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Billionaire. Agent. Untouchable.

I built my empire representing Hollywood’s elite, thriving on control and independence.

Love was never in the plan—until Alice Tate.

She’s fierce, brilliant, and untouchable in her own right.

A designer at the top of her game, Alice commands every room she enters, including the one where we first met.

From the moment she looked my way, my carefully constructed world began to shift.

Alice doesn’t just intrigue me; she challenges me, awakens something I thought I’d buried long ago.

But letting her in means facing the ghosts of my past and risking the only thing I’ve ever truly cared about—myself.

Can I dare to believe in love when she’s the one woman powerful enough to destroy me—and the only one I can’t walk away from?
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​Chapter 1: The Designer and the Agent
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For Alice Tate, sleeping past six a.m. on any given day was considered sleeping in. Even on weekends, she rarely rose after six-thirty, regardless of what she had done the night before. So, when she opened her eyes to a clock that read almost nine a.m., she realized that the previous night must have been one for the history books.

Her suspicions were only confirmed when a decidedly larger form shifted in bed behind her. The dark-haired woman sat up slowly, draping long raven waves over her shoulder before she gazed over at the figure sharing her bed with a sigh.

She could barely remember his name – Daniel, something or another. He was the lead guitarist for some up-and-coming rock band that played at a function she’d been invited to the previous night. It had been a long while since she’d enjoyed the company of a man as musically talented as he was – and as physically arresting to boot.

Even now, she could appreciate his long, lithe limbs, leanly muscled chest, and that careless fall of blonde hair. Daniel was American, and Americans were usually entertaining enough to garner her attention for at least a few weeks, but this one had been too inebriated to do much of anything last night.

That much she remembered. With a long-suffering sigh, the young woman slipped from the bed, wondering how much longer her guest would be sleeping. She was fonder of men who woke before she did and slipped out than she was of those who lingered with romantic notions. They might think they were giving her the slip, but in Alice’s opinion, they were doing her a favor. She didn’t need to be burdened by men who thought they needed her.

Naked, she padded across the room to the immense drapes that covered the window before yanking them open with gusto. Instantly, the entirety of the ornate bedroom suite was filled with bright morning sunlight. The man in her bed groaned, immediately diving under a pillow to block out the light, and she scowled.

So much for her attempts to be subtle.

If he wasn’t going to take her subtle hints, she would have to resort to less-than-ladylike means to get him out of her penthouse. Luckily enough for Alice, she had someone willing to do her dirty work for her.

Still stark as the day she was born, she pranced across the suite to open the door and start down the hallway. There was only one other resident of the penthouse besides herself, and at the sight of her without a stitch of clothing on, he merely exhaled a long-suffering sigh.

“Where is your robe, Miss Tate?”

Alice merely yawned, stretching to her full, diminutive height of five feet three inches as she attempted to ease her sore muscles. “I can’t find it. Did you have it sent to the cleaners, Tom?”

His dark eyes held not the slightest hint of predatory or sexual interest. Instead, the tall, slim, middle-aged man before her merely turned to the linen closet without a word and extracted a deep blue silk kimono hanging from a hook. “Here’s a spare. I’ll see to it immediately.”

“Thank you, Tom.” She plucked the garment from his fingertips, swinging it around her body to belt it around her waist. The garment had been a gift to her from one of her many admirers, and the Versace silk was smooth and buttery against her skin. “Can you also please see to the guest in my room? My schedule’s been thrown off, and I’ll be in my study.”

“Of course, Miss Tate.” Beaming, Alice rested a hand on the tall man’s shoulder, and he dutifully lowered his cheek to present to her for a kiss.

“You’re an angel, Tom.”

“Thank you, Miss Tate.”

In her world of glitz and glamour, very little was depicted in the movies and films. Alice had long learned that things were rarely as they seemed when money was involved. It was one thing to be born into the lap of luxury, have a silver spoon shoved in one’s mouth, and live off your family’s fortune forever. It was quite another way to make your own way in the world; regardless of what path you chose, one always had to be careful. There was a high chance of the riches overwhelming one’s individuality.

But Alice had never encountered that problem.

Even if she didn’t rule upon high, from a plush Hermes chair barking orders to interns and only eating from gold dishes, one of the many perks that actually existed in her world was the luxury of well-trained, professional butlers.

Tom was a gem, and she wouldn’t trade him for the world. In the five years the man had worked for her, he’d seen everything under the sun. In all honesty, she in her birthday suit was comparably tame when juxtaposed to some of the things he walked in on.

But true British butlers were a rare breed. Classically trained and completely resistant to any ruffling, they were loyal, efficient, and, in the modern era, almost completely monopolized by the royal family.

