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The Christmas He Claimed the Secretary

Caitlin Crews




CHAPTER ONE

IT WAS NOT the first time in Tiziano Accardi’s admittedly splendid life that a woman had fallen at his feet.

The notable difference on this occasion was that the woman in question had not been gazing upon him as she tumbled, tossed to the ground at the very sight of his much-remarked-upon male beauty.

How delightfully novel.

Tiziano, never in much of a hurry at the best of times, was particularly unhurried today. His humorless and deeply boring brother—who was, unfortunately, the stalwart and responsible CEO of Accardi Industries, the keeper of the family purse strings, and, worst of all, distressingly immune to his younger brother’s much-vaunted charm no matter how Tiziano tried to win him round—had demanded that Tiziano present himself for his biweekly dressing-down. It would have been a daily occurrence, if Ago had his way, but Tiziano could not always be asked to make an appearance in the office. Not when there were far more interesting places to be. A beach in Rio or the Philippines, for example. Any of the world’s glamorous cities, from Milan to Tokyo and back. Or, really, any other place where beautiful women gathered.

He was something of a connoisseur.

But here in the dreary office he was today, against his better judgment. And will. He had woken up in London for the first time in some weeks this dreary fall, and thanks to the perfidy of his household staff, working in concert with his brother’s fearsome executive assistant, Ago knew it.

The thunderous summons had been delivered at top volume, down the phone Tiziano would never have answered had it come from his brother’s line.

It was not that Tiziano disliked his role as the company’s chief marketing executive—his official title, for his sins. On the contrary, he not only enjoyed the job, he was also—to everyone’s great surprise, apparently, given how often it was mentioned in tones of nearly insulting wonder—quite good at it.

A reality that he knew drove his brother rather round the bend.

Because it would be easier to dismiss Tiziano if the younger Accardi brother was nothing more than the empty-headed man-whore the tabloids made him out to be.

It was also true he gave said tabloids ammunition, but he was only a man, after all, and therefore tragically imperfect. He was always the first to say so. Was it his fault that so many beautiful women found him irresistible? Or that because he enjoyed a lively evening out, it was assumed that he was as vapid and fatuous as a great many of the people who tended to take part in those evenings?

The real scandal, Tiziano knew, was that he had actually participated in his brother’s bid to make the family company—the one their grandfather had started in Italy and their father had expanded into foreign markets—into the multinational corporation it was today. Complete with its own shiny, glossy headquarters in giddy London, far away from the ancient family heap outside Firenze, awash in wisteria and regret.

Not that such inconvenient facts got in his brother’s way when he wanted to deliver a stinging lecture or five. When Ago took it upon himself to roar on, stern and uncompromising and with much talk of family legacies and what is owed to the Accardi name, neither God nor man could stop him.

Tiziano, who considered himself a bit of both, if he was honest, was well used to the storm and drama of it all.

He even found it all a bit entertaining, usually. Ago did like to go on and on and Tiziano quite liked lounging about, acting as if he was as useless as most believed he was. It was a game they played. It reminded him of when they were heedless children, chasing each other across the rolling hills of Tuscany and dodging cypress trees as they ran. How could he not enjoy the adult version of that?

Especially because his brother clearly did not, growing ever more grim and disapproving in response to Tiziano’s indolence. Tiziano had imagined that at some point in the not-so-distant future, he would actually find himself sprawled out on the floor of Ago’s office, pretending to nap whilst his brother delivered his favorite lecture about optics.

In truth, he’d been looking forward to it.

Sadly this fall, the lectures had turned to distressing orders to take up the old ball and chain, a dismal enterprise that Tiziano had intended to happily avoid for the rest of his life. After all, he was the spare to the Accardi fortune, thank you. Not the heir. What did it matter how he entertained himself? Empires hung from his brother’s stern, uncompromising fingers, not his.

A point Ago did not seem to think mitigated what he believed to be Tiziano’s responsibilities.

So it was possible that the sight of the woman before him—who’d been scowling down at the heap of file folders in her arms as she charged down the stairs that he’d been climbing in as desultory a fashion as possible—was far more intriguing to him than she might normally have been. Particularly when she went down on the landing as they both reached it, falling over what appeared to be her own serviceable pump, then hitting the ground. In an explosion of documents that rained down all around her, she came to a stop a scant centimeter from his big toe.

Clad in hand-tooled leather by the finest artisans in Rome, naturalmente.

“I’m well aware of the effect I have on women,” Tiziano assured her when she came to a complete stop, and the last of the documents finished its snowy descent to lie on the landing beside her. “But I must give you points for effort, cara. Making it rain with a shower of corporate documentation is a lovely touch. Truly.”

