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        TRIGGER WARNING: This book is a billionaire romance, but the MMC is also part of the Russian mafia run by his brother. This may contain murder, kidnapping, and dips into the mafia world. This includes sexual content and is intended for readers who understand the mafia/billionaire genre. This is a spicy romance with explicit sex scenes. If this isn’t your thing, feel free to skip.

      

      

      
        
        A Bratva heir. A reckless bid. A Vegas wedding neither can undo. A love that’s equal parts sin and salvation.

      

        

      
        Read. Breathe. Share the obsession….
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      This series is set in England, so it’s edited for British English, as I have used some of their words/slang in this book.

      For example, the color gray in American English is gray, but in the UK it is written as grey. Therefore, his obsidian-grey eyes are used.

      Some of the following words are edited for British English:

      weaponised, realised, colour, favour, etc,

      

      Common -ize / -ise Words

      •	US: realize, organize, recognize

      •	UK: realise, organise, recognise

      (Note: technically “-ize” is acceptable in UK publishing too, but “-ise” is far more common, especially in modern fiction.)

      

      Common -or / -our Words

      •	US: color, honor, behavior, neighbor

      •	UK: colour, honour, behaviour, neighbour

      

      Double Consonants in Verb Forms

      •	US: traveled, canceled, marveled

      •	UK: travelled, cancelled, marvelled

      

      Miscellaneous Differences

      •	US: jewelry, check, gray, theater, draft, defense

      •	UK: jewellery, cheque, grey, theatre, draught, defence

      

      Vocabulary Nuances (useful for your world)

      •	US: apartment, elevator, trunk (car), fries, sweater

      •	UK: flat, lift, boot (car), chips, jumper
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        Note: This is set in London, so the British variation of certain words reflects that.

        Russian Endearments used:

        Solnyshko. Little sun.

        Solnishko (Sunshine) [image: sun with face]

        ◦	Soft, intimate, uniquely his.

        Zvezda (Star) [image: star]

        ◦	Romantic, elevating her as his “guiding star.”

        Kiska (Kitten) [image: paw prints]

        ◦	Playful, teasing, sensual.

        Моя котёнок” (moya kotyonok) is Russian for “my kitten.”

        •	Моя (moya) = “my” (feminine form, used because котёнок is masculine but diminutive terms of endearment often take the softer form).

        •	Котёнок (kotyonok) = “kitten.”

        •     ptichka   (Little Bird)  [image: bird]

        ◦little bird or birdie

        Lyubimaya, yubimaya (Любимая) is Russian, pronounced lyu-BEE-muh-yah.

        It means “my beloved” or “my darling” (feminine). [image: red heart]

        •	A man would say it to a woman he loves.

        •	The masculine form (to a man) is “Lyubimyy” (Любимый).

      

        

      
        [image: kiss mark] Romantic/affectionate:

        •	Дорогая (Dorogáya) — darling or my dear (for a woman)

        •	Дорогой (Dorogóy) — darling or my dear (for a man)

      

        

      
        [image: red heart] More intimate / tender:

        •	Милая (Mílaya) — sweetheart or darling (very soft, loving)

        •	Милый (Mílyy) — same, but said to a man

      

        

      
        [image: fire] Possessive / passionate tone (more Nika or Aleksandr):

        •	Любимая (Lyubímaya) — my beloved (for a woman; deeper, intense love)

        •	Любимый (Lyubímyy) — my beloved (for a man)

      

        

      
        It’s one of the most tender Russian endearments — deeper than just darling, closer to beloved one/the one I love.

        Moya printsessa” (мо́я принце́сса) is Russian. It translates to “my princess” in English.

        •	Moya (моя) = “my” (feminine form)

        •	Printsessa (принцесса) = “princess”

        “Malyshka” (малышка) is Russian, a tender but possessive pet name. It translates literally to “little one” or “baby girl.”

        Tone-wise, it can feel:

        •	Sweet → like “baby” or “sweetheart.”

        •	Dominant/possessive → like “my little one,” when used by a man in a heated or controlling moment.
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        Nikandar Ivanov, (MMC) Nika (nickname), middle brother

        Lily Blake, Skylar’s Best friend from college
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        Emilia Ivanov, Friend to Skylar, Lily, and Lev’s wife

        Aleksandr Ivanov, the youngest Ivanov brother

        Tatiana Ivanova, mother of Lev, Nikandar, Aleksandr, Zoya (deceased)

        Margot Monroe, Skylar’s mother

        Fred Monroe, Skylar’s father

        Victor Andreyev, media spin doctor and expert in damage control, is the Public face when Nikandar wants to stay above the fray.

        Charlotte Wexford, Nika’s ex-girlfriend, has stalker qualities.

        Maxwell Wexford,  is a Duke and Charlotte’s father

        Tiffany Socci, who’s running the Bachelor Auction Gala, is also a friend of Nika and Bianca

        Bianca Laurent, stylist to the stars. She’s a friend of Tiffany Socci, a friend of Nika, Lev, and Aleksandr

        Polina Baranova, Nika’s housekeeper

        Isabeau Moreau, owner Maison Belle Âme (perfume)

        Charles and Victoria Strickland, owners of Strickland Capital

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nikka’s Tattoos and Rings

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Nika’s Rings

        •	Right Pinky: Heavy gold signet ring (family crest engraved, with micro pave diamonds, flaunting wealth and bloodline).

        •	Right Middle Finger: Chunky silver band, masculine, scarred from wear.

        •	Left Index Finger: Black onyx ring in platinum

        •	Left Ring Finger: Always bare (his unspoken vow never to commit).

      

        

      
        [image: black heart] Nika’s Tattoos

        •	Knuckles (right hand): the word LOYL, one letter on each finger → a mafia mark, brutal in its simplicity.

        •	Between fingers/knuckle spaces: small Russian Orthodox cross, inked fine and dark, a nod to heritage and faith, even if he pretends he doesn’t care.

        •	Left Ring Finger (side): a thin black slash mark — almost like a ghost of a wedding band, but permanent rebellion. Skylar will note it as “his idea of commitment: ink, not reality.”

        •	Wrist (peeking from cuff): Black ink band wrapping like a shackle.

        A crown, bold and black, stamped over his heart. Another, cracked and bleeding, lower on his ribs. Across his shoulder blade: the dark silhouette of an Orthodox cross, stark and merciless. Cyrillic lettering slashes along his arm, jagged and unreadable but heavy with meaning. His forearm is wrapped in ink that resembles a rosary spilling into a dagger, with the beads dissolving into a dagger. Even in the dim light, it glints as if alive.

        The word is etched on his inner arm. Лёд. Means Ice.
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        When love is an auction, passion is the highest bidder.

      

      

      
        
        Readers are the heartbeat of this story.

        Broody and dark billionaires don’t stay locked away—share me with our best friend once you’ve survived the ride.

