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      She’s on the run. He’s determined to protect her at all costs. That cost may be her heart.

      

      Mistaken for homeless, Haley was snatched off the street by the Russian Mafia and injected with an unknown substance for two weeks. Confused and scared out of her mind, she manages to get her hands on a gun and shoots randomly at a group of men, hoping to escape.

      

      Mikhail has followed two Russian idiots who work for the Mafia. After a shootout that leaves the two mobsters dead, he’s shocked to find the initial shooter to be a frightened, drugged, redheaded woman who takes his breath away.

      

      Haley’s saga has just begun. The Russian Mafia wants her back. And Mikhail finds himself glued to her side in an effort to protect her. As he falls harder for her every day, he realizes she’s everything he could ever ask for in a woman.

      

      The last thing Haley needs is a man breathing down her back. An enormous man who fights mixed martial arts for an underground Mafia ring and spends the rest of his time bossing her around in a way that makes her heart beat rapidly.

      

      How has she managed to fall for such a bad boy?
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      Haley Sullivan wrapped her arms around her pillow, inhaled deeply, and snuggled deeper under the covers. She needed more sleep. A heaviness settled over her as if she’d been up for days.

      Light streamed through her bedroom window, causing her to see orange and pink through her eyelids. Why hadn’t she shut the curtains?

      Every effort to go back to sleep failed. Her mind started to race, filling with the events of the last few weeks of her life—events she’d completely forgotten during the first few seconds of lucidity.

      A strange medical facility…

      Being snatched off the street…

      A giant Russian savior…

      Shit.

      She bolted upright, blinking through the blinding light of day and brushing red curls from her face. Her heart raced as her gaze landed on Mikhail Dudko—the very Russian savior she’d just remembered—sitting on her desk chair a few feet away.

      He’d been leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, but when she sat up abruptly, he righted himself and frowned. “You okay?”

      She swallowed, fisting the sheet in her lap with both hands. Finally, when she could breathe normally, she lowered her eyelids and found her voice. “How long was I asleep?”

      “This time?” he teased. “Or altogether since I found you?” His English was perfect, but his Russian accent was sexy as hell.

      She groaned and lowered onto her back to stare at the ceiling, tossing one forearm over her eyes to block the light.

      Mikhail stood and crept closer. She could hear his every move, and his actions both excited and unnerved her. The man was unbelievably sexy—a fact she had been trying to ignore since the first moment she’d seen him.

      Was it true that people could fall head over heels for someone as a result of an intense situation? Because if that was the case, she was doomed.

      She hated to ask how many days had passed since she’d first laid eyes on this Russian god with the blond spiked hair and ice blue eyes. He reminded her of Thor. And to make matters worse, he was ripped and tall. Muscles bulged from everywhere. He stood about six five she guessed, nearly a foot taller than her.

      When the bed dipped next to her, she held her breath. Every time he got close, she lost the ability to communicate. And he always seemed to have more questions that demanded interaction when he was in her space.

      “If I keep putting off the FBI agent, she’s going to think I’m holding you hostage in your apartment,” he began. “Do you think she could come by this morning and speak to you?”

      Haley lowered her arm and met his gaze. “Yeah. That’s fine.”

      “Good, because she’ll be here in about forty-five minutes.” He shrugged. “I was out of excuses.”

      Haley rolled her eyes. “Great…” She squirmed out from under the covers to climb out of bed on the opposite side. “I’ll take a shower. Can you make coffee?”

      He smiled. “Consider it done.”

      She glanced down at her attire, noting the loose boxers and tank top she liked to sleep in, crossed her arms over her chest, and took a step forward.

      Whoa. She reached out to steady herself against the mattress. She was weak and wobbly. Her arms shook.

      “I think you need food too. I don’t know what you weighed before I met you, but you’ve lost weight in the last few days. I hope you can stay awake today and eat like six times.”

      “Food,” she mumbled as she padded from the room. Her ability to eat still felt a little uncertain. Leaving Mikhail sitting on her bed, she slipped into the bathroom and shut the door.

      On a long exhale, she flipped on the shower to let the water heat up.

      And then she turned to face the mirror. Her eyes widened in horror. Her auburn curls hung in limp disarray around her face and shoulders. She had on no makeup, and every freckle she had stood out like a sore thumb against her unusually pale skin.

      She’d been white-complected her entire life, but this new lack of color from two weeks of lying drugged in some sort of lab was an all-time low.

      Her cheeks were hollow.

      Jerking her gaze away from the mirror, she shed her clothes, dropped them in the hamper, and stepped into the shower. The spray of hot water running over her head and down her body made her moan. It felt like heaven.

