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            ONE

          

          MADISYN

        

      

    

    
      Standing outside Steele Concierge Medical, I stare up at the tall, white building as it towers above me. I feel small and insignificant in comparison, but my contribution is more than just as a nurse.

      “Waiting for something?” Hannah asks.

      I take a swig from the cup of coffee in my hand. “The caffeine to kick in?” I was waiting for my colleague with the FBI, Special Agent Savannah Blakely, to make contact. She never did show up at the coffee shop.

      Hannah grabs my arm and drags me in through the front door, oblivious to the fact that I secretly work for the FBI as a forensic nurse.

      We show our badges to security before being granted entrance past the lobby for the elevators.

      “Check out the eye candy at six o’clock,” Hannah whispers to me as we approach the long hallway of elevators. There are eight elevators, four on each side, making it so that no one has to wait too long for a ride up to their floor.

      I suppose when you pay twenty-five thousand dollars a person per yearly enrollment fee, the least they can do is not make it a long wait to see your physician.

      I inconspicuously glance in the direction Hannah suggests. A gentleman with a dark, scruffy beard, dark eyes, and tattoos covering his arms, chest, and up to his neck meets my stare.

      It’s Mikhail Barinov, my target.

      Is that why Savannah bailed on my ass this morning? Did she see him enter the building on her way to the coffee shop?

      I wouldn’t expect a text or phone call from her. My FBI-issued cell phone is at my desk in the city. I have a burner phone that the bureau provided me with, and Savannah has direct orders not to use that phone number. Contact between us is kept to a minimum.

      “Hot, right?” Hannah says with a wicked grin. “I hope he ends up as one of my patients today. I’d love to do a full physical exam on him.”

      “I never took you for the tattooed, bad boy type,” I say. She’s got a boyfriend at home. He’s sweet, charming, and an accountant. There’s not much of a fantasy wrapped up in that package.

      Hannah is a ray of sunshine, and Mikhail is positively trouble. Thankfully, she’s just looking and not going to ask for his phone number.

      The elevator doors ding open. Hannah shuts her mouth, I do the same, and we step inside first.

      Mikhail shuffles in as well, his suit coat off, draped over his arm. Accompanying him, is a bodyguard or one of his men. He has a half-dozen bodyguards based on the intel I reviewed before my undercover assignment.

      I don’t specifically recognize the gentleman, but Mikhail did a short stint in prison awaiting his trial. It’s possible he made some new connections and grew his empire.

      Neither appears to be injured or unwell at first glance. But Mikhail and his buddy could also be visiting a patient.

      Or maybe he’s making sure he didn’t catch anything while behind bars. Who the hell knows why he’s showing up today?

      The man in the prestigious suit coat presses the button to the third floor. There are a wide array of physicians and medical offices on the third floor. It doesn’t narrow down his reason for coming in today.

      “Any lunch plans?” Hannah asks me, her mood downright chipper. Although she’s talking to me, she’s ogling the bratva leader. I’m confident that she has no idea who he is, or if she did, she’d shut it down right now.

      “Just grabbing sandwiches with my new bestie?” I say, nudging her shoulder. “Assuming that we can get away for an hour.”

      Hannah chuckles. “You’re lucky if you get a fifteen-minute break.”

      My first assignment is to connect with Mikhail without appearing like I genuinely want to. If he senses that I’m desperate, he’ll see right through the charade. It must seem genuine, which is why he’ll need to make the first move.

      That’s a tough sell in the elevator when he doesn’t know anything about me.

      But he’s seen me.

      That’s the first step.

      And now that he’ll recognize me, hopefully, I can earn his trust.

      The elevator dings, and Mikhail steps out along with his muscle, pretending that he didn’t even notice us or acknowledge our existence.

      Except he did notice me.

      His gaze locks with mine downstairs, and while I have to pretend it’s all business, there is something there. A spark that shouldn’t have been, and a stirring of feelings that make my stomach flutter and my heart rate quicken.

      After the double doors shut, I shoot a look at Hannah. I can’t tell her he’s bratva, but he gives off the bad boy vibe. “You and bad boys with tattoos?” I joke.

      “My parents sent me to boarding school. I guess I’m still rebelling.”

      “Well, you'd better get it out of your system. Any day now, Mark is going to propose.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’ve never been deep undercover. I did a week-long stint with the Sanchez Cartel eighteen months ago, but I didn’t come anywhere close to their leader, and that’s nothing compared to the viciousness of the bratva.

      After work, I catch a glimpse of Agent Blakely outside. Savannah is keeping a low profile, but the moment I lock eyes with her, she gives me the signal for the second stage of our plan.

      While I’ve been working diligently at the medical center as a nurse, the team back at the New York City field office has been digging up information on the bratva and gathering up intelligence to analyze.

      I head down the block to grab my car, destined to break down on my way home. The vehicle will overheat, and the engine will die a few blocks from the bratva’s compound if I’m lucky.

      They had to pick the crappiest, coldest, and rainiest day in existence.

      Some days, my job sucks.

      I pull out of the parking garage and head down the block. Traffic is heavy, which isn’t uncommon for New York. If I weren’t undercover, I’d ordinarily take the subway to the FBI field office from my house.

      But as Madisyn Taylor, I drive to work daily in a used car that the agency purchased. Surprisingly, the vehicle still has four wheels attached, but it’s well over two hundred thousand miles, and the outer body is an eyesore with its rust and paint discoloration.

      Are nurses at the concierge center not paid well? It looks like I’m living paycheck to paycheck.

      Is that the impression they want Mikhail to have? That I’m destitute and for him to take pity on me.

      I have memorized the directions to the bratva compound, and the rental property that I’m staying in is located a few miles past the location.

      Rain pelts the windshield, and I pop on the wipers, struggling to see through the onset of weather. I’m not looking forward to what comes next.

      I’m a bundle of anxious energy, which I have to contain if I want this to go without a hitch. I’ve trained for this moment, going undercover, being able to rattle off a lie without being caught.

      Heading down the road and away from the city’s dense traffic, my check engine light pops on. I hit the gas a little harder, hoping that I’ll be able to make it to my destination before the deluge outside drowns me.

      The engine sputters, and the oil light pops on next. The FBI really wanted to make sure my car broke down. The engine produces a horrible clicking sound and dies just as I pull up within walking distance of the compound’s fence.

      I’d have preferred to be a bit closer. There are other nearby houses, but they’re not the intended target.

