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      “You knew there’d be a price to pay. Yet, still, you risked it.” The stench of stale cigar clung to his breath, poisoning the air of the crowded car, and wafting over me like a putrid wave of death. “Did you really think you could beat me?”

      Hot, fat tears streaked down my cheeks. They followed the paths of the ones before them, mimicking the leftover splashes of rain that trickled over the windows. “I-I don—” But the words wouldn’t come.

      How could I form words when my entire world had been shattered?

      Helpless, I stared out the rain-spotted windshield at the lifeless body of my grandfather, laying in the dim light of the open warehouse door. He looked like a broken doll on the concrete. His head was turned away, thank God, so I didn’t have to stare into his glassy eyes, but his arm was at an impossible angle, his torso riddled with bullet holes.

      This was the man who’d raised me, the man who’d promised me the world, and I’d done nothing but watch as they’d shot him in the back. 

      His own men.

      Well…they weren’t his anymore, now, were they?

      Ilya Markov had been a king. Iron fisted and cunning, he was a born leader who no one dared to cross. Now, he was simply dead, his blood seeping into the cracks of the pavement he once owned.

      “I guess you thought you were better than me, huh? You thought your family was invincible.” The man responsible relaxed in the driver’s seat with an arm draped over the center console as he taunted me, his familiar, smoky voice reminding me of his treachery. My grandfather had trusted this man with his life.

      And look where that got him.

      I stared at the back of the traitor’s head, my limbs numb and head swimming as I calculated the odds of my escape. 

      As though reading my mind, the bulky man beside me shifted, bringing the gun he had aimed at me closer, emphasizing the peril of the situation. 

      Zero. 

      Those were the odds. If I tried to run, there was zero fucking chance I’d make it out of this alive. Still, it might’ve been worth the gamble if mine was the only life at stake.

      Too bad it wasn’t.

      Sweat trailed down the back of my neck, making me shiver despite the suffocating heat. Finally, I allowed my gaze to shift to the front passenger seat where my sister sat, frozen.

      She hadn’t moved or made a sound since this nightmare began. Was she even breathing? 

      From the backseat, I could only see her profile, but she didn’t look good. Pale and thinner than I’d ever seen, it was obvious she hadn’t been taking proper care of herself. And like a selfish princess, too secure in her position of power and privilege, I hadn’t been paying close enough attention to notice. 

      Who would take care of her now?

      “What about Yelena?” I asked, finding some semblance of strength, and forcing my voice to remain steady.

      The traitor looked at me through the rearview mirror, his dark, seemingly empty gaze penetrating mine. Was there a shred of decency left in him? Had there ever been one to start?

      “Your sister will stay with me, where she belongs. I’ll keep her safe, just like I promised.”

      Safe. The word didn’t hold much value when he was the one pledging it, but what choice did I have? There were no options here, and no way out of this hell. 

      No way to guarantee tomorrow unless I played his horrific, twisted game.

      Unperturbed, he pulled a fresh cigar from its pack and ran it under his nose, inhaling deeply. “If you agree to my terms, you can return home to what remains of your family. Although, you probably won’t want to stay long. Not after Sasha finds out you double crossed him.”

      Double crossed him? 

      That was rich when Sasha was the one who’d betrayed me. He’d gone back on his word, and by choosing this vile man in front of me, set this horrific scene in motion.

      I should’ve never trusted him. 

      Fuck, I should’ve never trusted any of them, my grandfather included.

      “But if I agree to come to your side and work for you…” My voice was barely audible over the pounding of my heart.

      “What? You think everything will go back to normal?” he asked mockingly, then paused to light the cigar, casually puffing on it like it was a reward for all his hard work. “I can’t tell the boys I’m giving you a second chance. Do you really think they’d want me to forgive you? With all the money you just lost them?”

      “But—”

      “No.” His tone remained passive, but the sharp look he gave me sent another cold finger of terror down my spine. “I won’t be made to look weak. I will tell them you ran. That you outsmarted Vlad—” He motioned to the burly man beside me. “—and that you got away. I’ll need to punish him openly for his failure, of course, but he’ll be well compensated. He’ll become your contact and act as my eyes and ears, keeping tabs on you.”

      He sucked on the cigar before blowing a nasty cloud of it toward the ceiling. The smoke billowed up to the soft gray headliner, spreading outward before slowly tumbling back down around us, enveloping us in a toxic fog. 