      Forty-five minutes was not going to be enough time. She could easily stand under the cascade of water for longer in an attempt to wash away the last two weeks of hell. But it wasn’t an option.

      She understood the FBI’s persistence. Hell, she didn’t want anyone else kidnapped from the street and held against their will either. She needed to describe everything that had happened to her as precisely as possible to aid the investigation.

      After washing her hair twice and conditioning it for several long minutes while she shaved, she reluctantly flipped off the water and wrapped herself in a giant fluffy towel.

      Towels were one of her few luxuries. Her crazy hippie parents had rarely invested in anything of high quality. Though she loved them to pieces, she’d spent her entire childhood drying off on rough terrycloth rectangles that didn’t reach around her body. In a fit of rebellion, that was the one thing she didn’t carry over into adulthood.

      Shit.

      She hadn’t brought anything clean to put on in the bathroom. The tiny space was completely steamed over too. But it couldn’t be helped. She decided to fix herself from the neck up anyway and worry about clothes afterward.

      Tucking the towel around her securely, she grabbed her hair dryer and went to work. By the time she had her curls tamed into manageable waves, her hair was nearly twice as long as it had been in its kinky state.

      After wiping off a section of the mirror, she went to work with foundation, mascara, blush, and lip gloss.

      Why the hell was she going to so much trouble? She didn’t normally put quite that much effort into herself just to work at the homeless shelter.

      But then again, normally there wasn’t a Nordic god in her apartment.

      Satisfied with her appearance, she held the towel securely around her and opened the door to step out into the hall. She slipped around the corner and back into her bedroom, hoping not to encounter Mikhail before she could get dressed.

      That hope dissipated when she found him standing at her bedroom window staring outside.

      She stopped moving. From behind, he was even more delicious than from the front. Maybe.

      His ass, encased in perfect-fitting jeans, was firm and muscular. His waist was a relatively narrow V that spread up to encompass his broad back and broader shoulders. The black T-shirt he wore hugged him in all the right places, making her lick her lips as she stared.

      He must have sensed her behind him because he suddenly spun around, sloshing coffee over the edge of the mug she hadn’t noticed in his hand.

      Steam rose, but Thor didn’t pay any attention to the burn that had to sting his fingers. He froze in place, his mouth open, no sound coming out.

      Finally he managed to speak. “You… Uh, Haley?”

      She giggled, the sound foreign to her ears after weeks of fear. And then she made her way toward the closet on the right side of the room to grab a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved white T-shirt—her standard weekday apparel.

      When she turned to grab panties and a bra from a drawer, she found him standing in the same spot, not blinking, his gaze roaming up and down her body. “If you step out of the room, I could get dressed.”

      He blinked, closing his lips. “Oh, yeah. Right. Sorry.” He set the coffee mug on her bedside table and wiped his fingers on his jeans. As if the room were on fire, he took three strides to exit, shutting the door behind him.

      Good. She fought the urge to smile. It had been a long time since anyone looked at her like that. And after what she’d been through, she needed the boost of confidence.

      Tossing her clothes on the bed, she unwrapped the towel and dressed quickly. Not bothering with socks or shoes, she grabbed the steaming mug and took a long sip.

      Even the man’s coffee was perfect.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Holy shit.

      Mikhail Dudko slapped his hand against his forehead and paced Haley’s tiny living room. That little spitfire had him in knots. And she’d managed to keep him that way for the entire two days he’d known her.

      Granted, she’d slept the majority of those two days.

      She’d made an impression on him from the first moment he’d set eyes on her curled in the corner of Dr. Ted Christianson’s bedroom where she’d been held against her will. As soon as the doctor and two men working for the head of the Russian Mafia were killed in a shootout, Mikhail had been the first to enter the room.

      He’d had no idea who he might find in there. He hadn’t expected it to be a thin, pale woman wielding a gun. And he certainly hadn’t expected to find a sexy redhead.

      Lord. He’d always had a thing for redheads.

      He chuckled to himself, remembering how feisty she was. He should have known. After all, even in her drugged state, she’d managed to find a gun and aim it at—well, everyone. She had no aim.

      She’d shot both Erik and Boris at least once, although not fatally. Thank God she hadn’t hit any of the good guys—namely Mikhail himself who had entered the house with two of his fighting buddies, Ivan and Leo. The three of them had followed the two idiots—Boris and Erik—who worked for Anton Yenin halfway across Chicago.

      What they hadn’t expected was a shootout. Boris and Erik were too stupid to actually use a gun. But the house belonged to the doctor, who’d also been working under the radar for Yenin.

