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      What am I going to do? Vivian wondered as she passed famous brand fashion store windows. On any other day, the suits, dresses and high-heeled shoes would have caught her attention. Only her attention, though, given that she had no platinum credit card and only drew inspiration from the world-famous designers. Still, searching through flea markets, she found affordable pieces to create outfits everyone thought were from the main boutiques.

      But today she hardly lifted her eyes to such extravagances and walked slowly, dragging her feet along the upscale avenue in Milan.

      I do have some savings, but it’s not going to be enough. I need seven thousand and have barely one. Even if I chopped myself to pieces, there’s no way I could come up with that in two days, she thought desperately. Her head was splitting with worry and this was only the beginning of a long, tiresome day.

      Maybe I could ask the bank for a loan or call some friends. But they are in about the same shape as me, she thought dismally. The salary of an interpreter was no pittance, but it didn’t provide a high-end lifestyle. On top of it, the Perfect Service Agency she worked for not only required perfect knowledge of languages from its employees, but also a tailored look. Along with a general orientation in politics, economy, culture and arts, it included good looks. Over time, her savings dribbled out to hairdressers, cosmetics and regular updates of her wardrobe. Vivian quickly learned to save and browse shops for discounts, to combine and be original in her improvisations, occasionally even tailoring some piece of clothing at home to get a better fit.

      But the longer she worked for the agency and the more her professional prestige rose, along with its more important clientele, the more need to keep up with the latest fashion trends. The circle had turned vicious for Vivian. The only thing that truly made her happy was the fact she was an ace at the agency. Headquartered in London, Perfect Service had branches in Paris, Barcelona and Milan and Vivian was one of the few translators flying regularly to these cities.

      Today she was headed to the headquarters of billionaire Matteo Fabbri and tried to solve her money problem now, so she wouldn’t stress over it all day and could focus on work. But the closer she came to the modern glass building, the more desperate she became. She shook her blond head and fought off tears.

      This is it. I have to call the bank, there’s nothing else to do and, taking a deep breath, walked in to the cool shade of the marble reception area from the steamy Italian sultriness. The regular clatter of her high-heeled sandals forced her to concentrate.

      “Vivian Jones, to meet Mr. Fabbri,” she announced to a receptionist in a perfect suit.

      “They‘re already expecting you. Tenth floor, second door on the left, the conference room,” the receptionist replied with a smile and pointed a manicured finger toward the elevators.

      As the elevator silently rose to the tenth floor, Vivian quickly tied her loose hair into a bun and secured it with three pins in a reflex move. She checked her look one last time in the mirror and, with a sigh, stepped out of the elevator. Vivian had never been the thin beauty queen of magazine covers, missing required model height by an inch or two, although she filled the bill across the chest and hips. But she‘d learned to live with that a long time ago, content with what mother nature gave her. She dressed smartly in skirts, blouses and dresses that that hid her curves, while highlighting the evenness of her body, slim legs and beautiful face. But because of her money problem, she been in no mood to stand long in front of the wardrobe this morning, so she grabbed the first thing she felt good in – a gossamer knee-length yellow dress, with small flowers. She‘d slipped her bare arms into a white jacket and accented the look with white strap sandals.

      “Good morning. Vivian Jones?” an attractive young woman disrupted her thoughts.

      “Yes, I’m here to see Mr. Fabbri,” she smiled at the ultrathin brunette who led her to the conference room.

      “The meeting will start in a few minutes, they‘re a bit delayed. But Mr. Fabbri left you some material to look over.” The brunette handed her a heavy file and disappeared elegantly from the room.

      Vivian looked around the spacious office, a veritable male paradise –glass-topped metal table on thick black carpet, each of the twenty chairs covered in soft black leather which, as Vivian quickly found out, was utterly comfortable. Instead of paintings, the walls displayed wide screens and at the end of the room, by the three leather sofas, was a glass-cased and perfectly equipped bar. But neither the generous size of the windows nor the view of the city picked her up her spirits. Sighing, she laid the file on the table and briefly leafed through it – Matteo Fabbri was introducing his Star Dreams company, that essentially held a monopoly on the distribution of luxury goods for the upper class. It offered the best champagne, caviar, cigars, cars, races, accommodation, leisure... simply everything a multimillionaire might need in a network of shops and hotel complexes all over Italy, Spain and France. The second half was a proposal from Ryan Maclachlan, who wanted to introduce his brand of whisky into the Fabbri network. There were dozens of pages of production history, distribution and quality control, followed by the vision of both businessmen for a merger of product.