      I step out of the vehicle into the storm. It takes seconds for me to become soaked. I’m dripping wet, shivering, and my clothes are clinging to my skin.

      I hustle toward the guard gate.

      “Excuse me,” I say. My teeth are chattering, and I’m not sure they can even understand the words coming from my mouth.

      The guard pushes the window in his booth aside, sliding it to answer me. He’s out of the rain, dry as a bone. “This is private property,” he says. His voice is gruff, and he’s got a thick Russian accent.

      “My car broke down,” I say and point at the vehicle a few yards away. I’m not sure if he can see it or not from his position inside of the booth, but he doesn’t look the least bit concerned about helping me.

      “Try your cell phone.”

      “It’s dead.” I pull my phone from my pocket. It’s an older cell phone that the agency provided me with, a previous model that doesn’t appear to give the same resemblance as a burner phone. The last thing I want is to draw more suspicion toward me.

      If the battery hadn’t been entirely drained earlier, then the deluge indeed killed my phone. I show it to the guard on duty.

      He grumbles and picks up the landline phone. “I’ll call a tow truck for you,” he grunts.

      As I stand out in the cold, shivering, soaking wet, with the rain continuing to pour, a black SUV with tinted windows pulls up to the gate.

      The driver’s window rolls down, and I recognize the man from earlier at the hospital, the bodyguard. Mikhail Barinov is seated in the front passenger seat.

      The bodyguard doesn’t say a word. He doesn’t have to. My presence is enough to warrant an explanation.

      “The girl says her car broke down,” the gentleman in the booth answers. He opens the gate for their vehicle.

      Thunder bellows out overhead.

      Mikhail steps out into the deluge with an umbrella and hurries around to the passenger side to open the door for me. He slips out of his black wool coat, which is mostly dry, and drapes it over my shoulders. It’s a warm and welcome relief from the cold clothes that cling to my skin.

      “Come inside, dry off, and we’ll get you on your way,” he says and opens the back door.

      I am shivering and trembling from the frigid weather. The coat keeps me from making a mess of the leather interior with my wet clothes. “Thanks,” I say, and Mikhail shuts the door before stepping around to the passenger side.

      The engine purrs as the driver hits the gas and guides the SUV forward past the open gates.

      Shivering, I shove my arms into the warm coat and my hands into the pockets to get warm. My fingers graze over a small metallic rectangular object, a flash drive.
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          MIKHAIL

        

      

    

    
      It’s raining outside, pouring, and some girl who barely looks old enough to drink is standing by my gate.

      Maybe she’s older than twenty-one. It’s honestly hard to tell with her blonde hair clinging to her body.

      It still feels like winter, except it’s not snowing.

      Where the hell is her coat? Or at the very least, an umbrella?

      There is an abandoned vehicle not twenty feet away, its hazard lights flashing. That car should be put out of its misery. It’s probably older than the vanilla-blonde-haired girl in the back seat of the SUV.

      Luka doesn’t look the least bit pleased to be bringing her inside the compound, but it is on my orders, and I’m the fucking Pakhan around here. I make the shots and tell my men what to do.

      Luka is a good bodyguard. He obeys my commands and is loyal to a fault. He’d have married my sister and been given my blessing if she wouldn’t have turned on the family. That little brat runs with the Italians. She dared to have me arrested and put behind bars.

      That’s not to say she didn’t have her reasons, but I’m no ordinary man. I run the bratva. I’m the Pakhan, the boss of the entire operation. My work is my life, and my family consists of my men. Their blood runs with mine.

      I won’t be imprisoned, and neither will they.

      I rule New York City, and I don’t intend to let anyone or anything stand in my way.

      “Come inside, dry off, and we’ll get you on your way,” I say as I open the door for her and invite her into the back seat.

      Her teeth are chattering and slightly blue.

      “Thanks.”

      I loan her my coat, trying to keep the back seat from becoming a pool, and help warm the girl up.

      Luka pulls around to the garage entrance to keep us from getting wet. After he pulls the vehicle inside, he opens the back door for her to step out.

      “Come with me,” I say, having her follow me into the compound.

      Ordinarily, I wouldn’t let a stranger inside my home. Ivan would be expected to handle anyone outside the gate, but I’m feeling generous, and I find her soaking wet to be fucking hot.

      She’s shivering and cold. The girl is vulnerable. I like women who are defenseless and weak. Not because I want to hurt them. No, I’m not that kind of monster.

      I can help them and offer them a life they couldn’t ordinarily have—an opportunity.

      But this girl hasn’t given any indication of her helplessness other than her broken-down vehicle, which did look pretty damn pathetic.

      “I’m Mikhail,” I say, introducing myself as I open the door and lead her inside. “You should take off your shoes.”

      She slips them off with ease. They’re black and slip-on, practical, which I’m not used to seeing. Usually, the girls who visit me wear fuck-me pumps and sexy boots that lace halfway up their legs.

      Her socks are soaked and squish under her feet.

      “Socks off too. I can’t have you making a mess in this place,” I say.

      She obliges without so much as a word. She leans against the wall, and I grab her arm to steady her. I don’t need a giant wet butt print on the walls.

      “Name,” I say when she hasn’t introduced herself yet. I’m a bit more forceful, but she’s focused on the task of removing one sock at a time.

      Her toes are ghastly white from the wet clothes, which look even more stark against her bright red painted toenails.

      “I’m Madisyn,” she says, her teeth chattering.

      I steady her back onto her feet after her socks are removed.

      “You’re soaking wet and need to get out of your clothes,” I say. I help her remove the coat I loaned her, and she doesn’t object.

      Will she object when I tell her that she will have to remove everything in front of me? I can’t take a chance that she’s a cop or some girl wearing a wire trying to get information and have my ass thrown back in jail.

      I’m doing everything I can to turn my life around. Well, stay out of prison anyway. It’s not like I’m going to start doing good deeds and being a good guy and all that shit.

      That’s not how I operate.

      Luka follows inside behind us. He glances briefly at Madisyn before heading down the hallway without so much as a word.

      He knows to keep his mouth shut, but he’s not the least bit thrilled that I brought a stranger into my home.

      Well, it is my home, and I can invite anyone I want inside. Besides, the girl is practically helpless and would get hypothermia before a tow truck shows up.

      The sun is beginning to set, and the rain will undoubtedly turn to black ice. They’re calling for an ice storm tonight.

