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      After a lifetime of ordinary, Katya Miller discovers a world she never knew existed and a man who may be her undoing....

      In the wake of her parents’ death, Katya’s search for answers reveals her family’s deep ties to the infamous Russian Mafia. Now, determined to get revenge and take her place at the top, she’ll let no one stand in her way. Not even dark, brooding mafia boss, Nikolai, whose tantalizing good looks tempt her like never before.

      Bratva mafia boss Nikolai Tsarsko is used to having whatever he wants, until a headstrong strawberry blonde becomes an intriguing challenge. Katya may be the key to reuniting the organization, and with that comes danger from every direction. To protect and possess her, Nikolai will have to use his most wicked ways.

      In an underworld filled with unexpected enemies, Kat tries to take her rightful place, Nik fights to keep her safe, and a powerful passion ignites that may bring them both to their knees…
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      Kat listened to the beat of the bass. Her entire body throbbed in time to the deep thump, thump, thump, making her nausea that much worse.

      What was I thinking?

      Mickey Yosov, a scrawny man with greasy hair and an even greasier goatee, stuck his head around the corner of the small dressing area and gave her what passed for a smile. “Two minutes, girly, and you’re up. Remember, give ‘em a good show or this will be your one and only performance.”

      Kat gave him small smile, “Got it.”

      Mickey eyed her briefly then nodded and left. Kat sighed in relief. She had only met him yesterday, and already she was dreading any long-term association with him.

      She barely forced back another wave of nausea and was glad she hadn’t eaten anything. Puking all over the stage was surely not the way to win points with the new boss. Taking a deep breath Katya Miller looked at her reflection in the mirror. The 23 year-old woman who looked back was above average in height with strawberry blonde hair, hazel eyes, and a pert little nose above a square chin. Her complexion was without blemish, having zealously protected her skin from the sun most of her life so that freckles wouldn’t mar her beauty. Her eyes drifted down her toned body, coming to rest on her plump ass, the only part of her body she wished she could change.

      Her outfit for tonight’s performance consisted of a very skimpy black G-string, covered up by a barely-there plaid schoolgirl pleated skirt. She wore a black mesh bra beneath a white fitted shirt unbuttoned and tied above her belly button. Her chest was normally perfectly proportioned to the rest of her body. But the shirt was at least two sizes too small, causing her breasts to bulge against the fabric.

      Her hair was done up in two pigtails, each with a coordinating plaid bow on top. To complete the outfit, her lips had been painted with a strawberry lip-gloss that left them shiny and naughty.

      She’d spent four grueling hours the day before, and a wad of cash she probably should have held onto, at an upscale spa having her body scrubbed, waxed, and moisturized to perfection. She was polished in every way possible for this debut performance.

      If I have to work here long, I’m going to have to come up with my own costumes, Kat thought but had to admit she looked the part she was about to play.

      Hearing her song start, she took a deep breath and walked towards the curtain. Straightening her spine, she gave herself a silent lecture to be strong.

      Come on, Kat, don’t over think this. Keep your mind on the goal.

      As Kat stepped through the blue velvet she paused, letting her eyes adjust to the Zora’s dim lighting and smoky interior. The stage consisted of a long runway fitted with several poles that extended from the floor to the roof above and ended in a wide circle, which served as a bar for the crowding patrons. Above the stage, disco lights spun slowly, casting a shower of glimmering light on the stage.

      Located off the strip, the Zora was one of the most notorious clubs in Las Vegas and its whispered ties to organized crime were what had led Kat through its doors for this adventure...
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      Most of Kat’s 23 years had been uneventful, until her parents’ recent deaths.

      The police had quickly determined they had been victims of road rage and the case was left there. After graduating from college Kat had gone to work for a private investigator that specialized in insurance fraud. Her boss wasn’t a strictly by the books type and let her use some of his resources to help settle her parent’s estate after their untimely deaths. His willingness to fudge the rules had enabled her to access all kinds of information about her parents’ holdings, information that would have taken her months to obtain had she gone through normal channels. Everything was as she had expected. Almost.

      One of the hardest parts of losing both of her parents was being left alone with no family. Then she had found the safety deposit box containing information that abruptly turned her world upside down. According to the paperwork her mother and father had hidden away, she had a myriad of cousins, aunts, uncles, and possibly even a grandfather still living.

      Kat spent three days poring over the documents then spent another day and a half scouring the Internet, disbelieving half of what she had discovered in various newspaper articles and intrigued by the remainder. She’d discovered her parents had belonged to the Ogalla Russkaya mafiya, or Russian-American mafia, which based its operations out of southern Florida.

      After her fourth birthday, the violence between her extended family members and the Colombian drug cartels escalated to a point where her parents left the organization and went into hiding. Kat’s mother had detailed their reasoning in one of her letters, and that reason had been her. They had left their family in order to protect their daughter.

      But they had done so without the pakhan’s good wishes and a price had been placed upon their heads. According to her research, the pakhan was very much like the godfather of the Bratva and his word was law. Her father had been one of his most loyal and trusted advisors, working as the kassir, or accountant, keeping the organization’s books. As such, he simply knew too much to be allowed to leave. That he was also the pakhan’s grandson hadn’t helped.

      The Millers, whose real name was the Osins, had raised their daughter in a variety of nice little suburbs outside major cities, never bemoaning their lack of an extended family. Holidays and birthdays had been celebrated with just the three of them for as far back as Kat could remember.

      Throughout her childhood, they had moved every two or three years. Now Kat understood their lack of roots was to prevent having their location discovered. But their last move came during her senior year of high school. Her parents had remained living outside St. Louis for nearly six years, until they became the supposed victims of road rage.