      Tired, Vivian pushed the file aside and pulled her cell phone from her purse. I need to make check again that the amount is so astronomic. Perhaps they made a mistake, she thought, as she listened to the ring tone.

      “Hello? This is Vivian. I’m sorry, could you please put me through to the director? Yes, I’ll wait… Good morning, Mrs. Morris, I realize you are very busy, but I’m calling to confirm that the amount of the invoice you sent me is correct.” She began with hope in her voice, which soon disappeared. “No change? Oh, I understand. No, I definitely didn’t think you‘d counted it wrong, I just had a moment of time and wanted to make sure. Oh, yes, of course, I’m busy as well. Thank you.” She put down the phone and closed her eyes against tears.

      Why didn’t I think of it earlier? I should have assumed something like this and made at least some financial reserve. When it comes to money, nobody has mercy. She lowered her head in despair. At that moment, the door swung wide and fourteen men, all perfectly attired, strode into the conference room.

      Vivian jumped from her chair and surveyed the group to pick out her new client, Matteo Fabbri. The agency had given her a client file, but the photo seemed much like a middle-aged playboy at an all night party. As she observed the men who slowly turned toward her, she began to realize they all had a similar look.

      Goodness! What kind of a company is this? Do they pump everyone here with extra testosterone? she wondered and tried to think what was so interesting about her that all the men stared.

      The last two to arrive froze in the doorway.

      “Who is she?” Ryan Maclachlan whispered to his future partner.

      “Our entertainment for the days to come,” Matteo Fabbri grinned slyly and seeing Ryan’s clueless look, he added, “An interpreter.” Then his glance slid back to the woman standing with her back to the window, unaware of the show a combination of bright sun and thin summer dress provided them...

      Hmm, that’s no little girl. She knows how to flirt without words, Ryan thought to himself as he lingered over the pretty blond in front of him. The tight jacket barely hid her luxuriant breasts and the see-through fabric of the dress showcased well formed thighs and seductive hips. If she‘d showed up in a swimsuit, she couldn’t have made the men in the room hotter. Vivian interrupted the embarrassing moment of staring.

      “Good morning, my name is Vivian and I’ll be your interpreter for the next month,” she said, stepping toward Matteo and extending her hand. She refused to look at Ryan, standing next to him. Her heart beat so loud she was afraid everyone heard it. This was completely unlike her, used to working under pressure, interpreting sometimes ten hours a day. She didn’t mind all male environments, but this seemed more a collection of stallions with perfectly masculine leaders. She was quite ready for Matteo Fabbri, thanks to her agency and a quick internet search. Tall, evenly proportioned, forty-something, face with a long straight nose and deeply set eyes framed by wavy black hair, naturally and perfectly trimmed in the latest fashion. But the man next to him was like a creature from a romantic TV series. With hypnotic brown eyes, Vivian was aware only of his height and beautiful face.

      “Good morning, Vivian and you call me Matteo. This is my business partner, Ryan Maclachlan,” Matteo disrupted her dreaminess and pointed to the well-built nearly six foot two Maclachlan.

      When Vivian tilted her head back, their eyes met and she lost both words and breath. Large brown eyes, full of genuine interest, looked at her from a well-tanned face. The romantic-hero look was even stronger because of his dark brown hair that dropped over his eyes in disobedient curls and ended on his shoulders in the back. A gently amused smile formed around his lips, disappearing in his purposeful two-day stubble.

      “Good-good morning,” she half-whispered and without pause, immediately attended to Matteo. “If you are ready, Mr. Fabbri, we can go ahead. I expect to be interpreting from Italian to English. Would you prefer simultaneous or consecutive translation?” she sputtered nervously and looked nowhere but at her new boss. As Matteo established the details and others settled around the table, Ryan took his time to look carefully at his interpreter, head to toe.

