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Alena’s brother turned back to
him. ‘I am prepared to withdraw
from the contest between us for
the contract,” he told Kiryl, ‘but
only if instead of giving up
Alena, you marry her.’

Alena made a small, agonised
sound of protest and denial. This
could not be happening. To listen
whilst Kiryl revealed the truth
about their relationship and his
plans for her had been bad enough,
but now to hear her beloved
brother offering her to him in
marriage was more than she could
cope with. Vasilii couldn’t mean



what she had just heard him say.
He couldn’t.

‘T heard everything, Vasilii.” She
was deliberately keeping her back
to Kiryl, unable to endure the
thought of looking at him. ‘All of it
—every single word.’

From somewhere she managed to
drag up out of her pain a lifeline of
anger for her to cling on to.

‘You might think now that you
have succeeded in your plan to use
me to blackmail Vasilii into letting
you win the contract, but you
haven’t,” she told him fiercely. ‘And



as for marrying you—I'd rather
stay single all my life.’
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CHAPTER ONE

ALENA had known she wanted him
—quite desperately—the minute
she’d seen him. That had been in
the foyer of this London hotel
earlier in the week. The fierce
surge of previously unknown and
unexpected sheer physical desire
that had struck had been so
powerful that it had almost
literally knocked her off her feet—
and left her in no doubt as to its
meaning or its urgency, shaking
tremulously from head to foot and
on fire with the force of her own



desire.

He was, she suspected,
everything that her elder half-
brother Vasilii had so often warned
her against in his own sex. He was
dangerous; she knew that—any
woman would know it, even if
Vasilii tried to treat her as though
she was still merely a girl and not
a woman.

Alena sighed. She did genuinely
and really love Vasilii, even if he
was the most aggravatingly old-
fashioned, moralistic and over-
protective brother anyone could
have. However, there  was
something about him which drew



and compelled her beyond reason,
beyond duty, beyond anything and
everything she had ever known or
expected to know. Had she been
struck by love? Had she been struck
by its darker sibling lust? Or
perhaps a combination of both?
Was it her passionate deep-running

Russian blood that was
responsible? Or was it a
vulnerability to wickedly

dangerous Russian men she had
inherited from her English mother,
who had fallen so swiftly in love
with her own Russian father?

It didn’t matter. What was
happening to her was beyond the



skills of analysis drilled in to her to
fit its pupils for the modern age by
the teachers at her all female and
very  strict school.  Nothing
mattered other than the gathering,
growing rushing need that now
owned her. His air of openly raw
sexuality and her need to offer
herself up to it, to be consumed by
it, filled her senses, leaving no
room for anything else. Just the
thought of even breathing the same
air as him was enough to send her
dizzy with delight and to make her
body react as erotically as though
he was already touching it,
caressing it, taking it and touching



it, teaching it and her everything
that it meant to be a woman.

Alena  shuddered in mute
acknowledgement of his mastery of
her responses. Any minute now he
would turn and see her, and
recognise the effect he was having
on her. Her heart gave a fierce
bound of mingled anticipation and
apprehension. Oh, yes, he was
dangerous—and she ached for it,
hungered for it, craved it.

She might ‘only’ be nineteen, as
Vasilii was so fond of reminding
her, but she was more than old
enough to know from the one
tremulous, daring glance she had



risked earlier in the week into
those malachite-green eyes—so
matching in colour the awesome
columns of malachite in St
Petersburg’s  Winter = Palace—
exactly what the man now
standing engaged in conversation
with another Russian on the other
side of the exclusive hotel’s even
more exclusive lounge lobby was.
He was living, breathing, walking
sexual danger—especially to a
woman like her. He lived outside
convention and its rules.

Her pulse beating increasingly
speedily, she studied him covertly
and eagerly. He was tall—as tall as



Vasilii, who was six feet three to
her own five feet nine. He was also
slightly younger than Vasilii, she
suspected. Perhaps in his early
thirties, whereas Vasilii was now
thirty-five. His thick hair was a rich
tawny brown, reminding her of the
colour of one of Vasilii’s hunting
jackets, although this man’s hair
was in need of a cut to bring it to
the kind of order Vasilii favoured.

Everywhere in his face—its bone
structure, its contours, its
expression—there = were  subtle
traces of a heritage that said that
this man came from a long line of
men born to battle against other



members of his own sex and to
stand over their prone bodies when
he had defeated them. He was pure
alpha male, and a man determined
to challenge anyone  who
questioned his right to that
heritage.

His name was Kiryl Androvonov.
She savoured it inside her head,
unrolling it like a glittering
magnificent carpet of delights for
her senses. She had felt so adult, so
strong and in control of her own
fate, when she had asked the
doorman so studiedly, mock-
casually, if he knew who he was,
pretending that she had recognised



him as an acquaintance of her
brother. The name Kiryl meant
‘noble’, but the doorman had told
her only that he was a businessman
and that this was his second visit to
the hotel.

Kiryl hadn’t intended to look for
her—the  slender, gazelle-like
young woman with her silky fall of
dark blonde hair and her silver-
grey eyes that reminded him of
sunlight on the frozen Neva river in
winter, or the Russian fables of the
rusilki, the fatal enchantresses who
rose from their watery graves to
lure men to join them. For one



thing she wasn’t his type, and for
another he had far more important
things on his mind than accepting
the  unspoken  but  implicit
invitation she was giving him.

But he had looked, and she was
there, in the same chair, at the
same table, pouring tea from the
steaming traditional samovar that
the hotel indulged its Russian
guests by providing.

She wasn’t wearing a wedding
ring—not that that meant anything
these days. A high-priced hooker,
then, dangling her bait? Maybe,
but Kiryl doubted it. A hooker
would have moved in on him



before now—time was, after all,
money in any business.

She wanted him, though. He
knew that. But he did not want her.
Nor did he intend to allow himself
to want her, even if that no doubt
astronomically expensive soft silk
top she was wearing was outlining
the undeniably natural and highly
desirable shape of her breasts with
all the sensual mastery of a skilled
artistic hand. The top, which
covered her from her throat right
down to her wrists, shouldn’t have
been sexy. Those impossibly small-
for-male-fingers shimmering pearl
buttons that closed the neckline all



the way from her throat to her
breastbone should not have filled
him with a desire to wrest them
from their closures and lay bare to
his gaze and his touch the flesh that
lay beneath them—but they did.
The diamond stud earrings she was
wearing—if real, and he suspected
that they were—would have cost
whoever had given them to her
many thousands of pounds. He
knew that because his last mistress
had tried to inveigle him into
buying her a similar pair, just
before he had decided that she no
longer interested him.

As he assessed them—and that



was all he was assessing—she
looked up and right at him, the
colour coming and going in her
face, dark lashes sweeping down
over the silver-grey eyes which had
gone from shining like the frozen
Neva to burning with the glow of
heated mercury ... or the desire of
a very aroused woman.
Unexpectedly his own body
responded to that swift change
from the winter ice of St Petersburg
to the fierce summer heat of the
Russian steppes, with all the
passion that the land of his fathers
always inspired in him, as fiercely
as though she held within her the



essence of all that heritage meant
to him. He could feel within him
the surge of his own desire to take
and possess that heritage; to claim
it and to refuse to yield it to
anyone.

Caught off-guard by the surge of
electric male arousal gripping him,
Kiryl recognised that the woman,
whoever she was, was causing his
attention to wander from
something far more important than
some left-over youth fantasy about
possessing a woman who would
somehow be a magical link
between himself and his Russian
heritage, earthing him in his right



to it.

‘And, as I was saying, Vasilii
Demidov will be your main
stumbling block to winning the
contract.’

Kiryl stiffened and focused his
attention on the agent he had hired
to help him win the contract he
was determined to have for his
business. The knowledge that one
of Russia’s richest men was also a
contender for the contract had not
put him off. Far from it. It had
merely sharpened his desire to win
it.

