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Max stared across the street at the doorway to Luca DeLaurentis' latest restaurant.

"Oh, dad," she whispered in disbelief and double-checked the address on her phone. Why would her dad make a booking in one of Luca's restaurants? She gnawed on her lip, doubt keeping her frozen to the spot. Looking one more time at her phone she sighed in resignation. Her stubborn dad was up to something— there was no other explanation.

She crossed the street, her heels clicking on the cobbled stones kept time with her accelerating heartbeat. Everyone knew Luca kept a picture of her –  Maxine Stapleton, food critic – stuck to his kitchen notice board. Held there, not with a brightly colored pin but a stainless-steel chopping knife. A big one. Luca hated her. 

With that thought, Max pulled open the door to Luca's restaurant and strode in with a confidence all fake, and a smile just as sincere. Oversized sunglasses strategically in place, she ignored the hostess and glanced around the restaurant, looking for her dad. At six feet five inches with a clean-shaven head, he was usually easy to spot. 

Before the hostess could request her name, she muttered, "I'm meeting someone," and strode through the restaurant toward him. His amused smile suggested he knew just the sort of trouble he was causing her. Max leaned down and brushed a light kiss against his cheek before sitting opposite him.

"Sunglasses inside, Max? I raised you better than that."

She pursed her lips but slid the glasses up onto her head, narrowing her eyes as she did so. Her father ignored her pointed glare and raised his hand to summon the waiter.

"White or red?" he asked, his eyes flicking over the wine list.

Max leaned back in her chair and arched one imperious eyebrow. "Order what you like. In five minutes, we'll be asked to leave."

Her dad chuckled. "You have no faith in your old man?"

As the waiter approached, Max forced herself not to hide under the table. The man smiled politely and held out the menu. It was only at this point that he recognized her. His arm froze, the menu still clutched in his hand, caught between politeness and job security. Feeling sorry for him, Max gave him her brightest smile. Distracted, he let go of the menu.

"Thank you." She smiled again, pretending not to notice his reluctance. When he left, Max glanced across the table at her dad. "Two minutes," she mouthed, and his laughter caused more than a few heads to turn in their direction.

Looking over her shoulder, Max watched the frantic whisperings between the waiter and hostess and the woman's sudden charge to the back of the restaurant. She tapped her nails on the table, not even bothering to read the menu. Her eyes were glued to that swinging door, so she spotted Luca the moment he stepped through it. His eyes landed on her and narrowed.

The hostess was still talking to him, but he snapped one word, and she scurried away, head bowed. Luca crossed the room, but even when he stopped to speak to someone else, Max knew his focus was on her. 

She was not scared of Luca. He would not hurt her... Her eyes dropped to the knife he held clenched in his large hand; she swallowed nervously. Luca was gripping the handle so tight his knuckles were white. Oh hell! Luca hated her; she knew this. But did he hate her enough to commit murder in his own restaurant?

"Breathe, Maxie."

Her eyes flew back to her father. "What are you up to? You know Luca banned me from his restaurants." Her dad shrugged, but she knew him too well. "Dad—"

"Mr. Stapleton. Max." Luca's voice cut across them, and the fork she'd been clutching clattered to the table as her eyes shot up. Gulping, she tried to swallow her nerves, but then she made the mistake of looking down at the knife still clutched in his hand. His smile grew tight. Her eyes jumped from that angry smile back up to his eyes. They were the color of her morning espresso and capable of the same jolting shock to her heart.

Every damn time she saw him.

It lasted only a moment, but her heart stuttered and then kicked back to life, beating at a frantic rate so loud she heard nothing but the rush of blood in her ears. She risked a glance across the table at her dad only to realize that he was watching them both with an amused smile. This was her meddlesome dad at his most annoying. He chuckled, and she groaned inwardly, wanting to drop her head to the table in defeat.

"The famous Luca DeLaurentis," her dad said with a wide smile. Luca's jaw tightened, and Max found herself holding her breath.

"Not famous, Mr. Stapleton." Luca paused for effect. "I am celebrated, revered." He cast Max a withering look. "Exonerated."

Max squirmed in her seat. Her review of his first restaurant had been damning. Although over five years ago, she still remembered every word. Eating in Luca's restaurant had been such a disappointment and writing that review so satisfying. She had enjoyed putting the arrogant Luca DeLaurentis in his place.