      

      

      

      
        
        Share the obsession with someone who wants to be ruined…
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      I hate waiting. Especially when the future of my career—hell, maybe my entire reputation in this family—rests on the other end of a phone line that won’t connect fast enough.

      The speaker on my desk clicks, and Skylar’s s voice comes through, with angst. “Maison Belle Âme is holding for you.”

      Maison Belle Âme. The crown jewel of perfume houses. Every PR firm in the world has been clawing for this launch campaign, and they’re calling me. Me.

      Securing this account means Omnex Creative, the company I run, is closer to dominating the luxury market. But this campaign is problematic. And if I don’t salvage it? I’ll never hear the end of it from Lev. Or Mother.

      My company is housed under the family business. I oversee branding, marketing, advertising, image management, and PR campaigns for both Omnex holdings and external luxury clients (like perfume, couture, and high fashion).

      And of course, all I can picture is the goddamn catastrophe from last week’s mock-up. The perfume bottle is a disaster. I lean back in my chair, loosening my tie as if that’ll stop the tightness in my chest.

      Earlier, a six-foot crystal prototype of the perfume bottle was unveiled under dramatic lighting. It was Long. Cylindrical. Exhibiting veined glass details. The room had gone silent for half a breath—then one of the junior execs whispered, “It looks like a dick.”

      They weren’t wrong. It’s not exactly the brand image the French were paying millions to sell.

      I rub a hand over my face, glaring down at the boards scattered across my desk. We need iconic. Edgy. Sensual. But not so literal that it becomes a Twitter meme.

      Two options glint back at me:

      
        
          	
        A pair of sculpted lips, exhaling mist laced with perfume vapor.
      

      	
        A fractured rose, glass petals breaking to reveal the bottle.
      

      

      

      The first is bold. The second is elegant. But I don’t think I have a winner yet. The phone on my desk lights up. It’s time to sell desire.

      I roll my sleeves up past my forearms, leaning forward, the hunger in me has my adrenaline flowing. I answer the call, and the owner, Isabeau Moreau, finally speaks, her smooth French accent filling my office.

      “Monsieur Ivanov, we are ready to hear your vision. How does Omnex Creative intend to position Belle Âme’s newest fragrance?”

      “Isabeau, great to hear from you. Thank you for the opportunity. After the original campaign, some changes were needed. Desire is a crowded market. Too many brands chase shock value and end up being laughed at. You don’t want a perfume that’s remembered for looking like—” I catch myself before saying dick. “—a joke.”

      There’s a pause on the other end. I hear a low, knowing chuckle. She gets it. Good. I keep going, my voice is smooth.

      “Perfume is seduction. It’s memory, hunger, the moment someone leans closer to breathe you in. A gimmick can’t represent that. It needs art. Iconography.”

      I gesture at the board in front of me, even though they can’t see it, the image already burning bright in my mind. “A campaign that doesn’t scream sex—it whispers it, until the world leans closer. We’re working on concepts. We can send them over later this week.”

      Silence. The kind of silence that could kill a career or make one.

      Finally, a woman’s voice—huskier, older—slides through the speaker. “Monsieur Ivanov…you understand the soul of our brand.”

      I allow myself the smallest exhale—one point for me.

      “Send over the storyboards, and we’ll be in touch,” she says, at last.

      “Of course,” I say, steady so as not to appear too eager. The call ends, and I let myself savor it—one small taste of victory.

      I hang up, and only then do I let my grin spread,  satisfaction curling low in my gut. Lev would never admit it, but I’m the only Ivanov with the instincts to pull this off.

      This is my win. Not for gloating—for leverage. I ping marketing and green-light a bulletproof campaign. Of course, my small victory doesn’t last. I couldn’t be that lucky.

      The door swings open without so much as a knock. Only one man in London thinks he owns every square inch of my time. And he’s standing in my space.

      “Lev,” I drawl, leaning back in my chair. “To what do I owe the pleasure? Or did you just come by to remind me I’m not running Omnex yet?”

      My older brother stands in a suit that is tailored to perfection. His expression remains stoic. It irritates me that he doesn’t need words to make me feel like the wild one.

      “I heard about the Belle Âme call,” he says instead, his eyes peering at me sternly, and it’s like I’m looking at my own. We share the same obsidian-grey eyes and dark hair. No one can deny we’re brothers. “Don’t celebrate yet. They haven’t signed off on it yet.”

      Christ. The man could turn a wedding proposal into a funeral.

      Who made him allergic to joy this morning?

      “I didn’t say they had.” I lace my fingers together, stretching a smile. “But they liked the ice goddess pitch. And when they accept the final proposal, it’ll put Omnex Creative into the top three luxury PR companies in the world.”

      “Good.” He pauses, and I know something heavier is coming. “Because you’ll need that momentum. There’s another account. Bigger, and the stakes are higher, and I don’t want you to blow it.”

      I arch a brow. “Feeling generous with the brotherly encouragement today, I see.”

      Who put a stick up his Armani suit?

      “It’s the Stricklands,” he all but huffs.

      The name lands like a weight in my gut. Old money. Old values. The kind of philanthropic couple whose name on a contract is worth more than a dozen Maison Belle Âmes. If they invest in me, it sets a record. If they join Omnex Creative, it puts my company at the top of the marketing world, making our empire untouchable.

      And, just as importantly, it would solidify my position. My division. My name. My legacy.

      The only problem? They value family and marriage, just a few of the traditional things in life. The only problem is. I’m not that. I want to get accounts on my own merit, rather than relying on an antiquated system that doesn’t suit my lifestyle.

      I keep my voice steady. “What’s the catch?”

      He sinks into the chair across from my desk. His gaze narrows to me. He squares his formidable shoulders. “They don’t want a scandal. They don’t want a bachelor with his face in the tabloids every week. They’ve been married for forty years. They believe in stability. Family. Commitment. You look like a loose cannon.”

      I laugh, sharply, because the alternative is bristling. “So because I’ve been photographed leaving dinner with a few women⁠—”

      “Six women in three weeks.” Lev cuts me off. “And one of them threw champagne at you. Not to mention the rumors that you had a broken engagement to Charlotte Wexford. The Stricklands called you ‘unsuitable.’ Their word, not mine.”

      His words fall heavy—like a boulder dropping into water, and impossible to ignore.

      My jaw flexes. I don’t care about champagne, or gossip columns, or bored heiresses with personality issues. But I care about this firm. About finally proving I can build something that isn’t Lev’s, that isn’t Aleksandr’s, and isn’t defined by the family name alone.

      “Charlotte is being dramatic. Getting married was never in the cards for me. You know that. The entire family knows. It’s not a secret. Charlotte is throwing a tantrum because she didn’t get her way. Besides, I can handle the Stricklands,” I say finally.

      “You’ll have to do more than handle them,” Lev replies. “You’ll have to convince them you’re not the playboy the papers make you out to be. They want a man who looks like legacy. Someone settled. Married was mentioned. They want dependable and someone who won’t end up in the throes of gossip columns.”