      When the gunfire started, Mikhail wasn’t even in the house. He burst in through the front entrance while the police broke in through the back door.

      The last thing anyone expected was a drugged and frightened redhead hiding in the house with big enough balls to shoot her way out.

      She’d been a knockout at first sight. But the woman who just emerged from the bathroom with a large white towel wrapped around her middle, hair blown into submission, and makeup on… Lord, that woman kicked him in the gut.

      She’d left him speechless. It had been difficult to convince his feet to move forward so he could leave her alone to get dressed.

      A noise behind him had him turning around to find her exiting the bedroom. Jesus.

      “You make good coffee.” She lifted her mug. “Is there more?”

      “Yes. Of course.” He strolled across the room and took the cup from her hand. Their fingers touched, sending electricity through his body at the contact.

      When he glanced down at her dainty bare feet, he almost swallowed his tongue. He needed to get out of her apartment and fast. He’d been with her for two nights, watching her, making sure she was safe.

      Now that she was back in the land of the fully living, it was time to get away from her before he made a fool of himself.

      You don’t even know this woman…

      A knock at the door made him flinch. He set her coffee cup on the end table next to the couch and turned to look through the peephole.

      A woman stood outside, dressed in black yoga pants, a yellow nylon sports shirt, and tennis shoes. She wore her hair in a messy ponytail and had earbuds dangling from her shoulders. This could not be the FBI agent.

      Mikhail opened the door.

      The woman held out a hand. “Agent Taylor Brown. You must be Mikhail Dudko?”

      He blinked, hesitating before taking her hand. “Yes. Come in. You aren’t quite what I was expecting.” He stood back to let her pass.

      It felt like he was playing house. After all, this was Haley’s apartment, not his.

      Agent Brown chuckled as she entered the apartment, reaching for Haley’s hand next. “Haley, you look so much better today.”

      “Thank you. Did we meet the other day, Agent Brown?”

      The taller woman with the dark brown hair and deep brown eyes smiled. “Please, call me Taylor. And not really. You were out of it. I was briefly at the clinic when you came in. I’m hoping you won’t mind me asking you some questions.”

      “Of course. Please. Sit.” Haley pointed at the recliner across from her sofa. “I just hope I have anything to add that will help catch whoever did this to me before he grabs anyone else off the street.”

      “Yeah. I’m sorry to tell you this. I know you work with the homeless every day, but I’m afraid at least a dozen people have gone missing, including one more this morning. It’s hard to track everything since missing homeless people don’t often get reported.” Taylor set her briefcase next to the recliner and lowered into the seat.

      Haley shuddered. “I knew some people were unaccounted for a few weeks ago. I even reported it to the cops. But they don’t put a high priority on missing homeless. Unfortunately a lot of law enforcement sees them as expendable. The officer I spoke to barely gave me the time of day. He suggested maybe they got jobs or moved to a different territory.

      “That could happen in rare instances, but people on the streets don’t usually disappear without a trace. They have a sort of unconventional family system. If one of them got lucky, they would have told others. If someone was moving to another location, they also would have informed their friends. Multiple disappearances without a word are rare.”

      Mikhail could hear the passion in Haley’s voice when she spoke of how much she cared about the less fortunate members of society. He had lived with similar bad luck himself. As a teenager, he’d been one of those people, even living on the streets of Russia sometimes.

      He shook thoughts of years ago from his head and took Haley’s arm to lead her to sit on the sofa. “I’ll get you more coffee. Would you like some, Taylor?” His voice cracked with each word.

      “No, thanks.”

      “Okay.” He pointed over his shoulder. “I’ll just wait in the other room. Give you both some privacy.”

      Haley swung her head around to face him where he stood behind her faded maroon couch. “No. Please. Stay. Keeps me from having to repeat myself later.” She gripped the arm of the couch, fingering the frayed seam.

      It was true she hadn’t told him much of anything yet. She’d slept most of the past day and a half, and when she’d been awake, it had been to eat something small or drink copious amounts of water.

      Mikhail refilled Haley’s mug, set it on the end table next to her, and stepped over her legs to take a seat on her other side. He left plenty of space between them, though what he really wanted to do was haul her into his lap and wrap his arms around her.

      It was absurd how strongly he felt about Haley. He knew very little about her. What he did know was that ordinarily she wouldn’t be the kind of woman who would want to be coddled. She had latched on to him for dear life when he’d first approached, but she’d been drugged and scared out of her mind at the time.

      What was the real Haley like?

      “Do you mind if I tape our conversation?”

      “No.” Haley crossed her arms and rubbed her biceps as if she were cold.

