

[image: cover]




Four brilliant new writers … 
Four fabulous romances …



MILLS & BOON

Loves …

Maisey Yates 
Barbara Wallace 
Aimee Carson 
Leah Ashton





Bestselling author Jilly Cooper says …

“I really am a huge fan of Mills & Boon. Their books have brought a colossal amount of happiness to their readers. They are always professionally written with good stories and over the years, when I have been a bit low, picking up one of these novels has always cheered me up. The other thing is that they are hugely readable, a gift always to be applauded. As publishers, Mills & Boon have also brought joy to a lot of young writers by enabling them to get published, particularly in these days of recession when it is extremely hard for a young writer to get started. I cannot thank them enough and hope they will go on pleasing us for many, many years to come.”





MILLS & BOON

Loves…



The Petrov Proposal

Maisey Yates



The Cinderella Bride

Barbara Wallace



Secret History of a Good Girl

Aimee Carson



Secrets and Speed Dating

Leah Ashton


[image: ]

www.millsandboon.co.uk





The Petrov Proposal



Maisey Yates





About the Author

MAISEY YATES was an avid Mills & Boon® Modern™ romance reader before she began to write them. She still can’t quite believe she’s lucky enough to get to create her very own sexy alpha heroes and feisty heroines. Seeing her name on one of those lovely covers is a dream come true.

Maisey lives with her handsome, wonderful, nappy-changing husband and three small children across the street from her extremely supportive parents and the home she grew up in, in the wilds of Southern Oregon, USA. She enjoys the contrast of living in a place where you might wake up to find a bear on your back porch and then heading into the home office to write stories that take place in exotic urban locales.

Look for Maisey Yates’s The Argentine’s Price, her latest novel from Mills & Boon® Modern™.





Dear Reader,

It doesn’t seem like that long ago when I sat down at my computer and wrote the opening line for my very first book. It’s been an amazing journey.

To be able to have a job doing what you love is such a tremendous blessing. I find I look forward to Mondays. I don’t know very many other people who can say that!

It all started with a contest that Mills & Boon gave through one of their websites. I didn’t win the contest, but it made me feel determined to try. I thought if I could survive that “failure”, then I might even be able to live through a rejection letter!

So I gathered up my spare bits of courage and submitted a manuscript through the traditional channels. I was fortunate enough to get picked up, and read, by a wonderful editor who saw the potential in what I had written and who was willing to help me bring it out with revisions.

Just three weeks before I gave birth to my third child, I got The Call. My editor telling me they wanted to buy my manuscript! Even at nine months pregnant, that news was enough to make me jump up and down.

I used to dream about what it might be like to see my name on a book cover, which is an incredible thrill, but there’s just so much more than that! There’s the excitement of cover art, the scary excitement of release day, and the surreal moment of seeing your book on the shelf in your local store. (Yes, I always take pictures.)

Even with all of that, the best part is thinking of new ideas, new characters and places, and sitting down to write them. Because no matter how exciting the rest is, the best part about being a writer is … writing.

The idea for The Petrov Proposal was first inspired by the glamour of the jewellery design industry. I loved the idea of putting two people into such a glittery setting who had pasts that were anything but shiny. Two people who desperately needed to heal, and who very much needed to find love.

That’s where Madeline and Aleksei came in. I hope you love them as much as I do.

Happy reading!

Maisey Yates
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CHAPTER ONE

HIS voice always made goosebumps break out on her arms. Madeline would have thought that after a full year of working for Aleksei Petrov, the startling effect of his rich, slightly accented voice would have faded.

Nope.

“Ms. Forrester,” he said, his voice coming in loud and clear through her cellphone, making her stomach tighten, “I trust you have everything prepared for tonight.”

Maddy surveyed the ballroom from her place on the entryway steps. “Everything is right on schedule. Tables set, decorations done, guest list confirmed.”

“I had to check. Especially after the incident at the White Diamonds exhibition.”

Madeline bristled, but kept her voice calm. An advantage, one of many, to having a boss she never saw face to face. As long as she kept her voice steady, he would have no idea of her true feelings. He couldn’t read any tension in her face or body. Or see her roll her eyes.

She clenched her fists and allowed her fingernails to dig into her palms. “That was hardly what I would classify as an incident. We had partycrashers, and they took dinners not designated for them. But we solved it. A couple of people went dinnerless for about twenty minutes, but no one was gravely inconvenienced.” She hadn’t realized he’d heard about that.

This was the first major event she’d coordinated for Petrova, the first event she’d done since her move to Europe. Aleksei had never attended any of the small exhibitions she’d put on in North America. He conducted all of his business from his offices in Moscow and, more rarely, Milan, saving his brilliant presence for the more essential events—which this most certainly was.

And his presence was going to make the event a madhouse. Attempted crashers—both civilian and press alike—were going to be a huge issue. Aleksei was a brilliant businessman, a man who had brought himself, and his company, from obscurity to be the creator and owner of the design house that produced the most coveted designer jewelry in the world.

His success, coupled with the fact that he wasn’t the type of man to court media attention, only made him more of a fascination to the public and the press.

This would also be her first time meeting her boss face to face. She didn’t know why, but the thought of it made her stomach tight.

“Those who had to wait for their dinner beg to differ,” he said dryly.

She looked down at her fingernails and noticed a chip in her polish. That would have to be fixed before the party. “The issue was with the security, not with my planning. And the security does not fall under my jurisdiction.”

His deep chuckle reverberated through the phone. Through her. “Your ruthlessness is always inspiring.”

Ruthlessness? Yeah, okay, maybe she had become a bit ruthless. Although she’d been kidding. Kind of. But she loved her job, she needed her job, and Aleksei expected perfection. And she always achieved perfection, which meant she wasn’t taking the fall for someone else’s mistake.

She hadn’t recently achieved a promotion within Petrova Gems by taking the fall for other people’s errors either.

“Well, I’ve spoken to Jacob about the measures in place for tonight, and I don’t think we’ll be having any more issues.”

“Good to know.”

“You were trying to rile me up, weren’t you?” she asked, annoyance and adrenaline spiking in her system.

She was able to hold her cool with everyone, always. But Aleksei Petrov and his sinfully sexy voice rattled her more than anything else in her life. There was just something about him … another reason to be glad they had a remote working relationship.

“Maybe. I would have fired you right away if I thought you were incompetent, Madeline, and I certainly wouldn’t have promoted you,” he said, the sound of her name on his lips making her arms prickle.

“Then I’ll take my current employment status as a compliment,” she said, working to put her cool, calm and collected self back together.

It had been so long since she’d allowed a man to become a distraction, so long since she’d allowed anything to be a distraction. When she’d taken control of her own life she’d done it in a big way. She’d moved on, moved up, and had never looked back at the insecure, vulnerable girl she’d been five years ago. She wasn’t about to let Aleksei, or his voice, shake any of that.

“But everything is right on track for tonight,” she said, her voice still steady. She was anxious to get the conversation back on the topic it should be on. Back in the safe zone.

“That’s good to know.”

She wasn’t just hearing his voice through the phone anymore. It was deeper, richer, filling the empty ballroom and making her feel warm and flushed all over.

The back of her neck prickled.

She turned and found herself at eye-level with a broad, masculine chest. It was covered, quite decently in fact, by a perfectly fitted buttoned-up shirt. But not even that concealed the perfect, hard muscles that lay beneath.

She swallowed hard, her throat suddenly dry, tight. Her hands felt shaky. Because it was her sexy-voiced boss, in the flesh. And he was even better looking than she could have possibly anticipated.

She’d hoped that the pictures she’d seen of him had just caught him at good angles, that he wasn’t really as handsome as he seemed like he might be. But pictures didn’t do him justice. He was so big, broad and tall, well over six feet. And his face was arresting. Dark, well-shaped brows, an angular jaw. His eyes were deep brown, captivating but completely unreadable. Hard. Everything about him was completely uncompromising.

Except for his lips. His lips looked like they might soften to kiss a woman. She found herself licking her own lips in response to that thought. And then she realized she was standing there, staring like an idiot at her boss. The man who signed her paychecks.

Oh, perfect.

“Mr. Petrov,” she said. Then she realized she was still holding her phone to her ear and quickly dropped her hand to her side. “I …”

“Ms. Forrester.” Aleksei extended his hand. She was extremely grateful for the reminder of what normal human behavior was in this situation, because all thoughts had been momentarily knocked from her head.

She lifted her hand and clasped his. His handshake was firm, masculine. His skin hot against hers. She released her hold on him, trying to look calm. Unaffected. She flexed her fingers, trying to make the impression of his touch go away.

She looked over her shoulder, away from him, at the ballroom, which was decorated beautifully, everything in place except for the jewels, which wouldn’t be put in their display cases until just before the event started. Until the armed guards arrived.

“I hope everything is to your satisfaction,” she said, knowing that it had to be. She didn’t do half-measures. If it wasn’t perfect, there was simply no point.

“It will do,” he said.

She turned to face him. “I hope it will more than do,” she said tightly.

“It will do.” A slight smile curved his lips and she found herself warring with the desire to keep staring at his fascinating mouth, and the desire to turn and stalk out of the room.

She fought desperately to gain a grip on her control. If he hadn’t surprised her, it wouldn’t have been an issue. If she had known that he was going to walk in the room when he had, if he hadn’t sneaked up on her like that, and if he didn’t look like some bronzed Adonis, she would be fine.

Just remember the last time you let your body do the thinking.

That brought her back firmly on solid ground.

“I’m glad you approve,” she said, wishing that she had the buffer of the phone again so he couldn’t see the annoyance she knew she was clearly telegraphing. And because it was just easier when she couldn’t see him.

Aleksei walked down the stairs and into the main area of the ballroom. She waited while he examined the table settings and the glittering white lanterns that were suspended from the ceiling.

“You work hard for me,” he said finally.

A rush of gratification flooded her. “Yes. I do.”

“I’ve always wondered why you decided to work for a living. Your family is affluent enough to have supported you.”

Of course he knew about her family. They were all so successful in their own right. But her parents hadn’t even spoken to her in at least ten years. They hadn’t offered her any support as a child. They certainly wouldn’t give her any as an adult. And she would never dream of taking one penny from her brother. Gage had already done enough for her. She wasn’t going to let him take care of her for the rest of her life, even though he gladly would have.