And on any other day, at any other time, he might have left it at that. He might have nimbly stepped over yet another woman prostrate at his feet and carried on taking the longest route possible to his brother’s vast executive suite at the penthouse level of this gleaming tower in the City. On any other day, he would have forgotten her before he made it to the next landing.

But then, this was not any other day.

Because Ago had declared that not only was Tiziano to marry, a horror in and of itself. But more, he was expected to marry the tediously virtuous bride of Ago’s choosing. Tiziano knew of the girl in question. Had even met her on several tiresome occasions drenched in respectability and its dire twin, responsibility. She was a nun-like virgin, according to all accounts as well as his own observation, who happened to also be the beloved daughter of one of Accardi Industries’ best clients.

Though perhaps beloved was not the right word. What was indisputable was that Victoria Cameron was her loathsome father’s only daughter. As far as Tiziano could see, the man’s fervent desire to control his daughter’s matrimonial choices, while making certain they benefited him, was nothing short of medieval. Tiziano would be very much surprised if poor, boring Victoria had ever known the touch of a man. Or had ever spent more than three seconds in the presence of one without her father looking on and jealously guarding over her.

As if an untried convent-bred girl was such a lure in these depraved times that men needed to be restrained in her presence or they might go mad with lust and longing.

It was laughable.

When Tiziano had suggested to his brother that prissy, pearl-clutching moralist Everard Cameron dispense with the theatrics and simply mount a virginity auction the way he clearly wished to do—though without calling it what it was—Ago had only glared at him in that way he did, all steel and disappointment.

That hadn’t changed the facts.

Ago intended that Tiziano should be the highest and best bidder for a prize Tiziano did not esteem in the least. What was required of Tiziano was very simple in this case, according to his brother in all his consequence and condescension, handing down dictates from on high. Tiziano need only restrain himself from the worst of his excesses and then, once married and settled and domesticated entirely, confine said excesses to the sacrament of marriage.

Given that Accardis did not divorce, because why divide up properties and assets when it was easy enough to live separate lives on said far-flung estates, his brother was delivering nothing less than a life sentence.

Tiziano liked his life as it was. He was in no particular rush to usher himself into his own cell.

That was why he was still standing there, looking down at the heap of hapless female and corporate documentation at his feet. And that was why he was there to receive the full force of the woman’s scowl when she lifted up her head, shoved back a bit of the red hair that had fallen into her eyes, and made it clear that her scowl was no mistake.

By deepening it as she beheld him.

“I can’t say it’s surprising to discover that a man dressed like you is a waste of space,” she said, incredibly. She pushed herself up and looked around, as if taking in what had become of her file folders for the first time. “How chivalrous. By all means, please keep doing whatever it is you were doing. I’m sure it’s more important than helping a woman as she falls down the stairs.”

Unused to that tone of voice when delivered by a female instead of his brother’s deep growl, it took Tiziano a moment to realize that she was scolding him.

And then, as if the scowling wasn’t enough, the woman simply...ignored him. She set about collecting all her papers, crawling about on the floor before him on her hands and knees. He might have assumed that was another bid for his attention. After all, it did give him quite a view. He had never seen the woman before, but it was clear at a glance that she was one of the innumerable faceless minions who worked here. Probably a secretary, he would wager, or something of that ilk. The pumps she had tripped over were cheap, with scuffed heels, and the undersides were worn away. The pencil skirt she wore was a shade of muddy brown that he doubted anyone would consider fashionable. And as she scuttled about on her hands and knees before him, the cream-colored blouse she had tucked into her skirt pulled up, showing him an intriguing glimpse of shocking pink lace.

He was no callow youth and still, there was something about her that captivated him. Perhaps the way her hips moved this way and that, forcing him to contemplate the span of her waist, and how it might feel to measure her curves with his hands.

It was tempting to assume she was crawling before him for precisely this purpose. To tempt him in just this manner.

But perhaps what really intrigued him was how unselfconscious she seemed. And, more surprising by far, as if she truly could not give a toss whether he stood watching her gather up her papers or not.

It was not a sensation he had ever felt before.

He was Tiziano Accardi. He was not ignored. He could not recall a single moment in his life when he had not received as much attention as possible from everyone and anyone in his vicinity.

And he could not say that he was filled with excitement, precisely, that it was occurring now. What he discovered—as one lowering moment followed another while she continued to crawl around the landing, muttering to herself as she stacked up her documents and shoved them back into the folders they’d come from, as if she’d entirely forgotten that she wasn’t alone—was that a lifelong question had finally been answered. Here, on an ignominious stairwell landing, on a gray and unremarkable Tuesday in the midst of a gloomy autumn.

He liked to say, and often did say, that it was not his fault that he was so magnetic that no one who encountered him could help but make him their focal point in all things. How could they resist? Yet now he discovered that he really did prefer the comfort of forever knowing himself to be the center of everyone’s thoughts.