      Is she trying to catch my attention by pretending to be flustered? Or is she actually nervous? It was such a welcome change after the mobs of crafty huntresses he kept running into, he thought, already seated at the table, leafing through the materials he‘d brought.

      So what? Even if you are an immaculate virgin, who cares? I’m not here for entertainment, I’d best get to work. And with this in mind, he attended to Matteo’s fluid speech and the interpreter’s voice.

      With each passing moment, Vivian felt more solid ground under her. She focused on perfect tone and a friendly manner.

      Over the next few hours she gained a complete overview of the company. Beside Matteo, the director, there were twelve division directors, each in charge of a hotel and a network of stores in their assigned region of Italy, Spain or France. The screens showed presentations of the individual regions. Although Matteo himself spoke perfect English, his twelve directors weren’t as apt, especially when it came to technical terminology. And, apparently, Italian wasn’t Ryan Maclachlan’s cup of tea either. Vivian carefully interpreted and occasionally smiled or gestured to emphasize the explanation. The day flowed smooth as a river and before she realized, the sunny morning had slid into the soft shades of early evening.

      “I think that’s enough for the day.” Matteo stretched in his chair. “Let’s take a two-hour break and then get together in my penthouse to celebrate the merger.”

      He turned to his subordinates and slipped into rapid Italian to sort out the details with them. Only now did Vivian learn that Matteo had changed the program and instead of a month of interpreting at headquarters, they would spend the time traveling to all the branches of Matteo’s empire! But before she managed to object that she wasn‘t ready for such a thing, much less traveling from store to store, a shadow fell across her and she was surrounded by manly perfume. As in a dream, she turned her head to realize she was being watched by Ryan Maclachlan’s hazelnut eyes. In a moment of conversation elsewhere, he settled in the chair next to her.

      “Are you looking forward to the business trip?” he asked in a deep voice. Vivian was glad she was seated because her knees begun to tremble. His penetrating eyes watched her every move with unconcealed interest. He gently touched her elbow, as if by accident. The distinctive perfume resembled the sea, with an undertone of exotic wood and fresh, clean men’s skin, robbing her of what remained of her concentration. Losing control entirely, she drowned in Ryan‘s eyes and wanted nothing more than the presence of this tall man, instinctively wanting to curl in his arms. Time stopped – his eyes, so beautiful, with long lashes. The strong features of his face, softened by full lips, widened to a slight smile that created a fan of amused wrinkles at the corners of his eyes. Vivian swallowed and, unaware, touched her dry lips with her tongue. She felt Ryan’s long and slender fingers soothingly fondle her hands.

      “I didn’t want to make you uncomfortable, but I’m sure you’ll have fun. It’s obvious you weren’t ready for the trip, but I’d be happy to be your companion,” he said again in a seductive voice.

      Goodness! He’s speaking and I’m staring at him like some little girl pressing her nose on the candy store window. She immediately glanced down and felt her cheeks burn.

      “All that depends on Matteo’s scheduling. I don’t know if he will allow me enough time,” she whispered quietly.

      Ryan leaned toward her, his lips nearly touching her ear “Leave that up to me, he whispered. I’ll make sure you won’t be bored for a moment.” Then he eased out of his chair and left the conference room, with long strides.

      Vivian watched him in disbelief. What was that supposed to mean? What exactly was he offering her – work, entertainment, sex... or all of it together? Well, she wouldn’t be thrown off by one handsome man!

      Darned handsome man, her inner voice whispered to her.

      As in a fog, she collected her things and the large merger file, receiving a large envelope from the secretary at the door . She finally woke up on the street where the refreshing evening breeze helped her back to reality. In the envelope was Matteo’s hotel address, a key to her own room and a list of instructions for the evening.

      “Great,” she angrily kicked a small stone on the sidewalk. “After a whole day, I don’t even have a moment to myself. Why do they need me all the time? Can’t they even order drinks at the bar on their own?” she grumbled and swiftly headed for the hotel. She had no clue that in a few hours, her already troubled life would turn to emotional chaos.