      “Do I need to tell you what will happen if you don’t cooperate?” His eyes returned to glare at me through the mirror.

      I shook my head, once again unable to speak because my throat, like the rest of me, was locked by fear.

      “Boss.” Vlad tipped his head toward the front of the car where two battered women were being corralled. It was the two I’d hoped had gotten away for good. The only two who’d escaped.

      They’d been caught and were now surrounded by thugs. Like me and Yelena, they had nowhere left to run.

      At least they tried. 

      The headlights of the car showcased the resulting damage of their attempt to flee. Half-naked and beaten, one stood, quivering, with her arms crossed over her middle and mascara-stained tears streaming down her cheeks, while the other was a statue, her face an unreadable mask.

      I’d noticed her first, the one with the poker face, because she’d been wearing such a beautiful dress. Now, the pretty pink material was a wet, torn mess. It hung from a single strap, revealing freckled skin and a simple white bra, smeared with blood.

      She’d put up a fight, that much was clear, but with twelve against two, she’d never stood a chance. Fuck, none of us ever had a hope in hell.

      “What will happen to them?” I whispered, afraid I already knew the answer.

      “What did you think would happen?” He laughed through a puff of smoke, and it was the most heartless thing I’d ever heard. “You thought you could outsmart me. Thought your dear old grandfather would cast me aside and set them free on your whim. But I’m not wrapped around your finger like he was, and now I’m the one in charge.”

      Yes, I’d thought I could put a stop to the disgusting side hustle he’d been running behind my grandfather’s back. I’d believed I could save these women and the others from being sold like livestock. But this was the outcome. This was the fate I’d handed them. 

      My pride and prominence had blinded me to the risks involved, to the point that I hadn’t even considered the chance of it all blowing up in my face.

      I’d been so fucking foolish.

      He cracked his window, stuck his hand out, and motioned to the men outside.

      My empty stomach cramped, and although I wanted to close my eyes, to block the horror from filling my vision, I forced myself to witness the women’s brutal execution. Two loud gunshots rang out—a sound that would echo in my ears for eternity—and their bodies fell to the ground, one after the other like dominoes.

      Just like that. As though their lives had meant nothing.

      “Do you see, darling Kira? I will always win.” His words slithered around my splintered soul and squeezed.

      Unable to stomach the horror a moment longer, I turned my gaze back to Yelena and found her familiar doe eyes pinned on me. The expression of grief she wore was so profound, it was as tangible as the stinking cloud of cigar smoke that engulfed us.

      I wanted nothing more than to reach out to her, to hold her in a warm, comforting embrace. To soothe her and tell her everything would be fine, the same way we’d consoled each other after our parents died.

      But I couldn’t do that. Not with all the violence and cruelty surrounding us, and not when the traitor and his thugs were the ones in control.

      Especially not when it would’ve been a lie.

      With all my remaining spirit, I channeled my love into the look I gave her, hoping like hell she could read it. Praying she understood that I wouldn’t give up. 

      I would never give up.

      Like the woman in the pretty pink dress, I would keep fighting. I would fight for all of us—even those I’d failed to save. Whatever it took. No matter the cost.

      I wouldn’t rest until my sister and everyone I loved was safe.
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      Something’s not right.

      The aggravating thought stole its way into my consciousness. It was elusive, unshakable, and exacerbated by my sweating palms and the heaviness of the custom SIG P320 in my grip.

      I shuffled my favorite gun from hand to hand—unload, inspect, reload, aim—and waited for the familiar ritual to settle my nerves. For my heart to stop beating double time, and common sense to kick in.

      But it didn’t.

      No matter how many times I repeated the simple drill, it was still all wrong, and the uneasiness of it weighed on me like an anchor or anvil.

      Or a bad goddamn omen.

      Except, I didn’t believe in that sort of shit.

      Despite the ridiculous chill in my bones, I clutched the 9mm tighter and darted across the manicured lawn, staying out of view of the lone and seemingly useless security camera. My legs pumped strong and steady, but when I reached the back wall of the upscale home, I fell against it, panting.

      What was wrong with me?

      I knew my task. My purpose. Yet, I was faltering, filled with this unreasonable anxiety. It made zero goddamn sense.

      The timing was right, the strategy was in motion, and it was too late for second guesses. Hell, I’d passed the point of no return long ago, headfirst with no hope of ever coming back. No desire to, either.