At least now he had a wife and children to distract him from worrying about her. She would always be grateful for everything he’d done for her, but every time she had a problem Gage dropped everything to make it go away, thanks to his overdeveloped sense of responsibility. She didn’t like taking advantage of him in that way.

“I wouldn’t get any satisfaction from life enjoying the success of others. I wanted to make my own success. Earn my own reputation.”

It had become especially important after her reputation had been destroyed by a youthful indiscretion and the overzealous media. Although, even now, she wasn’t angry at the press. They’d just been reporting her stupidity to a scandal-hungry public. Everything that had happened had been her own fault. She couldn’t even pin it solely on her former boss, no matter how much she wanted to.

The only consolation was that the whole thing had died a pretty quick death in the papers. Another day, another scandal. But in the circles she moved in, the damage had been done.

“You’ve certainly done that. You’ve had how many people have tried to poach you from me in the past few months?”

“Eight,” she said, voice crisp. “And I didn’t know you knew about that.”

He nodded and made his way back to the stairs. As he got closer, the tension in her stomach wound tighter, that little bit of ease she’d felt proving to be an illusion.

“I make it my business to know what is happening in my company. Especially when someone is trying to steal one of my key players.”

“I turned them down,” she said. “I enjoy the work that I do for Petrova.” Her job enabled her to take part in both practical and creative tasks. She had a huge budget to work with, paid travel, a discount with the hottest jewelry designers in the world and, until today, had never had to deal with her boss. In the physical sense anyway.

Plus, it was high-profile. Every event she coordinated ended up with full-color spreads in some of the most popular magazines in the world. It was a dream job, no question.

But now she was tempted to take the next offer and run.

No. She was stronger than that. She wasn’t going to let this … errant … thing hamper her success in any way. She was older now, wiser. A handsome face and flattering compliments weren’t going to make her lose focus.

Of course, Aleksei wasn’t handing out compliments, which helped.

Aleksei stood there for a moment, just looking at her, his dark eyes intent on her. She sucked in a breath.

“I prefer to sit near the displays,” he said, gesturing to the empty row of glass cases.

“Of course,” she said, making a mental note to shuffle some of the people she’d originally had at the tables near the jewelry display. She’d been planning on seating Aleksei at the front of the room. But he was the boss, and therefore not wrong.

“And that’s … for you and a date?” she asked, hoping he was still bringing a date. It put up yet another barrier between them. A barrier she shouldn’t even need, but apparently did.

“No, I’m attending alone. My date had to cancel a couple of weeks ago.”

Oh, no. She had really, really hoped he was bringing a woman with him.

She took another deep, fortifying breath. “Not a problem.”

She could be attracted to the man without acting on it. She could even be attracted to him without being bothered by it. Attraction between men and women was normal. It happened every day. Besides, there wasn’t even any reason to believe that he was attracted to her. Even if he were, she wasn’t going there. He was her boss.

Been there, done that, made national headlines.

“And the collection will be here?” he asked, indicating the empty display cases.

She nodded. “Yes. Once proper security is in place we’ll bring the gems in.”

His dark brows snapped together. “I think you should move the cases there.” He indicated an expanse of open floor by the windows. She’d considered that spot. The reflection of the gems off the glass when it was dark would make a stunning effect, but for security reasons she’d decided against it.

“It isn’t as secure.”

“It will look better,” he insisted.

She gritted her teeth. So she had to move him and the displays. Lovely. And so not easy only five hours before the big event.

She pasted a smile on her face. “I agree with you about the aesthetics, but the security team has told me it’s much easier to keep track of everything if the gems aren’t placed by doors or windows.”

“What is the point of investing all of this money in an exhibition if the gems do not look their best?”

She fought the urge to roll her eyes. He was standing right in front of her, not talking to her on the phone, so that option was out. That meant the plastic smile had to stay in place. “As I said, for security reasons …”

He shrugged. “Then we’ll double security.”

“With five hours until the party?” The smile slipped.

“Are you telling me you can’t do it?” He raised a dark eyebrow.

The jab hit its mark, right on target. Of course, she was certain he’d known it would. Everything in her responded to the challenge, her blood pumping faster, adrenaline spiking inside of her. Was it an outrageous request? Yes. Could she do it? Of course. And making the impossible possible, and making it seem easy, was a very large part of her job. A part she reveled in. A part that made her feel powerful, in control.

She managed to make the smile reappear. “Of course it’s no problem, Mr. Petrov. I’ll liaise with Jacob and see that it’s done.”

He cut her off. “I want this collection displayed to its best effect.”

“Naturally, but I was just concerned because they’re one of a kind pieces.”

He laughed dryly. “I’m aware of that, Madeline, I did create them.”

“I think the whole world is aware of that.” Tension was making her snippy, and she needed to relax.

But this was the first collection Aleksei had designed in six years. All of the other collections that had come out of Petrova Gems in the past few years had been by his stable of very highly regarded designers. And every piece designed, or, even better, fashioned by Aleksei, went for millions of dollars at auctions.

That meant media. Lots, and lots of media.

Work was her safety, work was where she was confident, where she excelled. But this was going to be huge beyond anything she’d dealt with before. And she and the press weren’t exactly on the best of terms. Well, that wasn’t strictly true, she supposed they loved her. She was such a salacious headline. She just had a problem with them.

“Of course the world knows, Madeline. And that’s by design. This is about business, publicity, and that means media attention. That means hype. That means big money. And that is what I’m in business for.”

“You actually want the press to swarm the party?”

“Publicity,” he said simply. “I would hardly go to all of this expense to put on an exhibition if I didn’t plan for it to end up being talked about in any and all media outlets. It isn’t as though I’m throwing a party for my own amusement.”

She bit the inside of her lip and forced a smile. “Of course not, Mr. Petrov.” She doubted Aleksei did anything for his own amusement.

Aleksei allowed himself another visual tour of his event coordinator. She wasn’t happy with him at the moment, that much was certain, and he imagined she thought she was hiding it better than she was.

He had always enjoyed her voice when speaking to her on the phone. Low, slightly husky and always, unintentionally, sexy. Even when she was talking about the need to increase the budget for an event. But he had not imagined that the woman would match up to the voice. He hadn’t thought it possible.

But she exceeded the sexiness in that smooth, sultry voice. Wavy brown hair that shimmered golden in the light as it cascaded over her shoulders, blue eyes that were enhanced by thick lashes. But it was her body that had his libido fighting to slip its leash. Politically incorrect as it might be, he found her curves captivating. Full breasts, a slender waist, and round hips that drew his attention with their gentle sway when she walked.

She seemed to have a physical effect on him, like strong alcohol. She was intoxicating.

He put his hands in his pocket, felt his cellphone in his right one and gripped it tightly. He suddenly wished he could call Olivia, not because he missed the woman who had been his mistress until a few weeks ago, but because he longed for the distraction of her. But Olivia had been getting clingy. She had started wondering why he only saw her for special events and sex. Had started wanting him to come to Milan just to see her. That was when he’d known it was time to end things. He didn’t get any sort of satisfaction out of hurting women. He made his intentions clear from the beginning.

Keeping a casual, long-term mistress was his preference. It was better than going out to bars every weekend to pick women up. After all he’d experienced in his thirty-three years, he felt far too old.

“And what do you intend to do tonight?” he asked.

He could tell she was forcing the smile that was stretched so determinedly across her face. “I intend to do what you pay me to do and coordinate the exhibition.”

“I assumed you would have it coordinated at this point.”

“The important things, yes. But just in case we end up short a shrimp cocktail or something I like to make sure I’m omn hand to ensure there isn’t anyone …” she waved a hand in the air “… sans shellfish.”

“Fine if you need to oversee that, but I don’t want you running around the party in jeans and a headset.”

“I don’t do that,” she said.

“Good. I like for everything to blend seamlessly at these events. The only thing the guests should notice is the jewelry.”

“I can assure you, Mr. Petrov, that’s my aim as well.”

“I would prefer if you dressed as an attendee of the party, and not as staff.”

He could tell that annoyed her too. The glitter in her blue eyes was in direct contrast with the serene, smooth expression on her face. “I was planning on wearing black pants and a black top, just like the waitstaff.”

“But you aren’t one of the waitstaff. You work directly for Petrova Gems, and I wish your attire to reflect that.”

That was how he ran things. Impeccably. In the design world, looks were truly everything. Nothing else mattered other than the external. So long as the exterior glittered, nothing else counted.

“You should take the time to enjoy the party,” he said.

She pursed her pretty lips into a sour pout. “I don’t mix business with pleasure.”

“I don’t either. I prefer my pleasure uninterrupted.”

A slow flood of crimson colored her cheeks. It amazed him. He hadn’t known there was still anyone in the real world who blushed over casual innuendo.

“And by enjoying the party,” he continued, “I mean circulate, listen to conversation, find out what appeals to the guests, and what doesn’t. Another reason to dress to blend in.”

“So, I’m conducting a covert survey?”

“Not quite. But it pays to learn from critique.”

A strange look passed over her face. “Media critique?”

“Sometimes.”

“I don’t want to say anything out of line, Mr. Petrov, but you’ve hired me to coordinate the event so …”

“So you want me to trust you rather than dictate?”

She nodded once, brown hair shimmering over her shoulder.

“Sorry,” he said, “I did hire you to coordinate, but I’m a perfectionist, and as long as I’m here, I’ll see everything done to my standards.”

That did make her bristle, that fixed grin seriously faltering. “I can assure you, I do everything to your standards, whether you’re here or not.”

“That remains to be seen.”

“Then, if you’ll excuse me, I need to finish some last-minute details. Something to do with shifting seating and doubling security.”

The ice in her tone, the fact that she dared to speak to him that way, amused him. He was used to a lot of sycophantic scraping and bowing. That was something he’d always appreciated about Madeline over the phone. She was direct, and she did her job. His ego didn’t need another person living to fawn over him. He preferred the fact that Madeline had a mind of her own.

He stuck his hand in his pocket, his cellphone still there. He could call Olivia. Could call a host of women who had given him their numbers recently. Numbers he had kept but never dialed.