      

      Ryan looked around the room lazily. The party was on at full speed. Men in informal clothing hung out everywhere, surrounded by swarms of women wearing evening gowns that left much space for male fantasies. Everyone held a glass of this or that and the mood rose proportionally to the amount of alcohol consumed. The Italian temperament of Matteo’s subordinates balanced between an official function and a casual garden party. The relaxed atmosphere absorbed them. They left business behind and moved on to more entertaining conversation, evident from the intimate behavior of the women surrounding them. Only a handful were actually involved in Matteo’s luxury goods business.

      The remainder were assistants, secretaries, coordinators... simply whatever was needed, as long as you didn’t require an official title to chat up a pleasant female companion. Vivian’s small figure floated through the festivity, obviously unable to fit in. Her little black sleeveless dress ended just above the knees, hair tied again into a rigid bun, small ears adorned by delicate pearls.

      No daring make-up, no outrageously high heels and, in place of exuberant laughter, just quiet and businesslike interpretation whenever a guest required it. But her lack of sexy clothes wasn‘t boring to the men, it seemed to work more like a magnet. Even Ryan held his breath watching her hips sway as she walked. And when she turned, one could hardly miss the dress barely covering her chest. Her full breasts fairly screamed across the room and Ryan’s hands began to twitch. He had an urgent need to caress her and see how Vivian’s body would respond. The urge was so strong he felt blood pulsing in his groin. Only with great difficulty could he focus on the conversation around him. A story already unraveled in his head, in which he slowly undressed the gentle Vivian, passionately kissing each exposed part. The fantasies were so real he could swear he felt the soft, tender skin of an excited female body on his lips.

      Enough! I’m no teenager who can’t put his instincts on a leash. He chastised himself for these thoughts and, with teeth clenched, got his body back under control. He immersed himself in the boring story of an older man who explained the virtues of Italian wines over the French. While the little man gestured with his short, fat hands, his tall and thin companion snuggled up to him, sending passionate glances at Ryan. There was no question about what she was thinking. But even though Ryan would usually respond to her flirting, today he couldn’t erase the soft glances of the timid Vivian from his mind and the sexy curves of her body.

      This will be a really long party he thought. He excused himself courteously and moved to another group. The hours flowed across this lazy scene, one by one...

      

      Vivian’s legs began to tire and her cheeks cramped from continuous smiling. She was used to long hours standing around and endless conversations, but that was when she wasn’t obsessed by the sort of problems she had today. No party could lessen the horrific sum she’d have to cover in the shortest possible time. Each overheard mention of the price of diamonds for a lover or price of a new car aggravated her.

      This is a bad dream! All I need is a fragment of that money and my problems would be over! I wouldn’t have to lose my sanity and everything would simply go back on its good old track. Thoughts swarmed through her head. Suddenly an idea flashed--a crazy idea! But desperate situations bring desperate decisions. She would ask her new boss for a loan. After all, the transactions flying around are in the millions and she only needed a little piece of that. Not only that, she would be happy to pay everything back, so what is there to lose for a rich man like Matteo Fabbri? She felt cheered the minute she decided to do it.

      Yes, it’s my only chance, she convinced herself, while looking for the big boss. She began to make her way through the crowds of passionate people who, instead of yawning at two a.m. and wandering home, seemed to be ever more merry and loud. The festivities peaked and many couples danced, no longer hiding their intimacy. The bar was under siege and drunken men leered at the ladies without a blush and commented on their assets in stage-whispers. It was hard to find Matteo in this mayhem.

      Vivian peeked cautiously into adjoining rooms, often glancing away and pretending she’d seen nothing. Finally, she got lucky in his corner office with its door opened to the balcony. Matteo was just returning to the room from the balcony, flashing a relaxed smile. Vivian used the moment of surprise, slipped into the room, closed the door behind her and locked it. The clicking of the lock froze the smile on Matteo’s face. He raised his eyebrows, full of expectation.

      “Well well well, what does my little translator have in store for me?” his face shone, a predator’s eyes. Absentmindedly, he set the glass on the desk and slowly approached Vivian.

      “Is that what good girls do? Lock themselves and their client in his office?”