But Alice was a Tate. 

In her opinion, the best thing her name afforded her was the right to employ a man like Tom.

A man who could hand a naked woman a robe in the morning, serve her tea, and eject her unwanted guest.

Life was bliss.

When Alice shut herself into her study, she shut out memories of last night’s boozy and somewhat underwhelming event and settled at her desk.

Her study was her favorite room in the penthouse. Of course, when she purchased the property, her properly posh countess mother had gushed over the terrace and the entertaining space. But Alice herself had only been interested in the workspace.

Her penthouse had been her first major real estate purchase with her own money – a declaration of her spreading her wings and a physical representation of her success as an up-and-coming fashion designer. All the young woman had ever wanted throughout her pampered youth was to make a name for herself – to escape the thumb of her overbearing, title-obsessed parents and find what she truly loved in life.

It had taken her until she finished school with a degree that she had no interest in to finally discover what she was passionate about, but once he had, Alice hadn’t looked back. 

Fashion.

Fashion made the world go around.

When she was a child, carted from class to class that her mother dictated she take to fit into the right crowds, one thing that had always helped to pacify her – to calm her when she was at her most rebellious – was observing the high fashion of the women around her. Modern high society British noblewomen could be stuck up twats, but their clothes?

Dear God, their clothes.

Alice had learned from an early age that Louis Vuitton was king and Atelier was God. That a good pair of pumps could make or break a woman and that the right pair of calfskin gloves could have all eyes on you. Even when she resented her mother and father for making her take ballet and French, she would sneak into their room to run her hands over the gorgeous gowns and jackets they wore to events and even their usual garb.

She would never forget the day her persnickety mother had found her trying on one of her Chanel jackets. One would think the uptight countess would have lost her mind, but instead, she merely told her ten-year-old daughter that she could never wear a camel-colored jacket with purple pants. It was simply unheard of. That clarified, she’d redressed Alice in a black dress, strung her with a strand of her own real pearls, and replaced the jacket on her shoulders.

It was one of the few fond memories Alice had of the countess. Her childhood mostly consisted of moments of her mother trying to mold her in her image while Alice fought back tooth and nail. At the time, she told herself she fought for both herself and her brother, who had always been pretty complacent when it came to their parents. But Mike had recently blown all of that out of the water when he’d gone gallivanting to the Dark Continent on the whims of a woman.

And not just any woman –Rose Lithgall. A noblewoman and their parents’ front-running choice for his wife.

Of course, things hadn’t worked out exactly as Mother and Father had planned. Rose wasn’t exactly the picture of a high society lady. On the contrary, she was against the status quo and everything involved with it. She was noble by birth and blood, but she was far more comfortable in a third-world country doing charity work than she was hobnobbing with the royals at Buckingham Palace.

In fact, she was only in London now because she was about six months pregnant with Mike’s child, and they were planning their wedding. Somehow, Michael had let the Lithgalls and his own parents wheedle him and his bride-to-be into coming back from the-middle-of-fucking-nowhere Thailand.

And Alice was glad. She adored her brother without question. As much as he might annoy her, she considered him one of her best friends, and she absolutely loved his bride-to-be as well.

In fact, Rose was one of the reasons she’d been so eager to get to her study this morning. If she’d woken when she usually did, Alice might have been able to get an earlier start on finalizing the designs she’d been working on for the past few weeks. She had promised Rose a new line of maternity clothes before her daughter was born, and now her time was running woefully short!

Of course, Cat complained that Alice didn’t design her maternity clothes, so the young woman knew that she would have to make a specialty dress for her dear friend as soon as she was done with her current task. With any luck, she wouldn’t have to go through the woman’s arrogant and pretentious husband in order to talk to her.

At the thought, Alice grinned. She simultaneously loved and hated Elias. The billionaire architect was one of many braggarts she knew in the world of the extraordinarily rich, and if he wasn’t careful, people would find out that he wasn’t nearly as much of a windbag as he put himself forth to be. Somehow, Alice let her brother and Cat convince her that the man was a stand-up person.

As long as she didn’t have to do the standing.

As things stood, Alice planned to release the designs she created for Rose as part of her new collection. She didn’t know why it had never occurred to her before to start a maternity line, especially with the frequency with which her friends and family were turning up with buns in their ovens.

Fondly, the dark-haired woman smiled at a picture on the corner of her desk that showed her with her brother and Cat as she was cradling her friend’s baby boy on her lap. Everyone had bloody baby fever, and here she was, struggling to get the flavor of the night out of her apartment.

