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      An Heiress for His Empire
    

    Lucy Monroe

  

    For Judy Flohr, a very special reader who I have long considered an honest friend. It’s sort of amazing to me that you’ve been reading and sharing your love of my books since the very first one, The Greek Tycoon’s Ultimatum back in 2003. When I’m doubting myself or the story, I know I can re-read your emails or online reader reviews and remember why I write and that maybe I’m not so bad at this after all. THANK YOU!!! Hugs and blessings, Lucy

  

    
      CHAPTER ONE
    

    MADISON ARCHER SET HER morning coffee down, hot liquid spilling over the rim, as she read her Google alerts with growing horror.

    
Madcap Madison Looking for New Master?

    Archer Heiress into Heavy Kink

    San Francisco Bad Boy Dumps Very Bad Girl


    The articles made lurid claims about a lifestyle and relationship between Maddie and Perry Timwater. A completely nonexistent relationship.

    The fact that Perry was the source caused the coffee to sour in Maddie’s stomach.

    His supposed exposé of their fictitious relationship claimed she was a submissive with a serious pain fetish and need for multiple partners. She gritted her teeth on the urge to swear as she read it was her inability to remain faithful that forced Perry to end things between them.

    Maddie wouldn’t mind ending Perry right that minute. Betrayal choked her.

    How could he have done this?

    He was her friend.

    They’d met their freshman year at university. He’d made her laugh when she’d thought nothing could. Not after her epic fail trying to get Viktor Beck’s attention. She’d started university with a broken heart and Perry had helped her paste over the cracks with friendship.

    She’d helped him pass his accountancy courses. He’d played platonic escort for her and she’d provided him entrée to Jeremy Archer’s world—an echelon above his own.

    But never, not once, had their friendship ever taken a turn toward something heavier.

    Pounding sounded on her front door. “Maddie! It’s me, don’t freak.” Then barely a second later, the double snick of locks sliding back was followed by the door swinging wide.

    Holding a bag from their favorite bakery aloft, her black bob swirling around her pixie face, Romi Grayson kicked the door shut behind her. “I come bearing the panacea for all ills.”

    “I’m not sure even chocolate and flaky pastry can make this situation better.” Maddie slumped against the back of her chair.

    Eyes the same vibrant blue as Maddie’s glittered with anger. “So, Perry’s lost his mind, right?”

    “You saw the articles?”

    “Only after reporters woke me from a dead sleep demanding my opinion of my best friend’s darker sexual proclivities.” Romi’s mouth twisted wryly. “Proclivities I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t have even if you weren’t still a virgin.”

    “You’ve got that right. I’ve never been able to trust one man enough to have sex, much less multiple partners.”

    As ridiculous as that might seem at twenty-four, it wasn’t going to change anytime soon, either.

    “If you ask me, it’s got less to do with trust and more to do with the fact you imprinted on Viktor Beck like a baby bird when you were a teenager and you’ve never gotten over him.”

    “Romi!” Maddie was in no mood to hash out her unrequited feelings for her father’s dark-haired, dark-eyed, to-die-for-bodied golden boy.

    “I’m just saying...”

    “Nothing you haven’t said before.” Maddie’s stomach grew queasier by the second.

    Along with the rest of the world, Vik would see the articles, but she couldn’t afford to think about that right now, or she really was going to lose it. “Father is going to kill me.”

    This new scandal was bound to crack even the San Francisco tycoon’s icy demeanor. And not in the way Maddie had always craved.

    He’d sent her away to boarding school months after her mother’s death and Maddie had courted media attention in the hopes of gaining his. It had worked for her mother, Helene Archer, née Madison, the original Madcap Madison, but Maddie had come to realize the strategy had backfired pretty spectacularly for her.

    In the nine years since Helene’s death, Jeremy had developed a habit of thinking the worst of his daughter. When he wasn’t ignoring her existence all together.

    “If he doesn’t die of a stress-related heart attack first.” Romi put a chocolate-filled croissant in front of Maddie.

    “Don’t say that.”

    The other woman grimaced. “Sorry. Stuff just comes out. You know what I’m like. Your dad is wound pretty tight, though.”

    Maddie couldn’t argue that.

    “I think this time, Perry’s diarrhea of the mouth has me beat anyway.” Romi chewed her pastry militantly. “What was he thinking?”

    Morose, Maddie stared at her friend. “That he wanted the money the tabloid paid him for the story?”

    She’d had no idea that turning down his latest request for a loan would result in her utter humiliation. How could she? Friends didn’t do that to each other.

    “Jerk.”

    Maddie usually played peacemaker between her two closest friends, but she wasn’t about to stand up for Perry this time. “What am I going to do?”

    “You could threaten to sue and demand a retraction.”

    “Based on my word against his?”

    Romi made a sound very close to a growl. “You two have never even kissed with tongue.”

    “But we have kissed, for the cameras.” Perry had always made a joke of it.

    He had been Maddie’s go-to escort for years and more than one article speculating on their relationship had been run, often quoting anonymous sources and always accompanied by the joke kissing pictures.

    “Do you think he’s done this before?”

    “Sold confidential details of your supposed relationship?” Romi asked.

    “Yes.”

    “You know what I think.”

    Maddie sighed. “That he’s a leech.”

    “Always has been.”

    “He was a good friend.” Maddie couldn’t make herself claim he still was.

    Romi just gave Maddie a disbelieving look, no words necessary.

    Ignoring it, Maddie said, “I probably can’t prove we never had a relationship, but I can sue them for libel in the details.”

    “His word against yours.”

    “But he’s lying.”

    “This is something new for the tabloids?”

    Feeling hopeless, Maddie pushed her croissant away.

    “You could always sic your dad’s dogs on Perry. That media fixer of his could be cast in Shark Week on the Discovery Channel.”

    “I should.” Even supposing her dad cared enough to assign his media fixer’s precious time to helping Maddie.

    Romi’s expression turned knowing. “But you won’t. Perry was your friend.”

    Maddie opened her mouth, but Romi put her hand up, forestalling words. “Don’t you dare say he still is.”

    “No.” Maddie swallowed back emotion. “No, it’s pretty clear he’s not my friend and maybe he never was.”

    “Oh, sweetie.” Romi came around the table to hug her.

    Maddie fought down stress-induced nausea. “I thought he was real.”

    “Instead, he turned out to be just another one of the plastic people.” Romi’s tone reflected her own experience with that. “All looks and no substance.”

    Maddie choked out a morbid laugh. “Yeah.”

    A bugler’s reveille sounded from her smartphone.

    With a snicker, Romi moved back to her seat. “Daddy’s PA?”

    “I thought it was appropriate.” Maddie clicked into her text messages, unsurprised to see that there were dozens.

    While she checked her phone periodically throughout the day, Maddie only had sound alerts set for certain people: Romi, Perry—who was going off the list today—Maddie’s father, his personal assistant. Viktor Beck.

    Not that her father’s business heir apparent contacted Maddie these days. But still, if he did...she’d get an audible alert.

    Ignoring the numerous messages from friends, acquaintances and the media jackals, Maddie clicked into the one from her father’s PA.

    

    Mtg w Mr. Archer @ 10:45—conf rm 2.

    

    Mr. Archer. Not Mr. A, even though the PA had used text speak for the rest of the message. Not your father. That might have been too personal.

    “He wants to meet this morning.” Maddie bit her lip, considering what she’d have to change to make that happen.

    Romi nodded. “Are you going to go?”

    Maddie considered putting off her morning plans for the meeting with her father.

    “No.” It wasn’t as if her showing up when he called was going to make Jeremy any less angry.

    She shot a quick text back to the PA offering to come anytime after noon-thirty.

    Fifteen minutes later, Romi was gone after a final pep talk when the strains of Michael Bublé’s “Call Me Irresponsible” sounded from Maddie’s smartphone.

    Her father was calling her. Personally. Not texting.

    Any other time, she would be thrilled. But right now? The crooner’s smooth voice was as ominous as the sepulchre tones of a Halloween horror flick’s sound track.

    Maddie put the phone to her ear. “Hello, Father.”

    “Ten forty-five, Madison. You will not be late.”

    “You know I have a standing morning appointment.” Not that he knew what it was.

    Maddie had tried to tell him once, but Jeremy had mocked the very idea of his flighty daughter doing anything worthwhile. Worse, he’d made it clear how useless he thought it was to spend time volunteering at an underfunded public school predominantly populated by the children of poverty-level families.

    Since then, Maddie had kept her two lives completely separate. Maddie Grace, nondescript twentysomething who loved children and volunteered a good chunk of her time, had nothing in common—not even hair and eye color—with Madison Archer, notorious socialite and heiress.

    “Cancel.” No give. No explanation. Just demand.

    Typical.

    “It’s important.”

    “No. It is not.” His tone was so cold it sent shivers along her extremities.

    “It is to me.” She wished she could be as unaffected by his displeasure as he was by hers. “Please.”

    “Ten-forty-five, Madison.” Then he hung up.

    She knew because the call dropped.

    * * *

    Wearing the armor of her socialite Madison Archer persona, Maddie got off the elevator at the twenty-ninth floor of her father’s building in San Francisco’s financial district.

    None of the nerves wreaking havoc with her insides showed on her smooth face.

    Makeup applied to highlight, not compete with, the blue of her eyes and gentle bow of her lips, she’d styled her chin-length red hair in perfectly placed curls around her oval face so like her mother’s. No highlights had ever been necessary for the natural copper tones.

    Her three-quarter-length-sleeved Valentino black-and-white suit wasn’t this year’s collection, but it was one of her favorites and fit the image she intended to convey. The wide black banded hem of the straight skirt brushed a proper two inches above her knees and the Jackie-O-style jacket with a statement bow was a galaxy away from slutty.

    She’d opted for classic closed-toe black Jimmy Choo pumps that added a mere two inches to her five-foot-six-inch height. Maddie carried a simple leather Chanel bag, her accessories limited to her mother’s favorite Cartier watch and diamond stud earrings.

    Maddie didn’t look anything like the woman described by Perry in his “breakup interview” with the press.

    She walked into Conference Room Two without knocking, stopping for a strategic pause in the doorway to allow the other occupants a moment to look their fill.

    She wasn’t going to scurry in like a mouse trying to avoid the cat’s attention.

    The brief moment had the added benefit of allowing her to take her own lay of the land.

    Seven people sat around the eight-person conference table. As to be expected, her father occupied one end. Maddie was equal parts relieved and worried to see his media fixer at the other end, but not happy at all to see the man seated to the right of her father.

    Romi was right that Maddie had had a crush on the gorgeous Viktor Beck since he started working for Jeremy Archer ten years ago. The unrequited feelings had evolved from schoolgirl infatuation to something more, something that made it impossible for other men to measure up.

    That first year, Maddie had still had her mother and Helene would tease Maddie for her blushes in the tycoon-in-the-making’s presence.

    Maddie had learned to control her blushes, but not the feelings the handsome third-generation Russian engendered in her.

    Having him here to witness her humiliation tightened the knot of tension inside her until she wasn’t sure it would ever come undone.

    Less understandable, but not nearly as upsetting, was the presence of two of her father’s other high-level managers in the remaining chairs on that side of the table. Her father’s PA sat to his left, with an empty chair beside her.

    The final man at the table had a powerful presence and a familiar face, but in her current state of highly guarded stress, Maddie couldn’t place him.

    Everyone had a stack of papers in front of them. It took only the briefest glance to see what they were: printed-out copies of the news stories Maddie had seen earlier on her smartphone. Underneath them was an individual copy for each person in the room of the actual tabloid the original story had run in.

    Vik’s pile was different. It had what looked like a contract on top. Looking around the table, Maddie realized everyone else had a copy of that as well, but on the bottom of their pile—the stapled corner was the only thing visible in the other piles.

    She looked at her father and gave him the sardonic expression she’d been using for years to mask her vulnerability. “I don’t suppose it occurred to you to discuss this with me privately before bringing in a think tank.”

    “Sit down, Madison.” He didn’t even bother to respond to her comment.

    Which should neither surprise, nor hurt. So why did it do both?

    She waited a count of three before obeying his brusque order, deliberately ignoring the stack of papers in front of her. “I assume we’ve already drafted a letter demanding a retraction?”

    When her father didn’t answer, she stared pointedly at his media fixer.

    “Is it likely your ex-lover will recant his commentary?” the fixer asked in a flat tone.

    “First, he was never my lover. Second, he doesn’t have to recant his lies for us to sue the tabloid for libel.” Though her chances of winning the suit weren’t high without Perry’s honesty.

    “I am not in the habit of wasting time or resources on a hopeless endeavor,” her father said.

    “The story is out there and that can’t be changed,” she agreed. “But that doesn’t mean we leave Perry’s lies unchallenged.”

    Her father’s eyes were chips of blue ice. “If you wish to challenge your ex-lover’s lies, you may do so, but that is not my concern.”

    “You don’t believe the stories?” she asked with a pained incredulity she couldn’t quite hide.

    “What I believe is not the issue at hand.”

    “It is for me.” There were only two people in that room whose opinion Maddie cared about.

    Her father’s and Viktor Beck’s, no matter how much she might wish that wasn’t the case.

    Her gaze shifted to Vik, but nothing from the stern set of his square jaw to the obscure depths of his espresso-brown eyes revealed his thoughts.

    There had been a time when he might have tried to encourage her with a half smile or even a wink, but those days were gone. There’d been no softening in his demeanor toward her since her first trip home after going away to university.

    And while that might be her own fault, she didn’t have to like it.

    Her father cleared his throat. “Those tawdry stories may have precipitated this meeting, but they are not the reason for it.”

    Maddie’s attention snapped back to her only remaining family. “What do you mean?”

    “The issue we are here to address is your unacceptable notoriety, Madison. I will not sit by while you attempt to rival other heiresses for worldwide infamy.”

    “I don’t.” Even when Maddie had tried to court her father’s attention by gaining that of the media, she hadn’t gone that far.

    Okay, so she and Romi were known for their participation in political rallies of the liberal variety, which included a well-publicized sit-in protesting cuts in local school funding. That Maddie had gone further, bungee jumping from the Golden Gate Bridge with five others and unfurling a giant banner that read Go Green or Go Home, was beside the point.

    There were videos online of her bungee jumping in less politically motivated and slightly more risky circumstances. The snowboarding had been a total failure, but she’d always loved downhill skiing and learning to jump had been fantastic. Of course, only her tumbles made it into the media.

    But she hadn’t done a thing to get herself in the papers in over six months. Not since hitting the headlines with a nighttime adventure in skydiving that had resulted in her hospitalization with a hairline fracture to her pelvis.

    Her father had not only ignored her exploit, but he’d also ignored Maddie’s injury. And not only had he refused to take her phone calls from the hospital, but he’d also made it clear, through his PA, that Maddie was not welcome at the family mansion for her recovery.

    She’d been forced to hire a nurse to help during the weeks of her limited mobility. Romi had offered to stay with her, but Maddie refused to take advantage.

    “Am I to understand you didn’t read Madison in on the contents of this contract?” Vik asked, unexpected disapproval edging his deep tone. “Do you actually expect her to agree?”

    “She’ll agree.” Her father gave her a stern glare. “Or I will cut her out of my life completely.”

    The words were painful enough to hear, but the absolute conviction in her father’s voice stabbed straight through Maddie’s carefully cultivated facade to the genuine and all-too-vulnerable emotions underneath.

    “Over this?” she demanded, waving her hand toward the printed articles. “It’s not true!”

    “You will not continue to drag my name and that of my company through the mud, Madison.”

    “I don’t do that.” While she’d managed a certain level of media notoriety, it had never before been because of anything even remotely like the lies Perry had spewed to the tabloids.

    Her father began reading the headlines out loud and weak tears burned the back of her eyes. Maddie refused to give in to them, wishing she could be as genuinely emotionless as the steel-gray-haired man flaying her with other people’s words.

    “I told you, he lied.”

    “Why would he?” the media fixer asked, sounding interested in an almost clinical way.

    “For money. For revenge.” Because she’d turned him down one too many times and compounded that by refusing his latest request for a loan. “I don’t know, but he lied.”

    How many times did she have to say it?

    “It is time for definitive measures to be taken,” Jeremy said, as if she hadn’t spoken.

    “On that at least, we can agree, beginning with the demand for a retraction. I can do my own interview.” Even though she hated that kind of direct contact with the media.

    She considered offering the ultimate sacrifice of integrating her Maddie Grace life with that of socialite Madison Archer in order to combat the negative image that clearly concerned her father.

    Jeremy dismissed her offer with a slicing gesture. “I believe I’ve made it clear that the current scandal is not my primary concern.”

    “What is your concern?” she asked, confused.

    “The capricious lifestyle that has resulted in your unacceptable and notorious reputation.”

    “You want me to come work for AIH?” she asked with zero enthusiasm and even less belief.

    The last time the issue of Archer International Holdings had come up, her father had made it clear he no longer harbored dreams of her one day taking over.

    His harsh bark of laughter was all the answer she needed. “Absolutely not.”

    “You want me to get a job somewhere else?” She could do that.

    She preferred using her education as a volunteer teacher’s aide, but if it would help her relationship with her father, she would get a paying job—which hopefully wouldn’t conflict with her volunteering schedule.

    More derisive laughter fell from her father’s lips. “Do you really think any reputable charity or business would hire you right now?”

    Heat climbed up her neck, ending in a very rare blush. She’d become adept at hiding her emotions, even suppressing her blushes of embarrassment a long time ago.

    But suddenly, she realized that if it did become known that Madison Archer was Maddie Grace, the school might be forced to disallow Maddie’s volunteering. All because a man she’d thought was a friend had turned out to be a lying, manipulative, opportunistic user.

    “He wants you to get married,” Vik informed her, no indication in his tone or demeanor that he was joking.

    Her father did not jump in with a denial, either.

    For the first time, she looked around the room to see how the other occupants were reacting. Her father’s media fixer and PA were both busy on their tablets, ignoring the conversation now, or giving a pretty good pretense of doing so.

    One of his managers was looking at her with the type of speculation that left Madison feeling dirty, but the fact he had the articles about her spread out in front of him could have something to do with that, too.

    The other manager was reading through the paperwork and the man who Maddie did not know was looking at her father, his expression assessing.

    Vik’s expression was enigmatic as always.

    She met her father’s gaze again, finding nothing there but implacable resolve. “You want me to get married.”

    “Yes.”

    “Who?” she asked, unhappily certain she already had an inkling.

    “One of these four men.” Her father indicated Vik, the two other managers and the man she did not know. “You know Viktor, of course, and I am sure you remember Steven Whitley.” Jeremy nodded toward a manager she was fairly certain had been divorced once already and was nearly twice her age.

    Maddie found herself acknowledging both men with a tip of her own head in some bizarre ritual of polite behavior. Or maybe it was just the situation that was so bizarre.

    He indicated the manager whose look had given her the willies. “Brian Jones.”

    His expression was benign now, almost pitying.

    “I thought you were engaged,” she said, her voice almost as tight as her throat. But that couldn’t be helped.

    Hadn’t Maddie met his fiancée at the last Christmas party?

    “Are you?” her father asked, annoyance clear in his tone. “Miss Priest?”

    His PA looked up from her tablet with a frown. “Yes, sir?”

    “Jones is engaged.”

    “Is he?” Miss Priest didn’t sound concerned. “He is not married.”

    “But I will be.” Brian stood. “I don’t believe I’ll be needed for the rest of this meeting, if you’ll excuse me, sir?”

    “Did you read the contract?” her father demanded.

    “I did.”

    “And you are still leaving?”

    “Yes, sir.”

    A measure of respect shone in her father’s eyes even as he frowned. “Then go.” He nodded toward the stranger on the other side of Maddie as if the introductions had not been interrupted by the defection of one of his candidates. “Maxwell Black, CEO of BIT.”

    Maxwell smiled at her, magnetism that might actually rival Vik’s exuding from him. “Hello, Madison. It’s good to see you again.”

    He wasn’t overtly sexual, but there was a vibe to him that made Maddie wrap her arms protectively around herself. This man carried power around him the same way Vik did, but with a predatory edge she hadn’t experienced from her father’s heir apparent.

    Then, she’d never been his business rival.

    “I don’t believe we’ve met?” She forced her arms to fall to her sides.

    “I saw you at the Red Ball last February.”

    She remembered going to the charity event that raised money for research into heart disease, but she didn’t remember seeing him.