Instead he leaned against the railing of the grand marble staircase and watched Madeline clack around the spacious ballroom on her high heels.

Madeline turned and looked over her shoulder, she forced a tight smile when she saw him watching her, but he could see the tension coming off her petite frame in palpable waves.

Something he understood about Madeline: she liked control. And so did he. And he had just come into her domain, as far as she was concerned, and taken her control.

He chuckled softly and took his phone out of his pocket before he walked into the hallway. Maybe he would get a date for the evening. Madeline could add another setting as easily as she’d removed it. He could find himself a woman to keep him company tonight.

And forget about that brief flash of attraction he’d felt when he’d seen Madeline for the first time. An attraction he had no intention of acting on. He didn’t date employees, and he had no plan of starting a relationship with a woman who seemed as young as Madeline did.

Because he had no intention of having a relationship at all.

He looked at his phone, then put it back in his pocket.





CHAPTER TWO

HE DIDN’T have a date. Aleksei strode down the long hallway, his blood pounding heavily in his veins. He had not called anyone. Not Olivia to see if she might want to briefly rekindle their year-long affair. Not any of the jewelry models—beautiful women—who had made passes at him over the past few months.

Because none of them had appealed. The only woman he’d been able envision had been his event coordinator. Beautiful, tightly wound Madeline with the glossy brown hair and curves that seemed to come straight out of every male fantasy.

Beautiful women were easy to come by. He had money, he had influence. If he wanted female company, he could have it.

Yet he was walking to Madeline’s room. Compelled to see her again. And he was following the compulsion because, truly, the desire for anything was so foreign to him that he was honestly fascinated by it.

He knocked on the door to Madeline’s suite, the one his company, he, in fact, was paying for. He always paid for his employees to stay in the best accommodations when they traveled. Mostly because he never wanted to hear anyone complaining about doing a subpar job because they’d lost sleep on a lumpy mattress.

He heard Maddy’s voice coming through the thick door. “Just a second.”

He could hear her palms hit the wood as she checked the peephole. When she opened the door, her expression was wary. “Mr. Petrov, is something wrong?”

“Nothing.” He walked past her and into the suite.

She moved to the other side of the room, her discomfort with his presence obvious. She was so soft and petite and for a brief moment so lost-looking that he felt a twinge of something … protectiveness, maybe, in his chest.

It was only natural. She was young, maybe in her mid-twenties, and he knew the kinds of things the world had in store for the young and naive. Knew that there was pain out there so intense, that there were rock bottoms so low most people couldn’t imagine them. Because he’d been there.

Her eyes clashed with his, her expression guarded for a moment. There was a wariness there, a hardness that didn’t match her age. Perhaps she wasn’t as naive as he’d imagined. Maybe she knew about the dark side of life already.

She was young, but there was no youthful innocence in her face. Not a trace of naiveté. She was waiting for the angle. Waiting to find out things were about to fall apart around her.

He knew that feeling well.

“I have decided that I would like a companion for the evening,” he said.

She gave him a baleful look. “Which means you need me to add the setting that you just had me take away, for the date that you had, but then didn’t have and forgot to tell me you no longer had.”

A reluctant chuckle got caught in his throat. “Something like that. But I think you’ll be able to handle things.”

“Well, thanks,” she said, her voice flat.

“Madeline, I was wondering if you would like to sit at my table, as a spot has just opened up.”

Acid burned in Maddy’s stomach. He was just going to have her be his date? Some kind of convenient replacement? It was typical. Most men didn’t care who a woman was as long as she was available and willing.

She bit her lip. Hard. She was neither. And she refused to be taken advantage of ever again.

“I’m not actually interested in being your back-up,” she ground out.

“That isn’t what I was asking. You’re an intelligent woman, Madeline. You’re ambitious too. I haven’t missed that in our conversations together. I thought you might appreciate the chance to sit at my table, to speak to the guests, learn more about the industry. There is room at the table, and I thought you might like the opportunity.”

Okay, that was tempting. More than. The fact that she was extremely drawn to the industry of design made her job more enjoyable. She loved everything about the company, and had thoroughly enjoyed the year she’d worked for Aleksei already.

It was tempting because it might give her a chance to learn more so that she could advance into another position at Petrova. It wasn’t really part of her five-year plan, but it would be pretty amazing. Something she would readily consider.

“But, as far as the other people at the table are concerned …”

“If you want to be presented as my date so that you aren’t treated like the help I have no problem with that at all.”

The help. Oh, yes, and people in this circle would treat her like the help if they knew she was the event coordinator. Working for a living was quite frowned upon in such levels of society.

Not that she cared, but she didn’t really want to be the focus of conversation.

She bit her lower lip then released it quickly, realizing what an indecisive, nervous gesture it was. She wasn’t an indecisive, nervous girl. This was a chance to further her career a little bit.

But it reminded her too much of working for William, her first boss when she’d graduated from college. Of everything that had happened. Of how incredibly, unforgivably stupid she’d been.

Her stomach knotted fiercely.

This is different.

It was different because she was different. She wasn’t some naive girl desperately seeking love and affection. She was a woman. She knew her own mind, she made things happen for herself, and she would never allow herself to be a victim. Never again.

She certainly wasn’t going to let past disasters stop her from succeeding.

Besides, she wasn’t seducible. She wasn’t suddenly going to morph into her past self. Even if Aleksei was the most gorgeous man she could remember seeing, and even if his dark eyes did promise that he might actually know what to do with a woman in bed.

She felt her skin heat and she took a deep breath to try and cool herself down. It wasn’t doing her any good to think of him like that. It didn’t matter how he was with women, because she would never be among their number.

Didn’t want to be. No matter how sexy he was.

“I had some gems set aside for my date to wear tonight, prior to our separation. I would like you to wear them.”

The very idea of it made her stomach turn slightly. She didn’t like the thought of wearing jewelry meant for another woman, regardless of the fact that this wasn’t a date. It was still … well, it reminded her too much of things that had gone on before in her life.

“It probably won’t match my handbag. It’s a really bright yellow,” she said, trying to wiggle out of having to wear the jewels. “And I already have a matching necklace.”

He looked at her closely, dark eyes appraising her in a way that had her feeling as though he was looking beneath her skin, into her soul. At all of her secrets.

“I have a piece that would be perfect for you.”

The way he said that, perfect for you, it was so personal. It made her heart squeeze, and she wasn’t really sure why.

“I have a very strict policy on keeping business business, as I said before,” she said.

“And this is business,” he said, dark eyes impassive again, when before they’d been … hot. “An extension of your job for the evening. Petrova Gems is about romance. It’s about making a woman feel as though she’s buying not just jewelry but a lifestyle, a fantasy. We need to present a fantasy that goes beyond location, decor and sparkling gems. It’s about the woman, how she feels in the jewels, how they make other people feel about her. They are meant to be worn, not simply displayed.”

She nodded slowly. “Is that in a print ad or a commercial? Because it should be,” she said.

He chuckled, the sound rough, as though he wasn’t accustomed to it. “If that’s an endorsement, I might have to use it.”

“Actually, it might be nice to have something like that written lightly, almost hidden, in script around the display cases for the next exhibition.”

“I like that idea,” he said, the corners of his mouth curving very slightly.

Why did it made her stomach feel warm when he smiled? It could hardly be called a smile, and she certainly shouldn’t be feeling anything. It was just because he liked her idea, because tonight was looking like a serious boon for her career within Petrova Gems. Who wouldn’t be happy about that?

“If you would like, I can send over a stylist to help you with your wardrobe.”

She bit the inside of her cheek. She wasn’t taking gifts. “I have my own dress. Thank you, though.”

He moved closer to her, his dark eyes locked on hers. He smelled good. Not like cologne, but just clean. Musky and male. It made her want to draw closer to him, to breathe him in.

She hadn’t realized she was verging on pathetically lonely. That was all it was, though. Loneliness. She hadn’t seen her brother and his family in too long, and she didn’t really have any close friends. She just wanted to be close to someone. She needed to get a cat.

“You are a stubborn woman, Madeline,” he said.

“It’s been said more than once,” she said. “Is that a bad thing?”

“Not at all. I can appreciate the quality since it is one we share.”

She felt a smile stretch across her face, without her permission. “Well, I’m glad it doesn’t count against me.”

He looked like he might move closer. Time stretched on slowly, the air between them thick. “Not at all,” he said.

Aleksei turned and walked out of her hotel room, the door clicking shut behind him. Maddy sank onto the couch, suddenly conscious of the fact that her legs were shaking.

She had no idea what had just happened. Well, she was afraid she did know. She was attracted to him, to a man who was no different than any other. Discarding women at a moment’s notice without any feeling or regret.

It didn’t matter how attracted she was. She’d felt attracted to men, from a distance, in the past five years. She simply hadn’t acted on it. Of course, she and Aleksei were in close proximity. And it was very likely they would be off and on over the course of the next few months for the different exhibitions for the new line.

She drew her knees up to her chest. Okay, so the attraction was a complication, but it wasn’t anything she couldn’t handle. She was an adult. She wasn’t some naive innocent girl. And she was in control of the situation.

Anyway, other than that brief moment, she had no reason to believe Aleksei saw her as anything more than an efficient little worker bee. And his offer tonight had been strictly business too.

And if he could be strictly business, so could she.

Madeline examined her reflection in the mirror. She was happy with what she’d done. Very happy. Her makeup was natural, making her blue eyes look bright and exotic, and her hair had been tamed into a high, sleek ponytail that cascaded over one shoulder.

She turned slightly, and looked at her bare back, exposed by the low V of her little black dress. She’d seen the dress in a window on her first day in Milan and hadn’t been able to pass it up, even though she’d had no clue where she would wear it.

She didn’t normally show so much skin, but then, she was usually working when she went to parties.

Always the coordinator, never the guest.

She couldn’t actually remember the last time she’d dressed up for something. She liked looking nice, but she always dressed for work, not for going out.

Something that was noticeably absent from her look were the promised jewels. She had a very uneasy feeling that they were due to arrive very soon, with the man himself.