All thanks to this nameless woman who, if he was not mistaken, had actually dismissed him.

He told himself that it was in the spirit of discovery, nothing more—certainly not a childish wish to refocus attention where it clearly belonged—that he squatted down before her, relieved her of the file folder she held, then scooped up a huge pile of the remaining papers and tossed them inside.

“That’s not actually helpful,” she told him. Not quite the sweet thanks he’d expected. She pushed back from all fours so that she was kneeling before him and fixed him with a baleful glare. Another expression he had never before seen on a female face when it was pointed in his direction. Much less from her current position. “You do realize that I have to put them in order, don’t you?” But then she let out a laugh. “Who am I kidding? I doubt very much you have the slightest idea what people do with the documents that keep your company chugging along, do you?”

“So you do know who I am.” Tiziano smiled. “That is a comfort. For a terrifying moment there I could have sworn that I had become unremarkable.”

“And who, may I ask, could possibly avoid knowing you even if they wished it?” Her accent was filled with hints of the north, meaning that where she came from in this cold country was even more frigid and inhospitable than London in the dark of a late, wet autumn—though her cheeks were rosy. He found himself contemplating them with interest. “I was under the impression you dedicated yourself to becoming as ubiquitous as possible before the age of sixteen.”

“I’m delighted you noticed,” Tiziano drawled, wrenching his attention away from her cheeks. “But, cara, surely you know that as delightful as all this flirtation is to me, it is in no way wise. You must not need your job overmuch if you are willing to risk it for the chance to sharpen your claws on a man of my stature.”

As he watched, more fascinated than he cared to process at the minute, her eyes—a surprising shade of gray that put him in mind of the foggy, moody mornings that were the parts of London he loved best—looked very nearly murderous. She flushed slightly, making her cheeks all the rosier. And while in most women he would assume that was an involuntary, biological response to a perfect specimen such as himself, he rather thought that when it came to this creature, it was all temper.

How extraordinary.

And then she didn’t give in to it, which was even more impressive.

Instead, she produced a tight smile. “I must have hit my head when I fell,” she said, though Tiziano thought they both knew quite well she had done no such thing. “My apologies. As a matter of fact, I do quite need this job. Thank you for reminding me.”

“It is forgotten,” Tiziano said with a magnanimous wave of his hand. “But tell me, cara, what is it you do here?” He looked down at the file folder in his hand. “A bit of filing, is it?”

“A bit of filing and a bit of typing,” she replied, and not in the tones of a woman who revered either of those tasks. But then, neither would he. “They don’t call it the secretarial pool these days. But effectively, that’s what it is.”

“You’re a secretary?”

“I am indeed.” She cleared her throat, perhaps hearing herself echo back from the walls of the stairwell, because when she looked around again she seemed significantly more flustered than she had before. “My supervisor will not be pleased that it’s taking me so long to come back with these files. And that they’ll have to be put back in order.”

“How long have you worked here?”

She took her time looking back at him, and though she was still attempting that tight smile, her gray gaze had gone suspicious. “A year,” she said. “Well. Nearly.”

“A year.” He tilted his head slightly to one side. “How odd. And yet I’m certain I have never seen you before.”

Then, to his amusement, he watched any number of sharp replies rise and fall in that gray gaze of hers. He had to assume each was more acid than the last.

He was oddly disappointed when she did not gift him with any of them. Instead, she smiled wider, though he was certain, somehow, that it did not come easy to her. “Every moment has been a joy.”

Tiziano laughed. “I rather doubt that. Whether they call it a secretarial pool or not, it sounds unpleasant. I can’t imagine I would enjoy it myself.”

But she was not drawn in, another first. “I apologize for my potentially concussed outburst before, sir,” she said, and it was all sweet enough. Trouble was, he didn’t believe her.

She made as if to rise but he beat her to it, getting to his feet and then reaching down to take her by the elbow and pull her up.

And there was nothing to it, the way he gripped her arm and drew her from the floor. She could have been a grandmother. A child. But he was entirely too aware that she was neither of those things. She was a woman.

More important, she was nothing at all like the exceedingly dull Victoria Cameron.

As far as Tiziano could tell, Victoria had been raised to be, at best, a particular kind of adornment. Her father came from a long line of overbred aristocrats, with various titles knocking about his closet. His daughter had been engineered since birth to appeal to the only sort of man Everard Cameron truly esteemed—that being a man like himself.

His daughter was thus innocent and untouched to suit the dynastic aspirations of a man who needed heirs. And more, wished to go about the making of them with confidence that the sons and daughters who bore his name could come only from his loins. Tiziano had no doubt that Victoria was equally capable of overseeing a variety of stately homes, staffs, and all the rest of the nonsense that went along with a certain degree of consequence in some circles. She would go about it with blameless efficiency and a minimum of fuss, selecting the appropriate friends, activities, and boarding schools for whatever heirs she produced and then taking herself off to breed corgis or take an interest in the stables.