    “I would have remembered.”

    “I’m glad to hear you say so.” His teeth flashed in a blinding white smile. “But I meant what I said. I saw you there. We were not introduced.”

    “Oh.”

    Her father cleared his throat in that disapproving way he had, but if he expected Maddie to say it was a pleasure to meet the man—under these circumstances—he didn’t know her very well.

    But then that had been her problem most of her life, hadn’t it?

  


    
      CHAPTER TWO
    

    THE MORNING HAD GONE according to Viktor’s plans so far, but the spark of temper in Madison’s brilliant blue eyes threatened to derail it.

    If Jeremy had evinced even one iota of the concern Viktor knew the older man felt for his daughter’s current predicament, she would be reacting very differently. But then if father and daughter got along perfectly, or even very well, Viktor’s own plans would by necessity be very different.

    “You know, I never even entertained the fantasy that you called me to help me, to take my side for once, to protect me because I mattered to you.” The beautiful redhead offered the emotionally laden words in a flat tone Viktor almost envied.

    She would be one hell of a poker player.

    She was lying, though. Madison wouldn’t have shown up if she didn’t think her father would help her.

    “You never were a child taken with fairy tales,” Jeremy said.

    Viktor could have reined in the older man’s prideful idiocy, but that wouldn’t further his own agenda. However, he felt an unexpected pang of guilt at Madison’s barely there flinch and flash of pain in the azure depths of her eyes.

    She recovered quickly, her expression smooth—almost bored. “No, that was always Mom’s department. She lived under the fallacy that you cared about us. I know better.”

    It was Jeremy’s turn to flinch and he wasn’t as fast at hiding his reaction as his daughter, but then he had to be in shock. Madison didn’t go for the jugular like that. In fact, in all the arguments between the tycoon and his daughter Viktor had been privy to, he’d never heard Madison use her mother’s memory against her father before.

    No triumph at the emotional bloodletting showed on Madison’s porcelain features.

    Instead, she looked like she wanted nothing more than to get up and walk away. The fact she stayed in her seat was proof the heiress might be criminally flagrant in her personal life, but she wasn’t stupid.

    She knew her father well enough to be aware that Jeremy’s arsenal of threats wasn’t empty.

    “You have five minutes.” Madison’s words verified she did indeed realize her father had more encouragement to lay on the table, but also that she had little patience in waiting to find out what it was.

    Color washed over Jeremy’s face. “Excuse me?”

    “She wants the other two prongs to the pitchfork,” Viktor informed his boss.

    Jeremy’s scowl said he knew that’s what she’d meant, but he didn’t like the time limit or implied ultimatum that Madison would get up and leave if it wasn’t met.

    “Pitchfork?” Black asked.

    Viktor could have answered, but he didn’t. Giving Maxwell Black any kind of information wasn’t on his agenda for the day. Viktor had ignored the presence of the other candidates at the table as superfluous, and planned to continue to do so.

    Madison wasn’t so reticent. “Jeremy never enters a fight he isn’t sure he can win. To that end, he stacks the deck. He’ll have three scenarios in the offing, none of which will I want to eventuate.”

    “You call your father by his first name?” Black asked.

    Madison flicked a meaning-laden glance in the tycoon’s direction. “As he pointed out, I’m the not the one in the family to wallow in sentimental fantasy.”

    What she didn’t say was that until that morning, Madison had called Jeremy Archer Father and sometimes even Dad. That she would no longer do so could be taken from her words as a given.

    No question that the company president had seriously messed up in his approach to his daughter.

    Viktor might have suggested the current course to protect AIH’s interests and future, but he would not have blindsided Madison with it during a meeting with strangers.

    He’d been angry when he realized Jeremy hadn’t even bothered to brief his daughter about the meeting’s agenda before her arrival. She might be flighty and prone to inauspicious, risky behavior, but she deserved more respect than that.

    Viktor had no doubts that Jeremy would ultimately get what he wanted, not least of which because Viktor would make it happen.

    However he had a nascent suspicion that the personal cost for that success might be higher for Jeremy than the president of Archer International Holdings anticipated.

    Madison flicked a glance at the Cartier watch on her wrist. “Your time starts now, Jeremy.”

    “Golden Chances Charter School.”

    “What about it?” Madison asked with caution, the barest crack in her calm facade finally showing.

    “Over the last three years, you have donated tens of thousands of dollars from your Madison Trust income to school improvements and projects.”

    “I am aware.”

    But Viktor hadn’t been. He began to wonder what else he didn’t know about Madison.

    Jeremy’s eyes, the only feature truly like his daughter’s, reflected subtle triumph. “The school’s zoning is under scrutiny.”

    “It wasn’t as of yesterday.”

    “Things change.”

    “I see.” Madison glanced pointedly down at her watch.

    “Are you pretending that does not matter to you?”

    “No. You have two more minutes.”

    Viktor was impressed. Madison would have done a better job negotiating a recent deal with a Japanese conglomerate than the project manager they’d sent to Asia.

    Jeremy frowned. “Ramona Grayson.”

    “What about her?”

    Viktor would be crossing his legs protectively if that tone and look had been directed at him.

    “Her father is a drunk,” Jeremy pointed out with well-known derision toward a man Madison had made no bones about considering a second father.

    “And mine is a conscienceless bastard. I guess we both lost in the masculine parent lottery, though given a choice I’d pick Harry Grayson. His emotions might be pickled with alcohol, but at least he has them.”

    Viktor had seen Madison angry. He’d seen her hurt, embarrassed and even seriously disappointed. He had never seen her this coldly furious.

    The Madison that Viktor had known for ten years was in no way reflected in the harshly dismissive woman in front of them.

    Despite the implication of her words, she loved her father. In the past, she hadn’t been able to hide her need for his attention and approval. Her mistake had always been how she went about getting it.

    She’d followed in her mother’s footsteps, not realizing Jeremy Archer had been too traumatized by the loss of his wife to want to see her audacious nature reflected in their only child.

    “Do you think Ramona sees it that way?” Jeremy asked. “Or perhaps she would prefer a father not lost in a bottle.”

    Madison shrugged. “It’s not something we discuss.”

    “Nevertheless, the destruction of her father’s business, followed by him losing everything to bankruptcy, would hurt her a great deal. Don’t you think?”

    Madison pulled her phone from her purse with an almost negligent move belied by the blue fire in her gaze. “You have exactly fifteen seconds to take that tactic for coercion off the table.”

    “Or what?”

    “Ten.”

    And for the first time in Viktor’s memory, infallible businessman Jeremy Archer made a mistake in negotiating. He silently called his daughter’s bluff.

    He believed that because she had no interest in business, Madison was not capable of the same level of ruthlessness as he was.

    Viktor knew from personal experience that just because a parent and child lived very different lives, it did not mean that they shared no common personality traits.

    Madison pressed her phone to her ear.

    “Don’t,” Viktor said.

    Madison just shook her head. “I’m sorry, Viktor.”

    There would be only one reason for her to apologize to him. Whatever she had planned would have a detrimental effect on AIH and, by default, Viktor’s job and livelihood.

    The possible implications were still firming in his brain as she made contact with the lawyer in charge of the Madison Trust. “Hello, Mr. Bellingham. I need you to draw some papers up for me. I’m texting you the instructions now.”

    Seconds later the lawyer’s agitated tones came through her phone.

    Madison listened for a moment in silence and then replied. “Yes, he knows. He’s sitting right here. In fact, he’s the one who put this in motion.”

    The fact the unflappable Bellingham was still speaking loudly enough for Viktor to almost make out his words said something about the nature of Madison’s instructions.

    “I am absolutely certain, and Mr. Bellingham? If your firm wishes to keep the Madison Trust as a client in sixty-five days when it falls under my control, I suggest you have those papers ready for me to sign when I stop by your office later this afternoon.”

    Another spate of conversation, this time quieter.

    “Thank you, Mr. Bellingham.”

    Madison tucked her phone back into her purse and faced her father, her expression daring him to ask what she’d done.

    Jeremy remained stubbornly silent, or maybe he was in too much shock to react. He had to realize the likely content of those papers, or maybe he didn’t.

    Maybe Jeremy Archer was under the mistaken impression that Archer International Holdings was important enough to his daughter that she would not do what Viktor was almost positive she had done.

    “What do the papers say?” Viktor asked, unwilling to make decisions based on assumptions.

    “As you know, because of the financial deal Grandfather Madison made with Jeremy upon his marriage to my mother, the Madison Trust holds twenty-five percent of the privately held shares in Archer International Holdings.”

    “Those shares are your heritage,” Jeremy said.

    “Romi is my friend.”

    “So you gave her some of your shares?” Viktor asked with no real hope it could be that simple.

    “If Mr. Grayson’s company is under threat from AIH or any company remotely affiliated with it, at one minute past midnight on my twenty-fifth birthday, all of those shares will be signed over to Harry Grayson personally. Not his company.”

    “You cannot do that!”

    “I can.” Madison looked more like her father in that moment than at any other time Viktor had known her.

    “And if his company is not under threat?” Viktor asked, suspecting that Jeremy’s calling his daughter’s threat had precipitated some kind of permanent action on her part.

    “Half of my shares will be signed over to Romi.”

    Jeremy stood up, his face flushing with color, his eyes narrowed in fury. “You will not sign those papers.”

    “I will.” Conversely, Madison relaxed back into her chair. “You had your chance to take my friend’s happiness off the table as a negotiating point, but you refused to take it.”

    “That’s insane,” Steven Whitley said, speaking up for the first time since his introduction to Madison. “Even half of your shares are valued at tens of millions.”

    “Romi won’t have to worry about her drunk of a father ruining her life, will she?” Madison asked her father, as if he’d been the one to bring up the point of the shares’ value.

    Jeremy slammed his hand on the table. “I am not ruining your life, Madison, you’ve done a fair job of that yourself.”

    “No, I haven’t, but I don’t expect you to believe me.”

    “You are not giving away twelve and a half percent of my company!”

    Viktor didn’t know if Jeremy realized he’d just effectively taken the third prong of his threats off the table. No way was he going to allow Harry Grayson Sr. to own twenty-five percent of AIH.

    Jeremy and Madison were too much alike. Both would go to extreme measures for what was most important to them. The problem was that while Madison was very important to Jeremy, she did not believe it and Jeremy was willfully blind to what Madison needed from him.

    Beyond that Archer International Holdings came first with Jeremy, and the people she cared about came first with Madison. Right now, those two priorities were in direct conflict.

    Things were going to go completely pear-shaped if Viktor didn’t take control.

    “Sit down, Jeremy,” Viktor instructed the older man in a tone that was respectful, but firm.

    With a glare for his daughter, Jeremy returned to his seat.

    “This meeting has derailed and I believe it is time to regroup.”

    Jeremy nodded.

    Viktor stood and straightened his suit jacket before walking around the table and offering his hand to Madison. “Come with me.”

    “What are you doing, Viktor?” Jeremy asked, his expression considering.

    The man knew that AIH sat near the top of Viktor’s priority list, too. The company was the conduit for his own plans and no chance was he starting over because of the father-daughter issues of its owner.

    “Madison and I have some things to discuss.”

    Steven frowned at him. “You are not the only candidate, you know. This contract was offered to four of us.”

    “I am the only one who matters.”

    An infinitesimal quirk of his boss’s mouth said he knew that was true, but he said, “I believe that is up to Madison.”

    The lady in question made a sound of disparagement. “Right. If the decision is mine to make, I assume it’s to be from the men you included in this meeting. One of whom was already engaged, another is old enough to be my father with a history of failed marriages and the other a complete stranger. And then there is Viktor.”

    “Maxwell Black is a man worth knowing.”

    While it might be true, Viktor didn’t appreciate Jeremy pointing it out. Two half-Russian boys, raised to appreciate a culture not fully American, Maxwell and Viktor had grown up together, their families close, their goals similar.

    Friends of a sort, but too alike for comfort, both men were determined to make their mark on the world, to be at the top of the food chain.

    Because of the different paths they took to dominant positions in the business world, Viktor’s and Maxwell’s interests had not conflicted before today.

    Thankfully, Madison didn’t look impressed by her father’s words.

    She shifted so she could make eye contact with the CEO of BIT. “Mr. Black, do not be fooled by Jeremy’s mistaken ignorance. Those articles are lies made up by a man I believed was my friend. Perry and I never had any sort of sexual relationship, much less a BDSM one.”

    The pain underlying her measured tones prompted Viktor to make some plans in regard Perry Timwater.

    “I believe you.” Maxwell’s assurance proved he was every bit as intelligent as Viktor had always known him to be.

    Madison relaxed infinitesimally. “Good.”

    “Regardless of the reason for our meeting, I would like to get to know you, Miss Archer.” Maxwell, damn his hide, smiled charmingly at Madison. “You seem like an interesting person.”

    She inclined her head. “Thank you, but—”

    “Don’t dismiss the possibility of our compatibility out of hand,” Maxwell interrupted her with another of his lady-killer smiles. “I bet I could teach you to like some of the things you’ve been accused of needing.”

    Madison’s gasp said she was shocked by Maxwell’s words.

    Whether the words themselves or where he chose to speak them, Viktor didn’t know and it didn’t matter. He wasn’t surprised. Maxwell played to his strengths and exploited the weakness of others.

    Turning the lurid headlines into something forbidden but potentially exciting was a solid tactic for handling the current situation and the humiliation Madison had to be experiencing. Though she’d done nothing to let it show.

    Unfortunately for Maxwell, Viktor wasn’t going to let the ploy succeed.

    Nothing was standing between Viktor and control of AIH. Not even Madison herself, but particularly not Maxwell Black.

    Clearly upset with Maxwell’s words, Jeremy made a sound of protest.

    Before the older man could say anything Viktor was in front of Black, blocking his line of sight with Madison. “That is not something you are going to discuss here, or with Madison at all.”

    “You think not?” Black challenged back.

    “I know not.”

    “I don’t need your protection, Viktor,” Madison said quietly from behind him.

    He turned to face her, but didn’t move so Black would have to stand and sidestep to see her. “Nevertheless, you have it.”

    She shook her head, whether in denial, or frustration, he didn’t know.

    “I’m nowhere near taking him up on his offer. I’m pretty sure even the mildest form of that kind of relationship requires trust and I don’t have any. Not for men, particularly men with the same priorities as Jeremy Archer. Businessmen.”

    She made the word sound like a slur.

    Viktor didn’t believe her regardless. Madison trusted him. She always had; even if she no longer realized it.

    And while Maxwell’s words hadn’t surprised him, Madison’s willingness to meet them head-on did. But then maybe it shouldn’t have. She’d already shown her willingness to stand against her father.

    Maxwell got up, his pose too damned relaxed for Viktor’s liking. Even less did he like the way the other man moved around him to face Madison. “I see.”

    “Good.”

    “Nothing in the contract states we must share a bedroom.”

    Madison’s eyes flared with...was it interest?

    Viktor cursed under his breath. “In order to receive the shares stipulated, Madison and her husband must provide an heir for Archer International Holdings.”

    Madison gasped, anger shimmering around her like electric currents.

    Before she could say anything, Maxwell shrugged. “There is always artificial insemination.”

    “While we live two entirely separate lives?” Madison asked in a tone Viktor recognized, but from the reaction of both Maxwell and her father, they did not.

    Jeremy puffed up with renewed anger while the other Russian-American nodded with smug complacency. “Exactly.”

    “We would be married in name only?” she asked, the disgust levels rising enough that the others should have recognized them.

    They didn’t.

    “No.” Viktor was done with the verbal games.

    Madison gave him a look like she was questioning his right to make the pronouncement.

    “That sort of relationship would be too uncertain for the health of Archer International Holdings,” Viktor pointed out.

    Disappointment dulled the blue of Madison’s azure gaze, but she masked the emotion almost immediately. Viktor cursed silently.

    Her father, however, nodded vigorously. “Precisely.”

    “I think your daughter has already proven she is more than capable of her own decisions.” Maxwell’s admiration was annoyingly apparent.

    “I won’t sign the contract,” Jeremy said in implacable tones.

    The BIT CEO didn’t look worried.

    Madison’s features had gone smooth with a lack of emotion once again as she stared at her father. “You believe I would agree to that kind of marriage?”

    For once Jeremy seemed incapable of speech, perhaps realizing finally how little interest Madison would ever have in such a cold-blooded bargain.

    “But then you believed the lies Perry spewed, didn’t you?”

    “I never said that.” Jeremy’s voice had an alien quality.

    Realization of his colossal error in judgment in the handling of his daughter must be settling in, but being who he was, Viktor’s boss wasn’t going to back down, either.

    Madison pulled her copy of the contract from the stack of papers in front of her and stood. “I assume you aren’t going to do anything to mitigate Perry’s lies.”

    “I have done it. Do you think this agreement is only about AIH? This is as important for you as it is the reputation of my company.” Jeremy clearly believed what he said, but then Viktor had made sure his company’s president saw things exactly that way. “Once you are married to a powerful man with an impeccable reputation, you can begin to live down your youthful excesses.”

    “My life has nothing to do with your company.”

    Viktor wasn’t about to let the conversation degenerate further and there was only one direction it was headed if the two kept talking. Down.

    “Conrad will put out a press release categorically denying all of Timwater’s allegations,” Viktor inserted before another word could be said.

    The media fixer looked up from his tablet. “I will?”

    Severely unimpressed with the man’s lack of dedication to the protection of the company president’s daughter, Viktor let Conrad see his displeasure. “You will do a hell of a lot more than that. If you’d been doing your job properly to begin with, this situation would not have happened.”

    “Protecting Miss Archer from her own excessive behaviors has never been in my job’s purview,” Conrad claimed in snide tones.

    “Did you notice the loss of confidence in AIH articles in the online press this morning?” Viktor asked. “The first of which went live within thirty minutes of that tabloid hitting newsstands. Or did you think that was just a coincidence?”

    The media fixer swallowed audibly and shook his head.

    Jeremy didn’t look too happy, either. He’d been too focused on using the current situation to bring his daughter into line, and had ignored the bigger picture. Something that was anathema to him.

    “Your job is to protect the image of this company and anyone affiliated closely enough with it to impact our reputation in the financial community,” Viktor reminded Conrad in a hard voice.

    “Yes, sir.”

    “Maybe it’s too much for you. Perhaps you’d prefer to move to a PR position working for a nursing home?” Viktor allowed the implication that was the only type of job Conrad would be able to get to hang in the air between them.

    The usually unflappable media fixer paled, showing the man still had some of the intelligence he had originally been hired for. “I’m on it.”

    “You should have been on it at four-fifteen this morning after the scandal sheet went on sale.”

    Conrad didn’t argue. He’d screwed up.

    “I don’t know what you spent this meeting doing on your tablet, but whatever it was, it wasn’t as important as getting ahead of Madison’s situation.”

    “I was writing the engagement announcement.”

    “I see. Not nursing homes then. Maybe you should be writing puff pieces for online dating sites,” Viktor opined.

    Nervous laughter filled the room and Jeremy made a sarcastic sound of approval, but it was Madison’s genuine amusement that Viktor enjoyed the most.

    “I’ll need your signature on a civil suit against Perry Timwater,” Conrad told Madison.

    “No.”

    Viktor wasn’t surprised by Madison’s answer and forestalled any arguments from the media fixer or Jeremy. “The man was her friend. She’s not going to sue him.”

    “Some friend.” Conrad snorted.

    The tiny wounded sound that Madison made infuriated Viktor. “We have other avenues of influence to bring to bear. I want a retraction from Perry in time for this evening’s news. Play it off as a joke perpetrated by one friend on another.”

    Viktor turned to Madison. “For real damage control, you are going to have to do an in-person interview for one of the big celebrity news shows and meet with a journalist with a wider readership than the original article.”

    “Whatever I can do,” she said with more conviction and none of the disagreement he expected.

    Viktor’s brow wrinkled in thought. Something about this scandal concerned Madison enough that she’d come to her father to ask for help.

    While Jeremy might not see Madison showing up for this meeting as that, Viktor was certain of the truth.

    Unlike her other escapades, Madison wanted this one cleaned up and her father’s refusal to take it seriously had bothered her. A lot.

    Viktor needed to figure out why it meant so much to her.

    He put his hand out to her again. “Come with me, we’ll talk your father’s plan through and make some decisions from there.”

    She looked ready to argue.

    He smiled at her. “Is that really too much to ask? I’ve got Conrad working on fixing this for you.”

