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  Chapter one
The Betrothal Dinner


The Tuscan sun bled gold across the vineyards as Braska Carlisle eased his black sedan up the gravel drive of the Laurent estate. Rows of vines stretched like obedient soldiers under the late summer light, heavy with fruit that would soon become the region's prized bottles. He cut the engine and sat for a moment, fingers drumming the leather steering wheel. This was not a meeting. It was a transaction. One that required a ring, a vow, and the surrender of his carefully guarded freedom. 
He did not believe in love. Not anymore. But he did believe in legacy, in expansion, and in the numbers his accountants had laid before him three weeks ago. The Laurent winery was bleeding cash. A union with the Carlisle hotel empire would staunch the wound. And the price was Isabelle Laurent.
Braska stepped out, the warm breeze catching his dark hair. At thirty-one he had built luxury properties from Dubai to Milan. His body carried the disciplined strength of early morning workouts and the quiet power of a man who closed deals with a look. Piercing blue eyes scanned the stone villa ahead. Showtime.
Marco Laurent waited on the terrace, silver streaks bright in his hair, weathered hands clasped behind his back. The older man looked both proud and broken. Beside him stood a woman Braska recognized from the dossier his team had compiled. Suria Carlisle, his younger sister, had insisted on attending. Her sleek dark hair was pinned tight, green eyes sharp with skepticism.
“Braska,” Marco called, voice warm but edged with formality. “Welcome to our home. Or what is left of it.”
They shook hands. Marco’s grip was firmer than expected. “Thank you for coming. This evening… it's not easy for any of us.”
Suria arched a brow at her brother. “You could have sent flowers first. Or at least warned the poor girl you don’t smile in photographs.”
Braska’s mouth twitched. “I smile when there'''s something worth smiling about.” His gaze moved past them to the open doorway where she appeared.
Isabelle Laurent stepped into the light.
She wore a simple cream dress that skimmed her slender yet unmistakably curvaceous frame. Long chestnut hair fell in loose waves over one shoulder. Warm olive skin glowed under the sunset, and when her hazel eyes lifted to meet his, Braska felt an unexpected tug low in his gut. Not fear. Not quite interest. Something sharper. She looked like she belonged among the vines, sun-kissed and alive in a way his world of glass towers and marble lobbies had forgotten.
“Mr. Carlisle,” she said softly. Her voice carried the gentle cadence of the hills. “I’m Isabelle.”
He took her hand. Her fingers were cool, callused in places from real work. Not the pampered touch he had half-expected. “Braska. No need for formalities tonight. We’re past that.”
Her cheeks colored faintly. She withdrew her hand quickly, but not before he caught the slight tremble. Good. She felt the stakes too.
Inside, the long oak table had been set with care. Candles flickered. Wine from previous, better harvests breathed in crystal decanters. Marco’s wife had passed years ago, so only the four of them sat down to dinner. The absence of other family made the gathering feel more like a board meeting than a betrothal feast.
Conversation stayed polite at first. Braska complimented the vineyard’s south-facing slopes. Isabelle spoke quietly about the new rootstock they had trialed last spring. Her passion for the land slipped through despite the tension in her shoulders. He watched her lips form each word, noting how she avoided his direct gaze.
Suria broke the surface tension with characteristic bluntness. “Let’s not pretend we’re all old friends. We’re here because the bank is circling like vultures and my brother’s hotels need a signature Tuscan label to impress their wealthiest guests. Correct?”
Marco set his fork down. The lines around his eyes deepened. “Suria, please. There'''s grace in these matters.”
“There'''s also honesty.” She looked at Isabelle. “You don’t have to do this, Belle. There are other ways.”
Isabelle lifted her chin, though Braska saw the flutter of uncertainty in her hazel eyes. “There aren’t. Not ones that keep our workers employed and our name intact. Papa has carried this burden alone long enough.”
Braska leaned back, studying her. That quiet determination stirred something in him he had no intention of naming. He kept his tone smooth. “The arrangement benefits us both. My team has drawn up terms that will clear every debt within thirty days of the wedding. In return, the Laurent label becomes exclusive to Carlisle properties worldwide. And we marry.”
The word hung between them.
Marco cleared his throat. “Which brings us to the reason for tonight’s gathering.” He reached for a folder beside his plate, but his hands shook. “Isabelle, Braska. What I'm about to say has been discussed in private between myself and Braska’s advisors. Now it must be spoken aloud so there'''s no misunderstanding.”
Isabelle’s fingers tightened around the stem of her wineglass. Braska noticed. He also noticed the delicate pulse beating at the base of her throat.
“The Laurent winery faces foreclosure in six weeks,” Marco continued, voice heavy. “We have exhausted every loan, every favor. Braska has offered a merger. But the banks demand personal guarantees. They want blood on the contract. Our solution is a marriage of convenience between my daughter and Braska. The union will satisfy the traditional clauses in our family trust and unlock the full investment. The winery will be saved. Our workers will keep their homes. And in time… perhaps respect will grow between you.”
Silence crashed over the table.
Isabelle stared at her father. “You told me it was a business partnership. You never said the word marriage until two days ago.” Her voice remained soft, but steel ran beneath it. “I agreed to help. Not to… not to sell myself.”
Braska felt an unwelcome twist in his chest. He did not like the way that word landed. Sell. As if he were purchasing a bride instead of forging an alliance. Still, he kept his face composed.
“No one is forcing you, Isabelle,” he said, using her full name deliberately. “If you walk away tonight, the offer dies with your refusal. But your father’s legacy dies too. I’m not a monster. I’m a man who sees a problem and solves it.”
