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Chapter 1

“Would you care to explain exactly what it is you’re doing under there?” There was Gregori’s mahogany desk in his office at the members-only nightclub, Utopia, one of several he owned in London.

He stood in the doorway as he looked at the heart-shaped bottom of a jeans-clad woman sticking up in the air from the deep well of the desk, and with what looked like a bright yellow handkerchief sticking out of her back pocket.

It was a firm and shapely bottom, admittedly, but it shouldn’t have been there at all: this floor of the Utopia building was strictly off-limits to all but executive and security staff. He currently employed no female executive or security staff.

The woman swore softly under her breath at the sound of his voice and lifted her head quickly, followed by a muttered ‘ouch’ as her head obviously hit the underside of the desk.

Gregori’s eyes now widened as that shapely bottom began to wiggle from side to side as the woman backed out of the confined space before moving up onto her knees. Her long auburn hair was pulled up in a ponytail, and it fell back over her shoulder as she placed her hands on the edge of the desk and rose slowly to her feet, her back still towards him.

Allowing herself time to regroup? To come up with a plausible explanation as to what she was doing in his office at all, let alone poking about—suspiciously—under his desk?

Gregori wasn’t normally at the club this early in the evening: it was still a couple of hours before opening time, and he usually didn’t arrive until midnight. But he’d spent the past four days visiting his sister Katya and brother-in-law Dair at their home in Venice, arriving back in London just a short time ago. It had seemed like a good idea to go straight to Utopia on his way back from the airport.

He’d enjoyed seeing his sister so happy after almost losing her five months ago, but a little of being around the newly married couple—when they were so obviously besotted with each other—went a long way.

A long way.

There had been a few raised eyebrows and surprised looks from the staff preparing for opening time when Gregori walked into the club just after seven o’clock.

As he was now surprised at finding this woman where she shouldn’t be.

His mouth firmed. “I asked—”

“I heard you— Oh my God!” the young woman gasped as she finally turned around and saw who was standing in the doorway. “Mr. Markovic…” Brown eyes widened in obvious dismay.

Brown? That description was far too ordinary for the color of those dark-lashed eyes. They seemed to change color as a variety of emotions flickered in their depths, going from brown to gold in just a few seconds.

Her skin was the natural cream of a redhead, with a sprinkling of freckles across the bridge of her nose and cheeks; her lips formed a perfect—and sensual—bow above a small and pointed chin. Her body, in proportion to that very shapely bottom, was voluptuous: curvaceous breasts beneath her white T-shirt, dipping in at the waist before fanning out again to those equally curvy hips.

Gregori took in all of her appearance in the blink of an eye.

An increasingly lustful eye, Gregori acknowledged as he felt the effects of that lust in his rapidly swelling and rising erection. His jaw tightened at that reaction. “Who are you? And what are you doing in my private office?”

She didn’t exactly take a step back—there was nowhere for her to step back to—but she seemed to want to as he watched her intently through narrowed lids. He moved fully into the office and closed the door behind him before leaning back against it and folding his arms across the width of his chest. She seemed to shrink physically back into herself.

Guiltily so?

Until Gregori knew more he was reserving judgment on the reason for her reaction to him: the Markovic name alone could be intimidating.

“Er—my name is Gaia. Gaia Miller. G-A-I-A,” she spelled the name out, as if it was something she was accustomed to doing. “She was the goddess of—”

“The earth.” Gregori nodded abruptly. “Yes, I’m aware of that, Miss Miller,” he added dismissively.

Of course he knew that, Gaia instantly admonished herself disgustedly. Gregori Markovic may be the undisputed head of the Russian side of the London criminal underworld, but she knew he was also a very smart man. He had attended university and obtained a degree before taking over that role on the death of his father seven months ago. Obviously even Russian crime lords required an education nowadays!

He was also, Gaia just discovered, one of the most powerfully attractive men she had ever met. Oh, she had seen photographs of him in the media, of course, and knew he was in his mid-thirties, several inches over six feet tall, and always wore perfectly tailored dark suits, usually with a pale shirt and meticulously knotted silk ties to match. But none of those photographs had done this man justice, had in no way conveyed the air of absolute power he wore so effortlessly.

It was now obvious that those tailored suits covered wide shoulders and muscled arms, a powerful chest and tapered waist and thighs. His hair was brushed back from his face, a dark, gleaming ebony, and long enough to brush the collar of his shirt, with a tendency to curl about his ears and nape. Those high cheekbones were no doubt inherited from his Russian ancestors, as was the sharp blade of his nose, his sculptured mouth, and a square and determined jaw.

All devastatingly attractive traits on their own, but put them together with eyes so dark they appeared obsidian, and the effect was lethal.

Enough to make Gaia’s heart beat rapidly in her chest and the palms of her hands damp.

Or maybe that was because she had been caught in his office. His private office. Where she had no right to be.

Where they both knew she had no right to be.

“I’m still waiting for your explanation, Miss Miller,” he reminded harshly.

Gaia could barely breathe, let alone talk past the lump that seemed to have formed in her throat. She’d spent weeks planning insinuating herself smoothly into a job at the Utopia nightclub and casino, and now it looked as if she might be about to stumble and fall at the first hurdle.

Not going to happen, she decided with a determined straightening of her shoulders. Not now that she had come this far.

Not going to happen, she repeated to herself.

Because no matter how overpoweringly attractive she now knew Gregori Markovic to be, he was still the head of the Russian contingent of London’s underworld, and possibly the man responsible for the death of Gaia’s half-sister Angela two months ago.

“Or perhaps you would prefer that I turn this matter over to my head of security?” he challenged icily.

Gaia felt a shiver go down the length of her spine just thinking about Nikolai Volkov. He of the overlong blond hair and equally as pale and piercing watchful grey eyes. Even tailored suits couldn’t disguise the fact that he was the predator his name implied: Volkov translated to wolf in English.

Gaia repressed another shiver of apprehension as she forced her lips to curve into what she hoped looked like an unconcerned smile. “If you talk to Mr. le Coeur,” she easily dropped the name of the manager of Utopia into the conversation, “I’m sure he’ll confirm that I work here.” She sincerely hoped she wasn’t getting Claude le Coeur into trouble by revealing that he hired her in this man’s absence, because she really liked the elegant Frenchman.

“Since when?”

She swallowed past that lingering lump in her throat. “Since three days ago.”

Gregori allowed his gaze to move leisurely up from her booted feet to the top of her head before he once again looked into those golden-brown eyes. “As what?” he finally drawled skeptically.

A blush warmed her cheeks. “Bar staff,” she answered him stiffly.

Perhaps an indication that the color in her cheeks was due to resentment, at the insult lacing his tone, rather than embarrassment?

“I see.” He gave a cool inclination of his head. “Well, by all means, correct me if I’m wrong, Miss Miller, but the last time I checked, the bars were all situated on the first and second floor of the building and not the third?”

Security at Utopia—at all of Gregori’s business premises, as well as his homes—had all been tightened five months ago, after an incident with the Orlov family in New York involving Gregori’s sister Katya. Gregori’s retaliation had been short, swift, and ultimately, although unintentionally, lethal.

They also had a second problem. During the past few months Nikolai had reported the use, if not sale, of illegal drugs within Utopia, after several incidents in the nightclub involved fights and unacceptable behavior. Anyone caught using or selling drugs within any of the nightclubs Gregori owned around the world was immediately and swiftly dealt with.

These things happened in nightclubs like Utopia from time to time, of course, but security was already stretched to its limits keeping a wary eye out for retaliation from Ivan Orlov. Under the circumstances, Gaia Miller’s unexpected presence in Gregori’s office was reason for suspicion, at the very least.

“Please call me Gaia, Mr. Markovic,” Gaia invited brightly. Perhaps a bit too brightly, if his darkening frown was any indication. “And you’re quite correct, the bars are all on the two lower floors, but a lot of the cleaning staff called in sick this week, a flu bug I think. Mr. le Coeur asked the other members of staff to come in early and fill in until we’re back to full strength.” At least she was telling the truth about that—if not the real reason for being found in his office.

“I see.”

Did he? It was difficult to tell what he was thinking behind those emotionless and watchful dark eyes.

She shrugged. “Obviously I would have made sure to be out of your office if I’d known you were going to come in early this evening.” Gaia knew from the staff’s gossip that this man usually arrived at Utopia at a time between eleven-thirty and midnight.

It was one of the reasons she had felt relatively safe searching through his office now.

Relatively, because Nikolai Volkov always seemed to be prowling about the rooms and corridors of Utopia. In fact, Gaia was starting to wonder if the man ever slept, because he was always here no matter what time she arrived for work, and was still here when the club closed at four o’clock in the morning.

“So you’re cleaning my office?” Gregori Markovic repeated slowly.

“Did you imagine the cleaning fairies did it?” Gaia had meant the comment as a joke but she was so tense she knew it came out sounding more like a challenge.

Well of course she was tense: she was currently alone in Gregori Markovic’s office with him!

The man’s presence was so overpowering that he seemed to suck all the air and color out of the room, leaving her with nothing to look at but him.

She found herself wondering what he would look like out of that tailored suit. His shoulders really were very wide, his chest muscled and waist tapered. And he had those really long legs and—

Oh yes, very sensible, Gaia, she mocked inwardly. Undress him with your eyes, why don’t you, that’s really going to ease your tension.

“I admit to never having given it any thought at all,” he answered her dismissively.

Of course he hadn’t. Men like him didn’t question how something was done; they only expected that it would be. “Mr. le Coeur didn’t mention the flu thing to you?”

“I haven’t seen Claude yet this evening.” His gaze narrowed. “Where’s your cleaning equipment?”

“Ta dah!” Gaia instantly pulled the yellow duster from the back pocket of her jeans and waved it about. Her story about the cleaning staff being ill was actually true, and she hadn’t minded in the least when Claude asked for volunteers to come in early to help clean. In fact, it had suited her purpose perfectly.

But Claude hadn’t specifically asked her to go into Gregori Markovic’s office.

“And your reason for being under my desk?”

Shit, he would have to go there.

And the answer?

Gaia had been looking under the desk for a hidden compartment, somewhere he might hide…things he didn’t want other people to see, like evidence or records of the sale of illegal drugs that might help her link him to her sister’s death.

She had already searched for a safe in the book-lined wall, the drinks cabinet, and looked behind the framed photographs on the walls—Finn Devlin originals, worth a fortune, and not a little one either—all with no luck. She had also tapped on the two wood-paneled walls to see if either of them sounded hollow. Plus looked behind all twenty of the security monitors on the fourth wall, currently switched off. Again with no success.

She had rapidly come to the conclusion that any records must be kept in a file on Gregori Markovic’s laptop. Even criminals had to keep records of their transactions somewhere, right? But as she had no idea where he kept his laptop that looked to be a dead end.

Checking beneath his desk for a possible hidden compartment had been her last resort, and it could be a costly one if she couldn’t convince the unsmiling Russian to believe her cleaning story.

Gaia gave what she hoped was a dismissive laugh. “I thought I dropped a hairpin under there.” She smoothed back her already tidy hair.

Dark brows rose. “And did you?”

“Apparently not.” Gaia shrugged. “I must have dropped it in one of the other rooms before coming in here.”

“Hmm.” Gregori Markovic stepped further into the office, instantly seeming to take up even more air and space, dwarfing Gaia as well as the room.

Gaia was now having trouble holding her ground. Not surprising when just being near this overwhelming man made her want to bolt out of the room, this club, and maybe out of London altogether.

But she wasn’t going to do it. She had promised herself when Angela died that she would find who was responsible, and if possible bring them to justice.

The police had written off Angela’s death as either a suicide or an accident, when they found a syringe next to Angela’s bed and the heroine in a small pouch in the bedside drawer. Gaia didn’t believe that for a moment. For one thing, she knew Angela never used drugs. For another, her sister loved life, and more importantly, she was madly in love, so she would never have killed herself willingly.

Leading Gaia to the conclusion that someone else must have administered that lethal overdose.

She knew how far-fetched her theory sounded to others, but once the idea came into her head, it simply refused to go away. The police certainly hadn’t believed her, and it hadn’t helped that Gaia couldn’t tell them whom her sister had been in love with, only that it was someone Angela said she met at the Utopia nightclub, where she worked as a hostess. The few times Gaia had asked her sister for the name of her lover, Angela muttered something about rules of ‘fraternization’ and wanting to keep her job.

The police had certainly made it obvious that they weren’t about to go poking about at Utopia on the flimsy information Gaia had been able to give them, and risk ruffling the feathers of a man as powerful as Gregori Markovic.

Angela was Gaia’s older half-sister, the two of them sharing a father, even if he had been married to Angela’s mother when he had a brief affair with Gaia’s mother.

Gaia had never known her father, had only learned who he was after his death six years ago—ironically just four months after her mother died—when, much to the chagrin of Graham Grant’s wife, he left his illegitimate daughter some money in his will.

It hurt at first to know that he had known of Gaia’s existence all along. It hurt more when Lorna Grant made it obvious she had no time for her. But after Angela and Gaia met at the reading of their father’s will, the two young women became firm friends, as well as sisters.

Which was why it was so much harder for Gaia to accept Angela’s death as being a suicide, or even an accidental overdose of drugs. She simply didn’t—wouldn’t—believe it.

Lorna Grant unfortunately wanted nothing to do with what she called Gaia’s ‘conspiracy theory’. In fact, the older woman had gone so far as to accuse Gaia of being the reason her daughter became mixed up with drugs in the first place.

With no help forthcoming from the police or Angela’s mother, Gaia had decided she would have to do any investigating herself, and the only way she could think of to do that was to get herself a job at Utopia.

The last thing she had expected was to find herself face to face with Gregori Markovic during her first few days of working here!

Although having now met him, Gaia could perhaps understand the police’s reluctance to pursue any sort of investigation that might involve this man. Gregori Markovic was without doubt an icy, powerful, scary son of a bitch.

Oh not outwardly. On the surface he was controlled, smooth, very urbane in his designer-label suit and handmade Italian shoes, and with that overlong dark and tousled hair obviously professionally styled.

But there was something about his eyes.

The eyes were the windows to the soul, and this man’s eyes were expressionless, flat, the iris so dark in color it was barely distinguishable from the pupil.

Gaia had no doubts that whatever—whoever—was behind Gregori Markovic’s gaze, it was coldly decisive and ruthlessly lethal.

He brushed past her now, leaving a lingering and delicious smell of lemons and sandalwood in his wake as he moved to sit in the black leather chair behind his desk. “You may continue with your search, Miss Miller.”

Gaia spun quickly around, eyes wide and guilty.

“For your hairpin,” he drawled with a nod towards the space beneath his desk.

Gaia glanced down, only to look away again, her cheeks warming as she realized exactly the level her face would be on, if she went back down on her knees beneath the desk the Russian now sat behind.

Gregori had no idea what possessed him to play with Gaia Miller in this way. Not only was she not his type—he preferred tall and slender blondes—but she was also an employee, and one of the rules of employment here was no fraternization between the staff, or any of the staff and members of Utopia. Gregori made a point himself of never stepping over the employer/employee line with members of his staff.

In this particular case, a female member of his staff who obviously had something to hide.

The excuse of cleaning his office may be a true one: it was too easily verified for it not to be. But there was still something decidedly suspicious about Gaia Miller’s behavior.

Even more reason for him to keep his distance.

Except, for the moment, he found he didn’t want to.

Maybe it was that enticing wiggle to her ass that had caught and held his attention. Or her surprisingly curvy figure. Or maybe it was having spent four days with a couple who couldn’t seem to keep their hands off each other—Katya and Dair made no secret of the fact that they spent half of the day and most of the night sharing screaming orgasms—but for some reason Gregori had left Venice feeling restless, and with an underlying dissatisfaction for his own solitude.

That solitude was necessary, of course. His position as head of the powerful Markovic family meant he couldn’t afford to have any weaknesses, such as allowing any woman too close to him.

When was the last time he had even fucked?

Before his father died.

Maybe he would talk to Nikolai and arrange for a couple of women to join them here later tonight, and the two men could have a couple of hours of enjoyable fucking, as they had done dozens of times before he took over as The Markovic seven months ago. Maybe then he wouldn’t get a hard-on just from having a curvy woman wriggle her ass at him.

Talking of which…

Gaia Miller, after her initial surprise at the invitation, was currently back down on her hands and knees beneath his desk, supposedly looking for a hairpin.

A glance down between Gregori’s parted thighs showed that her face was on level with his crotch. An aching and rapidly hardening crotch as that golden gaze became locked with his.

What would she do, he wondered, if he were to unzip his trousers, pull out his lengthy cock and tell her to suck?

God, just thinking about having his cock in the heat of that luscious mouth, and watching her head bob up and down, with that thick swathe of auburn hair loose and caressing against his bare abdomen, was enough for the pre-cum to dampen his boxers.

He shifted restlessly in his chair, half tempted to do exactly that—

“Gregori!” The door to the office swung open to reveal his head of security. “I had no idea you were—” Whatever Nikolai had been about to say came to an abrupt halt, a smile curved the hardness of his mouth as he looked down at that curvaceous bottom sticking out from beneath Gregori’s desk.


Chapter 2

OMG. OMG!

Could this situation get any worse, Gaia wondered in a complete panic. Not only had she been caught snooping by the coldly dangerous Gregori Markovic, but now the equally scary Nikolai Volkov was in on the act too.

“Maybe you should have put the lock on your door, Gregori,” Nikolai drawled mockingly. “Although I now see your reason for coming in early this evening. You should have given me a call. It’s been too long since we shared a woman.”

That voice grew closer and closer as the intimidating Russian crossed the room on silent feet. Just how close became obvious when Gaia felt a hand caress the cheeks of her bottom.

She gave an indignant squeak, knowing that hand couldn’t belong to Gregori Markovic because both of his hands were resting on his muscled thighs in front of her. The same went for the rigid hardness and heat now pressing against her bottom.

What the hell—

And what was with the ‘shared a woman’ comment? Did that mean that these two men…

No way!

She may have been caught between a rock—she could clearly see the hardness of Gregori’s arousal now tenting the front of his tailored trousers—and a hard place, what with Nikolai’s arousal pressing between the cheeks of her bottom, but she wasn’t about to become the filling in a Gregori and Nikolai sandwich.

Then why was just the thought of it making her feel so hot and bothered? Causing her nipples to swell and harden, and between her legs to grow damp with her arousal?

And totally overriding the fear that had held her in its grip since Gregori Markovic entered the office so unexpectedly.

“Not this time, Nikolai,” Gregori answered irritably as he pushed his chair back before standing up. “You may as well come out from under there now, Miss Miller,” he added hardly.

Her face was bright red, her eyes snapping darkly with indignation as she emerged from out of his side of the desk before turning to glare at Nikolai.

Gregori couldn’t say he was too happy about the other man’s assumption himself. Gaia Miller didn’t look like the sort of woman who would enjoy being shared; surprisingly, Gregori hadn’t enjoyed seeing Nikolai rubbing himself suggestively against that curvaceous bottom either.

He gave the other man a reproving frown. “Miss Miller was merely looking for a lost hairpin.” God, now he was using that same ridiculous excuse.

And it was utterly ridiculous. He was convinced Gaia Miller had another reason for being here; he just had no idea what it was yet.

Nikolai’s pale brows shot up to his equally pale hairline. “A hairpin?”

“She lost it while she was cleaning my office,” Gregori answered pointedly.

Silver eyes narrowed—the eyes of the wolf that Nikolai’s family was named for—as he assessed the still-bristling Gaia Miller. “You work in the bar of the casino,” he stated evenly. “This is your fourth day working here.”

Gaia had a feeling from the hard and calculating look she saw pass between the two men that it may just be her last day too.

The low rumble of sensuality she had previously heard in Nikolai’s voice had completely disappeared, and the hard angles of his face looked almost cruel as he studied her with those pale, assessing eyes.

She wasn’t just caught between a rock and a hard place—she was in danger of being pulverized by the sheer intimidation of being in the same room as these two men.

She forced a smile onto lips that felt stiff and unresponsive. “Well I still have work to do, and I’m sure that the two of you have things you want to discuss.” Oh that was definitely not the right thing to say, she realized, when she would obviously be the subject under discussion.

She kept her head held high as she carefully stepped around both the desk and Gregori, and then detoured around Nikolai too on her way to the open door—

“Miss Miller…”

Gaia closed her eyes as she froze in the doorway, drawing a deep breath before turning, her heart pounding loudly in her chest as she met Gregori’s hard and uncompromising gaze.

“Didn’t you forgot something?” he prompted abruptly.

Gaia’s brow furrowed into a frown before clearing again. “I can do without one hairpin,” she dismissed lightly, sincerely hoping the knocking of her knees wasn’t visible to these two men. She was sure that one or both of them would pounce if she were to show the slightest sign of weakness.

“I was referring to this.” The owner of Utopia held up the yellow duster she had dropped on the desktop before going down onto her knees to begin her second search for an imaginary hairpin.

The distance between the two of them immediately seemed to double, made worse by the presence of the ever-watchful Nikolai, the air in the room thick with…something.

Suspicion?

Oh God…

Gregori made no effort to meet her halfway as she returned jerkily across the room to snatch the duster from his long and elegant fingers, her back unnaturally stiff and her palms damp as she hurried back to the open doorway. And freedom.

“And Miss Miller…”

Gaia’s shoulders ached from the tension of the past few minutes and her shaking legs really weren’t going to support her for too much longer either.

She kept her gaze fixed unerringly on the dark-haired Russian when she turned for a second time, but she was totally aware of the blond-haired Nikolai watching her just as intently. “Yes?”

Gregori’s jaw tightened. “Do not come back into this office again unless you are invited to do so.”

Gaia had never been spoken to so coldly or so harshly, and despite the precariousness of her situation, it took every effort of will on her part not to reply in kind. Who the hell did this man think he was?

Gregori Markovic didn’t think he was anybody, he was the powerful head of the Markovic family, and a man who’s reputation alone was feared by many—including the police, if Gaia’s recent experience was anything to go by. This man only had to issue an instruction and snap those elegant fingers for that instruction to be carried out by one of his minions. No questions asked, no explanation given.

Nikolai Volkov’s much larger hands looked as if they could snap her neck without any effort whatsoever, and the ruthless man she could see lurking in the depths of those pale grey eyes indicated he would probably enjoy doing it too.

She gave an abrupt nod of acknowledgement before once again turning to leave, telling herself to be grateful that she was being allowed to do so.

“Miss Miller.”

Oh God. Oh God.

Gaia’s hands were shaking almost uncontrollably now, and her legs felt like bendable rubber, a reaction not lessened in the slightest when she once again looked into those jet-black eyes. It was as if Gregori Markovic could see deep into the heart of her, and know that she was not only lying, but that she was a lie, just as her reason for being at Utopia at all was a lie.

He held her transfixed in that cold and unwavering gaze for several long, excruciating seconds before speaking again. “Close the door on your way out,” he instructed softly.

Gaia bolted—she wished she could say otherwise, but there really was no other way to describe the way she almost ran from the room, though she took the time to close the door softly behind her. A disapproving slam might have given her more satisfaction, but it might also have resulted in Nikolai hauling her back inside, and she doubted she would get away a second time.

She didn’t stop running until she reached the end of the carpeted hallway, her boots clattering inelegantly as she ran down the stairs, her breath coming in short, shaky and panicked sobs.

Bastard, bastard, bastard.

He had enjoyed that, damn him. Had toyed with her like a cat with a mouse, allowing her to think she had escaped—twice—only to drag her back again.

Bastard, she swore again as she drew several deep breaths into her starved lungs. Calmer now, she made her way to the staff room where she changed into her uniform to prepare for her evening working in the bar of the casino.

Just knowing Gregori Markovic was in the building too was going to make it a long, long night.

After the past few minutes she would rather have just gone home before burrowing her head beneath the sheets and remaining there. The only thing stopping her was the knowledge that it would make her being in Gregori Markovic’s office look even more suspicious if she just disappeared.

Besides which, her employee file would tell those two men exactly where she lived…




“What the hell was that all about?”

Gregori could feel Nikolai’s narrowed gaze on him as he resumed his seat behind the desk. For once he felt reluctant to share his thoughts with the other man.

The two had been friends for twenty years, and once they were old enough, he and The Wolf had spent many evenings getting drunk together, often sharing women, occasionally confiding in each other.

But for some inexplicable reason, Gregori didn’t feel inclined to do so where Gaia Miller was concerned.

In the same way he hadn’t liked witnessing Nikolai’s physical familiarity with her minutes ago.

He gave an uninterested shrug. “She was in here when I arrived. Cleaning.” His mouth twisted wryly as he recalled Gaia’s comment about ‘cleaning fairies’. No doubt as a reference to the fact that he had never even considered how or when his office was cleaned, it just always was.

“And is that what she was doing when I came in?” Nikolai leaned his hip against the side of the desk. “Has it been so long since you fucked that she had to remove the cobwebs first?”

Only this man could get away with talking to him in this way. And yes, it really had been that long since Gregori last enjoyed a woman. As his right hand and the muscles in that same arm could testify. Even so, he knew that the idea of sharing a woman, or two, with Nikolai later on this evening no longer held the same appeal.

Because of the curvy Gaia Miller?

He straightened in his chair. “Check with Claude regarding the legitimacy of her claim of cleaning.” Gregori had a feeling that the excuse would stand the scrutiny, that it was too outlandish an explanation not to have been the truth.

But with the recent drug problem here in Utopia, he really couldn’t afford to ignore anything that looked even remotely out of the ordinary.

And Gaia Miller was far from ordinary.

“Then bring me Gaia Miller’s employee file. And do a personal check on her too.”

Nikolai’s brows rose. “What do you want to know about her?”

He gave an irritated frown. “Anything that isn’t in her employee file.” Gregori intended on knowing everything he could about Miss Gaia Miller when—if—they ever spoke again.

One thing he knew for certain: the smoothness of her dark red hair and the absence of any other hairpins meant that she had almost certainly been lying as to her reason for being under his desk earlier.




This had to have been the longest night of Gaia’s life. Fraught with tension and the fear that at any moment she was going to be dragged off to a windowless room—discreetly, of course—and interrogated by Nikolai Volkov to within an inch of her life, as he demanded to know exactly what she had been doing under Gregori Markovic’s desk earlier.

It didn’t happened.

No dragging. No windowless room. No interrogation.

Although she was aware of Nikolai’s icy gaze on her every time he walked through the casino—and he walked through a lot. She also had a feeling that one of those twenty security monitors in Gregori Markovic’s office had been trained specifically on her for the whole of the night.

Not that she’d given him anything to look at as she moved about the casino, a tray of drinks more often than not balanced on the palm of her hand and a bright smile plastered on her lips.

The cold and dangerous owner of Utopia could make of that what he liked, but the customers had certainly seemed to appreciate her attentiveness, because her tips had been higher tonight than the previous three.

Even so, Gaia couldn’t say she was sorry when the long night was over, the club closed down for the evening and the last customer was finally persuaded to leave.

She gave a sigh of relief as she removed her four-inch-high heels before helping to clear away. She had no idea how any woman could walk around in shoes like that just for the fun of it, but unfortunately they were part of the uniform at Utopia. Along with the thigh-length black skirt and fitted white shirt. And being on the curvy side, the shirt tended to be very fitted on Gaia. But she couldn’t deny the sexy outfit went with the loose tumble of her hair and the heavy makeup also required. A look so totally opposed to the way Gaia usually dressed.

She considered it a small price to pay if she wanted to work at Utopia. Which she did.

Claude le Coeur gave a throaty chuckle as he saw Gaia moving about the empty room clearing tables in her bare feet.

She rolled her eyes. “Please don’t tell me I have to put those instruments of torture back on!”

“They make your legs looks longer and very sexy.” The tall and handsome Frenchman smiled unapologetically.

“Sure do,” Rick Turner, the manager of the casino bar, put in enthusiastically.

Gaia rolled her eyes. “Men!”

“Can’t live with us, can’t live without us,” Rick said happily as he continued on his way to the bar carrying a tray full of used glasses.

“You wish!” Gaia called after him. She may have only worked here for a few days, but she already liked both these men. They were both exceptionally good at their job, but also easygoing and friendly.

The total opposite of Gregori Markovic and Nikolai Volkov…

“High heels look very sexy on a woman,” Claude assured lightly.

“They also mean my toes are going to be crippled by the time I’m seventy!” Gaia came back good-naturedly.

“Ah, but then it will not matter, because you will have caught your man long ago.” He gave a Gallic shrug.

Gaia had to bite her tongue to stop herself from replying to that typically chauvinistic remark. She wasn’t trying to ‘catch’ a man. She wouldn’t say no if she met a man she fell in love with and who loved her in return, but otherwise she was happy with her life exactly as it was, thank you very much.

Or at least, she had been, before Angela died and she lost the only family she had left.

“Have you considered, Claude, that perhaps Miss Miller’s taste runs to ‘catching’ a woman rather than a man?”

Until that moment, Gaia hadn’t even been sure that Gregori Markovic was still in the building.

But having spoken with him earlier, and being totally familiar—spine-tinglingly so—with that hard voice that nonetheless evoked unwanted thoughts of sinful pleasure, she knew she would now recognize it anywhere.

“Tell me, Miss Miller, do you intend to divest yourself of all your clothes right here in the casino or are you happy with just removing your shoes?”

“Gregori.” Claude turned to greet the older man with obvious pleasure. “Did you have a good visit to Venice with your sister?”

“Very good, thank you, Claude.” Gregori answered the Frenchman, but that dark gaze remained fixed enigmatically on Gaia, who had taken advantage of Claude’s distraction—thank you, Claude—to slip her shoes back on.

It was probably as well that Claude had been the one to answer the other man, otherwise she might have given the sarcastic Russian a reply he would probably have taken exception to.

But maybe that had been his intention?

It certainly felt as if he was baiting her.

She was also a little surprised to learn this man had a sister. A woman as cold and sarcastic as him, perhaps? He certainly—

“Miss Miller?”

Too late, Gaia realized she should have taken the conversation between the two men as her chance to slip away rather than wondering what Gregori’s sister was like.

He, of course, looked as perfectly groomed as he had when he arrived the previous evening, his suit and shirt unwrinkled, as if he had just stepped out of a men’s fashion magazine rather than spent the past nine hours working—or whatever it was he did up there alone in his office.

She forced a smile to her glossed lips, although she couldn’t quite bring herself to meet that dark and piercing gaze as she stared at his broad shoulders instead. “I’m sure it’s of no real interest to you, Mr. Markovic, but the answer to your first question is that I’m not interested in ‘catching’ anyone, neither a man nor a woman.”

“Which is no answer at all,” he drawled.

“And the answer to your second question,” she continued firmly, “is that I only took off my shoes because they have to be man’s idea of instruments of torture.” Had her answer been too sharp, too challenging for a mere employee?

She hadn’t meant it to be, but this man only had to speak, it seemed, to cause her defensive hackles to rise.

Gregori easily heard the slight edge beneath Gaia Miller’s attempt to keep her tone light, and found himself inwardly amused by it.

Apart from Nikolai and Dair Grayson, the man who was now his brother-in-law, he had been surrounded by yes-men all his life. Yes-women too, but that was usually followed by a breathless ‘More, Gregori’.

A thought that instantly led his mind to turn to Gaia Miller lying naked on dark silk sheets, with those lush breasts and thighs spread out like a feast in front of him.

An imagined pleasure that instantly caused his cock to swell and throb.

Something that had been happening on and off all night as he found himself more often than not watching Gaia Miller on the security screen as she sashayed about the casino in those fuck-me shoes, tits bouncing, hips swaying provocatively.

And Gregori didn’t have time for those sorts of distractions. Not now, not ever.

But neither had he enjoyed hearing Gaia engaged in teasing conversation with his bar and club manager as he passed through the club on his way to his waiting car. Then, instead of leaving for the night, as had been his intention, he’d made a U-turn and entered the casino.

His jaw tightened as he looked coldly at the reason for his abrupt change of plans. “If you will excuse us, Claude?” he prompted evenly as his gaze remained firmly fixed on Gaia. “I wish to talk to Miss Miller alone.” He didn’t wait for the Frenchman to answer before taking a firm grasp of Gaia’s arm and pulling her along with him as he returned to his office on the third floor.


Chapter 3

Gaia guessed that the past nine hours had merely been the calm before the storm.

That Gregori Markovic had just been biding his time—getting his money’s worth out of an employee—before he decided to show her the door.

Except he wasn’t going anywhere near the front or back door of the club, but instead was obviously taking her back upstairs to his private office. The scene of her last humiliation. No doubt with the intent of terminating her employment.

Fine. She could live with that.

Even if it was annoying as well as inconvenient.

The latter because it meant she would now have to find some other way to find out who was responsible for Angela’s death.

The former because although her behavior may have looked a little odd earlier, if Gregori had checked with Claude—and she was sure that Nikolai would have done that for him—then he would now know that everything she’d told him had been the truth.

Well, maybe not the bit about cleaning his office specifically, but he certainly had no proof that she had done anything wrong.   

Nor did he have the right to drag her up to his office, tottering about on these uncomfortable heels, and treat her as if she were a naughty schoolgirl about to be reprimanded by the headmaster—

Maybe she shouldn’t have allowed her thoughts to drift in that direction!

Because she now had an image of herself bent over the front of that beautiful mahogany desk, her skirt pushed up to her waist, panties around her ankles as Gregori landed smack after smack on the rapidly reddening globes of her bared bottom.

Where the hell had that come from?

She had never so much as thought—never in her wildest imaginings had she ever—

She wasn’t into bottom spanking.

Wasn’t into violence at all.

It had to be this man’s fault, with his arrogant aloofness and cold, dark eyes and the power he exuded so effortlessly.

Then why did just thinking of having her bottom bared, of having this man’s elegant hands on her and the sound of those smacks against her bared flesh, now caused her nipples to harden into painful peaks and the juices to flow between her thighs?

It was because of him.

Much as Gaia had tried, she hadn’t been able to stop thinking of being in Gregori Markovic’s office with him the previous evening. About him and Nikolai Volkov, as she kneeled beneath Gregori’s desk and he sat in front of her sporting an obvious erection, with The Wolf standing behind her rubbing his equally hard arousal against her bottom.

It had been so damned hot.

And it shouldn’t have been!

It should have been scary, not arousing, to know she was physically trapped between two such inherently powerful men.

Anger, with herself as well as with both of them, now caused her to pull her arm out of Gregori’s grasp, and to hell with whether or not it left a bruise. “I’m quite capable of walking unassisted,” she snapped her impatience with his high-handedness as he turned to look down at her with cool enquiry.

And immediately wobbled precariously on the ridiculous high-heels.

“It’s been a long night and I’m tired,” she defended resentfully as she came to a halt. She placed the palm of her hand against the wall so that she could remove the offending shoes.

Which maybe wasn’t such a good idea, because when she straightened to continue walking to Gregori’s office, she realized he now towered over her five feet and five inches in height by a good foot.

As if he wasn’t already intimidating enough.

Gregori held back a smile as he glanced down and saw Gaia’s sudden reduction in height had only succeeded in making her look even more irritated than she already was.

Had her initial irritation been with him specifically, because he had interrupted her conversation with Rick Turner and Claude le Coeur, or had someone else done something this evening to upset her? 

None of the guests this evening had seemed to behave in an overtly familiar manner towards her. The amount of time Gregori had spent watching her on the security monitor assured that he would have known if someone had. 

What he had noticed, however, was that she was extremely popular with the men who worked here as well as the male members of Utopia. Understandably so.

Gregori had wondered earlier tonight what on earth had possessed Claude to employ a woman so unlike the other tall and slender female members of the staff, but he had quickly realized exactly why it was he paid Claude such an exorbitant salary, as he watched the preference so many of the men showed toward Gaia Miller.

Because they found that curvy body in the tight shirt and skirt as fascinating to watch as he did.

Just as he guessed that those men—without exception—had imagined wrapping that deep red hair around their fingers to hold Gaia in place as they claimed those pouting, red-glossed lips with their own.

Gaia Miller, whether she realized it or not, was a cock-tease.

Her complete lack of guile as she moved effortlessly about the casino serving drinks told him she didn’t know.

Gregori didn’t even want to think of how much time he had spent tonight imagining Gaia beneath his desk again, but this time with those red-glossed lips wrapped about his cock as her wicked little tongue did sinfully wonderful things to that sensitive knot of muscle just beneath his—

He determinedly dragged his thoughts back above his waistline as his erection began to throb demandingly. “Sit down,” he instructed abruptly once they entered his office and he was able to sit behind the desk.