      Personally? If elusive were a sport, I’d be the reigning champ, so much so that even the word married goes down like cheap vodka—burning, bitter, and entirely unwanted.

      I drum my fingers against the desk, forcing my grin back into place. “Well, that’s a problem. Because the only woman I’m married to right now is my job.”

      Lev doesn’t laugh, because frankly, he never does. He stands there and straightens the jacket of his impeccable suit and says, “Fix it, Nikandar.”

      Lev doesn’t order—he freezes the air, and suddenly it’s law. Then he turns in his designer loafers and is gone, the door clicking shut behind him. I’m left with nothing but the echo of his command and the tabloids still spread across my desk.

      One headline stares back at me.

      Russian Billionaire Strikes Again.

      I angrily shove it aside. The Stricklands want a husband. A family man. Stability.

      Too bad what they’re getting is me.
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          THE DEVIL WEARS SAVILE ROW
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      Nikandar Ivanov is in a mood.

      It’s not the sulking, pouty kind of mood most men throw when life kicks them in the teeth. No—this is worse—the broody, plotting, I-will-set-fire-to-London-if-you-cross-me sort of mood.

      “What baby pissed on his perfect stitched designer suit before breakfast?” I mutter under my breath as I step into his office, clutching my portable prison, AKA my tablet, to my chest like it’s a shield.

      He doesn’t look up or acknowledge me. He sits behind the monstrous desk, the meticulous designer suit molded to him like a promise no sane woman should believe. Jacket unbuttoned, tie loose, shirt cuffs rolled to reveal ink curling across the ridges of his meaty forearms. Dark tattoos that should look out of place on a billionaire executive, but somehow make him sexy and more dangerous. No, my boss sits behind that enormous desk, lounging in his overpriced chair like it’s a throne.

      His stormy eyes flash. He wears power like jewellery—gold, silver, onyx—each ring is expensive. His tattooed finger effortlessly drums against the desk —every finger marked except the one that matters.

      Nikandar Ivanov’s loyalty is reliable as it is permanent—just never to a woman. Across his knuckles, the ink spells LOYL, as if branding the world with a promise only he understands. Perhaps the spelling of it is his middle finger up to fidelity. Even between the letters, a small Orthodox cross is etched into his skin, a reminder of his Russian roots that he pretends don’t chain him, or that he doesn’t care. I’m not sure which.

      His ring finger is bare, of course. Not that I expect him ever to marry—quite the contrary. It’s not in his nature to commit to one woman. I’ve been around him long enough to know better. Any woman who falls for his lines is going to end up with her heart ground into dust.

      Still, God help the woman who does. Because if you’re into him, he’s lethal. That smirk could topple kingdoms. That laugh—when he actually bothers to laugh—could make a woman reckless.

      Sure, Charlotte fell for it. His ex is still a shadow around these offices, a whispered cautionary tale. But I can see how it would happen, because Nika could drive a woman mad. Mad with desire. Mad with frustration. Hell, angry enough to do just about anything.

      I chuckle under my breath. He’s entertaining and actually funny, if you’re not into him.

      “Redo it,” he snaps suddenly, his voice is low and cuts through my thoughts.

      My head jerks up. “Excuse me?”

      “The Belle Âme proposal.” He finally lifts his eyes from whatever storm cloud is brewing in his brain, and I nearly forget how to breathe. Grey. Sinful. Piercing like smoke before a fire. “Redo it. Tighten the language. Change the visuals. I want it on my desk first thing tomorrow morning.”

      I stare at him. He knows the proposal is flawless—I’ve rewritten it twice already, and even smoothed every edge. The French practically purred down the line this morning.

      But I keep my tone clipped, so we never talk about ourselves. “Of course, Mr. Ivanov.”

      I resort to formality when he’s pissed me off—and sarcasm, they are my armor. I know Nika, inside and out, and I also know that his eyes might strip me bare if I show him my vulnerable side.

      He leans back in his chair, his gaze dragging over me with that lazy, dangerous amusement that makes my skin prickle. He’s a man who thrives on control and bending everyone in his orbit to his will.

      And the worst part?

      He knows it works.
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          GREY EYES, SINFUL LIES
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      Lev’s voice still lingers in the air like a gavel that hasn’t stopped echoing.

      Fix it, Nika. It’s an order.

      He doesn’t have to shout—he never does. His words are scalpels, cutting clean but hitting a lung.

      Married?

      He kills me. I’d laugh if anyone else said it, but Lev? Lev’s the one who makes everyone toe the line, who bends kings and boardrooms alike. And now it looks like I’m the target on his radar.

      Buggers.

      I’m still bristling, my teeth are clenched, and then, the door opens again—this time without arrogance. Skylar slips inside, clutching her tablet, aka her glass ball and chain, like it’s her lifeline.

      She stops a few feet from my desk, with vivid, light blue eyes that stand out against her blond hair. Her eyes flick up at me, then down again. Always cautious, and constantly too aware.

      The silence stretches, making me uncomfortable. I lean back, letting my shirt drift open. If Lev thinks I look “unsuitable,” Skylar’s the first one to know it’s true. But after seeing Skylar this morning, my mood became more complicated.

      Today, she’s dressed in a pencil skirt, a peach-coloured silk blouse with the top two buttons undone. Her hair is coiffed, with a few tendrils escaping. She walks like the room belongs to her, legs for days, and spiked heels that sound like judgment. Everyone else sees a polished professional. I see a woman built to break rules—and I want to spend every night proving it.

      I’m a crisis in waiting as I drag my gaze down her legs, slow and unapologetically. She pretends not to notice, but she does. She always does. Every line of her screams efficient, no-nonsense, and frustratingly untouchable.

      Which only makes me think of tearing her efficiency apart. I’m like a rabid dog of lust and desire when it comes to her. She’s off-limits, and yet, she’s the only woman I want.

      She’s the woman I would have banged in university if we’d been there at the same time. She’s the consummate overachiever with the perfect notes, who’d sneer at me across the lecture hall while secretly wondering how my hands would feel pushing her up against the library stacks.

      Now she’s here, and in my office. She’s entertaining—only Skylar can pull off sarcasm, yet she manages to keep herself just out of reach. She acts like she’s immune to me. She’s not. Or at least I don’t think she is.

      Not totally.

      Well, I have my suspicions, but I haven’t had the opportunity to test them—yet.

      Personally, I’ve gone down the rabbit hole named Skylar. And when she calls me Mr. Ivanov, I know I’ve gotten under her skin.

      She thinks she’s just an assistant. That her sharp tongue, smart mouth, and sarcastic comments are nothing more than banter, something I’ll tire of eventually. Every time she smirks, every time she rolls those eyes like I couldn’t touch her if I tried, it just makes me want to strip away her defiance and see what’s underneath.

      So I make her stay late. I pretend it’s for work. I pretend I need another report or file, but these are just excuses to keep her in my office after everyone else has gone home.

