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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          Moscow

        

      

    

    
      She was an angel and he was an assassin.

      It would be impossible to keep her. Yet, with one look, David knew he had to have the dancing angel, no matter how difficult. No matter the cost. He didn’t know who she was, but he couldn’t look away from her. She was unbelievably perfect in both grace and beauty as she swept the stage. She moved with such perfection, such grace and speed she would often trick his practiced eye – not something many people could do. He would find himself watching her move only to have to search her out because she had flown across the stage in an instant. Emotions, normally foreign to him, swept over him, holding him in thrall. His muscles clenched with jealousy, knowing that men with more wealth were looking at her now, plotting ways to have her.

      Perhaps they had more money, but they did not have more power or skill than David. Russia was his birthplace, Moscow his playground. He owned these heavyweights. And he would own her. As soon as he’d taken care of business. The reason he was drawn to the Bolshoi for the evening. His eyes sharpened on a man in the audience; his prey. Unfamiliar fury washed over him as he watched the greedy soon-to-be dead man watching his dancer as she dipped and spun across the stage, her perfection impossible not to watch.

      Though it pained him to leave her, even for one night, he would. She would keep. A word in the correct ear and she would be tucked safely away, his to unwrap when he was ready.

      With one last, long look, he turned away from his angel and left the theatre to complete his job.

      “Do’svidanya, little dancer. Until we meet.”
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        * * *

      

      Tasha stared in open-mouthed astonishment at the director. He had always had a soft spot for her. Protected her from this sort of thing. Knowing that she had no connections in Moscow and that her family was poor and far away, he’d taken her under his wing and protected her from the wolves. Apparently, this was no longer true. He could be bought. Or at least intimidated.

      It was common for the dancers to be ‘bought’ by rich patrons of the Bolshoi. A disgusting practice, but one that many dancers actually embraced. They would vie for the attentions of the richest and most handsome. Unfortunately, there were a few, like Tasha, who saw the practice as little more than a form of slavery.

      She’d been lucky though. When she’d been a young, impressionable dancer, Sergei, the director, had taken her and kept her out of harm’s way as best he could. He’d made up a story that kept the predators at bay. He would tell them that she was already taken by a very powerful man who insisted she must remain untouched. There were often whispers amongst the other dancers, as well as the patrons, as to whom her mysterious benefactor could be. She was a lovely girl, not out of the ordinary, or so she thought, but something about the story must’ve rung true enough that no one dared question the integrity of his word. Until now.

      She stared up at Sergei, dismay written across her face. “But, sir!” she cried imploringly. “I-I… what shall I do? What shall I say to him? This cannot be. What is his name?”

      He shook his head sadly at her. She was one of his best dancers and he feared that he would soon lose her. There was something in the way the man spoke of her, when enquiring, that told him Tasha would soon be taken away for good. Sergei was not surprised. She was stunning. With her rich, dark reddish-brown hair, deep blue eyes and her small, graceful body, there was just something about her that was spell-binding. She told a story with the simple movement of a hand or her chin. When she danced, it was magic. What was amazing, was that it took someone this long to see through their weak story and scoop her up.

      “He calls himself David.”

      “Just… David?” she asked, frowning.

      “He is very powerful,” Sergei informed her with a shrug.

      “But I don’t understand, you don’t know anything about him?” she asked, confused. Sergei usually knew about everyone.

      “Not much,” Sergei acknowledged with a sigh. “But three of the most powerful men in Russia obviously do. And all three of them called me this morning to inform me that I was to hand over my prima ballerina to this man or suffer very severe consequences.”

      Tasha felt the breath rush from her lungs and heat suffuse her face. Her legs began to shake. She felt them collapse underneath her. Sergei grabbed her before she could hit the floor. He led her to a bench and eased her onto the surface, taking her icy hands in his and rubbing warmth into them. She looked up at him, desperation written across her features. It was happening to her, the thing she’d feared for so long. She had achieved her dream of dancing on the stage as principal only to have it dirtied by the dark, underbelly of the dancer’s flesh market. Why was life so unfair?

      “I h-hate this David, whoever he is!” she snapped, gulping back tears of misery.

      “Hush, child. Do not upset yourself,” Sergei said, stroking the back of her wrist. “I have done what I could to keep you safe over the years. It hasn’t been easy. You are a lovely young woman, talented and constantly in the spotlight. But I also have powerful friends… perhaps there is something I can do. I will do what I can to make sure you are safely returned to my theatre. Alright?”