‘Demidov has not previously



shown any interest in the shipping
or container industry. His business
interests lie mainly in owning and
controlling the port side of the
business,” Kiryl pointed out.
‘Therefore he has no reason to have
any interest in the contract.’

‘He hadn’t, but he is currently in
China, finalising another contract,
and as part of the bargain the
Chinese want a controlling interest
in a container shipping line. He is
in a position to undercut any price
you may offer, even if that means
acquiring the contract at an initial
loss. I have it on the very best
authority that the selection process



for the contract is now down to the
two of you, with the dice loaded
very heavily in his favour. I'm
afraid that I must warn you that
with Demidov as your competition
you cannot win.’

Kiryl gave his agent a hard look.
‘I refuse to accept that.’

He could not and would not lose
this contract. It wasthe final
building block, the final piece in
the chess game of his business life,
that would establish his supremacy
in his chosen field—not just in his
own eyes but in the eyes of Russia
itself. No one could be allowed to



stop him from achieving that goal.
No one. He had worked too hard
and too long to let that happen.

Inside his head an image formed:
a man’s profile, his eyes hard and
denying, rejecting the child he had
been. His father. The father who
had denied him not just the right to
his name but also the right to his
Russian blood. Just as Vasilii
Demidov would if he now denied
him the right to complete the end
game he had striven for so long.

‘Then you must hope for a
miracle—because that is what it
will take for you to beat Demidov
and win this contract.’



Typically Kiryl did not allow any
of what he was feeling to show in
his demeanour or his voice, simply
saying, in a voice as relentlessly
cold as winter, ‘There must be
something that would make him
back off—some way of
undermining him. A man does not
make the money he has made
without having secrets in his past
he would not want exposed.’

The agent inclined his greying
head in acknowledgement of
Kiryl’s statement before warning
him, ‘You are not the first man to
look for some weakness in
Demidov that can be exploited, but



there isn’t one. He is armour
plated. He has no vulnerability, no
known past sins to catch up with
him, and no present vices to use
against him. He is impregnable.’

Kiryl’s mouth hardened.

‘He is impressive, I agree. But no
man is impregnable. There will be
a way, a vulnerability—and I
promise you this: I will find it, and
I will use and exploit it.’

The agent remained silent. He
knew better than to argue with the
man facing him. Kiryl had grown
to his wealth and his present
position of authority and power



through the hardest and most
challenging of circumstances—and
it showed.

Nevertheless, he felt obliged to
remind him as they parted, ‘As I
have already said, what you
require if you are to win out
against Demidov is a miracle. Take
my advice and back out now—Ilet
him have the contract. That way at
least you will save face and not
have to endure the humiliation of
publicly losing to him.’

Back out? When he was so close
to fulfilling the vow he had made
to himself so many years ago?
Never.



Could she risk picking up her
teacup now, without her hands
trembling so much that she risked
spilling the hot liquid? Alena
wasn’t sure. Her heart was still
jumping around inside her chest
cavity, and her face was still
burning from the effect that one
piercing brilliant green gaze had
had on her. He had looked right at
her. She put her hands on her still
hot cheeks in an attempt to cool
them down. She must not look at
him again. She simply didn’t have
the strength to withstand the raw
maleness of such a gaze. It had
melted her insides, turning them



into a soft liquid pulse of longing
that quivered within her still. And
yet she had to look—she had to let
her senses and her body drink in
their fill of the dangerous
excitement of all that fierce sexual
masculinity.

Her pulse had started to race,
and her throat was so dry that she
had to swallow hard as she allowed
her head to turn again in his
direction, the longing and
excitement beating even more
fiercely than ever inside her with
anticipation—only to crash down
to wretched disappointment when
she realised that he wasn’t there.



He had gone, and thanks to her
silly, immature stupidity she had
missed her chance to ... to what?
To prolong the intensity of that
mesmerising gaze until her bones
melted and her heart burst with the
unbearable excitement of it? He
might have come over, introduced
himself. He might have ...

There was something on the floor
—a gold pen. It must be his. He
must have dropped it. Quickly
Alena rose from her seat and went
to pick it up. It felt cool and hard
against her fingertips. She was
shaking so much that she couldn’t
stand up again without her head



swimming. She could see him
standing close to the hotel exit. The
man he had been with was leaving
the hotel. Was he going to follow
him? Without allowing herself the
chance to think about what she was
doing, Alena crossed the hotel
foyer.

The click of her heels alerted
Kiryl to her presence. When she
walked she swayed as delicately as
the silver birches in Russia’s
northern forests.

‘You dropped this.’

Her voice was as soft as the sigh
of a spring breeze, cooling the



stuffy, overheated hotel air as it
brushed his skin.

She was holding out a pen to
him. Not his pen, but he took it
from her nonetheless. Her hand
was delicately boned, her fingers
long and slim, her nails buffed to a
natural sheen. She had a look
about her that money alone could
not buy: a translucent, shimmering
natural beauty allied to the kind of
discreet grooming that whispered
privilege and protection. This
woman had been feather-bedded
from the moment of her birth.

Angry with himself for being so
aware of her, he punished her for



that awareness by telling her
mockingly, ‘And of course you
would seize such a golden
opportunity to return it to me,
wouldn’t you? Given your interest
in me. Hasn’t anyone ever told you
that it is the male’s role to pursue
his quarry and reveal his desire,
not the female’s.’

Hot colour ran up under Alena’s
skin like burning fire. She deserved
his mockery—and his cruelty:
Vasilii would have said so. But she
hadn’t been prepared for it and it
hurt. Inside her head—foolishly—
she had built up an image of him in
which his danger was tempered by



a desire for her that matched her
own for him. Now she was being
made to pay for that fantasy.

Kiryl watched as she struggled to
overcome her humiliation, pride
battling against pain as her small
white teeth bit so hard into that
soft bottom lip that it swelled
swiftly. Just as it would swell
beneath the fierce demand of a
man’s kiss? Against his will Kiryl
felt the ache in his groin the sight
of her had aroused earlier return—
with interest.

‘My  apologies. = That was
ungracious of me.’



His apology was deliberately
insincere. He didn’t have either the
time or the desire to deal with the
fragile ego of an emotional woman
—no matter how desirable. He
knew himself too well, and he
knew that in the mood he was in
now, thanks to Vasilii Demidov, the
darkness within him that he had
never wholly been able to control
would unleash itself and seek a
victim. Over the years Kiryl had
taught himself to think of that
darkness as something of a mental
vampire, an echo of himself that,
when aroused, could only be
calmed by feeding off the



emotional pain of others. No doubt
there were those who would say
that that dark need sprang from his
childhood, but Kiryl had no
intention of dwelling on a time
when he had been vulnerable.
Instead he preferred to live in the
present, and living in the present
meant securing that contract. The
girl was simply a spare pawn in
the game, and as such he had no
use for her other than as a
momentary outlet for his pent-up
inner frustration with regard to his
bid and the competition he was up
against.

For Alena, though, his caustic



cruelty was unbearable. She
retreated from him, feeling too
upset and too humiliated to defend
herself, merely shaking her head
and turning away to hurry back to
her table.

Once there she asked for her bill
and proceeded to gather up her
coat and her bag. She had shown
herself up most dreadfully. She
deserved the punishment he had
meted out, she told herself. She was
just glad that her half-brother
hadn’t been there to witness it.
Fresh tears blurred her vision.

Automatically Kiryl tracked her
uncoordinated, anxiously urgent



movements. Because he wanted to
distance himself from her, that was
all. And yet his gaze and his senses
were somehow reluctant to let her
go. Even now, when she was
plainly upset, there was still a
grace about her, a breathtaking
natural sensuality, a pliable
softness—from the top of her
shining fall of dark blonde hair to
the delicacy of ankles so fine Kiryl
suspected he could easily close his
hand around them—that said the
whole of her could be bent to the
will of the man who possessed her.

