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      “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.
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      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…
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        * * *

      

      “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.
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        * * *

      

      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.
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