      She nodded, sniffling. “Yes, sir.”

      “That’s a good girl. You must be patient and you must be very obedient to this man, Natasha. Do you hear me?” Sergei said sternly, taking her chin in his hand to make sure she was listening carefully. She nodded slowly. He hesitated, as if weighing his words carefully. “Though you have learned your place here, you still have a spark. You have passion in you, child, a temper. We can see it when you fly upon the stage, letting it loose for your audience. You must, at all costs, keep it hidden from this David. I have heard some things about him.” He weighed his words carefully, his worried eyes hovering over her features. “You must promise to keep yourself safe and not antagonize your new… this man.”

      Tasha nodded solemnly. “Yes, sir, I promise.”

      Twenty felt very young all of a sudden. In dancing years, she was becoming mature, but as a woman, she still had many things to learn. Both Sergei and her time spent as a principal dancer at the Bolshoi had insulated her from the outside world. She leaned forward and gave him a quick hug. He had become like a father or an uncle to her when she’d left home at the age of fourteen. For six years now, she had been solely under his protection and guidance.

      Now, she was facing the terrifying prospect of being sold to a stranger.

      To David.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Tasha tried not to stare around her in wide-eyed astonishment. She had never been to such a place before. She rarely ate in restaurants, but sometimes the dancers would go out on weekends if their workout schedules allowed. She glanced guiltily at the plate in front of her. She definitely never ate anything so rich as the seafood linguine that was tempting her to take a bite. She pushed it with her fork and stole another nervous glance sideways at the empty tables surrounding hers. It seemed very odd. The entire restaurant was filled with people, except for the tables all around theirs. Hers and… David’s.

      She took a breath and allowed her gaze to slowly roam from the white tablecloth toward the strong hand that rested next to his plate. David. That was as far as she would raise her eyes. His fingers were long, perfectly tapered and masculine. The nails were short, but not manicured as she might expect from a very rich man. His skin was tanned a few shades darker than hers. Not surprising considering Sergei’s gruelling schedule rarely allowed for his dancers to see the light of day. David’s hand was so much bigger than hers. He was so much bigger than Natasha. He was taller than the male dancers she had grown used to, but just as muscular. She could see the slabs of muscle as they bunched and released under the fine fabric of his suit. She was used to assessing such things. She needed to know if her partner could lift and carry her across a stage. She knew at a glance that this man could do whatever he wanted to her. The thought sent a shiver of fear slithering down her spine.

      She had yet to fully look into his face since he’d picked her up from the theatre and brought her to this restaurant. Partially because she was afraid and partially because he always seemed to be obscured by shadows. But she felt the heat of his gaze scorching her skin. He hadn’t removed his eyes from her since the moment he’d arrived to collect her, except to drive his fancy car.

      “You haven’t touched your food, Natasha,” he observed, his deep quiet voice sending another shiver down her spine.

      His flawless Russian told her he was likely native born, though she couldn’t place the region. She had been born and raised until the age of fourteen in a poor farming area. Sergei had insisted on speech lessons to perfect her dialect for city life and so she could learn other languages. She shook her head slightly, her hair swaying around her face with the action, and kept her eyes on David’s hand. For some reason, she felt safer knowing where his hands were.

      “Natasha,” he said patiently, his voice smooth and clipped. “You will eat your food and drink your wine.”

      She held her breath and refused to move for a moment, her eyes glued to his hand. When his fingers twitched she finally reached for her fork. He seemed to relax slightly. He picked up his own fork and when she wrapped a noodle around her utensil, he did the same. He watched every move she made, like some kind of predator, ready to strike if she made one wrong move. She chewed and swallowed, barely tasting, Sergei’s words echoing in her head – you must be very obedient with this man.

      She ate several more bites, feeling the burn of his gaze upon her flesh until finally she couldn’t continue. She let the fork fall to her plate and reached for the wine glass. He had chosen a red wine of some kind, she didn’t know what variety. She didn’t care. She took a big gulp. Fire burned down her throat and into her belly making her eyes water unbearably. She began coughing and spitting up wine.

      She reached for the napkin in her lap and slapped it against her mouth, gasping, “Yuck!” Involuntary tears welled up and began to spill over.