But honestly, Alice enjoyed her solitude. She prided herself on it. As her parents had always pressed her brother to get married in order to continue the family line, she’d enjoyed a more relaxed foray into adulthood. Even when her parents had pressured her, they hadn’t done it very attentively- they’d been far too focused on Michael for that.

And now it was too late.

The Duke and the Countess had learned a resoundingly severe lesson from trying to interfere in Michael’s affairs. The scandal had, ultimately, resulted in what they wanted, but that was only after they had nearly lost everything, revealed that Michael was, in fact, a Russian adoptee, and betrayed his trust and respect so profoundly that he almost absolved himself of them altogether. In Alice’s eyes, it was fitting that such a man become heir to the Tate name. It just went to show that the Tates needed to hold themselves in check when it came to meddling with their children, lest they end up with no Tate heir at all.

As Alice was working on a bit of gorgeous shading for a deep purple autumn maxi dress, a brisk knock came on her study door.

“Come in.”

The double doors swung open to reveal Tom. He was, as always, dressed impeccably, without a hair out of place. He carried her breakfast tray in one hand and her mail in the other. 

A wonderful British butler was indeed a thing of beauty, and Alice stopped to admire the man’s poise as he all but glided across the room. “I’ve seen your guest out, madam. And also taken the liberty of preparing your breakfast: wheat toast and two three-minute eggs, as well as fresh chamomile tea with soymilk.” He set the tray ever so gently on her desk before uncovering it and pouring her an excellent spot of tea.

“Bless you, Tom.”

“As you say, Miss Tate.”

If she could, Alice would take Tom everywhere with her – but her parents were reluctant to allow him in the family manor, where he would be impeding on their family butler’s domain. There were a few other times when she left London for more than a week or so – after all, her studio was here, as was her family and everything she held dear.

“Can you please lay out my beige Louboutins, the ones with the four-inch heels, as well as the cream Prada shift?”

“Of course, my lady.” With a deep bow, the man quietly left the room, closing the door soundlessly behind him.

As Alice enjoyed her breakfast, she pondered what was on her docket for the rest of the day. She had a skype meeting with one of her junior designers in about two hours, after which she would spend the rest of her afternoon in the studio, going over the final designs for her new collection. She planned to spend the rest of the week in working seclusion, emerging only to have dinner with Michael and Rose at the end of the week at one of her favorite restaurants. It was then that Rose promised to tell her some of the names they were considering for their daughter, and Alice hoped that some of the collection would be ready for her future sister-in-law.

It would be the perfect ending to a very productive week.

As she nibbled on her toast, Alice sifted through her mail. There were several invitations to upcoming galas, a bill or two, a letter from her grandmother, and the daily paper.

She arched a brow upon seeing herself on the front page holding hands with blonde Daniel.

The picture had obviously been taken the previous afternoon when she was on her way out of the party with him. Luckily, she didn’t look too terribly intoxicated, and Daniel looked handsome enough – eager to be home so he could have his way with her.

The headline for the paper read Tate Heiress Finally Snatched for Good?

Alice snorted into her tea in mirth. It seemed like every week, the British tabloids were intent on her being off the market “for good.” Of course, they could never prove any extenuating connections with the men they photographed her with, but that didn’t stop them from printing the stories. Alice doubted she would even see Daniel a second time, if ever. The sex had been completely uninspiring, and though the man was a talented guitarist, there wasn’t much else upstairs.

Men like Daniel were a common product of British high society. He wasn’t a noble or a royal, but he was famous, and under that fame, there was very little depth of character. Alice prided herself on being an excellent judge of character. All of her favorite people were excellent – her brother, Elias’ wife Catherine, a number of her close fashion friends, her future sister-in-law – they never had any problems impressing her.

Most men, on the other hand, already had quite a lot riding against them. The boys in the circles Alice ran in intended to be self-absorbed, prideful, and dull to the point of inciting suicide. They expected women to flock around them like flies and yet did nothing to garner any type of awe or intrigue. Generally, they made her flee in the opposite direction, and if she happened to decide to jump into bed with one of them, she was usually disappointed.

With a sigh, Alice flipped open the paper to read the new beyond the cover story. Unsurprisingly, there was a full half-page feature about her brother’s upcoming wedding, which she read with no small amount of interest. Next to the story was a picture of Michael and Rose walking together in Hyde Park. At the sight of her brother’s obviously elated smile as he looked upon his bride-to-be, Alice’s lips curved upward fondly. Michael was so in love that it made her heart hurt just to look at him. She was happy for him. After all, a mere year ago, the man had insisted that he would die alone and be buried with his surgical instruments.