Only to give a pained wince as his engorged cock protested at the confining movement.

“I said sit down, Miss Miller,” he repeated harshly as he realized she had made no move to occupy the chair opposite his own. “I seem to remember you were complaining about the abuse of those shoes to your feet earlier?”

“I wasn’t complaining as such, merely stating a fact.” Her cheeks became flushed as Gregori turned that remark back on her. “The shoes you expect us to wear are totally unsuited to seven hours of walking around in them!” She sat down on the edge of the seat opposite him and dropped the offending shoes onto the floor beside her.

His eyebrows rose. “That I expect you to wear?”

She shrugged. “They appear to be part of the uniform.”

Gregori gave a tight smile as he sat forward to lean his elbows on the desktop, steepling his fingers together in front of him. “Claude informs me the male customers tend to buy more drinks if they’re served by a beautiful woman wearing fu—high-heeled shoes.”

“I’m sure they do,” she acknowledged dryly. “And I’m not in the least offended by the phrase ‘fuck-me shoes’.” Mockery now gleamed in those golden, cat-like eyes.

Gregori wasn’t even sure he would have noticed this woman among his other female employees if their initial meeting hadn’t been so memorable. Now he couldn’t seem to stop noticing everything about her. The perfect arch of auburn brows over those golden-colored eyes. The slight dimple in her right cheeks when she smiled. There was also a light dusting of enticing freckles visible at the tops of her creamy breasts.

Ripe breasts that he wanted to bare and explore fully with his lips and teeth, listening to her moans of pleasure as he suckled her juicy nipples into the heat of his mouth.

“Neither am I,” his voice sounded like a husky throb even to his own ears. “And I’m sure some of the female members of Utopia will also have noticed how sexy your legs look above those fuck-me shoes.” He used the phrase deliberately this time, knowing by the sudden rush of blood to Gaia’s cheeks that she wasn’t as blasé about the comment as she pretended to be.

“Correct me if I’m wrong, Mr. Markovic, but it seems to me that you have a fantasy about watching two women together?” she taunted knowingly.

If she had hoped to throw him off-guard by the remark then she was going to be disappointed. “Isn’t that every man’s fantasy?” he came back softly.

She looked puzzled. “Why?”

He shrugged. “There is something very erotic about seeing a woman’s hands and mouth on another woman as they make love together.”

Gaia wished she had never started this conversation as it became obvious, from the frankness of Gregori’s observations, that he had already watched two women intimately together and been aroused by it. Not that there was anything wrong with two women making love together, or two men either for that matter, but Gaia didn’t consider it as being any more for public consumption than lovemaking between a man and a woman was.

It should be a private intimacy between two consenting adults, not a floorshow for an audience.

She gave a shrug. “I just assumed that most men grew out of that fantasy after puberty,” she derided to cover her embarrassment.

“Perhaps it’s only that most men claim to have grown out of it?” Laughter at her expense gleamed in those dark eyes, but it wasn’t a humor that Gregori allowed to be reflected in the hard angles of his unsmiling face as he looked across at her challengingly.

Gaia decided they had gone quite far enough with this particular conversation. “You wanted to talk to me, Mr. Markovic?” she reminded briskly.

“I do, Miss Miller, yes.” He gave a mocking inclination of his head.

Gaia’s tension returned with a vengeance as he added nothing to that statement. Deliberately so, it seemed to her.

This was much worse than standing in the headmaster’s study. Worse than the doctor’s waiting room. Or the dentist’s—

Worse than her sister lying dead in her cold grave, simply because she may have fallen in love with the wrong man? Maybe even this man?

Certainly no heartbroken lover had made an appearance at Angela’s funeral, which had only deepened Gaia’s suspicions.

But having now met and spoken to Gregori Markovic—twice—Gaia didn’t believe he was Angela’s lover.

Her sister had been as outgoing and bubbly as she was beautiful, and although Angela may never have told Gaia the name of the man she was in love with, she did talk about him. Angela described him as warm and fun to be with, as well as a wonderful lover.

Gaia could believe the latter was true of the man sitting in front of her—Gregori gave the impression he was a man who would be good, excellent, at anything he did. But warm and fun to be with? No, not so much. 

Besides which, Gaia thought maybe the reason Angela didn’t want to reveal the name of her lover wasn’t just because of that ‘fraternization’ comment, but also because he was already married. Goodness knows it was common enough—her own mother was an example of that—and certainly no one could choose who they fell in love with. But Angela had known that, given the circumstances of Gaia’s birth, she wouldn’t approve.

Gregori Markovic had never been married.

Which made Gaia wonder why not?

The man was only aged in his mid-thirties, rich as Croesus and handsome as sin.

Maybe that was the problem? Or rather, not a problem exactly, just the reason why he had never bothered to tie himself down to one woman. Why bother, when he could have any woman he wanted by snapping those oh-so-elegant fingers.

Including Gaia?

She wasn’t even going there!

But he really did have the most sensual hands, beautifully shaped, the fingers long and—

“I wanted to discuss what happened earlier this evening, Miss Miller.”

Her gaze sharpened warily on that hard and implacable face. “I—” She moistened suddenly dry lips before continuing. “What happened earlier, Mr. Markovic?” Oh God, she was rubbish at this, couldn’t pretend innocent confusion if her life depended on it.

Or Angela’s.

“Earlier.” He nodded abruptly, jaw tight. “I am afraid that Nikolai…misunderstood the situation, and behaved accordingly.”

What on earth did Nikolai have to do with—

Ah. Her brow cleared as the penny finally dropped. “You’re referring to the sexual harassment in the workplace?”

Those dark eyes narrowed. “It was not sexual harassment—”

“No?” Gaia grimaced. “Well whatever it was, it’s really none of my business if you and Mr. Volkov like to play tag in the bedroom.”

“Tag?” he repeated harshly.

“Tag.” She nodded. “One woman, two men,” she explained derisively.

Gregori knew exactly what it was. Just as he was aware he was guilty of her accusation: he had done a lot of things in the past he wasn’t particularly proud of, and bedding numerous women, singly or in pairs, was just one of them.

But that just made these past months of not being interested in bedding any woman all the more surprising.

Until tonight with Gaia Miller.

For some reason he’d had a completely visceral reaction to her from the moment he saw her bottom wiggling out from beneath his desk. Everything about her. The way she looked, the way she smelled, the way she walked, and especially the way she talked. No woman had ever spoken to him in quite the way Gaia Miller did. As if she didn’t care who he was, how powerful he might be; she was going to talk to him in the same open way she did everyone else. He liked it. In the same way he liked her.

And he didn’t want to.

Partly because he didn’t have time for a relationship. But involvement with Gaia Miller also made him uneasy on a completely different level.

He had read her employee file, and been told what Nikolai had managed to find out about her so far. He knew she was only twenty-four, and her lack of guile gave the impression she had no knowledge of the rules of being involved with a man like him. Gregori would take a woman out to dinner to see and be seen once a week, buy her expensive gifts of clothes and jewelry, always with a guarantee of sexual satisfaction. A fair and open exchange of their time.

This young woman didn’t give the impression she had any of the sophistication necessary to accept such a businesslike relationship.

Besides which, the information in her file alone now gave him even more reason to question why she was working at Utopia at all.

Gaia watched Gregori Markovic surreptitiously across the desk from beneath her lashes as he seemed momentarily lost in thought, but her eyes widened as he pulled a folder from the ‘in’ tray and placed it on the desk directly in front of him.

A folder with her name on the front of it.

A folder that looked much thicker than needed for just the form she had filled in when she applied for a job here.

Oh shit!

Her heart started beating double time, her thoughts racing as she slowly straightened to look across and into those cold and merciless dark eyes, her throat going dry as Gregori looked straight back at her. Not speaking. Not moving so much as a muscle.

As power games went it was very effective. And although Gaia didn’t want to respond to it, she couldn’t help herself as she began to fidget and shift restlessly, her gaze sliding away from his, only to move back again as that silence lengthened into complete awkwardness.

What was Gregori thinking?

What the hell was in that folder besides her application form?

More to the point, did Russian crime bosses go in for the concrete shoes method of elimination that had once been so popular?

And wouldn’t that be ironic after her comments tonight about the shoes she was forced to wear while working here.

The silence stretched on, with Gaia becoming tenser by the second as she waited for Gregori to say something. Anything would be better than this—this mental torture.

Just when she thought she couldn’t stand the waiting anymore, when she was about to break and confess all, Gregori drew in a deep breath, nostrils flaring, those dark eyes becoming even more piercing. “Just exactly why are you working here, Miss Miller?”

Oh God.

How did he know? How had he discovered the truth? She and Angela may have had the same father, but Angela had been legitimate and Gaia hadn’t, and as such their surnames were different, and there was absolutely no similarity in the way they looked either. Angela had been tall, slender and blond—

“Miss Miller?”

Gaia felt as if her heart really was going to beat right out of her chest, dark spots appearing in front of her eyes as Gregori opened the folder to look down at the first page.

At what? What the hell was written in that file that had caused him to question her reason for working at Utopia?

She glanced at the door behind her, wondering what her chances were of escaping from the room and the nightclub before running screaming into the night.

Nil, came the flat, immediate answer.

She had no chance; knew she wouldn’t even get as far as the hallway if she were to attempt it. Had no doubts that beneath that perfectly tailored suit there was a body of steel. It was there in the smooth and measured way Gregori moved: light on his feet and ready to pounce, like the predator he undoubtedly was.

And even if she did make it as far as the hallway, there was no way she would manage to get out of the nightclub, not with Nikolai still prowling about downstairs.

Gaia decided to opt for ignorance instead of any attempt at escape. “I’m not sure what it is you’re asking?”

Her eyes widened and she pressed against the back of the chair when, instead of answering her, Gregori stood up abruptly. He picked up her folder and moved to stand in front of her, leaning back against the desk. Only inches separated them now.

His aim was no doubt to intimidate—as if she wasn’t intimidated enough already—but his close proximity also succeeded in making Gaia completely aware of the heat emanating from his tightly leashed body. She could also smell the heady combination of all that hot masculinity and the lemon and sandalwood aftershave. Although the dark stubble on his arrogantly squared jaw seemed to indicate it was some time since he had last shaved. Sexy and enticing stubble that made Gaia’s fingers itch to touch and caress it.

If it should somehow transpire that Gregori was the man Angela had been in love with, then Gaia could certainly understand the fascination.

She tossed the length of her hair back over her shoulder as she looked up at him. “Much as I would like to continue to sit here having this conversation with you, it really has been a very long night, and my shift was over…” she glanced down at the heavy watch on her wrist, “half an hour ago.” She stood up. “Now if you don’t mind, I really would like to go—”

“Sit down, Miss Miller.”

“I don’t—”

“I said sit down, Miss Miller!”

Gaia sat. Not because she wanted to or because he had ordered her to, but because she had to, her knees having turned to the consistency of jelly at the intimidating command in Gregori’s voice.

Those concrete shoes were looking more and more like a possibility to Gaia.


Chapter 4

“You wrote on your application that you have a degree in journalism and publishing.” Gregori watched Gaia closely for her reaction to his statement.

A reaction he wasn’t expecting.

Confusion and then relief.

As if she had been expecting him to say something else entirely.

Confirming his suspicion that there was more to Gaia Miller’s employment here than appeared on paper?

Just not his most recent suspicion, after reading of her qualifications in her file, that she might be looking to write an expose story on him.

Then was it possible she was somehow connected to Ivan Orlov?

Gregori found that hard to believe. He just couldn’t equate this young Englishwoman with the man who had become his biggest enemy, especially when Gregori knew for a fact that Ivan had only ever stepped foot in England twice. Once five years ago, and again seven months ago when the older man attended the funeral of Gregori’s father.

Besides which, the other man was old school, and would come for him armed with a gun rather than waste time attempting to entice him into the arms of a beautiful woman.

So if this young woman wasn’t intending to write an expose on him, or working for Ivan, exactly what was Gaia Miller hiding and why?

Whatever it was, it didn’t stop Gregori from appreciating the view he had of the lushness of her breasts as he towered over her. Breasts he still wanted to cup and caress, to watch as his hands stroked her nipples to hard peaks before he pulled on them, milked them, and listened to her groans of pleasure.

God, he needed to get laid. Badly. Except he already knew that not just any beautiful woman would do. Because he wanted this one. Which, under the circumstances, was fucking inconvenient.

“Yes?” She gazed up at him quizzically with those golden eyes.

Gregori closed the folder with a snap, his mouth twisting in a humorless smile as Gaia Miller gave a start at the loud noise in the otherwise silent room.

Truth was he didn’t need to look at her file to know what was in it. He knew her age and her education from her employment application, but Nikolai had also learned that her mother was dead and her father recorded as ‘unknown’ on her birth certificate.

And it turned out they were short-staffed at Utopia, and not just because of the flu that seemed to have struck down most of the cleaning staff. They had also lost one of the hostesses a couple of months ago, and two of the bar staff had left in the last few month as well.

Gaia Miller’s references from her summer job as an employee in a coffee shop were excellent. Those references also said she was hardworking, diligent, trustworthy, and had no absences due to sickness. Which explained why Claude had employed her.

It was unfortunate that Gregori now ached to put that ‘diligence’ to use by pressing her up against a wall and fucking her brains out.

This constant hard-on he had in her company was not only unacceptable, it was also going to become extremely annoying if he didn’t do something about it.

He pushed abruptly away from the front of the desk to move back and sit behind it, giving a hard smile as he heard Gaia give an audible sigh of relief. Revealing that she was just as physically aware of him?

“It really is late, Mr. Markovic—or early, depending on your point of view,” she added. “And I’m sure you must have had a reason for bringing me up here?”

There was a purpose to everything that Gregori did and said. Everything. A man in his position had no room in his life for error. Which made the need he felt to fuck Gaia Miller a monumental mistake, on so many levels.

His mouth thinned. “I’ll be sure to tell Claude to add an extra hour in your wages this week.”

“I would appreciate a taxi home more,” she came back instantly.

No doubt as another reference to her sore feet. He really would have to look into this complaint with Claude, and do something about it if all the other female bar staff were as unhappy with their footwear as this one.

“Very well,” he nodded. “And as we still have another thirty minutes left of that extra hour, perhaps you would like to tell me why a woman with a degree in journalism and publishing is serving drinks in a casino?”

Gaia looked at him incredulously. That was this man’s problem with her working here?

She gave a shake of her head. “Have you looked at the world of journalism and publishing recently? No, of course you haven’t—it doesn’t affect you because you don’t own any newspapers or publishing houses.” She felt her cheeks warm a little as Gregori raised questioning brows at her knowledge of his business holdings. “Both are shrinking,” she continued determinedly. “Almost daily. Because of the advances in technology mainly.”

“Then perhaps you should have chosen a different career?”

Her cheeks flushed. “Most of that technology wasn’t there when I began my degree five years ago. I came out of university to find that there were no jobs in publishing. That will tell you,” she nodded to the folder he had placed back on the desk top, “that I’ve worked several internships with publishing houses this past year, with no prospect of a full-time job at the end of them. My last job was as a waitress in a coffee shop—”

“At which you excelled apparently.” He nodded. “It also states that your employer was sorry to let you go, which tells me it was your decision to leave,” he bit out hardly. “Which again brings me back to the question of why you gave up that job to work in a bar with unsociable hours?”

“Money. I earn almost twice as much here as I did in the coffee shop. It’s explained as easily as that.” Gaia gave him a frowning glance, noting there was no lessening of the coldness in his eyes. “What do you think I’m doing here?”

“You would know that better than I.”

Gaia didn’t appreciate his cat-and-mouse game. “Perhaps you think I’m here to write some sort of expose story on the infamous Gregori Markovic? That’s exactly what you thought!” she realized as his narrowed gaze grew even colder. “I’m not stupid, Mr. Markovic,” she snorted. “You may not own any newspapers or publishing houses, but you’re certainly powerful enough to prevent any of them from printing a story you don’t like.”

If his reputation alone could deter the police from following up on her information regarding Angela’s death, then he could certainly prevent a newspaper from writing anything about him he didn’t approve of. Which was probably anything and everything.

It was almost a relief to realize that Gregori Markovic thought she was an undercover reporter looking for a story. Almost. Because he didn’t look any more convinced of her innocence than he had when they walked in here fifteen minutes ago.

“Infamous?” he repeated icily.

Gaia gave an inward sigh, wondering if she could do or say anything right where this man was concerned. “You’re Gregori Markovic!”

“And?”

“Is this a trick question? One of those ones with no right answer,” she explained as he arched a questioning brow. “I point out that you’re highly newsworthy, from two completely different angles—as the new patriarch of the powerful Markovic family and also as one of the most eligible bachelors in the world—and you give me a pair of concrete shoes for my impertinence?”

What the hell—

Gregori rose abruptly to his feet. “I do not kill people, Miss Miller!”

“Well maybe not personally,” she conceded dryly. “That’s the reason you have men like Mr. Volkov working for you.”

“Nikolai does not kill people either,” he bit out between gritted teeth. No one—no one had ever dared—

“I told you there was no right answer.” Gaia Miller sank back against the chair.

As if she was afraid of him? Of him! Yes, his father had been as old school as Ivan Orlov, and there had been deaths in the past ordered by his father, but Gregori was an educated man, a civilized man, and he ruled in a completely different manner than his father had. He may have people persuaded into doing as he wished, but he didn’t kill people. The Markovic reputation alone was enough to put the fear of God into most people, and those that were foolish enough to ignore it—

Gregori breathed in deeply through his nose as he fought for control, his hands clenched at his sides as he glared down at this audaciously outspoken young woman. “There will be a car waiting outside to drive you home when you are ready to leave.” He could feel a nerve jumping in the tenseness of his jaw. “Goodnight, Miss Miller.” He turned his back on her abruptly before he said or did something further that he would regret.

He heard the rustle of her clothing as she stood up and hurried over to the door, and then the sound of her footsteps light outside in the carpeted hallway.

Because she wasn’t wearing any shoes, Gregori realized as he glanced down and saw them sitting beside the chair where she had left them.

Just like fucking Cinderella.

Except they had just established beyond a shadow of a doubt that Gaia Miller knew Gregori was no Prince Charming.

“Anything you want to tell me?”

Gregori glanced across the room to where an amused Nikolai leaned against the doorframe.

“They look a little small for you…”

Gregori frowned for a moment and then realized that he must have bent down at some point and picked up those high-heeled shoes, because he was now holding them in his hand. “Obviously they belong to Miss Miller. Could you see that they are returned to her when you drive her home?”

Nikolai sauntered into the room to take the shoes from him. “You want me to drive her home?” Pale brows rose. “Personally?”

He could understand the other man’s surprise. Nikolai was his personal bodyguard as well as his friend. The problems at Utopia had necessitated that Gregori take three of Nikolai’s men with him to Venice, while Nikolai remained here, but that status quo would revert back to normal now that Gregori had returned to England.

“That and only that, Nikolai,” there was an unmistakable warning in his tone.

The other man held up his hands in surrender. “I’ve already got the message that you consider Miss Miller exclusive.”

Gregori gave a humorless smile. He seemed to be doing that a lot lately. “She isn’t anything to me except an employee.” He gave a rueful shake of his head as his tension started to ease a little. “And I believe she may have watched too many old gangster movies, because she seems to have the idea I might want to fit her up with a pair of concrete shoes if she displeases me.” If she displeased him? Gregori was so angry at the moment he could have put his fist through a wall.

Yes, the name Markovic was a powerful one, but he had been trying for years now to ensure that everything within the Markovic business holdings was run in a legitimate manner. His father had claimed it was a weakness, but Gregori disagreed with him. As Gaia Miller had pointed out just minutes ago, the world had changed, dramatically, especially so since his father’s rise to power all those years ago. The true power now lay in technology rather than muscle, and over the past ten years Gregori had ensured that the Markovic family was very powerful indeed. He could make or break whole countries if he so wished.

Concrete fucking shoes!

Was that really how others perceived him? As nothing more than a thug, who had people killed because they gave him the wrong answer?

Nikolai winced. “Did she actually say that to your face?”

“She did.” Gregori grimaced.

Nikolai gave a wolfish grin. “I trust you told her that we have a much more sophisticated approach to dealing with our enemies nowadays?”

He gave a shake of his head. “I was far too angry at the time to continue the conversation.”

Nikolai stilled, eyebrows raised. “You don’t get angry.”

No, he didn’t. He couldn’t allow himself the luxury of feeling anger, not when so much could depend on the decisions he did or didn’t make. Gaia Miller had just succeeded in making him very angry. Very aroused. And a whole gamut of emotions in between.

He gave a weary sigh. “Just ensure that she returns home safely, Nikolai,” he instructed tautly. “I will deal with the outspoken Miss Miller in my own way in my own time.”

“I’m guessing that way might involve silk sheets rather than concrete shoes?” the other man drawled.

Gregori instantly had a return of that vision of Gaia Miller’s red hair spread out on black silk pillows, her naked skin creamy against the darkness, and revealing every single one of those freckles, which he was going to kiss—

“I’m going to leave you to your fantasy.” Nikolai chuckled as he turned to leave. “I’ll have Alexander drive you home.”

“In about ten minutes.” Gregori nodded distractedly. He wanted to read through Gaia Miller’s file once more before he left, to see if there was anything he’d missed earlier.

Her surprise—and relief—had been genuine earlier when she thought he had assumed she was here to do an expose story on him.

Gregori was determined to know the reason for that relief.




Gaia deliberated long and hard for all of the following day as to whether or not she should continue to work at Utopia, when not only had she brought herself to the attention of Gregori Markovic, but also The Wolf. And where Gregori had a veneer of urbane sophistication, Nikolai made no attempt to be anything other than what he was: cold and lethal.

It hadn’t been lost on her that it had to have been on Gregori’s instruction that the other man drove her home in the early hours of this morning.

Much to her surprise, Nikolai had been leaning against a limousine outside Utopia when she left the building after changing into her own clothes. He had instantly straightened to open the back door of the car with a flourish, as Gaia stood on the pavement looking for the taxi Gregori had told her would be waiting for her.

Gaia had refused to get in the car, insisting that a taxi was perfectly adequate.

Nikolai, like their mutual employer, wasn’t a man who accepted the word no.

Gaia had very soon given up arguing with him in the face of his implacability. But not without a show of defiance—for Gregori, if he should happen to be watching them on one of his security screens, and she had a feeling that he was—by ignoring the back door Nikolai held open for her and instead climbing into the passenger seat beside the driver.

Nikolai had given her an amused smile when he was the one to slide in behind the wheel next to her just seconds later. In fact, that smirk had continued to curve his lips for the whole of the drive back to her apartment.

Gaia had learned the reason for that once the car was parked outside her building, and Nikolai went to open the trunk of the car so that he could take out her shoes and hand them to her. Obviously Gregori had given them to him.

She had snatched the shoes and hurried across the pavement to her apartment building, refusing to look back even when she heard Nikolai’s amused chuckle.

That whole night had been one embarrassment after another.

Worse, she had drawn herself to the attention of these two powerful men.

Which still left her with the dilemma as to whether or not she should go back to work at Utopia tonight, and behave as if nothing untoward had happened. Or did she stay away, and give thanks she had made a lucky escape?

There was really only one choice Gaia could make: she had no option but to return to work tonight. To do anything else would look highly suspicious after she had been caught in that compromising position in Gregori’s office.

Besides which, two of the most dangerous men she’d ever met knew where she lived.

Not for the first time, Gaia questioned the sanity of what she was doing.

At the same time as she knew she owed it to Angela to try to find out the truth. She had to go back to Utopia for her sister’s sake.

Gaia ignored the mocking little voice inside her head that questioned whether the real reason she was going back was to take another look at Gregori.

To see if the arousal she had felt in his company last night had been real.

  

“Good evening, Miss Miller.”

Yep, both the arousal and desire had definitely been real.

Gaia’s hands shook so much from just hearing Gregori’s low and gravelly voice again that she spilled wine all over her fingers from the glass she had been about to place on her tray.

She also knew from the direction of that voice that he was either standing or sitting further down the casino bar, silent now, watching, as he waited for her to respond to his greeting.

Gaia’s cheeks felt hot, her breasts tingling, her nipples instantly going hard, and between her thighs—God, she could smell her own rush of arousal.

Instead of answering or turning to face him, she gave Rick an apologetic smile as she quickly picked up a cloth and studiously began to mop up the spilt wine. Delaying the moment when she would have to turn and look at Gregori.

But spilt wine could only take so long to deal with, and as she had to wait for Rick to pour a fresh glass, she also had no choice but to turn and glance over to where Gregori was sitting on one of the bar stools, watching her with those dark, all-seeing eyes.

It was Friday evening, and the casino was hopping, and yet somehow he had managed to find an empty barstool in the area of the bar where she happened to be working?

Coincidence?

Somehow Gaia didn’t think so. Which meant that Gregori had to have deliberately sought her out. After first watching her on those damned security monitors in his office?

The heat increased in Gaia’s body just thinking of him sitting up there watching her with those dark and enigmatic eyes.

He looked—he looked fucking gorgeous was how he looked!

Gaia didn’t usually use such graphic language, even in her head, but fucking was what this man made her feel, want, ache for.

That feeling was wrong for so many reasons, and yet she couldn’t seem to drag her gaze away once she had looked at him. His jaw was clean-shaven this early in the evening, and he was wearing a black dinner suit and a snowy white silk shirt, along with a perfectly tied black bowtie.

Because it had been his intention all along to come down onto the casino floor tonight, where all the members of the exclusive nightclub were also dressed in evening clothes?

To see her again?

That was probably allowing her imagination to go a little too far, Gaia allowed. Gregori owned this nightclub and casino, so why shouldn’t he come down and mingle if he wanted to. Except the gossip amongst the other waitresses said that he didn’t want to very often, that he preferred to leave the handshaking and charm to Claude le Coeur.

It was impossible to miss the covetous glances being sent his way by the other women in the casino, the members of the club and the other waitresses serving drinks. There was also absolutely no reason for Gaia to assume he had come down here especially to talk to her, rather than one of the beautiful women who patronized his nightclub.

Besides which, the two of them hadn’t exactly parted well in the early hours of this morning.

After which he had arranged to have his own head of security drive her home…

“Miss Miller?” There was an edge of impatience to Gregori’s voice now.

He also had that mesmerizing, dark-eyed thing going on, Gaia recognized as she continued to inwardly panic. Dracula eyes. Captivating, mesmerizing eyes, luring his female victim to her doom.

Or his bed…

“Are you feeling unwell this evening, Miss Miller?” his voice lowered softly.

“I… No, I’m quite well, thank you, Mr. Markovic,” she came back haltingly, followed immediately by her telling herself to get a grip, that he was just a man—

Just a man? Gregori Markovic wasn’t just a man, he was sin incarnate—at least, he made her want to commit sin incarnate, which was the same thing, wasn’t it?

She simply didn’t react like this to men. Yes, she’d had her share of boyfriends, had even had three relationships in the past five years that had gone further than just dating. But none of those men had made her feel like Gregori did with just a glance of those hypnotic dark eyes. As if she wanted to throw off all her clothes and shout for him to take her—

“Can I get you something to drink, Mr. Markovic?” Rick Turner thankfully broke the silence as he moved solicitously down the bar to look enquiringly at their employer.

“No, I’m good. Thanks, Rick.” The older man assured smoothly as he stood up. “Could you get someone else to deliver those drinks, I believe it’s time for Miss Miller’s break now?”

Gaia gave him a startled look. How on earth did he know it was time for her break?

Because he’s the boss, stupid.

Well, yes, he might be, but there were over fifty people working in and around the nightclub and casino, so why did he know specifically when her break was?

Because he made it his business to find out.

Why?

“Shall we go?”

Gaia’s eyes widened as she realized that while her mind had wandered, Gregori had moved down the bar and now stood just inches in front of her, a look of expectation on his face.

Her tongue felt too dry for her to be able to moisten her lips with it. “Go where?”

“My office.” Hard and mocking amusement now glittered in those dark eyes.

His office. On the third floor. Far, far away from the noise of the nightclub downstairs. And other people. So far away no one would be able to hear her screams.

Would her screams be ones of pain or pleasure?

Oh God…


Chapter 5

Gregori kept a firm hold of Gaia’s arm as the two of them traversed the casino together, Gregori nodding acknowledgement of several people he knew personally but unwilling to allow himself to be drawn into conversation with any of them.

He could also tell by the tension in Gaia’s arm that, given the opportunity, she was going to bolt. It wouldn’t do her any good, of course, because Gregori would only track her down, but he would prefer not to have to do that.

He wasn’t in the best of moods tonight as it was, having spent far too much of his day thinking about Gaia Miller rather than getting the sleep he required to get through the long night ahead. An ice-cold shower before coming to Utopia tonight hadn’t helped in the slightest either, when he’d only had to take one look at Gaia on the security monitor for his arousal to return with a vengeance. 

He had spent the past two hours continuing to watch her as she moved smoothly and efficiently among the patrons of the casino serving their drinks. Once again wearing those four-inch-heeled, fuck-me shoes that he wanted to feel digging painfully into his back as he thrust deep inside her.

Finally he hadn’t been able to stand his lonely vigil any longer and had gone downstairs in search of her.

His mood of frustration wasn’t helped in the slightest as the two of them now stepped into the close confines of the elevator together, although Gaia took the opportunity to release her arm before stepping away from him as the doors closed.

There was no way, in the enclosed space of the elevator, that Gregori could avoid smelling the lightness of the perfume she wore, as well as feel the heat of her body.

The heated arousal of her body?

Her arousal was a delicate, musky smell that teased his senses and caused his cock to swell, to thicken and lengthen inside his boxers. Telling him that he was about to do something incredibly stupid. Something that had been building inside him since the two of them parted so tensely in the early hours of this morning.

Something as undeniable to Gregori as breathing…

He waited only long enough to close his office door behind them before turning to slam Gaia back against it and claim her slightly parted lips in a crushing, hungry kiss.

Oh God, her lips tasted and felt even better beneath his than he had imagined they would—and he had imagined kissing her and a lot more besides during the past nineteen hours.

Gaia seemed too stunned to respond at first, but then her body relaxed into his and her lips parted on a sigh, allowing his tongue to move over the softness of her lips before exploring and then claiming every hot and erotic dip and hollow of her mouth.

Gregori’s hands moved up to become entangled in the soft silkiness of her hair, and breathing deeply through his nose, he held her prisoner so that he could plunder that heady sweetness, tongue gliding alongside hers, tempting, enticing, needing—God, he needed…

He gave a groan as her tongue touched and then stroked along the length of his, tentatively at first, and then more aggressively as she followed that temptation and her tongue entered his mouth.

Gaia had lost every ounce of resistance the moment Gregori’s lips touched hers, groaning her surrender as she returned the scorching heat of his kiss.

Nothing else existed but the two of them and this moment in time, mouths hungry for each other, her hands moving beneath his jacket as she restlessly caressed the lean length of his back, impatient with the clothing that separated her from touching all that muscled heat.

She groaned as Gregori broke the kiss to taste the length of her arched throat, only for that groan to become a gasp, half surprise and half arousal as Gregori gripped the two sides of her shirt and ripped the material apart, buttons flying about them haphazardly.

There was none of the cold and controlled Gregori in this wild and out-of-control man, his eyes the color of a moonless night as he gazed hungrily down at the heavy fullness of her breasts cupped in white lace.

That dark gaze moved back up to her flushed face. “I’m going to rip your panties off now and fuck you up against this door,” he growled in warning even as he began pushing her skirt up her thighs.

He was unrecognizable as being the man who had dismissed her so coldly this morning. Gaia couldn’t understand why she had ever thought his eyes were a cold matte black: at the moment they were deep wells of dark fire—hot, searing, and utterly possessive.

His hand was a hot caress against her flesh as he grasped the top of her panties and ripped them away as if they were tissue paper rather than lace. “Sweet fucking hell!” he groaned as he looked down hungrily at the fiery red curls he had exposed. “Maybe I’ll just feast on you here for a while before fucking you!”

Gaia was too mesmerized by this man’s unbridled passion, and by her own response to it, to do more than whimper as Gregori fell to his knees in front of her, unashamedly breathing in her scent as his fingers parted her curls and completely exposed the swollen nub of her clitoris.

“You’re beautiful!” he groaned before his mouth claimed her, tasted her, tongue caressing that ripe, sensitivity berry even as one of his hands now moved between her parted thighs. “Your pussy is so fucking wet, Gaia,” he murmured in appreciation as his fingers stroked her there. “Undo your bra for me and let me look at those pretty nipples.”

Her hands moved instinctively to do as he instructed. She felt as if she were locked in another reality, one where the suave and sophisticated, utterly controlled Gregori Markovic became someone else entirely. A man who spoke dirty and made love in the same way, giving no quarter, wanting it all and determined to take it.

In the same way Gaia ached to give it to him.

“Move the lace aside—God, yes!” He straightened until his face was on level with her bared breasts, holding her gaze with his as his tongue snaked out and licked and rasped moistly over one exposed nipple before moving to suckle its twin.

Gaia gasped sharply as he drew her in deeply, just short of pain. He growled his approval as there was another hot flow of her juices against his fingers. He lightly caressed her clit and swollen labia, causing her back to arch as she silently pleaded for deeper contact.

“Beg me, Gaia,” he encouraged throatily. “Beg me, damn you!”

“I—” She rolled the back of her head from side to side against the door. “No!”

His eyes darkened as his mouth closed over the whole of her nipple and the surrounding areola, suckling hard and deep, drawing hungrily, relentlessly on that sensitive peak until Gaia began to groan with each heavy drag on her swollen flesh. 

“Gregori! God yes, Gregori…!” Gaia was so aroused she wasn’t sure if she was pleading for her release or for more, only to groan long and deeply as she finally—finally—felt two of his fingers thrust up inside her dripping channel.

She felt as if she was going out of her mind with pleasure as Gregori added another finger, stretching her as he thrust into her again and again, his thumb pressing and rolling her clitoris at the same time as he continued to alternately suckle and bite her nipple.

It was too much—Gregori was too much—

Her orgasm hit her with the force of a heavy wave washing over her, almost knocking her off her feet and taking her along with it, Gaia’s fingers clinging to the broad width of Gregori’s shoulders as she came in tortuous, gut-wrenching wave after wave of pure pleasure.

And still Gregori wasn’t finished with her as he remorselessly continued to caress and suckle and thrust, taking her to that place time and time again until Gaia’s breath was nothing but a gasping sob, fingers too weak to cling to his shoulders any longer, her legs collapsing beneath her and she began to slide down the door to the floor.

Gregori caught her beneath her arms and knees before lifting her up and carrying her across the room, his face flushed, dark hair tousled, his lips slick with her juices.

Gaia’s body had the consistency of a rag-doll as he sat down in the chair behind his desk and placed her on top of him with her legs straddling his thighs. She watched in fascination as he unfastened his trousers to release the long, hard length of his fully aroused cock.

A beautiful hard and silky cock, perfectly curved for penetration.

“There’s a condom in the breast pocked of my jacket,” he encouraged throatily.

Once again Gaia obeyed, even as a part of her wondered if he always had a condom in his jacket pocket or if he had known, planned what was now happening between the two of them. At the same time she questioned what had happened to her willpower, let alone her sense of self-survival. This was Gregori Markovic for God’s sake—

“Put it on me, Gaia. Now, before I come all over you!” he added harshly as she fumbled unwrapping the foil.

She had never done anything as intimate as putting a condom on a man before, and it was an intense intimacy. Gregori’s head lolled back against the chair as he watched her place and then roll that thin barrier down the length of his leaking cock.

“Tell me you want this,” he encouraged through gritted teeth, dark eyes glittering like the night. “Tell me, Gaia,” he grated harshly. “Fucking tell me!” His hands reached up and grasped her arms painfully as he forced her to look at him.

She did want him. She wanted Gregori inside her so badly she ached with the wanting. Just as she wanted him to stretch and fill her. To feel him so deep inside her there was no space between them.

At the same time as she knew she couldn’t do this.

Maybe it was the fact that Gregori was still fully and meticulously dressed in his tailored suit, shirt and perfectly knotted tie, while she was a mess in her ripped clothes and no panties, her bared and red and sore nipples, the curls damp between her thighs, but whatever it was, she suddenly realized this wasn’t her, damn it.