A small shiver wound through her at the thought of Aleksei Petrov. She shook her head. She shouldn’t be thinking of him as anything other than her boss. Of course, that had been much easier to do before she’d seen the man in the über-gorgeous flesh. Before she’d smelled that faint masculine scent that was so uniquely him.

She made an extremely childish face at her reflection and picked up the canary-yellow clutch bag that had saved her from recycled jewels from the vanity.

When she heard the firm knock on the door, she knew immediately who it was. Aleksei’s knock wasn’t a request, it was a demand. Like every word he spoke. And that should not, in any way, be a positive quality, and yet she couldn’t help admire that in him. The confidence. The absolute surety he seemed to have that he was right.

“Come in,” she said, hoping she sounded like the confident businesswoman that she was. At least, she’d been a confident businesswoman a couple of hours ago. It hardly seemed like one meeting with her gorgeous boss should change that.

The door opened and she turned, her breath catching in her throat, making a choking sound. Her face heated. Stupid that he affected her this way. Stupid that she was so obvious. Maybe she should have jumped back into dating, had some flings at least, after The William Fiasco.

Sadly, though, she hadn’t. She’d lived like a nun, sans habit, and now all of that was starting to catch up with her.

“Does this meet with your approval?” she asked, the question tart because she was frustrated with herself for being so affected by him. And with him for being so appealing.

The slow burn of his gaze made her feel hot all the way to her toes. “It will do.”

And why did that—that phrase that was designed to get her hackles up—sound like the most sinful compliment she’d ever received.

“I brought your jewels,” he said, holding up a slender velvet box.

She walked to the center of the room. She knew he would follow her, but she had to try and get some distance between them. He was messing with her head, and she couldn’t allow that.

“I thought you would have some of the … how did you put it? … the help bring my jewels.”

She was treated to another slight almost-smile as he walked to where she was standing. “I send others to do my dirty work, not to do pleasant things.”

He opened the box and revealed a pair of earrings with yellow pear-cut diamonds at the center and a ring of white diamonds around the outside of the center gem. The cut and clarity of the gems was flawless, the design clean, but arresting.

“These are amazing,” she said, touching one of them lightly. “You really are an artist.”

She looked up at Aleksei. His expression was hard like granite, dark eyes flat. “They sell well,” he said.

“But there’s … there’s more than that to it,” she said.

“No. It’s business. There is nothing more to it than the bottom line.”

She didn’t know why, but the cold, stark sentiment seemed extremely sad, especially when it was said about something so beautiful. She loved Aleksei’s pieces. There was something more to them than aesthetics alone. Or maybe there wasn’t.

Looking at him now, at his unreadable expression, she wondered. The man himself was hard, ruthless. Maybe it really was all about the money. It shouldn’t bother her. She shouldn’t feel anything at all about her boss.

The fact that he made money was good for her. That was all that should matter.

She reached out and took the box from his hand, setting it on the vanity top, and leaned in, putting on the first earring. She raised her eyes and they caught his in the reflection of the mirror. She saw it again, that flicker of heat, and she felt it. Low in her belly, impossible to ignore.

Madeline looked back down at the jewelry box and put more focus than was strictly necessary on putting the second earring in.

“Beautiful,” he said, moving nearer to her.

He was behind her, so close she could feel the heat from his body. His masculine scent, the one that had been tormenting her all day, enveloped her.

He reached up and touched one of the earrings. “There is one thing I truly love about working with jewelry,” he said. “On its own, a gem is nice to look at. In a well-designed setting, cut to perfection, even more so. But when the jewelry is on a beautiful woman … that’s when it truly shines.”

Oh, he was good. A far too familiar feeling, an ache, a need, began to grow in her stomach. Beautiful. He’d called her beautiful. It made her want to hear more. She wanted to soak up the attention, the compliments. To feel important and … special.

No.

Madeline had indulged that hollow need before. Had allowed years of neglect to make her vulnerable to a man who talked smooth and offered her things she’d craved most in life. At least William had pretended to offer them to her. She turned and realized her mistake too late. Her breasts touched his chest and she gripped the edge of the vanity to keep herself steady.

She forced a smile. “That’s nice. I mean, another one for the ad campaign.” She slipped past him and moved further from him until she could breathe again. “We should … I should … you can do what you like, of course, but I should head down now. Just some last minute rounds.”

He nodded, faint amusement evident on his face. “Of course. Let’s go see if this party is as perfect as you’ve promised me it will be.”





CHAPTER THREE

EXTRAVAGANT parties and lavish settings were, almost literally, an everyday occurrence for Maddy. But she worked behind the scenes, coordinating, planning, directing. It was her job to be invisible.

Now, suddenly, she felt quite visible.

People were staring. She knew they weren’t really staring at her. It was the jewels she was wearing. It was Aleksei, walking so close to her. The man exuded dark sexuality. Danger and extreme attractiveness in a perfectly tailored tuxedo.

The women in the room were nearly falling out of their chairs to get a closer look. Although, it could have been the jewelry that held their attention so raptly. She doubted it, but it was possible.

She smiled at a passing couple and noticed that Aleksei made no indication that he’d seen them at all. His face stayed rigid, set, unmoving as they walked through the ballroom. He exuded power and charisma, but it certainly wasn’t because he was making an effort.

“You might try smiling,” she whispered.

He leaned down and she caught another hint of his scent. Her stomach tightened. “Why?”

She took a step to the side, putting some distance between them, as they continued walking. “It’s friendly. It’s what people do.”

“I don’t know that I would characterize myself as friendly,” he said.

“But you are a businessman,” she said, the reminder inane and pointless. She continued on anyway. “And selling yourself is a part of selling your product.”

He turned to her, eyebrows raised.

“Which you know,” she continued.

She didn’t really like the fact that she seemed to say stupid, pointless things around the man. She did fine on the phone with him. But then, he wasn’t really there when she was talking to him on the phone, and in person he was impossible to ignore.

“Whether or not I smile, the jewelry will still sell,” he said blandly.

“Yes, well, I’m sure but …”

“And anyway, if you give people everything they want, they lose interest. Better to leave a little mystery.”

Well, mystery he had down. His private life was extremely private. There was never even a hint of scandal, no information on the women he dated. Nothing. Which seemed sort of amazing given the media’s ravenous hunger for scandal.

“If the press allows you some mystery, I suppose that’s a wise choice,” she said, looking away from him.

She looked around the room, and suddenly she felt claustrophobic. She was used to these events, but she was used to being on the outside of them. Being the staff meant she was able to hover around the edges. But actually being a guest, and being with Aleksei, well, that was getting her a lot of attention she’d rather not have.

Maddy had never really known what to do with a lot of attention, having never received a lot of it. And it had only got worse after her time in the unwanted spotlight.

Somehow, it made her feel better that Aleksei seemed to feel the same way she did. She felt him go tense next to her, his hand tightening against her back as he guided her on. She looked at him and noticed a slight line of tension on his brow. His focus wasn’t on her, though, but on the table they were heading toward, the table that was already half-filled with guests that were chatting and admiring the display cases filled with jewelry.

He didn’t want to sit at the table. And that was when she realized something about her unyielding boss. He was as uncomfortable as she was. He hid it well, his expression almost smooth, but she could feel his discomfort.

She continued on, his hand still resting on her back, and he followed, his movements stiff now.

He did actually smile at the people who were sitting at the table as he pulled her chair out for her and motioned for her to sit down. No one else would know he wasn’t completely thrilled to be in their company. He seemed as in control as ever. But she could tell. It was there, his body rigid, his jaw locked tight, even as he smiled.

When he sat next to her and placed his hand flat on the white linen tabletop, instinct took over and she rested her hand lightly over his, the gesture meant to offer comfort. A connection. It ended up being much more than that.

Lightning skittered from her palm up her arm and into her chest, jump-starting her heart and heating her from the inside out. She pulled her hand away slowly and, she hoped, casually.

She looked down at the empty plate in front of her and hoped that her heartbeat wasn’t audible to everyone at the table. She didn’t know why she’d done that. She wasn’t a touchy-feely sort of person. Most of her life had lacked in physical human contact, and she’d never been overly affectionate as a result. She’d never really had the chance to be.

She had no idea why it had suddenly seemed the most natural thing in the world to touch him.

Aleksei could feel the heat from Madeline’s touch, but even more he felt the comfort she offered in the gesture. He swallowed and tightened his fist, turning his focus on the woman that was speaking to him.

“Mr. Petrov, it’s lovely to see you here.”

“And so exciting to see your new collection,” one of the other women purred.

He started to talk about the collection, about the pieces. But his focus was still on Madeline’s unconscious touch. He gritted his teeth. It reminded him of things long past. Affectionate touches. Touches that were about more than sex. A connection that went beyond bodies.

He’d shut that part of his brain down. That part of his life was gone. Paulina was gone. Any connection he had imagined between Madeline and himself was simply that. Imagined. He didn’t have it in him to give, or receive, any more than that.

Maddy folded her hands in her lap. Her palm still burned.

She watched Aleksei as he spoke. He was confident when he talked about his work, at ease with the subject.

She knew he had passion for his work. She’d seen moments of it, heard it when they’d spoken together on the phone and discussed plans for exhibitions and events. But now, there was nothing. He’d done it earlier in the hotel room. He was a master at creating and maintaining distance, at controlling his interactions with people wholly and absolutely. A skill she wished she could learn.

Sitting next to him, so close his arm kept brushing hers, proved to be disturbing on so many levels. Well, it was really just one level, but it was the one level she was trying to ignore above all others.

Every time he touched her it burned all the way from her shoulder through her body and before long she was wrecked from keeping herself from jumping out of her chair.

“I think I need some air,” she said softly, when the plates had been cleared. She also needed to check on a few things and she certainly didn’t want to draw attention to the fact that she was staff. It would make it interesting that she was sitting with Aleksei. And she didn’t want to be interesting, didn’t want to be memorable. Didn’t want to be in the headlines in the morning.

Waving politely, a gesture that everyone ignored, she stood from the table and picked her way through the crowd until she’d made her way over to one of the buffet tables. Ah, low on shrimp. She’d expected that to happen.

Rather than finding a waiter to handle it, she skirted the perimeter of the room and made her way out into the long, empty corridor just outside the ballroom.