He might have been a tad dramatic, but he was so picky when it came to women. At a certain point, Alice had considered that the man might be asexual.

But no. It had just taken a very specific atmosphere for Michael to find what he was looking for.

And now that he had, her brother never ceased to hound her about when she would find the one.

Alice thoroughly enjoyed laughing off his every inquiry. She was just a year shy of her thirtieth birthday, attractive and successful. What need did she have for a husband?

Even Alice considered if she wanted one and where on earth she was to find him. She’d traveled to half the countries in the world, met sheiks, princes, and billionaires, and she’d yet to find a man who made her knees weak. 

Perhaps there was some small part of her that wanted a man to look at her like her brother looked at Rose, but her brother was one of the rare few men in the world to garner Alice’s admiration – and she was related to him. In reality, she barely had the time for romance. She was too busy being a socialite, media idol, and world-famous designer.

If that didn’t fulfill her, what could a man possibly bring to the table?

**
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​Chapter 2: Fighting the Tide
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Russell had his eye on Alice Tate all night.

Of course, he wasn’t usually so instantly taken with women, so he made sure that he avoided her while his intrigue was still fresh. This was, of course, no easy task.

The woman was easily one of the most beautiful he’d ever laid eyes on.

The moment Amelia introduced her, a heated spark of attraction planted itself in his lower belly, and he fought a physical reaction that would be all too apparent in his very fitted suit.

While most people might think Amelia outshone most of the women in the room with her wholesome, clean beauty, Alice Tate was a siren in her own right. She was short in stature – no more than five and a half feet tall – with dark hair that fell in gorgeous, gleaming waves down her back. Her dress certainly did her curvaceous, lithe form justice, the pale color bringing out the startling blue of her eyes and the neckline plunging to reveal a mouthwatering amount of cleavage. If men flocked to Amelia because she was a breath of fresh air, they wanted Alice Tate because she was a siren – seduction incarnate.

He instantly wondered why she didn’t star in any of the ads for her own brand. She would have been an immediate hit.

“I had an enchanting evening, Miss Tate.” At her question, he inclined his head politely, his eyes lowering to a full mouth painted deep red. He wondered, quite suddenly, what that mouth tasted like. Champagne, sweet and bubbly? Or something darker and richer? “You throw quite the party.”

“Well, one can always afford to be extravagant when the cause is for those who need it most.” She said the words with a remarkable amount of conviction – such that he found himself believing that she truly meant well with her cause.

“Are you in the habit of much charitable work, Miss Tate?”

“Alice, please.” She corrected him with a slow, sexy pull of her lips that stirred something deep in him.

Something that hadn’t been touched in a long while.

It made him instantly wary. 

“It’s not my forte, but my future sister-in-law, Rose, has a knack for it. I thought I’d take advantage of both her expertise and mine tonight.”

“Well, your combined efforts were stunning.” He replied truthfully. As long as they kept the conversation light, he might be able to keep from thinking less than clandestine thoughts about the stunning woman before him. It wouldn’t do to betray less-than-gentlemanly intentions. Not when he’d only just met the elusive designer. “Some of those gowns would be at home on American movie sets. They’re absolutely breathtaking.”

“You have an eye for fashion, Mr. Darwell?”

Her coy intrigue made his stomach clench in interest. “Russell, please.” If she wasn’t going to stand on formality, neither was he. “I like to think I can speak to my clients’ stylists about what does and doesn’t work for them.” He replied succinctly. “Women, after all, come in many shapes and sizes. Part of what I do is make sure each one of them is appreciated.”

Alice arched a brow. “You’re sure you’re not a designer? You sound like you’re in the business.”

“If only.” He replied with a charming smile. “It would be easier to work with fabrics than people.”

She was a clever conversationalist - more than interesting enough to keep his attention as the party continued to wind down. He spoke with Alice about fashion, the latest designs she was working on, and the new studio that she had established in the past year. In return, he regaled her with stories of costuming fiascos on set and some of the more difficult instances he’d had with his clients. Over a bourbon on the rocks, he told her of his connections in American film and entertainment, enjoying the way her eyes lit up in intrigue.

He would enjoy entertaining a woman like Alice Tate all night– and not only with conversation. She was, as Amelia had promised, singular. A woman with a noble background who cared nothing for it and had made her own way in the world. Not only that, but it was clear that she couldn’t give two whits what anyone thought of her commanding personality. When Alice Tate spoke, all eyes in the room were on her. 

He supposed he shouldn’t have been surprised when she started flirting with him. Despite what she’d told him about thinking he’d left, he sensed she’d been secretly watching him all night.

Just as he’d been watching her.