      The blonde girl exhales a soft breath after I remove her wet coat.

      “Come with me,” I say, ordering her to follow.

      Wordlessly, she accompanies me down the hallway and stops as I begin the climb up the stairwell. “Where are you taking me?” she asks.

      I stop on the third stair and turn around to face her. “You need to get out of those wet clothes.”

      Madisyn’s hair is wet and tangled against her skin. Her clothes cling to her body, making her bra see-through and giving me an ample view of her breasts through the white cotton shirt.

      She wraps her arms around herself, shivering.

      “Come now, or I’ll carry you,” I say.

      Her brow tightens, and she opens her mouth like she’s going to make some smart-ass remark. But instead, she grunts her answer, “Fine.”

      Madisyn follows me up the stairs, and I escort her into my bedroom. Usually, I’d frisk a girl, make sure that she’s not hiding a weapon or wearing a wire, but it’s considerably apparent there isn’t much under her clothes.

      Even so, being a bratva boss, one can never be too careful.

      “Strip,” I command.

      “What?” Her fingernails are digging into her forearms, her hands clenched.

      “You need to get out of your wet clothes, and I need to make sure you’re not harboring a weapon,” I say. I forego the part about wanting to ensure she’s not wired. There’s no reason to scare her. She has no idea what I do for a living.

      I stalk across the length of the room and open the drawer, retrieving a black t-shirt and sweatpants. They’ll be too big on her, but there’s a drawstring she can use to tighten them a bit.

      In the meantime, I can have one of my men throw her clothes in the dryer while she warms up inside the house.

      “Can I use the bathroom?” she asks, holding out one hand for the clothes I’ve acquired from the dresser.

      “No. I wasn’t joking about the weapon.”

      “I wasn’t joking about changing in the bathroom,” Madisyn says.

      There’s a fire behind her gaze, and I hate to admit I like it a lot. It’s unheard of that anyone challenges me, and even rarer that it’s a woman.

      My gaze moves over her wet clothes again. “You were at the medical center today,” I say, recognizing her from the elevator.

      “I’m a nurse,” Madisyn says.

      “Then you know that this is strictly business and can appreciate detaching from a situation.”

      Her jaw drops, surprised by my remark. “You aren’t serious? I’m not changing in front of you.”

      “Then I guess you’re not getting the dry clothes.”

      She’s shivering. There are goose pimples on her arms, and her lips are tinged blue.

      The girl is probably trying to think warm thoughts, pretend that she’s warm, but there are obvious signs of her distress, and eventually, she’ll succumb to my demands.

      “Fine,” she says and turns for the door to the hallway.

      Damn, she’s stubborn!

      I grunt and throw my head back. “Madisyn!” my voice echoes and booms.

      A shiver runs through her, visible as she stands in the doorway, her back to me. I don’t think that last shudder was from the cold, but the rest probably is. Her teeth are chattering.

      “Strip, or I will undress you myself,” I say and stalk across the wooden floor, slamming the bedroom shut. “Happy? Now you have privacy.”

      My guards don’t need to see her naked, but I need to ensure that she isn’t carrying something that she shouldn’t.

      Her bottom lip trembles. I assume it’s the cold, and she’s bluer than when she first stepped foot inside the compound. The place is plenty warm, but with her icy cold and wet clothes clinging to her body, she’s not likely to warm up.

      Her hands move to the hem of her shirt, but she’s trembling. It will take all night at this rate, and I’m not a patient man.

      I approach her, my hands warm against her icy skin. I let my fingers cover hers and guide her shirt and her hands up and over her head.

      She covers her breasts the moment the shirt is in my hands and off her body.

      “You’re going to have to take that off, too. Anything you’re wearing that’s wet won’t help you get warm,” I say.

      Madisyn presses her lips together and glances past me. She smells like a rain shower, like the outdoors.

      I exhale a heavy breath. Her scent is intoxicating and makes my heart hammer in my chest. “Bra comes off. So do your skirt and panties.”

      “Can’t you at least look away? You can see I’m not carrying a weapon,” she says.

      “I’m no gentleman,” I warn her. There’s no point in pretending to be something that I’m not.

      The color comes back into her cheeks, but I can’t tell if it’s from embarrassment or anger. She appears defeated and reaches behind herself, unclasping her bra, holding the thin beige lace in her hands. Madisyn pushes her skirt down and then her panties, dropping her sopping clothes to the floor.

      “Can I have something dry to wear now?” There’s a terseness to her tone.

      I smirk and head into my bathroom, retrieving a clean, dry towel for her to properly dry off before handing over the clothes that she can wear until her own dry.

      Bending down, I pick up her wet linens. “Stay in here,” I order and slip out into the hallway.

      Nikita heads up the stairs. “Everything okay, boss?” he asks. By now, word that I brought a stray in has probably reached everyone’s ears.

      “Put these in the dryer. There’s also a pair of socks by the garage entrance that need to go in.”

      “Of course, sir. Anything else?”

      “I want you to run background on the girl, Madisyn.”

      “Any chance you have a last name?” My request doesn’t amuse Nikita.

      Well, tough shit. I don’t want to make it obvious I’m checking up on her. Running into her twice in one day strikes me as a little more than a coincidence.

      I want to be wrong.

      “She’s a nurse at Steele Concierge Medical. I’m sure you can look up the staff on their website: blonde hair, deep brown eyes. Luka got a look at her. Run any photographs you see by him.”

      “On it.” Nikita grabs the garments and heads down the stairs. I wait a second before breezing right back into my bedroom.

      Madisyn already has the black t-shirt on and is lifting the waistband of the sweats as I enter. She secures the drawstring, making the pants fit better than I imagined. They’re still several sizes too big on her, but she looks dynamite in my clothes.

      “One of my staff put your clothes in the dryer. Why don’t we head downstairs and contact a tow company?”

      “That would be great.”

      I open the bedroom door, and she follows me out and down the stairs. I lead her down to the study and leave the pocket door open.

      There’s a landline in the study and another in the kitchen. They’re rarely ever used, and I have repeatedly considered dropping the line, but money isn’t an obstacle.

      “I don’t suppose you have a phone book?” she asks with a laugh.

      “I can’t believe you’re old enough to know what that is,” I say, glancing her over. I pull my cell phone from my pocket. “I’ll give you a number that you can dial. He’s a friend.”

