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Chapter One
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Pain would be an understatement. Serena Andra’s knee throbbed as it pulled her out of a deep sleep. The worn cotton of the sheets clung to her, soaked through with cold sweat. She winced as she rolled over to reach for the ever-present supply of painkillers on her bedside table. The slight movement sent a flamelike shards of pain through her. They started in her knee, but her whole body convulsed as the sensation ricocheted up her spine. She swallowed two pills without the aid of water. She didn’t need to check the time. Her body always woke her up when it was time for the next dose. If a ballet dancer doesn’t feel pain when they wake up, they’re dead. She was certainly still alive.

The room was still pitch-black, but that meant nothing. It could be almost any time of day. This was St. Petersburg in January: the sun was only out from 10 a.m. to 3 p.m., and most of those hours the sun was covered in dark clouds anyway. At least the streetlights lit up the snow...that was pretty. Well, until dogs pissed in it and the ash from the fires turned it black.

She could end it all. She could call him. Tell him everything and he would help her. He would. Serena knew he would. Owen never broke a promise. Ever. Her hands fumbled underneath the mattress and into the small sliver. The hard plastic was like a lifeline. She never used this phone. It was for an emergency only. The consequences and aftermath of one single call could or rather would end everything for her. Including the ballet. The button was indented like an intentional delay. One moment to consider not to turn it on. Too late. She glanced at the call list. There was only one number saved to the phone. Serena bit her lip. Air released from her lungs. She didn’t need to hold her breath, she was alone. But she didn’t have to be. Owen would come. He would help her. Serena grimaced but that would put him at risk. His life was more important than hers. He had a family now. She needed to respect that. But Serena was his family too. Being cousins had to still mean something. She sighed, turned the phone off and put it back in the mattress.

Serena rubbed her knee again before she turned on the light. She didn’t bother to look at it. She didn’t need to know how bad it was. It didn’t matter how swollen it was. She needed to be in rehearsal at 10:30. If she wasn’t there on time, there was always her understudy or want-to-be soloist ready to push her way out of the corps de ballet and offer to stand in.

When Serena moved to Russia from the States, she spoke no Russian beyond “da” and “nyet.” She was fluent now, after twelve years, but she kept that secret to herself so she could listen to the dancers in the chorus openly bitch about her. Of course they bitched. They wanted her job. There were always a hundred girls in the company that wanted to be her and hated her at the same time. She liked to listen to them complain. It kept the fire stoked. The only disadvantage to being the best was there was no one to chase, so now the drive came from the knives in her back.

She pressed her palms into the mattress to prop herself up. She did not move the lower half of her body. She did not want to further agitate her leg. The effort was in vain because her knee still cried out from the small movement. She held her breath as wave after wave of heat stabbed at her knee.

Serena squeezed her eyes together until she could control her breath and quell the wave of nausea that crashed against her. She could ignore the pain. She always did. She was a master at being able to ignore painful things. She took in a deep breath and pushed it down until her lungs burned as much as her knee before she opened her eyes to examine the massive bouquet of roses she had thrown down at the foot of the bed. She had to deal with them sooner or later. The end of every performance was always met with bouquets thrown onstage for the star. In Russia, being a prima ballerina was like being royalty. Serena had no fewer than twenty vases, and during the season everyone was filled with fresh flowers. She appreciated every bouquet...in a perverse way they were payment for the bloody toes and torn muscles...but not this bouquet. These roses were entirely different.

It had been five months since she received two-dozen long-stemmed peach roses at the end of a performance. Five glorious months. Serena limped to the end of the bed. She leaned over and scooped them up, twenty-four roses wrapped in green cellophane and a black velvet ribbon. She knew which rose it would be: always the one in the dead center. She pulled out the center rose and dropped the rest of the bouquet to the floor like the trash it was. She stared down at the single rose and shook her head. Anyone else would think it was beautiful, but Serena knew just how ugly it was. She let out a stream of air and then ripped the flower clean from the stem. Slowly she peeled back the petals. Under the furry, antennae-like stamen she found it, the rolled-up scrap of parchment. She unrolled the miniscule piece of paper and took it to the bathroom and soaked it with two drops of ammonium hydroxide she kept in a contact lens solution bottle. Slowly a name appeared: Roman Usmanov. She sucked in a sharp breath.