“Will you be in London long, Russell?” Her finger idly circled the mouth of her empty champagne glass and he tore his gaze from it. 

“Only a few weeks, I’m afraid. This is a rather short holiday for me before I get back to work.”

“I’m sure you miss it,” she replied, looking up at him from beneath long lashes. “You seem to me a man who takes pride in what he does.”

“That I do.” He chuckled. “Much like yourself, I imagine.”

“Well, I’m always pleased if my work catches the attention of the right people.” Setting her glass down on a nearby table, Alice ran her hands through her long hair, draping it over an elegant shoulder. “I must say that I’m pleased that my gowns are in such high demand among your clients. I’ll be sure to answer the phone personally next time you call.”

Russell sipped his bourbon, enjoying the slow burn and hoping it would be enough to counter the growing desire in his gut. “Are you sure you don’t make suits?” He inquired, enjoying the flirtation, even if he knew he shouldn’t entertain it. “I’d be more inclined to call sooner.”

Alice laughed. “I might be persuaded to start if you’re my first customer. You seem like you’d be a dream to fit.” When she ran a hand over his shoulder, the warmth of her touch sizzled through every nerve ending in his body. 

“I’d be flattered,” he took her hand, raising it to his lips impulsively to brush his lips across it. When her gaze flared in obvious interest, he forced himself to release her. “Though no doubt I’d be monopolizing one of Britain’s greatest talents.”

“You could monopolize me for the rest of the night.”

Well, she certainly wasn’t one to beat around the bush. “We could have a late dinner, perhaps catch a midnight art exhibition if you’re feeling so inclined.”

Russell didn’t usually encounter women who made the first move with such little hesitation, and he found he liked it. He liked Alice – which meant that she was quite dangerous. Thankfully, a prior commitment kept him from taking her up on her offer.

And likely taking her to bed.

Funnily enough, instead of being happy for his own self-preservation, Russell found himself lamenting his early morning flight.

“Wish that I could, darling.” He provided her with an apologetic smile, taking her hand once more in earnest regret. “But I have an engagement in Scotland tomorrow that I really can’t miss.”

Alice arched a skeptical brow immediately. “Scotland? Really? On such short notice?”

“Such is a career lived at the whim of one’s clients.” When he kissed her hand again, he found himself delighted at the visible shiver that passed through her.

He wanted to devour her on the spot. Alice Tate, so brash and demanding, would probably revel in a man who showed her the depths of her own depravity.

“When you come back, then?”

Ah. She wasn’t giving up. It pleased him on more levels than he cared to admit – even if Russell was far too intrigued with her to allow himself to safely give in. “I’m afraid I’ll find myself terribly busy with family, Alice. Though, if you like, I can contact you the next time I return to London.”

When her lovely face fell, he felt like a complete and utter cad. Immediately, Russell wanted to take it back – to sweep her away to the most exclusive supper club in London and wine and dine her all night.

“Well, that’s an awful shame.” Alice drew back from him, immediately closing herself off. “I would have liked to get to know you better if it weren’t for your...commitments.”

Russell sighed.  She was so lovely – so enchanting. It was heartbreaking how quickly she turned cold. “Commitments, unfortunately, supersede convenience in my line of work, my dear. Though I don’t hope you doubt my earnestness.”

The smile Alice afforded him in reply was stiff-forced. And Russell knew he’d lost her that evening.  “Of course not.” She dipped her head to him deferentially. “In fact, I appreciate your honesty. I hope you enjoy the rest of the party, Mr. Darwell.”

And with that, she swept away from him, all fire and swinging hips as she set off in search of better company. Russell watched her go mournfully before deciding that perhaps now would be the best time to take his leave.

He found that he had soured his own evening.

On the way home, Russell did his best to put himself in a fit state to deal with his client in a few hours. He told himself he would be lucky if he managed to sleep at all, considering all that he needed to arrange for the short trip, but when he returned to the hotel room, he found himself reluctant to open his laptop.

Instead of his client, he found his mind full of Alice Tate.

Frowning, he pulled off his tie and jacket, tossing them onto a nearby armchair as he considered.

He hadn’t met a woman he was so immediately drawn to in a long while. It was a fact that Russell liked to be able to carefully control his emotions – and that included the women he pursued. When he was in control, he could avoid getting too attached to those who would only want a commitment from him.

Something he found himself unable to give.

That said, one-night stands were his encounter of preference. No-strings-attached intimate encounters in which both parties could immediately go their separate ways. He didn’t have to worry about breaking hearts or treading on toes – as he liked to do neither.

Alice Tate might have been inviting him into just that – a one-night stand. And he certainly wouldn’t mind matching bodies and wits with a woman of her caliber.