And did he want to be that man?
It wasn’t so much a matter of



wanting as of taking advantage of
what he was being offered so
blatantly. Kiryl shrugged aside his
inner criticism of himself. He was,
after all, a man—with a man’s
needs. And it was obviously what
she wanted. She had practically
been begging for it, and it would
be one way of ridding himself of
the anger he felt at having his
plans threatened by  Vasilii
Demidov. He had taken the
savagery of the sharp raw edge off
it via his mockery of her. He could
make amends quite easily. He
knew the format. She would
initially pretend to refuse to allow



him to do so. He would then flatter
her and she would give in. It was a
game as old as life itself, and an
hour or so in bed with her in his
suite would surely be enough to
satisfy the ache in his groin.

A brief movement of his hand
summoned a waitress. Giving her
his instructions, he made his way
over to the table.

Alena was just about to leave,
her back to him as she waited for
another waitress to bring her bill.

‘You didn’t drink your tea
earlier, and since I am very much
in need of a cup why don’t we



share a samovar together? Two
Russians together, sharing a
tradition from our homeland?’

The unexpected sound of his
voice had Alena spinning round,
her shock intensifying when he
reached out and closed long fingers
around her wrist, his thumb on her
unsteady, far too fast pulse.

His smile was pure megawatt
charm. It softened the earlier
arrogant harshness of his features
and turned him into every woman’s
fantasy of a bad boy grown into an
adult male. It gave him the
sensuality of a Cossack, the
romance of a gypsy, the wild



devilry of a pirate and the alpha
allure of a hero. With that smile he
was all of them and more. And she
would be a fool to give in to him.

‘No, thank you.” She tried to
sound distant and cool, but she
knew he had heard the vulnerable
huskiness of her voice, the note of
doubt and longing that undermined
her will-power. Her throat felt dry
and raw with emotion and tension.
She wanted to wrench her wrist
free of his hold but somehow she
couldn’t.

He was smiling at her again,
more intimately this time, the
malachite eyes darkening and



gleaming.

‘I was rude and I upset you, and
now you are angry with me. You
think, no doubt, that I do not
deserve your company. And you
are right. After all, such a beautiful
woman can easily find a far more
pleasant and appreciative
companion. But I think you have a
kind heart, and that that kind heart
will whisper to you to take pity on
me.’

Oh, yes, he could be very
charming—as well as very cruel.
And Alena didn’t need Vasilii to tell
her how dangerous that made him.
Every woman carried within her



DNA the instinctive knowledge of
just how dangerous such a man
could be. And just how
compellingly and demandingly
irresistible.

The smile that accompanied his
apology revealed strong white
teeth and crinkled the skin around
his eyes. Its effect on her locked the
breath in her lungs and started a
stampede of small butterfly
movements of shocked but
exhilarating excitement fizzing in
her stomach. The hurt he had
already caused her had left its
mark, though—Ilike a bruise against
pale vulnerable skin and her brain



warned her to be careful.

He was massaging her skin,
stroking that place where her pulse
was thudding so tempestuously, but
far from soothing her his touch was
only increasing her agitation and
her awareness of him. She must
escape from him whilst she still
could. He was dangerous, and she
was not equipped to deal with that
danger.

‘I must go. ...

Her English was refined and
unaccented. Despite the samovar
he had seen on the table she did
not look or sound Russian, except



for those silver-grey eyes that
reminded him so intensely of the
Neva and the city of his birth. And
the pain he had known there ...

‘I have ordered our tea. See—the
waitress is bringing it now.’

Two waitresses were heading for
the table—one carrying fresh tea,
the other bringing her bill. The
waitress with her bill smiled at her
and said politely, ‘I am sorry, Miss
Demidova. I thought you wanted
your bill.’

She was Russian. She had to be
with that surname. And not just
any Russian surname either. The



irony of her sharing the same
surname—a relatively common one
in Russia—as his rival for the
contract he wanted so badly was
not lost on Kiryl. Perhaps it was an
omen. The voluntary foster mother
o r babushka, who had raised him
after the death of his own mother,
along with several other orphaned
and unwanted children, had set
great store by old superstitions and
beliefs, but he did not. He was a
modern man, after all.

‘You're staying here in the
hotel?’ he asked, pulling out a chair
for Alena with his free hand and
firmly guiding her into it, leaving



her no option other than to remain
at the table.

He was even more magnificent,
more imposing, more heart-
stoppingly male close up than he
had been at a distance. In the
rarefied heated air of the hotel he
somehow managed to smell of the
clean air of the Russian steppes,
with an underlying note of their
wildness that brought the tiny hairs
up along her skin. Oh, yes—he was
dangerous.

‘Yes.” She answered his question.
‘My brother Vasilii has a concierge
apartment here in the hotel for
when he’s in London on business.’



Her half-brother was something of
a nomad, and although he had
similar apartments all over the
world, and his most permanent
address was an apartment in
Zurich, there was nowhere that he
really called home.

Alena wasn’t quite sure if she
was so pointedly introducing her
brother into the conversation to
warn Kiryl that she was not
unprotected and alone, or to
remind herself how Vasilii would
judge her own behaviour were he to
learn of it. Vasilii, who thought she
was safely in the care of the now
retired matron of the girls’ school



Alena had attended, whom he had
hired to stay with her whilst she
was away. Poor Miss Carlisle,
though, had been rushed into
hospital with appendicitis, and was
now recovering from an operation
in the comfortable nursing home
where Alena had insisted she go to
to recuperate.

Her absence was giving Alena a
brief  period of unexpected
freedom, but Alena did feel guilty
about the way she had deceived
Miss Carlisle by letting her think
that the niece she had begged
Alena to contact on her behalf was
now standing in for her. It wasn’t



her fault that Miss Carlisle’s niece
had left for New York the day
before Miss Carlisle had fallen ill.
She should have told Vasilii what
had happened, of course, but she
hadn’t. Her brother was still under
the illusion that Miss Carlisle, who
flatly refused to have anything to
do with modern technology and
thus would not use a computer or a
mobile telephone, was staying in
the apartment with Alena to look
after her.

Kiryl’s heart had jerked to a
standstill, almost cutting off his
breath and leaving him feeling



almost as though he was at a
hangman’s mercy. Surely it was
beyond coincidence that there
could be two Vasilii Demidovs—
both of whom were wealthy
enough to maintain a suite in one
of London’s most expensive hotels?
Perhaps there had after all been
some grain of truth in his old
babushka’s  superstitious beliefs
about the workings of fate?

Kiryl, though, had not built up
his business and his own status as a
billionaire by making assumptions
that were not based on properly
sourced fact.

After waiting for the waitress to



pour their tea and then withdraw,
he asked casually, ‘Your brother is
Vasilii  Demidov? Head  of
Venturanova International?’

‘Yes,” Alena confirmed, a small
frown puckering her forehead as
she asked anxiously, ‘Do you know
Vasilii?’

Was she concerned—anxious—
about the possibility of him
knowing her brother? Like all
hunters Kiryl had a good nose for
vulnerability in his prey.

‘Not personally. Although
naturally I do know of him and his
reputation as a successful



businessman. Is he here in
London?’ Kiryl knew that he
wasn’t, but he wanted to know
how much the girl would tell him.

‘No. He’s in China. On business.’

‘Leaving you, his sister, to amuse
herself here in London, enjoying its
nightlife?” he suggested with
another smile.

Immediately Alena shook her
head. ‘Oh, no. Vasilii would never
allow me to do that. He doesn’t
approve of that kind of thing—
especially for me,” she admitted,
immediately flushing guiltily. She
was saying far too much. Certainly



saying and doing things that Vasilii
would most definitely not have
approved of, because she felt so
nervous and so excited.

‘He sounds a very protective
brother,” Kiryl told her. A very
protective brother who believed in
guarding something—someone—
who was very important to him. He
needed to find out more about her
and her relationship with her
brother.

‘Yes he is.” Alena answered
Kiryl’s question, caught off guard.
‘And sometime ...

’

‘You find that irksome and



inhibiting?’ he guessed. ‘You are
young. It’s only natural that you
want to enjoy the same kind of life
as other people. It must be lonely
for you—left here on your own
here in an anonymous hotel whilst
your brother goes about his
business.’

