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      My truck tears down the gravel road, spitting rocks up and clinking again the metal. The wind is in my hair, whipping around me.

      The blue sky spreads out before me, kissing the gold of the land.

      I never knew how big the sky could look until I moved to the Midwest.

      It’s strange. Americans think little of the wide-open plains and the rich fields that go on forever, but to me, I can’t get enough of it. It gives me life.

      This is why I came to this country.

      This is what brings me peace.

      This is what freedom looks like.

      As the thundering truck engine rumbles under me, I think back to the howling winter winds of Siberia where I was born. And then the high-rise towers of the city that blotted out the sky and horizon.

      Now, I find myself here in this sleepy farming town. Strange that it took me moving to the other side of the world to find a place that feels like home.

      The drive from my modest homestead to town is the same as always. To someone just passing through, it might seem like an endless road with equally endless farmland on either side. I know better, though, and so do the locals.

      As the smell of rich earth and seed fills my nose, I pass fields that belong to people who I know just by having driven by them enough times. An older farmer is out on his tractor to the right, while the field on the left is getting worked by a younger man, while an older one watches warily. Must be a new hire.

      I pass a couple of teenage girls walking down the road outside one of the farms like they always are around this time of day, and I move over on the road out of courtesy to avoid roaring right beside them. The first time I did, the shorter of them got startled, so I make a point to be more conscientious now.

      Things are different outside of the city, and I don’t want to stand out in the wrong way.

      My truck roars into town, but I don’t turn many heads. The locals have gotten to know the sound of my truck.

      I draw more attention when I bring my motorcycle through. Even then, the roar of my bike isn’t too different from the sound of some of the worn-out old trucks that rumble through on a regular basis, carrying chickens, seed, hay, and anything else that fills the air with that rich country smell.

      What I like about this place most is that nobody pays me much mind. I get no questions from them about where I come from, who my connections are, and what I’m doing here.

      The very few people I’ve spoken to know I’m Russian, and they know that I occasionally buy drinks at their bar, keeping to myself in dark corners where I can enjoy the privacy of my own thoughts.

      At well over six feet in height, that’s all anyone wants to know from me.

      I like it that way.

      The less they know about my past, the better off we all are.

      I pull up to the only real store in town, which I’ve never visited before today. My chickens need seed, and my horses need hay. I usually buy everything wholesale, but my shipment is late, so I have to make a quick stop to tide the animals over. It’s such a pretty day out that I’m itching to be on my bike, but as much as the locals would like to see me try, carrying hay on a motorcycle is something I don’t want to test out.

      The store is tall and wide, and there are no fancy adornments on it. I’m fairly sure it used to be a warehouse that someone bought and turned into a store. The people around here are hardworking, honest, and frugal. They don’t bother tearing down perfectly good buildings to make room for fancy new ones unless they need to.

      The Midwestern US is a bit like Siberia in that way.

      I step into the store, and the woman at the counter greets me with a gruff smile and a nod of her head. I return it, and I make my way in.

      I loop around the outer aisles to the back of the store, where I start to make my way toward the seed. I move quietly, not because I mean to, but out of habit.

      For so many years, moving through buildings quickly and quietly was part of how I made my living. I made my body into a walking shadow, a soundless spirit who could slip through a hotel or a house or an office with ease. Not a soul could detect me if I didn’t want them to.

      I might have left my old life behind me, but the skills I honed to perfection are still with me. When anyone asks why a man my size tends to sneak up on people, I just tell them I’m a hunter.

      It’s not far from the truth.

      A few aisles before the one where I can find chicken seed, I pass a young woman who’s busying herself by stocking the shelves.

      Her head turns, surprised, and for a fraction of a second, our eyes meet.

      Despite my best efforts, my heart skips a beat.

      I notice her by her hair before anything else. It’s the kind of very light copper that Americans call strawberry blonde. But as soon as she looks at me, she draws my gaze to her hazel eyes that catch the sunlight and make it dance.