      I couldn’t let the entire job go to shit because of a bad feeling.

      No. I fucking refused.

      On a deep breath, I buried the doubts, dispelled the absurd sense of foreboding, and slipped through the unlocked window into the secluded home.

      The place was a tomb. Cold, cavernous, and eerily quiet. Almost too quiet, but I held fast to my objective, surveying each room before moving to the next.

      It didn’t matter that I’d gone over the plan enough times I could do the job in my sleep, I was still alert, still careful. Calm and in control.

      After stalking the length of the main floor, I made my way to the central staircase where the ornate oak banister loomed. It twisted endlessly up toward darkness, beckoning me into unknown danger.

      Invitation accepted.

      Now that my resolve was firmly back in check, I prowled up the stairs with both my gun and gaze aimed forward. No more waiting or second guesses. Only cool confidence and cunning.

      It was time to kill.

      “You can tell me.” A woman’s voice sliced the silence, shooting sparks along my spine and halting me mid-climb. “I swear.”

      Her words were a mere whisper, yet they called to me like an electrifying siren’s song. Rhythmic and provocative, her voice dug its way under my skin, luring me closer.

      But who the hell was she?

      The target was alone. At least, he should be.

      Was it possible, after learning every route, bad habit, and boring routine, I’d missed something? Had I lost my edge? Or had that bad feeling been on point?

      Shit, maybe I was losing my grip all together because something about this job hadn’t seemed right from the start, and now I was starting to believe in premonitions.

      “No one else will know.” The flow of her silky smooth tone washed over me, coaxing me to throw away caution.

      With a voice like that, she’d be impossible to ignore, even if her presence didn’t jeopardize my mission. Except, it did.

      It most definitely fucking did.

      My mind reeled with the sudden and unexpected variables in play. Was she a lethal threat, or an innocent witness? A minor complication, or a major liability?

      Regardless of who or what she was, she put everything at risk.

      I’d been in the sleepy town of Scarsdale, just north of the city, watching this house and the people who lived here for days—one woman, two young children, a mangy one-eyed cat, and my target, Nelson Moore. I knew what they all looked and sounded like. This woman wasn’t one of them.   

      As usual, I hadn’t received much intel ahead of the mission. I was told Moore was a research scientist, working for a division of BTA-Xander, a leading pharmaceutical corporation with its offices in Manhattan. He owed a significant debt to an Irish mobster, attended clandestine meetings with the Rykov Bratva, and, in general, was not a nice guy. Those were all the details I’d needed.

      Once Rykov’s name entered the picture, all I ever wanted was the target.

      I didn’t care who’d ordered him dead or how much they were willing to pay. Hell, I didn’t even need an explanation. Give me a name, a target worth killing, and I’d do the rest. By the time I was ready to pull the trigger, I’d know everything there was to know about my mark.

      Everything.

      Was he ruthless, apathetic, or weak? Greedy, or just plain desperate? Did he sleep with the lights on? Secretly watch bondage porn? Jerk off with his right hand or his left?

      Ask me anything. Whether I wanted to or not, I’d know the answer. 

      Including the reason he deserved to die.

      My brother managed the other things. The dollars and sense, he called it. Finn vetted every offer and managed the relationships with our clients. He kept us out of their petty turf wars and gathered intelligence the way a magician might pull a rabbit from his hat—it seemed to materialize at his fingertips.

      It was a neat trick. Except, my hands were the ones getting dirty. I was the one in the field, hiding out, spying, coming up with the action plan. The one paying the price if things went sideways.

      But that’s how it had always been. The way it was supposed to be.

      It was my penance to carry.

      Finn said this job was solid, and more than anything or anyone, I trusted him.

      The only trouble? Moore hadn’t left his house and was constantly surrounded by his family.

      They weren’t on my list. 

      Kids were never in my crosshairs because I was a killer, not a fucking psychopath—not yet, anyway—and I wouldn’t let blameless victims get in the way.

      Still, as patient as I was, I’d begun to think I might need a different approach. Some way to draw him out. Until his wife packed her bags and left with the children, leaving the scientist home on his own and making it the perfect time for me to get the job done.

      Now, I was a ghost on his staircase, weighing my options, tallying my advantages, and deciding if that unexpected, alluring feminine voice was a blessing or a curse.