      David was beside her in an instant, making matters even worse. She stiffened in her chair as he crouched next to her, taking her fragile wrist in his large hand. He tugged her hand away and turned her face toward his until she was forced to look into his face for the first time. Deep blue eyes clashed with obsidian and the floor felt like it was dropping out from beneath her. She swayed in her chair. She blinked. Another tear escaped from her eye.

      He reached up and captured it on his fingertip. She sat, trapped helpless in his dark hold while he rubbed the tear between his fingers, watching her intently, a small crease between his eyebrows as though he were trying to figure out a puzzle. This thought frightened her because she didn’t think David liked puzzles. He seemed too much in control of himself and his surroundings. What if he didn’t like her? Would he return her safely to the Bolshoi and never look back? She hoped so.

      His hair was lighter than hers, ash brown and well-groomed. He had thick, darker brown eyebrows over eyes that were so dark they could easily be called black. Grooves were etched between and around his eyes, as though he frowned often in concentration. He had a serious face, with strong cheekbones, forehead and jaw. Scars marred his features. One across the bridge of his nose, ending just under his eye. Another bisecting his chin, and yet another next to his lips, which were hard and a little thin, as though he didn’t smile. Ever. He was not a handsome man, but definitely not ugly. She thought he might be around his mid-thirties. Maybe fourteen or fifteen years older than her.

      “You don’t like the wine?” he asked, concern lacing his quiet tones. His finger caressed her smooth cheek sending a shiver of sensation over her skin.

      She glanced down at her lap where her fingers twisted together. “I d-don’t think so. I’ve never tried it before. It hurt my throat.”

      He chuckled, putting lie to her thought that he never smiled, though it was a quick, barely-there smile. He eased back dropping his hand from her face. She heaved a tiny sigh of relief. Though his touch was not unpleasant, she preferred when he didn’t touch her. It made her think of the stories the other girls told of what the rich patrons expected the dancers to do when they got them alone. She desperately hoped David’s intentions were more honourable, though Sergei had told her to expect the worst.

      “Then I ordered the wrong variety of wine for your first time,” David told her. He turned to wave for their waiter.

      First time, first time… the words echoed ominously in her head as she thought of all the first times she was being subjected to by this man. First date, first time alone with a man, first sip of wine. Of the other ‘firsts’ he would possibly force upon her. She knotted her fingers in her lap and dropped her eyes, trying to calm her breathing while the waiter hurried to do David’s bidding.

      Her wine was quickly replaced with something else. At David’s urging she cautiously sipped the rich, amber liquid. This time it was much sweeter on her tongue, almost like honey. It slid easily down her throat. Instead of burning it made her feel pleasantly warm. She carefully placed the wineglass back on the table, glanced toward David’s hand and attempted a small smile.

      “It is much better, thank you,” she whispered.

      He drew in a sharp breath. The air around them seemed to thicken and the smile slowly slid from her lips. She sat stiffly under his perusal. She didn’t like it when he stared at her, and yet, that’s all he seemed to do. She wanted to frown and demand that he stop looking at her, but Sergei’s voice kept echoing through her head. She had no idea who this man was, or who his connections were. She could not get herself into trouble. She could never forget that she was vulnerable and lived in a place where she could easily disappear. No one would find her. No one would even know to search for her, except Sergei. And he knew better than to try.

      She picked at the rest of her meal, unable to actually stomach any more of the rich food. She knew she would just have to purge what she’d eaten later anyway. This type of food could not stay in her stomach, corrupting her system. She couldn’t dance on such heavy food and she had a show tomorrow night. Competition among dancers was high. She had to look a certain way, act a certain way and dance a certain way. She had to be the best if she was to stay on top.

      She suspected David’s sharp eyes missed nothing as she pushed the food around her plate without touching another morsel to her lips. Yet he said nothing, eventually escorting her from the restaurant. She breathed easier when he took her straight back to her dormitory and escorted her to the front door. Perhaps she had been too boring for him! She was not sexy and experienced like many of the other dancers. She lived, ate and breathed the dance. Nothing more, nothing less. It did not make for good company. This, combined with Sergei’s advice to reign in her personality quirks may have put the man off. Good news!

      He took her hand in his and placed a quick kiss against the back of her wrist, his dark eyes on her face as he caressed her. Warmth flooded her cheeks and Natasha quickly snatched her hand back as soon as he released her. She could feel the burn where his lips had been. She kept her eyes averted, but the image of his thin, hard lips with the scar at the corner played in her imagination. She absently rubbed the tingle away with the fingers of her other hand.