She didn’t have wild sex with a man she had only known for twenty-four hours, let alone one as unpredictable and powerful as Gregori Markovic.

Gregori knew the exact moment Gaia came to her senses—not the same senses that had allowed him to suck her nipples and finger-fuck her—and knew before she spoke that she was going to refuse him.

His cock felt as if it was about to explode, and the wariness in her eyes and sudden pallor of her cheeks told him that for her the moment was over.

His control was balanced on a knife-edge and she was going to say no to him.

He closed his eyes to shut out the sight of her as he dragged first one, and then another labored and controlled breath into his starved lungs, desperately trying to come back from that edge, to not behave like the animal she obviously thought he was.

Except he was, of course. They were all animals, with just a veneer of civilization painted over them. For Gregori, at this particular moment in time, that veneer was extremely thin.

Damn it, he could still taste her on his lips and tongue, his fingers were still sticky with her cum, and if he opened his eyes he knew she would look just as disheveled as she had seconds ago: her hair a loose tangle, her bra unfastened and pushed aside to reveal her lush breasts tipped with equally large nipples, her pussy visibly red and slick as she straddled his hips, those red curls damp and oh-so-sweet smelling.

His forced his arms to drop to his sides and his eyes remained closed. “Go,” he rasped in a guttural voice so completely unlike his own.

“But—”

“Just go, Gaia. Before I change my mind and decide to fuck you senseless!” At this moment Gregori didn’t feel in control. The opposite: he felt as if he were quietly going out of his mind with lust for this woman.

He didn’t behave like this. He invited a woman out for dinner, they talked over the meal and wine, went back to her apartment or his, went to bed and fucked until they’d both had enough. Goodnight. Usually goodbye.

Civilized.

Nothing about this time with Gaia had been in the least civilized. He hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her since last night, had taken one look at her again tonight and been drawn like that fated bloody moth to the flame. He had barely waited until they were in the privacy of his office before pushing her back against the door, ripping her blouse open and feasting on her breasts, and then he had ripped off her panties and eaten her pussy too.

This was not the Gregori Markovic people knew. Not the Gregori Markovic he knew. Not the Gregori Markovic he wanted to know. He couldn’t be out of control, damn it. Ever. In his world it could get him or someone else killed.

“Go, Gaia,” he told her again when she made no effort to move off his thighs. “If you haven’t moved in the next ten seconds,” he warned harshly, “then I’m going to throw you on top of my desk and just take you!”

Gaia had no doubts that he meant that threat, could see the strain he was under in the thin line of his mouth and the way his skin was stretched tautly over his cheekbones—

“Five seconds and counting,” he ground out harshly. “Four, three—” He stopped counting as he felt Gaia slide awkwardly off his thighs. “You’re still here, Gaia,” he added softly after those last two second had passed.

“Because I can’t go anywhere dressed like this!” she protested agitatedly.

Gregori opened his eyes to look at her and saw she was trying to hold the two sides of her ripped shirt together, and failing miserably. A nerve pulsed in his jaw as he sat forward to remove his jacket before thrusting it at her. “Just go, damn it!”

Gaia didn’t need to be told again. She quickly slipped her arms into the far-too-big jacket and wrapped it about herself as she hurried to the door. Only for a fresh wave of humiliation to wash over her, as she saw her ripped panties lying on the floor where Gregori had thrown them before burying his face between her thighs.

She gave a choked sob as she quickly grabbed up that scrap of lace before wrenching the door open to hurry from the room and slam the door behind her.

Only to come to an abrupt halt as she saw Nikolai Volkov leaning nonchalantly against the opposite wall.

Had he been standing out here the whole time? Listening to her groans and screams and sobs as she climaxed over and over again?

“Gregori’s office is soundproof,” he supplied evenly.

Gaia breathed a sigh of relief, although the way she was dressed, with her ripped panties in her hand, surely told its own story.

“That jacket’s a nice fashion statement,” Nikolai drawled. “It looks good on you.”

Could this man read her every thought? “Go to hell, Mr. Volkov,” she spoke the words out loud just to make sure.

“Too late,” he came back derisively.

Gaia gave him a searching glance, but as might be expected with such a self-contained man, she could read nothing from his expression. “Tell Mr. Markovic that he’ll need to explain to Rick why I’m going home for the rest of the night.”

That pale grey gaze moved slowly from her feet to the tangle of her hair. “Are you expecting him to join you? Gregori I mean, not Rick,” he added mockingly.

“Absolutely not,” she denied emphatically. “I just think he should be the one to explain to his bar manager why one of his staff feels unable to work the rest of her shift.”

Nikolai gave a slow, wolfish smile. “Are you sure you want Gregori to do that?”

Gaia felt the anger building up inside her—way, way too late, when it should have been Gregori she was angry with. “I very much doubt that he is any more eager than I am to tell Rick the real reason I have to go home.”

He shrugged. “He isn’t in the habit of explaining himself.” All of his humor, at Gaia’s expense, evaporated now. “To anyone,” he added softly.

Gaia’s chin rose. “Then that’s his problem, not mine.” She turned on her heel—those bloody four-inch heels—and continued walking, totally aware of Nikolai watching her as she ignored the open elevator doors and turned the corner for the stairs instead: there was no way she wanted to run into any of the nightclub staff and possibly be asked for an explanation as to why she was wearing a man’s evening jacket over her ripped clothes.

A jacket that still carried Gregori’s warmth and the seductive smell of his body—

God, she wanted out of this jacket, out of this nightclub, and far away from the scene of her total humiliation.




“Think she’ll come back tomorrow night?” Nikolai questioned lightly as he strolled into Gregori’s office seconds later.

Gregori was still seated behind his desk, although he had removed the unused condom and disposed of it before straightening his clothes. He now sat unmoving, silent, still shocked by what had happened just minutes ago in this room with Gaia Miller.

Most of which Nikolai seemed to have guessed.

Possibly based on their shared past. Even so, Gregori knew he had never been as wild and out of control as he had been tonight.

So what was it about Gaia Miller in particular that had caused him to lose it so monumentally?

It couldn’t just be that lush mouth and figure. Or even those damned enticing freckles.

He wasn’t even attracted to curvy women, let alone freckles.

He was if they were on Gaia Miller.

He was more than attracted, he acknowledged; she was fast becoming an obsession.

Here, in this very room, just minutes ago, his control had been completely shattered by his need, his hunger to fuck her, to fuck them both into oblivion.

It was a serious—dangerous—chink in his armor. And not one he could afford with Ivan Orlov prowling about trying to find proof that Gregori had ordered the hit on the other man’s son. Sergei had deserved to die for what he had done to Gregori’s sister, and Gregori didn’t feel a moment’s regret that someone had shot the bastard before dumping his body in the Hudson.

He had already extracted his own revenge in a much more subtle way, by demanding that Orlov disown his son, a sentence worse than death among the families. He certainly hadn’t ordered the kill.

The fact that Orlov believed he had, and was causing unrest with the other families with his accusations, was his only concern.

He simply didn’t have any room in his life at present for a woman. Especially one like Gaia Miller. Which meant only one thing.

He straightened. “Take Miss Miller home, Nikolai, see that she’s paid three months wages, and that she understands her employment at Utopia is at an end.”

“She already left. That’s what I came in here to tell you,” Nikolai frowned as Gregori glared at him fiercely.

“She left?”

“Yes.”

“And how is she going to get home?”

Nikolai shrugged. “The same way she always goes home, I expect.”

“Which is?”

“From what I found out about her, she usually walks—”

“Fuck!” Gregori stood up abruptly, body tense. “She can’t just walk through London at two o’clock in the morning. She is without a doubt the most irritating, infuriating—”

“If you’re going through the casino you should take my jacket,” Nikolai offered. “You seem to have…misplaced yours,” he added pointedly.

“Along with my wallet,” Gregori realized belatedly. “Damn it to hell!” He slapped the flat of his hand violently down on the desktop.

“Want me to go after her?”

“No.” He thought quickly. “Keep your jacket and go downstairs, tell Rick that Miss Miller isn’t feeling well and had to go home. I’ll go down and out the back way and find her,” he added grimly. “I’ll go in my own car.”

“Take Jerome with you,” Nikolai called out sharply as Gregori strode impatiently to the door.

It was what Gregori should do, what he needed to do, he just didn’t want any witnesses to his next conversation with Gaia Miller.


Chapter 6

“I said get in the car, Miss Miller.”

Gaia’s answer to Gregori’s impatiently repeated instruction was to increase her pace. Not that she would have stood any chance of out-walking or even out-running the powerful black car crawling along the road beside her.

It looked like a make of an expensive sports car. She’d lived in London her whole life, where learning to drive had never been a priority, so she really didn’t know a lot about the make and model of cars. But it was exactly the sort of car she would have expected Gregori to drive: sleek, black, with tinted windows that didn’t allow onlookers to see inside the vehicle.

Quite why he had decided to follow her she had no idea.

In fact, she could think of only one reason for it, and that was to carry on where they had left off, and that really, really wasn’t going to happen.

As it was, her panties had been too ripped for her to be able to wear them, and her fitted low-rise denims were chaffing in all the wrong places, causing even more discomfort to her still-sensitized flesh.

When the car had first slowed and then kept pace with her, she’d thought she was being stalked. When the electrically operated window on the passenger side of the car had lowered, and she’d been able to see who was sitting behind the steering wheel, she’d known she was being stalked. By Gregori Markovic, of all people.

“Go away!” She turned to glare at him. “I have nothing more I want to say to you right now.”

“What if I have something I want to say to you?”

She turned away, jaw set stubbornly. “I’m not interested in you or anything you might have to say.”

Gregori would have liked to think he was over the madness of his desire for this woman, but if anything Gaia looked sexier than ever to him. Her hair was still loose about her shoulders, and she was wearing a pair of snug-fitting jeans and a cobalt blue sweater that clung to her shapely curves. Something his rapidly hardening cock appreciated even if he didn’t.

He gave a resigned sigh at that physical reaction. That physical reaction was one of the things he hadn’t wanted Jerome to witness about this meeting with Gaia, which was why he hadn’t taken Nikolai’s advice and brought the other security guard with him. Besides which, there was room for only two people in his car. “What did you do with my jacket?”

Gaia came to an abrupt halt beneath a street light, hands on her hips as she glared across the distance separating them. “Is that the reason you followed me? Because you thought I’d stolen your damned jacket? Don’t bother to answer that.” She threw her hands up in disgust. “I left your jacket in the staff room, along with my ripped shirt,” she added challengingly. “Who’s the woman in the photograph in your wallet, Gregori? Is she the woman you were cheating on tonight?” She eyed him scornfully.

Gregori had brought the car to a halt when Gaia stopped walking, and he now rested his head on the backrest and closed his eyes, counting to ten as he sought desperately for that inner calm that always seemed to desert him when he was around this particular woman.

Unfortunately, Gaia was still glaring at him with those gold-colored eyes when he reopened his own and looked at her, her head tilted at a challenging angle.

His mouth tightened. “The woman in the photograph is my sister Katya.”

She seemed to deflate slightly. “Oh.”

“Yes, oh,” he drawled. “You remind me of her,” he realized quizzically.

Her eyes widened incredulously. “I remind you of your sister?”

He nodded, a mocking smile playing about his lips. “She never does what she’s told either! In fact,” he continued conversationally as Gaia bristled indignantly, “I have reason to believe her husband spanks her bare bottom on a regular basis because of that lack of obedience.” And right now Gregori knew he would really have enjoyed doing the same thing to Gaia Miller.

Whereas she looked absolutely outraged. “That’s disgusting!”

Gregori drew in a sharp breath. “Katya’s reckless behavior could get her killed.”

“Whereas I’m sure mine is just annoying— I can’t believe you allow your brother-in-law to beat your own sister!” She gave an incredulous shake of her head.

“He spanks her bare bottom,” he corrected dryly, “and from the groans and screams that follow I think she must like it.” He was openly grinning as Gaia now looked discomforted rather than outraged.

“I— But—” The color blazing in her cheeks almost matched the red of her hair.

“Have you ever tried it?” he prompted curiously, although he had already guessed from her reaction that she hadn’t. “Thought about it, at least?”

“Have you?”

The blush in her cheeks that accompanied her defensive response told him she had thought about it. He wondered if it was before or after the two of them met…

His eyes narrowed. “I’m seriously thinking about it right now, in fact.”

Her eyes widened. “If that ‘serious thinking’ is in regard to me then I’d advise you to think again.”

Gregori didn’t think it was wise for him to go there either. But not for the same reason Gaia did. If he had Gaia over his knee, bare-assed or otherwise, then he didn’t believe he would be able to stop there.

His sigh was weary this time. “Will you just get in the car so I can drive you the rest of the way to your home? Where we’ll say goodnight—politely—and then I’ll be on my way.”

“I’m not getting in a car with a man who thought I stole his wallet!”

Had he thought that? Or had he just used that as an excuse to see Gaia again, his earlier caution, his decision not to be alone with her again, be damned?

It was true that he’d felt more emotion, more everything since finding Gaia Miller under his desk the night before. And he had no idea why. She was outspoken, totally lacking in sophistication, made no pretense of playing the games and machinations he was used to from other women.

She was also so physically responsive she made his blood boil rather than simmer!

Gregori recognized it was a dangerous combination for a man whose whole life had to be about control. In business. At Utopia. Even in his home. He was The Markovic now, and the rest of his family looked to him for leadership.

Ivan Orlov had become an outside threat to that authority, and Gaia Miller was fast becoming an internal one.

“I did not believe you had taken the wallet intentionally,” he answered her accusation stiltedly.

“It sounded that way to me!”

“I cannot help what it sounded like— Oh damn it to hell!” Gregori lost all patience with her stubborn refusal to get in the car, and put the car in park before thrusting the door open and climbing out onto the road before striding over to where she still stood beneath the streetlight.

Gaia took a wary step back as Gregori powered across the pavement towards her, his eyes glittering darkly with his impatience, mouth thinned, square jaw clenched, his shoulders incredibly wide in that pristine white silk shirt.

And yet Gaia didn’t feel in the least frightened of him. She should have, but she didn’t.

This man wielded more power in London than the government and the monarchy combined, in fact, the Markovic and Montgomery families owned the city.

And Gaia had obviously just seriously pissed him off!

Well that was just too bad, because he had seriously pissed her off too. “I’m not getting in that car with you,” she repeated flatly.

“It isn’t safe for a woman to walk the streets alone at two o’clock in the morning,” he snapped his impatience.

“I’ve been doing what I want, going where I want, when I want, for the past six years without any assistance from you, thank you very much!”

“I cannot help what you have done in the past, tonight you are my responsibility—”

“I’m not anyone’s responsibility,” Gaia cut in derisively. “As I said, I’ve been on my own a long time, Gregori, I don’t need anyone watching out for me. Least of all you.” She may now be ninety-nine percent certain that Gregori hadn’t been Angela’s lover, but that didn’t mean he didn’t know who the man was. Or that he wasn’t helping to hide the fact that Angela had been murdered.

Until Gaia knew the truth, she wasn’t going to trust anyone.

“Least of all me?” Gregori repeated softly.

Gaia met his glittering gaze unflinchingly. “You’re a dangerous man, Gregori Markovic.”

He straightened to his full and imposing height of several inches over six feet. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

Inwardly, Gaia was quaking at her temerity in speaking to this man so frankly, but she showed none of that inner turmoil on the surface. “You live in a violent, turbulent world. A world where people die if they get in your way or oppose you.”

“As you are opposing me now?” he said softly.

She swallowed. “Yes.”

“And knowing that, you still continue to do so?”

“Yes.”

Gregori breathed out his frustration with Gaia’s accusations. Accusations that may have been true of his father but were certainly not true of him. He gave an impatient shake of his head. “I don’t believe I have had anyone killed recently—”

“You think this is funny? A joke?” she choked, her face so pale her freckles showed out starkly across her cheeks and nose. “Those people have families, loved ones who mourn their death!”

All of this sounded extremely personal to Gregori, as if—“What the fuck!” he rasped as Gaia gave a gasp, a streak of red suddenly appearing high up on her cheek.

“I—what was that?” she prompted dazedly as she raised a hand to where the blood was now running down her cheek. “Gregori?” The pupils of her eyes were so enlarged they almost eclipsed the light brown iris.

He reached out to grasp the tops of her arms as she swayed unsteadily on her feet, even as he gave a hurried glance towards the road. He had been so concentrated on their conversation he had only been vaguely aware of the other vehicles passing by them; it was a weekend in London, so of course there were other vehicles driving by, no matter what the time.

He spotted the culprit immediately: a black SUV on this side of the road, the passenger window down halfway, the nozzle of a silencer on a gun visible in the gap.

Aimed directly at the two of them.

“Get down!” was all he had time to shout as he heard the soft popping sound of another shot, even as he dragged Gaia down onto the pavement, his car now acting as a shield between them and the SUV.

“What just happened?” Her face was a pale oval in the streetlight as she continued to look down at the blood on her fingers.

Gregori gave another glance towards the road, relieved to see the driver of the SUV had no choice but to increase his speed as several of the other drivers beeped their horns at him for holding up the traffic, in total ignorance of the situation.

It had only been seconds rather than minutes, and yet in those few seconds he and Gaia had been shot at twice. And it wasn’t over yet, the SUV could come back so the shooter could try and finish the job.

Gregori rose quickly to his feet, the adrenaline pumping through his veins as he pulled the still-dazed Gaia up beside him to throw open the passenger door of his car and bundle her inside.

“It will be okay, Gaia.” He quickly fastened her seat belt at the same time as he kept half an eye out for the return of that SUV.

“Why is my cheek bleeding?” She touched where the blood was still flowing copiously down her face before dripping onto her sweater.

“Everything will be okay, Gaia,” Gregori repeated grimly.

He pulled his cell phone from his pants pocket, hitting speed dial as he closed the car door and hurried around to the driver’s side, keeping his eyes on the road all the time.

“Nikolai?” He confirmed as the call was answered. “The house. Now. Bring some of your men with you.” He ended the call before Nikolai could ask any questions.

He gave Gaia another concerned glance as he climbed into the car beside her, frowning as he saw there was even more blood on her fingers.

Thank God he’d left the car engine running. Thank God there was a brief gap in the traffic that allowed him to cross the road and turn the car back in the direction of his home. Thank God, thank God, thank God.

Gregori repeated the litany over and over inside his head as he pressed the accelerator to the floor, weaving the car in and out of traffic, narrowly avoiding a couple of collisions with other vehicles in his need to put distance between them and the SUV, all the time keeping half an eye on the driving mirror to make sure they weren’t being followed.

Someone would pay for this.

Someone would pay for daring to shoot Gaia.

Gaia gave a pained wince as she located and touched a gash high on her cheek that appeared to be the source of all that blood. It didn’t feel deep, was just a graze really, and yet it didn’t seem to want to stop bleeding.

How it had gotten there at all was what puzzled her… “Someone shot me,” she realized dazedly.

“Yes,” he bit out harshly, his face all sharp, grim angles in the streetlights overhead.

“I— But— Someone really shot me?” she repeated incredulously.

“Yes,” he confirmed again abruptly.

Black spots began to dance in front of Gaia’s eyes. “I don’t understand. How…”

“A drive-by. Black SUV,” he supplied economically with another glance in the driving mirror. “Don’t worry, I’ll know who was responsible by morning.”

“And do what?”

“Whatever I have to.” His eyes were a cold, glittering black as he glanced at her before turning his attention back to the road.

Don’t worry, Gregori had just told her. Don’t worry? She had just been shot at, not exactly in broad daylight, but certainly the streets weren’t deserted—she had met several other pedestrians as she walked home, and there was still a lot of traffic on the roads. Someone could have been seriously hurt or killed.

She could have been killed.

Those black spots in front of her eyes all converged into one huge black hole and Gaia felt herself falling into it, only the seat belt holding her up as she collapsed into a faint.




“—no reason to think she was meant to take the bullet.”

“Think, Nikolai. I’m wearing a white shirt and no jacket. I had my back to the road. I might as well have painted a fucking target on it.”

“Maybe if you’d taken Jerome with you like I asked you to—”

“This is not the time for I-told-you-so, Nikolai. We were standing out in the street, an open target, so much so that I’m convinced they meant the shot to wound and frighten rather kill. It was a warning. A threat. The bastard is taunting me, Nikolai.”

“You’re convinced it was Orlov?”

“You aren’t?”

“Well I can’t think of anyone else you’ve pissed off recently—”

“Nikolai!”

“I’ll talk to Jack Montgomery, see if any of Ivan’s men have been seen in London,” the other man nodded. “In the meantime, do you intend to keep Gaia Miller here?”

“Where else?”

“She could always stay at my place—”

“We both know that isn’t going to happen.”

The other man gave a snort. “I’m not about to steal your woman, Gregori.”

“She is not my woman.”

“Whoever shot at you tonight now thinks she is.”

“Which is precisely the reason Gaia will stay here, where we already have security in place and the men to ensure her safety.”

Gaia had absolutely no idea where ‘here’ was. Any more than she knew whom Orlov was, or why he should want to send a warning to Gregori. What she did know with absolutely certainty was that she wasn’t staying anywhere with Gregori, for her own safety or otherwise.

She slowly raised her lids before carefully turning her head in the direction of those two voices. Carefully, because her cheek was throbbing and her head seriously ached.

She was lying on a pale gold brocade sofa in what she could only describe as being an extremely elegant sitting room: the furnishings were all Regency, with a beautiful piano at one end of the room, original paintings on the silk-covered walls, the ceiling a fresco of nymphs and cherubs. There was also a large Adam fireplace with a fire crackling merrily in the hearth.

Gaia knew, without having to ask, that this elegance and understated wealth belonged to Gregori, and she wondered if he could actually play that beautiful piano or if it was just another piece of elegant furniture to him.

“—need to go to her apartment and collect some of her things.”

“Consider it done—”

“I don’t think so,” Gaia had listened to quite enough of these two arrogant men discussing and deciding her immediate future for her.

She didn’t want Nikolai going anywhere near her apartment. She didn’t have any photographs of herself and Angela on show—she wasn’t a photograph person. But she did have several in her bedside drawer showing the two of them together at the twenty-first birthday dinner Angela had insisted on treating Gaia to. She wouldn’t put it past Nikolai to search her apartment while he was there.

The two men watched her as she slowly sat up before swinging her legs to the floor, the rub of denim against her inner thighs reminding her that she still wasn’t wearing any panties.

And the reason for that oversight was standing near the doorway next to Nikolai, the blood on the front of Gregori’s previously pristine white shirt telling her that at some time he had been in close contact with the blood on her cheek. No doubt when he carried her from the car into this house.

Well she was fully conscious now, and totally aware of the fact she had been shot.

Shot, for God’s sake.

Things like this did not happen in the streets of London.

Not unless you were standing next to Gregori Markovic, apparently, because then it was a question of taking your life into your own hands. Or the hands of a man called Orlov, who seemed to want to taunt Gregori for some reason. Although why he would have thought shooting at her would do that was anybody’s guess.

She gave a careful shake of her head. “I don’t need anyone going to my apartment to collect my things because I’m not staying here.” She frowned as she saw the look that passed between the two men. “Do I have no say in the matter?” She frowned her frustration as the two men now looked at her.

“None,” Nikolai stated flatly.

“No,” Gregori’s negative response was accompanied by him striding across the room to stand beside the sofa where she was sitting. “I’m not taking any chances on someone trying to repeat what happened tonight, perhaps with more dire consequences.”

“What could be more dire than being shot— Oh.” Gaia sank back against the sofa as she realized what could be worse than being injured by a bullet wound.

“I’m trying to protect you, Gaia,” Gregori obviously tried, and half succeeded in gentling his voice, although his expression remained as grim.

Gaia glanced across the room to where Nikolai watched the two of them between narrowed lids. The coldness of his expression and the iciness of those pale eyes told her that he wouldn’t even waste his time trying to placate her, that as far as he was concerned she would damn well do as she was told, or else.

She gave an inward shiver as she wondered exactly what that ‘or else’ might entail.

Gregori was every bit as arrogant as the other man, but at least he gave the appearance of listening to her before telling her no.

She looked up at him accusingly. “You’re the reason I need protecting in the first place.”

He tensed. “What makes you say that?”

“Maybe because no one shot at me before I met you?” She didn’t think now was the time to admit she had overheard some of the conversation between the two men as she came out of her faint. Or to ask him about the man who seemed to have some sort of grudge against him. After tonight, the less she knew about Gregori’s business, private or otherwise, the better.

If nothing else, this had also shown her that she really wasn’t equipped to deal with Gregori’s world. She spoke to him as she would any other man, but he wasn’t just any man, he was Gregori Markovic, and violence was a part of his life. Something he had grown up with and accepted.

She would have to find some other way of finding the truth behind Angela’s death—

“I find that very surprising,” Nikolai answered her mockingly. “She’s everything you said she was Gregori, and more,” he added dryly as Gaia frowned.

She wondered exactly what Gregori had told the other man about her. But maybe, under the circumstances, it was better if she didn’t know?

She blushed, and the warmth in her cheeks only made her graze throb more. She tentatively touched the gauze on her cheek. “Thank you, whichever one of you dressed this and wiped the blood off my hands.”

“That would be me,” Gregori bit out grimly. “It bled a lot, but it isn’t deep enough to need stitches, and it shouldn’t leave a scar.”

“Thank goodness for that, otherwise it might have ruined my modeling career! I’m joking, Gregori,” Gaia drawled wryly as he frowned. “Do I really look like model material to you?” she added derisively.

Only Gaia would joke at a time like this, Gregori acknowledged impatiently. When he felt more like strangling someone with his bare hands.

“Did you call the police— No, of course you didn’t,” Gaia answered her own question. “No doubt you normally settle…disagreements like this amongst yourselves.”

Gregori wished he could assure her that wasn’t true, but unfortunately he couldn’t. He had no proof as yet, but he had no doubts that tonight’s shooter belonged to Ivan Orlov. For which there would have to be consequences. Even in their world, there were rules, and one of those rules was no family made a hit on another’s territory without informing them of it first. Obviously, as Gregori had been the intended target, directly or indirectly, that hadn’t happened.

He was also convinced that Gaia had simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time: after all, Gregori hadn’t been seen in public with her until tonight.

Until tonight his sister Katya had been perceived as being his only weakness. Tonight Gaia may have only been a random target, chosen because she was with Gregori, but he knew that wouldn’t be true in future. Gaia was now in danger.

Until this situation with Ivan was resolved, Gregori would do all in his power to protect her.

A woman who had made it clear she didn’t want his protection. Despite the fact that she was currently sitting in front of him with a face almost as white as the gauze he had applied to her wound after cleaning it earlier.

Gregori straightened, knowing he looked every inch the Markovic patriarch as he looked down the length of his nose at her. “There will be no further discussion on the subject, Miss Miller. You will either give Nikolai the keys to your apartment or I will instruct him to break in. He will also need a list from you as to what clothes you would like brought here,” he continued firmly as she looked about to argue again.

He was rapidly coming to appreciate his brother-in-law’s method of subduing Katya, if she seemed set on endangering herself. As Gaia now seemed set on doing.

Gaia knew by the uncompromising expression on Gregori’s face, and the knowing smirk on Nikolai’s, that there was no point in her arguing further. She was going to be staying here as Gregori’s guest whether she liked it or not.

All she could hope for was that Nikolai didn’t find any of those damning photographs in her apartment…


Chapter 7

“This is all so unnecessary.”

Gaia stood uncomfortably in the opulent and beautiful bedroom suite Gregori had told her would be hers for the duration of her stay here.

“Did you hear me?” She watched him as he crossed the room to place a stack of cream bath towels down on top of the maroon silk duvet covering the huge double bed.

“I did, yes,” he answered distractedly.

And he chose to ignore her, Gaia recognized wearily.

She pushed the weight of her hair back from her face to glance about the room. The bedroom alone had to be as big as the whole of the floor space in her apartment, bigger when you added the terra cotta tiled bathroom she could see through that open doorway.

Gaia was feeling totally disorientated. Trapped in a world where her sister had been killed by a drug overdose, even though she had never taken drugs until the night of her death. A world where Gaia herself had now been shot at.

Just thinking of that bullet whizzing by, so close to her face, was enough to send another cold shiver down the length of her spine.

Being forced to stay in this elegant mansion with the even more elegant—and lethally attractive—Gregori Markovic, a man of raw power and domination, was somehow even more frightening.

“Sit down before you fall down!” Gregori swiftly crossed the distance to Gaia’s side to lightly grasp the tops of her arms as she swayed precariously on her feet. “Come.” He kept a firm hold of her as she stumbled slightly, and he helped her sit on the side of the bed before going down on his knees to unfasten and remove her left boot.

Delayed shock?

Probably, Gregori acknowledged grimly. The wound was shallow, but Gaia had bled a lot, and the fact that she had been shot at all was probably enough to send her into shock. Gregori may have grown up in a world ruled by violence, but this had to be Gaia’s first experience of it.

It shouldn’t have happened now either. Nikolai had his instructions. It was time he contacted Ivan Orlov and arranged a meeting. This situation had to end. Once and for all.

In the meantime, Gregori had a dazed and shocked Gaia to deal with. Once she came out of that shock he had no doubts he would hear a lot more from her on the subject of the shooting and being forced to stay here.

“You will feel better if you lie down and try to get some sleep,” he assured her.

Having Gregori down on his knees in front of her, removing her boots, just made this whole situation seem more surreal to Gaia. Embarrassing too, when she recalled the last time he had been down on his knees in front of her.

“The color is returning to your cheeks,” he murmured in satisfaction as he stood up.

Gaia could only be grateful he had mistaken her embarrassment for recovery, rather than the memories of their lovemaking earlier. There had been none of this formality to Gregori then, just a primal urgency to possess and claim.

“Did Nikolai find and return your jacket to you?” Gaia had a vague recollection of seeing a black evening jacket draped over the back of one of the chairs in the elegant drawing room downstairs.

“He did, yes,” Gregori confirmed grimly. “And for the record, I never for a moment believed you stole my wallet, I merely feared losing the photograph inside it.”

“Of your sister.”

Gregori rose to his feet before placing his fingers beneath her chin, lifting her face up so that she had no choice but to look at him. “Do you doubt my word?”

Gaia had doubted her own sanity several times tonight!

But no, she had no doubt that Gregori was telling her the truth about the photograph. She realized now that the woman bore a physical resemblance to him: the dark hair and eyes, the strong facial structures. Besides, what possible reason could he have for lying to her? She meant nothing to him, except for that brief physical interlude earlier tonight. The fact that he was now stuck with her staying here for the night didn’t mean he had to like it, or her.

His sister didn’t look cold and sarcastic either, as she’d thought earlier. In fact, Katya looked like a warm and beautiful woman.

“No,” she answered him quietly. “Not at all,” she gave a shake of her head. “Just curious as to why you carry a photograph of your sister around in your wallet.”

A nerve pulsed in his jaw. “Maybe because I almost lost her five months ago, and she and her husband Dair are all the family I have left.”

Gaia looked up at him searchingly, able to see the pain in the depths of his eyes. Making her wonder exactly what had happened five months ago, and if it could possibly have anything to do with this man Orlov, who Gregori believed had shot at her tonight.

It was strange, when she had believed she and Gregori had nothing in common, to now realize that they both felt deep love for their respective sisters. And Gregori had almost lost his sister too? Gaia found that unsettling.

Almost as unsettling as the fact that the two of them were in this situation together at all.

She raised her brows. “The same sister whose husband you allow to spank her?”

“I really regret having told you that.” He frowned.

Gaia shrugged. “But now that you have, it’s unfair not to answer me.”

“You would have to meet Katya and Dair to understand the dynamics of their relationship. I have never seen two people more in love with each other,” he added affectionately.

Wistfully? Was it possible that the remote Gregori Markovic envied his sister her happy marriage?

Somehow Gaia couldn’t see that as being true: the man had everything—looks, money and power—so why would he ever want to tie himself down to marriage? An heir, perhaps. But he had plenty of time for that.

And the chances of Gaia ever meeting his beloved sister Katya were nonexistent.

Gaia realized she was still staring up into those dark, unfathomable eyes. A woman could find herself becoming lost, drowning in those dark depths if she wasn’t careful. And where this man was concerned, Gaia intended on being very careful in future.

She broke away from that hypnotic gaze at the same time as she turned away from the fingers beneath her chin, and immediately found herself looking at the bloodstains on Gregori’s white shirt. Her blood. The same blood that had been on her fingers earlier, and still stained the front of her sweater.

Her hands seemed to move of their own volition, fingers touching the biggest bloodstain on his shirt, which also happened to be directly over his heart. She instantly became aware of the slight increase in his heartbeat, and the heat of his body beneath the soft silk material.

She moistened her lips before speaking. “Will the blood come out, do you think?”

“Probably not,” he dismissed, unconcerned.

“Would you like me to replace it?” The silk of his shirt felt wonderful—almost as wonderful as the hard and muscled body beneath it—and had probably cost as much as she earned in a week, but she still had to ask.

“That will not be necessary, no,” he assured dryly.

She nodded. “I think I’ll do as you suggest and lie down now and try to rest.”

“Of course.” Gregori instantly straightened, aware of a feeling of—of what? Disappointment? Because Gaia had chosen to dismiss him? After the events of this evening, he should think himself lucky she wasn’t screaming with hysteria, as most women of his acquaintance would have been.

“What are you doing?” She gave him a startled look as he reached for the bottom of her sweater.

“Helping you undress—”

“I have a graze on my cheek, Gregori, there’s absolutely nothing wrong with my hands. Nor am I six years old.”

Gregori had absolutely no idea why it was that this woman made him smile, often at inappropriate moments. Like now.

She was an unusual woman, and he knew that Nikolai, despite his characteristic sarcasm earlier, had also been impressed by Gaia’s fortitude. It was as well that Nikolai liked Gaia, when he would be in charge of her protection.

And Gregori certainly didn’t think of her as being a child.

The disgruntled expression now on Gaia’s face told him that she didn’t appreciate his humor at her expense.

He shrugged. “I was attempting to be solicitous, not condescending.”

“Really?” She eyed him impatiently. “Well in my case I assure you it isn’t necessary.”

He arched a questioning brow. “Because my behavior earlier tonight proved that I am not a gentleman?”

“And I have the ripped panties in my bag to prove it!” She nodded.

Gregori gave a wince. “I have never… I apologize. My behavior earlier tonight was inexcusable,” he acknowledged stiffly.

Her head tilted as she studied him for several seconds. “Did you know that when you’re uncomfortable with a situation, your voice becomes clipped and the language more formal and stilted?”

Possibly because English hadn’t always been his natural language: until Gregori was six years old he had lived in Russia, and spoken only Russian. His mother had never spoken anything else.

“And when you’re angry or—or aroused,” she continued, twin wings of color flaming her cheeks, “your voice becomes guttural, and your language is…earthy, to say the least.”

Only with this woman.

He had never before behaved in the savage way he had earlier tonight with Gaia. Never lost control in that way.

He should have kept to his decision not to see Gaia again. Should never have followed her. If he hadn’t then she wouldn’t have been shot. Or now be a target for Orlov’s malice.

He straightened before stepping away from her. “I’ll be returning to Utopia once I’ve changed my shirt—”

“Oh but—”

“You will not be left alone here,” he assured her stiffly at her wide-eyed expression. “My housekeeper and driver live on the premises, and Nikolai has placed extra guards outside the house. The security system is also of the highest quality.”

His brother-in-law Dair was a security expert, and he had insisted on installing the new state-of-the-art system himself after their recent…difficulties with Orlov.

Gregori didn’t fool himself that Dair had made the changes for his safety; he knew it was Dair’s way of putting Katya’s mind at rest regarding her older brother. He and Dair didn’t know each other well enough as yet to base their relationship on affection rather than respect, but they were united in their protection of Katya.

As Gregori was now determined to protect Gaia…

“A code is needed to open all the doors into the house so no one will be able to get in while I am away,” he assured firmly.

Gaia’s eyes widened. “But surely that means I can’t get out either?”

He stilled. “Do you want to get out?”

“I might.”

He scowled darkly. “That would not be wise, Gaia. Nor should you use the landline or your cell to tell anyone where you are. Please understand this is for your own safety—”

“I’m sure all kidnappers tell their victims that!” She stood up agitatedly, and obviously far too quickly as all the color quickly drained from her face.