      “Thank you.”
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      Sleight of hand. Isn’t that how magicians keep their tricks from being revealed? Apparently, I’m not too bad at it, either.

      My cousin gave me a magic kit for my seventh birthday, and it turns out it’s the best gift that I ever received.

      The thumb drive moves from my hand to my palm, to the tips of my fingers. Thankfully, it’s incredibly small, and Mikhail hasn’t noticed that I have it in my possession as he searches every inch of me.

      I need to do something with it and store it some place until I leave, which could take some time. I’m supposed to call Agent Lexington on a number that’s being routed to appear as a tow company if anyone investigates the call.

      Except Mikhail is giving me the number of someone he knows, and if his friend shows up, how will I explain the situation? I need to get close with Mikhail, not blow my cover at the first opportunity possible.

      I dial the number Mikhail relays to me and wait for someone to answer. Except it rings endlessly. I shake my head. “It’s just ringing.” I’ve lost count of how many times the phone has rung, but they don’t have voicemail to leave a message.

      Relief floods through me. “Do you have another number? Someone else we can call?” I suggest, hoping that he takes the bait.

      “I’ll text him,” Mikhail says, and gestures for me to hang up the phone.

      My hair is still damp and sticking to my clean, dry t-shirt, making me chilly. There’s a fireplace on the opposite wall, but it’s not turned on.

      I approach the fireplace. There are fake logs, and it looks like a gas fireplace.

      “Does it work?” I ask, hoping it produces heat. I’m still cold from the rain. It doesn’t help that my hair is damp. I rub my hands together, trying to warm myself up.

      Mikhail strides across the space between us and reaches for the switch on the wall. Immediately, the fire comes to life.

      There’s a warmth that radiates from the fake flames. My nose tickles with the smell. It has a faint odor of gas, but it seems to dissipate after a few seconds. “Thank you,” I say.

      He grabs a throw blanket tucked away in a drawer and drapes it over my shoulders like a shawl. “You might want to borrow this for a bit, too,” he says.

      While his demeanor is gruff, the simple act of kindness feels almost unnatural. But I take the blanket, nevertheless. I’m freezing, and it offers me a bit of warmth to get comfortable.

      “I have to admit…” Mikhail’s voice is low and rumbly. He folds his arms across his chest. His gaze latches on me.

      I wait for him to speak and pull the blanket tighter around myself. My hands clutch the scratchy navy fabric.

      “I would have expected Steele to pay their nurses better.”

      I tremble from the chill in the air, along with his icy words. “What do you mean?”

      How does he know what I make? Or what I supposedly make for a living.

      “That piece of shit car outside,” Mikhail says and gestures with his thumb toward the front of the building where I broke down.

      “I don’t have the best credit,” I say, thinking up an excuse as quickly as I can. “And aside from the monthly payments, the interest is just obnoxious.”

      He lets out a slight huff, and his gaze narrows. “Well, then you'd better learn to pay your bills on time. You’re not going to make it into work with that hunk of metal sitting in front of my house.”

      “I’ll pay to have it towed,” I say.

      “You will pay, but not with money,” Mikhail says.

      I can’t believe the nerve of him! Does he think I’ll just fall into his bed because I’m under his roof?

      “Excuse me?” I remove the blanket, no longer cold.

      No, I’m steaming. Fuming with rage as I break the distance between us and come to stand toe-to-toe with him. My hands are balled into fists, and I shove the blanket at his chest.

      “You heard me,” Mikhail says, a snicker on his face. “You come into my home, wear my clothes, and use my phone. You can expect to owe me something in return.”

      “Owe you?” I’m appalled by his suggestion, and I downright ought to be. “I’ll be going,” I say and brush past him for the open door into the hallway.

      Mikhail grabs me by the arm. “You’re not going anywhere without my permission.”

      “Excuse me?” Who the hell does he think he is? I yank my arm and attempt to break free from his grasp, but his hold on me tightens. “Let me go,” I seethe.

      His darkened stare glides down my body. “And you’ll go where, exactly? Your shoes are soaked. Your clothes are in my dryer. And if you’ve forgotten, it’s still raining outside. The streets are icy by now, and no one is coming to get you,” Mikhail says.

      My shoulders slump at his words.

      Defeated.

      I feel like he’s treating me as though I were a child, berating me for having a temper tantrum of some sort. Except this isn’t an outburst. It’s me trying to get away from the monster towering over me.

      He blocks my escape, his body large enough to keep me from slipping past him and into the hallway.

      “I’ll walk home,” I say, staring up into his cold gaze. “I’m not afraid of a little rain.” Does he think I’ll melt?

      “It’s icy and dangerous outside,” Mikhail reminds me. “You’re lucky your car broke down and you didn’t crash into something outside. Now, come with me.” He grabs my hand and pulls me out of the study.

      I wanted to leave that room, but now that he’s in control and dragging me through his enormous home, I don’t want to follow him.

      “Get off me!” I try to shrug out of his grasp, but his hands are massive, and he’s strong. A few maneuvers I learned at the academy in Quantico could take his ass down, but I don’t want him suspecting that I’m a federal agent.

      Instead, that leaves me with being dragged by this mammoth of a man. Hairy. Beastly. And not the least bit pleasant to be around.

      “You could say thank you, Mikhail,” he quips, mocking me. “I did save your life,” he snarls at me, and I shudder.

      There’s a smile that shines in his eyes, a glint of humor and joy behind his darkened gaze.

      “Thank you,” I mutter under my breath.

      “There, now was that so hard?” He lets go of my hand because his phone is buzzing in his pocket, and I yank myself farther back and away from him.

      Mikhail either doesn’t seem to care that I stepped away from him, or he’s too busy reading his text messages on his phone to notice me. I glance toward the door. I could bolt outside and go where, exactly?

      Would he come after me? If he did and one of my colleagues happens to pick me up, then everything that’s happened is for naught.

      I just have to deal with Mikhail a little while longer. Getting him imprisoned behind bars will make everything I deal with worth it in the end.

      He shoves his phone back into his pocket, satisfied with whatever message was sent. “Tow truck will be here in the morning. He’s got a half-dozen calls already because of the ice on the roads. You’re staying here tonight.”

      My mouth goes dry, and my hands tingle, but I think it’s because I’m still quite chilly from the cold. Having moved away from the fireplace and no longer having the blanket around my shoulders is making me uncomfortable.