      Taylor leaned forward and set her cell phone on the coffee table, and then she cleared her throat. “Oh.” She glanced down at herself. “Any time I come see you, I’ll do my best to blend in. Figured if I pretended to be a random renter in this building returning from the gym, no one would pay any attention to me.”

      “Why so secretive?”

      Mikhail rubbed his palms on his thighs as it dawned on him why Taylor hadn’t shown up dressed in a suit.

      “Safer for everyone if no one thinks you or anyone else involved in this case is talking to the FBI.”

      Haley frowned, but she nodded.

      Taylor pressed a button on her phone to start recording. “Do you remember what happened when you were kidnapped?”

      “Not really. It was late in the evening. I had just finished delivering sandwiches to a group of people under the overpass—the same place I stop most Monday evenings. Whoever took me must have watched and waited for me to walk away, and then they grabbed me from around the corner when I was alone on my way home.

      “I vaguely remember a moment of fear when a hand wrapped around my arm, but I never saw anything. When I woke up, I was in a locked room alone. My clothes were gone. I was wearing nothing but a hospital gown.”

      “Can you describe the room for me?” Taylor asked gently.

      “It was like a jail cell, I guess. Nothing but a cot, a sink, and a toilet. Gray walls and flooring. What I noticed most was that the only color in the room was my hair. Sometimes I pulled it in front of my face to remind myself I could still see in color.” Haley smiled wanly.

      “But they fed you?”

      “Yes. There was a hole in the bottom of the door, like a doggy door for a small puppy. It would open just long enough for a tray to be shoved under.

      “There was also a window on the door, almost a foot wide and high, but I couldn’t see through it. It must have been one-way.”

      “Were you sexually assaulted at any time?”

      Mikhail held his breath, his body rigid. Please, God.

      Haley shook her head. “No. I mean I wasn’t aware of anything like that, and I never had any physical evidence. I thought about it the first day when I woke up in a hospital gown. Freaked me out. But nothing…” She glanced down at her lap, swallowed, and lowered her voice. “Nothing felt, you know, like I’d been touched.” Her face turned red, and she didn’t move for several seconds.

      Mikhail slowly exhaled, but what he wanted to do was reach out to her.

      Taylor continued, “Did anyone ever come into the room?”

      Haley nodded. “Yes. It took me several days to realize the food I ate was laced with something to make me tired. A while after eating, someone would come in and give me shots in the arm or draw blood. A few times I was aware of this, but it was hazy. I couldn’t fight them. I couldn’t even find the strength to scream or speak.”

      Mikhail gripped his knees with both hands, fighting the urge to kill someone. If he ever got his hands on the bastards who did this…

      And the worst part was—he had a pretty good idea who it was.

      “So this went on for two weeks?”

      “Yes, though I lost track of time. No one fed me that last morning. I was more awake by the time the door opened and a man came inside. He tossed me a pair of scrubs and told me to put them on and follow him.

      “He was all business and didn’t say another word. I hoped he was rescuing me. And I didn’t have a lot of options. My hands shook while I changed. He stood in the doorway facing out. I slipped on the tennis shoes that had been wrapped in the scrubs. I could hardly stand and support myself. I was too weak. It was a wonder I was able to walk out of the place on my own accord.”

      “What did you see on the way out?” Taylor asked.

      Mikhail was wondering the same thing, but he kept his lips pursed.

      “There were rooms lining the hallway on both sides. I couldn’t tell if they were occupied.

      “Scared the shit out of me. I didn’t know if I was being led to my death or my salvation.”

      “Can you describe the man you followed?”

      Haley curled her legs up under her and took another sip of her coffee before she answered. “Pale. Messy dark hair. About an inch shorter than me. Maybe five six. Skinny. Glasses. Black frames.”

      Ted Christianson. Mikhail was sure of that.

      “And then what?” Taylor asked.

      “He led me outside. The sun was so bright it was hard to see. And I was cold. I didn’t have a jacket.”

      “Did you see anyone else on the way?”

      Haley shook her head. “Not until we reached the car. A man was leaning against the passenger door when scrawny guy reached to open it. He said ‘you can’t put her in the front seat, asshole.’ And then he rounded both of us to pop the trunk.

      “I nearly peed my pants at the thought of getting inside. And they made me do it myself. Climb in, I mean. The guy who had been leaning against the car held up a syringe as he nodded at the trunk.

      “It was clear I had two choices: get in myself or be drugged into submission.” She glanced away again, pursing her lips for a moment before continuing. “That guy. He, uh… He intended to rape me. At least he said he did. As I curled up in the trunk, he chuckled. I’ll never forget that sound. A deep cackling tone. Mean. And he clapped the other guy on the back and said, ‘Thanks for moving her for me. It’ll be so much sweeter fucking her tight pussy in a more private location.’”