    “Are you going to tell him to stop if I refuse?”

    “No.” Madison needed an act of good will.

    It was important she realized that she could trust Viktor to watch out for her. He had to be the only candidate for her fiancé that she seriously considered.

    Because her husband was going to take over AIH eventually and Viktor had every intention of that man being him.

    Madison tucked her purse under her arm. “Okay.”

    “Just a minute,” Jeremy said.

    Viktor turned to face him. “I know what you want.”

    “But—”

    “Have I ever neglected your interests in a negotiation?”

    “No.” Jeremy got that implacable look he was known for on his face. “Just remember that Madison’s cooperation isn’t the only thing on the line right now.”

    Viktor wasn’t surprised by the threat, or even bothered by it.

    He’d spent ten years working for this man and his ultimate goal was finally in reach. Viktor wasn’t about to let it pass him by.

  


    
      CHAPTER THREE
    

    MADDIE FOLLOWED VIK into Le Mason, not at all surprised when the maître d’ found them a table in a quiet corner in the perpetually busy restaurant, popular with tourists and locals alike.

    “Did you eat breakfast?” he asked.

    She shook her head, not even pretending to herself that shredding Romi’s offering of chocolate pastries counted as actually ingesting calories.

    He ordered the restaurant’s specialty pancakes for her and coffee for himself.

    “Did you bring me here to remind me of friendlier days?” she asked, sure she knew the answer.

    “I brought you here because you used to crave their banana pancakes and I hoped to tempt you to eat.” His six-foot-four-inch frame should have looked awkward in the medium-sized dining chair, but he didn’t.

    With his dark hair brushed back in a businessman’s cut, his square jaw shaved smooth of dark stubble and a body most athletes would be jealous of covered in a tailored Italian suit, nothing about Viktor Beck could be described as awkward.

    Doing her best to ignore his sheer masculine perfection, Maddie adjusted her napkin over her lap. “How did you know I hadn’t already?”

    “I guessed.”

    “I used to stop eating when I was stressed.” She was surprised he remembered.

    “Are you saying that’s changed?”

    “No.” Too much was the same, but she wasn’t about to tell him that.

    She had to remember that Vik’s interests here were aligned squarely with her father’s. Not Maddie’s. He’d made that clear six years ago and nothing had changed since.

    Yes, Vik had gotten Conrad focused on curtailing the media frenzy around Perry’s supposed breakup interview, but he’d done it for the sake of the company. Again...not Maddie.

    Whatever his agenda now, it had the welfare of AIH as the end goal, she was sure of it. And if she got swept along with the tide, so be it.

    “Give me the bullet points of the contract.” She was morbidly curious about what her father had done to entice a man like Viktor Beck, or Maxwell Black for that matter, to marry her.

    Vik’s dark brows rose. “You trust me to tell you everything important?”

    Answering honestly wouldn’t just make a lie of her earlier words, but it would make her a fool. “I’ll read it later to make sure.”

    “Your father accepts that you will not be his successor.”

    “What was his first clue?” She’d refused to get a degree in business and had fended off every request, demand and even plea for her to take a job at the company.

    “Do you really need me to enumerate them for you?”

    “No.”

    “Suffice it to say, Jeremy has finally accepted you are never going to be CEO of Archer International Holdings.” Vik’s deep tones were tinged with more satisfaction than disappointment at that pronouncement.

    “It would certainly set a roadblock in your own career path if I were.”

    His espresso eyes flared with quickly suppressed surprise.

    She smiled, pleased that he hadn’t realized she knew. “You don’t seriously think your desire for that office is a secret?”

    “It’s a family-owned company.”

    “That you plan to run one day and if Jeremy doesn’t realize it, he’s being willfully blind.”

    “That is one of his failings.”

    “You think?”

    “He does not see you for who you are or what you need from him.”

    “You tried to tell him, once.” The year before her clumsy attempt at seduction.

    She’d thought Vik standing up for her meant he cared. But looking back, she had to conclude the friendship he’d offered her had been in pursuit of his own goals. Gaining Jeremy Archer’s unmitigated trust.

    She could have told Vik befriending her wouldn’t do anything for him. Her father would have had to care about her for that to be the case. And he didn’t.

    The only thing that mattered to Jeremy Archer was the company. He’d married her mother to gain the necessary infusion of capital to make AIH a dominant player in the world market. His only interest in Maddie had been as a potential successor.

    “He’s given up on me personally because he realizes I’m never going to be his business heir.” As much as it hurt, it also made sense of how unconcerned he’d seemed to be by “Perrygate.”

    “The only thing Jeremy has given up is his plan to try to lure you into the business.”

    Maddie shook her head, not buying it for a second. “You heard him. He had no intention of having Conrad help me until you stepped in.”

    “Your father can get tunnel vision.”

    “And all he could see was the endgame.” He hadn’t even noticed that her scandal had adversely impacted AIH’s reputation.

    “Yes.”

    Maddie waited for the waitress to place her pancakes on the table and walk away. “Which is?”

    “You married to a man who can and will be groomed to take over as Jeremy’s successor.”

    “If my father can’t get what he wants out of me, he’ll use me to get it, is that right?”

    “That’s a very simplified view and not entirely accurate.”

    She wasn’t going to argue something she knew to be true, as did Vik, even if he was too loyal to admit it.

    “Jeremy wants his successor to be family.” Hence the marriage. “How old-fashioned.”

    “It ensures his grandchildren will inherit his legacy intact.”

    “And that’s important.”

    “To him.”

    The smell of pancakes, fresh bananas and syrup had her mouth watering. “What about you?”

    “You need to ask?”

    “AIH is your life.” As much as it had always been her father’s.

    “Say rather AIH is the vehicle for my own dreams.”

    “I didn’t know men like you dreamed.”

    “Without visionaries at the helm, companies like AIH would atrophy and eventually die.”

    “So, you think my father is just a very dedicated dreamer.” Sarcasm hanging thick from her words, she took a bite of her pancakes and hummed with pleasure.

    Vik laughed. “That is one way to put it.”

    “And your personal dreams include being president of AIH one day.”

    “Yes.”

    His easy honesty surprised her and charmed her in a way. She’d always thought of men like him as having goals. Solid, steady, unemotional stepping stones that marked their success.

    “Wow. I guess the heart of a Russian really does beat under that American-businessman veneer.”

    “My grandparents like to think so.”

    She offered him a bite of pancake with a slice of banana. “And your parents?”

    Vik took the bite just like he used to and memories of a time when they’d been friends, and all her dreams had centered on this man, assailed Maddie.

    “My mother has been out of the picture for all of my memory. My dad is like a computer virus. He keeps coming back.”

    She smiled. “I should say I’m sorry, but having a father who drives you nuts makes you more human.”

    Vik shrugged, but she couldn’t help wondering if he’d told her about his dad on purpose. To build rapport. She thought Vik had outclassed her dad a long time ago in the manipulation department.

    After all, Jeremy Archer still thought he ran AIH. However anyone with a brain—not blinkered by willful blindness—and access to the company would realize it was actually Vik’s show and had been for a few years.

    “Whose idea was it to offer Steven Whitley and Brian Jones up on the chopping block?”

    “It’s hardly a sacrifice to be offered this kind of opportunity.” Vik drank his coffee, his expression sincere if she could believe it.

    But then what was to say she couldn’t?

    “Marriage to the prodigal daughter for an eventual company presidency?” That might well be worth it to a man like Vik.

    “You don’t exactly fit the distinction of prodigal.”

    “Don’t I?”

    “You haven’t blown through your inheritance. In fact, you are surprisingly fiscally responsible.”

    “Thank you, I think.”

    “You haven’t abandoned your family to see the world.”

    “I moved out of the family home.”

    He winked at her. “But stayed in the city.”

    “What can I say? I love San Francisco.”

    “And your father.”

    “I’d rather not talk about that.”

    “Understood.” He smiled and her nerve endings went twang. “Your media notoriety isn’t even of the truly scandalous variety.”

    “Until Perrygate.”

    Vik waved his hand, dismissing the importance of Perry’s lies. “That will be handled.”

    “Thank you for that.” The thought of being forced to give up her volunteerism because of an unsavory reputation hurt deeply, compounding her pain at Perry’s betrayal.

    He knew how important working with the children was to her.

    “But seriously?” she asked, refocusing. “Whitley and Jones?”

    Vik shrugged, but his lips firmed in a telling line. “They’re the most likely men within the company to do the job.”

    “Marrying me?”

    “Becoming the next president.”

    “Besides you.”

    “Besides me,” he agreed.

    “You’re the only real candidate.”

    “I would like to think so.”

    “And then there is Maxwell Black.”

    Vik’s eyes narrowed, the brown depths darkening to almost black. “Your father is never going to approve the kind of marriage Black suggested.”

    “And if that is the only kind of marriage I’m willing to agree to?” she taunted.

    “Jeremy will hire a surrogate and have his own child in hopes of succeeding with him where he failed with you.”

    Wholly unprepared for that answer, several seconds passed before Maddie felt like she could breathe again. “He’s not a young man any longer.”

    “He is fifty-seven.”

    “He would not be so cruel.” And she did not mean to her.

    No child deserved to be born merely as a player on the chessboard. She should know.

    She’d taken herself out of play, but she’d had the strength of the memory of her mother’s love to bolster her own courage.

    This child would only have Jeremy Archer.

    Maddie shivered at the prospect. “I’m not having a child simply for him or her to be put in the same position.”

    “You want children.” There was no doubt in Vik’s voice.

    “Someday.”

    “Whenever you have them, or whoever you have your children with, Jeremy will want the company to ultimately pass on to them.”

    “I know.” Her father’s role in her life and that of any children she might have was something she’d already spent several hours talking to her therapist, Dr. MacKenzie, about.

    “That is not a bad thing.”

    She’d come to realize that. While Maddie’s feelings about AIH were too antagonistic for her to ever want to be a part of it, as she’d always seen it as the entity that kept her father from her, it did not automatically follow that her children would feel the same way.

    “You said something about me having a child being necessary for the man I marry to take over AIH.”

    “Upon the birth of our first child, my succession to the presidency will be announced. Your father will shift into a less active role as chairman of the board on his sixtieth birthday.”

    “And if I haven’t had a child by then?”

    “My becoming company president will not happen until we have had our first child.”

    “What if we can’t have children?”

    “We can.”

    “You sound very certain.”

    “I am.”

    She remembered the ultrasound her doctor had ordered as part of her last physical, at the company’s request. She’d thought it was odd, but since her medical insurance was through AIH, Maddie hadn’t demurred.

    “Jeremy had them run fertility tests on me.”

    “Just preliminaries, but enough to know that aside from something well outside the norm, you should have no trouble conceiving.”

    “That’s so intrusive!”

    Vik didn’t reply and, honestly, Maddie didn’t know what she wanted him to say. She wasn’t entirely sure the test had been all her dad’s idea. If Vik had suggested them, she wasn’t sure knowing would be of any benefit to her.

    “What else?”

    “The contract gives five percent of the company to me on our five-year anniversary. Another five percent on the birth of each child, not to exceed ten percent.”

    “How generous, he’ll allow me to have two children.” She’d always dreamed of having, or adopting, at least four and creating a home filled with love and joy.

    “The contract does not limit the number of children you have, only the stock incentive to me for fathering them.”

    She ignored the way Vik continued to assume he was her only option. “What else?”

    “On your father’s death, if we have been married for ten years, or more, I will get another five percent of the company. The remaining fifty percent of the company will be placed in trust for our children with voting proxy passing only to our children actively involved in the executive level of running the company. I will hold all outstanding family-voting proxies.”

    “But the other children will receive the income from the shares.”

    “Yes.”

    “It sounds complicated.” But then her father wasn’t a simple man, not by any stretch.

    Vik took a sip of his coffee. “Jeremy wants a legacy and you’ve made it clear you won’t be part of it.”

    “So he wrote me out of the will.”

    “Only insofar as his ownership of Archer International Holdings is concerned.”

    “I see.” Honestly, she didn’t care.

    The Madison Trust provided all the income she needed to live on. That income would decrease once half of her shares in the company transferred to Romi, but Maddie didn’t mind.

    The biggest expense she had was keeping up her appearance as Madison Archer, socialite. As far as she was concerned, that part of her life could go hang. If her father wanted her to keep up appearances, he could pay for the designer wardrobe and charity event tickets.

    “Is there anything else pertinent to me in the contract?”

    “Your father would like us to live in Parean Hall.”

    The Madison family mansion, named for the pristine white marble used for flooring in the oversized foyer and the risers on the grand staircase, had stood empty since the death of Maddie’s grandfather from a massive coronary upon hearing of his daughter’s accidental death nine years ago.

    “I have plans for the house.” It was part of the trust and would come to her when she turned twenty-five.

    “What plans?”

    “That is none of your business.”

    “Indulge me.”

    Maddie didn’t answer, but concentrated on finishing her pancakes. Vik didn’t press.

    His patient silence finally convinced her to tell him.

    She said, “I want to start a charter school, this one with boarders from the foster-care system.”

    “An orphanage.”

    “No, a school for gifted children in difficult family circumstances.” A place the children could be safe and thrive.

    Vik sipped at his coffee pensively for several moments.

    “How will you fund it?”

    “A large portion of my trust income will go to it annually, but I also plan to raise funds amidst the heavy coffers of this city. I’ve learned a lot about fund-raising since my first volunteer assignment on the mayoral campaign when I was a teenager.”

    “Your father has no idea how full your life is.”

    “No, he doesn’t.” And Vik had barely an inkling as well.

    She’d stopped telling him about her plans and activities when he’d rejected her so summarily six years ago.

    Vik relaxed back in his chair. “The Madison family estate is a large house, even by the elite of San Francisco standards, but hardly the ideal location for a school. Either in building architecture or location.”

    “Oh, you don’t think poor children should live among the wealthy?” she challenged.

    He didn’t appear offended at her accusation. “I think it will cost more than it’s worth to get zoning approval.”

    “That section was zoned for the inclusion of a local school, but none was ever built.”

    “And you think that zoning will remain once your neighbors learn of your plans?” he asked in a tone that said he didn’t.

    “I don’t intend to advertise them.”

    One corner of his lips tilted just the tiniest bit. “A fait accompli?”

    “Yes.”

    “You have to apply for permits, hire staff...it’s not going to stay a secret long.”

    “And then the fight begins, you are saying?”

    “Yes.”

    “But why should the residents care if there’s a school in their neighborhood? The city planners clearly intended there to be one.”

    “And the fact there isn’t should tell you something.”

    “But—”

    “I can find you a better building.”

    She didn’t want to sell her grandparents’ home. Her memories there weren’t the greatest. Her Grandfather Madison had often made Jeremy Archer look warm and cuddly by comparison, but Maddie’s mother’s stories of her own childhood had been filled with delight.

    Maddie always wished she’d had a chance to know her grandmother, Grace Madison.

    “I’ll have to sell the mansion to finance another purchase.” No matter how much she might not want to do it.

    The school was too important to give up and Vik was right, as he so often was—the opposition to a boarding school in that neighborhood for the underprivileged was bound to be stiff.

    Vik shook his head decisively. “I’ll buy the other building.”

    “In exchange for what?”

    “Consider it my wedding gift to you.”

    “Presumptuous.”

    “I’m the only man I will allow you to consider.” Dark brown eyes fixed on her with unmistakable purpose.

    She ignored the way his words sent shivers through her insides. “You’re assuming I’ll agree to marry.”

    “Your father doesn’t realize it, but I know he didn’t need anything beyond his first threat to convince you to fall in with his plans.”

    “You don’t think so?”

    “Are you in another relationship?” Vik asked, the words clipped, something like anger smoldering in the depth of his gaze.

    “No.” Maddie saw no reason to hedge.

    “Dating anyone?” he pressed.

    “No.” She frowned. “Why are you asking about this now?”

    “Because if you were in a relationship with someone who mattered to you, no pressure your father brought to bear would sway you into marrying someone else.”

    He was right, but it rankled. “You think you know me so well.”

    “I know that your dad means more to you than you want him to believe.”

    “It’s not a matter of what I want.” Her father didn’t think he mattered to Maddie because she wasn’t all that important to him. Not in a personal way.

    “Jeremy isn’t going to back off on this.”

    “Why now?”

    “You need to ask?”

    “Yes.” Her father had been too unconcerned about Perry’s scandal for it to be what tipped him into must-get-my-wayward-daughter-married mode.

    “Jeremy has been worried about what will happen when you come into your majority for the Madison Trust for a while.”

    “Now he knows.”

    “I don’t believe he saw that one coming.”

    “No. It wouldn’t have occurred to him that I would purposefully put Archer International Holdings at risk.”

    “No.”

    “But apparently the idea that I might marry someone who might do that had already occurred to Jeremy.”

    “Yes.” Something about the quality of Vik’s stillness said he might have had more to do with that than her own father’s paranoia.

    “So, he was already considering how to get me to marry the man of his choice?” Maddie surmised. “He’s using Perrygate as a vehicle for his own agenda.”

    She wasn’t surprised by her father’s mercenary motives, but she didn’t have to like them.

    “You would have to ask him.” Vik indicated to the waitress to bring their bill. “I think the reality is more that he is afraid you’ll end up with Mr. Timwater. Your father will do anything to prevent that.”

    “To protect the reputation and future of the company.” Considering Perry’s poor luck with his own business ventures, she could understand her father not wanting him to get even shallow hooks into any part of AIH.

    “Sometimes, I think you are as willfully blind as your father.” Vik shook his head. “He wants to stop you from marrying a man who would go public with the kind of claims Perry made in his interview.”

    “And Jeremy believes you’re a huge improvement.”

    “You don’t?” Vik asked, his tone more than a little sardonic.

    She wasn’t about to answer that. “Perry has never been in the running.”

    “Several articles in the media over the past six years would suggest otherwise.”

    “And the media never gets it wrong.”

    “You’ve never denied it, not publicly and not to your father.”

    “That’s where you are wrong.” And she had no satisfaction in that truth. “I told my father that Perry was just a friend, but he never believed me. He’s always been more interested in his own interpretations and those of the media than anything I might have to say.”

    “I don’t think that’s true, but he is stubborn.”

    “So are you, in the way you defend him.”

    “Would you respect me if I had no loyalty for my friends?”

    “Is my father your friend?”

    “Yes.” The single word wouldn’t let her doubt his sincerity.

    She used to think Vik was her friend, too.

    Then things changed.

    Now, she was facing the reality that it wasn’t just that her father wanted her to marry Vik, but so did the man himself. Both had their reasons, but while different those reasons all centered around AIH, not Maddie.

    She wasn’t sure where, if anywhere at all, she came into the picture, other than as a minor piece on the chessboard. She certainly didn’t feel like the queen.

  


    
      CHAPTER FOUR
    

    “I’LL BE BACK at three to take you to the lawyer’s office,” Vik informed Maddie as she unlocked her door and stepped inside.

    “Are you sure that’s not a conflict of interest?”

    “Would you rather go alone?” he asked, a mocking twist on the masculine lips she’d spent far too much time studying as a teenager.

    “No.” Especially not after witnessing the media circus outside her building.

    The paparazzi had always found her interesting, but it had never been like this.

    And it was only getting worse as the morning wore on.

    She’d managed to sneak out of the back entrance earlier, but the story and her location had spread in just that amount of time. There were almost as many media leeches haunting the other entrances to the building as in front now.

    Even the parking garage hadn’t been free of their presence.

    She’d expected Vik to have his driver drop her off, but she could only be grateful he had insisted on getting out of the car and escorting her all the way to her apartment door.

    He’d kept his body positioned protectively between her and the reporters stalking her. Vik was also very good at remaining silent no matter what was thrown at them and Maddie found it easier not to react with him as a buffer.

    “Security will have the parking garage cleared,” Vik said after a short text conversation on the elevator.

    “Thank you.”

    They stepped off the elevator into a thankfully empty hallway.

    Vik looked both ways before leading her toward her door anyway. “You need a security detail.”

    She shrugged, not wanting to get in to this argument right now, and not at all sure she would win it.

    “When was the last time you had this lock changed?” he asked as she opened the door.

    She looked up at him, wishing it didn’t feel like all the oxygen got sucked out of the air every time she did that. “Why would I have it changed?”

    “At least tell me you had new locks installed when you moved in.”

    “Why would I?” she asked again. “I’m sure the building management took care of it when the previous tenants moved out.”