      I should have asked for a sweatshirt or something with long sleeves to wear. The house is enormous and, because of it, chilly. My feet are bare against the floor, and I could have used a pair of socks or slippers, something to keep me warm.

      “I’m sure I can call a cab or a rideshare and find my way home,” I say. I don’t need him telling me what I can and can’t do. He’s a stranger, and even if I’m supposed to hunker down with him, get to know him and win his trust, it’s not going to be by following his orders.

      I’m not one of his soldiers.

      I’m not Russian or bratva.

      He shakes his head, pinching the bridge of his nose. “You can’t just say thank you when someone is trying to do something nice for you?” Mikhail asks. He pins me with his stare.

      My breath catches in my throat, and he steps closer. The blanket that I shoved at him earlier was still in one of his hands. He lifts his arms and wraps the scratchy wool over my back and around my shoulders.

      “You look like an icicle,” he says.

      “I could use a pair of socks.”

      He raises an eyebrow. He seems surprised by my remark.

      “The girl who insists she should leave wants something from me,” he says.

      I don’t know whom he’s talking to. His men seemed to have scattered the moment we stepped into the hallway together.

      Mikhail is less forceful as he grabs my arm through the blanket and escorts me back into the study. The warmth from the hearth is much more evident with it having been left on the last several minutes.

      I stalk toward the fireplace.

      “Stay here,” he says. “I’ll get you a pair of socks.”

      “And a sweatshirt?” I ask.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Mikhail says. He turns and shuffles into the hallway. One of his men, Luka, the one from earlier in the vehicle, grabs his attention.

      They step aside, their voices low. I try to inconspicuously listen in to their conversation, but it’s not easy several feet apart. If I step closer, I might catch a bit of the discussion, but Mikhail is bound to wonder why I’m not by the fire.

      With one hand, I keep the blanket cinched shut and the thumb drive in my grasp, and with the other, I let the fire warm, trying to make me toasty.

      I’m left alone. The two men bustle down the hallway, and I can’t tell if Mikhail is going up the stairs to grab me a pair of socks or if he’s accompanying Luka and something else is going on instead.

      It’s not as though Mikhail trusts me. I can’t come out and ask him what’s going on. We’re strangers. I’m lucky that he’s not throwing me outside into the storm.

      I glance out the window. It’s hard to see much of anything. A blanket of darkness surrounds the property.

      “I brought you something,” Mikhail says. He’s carrying a blanket and pillow. “You can sleep in here, by the fire,” he says.

      He brings the items to the sofa and puts them down, shutting the curtains.

      “I don’t get a bedroom?” The place is enormous. He’s bound to have an extra bedroom or two not being used for the night.

      He huffs under his breath and barges in on my personal space, stealing the heat of the fire with it as he blocks my view of the amber glow.

      “You get what I give you,” he says roughly.

      I glance at the sofa. There are worse places that I could be right now, including in the rain or trying to drive home with black ice coating the roads.

      “The couch is acceptable.”

      “That’s a good girl,” he says with a wry grin. “I’ll have one of my men retrieve a pair of socks and sweatshirt for you to wear. In the meantime, our private chef has prepared dinner. You’re welcome to join me.”

      I’m not hungry. Being under the bratva’s roof has raised my adrenaline levels and made me lose my appetite. “I think I’ll just head to bed.”

      Mikhail’s brow furrows, and he glances at his watch like he’s really making sure he’s not losing his mind. “Nonsense. You will join me for dinner. I’m not asking.”

      He’s irritating. I’ll give him that.

      “What kind of host would I be if I didn’t feed my guest?” Mikhail asks.

      I pause. He’s right. He doesn’t know who I am, that I’m cautious around him because I know he’s a monster who has murdered men and threatened children and their families.

      Taking anything from him is dangerous, and the thought that he could poison me isn’t the least bit reassuring. But what choice do I have? He will grow suspicious if I don’t eat, and I hate to admit that I am hungry.

      “Thank you.” I force a smile past my lips, and he escorts me out of the study and down the hallway until we reach the dining room.

      There’s an elegant table, set with dinnerware for two. Was he expecting other company? “What about your men?” I ask. “Don’t they eat with you?”

      “They dine when I’m done,” Mikhail says. “At least for tonight.”

      I purse my lips, and my gaze tightens. “This isn’t a date,” I say. I don’t want him getting any filthy ideas about what might transpire between us.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.” He escorts me to my chair and pulls it back, waiting for me to sit.

      I’m underdressed with sweats and a t-shirt on while Mikhail is in a deep black suit. He looks striking, albeit scary, but there’s something about him that I find quite unusual in a pleasant way.

      He pushes my chair in, and I catch my breath, startled by the gesture.

      Mikhail leans in, and his breath tickles my ear as he stands behind me. “Relax, I’m not going to bite.”

      But he could. He’s the kind of man who would rip a man’s ear off if given a reason. Maybe he doesn’t even need a reason. Men like Mikhail gain power through fear and violence.

      My feet are firmly planted on the floor. I still don’t have socks, and the floor is cool against my toes. I’ve gotten used to the chill, the light, feather-like hair standing up on my arms. “I wasn’t thinking you were,” I say.

      I don’t let him see fear. He probably derives his power from the terror that he exudes. My team knows I’m here. They won’t let anything happen to me.

      Except I’m not wired. There are no cameras or listening devices implanted inside the building. No one can see or hear me if I call for help.

      I’m deep undercover, and there’s no getting out.

      “You seem distracted,” Mikhail says.

      “Just overwhelmed,” I say. It isn’t a lie.

      “How so?” he asks and opens a bottle of red wine on the table. He pours himself a glass and then glances at me. “You are twenty-one, correct?”

      I doubt he cares whether I’m old enough to drink or not, but I appreciate the compliment.

      “Well over.” His remark is enough to lighten the mood for a moment, and he pours me a glass.

      “Thank you.” I want to grab the glass and down the dark red liquid, but I wait for Mikhail to take the first taste.

      Not that I suspect it’s poisoned. I just don’t want to seem rude.

      He pulls out the wooden chair and takes a seat at the other place setting at the table. There’s no food out yet. I presume his staff will be bringing it to us.

      “What do you do for a living?” I ask.

      I don’t expect him to be forthright and confess all his sins to me, but any ordinary girl would be curious as to the magnitude of his house and his supposed fortune.

      “You mean how can I afford all this?” he asks, gesturing to the house. He lifts his glass and swirls the wine around, smelling the fragrant aroma before tasting.