‘Vasiliiis very protective. He
doesn’t leave me on my own. At
least not normally. This time,
though ... This time he had to.
Again Alena felt that pang of guilt
she had every time she thought
about how she was deceiving her
brother. But, much as she liked
Miss Carlisle, she was very old and



very old-fashioned. Everything had
been so different when their
parents had been alive. Their
father had been so energetic, so
filled with an enjoyment of life,
and her mother had been so loving,
and so understanding. Alena
missed them both dreadfully, but
especially her mother.

Something was going on here.
Kiryl’s sharply keen senses told him
that. Some undercurrent the
meaning of which with regard to
his own plans he had yet to divine
and define.



He lifted one eyebrow and joked,
‘He sounds more like a gaoler than
a brother.’

Alena immediately felt guilty
again. She was being horribly
disloyal to Vasilii, but at the same
time there was a sense of relief and
release for her in talking about
how she felt. Something about this
intense stranger had her opening
up about things she’d never
confided to anyone before. Even
so, her love for her brother insisted
that she defend him and correct
Kiryl’s misconceptions.

‘Vasilii is protective of me
because he loves me, and because



... because he promised our father
when he was dying that he would
always look after me.” She dipped
her head. ‘I worry sometimes that it
is because of that promise that
Vasilii has never married. Because
of the business and because he
worries so much about me that he
has never had time to meet
someone and fall in love.’

Fall in love? What planet was
the girl living on if she actually
thought that the marriage of one of
Russia’s richest men would involve
‘falling in love’? Not that he
blamed Demidov for that. When
the time came for him to marry



himself his wife would be carefully
chosen, by a logical process, not by
some temporary burn of desire in
his loins. Not that he was going to
tell Alena that. The more she
revealed to him the more
convinced he became that this
young woman—this girl, really—
just might be his rival’s Achilles’
heel.

Kiryl wasn’t someone who gave
in to his own emotions, though.
Always back up gut instinct with
hard facts before acting—that was
his own personal mantra, and he
wasn’t going to go against that
now, no matter how urgently the



voice inside him was demanding
that he now secure without delay
his bait he might be able to use in a
trap set against his rival for the
contract.

Hard facts closed traps. A
mixture of gut instinct backed up
by hard facts was what he lived by.

Alena’s emotional defence of her
brother had warmed the silver-grey
of her eyes. They were like deep
clear pools within which he could
see each and every one of her
thoughts, Kiryl recognised, as she
looked at him over the rim of her
teacup and then flushed, quickly
concealing her gaze with the dark



fan of her eyelashes.

It had been wrong of her to
discuss Vasilii with Kiryl. He was,
after all, a stranger, and she knew
how Vasilii felt both about
protecting her and protecting his
own privacy. She put down her
teacup.

‘I really must go.’
Kiryl nodded his head, and then
got up.

‘Thank you for the tea,” Alena
told him as he summoned the
waitress.

‘It was my pleasure—and it was
just the first of many pleasures I



hope we shall enjoy together,
Alena Demidova.’

Before Alena could guess his
intent, he reached for her hand and
lifted it to his mouth. Just the
sensation of the warmth of his
breath on her trembling fingers
was enough to send hot molten
quivers of sensation racing up her
arm, making her feel weak with
awareness of her vulnerability to
him. He was flirting with her, and
more than fulfilling the fantasies
she had been indulging in ever
since she had first seen him with
the sensual promise implicit in his
words.



As she moved she caught sight of
her watch. Vasilii! There would be
e-mails from him and he would
worry if she did not reply speedily
to them.

‘It’s four o’clock. I really must go.
My brother ...’ ‘Ah, like Cinderella
fearing the stroke of midnight you
rush to leave me—and without so
much as a shoe to trace you by. But
we shall meet again. Have no
doubt about that. And when we do
I shall be tempted to ensure that
the promise I have seen in your
eyes when you look at me becomes
more than just a look.’



CHAPTER TWO

IN THE privacy of his own suite Kiryl
telephoned his agent, announcing
the minute the older man answered
the call, ‘Alena Demidova, sister of
Vasilii Demidov—I want to know
everything there is to know about
her.’

From the windows of his suite he
could look out on the private
garden in the square below, where
the February light was now
beginning to fade. A young East
European woman was walking
there with two children, both of



them wearing the uniform of an
exclusive prep school, but Kiryl had
no interest in the garden or its
occupants. All his intention was
focused on the game plan now
unfolding inside his head.

‘Everything, Ivan—from who her
friends are, how she spends her
time, to what she eats for her
breakfast. I want to know it all.
And even more importantly I want
to know everything there is to
know about her relationship with
her brother Vasilii, and his with
her. I want to know what he thinks
of her and what he plans for her.
And I want to know by tomorrow



morning.’

Ending the call before the other
man could say anything, Kiryl
paced the floor of the sitting room
of his suite.

He could feel his whole body
tingling with a potent mixture of
excitement, challenge, and the
knowledge that he had embarked
on a game he would win. Alena
was the key to her brother’s
downfall. He was sure of it. He
could sense it, smell it, and feel it
deep down inside himself in the
Romany genes given to him by his
mother and so loathed and
despised by his father.



Unexpectedly inside his head he
had a momentary image of Alena
as she had been when they had had
tea together—as fragile as a flower
a man might pick and then crush in
his hand, her emotions and desires
plain to see. Something was
struggling to come to life inside
him—something that had its roots
in that brief time he had shared
with his mother before she had
died, the only time in his life when
he had been truly loved. For a
moment he hesitated. But he could
not afford to be weak—not now.
As weak as the mother who had
loved his father and conceived him



against that father’s wishes. He’d
had to be strong in everything he
had striven so long and hard for,
goaded and driven during his
struggle by the memory of the man
who had been his father sneering
down at him as he pushed him into
the gutter before walking away
from him.

It was finally within his grasp.
And if Alena had to be sacrificed so
that he could keep the mental
promise he had made his dead
mother, then so be it.

‘The promise I have seen in your
eyes when you look at me.’ In the



grey London light of the February
morning Alena lay in the bed in
her expensively designed and
decorated bedroom, cocooned in
the highest thread-count sheets that
money could buy, but feeling every
bit as uncomfortable as though she
were that fairytale princess lying
on the discomfort of a sharp pea.
Fairytales. Wasn’t that what this
was all about? A young woman’s
fairytale, though, rather than a
child’s. A fairytale of a prince who
wasn’t just handsome and kind but
a prince who was also sensual and
sexy—a prince who offered not the
experience of a  pampered,



indulged lifestyle, but  the
experience of real raw sensuality
... the kind of intensely emotional
and passionate sex that perhaps
was merely a fantasy.

Was that why she now felt so
unnerved and afraid? Because now
that she had been given a hint that
she could make her fantasy reality
she feared that she might discover
that being sexually involved with
Kiryl would destroy that fantasy?
Sex with Kiryl. Intimacy with Kiryl.
The intimacy of shared kisses and
caresses, her skin shivering with
excitement, and the enticement of
his hands—his lips—on her naked



body. She was shivering with that
excitement now, at the mere
thought of it. But wasn’t the reality
that she needed to put him out of
her thoughts and out of her life?
That was certainly what Vasilii
would want her to do.

Alena looked at her alarm clock.

She had an appointment later in
the morning at the offices of a
charity set up by her mother.
Vasilii would prefer her to wait
until she was twenty-five to step
into her mother’s shoes and fully
take over her role at the head of
the charity, Alena knew. He felt
that even at twenty-one—which



she would be in just over fifteen
months—she would be still too
young for such a responsibility.
Alena, though, was determined to
prove her half-brother wrong. She
had been assiduous in studying the
workings of the charity since her
mother’s death.