      The truth? I want her all to myself.

      When it’s quiet, and the city hum fades to a distant throb, and the only sound is the scratch of her pen or the click of her heels against my floor, I can breathe. And when she looks up at me—annoyed, exasperated, and yet, brilliant—I don’t see an employee.

      I see temptation. And I’m not a man who resists temptation.

      I should send her home. It’s past nine, the office is empty, and she’s been fighting me all afternoon over the Vegas package. But when she gathers her things, a sharp ache stabs me.

      “Stay,” I say, and it’s not a request.

      She freezes and glances back with that exasperated look she saves just for me. “Why? So I can watch you brood over your cufflinks?”

      I almost smile. Almost. “Because I’m not finished with you.”

      Her mouth opens—probably to fire back something scathing—but she shuts it again, her cheeks flushing a pretty pink. God, I live for that—for the rare moments when I throw her off balance.

      She doesn’t realise it, but this is the only time I breathe—when it’s just her and me, no clients, no flashing cameras, no one demanding pieces of me I don’t want to give. Just Skylar.

      I tell myself it’s a strategy—keep her close, keep her loyal. But when she sits back down, muttering under her breath, and the overhead light illuminates her blonde hair, her perfect skin, and the sexy curve of her mouth when she’s pouting—strategy doesn’t cover it.

      Obsession does.

      And I’ve never minded being consumed with her.
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          TATTOOED IN LOYALTY, NOT LOVE
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      Emilia is my ride or die. And we almost accomplished that, and I’m not talking about our mystery pasta night.

      Last month, Lev’s enemy, Yakov, took us both hostage, along with her sister, Ella. It was scary, and thankfully, we made it out alive. But the family’s dark world is no longer a secret.

      Sure, I see questionable things at work that are out of the ordinary,  even shady, at best. However, the family protects itself first and foremost. I signed an iron-clad NDA that prevents me from discussing those types of inconsistencies—the kind of inconsistencies that make you wonder what they’re scrubbing so hard to hide.

      In my opinion, I doubt that any billionaire amassed all their wealth honestly. After all, crime on the Ivanov’s sophisticated level pays well.

      I’m walking dimly lit city streets amid the drizzle. The wine bar glows against the night, a pocket of warmth in a city that never stops bracing against the cold. Inside, the light glows low and golden, with voices brushing the air in hushed temptation. The leather banquettes wrap around marble tables, and velvet-covered chairs line the bar, while walls are lined with bottles that appear more like art than alcohol. The vibe is low jazz and softer laughter, the kind that drifts rather than intrudes.

      It smells of aged wine and roses, the scent colliding with the sharp let-down of tension I’ve been dragging since Nika decided nothing I did was enough.

      Here, no one is judging me or watching me. No sharp Russian eyes are dissecting every move I make. There are no games, no contracts. Just a warm Mayfair haven and the promise of Emilia’s company.

      It’s only a quick reprieve, I know that. Nika will still be a pain in the ass when I step back into his world. But for now—just for now—I can breathe.

      Emilia is already at our table when I enter the wine bar. Here, the glasses are thin enough to make you nervous, and the waiters speak in hushed reverence about grapes. We’ve frequented this place since our university days. She waves me over.

      I stash my “electronic leash” under my arm. It was open to the Belle Âme deck. I’ve rewritten it so many times that it might as well have my blood on it.

      “Rough day?” she asks, her eyes bright, and I can tell her mouth is fighting a smile.

      “If you think someone swapping your sugar for salt this morning is a good time, then yeah.” I drop into the chair and shove the tablet farther from me, as if it might bite. “He ordered me to redo the proposal. Again. It’s irritating because he knows it’s perfect.”

      “‘Perfect’ and ‘Nika-proof’ are different categories,” Emilia says, serene as a saint who married a storm. “How many times did you tweak it?”

      “Three polish passes, two full rewrites, and one prayer to the marketing gods.”

      She clucks her tongue. “Add a fourth pass that’s really just changing three adjectives and moving a slide. Then call it Version Seven and act as if you’re exhausted. He’ll think you lost sleep over it.” She winks at me. “He’ll never know.”

      I grin despite myself. “Manipulative.”

      God knows my bestie is brilliant. Hell, she survived being Lev’s assistant, and he’s 100 times worse than Nika. Surviving him must have been like walking barefoot across shards of glass—most people would bleed out, but Emilia danced.

      “Efficient,” she corrects, then her face softens when she takes in my face. “He is impossible, isn’t he?” she asks.

      “Of course, in the most devastating way possible,” I say. “I mean, he sits behind that ridiculous mahogany desk like a crowned menace,” I say. “Savile Row stitched him into a weapon and called it fashion. I mean, can you picture him with his jacket off, cuffs rolled, and tattoos peeking at you? Like he’s doing us a favour by showing restraint?” I snark.

      I take a sip of the wine she ordered for me. I’m relieved I don’t have to abstain from alcohol just because she’s pregnant. “You know him, he’s all seduction and empty promises. The typical rogue, in modern times, of course. I mean, he even wears rings on most of his fingers, but not the one that means I’m married.”

      Emilia’s brows lift. “Still bare, huh?”

      “Of course. Commitment is his kryptonite. It’s just not in his nature.” I hear my own voice and hate how it dips there—somewhere between contempt and something I don’t want to name. “Across his knuckles it says LOYL, but obviously it’s not the kind a woman can depend on.”

      Emilia laughs softly. “You do realise that’s the most accurate product positioning you’ve written all week.”

      I groan. “Don’t say ‘positioning’ while I’m off the clock.”

      The waiter sets down olives and a dish that’s sinful yet indulgent, topped with truffles. Emilia waits until he’s gone. “How did the Belle Âme call go?”

      “He pitched the ice goddess. They purred. He pretended not to care.” I roll the stem of my glass between my fingers. “Then he turned to me and said, ‘Redo it,’ like the devil ordering room service.”

      “Classic Nika,” she says. “He gets close to wanting something, panics, and makes everyone work harder to prove it’s worth wanting.”

      I stare at her. “That’s… infuriatingly insightful.”

      “Occupational hazard.” She gives me a wicked little smile. “I married an Ivanov.”

      We drink to that. Of course, I have alcohol, and she’s drinking iced decaf tea. I don’t ever want to be pregnant. I’m never giving up caffeine. Hell, even when I die, they’ll have to pry it from my cold, dead fingers. And even at that, I’d come back like the Zombie Apocalypse—the image of Woody Harrelson in search of his obsessive search for Twinkies comes to mind. Like, that’s dedicated. Dedication that I admire.

      “When he wasn’t tormenting me,” I say, in Nika’s defense, “Lev stopped by his office. That’s when the mood really curdled.”

      “Let me guess—the Stricklands?” Emilia asks, too casually.

      “You know about them?” I swear this woman absorbs everything Ivanov. It’s as if she’s their fan girl. I love it, and yet, at times, it’s infuriating. She’s in the loop on everything.