      If my instincts were any indication, there wasn’t much hope for a blessing.

      Good thing I didn’t believe in those, either—hopes, blessings, or even curses, for that matter. The only thing I believed in was my goddamn plan, and now I needed a new one.

      I inched up the remaining stairs with my mind in a tangle, my feet carrying me soundlessly over the carpet.

      “It’ll be our secret,” the mystery woman promised, her voice coming from the room just ahead.

      Her words were a silken vow, and like everything else she’d said, could’ve easily translated to the bedroom. It made me wonder what kind of debauchery I was walking into. What kind of wicked, kinky game was she playing?

      And why did I like the idea of finding out so damn much?

      My cock perked up and took notice. Now wasn’t the time, but my body didn’t seem to care. Intrigue pulled me forward against my better judgment. My skin tingled, heart pounded, and balls tightened with each step.

      Like a voyeur cloaked in shadows, I concealed myself outside the large master suite, where the owner of that intoxicating voice came into view.

      The sight of her was even more delicious than the sound. Darkness hid her features, but streams of hazy light seeped through the tall windows, silhouetting her slender frame and allowing me the opportunity to observe her from behind.

      Dressed in leather, every one of her slight curves was highlighted. Tight ass, lithe body, a gloriously long braid I wanted wrapped around my fist…

      And a deadly looking knife clutched in her delicate hand.

      Next to her, Moore was shirtless and simpering. Tied to a chair, he struggled uselessly to break free from his bonds, his large, hairy gut heaving with each exaggerated breath.

      I might’ve thought this was nothing more than a bit of sexual play if it weren’t for the abject terror etched on the man’s sweaty face.

      “C’mon,” the leather-clad temptress coaxed, “I just need one tiny detail from you. You can give me that, can’t you?”

      “N-n-no. I don’t know anything,” he insisted through a wheezing stutter.

      “Yes, you do. I don’t want to hurt you, Nelson. But I will.”

      She pressed the knife flat against his stomach, and he stilled. Toying with him, she trailed the blade up and across his chest, drawing the pointed edge back and forth ever so slightly, making him shiver before freezing in place again. The action was slow, almost sensual, like a lover dragging fingers over flesh.

      “You can’t get out of this,” she whispered, raising the hairs on the back of my neck.

      Her smooth voice and cat-like prowess were mesmerizing. Enchanting. Each murmured word was a caress. Every subtle movement, a kiss. Her whispered seduction was the type of promise a man like me would kill for. An oath so delectable, I might’ve been tempted to get down on my knees to beg.

      But only if I were a fool.

      Or maybe…if I needed a Plan B.

      “You’re doing it wrong,” I called out, kicking my spontaneously formed plan into motion.

      Weapon holstered, I stalked from the shadows, leaving my bad feelings and superstitions behind—it was all bullshit, anyway. Now, it was time to implement my new strategy and take charge of this situation.

      Only, the barrel of a gun was suddenly aimed at me.

      Where had she hidden that weapon in her skin-tight leather? And how in the hell had I not seen this coming?

      Either she was fantastically stealthy or extremely distracting. Maybe both.

      Regardless, it was unnerving to have a Beretta pointed at my head, especially by an unknown adversary. But I wouldn’t let those nerves show. I was a professional, after all.

      And I was in control. Always.

      Raising my hands in mock compliance, I forced a friendly smile. “Threats won’t work. Hurt him first, then promise to make it stop. That’s how you’ll get answers.”

      Moore whimpered in response.

      “Don’t listen to him, Nelson.” She slid the knife into a sheath strapped to her thigh, but her aim with the gun didn’t waver. “No one will get hurt if you just tell me what I want to know.”

      “He won’t tell you anything without something to gain. Or something to lose.” I lowered my arms and moved into the room, one slow, easy step at a time. “He knows your threat isn’t real. You’d have already followed through if it was.”

      “Who are you?” she demanded, her voice losing its softness. “Who sent you? What the fuck do you want?”

      “Now, now, kitten. You know what they say about curiosity.”

      “Is that supposed to intimidate me? Just tell me why the hell you’re here.”

      A smirk tugged at my lips because fuck, her hostility was adorable. “If you show me your plan, I’ll show you mine.”

      She paused, her gaze flicking back toward the scientist, but there was no way in hell she was considering my offer. No. Something told me, despite her badass look, this woman was way out of her comfort zone, and it wasn’t because I was pushing her there. 