      According to the official police report, their SUV had been pushed off the highway, rolling four times before coming to a stop in a ravine. The first responders on the scene had located her mother’s body. She had been thrown from the vehicle and impaled on a piece of rebar sticking out on the damaged guardrail. She’d been pronounced dead at the scene. Her father was found inside the vehicle, having suffered severe trauma to his head and neck during the accident. The coroner had assured her that both of them had died almost instantly. A small comfort at a time when she was faced with the loss of the only two people in the world she could call her own.

      The detectives let her know there wasn’t much they could do to find the guilty party. The area of the highway where the accident had occurred did not have any video surveillance nor had there been any witnesses. Four days after the accident, Kat buried the only two people in the world that mattered to her, surrounded by a few neighbors and some acquaintances.

      She mourned her parents then began adjusting to her solitary life. Then she discovered her parents’ secrets and her unknown family. Despite her curiosity, Kat planned to file the paperwork away and ignore it—until she realized she was being followed. One night she had gone into the bathroom without turning the light on and heard two men talking underneath her bathroom window, speaking Russian. Kat hadn’t known she had a Russian heritage when she’d decided to take Russian as her foreign language in high school. She’d taken it because she had hoped to one day travel to Moscow and dance with the Russian Ballet and had wanted to be able to communicate with her fellow dancers. She couldn’t make out much of their whispered conversation but clearly heard them mention the names of her parents.

      When two FBI agents showed up on her doorstep the next morning, she had assumed it was because they had discovered her parents’ true identities. But it was more than just a fishing expedition. They expressed concern for her welfare. What they told her both chilled her to the bone and angered her. Apparently the FBI had her under surveillance and discovered she was being followed by two men who worked for a rival Bratva very friendly with the Ogalla crime family that her parents had run from. The feds had reason to believe that as a show of good faith to the current Ogalla leader, these two men had taken her parents out because they had offered to be informants in exchange for witness protection. It seemed her parents had grown tired of having to move and were ready to settle down; once and for all.

      The new leadership of the Ogalla mafia controlled the import of drugs from their Colombian contacts forcing the other mafia groups to pay almost double for their merchandise. This had angered many of them. Several attempts had been made to assassinate the pakhan, but none had been successful. Kat’s parents had apparently kept abreast of the situation and their loyalties were no longer with the Ogalla mafia.

      Kat told the FBI agents she had no knowledge of her parents’ former life or the Ogalla mafia and couldn’t be of any help. She waited until they drove off then went to work, packed up her desk, and quit her job.

      Her mother’s letters had stated that Danil Yakimov was her uncle and if she should ever find herself in need of protection, she should find him. Danil was part of the San Moreno group, operating for the most part in California and Nevada. Kat researched her uncle, finding several recent photos of him on the Internet taken in Las Vegas casinos and at the Zora. It seemed her uncle liked his pleasures!

      She wanted revenge for her parents’ murders, but she didn’t want to give up her own life in the process. She had in her possession a sealed letter her mother had written to Danil, and while she had been tempted to open it, she also realized there was most likely a good reason her mother had sealed it with wax. Perhaps it was some signal her uncle would recognize.

      Kat closed up her parent’s house, purchased a one-way ticket to Las Vegas, and went hunting. Having learned all she could about the Russian mafia operating in the US, she had decided to try to locate her uncle without broadcasting her identity to everyone...
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      “Pssst!”

      The harsh whisper brought Kat out of her daydream. She turned to see Mickey scowling at her from the bar area.

      “What’s the problem?” he asked, looking ready to climb up on the stage. “They’re getting ready to start your music—again!”

      “Nothing. Just getting my bearings,” she offered with a wan smile.

      “Well then...” he said with a wide sweep of his arm towards the empty stage.

      Kat looked out on the audience as the music increased in volume. Steeling her resolve, she walked forward, putting a little shimmy in her stance and plastering a come-hither smile on her face. If her intel was correct, Danil should be in the club and her plan was to look for him during her performance.

      Kat grabbed the first pole she came to, turning her back to the audience and then letting her body slide down the pole as she bent her head back; giving those seated closest a glimpse down her shirt.

      At the next pole, she did a sexy twist and turn around the pole before lowering her torso so that her back was parallel to the stage floor, giving anyone seated behind her a sneak preview of what lie beneath her skirt.

      Listening to the crowd respond, Kat immediately shut off the part of her brain that wanted to blush in embarrassment, focusing on why she was here.

      She walked around the edge of the stage, untying the shirt to let it hang open. She boldly looked out at the men gathered around the tables and in the booths, making brief eye contact with each.

      Kat strutted around the stage swinging her hips and finally let the shirt drop off her shoulders to drag behind her, held only by the fingertips of her left hand. The sheer mesh of the bra hid little so her breasts were on full display. She moved to the far side of the stage to look over the only booth she’d yet to check out. It was situated at the very back of the bar, surrounded on two sides by walls and on the other two by big hulking men.

      She swore under her breath. She assumed that must be Danil’s booth but his bodyguards prevented her from seeing for sure. Swallowing her disappointment, Kat realized her set was almost over. She quickly unzipped the skirt, let it fall to her ankles, and suggestively stepped out of it. She glanced out of the corner of her eye to see Mickey leering at her with a big smile.

      Score!

      She bent at the waist to pick the shirt up, her backside to the eager audience, inwardly cringing at the rude suggestions shouted by some patrons. But she straightened up, turned, and approached the men who were eager to tuck the money they held high into the straps of her G-string. This was the part of the job she had been most hesitant about; having strange men putting their hands upon her in such close proximity to her private areas.

      Pulling the ponytail holders from her hair, Kat shook her head to loosen her long hair then tossed it back over her shoulders. Having her hair brushing against her back and partially covering her exposed breasts provided Kat enough security to continue her charade.

      With her best smile pasted on her face, she approach one of the men waving cash and squatted down in front of him. Somehow she managed not to when his stubby fingers touched her left hip and tucked a $20 bill beneath the thin elastic. The smell of onions and sweat wafted off his body and it took everything in her not to gag.