She nearly sagged with relief when she was away from the loud, frenetic atmosphere. She backed up, heels clicking on the marble floor, and leaned against the tile wall. The chill bit into her bare back. But she needed it, needed anything that could help put out the smoldering flame that Aleksei seemed to have lit inside of her.

“Are you all right?”

Out of the frying pan and right back into the fire.

She turned and saw Aleksei standing there, and suddenly the coolness from the wall wasn’t helping at all.

“You don’t like crowds?” he asked.

She stiffened. “You don’t like parties.”

He shrugged and began to walk toward her. “I would think that was obvious. If I liked them, I would attend more of them.”

“But everyone wants to talk to you.” The words just slipped out and she wished, she really wished, she could pretend she didn’t know what had inspired them. But the lonely girl that still lived somewhere inside her would have loved to go somewhere and have everyone talk to her. Look at her. Think she was special.

She shut the door on those feelings. It was no use feeling sad about things that couldn’t be changed. Wallowing in that loneliness … she knew exactly where that led to.

“Yes. Because everyone wants a piece of wealth and power. If I were one of the waiters do you supposed everyone—anyone—would want to talk to me?”

“Having spent the past few years as event staff, I can honestly tell you no. No one would talk to you.”

He came to stand in front of her, looking dangerously attractive and like an invitation to every sin she was trying so hard not to commit again. “So then, why should it matter if people want to talk to me when their only concern is for my status, and what it can do for them?”

She looked down at her yellow shoes and admired the way the straps were woven together. Better than admiring her boss in a tux. “I—I suppose it doesn’t matter when you put it like that.”

He looked over his shoulder, back toward the ballroom door. “I simply don’t have the patience for these kinds of events. Not on a regular basis. But it is a part of this business.”

She nodded slowly. “I understand that.”

“Business comes first for you as well,” he said. “I can tell you take work very seriously.”

“Having a job is important, necessary. Having a great job is icing on the cake. And having a job I love that garners lots of positive publicity … there isn’t anything more satisfying. So, yes, business comes first.”

“You enjoy the publicity?”

It was nice to see her name in a magazine without a sleazy innuendo connected to it. Nice to have her name associated with something she was proud of. Although, she always hoped people thought she was a different Madeline Forrester. Really she just hoped they didn’t think of the earlier stories about her at all.

“Yes. It’s been great for my professional reputation.”

“Why work so hard to build a public reputation? Unless you’re planning on branching off on your own?”

“Maybe. Eventually. Not now,” she said, breathless, knowing she’d just said the wrong thing. “I mean, perhaps in ten years’ time …”

His dark brows locked together. “You’re planning on leaving Petrova?”

“I’m not planning anything. Not really. Well, maybe. But do you honestly expect that I’m going to work for you for the rest of my life? I have ambition.” She looked back down at her shoes.

“What’s wrong with working for me?” he asked, his voice soft, smooth, but she could hear the hard note beneath all that civility.

“Nothing. But did you want to be someone’s employee for the rest of your life?”

“That’s different.”

“It’s not,” she insisted.

“I thought you were the best in the business,” he said. “So either you’re willing to hand Petrova Gems over to someone who does subpar work, or you lied about your skills.”

She narrowed her eyes and pushed off from the wall, not caring, for the moment, that it brought them closer together.

“I am the best. Maybe you can contract my company to do your events and exhibits.”

“Your plan is to create your own business co-ordinating events?”

“Yes.”

Aleksei felt a surge of annoyance rush through his veins. He had hired Madeline when she’d had very little experience in the way of event planning, and she was intent upon taking that knowledge and applying it somewhere else.

He looked at her, so petite and pretty in her dress. Her eyes full of fear and determination.

“And you feel you could handle the responsibility of running your own company?” he asked.

“I majored in Business.”

“A worthless degree in my opinion. You either have what it takes to make it, or you don’t.”

“Inspirational. You should speak at high school graduations.”

A rusty chuckle climbed his throat. Her wit and boldness always impressed him. The fact that she had a viewpoint and her own opinions was one of the reasons he’d hired her.

He’d always enjoyed that in their phone conversations. It was nice having someone ready to engage in a verbal battle when he was in a bad mood, or when he simply needed the challenge. Very few people would dare talk to him like Madeline did. All of that deference got old after a while. Especially when he’d realized what an illusion it was. After he’d realized that none of it meant anything.

“Do you know, I had considered that? But they don’t like it when you tell them skip college and get a job.”

“Did you?”

College had been nothing more than a fantasy. Finishing high school had been beyond his reach. He’d always had to work. But he didn’t resent it. It had made him hard enough to withstand the struggle required to succeed. There had been one bright spot in his life. And then tragedy had extinguished the only light he’d ever known, leaving wounds that had scarred over into granite.

“I had no other option. But I didn’t need another option.”

She bit into her lush bottom lip, leaving a row of even marks. He fought the urge to extend his hand, to soothe away the impressions with his thumb. “My brother made me go to college.”

“Your brother?”

She lowered her eyes, an annoying habit she seemed to be developing. “He’s … he’s very successful and he wanted to make sure that I was successful too.”

She was holding back. He shouldn’t care. And yet he found he wanted to know the secret she had nearly let slip. The one she didn’t want to tell him.

He did not know why he felt compelled to learn her secrets, only that he did. He shouldn’t have even felt the need to follow her out into the hall. And yet when he’d seen her petite figure weaving through the crowd, he had started following.

“So your brother is the one who ensured you got your degree?”

She nodded. “Yes. He has one too, and he owns a massive chain of very successful resorts. So … not so worthless.”

He chuckled, surprising himself as much as he surprised her. “I do know who your brother is.”

He noticed a flood of red creeping up her neck and into her cheeks. “Of course you do. He’s been extremely successful. All my family has been.”

“And you needed to keep up?”

“Maybe I just needed to be more famous than the rest of them,” she said, a slow smile spreading over her face, while her blush still lingered.

“Somehow, you don’t strike me as that type.”

She raised perfectly groomed brows. “I don’t?”

“No. You practically ran out of the ballroom earlier, so you don’t seem as though you’re courting fame to me.”

“Okay, maybe it’s not about fame. I just want to have success on my own.”

Her tongue darted out and she slicked it over her bottom lip. He couldn’t stop himself from watching the movement, couldn’t stop himself from imagining touching his own tongue to that luscious mouth.

She was a very desirable woman. And he hadn’t had sex in a long time. He had left Olivia neglected in Milan for a good five months before he had ended the relationship.

“Ambitious,” he said.

She looked up at him, blue eyes wide. “What’s life without a goal?”

“Boring,” he responded.

“Exactly,” she said.

He moved nearer to her, so close he could smell the woman beneath the floral perfume. “We are like-minded in some ways then.”

She swayed slightly, as though she might be tempted to close the distance between them.

“Strange.” She swallowed, and instead of moving closer, he felt her retreat slightly. “Ah … maybe you should circulate some more. And I have to … uh … The shrimp.”

“Shrimp?’

“The buffet. It’s low on shrimp.”

He inclined his head. “Then I’ll let you get to that, and I’ll circulate.”

She walked past him, soft curves brushing against him. His body reacted. Viscerally. Hungrily.

A shame he had chosen to cut ties with his mistress. A shame he hadn’t called one of the models, or chatted up one of the women in the ballroom. Now there would be no taking the edge off his need anytime in the near future. His body rebelled at the thought anyway. Olivia wasn’t the woman he wanted. Neither were any of women in the ballroom. Not tonight.

“Don’t you …? I mean … you were going to go and …” She made a sweeping gesture with her hand.

“Yes, circulate. I’m clear on that. Are you dismissing me?”

She shook her head and her glossy ponytail swung in time with the motion. “No, not at all.”

“Because it’s bad business to dismiss your boss,” he said.

He moved toward her, so close that all he would have to do was wrap an arm around her waist and pull her in to join his lips to hers.

“I’m sure it’s bad business to linger alone in empty hallways with your boss too,” she said, her eyes fixed on his lips, her expression mesmerized.

“Likely,” he said.

Their eyes clashed and held.

“Very bad business,” she said softly, before turning away from him.

“I’ll talk to you soon, Madeline,” he said.

Maddy turned and headed toward the kitchen, her heart hammering in her ears. It was disconcerting to realize that she had so much weakness in her. To realize that men were her weakness. She wasn’t tempted as long as she was avoiding them. But it seemed like whenever she was put into close proximity with one …

She braced her hand on the wall and slowed her breathing, trying to clear her head. No, men weren’t her weakness. She had just been faced head on with the fact that she was suffering severe sexual deprivation—something she hadn’t been conscious of when there wasn’t an attractive man around.

Soon things would go back to the way they’d been. They would go back to communicating over the phone and the computer and she would be free of the disturbing effect her boss had on her when they were in the same room together.

She wouldn’t have to face the weakness that still lived inside of her.





CHAPTER FOUR

EVERY time Maddy saw a positive headline with her name attached to it, it helped to erase some of the lingering sting left by her experience with the media five years earlier. And this morning, she had a fantastic headline to look at.

The party had been a complete success and the pieces in Aleksei’s collection were set to be the must-have items of the year. Of course, most people would only be able to afford the mass-produced pieces, and not the handmade originals. The originals would sell for upwards of a million dollars at auction at the end of the exhibition tour.

Her cellphone rang and she snatched it up from the vanity top. “Madeline Forrester.”

“Good work last night, Madeline.”

Her stomach dropped to her toes. “Thank you, Mr. Petrov.” She sneaked a glance at her own reflection in the mirror and saw that her cheeks were glowing pink.

She tried, valiantly, not to picture what Aleksei might be doing.

“Preparing to head to Switzerland yet?”

“I got a late checkout. My train doesn’t leave until two. The ballroom at the Appenzell is easily twice as big as the one here, so I need to start prep work early.”

“Why don’t you ride with me, rather than taking the two o’clock?”

“With you?” she asked, parroting.

“I leave at noon and I have a private car reserved. Better than riding in one of the public cars, I would think.”

She looked at her reflection head on this time, disgusted by the color in her face and the glitter in her eyes. She was excited. Excited to see him again.

No way was she riding with him. She wasn’t spending anymore time with him than was necessary, not until she got a grip on herself again.