      His deep voice robbed Vivian of her last remnants of courage. Or perhaps common sense?

      “Mr. Fabbri, I need to talk to you...”

      “Matteo. It’s Matteo, remember? I thought I made this clear earlier,” he whispered in her ear and reached for her hands.

      “I... I wanted to ask you for something.”

      “Hmm, what could I refuse to such a gorgeous creature as yourself at such a sinfully late hour?”

      “Well, I’m really desperate and you are my last chance. I promise it’ll all be on paper, but it’s absolutely critical for me. We’ll make a contract and I’ll settle everything by a specific date,” Vivian rattled on and didn’t notice Matteo’s passion slowly turning cautious.

      “Wait a minute, Vivian, what exactly are you asking me?”

      “I need a loan,” she whispered, head hung low.

      “Hmm, so, a loan,” Matteo purred like a hungry cat. “And how much might it be?”

      “Seven thousand pounds,” Vivian said softly and felt so ashamed she blushed to her ears.

      “So, what brought you to my arms was money?” Matteo lowered his voice and pulled Vivian closer. Her lowered head rested against his wide chest and she clearly smelled tobacco and whisky on his breath. Apparently, he’d had a lot to drink and his movements were unsure, taking two steps back and leaning unsteadily against the massive desk. He reached for Vivian and pulled her close again.

      “Matteo, we can leave this till tomorrow when you feel better.”

      “Oh no, I feel very good. Especially now that I have you near me, darling,” he whispered in her ear.

      “Matteo, I’m serious, I need the money...”

      “...and you will get it. And we don’t need to write anything down,” he interrupted her, caressing her hand with his fingers.

      “What do you mean? I don’t understand.”

      “Oh, you will understand soon. Tomorrow night at eight, come to me and I will give you the money. That is, if you are really, really nice to me.”

      Vivian felt struck by lightning. “You want to pay me for sex?”

      “Let’s call it a mutually beneficial moment of passion, shall we?”

      “That... you can’t be serious,” Vivian stuttered in shock.

      “You bet I’m serious.” He slowly looked her over from under half-closed eyelids, head to toe. “You are a little gift and I’m really looking forward to unwrapping you.” He turned and finished his whisky. “It’s up to you, darling. Tomorrow at eight, I’ll help you. All you have to do is show up.”

      “Matteo, I wanted a loan, one that I would properly pay back! Not sex for one night and in your apartment, where everyone knows you.”

      “Right. Let’s change it a bit – so, tomorrow at eight in the Hilton Hotel reception. You’ll get an envelope with the key to our room. And now, off you go before I change my mind and do you right here,” he leaned over and kissed her.

      Completely shocked, Vivian felt his wet lips envelop her, his hands tie her up and it wasn’t until the waft of whisky and an inquisitive grasping of her butt that she woke up.

      She pushed Matteo away and begun backing to the door.

      “I think I better go,” the reached for the handle and briskly unlocked the door. Matteo’s throaty laughter followed her out of his office.

      

    

  

Chapter 2
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This has to be a nightmare! I’ll wake up and everything will be different,” Vivian whispered quietly to herself as she made her way through the rowdy party toward the exit. She looked neither right nor left, refused an invitation for a drink and even failed to notice that someone gently patted her butt as she tried to squeeze through the crowd in the doorway. She needed air, a walk. Since her room was only one floor down in the hotel, she needed to get out.

Quickly out or I’ll faint – Vivian repeated these words to herself as a prayer. The private elevator took her swiftly to the lobby, but she found no relief even outside, where the cool night air wafted over her. Humiliated and helpless, she walked in a dream – away from the hotel, away from the shameful offer, away from Matteo...



As Vivian was leaving the hotel, Ryan stepped out of the shadows of the balcony into the office.

“What’s so funny?” he asked Matteo, determined not to let him know he‘d heard his entire conversation with Vivian.

“Aaah, just a little nothing,” the Italian laughed, making notes on a piece of paper and swiftly putting it into his jacket pocket.

“So, where were we? You claim your whisky is the best and I think I need a proper test,” he laughed, patting Ryan on the back.