      “Until tomorrow, little dancer,” he said quietly.

      “T-tomorrow?” she asked, surprised. “I will see you tomorrow?”

      “Da,” he confirmed. “We will dine again, perhaps spend more time together.”

      “But I have to dance tomorrow, a-and the night after,” she told him in a hushed voice, her eyes on his feet. “I’m not allowed to go out on ballet nights.”

      His long fingers enveloped her chin and tilted her face up to his. Though he was not a huge man, he was still much taller than Tasha. She kept her face straight ahead, turned toward the buttons of his coat. It was a fine coat. Grey wool and warm, but not too heavy for Moscow in Spring. He tilted her head still further until her dark mahogany hair swished against the smoothness of her own jacket. Finally, she flicked her gaze up, giving him what he was after, her eyes.

      “You will make an exception for me tomorrow night, Natasha,” he said sternly, the hard tone to his voice telling her resistance would not be an option. “I have already talked to your director. You will be ready to leave once you have finished your dance.”

      Her mouth fell open and for just a moment, an irresistible spark to argue with this man rose up within her. He tensed, his fingers tightening on her chin. She quickly tamped down on the instinct and gave him a quick nod, lowering her lashes in case her too-revealing eyes gave her away. He released her and stepped back. Without another word, he turned and left, walking quickly away from her. Tasha stared after him for a few seconds before making her way indoors and checking in with the dorm matron.
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      David was a killer.

      A ruthless, cold-blooded killer. When he worked, he completed his job with no emotion, dispatching his victims with ice in his veins before moving on to the next assignment. He did not kill with passion or because he particularly enjoyed the act. He did not kill for the adrenaline rush, as some assassins did. He killed for work, for life and for money. He killed because he was trained to kill. He killed because emotion was stolen from him at a young age when he was given a gun and pointed to a target.

      Yet now, everything in him was boiling with rage as he watched a young man put hands all over his Natasha. He wanted nothing more than to break every limb in the male dancer’s body and then tear him to pieces. To watch him bleed until the life was extinguished from his pathetic existence. There would be nothing icy about David’s vengeance. He knew he would enjoy this kill if he allowed himself to touch the male dancer. No man could be allowed to touch his Natasha again.

      David hadn’t thought of this possibility when he’d allowed her to leave him the evening before. If he had realized, he would not have let her return to the Bolshoi. His intent in letting her go back to the only home she knew had been twofold. He needed to put his affairs in order so that he had time to acquire a wife. Men of his profession did not simply drag women around the world without careful consideration. Secondly, he wanted her at least a little bit willing when the time to take her finally approached.

      Her reaction to the two wines had been somewhat prophetic. To simply reach out and pluck her, as he longed to do, steal her innocence, would be easy… but damaging to her. She would fight and cry. Like the red wine, she would bleed. But if he used patience, and as much gentleness as a man like him was capable of, then he might perhaps have more of the breathtaking smiles that she had bestowed after she’d tried the sweeter wine. He would have her regardless, but there was no harm in taking his time.

      Or so he thought before he decided to come see her dance again and found her in the arms of a would-be lover, playing out La Bayadere, The Temple Dancer. Her natural effervescence took on an impossibly sensual twist as she dipped and wove, leapt and shimmered across the stage in a skimpy slave girl outfit. He knew the story. The Rajah’s daughter was forced to dance for her betrothed, though she didn’t love him.

      If David didn’t have years of experience honing his instincts he would have stormed the stage and forced Natasha into the shadows, away from all of the eyes, glued to her every sensual movement as she twisted and turned before leaping into the arms of the male dancer. Never before had David felt such furious jealousy and possession over a woman. Over anything. He’d been trained from the cradle to maim and murder.

      He did not care what these feelings were. This woman would become his prize for his years of service. He had taken side jobs until he’d been able to buy out his commission seven years ago. Now he could do what he wanted with his freedom. Take the things he wanted. Natasha belonged to him. One day she would have to go. Angels did not survive in this world. But he would make it peaceful. And like an angel, she would sleep with them. He would make sure if it.