She was most assuredly not the sort who would take up with a string of lovers once her childbearing duties were dispatched. Not Victoria. She would dedicate herself to tedious charities and saintly volunteer opportunities, piously giving back while setting an example as best she could. She was a paragon, raised to neither expect nor demand anything of the men in her life, while making a quiet sort of mark upon the world that would be remarked upon only in her obituary.

Even thinking about shackling himself to such a relentlessly irreproachable creature just about put Tiziano into a stupor.

Meanwhile, he knew a great many things about this woman who he still held in his grip, entirely too aware of the warmth of her skin against his palm.

“Did I ask you your name?” He knew he had not. “I’m certain I meant to.”

She swallowed, then lifted her chin. And he took her in, the red hair curling so wildly that it defied the clips she’d attempted to use to tame it. Those gray, expressive eyes that marked her not as a paragon, but a woman of decided tempers.

Passion, something in him whispered.

“Annie,” she said, with obvious reluctance. “My name is Annie Meeks. Sir. I take it you mean to report me?”

“I’m not going to report you,” he assured her. And then, indulging an urge he could not have named, he tested her name on his tongue. “Annie.”

This time, when she flushed, he knew it wasn’t temper. And more, that it wasn’t the sight of him that made her react that way. That it was this—her name in his mouth. Something personal to her. Something that wasn’t intimate, by any means, but also wasn’t the same, run-of-the-mill attraction every woman who crossed his path felt at the sight of him.

Tiziano fancied he felt something like it, too. And he was pleased it existed, he told himself. And better yet, that it was manageable.

Because Annie Meeks, run-of-the-mill secretary in the bowels of Accardi Industries, was in every possible way inappropriate. She was no gently bred aristocratic miss. Her broad vowels were coarse, and marked her as beneath him even if the obvious differences in their attire had not already done so. He suspected that one of his shoes could have bought her entire outfit. And whatever wardrobe went with it. Twenty times over.

“Thank you.” Annie’s tone was guarded. Her gray gaze searched his. “I wouldn’t blame you if you did report me. I’d like to assure you that I hold both you and the company in the utmost respect—”

“That is enough now,” Tiziano said with a dismissive laugh. “I’m not my brother. He is far more concerned with appearances. What is appropriate, what is not. If I were to claim that I was suddenly worried about such things that would mark me hypocrite, I fear.”

She made a neutral sort of sound, still holding herself too still. Though he could feel a slight quiver within her, there beneath his hand.

He let his gaze move over her, remembering the hint of pink lace, the indentation at her waist. The echo of that liveliness in the temper he’d seen crack like lightning through the gray of her gaze. The rosy cheeks. The spray of freckles above her nose.

She would do.

In fact, she would do quite nicely, especially if she really did need her job. Or any job, really, which Tiziano supposed applied to most secretaries and all such people who were forced to work for their living. That meant she had a price. And, happily, he was nothing if not capable of paying it.

He could pay her far more handsomely than anything she was likely to get by filing tedious documents and answering to the phalanx of beige middle managers in this place.

Because he had an idea. The kind of idea that made him a marketing genius, if he said so himself. Only in this case, it was not the company that he would be marketing. But his own private life.

“I have a proposition for you,” he said.

Her gray eyes narrowed. Once more, not quite the hosannas from on high he might have expected from another woman. But he liked the unfamiliar sting of it. “I’m honored,” she said, and he could see that this was clearly a lie. She swallowed, then forced a smile that did not reach the outrage in her gaze. “But I must immediately decline any propositions. Mr. Accardi. Sir.”

Tiziano let go of her elbow and stepped back, so he could lean against the wall and study her. And the more he looked at her, the more he was certain he’d found the answer to all of his problems. Particularly when she had her temper working. If he took her at face value, scuffed shoes and ill-fitting attempt to follow the corporate dress code, he could see her as one of these working girls who seemed to fill all the cities of the world—one indistinguishable from the next. There were veritable hordes of them traipsing about the Big Smoke, dreaming of getting on the property ladder, squeezing out a few whelps with some milksop lover, and then ascending to the dizzying heights of a semidetached in one of those indistinct English towns made mostly of cheerless bricks and the faint praise of middle-class ambitions. But if he squinted, he could see something else.

What he could make of her.

“What do you dream about, Annie Meeks?” he asked.

She blinked, her expression suspiciously bland. “A time machine. So I could go back and take the lift.”