“Sure, let’s top up our glasses.” They stepped out of his apartment, where the party roared at full capacity despite the late hour.

Tired, Ryan squinted his eyes – this will be a really long night, especially since he wanted to punch his business partner in the eye. The idea of him holding Vivian in his arms and carrying her to bed in an anonymous hotel room tomorrow night woke some primitive instincts in him and he felt like beating Matteo unconscious. He didn’t understand himself – a guy who never spoiled a good business deal and always kept a cool head. To waste a multimillion dollar deal because of a woman wasn’t his style. After all, if the little blond translator needs to make some money, that’s her own problem.



But only a few hours later, Ryan knew there was little point lying to himself. The image of a naked Vivian lying under Matteo kept creeping back as he stirred his coffee in the quiet hotel cafe. The image robbed him of any appetite for breakfast.

“You a little hung over after last night?” Matteo misinterpreted his disinterest in the food. The boozing showed in his face and mood, sunglasses hiding dark rings under his eyes and the black coffee was meant to settle his stomach.

“Jesus, I haven’t have a headache like this for a long time,” Matteo, groused as he carefully sipped coffee. “If I hadn’t mixed that great whisky of yours with those damned cocktails, I would have been just fine today. This way, my head is splitting and I remember nothing from midnight on,” he complained.

That caught Ryan’s attention. Is it possible Matteo remembers nothing of his deal with Vivian? Ryan quickly counted in his mind – she came to his office around two a.m. and, at that point, Matteo had a bottle of whisky and a half-dozen cocktails in him. As if to confirm Ryan’s thoughts, his companion wondered aloud.

“That’s great. What kind of a deal did I make?” he stared at the piece of paper he picked up from his jacket.

“What does it say?” Ryan asked, interested.

“Today’s date, meeting, hotel, 8 p.m. and V. Do you have any idea what I arranged? Because I have no clue of what I promised to whoever,” he turned to Ryan with an embarrassed smile and Ryan thought hard about how to reply.

No clue? Tell him the truth? No time to prevaricate. What if I slipped him another woman? Wait... what an idea – he thought. He settled comfortably in his chair, slowly drank some coffee and smiled.

“You bet I know. We were discussing the advertising campaign for my whisky in your retail network last night and you came up with such a seductive promotion it will mesmerize all the locals.”

“Really?” Matteo asked in disbelief.

“Of course. You wanted to connect a great drink with a great woman. I recommended your favorite Italian model, Valentina and you agreed. You wanted to invite her for dinner today and talk her into it.” He thought quickly.

“Damn. I actually agreed on today’s best paid model? That’s going to cost a pile of money! Alright then. If I didn’t drink so much, I‘d suggest a cheaper model. No matter, I’ll call Valentina and try to talk her into it today,” he sighed.

Alright, that was simpler than I thought, Ryan mused, excited, The competition is out of the picture and Vivian is free. But she won’t appreciate it. She said she needs the money urgently. So if I wreck today’s meeting, she’ll arrange another. The only chance is to give her the money myself, for a night I will spend with her myself as well Ryan had come out okay and his brow wrinkled. The joy of the upcoming encounter clashed with the feeling that he had to put the little doe-eyed translator in a trap. He needed to make sure she didn’t realize she wasn‘t in bed with Matteo, but with him.

Well, there‘s a plot-twist from a B-movie, he thought and rubbed his tired eyes. He certainly didn’t envision his night of passion like this. He wanted to watch Vivian and have her know who held her in his arms and brought her so much pleasure. Of course, after his multitudes of lovers, he could build even the smallest flame of passion in a woman to quickly reach an inferno. But the idea of Vivian thinking someone else spent the whole night making passionate love to her insulted his male pride. He didn’t want someone else to grab the credit, certainly not Matteo.

Not that he was looking for a long-term romance and particularly not with a woman who would sell her body for a pile of money, because if she accepted a sex deal today, what would she do tomorrow? But still, he needed to satisfy his urgent needs. There was no doubt that walking away from her tomorrow morning, his mind and body would be at peace again. It’s an urge like any other – once you taste and get to know the unknown, the aura of mystery is gone and one no longer desires what may have kept him awake the night before.
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