She knew this target. Everyone knew Usmanov. He was in the papers most weeks. He was one of Russia’s richest oligarchs and the shadiest. He had a reputation for being cruel, even by Russian Mafia standards. And he was ugly—a hideous scar covered half his face and chest, a gift from an assassination attempt. Usmanov’s car had been parked in Nevsky Prospekt, the main street in St. Petersburg, when it happened. A bomb detonated as soon as the engine started. The explosion had brought the city to a standstill. He’d survived the car bomb, but his driver had been decapitated and Usmanov’s lover blown in half. At least that was what the papers reported. She was a model, swimsuit or lingerie. Serena couldn’t remember. She did remember at the time thinking even the fourteen billion dollars he was worth would not have been enough for her to fuck Roman Usmanov.

Serena tossed the scrap of paper into the toilet and silently swore at the man who sent the flowers, Pavel Ivanov. He would get her killed, then what would he do? Stupid, myopic prick. He needed her as much she needed him.

She checked the time. It was almost 7:00. That gave her plenty of time to get across town to her drop spot and then give Pavel the signal that everything was a go. She turned off the light in her bathroom. The narrow room was just large enough for a bath and toilet. The previous owners had installed cobalt-blue fittings and painted the walls neon yellow. The color combination was an assault on the eyes, but it had been the height of sophistication when the iron curtain came down. It was like the country had just discovered color and needed to use every shade all at once. Serena had intended to redecorate, but it had never happened because she was either on stage...or doing this.

The heat had gone off again in the middle of the night, and condensation had formed on the inside of the single-paned windows. Serena pulled on her wool long underwear and jeans. She topped it with three sweaters and a maroon down jacket that reached her ankles. She zipped up her fleece-lined boots and pulled on a wool hat over her long red hair. She had been too tired after last night’s performance to wash off her makeup. She had not even taken off the two sets of false lashes. Her grandmother always warned her about going to bed with makeup on. It aged a woman, but so did living in the Baltic.

Serena muttered under her breath as she locked her door and stepped into the black morning. She gasped when freezing air hit her face. It was like she had dipped her head directly into a pale of ice water. Twelve years in, and the winters still brought her to her knees. There was no acclimating to this. Quite simply, people should not live this far north.

The snow had turned to ice during the night, so it was safer for Serena to glide along the hidden pavement rather than try to walk the mile to Bolshe Coffee. Oh, the irony if she broke her leg like this. She had managed twelve years as principal for the Kirov with no injuries. Well, none that stopped her from the performance. She was always injured. That was the one constant of a dancer’s life.

Serena took note of every face she passed. If she passed the same one more than once, she knew she was being followed. There were fewer people than normal on the streets: an old man with a red, bulbous nose, yellow-vested workers salting the roads, and a woman with a purple quilted jacket and a long black braid.

She knocked the snow off her boots at the door to the coffee shop. She ordered a black coffee to take away before she headed to the bathroom. She took off her leather gloves and turned on the hot water. It would take time to warm up. She locked the door before she moved to the toilet. The walls and ceiling were painted scarlet. Presumably the look was supposed to be chic, but the paint was too old and cracked, so the result was more like an abandoned cave. She took off her jacket and rolled up the sleeves. She took the back off the toilet and reached in, her hands served as her eyes as she searched. She shivered as soon as her hand hit the frigid water, but it did not take long to find the vial. It was always in the bottom left-hand corner. Serena shoved the brown vial in the inside pocket of her coat and then rinsed her hand under the warm water. She could not suppress the sigh that bubbled up from her core as her skin warmed. It was the small pleasures.

Serena bundled up again and began the walk home. Again, she scanned the streets, for familiar faces, but the only people she passed were businessmen on the way to work. She kept her head down in case someone recognized her, but they shouldn’t. Everything except her eyes was covered.