      Then, she gives me that smile that melts my heart. Her freckled face and curvy figure draw my eyes. Daisy Jenson. That’s the name on the pin just above her left breast. Daisy. I’d certainly like to pluck her, I muse, thinking back on the childish games the kids used to play. Wants me, wants me not. Wants me, I settle on, my gaze moving forward once more.

      That slightest meeting between us scorches me like fire, but the next moment, I move on.

      In the past, I might have followed my heart’s impulses. I could chat her up at the bar and see where things go—what else is there to do in a small town like this?

      I’m here to keep a low profile and live out a quiet life for the time being, not fool around with the locals. I’m a restless man, so I know I might not be able to do that forever, but if I want to try to play the part of a reclusive homesteader, leaving a trail of broken hearts through town isn’t the best way to go about it.

      But I can’t deny that her breathtaking smile and beautiful curves ignited something primal inside of me. I’m smiling as I pass another young man about Daisy’s age who doesn’t look at me as we cross paths. He’s a good-looking guy about my height, which I don’t often see, but I figure he’s the local heartthrob. Has the look of a sweet country boy about him.

      I get to the seed and pick up what I need before heading back the way I came.

      Another of the many skills I keep with me from my old life is a sharp sense of hearing.

      And when I near the aisle where Daisy is, what I hear makes me freeze.

      “Look, we’re going out tonight. I already told the guys I’d have you out there. I don’t want you makin’ me look like a damned fool!”

      The low growl of a voice comes from the farm boy I passed a few seconds ago. I’m not in sight of him yet, but I moved so quietly that he must not have noticed me. Slowing down, I take a few steps into the aisle behind where the voice is coming from, and I listen.

      His voice sounds angry. I know a threat when I hear one.

      “I’m not off my shift until nine tonight, Dean,” Daisy whispers back, and I feel my heart rate pick up. She sounds frightened, but she’s putting up a fight. “I’m gonna be exhausted.” An excuse. A pleasant way to turn someone down when saying something harsher might lead to unwanted consequences. Dean isn’t the type of man that takes no for an answer. I can tell that much already.

      “Scott said you’re off at eight,” he snaps. “Don’t lie to me, Daisy. I don’t like liars.”

      There’s a menacing edge to his voice that makes my fist clench and my jaw set.

      “I’m sorry, I meant to say eight,” she lies. I can tell she’s trying to placate him, her voice dropping into a more soothing tone the way girls are trained to speak to aggressive men. “It’s just been a really long day, Dean.”

      “You told me you’d see me again,” he says. “My pa raised me to take people at their word, and I’m gonna do just that.”

      “I-I want to, I promise,” she assures him. “And I’m going to, you just keep asking at bad times.”

      “I don’t care,” he says. He sounds like every other young man I’ve known who has never heard the word ‘no’ before. “If you keep actin’ like this, Daisy, I’m gonna take it personally. When you don’t talk to me right, it makes me mad.”

      “I know, I’m sorry, Dean,” she whispers, trying to keep their voices low.

      “Not yet, you’re not,” he replies, and I feel my blood boiling. “You keep carryin’ on like this, and I’ll take matters into my own hands. Understand me, girl?”

      My mind is already running through a plan of attack. It’s pure instinct. I could drop the seed and slip around the corner, grabbing the man before the bag even hits the ground. He’d be dead before anyone even realized what was happening, and I could be out of the building and speeding away in my truck in less than thirty seconds.

      But I take a slow, deep, silent breath and count to ten.

      I can’t do that.

      I can’t act on those impulses, even if they’re justified.

      I am not a hitman anymore.

      “I understand,” Daisy’s thin voice says, barely above a whisper.

      Another voice calls from the back of the store, making them both jump.

      “Dean? Can I get a hand with the propane back here?”

      “Be there in a sec, Scott,” Dean calls back, his tone immediately shifted to one of pleasant helpfulness. He’s the type of guy that changes on a dime. That’s the type of guy that’s truly dangerous. There’s enough of a pause for me to know that he’s giving Daisy one final look. I can picture it so perfectly in my mind’s eye that it’s painful.

      I don’t want to let this happen to her.

      But I can’t break away from my priorities, or it could cause more trouble for this tiny town than even Dean must cause.