      At least, it wasn’t only because of that.

      Unable to withstand the distance, I took another step toward her, because regardless of the gun and her hard shell, I was enthralled. “What’s the matter? Don’t you like that game?”

      “Stay back.” Her darkened gaze snapped to mine, drawing me even closer.

      “Or what?”

      “Or I’ll shoot you, asshole.”

      Oh, she was a feisty one—a wildcat, not a kitten—but her aggression couldn’t derail my plan. “No, you won’t.”

      “I have a gun on you.”

      “Yes, kitten, it’s a very impressive weapon.” I eased forward another cautious step with a devilish grin playing on my lips. “I have one, too, only mine’s bigger. Maybe if you behave yourself, I’ll let you hold it when we fuck.”

      A look of shocked revulsion crossed her dimly lit features and she flinched. “You’re deranged. Disgusting. Out of your fucking mind if you think I’d ever…I would never.”

      My smile turned downright feral because Plan B was working like a charm, and she really was fucking adorable.

      The shrill ring of a phone interrupted the moment, startling all three of us.

      “Please,” Moore begged, deciding now was a good time to bargain. “You don’t have to do this. Let me answer it and we can all get what we want.”

      Despite most of her face being concealed by shadows, I could feel Wildcat’s eyes on me. She stared me down as the phone continued to ring, and I glared back, satisfied by the subtle quake of the gun in her hand.

       “You probably t-tripped an alarm,” the scientist persisted, ignorant of our silent battle, which felt a hell of a lot like foreplay. “My security company will send the police.”

      He was so full of shit. His security setup was a joke, which he was likely now regretting, but I didn’t need her to know that. “Sorry kitten, it looks like fun time’s over. You should put the gun down and get out of here while you still can.”

      “Nelson.” Her attention turned back to her captive, but she remained steadfast with her weapon, still pointed at my head. “I promise we won’t hurt you. Just help me out and we’ll leave you alone.”

      The phone stopped ringing.

      Time was up, and I was done playing cat and mouse.

      While she was distracted, making promises she couldn’t keep, I ducked out of her aim and charged straight into her, tackling her around her middle.

      We collided, landing on the bed in a tangled heap, and a hot gust of air rushed from her as my weight forced her down.

      Despite the threat she posed, or maybe because of it, it was rewarding to have her in my grasp. To feel the curve of her back, the dip of her waist, and the exquisite press of her thighs as she struggled.

      Until two armed men burst into the room and opened fire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          DEX

        

      

    

    
      The artistry of my Plan B was lost to the loud pops of gunfire that echoed through the room. Glass shattered, Moore screamed, and the wildcat in my arms wrestled for control of her gun.

      “Asshole. Let go.” Vicious, she spewed profanities and clawed at me.

      “No,” I grunted, dodging her attempted elbow to my head. I admired her scrappy attitude, but fuck… “You’re going to get us both killed.”

      As though to prove my point, a hot flare of pain exploded across my shoulder as a bullet ripped through my flesh.

      Getting shot hurt like a son of a bitch, every damn time. And every time, I swore it would be the last. Yet, here I was, directly in the line of fire again, too stubborn to back down.

      The burning agony was a momentary distraction from the chaos surrounding me. Still, I wasn’t willing to be an open target. Or to let her go.

      I rolled across the mattress, dragging her with me and leaving a trail of crimson in my wake. We dropped onto the floor on the other side of the bed just as the wall overhead was torn apart by bullets. I covered her body with mine as bits of plaster rained down, and she buried her face in the crook of my neck.

      Adrenaline coursed through me. I was wounded, my mission on the brink of failure, and my life on the line. Yet, I didn’t care about any of it. 

      The woman in my arms had stopped fighting, and even though she might be the enemy, might even try to kill me in the next second, my driving instinct was to keep her safe.

      Like Emily. Only, this time, I won’t fail.

      The unwelcome thought was a sucker punch straight to my gut, knocking me off-kilter and leaving me breathless.

      On a gasp, I filled my lungs and forced the misplaced instinct back under control where it belonged—inside the cage where I kept all my other bullshit doubts and vulnerabilities—and reminded myself why the hell I was here. How this had all started and what my goddamn purpose was.

      Make it right. Kill them all.