A beat, and then he laughed, and this time in sheer delight. “But you do not understand, cara. I must congratulate you, for your life has just changed.” He paused, but she only continued to gaze at him balefully. He inclined his head. “It cannot possibly be your wish to toil away, unnoticed and unappreciated, forever. And indeed, you do not have to. Tell me what it is you dream of and I will make it happen. This I promise you.”

“I really must have a concussion,” she murmured. Nothing about the way she looked at him softened. Surely he should not have found that compelling. “Because I might not be as sophisticated as some, but I hope I’m not foolish enough to imagine that something that appears too good to be true is anything but.”

“For all you know this is an expression of my many eccentricities. Perhaps I trawl the abandoned halls and back stairs of Accardi Industries, bestowing goodwill upon whomever I pass.”

“If you’ll forgive me, I think we all know you do no such thing.”

He laughed again, because she’d said that so sweetly, and yet he could see the truth of her feelings in her gaze. “I’m starting today.”

“And what will you do with my dreams if I share them with you?” she asked, in a tone he could only call challenging. “Assuming I can remember any of them, that is. Fickle things, dreams. It’s mostly those who can afford to indulge them who ponce about, worrying over them in the first place. The rest of us have work to do.”

“What if I made it so you could afford to ponce about at will?” he countered. “Or anything else you like, for that matter?”

“And maybe tomorrow morning I’ll wake up to find myself the Queen of England,” she replied briskly. “But either way, that won’t get these files sorted or my rent paid. So if you will please excuse me—”

“Annie,” he said, liking the name more and more, each time he said it, “I want you to be my mistress.”

He thought she might collapse, perhaps. Or smile knowingly. Maybe he expected her to do as another woman might and feign a great and theatric dismay. What he did not expect was the way her brows drew together, treating him once again to that ferocious scowl.

Tiziano liked it even better this time around.

She flushed once more, and he understood that he was seeing her temper again. A bright hot flare of it, unmistakable.

He liked that even more.

“Or you’ll have me fired, is that it?” She laughed then, though it was a sharp sound and bitter besides. “No need, Mr. Accardi. I’ll save you the trouble and quit.”

Then she took the files she held and threw them on the floor. This time they didn’t go up in a plume of fluttering papers. This time they made a loud bang, and even so, it was less furious than the way she looked at him.

She took a deep breath, and something gleamed in her gray eyes, putting him in mind of a set of talons. “And having quit, let me be clear. I think you are the most—”

“You mistake the matter, I think, cara mia,” he interrupted, silkily. “You will be my mistress in name only, chiaramente. Or did you imagine that I, Tiziano Accardi, who is often seen in the adoring company of princesses and international superstars, would lower myself to propositioning women for sex in sad office stairwells?”




CHAPTER TWO

ANNIE MEEKS HAD never been this close to a real, live billionaire before. Or really any powerful being, so drenched in privilege that he was languid about it.

But she had been to a zoo or two in her time and really, this was no different from standing at one of the big cat enclosures, watching a creature who should have been impossible slink about before her, all sleek and mesmerizing, as if to distract the unwary from the fangs.

She knew that was fanciful, at best. The reality was that Tiziano Accardi was no otherworldly jaguar, prowling about London, a creature of myth and legend.

He was a man. A man who was wearing hundreds of thousands of pounds worth of bespoke attire, which, like everything about him, was so obviously expensive that he could get away with wearing it all so carelessly. But he was a man despite all this.

He was also astonishing.

Annie had seen his face on a thousand tabloids, like everyone else who drew breath. In pictures, the ethereal quality of his beauty was what came through. The operatic cheekbones. The sensual mouth. The contrast between all that and thick, dark hair that tousled about over moody blue eyes.

In person, however, there was that voice of his, like sin distilled into wonder. More worrying, there was a kind of brooding masculinity that poured off him, making her think less about the things that made him beautiful and more about those things that made him a man.

She had to remind herself, sharply, that gifted as he might have been in physical attributes, it was the gift of his particular genealogy that truly made him who and what he was. Generations of wealth and importance, handed down from parents to child again and again, so that it was no wonder he thought he was God’s gift.

There was not a single thing in his life to indicate otherwise.

But that didn’t explain what was happening here. Or the staggering thing he’d just said.

“I don’t know what you normally do in stairwells,” Annie found herself saying, which wasn’t wise. Particularly in that tone of voice.

Then again, she’d quit her boring and yet stressful job here at Accardi Industries. And she would have to deal with that later and all the ramifications of it, she knew that. Truth was, she already regretted it. Annie was tempted to simply set off down the stairs and go right back to work, assuming—correctly, she was sure—that Tiziano Accardi could no more pick one secretary out of a pack than he could do his own washing up. He’d never worked a day in a job that wasn’t granted to him by virtue of his surname. She doubted he even knew how to locate the lower levels of the building where the common folk toiled away.

But she’d given him her name, hadn’t she?

