there’s no escaping the pleasure when I shatter into a million pieces. I scream his name and tighten around him, making him cry out as his orgasm meets the last throes of my own.

      We both fall, panting and sweaty, to the bed. I roll over and put my hand on his heart, and he lays a leg between mine. It is minutes before either of us can speak.

      “Well, that was pretty okay,” I deadpan.

      He laughs, clearly exhausted. “If that was just okay, I can’t wait to see what you think good sex is like.”

      After a few minutes of catching our breath, he props himself up on an elbow and peers down at me but says nothing.

      “At a loss for words, Mr. Giordano? How uncharacteristic of you,” I murmur jokingly.

      He smirks at me and runs his hand down my chest. “Oh, I have words, Ms. Evans. Many words. Where do I start?” he muses. He drops a kiss on my neck. “Angel.” Another on my clavicle. “Goddess.” Another on my chin. “Siren.” Another on my forehead. “Temptress.” His mouth finds mine and when he pulls away I’m breathless. “At a loss for words, Ms. Evans?”

      His chocolate eyes are twinkling, and a sideways smile hangs on his full lips. I can only manage a small smile in return before he pulls away and heads to the bathroom. And the sight of him walking away is a new joy, his backside as tight and well-muscled as his torso. His designer clothing did not do justice to the Adonis underneath.

      He returns in a few minutes with a glass of water, offering it to me. I sit up slowly and take a sip. As he lays down, I slide next to him and we lay next to each other comfortably and quietly for a long while. I’m almost sure he’s gone to sleep when he pulls away and sits up, leaning against the pillow to take another sip of water. Rolling onto my stomach to watch him, I can’t help but stare.

      “See something you like?” he teases.

      I narrow my eyes and smirk at him before sliding up and reaching over him to sip from the glass he’s put back on the nightstand, letting my breasts graze his arm and his chest, my hair tickling his shoulder.

      His cock twitches. “Temptressss,” he purrs and pulls me to him, cradling me in his lap and kissing me deeply.

      Our play continues long into the night, until we are both sated and too exhausted to continue.
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        * * *

      

      I wake suddenly, my heart racing, a garbled cry dying on my lips. I place my head in my palms and struggle to recall the feverish dream that disturbed my sleep, but it’s fading away like a brief snow before the rain. Taking a deep breath, I steady myself and stretch my limbs.

      Alessandro stirs next to me and the events of the previous evening rush back into my consciousness.

      I’ve had sex with a man I’m in business with. Fuck. I ease gingerly out of bed and quietly walk to the wide windows across from the bed. The lights of Seattle twinkle around us, and the sky purples on the horizon. I look back at the clock on the bedside — five thirty-seven a.m. There’s time enough for me to locate my clothing, sneak out, and get back to my condo to clean up before work.

      How could I allow myself to capitulate to his advances? I look back at the bed, at Alessandro, and the answer is obvious — because I thought it merely a game to him. I never thought I’d actually end up in bed with the most stubborn, fiery, intelligent, and attractive man I’d ever met.

      The exhaustion of our debates, the heat of the moment, it all made me throw my usually cautious nature to the wind. The very nature that’s gotten me this far, that’s made me so successful. How could I risk my company like this? My reputation? I close my eyes for a moment.

      When I reopen them, my resolve is hardened. As stealthily as I can, I gather my things strewn around the floor. Thanking my lucky stars that the door is ajar, I slip into the living room and dress quickly. I don’t worry whether the sound of the front door will wake him. Because once it does, it’s too late anyway.
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      “Would you like me to call Mr. Giordano’s cellphone again?” Maggie, my admin, inquires nervously.

      My eyes find the clock again — nine nineteen a.m. “No, Maggie, thank you. Please have everyone meet in the conference room in five minutes. We’ll proceed without him,” I instruct her as confidently as I can.

      But as soon as she leaves my office I chew my lip anxiously. Did he wake up regretting this as much as I did? Have I jeopardized our contract? The thought makes me feel as if my heart has been plunged into ice. Our firm has just started attracting clients like Buone Case. To derail that now would be catastrophic.

      Get it together, Evans, I admonish myself. I chant a mantra silently to myself — no amount of regretting can change the past, and no amount of worrying can change the future. I let out a breath. Gathering my things, I head for the conference room.
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        * * *

      

      “So, you’ll see on page fifteen that we’ve identified four new potential sites with the zoning, acreage, and most other parameters the project requires.” Jackson is giving the part of our presentation we never made it to yesterday, but he may as well be talking to himself. The Buone Case team is in the room, but without Alessandro they are distracted and, frankly, useless. Jackson glances at me, and I nod encouragingly. My eyes flit yet again to the clock on the wall. It’s nine forty-eight a.m., and still no Alessandro.

      Mercifully, Jackson’s presentation concludes a few minutes later. He thanks everyone for their attention. I control the impulse to roll my eyes. Closing my laptop, I clear my throat to gather everyone’s attention.

      “Thanks very much, Jackson.” I pause. “Okay, ladies and gentlemen. Now that we’ve all got the latest, I think we should take some time to digest this and regroup. Obviously, Mr. Giordano will need to be informed upon his arrival and I’m sure his team will need some time …” I trail off mid-sentence as Alessandro appears in the doorway, leaning casually against the frame.