Gregori reached out to grasp the tops of her arms as she swayed unsteadily on her feet. “Stop fighting me, hmm, Gaia?” He encouraged gruffly as he took her into his arms, her head now resting against his shoulder. “I am not kidnapping you, I am taking care of you. I am not the enemy, Gaia,” he added as he sensed she was about to protest that claim. “Please try to understand that for the moment you will be safer here than anywhere else. Nikolai’s men will be outside, and he is already looking into who is responsible for the shooting,” he continued grimly. “Whoever did this to you will be made to pay for their mistake.”

If Gregori was hoping to reassure her then he was failing miserably.

All Gaia had wanted to do was find the man responsible for the death of her sister, and instead she seemed to have become caught up in some sort of private war between Gregori and this man Orlov. To the extent it was no longer safe for her to walk down the street or return to her own apartment.

It was the sort of situation nightmares were made up of. The one where you were being pursued by a nameless, faceless person, who also happened to be waiting for you around every corner. Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide.

“I don’t want to stay here.” She rested her forehead on the warmth of Gregori’s shoulder, her arms about his waist as she began to tremble uncontrollably.

“It’s the only place I can keep you completely safe. Ssh, Gaia,” he soothed as the tears began to fall down her cheeks, his hands a calming caress along the length of her spine. “It will not be so bad. Think of it as a holiday. My cook is excellent. There is an extensive library of books and DVDs, and also a pool down in the basement, if you like to swim.”

Of course there was a pool down in the basement. Who didn’t have a pool in their basement?

Normal people. People like her. Except her life hadn’t felt normal for months now, not since she lost Angela.

“Have you been shot at before?” The tears had stopped falling but Gaia still couldn’t stop shaking. “Is it a—an occupational hazard?”

He shrugged. “The last time someone tried to shoot The Markovic was thirty years ago.”

“How did that turn out?”

He gave a derisive huff of laughter. “My father and the other man eventually became…if not exactly friends, then at least allies of a kind.”

Gaia realized he had to be talking about Jack Montgomery and the turf war that had taken place between the two men thirty years ago.

“The Markovic?” Her teeth were chattering so much now she was having trouble speaking. “That’s you now, isn’t it? Not Gregori. Not Gregori Markovic. Or even Mr. Markovic. But The Markovic.”

“Gaia—”

“Never mind.” She gave a weary shake of her head. “What will happen when Nikolai finds the man who shot at us tonight? Will the two of you become friends too, or will Nikolai have to—”

“Enough, Gaia!” Gregori knew by the tears and her almost uncontrollable shaking, and the questions she was now asking, that Gaia had come to the end of what she could cope with for tonight. “We can talk of this again another time,” he dismissed briskly. “For now I really think you need to undress and get into bed. Anything of mine would be far too big for you, but I believe there are some of Katya’s things still in her bedroom.” He nodded as he put her away from him. “While you undress I’ll go and see if I can find you something suitable to sleep in.”

And while he was away he would try to get a grip on the desire that never seemed to be far away when he was with this woman. It had been madness to pursue those feelings earlier, but to do so now would just be taking advantage of the situation.

Gaia’s main emotion had to be fear. Fear of being near him. Fear of him.

It wasn’t a pleasant feeling.

“I’ll be back in a few minutes—” He broke off as his cell phone rang. He took it from his trousers pocket to look down at the caller ID. “I have to take this,” he bit out grimly before walking over to stand by the window.

Gaia’s heart immediately leapt up into her throat. “Should you be standing there? I mean—couldn’t someone shoot you through the window?” She could hardly believe she was having this conversation.

“Bulletproof glass,” Gregori dismissed distractedly as he turned away to take the call.

Of course it was. Didn’t everyone have their windows made out of bulletproof glass? Perfectly normal. Nothing to see here.

Nothing to see here?

There was plenty to see!

She was convinced her sister had been murdered, even if no one else believed her. She was now caught up in a war between rival families. She had been shot at. She was now staying alone in Gregori Markovic’s home with him.

Except for his housekeeper and driver, and Nikolai’s men outside guarding the house and grounds.

It was like a bad movie. One where they had the big shoot out at the end and all the bad guys died.

Was Gregori a good guy or a bad guy, she wondered?

What the hell did it matter if he died at the end?

Gaia gave a shudder at the thought of that happening. Because she was falling for him? Because a part of her had reveled in his loss of control earlier? In seeing that cold and controlled man with his face buried between her thighs, his voice guttural as he told her he was going to fuck her up against the door?

God, yes, she had reveled in it. Had felt nothing but excitement at hearing those words come out of Gregori Markovic’s mouth. So excited she had come and kept on coming as that mouth pleasured her.

The shooting tonight had shown her she was out of her depth. Way, way out of her depth. Whatever she had hoped to achieve by working at Utopia, it certainly hadn’t been to get shot at. Or to fall for the coldly remote Gregori.

The same man who had now ended his call and turned to look at her with dark and guarded eyes.


Chapter 8

The seconds seemed to tick by oh-so-slowly as Gregori didn’t speak but simply continued to look at her with those piercing—and potentially accusing—fathomless dark eyes. Gaia’s heart was beating so loudly in her chest she felt sure he could hear it too.

Who had the call been from? Nikolai? Had he been to her apartment and seen those photographs of herself and Angela, maybe recognized her sister as being someone who had once worked at Utopia?

So what if he had?

The police had ruled the death a suicide, and unless Nikolai knew differently there was nothing else to tell. Certainly no one had ever asked Gaia if she knew anyone else who worked or had worked at Utopia.

The only reason her knowing Angela could be of any interest to Nikolai or Gregori was if one of them knew more about her death than they were willing to share.

She really, really didn’t want Gregori to be involved in Angela’s death. Not now. Not when the two of them had been so intimate. It would be—it would be so wrong, sickening, if Gregori was involved and she had made love with him.

Her mouth had gone so dry the past few minutes she wasn’t sure she would be able to speak. Except someone had to, the tension in the bedroom now so thick it was almost possible to reach out and touch it.

She eased some of the tension from her shoulders. “Bad news?”

“Why would you think that?” he queried with deceptive mildness.

And Gaia knew it was deceptive by the cold glitter of his eyes as he continued to look at her, and by the fact that he had answered her question with a question.

She shrugged. “In my experience, telephone calls at two-thirty in the morning usually aren’t good news.”

“No?”

“No.”

“Maybe that’s because you live in a different world than me,” he dismissed hardly. “Two-thirty in the morning is part of my working day.”

He really wasn’t going to give her anything to go on here, was he, Gaia realized. Except the fact that he had once again become the distant man she had met that first night… That surely had to mean something?

Gaia forced herself to meet his coldly glittering gaze. “Did Nikolai have a problem getting into my apartment? I know the lock sometimes sticks.”

Gregori shrugged. “If that had been the case, then he would have picked the lock. Failing that he would probably have kicked the door in.”

“Nice,” Gaia drawled.

“Nikolai is not a patient man.”

“Unlike you.” She continued to eye him warily, pretty sure he was exercising that patience right now, that Nikolai had told him something on the telephone to effect this change in him. She could almost feel Gregori’s roiling tension as it swirled and picked up speed beneath his outward show of stillness and calm.

“Unlike me,” he conceded softly.

Gaia’s own tension was so intense she wished he would just say whatever it was he had to say and get it over with.

Her pulse notched up another level as he finally moved, crossing the bedroom on soft, predatory feet until he stood in front of her and placed those long, elegant fingers against her throat rather than beneath her chin. He tilted her face upwards to study her.

It was pretty painless as interrogations went, and made completely silently, only their gazes locked in conversation.

Who are you?

Gaia Miller.

Why are you working at Utopia?

I needed the job.

How well did you know Angela Grant?

Gaia looked away as she sensed him asking this question, and knew those fingers curled about her throat would have felt the sudden leap of her pulse.

Those fingers tightened briefly before releasing as Gregori stepped away. “Nikolai has been delayed, so I’ll need to go and find something of Katya’s for you to wear, after all.”

Gaia began to breathe again as she watched him stride out of the bedroom, wondering if the reason for Nikolai’s delay was because he wanted more time to search her apartment before returning here.

So what if he did? The only damning things he would find were those photographs. There was no written connection between the two women. No evidence to show that the two of them had been half-sisters. The original letter perhaps, from Graham Grant’s solicitors, requesting that she attend the reading of his will. After that her dealings with those solicitors had all been by telephone.

She had nothing to hide. Absolutely nothing. Would own up to Angela being her sister if asked. Could the same innocence be claimed by Gregori and Nikolai in regard to Angela?

“Are you sure you do not require assistance undressing?”

Gaia had been so lost in thought she hadn’t moved since Gregori left the bedroom so abruptly, and it took her several seconds to realize he’d returned. “I… No. I’m fine, thank you.” Color warmed her cheeks at the thought of Gregori helping her undress. He had already helped take her clothes off enough for one evening.

He gave a terse inclination of his head before placing a pink garment down on top of the bed. “It was all I could find,” He shrugged as he straightened. “I will be downstairs for another half an hour or so if you need anything else.”

“I said I’ll be fine.”

“Then I wish you goodnight.” Gregori turned on his heel and left the bedroom without so much as a second glance in her direction.

Was he going to wait downstairs for Nikolai to return? So that the two men could then decide what, if anything, they were going to do about her?




“What do you think this means?” Gregori prompted Nikolai distractedly as he looked down at the photographs the other man had spread out across the top of his desk just seconds ago.

Photographs of a happily smiling and relaxed Gaia Miller standing beside a tall and beautiful blond woman who looked slightly familiar, and whom Nikolai had identified as being Amanda Grant. A young woman who had worked as a hostess at Utopia until her suicide from a drug overdose two months ago.

“It could mean nothing.” Nikolai shrugged. “But taking into account the drug problem we’ve had at Utopia the past few months it could also mean a lot. It’s obvious from these photographs that Gaia Miller knew Angela Grant, at least.”

“You think Angela Grant was mixed up in the supply of these drugs?” Gregori frowned.

“I think that considering she died from a drug overdose, it’s worth looking into.” Nikolai grimaced noncommittally.

“She died from using her own product?”

The other man shrugged. “I need to know more about what happened before I can give an opinion. I’ve put in a couple of calls to some people, but we may have to wait for answers as it’s the middle of the night to most of them. Gaia hasn’t mentioned the friendship?”

Gregori gave him a glowering look. “We haven’t exactly been having the sort of conversations where we discuss family and friends.” Which wasn’t quite true. He had talked of his sister and Dair to Gaia earlier.

Gregori hated not knowing what was going on, and at the moment he felt as if he was being attacked from all sides. After tonight he knew the threat from Ivan was very real, but he wasn’t sure what Gaia’s involvement was, or if she was involved at all.

These photographs of her with an employee of Utopia who had used drugs, and died from an overdose, were of interest, yes, but at the moment, without further information, he didn’t know what that interest was.

Unless Angela Grant had been supplying the drugs that were getting into his nightclub, and Gaia had now taken over that distribution?

He gave a shake of his head. “It doesn’t make any sense to assume that Gaia is somehow involved in any of this. This other woman died two months ago, and Gaia didn’t start working at Utopia until five days ago; the drug problem hasn’t stopped in that two-month interim.”

“Because Angela Grant has another accomplice, someone else who also works at or frequents Utopia.”

“Nikolai—”

“Damn-it-to-fucking-hell!” Nikolai swore loudly under his breath. “I’ve been looking at these two problems as separate entities. The drugs in Utopia and Ivan,” he explained at Gregori’s questioning glance. “But what if they’re not? What if Ivan is the supplier?”

“The operation here is far too small for Ivan to bother with,” Gregori dismissed. “He owns New York, you know that. This is happening in England and…localized.”

“Exactly,” Nikolai nodded. “That’s exactly what it is! And that’s why I’ve been getting absolutely nowhere trying to find out who’s involved. No one else in the city, including Jack Montgomery, has reported an increase in drug use in any of their establishments.”

“Localized,” Gregori agreed slowly

“Because Ivan’s only target is you.”

He stood up to pace the room, feeling too restless to remain seated any longer. “You really think the drugs and the shooting are connected?”

Nikolai gave a shrug. “We all know Ivan’s a vindictive bastard, but he has to be careful if he intends on retaliating for what happened with Sergei, otherwise the other families might get a little upset. Sergei was in the wrong. But he was still Ivan’s only son.”

“And the shooting tonight?”

“Perhaps Ivan’s getting a little tired of this waiting game, and you and Gaia out on your own tonight was just too tempting an opportunity to miss?” The other man’s eyes narrowed. “If Gaia is connected to Orlov, she could even have let him know, maybe by text, that you were out, unescorted— It’s a thought, Gregori,” he added hastily as Gregori’s scowl deepened.

“It may have escaped your notice, but Gaia was the one who was shot tonight,” he bit out icily.

Nikolai’s mouth thinned. “Well consider Angela Grant. She ended up dead, and she might also have been a seller, or involved at least.”

“You think she was murdered?”

“Maybe.”

“And Gaia?”

“Also expendable. She was in the wrong place at the wrong time, and got shot by mistake. You saw what happened, Gregori. You said Gaia was shocked afterwards—”

“She’d just been shot at!”

“Precisely, and maybe she was in shock because that wasn’t what was supposed to happen.”

“That sounds like an awful lot of ifs and maybes, Nikolai.” And every one of them put a nail in the coffin where trusting Gaia was concerned.

“I’m just playing devil’s advocate here.” The other man grimaced. “I’ll check with my contact, see what the police made of Angela Grant’s death.”

Gregori had heard enough on that subject for tonight. “Where’s Ivan now?”

“Vegas.”

He frowned. “Sergei was the one who liked Vegas, not Ivan.”

“Nevertheless, my information tells me that’s where he is.”

“Where, exactly?”

“If anyone knows that then they aren’t saying.”

“Why the hell not? Ivan has bodyguards, an entourage of toadies who follow him around. Who’s in charge in New York with him out of the picture?”

“Petrov.”

Gregori winced. “Petrov was always Sergei’s man.”

“But he stayed with Ivan when he had to disown Sergei, so maybe this is his reward for remaining loyal to the old man?”

Gregori was liking the sound of this less and less. “Is it worth you flying out to Vegas to see if you can talk to Ivan?”

“Not until I have confirmation that’s where he really is,” Nikolai grimaced. “It could just be a ruse to get me out of the country and leave you vulnerable.” 

“You think maybe Ivan isn’t in Vegas at all…?”

“No one has seen him for weeks.” The other man sighed. “Hell, Ivan could even be in England, for all we know.”

Gregori sighed in frustration. The whole situation was a mess. They had no proof that Angela Grant had been connected to the drugs infiltrating Utopia. Just as they had no proof, other than those photographs, that Gaia was connected to Angela Grant. Or that either woman had any connection to Ivan.

But there was no denying Gaia had been acting suspiciously when Gregori found her in his office that first evening.

So many questions unanswered, and until they were, Gregori was left with the dilemma of not knowing quite what to do where Gaia was concerned.




Gaia felt totally disorientated when she was woken by a deep and throbbing pain in her cheek, much like the relentless throb of a toothache.

What—

Oh God yes, she remembered now. She’d been shot.

Her hand moved up to her cheek and touched where Gregori had fixed the gauze over her wound. Her gunshot wound. The gunshot wound Gregori had assured her was only a graze.

Gregori.

The throbbing of her cheek instantly took a backseat to unsettling thoughts of the dark and enigmatic man who had brought her back to his home after the shooting; the man who had made her a virtual prisoner. For her own safety, he claimed.

What about his safety? With her hidden away here and no longer a target, wouldn’t Gregori become the target himself? Or maybe his sister and her husband? Gregori seemed to think his brother-in-law was capable of taking care of the two of them, but what if—

Why was she worrying about something that was absolutely none of her business? She didn’t even know Katya and Dair. Or Gregori either, for that matter. Besides which, she could only concentrate on one thing at a time, and her more immediate worry was this unbearable pain in her cheek.

The fact that she was crying silent tears, and those tears were dripping onto the gauze and making it uncomfortably damp, certainly wasn’t helping.

Painkillers. She needed painkillers. And a hot cup of tea, the universal panacea.

And then she wanted to go home.

Nothing—life, death, being shot at—ever seemed quite so dark or scary in the comfort of your own home, with a cup of tea in your hand.

Except her home had been violated tonight: she had no doubts that Nikolai would have taken advantage of his visit there, and had now searched her apartment thoroughly.

She hated the very thought of Nikolai going through her personal things, and that hate had nothing to do with him possibly finding those photographs of herself and Angela. Her apartment was her personal space, her hard-won personal space, and she hated the idea of anyone being there that she hadn’t invited. She would certainly never have invited a man like Nikolai into her home.

This was so not helping, the extra tension being caused by her thoughts of Nikolai only making her cheek throb to the same rhythm as her rapidly beating heart.

She needed those painkillers now.

The bathroom. Most people kept medication in the bathroom cabinet, didn’t they?

She turned over slowly to switch on the bedside lamp. A glance at her watch told her it was only four o’clock in the morning, which meant she hadn’t been asleep for very long at all.

Getting out of bed was a feat in itself, walking to the bathroom another one. Only for her to then discover the bathroom cabinet was completely empty.

Because this was a guest bedroom suite: of course the bathroom cabinet was empty.

Even if she knew where Gregori’s bedroom and bathroom were, she certainly wasn’t going to go poking about looking in there.

Kitchen. She kept general medicines, cough syrup, flu remedies, and painkillers in the kitchen, and only personal medication like contraceptive pills in her bathroom cabinet.

Gaia looked down at the pink nightshirt Gregori had provided for her to sleep in, guessing that Katya Markovic could only have been in her teens when she wore it, or else she was just a very slim woman. It clung everywhere on Gaia, and left absolutely nothing to the imagination in regard to her plentiful curves. It also had a furry teddy bear motif on the front of it.

Beggars couldn’t be choosers, and at the moment all Gaia was really concerned with was locating the kitchen in this huge house. Correction: mansion. No doubt it had been the Markovic family home at one stage, but it now seemed rather big for just one man to rattle around in.

A lamp had been left on in the hallway, another at the top of the staircase, and another in the cavernous entrance hall below. No doubt in readiness for Gregori’s return later this morning.

Gaia realized once again what an impressive house this was, as she made her way carefully down the wide staircase. The last thing she wanted to happen was for her to fall and be a crumpled heap at the bottom of the stairs when Gregori returned.

It was rumored that Gregori had cleaned up a lot of his father’s ‘business’ interests even before Dimitri Markovic’s death, but even so, the grandeur of this house, with its antique furniture, plush carpets and original paintings on the walls, showed that whatever his business was, it was lucrative—

Headache. She needed to concentrate, to find something for her headache, and stop thinking about Gregori. 

The first three doors she opened were of no help, the first a downstairs toilet, the next a cupboard, and then the library Gregori had mentioned earlier. The fourth door, thankfully, opened into the kitchen.

A cavernous kitchen she discovered after switching on the light over the huge table in the middle of the room. Three of the walls were mellow oak cupboards with warm cream stone surfaces, the third having a huge cooking stove. This also seemed to be providing the heat in the room, and thankfully prevented Gaia from shivering in her short, borrowed nightshirt.

She crossed the room to begin searching through the well-stocked cupboards. Unfortunately the first few she looked in didn’t have any medicine, only food—and if Gaia didn’t get something for this pain soon, then she was either going to start screaming or just lay down on the polished wooden floor and cry.

Self-pity was not an option. Losing her mother and then Angela had shown Gaia that feeling sorry for herself achieved nothing, except to make her feel more miserable. She was a doer rather than a wallower—

“Like to tell me what the hell it is you’re looking for in those cupboards so passionately?”

Gaia turned around so fast at the harsh sound of Gregori’s voice that it made her head spin, forcing her to reach out and grasp the back of one of the chairs set under the table in the middle of the room as a way to stop herself from falling.

Her head spun all over again when she took in the sight of Gregori standing in the kitchen doorway, wearing only a pair of black cotton sweatpants that rested low down on the leanness of his hips, revealing every defined muscle—even the two going down to his groin—and sinew of his bare upper torso.


Chapter 9

Gaia couldn’t do anything else but stand there and gape at him. Those suits really did hide the most amazing body.

It seemed to be becoming an occupational hazard around this man, but once again Gaia’s mouth had gone dry and she was finding it difficult to breathe.

Her aching cheek no longer seemed of such paramount importance either.

Probably because she was totally distracted by the way those sweats rested so low on Gregori’s hips. So low they revealed the defined bulge pressing against the softness of the black fabric. Indicating he wasn’t wearing anything beneath them? Whatever, that bulge was definitely semi-erect, and seemed to be becoming more so with every tick of the kitchen clock in the otherwise silent room.

It took tremendous effort of will for Gaia to drag her gaze up from staring at that revealing bulge and instead look at Gregori’s face. “I thought you were going back to Utopia?” His state of undress, tousled hair, and the light dusting of dark stubble on his jaw looked as if he had just gotten out of bed.

“It was so late once I’d finished talking to Nikolai that I didn’t bother,” he dismissed lightly as he stepped further into the kitchen.

Gaia would have worried about how ominous that statement sounded if it wasn’t taking all of her concentration not to drool at the sight of all his tanned and naked flesh. And if Gregori’s presence alone hadn’t just made the room seem so much smaller and—and intimate.

“Gaia?”

Ah yes, he’d asked her a question. Something about what she was doing in the kitchen. What was she doing in here? Damned if Gaia knew anymore.

It wasn’t helping her thinking processes that Gregori was now stalking towards her, muscles rippling as he walked lightly on bared feet—what was it about a man’s bare feet that was so damned sexy? She had no idea, but Gregori definitely had sexy feet. Sexy everything. Sexy hair. Sexy eyes. Sexy mouth. Sexy shoulders. Sexy chest. Sexy—

“I should have given you one of my T-shirts to wear.” Gregori came to a halt just in front of her, dark eyes glittering with appreciation as his gaze swept over her—slowly—from head to toe and then back up to her face.

The huskiness of his voice wrapped itself about Gaia’s senses before settling deep inside her, making it impossible for her to think of anything but the man standing in front of her. Gregori was standing so close she could smell the lemon and sandalwood of his aftershave, and the hot male musk of his body. A body that her fingers ached to reach out and touch.

He obviously felt the same physical pull, his breathing ragged as his gaze slid down again, lingering on the fullness of her breasts beneath the too-small nightshirt, instantly causing her nipples to tingle and swell to hard, aroused pebbles.

Gregori’s nostrils flared as he drew in the scent of her arousal. “You seemed to be looking for something when I came in?” The huskiness of his voice held none of its previous harshness.

“Painkillers,” the word came in a rush as she finally remembered what she was doing down here. “I woke up because my cheek hurts.” Did she sound whiny? God, she hoped she didn’t sound whiny. She couldn’t stand women who sounded whiny. As if they were too delicate to even peel themselves a grape—

Was she becoming feverish? If she was then it owed nothing to the graze on her cheek and everything to the man who had just moved past her to open one of the cupboards behind her, the heat of his body brushing against hers and causing her to shiver in reaction.

Gregori turned to hand her two white tablets before going to the sink and getting her a glass of cold water. “I should have thought to give you some of these earlier.” He stood over her as she took the tablets before depositing the empty glass in the sink.

Gaia turned to watch him—she couldn’t help herself—and thoroughly enjoyed the view. Gregori looked so much younger out of those formal suits he favored, and with his hair tousled over his brow.

“How did you know I was down here?” she prompted curiously as he seemed to be keeping his physical distance, only that telltale bulge in his sweatpants to show he wasn’t as unaffected by this situation as he wished to appear.

He leaned back against the sink unit, arms folded across that beautifully muscled chest. “Motion sensors.”

Motion sensors?

As in it was possible for him to know if someone was moving about in the house? Those sort of motion sensors?

“They come on in the rest of the house once my bedroom door is closed at night, and I’m alerted if there’s an intruder,” it was only when Gregori answered her question that she realized she must have spoken it out loud.

Bulletproof windows. Motion sensors inside the house. Guards outside protecting the grounds. Bodyguards wherever he went.

How did Gregori live like this? It was so—so claustrophobic. So limiting. No wonder he was so controlled all the time: there was simply no room for spontaneity in his life.

Apart from when he made love to her earlier. And then again when he followed her after she left Utopia.

She was pretty sure that neither of those had been planned.

Yes, and look how well that had turned out. Oh not the making love part, but following her. One random act of spontaneity and someone had shot at him. Or her. It didn’t really matter which, someone had taken advantage of Gregori being without his usual bodyguards to shoot at them. Which meant there must be someone watching his every move.

“Is it always like this?” Gaia tried to infuse some lightness into her tone. “Or did you do something extra special recently to piss someone off?” She knew she failed miserably as her voice lowered with apprehension.

She just couldn’t imagine living like this. Unable to go for a walk, or to the shops, without it becoming the big production of having to alert someone to follow and guard her. But maybe Gregori had always lived this way? Maybe to him this was normal?

The fact that she was still aroused, and totally physically aware of this man in spite of all that, had to be totally screwed up. Didn’t it? If nothing else, it was ridiculous under the circumstances.

But maybe their lovemaking earlier was the reason for that telling bulge in the front of his sweatpants? Gregori had given her orgasm after orgasm earlier, but hadn’t taken a single one himself. He had even gotten as far as putting a condom on that beautiful cock of his but hadn’t gotten any further before she came to her senses and they ended up having an argument before she walked—ran—out.

Surely she wasn’t feeling guilty because Gregori hadn’t come earlier?

Or maybe she was just projecting onto him what she now wanted? Him. Inside her, as he had threatened, fucking her.

“Someone thinks I’ve done something to piss him off,” he now answered her guardedly.

Orlov, Gaia guessed easily. Not that she could admit to knowing that, because she was supposed to have been unconscious when she listened in on his conversation with Nikolai. “And have you?” she prompted casually.

“No,” he bit out tersely, running a hand through his already tousled hair—maybe the reason it was tousled in the first place? He didn’t look as if he could have been asleep when those motion sensors alerted him to the fact that someone was moving about in the house: his eyes were dark with fatigue, his cheeks slightly pale.

“Why does he think you have?”

Gregori shrugged, muscles flexing as he watched her intently. “His name is Ivan Orlov. His son Sergei is dead, and he needs someone to blame for that death.”

Gaia drew her breath in sharply. Orlov’s son was dead and he believed Gregori was responsible? In the same way her sister was dead and she had no idea as yet who was responsible?

Angela, unlike Gaia, had grown up the only child in a family where she was cherished and loved and provided for, whereas Gaia and her mother often had to go without because they simply didn’t have the money. Then had come the two hard years of her mother’s illness. All of those things had toughened Gaia in a way Angela could never have been.

She knew Angela, and she was convinced now the man she was looking for was neither Gregori nor Nikolai Volkov; they simply weren’t the sort of men Angela would ever have fallen in love with.

Which was something, she supposed. At least she had eliminated two men from the thirty or so working at or within Utopia. She couldn’t disregard the rest of Gregori’s bodyguards in the same way she had Nikolai, or the other men working in Utopia.

Gregori frowned as he saw Gaia shiver. Because she was cold? Although he couldn’t see how she could be in the warmth of the kitchen. Something else then? Perhaps a guilty conscience?

“Perhaps you should go back to bed now and try to get some more rest?” he suggested abruptly, knowing that if one of them didn’t leave the kitchen soon, he was in danger of embarrassing himself when the top of his swollen and aching cock popped out of the top of his sweats.

He should have taken care of the problem himself in the shower earlier, as he had been doing for months. But he had never particularly cared for relieving himself that way, was always left with a feeling of dissatisfaction in the act. Even more so when he knew the cause of that arousal was actually in the same house at him.

There were always willing women at Utopia, of course. Beautiful, sophisticated woman who would think nothing of spending an hour or two in Gregori’s bed. Gregori had lost his taste for those encounters, and those vacuous women some time ago.

Only for that interest to have now narrowed down to a single woman.

A woman who wasn’t in the least vacuous.

A woman who wasn’t sophisticated.

A woman with secrets to hide.

Secrets he should know before taking this any further.

Secrets Gregori found he really didn’t give a fuck about as he looked down at Gaia.

He hadn’t been able to get the feel and taste of her out of his head, no matter how much he had tried by taking a shower and brushing his teeth. He could still taste her. Salty and sweet combined, a taste he could become addicted to.

That he was already addicted to?

An addiction that certainly wasn’t going to go away when she looked the way she did right now!

What the hell had he been thinking earlier, giving her one of Katya’s old nightshirts to wear? His sister’s nightshirt was far too small on her, causing it to ride upwards, so that the red curls between Gaia’s thighs and the cheeks of her delicious ass were barely covered.

Gregori knew she wasn’t wearing any panties either, because he had ripped them off her earlier, and the bag Nikolai had brought from her apartment was still sitting on the desk in his locked study.

Locked because the photographs Nikolai had brought with him earlier were now in a drawer of Gregori’s desk.

Photographs that raised more questions than they answered. Photographs that really should have succeeded in dampening Gregori’s desire for this woman.

Except they didn’t. His cock wanted what it wanted, and what it wanted right now was Gaia, and to hell with whom or what she may or may not be involved with.

Gregori’s knuckles turned white as his hands clasped the edge of the sink behind him in an effort to stop himself from crossing the room and taking her in his arms. A move guaranteed to put an end to his already tenuous control.

“Are you feeling any better?” he prompted gruffly.

Her hand moved up instinctively to touch the gauze on her cheek. “I’m fine. Thank you,” she added belatedly, her gaze now avoiding meeting his.

“Perhaps I should take another look, just to make sure the wound hasn’t become inflamed.” Gregori pushed away from the sink, unable to stop himself from moving towards her. “I put some strips on it earlier, but maybe it wasn’t enough?”

Her eyes widened the closer he got. “I’m sure it’s okay—”

“Sit,” he instructed abruptly as he pulled out a chair from beneath the kitchen table for her.

Even though he knew this was a bad idea.

A very bad idea.

After frowning at Gregori for several long seconds, she finally sat.

None of the men Gaia had been involved with had ever ordered her around in the arrogant way that Gregori did. Nor was she sure she would have responded if they had. It was different with Gregori. He was different.

The air was once again filled with that sexual tension as he moved to stand behind her. A sexual tension that never seemed to be far away when the two of them were together, alone or otherwise.

Except they were very much alone right now…

“Leave it,” he instructed harshly now as Gaia attempted to pull the nightshirt down so that it would cover her bare thighs.

Her hands instantly stilled, and her breathing became shallow as Gregori stepped from behind the chair and came to stand in front of her, her breathing ceasing altogether as he nudged her knees apart with his leg before moving to stand in between her parted thighs.

Not only was she now completely open and vulnerable to him, her bronze curls exposed, but the difference in their heights also meant the thick bulge of his full erection was now almost on a level with her face, allowing her to see the slightly damp patch of material near the waistband of his sweatpants. Pre-cum? Was Gregori so aroused right now that his cock was actually leaking—

“Yes.”

Gaia’s gaze moved quickly up to his face as she wondered if she had once again spoken the words out loud without realizing it. But she found no answer from the coolness of his expression as he concentrated on removing the gauze dressing.

Maybe she had imagined that single, guttural word—

“Touch me.”

She hadn’t imagined it. Or the slight flexing of Gregori’s thighs just in front of her.

Could she do that? Just release the tie on the drawstring at the waistband of his sweatpants and look at—touch—that beautiful cock she had only caught a glimpse of earlier tonight?

God, she wanted to touch him—her fingers ached to curl about that velvet hardness—and Gregori wanted her to touch him. She could smell his arousal now, a spicy musk that invaded her every breath and clouded her senses. There was only here and now and the two of them that mattered, touching Gregori, tasting him—

“God, yes, do it!” he groaned harshly, telling Gaia that she had definitely spoken that longing out loud.

Her hands moved almost of their own volition as she unfastened the tie, loosening the material until the sweatpants dropped down to the floor and Gregori stepped out of them before kicking them aside.

Completely naked now, and bathed in the glow of that single light over the cooking stove, Gregori was as sleek and beautiful as a Greek statue.

Gaia’s breath hitched as she looked her fill of that beautiful jutting cock. At least eight, possibly nine inches long, and so thick she wasn’t sure her fingers would go around it, heavy veins standing out beneath the silky smooth skin, the bulbous top flowering out above the foreskin, glistening as more of that pre-cum bubbled to the surface, tempting her to want to lean forward and lick and taste it.

“So pretty…” she murmured appreciatively. “I’m sure you’ve heard it called many other things,” she added as she sensed Gregori looking down at her. “Huge, thick, impressive,” she shot him a teasing glance. “But not pretty.”

“No,” he confirmed huskily.

“Well it is.”

“What do you have to compare—never mind,” he dismissed tightly.

“I don’t think either of us wants to have that conversation right now—do we?” Gaia reached out to curl the warmth of her fingers about that jutting thickness—as she had suspected, her fingers didn’t go around it.

“No.” Gregori gave a low groan. He had removed the gauze dressing, satisfied himself that the wound wasn’t red or infected, and had now given up any pretense of wanting anything other than the heat of Gaia’s mouth around him. Even more so as he saw the moistness of her tongue sliding across the plumpness of her lips. “Gaia, please suck me!” he pleaded achingly as he reached down to cup one of her breasts.

“No touching.” She moved out of reach.

His hand froze. “No?”

“No. Put your hands on the back of the chair behind me and close your eyes.”

Gregori wasn’t used to a woman having control—and Gaia didn’t have control either, she was taking it, not just with her words, but with the steadiness of her gaze.

That unspoken domination caused his cock to give a ‘yes, please’ lurch.

“You like that,” she purred as she obviously felt his cock grow thicker, the pre-cum now dribbling down her hand. “Hands on the back of the chair, Gregori, and close your eyes,” she repeated firmly. “Now.” She gave him a squeeze.

“Oh fuck…” he muttered even as his hands moved to grasp the back of the chair.

“Close your eyes.”

Closing his eyes went against his every instinct, every thread of survival he possessed, would make him vulnerable in a way that he had never been before.

“Please,” she added softly.

He closed his lids slowly, reluctantly. “Oh God…” he exclaimed achingly, throat arching as his head fell back on his shoulders as her free hand moved to rest on his hip and the heat of her mouth finally closed over his cock. “Fuck!” he groaned again as she sucked him to the back of her throat. 

He was assailed by a sensory overload at the feel of the soft stroke of her tongue. She kept just the tip of him in her mouth as her tongue probed and stroked the leaking slit at the top, before once again sliding down and taking him to the back of her throat.

Gregori began to groan and arch his hips as she repeated that erotic licking and sucking, over and over again, until a tingling began at the base of his spine and his balls drew up tightly, his release imminent as it built higher, and then higher still.

He was balanced on the edge of that release when Gaia’s fingers moved to the base of his shaft, squeezing to increase his pleasure, at the same time as the tightness of that hold prevented his release and she began to suck harder and faster.

His groans became harsh intakes of breath as Gaia held him poised on that knife-edge of pleasure, refusing to give him relief.

“Gaia, please— Fucking hell!” he cried out as her other hand moved from his hip to cup beneath his balls, his thrusts instantly becoming wild and erratic, the pleasure so intense now he felt as if the top of his head was going to explode, even if his cock wasn’t being allowed to. “I need— Gaia, for fuck’s sake, will you let me come?” he growled desperately, eyes still closed but knowing his knuckles would be white as he tightly gripped the back of the chair.

She answered him by humming low in her throat, sending shockwaves of pleasure from the base of his cock to the tip. The hand cupping his balls moved lower, fingers caressing his perineum until she found the sensitive knot and pressed, hard, at the same time as she released that tight grip on the base of his cock, hand pumping now as the cum shot the length of Gregori’s shaft. He cried out as he came in a hot and steady stream for what seemed like hours rather than minutes.

And still she didn’t stop, that hand continuing to pump him as she gasped out her own release, the heat of her mouth holding his cock captive, lips clamped tightly around him as she sucked and pumped until he came again, hot and aching, his throat raw as he cried out his pleasure. His thrusts became dry humps and then he finally stilled, chest heaving as he tried to breathe air into his starved lungs.




“Where the hell did you learn to do that?”

Gaia had known the question would come. Had expected it. Eventually.

To give Gregori credit, he had been more patient than she’d expected. After pulling his sweatpants back on he’d made them both a cup of coffee and then sat down opposite her at the kitchen table. All without a word having been spoken by either of them.