But he hadn’t.

His prior commitment notwithstanding, he could have seen her anytime after he returned, but he’d made up a ridiculous excuse and turned her away.

And why?

Because Alice Tate intimidated him. She was a woman who knew what she wanted and wasn’t afraid to take it – and that was far outside his realm of control. 

As Russell had accepted that the moment he realized he was attracted to her, one would think that now he could work undistracted, but instead, all he could think about was Alice’s bare shoulders and the gorgeous gown she wore. How he might like to kiss those shoulders and hear her sigh of pleasure as she inclined her neck, offering more to him. Then he might like to take her bloody dress off completely and worship the body only hinted at in the form-fitting garment. A body like Alice Tate’s deserved to be enjoyed leisurely – worshiped even.

And now he was uncomfortably erect.

Running a hand through his dark hair, Russell blew out an exasperated breath. At this rate, he would be able to neither sleep nor work.

And all because of the alluring designer he just had to meet.

**
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Alice stewed.

She was supposed to be working on the final designs for her collection of hats set to launch in the spring, but all she could do was stare at the empty pad before her as she chewed unbecomingly on her lower lip. She might have been staring at said pad for the last five minutes or for the last several hours.

Either way, she’d gotten terribly off track.

With a sigh, she pushed her pad aside, setting her elbows on her desk as she massaged her temples.

This was ridiculous. It had been two weeks. Two whole weeks since her successful charity event. With all the money she had raised and the successful debut of her maternity line, she should be over the moon. Instead, she found herself irate and snappish – to the point where everyone in her studio noticed and tried to stay well away from her.

This should have been one of the most exciting parts of the year for her. The holidays were coming up, her maternity line was flying off the shelves wherever it was sold, and distributors were already asking when she was going to start her next collection.

But Alice could only purse her lips and dwell on the one man who had evaded her attention: Russell Darwell.

The night he had rejected her, she’d spent the rest of her party in a fit of annoyance, even snapping at Michael when he asked her how she enjoyed herself. Her reaction had been enough to send him to the other end of the hall – and he even lingered after she left to stay out of the way. When Rose called the next day to make sure she was alright, Alice apologized profusely, even though her mood hadn’t lifted.

Commitments.

She would have liked to think Russell was interested enough to commit to at least a single night with her, but apparently, that was the wrong assumption.

It shouldn’t matter. He was one of an entire city of men that she might be interested in – it should have been nothing to move on.

And that was just the problem.

Alice couldn’t stop bloody thinking about the man.

A few days after her event, she’d looked him up on the internet, just for the hell of it, and discovered that he was even more well-connected than she’d previously thought. He was the agent to two of the world’s highest-paid actresses and was considered the man to speak to if one wanted to make a blockbuster movie. Even directors and producers had to bow and kowtow to him.

When Alice laid eyes on the man’s picture, she frowned. He was, unfortunately, just as devilishly handsome as she remembered. She spent a good five minutes staring into those startlingly blue eyes of his before she shut her laptop and stormed out of her penthouse for a martini.

Since then, she’d told herself she wouldn’t look him up. She wouldn’t think about him, and most of all, she wouldn’t imagine what could have been.

So why, now, was she sitting at her desk doing exactly that?

With a groan, Alice rose from her desk, considering for a moment before she made her way from the study towards the kitchen. She needed a spot of tea – most likely properly spiked with whiskey. 

When she turned the corner down the hall, however, she almost collided with Tom, who caught her elbows to steady her immediately. “Steady on, Miss Tate.” When he took in the irate look on her face, he arched a brow in concern. “Are you alright?”

“Fine, Tom.” She answered quickly. “I should like a pot of tea please, with a generous tot of bourbon.”

“Of course.” Tom inclined his head respectfully. “Will you take it in the sitting room with your guests?”

Alice’s gaze immediately jerked to his. “Guests?”

Tom’s lips curved upward in a distinguished smile. “Miss Catherine and young Liam are here to see you, Miss.”

Immediately, Alice’s face lit up, and her anger faded somewhat. “Are they? Wonderful.”

Alice had found a few problems that couldn’t be solved by holding a baby in one’s arms. No sooner had she greeted Cat with a warm kiss on the cheek than she confiscated the chubby-cheeked Liam from the dark-haired woman and settled him on her lap, where he cooed and smiled in pleasure.

He was absolutely adorable. Sometimes Alice wondered that Elias was his father.

“You came just in the nick of time.” She cooed to the baby before addressing his mother. “I was on the edge of a fit, I swear?”

“Really?” Cat’s green eyes lit in concern. “What’s going on?”