      With another sharp, deep inhale, I absorbed the reality of my surroundings. Wildcat was pinned to the plush carpet by my weight, her arms trapped tightly at her sides by my thighs and her sweet breath hitting me in short, shallow bursts. 

      Taking advantage of the position, I wrapped a hand around the barrel of her gun and wrenched it free from her hold.

      The shooting stopped, and the room fell silent. Even Moore had shut the hell up.

      “Dex,” one of the men called in a thick Russian accent. “Or should I call you Bodhi Decker?”

      My stomach dropped, and I froze.

      “We’re here for the girl,” he said.

      The room was cloaked in darkness, her face barely visible, but Wildcat’s eyes seemed to light with fire when she brazenly yelled, “Fuck you!”

      Her outburst jolted me into action. Raising my arm over the bed, I aimed her hard-won gun in their direction.

      Fuck them was right. 

      Not only were they Bratva soldiers, but they knew my name. My real goddamn name. And they’d come in shooting. If they’d wanted something from me, they should’ve considered asking first. Not that I’d have given it.

      Without a second thought, I squeezed the trigger.

      Only, nothing happened.

      “Seriously?” I gritted my teeth, dropping her useless, empty weapon to the floor and pulling my SIG from its holster.

      “I don’t like guns,” she grumbled beneath me.

      This woman was not only a maddening distraction but a hazard to my health. Whatever her game was, it was a hell of a lot more dangerous and twisted than I’d imagined. Nowhere near the risqué bit of fun I’d planned.

      “Give her to us, Dex,” the Russian called.

      A snide bark of laughter tore from my throat. “I don’t think so.” There was no way I’d hand her over. Certainly not to these maniacs. Not to anyone after she’d caused so much trouble. “This pretty little pussy belongs to me now.”

      I didn’t miss her reaction—the way her body quaked, and the sharp mewl of indignation that escaped her lips. It was a fantastic sound, and I’d have bet good money she made the same one during sex. Maybe even right before orgasm.

      Too bad this wasn’t the time to find out.

      The man cursed under his breath and moved a fraction closer.

      Armed with my tried-and-true weapon—the one I kept under my pillow most nights—I raised my arm again. I could barely make out the top of his head, but this time when I squeezed the trigger, my gun fired, and I hit my mark.

      “Cyka blyat!” the other man cried as the first one crumpled to the floor.

      Focused on the sound of that single Russian curse, I blindly made my next target. The shot rang out and the bullet hit, but instead of dropping to the ground, the second Russian only swore again.

      I peeked from my cover and tracked him as he lurched away, wounded.

      “You’re a dead man, Dex.” Pain laced his words as he scrambled down the hall. “Fucking dead!” His voice echoed from the first floor, followed shortly by the slam of the front door.

      “Time to go.” After tucking her weapon into my holster, I lifted my new hostage to her feet alongside me. I kept her close, my gun at the ready, even as she strained to break out of my grasp.

      She really was a wildcat. Long, lean, strong, and agile. Built of solid muscle, she moved as gracefully as a dancer.

      “Get your fucking hands off me, asshole.”

      She also had the mouth of a trucker. Which, for some strange reason, I found to be cute as hell.

      “You can’t fool me, kitten. I know you like the way I touch you. Especially when I’m saving your ass.”

      She snarled, bucking hard against me, and my body tensed. In another time and place, she’d be difficult to resist, but now she was just plain difficult, her moxie more trouble than it was worth.

      “We’re leaving.” I raised my weapon, reminding us both who was in charge. “Together.”

      As I struggled to drag her from the shelter of the bed, a low moan caught my attention.

      Moore.

      The scientist had been shot in the chest and was bleeding out. He made another low sound, choking on blood that bubbled from his lips and dripped down his chin.

      “No!” Wildcat broke free of my hold, running toward the dying man.

      I grabbed her from behind, stopping her retreat, and forced her to watch as I shot Nelson Moore point blank in the head.

      A light spray of blowback hit us, spattering our faces and chests with his blood, but she didn’t react. At least, not in the way I expected.

      She didn’t cry out, swear, or even flinch. She simply sagged into me, like the bullet had blown away her will to fight, along with the scientist’s brains. 

      “We have to go,” I urged. “Now.”

      She didn’t move.

      Cautiously, I turned her to face me. “Did you hear me?”

      Her stare was vacant, mouth slack, and when I ran my hand over the back of her head, my fingers gliding over the silky plait of her hair, she dropped her forehead to my chest.