Until now.

Gaia cradled her hands about her coffee mug as she took her time answering him. Not because she was embarrassed by the question, but because just looking at Gregori now made her chest hurt in a way she couldn’t explain. Didn’t want to explain. Even to herself.

Especially to herself.

Gregori’s remoteness was becoming a challenge she couldn’t resist, especially when she knew beneath his coldness there was a man who possessed such passion it sent both of them up in flames. So much so that Gaia climaxed just from making love to Gregori.

She couldn’t allow herself to fall for this man. She didn’t want to love anyone. The people she loved died. First her mother. Then Angela. Even the father she had never known. She daren’t allow herself to feel anything for Gregori, other than this desire neither of them seemed able to resist.

“Not that I’m complaining,” he added at her continued silence. “That—what you just did to me—was the most intense sexual experience of my life”

Some of the tension eased from Gaia’s shoulders at this admission of how much she had pleasured him. Not that she had ever doubted it. She had known by Gregori’s rough and guttural words that he was once again totally out of control.

She gave a sigh. “Before you get the wrong idea about me completely, let me assure you that I’ve only ever had three lovers.”

“Three,” he repeated slowly.

She smiled teasingly. “I realize you’ve had many more than that.”

“I’ve had encounters, not lovers,” he corrected softly. “A lover is someone you have a relationship with other than sex. I haven’t had even one of those.”

“No conversations like this over cups of coffee in the middle of the night?” she said huskily.

“No.”

Gaia believed him. She already knew how regimented Gregori’s life was, how everything had to be planned down to the last detail, for his own security. That sort of life didn’t allow for a long-term lover. “Well I haven’t had any encounters, so that sort of makes us even.”

“Sort of,” he agreed wryly.

She nodded. “I had my first lover when I was nineteen. He was a guest lecturer at my university and a good twenty years older than me.” She looked up to give a slight smile when she heard Gregori’s breath catch in his throat. “No, he didn’t seduce or take advantage of me. He wasn’t married, and it was all consensual. The relationship lasted for three months, and I wanted what we had together.”

Gregori took a sip of his coffee before answering her. “Did you love him?”

“I—appreciated him,” she answered carefully. “He was gentle and kind, at a time when I didn’t have a lot of gentleness or kindness in my life.”

Gregori guessed, from the information Nikolai had already put together on Gaia, that it would have been either shortly before or just after her mother died. A time when she would have been deeply vulnerable. No matter what Gaia might claim to the contrary, he considered this other man as having ‘taken advantage’ of her. He had been in a position of power, authority, and he should have been comforting Gaia, not fucking her.

“He also had…a problem,” Gaia continued huskily. “Premature ejaculation.” Her cheeks bloomed with color. “We…experimented with ways in which to deal with it.” She gave an uncomfortable shrug.

Hence the intensity of his own ejaculation, Gregori guessed. Just as he was inclined to think that any man, when confronted with a nude and shapely Gaia Miller, might have a problem stopping himself from coming too soon.

“And the other two?” he prompted abruptly.

“Also older. Maybe not twenty years,” she allowed. “But certainly fifteen or so.” She shrugged. “What can I say, I just prefer older men to boys.”

Did the term ‘older man’ apply to him? Yes, he had briefly considered the age difference, but decided that twelve years wasn’t unacceptable. But maybe to Gaia he just seemed like those other three men—

“No,” Gaia began to chuckle as she looked up and no doubt saw the scowl he knew had darkened his face. “You are nothing like any of those other men. In fact, you aren’t my usual type at all.”

He eyed her curiously. “Why not?”

“Have you ever looked at yourself in a mirror?” she continued to smile, her lips red and slightly puffy.

From the girth of his cock and the wildness of his thrusts into her mouth?

He frowned as he reached out to touch the swell of her bottom lip. “Did I hurt you?”

“Not in the least,” she assured without hesitation. “I enjoyed every moment of what we just did, Gregori.”

He drew his breath in sharply. He was used to women—other women—telling him he was ‘a wonderful lover’ and ‘what a good time they’d had’ and ‘let’s do this again’. All of which may or may not have been true: he wouldn’t know, he never followed up on those relationships.

Gaia was different. No matter what else she may be mixed up in, he knew she didn’t do trite comments. If she said she had enjoyed just now then she had. 

He continued to look at her searchingly for several seconds before nodding abruptly. “I did too.” His hand moved back onto the tabletop. “But what does looking at myself in a mirror have to do with anything?” he added quizzically.

“Oh please!” She gave a roll of her eyes. “I’m used to pleasant men, homely men. Men I’m comfortable to be around. You—well, you’re—”

“Yes?”

“Hot,” she answered appreciatively. “Really, really hot. With a don’t-fuck-with-me attitude. And you have that remote, buttoned-up thing going on too.”

Gregori really didn’t have conversations like this one. Least of all with a woman he had just— A woman he had just what? He may have started out in control of that situation, but Gaia had taken it away from him the moment she gripped his cock and ordered him to close his eyes.

And he had enjoyed it. More than enjoyed it. He physically ached from the way she had refused to let him go even after he came that first time, hadn’t even known he had it in him to come again so quickly. A gut-wrenching ejaculation that had seemed to rise up from the tips of his bloody toes.

Even though Gaia was still too shrouded in mystery and secrets for him to be able to trust her completely…


Chapter 10

“And just what am I supposed to do here on my own all day?” Gaia protested as she and Gregori stood in the cavernous entry hall late the following morning, his car and driver waiting outside for him.

Gregori was once again dressed in one of those dark, tailored suits he favored, with a pale blue silk shirt and perfectly knotted dark blue tie at his throat.

And he looked absolutely nothing like the man who had completely lost control just hours ago.

Some of Gaia’s disgruntlement could be due to the fact that he had brought their conversation to an abrupt end after she told him how hot he was. As if that was stepping over a line, after all that had come before it.

Whatever Gregori’s reasoning, Gaia had felt dismissed as she followed him out of the kitchen, waiting outside in the hallway as he paused to collect her bag from his locked study. He had then walked her back to her bedroom, and quietly closed the door behind him as he left.

Telling her all too clearly that their ‘encounter’ was at an end.

What had she expected? That the two of them would cuddle up in bed together and fall asleep in each other’s arms until morning? Fat chance. Instead Gregori had deposited her, and her bag, in her bedroom. In the knowledge that those sensors would once again be back on the moment he reached his own bedroom and closed the door, and so making a prisoner of her until Gregori chose to open that door again. Which didn’t happen until almost eleven o’clock, when he arrived looking like a male model posing for an advertisement for a designer-label suit.

She really was disgruntled this morning.

And feeling decidedly underdressed next to Gregori in her jeans and thin grey sweater. But at least she was wearing panties today, courtesy of Nikolai. Although the thought of him going through her underwear drawer still gave her the shivers, and was yet another reason for her to feel grumpy.

“I have friends, you know.” She glared up at Gregori as he made no reply. “Ones who are going to be worried if they don’t hear from me.”

He arched one dark and haughty eyebrow. “Male friends?”

Coming from any other man that remark might have sounded like jealousy; coming from Gregori it just sounded censorial. “Isn’t it a little late for you to start wondering if I have a boyfriend?”

Gregori’s jaw tightened at the rebuke, but otherwise he remained remotely formal. “Do you?”

“No.” Color warmed her cheeks. “How about you?”

“Do I have a boyfriend?”

Her eyes narrowed. “You know exactly what I mean.”

“Yes, I do,” he acknowledged impatiently. “And the answer is also no.”

Gaia knew that whatever was going on between herself and Gregori was only temporary, so it shouldn’t really matter to her one way or another if he already had someone in his life.

Except it did.

“I have lots of male friends,” she maintained stubbornly. “I also have a job to go to later tonight. Don’t I?” she added uncertainly. She really hadn’t given that subject a lot of thought.

And perhaps she ought to have. She may have started working at Utopia looking for Angela’s boyfriend and possible murderer, but she had also been telling the truth when she said she needed the job. To be honest—apart from those dreadful shoes—she actually enjoyed working at Utopia. Claude was a great boss, Rick was an easygoing bar manager, her co-workers were friendly, and the pay was good. The hours were unsociable, but it wasn’t as if she had a family or boyfriend it was going to bother.

Gregori was far too sophisticated to ever be referred to as anyone’s boyfriend, and she didn’t think he would want her to assume that’s what he was to her either. So what was he? Her fuck-buddy? She hated that term, it sounded so derogatory to both people involved. Even if it did currently seem to be what she and Gregori were…

He straightened the cuffs of his shirt beneath his jacket. “I will tell Claude that you won’t be in for a few days.”

“We’re short-staffed—”

“I make the decisions on who does or does not work at Utopia, Miss Miller.”

Gaia hissed her impatience with his arrogance, and she was sure he had deliberately used the formality just to annoy her. “Rick is a great boss, and Claude’s a sweetheart, but they’re both going to think it decidedly odd if the owner of Utopia tells them one of their waitresses is taking a few days off work.”

“I am not in the habit of explaining myself.” Gregori raised arrogant brows.

So Nikolai had already told her. If she had needed any telling.

Gregori was also doing that thing again with his clipped and very formal voice.

And it annoyed the hell out of Gaia. “You don’t have to explain yourself—I do!”

“Rick is great?”

“Definitely.” Was he even listening to her?

“Claude is a sweetheart?”

Well, obviously he was listening to parts of what she said.

“Would you rather they were both horrible to their staff and awful at their job?” she challenged.

“Are you attracted to them?”

That clipped thing was beyond irritating now. This man had come completely unraveled last night, and his language had been graphic to say the least, and now he was trying to put those formal barriers between them again?

“No, I’m not attracted to either of them in the way you mean,” she dismissed impatiently. “At the moment I appear to be attracted to you—although I have no idea why!” she added disgustedly.

Once again Gregori was lost as to what to say in answer to this woman’s bluntness. She was hot-tempered, outspoken, stubborn, he had no idea who she really was—and earlier this morning she had sucked his cock with a perfection that still left him reeling. He had thought of little else since but having her do it again. And next time he wanted to watch her.

How much he wanted to do that scared the hell out of him.

He could no longer claim his desire for Gaia was due to his lack of sex in recent months. If anything, his desire for Gaia had intensified since this morning, not lessened. To a degree that he knew he was seriously in danger of being led about by his cock. Which, under the circumstances, he certainly couldn’t allow to happen.

“And don’t even think about ‘Miss Millering’ me again,” she warned as he opened his mouth to do exactly that. “I don’t play the hot and cold games you seem so fond of.”

Gregori’s eyes narrowed. “It’s not a game, Miss Miller,” he added that last part deliberately, as a warning. “I have things I need to deal with today, our continued safety being only one of them.” 

 “You have to be the most infuriating—ugh! At this moment I could quite cheerfully shoot you myself!” She glared up at him.

Gregori stared at her in astonishment for several seconds and then he began to laugh. Not a smile or a rueful chuckle, but a full-throated roar of laughter that caught him as much by surprise as Gaia.

He was The Markovic, a man people knew to respect even if they didn’t like him. No one—man or woman—ever answered him back or challenged him.

Gaia had never treated him that way, certainly had no awe or respect for who he was. To her he was just a man.

A ‘really, really hot man’ with a ‘don’t-fuck-with-me attitude’.

He found he liked Gaia’s opinion of him more than he would have appreciated her awe or respect. “How about we…compromise?”

She quirked a teasing brow, a smile curving her own lips. “Ooh, I bet that hurt!”

“It did, yes.” Gregori didn’t even pretend not to understand her. As The Markovic, he didn’t compromise, but where Gaia was concerned, he didn’t seem to have any choice.

She eyed him warily. “Compromise in what way?”

“You’ll find ways to occupy yourself while I am out, I’ll return in time for the two of us to have dinner together, and then you may accompany me to Utopia—not to work, Gaia,” he added firmly as her expression instantly brightened. “You may accompany me as my guest.”

The only reason he was making this concession was because security was so tight at Utopia—cameras, guards, every person in the nightclub and casino either a member or the guest of a member—that he believed she would be as safe there as she was here.

Unless, of course, Nikolai found anything out about her today which proved damning, in which case…

Gregori determinedly pushed that thought aside, to be dealt with later if necessary. Locating and talking to Ivan Orlov was his main priority. He could deal with Gaia’s involvement—if that’s what it was—once he put an end to this situation with Ivan.

“Your guest,” Gaia repeated doubtfully. She wasn’t sure that was any less damning than having Gregori tell Rick and Claude she wouldn’t be at work for a few days. But it would get her out of this house later today, and that had to be a positive thing. “I’m not sure that Nikolai packed anything suitable for me to wear as your guest at Utopia.”

“I’ll ensure something is sent here later today—”

“You’re going to buy me a gown?” Her eyes widened.

“Do you have a problem with that?”

Yes, Gaia had a problem with that. Several, in fact. For one thing, apart from the money left to her by her father—money that she had used to put herself through university—no one had ever just given her anything. Handkerchiefs, gloves or perfume for Christmas maybe, but nothing like the sort of gown she was sure Gregori could afford to buy for her.

And there, right there, was the real problem. Gregori may be rich enough to buy her a hundred, a thousand new gowns, but having a man buy clothes for her felt too kept-womanish for Gaia’s liking.

She gave a shake of her head. “I have some gowns at home that would be suitable—”

“And I can’t spare Nikolai today to go and collect them. Nor will I allow you to go there yourself,” he added firmly.

“I really think we need to talk about this ‘you won’t allow me’ thing—”

“Not now—”

“Then when?” she challenged. “When the great Gregori Markovic can spare me a little of his valuable time?” God she really was being a bitch today! But she couldn’t seem to help herself, felt wrong-footed and totally out of her depth.

Gregori scowled. “Why will you not understand that after last night, we should assume that someone in now watching your apartment—”

“Stop trying to frighten me!”

“Is it working?” he grated impatiently.

“Yes!”

“Good,” he snapped his satisfaction as he gave a glance at his watch. “A gown will arrive here for you later today, wear it tonight or don’t wear it, it will be your choice.”

“I think you might be just a little embarrassed if I decide to go to Utopia in my underwear!”

“That would depend on the underwear,” Gregori drawled.

Gaia’s cheeks instantly blushed a fiery red as that challenge completely backfired on her. “You don’t know what size dress I wear.”

That hooded gaze swept over her slowly from head to toes, and then back again. “Oh but I do, Miss Miller.”

No doubt he knew as much about a woman’s dress size as he did about the rest of her, Gaia acknowledged irritably. “Something in black will be fine,” she dismissed off-handedly.

Gregori gave her one of those superior glances down the length of his perfect and superior nose. “You may safely leave the color and size of the gown to me. Nothing else to say?” he taunted as she glowered at him. “Good.” He nodded abruptly before finally leaving the house.

And no doubt locking her in again with the code once he was outside.

Did Gregori make a habit of buying clothes for the women he was involved with?

And if he did, how did Gaia feel about that?

Was she now the one who felt jealous at the thought of all those other women who had been in Gregori’s life?

Because if she was—oh God, if she was—then the question she had been avoiding answering since last night no longer needed an answer: she really was falling in love with Gregori Markovic.

A man who was as dangerous as he was lethally attractive.




“You seem to be unusually subdued this evening, Miss Miller?” Gregori eyed her curiously as she sat across the dinner table from him.

He had thought she might join him wearing the gown that he’d had delivered earlier, and been disappointed when Gaia arrived downstairs wearing boots, a denim skirt, and the same grey sweater she’d had on this morning. She also looked a little pale.

“Is your cheek paining you again?” He frowned darkly.

She gave a shake of her head, her auburn hair loose and gleaming red in the overhead lighting. “It’s fine.”

“Did you find something to do today?” he tried again, not at all happy with this quieter Gaia.

“I read a book.”

“Did Mrs. Moore make you something nice for lunch?”

“She did, yes.”

Gregori frowned darkly. “Did something happen today to upset you?” This was definitely not the outspoken Gaia Miller he had left this morning. Or the lover that had taken him to new heights a few hours before that.

He hadn’t been able to get the memory of their lovemaking out of his mind for more than a few minutes at a time today. Nikolai had even had to regain his wandering attention several times, as the two of them discussed the extra security that needed to be put into place after last night’s shooting.

They were apparently going to have some help with that—whether they wanted it or not. 

Gregori had spoken to Dair on the phone before leaving the house this morning, informing his brother-in-law of last night’s shooting, so that the other man could be even more alert than he usually was in regard to Katya’s and his own safety. Dair must have then discussed the situation with Katya, because the next thing Gregori knew several of Dair’s men arrived in his office. They were working in tandem with Nikolai and his men now, under the control of Dair’s second-in-command, Lijah Smith.

Arguing with a pregnant Katya was futile, and arguing with the husband of a pregnant Katya was even more futile, and ultimately if it resulted in extra security then Gregori wasn’t going to argue either.

None of Nikolai’s informants had been able to find a connection between Ivan Orlov and Angela Grant, or Gaia, and for the moment Gregori was more than willing to believe that was because there wasn’t one.

It had been a strange day for him. Busy running the Markovic business empire, as usual, sitting in on those security talks, and yet always, always at the back of his mind had been thoughts of Gaia and their lovemaking, and the fact that she would be waiting at the house when he arrived home.

He realized now, faced with this uncharacteristically subdued Gaia, he had actually been looking forward to coming home to her.

His life was necessarily a busy one, and until his father’s death he had also lived in this house, even if the two men had led separate lives. And since then Gregori had been too busy to notice the extra solitude. He’d also had Katya, and recently Dair too.

But today, Gregori learned what loneliness was: it was being in the middle of a crowded room and wanting to be somewhere else, with someone else.

And knowing that someone was Gaia.

Now that he was here with her, he couldn’t help but feel a certain disappointment that Gaia was being so quiet.

Because she had spent those same hours thinking about their lovemaking and now regretted it had ever happened?

If that was the case then she needn’t fear any coercion from him. He had never forced himself on any woman, had never needed to, and he wasn’t about to start now.

Seduction was a different matter, however.

“Are you sure you’ve had enough to eat?” he prompted gruffly. She had only picked at the first and second course of their meal, and had refused dessert altogether.

“Plenty, thank you,” she answered with the politeness that was really starting to grate on his nerves. Politeness not being something he easily associated with her.

“Would you care for a brandy?”

“Probably not a good idea when I’m taking painkillers.”

“No,” he acknowledged. “Then perhaps you would like to sit and talk for a while until it’s time for us to leave for Utopia?”

“Will you stop acting so damn polite?” Her eyes flashed a deep gold as she finally looked up at him. “I’m not a guest here. I don’t need you to ask me how my day was. Or if I’ve had enough to eat. Or if I want a brandy after my meal. I certainly don’t need you to feel you have to sit and talk to me!” She threw her napkin down on the table before standing up to glare down at him.

Better, Gregori acknowledged with inward satisfaction. Much better.

He placed his own napkin carefully down on the table before slowly standing up. “I’m not acting.”

“No?”

His eyes narrowed at her challenging expression. “No. And if you don’t want any of those things, what do you want?” he prompted softly.

“I don’t know!” Gaia’s mood had been swinging like a pendulum between anger and frustration all day. With herself, no one else.

Anger because she knew it was utterly stupid to allow herself to fall for a man like Gregori.

Frustration because she knew it was far too late for regrets.

A part of her also knew she should have been using her time here today to look for evidence that might connect Gregori to Angela. Or to the drugs that had killed her. Something. Anything. And yet she hadn’t been able to do it. It felt…wrong somehow. An intrusion, a line she simply couldn’t cross.

Instead she’d done nothing but sit and think about Gregori all day. How he’d looked when he made love to her in his office, and again when she had made love to him in the kitchen during the night.

One look at him this evening and she ached, she needed—God, how she needed—

“Are you wearing panties tonight?”

Gaia froze, only her eyes moving as she slowly looked at Gregori, his expression only mildly enquiring. As if he hadn’t just asked her if—

“Take them off,” he instructed evenly.

She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. “I—what?

“The boots, tights, panties, take them all off,” he repeated hardly. “Now.”

Gaia swallowed the saliva that had suddenly flooded her mouth. “What if Mrs. Moore comes back for the dishes?”

“She won’t. Not until I ring for her.” Gregori looked at her with those dark, unfathomable eyes. “Don’t make me ask you again, Gaia.”

“We can’t keep doing this,” Gaia protested even as she bent at the waist to unfasten the zip down the side of one of her boots.

“Perhaps you should have thought of that before you were so fucking unappreciative of my efforts at polite conversation,” he bit out hardly.

“So you’ve decided to be impolite instead?” Gaia removed one boot and now unzipped and took off the second one.

He shrugged. “We seem to bring out that trait in each other. I said take them all off, Gaia. Now!” he rasped harshly as she hesitated about removing her tights and panties.

“What are you going to do to me?” She looked at him nervously, even as she shimmied her skirt up high enough to be able to hook her fingers into her tights, before rolling them down her thighs, aware of Gregori watching her every move.

“I haven’t decided yet,” he answered her conversationally. “I think that first I need to put you over my knee and spank your bare bottom. For behaving like a petulant child throughout dinner,” he explained at her gasp.

Could she really be aroused by what Gregori was saying, suggesting? She certainly couldn’t deny the sudden heat, the swelling, moistening of her labia. Just as it was impossible to mistake the tenting at the front of Gregori’s trousers for anything other than—

“I’ve changed my mind.”

Yes, she really could be aroused by the image Gregori’s words had conjured up in her mind. Just as she was now filled with disappointment, because he no longer wanted to—

“I want you to leave your panties on.” He turned one of the chairs away from the table before sitting down on it. “Now come here.”

Gaia moved towards him as if in a dream until she was standing just in front of him.

“Face down over my knees,” he bit out abruptly.

Was she really going to do this?

Subjugate herself to this man’s will, and trust that he didn’t intend to hurt her?

In the same way she had subjugated him to her will earlier this morning?

Was she going to do that?


Chapter 11

Gregori had absolutely no idea what he would have done next if Gaia had refused him rather than slowly, warily, lowering herself down and forward until she was lying face down across his thighs.

Would he have forced her to his will, or simply let her go?

Maybe it was better that wasn’t put to the test when this woman—so rebellious, so defiant, and so fucking sexy—had the power to drive him to behavior he hadn’t known himself capable of.

Now he had to follow through on that promised behavior.

Which, considering he had never felt driven to spank any woman before tonight, he found himself looking forward to perhaps more than he should.

“Do you admit that you’ve behaved very badly this evening when I’ve been nothing but polite?”

“You—”

“Do you, Gaia?” He placed a hand in the middle of her back to hold her in place.

“You’re behaving like a barbarian—”

“Because you’ve displeased me,” he grated softly, his hand continuing to hold her down as his other hand moved to stroke the silky length of the backs of her thighs. He heard her breath hitch as he moved his hand steadily higher with each caress, until he pushed her skirt high enough to reveal the cheeks of her ass.

Which was when his own breath caught in his throat and his heart stuttered as he discovered Gaia wasn’t wearing panties at all but a thong, the cheeks of her ass completely bare, with just a thin strip of lace intersecting the middle of them.

Nikolai, the bastard!

Gregori had absolutely no doubts who was responsible for Gaia’s choice of underwear. He could even imagine Nikolai’s delight as he went through Gaia’s underwear drawer and picked out this scrap of lace to pack and bring to her.

Gregori felt a surge of anger thinking of Nikolai touching Gaia’s panties and bras.

He would think about that reaction later; for now he had Gaia spread out before him like a delectable feast. He had never felt the urge to bite a woman’s bottom, but he felt it now, as he looked at those pink and perfectly rounded globes. It took every effort of will on his part to instead cup and squeeze them before his fingers began to explore beneath that one inch strip of lace between the cheeks of her ass.

Gaia’s head went completely blank the moment Gregori bared the cheeks of her bottom and began to stroke and then squeeze them.

“Do you want me to spank you?”

“I—no,” she groaned, unsure how she would feel, react, if he actually brought his hand down on her bared flesh.

“Not even a little?” he taunted as he obviously heard the hitch of uncertainty in her voice.

She knew she should feel humiliated in this position, bottom bared as she lay across Gregori’s trouser-covered thighs, leaving her completely vulnerable to anything he might choose to do to her. And instead she felt more sexually liberated than she ever had before.

“Maybe later,” his voice was dark with promise. “If you ask me nicely,” he murmured with satisfaction as his fingers slipped beneath the lace of her thong, exploring at his leisure, before those fingers slipped lower still. “God, you’re wet!”

Gregori’s growl caused another rush of Gaia’s juices, slicking his fingers as he pushed her legs apart so that he could stroke her, her movements becoming restless as those fingers continued that teasing caress but didn’t enter her. She began to arch and rub against him, wanting more, needing more—

“You’ll wait, damn it!” he rasped throatily as his fingers moved higher. “So swollen,” his fingers stroked her clit.

Over and over again, those caresses always stopping just as she was about to explode with pleasure, until Gaia began to groan with the need she felt for release.

“Come for me now, Gaia,” he finally instructed evenly. “Now, damn it!” His fingers captured and squeezed her throbbing clit at the same time as his thumb plunged into her greedily grasping channel.

Gaia came.

She heard herself screaming as the fierce, uncontrollable and seemingly endless orgasm rolled over and through her, so much more intense for the wait.

“Again,” Gregori instructed fiercely, plunging two fingers inside her now as he located and then stroked against the tight knot of muscle inside her.

It was as if Gregori completely controlled her body as he ripped away the thin barrier of lace and brought her to peak after peak of release, every part of Gaia now centered on the force and speed of those continuous orgasms.

She felt as limp as a rag-doll when he finally lifted and turned her at the same time, so that she was now facing him, her legs straddling his thighs.

His lids were heavy as he looked down to where she was totally exposed to him, and he could see the slick, rosy lips of her labia and her erect clit. “I have to take you this time, Gaia,” he grated as he unfastened his trousers. “Or you can take me,” he encouraged gruffly as it was Gaia’s hands that moved eagerly to pull down his boxers and release the thick length of his cock.

Because Gaia was aching to have him inside her, to have him fill her. She had never wanted anything more—

“I’m clean, Gaia,” he added huskily. “How about you?”

“The same.” There had been no one for her for over a year now.

Gregori drew his breath in sharply. “Can I…”

“God, yes, I just want you inside me!” she groaned achingly, wanting no barriers between them, eager to feel every inch of this deliciously bare and silken cock inside her.

“Then take me,” Gregori encouraged roughly.

She looked into his eyes, her gaze meeting and holding his as she lifted up to hold and guide his cock inside her. Her teeth bit down into her bottom lip as the swollen head of his cock first breached her slick heat, muscles contracting, squeezing as her channel adjusted to his wide girth.

Gregori groaned low in his throat as she continued to slowly take him until he was buried inside her to the hilt. “Take off your sweater and bra and let me suck your nipples!”

Her hair was a wild tangle, face flushed, and those nipples standing out like ripe, succulent berries by the time Gaia removed her clothes.

Gregori licked his lips just thinking about sucking and biting them. “Let me watch you play with them for a while first,” he rasped heatedly. “Make them even bigger for me, Gaia. Stroke them. Squeeze them— That’s it,” he encouraged hoarsely as she did as he asked. “Now pinch them. Yes, just like that. Now keep pinching them until they’re so sore you cry out. Pull on them. Make them longer, bigger, redder!” he instructed as he began to thrust slowly and shallowly into the heat of her sheath.

He couldn’t take his eyes off those slender fingers pulling and elongating her nipples until they were the color of raspberries, and just as fat and juicy. 

“You like that,” he encouraged with satisfaction as she groaned and writhed with pleasure.

“Yes!” she choked. “Yes, damn you!” she sobbed.

“Pull them hard, Gaia. Harder!” he ordered through gritted teeth as the heat of her channel now clenched in the same rhythm as she pulled on her nipples. “Ask me to fuck you, Gaia.”

“No—”

“I’m not moving until you do!” He stilled, cock pulsing but no longer moving.

Her eyes glittered gold as she glared at him. “I can’t. I can’t, damn it!”

“Yes-you-can!” His jaw was clenched, every muscle and sinew of his body tense with the need to thrust, to claim.

“I can’t— Oh God, fuck me, Gregori! Please fuck me! Harder!” she cried out brokenly as fierce, undulating, undeniable waves of pleasure washed over and through her as she came.

His hands moved to grasp the bare cheeks of her bottom, fingers digging into that tender flesh as he finally began to thrust fiercely up inside her, at the same time as his chin nudged one of her hands aside and he drew one of those red and swollen nipples into the moist heat of his mouth and suckled hard.

Gaia cried out as she came again, the fierce contractions of her channel squeezing him tightly.

Gregori bit down on that nipple, prolonging her orgasm as his balls tightened and the hot rush of his cum boiled along the length of his cock to explode in an endless hot release.




He cursed himself for the bastard he undoubtedly was as Gaia lay sobbing against his shoulder.

He was out of control.

It was no excuse that his desire for this woman was ripping him apart, stripping him of every vestige of civilized behavior, until he became that barbarian she had accused him of being. Causing him to feel things, do things, demand things of her he had never asked of any other woman.

It was no fucking excuse for what he had just done. For what he had made Gaia do.

He wasn’t a man ruled by his emotions, and yet with Gaia he became nothing but emotion. Want. Desire. Need. Burning need. Reckless desire.

“I think you may have just ruined me for anyone else,” she sighed with satisfaction as she settled more comfortably against his shoulder.

Gregori pulled back slightly to look down at her. Her face was flushed and her eyes a bright gold as she looked back at him, her lips full and swollen. She looked exhausted, her hair damp on her forehead. But more than that she looked satiated and happy.

“I hurt you.” He frowned. “I made you hurt yourself.”

“You wrecked me,” she corrected huskily. “Not the same thing at all. That was really hot. Gregori?” She sat up to look at him as he made no reply, and whatever she saw on his face made her frown. “Gregori, a little rough, consensual lovemaking between two adults isn’t wrong.” She smiled slightly. “Remember how I tormented and teased you this morning?”

Oh yes, Gregori remembered the torment of this morning all too clearly.

“Although I should point out it’s going to cause me some discomfort to wear the dress you had delivered,” she added self-derisively.

Gregori couldn’t think of what she meant for a moment, but then he remembered that the figure-hugging gown dipped at the front as well as the back, which meant she would have to dispense with wearing a bra. Which also meant the front of the gown was going to rub continuously against the soreness of her bare and abused nipples.

“Ah.” He nodded. “Would you like me to kiss them better?”

“No,” she chuckled huskily. “What I would really like you to do is tell me how we’re going to…disengage, without making a colossal mess over your very expensive suit!”

Was it any wonder Gregori admired this woman as well as liked her? She was intriguing. A combination of a generous and adventurous lover, but with an underlying contradiction of self-consciousness.

Anyone looking at the two of them would have said they were totally different. Too different, perhaps.

And yet underneath, where it mattered, they were the same. Two people who’d grown up too soon, with too many responsibilities, with no choice but to carry on as best they could.

There was also this burning, explosive desire between them that raged out of control every time the two of them were alone together.

Gregori may have thought he was claiming her a few minutes ago, but he now realized that Gaia had also claimed him.

His semi-hard cock was still inside her, and it gave an answering twitch of interest, telling him that he could all too quickly become rock hard again. Except he was sure, no matter how much she might have enjoyed their lovemaking, that Gaia must be sore, inside as well as out.

He really had turned into some Neanderthal caveman, Gregori realized self-disgustedly.

“I have no idea what you’re thinking about so intensely that it’s making you scowl, Gregori,” she now drawled teasingly, “but whatever it is, it isn’t giving us an answer to our present problem.”

Perhaps that was because Gregori was trying to deal with the issue of his need to possess this woman. With the desire between them that was so deep and so strong it went off like an incendiary device at the least provocation, chipping away and melting the ice about his emotions.

Much more of this and Gaia really would only have to crook her little finger at him to lead him about by his constantly aroused cock!

Talking of which…

“Gregori…?” Gaia looked up at him doubtfully as she felt him once again hardening and lengthening inside her, stretching her already sensitized channel.

“I’ll be gentle this time, Gaia,” he promised hoarsely, eyes dark and glittering as his hands squeezed the globes of her bottom. “I just… I need… Please.”

It was that please that undid her.

She had no idea what Gregori’s favorite color was. What foods he preferred. What he cared about apart from his business and his sister. What side of the bed he liked to sleep on.

These were all things the glossy magazines said a woman ought to know about a man before allowing her emotions to become engaged.

And it was all nonsense.

Gregori really had wrecked her just now—had ruined her for any other man as he gave her everything she had never known she wanted—and by doing so he had totally ripped away the barriers she had built about her own heart.

He got to her, touched her, connected to her in a place she had allowed no other man to go. And it was as if by doing so he knew her. That he actually saw the soft and vulnerable Gaia behind the smart mouth. No man had ever seen that Gaia before. No man had ever wanted to see that Gaia before.

This man, Gregori Markovic, who on the surface appeared so cold and distant, saw into her very soul, to her deepest, darkest fantasies, and rather than being shocked or repelled by them, he fulfilled them. What happened between the two of them tonight had been wild and rough, and she would probably be sore for days—and she had loved every wild, rough, erotic moment of it.

She met his questioning gaze without flinching. “Yes.”

There was none of that frantic need, that desire to claim and be claimed, to their lovemaking this time. Instead Gregori rested his forehead against hers, their gazes locked, as he rocked gently inside her, the pleasure building slowly, exquisitely, and once again touching places inside Gaia no one else had ever reached.

Their release, when it came, happened at exactly the same moment, and it was the most intensely intimate moment of Gaia’s entire life. A meeting of souls rather than just bodies.

And in that moment Gaia completely saw the man behind the cool and controlled mask. She knew him. Not just Gregori, but his aloneness. An intense loneliness that was always with him. A painful loneliness that set him apart, always apart from those around him.

She saw because Gregori allowed her to.

In the same way that Gaia allowed him to see her.

The moment passed, of course.

It had to.

It was too raw, too intimate, too intense to continue.

The shutters came down in Gregori’s eyes first as he looked away and at something behind her. “Napkin,” he bit out abruptly.

Gaia closed her eyes briefly, willing herself to take her cue from him and let the moment go. To return, if necessary, to their conversation from before they made love a second time.

She knew, with startling clarity that was the way she would always think of this evening—as before and after the most intense and physically intimate moment of her life.

Before, when she had only guessed about the passionate and sensitive man Gregori was behind the cool mask. After, when she knew he existed. That deep inside him was a man whose soul cried out in the darkness.

Just as Gaia’s did.

Their raw and primal passion followed by that achingly emotional lovemaking had forever changed her.

Because of this complex and self-contained man who had let her inside, if only for that short, illuminating time.

Gaia knew she would forever keep that gift, cherish it close to her heart, no matter what became of them in future…


Chapter 12

“I thought the idea was to keep Gaia Miller hidden away until we know if she has any involvement in what’s going on here?” Nikolai scowled darkly as the two men waited in the sitting room for Gaia to come downstairs. She’d gone to her bedroom a few minutes ago to change so that she could accompany Gregori to Utopia.

“It was.” He nodded, knowing that when it came to Gaia he was no longer able to think logically or objectively.

Especially when he was still inwardly shaken by that…that… What the hell had that been between them the second time they made love?

Nothing like that had ever happened to him before, Gregori was certain of that.

It had been as if a door had briefly opened inside him, showing him the things he wanted, craved, hungered for, before he’d had to forcibly close it again. Physical hunger and emotional connection weren’t for men like him. They couldn’t be. That sort of vulnerability could be exploited. By men like Ivan Orlov.

Which meant this had to stop now.

Whatever this was.

“You said you haven’t found any connection between Gaia and Ivan?”

“I haven’t found any proof there isn’t one either,” the other man pointed out impatiently.

Gregori shrugged. “So for the moment we’ll go with believing there isn’t.”

Nikolai scowled. “I’m not sure—”

“I have decided, Nikolai,” he interrupted evenly and softly, using a tone of voice, The Markovic voice, he had never used towards the other man before tonight.

Nikolai drew in a deep breath. “Okay.” He nodded abruptly.

Gregori felt himself relax as he arched a mocking brow. “Surely you trust your own security measures, Nikolai?”

The other man gave him a censorious glance. “I trust my own men implicitly.”

He eyed the other man curiously. “But not Dair’s?”