    His expression said he didn’t share her confidence. “You don’t own the apartment?”

    “No.” She’d always planned to move into the mansion once she’d turned it into a school after she got control of her Madison Trust inheritance.

    “Who has a key to this door, besides any previous tenant?” he asked with sarcastic emphasis on his last words.

    Maddie leaned against the doorjamb when he showed no signs of following her inside. “Romi.” She grimaced. “Perry, but he’s not going to show his face.”

    Vik just shook his head before pulling his phone out and making a call. “Get the building access cards affiliated with Madison Archer’s apartment deactivated and new cards issued for her, Ramona Grayson and myself.”

    He listened in silence for a moment. “Yes, have Ms. Grayson’s delivered to her and the others to my office. I will pass Miss Archer’s on when I see her later this afternoon. I want a security system installed, along with high-grade safety locks while we are gone.”

    The day before, Vik’s high-handedness would have made Maddie livid. Today? It just felt like someone was watching out for her.

    “You know, for a corporate shark, you’re pretty good at this white-knight stuff,” she observed as he tucked his phone away.

    “I make a good ally.”

    “But a terrifying enemy, I bet.”

    “You’ll never have to find out.”

    “Even if I refuse my father’s ultimatum?” She didn’t bother to point out that if she did agree, she could still choose to marry a different man.

    They both knew how unlikely that was.

    Her youthful affections notwithstanding, she wasn’t about to marry a stranger or a man who had multiple divorces under his belt.

    Vik reached out and cupped her nape, stepping forward until mere centimeters separated their bodies, the heat from his surrounding her in a strangely protective cocoon. He didn’t say anything, just caught her gaze, his dark eyes compelling her to some sort of belief.

    Her breath escaped in a whoosh, unexpected and instant physical reaction crackling along her nerve endings while her heart started a precipitando. “Viktor?”

    “You will never be my enemy, Madison.”

    “You’re so confident I’ll do what you want?”

    “I’m confident in you, there’s a difference.”

    There so was. He couldn’t have said anything more guaranteed to get to her. People who believed in Maddie were a premium in her life. And less by one after this morning.

    Dark espresso eyes continued to trap her even more effectively than his hand on her neck. “Trust me.”

    “Do I have a choice?” she asked with an attempt at sarcasm.

    “No.” His reply held no responding humor. Tilting his head, he stopped only when their lips almost touched. “You don’t, and do you know why?”

    “Tell me,” she said in a voice that barely registered above a whisper.

    “You already do.” Then his mouth pressed against hers and the drumbeat in her chest went to the faster paced stretto, while electric pleasure sparked from his lips to hers.

    A sensation she’d only known once before despite the fact she’d tried kissing other men. Six years ago when she’d thought the best way to celebrate becoming an adult would be to tell the man she’d been infatuated with for years that she loved him.

    Even the memory of that old humiliation could not diminish the feelings of ecstasy washing over her from this elemental connection.

    The kiss didn’t last long, just a matter of seconds, but it could have been hours for the impact it had on her. When Vik pulled away and stepped back, Maddie had to stop herself from following him.

    “Three o’clock. Turn your phone ringer off. I’ll text.”

    She nodded, her mind blown by a simple kiss. Which did not bode well for her emotional equilibrium.

    She fought acknowledging the possibility that tycoon Viktor Beck might well be more dangerous to the almost twenty-five-year-old Maddie as Archer business protégé Vik had been to her as a teenager.

    “Go inside and lock the door, Madison.”

    She nodded again, but didn’t move as she tried to reconcile the present with the past.

    He shook his head, a curve flirting at the corner of the usually serious lines of his mouth. “You’re going to be trouble.”

    “That’s what my father says.”

    “I was thinking of a very different kind of trouble.” Vik traced her bottom lip. “Believe me.”

    “Oh, really.” Her lip tingling from his touch, warmth infused her that corresponded to the heat in his voice.

    His smile became fully realized, and it was almost as good as the kiss.

    She wasn’t the one who was going to be trouble.

    “Oh,” she said again, this time without intending to, her body reacting to that warm expression in ways she just didn’t with other men.

    Vik waited in silence, no sense of impatience in evidence, but Maddie knew every minute he spent with her cost his tightly packed schedule.

    She nodded to herself this time. “See you later.”

    Maddie stepped back into her apartment. Closing the door on him was a lot harder than it should have been.

    She threw the dead bolt and a second later there was a double tap on the door. Vik’s goodbye.

    Using the pay-as-you-go cell phone she’d bought to provide Maddie Grace, volunteer, with a contact number, she called the school and let them know she wouldn’t be in for at least a couple of days. She couldn’t risk being caught in her Maddie Grace persona and having the best part of her life exposed to the media furor.

    The next call she made was to Romi, who started cursing in French when Maddie told her friend that Jeremy Archer was using Perrygate to try to push Maddie into an approved marriage.

    Maddie didn’t tell Romi about the threat to her own father’s company or Maddie’s response to it. Romi would demand her friend not sign the papers.

    “Are you going to do it? Are you going to marry the man you’ve been crushing on for the last ten years?”

    “That was a schoolgirl crush. I’m twenty-four years old now.”

    “And still a virgin. Still avoiding relationships.”

    “I’m not exactly alone in that.”

    Romi’s silence was as good as a verbal acknowledgment.

    “Besides, I could marry one of the others.”

    “Right.”

    “Maxwell Black offered a marriage of convenience with children by artificial insemination.” She couldn’t help a small smile at the memory of her father’s reaction to that offer.

    She knew Romi would get a kick out of it as well.

    “Max was part of your father’s deal?” Romi demanded in a tone a couple of registers above her normal one.

    All of Maddie’s humor fled. “You know Maxwell.”

    Silence. “A little.”

    “More than a little if you call him Max.”

    “We went out a few times.”

    “You never told me.”

    “It’s no big deal.” But, threaded with vulnerability, Romi’s tone said otherwise.

    Maddie warned, “I think he found Perry’s claims about our supposed sex life intriguing.”

    “I know.”

    “You what?” Maddie practically screeched, her own problems forgotten for the moment. “How do you know that?”

    “Do you really need me to spell it out for you?”

    “You’re still a virgin.”

    Romi had said so and the woman might be a hyperactive, borderline political anarchist and more than a little eclectic in her dress style, but she never lied.

    “Technically, that is true.”

    “Technically?” Maddie drew the word out.

    “Look, Maddie, I don’t want to talk about it.” Vulnerability now saturated Romi’s voice, defenselessness that Maddie could not ignore.

    “Okay, sweetie. But I’m here for you. You know that, right?”

    “Always. SBC.”

    “SBC.” Sisters by choice.

    Maddie’s mom had called them that the first time when she was explaining to the elementary school principal why the girls would do better with the same kindergarten teacher.

    He’d refused to change their assignments and Helene Archer had called in the big guns.

    It was the only time Maddie could remember her father stepping foot in her grade school. Mr. Grayson had come down, too, threatening to withdraw his company’s support from the prestigious private school.

    Romi and Maddie had never been assigned different classrooms again.

    They had shared everything, including their grief at the loss of the only mother either girl had ever known when Helene Archer’s speedboat had crashed into rocks invisible under the moonless sky.

    Maddie hadn’t gotten her propensity for risky behavior from nowhere.

    She understood now that her mother’s increasingly erratic behavior had been Helene’s way of crying out for help. Help neither Maddie, nor her father, realized Helene needed.

    It was a failure Maddie was still coming to terms with.

    * * *

    Vik’s text came in at ten minutes to three.

    He was on a conference call he could not reschedule, but two bodyguards would be at her door in a few minutes. They had AIH indigo-level security IDs and she was not to open the door unless she saw the familiar badges through her peephole.

    Specially trained for protecting people rather than corporate property and secrets, the indigo team was her father’s personal security detail. It used to be hers, too. Wanting to live as normal a life as possible, Maddie had refused to be assigned bodyguards when she moved out of the family mansion.

    Her father had argued, but ultimately given in.

    She didn’t think Vik would be as easily swayed. If he thought Maddie needed a bodyguard for her security, she’d have one.

    The same way the company’s on-site security system had been upgraded because Vik deemed it necessary. Her father had been all for it, though.

    Nothing was too good for Archer International Holdings.

    The limo was waiting in front of the elevator bank in the parking garage. Thankfully, no enterprising reporter had managed to keep vigil. Which probably had less to do with the parking garage guards than the two additional indigo-badge bodyguards standing at attention on either side of the elevator doors.

    One of them stepped forward to open the door to the limo and she stepped inside, only then realizing that Vik had taken the conference call on his mobile.

    Every dark hair perfectly in place, his designer suit immaculate, he nodded at her while carrying on a conversation in Japanese.

    His words did not falter, his Japanese smooth and unhesitating, and yet she felt the weight of his full regard. Like his attention was fully on her.

    Like she mattered.

    Succumbing to the desire to sit beside him, Maddie settled onto the smooth leather seat across from AIH’s media fixer. Relieved that none of the bodyguards had instructions to join them in the back of the limo, she was still grateful the other occupant gave her an excuse to give in to the irresistible urge.

    The need to be near Vik was verging on ungovernable, just like it had been six years ago.

    Maddie wanted to chalk it up to the exceptional circumstances. She just wasn’t sure she could.

    Which was not enough of a caution to move to the other seat. There was simply no comparison between Vik and Conrad, who until that morning she had found slightly annoying but now considered flat-out obnoxious.

    The PR guru took a break from typing madly on his tablet to silently acknowledge her. If his smile looked more like a grimace, she wasn’t interested enough in interacting with him to call him on it.

    Besides, Perry’s fake exposé had triggered an ugly media frenzy beyond anything Maddie had ever experienced for her far more innocent escapades.

    There was even speculation now that some of her riskier endeavors had been the result of orders from her master. That wasn’t even the worst of it. Maddie did not know how a virgin could be labeled a sex addict with obvious intimacy issues, but she’d stopped reading her Google alerts after that headline.

    The limo had exited the parking garage and pulled away from her building when Vik ended his phone call.

    “Are you okay?” he asked Maddie.

    Honesty would reveal a level of vulnerability she wasn’t comfortable sharing with Vik, much less Conrad. She had no idea how her life had spun out of control so fast.

    And Perrygate was only part of it. Her father’s ultimatum and the realization their relationship would never be what she wanted had been followed too closely by the equally alarming, if for different reasons, acknowledgment that she was actually considering marrying her girlhood crush.

    “I’m fine.”

    “Good,” Conrad said, as if he’d asked the question. “Containing this media bloodbath is going to take serious effort and you need to be on your top game.”

    He didn’t have to tell her. Maddie had spent the time since Vik had dropped her off earlier worrying about what would happen if she couldn’t reclaim her reputation.

    The all too real prospect of losing her dreams of opening a small charter school tightened Maddie’s throat, so she just nodded.

    Once the media started looking more closely at Maddie’s life, her alter ego was bound to come to light and the probability of losing her volunteer position was pretty much guaranteed.

    While she enjoyed the anonymity of her Maddie Grace persona, she’d only taken rudimentary steps to keep her two lives separate. She wasn’t James Bond, after all, just a socialite who craved time contributing as a normal person.

    The only reason no one had cottoned on to Maddie Grace and Madison Archer being the same person before was that the news simply wasn’t all that interesting. Or it hadn’t been.

    Her notoriety as Madcap Madison had been of the innocent variety, good for filler pieces in the social columns, but not salacious enough to really impact circulation numbers. Therefore she had not been interesting enough to be targeted by any serious digging.

    She’d no doubt reporters were getting out their sharpest spades now. Perrygate was all that and a bag of chips for the gossipmongers.

    The most painful part of Maddie’s predicament was that it wasn’t just her dreams on the line here; Romi was equally invested in the charter school.

    Vik sent a text and then pocketed his phone. “Our lack of an immediate response opened the door to other spurious claims from supposed former lovers.”

    Vik gave Conrad a look that left no doubt exactly who the VP of Operations for AIH blamed for that mistake.

    Maddie felt no smugness at the media fixer being so obviously in the doghouse with Vik. Her life was too out of control to harbor even a hint of that, but she couldn’t help the small thrill of pleasure at him taking her side.

    From the moment he’d stepped in and ordered Conrad’s cooperation that morning, Maddie had known she wasn’t alone in facing the painful consequences of her onetime friend’s betrayal.

    Conrad tugged at the collar of his shirt. “We’re working on retractions, but the best strategy for solidifying the prank angle is to give the media hounds another story.”

    “What do you mean? Like a two-headed baby from outer space, or something?” Maddie asked as her phone chimed to indicate a text from one of her select group.

    Thinking it was Romi, she pulled out her phone and checked the message. It wasn’t from her SBC; it was from Vik and said, You are not fine. We will talk. Later.

    She texted back. If you say so.

    Vik pulled his phone out and replied to her text while speaking. “Or something. A glossy celebrity gossip magazine has already offered a two-page spread announcing our formal engagement in exchange for exclusive photos of a lavish, well-attended wedding reception.”

    “We’re engaged now?” Had she missed something between the text convo and their in-person discussion?

    Vik didn’t answer, but waited in silence for her to come to her own conclusion.

    “It’s the best way to stop any more dirty snow falling in this avalanche,” Conrad said unctuously.

    “Dirty snow? Really?” she asked sarcastically.

    “Do you have a better word for it?”

    “Perrygate.”

    “Appropriate, but don’t use it on your social networks,” Conrad instructed her. “It implies a negative rift between you and Mr. Timwater. We’re dismissing all this as a joke gone wrong.”

    “Then you can play it off as the bad joke that ruined a friendship. I won’t play nice with Perry.” She couldn’t.

    Conrad frowned thoughtfully. “It would be better for you to be seen as the forgiving friend. Waiting a few months to cut the man from your life will increase your popularity.”

    “I don’t care.”

    “Timwater isn’t coming within a hundred feet of Madison, not even to apologize.” Vik’s voice brooked no argument.

    And Conrad proved he was more intelligent than other evidence to the contrary because he didn’t make one. “Fine. Fine.” He started taking notes. “‘The Prank That Ended a Friendship.’ I can use that. We can spin the angle even. ‘The Bad Joke That Almost Ended an Engagement.’”

    Maddie looked at Vik. “Is he for real?”

    Part of her knew this was the way things had to be, that Conrad was just doing his job, but having her life reduced to clichés and headlines was not fun.

    “It’s going to be okay, Madison.” Vik pulled her cold hand into his own. “Trust me.”

    He had never hesitated to invade her personal space, or to touch her, though she’d never noticed him being so free with others. It was one of the reasons she’d convinced her eighteen-year-old self that Vik might return her feelings.

    She’d realized later that the small touches were probably the result of the way his Russian grandparents had raised him. Maddie had figured she hadn’t seen him behave that way with others because he had so few personal relationships.

    None but his grandparents and her father that she’d ever actually come into contact with.

    That was one thing she and Vik had in common.

    A very small inner circle.

    She didn’t comment on this now, just gave thanks for the fact he was willing to offer her the kind of comfort she needed and had never been able to ask for.

    Vik squeezed her fingers. “Conrad is one of the best in the business. Before this morning I would have said the best.”

    Conrad flinched, proving he’d been listening even as he typed.

    “And our engagement is the only way to restore my reputation?” she asked almost rhetorically.

    She didn’t see another way out, either.

    Her father had more leverage for his plan than he could possibly comprehend. The realization of Maddie and Romi’s dreams relied on a reputation Maddie could not afford to lose.

    Vik frowned. “I’m sorry, Madison, but nothing is going to make the story go away completely.”

    “Why not?” Media fixers worked miracles.

    Isn’t that what everyone said? If they couldn’t fix this, her and Romi’s dreams were going to crash and burn. There was no way Maddie was going to let that happen.

    Conrad looked up from his tablet. “Some people will always believe that where there is or was smoke, there had to be some ember of fire.”

    “But there isn’t one.”

    The twist of Conrad’s lips said he was probably one of those people.

    Vik’s hand moved to Maddie’s thigh, bringing her attention careening back to him and him alone. “I believe you.”

    “No matter what the press has claimed, I’ve never even had a serious boyfriend,” she admitted painfully.

    Something flared in Vik’s eyes, but he just nodded. “You’ve been too busy getting into trouble.”

    “Not this kind of trouble.”

    “I know.”

    “And not even my usual in the last six months.”

    Conrad’s head snapped up. “Is that true?”

    “I haven’t done anything zany or even remotely newsworthy since I broke my pelvis in that botched skydiving landing.”

    Conrad narrowed his gaze. “What about parties? Random hookups?”

    “Did you not hear her, Conrad?” Vik asked, dropping the temperature in the limo with the ice in his tone. “Madison does not do random hookups.”

    “She said she hasn’t had a serious relationship, that the men claiming to have engaged in BDSM encounters are lying. Miss Archer never claimed to be celibate.” Okay, so Conrad had been listening.

    Vik didn’t thaw even a little. “You can take no random hookups as a given.”

    “Can I?” Conrad asked Maddie, surprising her with his tenacity.

    “Yes,” she replied firmly. “I haven’t been out in the evening except to attend charity events since my accident.”

    “With Perry as your escort?” Conrad asked, sounding unhappy by the possibility.

    Which she could understand, in light of recent events. She wouldn’t call the emotion she was feeling right now unfettered joy, either.

    “A couple of times.”

    Vik’s jaw hardened.

    “Most events, Romi and I go together. Perry isn’t all that interested in helping others.” Maddie felt disloyal admitting that truth, but Romi had always said it.

    Perry had never been as interested in the causes Maddie supported as the A-listers and potential business contacts he could meet at certain events.

    “You’ve been at most of them, yourself,” she offered to Vik.

    He frequently represented AIH at that sort of thing, being an expert at making connections Perry only aspired to. Maddie knew that Vik also supported the causes in very tangible ways, both on behalf of the corporation and personally.

    The gorgeous, corporate white knight nodded.

    “That could work in our favor, unless you were photographed with your date for the evening,” Conrad mused. “Even then, we could make it work.”

    “Vik hasn’t had a date with him at one of these events in over a year.” Knowledge that revealed how much attention Maddie paid to Vik.

    A fact she’d done her best to hide even from herself, darn it.

    His raised brow and knowing look said he realized that, too.

    “That’s good. We can back-engineer a budding relationship you’ve taken pains to keep out of the media spotlight.” Conrad took more notes on his tablet. “This works.”

    Maddie turned toward Vik. “We’re really getting married?”

    “You tell me.”

    “Only it doesn’t seem possible.” Everything since her nearly spilled cup of coffee that morning felt like a dream, at times odd, unpleasant and bordering unbelievable.

    “Believe it,” Vik said, unconsciously answering her silent thoughts.

    She narrowed her eyes, trying to read him. “How can you take this so calmly?”

    “What am I supposed to be upset about?”

    “Yesterday you were a free agent. Today you are engaged.” Didn’t that bother him, even a little?

    Or was it something Vik had planned all along? Somehow, she couldn’t quite dismiss that possibility.

    “We are not engaged yet.”

    Something went tight in her chest. “But—”

    “We will finish this discussion after you meet with the lawyer.”

    What did that mean? Did he think they were engaged, or not? Were they engaged? Had she said yes? She was pretty sure she hadn’t. And she might know her choices were very limited, but did Vik? Really?

    He returned his attention to his phone and sent a text.

    This time she had no doubts it was to her.

    Sure enough a few seconds later, her phone chimed. Trust me.

    Trust him. Right. He thought it was that easy? “You aren’t going to try to talk me out of signing the paperwork?”

    “I told Jeremy threatening Romi could boomerang on him.”

    “He didn’t believe you.”

    “He has a hard time backing off once he’s set a thing in motion.”

    “Are you saying he’s already started the wheels of destruction for Mr. Grayson’s company? They used to be good friends.”

    Vik shrugged noncommittally. “He’s done the research on how to make it happen.”

    “And he didn’t want to waste his efforts?” Her dad could be so cold, but then that wasn’t breaking news.

    “You and I have agreed Jeremy could have no idea how spectacularly it would come back to bite him on the ass.”

    “But you aren’t trying to change my mind.”

    Conrad stopped typing and listened as if he, too, was curious about what was motivating Vik’s behavior.

    Vik ignored the other man, his focus entirely on Maddie. “Those shares ultimately belong to you.”

    “My father doesn’t see it that way.”

    “It never occurred to Jeremy that any child of his would consider AIH as a means to an end rather than the end itself.”