Alice merely groaned, considering the gentlest way to pose her problem. Cat, of course, didn’t have any male problems. She was happily married to an overprotective billionaire architecture mogul who monopolized almost every moment of her time.

But she was also desperately in love – something that, Alice had to admit, she envied. “Nothing awful. I just...well...there’s been someone on my mind, and I’m positive he wants nothing to do with me.”

“He?” Cat arched a brow, her expression appropriately shocked. “I can’t think of a man within a hundred miles who wouldn’t fall at your feet, slathering. Who the hell are we talking about here?”

Americans had such a delightfully blunt way of putting things. Alice adored it. “His name is Russell, and though I thought we were getting along famously when we met, he’s expressed no interest in seeing me.”

Cat tapped her chin thoughtfully as her son drooled all over Alice’s Lanvin. Little Liam was literally the only person in existence who could get away with soiling her designer clothes. “Maybe he’s busy.”

Well, that made no difference. Alice knew he was busy. “Even if he is, if he were interested, wouldn’t he make time to see me?”

“A valid point. Though he could easily want to see you just as badly and not be available.”

“Somehow, I doubt that,” Alice returned sourly, remembering the way the man had rebuffed her. “I all but invited him into my bed, Cat, and he refused.”

Leaning back against the expensive leather couch, the young woman sighed. “Perhaps he likes a more subtle approach.”

“He kissed my hand – twice.”

Cat laughed. “Isn’t that just a British man’s way of saying hello?”

“Perhaps a hundred years ago.” Cat made a face. “This is the bloody modern age. I think he just wanted to kiss my lips and settled for what he could get.”

Cat laughed as Liam reached up to toy with a gold pendant around Alice’s neck. “I’m not being much help, I’m sorry. Since becoming a mother, I haven’t had much time for girl talk.”

“Oh, that’s alright.” Alice waved off her apology quickly. “Who wants to waste time talking about men anyway? Unless it’s this little one, of course.” When she tickled baby Liam, his gay laugh filled the room and lifted her spirits.

At that precise moment, Tom brought tea and cakes, and the conversation turned to lighter fare.

It was the first time in two weeks that Alice hadn’t dwelt on Russell Darwell, and she had to admit, it felt damn good. She spent a comfortable afternoon in Cat’s company, and the two agreed to meet for shopping later that week before her friend took her leave.

By the time she was soaking in the bath later on that night, Alice resolved that she didn’t care one whit about Russell Darwell and what he thought of her. In fact, if he didn’t wish to entertain her, she’d find someone who would.

She remained resolute in that choice until she actually found herself on a date – of course, at that point, everything fell apart.

He was ridiculously handsome. That was one of the primary reasons Alice had picked him. One of the premier jewelers in London, he was also fabulously wealthy. Just to ask her out to dinner with him, he sent her one of the most exquisite diamond bracelets she’d ever seen. Such an overt gesture would usually have Alice sending the gift right back to where it came from, but on this particular occasion, she considered it an invitation.

She dressed in one of her sexiest Louis Vuitton sheaths and sky-high pumps, pinning up her hair and went to meet Benicio Attoli with bells on.

So why, now, was she realizing how insufferably dull he was?

The man was Italian, and while he did have a certain amount of foreign allure, all he wanted to talk about were his jewels and the exotic locales he’d been to. They weren’t even halfway into the first course, and Alice was bored out of her mind.

And with that, all of her irritation came screaming back in full force.

This would never have happened if she’d gone out with Russell Darwell. Perhaps he hadn’t really wanted to be with her, but he would have been polite enough to provide a more stimulating conversation. Darwell seemed a man who could genuinely appreciate a woman’s company, at least. Attoli just liked to have someone present to hear him talk.

But even so...Alice found her irritation perturbing. Six months ago, upon meeting a man like Attoli, she would have taken him to bed just to shut him up – but now, the thought revolted her. The idea of taking a man as pompous and self-absorbed as Attoli to her penthouse...it was almost enough to turn her off her filet mignon.

“Have you heard of the film agent Russell Darwell?” She wasn’t quite certain what Attoli had been droning on about – something about her eyes being the same color as sapphires sparkling under the starlight or some other bloody nonsense, but she decided to interrupt him at that particular juncture.

For a moment, Attoli looked confused; then his swarthy face lit up in recognition. “Darwell! Yes, I know him. I’ve sold several pieces to clients that he represents.” He dropped a few names of famous starlets that Alice supposed were meant to impress her. She ignored them completely.

“What do you know about him?”

Now, her date arched a brow in curiosity. “Know? I’ve spoken with him a handful of times but I cannot profess to know him personally. Why? Are you planning on working with him?”