      She nodded her head in thanks, stood back up, and shimmied to the next patron, repeating the process several more times until her song was almost over. She was about to sashay herself backstage when a waving bill caught her attention and she looked into the grey-blue eyes of the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen. Kat tried to turn away, but his enigmatic gaze held her fast. Waving the bill, he used his index finger to beckon her closer.

      Kat felt her breath catch just beneath her ribs and she made her way across the stage until she was standing right in front of him. His dark hair had just enough wave and length that it fell slightly over his forehead, causing her finger to itch with the need to reach out and straighten it. He had a very thin beard and mustache, almost as if he’d simply forgotten to shave for a few days. Kat had never like facial hair on a man before, but on him it was perfect.

      As she stood there watching him, the song came to an end, replaced by catcalls and rude comments that finally enabled her to look away and regain her composure. As she turned to leave the stage, the man her reached out and tucked the bill into the front of her G-string, which was strictly against the rules posted prominently around the small stage.

      The touch of his fingertips sent a shot of heat through her loins and caused her step to falter. He reached out a hand to steady her, but she quickly stepped back and beat a hasty retreat behind the curtain.
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      “Dayum, girl! You sure do know how to snag’em!”

      Kat looked up to see Jewel, a tall African-American princess with ebony hair braided down her back, smiling at her.

      “What do you mean?” Kat asked absently, still trying to recover from her encounter with Mr. Gorgeous.

      “Nikolai Tsarsko!” When Kat just continued to give her a blank stare, Jewel continued, “That beautiful man giving you money? He’s like a god around here. Girl, where are you from?”

      “St. Louis.”

      “Well, for a girl from the Midwest, you sure got Nikolai’s attention. Did you happen to see that booth in the back, surrounded by the overly large men in black suits?”

      Kat nodded. “Were those bodyguards of some sort?”

      “You could say that. There are quite a few people who would just love to see him dead.”

      “Nikolai, huh?” Kat smiled in the mirror. “He’s really good looking.”

      Jewel barked out a laugh. “That man is waaaay beyond good looking. Admit it, your panties got wet just having him look at you.”

      Kat blushed deep red and before she could reply, Mickey came rushing in from the bar area. “Kat, that was amazing! Now, stow your money and then come out here. Nikolai has asked you to join him for a drink.”

      When Kat just sat there dumbfounded, he strode over and pulled her up from the chair. When he reached for the money tucked into her G-string, Kat slapped his hands away. “I can do it!” She quickly pulled the bills out and gasped when she saw Nikolai had tipped her a hundred dollar bill! Mickey and Jewel both laughed at her shock.

      Kat stashed the money into the lockbox Mickey had given her. According to him, while there might be honor among thieves, strippers were a breed of their own and just when you thought you could trust them, they’d steal you blind and leave you to rot in the gutter.

      She reached for her robe, intending to cover herself up before entering the bar, but Mickey stopped her, “You won’t need that.”

      “Yes, I will. I told you during my interview, I dance. That’s it. I don’t serve drinks and I don’t perform more personal services.”

      I dance...Kat thought her parents would probably roll over in their graves if they could see how she was putting years of ballet lessons to use.

      Mickey tried to stare her down, but Kat didn’t blink. He shrugged his shoulders, “Whatever. Come on, you can’t keep someone as important as Nikolai waiting!”

      Kat slipped on the robe and tied the sash as she followed Mickey back out into the bar. He led her straight to the guarded booth, murmured, “Be real nice, now,” and then left.

      Kat turned to the two bodyguards eyeing her up and down. “Mr. Nikolai asked to see me?”

      They parted in unison, revealing the booth’s only occupant with a broad smile upon his face. “I’m so glad you could join me. Please, have a seat.”

      Kat smiled nervously. The magnetism she felt from this man left her feeling like a silly schoolgirl.

      “So, Mickey tells me your name is Kat Miller,” Nikolai commented, signaling for one of the bodyguards to call a waitress.

      “It’s actually Katya,” she informed him in a soft voice.

      “Katya. A nice Russian name. Are your parents Russian?”

      “Were. They died a couple months ago.”

      Before Nikolai could respond the waitress arrived. He ignored the server’s flirtatious smile and asked Kat, “What will you have?”

      “Water please, with lemon.” Kat felt the angry vibes flowing off the waitress and avoided making eye contact.

      Nikolai smiled, “How about some white wine instead?”

      Kat shook her head, “I don’t drink.”

      “At all?”

      “I really don’t like the way it makes me feel. And frankly, why would I do something that I know ahead of time is going to have me throwing up and hugging the toilet in the morning?”

      Her expression of distaste made Nikolai laugh and had him thinking of ways to corrupt the little innocent sitting next to him. She had played the vixen on the stage quite convincingly but seeing her blushing like a young girl made it very apparent to him that Kat desperately needed lessons in how to be bad and he would be her willing teacher.

      “Well, you heard the lady,” Nikolai told the waitress, “Water with lemon.”

      “Yes, sir. And what will you have?” the server asked with a sultry glance, moving close enough to touch him.

      Kat watched as the waitress blatantly flirted with Nikolai, wondering how she could do that with her sitting right there. She couldn’t remember the waitress’s name, but decided that the woman was not to be trusted. At. All.

      “Vodka on the rocks. My private stock. Bring two glasses of ice and the bottle.”

      “Yes, sir,” the waitress said, glaring at Kat jealously as she left. The guards closed ranks once again, enclosing Kat and Nikolai in their private setting. They sat in silence, Nikolai’s gaze making Kat feel as if he could see inside her soul. She wondered how much power he had, and if he was part of the same organization as Danil.

      After the waitress brought their drinks, Nikolai leaned toward Kat. “Tell me about yourself.”