Her father laughed again, but it was a mirthless sound that drew both their gazes.

"There are many celebrated chefs, Mr. DeLaurentis," her father said dismissively. "But you are the first one to intimidate my daughter." Her father's eyes narrowed, and the charming, affable mask disappeared. Max's eyebrows arched in surprise. Was her father warning Luca off?

True. Her plans to open a shop had stalled. All because Luca had warned off her favorite suppliers— but how did her father even know that?

Max sucked in a breath as she noticed Luca's eyes narrow. This was not going to end well. Luca was famously short-tempered. Glancing around the restaurant she realized things couldn't get much worse. Nearly every person there was looking in her direction, and then she spotted Gustave Flaubert.

Her eyes snapped back to the drama unfolding at her own table. Her father was sixty seconds away from squaring off to Luca... and good God, Luca had embedded the blade of his knife into the table.

"Dad. Enough." Max used her bossiest voice to get their attention. "Luca, you are causing a scene."

"It is my restaurant to cause a scene in," he muttered in her direction without taking his eyes off her father.

"Yes, but Gustave Flaubert is seated at the window table, watching everything. Is this the story you want him writing?"

Luca's eyes flicked to her, a question in their depths. No one knew what Gustave looked like; he would have to take her word for it. The pause stretched until, at last, Luca straightened and plastered an insincere smile on his face.

"Tonight, you are my guests." His eyes narrowed on her. "Cherished guests," he added with a dramatic flourish as he yanked the knife out of the table. "I will cook for you myself. Only the best." He leaned across the table; his breath tickled her cheek as he bent closer.

"I will not cause a scene, princess, but you will not return. Yes? We have an understanding?" His lips brushed her cheek in a light kiss, and Max jerked back in surprise, just in time to see the arrogant smile that slid across his face before he turned and stalked back into the kitchen.
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"ADMIT IT, MAXIE. THAT was worth it." Her dad dropped his napkin on the table with a satisfied flourish. "You have to agree that was one of our best meals in years. Even better than that steak dish." He reached for his wine glass. "You know the one, the steak, and peppers in the sauce, from that restaurant in Paris that you're always writing about. It's a pity you're not writing reviews anymore," he concluded as he sipped his wine.

"Don't speak too soon, dad," Max said through tight lips. "Luca might have poisoned us— a slow-acting, deadly poison."

Her dad only chuckled. "That man may be many things, but a murderer he is not."

"How would you know?" Max muttered, reverting to her thirteen-year-old self. "He has a picture of me in his kitchen with a knife stuck in it."

Her dad only laughed louder. "I've read his file."

"Dare I ask why you have a file on Luca?" Max asked with a frown. She'd known Luca for years, and her dad had never expressed an interest in him before.

Max Stapleton, Snr. folded his arms across his enormous chest, looking every inch the Texan cowboy that his forefathers had been. "Nobody messes with my girl." He shrugged, and a twitch at the corner of his mouth betrayed him. "Well, not without at least twenty people hurrying to tell me about it." He did smile then, and Max laughed in exasperation.

"Geez, dad. I thought you were about to go all 'Godfather' on me." She adopted a heavy Italian accent. "Nobody messes with the family."

"Not a bad accent."

"I've been practicing." She smirked. "A black wig, an Italian accent. Do you think it will be enough to fool the suppliers into meeting with me?"

"Depends what you plan to do once they meet with you and discover you're Maxine Stapleton in a wig with a bad Italian accent."

"Hey, I thought you said my accent was good."

"I was being kind," her dad said, a touch of acid in his tone.

Max sat back slowly and studied him. "You like Luca. Admit it."

"Yes, Maxie. I do. The question is, why don't you?"

She threw up her hands in exasperation. "He has a picture of me with a knife stuck in it. Isn't that enough of a reason?" When her dad only raised one eyebrow, she continued. "And he's told my best suppliers not to work with me. All of Rome knows it. If they work with me, then he will never work with them again. This is war, dad." This last bit said through clenched teeth.

"And what are you going to do about it?"