Finally, she arrived back at her apartment block. The outside of the building was covered in a pastel-orange render. Rows of large sashed windows dominated the front. She glanced up to see her neighbor Mrs. Bobrova with squinted eyes at her and her mouth pursed in disapproval, but that meant nothing. Her mouth always resembled a cat’s bottom. The real shock would be if she saw her neighbor smile. Serena made a show, and raised her coffee cup and as she took a sip to show her why she would be out this early. The old woman was nosy but quiet. She kept to herself and that was all Serena could really ask for at this point.

Serena unlocked the door. On the polished walnut floor, she found the mail. A manila envelope with no return address. She took off her gloves and ripped open the letter. Inside was a ticket to a charity event at the Hermitage. She loved the Hermitage. It was her favorite museum in the world, but tomorrow was her one day off. She had grand plans to soak in a hot bath and to take twice the recommended amount of ibuprofen. Nothing came between her and her day off.

Pavel was an asshole.

She swore in a combination of English and Russian as she picked up the scattered roses and placed them in a vase. She closed her eyes, and hesitated for a second, a brief moment where she would allow herself to believe this was not happening again. She let out the breath that had been confined in her lungs and then set the peach roses in her front window to let Pavel know she was in play.
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Chapter Two

[image: ]


If Serena was being dragged away from her hot bath and into the Baltic night, she was at least going to try to enjoy it. Leave it to Pavel to try to destroy the one thing she loved the most about Russia.

No, she would not let him.

She loved the Hermitage. This was her place, where she went to escape it all. She was here now, and she would enjoy it before she found her target. As she moved past the crowds and down the massive hall that led to the Boudoir of Empress Mariya Aleksandrovna, Serena avoided the faces of the guards in case they recognized her from the ballet. The room glowed as the dim lights twinkled from the chandelier illuminated the massive space. The thirty-foot ceilings were vaulted and covered with intricate gold detail. The walls were painted a rich burnt orange with long vertical panels punctuated with yet more golden woodwork. Dozens of high-backed velvet chairs, in the exact shade of orange, were dotted around the room. No one was allowed to sit in them now, so they had remained untouched for over a hundred years. She loved to look at these rooms, the private ones, the ladies’ parlors and boudoirs. This was where secrets were told and life was lived. What had it been like to live here for the people that had called this place home when it was the Winter Palace before it was the Hermitage? It seemed perfect, beautiful, and privileged. But Serena knew better than to think it really had been perfect for anyone because her life looked like that from the outside too. She sighed. She did not have any more time to think about that now or to daydream about the past.

Serena turned and went back down the hall toward the crowd. She had to face it. But first she would visit the ladies’ room and make sure she looked the part of a prima ballerina because she certainly did not feel it.

She stared at her reflection in the gilded mirror. She had considered wearing her hair up in a bun. That was what people expected of her, how they recognized her from the stage, but she kept it down, and styled it in loose curls that fell past her waist. Tonight was about seduction. Men liked her hair. Her lovers always complimented her on her red hair. They especially liked the small triangle of tight red curls at the apex of her thighs. Ice ran down the length of her spine when she realized again that it would be Roman Usmanov she would share a bed with tonight. Usmanov inside her, kissing her, touching her. She frowned but quickly stopped when a crease marred the space between her eyes. Her face was her fortune—actually her body was. Her body filled the seats and paid the bills, but it didn’t hurt that she was beautiful, especially for this secret part of her life.

Serena looked around to make sure she was alone in the public bathroom before she reached into the deep plunge of her neckline and tweaked her nipples; they needed to be hard points that strained against the crimson silk. Men loved that. Her breasts were not large, but they were high and firm.