    What did he know? Did Vik realize she had always intended to use her income from the shares to run the school?

    It wouldn’t be a long stretch from what she’d told him that morning.

    What he couldn’t know was that Romi would do the same. She wanted the school as much as Maddie.

    Vik’s dream was something quite different, but obviously just as important to him. “You want the company.”

    “Like your father, I want to leave a legacy for my children.” Some might think the lack of emotion in Vik’s deep tones belied his words.

    Maddie knew better.

    His dark brown eyes burned with certainty. “Archer International Holdings will be that legacy.”

    “But we’re not engaged.” She couldn’t help the small bit of sarcasm.

    Maddie was unsurprised by Vik’s lack of response.

  


    
      CHAPTER FIVE
    

    MADDIE’S TIME IN the lawyer’s office went quickly, though the elderly man did ask if she was sure she knew what she was doing.

    Maddie had no doubts.

    Vik stood when she came back into the anteroom, no sign he was in any way upset about what she’d been doing. “All finished?”

    “Yes.”

    “Do you have any plans for the rest of today?”

    “No.”

    Vik put his hand on the small of her back and walked with her out of the law office. “Good.”

    “Why?”

    “We have a photo shoot with the magazine photographer this evening. He’ll join us for dinner at your father’s mansion. My grandparents will be there.”

    “Playing happy families? Is that really necessary?”

    “Yes.”

    When they reached the parking garage, he led her to his car, the limo and SUV full of bodyguards nowhere in evidence.

    “Conrad is in the limo with a redheaded decoy.” Vik opened the passenger door of the black amethyst Jaguar XJL for Maddie.

    She settled into the luxury car. “Better her than me. I would have made a lousy celebrity.”

    “You think?” he asked. “Your father thinks you’ve been doing your best to become the next reality TV star.”

    “Just Madcap Madison, version two-point-oh.”

    Vik’s expression went from smile to grimace, reflecting Maddie’s own conflicting feelings about her mom’s escapades in the light of adulthood. “In many ways Helene Madison Archer was an amazing woman and she raised a strong and impressive daughter, but the way she chose to cope with the things she didn’t like in her life wasn’t healthy. You must see that.”

    “I do.” It had taken some time, but Maddie had come to that conclusion a while ago. The Madcap was something Maddie was doing her best to drop from her name. “Believe it, or not, I’ve always been very careful what part of my life I allow the media into.”

    “Perry isn’t so choosy.”

    Vik was in the driver’s seat, their identity obscured behind the Jaguar’s tinted windows, when she replied. “Perry is an idiot who relied on our friendship to protect him from the consequences of his lies.”

    “It is.”

    “You think so?” She indulged in an old favorite secret pastime as he drove out of the financial district and through Chinatown toward Van Ness.

    Watching Viktor Beck.

    Memories of their recent kiss played over in her mind, a mental movie she could not seem to turn off and that caused a visceral reaction in her body. A reaction she wasn’t sure if she should try to suppress, or not.

    If they were getting married, reacting to his kiss was a good thing, right?

    Thankfully, she didn’t have to answer the disturbing question of whether she would marry him for the sake of her dreams if she wasn’t attracted to him. How much of her father’s ruthlessness colored Maddie’s spirit?

    She was sure Jeremy Archer would say the papers she’d just signed answered that question, but that wasn’t how she saw it.

    Vik shifted down, his car purring as it climbed the hills of San Francisco’s streets. “You refuse to sue Perry despite his defamation of your character.”

    “Our friendship is over.” Ultimately that would cost Perry more than any settlement she might get in court.

    “Is it?”

    “Yes.”

    “You sound very certain.” Vik didn’t.

    “I am.”

    Vik turned onto Highway 101. “Good.”

    “And even if for no other reason than that he’ll never get another loan from me, that’s a serious consequence for Perry.” One she really didn’t think the other man had foreseen. He would have counted on her loyalty, but had made the egregious error of not giving her any. “He’ll also never again be able to use being my escort as a way into events his own connections won’t provide entrée.”

    “It sounds like it was a pretty one-sided friendship.”

    “That’s what Romi always said, but it wasn’t true.”

    “Yes?” Vik sounded genuinely curious, if doubtful.

    “Letting people in isn’t easy for me.”

    The business tycoon who had spurred more fantasies than any teenage heartthrob in her adolescent breast made a disbelieving sound. “You have a huge social network.”

    “And a total of two people I called friends, now only one.”

    “I think two still.” Vik flicked her a glance with meaning. “Just not the same two.”

    Unexpected and not wholly welcome warmth unfurled inside Maddie at the claim. Nevertheless, she admitted, “I’m glad to hear that.”

    She just hoped it was true. Chances were good. Viktor Beck might be a bastard in the business world, but he was no liar.

    “He made me laugh,” she admitted, falling back on old habits of sharing her uncensored thoughts with Vik.

    “You have an infectious laugh,” Vik offered. “I missed it.”

    It was weird to think of Vik missing anything about her. “You decided our friendship was over.”

    “Not over, just truncated.”

    “If you say so.” But six years on, she could maybe share his point of view.

    “I thought it for the best.”

    It was entirely possible it had been, no matter how much his rejection and subsequent pulling away had hurt. She hadn’t thought so at the time, the combined loss of her mom, then her grandfather, what little attention she’d had from her father and then Vik’s friendship had left Maddie with real intimacy issues. But if she and Vik had maintained their close friendship, she never would have gotten over him.

    Nor would she have made her own way in life, building dreams completely independent of AIH.

    “Looking back on it, it’s kind of surprising I let Perry get so close.” But then she’d needed a replacement for Vik at least.

    “You loaned him money.”

    Which had taken their friendship into a different realm, she now realized—a realm where Perry saw Maddie as a resource rather than a friend. “In the interest of accuracy, we’ll have to call them gifts, not loans.”

    “And that makes it better?”

    She shrugged, though Vik’s attention was on the road as they joined the heavy traffic over the Golden Gate Bridge. “Perry’s business ventures never seemed to work out.”

    “Selling this story to the tabloids is pretty stupid as a long-term plan if you were already bankrolling him.”

    “I wasn’t. I turned him down the last time he asked for money.” It had been a hard decision, but she’d had her own dreams to bankroll. “I’d come to the conclusion there were better places I could sink my money than down the rabbit hole of another one of Perry’s unlikely business ventures.”

    “So, he betrayed you.”

    “Yes.” She sighed sadly. “I had no idea my friendship was only worth a few dollars.”

    “Fifty thousand.”

    “That’s how much he got paid?” She wasn’t surprised Vik knew.

    The man made it a habit to know everything of even peripheral importance to him. Maddie figured it would be a matter of days, if not hours, before he learned of her anonymous volunteering and even her therapist.

    Uncertainty about his reaction to her secrets was the only thing stopping her from telling him herself.

    “For the initial tabloid article. He planned to leverage the scandal into more paid interviews and even a book deal.” Vik’s voice was laced with disgust.

    “That’s ridiculous. I’m not exactly a celebrity.” She hated this.

    “No, but you are the Madcap Heiress.”

    “Madcap Madison. It’s what they called my mother.” She could still remember the first time one of the tabloids had used the moniker for Maddie.

    It had made Maddie feel like maybe Helene was still with her in some small way. Only later had her own maturity and help from her therapist helped Maddie to see how distorted that thinking was.

    “You share her penchant for making it into the press,” Vik agreed. “Perry’s book wouldn’t have made him a million dollars, but someone would have paid him a hefty advance for it.”

    “That’s just stupid.”

    “That’s our reality-television, celebrity-drama-obsessed society.” Vik shifted into the higher gear as they finally made it over the bridge.

    San Francisco’s gridlock could get really ugly, though it was better than the freeways that became parking lots during high commute times in and around L.A.

    “I suppose. You talk about the book deal like it’s in the past.”

    “It is.” Definite satisfaction colored Vik’s two-word answer.

    She shouldn’t be surprised Vik had worked so quickly, but she couldn’t deny being impressed and only a little apprehensive. “What were Perry’s terms?”

    “Timwater didn’t set the terms, trust me.”

    She had no trouble believing that, not when Vik was involved. Perry had no hope with the power of AIH brought to bear against him at the instructions of its VP. “What did Conrad get him to agree to?”

    “Do you think, after his screwup this morning, I would trust this negotiation with Conrad?”

    “You met with Perry? Wasn’t that overkill?” Putting Vik and Perry in the same room was like pitting an alley cat against the heavyweight champ.

    The cat might be wily and street smart, but he was still going to get pulverized.

    And she wasn’t entirely convinced of Perry’s street smarts.

    “From now on, anything to do with you goes through me personally.” Vik exited the freeway, downshifting the powerful Jaguar.

    “That’s not how my father operates.”

    They were headed toward the Marin Headlands. Maddie recognized the route, though she hadn’t been there since her school days, on the obligatory field trip to the Golden Gate Bridge and to view the city vista.

    “I am not your father.”

    “But you’re a lot alike.”

    “In how we do business? Yes. But you share more personality traits with your father than I do.”

    “You’re kidding.”

    “No.”

    “I know we’re both stubborn, but...”

    “It does not stop there, believe me.”

    “So you say.” She was nothing like her father.

    “I do.”

    Typical. Vik felt no need to explain himself, or convince her, which only made her want to hear his justifications all the more. She wasn’t going to ask, though.

    Not right now.

    Right now, she was far more interested in what they were doing in the parking area near Battery Spencer. “Is the magazine photographer here to get some color shots, or something?”

    “No.”

    Vik pulled neatly into a parking spot and turned off the car, but made no move to get out.

    He unbuckled his seat belt and turned to face her. “It is a good thing the friendship is over from your side. Timwater signed a nondisclosure agreement that covers every aspect of his association with you. The penalties for breaking it are severe.”

    “But he’s going to talk about our friendship.” It had spanned the same six years as the dearth of Vik in her life.

    “No, he is not.”

    She had no desire to see the man again, but she wasn’t sure how she felt about their friendship disappearing as if it had never been, either. “It isn’t going to help with what he’s already done.”

    Vik’s eyes bored into hers. “He’s signed a retraction, admitting everything he told the tabloid was a lie.”

    “Won’t that leave him open to a lawsuit from them?” And why was she worried about someone who had so very blatantly not been worried about her?

    “They don’t get a copy of the confession...unless he screws up again.” The threat in Vik’s words would have been spelled out to her ex-friend in no uncertain terms.

    “And that will protect him?”

    “Do you care?”

    “I probably shouldn’t.”

    “You would not be you if you didn’t,” Vik said with something like indulgence and no evidence of judgment.

    “I’m not a pushover.”

    “No one witnessing you facing your father down in the conference room this morning would ever question that.”

    “Okay.”

    Vik smiled. “You are a strong woman whose strength is tempered by compassion. My grandmother Ana is such a woman.”

    “And you love her.”

    “Yes.”

    Did that mean he might love Maddie one day? She did her best to quash that line of fantasy thought. Like she’d told her father earlier, Maddie wasn’t the fairy-tale believer her mom had been. She had no expectations of marrying for undying love and irresistible passion.

    So, she couldn’t understand where the tiny ember of hope burning deep in her heart despite Maddie’s strictest self-talk came from.

    Unaware of the war going on inside of Maddie from that simple admission, Vik added, “Timwater will make a public apology for his prank after our engagement is announced.”

    Even though they weren’t engaged, according to Vik.

    It suddenly occurred to her that they hadn’t come to the overlook for privacy to discuss Perry.

    Even so, she needed to know one thing. “How much?”

    “Did we pay him?”

    “Yes.”

    “The way his apology will play, he’ll get to keep his fifty thousand from the tabloid.” Vik didn’t sound particularly happy about that fact.

    “And?”

    “The only thing I gave Timwater was my word not to destroy his name in the business world. The nondisclosure agreement guarantees we will not sue him in civil court, either—so long as he keeps his side of it.”

    “He never would have believed I would do that.”

    “I would. Regardless of if it was on behalf of the company rather than you, Timwater would be just as screwed.”

    “You’re ruthless.”

    “It’s not just an Archer family trait. We do what we need to get what is important to us.”

    “Like marrying the owner’s daughter to take control of a Fortune 500 company.”

    “Yes.”

    “Thank you.”

    “For?”

    “Not trying to pretend this is something else.” No matter what her heart wanted.

    “What exactly do you think this is?”

    “Necessary.”

    He nodded. “Yes, but it will be a marriage in every sense of the word. You do realize that?”

    “You mean...”

    “Sex. We will not be living celibate lives.”

    “No affairs?” Not that she would be willing to take this step if she thought he was a womanizer, if she herself had plans to look outside the marriage for that kind of companionship.

    “No affairs,” he repeated, making no attempt to suppress how disgusting he considered the idea.

    Vik wasn’t that guy.

    He was the grandson of a very traditional Russian man. Vik would never do anything that would disappoint the old man. He thought his father had done enough of that.

    He’d shared that, and a lot more she hadn’t expected him to, when they were friends during her teen years. He’d never been like a brother, but he had been one of the few people she’d believed she could rely on back then.

    Could she rely on him now?

    “Be very sure you understand what I am saying here, Madison.” Vik reached across the console and cupped her nape in a move that was becoming familiar. “I am not Maxwell Black. My children will not be conceived in a test tube.”

    “Of course not.” Whatever their feelings for each other, this situation was very personal for him.

    He nodded like that had settled everything still left unsaid between them. She wasn’t so sure she agreed, but she didn’t hesitate to get out of the car with him.

    They took the path to the overlook, Maddie grateful she’d worn the sensible pumps and that the ground was dry. Neither of them spoke while they walked, but he kept his hand on the small of her back, moving it to her elbow in the uneven patches of terrain.

    When they stopped, they were at one of the favorite overlooks that gave a view of both the famous bridge and the San Francisco skyline. A few tourists dotted the area, but none near enough to hear any discussion she and Vik might have.

    Vik maneuvered them so he stood only a few inches from her, his body acting as a barrier against the incessant winds off the harbor. The close and clearly protective positioning felt significant.

    “My grandfather gave my grandmother her first view of San Francisco in this very spot,” Vik said after a moment of silent contemplation of the vista before them. “He promised her a future with food to put on the table for their family. A future without oppression for their Orthodox beliefs.”

    “He kept his promise.”

    “Yes.” Vik went silent for several seconds of contemplation. “Grandfather brought my dad up here as a child. Misha told Frank he could be anything he wanted to, a true American with no accent, his name just like all the other boys’.”

    “Your grandfather gave your father the freedom to be anything he wanted to.”

    “Even a failure.”

    She couldn’t argue that assessment, not when she knew Frank Beck had spent his adulthood running from responsibility. Unless something had changed in the last six years, Frank only contacted Vik when he wanted something. Usually money.

    Placing her hand on his forearm, Maddie said, “He didn’t fail when he fathered you.”

    “Misha and Ana raised me to be who I am.”

    “An undisputable success.”

    Vik turned to face her. “You believe that?”

    “I do.”

    “That is good.”

    She smiled, not sure why she felt the need to reassure Viktor Beck, but determined to do it anyway.

    “Deda brought me up here, too, when I was boy. Frank could not be bothered, but I made promises to myself, commitments to the children I would one day father. Promises I will keep.”

    “I have no doubt.”

    Vik’s gaze warmed, his expression filled with unmistakable determination. “My grandparents were not in love when they married, but theirs is one of the strongest marriages I have ever witnessed.”

    “They are devoted to each other.”

    “And to their family, even my dad.”

    “I believe it.”

    Vik nodded, his dark eyes reflecting approval of her words. “That kind of dedication runs in my veins right along with the ruthlessness.”

    “I know.”

    Vik laid his big hands on her shoulders, creating a private world of two for them. “I believe our children will share those traits.”

    “No doubt.” There was nothing she could do about how breathless her voice had become.

    He was touching her, and even through the fabric of her Valentino suit jacket and the shell she wore under it, she felt the connection intimately.

    “Considering it will come from both their mother and their father, our children have little hope otherwise.”

    “I’m not ruthless,” she said, shocked by the accusation.

    “The paperwork you signed today would say otherwise.”

    “You know that isn’t the way I usually do things.” It just had been...necessary.

    “Ruthlessness does not have to be the dominant trait in your nature for you to have it.”

    “And it doesn’t bother you?”

    “That you’ll fight for those who deserve your loyalty, even those who do not? No.”

    “You expect to deserve my loyalty.”

    “Yes.”

    “And will I get yours?”

    His expression said her question surprised him. “Do you doubt it?”

    “Six years ago...”

    “You kissed me and I pushed you away.”

    “That’s a simplified way of looking at it and not entirely accurate.”

    “No?”

    “No. I told you I loved you. You told me I was too young and you didn’t just push me away, you pushed me out of your life completely. Our friendship ended with one kiss.”

    “It was necessary.”

    “We could have stayed friends.”

    “No.”

    “Why not?”

    “You were an eighteen-year-old, barely a woman.”

    “But I was a woman.”

    “I know.” There was a message in his voice she couldn’t decipher.

    “You were also the daughter of a man I admired and who trusted me with you.”

    “Not to mention he was your boss,” she reminded him a little snidely.

    “Yes, my boss. The president and owner of a company I intended to run one day.”

    “A relationship with me would hardly have gotten in the way of that goal.”

    “It would have. Six years ago.”

    “But not now.” No, now it was the opposite.

    Marriage to her would give Vik exactly what he wanted.

    “No, not now.”

    “I loved you.” She wouldn’t call it a crush; it hadn’t been by then. She’d gotten over it, but at one time she had loved him. “Your rejection hurt me.”

    “I am sorry.”

    But he wouldn’t change his past actions, even if he could. She knew him.

    “Look on the bright side,” he said almost teasingly.

    She didn’t remember anything bright about that time. “What?”

    He smiled like a shark. “It should be easy for you to learn to love me again.”

    “Emotion doesn’t work like that.” And she was pretty sure falling in love with this man, even if she married him, wouldn’t be the smartest thing she could ever do.

    “Doesn’t it?” He pulled something out of the inside pocket of his coat. A small lacquer box that fit in his palm. “My grandmother brought this Palekh over from Russia when she and my grandfather defected during the Cold War.”

    “It’s beautiful.”

    “It is a reminder.”

    “Of what?”

    “The beauty they left behind and the life they hoped to build. Deda always said Babulya was his frog princess.”

    The top of the box was decorated with an image from the Russian fairy tale where Prince Ivan ended up married to an industrious and lovely princess who had once been a frog. The magical princess outdid her aristocratic counterparts set to marry Ivan’s brothers in every way.

    Maddie thought maybe she understood why Vik’s grandmother Ana had told Maddie the story of the frog princess the first time they’d met.

    “Does this make you my frog prince?” she asked tongue in cheek.

    Vik traced the rich image painted in egg tempera on black. “Perhaps it does.”

    “You know I don’t believe in fairy tales.”

    “Maybe you should.”

    Now, that was definitely not something her father ever would have said to her.

    “Your grandfather’s promises seem to fly in the face of Russian pessimism.” But then Misha Beck had never struck her as a pessimist.

    The man who had changed his last name to reflect his new country and life had a decidedly forward-thinking attitude.

    Maddie had only met Vik’s grandparents a few times, but she liked them.

    A lot.

    Despite the fact Misha and Ana had raised their grandson, Maddie had always considered them the epitome of a normal family. The kind of family she’d always wanted.

    The kind she wasn’t sure Vik was offering with whatever was in that small lacquer box.

    “Deda never believed the old adage that to speak of success cursed it.” Though his shoulders didn’t move, there was a shrug in Vik’s voice.

    “His life and yours prove his skepticism.”

    “That is one way to look at it.”

    “The other?”

    “Deda gave up being a Russian and embraced the way of his new homeland.”

    “The American ideology does tend toward the positive.”

    “Remember that.”

    “You think I have to be a dreamer because of where I was born and raised?” she demanded.

    “No. You have your dreams. I have mine. It is not about where you were born, but who you were born to be. I want you to believe in both of our dreams.”

    “And that takes some of the idealism this country is known for.”

    “Yes.”

    He wanted her to believe in his dreams.

    It might be love between them, but this was more than a business proposal—no matter what had prompted it.

  


    
      CHAPTER SIX
    

    “AND THIS?” SHE POINTED to the Palekh that had to be at least fifty years old. “Is it a reminder for me now?”

    No matter how unmoved she tried to appear about that possibility, it touched her deeply.