She could feel the panic creep in, because scruples were all well and good, but they wouldn’t do a thing to pay her debts. And well did she know it. Because if being honest and having scruples in the first place got a person ahead in this life, she’d be at Goldsmith’s even now, studying for her art history degree. The way she’d been doing before her thoughtless, selfish sister had taken out all that credit in her name.

But she couldn’t let herself think about Roxy. Not now. Not here in this very stairwell where she’d made a right mess of the lifeline she’d arranged to climb out of the hole her sister had put her in.

“It is true that I’m very versatile,” Tiziano drawled, in an alarming manner. Alarming because she couldn’t simply hear the man. She could feel that voice of his all over her, low and silken. “But alas, cara, ours must be a business arrangement.”

Annie didn’t know what was worse. The way he said that empty endearment, so Italian and so careless. Or the way he’d said her actual name before, which had made everything inside her...shiver.

She was still shivering, a fact that made her temper kick in.

“I don’t understand this conversation and I don’t want to,” she said flatly, because she, by God, would act as if she was made of sterner stuff no matter what was quivering about inside her. “Here’s what I do know. You are literally famous for being able to step into the street and have women attach themselves to your trouser leg before you’ve taken a step. There’s no reason for you to be talking to me. About any kind of arrangement. Ever.”

His surprising blue eyes—because surely a man so utterly Italian should have eyes like bitter coffee or melting chocolate or tiramisu of some kind—gleamed in a way she also felt all over. “But you see, that’s why you’re perfect.”

There was something about the way he lounged there against the wall, as if his very spine was too lazy to support him otherwise. She knew that was the general take on Tiziano Accardi in all things—that he was only ever upright, and clothed rather than cavorting about in sensual undress, under protest.

But the look in those stormy blue eyes of his made her suspect that wasn’t quite true.

“Perfect,” Annie repeated flatly, ordering herself to ignore the man’s eyes. He was an Accardi. An Accardi soul had no windows, unless they offered the most expensive view in any given city. “Why do I think that even if that’s true, it’s not a compliment?”

He lifted an indolent shoulder. “It appears you are remarkably suspicious, cara.”

That endearment again. She couldn’t say she cared for it. But that was the least of her concerns.

Annie knew exactly what she needed to do. It was glaringly obvious. All that was required of her was that she excuse herself, politely. Pick up the file folders once more, then march herself off to her supervisor’s office. It wasn’t ideal that Tiziano knew her name, certainly, but why did she imagine that he would remember it? Surely men like him saw a woman and had instant amnesia that any others existed or ever had.

That was likely to happen even more quickly in a case like this, surely, when it wasn’t as if he’d noticed her. As a woman, that was. Instead of...whatever it was he was proposing.

She didn’t have to know exactly what a man like him was proposing to her to know it was unflattering. Their relative positions in the world told her that without either one of them having to say a word.

There was no question about what she needed to do, and yet...

Deep inside her, she felt a long-dormant curiosity shake itself off. She’d packed it away with all the rest of the things that she’d so foolishly thought were hers, until Roxy had taken them from her, one by one. Dreams. Curiosity. An interest in the world around her. She’d put all such childish things behind her when she’d accepted reality, courtesy of her faceless bank and the notification of insufficient funds that had made no sense to her.

Until it had.

These days Annie kept her head down and her mind empty and told herself that was better. Much better, because the kind of person she was now, who budgeted down to her every penny, and would do so for the next three decades at least, didn’t waste time dreaming herself silly.

These days she was practical. Distressingly so.

But there was a jaguar in the shape of a man lounging there before her in a bloody stairwell and there was that twisting, quivering sensation deep in her belly. And before she could talk herself out of it, or remind herself what was at stake here, she found herself tilting her head to one side in consideration. And even crossing her arms as she regarded him.

As if she had nothing to lose.

“Explain to me what you mean,” she told him, less an invitation than a command, and she could see he found that amusing. Those moody eyes of his gleamed.

“My brother has taken it upon himself to rehabilitate my tattered reputation,” Tiziano said in that voice of his that no tabloid photo could have prepared her for. Expensive silk with a hint of some rougher edge that made her...too warm.

“A doomed enterprise, I would’ve thought,” she retorted. Tartly.

The gleam in his eyes intensified. “Just so. But perhaps you have heard of my brother as well, and so realize that he cannot be told anything when he has made up his mind. Mountains are more malleable. And infinitely more pleasant.”

“I can’t say I’m familiar with either,” Annie said with a sniff. “Not a typical feature of the lowly work I do, as it happens. No mountains or billionaire bosses lurking about. Just secretarial work, on command.”

“What I notice, Annie, is that you sound as transported by your profession as I am by my brother’s plans for me.” He almost sounded like he meant that. That anything about them was at all similar. It didn’t make sense. Especially when he smiled. “Surely if we join forces, we can help each other.”