“We can talk more about where you plan on being in ten years, professionally, and how we might be able to work your long-term goals into a position at Petrova.”

Suddenly, riding with him seemed like a pretty big necessity. Because if she didn’t, if she let the attraction she felt for him do potential damage to her career, then she might as well just jump him and ruin her career that way.

She wasn’t about to do either. She certainly wasn’t going to let fear and insecurity hold her back in her professional life.

“Excellent, what time do you want me to meet you?”

“Meet me in the lobby at eleven and we can share a car to the train station.”

“Great, see you then.”

When she hung up the phone and set it back down on the vanity top, she realized how tightly she’d been gripping it, how hard she’d had it pressed to her ear. She rubbed at the sore spot near her temple.

A trickle of excitement moved through her, picking up steam as it went. It was because of the possibility of promotion, or eventual promotion. Nothing to do with seeing Aleksei again.

She ground her teeth together as she crossed the room and started flinging her belongings into her suitcase.

Yes, it did have to do with seeing Aleksei again. There. Honesty.

But she didn’t want it to have anything to do with him. Didn’t want to be curious about what kind of man he was, or what he might look like out of his perfectly tailored suits. The fact that she’d entertained the thought of him undressed at all made her feel … it made her feel dirty.

The fact that she wanted him, that she was attracted to him, made her feel unclean in some way. If she could just ignore her sex drive, she would. And in all honesty, and for the most part, she did ignore it.

And she would just keep ignoring it. Problem solved.

She closed the suitcase lid and pressed hard on it, clicking the locks into place. She didn’t have the luxury of hanging around angsting about her own issues. She was moving on, moving forward. That was how she’d been living every day since she was twenty-two and it was how she would keep living.

She wasn’t going to allow her mistakes to keep her stuck somewhere. She’d worked hard to get where she was. After her very public fall from grace she’d had to work at horrible catering jobs, awful party-planning companies, doing the worst grunt work, so that she could build up a résumé impressive enough to get hired at the North American branch of Petrova. And she’d worked hard to get promoted and moved to the Milan office a couple of months ago. She wasn’t stopping now.

She wasn’t going to allow anything, least of all an attraction for her boss, to keep her from reaching her full potential at Petrova Gems.

And if that meant she had to sit across from Aleksei Petrov and talk to him while she tried desperately not to imagine what it would be like to reach out and touch the rough, black stubble of his five o’clock shadow then she would do just that.

Aleksei hadn’t been in the lobby to meet her. Which was actually a huge relief. Instead, his driver had been there, sending Aleksei’s regrets that he’d had a matter to see to in one of the Milan showrooms.

Her reprieve was temporary, since he was meeting her at the train station, but still, she’d take what she could get.

When they arrived at the train station, Aleksei’s driver ushered her from the car and escorted her to Aleksei’s private railcar.

Well, without Aleksei, it was a no-brainer how she’d rather travel. The space was large and luxurious, with plush couches and a dining set. The domed ceilings were painted a rich blue and gold trim framed the large windows, designed to give the passengers an unsurpassed view of whatever landscape they were passing through.

It didn’t even compare to the cramped seating in a public car. Now, if only she didn’t have to share it with Aleksei …

“Good, you made it.”

Think of the devil.

She turned and her heart lurched. “Uh … yes, your driver was very accommodating.”

Aleksei raised a dark eyebrow. “Good. I apologize that I couldn’t meet you.”

“You don’t have to apologize.”

“I know,” he said. “But I did.”

“Impeccable manners.”

“Sometimes.”

A small laugh bubbled in her throat and escaped her lips. He made her laugh. He really needed to stop doing that.

“Would you like to have a seat?” He gestured to the long cream couch that stretched across most of the room.

She set her bright pink purse on the floor and sat down on the thick-cushioned couch. Oh, yes, she could get used to this.

“Coffee?” he asked.

“Oh, always,” she said.

He pushed an intercom button by the door and spoke quickly in Italian. She lived in Milan now, had for two months, but she was a long way from mastering the language. Aleksei spoke at least three languages. That sort of proficiency was intimidating to be around.

He took a seat across from her in one of the big, dark leather chairs.

“So, what’s this about job opportunities?” she asked, trying to disguise the eager note in her voice.

“What are you interested in?”

“What am I …? What do I want to do?”

“Yes. We’re just having a discussion, Madeline. You’re the one with the ten-year plan. What do you need to feel satisfied with Petrova Gems in ten years?”

He leaned back in the chair, long legs stretched in front of him. She noticed the way his pants pulled tight, revealing muscular thighs. His build was total perfection. He was, hands down, the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen. Black hair, olive skin, sensual lips that she knew could soften for a real smile, even if she’d never seen it.

There was something wrong with her head.

The door to the private compartment opened and a man in a suit wheeled a trolley in with coffee, cream and an assortment of things to sweeten the drink. She thanked him—that much Italian she could manage—and started fixing her coffee, keeping her focus on her cup, and off the man currently melting her brain.

“So this is … anything I want?” she asked when she settled back onto the couch.

“This is hypothetical, but it has the possibility of becoming more.”

She felt her face get hot as his words took on an unintended meaning. She took a sip of coffee. “Well, I like the artistic aspect of the event-planning. I like the smaller shows too, dealing with the art galleries and the museums. But, I really like the marketing aspects. I majored in Business—” she ignored the look that he gave her and pressed on “—but I did a minor in Market Research and Advertising. I find that part of the business interesting.”

“And if I moved you into Marketing you would stay?”

“Hypothetically,” she said, taking another sip of coffee, “I could do that on my own too.”

“But not for me. I don’t hire out for as many things as possible. I like to work with the same people, within my company, and have as much control of it as possible.”

Which she could understand. And it sounded worse when he said it than it actually was. He was a good boss. A great one. Especially when he wasn’t three feet away. Yes, most especially then.

“And on your own … you lack job security. Security of any kind, really. It’s a competitive field. At least, it is if you’re attempting success rather than mediocrity, which I assume you are.”

She swallowed a scalding mouthful of coffee. “Naturally.”

“In which case staying with Petrova is a better option.”

She set her mug down on the trolley and leaned forward. “So … you actually want to keep me on?”

“You’re a valuable employee, Madeline.”

A rush of pleasure moved through her veins. Being appreciated was foreign in so many ways. For a moment, she simply enjoyed it. She didn’t put a wall up, didn’t try to shield herself from her feelings. She’d learned to filter things, good and bad, to protect herself. But she could enjoy this, enjoy that Aleksei Petrov was fighting to keep her on staff.

Could enjoy being wanted. Needed.

“Thank you.”

She was actually choked up. Why did affirmation from him mean anything? She should be fine on her own. She shouldn’t need a pat on the back from him, or anyone.

But it felt really, really good. And it was tempting to just feel good for a while.

“I have owned my own company long enough to know that, no matter how good I am at what I do, if I’m not surrounded by employees that are as committed and as skilled, true success is not possible,” he said.

It was a rare thing, she knew, to have a boss that actually appreciated the work that was done in the trenches and not only that, a boss who didn’t see employees as expendable.

At her very first office job, an internship, she’d been so cloistered in her boss’s domain she’d got a very good idea that he didn’t respect anyone who worked for him. Of course, she hadn’t seen it that way; she’d eaten up his explanations of why everyone was incompetent. He’d appreciated her, so he’d said. And she had been … so needy. And so very, very stupid.

She’d allowed that—his proclamation of all other workers at the company as morons—to cut her off from her coworkers. To isolate her. Which had been William’s aim, of course. Keep her separate, keep her ignorant. And she had been more than willing to walk right into that trap.

A reminder of why she wasn’t going to sit around and indulge in warm fuzzies now.

Although, at least Aleksei acknowledged the hard work of everyone in the company. Not just the designers or the management. And not just an innocent young intern.

“I … well, I really appreciate that you consider me a valuable member of the team. And it isn’t like I was planning on leaving Petrova tomorrow.”

“When it becomes something you’re seriously considering, talk to me.”

“I will.”

She leaned back, letting the soft cushions take some of the tension out of her shoulders, letting the silence stretch between them.

“You don’t want coffee?” she asked.

He shook his head. “I dislike the idea of depending on anything that alters my mood.”

Now he did, anyway. Aleksei had come too close, had been too tempted to simply drown himself in a bottle of alcohol when Paulina had died. Had done for a while. It had been easier not to feel. Now, he didn’t need a substance to accomplish that. It simply came naturally to him.

But that was why his business was so important. He didn’t rely on caffeine, or alcohol. He relied on success. The high of being the best. Of knocking out competition. Becoming the most recognized brand name in jewelry. He had done all of that.

Now he was simply working for more. More success. More wealth. But he had to keep moving. Because when he stopped … well, he just didn’t stop. He hadn’t, not since that first low. Not since he’d determined he wouldn’t let himself sink into oblivion, not matter how much he wanted to.

He very much wasn’t in oblivion now, and the arousal coursing through his body when he looked at Madeline was a reminder of that.

He didn’t sleep with employees. It was bad for business, and it was shameless abuse of power. He believed that. He lived by it. But Madeline tested that. Was a temptation beyond anything he had known before.

It was six years since his wife had died. Since he had watched them lower the casket, holding the woman he loved, into the ground. A part of him had been buried then too.

He’d had sex since then, of course. After the physical need had come back, he’d taken care of it. Long-term mistresses being his solution of choice.

But what he felt was basic sexual arousal, a man responding to a woman. Any woman. But it wasn’t unique. There was no fire.

When he looked at Madeline, there was fire. Heat and desire on a level he couldn’t remember feeling before. The need was for her. The fire burned for her. Not for Olivia. Not for some anonymous woman.

Not even for his wife.

He clenched his hands tight, until the tendons stretched, the mild pain a hope of distraction from the current of need that was washing through him. It didn’t work.

Not with her so close, glossy brown hair tumbling over her shoulders in waves, blue eyes bright, the pale, lush curve of her breasts framed by the scoop neck of her deep purple top. She was a call to sin he didn’t know if he wanted to resist.

He could. He was certain of that. He’d been to hell and back in his life. Willpower, strength wasn’t an issue. But he wasn’t sure he wanted to turn away.