She took a deep breath and held it. Her other targets had at least been attractive if not handsome. She closed her eyes. It didn’t matter. She would grin and bear it with Usmanov the way she did with everyone else. Her mind was drawn to the Hans, the Dutch diplomat. She had liked him. That had been a good job. He’d only occasionally wanted to fuck. He preferred to rub lotion into her feet and tell her stories of his childhood in the Hague. In his mind they’d been more than lovers. They’d been soul mates, probably because she was the only one who would listen to him speak for hours about the smells that came from his beloved mama’s kitchen. Who knew Dutch food smelled so good? God, she’d liked him. He was so easy the way he fell into a deep sleep as soon as he came and then she was free to look through his things and take pictures. She missed him. She would gladly go back to screwing him once a week or the NATO inspector. He was a bit more difficult. He liked to fuck a lot, always in the missionary position, but it was over quickly and then he loved to talk. He would answer absolutely anything she asked. Sometimes she didn’t even need to ask. He would just start to talk to impress her, and she was impressed, with how easy he made things for her.

She was stalling now. No point in a postponement of the inevitable. The sooner she started with Roman, the sooner she would finish. It was like everything else in her life. She would bear down and take the pain. She suddenly realized she had forgotten to check what tonight’s fundraiser was for, not that it mattered. She was supposed to be vacuous. That was part of her cover.

Serena stepped out of the bathroom and followed the crowd through to the Gold Room. She took a moment to appreciate the surroundings. Nothing came close to the over-the-top opulence of the Hermitage. High above her, the curved ceilings were painted in gold leaf. Like the other room, the finish made the room glow. Light was provided by two massive chandeliers, each the size of a tank and with hundreds of tapered arms that held softly glowing bulbs. Even the floors were a work of art. Sixteen different species of wood were laid out in an intricate pattern, that created a masterpiece to rival anything on the walls. The whole scene was something out of a fairy tale, right down to the string quartet that played in the corner. It was just as glamorous as she expected life in the ballet to be when she was a little girl with dreams of a tiara and a pink tutu. Sadly, most of her dreams did not live up to the reality of life as a dancer, but the splendor of the Hermitage never failed to impress.

Hundreds of men in tuxedos and women in long cocktail dresses lined the floor. She could make out conversations in French and Russian and English. She took them all in and proceed while she filtered out anything useful, quickly assessed each face she passed to register anyone familiar or who seemed out of place.

Several people tried to speak to her as she crossed the room, but she smiled and kept going. She had spent far too long in the bathroom psyching herself up. Roman could leave soon. After all, he had a beautiful Spanish model on his arm. No doubt he would want to take her home and bed her, but Serena would make sure she was the one Roman took home tonight.

Other women might see another woman as an obstacle, but Serena saw her for what she was, a minor inconvenience. All but one of her targets had been married, and none of them had turned her down. In some ways it didn’t really matter what she looked like. Men were always eager to sleep with a prima ballerina—any ballerina actually. They never knew the difference between principal dancers and the chorus. Men were stupid.

Serena took the glass of champagne the waiter offered. She paused to take a long, hard look at Roman Usmanov. His back was to her, so she could not see the scars she knew dominated the left side of his body. All she could see was his thick blond hair, massive shoulders, and his towering height. He stood a good head taller than the men around him. She’d had no idea he was that big. A bolt of terror shot through her. Her heart pounded painfully against her ribs. Silently she swore at Pavel and wished him dead, not for the first time.

“Fear and excitement are the same emotion.” That was what her Grandmother Margaret told Serena the first time she was about to go onstage. She’d been terrified, almost frozen with stage fright. She loved to dance, not being watched by strangers. Her grandmother had taken her aside and said, “Do you feel that sensation in your stomach? That is your body telling you that you are excited. Some people confuse that feeling with fear because it feels the same, but you are clever. You know it is excitement.” From that moment on Serena never felt nervous. She got butterflies when she stood offstage to come out, sometimes almost debilitating excitement, but she never called it fear.

Excitement. She took in a sharp breath. That was what she felt. Her palms were slick and her heart neared fibrillation because she was excited. Serena threw back her head and downed half the champagne. Fuck it. This was straight-up fear. She could not sugarcoat it.

She forced one foot in front of the other. The first thing she needed to do was get the model out of the picture. She leaned on Roman, her arms looped through his. Serena rolled her eyes. The woman was stunning: jet-black hair, olive skin, high cheekbones, and breasts larger than her frame could naturally handle. What on earth could the beautiful woman see in the multibillionaire oligarch? Gee, I wonder?