      Kat felt his husky voice wash over her and became slightly alarmed at the shivers that raced down her spine, landing at her core. She reached for her ice water, took several sips, and then set the glass down. Meeting his eyes, she softly asked, “What do you want to know?”

      “Everything.”

      Nikolai poured two shots of the ice-cold vodka. It had been a long time since a female had grabbed his attention in such a way, and he was intrigued by the complexity she presented. Vixen or angel? Maybe both.

      He slid the shot glass over to her. “Drink!”

      Kat shook her head. “I told you, I don’t drink.”

      Nikolai tossed his drink back and asked, “You were serious?”

      “Of course. Why would I lie about something like that?”

      Nikolai watched her and then asked, “So, when did you start dancing?”

      Kat nodded towards the stage. “You mean that kind of dancing?”

      “Yes.”

      Kat chewed on her bottom lip wondering if her conversation would get back to Mickey or not.

      “Is it such a big secret, then?” Nikolai asked, seeing the indecision on her face.

      “Well, I wouldn’t want to say anything that would get me into trouble with the manager.”

      “Mickey?” He smiled and leaned closer, “Now I am intrigued. Spill it.”

      Kat chuckled. “Well, I might have told a little white lie to get him to give me a live audition.”

      Nikolai smiled. “Was what I just observed your audition?”

      Kat blushed. “Yes.”

      Nikolai stared at her, wondering how long it had been since he’d spent time with a woman who still had the ability to blush. He leaned closer still, “What did you tell Mickey? I promise not to rat you out.”

      Kat leaned in so their heads were only a few inches apart, “I told him I had several years experience as an exotic dancer back in Missouri.”

      “You don’t?”

      “No. Not even one time. I’m a classical ballet dancer.”

      Nikolai’s eyes widened and then he sat back and laughed. She loved how the corners of his eyes crinkled when he laughed.

      “That is good.” Nikolai just knew there was a story here and wanted to hear it all, from her lips. His eyes drifted down to her lush mouth, her bottom lip just a bit fuller than the top. Kissable lips. Lips that would look great...

      “Okay, what is a classical ballet dancer doing dancing in a strip club?”

      “Why does any girl strip? Money, of course,” Kat tried to tell the lie without flinching, and hoped she’d pulled it off.

      Before Nikolai could comment, Mickey came to their table. “Kat, are you ready to go on again?”

      Kat looked up at him in dismay. God, I can’t do that again! Not tonight!

      Nikolai saw the panic on her beautiful face and came to her rescue. “She will not be performing again this evening. She has just agreed to have dinner with me.”

      Kat looked at him, stunned. Mickey seemed thrilled and rubbed his hands together with a smile. “Excellent! Then Kat, I bid you a goodnight. Do not forget to empty out your lockbox and turn it in before you leave. I’ll see you at two o’clock tomorrow.”

      Kat nodded her head, “Okay...”

      The thought of other men seeing her displayed like a whore had Nikolai clenching his fists in a surge of jealousy but his face remained neutral.

      After Mickey left Nikolai tossed back the contents of his glass, watching as Kat took a small sip of her water and tried to see beyond his bodyguards. It was obvious to Nik from the tension in her body that she was walking a very thin line at the moment.

      Why would she apply for a job at a strip club if she can’t stand to be in one?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      The sound of glasses crashing to the floor echoed through the bar causing Katya to flinch and catch her breath.

      Nikolai stood up and held out his hand to her, “Come.” He pulled her from the booth. “I assume you have other clothing backstage?”

      The short robe she had donned after her performance barely touched the top of her thighs and was diaphanous to the point of being almost completely see-through. While he was thoroughly enjoying the sight, some part of him recognized she was unused to dressing in such a way and would be horribly embarrassed to be seen leaving dressed like this.

      Kat nodded, casually glancing around the bar, hoping Danil might have arrived while she was speaking with Nikolai. She needed to find Danil!

      Nikolai watched her scan the bar, definitely searching for someone, but whom? She’d just arrived from the Midwest according to her own words, and she knew no one in the city. Or did she? Not liking to be played the fool, he took her arm and then tipped her head back to his own.

      “Who are you searching for?”

      He was 6’4” so Kat had to tip her head almost all the way back in order to meet his eyes. She did some fast thinking before she replied, “No one. Really. I was just trying to see if the same guys were here, or if different men came in here throughout the night.”

      Nikolai knew she was lying, but decided to save further questioning for later. When he had her alone and could call her on it.

      “Go change and then meet me out front.”

      “Okay, but you know you don’t really have to take me to dinner. I know you only offered because of my reaction when Mickey asked me to dance again.”

      “Oh, you think you can read my mind after only knowing me for what,” he glanced at his expensive watch, “fifteen minutes?”

      “No, but isn’t that why you offered?”

      His smirk let her know he was teasing her. “Yes, but I was going to convince you to join me for dinner anyway. Mickey just took away the asking part.”

      Kat shook her head at his logic. It was clear that it never entered his mind that she might have declined his dinner invitation. “You’re pretty confident, aren’t you?”

      “Am I wrong?”

      Kat sighed, “Probably not, but know we’ll never know. Will we?”

      She knew she was playing with fire teasing him, but she couldn’t help it. The attraction she felt for him was something new. Her last boyfriend had been more on the friend with benefits scale. Sexual attraction to Jimmy hadn’t been anything special, more like a mutual way to relieve stress after a long grueling practice session or stellar performance.

      She’d never known such overwhelming desire upon meeting someone before. Up to now rather than put herself out there for some real human experimentation she had contented herself with reading books and fantasizing about romance and sex. Not to say she didn’t have any experience, but on a scale of one to ten, most of her physical encounters in the past would rate no higher than a four.