I twas a big responsibility—a
huge responsibility, in fact. The
charity handled not only the
income from the millions her
parents had donated to it, but also
the income that came from various
sponsors and donors to the
charity’s cause, which was the
education of children who would



not otherwise receive any. How
much chance would she have of
convincing her half-brother that
she was ready to take on that
responsibility if he ever got to
know of her reckless fantasies and
even more reckless behaviour over
Kiryl? None at all. He would judge
such behaviour as immature and
irresponsible.

Her mother had often said that
the charity was her ‘thank-you’ to
life for giving her the happiness
that meeting her Russian husband
had brought her. Not even Vasilii,
with his often hard-headed attitude
towards money and charity, could



argue with that motivation. No
matter how much she sometimes
objected to Vasilii’s control of her
and her life, Alena knew full well
that he had the power to melt her
heart simply because he had loved
and valued her mother so much.
For such a tough, uncompromising
man to be willing to admit that one
slim Englishwoman had, through
her love for his father and for him,
transformed their lives—even if he
would only admit that to her—was
something that would always touch
her heart. Vasilii’'s love and
concern for her, his protection of
her, was his way of repaying the



love he had received from her
mother, Alena knew. She just
wished that he would relax his
protective guard of her a little.

Did she really want to risk
everything she had worked so hard
for just for the sake of a sensual
infatuation that had as much
reality to it as a rainbow over the
Neva?

She had no need to ask herself
what Vasilii would think of her
present behaviour. He would be
horrified and angry. But he was not
going to know about it, was he?
Because she was going to be very
sensible and responsible and not



have anything more to do with
Kiryl. She was going to focus
instead on the future she had been
working so hard towards and prove
to her brother that she was mature
enough to take on her late mother’s
role within the charity.

Two hours later, stepping out of
her taxi outside the office block
that housed the offices of her
mother’s charity, Alena paused to
smooth down the soft grey
cashmere of her smart single-
breasted coat and take a deep
breath. Appearances counted for
an awful lot, her mother had



always said. Deals could be
brokered as broken in the
judgement passed on the
impression one conveyed—before a
word had been spoken. Alena had
remembered her mother’s sage
advice this morning when she had
dressed for this appointment. It
might eventually be her right and
inheritance to take over the
running of the charity, but she
could not do that successfully
without the support of the
executives who worked for it. She
needed to win their support and
their confidence if she was going to
be able to continue to grow the



success of her mother’s charity. For
that reason she had tried to dress in
a way that, whilst showing
something of her own
individuality, conveyed maturity.

She had chosen to wear medium-
height black shoes with opaque
winter tights rather than high-
heeled knee-length boots. Boots
might be sensible in cold weather,
but there were boots and boots—
and she certainly did not want to
be judged as an attention-seeking
fashion plate. To ward off the
sharp  February @ wind  she’d
wrapped a darker grey woollen
scarf round her neck and pulled a



matching knitted hat on over her
hair. A pair of fingerless grey
gloves allowed her to pay her taxi
fare, and her smile for the doorman
who opened the glass doors to the
office block for her earned her an
answering smile of appreciation.

Initially, when she’d first set up
the charity, her mother had wanted
to locate its head office in London
because it was her home city. But
she’d wanted it to be in a far more
modest and inexpensive place than
its current Mayfair location. It had
been her father and halfbrother
who had persuaded her mother to
accept that if the charity was to



attract donors then a more
prestigious location would give it
gravitas. Besides which Vasilii had
added a properly secured office
block so it would be far safer.

Safety was important to Vasilii.
But that was not surprising, given
that his own mother had been the
victim of a kidnap plot that had
gone wrong, and which had
resulted in her death. It had been
after that that Vasilii’s father had
relocated his business and his home
to London, although it had been in
St Petersburg in Russia where her
parents had met. Her father had
had high moral standards, both in



his business and his private life.
The death of both parents in a car
accident had been a terrible shock
and a terrible loss, but thankfully
she had always had Vasilii.

It had been wrong of her to
allow herself to be taken over by
what she was now beginning to
think of as a form of madness in
her unfamiliar desire for Kiryl, and
she was glad that she had decided
to put the whole incident behind
her—to focus on what was really
important in her life, Alena told
herself as she stepped into the lift
and pressed the button for the
tenth floor.



The work of Alena’s mother’s
charity involved helping girls in
poverty all over the world. A
multicultural staff worked for the
charity, and its South American
CEO, Dolores Alvarez, had known
poverty in her childhood herself.
She was now in her fifties, and the
lines on her face told of her
compassion and her life
experience.

She welcomed Alena with a
warm smile as she showed her into
her office, and ordered coffee for
both of them, telling her, ‘We’ve
had a lovely surprise this morning.
You’ll know that one of your late



mother’s goals for our charity was
to bring in more outside donors,
and that we’ve been running a
campaign to that effect?’

Alena nodded her head. ‘Yes, I
know how important my father
and mother believed it was that we
should broaden the scope of the
charity.’

‘After the death of your parents
we did receive some very generous
donations from their colleagues
and friends, but they were one off
payments. However, we have now
had an approach from a potential
donor = which  sounds  very
promising. Before making up his



mind he has stated that he wants to
meet you.’

Their coffee had arrived, and
after thanking the smartly dressed
young male PA who had brought it
Alena asked the CEO, ‘Is it because
he wants to know if I am capable
of heading the charity
successfully?” She gave Dolores a
wry look and told her, ‘It’s exactly
the kind of thing Vasilii would do.’

‘Rich men like to be in complete
control of their wealth. It seems to
go with their mindset and the drive
that has made them rich in the first
place.’



‘Control freaks?’” Alena said
ruefully.

Dolores smiled, but gave a small
shake of her head. ‘Maybe, but we
can’t afford to look a gift horse in
the mouth, or ...’

‘Frighten it away?’ Alena
suggested.

‘No. Not if we’re to succeed in
achieving the most ambitious of
your late mother’s plans. The
money she left in trust for the
charity brings in a good income,
but ...

‘But we need more money. Yes, I
know. I've been studying our



financial statements, and the rise
in the cost of living in some of the
countries where we are most active
has meant that the cost of
providing schooling for the poorest
in those countries is rising.’

The CEO gave her an approving
look that Alena suspected was also
tinged with surprise, before
agreeing.

‘That is true, yes. Which means
that it is important to find every
new donor we can. From what this
one has said to me he is
considering making a very
generous on-going annual donation
to our cause, once he has satisfied



himself as to ...’
‘As to what?’ Alena pressed.

Dolores looked slightly
uncomfortable.

‘Tell me,” Alena insisted. ‘I have
a right to know.’

‘Yes, of course.’ Dolores hesitated
again, and then told her, ‘He has
expressed some reservations about
the fact that someone so youthful
and ... and untried will ultimately
be in charge of the charity. Because
of that he has expressed this wish
to meet you personally.’

‘To assess my suitability to step
into my mother’s shoes?’ Alena



guessed.

‘To reassure himself that he is
making the right decision,” Dolores
corrected her diplomatically. ‘Of
course if you prefer not to do so
then I am sure we could make a
tactful excuse—perhaps tell him
that you would prefer your brother
to deal with the situation?’

Alena weighed up what Dolores
had told her. If she met this
potential donor and he didn’t think
her capable of stepping into her
mother’s shoes then she risked
losing his support for the charity. It
might be safer for her to allow
Vasilii to meet him instead. But if



she did that how was she ever
going to be able to convince Vasilii
that she was mature enough to take
on her mother’s role? And, just as
important, how was she ever going
to feel confident about her ability
to do that herself?

She took a deep breath.

‘If this prospective donor wishes
to meet me, then it is only fair that
he does.’

She could see from the CEO’s
approving look that she had made
the right decision.

‘If- you could set up an
appointment with him for me?’



‘That’s easily done,” Dolores told
her with a smile. ‘He is actually
here now. When I told him that you
were coming in this morning, and
that I'd speak with you about
seeing him, he announced that he
would come here to meet you. I did
try to put him off, but he insisted,
I’'m afraid.’

Just as Vasilii would have
insisted in the same situation,
Alena knew. Such behaviour might
be considered by some to be
unconventional, but in the world in
which her brother moved those
men who were the most successful
often made their own rules and



ignored convention.