Serena waited until Roman and his artificial-breasted appendage moved. The model walked toward the waiter, presumably to get liquored up enough to let the ugly Russian giant pound away on top of her. This was her moment. In an instant Serena crossed the polished floor to them. Serena stared straight ahead as she slipped her foot in front of the Spanish woman. The model went flying. She reached out her hands, but there was nothing for her to hold on to except the silver tray laden with champagne flutes. Glass shattered. There were audible gasps followed by muffled laughter, but Serena didn’t even look down. She kept her eyes focused on her target. She didn’t feel even the smallest sliver of regret. She was doing the woman a favor after all. Tonight, the grunts and sweat from Roman would be on top of Serena. The woman could thank her for her night off later.

Slowly Roman turned to face her, and this time the rush of air came from her. His presence filled the room. It sucked out all available oxygen. Her peripheral vision went black. All she could see was the commanding man in front of her. There was so much of him to take in, a solid, masculine wall. She was frozen. She could not look away even if she’d wanted to. His face was far more scarred than the grainy pictures in the paper had captured. The skin on the entire left side of his face was raised and knotted, smooth and shiny like new skin, and discolored like a fresh burn. The edges around his mouth and eye seemed tight like there was not enough flesh left to cover his large features.

His stare pinned her in place. His eyes were the palest shade of blue, like artic ice, and they held nearly as much warmth. Serena took in a ragged breath. The papers did not show the color of his eyes either. Behind the heavy material of his tuxedo jacket, clear lines of muscle defined his large body. The desire to run overpowered her. Fight or flight was real, and to flee was her only option. She could never take him on. Pavel was insane. Roman Usmanov could snap her neck with a flick of his wrist. Absently she patted the small vial in her purse. It wouldn’t be enough. She would need a horse tranquilizer to topple this man.

Behind her, the model muttered something about going to the bathroom to clean up. Galvanized, Serena made her move. Slowly she edged closer to Roman. She stood on her tiptoes so she could whisper in his ear. “Beauty without grace.”

“Is the hook without the bait.” Roman surprised her by finishing the quote.

Her eyes widened. She did not expect him to know the quote, and she didn’t expect the small tug of his mouth. There was a shadow of a smile on his full lips.

“Are you a fan of Emerson?” he asked. He eyed her intently like he really did want to know her opinion.

Serena took a deep breath. She was beautiful and talented. That was what people expected of her, what they saw. Very rarely was she asked her opinion on anything of substance. She wasn’t expected to have one, though ironically, she had an opinion on most things. “I have complicated feelings about him,” she began tentatively, to test to see if he really did want her opinion.

He continued to scrutinize her. Even without the scars he would have been frightening. His gaze was so cold it was hard to tell what his thoughts. That was not unique to him. Serena found Russians in general to be masters of the “flat effect.” They gave nothing away with their expressions. Everything was guarded, almost emotionless. Perhaps it was a relic of living under a police state. “I agree with his assessment of the necessity of self-reliance, and in theory I like the ideas of Transcendentalism because the rejection of the reliance on any deity is a step in the right direction, but I think he gives people far too much credit. There is no inherent goodness in people...or in nature for that matter,” she admitted.

Roman gave her a hard stare. “No faith in God or man,” he said simply. “Seems a rather bleak outlook.” His English was perfect but heavily accented.

Serena shrugged. This was not part of the seduction, to explain her philosophical views, but he had asked and she could seduce him later. Once he was on top of her, he would lose all interest in anything she had to say. “I have faith in myself, which is essentially what Emerson argued, but I do not share his optimism. I don’t think everyone has a moral compass or a spark of the divine, but I think everyone has a need for self-preservation. That is the true driving force in life: to survive and reproduce.”

“A fan of social Darwinism?” he asked.