“There’s no question that you could help me, if you deigned to do so,” Annie pointed out with what her sister had once called her relentless and unnecessary honesty. Not that they talked any longer. “Just as there’s no question that such help would inevitably come with strings. Nooses, I reckon.”

“Nooses are little more than a necktie, unless you tighten them,” Tiziano replied. “Though there are some who crave such things, of course. To each their own. Life is meant to be a banquet.”

Annie ignored that, and not only because, in her experience, life was less a banquet and more a bit of cold, dry toast no amount of jam could disguise. “The real question is, what help do you imagine I could give you, and why do you imagine I would wish to give it?” She shook her head with more resolve than she felt, which should have scared her. “There are words for women who sell their services to men like you. But I expect you know that.”

What she expected, really, was for him to take offense at that suggestion.

“You’re thinking of words that are applied to lesser men, surely,” Tiziano told her, those dark eyes dancing, clearly not the least bit offended. “When a man such as myself partakes of transactional relationships, an entirely different vocabulary is brought to bear. Many such women are known as wives to a man with a fortune, I think you’ll find.”

“To clarify,” Annie said dryly, after a moment, “as romantic as this conversation is, you are not proposing marriage.”

“Certainly not.” There was a flash of that smile of his that she was distressed to discover affected her, no matter how many times she’d seen it splashed across the tabloid newspapers. Or even flashed about this very stairwell. “Though matrimony is at the heart of my current dilemma, it is not what I require of you.”

“I see it’s become a requirement. That’s a bit fast, don’t you think? Moments ago you were begging me for a favor. But not for sex in the stairwell, because you are you, the great and vainglorious Tiziano. I beg your pardon. I meant glorious, of course.”

“Certo. Of course you did.”

And then, for a moment, everything seemed to collapse into that gleaming gaze of his and the way he looked at her, as if he, too, couldn’t quite understand what it was he did here.

Annie was no expert on the man, or any man, but it almost looked to her as if he...caught himself up. He had the look of a man emerging from a dark interior into a sunny day. As if he didn’t quite know what he was about.

She waited for him to make his excuses and swan off, back into his glittering life, but he didn’t. He crossed his own arms, so they were facing each other now, mirroring each other’s body language.

And Annie couldn’t think of a single reason in all the world that she should feel something rather like hot, when it was the middle of a blustery November.

Tiziano considered her. “My brother feels that the rehabilitation he seeks for me can best be achieved by playing the sort of futile games our ancestors so enjoyed.”

“Land acquisition? The callous disregard for serfs and slaves?”

His eyes gleamed again and he nodded faintly, as if to say, point to you. “Along those lines, yes. It’s a tale as old as time. Find the most virtuous girl in all the land, renowned for her saintly works and unblemished innocence, and hand her over to a dissolute rake such as myself so that she might cure him. We’ve all heard that story before. We all know how it ends.”

Annie sniffed. “Syphilis?”

He laughed, and she had the sense that he was as shocked by the sound as she was, as if it was no affectation on his part this time but an honest reaction. And again, there was no reason she should react to the things he said or did. He was nothing to her. Just an odd interlude with no bearing on the rest of her life.

“I assure you that my dissolution does not run quite so deep,” he told her, his gaze and voice still ripe with that unsettling laughter. “Nonetheless, I find myself less than amenable to the idea of shackling myself to a paragon of virtue that my brother feels I should.”

“Perhaps he should marry her,” Annie said with a shrug. “If he’s so taken with her.”

“I have suggested the very same thing,” Tiziano said. “Alas, no greater martyr has ever walked the planet than Ago Accardi. So despite the fact that the poor girl ticks every last box on my brother’s wish list for a perfect bride, he has declared that she is for me. His unworthy younger brother, who can only be elevated by such a connection.”

“Look,” Annie said. “If I know anything in this life, it’s that families are complicated.” She knew better than to think of Roxy at a time like this. Or at all. Her sister made her far too upset, even now. She cleared her throat. “But no matter how tempting it might be, surely honesty is the best course.”

“You do not know my brother.” Tiziano sighed. “It is not that I don’t understand him. I do. He had to grow up too fast when our father died. His whole life has been consumed with what he sees as his duty to the family legacy. I am the only stain upon his record, and he wishes to wash the record clean.”

Annie blinked. “I didn’t expect psychology from you, I have to say.”

“I’m very complicated, cara,” he said, with a grin that encouraged her to think he was lying. When she found it did the exact opposite. “But just because I understand my brother doesn’t mean I wish to live my life with his foot upon my neck. Much less married to a woman who bores me silly. It’s not her fault. She’s lovely. Blameless in every way. And yet.”