‘Of course if you want us to tell
him that you would prefer him to
see him another time ...?’

Alena thought swiftly. It was true
that already she could feel a frisson
of nervous energy jittering through
her tummy at the thought of the
responsibility she would be taking
on in agreeing to meet this would-
be donor. But if she wanted to be
taken seriously as a woman whose
maturity could be relied upon then
she had to behave accordingly.

Straightening her spine, she
shook her head. ‘No. I will meet



him now.’

‘l was hoping you’d say that.
Thank you. This donation would
mean such a lot to us. Especially as
it would be a regular annual
income, guaranteed for the next
five years. We’ve asked him to wait
in the boardroom—I’ll take you
there now. And of course I'll be on
hand with you, to answer any
technical questions he might have.’

Alena gave her a grateful look.

The charity’s boardroom had
windows that overlooked the street
outside. It was decorated in a
businesslike and smart colour



palette of off-whites and greys
shading to black, its leather
furniture showing subtle gleams of
brushed steel. Its appearance was
very much in accordance with the
accepted contemporary look apart
from the fact that its table was
round rather than rectangular. It
was the photographs displayed on
the room’s walls that caught the
attention, though: photographs of
children, some of them taken by
children and as a result slightly out
of focus. They were haunting,
strike-at-the-heart photographs that
told a story of how a girl in the
poorest of circumstances could



become a young woman who could
hold her head high because of the
education and support she had
received from this charity.

Normally it was to these
photographs and this story that
Alena’s attention was drawn
whenever she entered this room.
Her mother had chosen these
photographs herself, and every
time she looked at them Alena felt
almost as though she could feel her
mother in the room with her.

Today, though, it wasn’t the
photographs that were the focus of
her immediate attention. Instead it
was the man standing in front of



the windows, outlined by the light
coming in through them, his
features shadowed and hidden.
Alena didn’t need to see those
features to recognise him. Her body
and her senses had recognised him
immediately. Kiryl.



CHAPTER THREE

ArTER the initial shock, which had
frozen her to the spot, a feeling not
unlike that she had felt as a child
experiencing her first rollercoaster
ride raced through Alena, leaving
her powerless. Excitement and fear
gripped her insides in equal
measure, horrified dread fighting
with exhilaration as her heart
plunged downwards and then
soared up again.

Was it merely a coincidence that
Kiryl] was here? Her heart spun
dizzily like a plate spinning clown



or a magician. Calm down, she
warned herself. Of course it was a
coincidence. She wouldn’t be doing
herself any favours as the adult she
wanted to be if she allowed herself
to think otherwise. Kiryl simply
wasn’t the kind of man who would
try to impress a woman in such a
way. Every instinct she had told
her that. It was simply coincidence
that he was here.

She didn’t know whether telling
herself that made her feel better or
worse. The truth was that she no
longer knew what to feel. Or what
she actually did feel. He moved
slightly, so that the light now fell



on him. His expression was
unreadable, his green eyes
gleaming, and the movement of his
body as he came towards her
reminded her of the deliberate
stalking of a powerful, sleek-
muscled hunting animal before it
made a controlled leap on its
chosen prey.

‘Alena, this is Mr Andronov,’
Dolores began formally.

T..)

I know, Alena had been about to
say, but Kiryl forestalled her,
saying politely, ‘Miss Demidova,
thank you for finding the time to



see me. [ appreciate it.’

She felt faint, dizzy, light-headed
—as though her body and her
senses had been whirled about in a
giant fairground machine and then
flung into freefall.

Kiryl was reaching for her hand.
She had a reactive, defensive,
almost childish desire to hide her
hands behind her back, so that he
couldn’t touch her, such was her
immediate and intense awareness
of what any kind of physical
intimacy between them might do to
her. Was it only this morning that
she had sworn to herself she was in
control of her own reactions to



him? How deluded she had been.

Dolores was watching her,
waiting for her to shake Kiryl’s
hand. Reluctantly she extended her
own, shielding her eyes from his
inspection as she did so, not
wanting him to read the
vulnerability she feared they would
betray.

His hand engulfed hers, his
fingers strong and warm, curling
round it, holding it and her
captive. Against her will her body
remembered how he had held her
the previous day, seeking out the
pulse in her wrist and then ...



Swallowing quickly against the
heady fizz of sensual excitement
rushing up inside her, she spoke.
‘Dolores tells me that you are
considering becoming a donor to
our charity.” It was all Alena could
manage to say. She must be
sensible and mature. She must
think not just first but only of her
mother’s charity, and the debt of
responsibility she owed it.

‘Yes,” he confirmed increasing
the tension she was already feeling
when he went on, ‘I thought we
could discuss the matter over
lunch.’

‘I...” On the point of saying that



she had another engagement,
Alena saw the hopeful and pleased
look in the gaze Dolores had fixed
on her, and remembered that she
had told her CEO that she had a
completely free day.

‘It would give me an opportunity
to learn more about the charity and
its work—and about your
commitment to it. It would be a
shame if you were unable to spare
the time, as I shall be leaving the
country very soon on business.’

Was he testing her? Daring to
suggest that she wasn’t committed
to her mother’s charity?



‘Yes, of course.” She gave in,
adding quietly, ‘I am free to have
lunch with you.’

‘Excellent. I took the liberty of
assuming your acceptance and
have arranged things accordingly—
if you are ready?’

Ready for what? A business
lunch, or ...? Stop thinking like that,
Alena warned herself. She must
think of this purely as a business
exercise—a means by which she
could show her half-brother that
she was capable of controlling her
inheritance. The fact that Kiryl
could affect her so dangerously, so
sensually, was a vulnerability she



must conceal from both him and
her brother.

‘Yes. Yes, I'm ready,’ she agreed,
giving Dolores what she hoped was
a calm and reassuring smile as
Kiryl held open the boardroom
door for her. She could see that
Dolores looked relieved by her
acceptance of Kiryl’s request that
she have lunch with him. The CEO
had indicated that Kiryl’s donation
was likely to be an extremely
generous and ongoing one, and
one that they could not afford to
risk losing.

To walk through the door she
had, of course, to walk past him.



The discreet scent of his cologne
couldn’t mask the scent of him—at
least not from her. Her body
reacted immediately and intensely
to it, her nipples rising into hard
peaks of sexual arousal to push
impatiently against the constriction
of her pretty satin and lace bra.
For a dangerous heartbeat she
almost lifted her hand to cover her
own betrayal, her face flooding
with colour as she recognised how
easily she could have given herself
away.

What was it about this man and
only this man that gave him the
power to affect her as no other



man had ever done? She could feel
the wild, reckless surge of her own
desire to know the answer to that
question, and was equally aware of
the far more cautious and
conservative side of her nature that
urged her not to get involved in a
situation that instinct told her she
could not control.

It was just a lunch she had
agreed to, she reminded herself as
Dolores escorted them both to the
lift. Nothing more. And a business
lunch at that. The fact that he was
considering making a donation to
her mother’s charity was merely a
coincidence.



But, despite telling herself that,
once they were alone inside the lift
an impulse she couldn’t control had
her asking shakily, ‘What made you
choose my mother’s charity for
your donation?’

The uncertainty in her voice,
combined with the colour coming
and going in her face, pleased Kiryl
—although of course he was not
going to let her see that. It
confirmed what his male instincts
had already told him, and that was
that she was vulnerable to him as a
woman. He liked that. He liked it
very much indeed. It was time to
play with her a little now—to



unsettle and unnerve her whilst
holding out a tiny piece of bait to
tempt her closer.

‘You are taking it for granted
that I will make a donation—even
though I'm sure your CEO has
made it clear to you that I am
simply contemplating doing so.
Isn’t that rather dangerous?’

Caught off-guard, Alena could
only protest. ‘No. I mean, I wasn’t
taking it for granted. I just meant
... I was just curious about why you
had chosen my mother’s charity.’