      “Jesus,” Mikhail muttered, unable to stop himself. In fact, he asked the next question before Taylor had a chance. “What did that fucker look like?”

      Haley turned to face him and then her face dipped toward her lap. “Short. Stocky. Muscles like yours, though. But he was older. Maybe mid-forties. Gray receding hairline. His accent was Russian.”

      Mikhail gritted his teeth.

      That motherfucking son of a bitch.

      Anton Yenin.

      Taylor went on. “Do you have any idea where you were? Any distinguishing features about the building or the surroundings?”

      She shook her head. “Not much. The building stood alone. Metal sides. Silver. Shiny. The sun was glaring off the walls. It was much larger than the short hallway I’d walked down.”

      “Trees? Flat land? Hills?”

      Haley closed her eyes, perhaps visualizing what she’d seen. “I think there were trees. It felt isolated, out of place. A strange warehouse in the middle of nowhere. Flat land I think. Gravel parking. I walked across gravel to get to the car.”

      “That’s good. You’re doing great. How far do you think you drove to get to Dr. Christianson’s house?”

      “Half an hour maybe?”

      “And you were in the trunk, right? So you have no idea what direction he traveled?”

      Taylor shook her head. “Sorry. Seemed like a few minutes on the gravel and then we hit pavement and then we must have entered the highway. We drove without stopping for a long time. But I don’t know what direction.”

      “Did the car ever slow down? As if there was traffic or stop lights or street signs?”

      “Not that I recall. The highway was more tolerable because I didn’t get tossed around as much.”

      Taylor nodded. “Good. Great. That’s a huge help, Haley. I’m glad you remembered so much.”
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      Haley couldn’t stop shaking. She sat through the rest of Taylor’s questions, but there wasn’t much else to say.

      Whoever the short man in the thick glasses was, he took her to his house and put her in what she assumed was his own bedroom. It hadn’t done much good to climb in the trunk and save the little asshole the trouble of drugging her because as soon as they entered his room, he plunged a syringe in her arm and emptied it anyway.

      The next thing she remembered was hearing an argument someplace else in the house. Acting on nothing but adrenaline, she searched the room, found a gun in the bedside table, and leaned around the corner to peer down the hall.

      No one was looking her direction.

      One of Mikhail’s huge Russian friends had the pale, skinny man in front of him by the throat, and it was obvious the Russian and his partner were trying to overpower the small guy and two others against the back of the kitchen.

      Praying the two huge men were good guys, she shot at the assholes against the wall until the bullets ran out. And then she hunched in the corner of the room waiting to die.

      But fate didn’t take her that day. Instead Mikhail showed up, crouched in front of her, and hauled her to safety.

      And now she was irrationally attached to him. Which wasn’t like her at all.

      But the truth of the matter was she couldn’t imagine being left alone.

      Haley Sullivan. Queen of solitude. A woman with few friends who had lived most of her life alone.

      Her parents had been missionaries—and they still were. As an only child, she’d moved from one country to another more times than she could count. She never spoke the language, so she’d learned to play independently with few toys and no friends her own age.

      She’d grown so accustomed to being alone that she found other people annoyed her when they were too close for too long. She’d managed to avoid having roommates in college and had never lived with another person as an adult.

      The last two nights with Mikhail in her apartment had been the first two nights she’d ever spent under the same roof with someone other than her parents.

      People might say she was young and stupid and naïve. She didn’t care.

      “You okay?” Mikhail asked after he let Taylor out. He rounded the coffee table and sat on the edge of it, facing her.

      She still had her legs tucked under her. They were stiff, but she was too tired to move. “Not sure yet. Jury’s still out.” She forced a smile.

      Mikhail returned a grin. “You need food. There isn’t anything to eat in your apartment. I cleaned out your refrigerator yesterday while you slept like the dead so you wouldn’t have to face it. You want me to go to the store or take you someplace to eat?”

      She chewed on her bottom lip. “You cleaned my kitchen?”

      “Well, yeah. I was bored. It was rank.”

      “What have you been eating?”

      “Takeout. Ivan and Leo and Katie have all stopped by at one time or another.”

      “Ivan and Leo are your friends, and Katie’s the doctor from the clinic?”

      “Yes. She’s Leo’s girlfriend.”

      Haley nodded. She needed to piece these people together in her mind. “Doesn’t anyone work? You’ve been here all this time?”