      He turned and left, unable to bear another moment of watching another man’s hands gliding over her sleek curves, of watching her show those rare glimpses of passion and rage to the world. This would never happen again.
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        * * *

      

      Tasha pressed her ear against the door of her change room as she dressed. She could hear raised male voices. She pulled a warm, blue knit sweater over her head and smoothed it over her hips. It was both pretty and modest. She paired it with a black skirt that flowed below her knees and pretty much left everything to the imagination. Under that she wore a pair of high-heeled knee-high boots. She loved them. They had been a daring purchase for her, but she enjoyed the added height. Tonight, she suspected she would need any advantage she could get.

      When she stepped into the hallway, Sergei looked up. His face was pained as he looked toward her and he tossed an arm in the air. “She is my best dancer!” he protested.

      Tasha frowned in confusion, her gaze swinging toward David who came forward to take her hand. Her heart sped up as he lifted it to his lips and brushed the back of her knuckles against his lips. Such a strange feeling to have his mouth against the skin of her hand. It was an old-fashioned gesture… and yet oddly quite intimate. His lips felt hard, but also soft against her skin. The warm breath from his slightly parted lips passed through to her flesh, causing her to shiver in response. She would have snatched her hand away, but his fingers tightened, holding her captive against his side as he dropped their hands.

      Her hesitant gaze returned to Sergei as he continued to plead. “I raised her up to become a principal, my best principal. She was born to become a star! She is spoken of across the globe as one of the greatest dancers the Bolshoi has ever produced. She is compared to the likes of Anna Pavlova and Margot Fonteyn, and you would cut her off in her prime?”

      Tasha gasped in surprise and blushed at the extreme compliment. She didn’t know that. She knew she was a great dancer. Of course, she was. She would never have become principal if she was a bad dancer. But to be compared to some of the greatest dancers of all time? It was impossible. Yet Sergei had spoken with such conviction.

      “You overstep Markov,” David growled menacingly from beside her. Tasha stared wide-eyed between the two men. “It would take one phone call to have you replaced.”

      She quickly stepped in front of David and looked up at him, instinctively feeling he would like for her to look at him directly. “Please,” she breathed. “Do not.”

      David’s eyes flicked down to her for just a second. The hardness within frightened her. There was no relief between the pupil and the stark pitch colour surrounding it. She wanted to touch him, to sooth away his anger, but she was also afraid of him. Who was this man that he could wield so much power in a theatre that had quite a lot of power in its own right? She didn’t understand what was going on, but she did know that the company needed Sergei. He was one of the best, kindest and most influential directors to run the Bolshoi.

      “Please,” she begged David. “I will do what you want. Don’t send him away.”

      David ignored her, continuing to speak directly to Sergei over her head. “You will replace her as principal, or you will replace her altogether. I will not suffer another man to touch her. Am I clear?”

      Tasha gasped, a rush of dizziness swamping her. So, this is what they had been arguing over while she was changing. This is what she was agreeing to? Career suicide. Her knees buckled. She barely felt David slide his arm around her waist, his long fingers splaying against her hip. No wonder Sergei had braved this dark stranger’s terrifying wrath on her behalf. Sergei would know exactly what David was demanding.

      She barely heard as Sergei finally agreed, hammering the first nail in the coffin of her career. “Da, it will be done,” he capitulated sadly. “Tomorrow she will dance in the chorus. Her understudy will fill in as principal.”

      She went limp against David’s side. He practically carried her from the back of the theatre, gathering her coat and purse from her weakened arm. She was too shocked to cry, or shout, or protest. She simply clung to the man that seemed determined to destroy her life and allowed him to escort her to his car. She collapsed into the plush seat and sat docilely as he buckled the belt around her hips and smoothed it across her chest. He adjusted the clip next to her head so it wouldn’t sit too high on her neck. Perhaps if she hadn’t been in shock over the destruction of her career at the tender age of twenty she might have noticed his solicitous care.

      Neither of them said a word as he drove through the nighttime streets of Moscow. Tasha spared a thought for the scolding she would receive from the dorm matron about being out past curfew. Then she laughed bitterly, the light, eerie sound bursting from her lips. She was being sold. Of course, it wouldn’t matter what time she was returned… or in what condition for that matter. David glanced at her.

      He sighed and seemed to come to some kind of decision. He made a U-turn with the car and drove in a completely different direction. She sat stiffly next to him as they drove away from downtown and into a more residential area. The homes were wealthy, but not ostentatious. She was beginning to feel quite nervous. Clearly David had intended to take her to a restaurant before, which was now no longer his intent.