      I always thought you did that before pouring two full glasses, but the man is remarkable. That’s for sure.

      He inhales the scent deeply before bringing the glass to his lips.

      I reach for mine and take a taste. It’s dry but has no bitter aftertaste. It’s a surprisingly decent wine.

      “I’m a very lucky man,” Mikhail boasts. “But enough about me. I like to know everything about the guests in my home. Tell me all about yourself.”

      I exhale a nervous breath. I have a decent cover story; I just have to make it believable.
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      It’s morning, and I groan, unpleased by the early hour. The sun hasn’t risen yet, or if it has, it’s buried under the thicket of clouds outside.

      Is it still bitter and the roads icy?

      I stalk out of bed, shower, and dress for the day.

      Yesterday was interesting, with Madisyn. She’s a girl whom I can’t get out of my head, but I should. I don’t need a sexy little distraction getting in the way of my work.

      Besides, I’m not a man to form attachments to anyone, let alone engage in relationships.

      Sex is something that I can handle and do rather well, but I don’t need intimacy or the strings attached to it. And kids, lord help me if I have to ever see another one under my roof.

      Before I was imprisoned, my sister had lived under my roof with her two children, fraternal twins, Sophia and Liam. Little obnoxious brats, getting into whatever trouble they could find. She and her twins ran off with the Italians, probably married the guy by now.

      I’m not close with her.

      How could I expect to be with her betrayal bleeding me from the inside out? She testified against me and tried to get me locked behind bars.

      Well, she did technically get me locked up until I was released when it came back as a hung jury.

      Yeah, I fucking did that, making sure my ass wasn’t going to sit behind bars in a tiny cell for the rest of my life. Money and power have a way of getting me what I want.

      I yank the curtains open, catching a glimpse outside. The sun is up, but it’s buried behind the smoky gray clouds.

      There’s ice coating the trees, and the branches are heavy. We still have electricity, which is always a concern with winter storms when the power could go out. The compound is updated, modernized, but not new.

      This place was first built in the late eighteen hundreds. It was expanded, remodeled, and kept up. But the power lines still come in from outside. They’re not buried underground in this neighborhood.

      We have a generator around the back if we need it, which helps our surveillance systems, handles the refrigerator, additional freezer, and other systems in the compound. It, however, is not a flawless structure.

      There’s a brief knock at the door. “Yes?” I call out, waiting for a response.

      Nikita opens the door and steps into my bedroom. “Sir, you requested information on the girl, Madisyn Taylor.”

      “See, you were able to find her last name.” I grin, pleased with Nikita’s determination to gather my information as requested. “What have you found out?”

      “Not much. She’s a new hire, but her background checks out. She worked at a hospital for the past seven years in Ohio. I called the facility to make sure her work history is legit.”

      “Anything else?” I don’t need to know the nitty-gritty details until there’s something amiss. She mentioned over dinner that she recently moved to the city, but I hadn’t pulled out of her where she was from.

      “She’s a nurse, but you already knew that. I don’t think it’s such a bad idea to keep her around,” Nikita says, offering his opinion. “We could use a local on-call nurse when things get difficult.”

      The idea has certainly crossed my mind, but she’s not a doctor, and her level of skill set, usefulness, and loyalty hasn’t been proven to me.

      “We have the concierge for that,” I say, reminding him of our hefty investment in the organization. We don’t just pay a monthly fee. We’re also shareholders to ensure our privacy and who gets accepted as clientele. We don’t want the Italian Mafia or the Colombian Cartel showing up on the doorstep. They can seek out help elsewhere, like the local hospital or clinic.

      “Dr. Gracie Steele?” Nikita asks, raising an eyebrow. “That woman is a straight arrow. If she gets any inkling of trouble, she’ll go straight to the cops.”

      “She won’t.”

      While Dr. Steele is a renowned surgeon and medical doctor, she’s busy with her concierge medical practice, seeing patients, handling administrative functions, and downright swamped with day-to-day tasks. The woman wouldn’t notice if we shared an elevator and one of our men had a gunshot wound.

      She’s preoccupied but not dumb. I’ll give Nikita that much, but Dr. Steele isn’t a physician we can use for a house call.

      I trust her secrecy and privacy at the concierge facility, not inside my home.

      “Fine, we’ll get Madisyn’s number and keep our options open, but only if it’s an emergency. I don’t like bringing in strays and feeding them,” I say.

      “Isn’t that what you did last night?”

      “Shut your mouth,” I snarl at Nikita. He ought to watch his tone if he doesn’t want to be reprimanded and given the toilets to clean or some other grunt work tasks that an errand boy could handle. “You’re dismissed.” I’m done dealing with him and want him out of my room.

      “There is one other matter. Ms. Madisyn needs a ride to work this morning.”

      I exhale a heavy breath and reach for my phone on the bedside table. There are two missed text messages from Andrei, the associate who owns the chop shop downtown. He’s the gentleman I attempted to get Madisyn to call last night, but he was busy with other vehicles that took priority.

      “I’ll handle it. Tell her I’ll be down in five,” I say, dismissing Nikita.

      He wordlessly leaves the room, shutting the door on his way out.

      I dial Andrei, waiting for him to answer the call. “Mikhail,” Andrei says, recognizing my number. “Did you sleep in? Have a late-night?” he jokes, implying that I slept with Madisyn.

      I grumble at his suggestion. “It’s none of your business,” I say with a hasty growl. One hand tightens its grip on the cell phone, the other balls into a fist at my side. “Did you tow her car?” I seethe between gritted teeth.

      Andrei and I typically get along. I wouldn’t have reached out to him if we didn’t, but I don’t need him making assumptions because he’s a dick.

      “I drove by this morning, but someone else picked it up already,” Andrei says.

      “Another towing company?” She had parked it on the side of the road. However, there was a no-parking sign nearby.

      “Likely. Anyway, if you want to give me the plate number, I can call around and find out who towed it.”

      I throw my dirty clothes in the hamper and head out of the bedroom, shutting the door behind myself. “I’ll text you the plate number as soon as I get it. Thanks, Andrei.” I end the call and head down the stairs toward the study.

      Madisyn sits up on the sofa, the blanket bunched around her waist.

      “Did you sleep all right?” I ask.