“I don’t know any of them well enough to trust or distrust them, and this guy Lijah—”

“You’ve met him before, in Venice five months ago.”

Nikolai nodded. “And I can’t access any personal details on him at all.”

Gregori gave a rueful smile. “Which means you tried.”

“Hell, yes, of course I tried! Just because he works for and is a friend of your brother-in-law doesn’t mean I have the same trust in him.” Nikolai moved restlessly. “There’s no information on Lijah Smith. He doesn’t exist.”

“Not as Lijah Smith, no,” Gregori conceded quietly.

The other man frowned. “But as someone else?”

“Yes.”

“Who?”

“Who he is isn’t important, Nikolai,” Gregori dismissed briskly. “As long as he does his job, which he will, that is all either of us needs to know about him.”

“I just found out a few minutes ago that he dismissed your driver this evening and insists on driving you himself.”

Gregori gave a rueful smile. “I’m sure John loved that.”

“He was furious. Gregori, Smith is a maverick,” Nikolai persisted impatiently. “A totally off-the-charts renegade. He certainly can’t go inside Utopia dressed the way he is.”

“Did you try telling him that?” He knew he shouldn’t be amused by Nikolai’s discomfort with the other man, but he couldn’t deny it was amusing to see Nikolai so disconcerted.

“I did, yes.”

“And?”

“And he told me how he dresses is none of my fucking business— Holy fucking hell!” Nikolai’s gaze was riveted on the doorway and his mouth gaped open.

Gregori knew exactly whom the other man was staring at with such male appreciation.

He had intended on phoning an exclusive dress shop and having a suitable evening gown delivered to Gaia today, but in the end he had decided that he couldn’t leave that choice to a shop assistant. Gaia had an amazing figure, but she wasn’t particularly tall—that is, when she wasn’t wearing those high-heeled shoes she had complained of several times—and the wrong gown would detract from her assets rather than enhance them. Consequently, Gregori had gone to the dress shop himself and chosen what he hoped was the right gown.

Nikolai’s reaction told him that it was.

The fact that Nikolai was almost panting with his tongue hanging out of his mouth meant he appreciated Gaia’s appearance just a little too much for Gregori’s liking.

“If that remark was meant to be a compliment, Mr. Volkov, then thank you,” Gaia now drawled dryly from behind him, confirming Gregori’s suspicions.

He swallowed the last of his brandy to delay turning and looking at her for a little longer.

“Jesus, Gregori!” Nikolai seemed unable to drag his gaze away from Gaia.

Further irritating Gregori as he shot the other man a frowning glance before finally turning—only to then bite down painfully on his bottom lip to stop himself from making an equally irreverent outburst. But there was nothing he could do about his cock’s reaction as it surged up in full and instant arousal, and that was despite the fact that he had come twice just a short time ago.

Gaia had suggested black, but Gregori had known as soon as he saw this shimmering, knee-length, midnight-blue gown that it was perfect for her.

God, had he been right…

The material gathered at her shoulders before fitting lovingly over the fullness of Gaia’s breasts, and it was snug at her waist before flaring slightly at her hips. It didn’t leave a single dip or curve to the imagination concerning her body beneath.

What made it even more revealing was the fact that Gaia’s nipples, obviously over-stimulated from their lovemaking earlier, were for the moment permanently swollen.

It took every effort of will on Gregori’s part to raise his gaze from those swollen nipples to instead look at her face. The small strip of gauze was barely noticeable on her cheek, and her hair was soft and silky about her semi-naked shoulders, a pair of pearl earrings completing the outfit.

His jaw tightened slightly when he saw the look of challenge in her gleaming golden eyes.

His gaze hardened. “It would seem we are ready to leave, Nikolai. Nikolai!” he rasped his impatience as the other man still seemed mesmerized by Gaia’s appearance.

Nikolai dragged his gaze away with obvious effort. “The car is waiting outside,” he murmured distractedly, his earlier irritation with Lijah Smith’s arrogance and appearance obviously forgotten.

Gregori gave an impatient sigh: if Nikolai’s reaction to Gaia’s appearance was any indication, then this promised to be a very long night.

“Nothing to say for yourself, Gregori?” Gaia taunted as the two of them walked out into the hallway.

He didn’t so much as glance at her, but a telltale nerve pulsed in the tightness of his jaw. “There will be plenty of men to tell you how beautiful you look this evening.”

She laughed softly at the stiffness of his tone. The same stiffness she had seen swell in his trousers the moment he turned to look at her a few minutes ago, and which a brief glance downwards told her was still there.

The laughter died in her throat when she stepped outside and saw the man who had just moved to open the back door of the car. A man she knew for a fact she had never seen before. His body was tense, his gaze watchful, and he kept looking about him as he waited for the two of them to get inside the car.

She turned to Gregori. “What—”

“Just get in the car, Miss Miller,” he rasped as he nodded briefly to the other man.

Gaia moved into the back of the car, and Gregori followed soon after, but she hardly noticed. Her attention was still on the other man as he climbed in behind the wheel and started the engine.

She turned to give Gregori a questioning glance.

“Don’t ask,” he dismissed wearily.

“But…” She gave a shake of her head. “What’s with the…” she whispered as she indicated the Stetson on the driver’s head. “And the—”

“Best not to judge a book by its cover, Miss Miller,” the man in the Stetson advised mockingly, his deep indigo eyes glancing at her briefly in the mirror. “Isn’t that right, Nikolai?” he taunted the man seated beside him.

Gaia was even more confused after hearing the man speak. He was very tall, with overlong dark hair, a hard rather than handsome face, and a body that appeared to be mainly muscle. He also wore the Stetson and cowboy boots, along with a short-sleeved black shirt and faded blue jeans, and yet he spoke with an English accent that would have put some of the royal family to shame.

“Close the privacy window, if you please, Mr. Smith,” Gregori bit out impatiently.

He shrugged. “You’re the boss.” For now seemed to linger silently in the air at the end of that statement. The smoky black glass rose between the back and front of the vehicle.

“Mr. Smith is an employee of my brother-in-law, sent to assist with security,” Gregori told her in a voice that warned against voicing any further questions regarding Mr. Smith.

That was fine with Gaia. Mr. Smith was definitely a curiosity, but there was too much else going on in her life for her to want to pursue the subject.

Instead she turned to look at Gregori beneath lowered lashes.

She had taken a bath earlier, in the hopes of soaking some of the aches from her body. It had worked. Until she starting getting dressed. The black thong—damn Nikolai Volkov—continually rubbed against the soreness between her thighs and reminded her all too forcibly of having Gregori inside her. Just as the gown, as she had guessed that it would, chaffed against her swollen nipples and resulted in them remaining in a constant state of semi arousal.

The only reason she forgave Nikolai for the abundance of thongs he had packed for her was because he had also brought along the small jewelry box from her dressing table, allowing her to wear the pearl earrings tonight that were all she had left of Angela.

The coldly aloof Gregori now seated beside her didn’t look capable of that raw, uncontrolled passion the two of them had shared earlier. Let alone the connection she had felt between them when they made love a second time.

He may not look capable of it now, but it was enough that Gaia knew he was. “Speaking of which…is Nikolai any closer to confirming who shot at us last night?”

Gregori’s jaw tightened in reaction but he didn’t turn to look at her as he answered. “I told you I already know who shot at us, Miss Miller.”

She raised her brows when he added nothing further. “I guess from your silence you don’t intend on sharing any more information with me?”

He drew in a sharp breath. “Do I need to?”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing,” he sighed his irritation.

“Oh it’s definitely something,” Gaia said quietly as she looked at him searchingly but the shutter was firmly down, preventing her from having any idea what he was thinking. “Why don’t you… You don’t seriously think I had anything to do with the two of us being shot at last night?” she gasped as understanding dawned.

“Nikolai is the one with the suspicious nature.” He shrugged.

“Like hell he is!” She turned fully in the seat to glare at him. “God, what sort of world do you live in that you would even think I could have— And then afterwards the two of us— And again this evening…” She broke off as she gave a disgusted shake of her head.

“I live in a dangerous world, Miss Miller,” he bit out coldly. “One in which people really do end up dead.”

She knew that. He had told her that. She had witnessed that violence for herself last night. She just—“To hell with what Nikolai thinks, do you believe I’m somehow involved with this man who wants to hurt you? Never mind,” she dismissed tightly as he took too long answer her.

Gaia had no idea why she felt the sharp sting of tears in her eyes as she turned away. She had guessed earlier how it was going to be between them when they met up again. Had known Gregori would retreat back behind that cold façade. And she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that it was a façade. A mask to hide the true depth of his emotions.

His distrust hurt anyway.




Entering and walking through the nightclub, not as an employee, but as Gregori Markovic’s guest, was an experience in itself.

Everyone, from the muscled guards on the door and the glamorous guests entering and leaving, to the hostess who greeted them at the door, treated Gregori with a deference that Gaia knew had been lacking in her own dealings with him since that night in his office. Gregori may be able to turn off his emotions at will, but she found it a little difficult to behave coolly towards the man who’d had his tongue inside her!

“Do you find something amusing, Miss Miller?” He prompted as she gave a self-derisive snort.

“Not in the least,” she assured him with feeling as she pulled her arm out of his hold to step away from him. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll leave you to do your meet and greet and go and talk to Rick and Claude—”

“That was not our arrangement.” Dark eyes glittered down at her as he turned his back on the beautiful woman who had been about to greet him, blocking the rest of the room from Gaia’s view.

The woman gave Gaia a fierce glare before turning her charm on Nikolai.

“Our agreement was that I wouldn’t work this evening. I think I owe it to Rick and Claude to personally explain why that is— Oh not the real reason,” she snapped her impatience with his frown. “I’m not stupid, Gregori, but I was brought up to have manners.”

“Meaning I was not?”

She gave a shrug of her bare shoulders. “Take my comment in whatever way you choose, Gregori. You usually do anyway!”

His mouth thinned. “I have already spoken to both Rick and Claude, explained that you had a small accident.”

“And I’m going to speak to them both again. Personally,” she added, knowing how much the idea of her talking to the other two men seemed to annoy him. She was so angry with him at the moment she just wanted to get away from him.

“They need no further explanation than that you walked into Utopia at my side,” Gregori announced arrogantly.

Gaia was already well aware of the speculation about them because she was ‘at his side’. According to the gossip she had heard before meeting Gregori, he never brought women to Utopia with him. Not only had he brought a woman with him tonight, but she also happened to be one of his employees, and wearing a gown that probably cost more than she earned in a month.

She gave a stubborn shake of her head. “You just carry on doing…whatever it is you do, and I’ll catch up with you later.” She didn’t give him time to object as she turned on her heel and walked off in the direction of the bar.

“Follow her,” Gregori instructed Nikolai tersely. “Mr. Smith can accompany me upstairs,” he added with a rueful glance at the ever-watchful Lijah Smith who had insisted on accompanying them into the club. “He can hardly remain down here, Nikolai,” he added at the other man’s look of displeasure.

Nikolai showed his disapproval of the arrangement by walking off without saying a word.

“Miss Miller seems a…headstrong young lady,” Lijah commented as the two men traveled up to the third floor in Gregori’s private lift.

“Yes.”

“Remind you of anyone?” he added mockingly as they entered Gregori’s office.

Gregori knew exactly whom Lijah was referring to. “Katya was never this rebellious,” he dismissed hardly as he turned on all the security screens.

“No?” Lijah made himself comfortable in the chair where Gaia had been sitting three nights ago before swinging his booted feet up to rest on the front of the desk.

“Perhaps since meeting Dair,” Gregori conceded distractedly as his attention homed in on one security screen in particular where he could see Gaia in conversation with both Rick Turner and Claude le Coeur.

The two men were being far too attentive in his opinion. Rick was obviously ogling Gaia’s cleavage, while Claude appeared to be using the excuse of the graze on her cheek as a way of touching her.

“I thought tall, icy blondes were your usual taste?”

Gregori didn’t even bother asking how Lijah Smith knew that: the man may have been sent here by Dair Grayson, but he would not have come without knowing everything about the two people he had been sent to protect.

And Lijah was right, his tastes usually did center on tall, icy blondes, and Gaia Miller was so obviously none of those things.

But she brought out a hunger inside him those women never had, a yearning for her warmth, her irreverent laughter, and the primal passion between them that made him forget everything and everyone else.

His scowl deepened as Claude obviously complimented the earrings Gaia was wearing as yet another way of touching her.

He should have marked her earlier, bitten her or sucked on her throat where other men would see the mark and know that she belonged to him—

“Gregori, did you know that you’re actually growling?”

Gregori turned to give Lijah a narrow-eyed glare. “I am merely being…protective. Have you forgotten she was shot last night?” he added harshly.

Lijah gave a shrug. “Isn’t that the reason I’m here?”

Of course it was.

“You seem to be a little…obsessed with our Miss Miller,” Lijah added conversationally.

He was more than a little obsessed with her. Damn it, seconds ago he had been thinking that he should have marked her as his earlier, like some fucking caveman staking a claim on his woman.

“She is not ‘our’ Miss Miller,” he bit out icily.

“Your Miss Miller,” Lijah corrected with a slow smile.

“She is not mine, either.”

“No?”

“No.”

“Frustrating for you.”

“You find something amusing, Mr. Smith?”

The other man grinned openly now. “Just enjoying watching another mighty man fall.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Gregori moved to sit behind his desk.

“Please yourself.” Lijah shrugged uninterestedly. “Dair tells me you also have a drug problem at Utopia? Connected to Orlov?”

“Nikolai says so, yes.” Gregori was too relieved at the change of subject to question how his brother-in-law knew so much about his business. Dair Grayson was a law unto himself, and totally ungovernable. As, apparently, were the men who worked for him at Grayson Security.

Lijah nodded. “I’m checking into it too. As I also checked on your Miss Miller,” he added softly. “Which was probably as well when you’re obviously far too close to this—to her,” he indicated the security screen, “to be able to form an objective opinion.”

Gregori’s jaw tightened. “Miss Miller is off limits to you, Mr. Smith.”

Lijah dropped his feet to the floor and sat forward in his seat, all pretense of nonchalance gone as he now looked every inch the trained killer that he undoubtedly was. “Until I have certain proof of that, I’ll be the judge of what Miss Miller is or isn’t, Gregori.”

“You—”

“I also have resources Nikolai couldn’t even begin to tap into, plus he seems to be dealing with rather a lot of different things at the moment.” He shrugged. “While I was waiting outside to drive the two of you here I received a phone call. Did you know that Gaia Miller had the same father as a woman called Angela Grant, a woman who also worked at Utopia until her death from a drug overdose?”

Gregori felt ice slither down the length of his spine.

That was Gaia’s connection to Angela Grant?

“As I see it, there are two possible reasons why Gaia Miller came to work here after her half-sister’s death,” Lijah Smith continued.

“Which are…”

“Both sisters were involved in the sale of the drugs—”

“The problem still existed for the two months after Angela Grant’s death and before Gaia came to work here,” Gregori bit out stiffly, still trying to take in the fact that Angela had been Gaia’s half-sister.

Lijah glanced up at Gaia on the security monitor. “The second reason could be that your Miss Miller doesn’t believe her sister’s death was a suicide either, and the reason she’s here is to look for whoever killed her.”

Now Gregori turned sharply to look at the security screen where Gaia was laughing at something Rick Turner had just said to her.

The Gaia he had come to know these past few days was far too forthright for him to believe she was involved in the sale of drugs.

But trying to discover who had killed her half-sister?

Oh yes, Gregori could well believe Gaia was reckless enough in regards to her own safety to do that.

No wonder she was now so furious with him for having all but accused her of knowing Ivan Orlov…


Chapter 13

“What on earth is the matter with you, Gregori?” Gaia hissed in protest as he kept a tight hold of her arm as he marched her out of Utopia.

He only released her after bundling her into the back of the car waiting outside, the Stetson-wearing Lijah Smith once again visible behind the wheel through the smoky glass of the privacy window.

“You didn’t even give me a chance to say goodnight to Rick and Claude before you dragged me away,” she accused once Gregori had walked around to the other side of the car and slid in beside her

His eyes glittered in the darkness as he turned to look at her, and the car moved away from the front of Utopia and into the flow of late night traffic. “I ‘dragged you away’, as you put it, before you were able to take any more risks than you already have!”

Gaia stilled at the unspoken accusation in his clipped tone. “What do you mean?” she prompted guardedly.

His gaze met hers coldly. “I now know exactly who you are.”

She swallowed. “I’m Gaia Miller—”

“I also know the reason you deliberately sought employment at Utopia,” he continued as if she hadn’t interrupted him.

“I told you, I needed a job—”

“What you needed was to find the person you believe to be responsible for the death of your half-sister!”

Oh God, oh God, oh God…

The tension in the back of the car was palpable as Gregori continued to look at her with icy black eyes, her palms becoming damp as the seconds ticked silently by.

“Nothing to say in your defense, Miss Miller?”

There were several things she could say. She could deny all knowledge of everything he said. She could ask if he’d been drinking.

She didn’t say either of those things.

Why not?

Because the challenging expression on Gregori’s face dared her to even try denying his accusations. At which point he was angry enough—a seething, roiling anger Gaia could feel beneath that cool exterior—to enjoy verbally ripping her into tiny little pieces.

Gregori may have accused her of being reckless, but she wasn’t stupid, and only someone very stupid would attempt to try to lie to him now.

“Well the positive thing is that you no longer think I’m working in cahoots with the man who shot at us last night!” she lamely attempted to shrug off the tension.

“That is all you have to say?” he bit out softly as he moved to rest his arm casually along the back of the seat behind her.

A casualness Gaia didn’t believe for a moment.

Mainly because his eyes were still glittering with fury, and he was baring his teeth in a facsimile of a smile that actually bordered on the feral. “Why didn’t you come to me and ask for my help?”

Gaia swallowed, the space in the back of the car seeming to have shrunk, the air so heavy with tension it was barely breathable.

“But of course,” he continued conversationally in that dangerously soft voice, “you couldn’t come and talk to me about this because no doubt I’m on your list of suspects.”

He had been, yes.

But not anymore, not since a few minutes after she met and spoke to him for the first time, in fact.

Yes, Gregori was The Markovic, and she had no doubts that he could be ruthless when the situation demanded it. But Gaia simply couldn’t believe he was capable of having an innocent young woman killed.

But maybe that was just because she didn’t want to believe he had been involved in Angela’s death?

Because of the way she now felt about him?

Gaia shied away from examining those feelings: it was here and now, this conversation that she needed to concentrate on, and not any feelings she may or may not have for Gregori.

But your suspicions regarding him were no less insulting than his were in regard to you earlier, a little voice taunted inside her head.

The little voice was right. Gaia had been furious with Gregori earlier for even suggesting she might somehow be connected to this man Orlov. As furious as he now was in regard to her suspicions about him…

“Well?”

Gaia flinched. At the fury in that one word. The accusation. The utter disgust.

Gregori’s anger was as warranted as her own had been, she accepted that, but she also knew he was using this conversation as a means of pushing her away. Because he had let down his guard with her this evening. A guard he usually kept firmly in place, but one he had let her see right through earlier.

And she had seen him. Gregori the man. Gregori the fierce and demanding lover.

This, the cold disgust in his expression and voice, was his way of regaining that mask, of shutting her out. In the same way he shut everyone out in order to prevent them from seeing his depth.

Her heart ached with the knowledge that he would probably never allow her to see him again.

She moistened her lips before speaking, her throat so dry now that her voice came out as a soft rasp. “How long have you known?”

“About your sister? Or that you aren’t what you claimed to be?”

“Both.”

“You from the beginning—you were obviously searching my office that first night,” he shrugged as she gasped.

“You knew that and yet you… Has this all been some sick game to you, Gregori?” She looked at him searchingly. “Have you and Nikolai been laughing behind my back this whole time, knowing you only intended to take what you wanted from me before calling me a liar?”

His mouth thinned. “I do not laugh at people—even liars—behind their backs. And do not bring Nikolai into this,” he dismissed hardly. “What were you looking for under my desk that night?”

She turned her gaze away from his, knowing there was a guilty blush in her cheeks. “Someone knows who killed my sister.”

“And you thought you would find evidence of it under my desk?”

“I thought there might be a hidden drawer or—or something where you kept records—” she broke off, shaking her head, glad she hadn’t given in to the temptation to search his home today. No doubt it would all have been caught on one of those security cameras anyway, and that would have been too humiliating. As it was, she felt utterly stupid now that she had actually voiced what her intention had been that first night. It sounded so—so damned amateurish.

But she was an amateur when it came to the world Gregori lived in on a day-to-day basis, a minnow in a tankful of sharks, with Gregori at the head of those sharks.

Which was probably why she should have stayed well away from him and Utopia, no matter how deeply she wanted to find Angela’s lover and expose him for the murdering bastard he was.

Instead she had jumped in with both feet, and by doing so she met Gregori Markovic and came to care about him.

And it was all over now. All of it. Gregori would never allow her back into Utopia to search for Angela’s lover and possible killer, any more than he would allow her close to him emotionally ever again.

“I didn’t know you then!” she choked. “I thought… For God’s sake, you’re Gregori Markovic, head of the Russian Mafia in London. Everyone knows that.”

“We are not talking about what everyone else knows about me, Miss Miller, just you. And you obviously know nothing about me,” his voice positively dripped ice now, not so much as a tiny fissure in the hardness of his expression. “For your information, the Markovic business holdings and interests are all run within the broad spectrum of the law, and have been for many years, much to my father’s disgust,” he added without amusement. “I also own several other clubs in London, most of them not as upmarket as Utopia, all of them catering to the…needs of my customers. But I do not deal in drugs or prostitutes. Ever.”

“The police wouldn’t listen to anything I had to say and—Angela was my sister,” Gaia repeated emotionally.

And Gregori knew what it was to love a sister. People had paid, and paid dearly, for hurting his own sister just five short months ago, and the facility where Katya had been held against her will had been demolished brick by brick to ensure that would never happen to anyone else ever again, for whatever reason.

He knew what it was to love a sister.

He just couldn’t reconcile that knowledge with the risks, the danger Gaia had placed herself in, in an effort to solve the death of her own sister.

He gave an impatient shake of his head. “And what do you think would have happened to you if I had been responsible? If I had been the ruthless, cold-hearted bastard you believed me to be and I discovered what you were doing? Ah yes, I remember now—you mentioned something about being fitted for a pair of concrete shoes!”

“Don’t mock me, Gregori,” she choked. 

“You think I’m mocking you?” he ground out harshly. “I assure you, in my father’s day such an outcome would not have been so implausible.”

“You’re just trying to frighten me again now—”

“Think yourself lucky that is all I’m doing, because what I would really like to do is wring this delicate little neck!” His fingers curled about her nape, firmly enough to hold her in place, but not enough to bruise as he loomed over her in the darkness. “If I didn’t know how much you would enjoy it, I would give you the spanking you deserve for your reckless behavior!”

“Do it,” she groaned. “Punish me if it will make you feel better.”

Gregori looked down at her searchingly, noting the fever in her eyes, the flush to her cheeks, her lips still slightly swollen from their lovemaking earlier this evening. “Are you wet just at the thought of it, Gaia?” he prompted huskily.

“Yes, damn you!” she choked.

“Let me feel for myself how wet you are.” He pushed her gown up to run his hand along the length of her thigh until he reached the dampness of her panties. “Do you want me to touch you, Gaia?” He could feel the pulsing of her clit as he ran his fingers along the outside of the lace thong.

“Yes. Please!” Gaia gasped as she arched up into that too-soft contact.

“Are your nipples still sore from earlier?”

“Yes…” she breathed softly, letting out a hissing breath as Gregori first cupped her breast and then rolled the swollen nipple between his finger and thumb.

“Pleasure as well as pain,” he mused huskily.

“Yes…” Gaia was so aroused at this dual assault on her nipple and those stroking fingers.

“How badly do you want it, Gaia? Tell me!” he rasped sharply when she didn’t answer.

“Very badly,” Gaia gasped as Gregori’s fingers stroked harder along her swollen labia before pinching her clit. “As badly—wickedly—as you want it to be. Oh please!” She arched up again, still wanting more.

Gregori looked down into those pleading golden eyes as he felt Gaia’s juices flowing over his stroking fingers, watching her face as he thrust two fingers deep inside her. He relished her breathy groans as he deliberately found and stroked that knot of muscles deep inside her.

“How does that feel, Gaia? Tell me, describe your pleasure to me.” He gave her nipple another pinch.

“It’s heat,” she gasped. “Aching heat. So good. So good…” she groaned as he rubbed her clit with his thumb.

“And this?” He thrust inside her with one finger now, using her juices on the other to stroke along the dampness of her bottom, pressing, testing for entry. “Do you like this, Gaia?” He pressed harder, almost penetrating. “Do you?”

“Yes,” she hissed as he penetrated further.

“Would you let me take you here, Gaia?” he breathed against her ear. “Would you let me put my cock inside you here?”

“I don’t know… I… Yes!” she groaned, throat arching as he thrust in further still.

“Has anyone else ever—”

“No!” she gasped. “Never.”

“Describe how it feels to me. Tell me—”

“As you said, pleasure and pain,” she gasped. “It burns, but it’s oh-so-pleasurable too.”

“My cock would feel better, though, hmm?” he pressed. “Filling you up, stretching you until you couldn’t be stretched any further.”

“Yes… Oh God, yes!” Her eyes closed as her head fell weakly back against the seat.

Gregori wanted that too.

Wanted to feast between Gaia’s thighs, have her suck his cock in the way that gave him such delicious pleasure, and then he would thrust inside her, time and time again, anywhere she would take him. And she would take him everywhere, her responses now leaving him in no doubts that she would welcome his complete possession.

The problem with possessing Gaia was that Gregori knew he would also be possessed in return, and this woman had already taken too much of him, owned too much of him.

“Please, Gregori…” she encouraged achingly.

“No.”

“No?” her eyelids fluttered open and she looked up at him dazedly as his thrusts and the stroking abruptly ceased.

“No.” he repeated with deliberate coldness as he removed his hand and sat back on his own side of the car. “Unless of course you like to perform in front of an audience?” He took a handkerchief from the breast pocket of his jacket and began to wipe her juices from his fingers. “In which case I believe I would prefer that you suck my cock. I’m sure that Lijah would enjoy imagining himself in my place—”

“Stop it!” she gasped. “Why are you doing this?” She gave a shake of her head.

He shrugged. “Because it appears I can.”

“Go to hell!” Gaia choked as she hastily straightened her clothes, totally humiliated by the coldness of Gregori’s tone and the things he was saying to her even as she inwardly cringed at the intimacies she had just allowed. Allowed? She had been begging for it. “You bastard!” she choked as she blinked back tears of humiliation.

But what had she expected?

She had as good as admitted that she’d initially thought he could be responsible for Angela’s death. He now knew that she had lied and deceived him from the beginning, and she’d still seriously expected him to want to make love to her again?

Idiot.

He had been playing with her just now, proving once again that he was the stronger of the two of them—as if she didn’t already know that—and that he could bend and shape her, arouse her, do whatever the hell he wanted with her anytime he damn well felt like it.

Whatever she may feel for him, Gregori didn’t feel the same way about her, and she would do well to remember that in future.

In the future?

There was no future for her with Gregori.

Above all, she needed to get away from him. As far away as she could possibly get, before he completely destroyed her.

She sat stiffly on her side of the car. “Would you instruct Mr. Smith to drive me to my apartment, please?”

Gregori gave a humorless smile. “I’m sure we both know that isn’t going to happen.”

“I-want-to-go-to-my-apartment!” her voice was low but determined.

“You’re an intelligent woman, Miss Miller,” he drawled, “as such you know that your actions mean it is not safe for you to return there yet.”

“My actions?” Gaia wasn’t going to be responsible for ‘her actions’ if he called her Miss Miller one more time in that condescending tone! “It was one of your enemies that shot at me,” she reminded disgustedly.

His mouth thinned. “That matter is being dealt with.”

“Really?” Gaia taunted. “By ‘dealt with’ do you mean eliminated?”

“Only as a last resort,” Gregori rasped dismissively.

“How reassuring!” She eyed him scathingly, relieved to have something to focus her anger on. Humiliation didn’t even begin to cover how she felt right now.

“Do not pass judgment on things you do not understand,” he dismissed.

“Then help me understand.” She turned to look at him. “You told me Orlov believes that you killed his son, but not why he believes that?”

“I cannot discuss that with you.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

Gregori’s nostrils flared. “Won’t.”

“As I thought.” Gaia felt a perverse satisfaction in his discomfort. It seemed only fair after the way he just humiliated her.

Gregori gave an impatient shake of his head. “It is not my secret to tell.” If Gaia believed he was unaffected by what had happened between them just now, she would be wrong.

He didn’t want to alienate Gaia. He had to. For her sake as well as his own. Hopefully the threat of Ivan Orlov would soon be over, but there would always be other enemies, other threats to his leadership of the Markovic family.

Just the thought of falling in love with a woman, any woman, and having to keep that woman permanently safe, to worry and fret about her when she was out of his sight, was enough to make him shudder.

Dair manages to love Katya and keep her safe, a little voice reminded inside his head, they are even having a baby together.

Then perhaps Dair was a braver man than he was, because the thought of Gaia being in permanent danger, simply because she was with him, was totally unacceptable to Gregori.

“This man did something to your sister, didn’t he?”

Gregori turned sharply to look at her. Gaia did know him, too well it seemed.

“If he did then I understand why you might have felt the need for…retribution. I feel the same way about the man who killed Angela.” She drew in a ragged breath. “She didn’t take drugs, Gregori, ever, and I want him to suffer, in the way she must have suffered—”

“You will leave me to deal with that situation —”

“I don’t think so,” she scorned.

Gregori’s hands clenched into fists in his frustration with her stubbornness. What was the point of saving her from the danger of being involved with him if she was going to throw herself in front of danger of another sort?

None at all, that voice taunted again inside his head, so you might just as well take what you can while you can.

He was not an animal, damn it, no matter what Gaia may now think to the contrary after the way he behaved a few minutes ago.

He regretted doing that to her; knew he’d behaved as the bastard she accused him of being.

It was the only way he knew of putting her at arm’s length and keeping her there, even if it meant the possibility of Gaia ever willingly making love with him again was now extremely remote.

He sighed as he confided reluctantly. “There has been a drug problem in Utopia for some months, and someone working at Utopia is involved—”

“Not Angela,” she maintained stubbornly.

“Nikolai has been working hard on this problem today and now believes he has narrowed the possible culprit down to one of five people.”

He also knew that two out of those five people were Rick Turner and Claude le Coeur, the same two men Gaia had been talking and laughing with earlier tonight…

“Am I allowed to know who those five people are?”

His jaw tightened as Gaia once again seemed able to discern his thoughts. “No.”

“That’s what I thought.” Gaia nodded before glancing out the window as the car came to a stop in front of Gregori’s home. “I hope, for both our sakes, that Nikolai resolves this situation soon.”

Because she really couldn’t continue to stay in the same house as Gregori for much longer.

“I’m going back to Utopia for a few hours,” he informed her after walking her to the door and seeing her safely inside.

Gaia wasn’t sure what she was supposed to say to that. Have fun? Don’t work too hard? Find my sister’s killer? So she said nothing, instead turning on her heel and walking up the stairs to the bedroom that felt even more like a prison than it had the previous night.

But she was totally aware of Gregori watching her each step of the way, could feel those eyes on her before the front door softly closed behind him as he left.

  


Chapter 14

Music.

Trapped between that twilight of waking and still sleeping, it was the music, the soft and beautiful notes of a piano playing, that finally pulled Gaia all the way into wakefulness.

She lay in the darkness for several minutes, slightly disorientated, just listening, being soothed by that music before turning her head to look at the luminous clock on the bedside table. It was five in the morning, which meant she had only been asleep for a couple of hours. She had been too agitated to fall asleep, and had tossed restlessly for several hours after Gregori returned to Utopia.

He must be home now though, listening to classical music downstairs to relax himself after a long night.

She didn’t even stop to consider whether or not he would welcome her intruding into his solitude as she threw back the sheets and pulled on her robe before padding barefoot out of the bedroom. At least she had one of her own nightshirts to wear tonight beneath her own knee-length robe. She followed the sound of that music down the stairs; several lamps were once again left on to light her way.

She liked classical music even if she couldn’t tell one piece from another, let alone name the composer. At the moment, she very much liked whatever composer Gregori was currently listening to.

The music was haunting, touched something deep inside of her, and she could feel the emotion behind each note. A solitude and loneliness that touched a chord in her own heart.

Whoever had composed the music was also alone. Gaia could feel it, recognize it, and she ached with that same loneliness.

And Gregori was sitting downstairs in the darkness listening to it.

He had hurt her earlier, humiliated her, but she didn’t have it in her to leave him alone with just that haunting music for company.

The music grew louder as she descended the stairs, that painful melody building to an almost unbearable pitch, so much so that it brought tears to Gaia’s eyes.

What was Gregori thinking of as he listened to such heartache? Did he feel it too? Did he—

Gaia drew her breath in sharply as she stood in the doorway of the drawing room and saw that Gregori wasn’t listening to music at all—he was playing it.

He had thrown off the jacket to his evening suit, removed his tie and unfastened the top two buttons of his shirt; he now sat on the stool in front of the piano Gaia had noticed the night before when she had wondered if anyone actually played it.

Gregori played it.

He more than played it. Those long and elegant fingers touched the ivory keys with the same delicacy and surety of touch with which he made love to her. He was making love, fingers caressing the keys, his face stripped of its mask, his emotions raw and visible for all to see.

For Gaia to see.

The loneliness she had already discerned. And the solitude. But there was also gentleness, heartache, love. It was as if he poured all of his emotions into the music he was playing—

“Don’t stop,” she encouraged gruffly as his fingers came to an abrupt halt.

He looked across to where she stood in the doorway and didn’t speak. Instead he resumed playing, though he turned away, as if he was uncomfortable at being observed.

The protective ice about Gaia’s heart began to melt away as she continued to watch him. A lock of hair fell over his forehead, making him look younger, the expression on his face one of raw and rapt concentration as he continued to play that hauntingly beautiful music.

He was a man of such strong contradictions.

“Come and join me,” he invited huskily as he moved slightly along the piano seat to make room for her to sit beside him.

She hesitated, not sure she wanted to open herself up for more pain when Gregori rejected or humiliated her again.

At the same time, she knew she couldn’t not join him.

She crossed the room on bare feet, but she had enough strength to choose to stand beside him rather than sit down next to him. “I saw that movie,” she murmured huskily as he looked up at her enquiringly. “And beautiful as this piano is, I have no intention of the two of us making love on top of it!”

Gregori looked at her blankly for several seconds before giving a rueful smile. “I saw that movie too; it brought a whole new meaning to the phrase making beautiful music together!”

“Ouch.” She pretended to wince. “That was really bad.”

He shrugged. “What did you expect at five o’clock in the morning?”

Well she certainly hadn’t expected to be woken by the sound of a piano playing, only to come down the stairs and discover Gregori was the one making the music. “Mozart?” she hazarded a guess.

“Markovic,” he corrected dryly. “But thank you for the compliment.”

Gaia’s eyes widened. “You wrote this?”

He smiled tightly. “I did, yes.”

To say Gaia was stunned would be putting it mildly. She already knew there were deep, raw emotions behind Gregori’s mask of cold indifference, but this was so much more than that. It was a soul crying out in the darkness.

It was Gregori.

The Gregori that no one saw.

Except Gaia.

“My father was ashamed of my ability,” he murmured as he seemed to guess some of her thoughts.

“Then your father was a fool! I’m sorry if that offends you,” she sighed as Gregori’s eyes widened. The fact that he kept on softly playing gave her the courage to go on. “You have a talent, a gift that should never have been allowed to go to waste.”

“And my father had a kingdom to run and only one son to take over when he died.” Gregori abruptly ceased playing, the room unnaturally quiet as the last chords faded away.

“I can understand and respect that.” Gaia nodded. “But your father is no longer here, and you are, and you should be allowed to do with your own life whatever you want to do with it.”

“And what makes you think that I’m not?” Gregori prompted guardedly.

“Because—” A blush colored her cheeks as she tossed her hair back over her shoulders.

“Because…”

“Because you touch and caress the piano keys as if you’re making love to them.” The blush deepened in her cheeks. “You’re still doing it, even though you aren’t playing anymore.” She looked down pointedly to where his fingers still rested on the keys.