      I wrapped my hand around her braid and pulled. “Come on, kitten. Snap out of it.”

      Still nothing.

      Easing her body forward, I engulfed her in my arms. She came willingly, her shoulders rising and falling with the hitch of her breath.

      We stood that way for a moment, with my heart battering the walls of my chest and her intriguing scent flooding my senses. It was a sublime mix of leather, blood, and something indescribable. Something uniquely feminine and, like the rest of her, tempting as hell.

      A foreign feeling of warmth spread through me, and fuck…I could’ve gotten lost in it. Holding her this way was somehow satisfying and right. More reassuring than my favorite gun.

      Only, now wasn’t the time for comfort, and I was no good with that shit, anyway.

      Dropping low, I put my uninjured shoulder to her waist and lifted, expecting her protest. Yet, she hardly squirmed.

      Fine by me. It’d be easier to get her clear of this place if she wasn’t fighting me every step of the way. Still, her sudden calm and lack of resistance was worrisome. And worry, of any sort, was the last goddamn thing I needed.

      With a final glance at the dead men, I hauled her out of the house and into the chill of the night.

      A deep wooded lot ran the course of the property. For me, this was a calculated, easy escape. For her, it seemed to be a tipping point. Finally rousing out of her shock, she began struggling in earnest again.

      “Put me down, you prick. I’m going to kick your ass.”

      I laughed, grateful to have her wild side back. Wild, I could handle. “Kick my ass later. Right now, we need to get the hell out of here. Unless you want to stay and take the blame for what I’ve done.” My voice was rough, my words harsher than planned, but I’d had my fill of softness. I wasn’t the kind of man built to be nice.

      Not anymore.

      Fuck, who was I kidding? I never had been. “Or did you want to wait for more Bratva soldiers to find you? Maybe you’d rather go with them?” 

      “Why?” she screamed, not seeming to care if we were overheard. “Tell me. Why?”

      “Calm down.” I squeezed her legs to my chest, forcing her kicks to stop and squashing the temptation to run my hands up the backs of her thighs.

      “You killed him.” Her fists pummeled my back. “You fucking killed him.”

      My heart stuttered and a burning ache flared to life in my chest. Another man might’ve mistaken the feeling for guilt, but emotions like that were useless. Hell, emotions of any kind only served to get you killed.

      And death would have been far too easy for a man like me.

      “I killed him because I was paid to.” It wasn’t a lie—not exactly. It wasn’t the truth, either. But until I understood her motives, it was the best she’d get. “Besides, he was already dying. I just put the bastard out of his misery. Hell, I did that man a favor.”

      “I needed him.”

      “You’re wrong. He wasn’t going to give you anything. Men in this life know how to navigate it, kitten. An amateur like you doesn’t stand a chance.”

      “I’m not an amateur.”

      “Right.” I smirked. “Your gun wasn’t even loaded. No pro’s going to pull a stunt like⁠—”

      Before I knew what hit me, I was pinned flat on my back with her knees crushing my chest, one hand clutching my neck and the other cocked in a fist overhead.

      She’d taken me down like a champion—swift and fluid, without breaking a sweat.

      “I’m not an amateur, but I don’t kill innocent people. Not like you.” Her raised fist visibly trembled as she growled her revulsion in my ear. “He had information that could’ve saved lives. Innocent lives. And you fucked it all up. Screw you, Bodhi Decker. Take your own heat, you sick, cocky prick.”

      Her weight lifted, and within seconds, she was gone.

      Staggering to my feet, I sprinted after her, sucking in air despite the pinch of my lungs. The little minx was going to pay for that stunt, and for messing up my entire goddamn plan.

      She was barely a shadow ahead of me and next to impossible to track through the trees, but I chased after her, anyway, tripping over branches and my own feet.

      Like a fucking amateur.

      I broke through the treeline onto a paved roadway in time to see her pull a motorcycle from a cover of dense brush. She maneuvered it to the edge of the pavement with ease, her leather suit gleaming under the streetlight.

      “Wait,” I yelled, torn between demanding and begging her to stay. 

      She hopped on the bike with her helmet in hand and turned to me, her face fully lit for the first time.

      I stumbled forward, reeling like I’d been struck again. Only this time, by her beauty.