      She glanced at him from beneath her lashes, watching with slowly rising panic as he maneuvered the car into the driveway of a house. It was large, though not as large as some that were nearby, and it was surrounded by trees. She was beginning to understand David enough to know that he was a discreet man who liked his privacy. Her heart beat wildly as he climbed out of his side and circled the car to assist her.

      She tried to scramble out so that he wouldn’t touch her, but he slid an arm around her waist as he’d done at the theatre and held her against his side. She could feel the heat from his body penetrating through the layers of their clothing. His body felt hard against her side as he absorbed her softness. It was strange that he made her feel so warm when he could cause such a chill with just a look or a few words. The man was proving to be lethal.

      “Please, sir,” she said, her voice just above a whisper. “Where… where are we?”

      “My home.” His voice was clipped as he strode with her toward the front door. He ignored her faltering step, sweeping her along beside him.

      She squeezed her eyes shut and swallowed a protest. She so did not want to be here. In his home. Matron warned the younger dancers about things like this. Of course, there was nothing any of them could do about the patron system. Natasha trembled as he entered a long, digital code that disengaged the door lock. Then he stepped inside and entered another code into a security system. She frowned, realizing that, though on the outside his home looked normal, it actually seemed a little like a fortress. She shook the fanciful thought away and allowed him to escort her inside.

      He reengaged the door lock and the security system before waving her forward into the living area. She took a deep breath and followed him, watching warily as he turned a light on, flooding the sitting area in a soft glow. He took her arm and pressed her to sit next to him on a comfortable couch.

      She kept her eyes down and her hands folded in her lap. She knew he watched her, but he didn’t say anything. She hated the staring and she hated the silence. He had forced her to come to his home and now he was just… watching her. Like she was his prey. Finally, she cracked, knowing that Sergei would be horrified if he could hear her.

      Without lifting her eyes, she demanded in a sharp voice, “Why have you brought me here?”

      She felt him shift in the seat next to her, his knee brushed against hers. She jerked hers away. “Because you were upset at the theatre, Natasha. I didn’t think you would want a scene if you became angry at the restaurant.”

      She frowned, glaring down into her lap. She bit her lip and tried very hard not to give into the urge to let her temper fly. A slight vibration ran through her body.

      He sighed quietly and she felt a slight tug on her hair. She gasped and looked sideways at him. He was touching her hair, running his fingers through the fine, dark length as though he had every right to. The tension in her body amped up as she battled the urge to snatch the strands away from him.

      “Talk to me, Natasha,” he growled softly. He sounded strained, but not angry. More… put upon. As though something was bothering him.

      “Fine,” she snapped, still glaring at her lap. She continued in a rush, “Yes, I am… upset. You forced Sergei to replace me as principal dancer and put me in the chorus. Do you know what this will do to my career? Do you know how hard I have worked for those solos? What if I fade into obscurity b-before you are done with me? Maybe there will be no more solos left for me by the time I am allowed to dance the parts again.”

      He stiffened next to her, his fingers clenching in her hair. She cried out at the sharp tug. He released her hair immediately and smoothed his hand down the length, as though to soothe away the momentary hurt he’d caused. He reached for her chin and turned her face toward his so that she was forced to look into his dark eyes. The stern iciness was once more in place.

      “I think you fail to understand, Natasha.”

      She stared at him, fear trickling down her spine.

      “We will never be done.”

      Her mouth opened. He took advantage and traced her plush bottom lip with his thumb. Her breath stopped in her throat at the light caress. “You’re right, I don’t understand,” she whispered, eyes wide with worry.

      “You are going to become my wife, Natasha,” he told her, his voice low. “You will be allowed to dance until we are married, but until then I cannot have other men touching you. I’m sorry if the change distresses you, but I find my patience doesn’t hold with watching other men touch what is soon to become mine.”

      The blood drained from her face and she jerked back so hard his hands fell away from her. “Not dance?” she gasped in shock. “Impossible!”

      He seemed to understand. She saw a flash of pity in his eyes before he shuttered the expression with his usual bleak ice. He shook his head once. “Nyet, rebenok, you still fail to comprehend. No wife of mine will dance on a stage for the amusement of others.”