Max failed to hold on to her indignation and was left deflated, her shoulders slumping in despair. "I don't know," she muttered, fiddling with the silver teaspoon, spinning it around in a circle with little flicks of her finger. Max heard her dad sigh and looked up to see him calling for the bill. He stood and leaned down to kiss the top of her head.

"Ask yourself this— is Luca the only stubborn one? And maybe, just maybe, Maxie, you owe Luca an apology."

Her head snapped up at that, hurt clouding her eyes. "I didn't do anything wrong, dad. I told the truth in that review."

Her dad sighed. "I know you did, Max, but Luca nearly lost everything because of that review."

"But it was the truth," she repeated stubbornly, an angry, stubborn tilt to her jaw.

Her dad patted her shoulder, but she heard his sigh and felt it like a kick to the stomach. She had disappointed him. 

"Okay, Max. I got you in the door. The next move is yours."

Max didn't look up to see him leave. She couldn't. She was too angry and too close to tears. How could he believe any of this was her fault? Luca and his stupid, arrogant pride. Luca should be thanking her— not trying to run her out of town. He had upped his game. He had improved everything, and if she hadn't written that review, he would still be serving the same mediocre food he'd been dishing out five years ago. It was his pride that was the problem here, not hers.
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LUCA TURNED OFF THE kitchen lights and scrubbed a hand across his face. The room was saved from total darkness by the two emergency exit signs glowing green, one beside each door. It was the end of the night, and the last time he'd checked, only two tables remained. A couple celebrating their anniversary, and Maxine Stapleton sitting alone at her table, sipping his best wine. That little... he bit back on the word. She was still in there. His stomach churned, and he slapped his hand against the wall and swore— again.

The kitchen gleamed, but there was no way he was leaving before her. He would clean it again before he left that woman in his restaurant. Growling he slammed his fist onto the counter. Her father had left, but she was still sitting there. 

Picking up a knife Luca sent it spinning toward the notice board. It was a reflex, something he did when he felt on edge. Tonight, it felt particularly significant, especially as the knife buried itself in Maxine Stapleton's face.

The door swished closed, and the click of stilettos on tiles had him clenching his fists. He had warned her. He would not make a scene. He would not throw her out of his restaurant. But in exchange, she was supposed to leave and never return. Luca counted to ten and then did it again before exhaling loudly. Still, she said nothing, and then he had to turn around. But he did it slowly. He only had to think of her, and that old familiar anger started to simmer in his veins.

But she wasn't looking at him.

Even in the dark, Luca could see Max's eyes were narrowed, glaring at the notice board over his shoulder. That made him smile. So, when she finally did look at him, he smiled some more, simply to annoy her.

"This is not the safest place for you, princess. And your daddy isn't here anymore."

"Charming, Luca." Max frowned as she strode into his kitchen, heading straight for the notice board. She brushed past him, and he stepped back.

The crazy thing about all of this was that he used to like her— before he discovered the identity of the writer behind the food column, Max Eats. If it had been some faceless food critic that nearly destroyed his business, he would have gotten over it, but he knew Max. He'd kissed Max.

He watched her studying his notice board. The large promotional picture of her with three knives embedded in it took up most of the board. Any other announcements generally got pinned around it. Max reached up to pull one of the knives out. At five feet two inches, she needed every extra inch those stilettos gave her to reach it. 

She didn't look at him; she looked down at the small sharp knife in her hand. Her hair fell across her face shielding her expression from him, but Luca didn't need to see her face to know she was angry. Her whole body was tightly coiled, almost stiff from holding herself so still. And then she did look up and it was the weirdest sensation.

How many times had he stood glaring at this picture of her? And here she was. In person. In his kitchen.

Max stepped forward as if reading his mind and held out the knife. She arched an imperious eyebrow and looked down her nose at him— in an exact imitation of her photo.

"We finish this, Luca. Here." She gestured for him to take the knife from her.

"What are we finishing, princess?"

"This war," she continued, ignoring the princess barb. "Go on. Throw it at me. It will make you feel better, and then," she smiled thinly, "you can grow up and stop holding that review against me. You can actually admit I did you a favor."

Everything inside him went still, and he knew she felt it too because her breath suddenly hitched in her chest like she knew she'd gone too far. He stepped closer, his fingers closed around her wrist, not the knife, and he held her there. Firmly. Then a little tighter just to see her squirm. Max lifted her chin and glared at him, so he released her wrist and brushed his thumb in a light caress from her wrist to the soft skin of her inner elbow. Her breath shuddered out of her chest. At least this damn attraction wasn't one-sided.