Annie told herself that was all catching up with her, careening into him, shooting off her mouth, and quitting the job she couldn’t afford to lose. That was why she suddenly felt so...itchy. It had nothing to do with him waxing rhapsodic about a woman she didn’t know and he clearly didn’t even like.

“But meeting you has given me the key to this mess,” he told her. He managed to give the impression of great flourish when all he did was look at her. “A mistress.”

It was an archaic word. Annie told herself that was why it seemed to wind its way through her, like sensation. She made a show of impatience. “Again, surely you already have a battalion of women who could fill that position.”

“I do,” he agreed. “But we are not discussing what I might look for in a woman I wish to actually have such an arrangement with.” One of his brows rose. “You see, do you not, the words we use when we speak of these arrangements. Far more civilized than what you were suggesting, I think.”

“Wealth is always civilized,” she agreed. “Because if you have the wealth you get to decide who’s civilized and who’s not. It’s a snake eating its own tail kind of a thing.”

“What I need is a woman wholly inappropriate for me,” he said, and there was something so smooth, so silken about his delivery that it took Annie a moment to realize he was insulting her. And ignoring what she’d said. “A woman beneath my notice.”

“Would that I was beneath your notice,” she replied, and she could hear the edge in her voice. “I could even now be free of this conversation.”

His mouth curved. “I’m not trying to insult you. I’m speaking only of how others will see such a connection.”

“Because you are blind to class differences, I’m sure.” She reminded herself that there was absolutely no need to fence words with this man. That could only prolong this interaction. “And I don’t see how this would help you, anyway. So you date a secretary. Why on earth would anyone care? You date anything that moves.”

“We will not be selling me dating,” he replied, looking and sounding so unruffled he might as well have been half-asleep. It was maddening, she found. “We will be selling a mad, passionate love affair that I will, of course, refuse to give up even should I agree to marry on command.”

Something inside her jolted at that, in ways Annie did not care to excavate, but all she allowed herself was a sigh. “I would’ve said you were incapable of such a thing.”

“That is my point.”

And if she wasn’t mistaken, the famously easygoing Tiziano had a temper, after all. She could see the flash of it in his blue eyes. If she was at all wise, she would beat a hasty retreat—but she didn’t move. It was as if she’d forgotten how.

He went on. “If I were to come before my brother and declare that I’d fallen head over heels with one of the numerous interchangeable supermodels who follow me about from one party to the next, he would dismiss it. And carry right on with his plans. But if I present him with a woman like you, a woman entirely different from all who have come before, that will give him pause. It will be tempting to believe that the only reason I could make such a choice is the reason anyone acts so far out of character.” When she only gazed back at him, he sighed. “Only the deepest, most passionate love, Annie.”

“Sounds to me that you’ve been reading far too much Mills and Boon,” Annie said dryly. “It’s made you silly in the head.”

His eyes were gleaming with amusement again, and she preferred that.

She opted not to ask herself why she was tallying up preferences concerning the jaguar she was currently cooped up with. Only no one is cooping you up, she told herself sternly. You can literally walk away at any time.

Yet here she stood.

“It won’t be a lifetime commitment,” he continued in a dampening tone. “I imagine it will take no more than a week or two. Everyone wishes to announce the engagement at Christmas. I imagined that if I start banging on about how I refuse to give up the brand-new love of my life, my saintly intended will call it off before then. Or rather, her bulldog of a father will do the honors. We should both be back to our lives in short order.” This time both brows rose, in an expression of breathtaking arrogance that, somehow, suited him. “Although if you agree, your life will be vastly and incalculably improved.”

Annie frowned at him, because that shouldn’t have been appealing, gift horses being what they were. And yet. “You don’t know the first thing about my life.”

“I know that if you were a woman of means, you would not be toiling away as a secretary.”

Annie opened her mouth, prepared to mount an argument when she wasn’t sure why she felt so compelled to argue in the first place, but he lifted an indolent hand.

“Think,” he urged her quietly. Intently. Not without that arrogance, but with a kind of seriousness besides. “What do you have to lose?”

And despite herself, Annie did think.

There was a part of her that wanted to rail at him. To point out that for all he knew, she had a partner she adored and twelve lovely children waiting for her at home. But then, if she did, would she have lingered this long in a stairwell with a stranger?

The fact was, she had neither. Annie lived in a grotty bedsit in a questionable neighborhood, twenty minutes’ brisk walk from the nearest Tube. Not that she bothered to walk to the Underground anyway, because saving every penny she could meant walking to work, though it took the better part of ninety minutes. In all weather. She ate tinned beans on toast more nights than not, washed her things in the sink, and rationed out her teabags.

She’d been scrimping and saving like this for a year now, and what did she have to show for it? Precious little movement on her debt, that’s what.

And meanwhile Roxy had fled to Australia, where she
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