      “Everyone on the top floors knows about them.” She leans in, her voice dips. “They’re old money, old world. They want their legacy in the hands of someone who appears to be settled. You have to admit the tabloids haven’t been kind to your boss.”

      “No, they haven’t.” I picture one of the headlines I had to draft statements for, like IVANOV PLAYBOY STRIKES AGAIN.

      But that happened yesterday, and I know there will be more fires to put out this week.

      “He could be walking a nun across a street, and a photographer would still catch it from an angle that looks obscene,” I tease.

      Emilia contains her giggle. “Let’s face facts. He’s a brand hazard with a pulse, the kind with cameras stalking my shadow. But all joking aside, your job,” she says gently, “is to make them see what’s under the angle.”

      “My job,” I correct, “is to fix everything while he broods and orders me to change commas.”

      Emilia’s laugh warms the air. “How are you going to fix the Belle Âme campaign?”

      I glance at the tablet, at the goddess of ice melting in the desert. “Belle Âme wants seduction with a brain. I’ll shift the line—less worship of the icon, and it will open up for more self-discovery. Desire needs to be revealed rather than displayed. Women aren’t windows; they’re the entire fucking house.” I shrug. “It’s there. It always was. He just needed to hear it in someone else’s voice.”

      “Yours,” she says.

      “Mine,” I admit, and hate that it matters.

      She tips her head, studying me like she’s reading a cheat sheet only she can see.

      “And the Stricklands?” I ask as I chew an olive as if it had insulted me.

      “They want a husband—a legacy man. Charles Strickland is a headline in cufflinks on the French Riviera. He’s old money and family values. Nika looks like a man of mayhem. Strickland even spoke to Lev.” I can’t contain my annoyance. “He used the word, ‘Unsuitable,’ apparently.” She makes air quotes. “Even I think that’s a bit severe.”

      Emilia’s mouth quirks, and she continues. “Nika’s… a lot. But he’s not unsalvageable, or irredeemable.” She pauses a beat. “You know, he listens to you, even when he pretends not to.”

      I snort. “He listens the way a cat listens—eyes on you, mind on murder.”

      “Then give him something he can’t ignore,” she says. “Reframe the Belle Âme pitch in plain English, then sell it to a room full of people who don’t care about storyboards. And for Strickland, draft optics that make ‘stability’ look like a strategy, not a ring.”

      “Strategies I can do,” I say.

      Our glasses clink. She squeezes my hand. “I believe in you. You’ve got this.”

      I want to believe her. I want to think I can keep saying “Mr. Ivanov” like it’s a protection spell. I swirl the wine in my glass and try to forget his grey, sinful eyes when he looks at me like I’m something he can’t figure out. I want to believe the LOYL across your knuckles isn’t a dare.

      As if the devil knows I’m thinking of him, my tablet pings on cue—a calendar change: 10 a.m. review with Nika. Of course.

      Emilia follows my glance and smiles. “The glowing rectangle that owns your soul beckons,” she teases.

      “May it choke,” I say sweetly, quickly down my wine, and stand. “Thanks for the pep talk.”

      “Anytime.” She stands and pulls me into a quick hug. “Text me later. If he’s impossible, I’ll send pastries. The Ivanov men are not as formidable as they think.”

      I grin. “God help the woman who falls for him.” We both chuckle over that.

      As I step back into the night, London is falling into pitch blackness amid the bright LED headlights that shred the darkness into ribbons. I tuck the tablet under my arm and start writing the new angle in my head—cleaner, snappier—already hearing his voice ordering changes, and already planning the ones he won’t see coming.
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          THE CURRENCY OF CHANGE
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      Today, the Tower looms against the London skyline, a towering structure of glass and steel, piercing the clouds— a lasting mark of our family’s presence in the city.

      Inside, the lobby hums with efficiency—sleek marble floors, revolving doors spitting out men in tailored suits and women in heels that land like punctuation marks. Everyone whispers about it—they call it the Tower, as if it were a fortress. And maybe it is.

      I take the private lift to my floor, lean back against mirrored steel, and check the time. She’ll be here in exactly ten minutes. Skylar Monroe doesn’t arrive on time. She arrives early. Always ten minutes before eight, never nine, never eleven.

      That’s who she is—professing, restrained, and off-limits. She’s a woman who files her emotions like she does legal briefs—disciplined, tactile, and maddeningly predictable.

      And yet, I want to ruin her every time she steps into my office.

      Today, her red, sky-high heels make her legs a sin in motion. Her black skirt is cut to just above the knee. Her blue blouse leaves just enough to keep my imagination looping, but to other men, they’d think she’s too proper. She believes her conservative attire makes her untouchable.

      To me, it’s provocation. Every time she lays a file on my desk, I imagine it differently—her palms flat against the wood, her blouse torn open, and my hands dipped between her thighs as I move her panties aside, bent forward until she’s begging.

      Then I’ll take her, the desk groaning under us, and her hair spilling across the surface where contracts should be. I want Skylar Monroe. I want her stripped of her perfect control and undone in the one place she fights to keep control.

      The lift doors open, and there she is, precisely on schedule, tablet clutched in her hand like a shield or a weapon, I’m not sure which.

      I don’t give her a chance to settle. “Has Charles Strickland called yet?”

      Her brow furrows, just a flicker, “Not yet, Nika. ”

      Um. Not yet. The two words that scrape across my nerves.

      She’s not pissed at me—yet. She called me Nika, so she must be over the fact that I made her stay late last night.

      Strickland should be calling. Strickland should be begging to meet with Omnex—with me. Instead, he’s ignoring my calls and emails. And Skylar knows it.

      I lean back in my chair, watch her with eyes I know are too obvious, steepling my fingers in thought. “Keep trying. I want him before lunch.”

      She nods, her lips are tightly pursed, then she glances down at her tablet again. It’s maddening the way she pretends she doesn’t feel my eyes on her. And maybe she doesn’t.

      Have I finally met the one woman who is immune to me?

      My tablet pings with an alert. I dread looking. Somehow, I’m always tomorrow’s headline, today. My screen lights up—another offering to the tabloid gods.

      
        
        NIKA IVANOV WAS LAST SEEN IN MAYFAIR WITH A NEW WOMAN.

      

      

      The tabloids know how to make a man choke on his own name.

      The headline burns from the screen. They call it press. I call it stalkerazzi—predators with press passes.

      I look at the grainy photo of me leaving a Mayfair club at two a.m., with my hand at the small of a blonde’s back. I can’t even remember her name—someone’s niece, someone’s pawn. It doesn’t matter. The image tells the story they want— a scandal in high society.

      Some bloggers are frothing about “Ivanov Playboy Spotted Again, Who Is He Shagging Now?” The same recycled photos, the same stale narrative. Another club, another forgettable woman I didn’t take home. As if that’s all I am.