      She exploded violently off the couch, finished with pretending she didn’t have a temper. This madman was proposing insanity! “Th-th-this is simply not possible!” she shouted, pacing the rug in front of him, throwing her arms up. “You propose to take my career away from me? The single purpose of my entire existence since I was a four-year-old girl? Nyet. Nyet! Do you hear me! You are a crazy man!”

      She turned on her heels to stare at him, hands on hips, fury high in her cheeks and eyes. If he had any ornaments whatsoever in his austere home she had no doubt she’d probably be seconds away from hurling them at his arrogant head. He sat calmly, watching her. Assessing her. As though she were his favourite toy, doing something new and enticing. God, how she hated when he stared at her.

      He stood calmly and faced her. “Yes,” he said calmly. “That is exactly what I propose.”

      Suddenly her eyes snapped icy fire and she screamed, “Nyet!”

      He was on top of her so quickly, she had no time to prepare herself. One hand twisted in her hair while the other slid around her waist and jerked her against him. It was like being held against warm steel. His body was cut into slabs of granite muscle. She was no stranger to muscle and sinew. Ballet was one of the most brutal, competitive dances in the world. But his body, it was unlike anything she’d ever felt before. If she weren’t so terrified she’d want to see what it looked like underneath his expensive suit.

      His dark eyes glowed into her like hot coals. There was nothing icy about him now, despite the abuse she’d hurled at him. Her breaths came out in short bursts, fanning across his neck. He was rigid against her, as though barely able to hold himself in check.

      “Now there, krasavitsa, is the passion I knew simmered just beneath the surface,” he growled down at her, his eyes devouring every part of her he could see: her face, her neck, the curve of her breasts beneath her sweater. “This is the woman I see when I watch you dance.”

      She glared up at him, daring to meet his eyes once more. “Yet you will take my dancing away! You will take away what I love!”

      “Nyet, rebenok moya, my child. Just your audience and your punishing regime,” he said, gentling his hold on her, until his grip on her hair was soothing instead of punishing. “I despise the way other men watch you as you move. In your innocence, you can have no idea how… provocative it is. It tests my control. As for the rest, I cannot have my wife starving herself anymore, forcing herself to throw up half of her food and dancing until she falls down or bleeds. She needs care. She must be treated like the angel she is.”

      Her mouth opened in astonishment as she digested his words. He seemed to understand far more about the nastier aspects of ballet than most people. She had to admit, a small part of her thrilled at his words. The idea of someone wanting to take care of her and treat her like she mattered. No one had ever done that for her before. Her parents loved her, but she was a paycheck for them. She sent all of her money back home to her family. Sergei loved her in his own way, but she was his star dancer, his prima ballerina. It was in his best interest to keep her well cared for. David was the first person to want her for herself.

      Then reality set in and she scoffed. No, David wanted her for her pretty face and dancer’s body. She brought her hands up between them and shoved. “Let me go!”

      His demeanor went from warm and caring to ice cold in a heartbeat. His hands became hard once more. “That will never happen, Natasha.”

      Tears of helpless anger filled her eyes. “I don’t want this!” she yelled up at him.

      He studied her, his eyes coveting her in a way she knew, but did not quite understand. She could see it in the eyes of others as they watched the dancers. She knew why David wanted her, why powerful men haggled over the dancers, paid large sums of money to own their bodies. But this was not something she had experienced. It frightened her. She began to wish she were a little less innocent. Then maybe she could better deal with a man like David. Though she suspected dealing with a man on David’s level, no matter her experience, would be impossible.

      His grip on her tightened. “Perhaps I should make sure you do want this.”

      Her sapphire eyes flared and she shook her head as his descended. Her gaze fixed on the sinister scar next to his lip as he covered hers in a gentle kiss. She was so surprised by the light, evocative pressure, expecting him to crush her resistance with brutality, that she gasped. Perhaps that was the opening he was looking for, because the moment her lips parted, he deepened the kiss, giving her no time to protest the invasion, shifting her in his arms so her head rested against the back of his arm until she had nowhere to go, nowhere to turn to escape him.

      He took from her lips, possessing them for the very first time. His lips caressed hers, pressing, pushing and loving in a way she’d never imagined possible when she’d lain awake in her dorm imagining what kissing was like. She didn’t know it could be anything like this. It was so warm and exciting. Tingles coursed through her body, from her lips outward. They also sparked in her nipples and in other places. He touched his lips to the corner of her mouth drawing a moan from her, then he darted his tongue against her. She gasped and once more he took advantage, pushing his tongue through the barrier of her lips.