      “I couldn’t just leave you.” He shrugged. “I work construction usually during the day, and I didn’t have a job lined up this week. But my main source of income is from fighting.”

      She flinched. “Fighting? Who?” What the hell kind of man had been looking over her?

      He smiled. “Not random people on the street, Haley. Mixed martial arts. MMA. In a cage.” He shrugged again. “Not that it’s much different from random people on the street, mind you. I fight the underground circuit.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Under the radar. No rules. Unsanctioned.”

      “Oh.” She sat up straighter. “Is that legal?”

      “Not exactly. I have a manager. He books my fights. I show up, kick some ass, take home the winnings.”

      She winced. “Lord. That doesn’t sound safe.”

      “It’s perfectly safe.” He winked. “As long as I win.”

      “I guess you win often.” She glanced down at his body, taking in his physique. He was built like steel. No wonder. His dark T-shirt barely stretched over his muscular arms. His thighs bulged inside his worn jeans. “As much as I hate it, I do have to get my ass to the gym today. I was going to have someone else come over if that’s okay.”

      “Sure. Right. Of course.” Haley unfolded her legs, cringing at how much she ached. Everywhere. Now that she was more alert, she was more aware of how weak her body was. She’d spent two weeks in bed. No wonder.

      “I don’t mean right this second. But eventually. Now, about food. It’s already lunchtime.”

      “Yeah. I’ll uh…” She didn’t know what she would do. Decision making seemed to have fled. She needed to call her boss. Did she still have a job?

      “How about if I run to the store? I can see there’s one a few blocks away. I’ll grab some staples and be right back. Yeah?”

      “Good plan. But I don’t have any cash in the house. Can I give you my credit card?”

      He pushed himself to standing. “No problem. I’ve got it.”

      She tipped her chin back and looked up at him. He seemed monstrous standing so close. She didn’t know enough about him. She should be afraid. But she wasn’t.

      He stepped across the room to the adjoining kitchen area and grabbed something off the table. When he turned around, he held it out to her. “Found this on the counter. It was dead. I charged it. It’s been beeping incessantly since then. Your purse is on the counter too. Why were you out delivering sandwiches with nothing on you?”

      She smiled. “I never take anything. That way I can’t get mugged. I dress down. Blend in.”

      “Of course, that also got you kidnapped.” He lifted one brow. “Do you always deliver meals alone?”

      She nodded. “Not meals exactly. I just bring a few sandwiches with me when I go out. I’ve done this my entire life. It’s how I’m wired. Until now, I’ve never considered it to be unsafe. They’re human beings. Most of them are harmless. They just need someone to listen to them. Bring a blanket. A coat. Warm gloves. A sandwich.”

      Mikhail watched her intently while she spoke. He didn’t judge her or reprimand her. Finally, he stated, “I’m sure whoever took you thought you were homeless.”

      “Why would someone kidnap homeless people?”

      He shook his head. “It’s a mystery to me too, but I can tell you we’re talking about the Russian Mafia. The man you saw next to the car with the syringe? He was Anton Yenin, leader of the Vegas Mafia. He seems to have moved to the area.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “It’s not a coincidence.” Mikhail turned toward the door. “Long story. I’ll explain more when I get back. You need food.”

      Haley stared at the door as it shut and then listened while Mikhail locked it in two places from the outside. She took a deep breath, realizing he must have taken her keys with him.
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        * * *

      

      Mikhail leaned against the door for several seconds before walking away. Not only was it not a coincidence that Yenin was in town, but Mikhail feared it was largely his fault. If he hadn’t moved to Chicago himself a year ago, Yenin wouldn’t have followed, and Haley wouldn’t have been kidnapped.

      The FBI would argue that Yenin had his sights on Chicago already and had a drug lab in the works years ago. But that didn’t make Mikhail feel warm and fuzzy. He moved to Chicago. He left Vegas. He pissed off Yenin by doing so. That was all on him.

      The guilt he felt over that was tremendous. He’d thought about it time and time again while Haley slept and he paced.

      And all the dead homeless people…

      At least Haley had been a survivor. But why? And what were the permanent repercussions to whatever Yenin had done to her?

      His phone rang as he pushed off the door and headed down the hall.

      Nikolav.

      “Hey. What’s up?” Mikhail answered.

      “Heading your way with Sergei.”

      “Figured that would be the case.”

      “No idea what Yenin’s up to, but neither of us is sticking around Vegas any longer to find out the hard way. The man is making me fucking nervous as hell. He’s only here about half the time, and he spends most of that in his damn lab. Whatever that fucker is cooking, I do not want to know.”

      “Except I think we do want to know. But I don’t blame you for bailing. I’m surprised either of you lasted this long under his thumb.”