The only thing that made him question it wasn’t her status at the company—somewhere in the past ten minutes he’d gotten over that—it was the haunted look she got in those beautiful blue eyes. A look he didn’t want to take on. A look he didn’t want to contribute to.

She sighed and leaned back, berry-stained lips curving into a soft smile. “I should probably adopt your philosophy. Or maybe start sleeping. But there’s always so much to do and … coffee’s more readily available than downtime.”

“I don’t really sleep anyway,” he said.

He hadn’t slept through the night since Paulina died. But it was good. He used that. He worked. He kept his mind busy.

“I wish I didn’t need sleep,” she said, misunderstanding.

Good. He didn’t wish that sort of nightmarish insomnia on anyone. Living between sleep and being awake, with only ghosts for company.

“There are advantages,” he said. “Especially as we have shops in so many time zones, offices in so many time zones. It helps that I’m able to get up and make calls when I need to.”

“Mmm,” she said absently, sipping her coffee, slender fingers sliding over the ceramic handle of the mug. Which shouldn’t be arousing, not in any way. And yet, it was.

It was far too easy to imagine those smooth, delicate hands caressing his body.

When he looked at her eyes again, they were intent on him, the glitter in them hot, longing. Her cheeks flushed with color. Need. Want. Desire. He saw it all there. He saw it because it reflected what he felt.

He met her gaze, dared her to look away. She didn’t. But then she blinked and brought down the shutters, her eyes blank of anything other than sheer stubbornness.

Aleksei knew women. He created jewelry for women, to make them feel beautiful, to make them happy. It wasn’t often he felt he didn’t understand a woman’s thoughts.

Madeline continued to look at him, her expression cool now. As if trying to prove to him that he was wrong about the fire he was certain he’d glimpsed.

He was more accustomed to women making invitations, to them following up a moment of clear physical attraction with an attempt at making it more than simple attraction.

It was clear Madeline was not going to be making any invitations.

“When you’re ready, Madeline,” he said, “we can discuss what it is you want.”

Her eyes widened, her cheeks flushing. “With work?”

He couldn’t suppress the rush of pure satisfaction that flooded through him. “Of course.”

She nodded. “Yes … that sounds … good.”

His heart was pounding faster, adrenaline pumping through his veins. Blood running hotter and faster as he imagined what it would be like to get her to confess her desire for him. Interest. Excitement. Feeling. After six years of experiencing nothing more than basic human needs, this was foreign to him.

He wanted Madeline Forrester. And he intended to have her.

“Oh, please be straight,” Maddy muttered under her breath as she finished tacking up part of the large swath of silk fabric.

She was trying to make a swag effect around the ballroom between the wall and the ceiling in an attempt to soften what was a very crisp look. All of the decorations, the table settings, the linens, the lights, would be white, and the idea was to add texture and dimension.

Which was why she was wobbling on the second-from-the-top rung of a ladder, hanging on with one hand and trying to wrangle the fabric with the others.

“What the hell are you doing?” Aleksei’s deep voice resonated in the empty ballroom.

Maddy wobbled a bit and set the last tack into place, covering it carefully with a fold of fabric, before looking down.

“Working,” she said sharply. “And could you not sneak up on me when I’m nine feet off the ground?”

She moved her foot forward, careful not to snag her high heel on the ladder rungs as she climbed down. Her shoe slipped on the last rung and she gripped the sides of the ladder tightly, making a very ungraceful dismount as she plopped both feet on the marble floor.

Her heart was pounding heavily, from the almost fall and from Aleksei’s presence. She’d managed to avoid him in the two days since the train ride from Milan. Since the moment she’d nearly given in to the desire coursing through her and touched him. She’d been so tempted. So weak.

She turned and took a step back and nearly ran into Aleksei’s broad, muscular body. He reached out and bracketed her in, his hands gripping both sides of the ladder.

“What were you doing?” he asked, voice low and deadly.

“My job,” she said stiffly, trying to fight the languor that was spreading through her.

“You were on top of a ladder in high-heeled shoes. Do you have any idea how dangerous that is?”

“No. I mean, maybe it is a little, but I work in heels a lot, and I climb ladders sometimes.”

“Don’t I pay a very efficient team to help you with the physical aspects of preparing for events?” he practically growled.

“Yes, you do, but I was experimenting with this effect and sometimes it’s just easier to execute an idea myself. I’m not always sure how it will come together and …”

“It was a very foolish thing to do.”

He was so very close. And he was angry, but he wasn’t scary. He was concerned … for her. And that was … that was almost more intoxicating than being close enough to him that with the slightest tilt of her head she could brush her lips against his.

She jerked her head back, because if she didn’t do that, she was going to do the opposite. And that would be beyond stupid.

But then he moved his hand, placed it on her back. His large, warm palm spread wide across her shoulderblades, heat seeping through her silk blouse. He moved his thumb slightly, the faint rasp of calluses against the thin fabric audible in the large, empty space.

Everything in her was tangled. Snarled together so tightly that she was immobilized by it. She couldn’t do anything but stand there and stare at him. Part of her wanted to move away. To run, as fast as she could. Away from the job, from the man. From the temptation. From the sneaky little hussy that lived inside of her that wanted everything she should never, ever have.

But so much of her wanted to stay. To revel in that touch. The woman in her wanted it, wanted his hands to slide over her body, for the touch to become intimate.

It wasn’t normal to be celibate for so long. It just wasn’t. And she wanted … she just wanted. And really, wasn’t that normal? To want a man to want her? To want the man in return? It was hard to have a healthy view on your sexuality when the press had labeled you a home-wrecking slut. It was hard not to see yourself that way. At least, it was hard for her.

And that was why, for five years, there hadn’t been anyone. Not a lover, not even a date. No kissing, no caressing. There was no middle ground in her life. There had been work. That was all.

That wasn’t right. It wasn’t right that she’d let William and his deceit dictate her actions for so long. He never should have had that power. Never should have had any power at all.

But he did. Even with the realization, he still did.

She moved away from Aleksei, and he let her go. “I’m fine,” she said, her voice hard. “And I wouldn’t have lost my balance at all if you hadn’t come in and yelled at me, so maybe next time wait until my feet are on the ground before you come after me.”

He strode toward her, his expression fierce. “Is this a joke to you? Do you know how quickly things end? Do you understand?”

The rawness in his voice shocked her. The depth of emotion. She honestly didn’t want to know where it came from. She couldn’t handle it. If she knew who he was, beyond being a good boss, if there was any more … she just couldn’t.

“I’m sorry,” she said, needing to defuse it. “I’ll be more careful next time. I’ll wear better shoes.”

“Have one of the other staff do it.”

“Why? They aren’t any more smash-proof than I am.”

His dark eyes were hard, uncompromising. “Have one of the other staff do it.”

He was her boss. Something she needed to remember. “Okay, next time I’ll have one of the team do it. Does that satisfy you?”

A muscle in his jaw jumped. “I’m as close to satisfied as I will get,” he said stiffly, walking ahead of her and out of the room.

She put her hand over her heart, felt it beating rapidly beneath her palm. She didn’t know what had just happened. What had passed between them. What had changed. But something had.

And she knew that there would be no putting things back as they had been.





CHAPTER FIVE

PERFECT. It was all perfect. From the glossy white floors to the white silk draping from the ceiling, Madeline had executed the look of the ballroom with style and grace. It was classic, with a modern edge.

Of course, Madeline had nearly broken her neck for the effect.

It was possible he’d overreacted. When he’d walked into the ballroom and seen her there, nine feet above the marble floor, three inch spiked heels draped over the ladder rungs, the rush of anger and adrenaline that had filled him had been instant.

He would have reacted to any employee, any person, behaving so recklessly. Of course, she hadn’t seen her behavior as reckless. Stubborn woman.

“Aleksei.” The woman next to him, a woman whose name he hadn’t bothered to get, stroked his forearm with long, manicured fingers. “I do so enjoy every piece that you’ve designed. I have a fabulous idea for your next collection.”

He let her drone on. He didn’t need ideas, especially not from spoiled heiresses.

Then he caught sight of Madeline. Madeline who was wrapped up tight in a slinky, form-fitting white dress that conjured up fantasies that were hardly pure. Madeline, who had caused him to remain sleepless every night of the week. She was slipping out the side door, making her escape, just as she had done at the Milan exhibition. He was done with sleepless nights. He was done wanting and not having.

He set the champagne glass down on one of the tables and extricated himself from the other woman’s hold. She was still talking to anyone who would listen as he made his way across the ballroom and to the door that was nearest him.

It would only take a taste. Something to satisfy the hunger that was eating at him. If he could have that, if he could satisfy his curiosity … that was all he needed.

He looked down the corridor and saw the tail of Madeline’s white dress disappear as she exited the hall and went to the indoor gardens.

It had been a long time since he’d pursued a woman, if he ever had. He didn’t usually bother. But this woman had burrowed her way under his skin. Until he had her, until he sated his body’s desire for her, she would seem like so much more than she was.

She was just a woman. He was a man. They wanted each other. It was that basic. It was nothing more. He just needed to prove that to his body.

She was standing near the door when he walked in, her attention fixed on some of the tropical plants. A striking contrast, the bright pink flowers, Madeline in white, and the deep snow just outside the warm glass sanctuary that shielded all the delicate blooms.

He took a moment to admire her, admire the small dip of her waist, the curve of her hip. Especially that tight round bottom, a feature that made him wonder if she spent time in the gym.

She turned suddenly. “Aleksei,” she said, no emotion to her voice.

“You’re always running out on your own events. If you don’t enjoy them, you might worry about the guests.”

Soft pink lips tilted up half-heartedly. “Well, last time I had to get shrimp.”

“That’s right.”

“And this time … I needed … air.” She looked away from him and turned her focus to the thick glass walls. “I didn’t need it bad enough to go out there and brave the snow so I thought I would compromise.”

“You look tired,” he said. It was true. There were shadows under her eyes, but it was more than that, it was in the way she held herself. He didn’t like to see it. It made him feel … responsible somehow.

She pulled her lips into a hard line. “I don’t know that that’s an appropriate thing for a boss to say.”

He took a step closer to her. “And a friend?”