      He’s dressed completely in black — fitted pants, button-up shirt, and well-cut jacket. He looks every inch the sexy devil, with his dark hair mussed just so as usual, his angular face in a relaxed, almost bored expression. Our eyes meet, and I can feel myself turning a myriad of shades of red. Everyone in the room turns their eyes to the door.

      “Please, go on,” Alessandro offers.

      I clear my throat again. “Yes. Well. As I was saying, I think it best at this time that the Buone Case team meet to go over the latest and prepare for the upcoming site visits. Thank you everyone for your time. We’ll leave the conference room to the Buone Case team,” I say, trying to keep emotion out of my tone.

      Alessandro steps into the room and places his bag on the table, letting my team pass.

      Gathering my things, I steel myself, trying to shut down memories of the night before. I smooth a crease from my cream silk blouse with my free hand and step forward. “Mr. Giordano, buongiorno,” I offer. “Extra copies of the latest site reports are here on the table. I’ll be in my office. Please do let me know if you have any questions.” And with that I brush past him before he can respond.

      Keeping my pace even and casual, I smile shakily at Maggie on my way into my office. But as soon as I have collapsed in my chair, there is a small knock on the door.

      “Yes?” I call, pulling myself up in my chair. I begin to reorder the things I’ve just dumped on my desk as Maggie’s blond bob peeks around the door. I sigh in relief and smile brightly at her. “What is it, Maggie?”

      “Ms. Evans, I wanted to remind you that you have a phone call at ten fifteen with Mr. Phillips about the meeting with the city for the Stone Way project.”

      I nod curtly. “Yes, thank you, Maggie. Is that all?”

      “Yes, Ms. Evans.” And with that she goes back to her desk.

      I turn my chair to look out the window. Through the mist there looks to be a rainbow in the distance over the Smith Tower. I stand and approach the window when there is another small knock on the door.

      “What is it, Maggie?” I ask impatiently, leaning toward the glass trying to see how far the rainbow stretches. When she doesn’t answer, I turn, and Alessandro is standing behind me. Much too close. And a quick glance tells me that he’s closed the door.

      “Buongiorno, hmm?” he asks in a low voice. “Sì, bella, it is a good day.” He reaches for me and before I can protest his hands are on my back, pulling me into a heated, fervent kiss.

      And it’s so good that I kiss him back, the dull ache between my legs flaring into a distracting yearning — until I remember myself. I pull away sharply, stepping behind my chair, putting it between us as I catch my breath.

      “Mr. Giordano, please. I’m glad to see that you aren’t upset by recent events, but I must insist that we try to keep this professional going forward.” I’m putting on my best boss voice.

      He looks confused. “Upset? Why would I be upset? Last night was incredible. Something I’d like to repeat with you here and now, in fact,” he says, eyeing my fitted, navy pencil skirt. “But if you would like to be professional while we are at work, I can respect that.” He steps back to the front of my desk.

      I give my head a small shake. “Thank you, but I think you mistake me, signore,” I persist. “I would appreciate if we could return to keeping this strictly professional.”

      Alessandro’s mouth opens in surprise as he takes in my meaning. Me, rejecting him after the insanely amazing sex we had. It’s shocking to me too, but oh so necessary, and not just for my business.

      “Surely you don’t mean that? I can’t say I’ve been with many American women, but your enthusiasm seemed to suggest you enjoyed the unprofessional nature of the evening,” he counters, his tone amused.

      “I’m sorry, but this is really not the place to have this kind of discussion,” I say firmly.

      His dark eyes fill with lust and fire, his full lips parting slightly. “Then over dinner tonight, perhaps?”

      “It’s not a discussion I wish to have anywhere,” I insist.

      He runs his finger under his chin in that way of his, and I know he’s disturbed. “If that’s what you want,” he finally says.

      “It is,” I assert as steadily as I can.

      “Then I must apologize for my lapse in professionalism,” he says brusquely. “My team and I will see you at our meeting this afternoon.” He turns to leave but pauses at the door. He opens his mouth but closes it again and looks at me searchingly for a moment before disappearing out the door.

      As soon as I’m sure he must be back in the conference room, I call Maggie into my office.

      “I need you to reschedule the call with Mr. Phillips. Tell him I’m free this afternoon. And please send Jackson Williams in to me.”

      She nods and quickly leaves the room.

      Time to give Jackson a promotion to project management lead. It’s long overdue, and I’m fairly confident he can handle it. And I can’t handle being in the same room as Alessandro Giordano.
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        * * *

      

      “I have full faith in you, Jackson,” I reaffirm, shaking his hand warmly.

      It’s hard not to like Jackson, with his boyish looks — a young face, curly blond hair, and a tall, awkward frame. He radiates excitement and vulnerability, like now, as he’s beaming from ear-to-ear, his pale blue eyes alight with enthusiasm.

      “Thank you so much, Ms. Evans — I won’t let you down. Will you be announcing it at the meeting this afternoon?”

      “Yes, but I have other matters to attend to, so I will make the announcement first thing and then leave you to it,” I respond. “But my door is always open if you need me.”

      Jackson nods eagerly. “Of course, thank you again so much.”
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        * * *

      

      “And so, going forward, Mr. Williams will be your project lead. It’s a formalization of the role he has been doing thus far, so I have no doubt you will be more than pleased with his efforts. I will, of course, stay abreast of things and be involved as necessary. And with that, I will leave you in his capable hands,” I conclude. I’ve scarce dared to look at Alessandro, but I must now
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