      “We’ll drive up early next week. You have space for us to crash for a few nights until we can find something?”

      “Of course. The three-bedroom apartment currently has only Ivan and my sister, Alena, in it. I don’t know how long I’ll be staying with the social worker. She’s pretty shook up. And I don’t think she’s safe.”

      “Doesn’t Ivan have his own place?”

      “Yeah, but we didn’t want to leave Alena alone either. His apartment’s currently vacant, but frankly, I’d rather you two stayed with Alena. I worry about her. She thinks she’s invincible. Always arguing with me about getting out of the apartment. I don’t like her exposed. I don’t want Yenin to know she’s even in the country if I can avoid it. Don’t trust that asshole.”

      “I hear ya. Can you hook us up with Abram Gromov? We’re gonna need a manager. You think he’ll take us on?”

      “I know he will. He’s asked about you two several times. Wondered when you would break ties with Yenin and move to Chicago. I’ll give him a heads up and shoot you his number.”

      “Perfect. See you soon, then.” Nikolav disconnected.

      Neither Mikhail nor Leo, or even Ivan for that matter, had told Sergei and Nikolav everything that had happened in the last few days. There would be plenty of time to fill them in when they arrived.

      They understood that some shit had gone down, some of Yenin’s men had been killed, and Haley had been rescued as a byproduct of the operation, but they hadn’t been brought completely into the fold.

      The reality was Leo Gulin was an informant for the FBI. He had been for two years. And until Monday, none of the others had known it.

      The thought of his best friend keeping such a secret had been like a shot to the gut at first, but then Mikhail had realized the gravity of the situation and the hard spot Leo had been in. The man had no choice. He’d been up against the wall when the FBI confronted him and brought him in.

      Besides, Mikhail and the other five Russian fighters who worked for Yenin had been suspicious of Yenin’s activities for years. There wasn’t a chance in hell the man had brought the six of them over from Russia on his own dime altruistically to train them to fight.

      Not. A. Fucking. Chance. In. Hell.

      Yenin was up to something. But the money was good. The six fighters had been well taken care of for a dozen years. And they’d never asked questions.

      Until a year ago when Yenin had Lauren Schneider kidnapped. Dmitry Volikov had the hots for the woman at the time, and he rescued her and brought her to Chicago at the same time Mikhail had come to Chicago when his sister arrived from Russia. Dmitry and Lauren had since fled the country to escape Yenin.

      This had put a serious strain on every one of their relationships with Yenin. Leo followed Mikhail and Dmitry to Chicago and moved in with Alena and Mikhail before hooking up with Dr. Katie. Ivan arrived just over a month ago. That left Sergei and Nikolav. It had only been a matter of time.

      And now was the right time. If the two of them hadn’t decided to bail from Vegas on their own, Mikhail would have taken it upon himself to press the issue sooner rather than later.

      The group of them had seemingly performed an intricate dance with Yenin for the past year, one in which neither side acknowledged what they knew about the other party. But after rescuing Haley from Ted Christianson’s house, the entire precarious balance between Yenin and his six fighters had toppled.

      It was no longer a matter of each party pretending they didn’t necessarily know what the other was up to. It was right out there for all to see. Yenin’s men kidnapped Haley Sullivan. She was alive to tell about it in detail. Which meant it was no longer a secret that Anton Yenin had kidnapped many homeless people as well.

      For what?

      That was the question. What the hell was he up to in his lab, and why were so many people dying as a result of his experiments?

      Or more importantly perhaps, why had Haley lived?

      Oh, yeah. The dance was over. The proverbial “he doesn’t know that we know that he knows that we know…” was finished.

      Mikhail knew exactly what Yenin did this time. Plain as day.

      And Yenin could no longer deny he knew the fighters were not in the dark concerning his malicious practices.

      What next?

      Mikhail had walked to the small supermarket so deep in thought he couldn’t remember getting there. And he cringed. He needed to be on top of his game. Lives were at stake. Currently Haley’s more than anyone else’s.

      Mikhail grabbed a cart and made his way quickly down the aisles, grabbing fresh produce, milk, cheese, lunch meat, and anything else he thought Haley would like. It wasn’t hard. He’d seen the contents of her fridge when he emptied it. Easy to emulate.

      In less than half an hour, he was back at her apartment.

      She hadn’t moved.

      At least he didn’t think so.

      She sat frozen in the same spot he’d left her, although she had tucked her feet back under her and leaned to one side.

      She jerked to sitting as he shoved his way into the apartment hauling several bags in each hand.