      By the time Dean appears from the aisle and starts heading to the back of the store, I’m already halfway to the register, where I set the chicken seed down. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice Daisy making her way to the employee bathroom in the kind of gait of someone in a hurry who’s trying not to let anyone know she’s in a hurry.

      “Three bales of hay, too,” I add, and the woman at the register gives me a nod and a smile.

      “You own this place, don’t you?” I ask.

      The woman looks surprised to have heard me speak, much less ask her a question. After a beat, she puts on another one of those customer service smiles.

      “Head manager, but I might as well own it,” she chuckles.

      “It is a nice place,” I say, and it’s only when I’m talking with a local that I realize just how much my light accent stands out. “Your employees are mostly the local kids, yes?”

      “Well, hard to call ‘em boys anymore,” she says with a chuckle. “Most of ‘em are in their early twenties now. Daisy’s the only gal I have here—don’t expect her to be here too long, though. That one’s got a restless heart. But sure, Dean, Scott, Andy—they’re all from around here.” She raises an eyebrow, looking a little concerned. “Why? One of ‘em didn’t give you no trouble, did he?”

      The fact that she had to ask makes me curious.

      “No,” I say simply. “I live outside town, and I’ve been thinking about paying one of them to tend my chickens if I have to go out of town in the next few weeks.” It’s a lie I come up with on the spot. I’ve had to come up with enough such lies on the fly that I can deliver them with a straight face, even to law enforcement.

      “Ah, I gotcha,” she says, glancing around the store briefly. “If it were me, I’d just ask one of the neighbors to do it.”

      I nod without a word, but with a curious look, and the woman scratches the back of her neck.

      “Not to make you think they’re not good workers,” she adds, chuckling. “They can just get a little rowdy sometimes. Boys will be boys, you know.”

      There’s another one of those strange American phrases, boys will be boys. It is not one I appreciate as much, even though I know the meaning much better.

      “I see,” I say. “Thank you.”

      “Come to think of it, don’t think I’ve seen you in here before, and I don’t think we ever properly met,” she says suddenly, changing the subject with a smile. “Name’s Jolene.” She extends a rugged hand for me to shake, which I accept. After a firm pump, I introduce myself.

      “Alexei.”

      “Ahh, so you are Russian,” she says with a grin.

      That makes me chuckle.

      “Hay’s on the house, first-time customer,” she says. “Call it a belated welcoming gift.”

      “I appreciate it, Jolene,” I say simply. I got the information I came for, and I don’t want to dawdle too long. “Take care.”

      I head out of the store and walk around to the side of the building to the stacks of hay. But as I examine the bales, I hear the sound of Dean’s voice from around the corner. I catch the tail-end of his words, but he sounds like he’s talking about livestock.

      “…and let me tell you, I’ve never been gladder to put down a cow like that,” he says to the sound of a couple other guys chuckling. “The fat old cow nearly kicked me enough times that she had it coming. I took my time with her, made sure she felt it. They say it makes the meat bad, but I ain’t never heard anyone complain.”

      My mouth twists into a grimace as I realize what the young man is talking about.

      He threatens women and likes to torture animals?

      I pick up the hay bales while the men behind the store launch into more stories about troublesome slaughters they’ve carried out around the ranch, and I feel my stomach twisting up. I’ve only heard two conversations from this Dean, and both of them stir up an angry fire in my heart.

      The world would be a better place without such cruel men.

      But I remind myself what I need to do to keep a low profile.

      Swallowing my impulses, I carry the hay and load it into the back of the truck with the seed. I climb in and start the engine, pulling out of the lot and tearing back down the same road I always use.

      But I know myself too well.

      This isn’t the last time I’m going to cross paths with these men.

      Especially if they’re giving a young woman in town trouble.
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      I sit up in bed with a gasp, my hazel eyes wide and fearful. At first, I think that thunderous calamity must be bad weather. A freak storm like the ones we do sometimes get out here on the prairies. Those dark clouds just roll in out of nowhere and light up the sky like the Fourth of July, hammering down on the roof and making the world feel like a ship tossed on the sea.