Serena shrugged. “Not a fan any more than I am of rape or murder, but I acknowledge they exist. I would love to say people are lovely and altruistic at their core, but unfortunately, I have met people.” She took another long sip of her champagne. She had not intended to drink so much, but he made her nervous. She talked to fill air space or maybe because there was a receptive listener. But she needed to focus, get her head back in the game. She knew the drill. He would say something mildly amusing, and she would laugh and touch his arm, stroke his ego, then his body.

Roman looked off in the distance where his date had just disappeared. It gave her a chance to study his face without openly staring. It was as grotesque as she had imagined, but he wasn’t ugly—not that he was handsome. He was far too scarred for that, but his sheer presence made him captivating. His pale blue gaze returned to her. “Ironic to deny altruism at a charity event.”

She smiled as she held up her glass “I don’t think I’m the only one here for the champagne.” Serena very rarely drank, but it was nice to have the good stuff.

Roman did not return her smile, but he did not scowl, which was an improvement.

Serena shook her head. “Actually, the champagne is a bonus. I just wanted to come to a party at the Hermitage,” she admitted. That small part of her cover was true.

“Have you been before?”

Serena nodded a bit too energetically. “At least a hundred times,” she said without exaggeration. This was her favorite place in the world. “I have a pass. I come most weeks on my day off.”

“Day off from what?” he asked.

Serena blinked. He didn’t know who she was. That made things considerably harder. She was beautiful, but by far the most attractive thing about her was her role as prima ballerina with the Kirov. That was why Pavel had chosen her, not because of her full lips and thick red hair. Men could not brag about fucking a random ginger woman, but they could brag about being with the principal dancer at the Mariinsky Theatre. “I’m a dancer. With the Mariinsky,” she added when there was no response from him. She was tempted to tell him she was a principal, but that was boastful and needy and he didn’t appear to care, so instead she asked, “Have you been before?”

“Once or twice,” he admitted with a lazy smile. When his lips parted, there were two rows of straight white teeth. He had a nice smile. She had not expected that, the way it transformed his face, made him look less like a predator stalking his prey.

Serena shook her head, suddenly flustered. “Of course you’ve been here before. You’re Roman Usmanov.” Her hands were so slick the champagne glass threatened to slip through her fingers. Shit, she knew how to do this. She just needed to remember how.

She glanced past Roman’s large frame to the crowds, hundreds of people chatted and drank, being seen in their finest, to play at a life grander than their reality. Serena did that every night onstage.

Dozens of conversations merged into a low buzz. She could not make out any words even when she tried. Mouths moved, but the words were lost on her, and if she was asked right now, she would not even be able to recount the features of a single guest of anyone except the model...and Roman.

Serena took in a sharp breath and returned her attention to the man in front of her. She was off her game. No. She could do this. She had many times before. She knew what to do. Touch his arm. Men loved to be touched, even the smallest caress. She reached out and touched his hand. She aimed for his arm, but he moved at just the right moment and her skin brushed his. Her breath caught in her throat. Heat radiated from him. She had heard people talk about animal magnetism, but she had never experienced it.

Until now.

She forced herself to look at the scars on his face. Still there. Still as prominent and ugly, but she didn’t see them unless she forced the issue. Her gaze was drawn to his pale eyes and his full lips. Or God, maybe she just wasn’t thinking properly because she couldn’t breathe. She sucked in air at frantic rates, but none of it seemed to make it to her head...because all her blood was now just below the surface in her cheeks. Her face burned. He made her blush. She was supposed to seduce him, not act like an idiot.

Serena cleared her throat. She bit the inside of her bottom lip. The pain focused her, always. She needed to get him alone. His date would be back soon and would probably demand to be taken home. This was her one chance. “Shame we are confined to the Gold Room. There are fifteen hundred rooms here, and this one doesn’t even make the top hundred. Of course, it is beautiful but not a patch on some of the others.”

“You’ve really been here one hundred times?” Roman asked.

Serena nodded. “At least. And I still haven’t managed to see all three million exhibits. I’m slowly working my way through them, but I will need another life. I always find myself going to the same rooms.”

Another small smile tugged his lips. “Which room is your favorite?”