      Something told her that getting involved with Nikolai would be off the charts. She gave him a small smile and then headed to the backstage area. The other women were all out, either working the lounge area or the more private backroom. Kat removed the see-through bra along with the G-string and put on her own underwear, wondering how women could willingly wear such skimpy underwear and be comfortable. Going commando would be more comfortable than what she’d just taken off. She quickly donned her street clothes: worn jeans that hugged her body and lean legs perfectly, brown leather ankle boots, and a black jersey-knit off the shoulder sweatshirt that bared her pale skin beneath.

      Normally she would have worn a leotard beneath the top, but that was for another time and place. The bra situation wasn’t to be, as she hadn’t worn one to the bar this afternoon. She adjusted the top several times, trying to hide the fact that her nipples were hard after having spent the last fifteen minutes in the presence of Nikolai. She was turned on, and without the benefit of a bra, anyone willing to look would be able to see that fact. Knowing there was nothing to be done about it she fluffed her hair up, wiped off the garish makeup and lip gloss, and then retrieved her tip money.

      Tucking the bills into her back pocket, she grabbed her sling backpack and the lockbox and then headed for the front door. She could see Nikolai talking with his bodyguards as she approached. After she handed the lockbox to the bouncer, he reached out and took her hand, pulling her out into the night.

      While they waited for his limo to be brought around, he spoke to one of his bodyguards in Russian, instructing him to wait for Danil to show up and bring the ledgers back to his penthouse.

      Kat listened, trying not to let on that she could understand him, but she couldn’t help but look at him when he mentioned Danil’s name.

      Nikolai felt her focus change when he mentioned his brigadier and wondered if she by chance knew how to speak Russian. Thinking he’d need to test his theory out later, he told his bodyguard he’d talk to him in the morning and then addressed Kat. “Come, dinner waits.”

      He helped her into the limo, instructing his driver to take them straight to his penthouse. He also instructed the driver to call ahead and have dinner waiting for them. Replacing the handset, he raised the dividing pane, cloaking the back of the limo in soft blue light and securing their privacy.

      “So, Katya, what brought a girl from the Midwest to Sin City?” Nikolai settled back against the plush leather interior and watched her fidget for a moment.

      Kat took a breath and decided she needed to stick as close to the truth as possible. She was a horrible liar. Always had been, always would be. “After my parents’ deaths, I found some papers that indicated I might not be as alone in this world as I’d originally thought. I did a little research and it led me here.”

      “So, you are looking for someone?” Nikolai asked, remembering how she had searched the bar as they exited his private booth.

      “Kind of. I don’t think this person even knows I exist, to be honest. It seems my parents had some sort of a falling out with my mom’s side of the family.”

      “What about your father’s family?” He watched as the skin around her eyes tightened – in fear, or in anger. He couldn’t read her yet, but he would be able to. Soon.

      “I...,” Kat paused, not giving voice to the hatred that burned in her gut at the mention of her father’s family, who killed one another to hide their dirty secrets.

      “Yes?” Nikolai prompted.

      “I can’t contact them at this time.” She looked out the window as the luxurious vehicle came to a stop outside one of Las Vegas’ newest hotel casino properties. Looking back at Nikolai, she asked, “What are we doing here?”

      “This is where I live.”

      She looked up at the building, craning her neck to look out the window, and still she was unable to see the roof. She turned back around to see Nikolai smiling at her in a way that had her questioning what he might be thinking.

      As Nikolai ushered Kat into the elegant lobby, he told her, “Dinner should be waiting for us.” he told her as he. He waved his hand in greeting to the uniformed employees who stood ready to serve and spoke briefly to several of them. When he led her to a private elevator and inserted a keycard, she raised her eyebrows, wondering about the man by her side.

      The name Tsarsko had not surfaced on any of her Internet searches. But unfortunately information on the American-based Russian Bratva’s organizational structure and leadership was elusive. There were many different branches operating within the United States, many of them rogue groups that had no significant ties to the others.

      As the elevator came to a stop, she waited for the doors to open and when they didn’t, she glanced over at her companion to see him lounging against the wall of the elevator car, watching her like a wolf watches a rabbit before it pounces.

      She stared back at him for a moment then dropped her eyes, unable to hold his stare.

      Nikolai smiled at her nervousness. He had heard the catch in her breath the first time their eyes had met, and the attraction he felt for her had only strengthened over the last hour in her presence.

      He approached her, noticing with a small smile how she backed up until she was plastered against the mirrored wall behind her. He lifted one hand, placing it on the mirrored surface next to her ear and then leaned down so that he could whisper in her opposite ear, “Are you hungry?”

      Kat swallowed and tried to look him in the eye, but it was hard to maintain with him so close to her. She could feel the heat pouring off his chest, and the smell of his cologne was intoxicating. She felt her knees start to soften. She’d never had such a reaction to a man before and was at a loss how to handle it.

      She swallowed again, her mouth dry. “I could eat.”

      Nikolai let his free hand pick up a strand of her hair as it lay over her shoulder, curling softly over the top of her breast. He let the silky strands flow through his fingers, rubbing it between his thumb and forefinger before leaning close so that his breath just brushed her ear, “Me, too. I’ve been hungry since I watched you dance. Shall I tell you what I’m hungry for?”

      Kat closed her eyes as his words brushed over her senses. She was in deep trouble and felt her resolve weakening.

      Have a little fun, you’re due! You can always pick up the hunt for your uncle in the morning. You’ve never had an opportunity like this. Who knows, reality could be much better than books...

      Kat couldn’t stop the groan that escaped her lips as he nuzzled the skin just beneath her ear, causing shivers to consume her entire body and her breath to hitch as she struggled to maintain her composure. “I thought we were going to eat food.”

      Nikolai inhaled her sweet scent, a combination of shampoo and vanilla. She smelled good enough to eat. “Food can figure into the equation.”

      Kat lightly pushed against his chest, moving him back far enough she could see his eyes, “Why did you bring me here?”

      Nikolai met her eyes and then asked her, with a raised brow, “Do you really need me to spell it out?” His free hand was now caressing her collarbone, slowly inching its way down her chest.