      But I realize slowly that the night sky is calm, the wind barely ruffling through the maple trees outside my window. It’s not nature beating at my door. It’s man. And I already know by instinct exactly which man it is.

      My heart is thumping so loudly I worry that he might hear it. I know he can smell my fear. He can sense the adrenaline pumping through my veins. He can feel the goosebumps on my skin, the sweat rolling cold and shivery down my spine.

      He can tell how frightened I am, how strongly his presence can affect me without his even having to try very hard. Sometimes I think that’s why he’s so interested in me in the first place. It isn’t enough for some predators to just kill their prey—they aren’t satisfied unless they get to play with it first.

      And to Dean Ashcroft, I’m nothing but a helpless prey animal.

      It feels almost as if the whole house is trembling, the bare bones of the decades-old foundation shaking with every pound of his fist against the front door.

      He’s followed me home again, but not like a sweet puppy trailing after a little girl to her house. Like a killer stalking his victim, intruding into her world to remind her that there is no true escape, no real safe place to hide from him. If he wants to find me, he will.

      My bedroom is all the way across the house, at the back of the building. And yet, I can feel the vibrations through the whole place. I swear I can almost smell the foul taint of booze on his hot breath.

      He’s not the man everyone thinks he is.

      Dean knows how to hide his true self from the world. He wears a mask, a mighty fine one, well-made and convincing to those who only know him at a surface level. If you went into the local diner or stopped into the hardware shop to ask a local what they might think about Dean Ashcroft, they’d smile and tell you he’s a good ole boy. A farm boy. A good kid with a sensible head on his shoulders.

      “Now, that’s a man who knows how to respect his elders and treat a lady right,” they might tell you with a smile. “Dean is an upstanding citizen and a good-lookin’ son of gun, to boot. Any young lady would be lucky to be the belle on his arm.”

      Hell, I believed the hype myself when I first met him. He seemed so polite, so well-raised and affable. The kind of guy who smiles a lot and says “please,” “thank you,” and “ma’am.” But it’s all for show.

      I’m learning that now.

      “Open up, Miss Daisy! I know you’re in there!” he shouts, his voice only slightly muffled by the thick oak door.

      I swallow hard and glance around the room, wishing I kept my shotgun closer by. It’s in the closet on the other side of the room, and normally that’s a little too close for comfort as is. I have never been a big fan of guns, even though I have grown up around them all my life out here in the country.

      Besides, that shotgun is just for show. It’s an antique, a vintage piece of machinery bequeathed to me when my father passed away of cancer a couple years ago. It’s one impressive-looking item, and I keep it shiny and gleaming like my father always did—just one of the ways I try to maintain his legacy here at the farm—but it’s mostly useless, especially in my hands.

      I don’t even own the shells for it. I just keep it around as a tool to make myself look more intimidating on the rare chance I might get an intruder or something. Not that I ever have.

      So I’ve never had much of a need for a real gun with real bullets. Until now. Until Dean Ashcroft happened. I have been such a fool to even let him get close to me in the first place…

      “Daisy Jensen!” he yells more viciously. His voice cracks and I can nearly hear the alcohol in his tone. “Open this goddamn door before I take it off its hinges!”

      I whimper at the sound of his voice, pulling the sheets up to my neck and cowering in bed. I’m terrified to even move or breathe too hard. Not that it matters. He already knows I’m here. My clunky old blue truck parked off to the side of the house makes that abundantly clear. I silently swear to myself, wishing I didn’t have such a gigantic, obvious vehicle to make my presence known. If only I had some little moped I could tuck away in the shed…

      “I will burn this old shack to the ground! Don’t you test me, princess!” Dean shouts, with cruel amusement. “I’m not here to play games, but I will if you make me. And trust me, sweetheart, when I play, I always win!” He pounds on the door several more times, with such intensity that I can see dust motes being shaken down from the ceiling to land on my bed.

      I can’t take it anymore. I throw the sheets off of myself and swing my legs over the edge of the bed, my heart racing as I hurry to get dressed. On these balmy summer nights I usually just sleep in a thin slip and panties—one of the few benefits to living alone. But tonight, I’m regretting that choice.