‘Were you? Or were you perhaps
hoping that I had chosen it because



of you? Because I wanted to ...
please you?’

‘No!’

The lift had come to a halt and
the doors were opening. Hot-faced,
Alena was glad of the fact that
several other people were waiting
to get in. Blindly she stepped out of
the lift, her head down, feeling
both embarrassed and exposed,
stripped bare of her defences. She
felt somehow as though he could
see right through into the
vulnerable heart of her. His
penetrating green gaze was far too
keen and astute. But then it had
probably looked wupon many



women who had been as sensually
aware of him as she was now.
Many, many women. For her,
though, all this was very new—
taking her up to the heights and
then plunging her down into the
depths until she was so shaken up
that she felt in danger of losing the
power to reason.

Instinctively heading for the
main doors to the building, she was
brought to a halt when Kiryl
reached for her arm, holding it in a
firm grip and half turning her
towards him. He was standing so
close to her that she could feel the
power of his male sensuality



engulfing her. Like a force-field it
surged round her, locked round her
effortlessly, holding her captive.

‘l am considering your charity
because of my own mother.’

His words were so unexpected
that it took Alena several seconds
to grasp their meaning. Her lungs
greedily sucked in the air she had
briefly denied them before she was
able to question, ‘Your own
mother?’

Good—he had her hooked now.
But then, given what he knew
about the close relationship she had
had with her own parents—



especially her mother—it had been
a foregone conclusion as far as
Kiryl was concerned that to bring
his own mother into any
conversation he had with her was
bound to elicit both her interest
and ultimately her sympathy. Right
now, though, having piqued her
interest, it was best to keep her
guessing a little, so Kiryl shook his
head.

‘This is not the time for such a
discussion,” he told her. ‘It is
something better discussed over
lunch. Do you mind riding back in
a taxi? Only when I’'m in London I
prefer to use taxis rather than to



have a car and driver following me
around. I like the freedom it gives

’

me.

‘No,” Alena assured him, forced
into a small self-conscious half-
laugh as she admitted, ‘I love
London taxis. And I’d much rather
use them than have a car and
driver too.’ She pulled a small face.
‘Vasilii doesn’t understand that,
and doesn’t really approve.’

It was a small thing to know that
he too loved the freedom that being
in London gave her. A small thing,
and yet immediately it made her
feel more relaxed in his company—
as though they shared something.



Watching her, Kiryl smiled
secretly to himself. He knew
perfectly well, from the
information garnered by his agent,
every single like and dislike Alena
possessed. His goal now was to
disarm her to such an extent that
she ended up trusting him.

Once they were inside a taxi he
told her, ‘I thought we’d have lunch
back at your hotel.’

Alena nodded her head. The
hotel did have an excellent
restaurant, she knew. The kind of
restaurant where important
business was conducted on a
regular basis. A man’s restaurant,



Alena often felt, with a menu that
was heavy on traditional gourmet
meat and fish dishes and portions
which she found far too generous.
It was silly of her to feel
disappointed. This was, after all, a
business lunch and not a date. Kiryl
was obviously a busy man, just like
her brother, and she knew that in
similar circumstances Vasilii would
have done exactly the same thing.

The reminder to herself that their
lunch was a business lunch had her
sitting up straight on her own side
of the shiny leather taxi seat as she
automatically adopted what she
hoped was the right pose for a



businesswoman.

From his own side of the seat
Kiryl, who had relaxed into the
darker shadows of the corner of the
seat refused to allow himself the
mistake of looking at her. Not yet.
That would come later. As a boy,
running wild with other boys like
himself—poor, ragged, half-starved
boys, living hand to mouth under
the aegis of their elderly foster
grandmother, some of them lucky
enough to have mothers who
worked—he had learned to fish.
Sometimes the fish he’d caught had
been the only meal there was, so
he had had to learn how to take his



time and to wait for the right
moment to catch his prey
unawares.

He knew his silence now was
bound to add to the tension he
could see Alena was already
feeling, and that suited him. Fate
had handed the very best wild card
he was ever likely to get when it
had brought Alena Demidova into
his life—without her brother.

The traffic was building up; one
of London’s many sets of
roadworks had brought their taxi to
a standstill. Kiryl looked from
under his lashes at Alena. His agent
had done his work well, and Kiryl



knew everything there was to
know about her—from the fact that
her brother believed her to be
currently under the safe care of an
elderly ex-matron of an exclusive
girls’ school to the fact that she was
probably still a virgin. He knew all
about her parents’ marriage, and
her English mother’s passion for
her charity, just as he knew to the
last pound how many millions of
pounds there were in her trust
fund, and how many shares in the
businesses of her late father and
her half-brother would come into
her control when she reached
twenty-five.



She was a valuable asset—a
valuable pawn, indeed—to the
man who controlled her future, and
it was no wonder that her half-
brother was so protective of her
and of her eventual inheritance.
With such an asset as his half-sister
to barter Vasilii Demidov had a
great deal of persuasive power at
his command. Via her marriage
Vasilii would be able to broker
even more power for himself than
he already had. There would be
many, many men who would want
to form an alliance with him via
marriage to her. It wasn’t her
virginity that would be important,



either to her brother or the man
who married her. It was the power
of the alliance that would be
created.

He most certainly did not want
to marry her. He did not want to
marry anyone. But he was quite
prepared to let Alena think that he
did to win her over.

What he really intended to do
was seduce her into falling for him
—which would be easy, given the
susceptibility to him he had already
seen in her and her innocence—
and then offer to end their
relationship provided her brother
backed off from the contract they



were competing for. Kiryl’s
assessment was that he was the last
person her brother would want as a
brother-in-law—a man born not
just on the wrong side of the tracks
but brought up in the gutters of
those tracks. In his judgement her
brother would far rather lose one
contract than a pawn as valuable
as a sister who, married to the right
man, would bring far more assets
into the family than merely one
contract.

He wouldn’t like what Kiryl was
doing, of course. He wouldn’t like
it one little bit. But he would have
to accept it, because his sister’s



vulnerability to Kiryl was his
Achilles’ heel. Kiryl had no doubts
about that. No man would guard
his sister as Vasilii Demidov
guarded his unless she was
extremely important to him.

And Alena herself ... She would
have the sexual pleasure those
longing looks she had been giving
him said she wanted. And when her
brother exchanged her hand in
marriage for an increase in his
power and wealth she would be
able to remember that pleasure
when she lay in the arms of a
husband she might not particularly
want.



Suddenly, out of nowhere, inside
his head he could see an image of
his mother’s face—the anguish in
her eyes when she had told him
about how she had trusted his
father and how he had deserted her
and refused to recognise Kiryl
himself. He dismissed it as swiftly
and ruthlessly as he always
despatched any kind of emotional
weakness he found within himself.

The taxi pulled off the main road
and into the designated drop-off
area outside the main entrance to
the hotel. Whilst Kiryl paid the
driver, a uniformed doorman
opened Alena’s door for her and



helped her out. Following her into
the hotel, Kiryl tipped him
generously. The man would no
doubt remember seeing him with
Alena—and that would add further
reinforcement to his eventual
challenge to her brother either to
back out of the contract race or risk
seeing his besotted sister marry
him.

‘This way,’ he told Alena, taking
a firm hold on her upper arm to
turn her in towards the lifts, when
she would have walked past them
towards the entrance to the hotel’s
restaurant.

Taking advantage of her



confusion, when the lift doors
opened he guided her inside it,
ignoring the faint resistant
stiffening of her body.

‘What are you doing?’ she
demanded. ‘I thought we were
supposed to be having lunch
together?’

‘We are,” Kiryl agreed equably.
‘But not in the restaurant. I thought
it would suit us both better if we
had lunch in my suite.’

Suit them both better? What
exactly did he mean by that? Alena
could feel guilty, excited heat
flooding swiftly through her body.



Even her face felt as though it was
burning with her awareness of how
the thought of such intimacy with
him was affecting her. And very
concerned and wary of that feeling
she ought to be, Alena reminded
herself as the lift rose swiftly
upwards.