He moved his hands onto his thighs as he realized she was right.

Buying and installing the piano here after his father died had been Gregori’s one act of rebellion to the onerous responsibilities he now had. A part of himself he hadn’t been able to indulge since he returned from university with his law degree and moved into an apartment on the third floor of this house.

He had discovered his musical ability while he was at school, but it hadn’t been anything his father was interested in. It didn’t come under the heading of ‘useful’ things for The Markovic to know, let alone nurture.

Even now, only Katya and Nikolai knew of his ability to play this beautiful instrument.

And now Gaia.

Another step through the barrier he had believed was impregnable.

He firmly closed the lid over the keys and stood up, his smile becoming mocking as he saw Gaia instinctively take a step back. “As we have just decided, this is not a movie, and I’m not about to sweep the heroine up in my arms and carry her off to my bed,” he taunted.

Gaia gave a rueful grimace. “Pleasant interlude over?”

“Was it pleasant?” he bit out hardly. “I only noticed that my privacy was invaded.”

Her grimace turned into a derisive smile. “I bet this shitty attitude usually works too,” she commented conversationally.

Gregori gave an irritated frown. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“No?” Gaia challenged softly. “Then let me enlighten you. If anyone gets too close to seeing the real you, then you shut them down. By whatever means necessary. In your case, that’s usually with sarcasm or just plain old cold dismissal.”

“Perhaps that’s because the emotion I feel when people try to get ‘too close’ to me is ‘sarcasm or plain old cold dismissal’?” he bit out impatiently.

“Maybe,” she conceded. “And maybe you’re just running scared.”

“You’re obviously overtired and talking nonsense,” he snapped exasperatedly.

“I don’t think so,” she murmured huskily. “I do it too, you see, Gregori. If you don’t let people in, then they can’t hurt you or let you down. Only problem with that, I’ve discovered, is that you also invariably end up alone.”

He gave a disgusted snort. “I am never alone.”

Gaia looked him over with slow consideration. “You’re alone now.”

“I’m beginning to wish that I was!” he glowered. “Now if you will excuse me, I am going to bed. Turn off the lights in here when you go back upstairs.”

Gaia waited until he reached the open doorway before speaking again. “What’s it called?”

“What is what called?” He frowned impatiently as he turned to face her.

“The music you were playing, what’s it called?”

His eyes narrowed. “What makes you think it has a title?”

She laughed softly. “You’re a very precise and ordered man, of course it has a title!”

Gregori wasn’t feeling either of those things at this moment.

Gaia looked…disheveled, as if she had just gotten out of bed. Which she had, of course. Her hair was tousled, face bare of make-up, the short robe and nightshirt she wore revealing the length of her bare legs and clearly outlining the curvy body beneath. The naked body beneath.

And despite what he’d said—mocked—earlier, picking Gaia up in his arms and carrying her off to his bed before making love to her for hours was precisely what Gregori wanted to do right now.

Something Gaia was going to become aware of too if she happened to glance down at the front of his trousers.

He was sure this constant state of arousal couldn’t be normal. Maybe when he was a teenager, but not in a grown man of thirty-six. The solution was the same, of course, either a fifteen-minute cold shower or the use of his right hand. Neither of which held much appeal.

“‘Midnight’,” he bit out tersely. “The music is called ‘Midnight’.”

“Just ‘Midnight’?”

He sighed his impatience. “Just ‘Midnight’.”

“Okay.”

“Just okay?” he taunted.

“Yes.”

Gregori didn’t quite trust this uncharacteristic acceptance from Gaia. She questioned, pushed and poked at everything. She never just accepted.

And he had spent quite long enough already tonight trying to understand or work out what Gaia was or wasn’t doing. “I’m going to bed,” he sighed wearily. “I advise that you do the same, because the motion sensors are going to come on in the rest of the house the moment I close my bedroom door.”

“Then don’t close your bedroom door.”

Gregori’s eyes narrowed on her searchingly, looking for some hidden meaning in her expression.

Was he mistaken, or had she just invited herself to his bedroom?

Mistaken or otherwise, it wasn’t an invitation he could accept.

It had taken every ounce of willpower he possessed not to follow his instincts and make love to her in the car earlier, and if he gave in to his desire for her now then he might as well not have put himself through that earlier agony.

And it had been agony, every nerve, muscle and sinew in his body wanting to possess, to take, only to be told no.

He had spent the next four hours at Utopia making everyone pay for that self-denial with the cold edge of his tongue.

He couldn’t give in to that desire now, needed to keep all of his senses alert for the danger that still threatened. If Nikolai didn’t track Ivan Orlov down soon then Gregori would fly to Las Vegas himself and rip the city apart until he found the other man. Usually a patient, controlled man, Gregori had reached his saturation point, and he knew he wouldn’t—couldn’t—remain in control for too much longer.

“I don’t think so,” he dismissed hardly. “Goodnight, Miss Miller.” He left the room without giving her the chance to speak again.




“I said no,” Gregori repeated firmly as he sat behind his desk at Utopia three evenings later. “Absolutely not.” He directed his scowl of displeasure to the group before him. Gaia and Nikolai stood closest, their expressions frustrated in response to his words, and Lijah Smith sat a few feet away, slouched in a chair with his booted feet on Gregori’s desk.

There was no way he would allow the plan the three of them had just proposed to him.

Which meant that Gaia had been spending far too much time with the other two men.

Admittedly, it was under his instruction that Nikolai and Lijah had been taking turns personally guarding Gaia, but he hadn’t intended for the three of them to form some sort of alliance. He certainly hadn’t meant for them to team up with this unacceptable plan.

A plan in which Gaia would go down alone amongst the staff and members of Utopia, offering herself up as bait. The idea was for Nikolai and Lijah to follow her progress closely on the security monitors in Gregori’s office, and if there was a wrong move made by anyone, or she was approached by someone who looked suspicious, they would step in before any harm was done.

Gregori considered the idea to be reckless at best and dangerous at worst, when there was no guarantee that Nikolai or Lijah would reach Gaia’s side in time to prevent her from coming to harm.

It was also a plan Gregori was almost certain was Gaia’s: it bore all the hallmarks of her previous reckless behavior.

That she had somehow persuaded Nikolai and Lijah into backing this latest madness only made Gregori even angrier. “Your job is to protect Miss Miller,” he included both men in his censorious frown. “Not collaborate in something that would deliberately put her in danger.”

“I won’t be in any danger—”

“You have no way of knowing that,” Gregori silenced Gaia harshly. “I’ve allowed you to accompany me to Utopia the past two nights, against my better judgment I might add, and that is an end to your involvement in all of this.”

‘All of this’ still unfortunately consisted of the elusive Ivan Orlov, who had possibly gone completely rogue by invading Gregori’s territory seeking vengeance for the death of his son. Along with the continued steady influx of drugs into Utopia, despite Nikolai and Lijah’s joint effort to try and prevent it. Whoever was doing this was being very clever about it. So far the two security men had managed to ascertain that the drugs weren’t actually being sold inside the club, only contact being made with the supplier while the drugs were distributed elsewhere, which explained why Nikolai had been having such a problem for so long.

“You’ve only allowed me to ‘accompany you to Utopia’, as you so graciously put it,” Gaia answered him dryly, “because the first night you left me sitting alone in your house twiddling my thumbs I set off the alarm five times trying to get out!” she reminded challengingly.

Yes, she had—deliberately—and Gregori’s first instinct had been to put her over his knee and spank her. Hard. Except he had known exactly what that would lead to. And that it would be no punishment at all when they would both enjoy it too much.

“The answer is still no.” Gregori stood up restlessly.

“Nikolai?” Gaia looked at him appealingly. “Lijah?” She encouraged the other man.

Nikolai gave a sigh. “Gregori, Gaia’s old enough to—”

“No.”

“I agree with Nikolai, Gaia’s a big girl, Markovic, and we’re running out of options here—”

“I said no.” The coldness of Gregori’s stare was enough to silence both men. “And since when did the three of you become so damned familiar with each other it has now become ‘Nikolai this’, and ‘Lijah that’ and ‘Gaia’ to both of you?” He included them all in the rake of his chilling gaze.

Gaia gave a snort. “Only you insist on continuing to call me Miss Miller.”

Yes, he did. Originally it had been in an effort to maintain the formalities between the two of them, now it had simply become a form of self-defense.

This woman was now living in his house with him, ate dinner with him every evening, and accompanied him to Utopia every night. He needed some way of keeping her at a distance, if only verbally.

“Besides which,” Gaia continued stubbornly. “If I can call you Gregori then I can certainly call the two of them Nikolai and Lijah.”

His eyes narrowed. “And what is that supposed to mean?”

“Well, you are who you are,” Gaia made a sweeping gesture in his direction. “And the three of us are just your minions.” She had spent far more time with the other two men these past few days than she had with Gregori. As such there was no way she was going to insist on them calling her Miss Miller any more than she intended on being formal with the two of them.

“Speak for yourself,” Lijah glanced at her teasingly, those indigo-colored eyes gleaming with amusement from beneath his Stetson.

“Same here,” Nikolai drawled dryly.

“You will both—”

“We’re getting away from the point here, Gregori,” Gaia interrupted him impatiently. “Nikolai and Lijah have made some progress, admittedly, but putting an end to this isn’t happening anywhere near quickly enough for my liking.” She was tired of living in a house with a man who, for the main part, ignored her existence.

Oh she knew exactly why Gregori had retreated back behind his icy walls of formality, had expected it. That night, when she discovered him playing the piano so beautifully—that music still haunted her in her dreams—she had seen even more deeply into the man Gregori really was. Sensitive. Emotional. For him to behave any other way towards her after that night would have been an admission of those emotions.

She had no choice but to accept his coldness and indifference, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t been trying to think of ways to end this torment, for both of them.

As for her ‘familiarity’ with Nikolai and Lijah: she’d needed to be able to have a normal conversation with someone.

“I want to get back to my life, Gregori,” she reasoned wearily. “To be able to move back to my apartment, to go where I want and be with whom I want. As much as I know you want me out of your house and your life,” she added derisively.

Gregori felt a jolt of—of what? Surprise? Shock? At the thought of Gaia no longer being in the house when he left late in the morning or when he returned in the evenings for dinner? He had, he realized, become far too accustomed to having her there.

Well he would just have to become unaccustomed. And the sooner the better.

But not, absolutely not, as was now being proposed, at the price of Gaia deliberately placing herself in danger.

“What I want or don’t want is of no relevance,” he answered her coolly. “Once we find Ivan—”

“If you find him,” Gaia cut in pointedly. “I’m starting to wonder if the man even exists.”

“Oh he exists,” Gregori assured grimly. “You have already been shot once under his instruction.” The graze on Gaia’s cheek no longer needed a dressing, and was healing nicely, but even so it would probably leave a slight scar.

As a reminder—if Gaia should need one—of the brief time she spent with Gregori Markovic.

“And enough people have already been hurt by the sale of drugs,” he continued determinedly, “that the mere idea of you deliberately attempting to draw out the person responsible, by making yourself a sitting target with no guarantee it will even work, is pure madness. Unless you have a death wish?” he challenged hardly as Gaia would have protested. “Is that what this is about? Do you want to end up dead like your sister?”

“Gregori—”

“Markovic—”

“You both know I’m right.” Gregori’s glare silenced the two men’s protests. He didn’t care what it took, coldness or cruelty: he was not going to allow Gaia to put herself in danger. She could hate him all she liked, as long as she remained safe. “This…person involved in the drug infiltration may have killed once to protect his secret, and if that should be the case then I don’t believe he will hesitate to do so again if he feels he is being trapped into a corner.”

Gaia accepted that Gregori had a point. She was just so frustrated with the limbo she was expected to live in at the moment. Bad enough that her life had been put on hold, but wanting him as she still did made it sheer torture to live in Gregori’s house with him, day after day, night after night.

But for Gregori to now suggest that she wanted to end up dead like her sister was beyond cruel. She just wanted justice for her sister’s death—was that too much to ask?

As far as Gregori was concerned, yes.

She also knew there was no way that Nikolai or Lijah would go against his decision. If she had learned nothing else these past few days it was that whatever Gregori Markovic dictated, essentially became law.

Which didn’t mean she couldn’t try and do something about this on her own—

“The two of you will continue to guard Miss Miller. Closely,” he now told the two men firmly, as if he had guessed Gaia’s intentions. “And you,” he turned to Gaia, “will do exactly as you are told!” He didn’t wait for her reply as he turned abruptly on his heel and left the office.

“Arrogant bastard!” Gaia’s eyes stung with unshed tears as she watched Gregori stride out of the room.

“He is,” Nikolai nodded unconcernedly. “He’s also the best friend a man could ever have. The most loyal son—”

“The most loving and protective brother,” Lijah put in mildly.

“A far better and fairer leader of the Markovic family than his father ever was,” Nikolai continued. “I’m guessing also the best lover?” He quirked a mocking brow at Gaia.

Who immediately felt the rush of heated color in her cheeks as the two men now looked at her speculatively.

“I see that he is,” Nikolai nodded.

“Stop embarrassing me,” she muttered self-consciously.

 He shrugged. “I didn’t say any of those things to embarrass you.”

“Then what is your point?” she prompted impatiently.

“That while Gregori is being all of those things to all those people, he doesn’t have a whole lot of room for Gregori the man,” Nikolai spoke quietly.

The man who wrote beautiful, haunting music.

The man who played that music with the same poignant, inner sadness it had been written with.

The man who had no laughter or love in his life.

The same man who subjugated his own needs in favor of everyone else’s.

Gaia shook her head. “His life is so full of responsibilities already there’s no room left for anything else.”

“Oh there is,” Lijah nodded. “He just hasn’t found the right balance yet. Correction, he hasn’t had any reason to find the balance yet. Dair found that balance through loving Kat,” he explained at Gaia’s questioning glance. “Dair’s cousin Lucien found it with Nicky. The love of a good woman has been known to redeem even the worst of us,” he assured dryly.

Gaia gave a snort. “Is that why you and Nikolai are both still single?”

Lijah shrugged. “I haven’t found my good woman yet.”

“I thought most men wanted a bad woman?” she teased, more than a little uncomfortable with the intimate turn in conversation.

“Only in the bedroom,” Nikolai taunted.

Whatever these two men thought was between her and Gregori, it certainly wasn’t love… Or at least the love wasn’t mutual.

Gaia didn’t fool herself any longer in regard to what she felt for Gregori.

She was deeply and irrevocably in love with him.


Chapter 15

“I’m on a ten-minute break, feel like some wine and company?”

Gaia looked up from the book she had been trying to read as she sat alone on the couch in the corner of Gregori’s office.

The same office where just days ago she had tried to fool Gregori into believing she was under his desk looking for a lost hairpin. What had she been thinking! She hadn’t thought, was the answer to that question. She also hadn’t known Gregori at the time…

As she had guessed, Nikolai and Lijah had refused to oppose Gregori’s decision, and he hadn’t come back to the office at all after walking out so impatiently earlier. 

Nikolai had disappeared about fifteen minutes ago to check in with his security guards who were strategically placed around the nightclub and casino, and then Lijah had also been called downstairs to help deal with some sort of fracas on the dance floor.

She smiled at Rick as he stood in the doorway holding up a bottle of wine and two glasses. “Have you been sent to babysit?” she prompted as she put the book aside.

“I wish someone would tell me what the hell is going on,” Rick gave a grimace as he walked over and placed the two glasses on top of Gregori’s desk before pouring the white wine into them. “There seem to be fights breaking out in one part of the club or another almost every week now,” he crossed the room to hand her one of the two glasses. “Gregori is so tense he looks ready to snap. One of my best waitresses is hidden away up here in the boss’s office every night,” he toasted her before taking a sip of the wine. “Nikolai is doing his crouching wolf thing—”

“I thought it was crouching tiger?” Gaia chuckled before sipping the delicious chilled wine.

“Whatever,” Rick dismissed. “And as for that guy Lijah…” He gave a grimace as he perched his hip against the edge of Gregori’s desk. “I saw him go through to the nightclub a few minutes ago. That is one dangerous dude I wouldn’t want to meet alone in an alley, day or night.”

Gaia gave another chuckle—there was a distinctly dangerous edge to Lijah Smith, no matter how laid back he might wish to appear in his ultra-casual clothing.

“I’m guessing you didn’t get that graze on your cheek from falling down the stairs, either?” Rick eyed her shrewdly.

Gaia knew that was the story Gregori had chosen to tell both Rick and Claude, as a way of covering the obvious graze on her cheek and the fact that she still hadn’t returned to work. Not very original, but then she doubted Gregori had ever felt the need to offer an explanation for his actions before.

She gave a dismissive shrug. “This wine is delicious.”

“Not talking, huh,” Rick accepted good-naturedly.

“Nothing to tell,” she assured brightly. “Is everyone well and back at work now?”

“Apart from my best waitress, yes.”

Gaia gave a mock bow. “I’ll be back next week once…once the doctor has signed me off as fit to work again.” Once Gregori stopped doing his own crouching tiger thing!

“Okay,” Rick accepted. “Time to get back to work.” He drank the last of the wine in his glass. “Enjoy the rest of the wine, it’s one of Gregori’s special vintages.” He grinned. “I don’t think he’ll mind as it’s for you!”

Gaia wasn’t so sure about that. “In that case I’ll relish every drop!” she came back laughingly.

“All joking apart…” He paused beside the door. “I have no idea what’s going on between you and Gregori—”

“Absolutely nothing,” she put in hastily.

Rick gave her a skeptical glance. “I just wanted to say he’s a good man.”

Her brows rose. “You’re the third person to tell me that tonight.”

“Then maybe you should listen: we can’t all be wrong!” He chuckled before leaving.

Gaia already knew none of these men were wrong. Just as she knew that everything else Nikolai and Lijah had said about Gregori was true. But knowing all that, and being able to get through that cold shell Gregori had erected around himself, were two completely different things.

Besides which, she wasn’t sure she wanted to pierce through that iron shell again. What would be the point? If she walked away now she might—might just be able to salvage something of her heart, but if she stayed, if somehow she and Gregori had a relationship, then she knew she would never recover once he cut her out of his life.

Better to have loved and lost.

No. No, it really wasn’t. Loving someone meant leaving yourself wide open to hurt and rejection. Not loving them meant avoiding the pain and the rejection. Win-win.

Besides, she had already humiliated herself enough where Gregori was concerned—

“Feel like company?”

Gaia barely repressed a groan as Claude now put his head around the door and looked at her questioningly. Didn’t Gregori realize these men had a job to do, and it wasn’t babysitting her?

Of course he did, but as far as he was concerned all of these men worked for him, and they would damn well do what he told them to. At the moment he had obviously told them all to keep her safe.

She forced a smile for the Frenchman. “Of course, Claude. Come in. There’s some wine, if you’d like some?” she offered as she stood up. “I’m told it’s one of Gregori’s finest.”

He strolled across the room to pick up the bottle and inspect the label, as elegant as always in one of his perfectly tailored evening suits. “It is, yes,” he nodded. “And I would love a glass, thank you.”

Gaia took Rick’s glass through to the adjoining bathroom to rinse and dry it before returning to the office. “Busy night, huh?” she grimaced as she poured the wine.

“Thank you,” Claude accepted the glass with a smile. “Yes,” he sobered, shaking his head. “Another fight in the nightclub. The third this month.”

And the only reason this man, the manager of Utopia, wasn’t doing his job down there helping to sort out the situation was because he had been sent up here to act as her watchdog.

She really would have to talk to Gregori about his overprotectiveness. It was all getting way out of hand. What on earth he thought was going to happen to her in his office was anyone’s guess, but the end result was going to be that Rick and Claude, at least, were going to resent the time they were being asked to spend enforcing that protection.

“Summer madness, perhaps,” Claude dismissed lightly as he crossed the room to top off Gaia’s almost empty wine glass.

“Maybe.” If Gregori hadn’t discussed the drug problem with Claude or Rick then she wasn’t about to either.

“Sante!” Claude tapped his glass against hers.

“Sante!” she echoed before sipping the wine. It really was very good, fruity with an underlying bitterness. “So what is a Frenchman doing as manager of an English nightclub?” she prompted conversationally. Even though she’d had many conversations with Claude, she’d never thought to ask him that.

He gave a shrug as he sat down on the couch beside her. “I hope to return to Paris and open my own nightclub one day.”

“That sounds exciting.”

“Yes.” He smiled wryly. “It has been my dream for some time now.”

Gaia only half listened as he continued to go into more details of his plans for the future, the other half of her attention on the security monitors as she sipped her wine and watched Nikolai and half a dozen of the security men restoring order downstairs.

She’d tried not to look at the monitors too much the past three evenings, knowing she was apt to spend hours just watching Gregori if she did. He was formidable to watch as the owner of Utopia: suave, sophisticated, handsome—so damned handsome—and Gaia knew she was far from the only woman watching his every move.

He was there now, not in the nightclub, but in the casino, the charming and yet aloof host as he moved from gaming table to gaming table, no doubt ensuring that none became aware of the fight in the nightclub. Occasionally he would linger at a table if spoken to, but more often than not he would move on before anyone could engage him in conversation.

“—pity that you will not be returning to work at Utopia.”

Gaia had been so intent on watching Gregori that she hadn’t heard any of what Claude had been saying for the past few minutes. Except this. She most definitely heard this. “Who says I won’t be returning?” she prompted sharply.

Claude looked taken aback by her vehemence. “I hope I have not spoken out of turn? Gregori told me earlier this evening that you would not be coming back to work here. I thought… Perhaps I was mistaken?” He looked uncomfortable as Gaia continued to frown. 

She had absolutely no doubts that Claude had heard Gregori correctly.

Bastard!

After their conversation earlier he must have gone straight downstairs to inform Claude her employment here was at an end.

Well they would see about that!

She rose quickly to her feet, only to sway dizzily as the room seemed to revolve around her.

“Gaia?” Claude voiced his concern as he stood up to grasp her arms and prevent her from falling.

“I think—” She couldn’t think; she wasn’t only having trouble standing, but also talking and stringing her thoughts together. Her tongue suddenly felt too big for her mouth, and the room kept zooming in and out of focus.

The wine.

One of Gregori’s ‘special vintages’, my ass!

She hadn’t had enough of the wine to be drunk, so the only explanation for the way she now felt had to be because the wine was drugged.

Rick had brought her the wine.

Oh God, Rick had to be the one.

The person supplying illegal drugs to the patrons of Utopia.

Angela’s lover.

And also her sister’s killer?

“Claude…” She tried to grasp hold of his arms, but her fingers slipped weakly off the sleeve of his jacket as her legs began to collapse beneath her. “Gregori. You have to get Gregori,” she managed to gasp weakly before her knees gave out completely and everything went black.




“Gregori!”

He turned with a frown at the sound of his name being called so loudly that everyone around him also turned to stare, that frown deepening as he saw the disreputable Lijah Smith striding through the casino in a hurry.

He met the man halfway. “What on earth do you think you’re doing—”

“She’s gone,” Lijah interrupted him flatly. “You were right and we were wrong, and now she’s gone.”

Gregori stiffened as he felt an icy chill run down the length of his spine. “Gaia?”

“Gaia.” Lijah nodded grimly.

Gregori grasped the other man’s arm to pull him out of the casino and through to the privacy of the hallway leading to the elevators. “What do you mean, gone? How can she be gone?” he demanded angrily. “You or Nikolai were to be with her the whole time.” He frowned. “Oh God, is Nikolai—”

“He’s fine,” Lijah dismissed economically.

“You’re fine, he’s fine, and yet Gaia is missing?” he rasped accusingly.

The other man winced. “Nikolai was downstairs doing one of his routine security checks when a fight broke out on the dance floor; a couple of minutes later I received a call asking for my help—”

“From who?”

Lijah shook his head. “There was a lot of background noise. I thought it was Nikolai—”

“It wasn’t.” Gregori knew that Nikolai would never call the other man for help and leave Gaia unguarded, no matter how serious the problem he was dealing with.

“No, it wasn’t.” Lijah scowled. “It took a while to restore calm, and the two of us only just now had time to compare notes. Nikolai didn’t call me, but had assumed, as I was downstairs, that you were with Gaia.”

“I wasn’t.” He hadn’t trusted himself to go anywhere near Gaia again tonight after listening to and vetoing the foolhardy plan outlined to him earlier. “Are you sure she isn’t somewhere else in the nightclub?” he prompted tightly.

If Gaia had dared to go against his instructions and implement her reckless plan despite what he had said, then he didn’t care where it led to, he was going to spank her backside until she could no longer sit down without great discomfort. Then he was going to fuck her and fuck her again until she couldn’t walk either.

Lijah gave a shake of his head. “She’s nowhere inside the club, I checked all the security monitors before I came looking for you.” He grimaced. “This wasn’t something I wanted to tell you over the phone.”

Gregori could respect the other man for that—even if a part of him also wanted to beat the other man to a pulp. Lijah should never have left Gaia alone, no matter what the circumstances.

No—Gregori was the one who should never have left her alone.

If anyone was to blame for this then it was him. He had known that Gaia was a target because of him, and still he had passed the responsibility of protecting her over to others. Because he hadn’t wanted to deal with his physical reaction to Gaia. With the way she continually went over and through his protective barriers. Poking. Prying. Making Gregori want things he knew he couldn’t have.

And so he had avoided being with her as much as possible, telling himself that he had discharged his responsibility by having Nikolai and Lijah protect her.

This was the result.

Gaia was gone. She could already be dead, for all he knew.

“Don’t let your imagination run away with you,” Lijah advised abruptly.

“That’s fucking impossible given the circumstances!” he bit out between gritted teeth.

“It’s only been a few minutes—”

“Long enough for someone to get her out of here, while everyone was distracted by the fight in the nightclub, bundle her into a car and drive her away.” Never to be seen again, he silently added to that statement. “Someone inside Utopia has to be involved—have been complicit in getting Gaia out of here.” He scowled darkly.

“We’ve known that for some time—”

“Then we should have discovered who that someone was by now!” Gregori knew he was being unfair, that Nikolai and Lijah had been working twenty hours a day in their efforts to find out where Ivan Orlov was and who his contacts were inside Utopia.

He had never felt so damned helpless. If Orlov now had Gaia then there was no question what he would do in retaliation for Sergei’s death, the only variable was when.

“Jesus, Gregori, this is a complete fuck-up!” Nikolai hurried down the hallway to join them, his face pale.

He knew, just from looking at the other man, that Nikolai had no news. No positive news, anyway.

“I’ve arranged for us to look at all the security discs for the past hour,” Nikolai informed him abruptly. “If Gaia left the club, willingly or unwillingly, then it will be on one of those discs somewhere.”

“Willingly?” Gregori echoed sharply.

Nikolai looked uncomfortable. “She was pretty pissed with you earlier.”

He gave a humorless smile. “Unless you hadn’t noticed, she’s pretty pissed with me most of the time. Tonight’s…disagreement was no worse than the others we’ve had.”

“If you say so.” Nikolai grimaced. “All I’m saying is let’s try not to think the worst before we know the facts, okay?”

“Let’s go and look at those discs.” Gregori strode off in the direction of the room where one of Nikolai’s men watched over all the security monitors, Nikolai falling into step at his side.

“I’ll join the two of you in a few minutes,” Lijah called after them as he took out his cell phone.

Gregori kept walking, his sole purpose now to view those security discs.

He needed something tangible, someone to turn his murderous fury on as it churned and raged inside him. Burning a hole in his chest. Eating him alive.

Gaia.

God, Gaia…

“It can’t be…” Nikolai murmured in disbelief a few minutes later as he stopped the disc where Gaia could be seen lying unconscious in the back of a car, her abductor’s face as clear as if he was standing in the same room with them.

Gregori was too stunned to even say that much.

It couldn’t be. And yet it was.

The man grinning up at the security camera—as if he wanted to be seen and recognized—couldn’t be real.

He was dead.

A ghost.

“Dair’s on his way— Shit, that can’t be right!” Lijah came to a halt as he also stared down at the image on the monitor.

They all agreed it couldn’t be, and yet at the same time there was no denying the evidence in front of their eyes.

Gregori tried to suppress the panic he could feel rising inside him. The dread. The fear for Gaia’s life.

And failed utterly.


Chapter 16

If Gaia had ever had a worse headache in her life then she didn’t remember it. It was the sort of headache that made her feel nauseous, and the thought of attempting to open the heaviness of her lids, let alone lift her head, seemed like an agony beyond bearing.

Confirming she’d been drugged?

She remembered the dizziness. The disorientation. The inability to talk properly. The collapse of her legs beneath her even as the blackness overwhelmed her. 

There had to have been something in the wine.

Put there by Rick.

But surely she had seen him drink some of the wine too—

“Open your eyes, Miss Miller, I know you’re awake.”

Miss Miller. Gregori always called her Miss Miller. And yet this certainly wasn’t Gregori’s clipped English voice. The man who had just spoken to her so harshly sounded American—

“Don’t make me hurt you, Miss Miller,” his voice was low and threatening. “I have no doubt I would enjoy it, but I guarantee you wouldn’t!”

What the hell!

It took tremendous effort and concentration, but Gaia finally managed to pry her lids apart, only to wince from the bright light. She slowly turned her head to look at the man who had spoken to her so aggressively.

Which was no help whatsoever. His face was no more recognizable than his voice. The only thing looking at him did was instill more fear into her—he was holding a gun, a black pistol of some kind, in the hand resting on his jeans-clad thigh. A shiver of revulsion and terror cascaded down Gaia’s spine.

Her gaze slid away from that gun, and the man, too overwhelmed with fear to look at him anymore.

Instead she slowly took in her surroundings. There were two windows but they appeared to be shuttered or boarded up on the outside, and the room was sparsely furnished: just a cluttered table, two upright chairs, and no carpet on the hardwood floor. The man was sitting on one of the chairs as he looked down at her lying on the lumpy couch, a single glaring light bulb shining overhead.

Not Gregori’s office then.

Gregori…

He was going to be so angry when he realized she was no longer at Utopia.

Would he know she hadn’t gone willingly, or would he assume that she just walked out, returned to the life she had told him she missed and wanted back—

How had she walked out of Utopia?

She hadn’t. She couldn’t have walked anywhere in the state she had been in, so how had she gotten here?

And what about Claude?

He had been with her when she collapsed. Where was he now? What had the man beside her done to him?

She carefully returned her gaze to the man sitting on the chair in front of her—her head felt as if the top of it might explode if she moved it too fast—her gaze shying away from the gun for a second time.

The man had cruel eyes.

Hard.

Dark as onyx.

Merciless.

A killer’s eyes.

Oh God, had he shot Claude with that gun before somehow spiriting her out of Utopia?

Gaia tried to swallow, but her mouth felt so dry the act was impossible. No doubt another side effect of whatever drug she had been given. “Claude?” she finally managed to croak through that dryness.

The man gave a humorless smile. “Still at Utopia.”

Oh God, he had killed Claude.

Poor Claude.

He was—had been—only in his early thirties, and just minutes ago—how many minutes, she didn’t know—the Frenchman was excitedly telling her about his dream of returning to Paris to open up his own nightclub—

No, she couldn’t think about any of that now. Had to concentrate. Try to learn who this man was, and why he had gone to the trouble of arranging for Rick to drug the wine so that he could remove her from Utopia. She instinctively knew the answer wasn’t going to be good.

She tried to concentrate on listening, to see if she could hear anything that would give an indication of her whereabouts, perhaps the betraying noises of a busy London street at night.

Cars. She could hear the sound of traffic outside of what she could only presume was a house. She was in a town or city then, so perhaps she was still in London, after all. And if she was still in London, maybe Gregori would find her—

Not going to happen, Gaia, she told herself heavily. Gregori couldn’t find her when she’d likely disappeared without a trace.

She ran her tongue over her lips before speaking again. “Could I have some water, please?”

“Why not?” The man turned away, using the hand that wasn’t holding the gun to lift a bottle of water from a cluttered table. He turned back to her and thrust the bottle into her hand. “Not too fast or too much,” he warned hardly. “I’m not cleaning you up if you puke everywhere.”

Gaia sent him a frowning glance as she slowly lifted the heavy weight of her arm, having a little trouble directing the top of the bottle to her lips, before gulping down several grateful swallows.

Water had never tasted so good. Pure nectar. Moistening her mouth, easing her throat—

“That’s enough.” The man ripped the bottle roughly out of her hand and placed it back on the table.

Gaia’s hand dropped limply back to her side as she stared up at him. “Who are you? And why have you brought me here?”

He gave a mocking laugh. “Of course, the two of us have never been introduced, have we,” he acknowledged tauntingly. “My name is Sergei Orlov, Miss Miller.”

She wished he would stop saying her name in that mocking tone. When Gregori did it, he may sound distant, but at least he sounded polite—

Wait.

Did this man just say his name was Sergei Orlov?

That couldn’t be right. Sergei Orlov was dead. It was because Sergei Orlov was dead that Ivan Orlov was currently making life so difficult for Gregori.

Surely Ivan Orlov would be much older than this man, though: her abductor only looked in his early thirties. Handsome enough if you went for the tousled, dark look with slightly swarthy features and cruel, vindictive eyes. Eyes that wouldn’t reveal a moment of remorse if he were to place that gun against her temple and pull the trigger.

His taste in aftershave wasn’t too appealing either, that heavy spice probably adding to Gaia’s headache. 

“Ah, I see. You, along with almost everyone else in the world, thought I was dead.” The man who claimed to be Sergei Orlov gave another hard and mocking smile as he relaxed back against the chair. “That was my dear father’s idea,” he continued conversationally. “Seems to have fooled most people too. Which is how I’ve been able to move about London so freely the past few weeks. Why would anyone bother to look for a dead man,” he added harshly.

Was it possible this man really was who he claimed to be? If so, then it did explain why Nikolai and Lijah hadn’t been able to find the person responsible for both the drugs circulating in Utopia and the drive-by shooting.

Because they had all believed this man no longer existed.

Gregori wouldn’t know to look for a man he believed dead. And if he didn’t know to look for Sergei Orlov then he wasn’t going to find her either.

She moistened her lips now that the water had provided something for her to moisten them with. “I don’t understand…”

He eyed her pityingly. “It was simple enough, my father just identified the wrong body as being me. False dental and medical records helped, of course.”

“Why would he do that?”

Sergei shrugged. “So that when the time was right he could bring me back into the family fold.” Those dark eyes glittered with repressed fury as he added. “But he let me live like a fucking sewer rat for two months first. To teach me a lesson he said,” he bit out hardly. “After your boyfriend insisted my father disown me. Arrogant fucking bastards, both of them—”

“Gregori’s sister—”

“I can’t believe I ever agreed to marry that frigid bitch!” Sergei stood up to begin pacing the room restlessly, revealing that he had a second gun pushed into the waistband at the back of his jeans.

All Gaia could think of was that Gregori’s sister had been married to this man?

“Surprised?” Sergei taunted as he obviously saw the look of shock on her face. “Your boyfriend never thought to mention that little fact? Oh yes, I was married to the precious, stuck-up Katya Markovic,” he continued scathingly. “Much good it did me. Stupid bitch couldn’t even give me the heir my father wanted. How did that make me look? Bloody impotent, that’s how I looked, when we all knew it was that cold bitch’s fault.” His voice was getting higher, angrier, the longer he talked.

Gaia didn’t know Katya, but she knew Gregori, and she couldn’t even begin to imagine his beloved sister ever being married to this cold and ruthless killer. And Sergei was wrong about it being Katya’s fault there was no Orlov heir—Gregori had told her that Katya was now five months pregnant with Dair Grayson’s baby. And from Gregori’s comments about the couple, Gaia didn’t believe Katya was frigid, either.

“And what did she do when she finally got pregnant?” Sergei continued disgustedly. “She fell down the stairs and lost it! All those fucking years of servicing her like she was some prize fucking mare, and when she finally became pregnant she lost it. Not that my father believed the baby was mine to begin with,” his voice was starting to rise again. 

Katya Markovic fell down the stairs and lost her baby?

Did she fall or was she pushed?

The words echoed hollowly around inside Gaia’s head.

She knew the answer without needing to ask the question: Sergei Orlov pushed Katya down the stairs. Why, she had no idea, but she had no doubts that he had. Which also explained why Gregori insisted that Ivan Orlov disown his son or there would be war between the two families.