      Once, albeit briefly, it had been Charlotte. The Duke of Wexford’s daughter. Once she was wrapped around me, but it wasn’t genuine affection. She used sex as a noose, and every minute I was with her, it tightened around my neck. She is beautiful if you’re into her games.

      She is tall and impeccably dressed. However, after two weeks, she became increasingly difficult to please. She’s the kind of woman who thought her title bought me, and that a giant diamond, one large enough to parade before her socialite friends as currency, would follow. And when it didn’t, I had a problem on my hands. Strike that, a nightmare.

      I should have known better than to get involved. She was a conquest, and when it ended, she made sure every tabloid scorched my name across the gossip pages like a scarlet letter in modern times. One word from her could sour an entire room. And in London, she had rooms everywhere.

      Lev’s voice cuts through the memory.

      The Stricklands called you unsuitable.

      Unsuitable. From Lev’s mouth, it’s gospel. And he’s not wrong. He used to scowl and wallow in his bachelor status. Now he’s happily married and is about to become a family man.

      I swore I’d never marry. So did Lev, and that changed the second he met Emilia. Is that how it happens? Like a lightning bolt from Thor?

      Mom and Dad weren’t exactly happy. I have no intentions of heading down that road.

      I dial the Stricklands, testing my luck. Please answer, please answer. And yet another ignored call goes straight to Charles Strickland’s voicemail. No reply to my emails either. Which means the account is circling the drain before I’ve even pitched a campaign idea.

      The Stricklands aren’t Belle Âme. They don’t want glamour, spectacle, or seduction. The Stricklands don’t hold the opinion that any publicity is good publicity. They want a man who’s not a walking billboard for having numerous, soulless affairs and embracing debauchery with a smirk.

      Charlotte is still running loose and popping up when I least expect her. This complicates things. I can’t have another headline with her in it. The Stricklands might begin to question my ethics and never return my call, permanently deeming me unworthy of their time and business.

      Charles and Victoria Strickland have been married for forty years. Old-world billionaires who still spend the winter at their estate in the south of France and summers tucked into some sprawling villa in the Alps. They collect classic cars and grandchildren the way other people collect fine wine. They host weekend retreats where everyone wears linen and pretends money comes to those who work hard.

      And they value commitment above all else. I close my eyes, pressing my thumb into my temple until it hurts. Ironically, I sell luxury and desire for a living, but I can’t sell myself to people who don’t return my calls.

      The Stricklands can take my advertising agency to new heights. But to them, I’m a risk the board can’t underwrite. To them, I’m a mistake waiting to happen, and another tabloid headline waiting to unfold. And maybe they’re right, but I’ll be damned if I let Lev be the one to prove his point.

      The silence of my office doesn’t last long. It never does. My thoughts are interrupted by the door opening, and the scent of jasmine reaches me before my mother breezes into the room. She walks in like she owns the place—which, technically, she does—and lowers herself into the chair across from me, immaculate in a cream silk pantsuit and pearls, not a hair out of place, every inch a queen.

      “Your brother tells me you’ve been making headlines again.”

      Tatiana Ivanova’s voice is as smooth as dark chocolate melting. She’s as tough as the edges she hides, but beneath it lie the remnants of her tough Russian beginnings.

      “Good morning to you, too, Mother,” I mutter, buttoning my top two buttons.

      Her eyes flick to the tablet on my desk, still glowing with the headline. She doesn’t even blink.  This simply will  not do, Nikandar.” Her tone is that of a reprimand, one that comes with history —the reminder of what being an Ivanov demands.

      I grit my teeth. “It’s gossip. Half the time, anyway,” I sulk. No one wants their mother to call them out on their wild ways. “They don’t even get the names right.”

      “Half is still too much.” She smooths a hand over her pant leg, perfectly composed. “You’ve been sowing your wild oats for years. It’s time you settle down before one of those oats takes root and provides you with an illegitimate dividend.” She peers at me, raising a condemning eyebrow, and says, “Besides, the Stricklands are not Belle Âme. They don’t care about lust and desire. They care about legacy. About a name unsullied.”

      I chuckle bitterly. “Then they came to the wrong family.”

      Her gaze pins me in place. “Do not be flippant. Appearances matter—more than truth, and more than intent. If you cannot change their perception, you must control it. Get ahead of it. Why don’t you find a suitable woman? Your brother did. Sure, I wasn’t sold at first, but she’s proved to be quite the catch. You’re in the best position to have a top drawer pick. ”

      There it is—the command that lurks behind the finery.

      They want me paraded like the bloody dog’s bollocks, pick of the aristocratic litter.

      “You want me married,” I say flatly. She wants me shackled, tethered, dressed up like a prize bull. She won’t be happy until I’m boxed into her version of a dynasty.

      “I want you respectable,” she corrects, her tone her weapon. “The Stricklands are old-world. They expect to see you settled, presentable… a good catch. Top drawer. They want elegance, not scandal. Marriage is merely the quickest illusion, but it’s one the Stricklands will respect.”

      “Then they came to the wrong family.”

      Her gaze pins me in place. It’s cool and merciless. “Appearances matter more than blood, Nikandar. They always have. If you cannot be the man they want, then you must look the part. It is the difference between being dismissed as unsuitable and being paraded as the crème de la crème.”

      I grit my teeth, but my resentment is burning like a fire in my gut. I sell illusions for a living. Now my mother wants me to live one. That’s ironic.

      I’m straightening in my chair, fuming over Lev saying I’m unsuitable. I’ve spent years trying to prove I’m more than a tabloid headline, and more than a man in an expensive suit with a dangerous smirk. And now? My mother’s advice is to play into the illusion.

      But the worst part? She’s not wrong.

      It looks like the ranks are closing in. It’s in my best interest to find a suitable mate before Mother picks someone for me. Or worse, Lev makes a play for an arranged marriage.

      Mother rises, blows me a kiss, and leaves me with her verdict echoing in the silence—“If you cannot be the man they want, then you must look the part.”

      My days as a bachelor are numbered. She’s already carved the headstone. The door closes, and that’s when I let out a low, bitter laugh. Married. Respectable. Top drawer. My mother makes it sound like I can pluck a fiancée out of thin air, like it’s another business expense.

      I groan when my door creaks open again.

      “Christ,” I mutter. “What now?”

      A laugh echoes from the doorway. “Tabloids still calling you a whore, brother? Word is, Mother wants you respectable,” Aleksandr drawls. “That must sting.” Then, he smirks so hard the scar on his left cheek protrudes.

      He fills the doorway with his broad shoulders, wearing a careless grin. He’s the baby, and he can laugh at my expense because he’s not been hit by the family demands—yet. His rings are heavier than mine, and his tattoos are crawling up his throat like he dared the world to make him irredeemable.

      “I don’t want to hear it,” I snap because I’m in a mood.

