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      The sour stench of fear filled the room. Lilli couldn’t see through the sack draped over her head. The fabric was rough. Her cheeks burned where the burlap chafed her skin. She had no idea how long she’d been here. The cold from the hard floor seeped through the thin mattress beneath her.

      Two low voices in the next room spoke in Russian. She couldn’t understand a word they were saying, but she knew their tones. The tall, thin man was angry about something. He’d been yelling at the shorter man only a few minutes ago. Lilli could tell them apart by their voices. It hadn’t taken her long to realize that the shorter man was the more dangerous of the two.

      Lilli yanked at her hands. The plastic ties binding her wrists together cut into her flesh. Her skin was caked with dried blood. In another life the pain would have brought tears to her eyes. Not now. She needed to get free. There had been other girls in the room. They were gone. What if Lilli was next?

      The door banged open. She could see a thin line of light through the coarse fabric of the burlap sack. Hard boot steps drew closer. She cowered as close to the wall as she could get.

      “Silly little girl.”

      It was the shorter man. Lilli could tell by his voice. A lump of dread sat heavy in her belly. What if it was her turn?

      He grabbed her roughly by the arm, dragging her to her feet. “Stand up and look pretty.” His cruel cackling laugh made her shrink away.

      He yanked the sack off her head. The yellow light in the room momentarily blinded Lilli. How long had it been since she’d seen the sky? She’d lost track of time.

      The short man grabbed her chin and turned her head side to side. Using the burlap, he scrubbed at her cheeks. “You look like a filthy whore.” He scrubbed again and blood welled to the surface of her skin. “Stupid American bitch.”

      She took deep breaths, focusing on the novelty of breathing air that wasn’t filtered by a dirty bag. Her cheeks stung like hell. In fact, every part of her body hurt. She was pretty sure her wrists were infected, maybe her cheeks too. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten and her belly was hollow. These men seemed to have a plan. Lilli could only hope someone was looking for her.

      “Vitali!” The thin man called out from the next room. “Leave the merchandise alone. The buyer is waiting downstairs. Go let him in.”

      Fear writhed in Lilli’s gut. She was being sold? How would her father find her if that happened? Panic threatened to overwhelm her, but Lilli fought it down. She couldn’t get away. Not right now. She had to wait. Someone was coming.

      What if they don’t?

      The short man — Vitali — dumped her back on the mattress. The air whooshed out of her lungs. He nudged her with his toe and laughed before disappearing back through the door.

      Without the sack she could see a little more of her prison. The room was small and square. Her mattress occupied one corner, and there was a table and chair in the opposite corner. Beneath the table she could see something metal. It looked like a toolbox.

      Scooting across the floor on her butt, Lilli tried to be as quiet as possible. She reached the toolbox and tipped the lid open with her toe. The handle made a ringing noise, but she didn’t stop. There was no time. Vitali might be back any second.

      A pair of pliers caught her eye. Turning, she tried to grab them with her nearly numb fingers. It took a few fumbles to get them lodged in her grip and several more tries to saw away at the plastic ties on her wrists. Each pass across the fabric sliced the thin skin on the inside of her arm. She didn’t care. Nothing mattered except getting away.

      Voices again, this time three men in the outer room. Lilli felt the plastic give and her hands were abruptly free. She hung onto the pliers even though her arms felt leaden from being tied behind her.

      “Right this way,” Vitali said to the stranger.

      “You’re sure this is the American girl?” The new Russian voice was lower and richer than the others.

      “Da,” Vitali said. “She’s a sweet piece of ass. Yes?”

      Lilli got to her knees before gathering her feet beneath her. She wasn’t going with this stranger. She would fight first. When the men walked through the door, she launched herself at them. Hand raised, she aimed the pliers at Vitali’s midsection.

      The metal sank into his thigh. He yelped and swung at Lilli. His fist connected with her face and she was falling, the edges of her vision blackening at the edges.

      “You bitch!” Vitali squealed. “I kill you!”

      Vitali lunged toward Lilli, but something stopped him. It was the other man. Lilli watched, dazed, as he grabbed Vitali by the neck and twisted. There was a crackle and then Vitali slid to the floor in a heap. Another strange man walked into the room. He spoke to Vitali’s killer in Russian before coming to Lilli’s side.