Her eyes finally locked fully on his. The hazel depths held anger, fear, and something else. Curiosity, maybe. Or the same unwelcome spark he felt when her fingers had brushed his earlier. The air between them thickened.
Suria exhaled. “Well. That was suitably tense. Marco, you make it sound like a hostage negotiation. Braska, stop sounding like a contract. Belle, breathe.”
Marco looked stricken. “I never wanted this for you, cara. But the vines… they are our blood. Your mother’s dream.”
Isabelle pushed her chair back. The scrape of wood against tile sounded too loud. “I need air.”
Braska rose at once. “I’ll go with you.” When she started to protest, he added in a lower tone meant only for her, “We should speak alone before this becomes more awkward than it already is. The cellar. I understand you know it better than anyone.”
She hesitated, then gave a single nod. The others did not stop them.
The stone steps leading down into the Laurent wine cellar were worn smooth by generations of feet. Braska followed her, noting the gentle sway of her hips beneath the thin fabric of her dress. The air cooled instantly, thick with the scent of oak barrels, fermenting grapes, and old stone. Dim lights cast amber pools across thousands of bottles resting in their racks.
Isabelle stopped beside a barrel marked with the year of her birth. She ran her fingertips over the wood as if drawing strength from it. “You don’t have to pretend this is anything but a hostile takeover with better scenery.”
Braska stopped a few feet away. Close enough to see the way candlelight from the wall sconce painted gold across her collarbones. Far enough to keep his head clear. “I don’t pretend. Ever. The numbers are real. Your father’s pride is real. My need for an authentic Tuscan partnership is real. And you…” He let his gaze travel over her face. “You're more real than I expected.”
She laughed once, a soft, bitter sound. “What did you expect? Some spoiled vineyard princess who would faint at the sight of your expensive watch?”
“Something like that.” He stepped closer. The cellar’s chill did nothing to cool the sudden heat that licked through his veins when her scent reached him, sun-warmed skin and faint jasmine. “Instead I find a woman who looks like she could prune vines at dawn and still out-argue me at dusk. That complicates things.”
Her breath caught. She noticed the shift in proximity. He saw it in the way her lips parted slightly. “This marriage. It doesn’t have to be… real. In every sense. We can keep separate rooms. Separate lives.”
Braska tilted his head. A dark lock of hair fell across his forehead. “Is that what you want, Isabelle? A cold bed and polite conversation over breakfast until the ink dries on the contracts?”
“I don’t know what I want.” The confession slipped out, quieter than the rest. She looked up at him through thick lashes. “I want the winery to survive. I want my father to sleep without worry for the first time in years. But I never imagined my wedding would be a business merger.”
He reached past her to touch the barrel, deliberately letting his arm brush hers. The contact sent a low current through him. Her skin was warm silk. “Then we start with honesty. I won’t touch you unless you ask me to. I won’t play the doting husband in public if it makes you sick. But I also won’t lie. You’re beautiful. And that creates its own problems.”
Color flooded her cheeks. She did not move away. “You’re very direct.”
“I find it saves time.” His voice dropped. “Tell me what you’re thinking right now. No filters.”
Isabelle swallowed. Her gaze flicked to his mouth for a fraction of a second before returning to his eyes. The subtle tension between them crackled like the first sparks before lightning. “I’m thinking that you smell like expensive cologne and danger. I’m thinking that if I say yes tonight, everything changes. And I’m wondering why my pulse is racing when I should be furious.”
Braska’s jaw flexed. The admission hit him harder than expected. He wanted to taste the honesty on her tongue, to back her against the barrel and show her exactly how dangerous this attraction could become. Instead he curled his hands into fists at his sides and stepped back half a pace.
“Good,” he said roughly. “At least we’re not lying to each other. That’s a better foundation than most marriages have.”
She traced the edge of the barrel again, eyes lowered. “My friends call me Belle. If we’re doing this, you should too. Mr. Carlisle feels too much like the man buying my future.”
“Belle.” The name felt intimate on his tongue. He liked it. Too much. “Then you call me Braska. Not in that polite tone you used upstairs. Say it like you mean it.”
Her hazel eyes lifted, bolder now. “Braska.” The word came out softer than he wanted, but it still sent heat spiraling through his chest. She continued, “I won’t be a decoration. I know these vines. I know the harvest schedule, the fermentation times, the soil. If we marry, I keep working. I keep my place here.”
“I’d expect nothing less.” He allowed a rare, slow smile. “In fact, I’m counting on it. My hotels need more than a pretty label. They need your expertise. And maybe…” He let the pause stretch, watching her breathing quicken. “Maybe we’ll both find something we didn’t expect in this arrangement.”
The cellar seemed smaller suddenly. The scents of wine and wood wrapped around them like a secret. Braska could see the rapid flutter of her pulse at her neck. He could almost taste the reluctant curiosity in the air between them. She was innocence and fire wrapped in one tempting package, and for the first time since he had signed the preliminary papers, he wondered if this marriage of convenience might burn him alive.
Belle glanced toward the stairs. “They’ll be wondering if we’ve murdered each other down here.”
“Let them wonder.” He offered his arm, a deliberate echo of old-world courtesy. “When we go back up, I want your answer. Not for your father. Not for the winery. For you. Can you live with me, Belle? Can you stand beside me in public and pretend this is real until it perhaps becomes something neither of us saw coming?”
She did not take his arm immediately. Instead she studied him, chestnut hair sliding over her shoulder like dark wine. The shy girl from the terrace had gained a fraction of steel in her spine during their brief time alone. He liked that too.
“I can try,” she whispered. Her fingers finally settled on his forearm. The touch seared through
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