Her muscles coiled in response. Serena licked her lips. Men liked that, she remembered after the fact. She had done it because her mouth was impossibly dry for the same reason her heart would not slow. Fear or excitement? Both? She placed her small hand in his and gently pulled him toward her. “I’ll show you,” she whispered, “but you must promise to tell security we got lost. You don’t want to mess with Russian guards or actually Russians in general.”

He smiled again, and her breath caught in her throat. His fingers were so long and his hand so hot, so much strength and power. Tiny tendrils of electricity shot through her body, settled in her core. This was not good, he was dangerous. And he had the potential to make her forget that fact. She bit into her lip again, but this time she did not even feel the sting. She was too lost in the pull of him, but she did taste the metallic zing of blood.

* * * 
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Wordlessly Serena led him through to the red-painted walls of the Rubens Room. She had intended to take him to the Vatican gallery to look at the ceilings because it was a small area off the beaten track. No one was likely to stumble on them there, but inexplicably she wanted to show him the Rubens room. That was her favorite. That had not been a lie. The thirty-foot ceilings meant paintings were laid out several deep. Even with Roman’s height, he’d have to crane his neck to see the ones at the top. Alternatively, they could sit on one of the many red velvet benches provided and gaze across the room. That was Serena’s favorite way. Even when the room was full, in the height of summer when all the tourists were here, she only had eyes for the paintings.

The room was empty except for a couple in the corner. They looked to be in their twenties, young and in love, both completely engrossed in the other. Witnesses, that was what they were. She was safe with witnesses. Their presence gave her a few moments’ reprieve.

Serena forced her attention back to Roman. She had a job to do. “This is my favorite room. I absolutely love Rubens. I could sit here all day. Actually, I have sat here all day, but that is when Samson and Delilah were on loan from London. I love that painting.” She spoke too much, and offered too much information of herself. He made her too nervous. It knocked her off her game.

Serena glanced over at the young couple, their hands interlocked as they exited the room, and left her alone with Roman. On reflex, she inched away from him, her body subconsciously attempted to protect her, but she stopped when she realized what she was doing. She could override fear, any emotion really.

She looked up at the massive leaded window panels that created the ceiling. During the rare clear day in St. Petersburg, sunlight poured in. And when it rained, the drops thundered like the sound of horse hooves pounded into the ground. Tonight, it was clear and the sky black and starless.

Serena brought her attention back to Roman. Seduction was about the man, she needed to flatter him, talk about his likes and desires. She would find a way to bring the conversation back to him. It shouldn’t be hard. Men loved to talk about themselves.

“Is Samson and Delilah your favorite Rubens painting?” Roman asked.

Serena paused before she shook her head. She needed to steer the conversation back to him, but he had asked her a question...and she wanted to discuss the painting. She could not remember anyone asking her opinion on a painting before. “No, but I love it, probably because I love the story: a powerful man brought to his knees by the sexual prowess of a beautiful woman. It is supposed to be a cautionary tale to shame women, but I don’t believe in that god, so the shame is lost on me.”

“But it is not your favorite?” Roman pressed.

“No.” She would bring the conversation back to him once she answered his question. “My absolute favorite is Rape of the Daughters of Leucippus. I shouldn’t love it,” she admitted. “The subject matter is appalling especially when you think about it in a modern context, rape being romanticized, even glorified. The myth of the sisters is brutal. They were engaged to be married, but these other men were so taken with their beauty, they kidnapped the sisters and slew their lovers. The painting is so beautiful you forget about that when you look at it. All you see is gorgeous, full women being carried off on horseback. It is quite stunning.” She talked too much. She needed to be quiet. Men hated when women overflowed with words.

Roman stared at her, his eyes on her mouth as she spoke. “Where is it? The painting.”

“Munich. I’ve never seen the original. I will someday if it is ever loaned to the Hermitage. Or I might go to Germany once...my career is finished and I have more time to travel.” She paused to think. She never thought of the end of her career. Of course there was an expiration date on dancers, and hers drew near with each season that passed, but she never thought about it. Ballet was her life. It was who she was, not just what she did. Someday her body would fail her, most likely her knee, but not today. She pushed the thought down.