      She gazed at Vitali, seeing his sightless eyes glazed over in death. A tiny line of blood trickled from the corner of his mouth. His neck was turned at such an odd angle. Nobody could twist like that. He was dead. The man who had tormented her was dead.

      The stranger knelt, but Lilli flinched away. So much pain. She didn’t want any more. The man made a soft noise with his mouth. “Hush, little one. I’m not here to hurt you. I’ve come to take you home.”
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      Lilli Pembroke sat up in bed, gasping for air. The dream was always the same. It had been for years. Vitali Ivanovich and his brother Pyotr were dead. Her psyche didn’t seem to care. The week she’d spent as their captive had scorched her soul.

      The sheets were sweat soaked and twisted around her legs. Lilli shoved at the fabric, loosening it enough to climb to the floor. She picked up a thick bathrobe and pulled it on over her flannel pajamas. Sometimes it felt as though she would never be warm again. Her mind remembered the frigid room in a hellhole in Kiev and that was the temperature her body kept.

      She padded through the darkened hallway of her Colorado home in the direction of the kitchen. With over a hundred acres of land, her nearest neighbor was several miles away. Of course her nearest neighbor was also her sister. Not that it gave Lilli any comfort to have Hollie nearby. The two women had never been close.

      It had only been a few months since Hollie had moved to the area. Their overprotective father had always kept Hollie close. Lilli had never understood why. He had married Lilli to a promising young politician and sent her off for safety. Then their father’s plan to keep Hollie safe had backfired when his own dealings with the Russian underworld had surfaced. He’d hired Yuri to protect Hollie, and the rest was history. A few botched attempts on both Yuri and Hollie’s lives ended in murder and witness relocation for Yuri, Hollie, and Yuri’s friend Kirill to the fringes of Lilli’s property. The irony of the whole situation wasn’t lost on Lilli. The man that Kirill had helped Yuri to dispose of in Virginia had been one of Lilli’s Russian captors. It was almost as though her past refused to release its hold on any of them.

      Lilli took a glass from the cabinet and filled it at the sink. The cold water was a welcome relief to her dry, scratchy throat. During those first few days in captivity, she had been consumed by thirst. It was something she’d never truly recovered from. Although, she’d never really recovered from any of it. Lilli was starting to think she never would.

      A COOL WIND blew through the leaves of the tree where Kirill had been sitting for the last three hours. His legs were starting to cramp from the lack of activity, but he ignored the discomfort. It didn’t matter.

      For the past week he had assigned himself to night guard duty at Lilli Pembroke’s house. It was an unofficial designation. In fact, the woman would probably flay him alive if she ever discovered him hanging about. Lilli wasn’t overly fond of Kirill. Not that his damned body seemed to care. From the first moment he’d laid eyes on her he had been fascinated. Unfortunately, he had no idea if she remembered him from before. To Lilli, Kirill was the “guy who lived on her sister’s property.”

      It didn’t help that Kirill and his friend Yuri had more or less been foisted onto Lilli by her estranged father. She had never made it a secret that she wasn’t thrilled her father had picked a property adjacent to hers in order to hide Lilli’s sister, Hollie, and her Russian mobster boyfriend, Yuri. At least Yuri had Hollie to tie him to Lilli. Kirill was just a third party hanger-on. He wasn’t even sure why Hollie had insisted he get a second chance to begin with. Sure, Kirill had tried to help Yuri when an old rival had attempted to take him out, but that didn’t rate an elevation in status to family. At least it had become readily apparent that Lilli didn’t think so. She’d kept her distance from them all. Kirill just wished he knew if it was because she held him somehow responsible for something in the convoluted past that they shared.

      Kirill lowered himself slowly from his perch, his feet landing on the gravelly ground without making a sound. Through the kitchen window he could see Lilli tipping back a glass of water. He had become aware of her nightmares less than a week after he had come to live on the adjoining property. From one insomniac to the other, he understood having difficulty sleeping. It was the animalistic sounds of terror he could often hear that affected him deeply.