“My father laughed, said it didn’t matter who the baby’s father was.” Sergei scowled as he waved the gun around to emphasize his point. “He just wanted the Orlov heir to come from Katya Markovic, to unite the two families. He may have fathered the little bastard himself for all I know. I wouldn’t put it past him to have bedded my wife. Not that he’ll be fathering anyone anymore,” he added with satisfaction.

Gaia felt a cold wave of dread sweep through her. “What do you mean?”

“He’s dead,” Sergei dismissed coldly. “He thought he was being so damned clever, faking my death. But there’s nothing fake about his death, I made sure of that. The king is dead, long live the new king!” He laughed harshly.

“Surely the rest of the Orlovs know your father is dead?”

“Some of them.” He shrugged. “Those that remained loyal to me and not my father. The rest of them believe my father and I are in Vegas until the heat from Markovic dies down.”

This situation just sounded worse and worse…

“But you know the best part?” Sergei’s eyes glittered with a fanatical glee. “After I shot my father, I had him put into my coffin in the family crypt!” He began to laugh again, as if he’d just told the funniest joke he had ever heard.

In that moment Gaia knew that this man, the man who had abducted her and now held her at gunpoint, was completely insane.

Because Gregori had wanted—demanded—retribution for what this man did to his sister?

No, Sergei must have been unbalanced before that, and it looked like his father’s treatment of him following Gregori’s retribution was what pushed him over some sort of edge.

She was alone here—wherever here was—with a madman who believed she was romantically involved with Gregori—the man Sergei Orlov believed to be responsible for everything that had happened to him in the past five months.

She tried to keep the panic out of her voice. “You won’t be able to keep your father’s death a secret forever.”

“I don’t need to keep it a secret forever, just until after I’ve killed Markovic,” he dismissed. “After that it won’t be difficult to persuade the rest of my father’s men into believing that Markovic was the one who had him killed and that I’ve now avenged him. They’ll follow me without question after that. A good result. For me at least, not so much for my father and Markovic.” He grinned with pleasure.

It was a surprisingly logical plan coming from a man who was certifiably insane.

It was also totally believable.

“I wanted to play with Markovic a little first, though,” Sergei continued to chat in that conversational tone. “Mess with his head as well as his business, make sure he suffered the way he made me suffer.”

“You arranged for the drugs to go into Utopia,” Gaia guessed.

He grinned as he nodded. “I’ve enjoyed watching Markovic’s men running around in circles, unaware they were dealing with a dead man. But I’ve tired of that game now. It’s taking too long.” He scowled his impatience.

The more Gaia listened to him the more she felt at too much of a disadvantage continuing to lie here on the couch. “I’d like to sit up, are you okay with that?” She eyed him uncertainly, not sure what would set him off.

“As long as you don’t make any sudden movements.” He watched her through narrowed lids as she slowly swung her legs to the floor before straightening.

Her heard swam woozily again for several seconds before settling. “What was in the wine I drank?”

“Just something to knock you out for a while,” he said. “I didn’t want you to stay out too long and miss all the fun.”

Fun? This man believed killing his own father, and having her abducted so that he could lure Gregori into a trap and then kill him, was fun?

“Did you have my sister killed?” She had to know. She had to. “Angela Grant,” she supplied so there would be absolutely no doubt who she was talking about.

“No, I didn’t have her killed,” he assured lightly. “Why would I have someone else do it when I could enjoy doing it myself?” he added.

Gaia’s hands curled into claws, and she was unaware of the pain as her nails broke through the skin of her palms, unable to speak, to think beyond the fact that she was sitting in a room with the man who killed Angela.

“I guess your family is going to be mourning the death of a second daughter pretty soon, huh?” Sergei commented dismissively.

There was nothing Gaia could say to that, no words to express the loathing she felt for this man. He had no conscience, no emotions.

He was a psychopath.

“Why?” she managed to choke.

Sergei gave a shrug. “She knew too much. She found out about the drugs and who was selling them. She threatened to go to Markovic and tell him what was going on. I couldn’t have that. I wasn’t anywhere near finished playing with him at the time.” He gave another smile. “You were an unexpected bonus. I never thought that cold bastard would fall for a woman, but suddenly there you were. Beautiful and sensuous, and the perfect means of retribution.” He looked at her appreciatively. “You aren’t his usual type at all, you know.”

“I’ve heard that.” Gaia felt even more nauseous at hearing this man describe her as being ‘beautiful and sensuous’. Please God, don’t let him find her attractive. Just the thought of this man touching her was enough to make her feel ill.

“Don’t worry, you’ll be seeing Gregori again soon,” he assured her dryly. “And I will make the most of it when you do, because he will very quickly be joining my father. But first he’s going to watch me fuck and then kill you,” he spoke evenly, as if talking about the weather. “I would have preferred it to be Katya, of course, but she’s guarded too well by that bastard Grayson nowadays.” He scowled again. “I thought I was going to have trouble getting to you too, but the ghost thing helped with that. It’s really amazing how freeing it can be if everyone thinks you’re dead!”

Gaia drew in a slow breath. “How do you expect Gregori to come here when he doesn’t know where I am?”

He glanced down at his watch. “It’s been over three hours now since I took you—I wanted Markovic to suffer for as long as possible, though not long enough for me to get bored,” he added dismissively. “One of my men should be delivering a message telling Gregori exactly where we are right about now.”

And when Gregori received that note, Gaia knew that he would come here for her.

And after watching her being raped and killed he would then die, too.

Oh God…




“You shouldn’t have come here.” Gregori gave his brother-in-law a reproving frown over Katya’s shoulder as she launched herself into his arms the moment she entered his office.

The couple had arrived at Utopia just minutes ago, apparently having flown immediately from Venice after receiving Lijah’s call earlier.

Gregori had closed the nightclub an hour early, clearing the building of all but essential staff—apart from Rick and Claude, however, who were the last people to see Gaia. The two men were now locked in separate rooms talking to Nikolai. Gregori had questioned them himself for a while, but it soon became obvious he wasn’t detached enough to do the job the way it needed to be done. He knew Nikolai wouldn’t have the same problem.

Instead, Gregori had spent his time calling in every favor owed him, and Nikolai’s men were busy checking out private airports and train stations.

It wasn’t enough; it would never be enough until he had Gaia back. Safe. Alive.

Kat pulled back slightly. “You didn’t really think I would let Dair come here without me, did you?” she derided.

“I didn’t expect either of you to come here at all!” He scowled darkly.

She touched his cheek gently. “We’re a family, Gregori, and it’s what families to.”

That may be so, but he didn’t want his pregnant sister anywhere near Sergei Orlov, the man who had almost destroyed her just months ago.

Sergei fucking Orlov.

How could he have known, how could any of them have known that the bastard was still alive?  

“You sent Dair to rescue me, Gregori,” his sister reminded gently.

Yes, he had, but Dair should have known better than to bring Katya here now—

“She’s your sister through and through, Gregori,” Dair dryly answered the silent accusation. “Stubborn, strong-willed—”

“But you love me anyway!” Kat moved out of Gregori’s arms to walk over and stand beside her husband, smiling up at him. She wrapped her arm about his waist at the same time as he placed his about her shoulders.

“I do, yes.” Dair gave her an indulgent smile before his eyes narrowed and he turned back to Gregori. “And we’re both here because I care about you too, you arrogant bastard.”

“Thank you. I think,” Gregori added dryly. “But the situation has become even more complicated since Lijah spoke to you three hours ago—”

“We know about Sergei, Gregori,” Kat interrupted him softly. “Lijah called us on the plane.”

Gregori turned to glare at Lijah as he sat sprawled on the sofa in the corner of the room. “Just when the fuck did you take charge around here?”

Lijah gave an unconcerned shrug at his aggression. “I work for Dair, not you.”

Gregori drew in a sharp, controlling breath. He had never felt so damned helpless. He had absolutely no idea where Sergei Orlov could have taken Gaia—he still found it incredible that the other man was alive to begin with. But if Sergei was in London then Gregori would find him. If he had to knock on every door then that’s what he would do. He just had to hope to God that Gaia was still in the city…

And live.

She must be wondering what the hell was going on, when he had told her Sergei was dead. Also frightened and confused. But frightened and confused were probably preferable to angry, because an angry Gaia may just goad Sergei into doing something the other man would regret with his last breath.

“Lijah said Gaia was drugged?” Dair prompted briskly, as if he had somehow guessed at the despair and anger of Gregori’s thoughts.

He dragged his attention back to the here and now. “It was in that glass of wine.” He nodded towards the glass sitting on top of his desk.

“Put there by whom?”

Gregori grimaced. “One of two people.”

“Who are…?”

“Being questioned by Nikolai right now,” he assured grimly. “A very angry Nikolai.” He knew the other man held himself responsible for what had happened to Gaia. Gregori didn’t share that feeling, knew now how impossible it was that any of them would have realized the truth. But that didn’t stop Nikolai from blaming himself.

“Ah.” Dair gave a knowing nod: the other man’s methods were well known.

“You’ve never mentioned Gaia to us, Gregori…” Kat looked at him curiously.

“That’s probably because I only met her a week ago,” he sighed. It seemed much longer. And the last three hours seemed longer still.

His sister smiled. “Lijah said she’s very beautiful.”

“Did he?” He turned narrowed eyes on the other man.

“And fearless,” Dair put in mockingly.

“She needs to be to cope with him.” Lijah nodded in Gregori’s direction.

“Go fuck yourself—” Gregori broke off as one of Nikolai’s men appeared in the open doorway.

“Sorry to interrupt, but this was just delivered for you.” He crossed the room towards Gregori, an envelope in his hand.

“Did you detain whoever delivered it?” Dair prompted sharply.

“Nikolai has him downstairs,” Roman reported with satisfaction.

Gregori was only interested in the letter, his hands actually shaking as he ripped the envelope open and quickly read what was written on the single sheet of paper inside.

“Where are you going?” Dair grabbed hold of Gregori’s arm as he turned without saying a word and walked towards the door.

“To Gaia.” He didn’t even look at the other man as he shook off that hand.

“Not without back-up—”

The fierceness of Gregori’s glare silenced him. “He says he’ll kill her if I don’t go alone.”

His brother-in-law’s jaw tightened. “You do realize—”

“That she could be dead already?” Gregori grated fiercely. “Yes, of course I fucking know that!” He crumpled the letter in his fisted hand. “I have to go, anyway. You, more than anyone, know I have to go, Dair,” he muttered softly.

The other man looked at him for several long, searching moments before slowly nodding his head as he stepped back. “Okay.”

“Dair—”

“No, Kat.” Dair took a firm grasp of her arms as she would have run to Gregori. “No,” he repeated softly when she looked up at him with tears in her eyes. “Hug him and then let him go.”

Gregori was barely aware of his sister’s arms around him before he turned and strode from the room and down the stairs, his thoughts all on Gaia.

On whether or not she was still alive…





Chapter 17

“I know exactly what you’re thinking, you know,” Sergei eyed her mockingly.

Gaia sincerely hoped that wasn’t the case. For the past few minutes she’d been considering ways in which she might possibly rush across the room and knock him off balance. Then maybe she could somehow wrest the gun out of his hand as well as the second one hidden in the waistband at the back of his jeans.

Before Gregori got here.

Before Sergei could rape and kill her.

“It happens in all the bad movies,” Sergei continued in that conversational tone that was really starting to grate on Gaia’s already frayed nerves. “The baddie tells the heroine all that he’s done and how he did it, and then she somehow escapes and tells the cops and it’s all over for him.” He grinned. “Not going to happen this time, sweetheart. The police are the last people Gregori would call in.”

It was all so far off Gaia’s actual thoughts that for a moment she could only stare at him, her mind blank, before she gave herself a mental shake to clear the last of the effects of the drug from her head. “But I don’t know all that you’ve done yet,” she pointed out softly.

“What else do you want to know?” He gave one of those not-quite-sane smiles as he settled himself back down in the chair just feet in front of her.

She swallowed as the gun in his hand once again gleamed beneath the glare of the overhead light bulb. “Who was working with you inside Utopia?” she forced herself to concentrate, to keep this man talking. Even if it was only to hear him boasting how damned clever he thought he was.

Whoever his insider was at Utopia, they hadn’t just sold and supplied drugs, they also must have told him that Angela knew too much. They probably also reported on Gregori’s movements as well as her own, since there was no way that drive-by shooting had been a coincidence, or a question of her being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Someone had to have told this man and his men that Gregori had left Utopia that night to follow her, and without his usual bodyguards.

“You mean you haven’t guessed yet?” Sergei eyed her pityingly. “You’re even less bright than your sister was!”

Gaia felt her cheeks flush as a wave of anger washed over her, threatening to consume her. And it would have consumed her, if it weren’t for the fact that she knew this man was deliberately baiting her, and that he would welcome any excuse to hurt her. This may not be one of those ‘bad movies’, but before she died she still wanted to know who had betrayed her sister to this madman.

She gave a shrug. “I know it has to be either Rick or Claude, because they were the only two people in the room with me when I drank the drugged wine.”

“And what would be your guess as to which of them it was?”

Gaia had originally assumed Rick, because he had brought her the bottle of wine. But she was positive now that he had drunk some of the wine too, and he wouldn’t have drugged himself. Which only left… “Claude,” she challenged.

Sergei’s expression turned from taunting to nasty. “Not so stupid, after all, are you?” he snarled.

Claude.

The charming French manager of Utopia.

And Angela’s lover?

A man Gaia had liked, damn it.

He had sat with her earlier tonight and talked so excitedly of his plans to return to France and open a nightclub of his own.

She realized now that he’d probably intended on doing that with the money he earned by selling drugs and supplying information on Gregori to Sergei.

Blood money.

Money he continued to earn even after he betrayed Angela and then allowed this man to kill her.

In the same way he drugged Gaia, also in the knowledge that Sergei intended to kill her. And now Gregori was going to walk into a trap.

There was a distinct possibility that she may not come out of tonight alive, but she hoped to God Gregori realized the truth before he received Sergei’s note, and that Claude was made to suffer for what he’d done.

“Although you weren’t quite as clever as you thought you were,” Sergei taunted. “Because you obviously don’t have a clue as to how Claude realized who you were, do you?”

“He knows I’m Angela’s sister?”

“Oh yes.” Sergei grinned. “Because of the earrings you’re wearing.”

One of Gaia’s hands instinctively moved up to touch one of the pearl earrings. Angela’s earrings…

“Claude gave them to her,” Sergei revealed mockingly. “He recognized them instantly the first night you wore them because they belonged to his mother.”

Oh God…

Just a pair of earrings, the last tangible thing Gaia had to remind her of her sister, and they had betrayed who she was to Claude, who in turn then betrayed her to Sergei Orlov.

What sort of man was Claude? He had obviously cared for Angela, if he’d given her jewelry that once belonged to his mother. He had also protected their relationship, by not allowing their ‘fraternization’, something Gregori didn’t allow between his staff, to become public knowledge. But obviously Claude hadn’t cared enough not to tell Sergei when Angela came to know too much about the drugs he was selling, or to forego the money he was receiving from Sergei for doing so.

Gaia dropped her hand away from the pearl earrings, knowing that after tonight, the association they now held to Claude and Sergei, she would never be able to wear them again—

Well of course she wouldn’t be wearing them again after tonight, because she would be dead!




Gregori didn’t allow himself—couldn’t allow himself to think about what Gaia might have suffered at Sergei’s hands since she had been taken. Instead he concentrated on driving to the address Sergei Orlov had written on that single sheet of notepaper.

Come alone or she dies.

So dramatic, like something Sergei had read in a book or seen on television, and yet Gregori knew that the threat was very real, that Sergei was more than capable of carrying it out. If he hadn’t already done so.

Gregori slapped his hand on the steering wheel in frustrated anger. A fucking ghost. Come back to haunt him. To take Gaia from him—

No. He wasn’t going to think about that. He had to concentrate, to focus, to find that inner coldness Gaia had been chipping away at each successive day she spent in his house—

Gaia, Gaia, Gaia.

No matter where his thoughts might start, they always returned to her.

Because he remembered every single moment he had spent with her.

The shapeliness of her bottom sticking out from beneath his desk that first night.

The way she blatantly lied to him once she emerged, flushed in the face.

The way he hadn’t been able to stop watching her on the security monitors that same night as she served drinks to the customers of Utopia.

The second night when he sought her out and then made love to her up against the door in his office.

The shocked look on her face when that shot grazed her cheek a short time later.

And later that night when she made love to him in his kitchen.

The pleasure he’d had in picking out just the right gown for her to wear to accompany him to Utopia.

Making love to each other in the dining room.

How beautiful she’d looked in that gown a short time later.

His jealousy—oh yes, he now recognized the emotion for exactly what it was—when he watched her on the security monitor laughing and talking with Rick and Claude, growling as he wished he had marked her as his. Just as all her laughter and that smart mouth all belonged to him.

The night she came downstairs because she’d been woken by the sound of music. The wonder and admiration in her eyes when she realized he was the one playing the piano.

The disappointment on her face these past three days and nights, because after that night he had known she was getting too close and so he’d shut her out.

He shut her out.

What he wouldn’t give to live those three days and nights over again. To spend them with Gaia, the two of them fighting, laughing and making love.

God damn it, if Sergei had harmed a single hair on her head—

Gregori drew in a deep, controlling breath. Calm. He had to remain calm, controlled, focused. He needed that control now more than he ever had before if he was to stand any chance of getting Gaia away from Sergei alive.

He also kept half an eye on his driving mirror to make sure that he wasn’t being followed: he wouldn’t put it past Dair, along with Nikolai and Lijah, to come after him. Much as he might have appreciated their help, he daren’t risk endangering Gaia by not doing exactly as Sergei instructed.

Come alone or she dies.

The house the GPS took him to looked derelict at first glance, the windows boarded up, faded red paint peeling from the front door, the front garden overgrown. But as Gregori stared at the front of that house he could see a very slight chink of light through one of the downstairs windows.

The room where Sergei held Gaia prisoner?

God, please let him still be holding Gaia prisoner. Gregori would agree to anything the other man demanded of him if Gaia was still alive.

He found that the front door of the house was open when he turned the knob. Well of course it was open, Sergei was expecting him, had known he would come. That he had to come. For Gaia.

He drew in a deep breath when he found the door to the room with the chink of light, his hand trembling as he reached out for the handle and turned it.




“Well if it isn’t the arrogant Gregori Markovic come to join us!”

Gaia gave a gasp of dismay at Sergei’s taunt, her face paling as she turned to see Gregori standing alone in the doorway.

Not the same suave and elegant Gregori that she had watched on the security monitors earlier tonight—his hair was now tousled, as if he had run agitated fingers through it more than once, and his eyes were black and glittering pits of hell, with deep grooves beside his unsmiling mouth. His face was unnaturally pale, his bowtie gone and the top two buttons of his shirt unfastened.

Those black eyes seemed to eat her alive as Gregori looked at her seated on the couch. “Are you okay?” he prompted huskily.

“I’m fine.” She tried to give him a reassuring smile but was sure it came out looking more like a nervous tic. “Mr. Orlov has been entertaining me with tales of his adventures from the past five months.”

“Stay exactly where you are,” Sergei snapped as Gregori stepped forward into the room. Sergei raised the gun in his hand and aimed it directly at Gregori’s chest. “Not so fucking arrogant now, are you, Markovic?” he scorned derisively as Gregori came to an abrupt halt after just two steps.

He narrowed his gaze on the younger man. “Let her go, Orlov. Your fight is with me, not her.”

Sergei gave him a mocking smile. “But she’s so beautiful. I’m so going to enjoy fuck—”

“Just tell me what you want and let her go!” Gregori snarled harshly, eyes blazing with fury, and Gaia could see a nerve pulsing in his tightly clenched jaw.

“I already have what I want,” Sergei assured him hardly. “Right now that’s you and Miss Miller. Later on, who knows?” He shrugged. “Maybe next I’ll go after Katya and that arrogant bastard she’s married to. Kill her as well as the baby she’s now expecting,” he added hardly.

Gaia knew that Sergei was deliberately baiting Gregori, hoping that the other man would make an angry lunge towards him. She knew that Sergei would enjoy shooting Gregori in the arm or the leg, disabling him, before Sergei turned his attention back to her and made the other man watch.

She wouldn’t let it happen. She couldn’t.

This man had already killed her sister, and Gaia wasn’t about to let him kill Gregori, or the pregnant Katya and her husband Dair: they had already suffered enough at this man’s hands.

She wouldn’t allow Sergei to hurt any of them ever again.

Gaia eyed the gun in the waistband of Sergei’s jeans, assessing the distance between them and the chances of her reaching him and grabbing the gun before he had a chance to pull the trigger and hurt Gregori.

Probably not good, she acknowledged self-derisively, but the distraction would hopefully be enough for Gregori to wrest the gun from Sergei’s hand. At this point, she would attempt anything to get out of the situation.

“No, Gaia!” Gregori cried out harshly as he saw her lunge up from the couch towards Sergei.

His heart shattered in his chest as the sound of gunfire reverberated loudly around the room.

They say that at the moment of a person’s death, time slows and their whole life flashes before them.

The only thing that flashed before Gregori’s eyes was an image of the immediate future—Gaia lying on the floor, those beautiful golden eyes wide as they stared lifelessly up at the ceiling, her life blood blooming and then spreading slowly over the front of her sweater, directly over where the bullet had pierced her heart.

And at this moment time did stand still. The three of them held forever in a grotesque tableau of death. Gregori with his shattered heart. Gaia with her eyes opened wide in surprise. And Sergei—

Sergei Orlov dropped to the floor with a perfect bullet hole in the center of his forehead.

It couldn’t be.

And yet it was.

“Thanks for moving out of the way and giving me a clear shot, Gregori,” Nikolai bit out grimly as he strode forcefully into the room, his gun still in his hand as he walked over to look down dispassionately at the dead man.

“And you might want to catch your woman,” Lijah Smith drawled conversationally as he strolled in behind Nikolai.

“Preferably before she falls and hurts herself on this hard wooden floor,” Dair added, the last to enter the room.


Chapter 18

Music.

Gaia woke to the sound of music playing.

Gregori was playing the piano.

She recognized the composition this time. It was “Midnight”. 

She was back in Gregori’s house and he was downstairs playing that haunting, heart-breaking melody of loneliness and despair.

She had to go to him. Couldn’t allow him to feel so alone—

“Careful,” a voice cautioned softly as Gaia sat up to throw back the sheets with the intention of getting out of bed.

Gaia turned to look at the woman sitting beside the bed, recognizing her instantly from the photograph Gregori kept in his wallet. “Katya?” The woman beside her was slightly older than the one in the photograph, and her dark hair was now shoulder-length rather than short, but there was no mistaking her likeness to Gregori.

The other woman smiled as she nodded. “Although I prefer to be called Kat nowadays.”

Gaia moistened her lips before swallowing. “How… Who…” She gave a shake of her head as she realized she must sound like a demented owl. “I have to go to Gregori.” She moved to sit on the side of the bed, still fully dressed in the clothes she had been wearing earlier.

Earlier…

What the hell happened? One minute she’d been lunging towards Sergei Orlov, and the next a gun had gone off and he was lying dead at her feet, a perfect hole in the middle of his forehead.

“Nikolai shot him,” Kat supplied gently. “Gregori was so agitated when he left Utopia that he must have forgotten that all of his cars have a tracking device. Nikolai, Lijah and Dair followed him and Nikolai dispensed justice.”

Gaia blinked. “Sergei is dead?”

“Definitely.” Kat’s mouth thinned. “And one can only hope he’s finally in hell where he belongs.”

“Oh yes,” Gaia sighed in heartfelt agreement. “Claude? Does Gregori know about—”

“Gregori knows it all. We all do.” Kat put a comforting hand on Gaia’s arm. “Once we knew Sergei was alive it was easy to unravel the truth.”

She blinked. “What will they do with Sergei’s body?”

“Does it matter?” Kat shrugged. “He’s already believed dead.”

Gaia moistened her lips. “He told me he killed his father and buried him in his own coffin.”

“I am sure that he and Ivan are having a conversation about that right now,” the other woman bit out hardly. 

“What’s going to happen to Claude?” As far as Gaia was concerned, Claude was as much responsible for Angela’s death as Sergei Orlov. More so, because he had betrayed her sister to Sergei and done nothing to stop the other man from killing her. Worse yet, he’d then carried on earning his blood money so that he could fulfill him own dreams.

Kat avoided meeting her gaze. “I have not asked, nor do I intend to.”

Gaia noticed that Kat’s voice became as clipped as her brother’s when she was angry or upset. In this case Gaia decided the emotion was anger.

Not that she cared what happened to Claude. He could rot in hell with Sergei as far as she was concerned.

“There is something I need to say to you before you go down and talk to Gregori…”

Gaia turned back to look at the other woman, her tone cautious. “Yes?”

Kat gave her a warm smile. “Don’t look so worried, it’s nothing bad, I assure you. It’s only—Gregori is very much like my husband Dair.” She seemed to be searching for the right words. “They are both larger than life, leaders that others follow, and—perhaps because of that—they are self-sacrificing to a fault. Gregori is…he’s going to resist you, Gaia—may I call you Gaia?”

“Of course,” she answered distractedly. “What do you mean ‘resist me’?”

Kat stood up, the bump of her pregnancy very obvious on the otherwise slenderness of her body. “I saw my brother’s face earlier when he received Sergei’s note. It was… Do you care for my brother, Gaia?”

Her cheeks bloomed with color as the other woman looked down at her searchingly. She had no idea what she was supposed to say in answer to that question when just continuing to listen to Gregori softly playing “Midnight” was tearing her apart inside.

She loved him.

Totally.

Completely.

She didn’t care who he was, what he had done in the past, or what he would have to do in the future to keep those he cared for safe.

She loved him.

“I see that you do,” Kat acknowledged emotionally. “Gregori cares for you too. But he is going to resist it, deny it if asked.”

“Why?” Gaia knew that Gregori cared for her—whether it was the same love she felt for him was another matter—but she had seen the torment in his eyes when he arrived at that derelict house earlier. She had seen him, and known that he intended to sacrifice himself. For her.

Kat gave a heavy sigh. “It’s what these men do, Gaia. If you knew about the battle I had with Dair to begin with…” She gave a rueful shake of her head. “They’re men who live in a world of violence and danger, and…and the thought of the woman they love being anywhere near that is… They would rather sacrifice their own happiness, a family and being loved, than allow their woman to be drawn into that world. It wasn’t quite the same for me, of course, because of who my own family is, but I believe Gregori will do anything, say anything to prevent you from becoming any more involved in that world.”

Their woman…

Even if he only wanted her for a short time, was she Gregori’s woman?

Gaia listened again to those soft strains of “Midnight” and she didn’t care how long he wanted her for, she was not going to give up on spending even one more day with him without a fight. 

She stood up determinedly. “Don’t worry, Kat, I assure you I can be as stubborn as Gregori when I want something.”

The other woman gave her a beaming smile. “I had a feeling you might be!”

Gaia returned the warmth of that smile before frowning with a single-minded focus.

She marched out of the bedroom and down the stairs.

To whatever the future might bring.

To Gregori.




“I’ve changed my mind.”

Gregori’s fingers crashed down on the piano keys at the sound of Gaia’s voice and his gaze moved to where she stood silhouetted in the doorway.

It had been over two hours since they returned to the house. Two hours when Gregori did little but think of Gaia. Of saying goodbye to her now that it was all over. There was no reason for her to remain here now.

She looked very pale, and her endearing freckles stood out clearly on her cheeks and nose. She was also disheveled, still wearing the creased clothes from earlier.

But there was an expression in her eyes he recognized only too well.

Reckless determination.

His back straightened. “Changed your mind about what?” he prompted cautiously.

“The piano.” She strolled across the room, her golden gaze remaining unwaveringly fixed on his as she now ran her fingertips lightly along the top of the piano.

Gregori eyed her warily. “Shouldn’t you be lying down?”

“Exactly what I had in mind,” she nodded. “This piano looks more than sturdy enough to bear the weight of both of us, don’t you think?”

His gaze shot up from watching her slender fingers caress the shiny top of the piano as Gaia moved closer and closer to him. “You’ve been through a lot tonight—”

“I hope you realize that fainting thing really isn’t me?” She winced. “I’ve just… It’s been such an emotional time lately, and Sergei was pointing a gun at your chest, and I thought he was going to shoot you—” 

“Hush, Gaia,” he soothed. “You’re obviously still in shock—”

“Right now I’m in lust,” she corrected huskily. “I always thought that was a load of bull—you know, the adrenaline rush, the need for sex that people claim to have after being in a life-or-death situation. But it’s all true,” she announced brightly before her smile disappeared and she narrowed her gaze on him. “Undress, Gregori.”

There had been no plan in Gaia’s mind as she hurried down the stairs to be with him. No preconceived idea of what she was going to do or say. But the moment she saw him—alone and so pale in just his white shirt and the black trousers of his evening suit, his expression grim as he poured his emotions into playing—and she had known exactly what they both needed.

Each other.

Gregori could protest all he liked, could try to push her away as much as he wanted, but she at least knew he desired her, and she wasn’t going anywhere. Not tonight. Not tomorrow. Not next week. Not ever, if he would allow it.

Damn whether or not he allowed it: this was her man and she intended to claim him as such.

“I said undress, Gregori,” she repeated hardly.

“Gaia—”

“Don’t make me repeat myself a third time,” she warned softly.

Gregori’s gaze remained locked with hers as he stood up slowly and began to unfasten the buttons on his shirt with fingers that trembled slightly. “You do realize that Kat and Dair are also staying in the house tonight…”

“I suspected as much when I woke up to find Kat sitting next to my bed,” she nodded. “Why wasn’t it you, Gregori?”

His fingers fumbled on the buttons and he swallowed before speaking. “I wasn’t sure…” He gave a shake of his head. “I thought it best that you were not reminded of what happened earlier tonight the moment you opened your eyes.”

“Don’t stop undressing, Gregori,” she instructed firmly as she heard the telltale stiltedness in his voice. She waited until he’d finished unfastening the buttons on his shirt and pulled it free of the waistband of his trousers before speaking again. “Whether it had been you or Kat sitting there waiting for me to wake up, I’ll never be able to forget what happened tonight,” she gave a shake of her head.

Gregori drew in a harsh breath. “I am so sorry—”

“For what?” She eyed him incredulously. “You’re not responsible, Gregori. You’re not!” she insisted as she stepped forward and placed both her hands against the bareness of his chest. “And that isn’t the part of tonight I’ll never forget…” she added huskily.

He looked down at her searchingly. “Then what is?”

“You,” Gaia answered without hesitation. “My hero, rushing to save me, no matter what the cost to himself.”

He frowned. “Anyone would have done the same—”

“No, they wouldn’t,” she assured him emotionally. “Most men in your position would have organized their men, and worked out a plan, rather than rushing headlong into danger and risking their own lives.”

“That is what I should have done—”

“But you didn’t. Perhaps partly because you knew that Nikolai and Lijah would have your back, Dair too I expect,” she added. “But also,” she sobered, “because it never even occurred to you not to come yourself after you received Sergei’s note. Did it? Don’t even think about lying to me, Gregori,” she warned as she felt his heart begin to race beneath her palms. “You really don’t want me to have to punish you,” she added suggestively.

As was always the way with this woman, Gregori found himself laughing rather than feeling anger—or despair, or any of the other emotions he had been feeling since Gaia fainted earlier.

Including crying, which a large part of him now wanted to do just from seeing her standing here in front of him, safe and well, and Gaia.

So very much Gaia.

He gave a shake of his head. “No, I never thought of letting anyone else come to you but me,” he acknowledged gruffly.

Come to her.

Gregori had come to her, not out of duty, nor out of responsibility. Duty and responsibility bred caution and careful planning; neither of which he had displayed tonight. Instead he had simply driven his car to where she was and walked into the house, a human sacrifice.

“Kat was right,” she nodded.

He looked down at her questioningly. “About what?”

“You do care for me.” She smiled up at him tremulously.

His brow creased into an irritated frown. “Of course I care for you!” He drew in a sharp breath as he realized what he’d said. “I would feel concern for anyone who fell into the clutches of that madman—”

“Ah ah ah, punishment, remember?” Gaia reminded him pointedly.

Gregori stepped away from her to start pacing restlessly. “We have…enjoyed each other’s company these past few days, but now it is time for you to return to your own life. The life you wished to return to. And I—I will continue with my own life. A life that does not include you. One that— Why are you not speaking?” He paused in his pacing to eye her warily.

Gaia leaned back against the piano, her arms folded across her chest. “Because I’m waiting for you to stop spouting nonsense and start calling me Miss Miller again—and then I really am going to punish you!”

Gregori gave an exasperated sigh. “It is not nonsense. Everything I just said is the truth—”

“Except you missed something,” she put in quietly.

“What?” he snapped his impatience. “What did I miss?”

Gaia’s next statement meant she was going to take her heart in her hands and offer it to him. Possibly to get trampled on, but at this moment in time she didn’t care, knew instinctively that she might not get another chance. That Gregori would ensure she never had another chance.

She drew in a deep breath and spoke the words. “I love you.”

If she had been expecting Gregori to fall down on his knees in wonder and gratitude then she was out of luck. Instead he just stood there, staring at her with those coal-black eyes, unsmiling, unmoving, unspeaking.

“Well.” She gave a shaky laugh once she decided that the silence had become just a tad too uncomfortable. “I guess you really don’t care enough.” She turned on her heel and walked stiffly towards the door.

“Do not leave, Gaia!” Gregori choked out emotionally. “For God’s sake, do not leave me!”

Gaia turned sharply on her heel, her heart breaking as she saw the tears tracking silently down his ravaged cheeks. She didn’t hesitate as she ran across the room to throw herself at him, arms around his neck, legs wrapped securely about his waist as she kissed him, and kept on kissing him, never intending to stop.

She loved this man.

A man of honor, duty, and responsibility, yes, but also a man with heart and compassion, and so, so much love to give.

She wanted it.

All of it.




“I love you, Gaia.”

“Well I certainly hope so, otherwise we’ve given your sister and Dair a show for nothing!” She looked up at him teasingly as the two of them lay naked together in each other arms on the carpeted floor in Gregori’s drawing room.

She didn’t need Gregori to tell her he loved her.

He’d shown it in the way he just worshipped her; cherished her. He’d given her so much pleasure she wasn’t sure she would ever be able to move again.

But she still loved hearing him say the words anyway.

“Oh I wouldn’t say it was for nothing,” he answered her just as lightly, referring no doubt to the groans and gasps and screams—Gaia’s—of their lovemaking this past hour.

Gaia sobered. “I’m staying here with you, Gregori. Don’t argue,” she wasn’t about to give him the chance to do that. “I’m staying here with you until you decide to kick me out. And I’m going to make it extremely difficult for you to ever want to do that.” Her hand slid down his waist to curve possessively about his semi-hard cock as she began to lightly pump and caress him back to full arousal.

Gregori made no move to stop her. Why would he? He knew now that this, being here with Gaia, possessing Gaia and having her possess him, was far too precious to sacrifice in the name of duty and responsibility. He had no idea how this arrangement was going to work, only that it had to. 

“I was not about to argue,” he assured her gruffly. “I do, however, have one stipulation of my own to that arrangement.”

“Yes?” The uncertainty in her expression showed Gaia wasn’t as confident as she wished to appear.

“Marry me?” Gregori rolled onto his side so that he was looking down at her. “If you truly love me, then marry me.”

He reached up to curve his hand against one of her flushed cheeks as he looked deeply into her eyes.

“It would not be easy being my wife. I will always be The Markovic, always have responsibilities, and you would constantly chafe against the restrictions being my wife would place on you. There would be those visits to friends you mentioned, to the shops, but always, always in the company of a bodyguard.” He physically began to shake at the thought of how close he had come to losing her tonight. Of how he might still lose her, if she couldn’t bear to live the life he had just described. “Your life would change forever.”

Gaia could feel Gregori trembling against her. “And in exchange I get you?”

“All of me until my dying breath, yes,” he vowed fiercely.

“You don’t intend on dying for a long time, right?”

“In my nineties with our great-grandchildren upon my knee,” he vowed.

“Then it’s a no-brainer,” she assured him happily. “I love you, Gregori. For better, for worse, for richer, for poorer. Until my dying breath,” she added huskily.

Gregori’s arms moved to gather her tightly against him, his face buried in the silkiness of her hair, his heart beating loudly against hers.

Two hearts beating only for each other.

Until their dying breath.  
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