“Do you have a favorite painting?” Serena remembered to ask. She had talked enough about herself.

“I know nothing about paintings,” he admitted.

“So, you’re just here for the champagne as well.” She held up her glass to toast him.

“And the people watching.”

His stare on her was palpable. Her skin was on fire under the scrutiny of his gaze. He stood too close for her to breathe.

“Shall I show you another room?” Her voice came out in a strangled whisper. “I am as good as most tour guides. Sometimes I fall into the crowd and listen to the tours. The Australian ones are the best. Their accents carry, so I don’t have to strain to hear, and they always know the best trivia.” She was waffling now, just gibberish.

Roman gave his head a slow shake. “I am not interested in art.”

Serena could not stop the small sigh of disappointment. She had failed to capture his interest. There was a sting in the realization. It was a bullet dodged. She should feel relieved, but strangely she wasn’t.

The fear, she did enjoy it. It was almost like playing with fire, except Roman Usmanov was no doubt more deadly. Her heart picked up speed again. Oh God, what was she doing? She needed to focus. This was her job, her career, her life. She could not fail.

He would desire her, fuck her, make her his mistress even. She would do whatever it took to get the job done. Her life as a dancer had trained her that her body was a tool, and she would use it in any way she needed. Roman would not take her home unless he sampled the goods, so she had better make it convincing.

Serena swallowed past the lump in her throat. Roman’s date would be on the hunt for him soon. She could not wait. She laid her hand flat against his broad chest. Her fingers trembled on top of solid muscle. His body was so powerful, a massive frame bulked by large muscle and tight sinew. He was far too strong. She had never put herself in this much physical danger. If he killed her, would anyone know? Would anyone care? Roman Usmanov could easily kill her. He would if he discovered her motives.

Who would care if he did? The question robbed her of the little breath that remained. Not the other dancers in the company. They were colleagues, not friends. They pretended to be her friends, but they weren’t. There was too much competition for that.

Pavel.

Pavel would care because he would have to recruit and train another woman.

Maxim. Her director would care because Serena was his star. She brought the audiences in, but she was disposable. Hundreds of dancers from around the world coveted her position. She would be replaced. As soon as her role was filled, she would be forgotten.

Lev? The love of her life. Would Lev care? He had loved her once. He would have given anything for her. But that was a long time ago. Even if the news reached him, she was just a memory for him, probably not a good one.

There was no one. Serena’s throat tightened. No one. She had given it all up for her career. She’d had friends and love, but now she had her career. An unfamiliar pressure built behind her eyes. She blinked hard to ease it.

It didn’t matter. Realization struck her. If she died, it didn’t matter because the result was the same if she failed. Her career and thus her life would be over. No. I’m not done. Her body had not failed her yet. She would be successful in this the way she was in everything else, with sheer grit. Adrenaline surged in her veins, it pushed out any residual doubt. She glanced around the room again to make sure it was clear. There was no one except Roman. She studied the scarred, discolored skin of his profile as he looked up at a painting. She did not follow his gaze. He was all she saw, all that mattered right now. Determination pushed her forward.

She stepped onto her tiptoes. Even then she did not reach his mouth, so she whispered against his neck. She breathed in his scent, fresh like soap, no aftershave, just a clean, masculine scent. “What are you interested in?” Her lips caressed him with each syllable. The texture of scarred skin sent a shock that rippled a flame of sensation through her. The burn looked hideous, but it felt strangely soft and sensual against her mouth. Serena was overcome with the desire to trace the scar with the tip of her tongue just to know what it would feel like. But she couldn’t, not yet.

For a painful moment, Roman did not move. His body was rigid against her. But at last, he lowered his head so his lips touched hers. “Tell me what you’re offering.” His low voice commanded. He was so close. He could kiss her but he didn’t. He let his words provide the only movement.

She couldn’t ask him to take her home. Not yet. Her fingers shook as she laced them around his neck and pulled his head down the final distance to meet her mouth. She connected with his full bottom lip first
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