      On tiptoe and barely allowing myself to breathe too heavily, I rush across the room and quietly open up my armoire. My hands are shaking as I rifle through the drawers, looking for something more substantial to put on. I don’t know yet where the hell I’m planning to go, but I know I have to get out of here, whatever it takes.

      I whip out an old floral sundress I got at a church yard sale years ago and tug it on over my head, not even bothering to take off my slip dress first. Then I pull on a white knitted cardigan and slide my feet into a pair of soft ballet flats, foregoing my usual boots for something quieter.

      I need to be quiet, unobtrusive.

      And yet, I also need to move quickly.

      It hits me once again how much like a prey animal I have become as a result of knowing a man like Dean. I am no longer the tough, proud, self-assured country girl who runs her own household and takes care of herself.

      He has reduced me to something softer and quieter, someone so fearful and nervous I can hardly recognize her face in the mirror these days. That’s the part that makes me so upset, to be perfectly honest. I miss feeling so sure of myself. I miss having nothing in this world I feared. Dean Ashcroft has taken that sense of freedom away from me, and that is the sorriest thing he’s ever done to someone, I bet.

      I open up my closet door, wincing at how loudly it creaks and whines in its rusting hinges, and I gingerly reach to take out that old shotgun. It’s heavy and unwieldy in my untrained hands, and I hold it at arm’s length as though it’s a bomb that might go off at any second. I hastily remind myself that it doesn’t have a bullet in it and hasn’t been cocked in probably at least a couple decades, and I hold it closer to my chest with some hesitation. Even though it’s useless as a weapon, I am hoping that it just might give me a few more seconds of bluffing time if the situation comes right down to it.

      But lord, do I hope it doesn’t go that way.

      I know there’s no point in trying to talk to Dean. That’s what he wants. To intimidate me into opening that front door and letting him inside. Just like he knock-knock-knocked on my heart and asked to come into my little universe.

      Except back then he was more polite, even if that dark intention was secretly there all along. I knew I should not have fallen for it. I should have kept that boy at a distance and let him fantasize about me from afar. But he’s like a damn vampire. Once you break down and give him that invitation to come in, he’ll just about drain every drop of life out of you without a second thought. I bet if a detective was to dig up Dean’s past, he’d find a long, lonely trail of girls drained of vivacity and turned into empty shells.

      Luckily, I still have at least a few more drops of life left in me, and I intend to fight for them with every ounce of strength and determination I got. He can’t take everything away from me, not without one hell of a fight, and my daddy didn’t raise a coward.

      I tiptoe over to the wide bay window at the side of my bedroom. Tonight there’s a full moon hanging in the sky, like a luminous face winking down at me. There’s this old country song my dad used to play all the time about the moon keeping score between the sinners and the saints.

      I would like to think that tonight, she’s looking after me. Rooting for me. At the very least, the moon will help to guide my way as I sneak out the window and make a run for it. I only hope my legs don’t let me down.

      “Daisy! Don’t make me come in there! We can do this the easy way or the hard way, and I have a feelin’ you’re not gonna like it the hard way,” he snarls, whacking the door with his fists several more times. I take the opportunity while he’s making such a racket to unlock the window and slide the pane up to open it.

      His knocking drowns out the sound of the latches, thankfully.

      A gust of warm midnight breeze ruffles my strawberry-blonde hair. I bite my lip, peering out the window nervously. No. This won’t work. The bedroom is still too close to Dean. He will see me climbing out and catch me like a butterfly in a net. And if I even think about heading to the other end of the house, he will see me. The front door has a big pane of crystal in the center of it which will give him a clear view of the staircase. If I go downstairs, he’ll see me instantly.

      Another idea occurs to me. Not even bothering to close the window, I clutch the gun to my chest and tiptoe out of the bedroom, to the next room over. It’s an old-timey bathroom complete with a claw foot tub, and there’s a small, square window higher up by the ceiling. I wonder if I can even fit through there. When I was a rebellious teenager, I sneaked out of there a few times. Not to
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