    “Yes.”

    Her breath hitched. “Of the successful legacy you promised your unborn children?”

    “Among other things.”

    “That kind of success is more important to you than it is to me.” Maddie wanted promises of other things.

    She wasn’t naive. She wasn’t looking for undying love, despite the odd feelings deep in her heart she was doing her best not to acknowledge. Even Helene Archer had been too pragmatic to promise her princess a knight in shining armor that would love Maddie. But there was more to life than building a company that dominated the world market.

    “You think so?” he asked, sounding amused.

    Though she didn’t understand why. Maddie could only nod.

    “It will take the significant results of that type of success to make your school a reality.”

    She couldn’t deny it.

    “You think money means little to you, but then you have never lived in fear of want.” If he had sounded even a little condescending, she would have been angry.

    He didn’t.

    “And you have?” she asked, wondering if there was something about his past she didn’t know.

    “Not like my grandparents, but let’s just say the year between my mother’s death and Deda deciding I would come to live with him and Babulya was not one I would ever allow my own child to endure.”

    “I’m sorry.”

    “Frank’s inability to make anyone’s needs as important as his own, including the basic need to eat of his six-year-old son, taught me as much about who I did not wish to be as Deda taught me about the man I would become.”

    “Your grandfather is a good man.”

    “He and Babulya raised me with an appreciation for the difference between working to provide and working an angle.”

    “Like your dad.”

    Vik grimaced. “Frank is very good at angles.”

    “You want your life to matter.”

    “It already does.”

    She couldn’t argue that. Didn’t want to. “I want my life to matter, too—we just have a different way of going about it.”

    “Yes, we do.” He didn’t sound bothered by that fact.

    Why was she?

    She wanted to tell him about Maddie Grace, but wasn’t sure how she would handle it if Vik had the same attitude about her efforts as Jeremy had had.

    “I have already promised to help you see your dream of a charter school realized,” Vik pointed out.

    Yes, he had, which put Vik miles ahead of her father in that regard already. Maybe their differences would make both of their lives better, rather than tearing them apart.

    “What kind of promises are you making with that box, Vik?” she asked, almost ready to believe in the possibility of the complete family she’d never had.

    His handsome lips tilted a little at the nickname she hadn’t uttered in six years, keeping it strictly private to her thoughts. Something she had not been able to let go of, but would not share with others, either.

    “If you accept my proposal, I promise fidelity.”

    She nodded.

    “I will expect the same,” he said, as if there was any chance she didn’t already realize it.

    Interesting that he’d led with that one, though. Was that because he thought she needed it after Perry’s betrayal, or was it more personal for Vik?

    Either way, she said, “That’s a given.”

    “I am glad to hear that.”

    When he said nothing else, but looked down at her with an expression that seemed to see into her soul, Maddie prompted, “And?”

    “I promise to continue to grow AIH, leaving our children a legacy worthy of both my family and yours.”

    It was a promise meant more for and to himself and their future children, but she didn’t dismiss it is as unimportant. Not after he pointed out her own dreams required money just like his did, if not on the same scale. “All of our children?”

    “Yes.” His brow furrowed. “Why would I distinguish?”

    He could be one of those men who considered their eldest their only important child, or only their sons. But she knew he wasn’t.

    Her concerns were a lot more unpredictable.

    “I am willing to have two children with you, but I want more and they will be adopted.” This wasn’t a deal breaker for her.

    Not if she could have her school, but it was something she desperately wanted to do. Be open to the possibility of bringing children into her life that they could offer a family, not just support, encouragement and help.

    Vik’s brows drew together in thought, not a frown. “You want to adopt?”

    “Yes.”

    “Babies or children?” he asked.

    “Does it matter?”

    “No.”

    Happy with that answer and the speed of it, she offered, “Most likely children.”

    “All right.”

    “That’s it? You agree?” Shock coursed through her.

    “I assume we will make any decisions in regard to bringing more children into our lives—both those born to us and adopted by us—together.”

    “Of course, but you’re open to it?”

    “Nothing would delight Misha and Ana more than a house full of grandchildren to spoil.”

    “There are a lot of bedrooms in Parean Hall.” Which was her acquiescence to living there as a married couple.

    His satisfied smile said he recognized that as well. “I do not anticipate filling them all with children, but have no objections to our family inhabiting half of them.”

    It was a ten-bedroom mansion.

    Could it really be this easy? “You’ll put that in the prenup?”

    “If you insist, but I assure you it is not necessary.” He placed the antique Russian keepsake against her palm. “Any promises I make you here will not be broken.”

    “So long as it is within your power.”

    “Yes.” His tone and expression implied Viktor Beck considered very little outside his power and influence.

    “And you will be a father to our children, not just the man with that title.” He wasn’t the only one with memories of neglect after the death of a mother.

    Hers might not have been to her physical needs, but Jeremy Archer had let Maddie starve emotionally.

    “I cannot promise to make every Little League game or sit-in your daughters organize, but I will make our children a priority.”

    “My daughters?”

    “Mine will be too busy trying to take over the corporate world for social activism.”

    Tickled, she laughed like she hadn’t with him in too long, but grew serious again quickly enough. “I won’t have my child forced into dedicating his or her life to AIH. That has to be a personal decision.”

    “Agreed.” But clearly Vik had no problem believing his children would be as dedicated to AIH as he was.

    Who knew? Maddie herself might have wanted a career in AIH, at least in some capacity, if she’d had a different relationship with her father.

    “I think we will have to accept that our children will be influenced by both of us,” she told him.

    “I can think of much worse things.”

    “I’m glad you said so,” she replied cheekily, secretly touched by his sincerity.

    “Open the box,” Vik instructed.

    “Are you done making promises?”

    “Any other commitment I make to you would fall under the three I’ve already made.”

    “Three?”

    “Fidelity. Dedication. Family.”

    Inexplicable emotion clogged her throat, but he was right. He’d promised the things that mattered most to her. With a few words he’d committed to building a family with her and all that entailed.

    She took the lid off the box, incapable of hiding the way her fingers trembled.

    Inside, nestled in a bed of black silk, were two rings. One she recognized as a traditionally inspired Russian three-strand wedding band. Each diamond-encrusted ring interwoven with the others was a different shade of gold: yellow, white and rose.

    It was beautiful, but not ostentatious. Perfect for her. Beside it rested a diamond engagement ring set in the pink-tinted gold that would sit flush against the curved wedding band when he put it on her hand.

    She didn’t ask how he knew the rose tint that used to be known as Russian gold was her favorite. Vik was scary like that.

    She didn’t ask if she would be able to wear the ring beside the wedding ring after they were married. She could see the curve in the band that would make that possible.

    He’d melded the traditions of his homeland with that of his grandparents and taken her own preferences into consideration. It was so Vik. She might not still be in love with him, but it was no wonder she’d never been able to accept a substitute.

    “It’s beautiful,” she breathed, the moment feeling unexpectedly profound.

    “As is the woman it was designed for.”

    “You didn’t have this designed for me.” He couldn’t possibly have.

    This kind of custom work wasn’t done in a few hours.

    He cupped her hands with his own. “You will have to accept that my plans for the future have included you for much longer than you considered me in the same regard.”

    “I sincerely doubt that.” He’d been it for her since she’d had her first real thought about boys and girls and how their lives came together.

    Even when she hadn’t realized she was still comparing every man to Viktor Beck. Darn Romi being right all these years anyway.

    He shook his head. “You had a schoolgirl crush, but have not thought of me in that way for six years.”

    So, he wasn’t all-knowing. “That shows how much you know. Romi always says I hold other men up to your example and they pale in comparison.”

    “And what do you say?”

    “I always denied it.”

    “See, I told you.”

    “I’ve begun to realize she might have been right.” No other man had a chance with Maddie.

    Not Perry, not anyone.

    Vik’s expression dismissed her words as an exaggeration.

    “I never forgot you.” He’d been too deeply embedded in her psyche, if not her heart.

    Maddie had honestly believed her issues with trust had prevented intimacy with another man, but now realized memories of that guy had been enough to keep others at bay.

    “You avoided me like the plague.”

    “You did your own avoidance.”

    “For about a year,” he acknowledged. “I missed our friendship. I thought enough time had passed that we’d gotten past the awkward incident.”

    And he’d approached her. She’d rebuffed him, doing her best to never be put in a position where they could speak privately again. She’d stopped coming home unless her father demanded her attendance and that happened rarely enough.

    For at least two years, Maddie had turned down every invite that might put her and Vik in the same sphere.

    “I wasn’t on the same page.” What had been awkward for him had been humiliating for her.

    “You made that unmistakable.”

    “I was angry with you.” She’d felt betrayed.

    Perry’s treachery hurt; Vik’s rejection had devastated her.

    “And now?” Vik asked.

    What did he want her to say? She’d stopped avoiding him at social functions before she graduated from university, but she’d still made sure there was no opportunity for them to renew the old friendship.

    “The world looks like a different place from twenty-four than eighteen.” It was the best she could do.

    “You will forgive me for hurting you?” he asked, like it really mattered.

    So, she told him the truth. “I forgave you a long time ago, Vik.”

    “It did not feel like it.”

    She looked up into his espresso-brown eyes. “Do you forgive me?”

    “For kissing me?” he asked, sounding genuinely confused.

    Not a usual circumstance for him. She would take a moment to savor it and even tease him if the discussion wasn’t so important.

    She explained, “For mistaking your kindness for something more and making our friendship impossible.”

    “I never held it against you.” His tone implied something else altogether.

    “You thought you should have known I was falling in love with you,” she realized.

    “That wasn’t the way I termed it, but yes.”

    Right. He’d thought her love was a crush. But if it had been only a crush, it would have taken months, not years, to get over.

    “You’re not omniscient, Vik.”

    “If I’d been paying better attention, I could have headed you off gently.”

    She wasn’t sure that was true. Vik was right that she and her father shared a stubbornness that resulted in a tenacity of purpose almost impossible to derail.

    “If we’d remained friends, Perry would never have gotten the hold on you he did.”

    “You think you would have stopped us becoming friends.”

    “I would have prevented him from using you as his personal bank and he would have known that you had people looking out for you.”

    “People scary enough to abandon his plans for the phony exposé before he ever put feelers out for the first reporter?” she asked with a smile.

    “You think I’m scary.”

    “To men like Perry? Oh, yes, definitely.”

    “But not to you.”

    “No, Vik, you don’t scare me.”

    “Good.”

    He frowned. “Perhaps you would not have taken the chances you have in the past years if you’d had the stability of my presence in your life.”

    “You’re pretty arrogant.”

    “Do you deny it?”

    “Actually yes,” she said firmly. “My actions are not your fault, or your responsibility.”

    He shrugged, clearly disagreeing.

    “You really have a God complex.”

    “No, but I know my responsibilities.”

    “And I’m one of them?” she demanded, frustrated more with herself for seeing that as romantic than Vik for his arrogance.

    His smile sent heat through her, reminding her of that lack-of-celibacy thing he’d taken pains to make clear. “I hope more than that.”

    “Friends again?”

    “Yes, definitely.”

    “But you want more.” Maybe not passionately and personally, though she was beginning to see that Vik did desire her, but to make his dreams come true, Vik was going to marry her.

    “Yes.”

    “Okay.”

    “To?”

    “Everything.”

    His expression turned even more heated and predatory. “Be careful what you promise.”

    “This is a special place. Promises made here stick, right?”

    “Yes.” No doubts.

    “Then I promise to do my best to make both our dreams come true.”

    “I make this promise as well.”

    That was way better than him promising to build AIH into some world superpower, in her opinion. “Thank you.”

    His kiss took her by surprise. It shouldn’t have. Wasn’t it natural to kiss to seal an engagement?

    But the kiss did surprise her. And then it overwhelmed her, his lips coaxing a response that radiated throughout her body. They took possession of hers, no longer coaxing, but insisting on the two things she’d said only that morning she wasn’t capable of.

    Submission and trust.

    But then, like with so many other things in her life, the rules did not apply to Viktor Beck.

    She found herself melting into him, no thoughts for self-preservation or holding anything back.

    And he accepted her surrender with a forceful masculine desire that belied any claim for a lack of passion between them.

    He devoured her mouth, his arms coming around her, his hands pressing her body against his, one thigh pressing between her legs as far as her skirt would allow.

    Maddie’s knees would have given out, but Vik’s hold on her was too tight.

    She’d thought the kiss this morning had been hot, but it was nothing like Viktor Beck staking claim to the woman who promised to marry him and give him his dreams.

    * * *

    Viktor knocked impatiently on Madison’s door thirty minutes before they needed to be at Jeremy’s ostentatious home in Presidio Heights.

    Viktor had not given himself time for a drink or idle chitchat on purpose. After the kiss at the overlook, he did not want to risk his self-control before the dinner.

    If his grandparents weren’t going to be there, as well as the photographer from the magazine, he would never have left Madison that afternoon. But she deserved to show up to her engagement dinner on time and not looking like she’d spent the hours before in bed.

    He’d told her the truth earlier. Six years ago he’d seen her as barely a woman when she’d kissed him.

    He’d been shocked by his own body’s response to her overtures, realizing for the first time that she was an adult and not a child. Not that he’d given that revelation much credence.

    Not at first, but after a year of avoiding her and indulging in more liaisons than his workaholic regime usually allowed for, two things had become obvious.

    He missed Madison and she was the only woman he wanted sharing his bed. She was still too young and Viktor’s plans didn’t include marriage for at least a few more years.

    Anything else with the daughter of AIH’s president and owner was out of the question. And not just because Viktor considered the older, driven businessman a friend.

    Viktor wasn’t sure when he realized his own business ambitions included marrying Madison, but it was well before he broached the subject in any oblique way with Jeremy. The older man’s concern regarding what would happen when Madison inherited full control of the trust gave Viktor the traction he needed for Jeremy’s approval of his own future plans.

    He’d had the rings commissioned and intended to launch his courtship of Madison in the coming weeks when Timwater sent a spanner into the works with his “breakup interview.”

    If Viktor had started his pursuit of Madison earlier, the opportunistic man would not have had a chance to hurt her with his lies. It was unacceptable bad timing that had left Madison vulnerable.

    It angered him. Viktor did not do bad timing. And he did not get caught by surprise. But he had not anticipated Timwater’s betrayal of his long-standing friendship with the heiress.

    While it had not precipitated long-term action on Viktor’s part that he wasn’t already planning, the intolerable situation had brought things to a head before he intended. And it had forced him to work around Jeremy’s knee-jerk response to his daughter’s misadventure.

    While that might have ended up working in Viktor’s favor, it had come with additional emotional cost to Madison.

    He might be ruthless, but that was not okay with him. Her well-being was his responsibility now.

    The door opened and Viktor’s thoughts scattered.

    Madison’s copper curls flirted around her face, her blue eyes vibrant and flashing with a response to his presence that found a corresponding reaction in his body.

    Lips entirely too kissable despite the dark color staining them in a perfect scarlet bow curved in a smile of welcome. “Hi, Vik. Are you coming in?”

    She’d encased her tempting body in a 1950s-inspired couture cocktail dress in a shiny dark blue that rustled as she moved.

    The skirt was full, nipping in at the waist, and the bodice fitted, the artistically cut neckline dipping to reveal the hint of cleavage he found more sexually alluring than any woman he’d seen in a dress that revealed most of her breasts.

    “You...” He cleared his throat, finding it unaccountably dry. “You look beautiful.”

    Only after he spoke did it occur to him that he had not answered her question.

    “Thank you.” She blushed, something she rarely did anymore. “It works?” The nerves that slipped in to tinge her smile were something else she didn’t show others. “Only I wanted your grandparents to see me, not the...”

    She didn’t have to finish. “It will be all right. Deda and Babulya are eager to see you and welcome you into our family.”

    “They know we are engaged? Have they seen the articles?”

    Ignoring his own best intentions, he pushed into the apartment and right into Madison’s personal space.

    She gasped and looked up at him, eyes wide, breath hitching. “Vik? What?”

    He curved his hands around her waist, enjoying the soft slide of the fabric and the heat of her skin under it even more. “They know we are engaged and they are delighted.”

    “Oh.”

    “They know about the stories and they are furious with Timwater.”

    “They don’t believe them? You told them he lied, didn’t you?”

    “I did and they don’t.” Viktor reveled in the implicit trust in his ability to make things right that could be read into her questions.

    “Thank you.”

    Mindful of the crimson color on her lips, he bent down and pressed a soft kiss to the side of her neck, staying to inhale the subtle fragrance of honeysuckle mixed with orange and a hint of vanilla and her own unique scent. “You smell good.”

    “It’s my perfume.”

    “It’s you. Rosewater would smell just as delicious against your skin.”

    She trembled against him, her hands pressing into his chest. “Vik.”

    That was all she said. Just his name. But it was a plea, whether to step back or to do something about the electricity arcing between them, he did not let himself contemplate.

    He stepped back. “We need to go. Everyone is waiting.”

    “Including the photographer.”

    “He has his instructions to be as unobtrusive as possible.”

    Madison grimaced, her opinion of how unobtrusive that could actually be very clear.

    He looked around and spied her coat over the back of an armchair. Viktor had always enjoyed Madison’s efficiency and was glad to see that she had not developed the habit of keeping a man waiting that he always found more irritating than intriguing.

    Grabbing the coat, he offered it to her. “We need to head out.”

    “You cut it a little close.” But she didn’t hesitate to let him help her into the fitted wool trench coat the same crimson red as her lips.

    He saw no reason to hide the truth. “Protecting us both from how much I want you.”

    “What are you talking about?” she asked, sounding genuinely confused as she did up the oversized black buttons and tied the belt on her coat.

    “You must realize the prospect of having you in my bed has my libido in overdrive.” The truth of that was never more blatant to him than in how hard he found it to lead her out of the apartment without once mussing the color of her lipstick.

    However, nothing said he had to curb his desire to touch her completely. They made their way to the elevators with his arm around her waist.

    “But why would it?” Could she sound more innocent?

    He didn’t think so.

    “You are an incredibly beautiful woman.” But more importantly, she was the one woman who sparked desire hot enough to do his ancestors proud.

    “You didn’t want me before.”

    “We discussed this. You were barely more than a child.” And he had wanted her.

    “You’re right,” she said distractedly. “But—”

    “Nothing. Trust me. I want you. Six years ago, the timing was wrong, but I will gladly offer you all the proof you desire later tonight, after dinner with our respective families.”

    “You want to come back to my apartment tonight?” she squeaked, charming him.

    The elevator doors closed, giving a false sense of privacy he had to once again fight taking advantage of.

    “You have no reason to be nervous,” he assured her. “I am not an animal in the bedroom.”

    Even if he wanted her with heretofore untapped primal mating instincts.

    “Vik...” She blinked up at him, her lips parted slightly. “I told you, I’m a virgin.”

    “What?” The elevator doors opened but he didn’t step out, his brain short-circuiting.

    “I told you—”

    “That you hadn’t been in a serious relationship.” But that didn’t mean she hadn’t had sex. Things happened. She was twenty-four. This was not possible.

    “No random hookups.”

    “Ever?” he asked in disbelief.

    “I told you I had no experience.”

    “In BDSM.”

    “In anything.”

    “That will change.” Viktor was not above using whatever means necessary to ensure the future he planned. Including being Madison’s first lover.

    The fact he wanted her more than any woman he had ever known was beside the point.

    She stepped off the elevator into the parking garage. “I don’t think being engaged to you is going to be anything like I was imagining.”

    “If you thought it was going to be without sexual intimacy, I’d have to say you are right,” he said as he helped her buckle into the passenger seat of his car.

    He gave in to the urge that had been riding him since the moment she’d opened her door and kissed her. He reined in his desire. Barely. And stepped back.

    He closed her door and took several deep breaths before moving around the car to slide into the driver’s seat.

    Her eyes glowing with blue fire, she asked, “No pretense of waiting for our wedding night?”

    “We made our vows at the overlook this afternoon. Nothing said later between us will be any more profound.” He started the engine, but didn’t back out of the parking spot, waiting with an odd feeling in his chest for her reply.

    “I thought it felt that way...like it was profound.”

    “It was.” He put the car in gear.

    “So what? You consider us married now?” She sounded like she didn’t believe her own words and yet he knew she had felt the weight of the promises they’d made earlier.

    “As good as, yes.”

    “You make your own rules, don’t you?”

    “You are just now figuring this out?”