      She moaned again and arched her neck, flexing her fingers in the fabric of his jacket. She didn’t know what to do with her own tongue, but it didn’t seem to matter to him, he just took and took, sweeping her mouth with his tongue until she felt weak and shaky. He darted inside and then backed off until she felt herself leaning eagerly forward, kissing him back. When she realized what she was doing a hot blush stole over her flesh and she immediately released her grip on his jacket. She stilled against him and opened her eyes.

      As if sensing her withdrawal David backed off, giving her room to recover from his passionate advance. He kissed the edge of her mouth once more and straightened, pulling her up against him and holding her in a loose embrace. The breath rushed in and out of her lungs as her numbed brain tried to function.

      She stood in the curve of his arms, blinking uncertainly. Trying not to look as foolish and young as she suddenly felt. Her first kiss. She ached all over her body. Like fire, but not painful. She glanced up at him through her lashes, wondering if he would be amused by her simple reaction. Shocked at what she read on his face, she nearly stepped away from him. He must have sensed her intention because his arms tightened around her, stopping her. He was not amused. His black eyes were burning with a similar fire to the one that smouldered low in her belly. Except worse. Much worse. He looked like was going to combust at any moment and burn them both alive. It was terrifying to be looked at in such a way by such a man.

      “I need to get you back to your dorm, Natasha,” he said huskily, his voice sounding a little unsteady for the first time since she met him.

      “But we haven’t eaten,” she said softly.

      He grunted and took her elbow. “Come. We will eat along the way. We cannot stay here or you will not be a virgin on your wedding day and though I am not a traditional man, I know you were raised to believe in such things.” Tasha gasped at his blunt declaration and rushed to keep up with his long strides.

      Later that night as she stared sleeplessly through the window of her dorm room, it occurred to her that David was correct about two things. She had been raised traditionally and David had made sure she wanted him. Physically, anyway. In the darkness of her shared room she pressed her fingers lightly against her lips, still feeling the tingles of him there. She knew she should be angry at the potential loss of her career. She should be frightened at his declaration that she would become his wife. Yet, the only thing Tasha could think about was the kiss they shared and what more they could share if they were married.
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      Tasha didn’t know how it was possible, but sometime over the following month, she went from despising the man determined to ruin her entire career, to not quite hating him as much, to liking him a little, to falling head over heels in love with the shadowy, enigmatic man.

      It may have had something to do with the endless gifts he sent her, or the shopping trips he insisted on taking her on. The expensive restaurants he took her to, or the romantic rendezvous he planned for her. Perhaps it was the way he treated her as though she was the only woman that existed in his universe, an act that was certainly hard to resist. Although, if Tasha were going to be completely honest, she would have to admit, the moment she fell completely for her mysterious David was the first time he made love to her, about two hours after they spoke their wedding vows.

      It wasn’t the sex itself, though that part was quite wonderful in her opinion. It was the way, for the first time, David had been, not quite in control of himself. It showed her, that maybe, just maybe, even though he never said the actual words, perhaps he loved her just a little.

      He had walked her straight out of the tiny church with just one witness to their vows, past the priest who seemed to know and fear David and hustled her into his car without his usual finesse. He had closed the door just a little too hard and then driven just a little too fast, which had made Tasha nervous. Not that she thought he would crash. She just wasn’t used to this new aspect of David. He was always intense… but this was something else. So, she tried conversation.

      “Umm… so your real name is Alexandr D-” His head whipped to the side, his eyes blazing with some kind of wrath. Not for her necessarily, though she certainly wasn’t willing to finish her sentence.

      “It is not,” he snapped, his voice deep and hard in the small space of the car. Tasha shrank a little against the passenger door and tangled her fingers around the white lilies he’d given her to carry in the church. “I use that name for official purposes. You may continue to call me David.”

      She worried her bottom lip for a moment, too frightened at first to speak. But she had to know before they arrived at his house. Before they lived as man and wife. Though she did not practice her religion often, she was raised a devout girl. “A-are we actually married then?” she whispered, her eyes glued to the flowers that she was slowly shredding. “I mean if you didn’t give your real name at the church.”

      She flinched when he reached for her, but he only took her hand and pulled it away from the flower before she could do more damage. He brought
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