      Her heart-shaped face was framed by wisps of platinum hair. She had luscious rosy lips, magnetic amber eyes, and an adorable little cleft in her chin. She was deceptively youthful, almost angelic.

      Except for her deadly glare.

      It was a look of pure animosity. A look that said, Try it, asshole, and I’ll eat your fucking soul. And somehow, that idea didn’t sound half bad.

      Fuck, I might’ve even liked it.

      She was a lethal, disastrous, cataclysmic beauty. A beauty that could’ve ended me right there if she wanted. And I was so far gone, so deep under her spell, I wouldn’t have even put up a fight.

      The bike roared to life, startling me back to my senses. With her helmet secured in place, she gave me a final look over her shoulder and revved the motor before taking off like a shot.

      Dazed and breathless, I stared down the empty road after her, wondering what had gone wrong. When had I lost my goddamn control?

      More importantly, how in the hell would I get it back?
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      Dawn arrived in a pretty streak of pastel pink and purple. It was eye catching, but all I wanted was to crawl back into the night and stay there, in perpetual darkness, where this never-ending grief and bitterness belonged.

      Winding my way through the city streets, I drove in circles for over an hour, making sure I wasn’t followed. It might’ve been a bit extreme, but after the night I’d just endured and the risks I’d taken, there was no harm in being too careful.

      By some miracle, I was still alive, but it seemed a small consolation after losing access to the information Nelson Moore held in his grimy little hands. Negotiating with the bastard had been bad enough, but to have him murdered right in front of me was a brutal crush of defeat.

      One more bruising loss to top my skyrocketing pile.

      All thanks to Dex.

      Although, without him, I’d have likely ended up dead, my lifeless body left to rot at Nelson Moore’s feet. Or worse, I’d have been taken as a Bratva prisoner.

      My stomach plummeted at the thought of the two boyeviks, the line I’d crossed, the penalty for my actions, and the circle of hell they’d have dragged me into.

      Dex helped keep me free from that torture.

      I could admit it, but I still didn’t like it. It burned that I needed a man to come to my rescue at all. Especially a man like Dex, who seemed both skilled and ruthless enough to kill me with his bare hands.

      Those big, rough hands.

      Hell, he could’ve probably taken me out with the flex of a bicep. Or maybe with one more hint of his grin.

      That sly, sexy grin.

      Not that I should’ve bothered noticing such things. But how could I not? The man was built to be ogled. Handsome and rugged, he had an all-American quality about him, with those exquisite, soulful blue eyes, and broody bad boy expression, his squared jaw and slightly crooked nose only adding to the effect.

      And that body? Fuck me.

      Just brushing against him I’d felt the rock-like bulk of his sculpted muscles. He was more solid than Fort Knox, and about as difficult to take down. His body was pure, dominating power, and it had not been a hardship to get up close and personal with him, despite the situation.

      But his cocky attitude, not to mention his profession, ruined it all.

      Or was it my impetuousness that had ruined everything?

      Either way, he was off limits. An enemy. At least, that’s what I’d keep telling myself, for as long as it took to get him out of my head.

      Paranoid, I looked around one more time to make sure I hadn’t picked up a tail and parked the bike as close to home as I dared. Even as I traipsed through seldom used back alleys, I was keenly aware of my surroundings. I wasn’t looking to invite any more trouble. There’d been more than enough for one night.

      For one life.

      Once inside my building, a deep weariness took over. My eyes burned and limbs strained as I trudged up the chipped and stained stairs to my family’s temporary third floor apartment.

      Careful to avoid the loose floorboards, I crept in, easing the door closed and bolting it shut behind me.

      “Finally, you’re here,” Babka called. 

      I jumped, turning to find my grandmother in her usual spot, looking out the dining nook window. She’d sit and stare at that view for hours, gazing past the cracks in the glass to keep an eye on the streets of Brooklyn below.

      Always watching. Always waiting.

      I let out an anxious breath. “Please tell me you didn’t sit up all night again.”

      “Silly girl, you worry too much.” She turned to me with a soft smile. The deep lines around her eyes were heavy, but her gaze was light and teasing. “I’ve been up only a short time. The morning sun woke me.”

      Her accent was thick, slipping into full-on Russian from time to time. Her mind slipped sometimes, too, but considering what she’d lived through, Babka was a lively lady.

      Born in Russia at the end of WWII, she became an orphan at the age of five and was working in a garment factory before she was thirteen. At seventeen
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