  


    
      CHAPTER SEVEN
    

    THE ENGAGEMENT DINNER was a lot more enjoyable than Maddie had expected it to be.

    Especially considering the fact the guest list had grown to include some Archer second cousins, a Madison great-aunt, one of Misha’s nephews and his wife, who just happened to be visiting friends who owned a vineyard outside of Napa, and Romi.

    Maddie’s father was all smiles, though underlying his bonhomie was an unfamiliar reticence with her that gave Maddie a certain level of comfort. He had not escaped this morning’s debacle in the conference room unscathed.

    Small winces indicated he did not like her new habit of calling him by his first name, either, but if he wanted her to stop, he’d have to ask. Nicely. And behave like a father. Somehow.

    She hadn’t started calling him Jeremy to hurt him, but because it simply hurt her too much to refer to a man who treated her like a stranger more often than not as Father.

    Vik acted as a buffer between them, not exactly a new role for him, but one he hadn’t played with any consistency in six years.

    Taking it a step further than he used to, Vik actually physically stood between her and others in unconscious protection whenever she felt herself growing uneasy. While no one had the bad taste to actually mention the articles spawned by Perry’s lies, family could manage intrusiveness in subtle ways strangers never could.

    Thankfully, Vik seemed to recognize her moods—sometimes even before she did—and took steps to make sure the questions didn’t get a chance to edge into being blatantly intrusive.

    Tellingly, no one seemed to find it hard to believe they’d been carrying on a relationship outside the media’s radar for months now. Not even Misha’s nephew evinced surprise at the engagement.

    Everyone was happy to congratulate Maddie and Vik, making her feel like maybe this thing could really work.

    Regardless of what had precipitated the engagement, their friends and family considered them a good match. A big part of her agreed.

    She only hoped she wasn’t making a huge mistake...that Vik was the man she was discovering. More the white knight in Armani than the heartless tycoon following in her father’s footsteps that she’d seen him as for the past six years.

    Vik’s grandparents were wonderful, as always.

    Misha was a gray-haired, slightly stooped version of Vik with an exuberant warmth very unlike his more reserved grandson. A retired scientist, Ana was both highly intelligent and gently affectionate by nature. She wasn’t as overt as her husband, but she would make a wonderful great-grandmother for Maddie and Vik’s children.

    The magazine photographer turned out to be extremely good at fading into the background and Maddie found herself relaxing and enjoying the first real family dinner she remembered since her mother’s death.

    * * *

    “Your grandparents are such nice people.” Maddie allowed Vik to remove her coat and his own before taking both of them and hanging them in the hall closet.

    Such a simple thing to do. She’d done it hundreds of times for other guests, but never with the same homey feeling—or sense of irrevocability that washed over her as she closed the closet door.

    Vik was staying the night.

    And Maddie’s heart was pounding in her chest like a bass drum.

    Not from fear, though. No, nothing like it, though that surprised her. Shouldn’t there be at least a little anxiety?

    She’d never done this before, after all.

    But all she felt was excitement.

    Maybe it was because she knew Vik would leave if she asked him to. Only she didn’t want him to leave.

    She wanted him to follow through on the promise of passion in their kisses earlier. Besides, if they weren’t compatible in bed, that could be a real problem.

    Right?

    Only what were the chances when his kisses turned her inside out. Self-justification much?

    She made a sound of self-deprecating humor.

    “Liking my family is a source of amusement for you?” Vik’s hands landed on her shoulders before he turned her to face him.

    His expression wasn’t mocking or judging, just inquisitive.

    She smiled up at the beloved handsome face as she shook her head. “No, I was thinking about the things we tell ourselves to justify doing what we want to do.”

    His look promised things she’d never experienced but was pretty darn sure she wanted to. “What things do you want to do?”

    “Like you don’t know.”

    He shook his head. “I’m still a little stunned you’ve never done them before.”

    “Pretty pathetic, huh?”

    “In what way were you pathetic?” Vik asked in a tone that didn’t bode well for anyone who might have used that word to describe her.

    Including herself.

    She liked the feelings his instant protectiveness engendered in her despite the fact she thrived on her independence.

    Feeling a little odd about that, she moved away from him and crossed the living room, which was decorated in her favorite shabby chic. While she loved the perfect blend of distressed wood furniture, floral damasks, lifelike silk bouquets set in epoxy to look like water, the pristine whites and abundance of feminine styling screamed “single woman living alone” to her.

    And while there was nothing bad about that, she wasn’t as pleased by the fact she’d never even had a short-term relationship. She’d be happier if something in her home indicated the need to take someone else’s preferences, or even needs, into account.

    “What would you call a twenty-four-year-old virgin?” she asked, turning back to face him.

    “Picky.” His smile melted her.

    She grinned up at him. “That’s one word for it.”

    “You were waiting for me.” She could tell by his tone he thought he was joking.

    A sudden revelation hit her. Romi had definitely been right all along. “I was.”

    She might have been able to get over her first love, but Maddie had never moved on from thinking that Viktor Beck would be the ideal lover. And so she had turned down every other man.

    Yes, trust was an issue for her, but right along with her lack of trust in other men had been a primal certainty of whom she wanted to share her body with.

    A certainty she’d been consciously denying but living under for the past six years.

    Espresso eyes darkened with unmistakable lust, blowing her mind. He wanted her. He’d said he did. He’d kissed her like he did, but that look?

    It was imbued with the same primitive passion she’d acknowledged in herself. So predatory. It sent shivers chasing along her nerve endings.

    “You were made for me,” he said, confirming it wasn’t her imagination.

    The driving force between them was very mutual.

    “A pity you didn’t realize that six years ago.” She regretted the words as soon as she said them and shook her head. “Forget I said that.”

    Maddie got why Vik had turned her down before. Wishing they’d already taken this step so she wouldn’t be dealing with her public humiliation right now was both futile and borderline ridiculous. Because even if they’d gotten together then, there was no guarantee they would still be together now.

    His jaw firm, his lips set in a determined line, Vik moved toward her with intent. “I was not ready for marriage and you were not ready for me.”

    “I—”

    His finger pressing against her lips stopped the argument. “We both had living to do.”

    “You were really thinking about this then?” she asked with surprise she couldn’t hide.

    “Yes.”

    “But you weren’t happy about it.” Wasn’t happy about the memory if his current expression was anything to go by.

    “You were eighteen. I was still used to thinking of you as a child. It felt wrong.”

    “I was an adult, a grown woman.” But even as she made the claim, she knew that compared to Vik she had been a child.

    “You could vote, join the armed forces and take on your own debt. That didn’t mean you were ready for a relationship with a man like me.”

    “A relationship, or sex?”

    “Same thing when it comes to you and me.”

    “Is it?”

    “It has always been marriage or nothing between us, Madison.” Vik reached out and traced the line of her bodice, his fingertip never straying from the sapphire-blue taffeta of her dress to the skin of her bosom.

    Her breath hitched, but she didn’t move away. “Because of AIH.”

    “Because my grandfather raised me to be a man with a sense of honor.” The “unlike Frank Beck” went unsaid, but she heard it anyway.

    Vik would never be like the father that had caused both him and his grandparents so much grief and disappointment.

    “You may be a shark, Vik, but you’re an honest one.”

    He smiled wryly, his fingertip resting on the point of the V dipping between her breasts. “And I don’t eat guppies for breakfast.”

    “Am I a guppy?” she asked breathlessly.

    “No.” Satisfaction burned in his dark gaze. “You are a twenty-four-year-old woman.”

    The emphasis he placed on the word woman was a conversation all in itself.

    “You planned to marry me before Perrygate ever happened.”

    “I did.” Vik looked with significance down at the custom ring on her finger and she caught on.

    There was no denying the truth in front of her eyes. “You really did have the rings made for me.”

    “I do not lie.”

    “No, but...” The scope of what he was saying left her grasping for words that would not come.

    “Timwater forced me to move my plans forward, but only by a couple of weeks.”

    “You were going to ask me to marry you?”

    “I planned to date you first,” he said with some wry humor, almost self-deprecatingly. “We needed to rebuild the rapport we once had.”

    His thinking made him a different man than her father in ways she didn’t feel like enumerating, but wouldn’t deny. “You recognized before Jeremy did that the only way my father would have an heir to leave in charge of the business is if I married him.”

    “Yes.”

    “So, you made plans to play on my father’s desire to leave his legacy to family.” It was brilliant. And manipulative.

    But he’d already shown that as important as his own plans for AIH were to Vik, he would not ignore Maddie’s happiness. He’d offered to buy her a building for her dream as a wedding gift.

    Calculated? Maybe, but for her benefit, not to her detriment.

    Vik’s silence was answer enough. Not only had he strategized, but he’d also started working on her father already. Jeremy had come to the whole “his daughter must marry to save herself and the company’s reputation” pretty darn quickly otherwise.

    “I’m not sure how I feel about this,” she admitted.

    She understood. To an extent.

    But it still felt like she’d been maneuvered.

    Vik’s touch finally strayed entirely from her dress to the upper swell of her breasts, tracing the same path as before, only along her skin this time. “While you are deciding, take into account that if you had been a different woman, my plans would have taken a different direction.”

    She shivered, her breath quavering in her chest until another thought came to her. “You would have taken AIH out from under my father?”

    Horrified because as much as she didn’t get her father, she loved him, and she was certain Vik would have done exactly that. Rather than allow a stranger to come in and take over what he considered to be his.

    Vik shrugged, neither confirming, nor denying. “It was not necessary.”

    “You said Jeremy is your friend.”

    “He is.”

    “But you would still take his company.”

    “I would not have betrayed him.”

    No. That wasn’t Vik’s style. “You still would have figured out a way.”

    “Does that upset you?”

    “I said before that you’re ruthless.”

    “This is not news.”

    No, it really wasn’t. “My mind doesn’t work like yours.”

    “Make no mistake, you have your own brand of ruthlessness, but if you were too much like me, we would not fit so well together.” Both his hands moved to settle on her waist.

    She was distracted by the sensation of his thumbs brushing up and down against her lower ribs. “You think we fit?”

    “I know we do.”

    “So, you’re saying you don’t just want the company. You want me, too.” Not just sex with her, but Maddie as a complete person.

    At least the Madison Archer he knew about. What would Vik think of Maddie Grace?

    “You will support my dreams in a way a woman of less strength could not do.”

    “Your plans would have been really messed up if I’d picked one of the other candidates Jeremy put forward.” She gave in to the irresistible urge to poke at the bear.

    Vik’s gorgeous mouth twisted in disdain. “You were never going to choose another man.”

    “You don’t think so?”

    “I know.”

    “Another word for excessive confidence is arrogance.”

    “I prefer honest.”

    She laughed softly and then had a revelation. “You manipulated the choice of candidates.”

    “I was not expecting Maxwell Black.”

    “Neither was I.” And she still wanted to know what the man had done to Romi. “He’s intense.”

    “He’s a good businessman.”

    “Is he honorable?”

    “Yes.”

    “As honorable as you?”

    Vik considered his answer for a second. “I would do business with him on a handshake.”

    “Good to know.”

    “Why? Considering your options?” He didn’t sound too worried by the prospect.

    “According to you, there are no other options.”

    “True.” Vik looked like he was considering what he was going to say next. “We grew up together.”

    “What? Like in the same neighborhood?”

    “Same Russian-American-dominated street, same school, same afternoons spent in activities sponsored by the Russian cultural center.”

    “Were you friends?”

    “We still are...of a sort.”

    “You’re too alike to be really close.”

    “We jockeyed for the top place in class until we went to different universities.”

    “No one else had a chance.”

    “No.”

    Maddie bit her lip, but finally decided she would be honest about her concerns. “Romi dated him.”

    Vik’s gaze flared. “I see.”

    “He’s intense,” Maddie repeated.

    “Are they still dating?”

    “No.”

    “Then...”

    “I don’t need to be worried?”

    “He is a good man.”

    When it was Viktor Beck making the claim, Maddie believed him.

    “Are you really spending the night?” she asked, focusing on what mattered most in the present moment.

    “Yes.”

    “After a single day.” One day in which they had decided to get married, made that decision public and negotiated a future they could both live with.

    “In one respect, but between us?” He pulled her body close so they shared heat. “Tonight is the culmination of ten years.”

    “We’ve barely spoken in six.”

    “When was the last time Frank was in town?” Vik asked her, like she’d know.

    And she did. “Three months ago. He was in San Francisco for Christmas.” Vik’s father had attended Jeremy’s holiday party along with Misha and Ana.

    Vik nodded, his expression dour. “Babulya was pleased.”

    “But you couldn’t wait for him to leave.”

    “You are the only person who knew that.”

    She found that hard to believe, but then...maybe not. Vik didn’t wear his emotions on his sleeve.

    But that wasn’t the point, was it? “Just because I saw your father at my father’s home and knew he was in town doesn’t mean you and I communicated in any meaningful way.”

    “Didn’t we?”

    Okay, so in the past two years, they’d had increasing numbers and depths of conversations. And it struck her. She’d thought she was just being grown-up about the past, but he’d been working on rebuilding that rapport he had mentioned earlier.

    The man made Machiavelli look like a preschooler in the art of the deep play.

    “Still.” Not a brilliant comeback, but what she had.

    Vik smiled that shark’s smile. “When was the last time I took a date to an event?”

    So, she knew the answer. She’d revealed earlier in the car with Conrad how closely she watched Vik without meaning to watch him at all. “That doesn’t mean anything.”

    “Doesn’t it?”

    “Vik...”

    “I believe both the fact that I have not had another woman on my arm in over a year and the fact you know that is significant.”

    “Really?” she drawled sarcastically even as she couldn’t help wondering if he was right.

    “I know that you haven’t dated, either. I wasn’t entirely sure about Timwater, but the way you two are together doesn’t imply sexual intimacy.”

    “I should hope not.”

    “Besides, he was sleeping with other women.”

    She’d suspected, though Perry had always tried to play it like he didn’t sleep around. She wasn’t sure why. It wouldn’t have mattered to her either way.

    Vik knowing however, meant he’d been paying attention. “You have a file on him, don’t you?”

    “Naturally.”

    “And Romi?”

    “Romi has been your friend for longer than me.”

    “You’re saying you don’t have a file.”

    Vik leaned down and spoke softly, right into Maddie’s ear. “I’m saying I don’t need one.”

    It wasn’t exactly sweet nothings, but she still shivered from the sensation of his breath gently blowing across her ear.

    “You know her well, too,” Maddie said, not even sure why she was trying to keep the conversation going.

    “Yes.”

    Curiosity and concern prompted her to ask, “Did you know she’d dated Maxwell?”

    “No.”

    “Good. I don’t feel like I was so oblivious.”

    Vik straightened, but didn’t move back. “I’m sure if you did not know, they both took pains to keep it private.”

    “You’re right.” While Maddie was still worried, she didn’t feel like a bad friend anymore.

    She let herself fall into his deep coffee gaze, even as she relaxed more completely into his body. “I want to kiss you.”

    Bad friend, or good one, Maddie didn’t want to think about anyone except her and Vik right now.

    “What is stopping you?” He leaned down so their lips were a fraction of an inch apart, taking away the only barrier that mattered.

    She moved toward him, speaking in a breath against his lips. “Nothing.”

    The first brush of her lips against his electrified her. It was the barest of caresses, but near unbearable in its intimacy. She was staking a claim with the featherlight touch and he was accepting that claim as surely as she’d accepted his promises earlier.

    They were distinctly different, one set of lips masculine, the other feminine, and yet they fit with the perfection of molds aligned and cast simultaneously.

    Vik’s response was full-on alpha man, accepting her mouth with his and then turning it around and moving his lips against hers, driving the kiss to greater sensation and closeness.

    Nipping oh-so-gently with his teeth on her lower lip, he demanded entrance. With no thought but to give it, she let her lips fall open.

    His tongue swept into her mouth and just that fast Maddie was drowning in a sexual response only this man had ever brought out in her, thoughts and emotions overwhelmed by the onslaught of devastating sensuality.

    Vik’s hold on her tightened as he pulled her body completely flush with his, his big hands roving over her back and up to knead her scalp.

    Her own hands slid of their own volition up his pecs, over his shoulders and to the back of his neck, pulling her body around so her breasts were crushed against his chest. Sparks of delicious sensation pricked her nipples nearly to the point of pain in their intensity.

    It felt so incredible still dressed, she could not fathom what it would be like once they were naked skin pressed to naked skin.

    Vik made a rumbling sound of approval in his throat before his body shifted and then she was being lifted into his arms as he stood.

    The man was strong. Following on that thought came another.

    They were really going to do this.

    For the first time, Maddie was glad she was a twenty-four-year-old virgin.

    She wanted no past experiences shadowing this moment with him. No memories of hands on her flesh but his.

    Vik carried her unerringly into to her bedroom, lowering her back to her feet and pulling his mouth from hers. She didn’t want to stop and used her hold on his neck to lift herself back up so the kiss could continue.

    It was only natural to swing her legs up and around his waist, locking her ankles behind his back.

    Something about her actions flipped a switch in Vik and the kiss went nuclear. His mouth devoured hers as he cupped her bottom through the rustling silk of her dress’s full skirt.

    Overwhelmed by sensation, Maddie lost her connection to anything but the kiss. She did not know how long their mouths ate at each other. Nothing registered but the sparks of pleasure he ignited in her rapidly fanning into a conflagration that consumed.

    She wasn’t even aware he’d moved them to the bed until he broke away from her and she didn’t fall to the floor.

    She mewled with her need to reconnect to his lips, a sound that would have mortified her if she was not too lost to desire to care.

    “Vik!” she demanded, no other word coming to the forefront of her mind.

    His smile was feral and hot. But the wink that came with it was hotter. “Clothes.”

  


    
      CHAPTER EIGHT
    

    ONE WORD BUT IT was all Maddie needed.

    She sat up and reached back to unzip her dress. It was tricky at the best of times, the top of the zipper hitting her in the center of her back.

    With her hands trembling from need, it was impossible. So frustrated she could almost cry, she struggled to unzip it.

    All the while, she couldn’t pull her eyes from Vik. He’d ripped his Armani sweater off and tossed it on the floor, the black T-shirt he wore under it joining the pile of cashmere a second later.

    His belt made a whoosh as he pulled it out of his trousers and the buckle clunked against the wall when he tossed it. His tailored slacks were next, dropping to reveal a straining bulge behind dark designer briefs.

    “Your body is beautiful,” she breathed in awe.

    Every muscle of his six-foot-four-inch frame was honed. Dark hair covered his chest, narrowing to a trail that disappeared into the waistband of his briefs.

    She didn’t know if it was the dark, clingy fabric or reality, or even her oversensitized emotions, but Vik looked huge.

    Maddie’s thighs clenched even as her fingers itched to touch. And she hadn’t seen the actual package yet.

    Vik looked back, his own expression filled with desire. “You’re still dressed,” he accused.

    “I know,” she said with pure frustration.

    He winked again, the expression just as mind-bogglingly sexy this time as the first. “Need some help there?”

    “Yes.”

    He stalked toward the bed like a big sleek cat, climbing on with the same grace. He reached around her and let his fingers trail down the shallow V of her dress to the top of the zipper. “Is this your problem?”

    “I can’t reach it.”

    “How did you get dressed then?”

    “I wasn’t hampered then.”

    “By what?”

    “What do you think?” she asked, wanting to sound annoyed and only succeeding in revealing the need inside her.

    “Me?”

    “Desire,” she clarified.

    “Desire for me.”

    “Yes,” she admitted, no real reason to pretend otherwise, but annoyed all the same at having to say it out loud.

    “Good.” He lowered the zipper inch by inch. “I like this dress.”

    “I’m never wearing it again.”

    “Please do.”

    “Why?”

    “I have always enjoyed unwrapping my gifts. Just ask my grandparents.”

    “I’m not a Christmas package.”

    “No, you are something far more valuable.” He kissed the corner of her mouth and then brushed her lips with his lightly. “You are the woman who will share my life.”

    “You’re awfully good at romance for a corporate shark.”

    He wasn’t kidding about enjoying the process of unwrapping. Time moved by in increments measured by her rising passion as he took off first her dress, removing it to reveal her body one slow inch at a time. His desire-filled gaze burned her with sensual appreciation.

    The silk foundations she wore under the dress came next, but he took even more time with those than the blue taffeta, kissing bits of her flesh as it was revealed, sensitizing her body in ways she’d no idea he could do.