He plucked the knife from her fingers. "Move back."

Max's eyes widened, but after only the tiniest hesitation, she stepped back against the notice board.

"Do you trust me?"

"No."

He smiled. And then he threw.

Max didn't move. Not even when the knife vibrated beside her head. She blinked once. Her sharp intake of breath was loud in the room. Her lips were plump and red, and her teeth had grooved tiny marks into her lower lip where she'd bitten down. Walking over to the notice board he looked down at her as he yanked the knife out. Watched as the breath wooshed out of her body and she slumped against the wall, closing her eyes.

"I can't believe you did that," she whispered. The emergency exit lights threw a green light across her face as she looked up, finally opening her eyes.

"Daring me was a stupid thing to do. You know me well enough to know that," he said quietly.
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LUCA LEANED DOWN AND brushed his lips against hers. Gently. They had been skirting around this chemistry for years, but she had never expected gentle. She tipped her head back and his hand clamped over her hip, squeezing. The knife hit the tiles. And when he pulled her closer, she slipped her fingers into his hair and tugged hard. The soft curls between her fingers made her shiver.

Luca's mouth turned fierce and demanding, no longer gentle. Both of them were breathing hard, their hands and mouths desperate and needy. He growled impatiently as he wrapped his hand around her thigh, lifting her up so she could wrap her legs around his waist. Still kissing her, he carried her to the counter. 

Her dress bunched up around her waist, pushed there by Luca's wandering hands. Max shivered as her thighs landed on the counter. Whether from the cold of the stainless steel or the feel of Luca's hand caressing its way up her leg, she couldn't tell.

His mouth was on her neck, his tongue tracing a line toward her chest. All the while, his hands held her tight against him, pulling her into closer contact with... him. He was hard. His erection rested there, between her thighs. Just. There. Right where she needed to be touched. She wriggled closer and tightened her legs around his waist. He felt so good.

Her breathing fractured as Luca pulled her tight and angled himself so he was up against her in just the right place. He was teasing her with light kisses, rubbing himself against her. And. Oh, God.

Yes.

Yes.

Yes.

She moaned his name but stiffened in his arms as the tremors shook her. Oh. God. No. Squeezing her eyes shut, she bit down on her lip to silence her moans. She'd just come. She'd just come and Luca had done nothing more than hold her and kiss her.

Max kept her eyes squeezed shut for as long as she could. Luca was still now, too. Neither one of them said a word. The arm holding her back tightened, pushing her face into the starched white of his chef's jacket. His other hand was cradling her head – almost tenderly – as his mouth brushed her temple in an open-mouthed kiss.

Max exhaled a shuddering breath. She was shaking, but there was no way she would sit there, letting Luca hold her. Placing a hand between them she gave his chest a little shove. He stepped back instantly, his arms dropping to his side.
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MAX HAD HER HEAD TIPPED forward, her hair shielding her face, but it wasn't enough to disguise the blush that had stolen across her cheeks. She shuffled forward, inelegantly trying to hop off the counter, so he offered her his hand. She ignored him. Of course. Luca bit the inside of his cheek to stop himself from laughing at her and then thought, 'what the hell' and laughed anyway.

Max froze, stiff and awkward but glared at him through her hair. She was a disheveled, sexy mess. She hadn't quite managed to pull her dress down, and her delicate peach-colored panties teased him, making him uncomfortably aware that he was still hard. Luca averted his gaze, giving her a moment to tidy herself up. 

He heard her limp one-footed toward the notice board to retrieve her lost shoe, and then after a minute, there was silence, and he knew she was waiting for him. He turned slowly, and just to annoy her, he dropped his eyes to her feet clad in those sexy black stilettos and ran them up her body. Her black dress hugged her curves perfectly, and her blonde hair was tousled; her cheeks were flushed, and her lipstick was kissed off. Luca grinned, enjoying the sight of the always-in-control Maxine Stapleton looking like this.

"Laugh, and I will kill you— with your own bloody knife. And then I will fillet you and serve you up to your precious, adoring customers."

