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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Lev

          

        

      

    

    
      Patrolling this place is grunt work, but I don’t mind it. Wandering the long halls decorated with fine art -- mostly imitations but there are some originals as well -- and high ceilings gives me a taste of something I never had in Russia. Not just the wealth, but the peace and quiet, too.

      Most nights, I’m out on the street, enforcing the will of Mikhail the overboss, but when my fists get too bloody, he gives me a break. Someone’s gotta look out for the Bratva’s interests, and I’m proud that he trusts me enough to do it.

      I’m just looking over the landing, down into the spacious foyer, when my phone vibrates against my hip. Unknown caller. Of course.

      “Da?” I answer.

      “Lev, you’re at the manor tonight?”

      “Da.” Andrei, my boss, never calls me, and certainly not so directly. This can’t be good.

      “We’ve gotten word that Pierre is back in town and looking for revenge. He’s looking for an in.”

      I exhale slowly, but the hair on the back of my neck is already prickling. I know no one was in the manor, I would’ve heard it, but suddenly it’s like all the air has shifted. Before I can respond to Andrei, I feel someone descend behind me. He’s likely waiting for me to get off the phone to strangle me, so I won’t give him the pleasure.

      My bandaged hands are still bloody and bruised from last night’s business, but I can sense him, a couple feet back and to my left. I envision it, the marble statue next to him. He likely has a garrote wire in his hand. He’s looking for information, so I’m not going to be dead yet.

      Unfortunately for him, I want information too.

      I’m a bulky man, but when I spin around and lash my leg in the air at the direction of the intruder's head, I feel like a dancer, light on my feet. When my steel toe boot connects with skull, however, that’s an entirely different situation altogether.

      He goes down and I leap on top of him, his garrote wire and my phone both lost in the fray.

      But when he softens up, my fists making a mess of his face, he says something that sends a cold shiver down my spine.

      “He knows Andrei will be at Sonya’s party. That’s how he’ll get him.”

      Sonya. Beautiful, elegant, forbidden Sonya. Andrei saved her from some scumbag a few years back, and now he looks after her like a little sister. His wife is even her best friend, and everyone in town knows her.

      But most of all, me. She’s forbidden to touch since she’s under my boss’ protection, but that doesn’t stop me from looking every chance I get. I’m not much for ballet, but I’ve been to every one of her shows that I could make it to, and never have I felt like this for someone before.

      I’m just an enforcer for the Bratva, though. Not an ounce of class or goodness within me, and so I keep my distance. She doesn’t need to get wrapped up in this business.

      Unfortunately, she already is, and as I punch the frenchman’s lights out, I know her life is in danger tomorrow night. Halloween.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Sonya

          

        

      

    

    
      All the masks surrounding me are absolutely amazing! We’ve never had such lavish costumes where I grew up in Russia, and now I can’t help but surround myself with the amazing creativity and artistry of a masquerade party.

      It seemed only fitting to have a Halloween party, since tonight is my last night on American soil for a full year. Most of the people from the ballet studio were able to make it, and even some very important people from the arts community.

      Andrei even let me use the manor he operates out of, and it has added such a taste of style and pizzazz that I know I’ll remember forever. I look at Cassie and her beautiful white lacy outfit, adorned with a light pink mask, and I can’t help but feel a bit homesick with the idea of leaving her. I’ve been teaching her ballet ever since Andrei married her, and I’m going to miss her most of all.

      “Don’t cry!” she says urgently, and I have to laugh it off that she can see through my strong facade so well. There’s no hiding my feelings from that perceptive young woman.

      “I’m not,” I protest, wiping underneath my eyes. “I don’t want my eyeliner to smudge!”

      She laughs and tugs me into a hug. She’s come so far since I first met her, when she was a meek and shy woman. Now she shines like the brightest light, and she’s the person I go to whenever I need some moral support. I’m definitely going to be spending a fortune on long distance to keep in touch.

      I hug her back, but out of the corner of my eye, I spot a man I’ve seen a couple times before. I think I recognize him from one of my performances...

      He’s tall, and broad, with strong arms and a tight black shirt that hugs his body. He’s looking at me, and doesn’t glance away when I catch him staring. It sends an enticing shiver down my spine. Slowly he moves through the crowd, away from me, calm as anything, but it’s like being hit by lightning: he might be gone, but wow did he leave a mark on me.

      Even as I pull away and glance back to Cassie, I’m far more intrigued about that man, all my other problems disappeared. Where do I know him from?

      “See someone?” Cassie asks sweetly, glancing in my direction, but the man is already gone, lost to the crowd.

      I shake my head, but the stranger’s gorgeous face is burned into my memory. I want to find him again before the party is over.

      “It’s nothing,” I brush it off, looking back and her and noticing her arms are covered in goosebumps. “Oh no, are you freezing?”

      Cassie blushes at the fact that I noticed, and she shakes her head. “I’m fine! Just the fall air is creeping in, I guess.”

      “This place is huge, it must be hard to heat. I have a shawl upstairs I can lend you, though?”

      “That’d be wonderful, Sonya. I’d really appreciate that.”

      I smile and my friend and nod. “I'll be right back. You go, mingle. I’ll find you in a couple minutes.” I look up at the magnificent staircase that sprawls out before me, its white marble looking so pure and clean as I begin to ascend.

      I’m not being totally selfless in getting Cassie my shawl. After all, if I’m upstairs, maybe I can find that stunning stranger again...

      I reach the top and take a moment to stand at the balcony, glancing over my party. There are so many people I want to say goodbye to, so many people I need to thank for helping me get to perform all the way across Western Europe, but instead I’m focused on someone I’ve never even spoken to before.

      I spot him moving through the crowd, alert, but he’s intent upon the crowd and not me. Still, the heat of his glance earlier still burns through me, and there’s something seductive about watching him when he doesn’t know. It feels almost wrong in a way, but in a way that fans the flames he lit earlier.

      He heads into a side room, I think in the direction of the kitchen, and I smile
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