    When he was done, she was a naked, quivering mass of sexual need.

    And he still had his briefs on.

    She tugged at the waistband, her voice husky with passion when she managed to force the words past the tightness in her throat. “Take them off.”

    “Not yet.”

    “Why?” she demanded, patience in another universe.

    “You are a virgin.”

    “So?” He was going to change that, wasn’t he?

    “So, you need preparation and I’m on a hair trigger where you are concerned.”

    “You have to take your underwear off to make love to me,” she spelled out slowly, like she wasn’t sure he got it.

    He bared his teeth in a smile that had no humor. “And before that happens I will make sure you are ready to receive me.”

    “But—”

    “You will have to trust me on this.” His eyes demanded her acquiescence.

    She didn’t know if she could give it. “I want you!”

    “And you will have me.”

    Vik’s hand slipped between her legs right then, fingers delving in the moist heat no other man had ever touched, and she cried out. He touched her in ways she’d only ever dreamed of being touched, caressed her to her first shattering climax before she even realized what that desperate feeling inside her was leading to.

    She’d touched herself, but it had never felt like this. She was still trembling with spent pleasure when a single long masculine finger slipped inside her. Something shifted in her heart at the intimate intrusion.

    He was not inside her, not the way she’d always imagined, but they were connected on a level that corresponded to a place inside her soul.

    He pressed upward and she winced with pain.

    “Hurt?” he asked, his own tone strained.

    “A little.”

    “It will sting.”

    “Why?”

    “I am going to break your hymen with my finger. It will make the actual penetration of my sex easier on you.” The words were clinical, but his tone and the concern in his expression was not.

    He’d thought this through and that touched her in the same place in her soul his intimate intrusion had.

    He pressed a little harder.

    A sharp shard of pain stabbed her. “It more than stings!”

    “I am sorry.” He grimaced. “It will be worth it.”

    She wasn’t so sure about that, but trusted him enough to give him the benefit of the doubt.

    That trust was sorely tested a moment later when the pain increased to the point that she felt like he was invading her with a hot poker, not his finger. She gasped and tried to pull away, surprised when she succeeded in dislodging his hand.

    He leaned back on his haunches, the telltale traces of blood on his finger a testament to his success.

    Grateful that the pain was already morphing to a low-level throbbing rather than stabbing, she asked, “Now?”

    “Not yet. There is more to do.”

    The more included him stripping naked finally. In the bathroom, where he ran a very hot bath.

    He looked even bigger jutting out from his body than he had with his erection tucked behind black silk knit.

    He smiled at her with gentle humor. “Your eyes are as wide as saucers.”

    “You’re as big as a baseball bat.”

    That startled a laugh out of him. “Not even close.”

    “Right.”

    “Your eyes are playing tricks on you.”

    Unsure where it came from, annoyance drove her stomping across the tiled floor and gave her the boldness to grope him in her fist. “My fingers are not touching.”

    The sound he made was not a word.

    Viscous drops formed on the tip of the flesh in her hand. She touched it with her fingertip and brought it to her mouth, licking it cautiously.

    Surprisingly it was almost sweet, with only a hint of the salty bitterness she’d heard about. “I like it.”

    He groaned and then jerked his body backward so his hard flesh slipped from her hand. “Bath. Now.”

    “Why?”

    “Can’t you just trust me?”

    “I trust you more than any other man on this planet.” He might be the only man on the planet she did trust. He had to know that.

    “It will make it better for you,” he explained.

    “How do you know?” she demanded. “Have you had sex with many virgins?”

    She found that possibility seriously disturbing.

    “None,” he practically snarled as he lifted her up and set her in the bathtub with surprisingly gentle movements, considering his apparent irritation. “I read up on it.”

    “Because you’re a planner.”

    “Yes.” He still sounded like a man ready to take someone’s head off.

    “Why are you mad?” she asked plaintively.

    “I’m not angry!”

    “You’re snarling at me.”

    “I’m turned on.” The low growl rumbled through her.

    “So am I. The bath was your idea!”

    “For your benefit.”

    Oh, man. “I’m sorry. This isn’t easy for you, is it?”

    “Waiting?” He stepped into the bath behind her, pulling her into his lap, his hands settling on her possessively. “No, my sexy little redhead, it is not easy, but you are worth it.”

    Another white-knight moment. “If you aren’t careful, you’re going to have me believing in fairy tales.”

    His only answer was one languid touch to her thigh. That caress was followed by another and another and another, all over her body and each touch accompanied by the ever-present presence of his hardness pressed against the small of her back.

    Her nipples were aching and sensitive, her clitoris vibrating with pleasure, and her entire body melted over his by the time his hands stilled their insidious movements.

    There were no words left in her brain when he drained the tub and lifted her back to the tile floor. They dried off in silence, bodies aware and straining toward each other.

    She and Vik stripped the bedding back without acknowledging that was what they were going to do, and then together they fell to the mattress covered by the single sheet.

    The lovemaking was everything she had ever dreamed it would be, his sex filling her so deeply she felt like they’d really bonded into one entity in that moment.

    There was still some pain, but nothing stabbing and dark, and the pleasure pushed any lingering discomfort to the bottom register of Maddie’s awareness.

    This time when she climaxed, she screamed until her throat protested the strain. Vik grew impossibly hard inside her, his body going rigid just before he shouted his own release in the form of a single word.

    “Mine.”

    She didn’t even think about birth control until the next morning.

    * * *

    Viktor came to awareness in the dark, two things at the forefront of his mind. The woman he’d craved for years was now in his arms and they hadn’t used birth control the first time they made love.

    The former gave him satisfaction and the latter a twinge of regret. In a perfect world, they would have a couple years of marriage to enjoy their time together as a couple, to solidify their relationship.

    In the real world, Madison had been forced into marriage by the actions of that bastard who had called himself her friend, and Viktor’s grandparents were getting on in years. If his children were to have the time to enjoy them as Viktor had, they would have to come along sooner than later.

    Viktor had taken advantage of Timwater’s idiocy. He could deal with the consequences of other realities, too.

    For him, family was everything.

    It was the reason he’d been driven to succeed. The one thing that drove him most intensely was the desire to not only make his grandparents proud, but to also provide for his own family as his own father had not done.

    Viktor had determined early in his life never to walk a single step in his own father’s shoes.

    When he’d first met Jeremy Archer, Viktor had believed he’d found the mentor he sought. And he had, but he had also come to the realization that as wrapped up in AIH as Jeremy was, his vision was still too limited.

    Both in a business sense and when it came to family.

    Jeremy had never understood that all of AIH’s success meant nothing in the face of his spectacular failure with his daughter.

    Madison was Viktor’s match in every way. They were not just sexually compatible, they were combustible. Just as he’d known they would be.

    But equally important, they were friends with compatible, if very different, goals for the future.

    Viktor felt an unfamiliar sense of having dodged a bullet with Maxwell Black’s presence in the conference room that morning. Jeremy bringing in Maxwell—of all men—had precipitated actions on Viktor’s part he hadn’t intended to take until later.

    But he couldn’t complain about the outcome.

    He in no way regretted making love to Madison and had every intention of showing her that no other man would be her match as Viktor was.

    He wasn’t just the perfect successor for AIH, he was perfect for Madison.

    With that thought, he brushed his hand down her flank, leaning over to kiss the side of her neck and bring her to wakefulness for another example of how very well they meshed in bed.

    * * *

    For the first time in her life, Maddie had woken in another person’s arms.

    She lay, warm and secure as half of Vik’s body covered hers, his breath still even and slow in sleep.

    And she thought of babies and the possibility of family. Had he done it on purpose? Or had he been as lost to the final satiation of years’ worth of unfulfilled desire that the idea of birth control hadn’t even entered the picture?

    Before she’d been made love to by a man who never seemed to get enough, she would have written the latter off as a complete improbability.

    But Vik had woken her several times in the night and pushed the boundaries of pleasure and her body on each occasion, his hunger for her something she would never again be able to doubt. There’d been no question when they were sleeping that they would do so skin-to-skin.

    The one time she’d tried donning her sleep pants and tank top, he’d gotten this look in his eyes. Really intense, feral and determined. Her pajamas had been in a puddle on the floor moments later and her body humming the music of the Viktor Beck pleasure symphony.

    Even now, his oversized sex...

    No, she didn’t believe him that he was no bigger than most men. She’d heard on one of those talk shows hosted by a group of interesting and mostly famous women that the average length was just about five inches erect. Well, she knew from five inches and his was nearly twice that. Average? She did not think so.

    Right now, that not-at-all-average hardness was pressing against her hip, telling her that when he woke he’d be ready for more physical intimacy. Despite the twinges of soreness making her aware of muscles she hadn’t known she had, nipples that ached from all the stimulation they’d enjoyed and a tender feeling in the flesh between her legs, she knew she wouldn’t hesitate to respond.

    Except...they hadn’t used any form of birth control in the long night of passion. Not once.

    “I can hear you thinking.” Vik’s early morning voice rumbled above her head.

    “You said we would make any decision about children together.”

    Tension seeped into his big body, but he did not move away. “Yes?”

    “We did not use birth control last night.”

    Oddly, he relaxed. “No, we did not.”

    “Vik,” she said in warning.

    He sat up, somehow getting pillows propped against the headboard behind him and her sideways in his lap with a minimum of movement. It was a position he apparently enjoyed.

    He tilted her chin up, bringing their gazes into alignment. “We made that decision together.”

    “I didn’t make a decision at all. I didn’t even think of it.”

    His eyebrows rose. “Neither did I.”

    She narrowed her eyes, trying to gauge the truth of his statement. She might be blind, but Maddie couldn’t see the smallest flicker of deceit in the espresso orbs.

    “It never once occurred to you that a condom might be a good idea?” she asked.

    It was his turn for his eyes to narrow, but they glittered with anger not concentration. “You believe I would lie to you?”

    “No, but you’re ruthless enough to take advantage of an expedient situation.”

    He agreed, no sign of embarrassment at the truth. “Yes, but to what end would I ignore birth control?”

    “You get five percent of the company when I give birth to our first child.” Did she really have to remind him of that fact?

    “Did you plan to wait to start a family?”

    “No.” She couldn’t even claim not to have thought of it.

    Dreams were something even a woman who didn’t believe in fairy tales could indulge in. And Maddie’s dreams included building the kind of family she’d always wanted to have.

    “I did not think you did.” Therefore, he had no need to take advantage of circumstance.

    “Okay.”

    “Okay, what?”

    “I believe you.”

    He kissed the tip of her nose. “As you should.”

    She wrinkled her nose. “It might be old-fashioned, but I would still like to wait until we are married to conceive our first child.” Though if she was pregnant, she would accept that as the gift she believed it to be.

    “Agreed.”

    “So, from now on, birth control,” she insisted.

    “Agreed.”

    “You’re being awfully compliant.”

    “The truth? I would prefer to wait a couple of years before having children.”

    “Oh.” She hadn’t considered he wasn’t keen on starting a family right away.

    “But my grandparents are in their seventies,” Vik continued. “If my children are to have the benefit of Deda and Babulya’s presence in their lives, we cannot indulge me.”

    “I see.” Wow.

    Once again, she was reminded that while she and Vik might be motivated by different hopes for the future, they both had them. And lucky for her, they dovetailed, as surprising as that might be.

    “I hesitate to point this out,” Vik said. “Because I do want to gift my grandparents with the next generation of our family.”

    “What?” Maddie couldn’t believe how comfortable she was having this discussion naked and sitting in his lap on the bed.

    “Won’t it be difficult to start your school if we have a baby right away?” he asked.

    She gave him a self-deprecating grimace. “I say all the time that money doesn’t matter to me, but the truth is, I’m counting on it to be able to ‘have it all,’ as they say.”

    “You plan to have a nanny?” He sounded almost shocked.

    And she loved him all the more for it. “Probably, but not to raise our children. However, if we are ever going to be able to leave the house, we have to have someone besides your grandparents we can trust to care for our children.”

    “Yes.”

    “So, we’ll have a nanny, someone who fits into our family, preferably matronly in both appearance and age.” So, sue her if Maddie didn’t want a beautiful young woman living under Vik’s nose in their house.

    “What do you mean about the money then?”

    “I have every intention of hiring qualified staff who share mine and Romi’s vision to run the school.”

    Vik’s dark brow furrowed. “But you will both still give a great deal of time to the school. You will have to.”

    “Yes, but we’ll make it work. Romi and I already discussed what would happen in the event one or both of us had a family.”

    “I’m not surprised.”

    “My father would be.” He’d always assumed she had no business sense if she didn’t want to be part of his business.

    “Jeremy only sees part of the picture when he looks at you,” Vik agreed pragmatically.

    “That’s all he’s interested in.” Jeremy Archer had never wanted to give the time necessary to get to know who Maddie was, not before Helene’s death and definitely not after.

    “He can break out of his tunnel vision.”

    “So you say. I’ve witnessed no evidence.”

    Vik shook his head, clearly done with the topic. “You’ll need an efficient and knowledgeable personal assistant.”

    “Exactly.” A nanny for convenience, not necessity, but a PA? That Maddie would need to make sure things got done.

    Vik’s phone rang before they could continue their discussion. It was Conrad, excited about the opportunity for a live interview with the newly engaged couple on an evening celebrity-news show.

    And so it began.

    * * *

    The next weeks passed in a whirl of activity. Interviews as a couple, interviews by herself. The media furor around Maddie and Vik’s engagement was even bigger than the initial craziness Perrygate had spawned.

    Vik slept at her apartment every night while decorators and contractors worked overtime getting Parean Hall habitable for them. Maddie interviewed domestic staff while overseeing the changes to the main rooms and the master suite. She did her best to make sure both her and Vik’s design aesthetic was incorporated in their new home.

    And could hear his voice saying “I told you so” when she realized she knew enough about his preferences to do that.

    Maddie went back to her secret volunteering in her brown wig and contacts, dressed in clothes from the local superstore. Every minute spent with the children cemented her determination to do more.

    She also scheduled a visit with the therapist she’d seen in the immediate months after her skydiving accident, when Maddie had realized the time had come to break away from her past. Dr. MacKenzie was vocal in her praise for how far Maddie had come in dealing with both her mom’s death and her father’s emotional neglect.

    However the therapist evinced some concern about the marriage that Vik said he intended to be real and yet was connected to a very lucrative contract for him. Dr. MacKenzie asked Maddie to consider carefully her reasons for agreeing to the engagement.

    So Maddie did and, even more importantly, she talked to Vik about it.

    “Yes, the contract your father offered is beneficial to me, but getting married right now is important for you, too.”

    “You think I said yes to the whole marriage thing because of the school, don’t you?” Had she?

    She’d told herself on that crazy, surrealistic day that was exactly why she needed to consider the idea seriously.

    But Vik just shrugged. “Even if the scandal had blown up like it could have, you would not have given up on the school. Romi would have been the public face to run it and you would have been the silent partner as I now will be.”

    She loved his confidence in her. The pleasure of it masked the full import of his words for a moment, but then it settled in.

    “You will?” When had Vik offered to partner with her and Romi in founding the school?

    “We made promises to see one another’s dreams fulfilled. Marriage to you will give me AIH. I’ve told you that I will ensure it provides for your dreams as well.”

    Maybe she should have expected something like this, but she hadn’t. “You really are my white knight.”

    “I thought you did not believe in fairy tales.” His voice and expression were teasing, but something told her he liked her claim.

    “Maybe I just believe in you.” He had always been the exception, the one man she trusted—even when she hadn’t thought she had a reason to.

    Refusing to admit it didn’t make it any less true.

    “You do,” he said with a mix of implacability and smugness that should have annoyed her.

    It didn’t. She liked it. “So certain.”

    “Of you? Yes.”

    Ultimately, it all came down to that simple truth. She trusted Vik to keep the promises he’d made at the Marin Headlands overlook.

    The fact that she was falling in love with Viktor Beck all over again? Well, that was something she didn’t bring up even to Romi.

    How could she help it? The man spent more time masquerading as a white knight than a business tycoon.

    The wedding was going forward. And soon.

    For the ceremony itself, they planned a very small gathering, but the reception would be huge and attended by the cream of society, the scions of the business world and even a few celebrities.

    When Maddie’s follow-up therapy appointment conflicted with a meeting with the caterers for their wedding reception, she told Vik she didn’t want to reschedule her time with Dr. MacKenzie.

    “You are seeing a therapist?” Vik asked. “Why didn’t I know this?” The latter clearly the only thing that bothered him about her revelation.

    “Because I didn’t tell you?”

    He made a scoffing sound.

    “No one knows except Romi.”

    “When did you start seeing him?”

    “Her. And right after the skydiving incident.” Maddie had realized she was taking the same self-destructive path as her mother and she wasn’t going to do that. “I saw her weekly for a couple of months and then a few more times after that.”

    “I’m impressed.”

    “You are?” She had worried a little he would think she was weak for needing to see someone.

    “You realized you couldn’t help children if you didn’t deal with your own childhood issues.”

    That had been exactly it. “How do you know me so well?” she asked, falling a little more in love with him right then.

    “You know the answer to that.”

    “You make it a point to get to know everything about the people and businesses you plan to partner with, or take over.”

    “Our partnership will supersede all others. Of course, I will know everything about you.”

    She liked hearing that, even if it wasn’t exactly true. “But you didn’t know I was seeing Dr. MacKenzie.”

    “No.” He sounded chagrined.

    Maddie laughed. “Even you are not infallible, Vik.”

    “Miss Grayson knew.”

    “She’s my best friend.”

    “What am I?”

    “The man I’m going to marry. The man I’m falling in love with all over again.” There, she’d said it.

    What he did with that knowledge was up to him. But one thing she knew, it was time he met Maddie Grace.

    Silence stretched between them.

    “Vik?”

    “I am...honored.”

    “Good.” That was better than thinking she was a fool for believing in the emotion.

    “You...I...” For the first time in memory, Vik didn’t sound in complete control of his words or his thoughts.

    “I don’t expect you to say it back.”

    “Good.” The relief in his tone was not complimentary, but she wasn’t surprised by it, either.

    “You’ll never lie to me,” she said, as if just making that revelation.

    But maybe she understood the depth of his commitment to honesty between them fully for the first time.

    “No, I will not.”

    That included not claiming to love her when he didn’t, but it also meant that his promises? Were written in concrete as far as Viktor Beck was concerned.

  


    
      CHAPTER NINE
    

    MADDIE WAS SHOCKED when her father called and asked her to come to dinner. Alone.

    They ate in the formal dining room. Even with the leaves removed from the table, it would easily seat six.

    Maddie sat to her father’s left and swirled her soup with her spoon, pretending to eat.

    Her father didn’t seem any more at ease than she felt.

    Finally she gave in and asked, “Why am I here?”

    “It’s been a long time since we had a family dinner.”

    “There’s a two-page magazine spread to prove otherwise.”

    He shook his head, an expression she couldn’t quite decipher on his familiar features. “That is not the same.”

    “I’m not sure what you mean then.”

    “You and me. Family.”

    “We stopped being a family when Mom died.” She didn’t say it with accusation, or even anger.

    He could thank the therapist he didn’t know about for that, but it was still the truth.

    “It was never my intention for that to happen.”

    She couldn’t hold back a small scoffing sound. “You sent me to boarding school within months of her death. I’d say your intentions were pretty clear.”

    “That was a mistake.”

    Something inside Maddie cracked at that admission, but she merely shrugged. What could she say? Yes, it had been a huge, painful mistake.

    Somehow agreeing didn’t seem like the thing to do, though. Not least of which because no acknowledgment now could change the consequences of his choice when she was fifteen.

    “I didn’t know what to do,” he admitted with a candidness rare for Jeremy Archer. “I failed your mother and I was terrified of failing you, so I sent you away, hoping they could do for you at school what I was so clearly not qualified to do at home.”

    Maddie stared at him as an emotional maelstrom swirled inside her. “Who are you and what have you done with my father?”

    It was an old joke, but man, was it appropriate.

    Her dad barked out a laugh. “I told Viktor this wouldn’t be easy.”

    “He wanted you to talk to me?” Why wasn’t she surprised?

    “Yes.” Jeremy sighed. “Viktor thinks our relationship is salvageable.”

    “He’s an optimist.”

    “He is.”

    Giving up on the pretense of eating, she set her spoon down. “You sound surprised by that fact.”

    “It’s not a side of him I noticed before.”
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