Impulsively, her actions driven
by sudden apprehension and the
frantic pounding of her heart, she
turned to him and told him
unsteadily, ‘I’'m not sure ...’

‘You’re afraid to be alone with
me? You think I might try to seduce
you?’ he guessed. ‘Or is it more that
you have been wondering what it



would be like if I did try?’
‘No!’” Alena denied immediately.

The lift had stopped. The door
was open. He was looking at her
with an expression that was a
mixture of amusement and
something else that re-ignited the
desire she had felt earlier.

‘Good,” he told her as he guided
her out of the lift. ‘Because I can
assure you that for me this lunch
will be strictly business.’

That much was true—even if he
had no intention of allowing her to
know what exactly that meant.

Torn between relief and



embarrassment that he had guessed
what was going through her mind,
Alena reminded herself that for her
the only purpose of this lunch must
be the fact that she would be able
to claim to Vasilii later that she had
secured Kiryl’s donation to the
charity, and that it proved she was
mature enough to step into her
mother’s shoes.

The thick pile of the carpet in the
corridor muffled their footsteps as
Kiryl guided her towards one of a
mere handful of doors in its length,
opening it on his suite and
indicating that she should precede
him into it.



Opposite the entry door to the
small rectangular lobby in which
she was now standing was a pair
of double doors, which Kiryl went
to open for her. The sight of
natural daylight coming in through
the tall windows of the suite’s
sitting room brought a welcome
easing of the tight constriction of
her throat, which she was trying to
insist to herself had come from the
claustrophobic atmosphere of the
small windowless space of the
lobby.

The decor of the suite’s sitting
room was familiar to her from
staying in exclusive hotels all over



the world. Luxuriously comfortable,
the room contained everything a
demanding guest might need—
from a faux fireplace with two
small sofas either side of it, through
to a desk and the large cupboard
which she suspected contained a
concealed TV set and a mini-bar,
and dining chairs placed neatly
against one of the walls. The col
our scheme of creams and greys
was very ‘boutique hotel’, the
fabrics and carpet obviously
expensive.

Tll ring down for our lunch. I
hope you’ll like what I’ve ordered.
Oh, and there’s a guest bathroom



through the door off the lobby,’
Kiryl informed her.

Alena nodded her head. She was
glad about that, of course. She
wouldn’t have wanted to have to
walk through his bedroom to find
its en suite bathroom. Of course
not. She wouldn’t have wanted to
do that at all. Because if she had
she might have looked at the bed—
Kiryl’s bed—and once she had done
that she might have started
imagining him lying on it ... naked
... the magnificent body her senses
insisted on repeatedly telling her
lay beneath his clothes exposed to
her hungry gaze.



By the time she reached the
relative sanctuary of the guest
bathroom Alena was breathing so
heard, her heart pumping so
frantically, that she had to lean on
the door once she was inside and
slowly count to ten inside her head
in an effort to calm herself down.

Pulling away from the door, she
ran cold water over her wrists to
cool her overheated skin,
reminding herself of just why she
was there. The charity and Kiryl’s
donation to it. That was the only
pairing she should be thinking
about, she warned herself, quickly
reaching for one of the immaculate



white linen towels to dry her wrists
and hands when she heard the
buzzer to the suite and guessed that
it was announcing the arrival of
their lunch.

And what a lunch!

Alena’s eyes widened when one
of the two waiters who had
wheeled in a hot trolley, along
with a table already dressed with a
starched white cloth and all the
accoutrements one would expect
from the most prestigious of
restaurants, pulled out her chair for
her. The other did the same for
Kiryl, and then placed her first
course in front of her. Her



favourite, she realised as she
looked down at the serving of
warm pear and goat’s cheese salad.

‘Thank you—we shall serve
ourselves from  here.” Kiryl
dismissed the waiters with a
discreetly given tip, before getting
up once they had gone to say, ‘A
drink first, I think—our national
drink to start with.” He removed a
bottle of chilled vodka from the ice
bucket and poured it into two
waiting shots glasses.

‘Vodka?’

He was holding one of the
glasses out to her acrossthe



intimacy of the small table, which
was also set with wine glasses,
giving her no real option other
than to take it. Her fingers had to
curl around his as she did so. Why
had she never known before this
intense difference between her own
flesh and that of another? The
sensation of his cool, firm skin
against hers seared her senses,
flooding them with the most acute
awareness of him. She could smell
the subtle expensive scent of his
cologne, fresh and yet somehow at
the same time powerfully erotic.
He was so close to her that she was
sure she could see the dark shadow



of the body hair on his chest
beneath the fine cotton of his white
shirt.

She hadn’t taken so much as a
sip of her vodka yet, and already
she was beginning to feel dizzy and
lightheaded. Because she knew how
important this meeting was—for
the charity and for her. Her hand
started to shake, and then her
body, but to her relief he didn’t
appear to notice, releasing the
glass into her shaky hold before
reaching for his own, and toasting
her.

‘Za vashe zdorovye—your good
health,” he said, before emptying



the glass in one swallow.

Alena knew that she was
expected to do the same. It was the
tradition to do so. But even though
she managed to return the toast,
she could only manage to sip at the
fiery ice-cold liquid.

‘They say it is less intoxicating if
you drink it down in one, but I can
see that you are a woman who
likes to draw out and enjoy her
sensual pleasures. And drinking
vodka slowly is a very particular
sensual pleasure for those who can
bear it. One has to withstand its icy
cold and then endure its burning
heart. Not a task for the faint-



hearted—but then I already know
that you have a very brave and
reckless heart indeed. You have
already proved that to me.’

He was smiling at her, his gaze
trapping hers and holding it easily
with the same strength with which
she suspected he would hold her
body between his hands if he chose
to do so. And surely worse than
being trapped was the feeling that
in his compelling dark green gaze
was a knowing glint that suggested

Alena didn’t want to risk
thinking about what it was telling
her.



She couldn’t help wondering
feverishly if his words could really
mean that he wanted to remind her
of his earlier suggestion that she
was afraid to be alone with him,
when she had denied that
suggestion.

‘1 am referring, of course, to your
bravery in meeting the challenge
inheriting responsibility for your
late mother’s charity must place on

’

you.

Of course he was. Why must she
keep on putting a personal slant
on everything he said to her? And,
even worse, dragging it into the far
too overheated sensual awareness



of him she should be resolutely
ignoring rather than encouraging.
He himself was making it plain
that his interest in her was not
personally biased at all. Was it
because she wanted him to have a
personal interest in her? Because
she wanted him to desire her and,
desiring her, show her that desire?
No. No—a thousand times no.

‘l am proud to take on that
responsibility,” Alena assured him,
finishing her vodka so that she
could break the eye contact he was
maintaining with her, hoping she
sounded suitably businesslike.

Gesturing towards her starter,



Kiryl said, ‘I hope the food I have
chosen will be to your liking?’

‘This is my favourite starter,’ she
admitted.

Of course it was, Kiryl thought
inwardly with cynical satisfaction.
He had left nothing to chance
about this lunch. He knew exactly
what her favourite dishes from the
restaurant’s menu were.

‘You mentioned your own
mother when I asked you what had
drawn you to my mother’s charity,’
Alena reminded him, having told
herself yet again that this was a
business lunch—no matter how



intimate it might seem. Talking
about the charity would help her to
focus on that reality. So she wasn’t
asking him about his mother
because she desperately wanted to
know more about him. She wasn’t.

‘Yes, 1 did,” Kiryl agreed,
reaching into the second ice bucket
and removing a bottle of white
wine, telling her, ‘Try this. I
discovered it the last time I stayed
here and I rather like it.’

Wine on top of the vodka she
had already had to drink; was that
really a good idea? For a moment
Alena hesitated. It was very
flattering to be asked her opinion



on a bottle of wine. She wasn’t a
big drinker—her mother hadn’t
been, and Vasilii deplored the
growing modern trend for young
women to drink heavily.

Qui