      “Yeah, the fireplace kept the room nice and toasty,” she says. She’s holding a steaming hot mug; I assume its coffee. One of my guards must have brought it for her. Her clean clothes are also at the bottom of the sofa, folded and ready to change into.

      “What time do you have to work?” I ask. “I can give you a lift in this morning.”

      “That isn’t necessary,” she says, her cheeks reddening.

      I take a step closer. Why is she blushing? What does she have to hide?

      “How else do you plan on getting to work this morning? Unless you have the day off?”

      She brings the mug to her lips and takes a sip. “No, I should go in for my shift. I was just hoping the weather was bad enough that I could have the day off.”

      “Does that ever happen?” I can’t imagine a nurse gets any time off for weather. Maybe longer shifts when staff has trouble getting into work, but there aren’t snow days or icy road days where the office is closed or opens late.

      She smiles into her mug. “Never. Do you mind if I use the bathroom to change?”

      “I’d rather you undress in front of me,” I say.

      Her eyes crinkle, and she smiles, shaking her head. “One show is your limit. Remember that,” she says and stands.

      She takes a swig, finishing the last drop of her coffee before pushing her empty mug at my stomach, forcing it into my hands.

      There’s an air about her today, a take no shit kind of attitude that she didn’t show me yesterday. It’s amusing to watch, to see her trying to take control when she has none while under my roof.

      I’m in charge in the compound, and everyone damn well knows it.

      My men all know it, and everyone who has ever associated with me as bratva understands I’m the boss.

      But she’s oblivious to the dark underworld nestled right under her nose. It’s tempting, honestly, to show her a glimpse, a little peek, and see how she reacts.

      Like giving her a taste of the forbidden fruit.

      Madisyn reaches on the sofa to grab her clothes from the previous day. They’d been shoved into the drier after the deluge, but they’re not the least bit clean.

      “I’m going to see myself to the bathroom,” she says. This time I notice that she’s not asking permission. Since clearly, I wasn’t giving her any bit of it.

      She’s sassy and quite a bit reckless. But she doesn’t know what she’s up against, who she’s up against.

      Which I find both irresistible and hot.

      Madisyn brushes past me and heads out of the study and into the hallway. It takes her a second to get her bearings and remember her way around the compound. That’s one of the advantages of having such an enormous home. It’s easy for a new person to get lost.

      And I don’t want that to happen because she’s bound to stumble onto something she shouldn’t see.

      I have men handling special projects for me, doing interrogations, laundering money, counting stolen goods, making counterfeit documents. It all happens under this roof. Maybe not simultaneously, but there are plenty of illegal drugs and weapons behind the pristine iron fence inside my compound.

      I wait outside the bathroom door for Madisyn to finish getting ready. She’s not like the other girls I’ve slept with, taking time to put on their makeup, do their hair, accessorizing, whatever the hell that means.

      She’s in and out of the bathroom in less time than it takes me to shave, and I have quite the beard-growing. I wait for her, and she seems jarred when she opens the door, seeing me on the opposite end.

      “Sorry, did you need to use the bathroom?” she asks.

      “No.”

      There’s a sweetness and innocence to her. She’s oblivious to the darkness and danger swooping down at her, circling and closing in to attack.

      “Let’s go,” I say and lead her away from the bathroom, down the hallway, and to the garage entrance.

      This time she has her socks on, and as we approach the door, she bends down to grab her shoes and slip them on.

      “Are they dry?”

      “Mostly, but they couldn’t have gone into the dryer.” She slips them on. I don my jacket and hat, along with a pair of gloves. The air outside is nippy, and in New York, you can never park close enough, even when it’s valet.

      “Come on, let’s go,” I say and escort her to the car.

      “Sir,” Luka says, hurrying to accompany us. He’s typically my bodyguard these days and my driver when I’m away from the compound.

      “It isn’t necessary,” I say and gesture for him to turn around. There are enough business errands to run and tasks to handle to keep Luka and my men busy while I’m away.

      “Wow, no chauffeur?” Madisyn quips.

      She’s either careful not to refer to him as a bodyguard or doesn’t realize that I need one. “Not today. Come on,” I say, and open the passenger door for her as we approach the SUV.

      I wait until she’s in the vehicle before shutting the door. She’s already buckled in by the time I climb into the driver’s side. “I spoke with Andrei this morning,” I say.

      Hitting the garage button, I open the double doors and push the start button on the engine. It roars to life.

      All the while, Madisyn gives me a peculiar stare. “Who?”

      “My friend from the tow shop I contacted for you. He said your car was already gone this morning. If you give me the plate number, he can call around and find out who has your vehicle.”

      She opens her mouth and laughs softly. “I don’t know my license plate number. Am I supposed to?”

      “Well, that makes it a little more complicated,” I mutter. My guy tries to do a good deed, and Madisyn is as clueless as can be.

      “It has new plates. I just registered the vehicle since I moved here recently. Although it’s not like I ever memorized my license plate in Ohio, either.”

      The girl gives off a country vibe. Like she’s waited her entire life to live in the big city.

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ll make a few phone calls,” I say.

      “That isn’t necessary. I can deal with it during my lunch break.”

      I hit the gas, and we roll right out of the garage around the long, paved driveway toward the gated entrance. My men see the vehicle approach and have already opened the gate for us.

      “When?” I overheard her conversation yesterday with her friend in the elevator. “Didn’t you say you barely get a break, let alone a lunch hour?”

      “You were listening!” Madisyn says with a laugh and pointing at me.

      “Was I not supposed to be? We were stuck in an elevator together.”

      “I wouldn’t use the word stuck,” she quips. Her shoulders relax as she glances out the side window for a moment, and then her attention is dedicated back toward me. “Stuck implies that you couldn’t be anywhere else, like the elevator was broken. But you were with me for what? Thirty seconds? Maybe a minute, including the time for the elevator doors to open and close.”

      “Well, I couldn’t escape. So, stuck it is.” I’m sticking to my guns. Why the hell not?

      I’m never wrong.

      No one ever questions the authority of a Pakhan. They know better, but this girl doesn’t know anything about who I am and what I do for a living.

      “Escape?” She stares at me and bursts out laughing. “You are crazy. Oh my gosh. I stayed overnight at a crazy person’s house.”

      I glance at her briefly. “You’re just figuring that out?” I ask, returning my attention to the road.

      Traffic is getting heavy, and I don’t need to slam into another vehicle because I’m paying more attention to the hot blonde sitting next to me.