What was she doing? Alice didn’t know if she’d ever performed so completely out of character in her entire life. It was common etiquette that you didn’t talk about other people on a date. Even if this particular date was horrible, that was no reason for her to be a complete cad.

“Perhaps.” She mused, wondering how on earth she could get this dinner back on track. Was there anything that she had in common with this man? Anything at all? Had they even ordered the same thing for dinner?

“Well, if you are planning to work with him, perhaps you’d care to speak with him in person. He’s hosting a birthday party for one of his clients in New York next week. She’s commissioned the most beautiful sapphire ring to mark the occasion-”

“When next week?” The demand rushed from Alice so quickly she was barely aware she’d spoken, and Attoli jumped in alarm. 

“I’m not sure,” he replied thoughtfully, toying with one of the several ornate rings he wore on his fingers. “Thursday or Friday, perhaps?”

Alice did her best to look disinterested – especially after her little outburst. With a small smile, she nodded her head, taking a sip of wine. Attoli immediately grinned, raising his glass in a toast to her.

And Alice prayed the night would end quickly.

**
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While international stars could be high maintenance, Americans were the next level of opulence. As Russell looked over the mounting bills for his client’s upcoming birthday party, he grimaced. It wasn’t as if she couldn’t afford it, but he himself had long been against such outlandish displays of wealth.

Regina wanted to be flown from LA to New York in a private jet and book the ballroom of the Ritz-Carlton for an evening. She wanted only the best wine from a specific producer in Martha’s Vineyard and catering from one of the premier restaurants in the city. For her guests, each gift bag would be filled with over twelve hundred dollars worth of designer goodies – and that was just the start.

Often, Russell didn’t know whether to be amused or aghast at the inclinations of the very rich. Though he was wealthy, he liked to believe that he wasn’t obtrusive about it. For his own thirty-ninth birthday, he had a small gathering of friends at one of his favorite restaurants in the West Village –an intimate and quiet affair. Regina’s party would, of course, be the exact opposite.

He’d have to have a few of her bodyguards on damage control to make sure the media didn’t catch sight of her on a drunken binge. The actress didn’t drink too terribly often, but when she did, she tended to get absolutely hammered.

Which was a nightmare for him to deal with.

When he finished signing off on everything for the party, he decided to take the rest of the afternoon off. It was a gorgeous fall day in the city, the ripe colors of autumn strewn over the streets and blanketing the ground. Fall in New York was crisp and cool – one of his favorite seasons –and it was the perfect day to walk to one of his favorite eateries.

The moment he rounded the corner to cross Fifth Avenue, he was struck by a new billboard on the building across the street.

Russell paused.

The image featured a slinky blonde draped in an alluring, sky-blue gown on a chaise lounge. Every facet of her image oozed sex appeal – but it was clear that the gown was meant to shine in this particular ad. The color was pristine, and even from an image alone, one could tell the satin was high quality.

The gown was, of course, Alice Tate.

Russell stared at the billboard for long after the signal changed to cross the street. As he did so, he gave in to the urge that had haunted him since his encounter with the designer almost a month ago.

He thought of her.

Really, when wasn’t he thinking of Alice? He might not allow himself to properly acknowledge it, but the moment Regina told him she was having a party, hadn’t he immediately asked if she’d like to wear an Alice Tate gown to the event? Thankfully, Regina hadn’t realized anything amiss and had simply politely declined.

He was looking for an excuse to speak with her.

But with award season half a year away and all of his clients currently very content with their wardrobes, what on earth was he supposed to do?

He should be content and stop obsessing over the woman. She was, after all, half a world away. He’d already told himself that she was beyond his reach, and he was all the better for it.

Even after he’d returned from Scotland, it had been hard knowing that Alice Tate was in the same city as he was. He even looked up the location of her studio online and contemplated dropping by.

Not that she would see him after he’d rejected her at her own event. He had, Russell realized, made a mistake – if a self-preserving one. He supposed it was fair that, as punishment, he saw Alice Tate in his dreams.

And what vivid dreams they were.

It wasn’t, Russell reminded himself, entirely appropriate to be reminiscing over them in the light of day on a crowded New York Avenue. He might embarrass himself.

In that vein, he decided, instead, to return home for lunch.

In the comfort of his own home, he ordered out from the bistro and allowed himself to consider his memories of Alice Tate.

Her and that damn dress.

Russell knew full well that the woman didn’t walk around in ball gowns, but all he could picture was her modeling it for him – prancing around his apartment as he watched rapidly, enticed by her curves. Of course, this particular fantasy was relatively tame, considering some of the others he’d had. 
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