“You aren’t my friend.”

No. He wasn’t. Anything he said to her, any personal gesture he made, would be made with the aim of getting her into bed. That wasn’t the action of a friend. Though, truly he wasn’t certain that he had friends. He certainly hadn’t gone out of his way to cultivate any friendships. He had never been the social one.

“True.” He watched her face, the way she looked at him. The hungry look in her eyes, the one that mirrored his own growing need. “Are you going to pretend there’s nothing more between us than a working relationship?”

She pulled her mouth tighter, into a determined pucker. “Yes, I think I should pretend that. Because what’s the point of going anywhere else?”

He moved closer to her, half expecting her to back away, but she didn’t. She held her ground, arms at her sides.

“Nothing long-term,” he said. “But there are benefits to short-term arrangements.”

“The woman you were talking to?”

“No one. I didn’t even ask her name.”

Madeline only looked at him for a moment, clenching and unclenching her fists, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. She stepped forward and put her hands on his cheeks, blue eyes serious as she looked at him. Then she pulled up on her toes and kissed him.

Her kiss was clumsy, a bit inexperienced, but her enthusiasm more than made up for any missing skill. She kissed like a woman who was starving, and he was more than willing to meet her need.

He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her to him, groaned when he felt her full breasts press against his chest. Her tongue, soft and wet, slicked against his lips, a timid question in its touch. And he answered, meeting her thrust for thrust, tasting, savoring, enjoying every bit of her sweet mouth.

An enthusiastic sound climbed her throat and vibrated between their lips as she shifted her hands so that she was clinging to his shoulders. He cupped the back of her head with his other hand, sifting his fingers through silky strands.

Just a taste? He wanted a feast. Wanted to move his hands over her curves, without the thin barrier of her dress hindering him. He wanted to feel her skin, smooth and warm. Wanted to taste every inch of her.

As suddenly as she’d started the kiss, she pulled away. And he let her go, watching her. Her eyes were wide, her lips swollen, cheeks flushed, her breasts rising and falling harshly with each breath.

She pushed a hand through her thoroughly mussed hair. “I had to … I had to see,” she said, her voice shaky.

“You had to see?” he asked, his own voice roughened by arousal.

“I thought it couldn’t possibly be as good as I imagined. It never is, you know.”

“And?”

She cursed and turned away from him.

“That good?” he asked.

She turned back to face him. “I can’t,” she said simply. “It’s unprofessional.”

“We passed unprofessional a while ago, I think.”

“Yes, okay, we did. But continuing would be … more unprofessional.”

She stood back and looked at him, her eyes hard, as if she was waiting for something. Waiting for him to grab her, or … he didn’t know what else. He knew it went with the wariness he saw in her eyes sometimes. Knew he didn’t want to take it on. He couldn’t be anyone’s knight in shining armor. Didn’t want to be.

“All right, Madeline, if you don’t want to, that’s your decision. I don’t coerce women into bed. I don’t have to. But I know you feel the attraction. You’ve proved it. And as far as professional goes, the line has been crossed with or without actual sex.”

She shook her head, dark curls bouncing with the motion. “Office stuff is complicated. I have too much tied up in this job.” Her eyes narrowed. “You aren’t going to fire me if I say no, are you?”

“I told you, I don’t do coercion, and that encompasses asking someone to prostitute herself for a job. I can be ruthless in matters of business, but I do not abuse people.”

Madeline swallowed, but her throat remained dry. She’d just made the second biggest mistake of her life. Okay, possibly third biggest, but it was still big. She never should have kissed him. Ever.

But fantasy never lived up to reality and she’d been so desperate to purge the desire for Aleksei from her system, to do something to get the reckless ache to desert her. She’d been sick with jealousy watching that woman caress his arm and whisper in his ear. It wasn’t emotional jealousy, it was basic, physical jealousy. She didn’t want another woman to have what she was so set on denying herself.

And with that desire came guilt that was nearly crippling. Guilt because she wanted a man, for the first time in five years. Guilt because she couldn’t repress her sexuality anymore. Guilt because she still wanted sex when she’d been so convinced she could let that part of herself go. When she’d been so convinced that she should. Because how could she ever trust herself again?

And then she’d thought, as he was standing there looking so gorgeous it made her body hurt with desire, that she could prove it wouldn’t really be electric. She had limited experience with men, only one miserable lover to her credit, and the physical side of things had never been so incredible for her. It had been about emotions, not any kind of true desire.

But Aleksei’s kiss had sent a current through her body that had immobilized her with its strength. Had melted her with its heat. She’d meant to close the door on it. Had meant to remind her body that all that physical stuff wasn’t everything it was made out to be.

Except it had been more. More than she’d imagined and more than it had ever been for her.

Counterproductive.

“I’m sure you don’t.” She believed him. Believed that he didn’t get his kicks out of abusing his power. He hadn’t tried to talk her into it. Hadn’t said how beautiful she was. Hadn’t said he loved her.

He hadn’t lied. And she had kissed him. And lightning hadn’t struck her dead on the spot. There was no scarlet letter out in the snow.

That was all very good to know.

“I just can’t …” It was too easy to remember what had happened last time. And it was her boss again, for heaven’s sake. Although, if there was a similarity between Aleksei and William she couldn’t think of it.

“It’s not a good idea,” she finished.

“It’s not,” he agreed.

She folded her arms under her breasts, because she was cold. Because she needed a shield. She put her head down and walked past him, heading to the door.

When he spoke again, his voice was soft, but commanding. “It’s not a good idea. But I want you. If you want this to happen, you have to come to me now, Madeline. I’m not playing games, and I don’t chase after women.”

She didn’t turn. “I won’t change my mind. I can’t.”

It crushed part of her to say that. To be such a coward. Because there was common sense involved, yes, but most of it was just fear. And she hated that she was the sort of person who let fear have a hand in her life.

But it was too strong, too real, for her to fight.

He moved so that he was behind her, pushed the door open and held it for her. “And that is your decision. It remains your decision.” He didn’t believe her. Of course he didn’t. She didn’t believe herself. “Can I escort you back to the ballroom?”

She nodded stiffly. The best thing to do would be to pretend nothing had happened.

That she’d never felt his tongue slide against hers. Never been held in his strong arms.

She could do it. She could go back to the way things had been. She wasn’t weak. At least, she wouldn’t be anymore.

“Hello, Madeline.” Aleksei’s smooth voice was more torturous now than it had ever been. Now that she’d tasted his lips. Felt his hands, rough and insistent on her. Rough and insistent in a good way. In the way that made a woman feel want at the exclusion of everything else.

“Hello,” she responded, her voice coming out short and crisp.

“How is everything shaping up for the exhibition in Luxembourg?”

She leaned back in her chair and arched her back, stretching out her knotted muscles. “Great. Better than great. We have use of the entire castle, which means on the invites I’m going to have guests check whether or not they would like the use of a room in the castle for the night, and to join us for a gourmet breakfast the next morning.”

“Extravagant.”

“You can afford it,” she said.

“Of course.”

It was the perfect venue as far as she was concerned. It was turning into the largest event for this collection, and she was very happy with it. The guest list included some of the world’s wealthiest and most influential people, and the setting was designed to impress.

“I’d also like to display some pieces from your past collections if there are originals still available.”

“Some, although most have been sold at auction.”

“Whatever we can get our hands on. Since we have use of the whole space, I want to use the whole space.”

She could do this. It was easy to talk work with Aleksei. They meshed there. They connected. On this one plane of existence they connected. And it was really the only way they needed to connect.

Yes, it was. No need to connect in any other way. Not at the lips or … anywhere else.

She grimaced and leaned forward, picking up a pen so she could take notes or something. Anything to keep her mind fully occupied so that it didn’t go off on tangents about connecting to Aleksei.

It was better with hundreds of miles between them. Better with the barrier of the phone. She wished, she wished so much, that they had never broken that barrier. It would all be simpler. She wouldn’t be having sleepless nights dreaming about his touch, wouldn’t get hot every time his name was mentioned in conversation.

“I’m stopping by later today,” he said. “We can discuss it further then.”

She stood up. “What?” He never came to the Milan office. Well, not in the two months since she’d been there, which didn’t really equate to never. But he certainly didn’t come often. He’d been in Moscow and she’d been perfectly happy with him there.

“You’re looking forward to it, I can tell,” he said drily.

“Sorry.” She shook her head and cursed herself inwardly. She would kill for a little sexual sophistication right about now. Sadly, she wasn’t going to get it in the next hour.

Though she was getting to the point where she was really thinking it was time. She’d allowed herself to be tied up in the horror from five years ago for a long time. Too long. Longer than her former boss, certainly. Likely longer than her former boss’s ex-wife. The media didn’t even care anymore, hadn’t for a long time.

But her name had been synonymous with slut for a good two months. Her brother had done his absolute best to protect her. His misguided best since she’d sworn to him that nothing had happened. A huge weight she carried still.

It was easy to make excuses. For all of it. For lying to Gage—she was embarrassed, humiliated, and, no, of course she hadn’t known her boss was married. For any of it happening in the first place—William had said he loved her. But the fact was, there wasn’t an excuse. She’d been stupid, she’d been naive and she’d allowed herself to be manipulated.

An affection-starved young woman, barely a woman, who had lapped up every compliment, every ounce of affection her boss had sent her way.

But she was still letting that man manipulate her, and it was a fair bet he couldn’t even remember her name. He had likely replaced her, and the wife he’d lost over the affair he’d had with her, ten times over by now.

And she was still stuck. Still wallowing in all the pain and regret of the past. All that moving on and up nonsense was just that. It was a lie. To herself and to everyone else.

Being with Aleksei, sleeping with him, might not be a good idea. But her decision about it shouldn’t hinge on things in the past. It should just hinge on the fact that a workplace dalliance wasn’t really the brightest move of all time.

“I’ll … I’ll see you soon then,” she said.

She hung the phone up and sat back down. Her heart was pounding hard, her hands shaking. And this time, it wasn’t all Aleksei’s doing.

She’d had a breakthrough. In ten minutes. She hadn’t put her relationship with William behind her. She hadn’t moved on. She was letting him control her life, even now.

And it was ending today.
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