      “Usually, the response for that is thank you,” I grunt.

      Her brow furrows as she examines me, her eyes raking over my body. “You don’t strike me as the kind of guy who looks for a lot of acknowledgments.”

      She isn’t wrong. I don’t need someone sucking up to me or patting me on the back for a job well done. “What makes you say that?” I shoot a look at her before gripping the steering wheel harder.

      The SUV dings, and I bring my attention to the light on the vehicle’s dashboard.

      “Is there a problem?” she asks.

      I need to fill up the SUV. Luka left us with barely any gas yesterday, and the fuel tank is nearing empty.

      While the ice has melted from the road with the sun out, it’s still frigid and the kind of job I’d have pawned off on Luka or any number of my men to handle.

      “No,” I grunt.

      She leans closer and glances at the dashboard, noticing the fuel light. “It means you’re almost out of gas.”

      “I know that.” I glare at her. Does she think I’ve never driven a car before?

      “You need fuel to make the engine go,” Madisyn says, her face dead serious. “You can’t drive a car without it. Like oil or wiper fluid.”

      “Oh my gosh. You’re too much.” I can’t take it anymore, and she actually gets a chuckle from me. Was that her plan all along? To see me laugh. “Wiper fluid isn’t a necessity.”

      “Well, it ought to be. When you’re living in Ohio and after a snowstorm driving on the highway, you can easily run out of windshield washer fluid. Then it’s dangerous if you can’t see through the glass, especially when the sun is setting, heading westbound.”

      “Aren’t you chatty this morning?”

      “I did have two cups of coffee,” she says with a reddening grin, like she’s confessing to being naughty and in trouble. “I’m not normally allowed caffeine.”

      “Is that so?” I pull into the driveway of a gas station. “Sorry, it’s going to get cold in here for a few minutes.” I shut off the engine and step out into the brisk winter air to fill up the vehicle.

      Every so often, I glance into the vehicle toward Madisyn. The tinted windows make it difficult to see much of anything.

      I should drop her off at work and vow never to see her again. It’s not like I’m doing her any favors by befriending her, and besides, I don’t need any friends.

      I’m a loner. I have my men to depend on, and that’s more than enough. That’s all I need.

      Finishing up with filling the tank, I rush back into the SUV and out of the cold. “I’ve never been so grateful for Luka,” I mutter.

      “What’s that?” Madisyn asks, giving me her undivided attention.

      “Luka usually fills the tank up for me.” I pull out of the lot and back onto the road. “What time do you get off work?”

      “Are you asking me out?” There’s a wry smile on her face.

      Damn.

      Does she hope that I’m asking her, because I wasn’t?

      “I was finding out what time you get off work so that I might drive you home.”

      She forces a smile. “I don’t want to put you out more than I already have. I can have one of the girls give me a lift home.”

      “What time do you get off work?” I repeat the question. It’s not that I need to run her around town or have my men accompany her. It’s that Nikita is right. She is a nurse and having someone in our inner circle when we need it isn’t such a bad thing.

      Besides, I want the opportunity to get to know the woman I let crash on my couch. I won’t be satisfied until I’ve seen the inside of her home, combed through her belongings, and am confident that she is one hundred percent authentic.

      Generally, I have a decent indicator of bullshit and trouble. Madisyn falls high on the trouble meter, but I can’t distinguish the difference between her causing me trouble because she’s a woman, and I don’t need a relationship, and her being trouble.

      I pull up out front by the lobby near the entrance. “Eight-hour shift, you do the math,” Madisyn says. She’s upbeat, sunny, a little too normal for my taste.

      “I’ll be here.”
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        * * *

      

      Much of my day is spent discussing how to handle the cartel. They’ve been interfering in our dealings, trying to steal our business associates. Their men are dirty snakes, conniving con artists, and thugs.

      We deal with plenty of shady individuals in our work. Still, the cartel prey on the elderly, scamming them into paying hundreds of thousands of dollars, wiping out their retirement accounts.

      It’s disgusting, and while I shouldn’t care, I take pride in my work ethic, in what I do for a living. We may sell drugs and make a hefty profit, but we’re giving them to folks who would otherwise get them from somewhere else. At least our drugs are high quality, none of that mixed shit with fentanyl.

      My suppliers are like gold, and the thought of the cartel moving in to snatch our drugs or our suppliers doesn’t bode well with me.

      They’ve been talking with our suppliers, and that’s enough to warrant action against them, strike while they’re least expecting it.

      If it’s not the Italian mafia causing me a headache, it’s the cartel. Not that we can’t handle the problem. That’s why I called a meeting with my men, to have them hit the cartel where it hurts.

      They have orders to take out Carlos Sanchez, the cartel leader. Dmitri, my underboss, is running the operation. I’ve given him the go-ahead to put a hit on Sanchez.

      Sanchez is not an easy man to get along with, but my men will do whatever is necessary to remove the problem.

      I swing by Steele Concierge Medical after the meeting is finished. I make sure it ends, giving me enough time to get back across town to pick Madisyn up.

      I should be ordering Luka or even Nikita to pick Madisyn up. But instead, I am behind the wheel.

      Glancing at the clock in the vehicle, my fingers tap against the steering wheel. How long am I supposed to wait for her?

      I glance in the rearview mirror. I’m always cautious about making sure that I’m not being followed. That’s why I typically have Luka drive. He’s good with keeping an eye on being tailed while also focusing on the road.

      I recognize one of the cartel’s men hurrying inside the front entrance. He’s not bringing anyone with him, and he doesn’t appear as though he needs immediate medical attention, although he’s certainly hightailing it like he might.

      Is the cartel seeking the concierge’s services? I’ll need to have a word with Dr. Gracie Steele, and there are some clients I refuse to accept. The cartel is on that list.

      I reach for my phone and text Nikita to investigate it for me. I want to know why the cartel is on our turf, using our facilities.

      The double doors automatically open, and Madisyn breezes through like she’s in a hurry. I shove my phone into my pocket, not wanting her to ask any questions.

      Several people step outside behind her. One is a woman carrying a toddler, and another is a man by himself. He seems to have Madisyn in his line of sight.

      Who is he?

      He doesn’t look like an employee, but maybe he’s changed and done for the day. Could he be an ex-lover? Husband? No, if she were married, Nikita would have told me.

      Madisyn heads toward my SUV and glances in the window before opening the door.

      Smart girl, making sure it’s me.
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