      “I think you’d better. I wouldn’t want to assume the wrong thing.”

      Nikolai grinned. “How about we step out of this elevator and see what the kitchen sent up. While we eat, I’ll be happy to describe in detail everything else.”

      Kat knew he was giving her a small reprieve, and possibly himself a chance to regain his control. “That works for me.”

      “Good.” Nikolai kissed the top of her nose and then stepped away, pressing a button to open the elevator doors.

      Nikolai led her from the elevator and into a stunning room done in whites and blacks, with bold splashes of bright colors thrown in here and there. While he went to check out the contents of the serving cart, the wall of windows drew Kat towards them.

      He had a fabulous view of the Las Vegas skyline, and as she looked down on the city, she could see the many hotels and casinos below, their lights dispelling the darkness of the night. She let her eyes scan the city until it faded back to black and marveled at how a little light could make the darkness fade away. Too bad something as simple as a flashlight or candle couldn’t make the evil in this world fade away.

      Turning, she saw Nikolai standing across the room watching her and pushed all thoughts of her purpose for being in Las Vegas from her mind.

      She let her eyes wander down his body; the black shirt, beneath the black jacket, and tucked into the black fitted trousers, should have given him a dark look. Just the opposite was true. The dark clothing seemed to accentuate the grey-blue color of his eyes. And the effect of his barely there beard and mustache gave him an air of naughtiness, something that both drew her in and made her want to run away and hide.

      He really is beyond gorgeous!

      Kat let her eyes wander down his chest, biting her lip as he slowly removed the suit jacket and rolled his shirtsleeves up to reveal muscular arms adorned with an intricate tribal pattern. She let her feet carry her forward, not stopping until she was close enough to trace the designs on his arms with a fingertip.

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Why not?”

      “How far up do they go?” she asked.

      “Past my shoulders and down my back.”

      Kat wanted to demand he remove his shirt and show her, but thought it might be a little rude. She’d always admired well-done tattoos, but being afraid of needles, had never had the courage to get one. Besides, she had spent a large portion of her life in one costume or another and tattoos required extra makeup to cover them up. Just because she couldn’t get one, didn’t mean she couldn’t admire them on others.

      “Will you show me the rest of them later?” she asked, covering her mouth with her hand as she realized what she’d just said. Way to go, Kat! What must he think about me, being so forward?

      “If you want. For now, let’s eat.”

      Nikolai directed her to a chair and helped her be seated. Kat looked at the marvelous meal set in front of her and immediately her stomach reminded her she hadn’t eaten since early that morning. The hotel she was staying at had boasted a “full continental breakfast” when she’d made her reservations. In reality, breakfast had consisted of cold cereal, yogurt, and mediocre coffee.

      The kitchen staff had sent up a variety of menu items, including prime rib, pasta alfredo, mouth-watering rolls, and cheesecake for dessert. “This looks amazing,” putting a helping of pasta onto her plate. After forking up the first bite Kat closed her eyes and moaned in pleasure, “Oh God, I’d forgotten how good pasta could be.”

      Nikolai watched her devour the food, wondering at her strange comment and then asking, “Your meal is adequate?”

      Kat looked up at him, wiping her mouth on her napkin before answering, “It’s fabulous! As a dancer, I’ve always had to watch what I eat so carefully. Even gaining five pounds could make it harder to execute the lifts and turns with a partner.”

      “You speak as if those days are in the past,” he commented, taking another bite of his own meal.

      “For the most part, I guess they are,” she answered him wistfully.

      “Is this because of your parents’ deaths?” he asked, wondering if she’d mentally given up dancing due to depression or sadness.

      Kat smiled at him and shook her head, “No. Last year I had an accident while on stage and broke my ankle. They were able to fix it, but it’s weak and the doctors don’t believe it will ever be as strong as it once was. I’m still trying to regain some of my flexibility, but it’s not looking very good.”

      Nikolai looked at her thoughtfully, appreciating the hardships she had recently endured and her ability to bounce back. “I’m sure there are many other things you could do with your talents.”

      “Besides strip?” Kat asked, a note in her voice indicating her dislike for the profession.

      “Yes. Why strip? Why at that club?” Nikolai knew there was something she wasn’t telling him, but wasn’t sure about what.

      While Kat debated whether she could trust him, the elevator doors opened and two men exited. One was Vanya, the bodyguard he’d left at the club. The other man she recognized immediately—her uncle Danil.
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      Nikolai was seated so that he could see the two men step off the elevator, and also observe Kat’s immediate recognition of his second in command, Danil Yakimov. He watched her expressions go from relief to joy to wariness and – sadness?

      “Do you know that man?” he asked quietly.

      Kat pulled her gaze away from her uncle to see Nikolai watching her carefully. She tried to find something to say, “He looks familiar, I think.”

      “You think? Who does he look like to you? Have you ever met him before?” Nikolai asked as the two men approached where they sat.

      Kat shook her head and said truthfully, “No, I’ve never met him before.”

      Nikolai turned to the two men. “Do you know this woman?”

      Vanya nodded his head, giving his boss a weird look, “Sir, she was at the club this evening.”

      “You’ve never met her before?” When his bodyguard shook his head, he looked at Danil. “And you? Have you ever met this woman before?”

      Danil stood behind Nikolai’s chair and looked at the young woman with her strawberry blonde head bowed over her lap. He leaned down and asked quietly, “What is her name?”

      “Katya?” Nikolai said to her.

      She raised her head and heard her uncle gasp. Danil felt as if he was looking into the eyes of a ghost. The young woman sitting in Nikolai’s apartment bore a striking resemblance to the woman who had become his sister after her father adopted him. He hadn’t seen or heard from his sister since she had moved to Florida to marry Konstantin some 25 years earlier. Relations between the two organizations had become strained within a few months of her leaving, and the word that had come back to the West Coast groups was that her allegiance had changed and she had been declared dead to her family.