He laughed. Max was all spit and fire. Hissing at him like a wild cat. Claws out. At the sound of his laughter, her eyes narrowed into tiny slits, but all she did was run her fingers through her hair and look down her nose at him. An achievement for someone so small. She eyeballed him with all the steel of her Stapleton name holding her upright. Maxine Stapleton was a force to be reckoned with, but there was no way he was telling her that.

Instead, he stepped into her space. Right into it.

"Impressive, princess. But it would have been more impressive if you weren't in my arms five minutes ago having the best orgasm of your life." Then he stepped back and watched her fume all over again, but this time she did it by charging at him, pummelling his chest with her fists and muttering filthy curses in her strong New York accent. 

"I hate you. I hate you. I fucking hate you Luca DeLaurentis."

Luca yanked her arms down, pinning them to her sides, pulling her flush against him.

"Now we are finished." Luca looked deep into her blue eyes so she wouldn't miss his meaning. "It's over." He pushed her gently back. Max blinked once, exhaled a shaky breath, her shoulders dropped in defeat and Luca watched the fight drained out of her. 

She turned and made it to the swing door before stopping. With her back to him, she asked, "What about my shop?"

"Go back to New York, princess. Nobody wants you or your shop here."

Her back stiffened, but she didn't turn around. She gave the door an angry shove, and the sight of her disappearing through those doors made Luca laugh. "Max, Max, Max," he muttered, picking the discarded knife up off the floor and flinging it with force into her picture.
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Her head hurt. 

Max allowed herself precisely one minute to lie there feeling sorry for herself. Only one. She counted to sixty, exhaled loudly, and then winced at the shooting pain that arced across her forehead.

Aaaaaargh... Too much wine last night. Or too much Luca DeLaurentis last night...at the restaurant, in his kitchen, on his counter. She groaned. How could she have let it happen? Again. Never again means never again, Max. She pulled herself upright, squinting at the clock beside her bed. Noting the time, she groaned again. Louder this time. Luca always made her groan, and not in a good way (mostly).

The first time she'd kissed Luca had been humiliating enough, and yes, it was a long time ago, and yes, it was a sad reflection on her life that she was still thinking about it. But...cue the heartfelt music and a dramatic sigh...it was one of those kisses. You know, one of those impossible-to-forget kisses. For her, anyway. Luca had no problem forgetting it.  

She had just graduated from The Culinary Institute of New York. Luca was already a Chef God and guest lecturer at the college; all the girls had chased after him... but he had kissed her. Just one kiss, late at night after a party.

And then last night she had... she couldn't even finish the thought, but her body knew where her mind was attempting to go, and it shivered in appreciation. Max shut it down. Fast. There was no way she was thinking about Luca today. She hated Luca. Did she? Yes. Absolutely— all she felt was hatred.

"Today is a Luca DeLaurentis free day," she declared. It came out more half-heartedly than she would have liked. 

Shuffling slowly from her bedroom to the kitchen, she reached blindly for the coffee machine, blinking at the bright light coming from her open window. Rome. What was she doing here? Luca was right. Nobody wanted her here. In New York, she'd be planning her big opening already, but here all she had was an empty barn and nothing to put in it. Nothing. No suppliers worth stocking would even meet with her. 

She growled, slammed a mug onto the counter, and then winced and picked it up, gingerly inspecting it for cracks. Luca drove her so mad. He always had. Is that why she gave his restaurant a bad review all those years ago? And started this war between them. Stupid, stupid war. And stupid, stupid pride. 

She shied away from the thought. No, her reviews were always fair. She would never have written a bad review because Luca... Oh, but he'd been so arrogant, and she'd been angry and hurt. No, not hurt. She'd been humiliated. Luca had kissed her and then asked her to fetch him a drink like... she was one of the cocktail waitresses. 

And she'd done it! She'd returned with his drink, but he'd gone on to another party without her. 

She'd wanted to take him down a peg or five, so twelve months later, when the opportunity arose to review his restaurant... Her hand gripped the counter. Hard. 

Had she let her pride get in the way? Her wounded pride? Had she been too harsh? Would she have written with more subtlety, more constructive criticism than evisceration if it had been anyone else? 