      A twig cracked less than a dozen yards away from his position. Kirill froze, straining his ears for more evidence of an intruder’s position. The scent of a cigarette drifted through the clear mountain air. In a copse of trees near the corner of Lilli’s house, Kirill saw an orange pinprick of light. What kind of moronic stalker smoked on the job?

      Staying low, Kirill wound his way through the trees and undergrowth toward the unknown prowler’s position. Last year’s leaves made the going tricky. The air was heavy with moisture and the temperature was dropping. Kirill knew they could expect a dusting of snow by morning. He quietly pulled his sidearm from its holster on his right hip. He was aiming his weapon when his toe caught on a rock. It clattered across a strip of gravel, the sound huge in the darkness.

      The reaction was instantaneous. Something big and heavy crashed through the underbrush, headed away from Lilli’s house. Kirill cursed in Russian and gave chase. Branches and twigs caught on his clothes and hair as he plowed through the undergrowth at what he hoped was an angle to cut off his quarry.

      A dark shape appeared on his right. Kirill barely had time to register the presence of another intruder before someone knocked him off his feet and sent him flying through a tangled group of young aspen trees. The saplings bent beneath his weight and he toppled backward, scrambling to lift his weapon. There was no way some idiot was going to snuff him out this easily.

      He waited on his back for the span of three breaths, his gun barrel raised. The only sound was a distant splash as something — or somethings, in this case — made their way through the stream. Then there was silence.

      Kirill waited, unmoving, until the crickets started singing once again. The night seemed to settle back into its normal pattern. He heard the faint rustle of a squirrel or a raccoon, and in the distance the lone howl of a coyote.

      “Shit,” Kirill muttered.

      He was most definitely going to have a bruise or two for his trouble, and he still didn’t know who’d been stalking Lilli. The first sign of the uninvited guest had been a week ago. Since then he’d been standing guard at Lilli’s, hoping to get a better idea of who was showing such secretive interest. Considering the pace of her nightmares seemed to have increased in the last few days, he half expected that she sensed the unwelcome company whether she realized it or not. People didn’t go through the hell that Lilli Pembroke had survived without waking up their animal side.

      Using the scratchy, flexible aspen trunks, Kirill managed to lever himself to a standing position. He shook the leaves from his hair. Sitting in the crook of a tree for three hours before a full-out pursuit on foot was probably not a great plan anyway. Still, he’d take whatever he could get.

      Kirill backtracked his way toward the intruder’s first position near the corner of Lilli’s house. Kneeling on the ground, he pulled out a tiny penlight and searched the damp ground. A cigarette butt lay on the ground beside the partial print of a combat boot. At least one of the intruders wore around a size ten and liked military surplus equipment. Kirill didn’t know what to make of that just yet. He needed more information.

      “Hey!” Lilli’s voice came to him from the front porch. “Who’s there?”

      Damn. Kirill clicked his light off, realizing his mistake. Not only had he just made more noise than a grizzly bear tearing through the woods, he’d blatantly used a flashlight. He’d been in too much of a hurry to find information to worry about stealth. That sort of mistake could get a man killed.

      Or just piss off a woman that doesn’t really like him anyway.

      He exited the brush, hands raised. “It’s Kirill. I’m not here to make trouble. I was just — following a trail.” The half-truth sounded ridiculous.

      “Then you’d best follow that trail right on back to my sister’s property and your own place,” Lilli ordered.

      She came just a little further out onto the porch. The front lights were on, the warm yellow glow backlighting her short, curvaceous body. As always, she struck Kirill with her understated beauty. Her sister Hollie was considered to be a real looker, and Lilli just mildly attractive. Kirill had long ago decided that was bullshit.

      Lilli had the sort of curves that made a man think about grabbing her hips and grinding against her full bottom. She was muscular and athletic, with breasts that would spill out of Kirill’s hands should he ever be lucky enough to touch them. Her black hair was thick and curly, and her eyes a bewitching shade of blue. Kirill had known from the time she was a young teenager that she would be stunning and time hadn’t changed a thing.

      “Kirill? I’m not kidding.” There was a note of warning in her tone.

      He holstered his weapon. “I’m going.”

      “Goodnight,” she called.

      Not bothering to answer, Kirill headed back to his dark little bunkhouse at the edge of the wilderness where nothing but a cold fireplace and an even colder bed awaited him.
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