      Karina?” he softly whispered.

      At the mention of her mother’s name Kat felt tears flood her eyes, “No, not Karina. She was my mother.”

      She waited for a reaction and was totally unprepared for the rush of emotion that came pouring forth as Danil swept around the table and engulfed her in a huge hug.

      “Karina? Is she here? How are you here?” Turning to address his boss, he demanded, “Why is she here? What is going on, Nik?”

      Nikolai shrugged. “I was hoping you would have some answers. I assume you were asking about your sister?”

      Danil released Kat and stepped back, “Sorry. Yes, I was speaking about my sister. Don’t you see the resemblance?”

      Nikolai looked back at Kat and tried to remember Danil’s sister but failed. He had only been a boy of seven years old when Karina had married Konstantin Osin from the Ogalla organization and moved to Florida. “No, I don’t see it, but I most likely wouldn’t.” Turning to Kat, he asked, “Was this who you were looking for in the Zora?”

      Kat felt horrible for having lied to Nikolai and tried to make amends, “I’m sorry. I couldn’t tell you I was looking for him. He didn’t even know I existed until just now.” Kat could feel herself starting to tremble as her nerves reached their breaking point.

      Nikolai watched her fret for all of two minutes before making up his mind as he finally took pity on her and waved his hand, “Let’s move on.”

      Danil nodded. “Great idea. Katya, is it?” When she nodded, he continued, “Where is my sister?”

      The tears that had earlier filled Kat’s eyes spilled over and dripped down her cheeks. “Mom and dad are dead. A little over two months ago.”

      Danil collapsed into the nearest chair as he absorbed the news that his little sister was dead. “How?” he asked hoarsely.

      Kat could see how devastated her uncle was, and hesitated to make matters worse by answering his question until he looked up and she could see the sorrow in his eyes. The same sorrow that had been hers only a few weeks back.

      “How did she die?” he asked again.

      “That’s why I’m here.” Kat got up from the table and retrieved her backpack, withdrawing the letter from her mother and holding it out to her uncle. “When I was going through my parents’ things, I found a key to a safe deposit box. This was in it along with lots of other things.”

      Danil took the proffered letter with a shaky hand, seeing the familiar handwriting on the front. “I can’t believe she’s dead,” he murmured, turning the envelope over and staring at the wax seal. Memories assailed him of when he and his sister were children and caught up in playing spy games. They had often written secret notes to one another, carefully sealing them with the wax stick their parents kept in the desk drawer, imprinting their specially crafted seal onto it.

      Katya took her seat once again, feeling Nikolai’s eyes on her. “I wasn’t going to bother with trying to find you, but...,” she trailed off, unsure how to tell her uncle that she’d just met that his only sister had been killed by a Russian hit man from another mafia group, and that now they were after her.

      Danil slowly opened the letter, reading it slowly before calmly folding it back up and tucking it into the pocket of his suit jacket. He took a few moments to compose himself then cleared his throat and addressed Nikolai. “Where did you meet her?”

      Nikolai heard the undertones of a threat in Danil’s voice and chose to ignore the disrespect he saw forthcoming. After all, the man had just found out he had a niece and been told his sister was dead in the space of a few minutes. Any normal man would be off his game with those circumstances to deal with. And Danil wasn’t just any man.

      He was known for his fierce temper and lack of patience; traits that normally aided him well in dealing with members of the organization. Not so much when dealing with family. Instead of answering, he regarded Danil calmly, watching him come back to his senses.

      “Forgive me, Nik.” Danil realized he most likely was going to need Nikolai on his side in the next few minutes, and angering the head of the San Moreno Bratva was definitely not in his best interest.

      “Of course. Now, as to how and where I found your delightful niece, I believe it might be better if she were to tell this part of the story,” Nikolai said, turning his gaze towards Katya.

      Danil looked at Kat, “Well?”

      The anger in his voice put her on the defensive. She had done nothing wrong. Rather than getting confrontational she took another tack. “I did some research on your name after reading some of my mother’s journals. She kept fairly detailed records of things, yet, I didn’t even know I was Russian until I opened that safe deposit box.”

      “Yet, you understand Russian,” Nikolai interjected, to see if she would confirm what he had already surmised.

      Kat inclined her head, “Yes, I understood your conversation with your bodyguards outside Zora’s.”

      “Zora’s? What in the hell was she doing at Zora’s?” Danil demanded angrily.

      Nikolai looked at Katya when he answered, “I believe she was just getting to that.”

      Katya could see the anger on her uncle’s face, but steeled her spine and continued anyway. “After realizing the connection between my parents and your...organizations—”

      “Call them what they are,” Nikolai shot back. He’d be damned if he’d let her try to sugarcoat her heritage. She had been born into the American-Russian mafia, and her grandfather had once controlled the entire West Coast organization, having served as their pakhan for 30 years prior to his stroke and eventual death. She wasn’t just Danil’s niece. She was the missing link that could just possibly reunite the entire western mafia organization.

      Danil watched Nikolai, already seeing where his mind was going and was torn between wanting to hide his niece away from the ugliness that came with belonging to the Bratva, and wanting to take her under his wing and tutor her to become a great leader amongst them.

      Turning his attention back to his niece, he demanded once more, “What were you doing at Zora’s?”

      “I found several pictures of you on the Internet in various casinos and a few at the clubs. One picture had the name of the club in it—Zora. It was taken several months ago. I figured if you had gone there once, maybe you would visit it again.”

      “So you visited a strip club, hoping to find me there?”

      “Well, I wasn’t exactly visiting it...I applied to be a dancer there—”

      “What?” Danil turned to Nikolai for confirmation. After Nikolai nodded Danil dropped his head into his hands and took several calming breaths. Then he asked, “Did Mickey touch you?”