Max squeezed her eyes shut. Was her dad right? Did she owe Luca an apology? Every cell in her body screamed no except for that tiny little voice deep inside her head that whispered a tentative maybe. 

No. 

If she had, then that was no longer the case. After last night she owed him nothing. They were even. 

Taking her double espresso Max padded barefoot over to the small wrought-iron balcony. After her first sip, she inhaled the rich scent, and closed her eyes in ecstasy. Everything felt better after her morning espresso. 

A loud wolf whistle from the busy street below brought her back to the present. Rolling her eyes, Max ignored the teenage boys looking up at her. Leaning against the balustrade, she took another sip of her espresso and grinned, despite the throbbing pain in her head. She loved Rome. She loved the noise and the... well, no, she couldn't claim she loved the smells, but she loved the city's energy. The passion. The raised voices. The intensity of life. Sighing, she took another sip, letting the espresso work its magic on her. There was nothing wrong with New York, she supposed. It just wasn't Rome. Italy had crept under her skin the first time she'd visited as a teenager and continued pulling her back year after year.

She did want to open a shop in New York; maybe she should start there. Once the shop in New York was running smoothly, she could spread her wings and look at a second store in London and then Paris and— her thoughts ground to a halt. Yes, she wanted all that, but she wanted her hotel and farm shop more. Here. In Italy.

A country hotel with a little farm shop for day visitors. A venue for weddings and festivals and... her mind wandered off along its favorite topic. She had lost hours of her life daydreaming about her country hotel with its vegetable garden, olive orchard, and vineyards... and it was finally happening. The shop was not. 

Bloody Luca, she cursed under her breath and then sighed in resignation. Maybe it was time to admit defeat. She had no choice if she couldn't find suppliers willing to talk to her. The hotel didn't need a shop. That was her vision for the business, and maybe it was time to envision... No. She didn't want to change her vision. It was possible she was just as stubborn as Luca. 

Really? Noooo... Max rolled her eyes— at herself. Luca DeLaurentis and Maxine Stapleton have something in common? Not possible!

Luca. Even his name made her shiver. If Max closed her eyes, she could still feel his hand caressing her thigh, his lips on her neck. Enough. She did not fantasize about men— especially not arrogant men like Luca DeLaurentis. Giving her head a firm shake, Max reminded herself that she had a five-year plan and there was no space in it for a man. 

New York was looking more attractive by the minute. She would be assured of success in New York; her Stapleton name would open all the right doors. Max deflated with an exasperated sigh. That was precisely why she didn't want to start in New York. Her success had to be her own, not because of her dad. That was why she had so loved writing the column Max Eats. No one had known it was her writing it, yet within a year, it had been the most successful food column in New York. No small achievement for a twenty-two-year-old fresh out of culinary school. Five years was a long time to write restaurant reviews, though. And then two years promoting her book: a collection of her reviews. It was time for something new.

Stepping inside, her eyes fell on a pile of her books sitting on the kitchen counter. She trailed her finger over the black print on the cover of Max Eats New York. The book had marked the end of her anonymity. It was a collection of excerpts from her column over the five years. Glossy color photographs of all her favorite restaurants and bars in New York, personal anecdotes of her trips to each one, and a few delicious recipes to satisfy the foodies. It was part restaurant guide, part cookbook, and it had been a bestseller for the last eighteen months.

Turning the book over Max stilled as she looked at the back cover. She had seen it a thousand times before, but now it was different. It was a picture of her, arms crossed, one eyebrow cocked in that arrogant 'I have all the answers' look she loved to put on. Mostly to annoy her dad since it was precisely the expression he had used on her throughout her childhood. The publisher had loved the photo— the tongue-in-cheek nature of it. Especially as most of her readers had assumed she was a man before the book was released. The publicity from that alone had been monumental in driving her book sales.

But when Max looked at the photo now, she didn't see her success, she saw this exact picture enlarged and pinned to Luca's noticeboard. With knives in it.  
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LUCA SAT IN THE PASSAGE outside Max's apartment, his back against the wall as he scrolled through his phone. He hadn't planned on seeing Max again, but it seemed fate had other plans for him... and they now included Maxine Stapleton. A woman he had hated for eighteen long months. 

Shaking his head, he tried not to think about her legs wrapped around his waist, her breasts pressed against his chest
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