      Aleksandr strolls in, grinning like the devil caught on holiday. He doesn’t sit—he sprawls, all charm, good looks, ink covering his body and hands. His casual arrogance is draped in bespoke tailoring that somehow looks stolen.

      “Lev says the Stricklands think you’re unsuitable. Can’t imagine why. You drink, you gamble, you fuck. Perfect son-in-law material,” he snarks.

      “Go to hell,” I growl.

      He ignores me, naturally, then gets up, saunters to the sideboard, and pours himself a drink. It’s not even noon.

      “She’s not wrong, though. Strickland wants stability, not a tabloid headline. Lev says they called you unsuitable.” He chuckles. “Which is true, but easily fixed.”

      “Easily?” I don’t blink. “Pick another fantasy,” I mumble, my voice coming out as low as fine sandpaper.

      Aleksandr smirks, raising the glass. “You want to look respectable? Don’t fight it. Cheat. Don’t you have a best friend you can enlist to help? Fake an engagement, smile for the cameras, cozy up to the Stricklands. Easy.”

      I glare at him. “Easily?” I don’t blink. “Pick another fantasy.”

      “You sell illusions for a living, brother,” he shrugs, sinking into the chair. “This one just happens to come with a diamond.”

      The bastard’s mocking me. And yet…he’s not wrong. He’s piqued my interest.

      I sink back into my seat, and my pulse is pounding. The headline on my screen hisses. Charlotte’s ghost surfaces when I least expect it. Unsuitable? Hell, she makes abstinence sound like self-care.

      Aleksandr smirks, then leans forward, a spark of humor in his eyes. “You want Strickland? Give the old man what he wants. A wife. Doesn’t even have to be a real one. It just needs to last long enough to seal the deal.”

      I stare at him. “You’re suggesting I hire a fake wife.”

      “I’m suggesting you sell an illusion.” Aleksandr shrugs, a wicked grin in place. “Isn’t that what you do for a living? Desire, image, fantasy? You can package perfume. Now, package it for yourself.”

      I grit my teeth. He’s mocking me, but the bastard isn’t wrong.

      Aleksandr tips back the last of his drink and sets the glass down with a click that reverberates through the room. “Think about it, brother. Everyone wants to buy the illusion. Why not sell them yours?”

      Then he’s gone, his swagger echoing down the hall, and the door falls shut behind him like fate handing down its ruling.

      It’s bloody brilliant.

      Who says I have to play by the rules?

      They want optics. I give them what they want to see. Silence presses in again as the tablet on my desk silently mocks me.

      They think I’m unsuitable—that stings. Mother and Lev want respectability. They want me bent into a shape I don’t fit. Aleksandr wants theatrics. And yet their voices haunt me, refusing to fade. I don’t want to be the one to ruin the family name. I can’t lose the largest account to consider Omnex Creative.

      A wife. Fake or not is the answer. It’s a ring, a smile, and an illusion polished bright enough to fool the Stricklands into forgetting what I am.

      I drag a hand down my face, my jaw twitches, but I’m alive with the possibilities unfolding before me like a roadmap. My body is humming with equal parts fury and reluctant clarity.

      It’s a stupid idea. It’s insulting and impossible. I’m not marriage material. I’m not a man who falls in love.

      But the worst part?

      It just might work.
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          THE DEVIL IS IN THE DETAILS
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      When I walk into his office, Nika’s in a frenzy, and the scowl on his face is frightening. I drop a folder on his desk with a thud, hoping he won’t eat my arm.

      Who hid his reflection so he couldn’t admire himself today?

      Nika’s already circling like a shark, pitching this ridiculous idea of an “exclusive experience” for the charity auction. Apparently, it’s no longer enough to slap his smug face on a poster and call it charity.

      No, we need to package him like a vacation prize.

      “A jet,” Nika says, his eyes as bright as runway lights. “To Las Vegas. A weekend of fun with—” His voice hangs.

      I sweep my manicured hand toward him like he’s a car on The Price is Right—“him.”

      He chokes on his coffee.

      “Fun? With you? You’re better off raffling off a root canal,” I snark.

      He leans back in his chair, perfectly unbothered, as if being compared to oral surgery is somehow a compliment. His pinky ring on his right hand, with the family crest engraved, flanked by a wall of micro-pave diamonds, sparkles like it has caught fire. Obviously, everything about him screams polished excess.

      “A private jet,” he corrects smoothly. “My jet. I’ll fly the lucky lady into McCarran, stay at the SkySuite, front-row tickets, fine dining⁠—”

      “Oh my God,” I cut in, waving a hand. “Why don’t you just add in a marriage license while you’re at it? Winner takes all. A full package deal—champagne, poker chips, and a lifetime of the swoon-worthy, elusive billionaire bachelor.”

      His mouth twitches like he’s fighting a smile, which only irritates me more. He thinks I’m joking. I’m not.

      “Skylar,” Nika says through gritted teeth, “try to be supportive.”

      “I am supportive. I’m just making sure the bidders know what they’re signing up for—overpriced cocktails, secondhand smoke, and you pretending you know how to have fun with an eligible bachelorette.”

      “Careful,” he murmurs, leaning closer, his cologne wrapping around me like sin. “You’ll make it sound too enticing. I don’t want women fighting over me,” he says, deadpan, amusement flickering.

      I smother my giggle in the cradle of my elbow and roll my eyes hard enough to pop a contact. “Please. The only thing enticing about you is your AMEX Black.”

      “Careful,” he says again, with that infuriating glint in his eye like I’m amusing him—like he’s letting me get away with murder because he enjoys the carnage.

      Before I can launch into my closing argument about why no woman in her right mind would want to bid on him, Nika’s phone buzzes on the table. He glances down, then up at me with a cat-who-ate-the-canary smile.

      “You sent me a text that Strickland will take your call now?” Nika’s brows lift. “Really? How did that happen? He despises me.”

      I shrug, making myself a coffee at his office coffee bar. “He has a new grandbaby, so I sent a very expensive stroller to his daughter. Italian leather. Limited edition, with a card from you.”

      His eyes narrow. “And how exactly did you know that he had a granddaughter?”

      “The society pages sometimes print something useful,” I deadpan. “It’s not always about you,” I tease.

      He’s ginning like the Grinch who stole Christmas.

      “When I see you grin, I know I’ve dealt you in on a winning hand. You can thank me later—with a couture dress I’ve had my eye on but can’t afford. Maybe I’ll crash the gala. I want to see the train wreck,” I snark.

      His mouth falls open. He thinks I’m kidding, but I’m deadly serious. I’m not sure what’s scarier—that he thinks bribing people with luxury baby gear is normal… or that it clearly worked.

      Nikandar sits there for a long minute, admiring me.

      Then, as if he’s trying to decide whether to scold me or kiss me, and honestly, I’m not sure which one would annoy me more, he smiles, and it looks to me like I’ve just added fuel to a fire he has no intention of putting out. He lounges back, perfectly at ease, his cufflinks winking like they’re in on the joke.