      Not waiting for her to answer, he looked at Nik, his jaw clenched. “He’s a dead man if he laid as much as a finger on her!” Looking back at Katya, he pointed a finger in her direction, raising his voice, “You are never to go back there. Never!”

      Katya bristled at his tone. “You have no right to tell me what to do.” She surged to her feet, only to have her hand grabbed by Nikolai, who pulled back down into the chair right next to his. She gave him a lethal glare before turning it back to her uncle.

      Danil muttered something under his breath and then calmed himself. “Let’s put that aside for the moment. What did you hope to accomplish by finding me? You said yourself that you never intended to do so. What changed your mind?”

      Katya closed her eyes, trying to find her inner place of calm so that she could finish explaining herself. When she felt Nikolai squeeze her fingers, she opened her eyes to see that both men had calmed themselves and the bodyguard had withdrawn to the other room.

      “I didn’t ever plan on contacting you. But then things changed.”

      “What changed?” Nikolai asked, still keeping hold of her hand. He let his thumb rub over the back of her hand, feeling how her body trembled with the emotions crashing through her.

      “I discovered that my parents were murdered,” she spat out, barely containing the fury she felt toward the two men who had killed her parents and then come after her.

      “How did you discover this?” Danil asked.

      Kat explained how she had realized she was being followed and recounted the visit from the FBI agents, including that her parents were about to become informants and that there was a mole in the FBI on the Ogalla payroll.

      Before either man could speak, she continued, “I suspect the men who killed my parents are hoping to finish the job by killing me as well. I don’t fully understand how this was all supposed to work in their favor. According to my mother’s notes, the current leader of the Ogalla group is ostracized by almost all of the other organizations in the western hemisphere.”

      Danil nodded, “That’s correct. He’s aligned himself so closely with the Colombian drug lords that more than once he has turned on his own Russian brothers to secure a higher profit. Most of the organizations have put their own price on his head to dismantle the entire organization.”

      Katya wondered if that meant he would help her avenge her parents’ deaths.

      “You still haven’t told us what you hoped to gain by locating your uncle,” Nikolai said, once again rubbing his thumb over the back of her hand.

      Taking a breath, she looked her uncle in the eye. “I want the men who killed my parents dead. I want their bosses dead. I want everyone who hoped to gain from their death to meet the same fate they subjected my parents to!”

      Nikolai was stunned at her coldness. She had not grown up knowing violence, yet she had easily become a partner with it in order to deal with her grief. She instinctively understood how her people defined justice and apparently wasn’t adverse to it.

      Danil looked at Nikolai, who nodded, then promised Katya, “If revenge is what you are after, I believe that can be arranged. It will be my pleasure to ensure that the men responsible for the death of my sister pay with their lives.”

      Katya exhaled. She’d really done it. She had just asked her uncle to kill people for her. It was surreal and she was having a hard time getting her head around it. That didn’t mean she was willing to change her mind or back down from whatever might be required of her.

      Nikolai called his bodyguard back into the room, “Contact our link at the FBI, and make sure that whoever is looking for her is reassigned. Also, find Grigori and invite him to join us for the weekend.”

      Danil listened to the instructions and then asked, “You’re going to bring in Grigori?”

      “Yes. I’ve always believed it’s better to use outside talent when getting rid of the trash. No messy emotions to get in the way.”

      Katya looked between the two men. “Who is Grigori?”

      “My cousin and a member of the Brussels organization.”

      “As in Brussels, Germany?” Katya asked, wondering why someone from Germany was needed to visit.

      “Yes. Grigori acts as a torpedo.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Katya, there is much about the way we operate that is not found on the Internet,” Danil explained. “Do not question Nikolai in this matter. Trust that the men responsible for your parents’ deaths will be dealt with.”

      “But—”

      “Enough! “Danil told her, raising his voice and causing her to cringe back against her chair. I’ve told you to not question—”

      “I believe you’ve said enough, Danil,” Nikolai said pointedly. He was growing tired of Danil’s lack of control. “You will not intimidate her for questioning what she does not know.”

      “Nik, I respect your authority over the organization, but this is now a family matter and I will deal with it as I see fit.”

      “Stop talking about me as if I’m not sitting right here!” Katya snapped. She was quickly coming to dislike her uncle.

      Danil glared at her and then stood, “Grab your bag and we will finish this discussion when we get home.”

      Katya shook her head. “I’m not going anywhere with you.” She stayed seated, even when her uncle took a menacing step towards her and raised his hand as if to hit her.

      He never got the chance to finish his swing. Nikolai jumped up, grabbed Danil’s arm, and flung him away from her. “If you ever raise your hand to her again, I will personally kill you,” Nikolai said in a quiet, dangerous voice. “Vanya, take him out of here and see that he gets home.”

      Nikolai’s heart was racing and didn’t need to analyze it. Katya was his to protect now. “She’s not staying here with you,” Danil argued.

      “I don’t believe that is your decision to make. She’s already made her wishes known. Whether or not she remains here with me is yet to be determined, but rest assured, her wishes will be taken into consideration in the matter.”

      Vanya grabbed Danil’s arm and began propelling him back towards the elevator doors.

      “Nik, don’t do this.”

      “Danil, I’m going to do us both a favor and forget the last few minutes ever happened. Once you have had a chance to adjust to everything that has been told you this night, we will talk again. Until then, I suggest you get some sleep.”

      Nikolai turned his back on the two men, focusing his attention on Katya who was standing and watching Vanya forcibly remove her uncle from the room. Her expression was one of relief.

      As the elevator doors closed, she lifted her eyes to see Nikolai watching her with a fire in his eyes, one that caused her breath to stall in her lungs and make her heart race out of control. She started backing up, wondering if she should have taken her chances with Danil. When Nikolai paced his steps to match her retreat, she knew she was in trouble.

      The question was, what kind?
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