      He set them in the kitchen on the table and turned toward her. “You okay?” How many times was he going to ask that?

      “Guess I should have gone with you.”

      “Why?” he asked as he unloaded the bags onto the table.

      She licked her lips and took a deep breath. “I’m a mess. I’m not usually like this. I swear.”

      He put the carton of milk he held in the fridge and left the rest to head her way. “Haley, don’t be so hard on yourself. I’m surprised how put together you are as it is. Most people would be freaking out. You haven’t even cried since the first day.”

      “I don’t feel safe. I’ve never felt so unsafe. I’ve always worked with the downtrodden. It’s my life. How will I ever go back?”

      “Well, you’re safe now. And that’s not going to change.”

      “How can you say that? You don’t know. You can’t guarantee my safety. Anything could have happened while you were gone. Someone could have been waiting for just the right moment when you left the building to come in here and bust my door down.” She righted herself, setting her feet on the floor.

      Her hands shook on her lap.

      Mikhail took up his spot on her coffee table again, his face inches from hers when he leaned forward. He couldn’t resist cupping her cheek. “Someone was waiting outside for me to leave you, Haley. The FBI. Two of them. I never would have left you if I thought you were in any danger. I didn’t actually like leaving you even knowing those men were out there, but you needed food. And it didn’t seem as though you were going to be able to leave the apartment just yet.”

      Her eyes widened. “The FBI’s watching me?”

      “For now.”

      “I really am in danger.”

      “Well, I’m fairly certain the man who runs the lab where you were held is Anton Yenin. He’s not someone to fuck around with, and he’s probably furious you were rescued. Besides, three of his men were killed in the house Monday, including Dr. Ted Christianson. Anton has got to be pissed.”

      “Was he the guy who owned the house? The short guy with the glasses?”

      He nodded.

      “He was a doctor?”

      “Yes. Specialist actually. Epidemiologist.”

      “Lord.” She shuddered and set her small fingers over his on her cheek. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

      He smiled slowly. “I’m not just gonna leave you. I’m afraid you’re stuck with me.” He pushed to standing, mostly because if he didn’t, he feared he might lean in and kiss her. And she wasn’t ready for something like that.

      He needed to find a way to use his big head to think. His little head was misbehaving of its own accord. Why did she have to be so damn gorgeous? All that flowing red hair… Those deep pale green eyes… Smooth skin like alabaster…

      Mikhail turned away, fearing he might actually moan. He’d had every intention of making other arrangements for her as soon as she was coherent today. But that was not going to happen.

      No way could he bring himself to abandon her, and she wasn’t up for it, either.

      Haley followed him to the kitchen. “You knew exactly what to get…” she whispered, leaning over the back of a chair.

      “Sit. What are you hungry for? I’ll make it.”

      She pulled out the chair and lowered her sweet self onto it. “Whatever’s easiest and quickest. I’m starving.”

      He held up a loaf of bread. Some sort of expensive, whole-grain, all-natural, brown shit. He’d never eaten anything like it before, but a moldy loaf of the same variety had been on her counter.

      Next, he found shaved turkey and slices of Havarti. He’d gotten them from the deli.

      As he went to work making her a sandwich, he heard a sob and lifted his head to find a tear running down her face.

      She quickly wiped it away. “You…”

      “It’s no big deal, woman. I just got some groceries. No need to cry.” His voice cracked. She got to him. The woman was going to bring him to his knees soon.

      And that wasn’t his style. He usually liked his women on their knees. In front of him. Head bowed. Hands clasped behind their backs.

      This woman? Haley Sullivan?

      He shuddered.

      She melted his heart.

      Their fingers touched as he handed her the sandwich. Again it felt like electricity ran up his arm. She lit him on fire.

      When she moaned around the first bite, he jerked upright. “Babe, don’t do that. Jeez…”

      “Do what?” she asked as she swallowed.

      “Make little noises when you eat. You’re so flippin’ cute, you’re killing me.”

      She smiled. Broadly. “You think I’m cute?” She sat up straighter and took another bite.

      He rolled his eyes. “You have no idea, do you?”

      “About what?” She reached for the bottle of water he pushed across the table and opened the top.

      He ignored her, forcing himself to finish making a second sandwich. After it was ready, he sat across from her and eyed it suspiciously. “Will I lose my man card if I eat this?”

      She giggled.

      The sound went straight to his cock.

      “I won’t tell anyone. It’s good for you. Healthy. What do you normally eat?”

      He shrugged. “Take out. Fast food. Cheap easy stuff.”

      “And you’re able to maintain that sexy body eating shit every day?” She sucked in a breath as soon as the words tumbled out.
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