      “Mm.” He leans back, clearly filing away the information for later use. “Remind me never to underestimate you.”

      “Gladly.” I snap my retort too quickly. I sip more of the gourmet coffee and inch toward the door. “And while we’re on the subject of things you underestimate? Your perfume campaign. It’s…” I pause, tilting my head, “a little too penis, not enough allure.”

      His laugh is low, wicked, and far too pleased with himself. “Penis?”

      “Yes, penis. Aggressive. Shoving the bottle at people like it’s a weapon instead of a seduction. Perfume should whisper, not shout. It should make people lean in, not run for cover.”

      Nika steeples his fingers, gaze glittering with interest—and maybe something darker. “So you’d rather whisper.”

      “I’d rather sell the fantasy,” I shoot back. “Sex sells, sure. But mystery? That makes them buy again. Penis,” I repeat firmly, crossing my arms. “Your campaign screams, ‘look at me, I’m powerful, I’m virile, buy this and men will crawl to you.’” I arch a brow. “Subtle as a jackhammer.”

      Nika tips his head back and laughs, the kind of laugh that makes the office staff glance over and whisper. Of course, he finds this hilarious.

      “You wound me, Skylar. You think my face plastered on a billboard is too much?”

      “Your face plastered anywhere is too much,” I mutter, then louder I say, “Perfume should be a whisper of silk sheets, the brush of a hand in a dark room. Right now, it’s just… cologne with a side of ego.”

      His eyes glint, wolfish, as he leans forward on his elbows. “So you’d sell allure.”

      “I’d sell fantasy,” I counter. “The promise of something just out of reach. The kind of thing that makes people ache for more.”

      He doesn’t look away. His gaze holds mine, steady, deliberate, like he’s imagining how far he can push me before I break.

      “And you,” he says finally, “think you can sell that better than I can.”

      “I know I can,” I shoot back, chin up. “Because unlike you, I don’t confuse seduction with conquest.”

      For a second, the air between us hums, charged as it is, and it’s dangerous as it slices through the tension. He stares at me for a long beat, and then, to my utter irritation, he smiles. Slow, knowing, and far too satisfied.

      “What’s your idea?” he asks.

      “My personal favorite—a goddess carved entirely of ice, perfume glowing inside her chest, melting drop by drop like she’s slowly undressing.”

      The two options he gave me were⁠—

      
        
          	
        A pair of sculpted lips, exhaling mist laced with perfume vapor.
      

      	
        A fractured rose, glass petals breaking to reveal the bottle.
      

      

      

      His aren’t entirely terrible. But mine? Clearly the winner.

      “I like it,” he murmurs.

      I roll my eyes hard enough to sprain something. “I think it’s a winner. Now, you definitely owe me that dress.”

      Before he can volley back, my phone buzzes on the table. I glance at the screen. “By the way, Mr. Strickland is still waiting for your call,” I remind him, just to rub it in.

      Nika looks at his computer, and I see him pull up the society page. “Wow, a granddaughter,” he mumbles before sliding his phone from the pocket of his jacket like he’s drawing a weapon. He doesn’t even check his reflection in the screen—amazing, considering he usually treats every reflective surface like it owes him rent.

      He presses a button, waits for the ring, and Charles Strickland answers, and Nika says, “Strickland. Congratulations, my friend. A granddaughter, how nice.”

      His voice shifts instantly, dripping sugar cubes, sweet enough to rot teeth. The same voice that convinces investors to sign checks with too many zeroes. The same voice that makes otherwise intelligent women forget how gravity works and fall at his feet.

      I mime gagging. Nika smirks.

      Strickland must say something about the stroller because Nika says, “Ah, yes, well chosen. My assistant has excellent taste. She did all the research.” He cuts me a glance that’s deliberate and smug, like he’s giving me credit but taking all the glory.

      I flip him off with my free hand. I stand there, waiting to see how this monumental deal will unfold.

      “I’m so happy we connected,” he continues smoothly. “Yes, yes, we should discuss your advertising expansion. My best to your daughter.”

      He disconnects, placing his phone on his desk like he’s just sealed a treaty after a coup.

      “Well,” he says, looking insufferably pleased with himself. “That went rather well.”

      “Yeah,” I mutter, “considering I basically bribed him with baby transportation.”

      Nika’s smile sharpens. “That’s why I keep you. You’re ruthless when you need to be.”

      “I’m practical,” I correct. “Someone in this office has to be.”

      “Mm,” he hums, like he doesn’t believe me. “Practical, but with vision. Now—tell me how you’ll make my perfume campaign less penis and more allure.”

      I blink. “You actually listened to that?”

      “Of course.” He leans back, stretching out like a man perfectly at home in his own skin. “If you can get Strickland on my side with a stroller, I trust you can make the fragrance irresistible.”

      I take a long, slow sip of coffee. “Fine. But don’t say I didn’t warn you when my vision doesn’t involve shirtless gladiators hurling bottles of cologne at unsuspecting women.”

      He grins, wicked and unrepentant. “Disappoint me.”

      My knees buckle because his wicked grin is that irresistible. If I so much as hinted that I found him attractive, he’d weaponize it faster than I could blink.

      So instead, I smirk, setting my cup down like I haven’t just short-circuited from a smile. “You really want me to disappoint you? I’ve been practicing since day one,” I snark.

      His gaze hooks into mine, lazy and knowing, like he can smell the lie clinging to me. God help me, maybe he can.

      “You could never disappoint me, Skylar,” he says, leaning over his desk, his intent gaze meeting mine. “You intrigue me.”

      Cue my internal meltdown now. I’m breathless. “Intrigue. That’s one way to spin ‘constantly mocking your boss to his face,’” I deadpan.

      “Most people flatter me,” he says, stretching his arms like a man who knows precisely how distracting he is. His shirt pulls just enough to reveal his six-pack abs, and a trace of dark hair that extends above his naval, reeking of every reason I shouldn’t be noticing him.

      “And yet you keep me around,” I counter, fighting the heat crawling up my neck.

      “I keep you,” he says slowly, “because you don’t fall at my feet. I hate having to deal with clingy women.”

      If only he knew how much effort it takes not to cling. I want to be the Saran Wrap that wraps around him and feel every ripple of his muscles when he moves.

      I force a laugh that’s light enough to throw him off. “Well, don’t get used to it. Someday I might swoon, and then who will keep your perfume campaign from looking like a Freudian nightmare?”

      His grin deepens, and I swear the room tilts. “Then I suppose I’ll have to make sure you never swoon.”

      Too late, boss. Way, way too late. My knees are sweating. Is that even a thing? Is the air conditioning even working today?

      I sit and cross my legs under the table, pretending like the shift is casual and not a desperate attempt to ground myself. My panties are damp, again.

      “Trust me, if I ever swoon, it’ll be because of low blood sugar, not you.”

      His brows lift, amused. “Then I’ll have to keep chocolate on hand.”
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