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As always for my 13 1 13

––––––––
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“Every man has his secret sorrows,

which the world knows not; and

often times we call a man cold

when he is only sad.”

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
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“I lost one illusion

last night.

I thought I had

no heart.

I find I have,

and a heart

doesn’t suit me.”

Oscar Wilde
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AUTHOR’S NOTE:
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I can’t believe we are here, the last book in the Maingarde series. The only reason I wrote these three books are for those of you who wanted more of Gideon after reading his short story in the anthology.

Once I started thinking about it I realised his story couldn’t be told without Dominick’s. And Dom’s couldn’t be told without Pixie’s.

And here we are, at the last book in this short series.

Even though we’re saying goodbye to them it isn’t a final goodbye, they will make appearances in future books. Watch this space for more on the Maingarde world.

Now for the usual nitty gritty.

Please be aware - this book might contain triggers for sensitive readers. It has graphic language, sex, violent situations and torture in the content.

Please note the book is set in South Africa and written in South African English.

The Maingarde series is a spinoff from my Iron Dogz MC series. While it isn’t required to read the IDMC series some situations and conversations might be confusing.

One last thing. This is not a standalone. You need to read book one and two first.

As with all my books I walk solidly on the dark side.

Come and take a walk with me.
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My fingers tapped a restless rhythm on the arm of my chair as I waited. It was the only sound in the silent room. I had dismissed the staff early and Williams, my butler, made sure no one lingered. He was the only one, aside from myself, in the house and one of my trusted employees.

Even though I trusted him completely I would be sending him home as soon as Gideon arrived. I didn’t want him involved in what would be happening tonight.

I was resolved to end it all tonight. The endless mental pain plaguing me would soon be a thing of the past.

Hopefully.

Hah. There’s never been much hope in my life before so why the hell did I think it would change now.

It would be best to focus on the present and the retribution that’s been a long time coming. Tonight it was coming for the one waiting on me in the dungeon below the house.

The dungeon wasn’t a BDSM dungeon, no, this was the real thing. A place to torment my enemies, and those I needed information from before ending them. It was old, older than the house my ancestor had built on top of it. Fear, terror and despair had seeped into the ancient stones and bricks and you could almost feel ghostly tendrils reaching out to you as you descended. My own and Gideon’s fear and pain had been added over the years the hag ruled here. It was almost as if I was coming home when I descended into hell. It had become a place I allowed the darker side of my personality free reign. A personality created through pain and humiliation but which I had embraced and made my own. It made me harder to defeat, harder to predict or enslave.

Shaking my head I focused on my plans, leaving the darkness behind me, for now.

There was more than one person waiting for me.

My dungeon master and my prisoner.

The hag who had made my life as a kid a living hell.

Tonight the hag will be paying for her sins.

And I am the one who will be making her pay.

As soon as Gideon arrives it would finally be time to get rid of the disease that’s been feeding on my family for years.

A disease called Winifred Harrison.

I’ve been looking forward to this moment for years. Years she had spent tormenting us and countless others. Men and women were raped, tortured and killed while she watched. Most of the time she made us watch her evil games, but, at times we were the ones restrained on those steel tables.

Sometimes she even participated.

Bile rushed up my throat and I swallowed heavily. Lifting my glass I drank, not savouring the whisky like I should. Swallowing I relished the burn as the alcohol rushed down my throat. I needed that burn, needed to get the taste of horror out of my mouth.

In the distance I heard car doors and I knew the time had come.

Anticipation flooded through me. I wanted this. Wanted her pain.

They walked in and by the look on his face I knew Gideon could feel the darkness that hung around me. I set the glass down and stood.

“Let’s get this over and done with.” I could see in his eyes that he heard the strain in my voice. Others wouldn’t have noticed it, but he did. 

With Darren taking my back I led the way through the doors that gave us access to the dungeon hidden below the house.

The only sound was the scuffing of their shoes as we went down the time worn brick steps into hell.

Bone, my dungeon master, was waiting for us.

Not saying a word we walked down the dank passage to her cell. A cell Gideon and I knew very well.

Looking at her through the bars I wanted to smile when she nervously licked her lips, but I didn’t.

It wasn’t time yet.

It wasn’t my first visit and it showed. I’ve never touched a woman in anger before.

Until her.

She was the first and hopefully the last.

Her visit to her favourite dungeon, and this time as an inmate, hadn’t treated her well. She looked a little worse for wear.

Her expensive lace and satin underwear were no longer white. There were splatters of her blood on them and a couple of rips here and there. I had taken great pleasure in cutting her hair and shaving it close to her scalp. Robbing her of what she thought was her crowning glory. She had always been vain about her hair. How it was still thick and healthy with very little grey. How it made her look younger than her actual age. I almost snorted, the bitch had a stylist coming in to colour it every second week. It was an open secret at the office. I took it away, the same way she had taken a lot of things from me. Things that hadn’t been hers to take.

She was a bit battered after our last session of questions and no answers.

Bone had her restrained the way I ordered.

Her head was the only piece of her body she could move freely, the rest of her was shackled to the stone wall. Clamps around her ankles, thighs, waist and neck kept her in place while her arms were stretched out and shackled on either side.

You would think she would keep her mouth shut but she didn’t.

“You little bastards think you’ve won but you haven’t. You might have me but you don’t have all us. The Harrison Syndicate is vast and we have powerful allies who will come for you. By now they know you’ve taken me. They know where I am and they will come for me. I will make you suffer like you’ve never suffered before.” Spit and blood ran from her mouth as she seethed. And then she went too far. “I will have both of you back on the wall, helpless while Kellen and Pixie are raped in front of you. I will have them raped until blood runs from between their legs and they die screaming in pain. I swear to you, I will have my vengeance.”

Gideon growled angrily but I didn’t show her any emotion.

I coldly nodded towards the barred cell door and Bone unlocked it.

I strolled inside until I stood in front of her. Looking her over without an ounce of compassion, regret or any feeling whatsoever.

My voice when I spoke was cold and emotionless.

“I told you once before. Every one you loved or knew or had ties to is dead. The Demidov’s have taken over. They now control the Harrison Syndicate and its allies, what’s left of it anyway. They aren’t interested in you. No one is coming for you. No one. You’re alone. Your family is gone and you’re done.” I took a step back and started to turn away.

It seemed to spark something in her because she started screaming in a high pitched crazy whine.

“No! Wrong! Yevgeni...an’ I ha’ deal! He wan’...her...Pixie...gave to him! Not betray me! He won’! We hav’...deal!” She went from screaming almost incoherent words to manic screeching.

When her screaming became completely animalistic and unintelligible I could finally, finally let it all go and smile.

I turned to let her see my smile. A smile that was as cold and emotionless as my eyes.

It silenced her instantly.

Why?

Because she knew the smile. She had a hand in creating it.

Knew it meant death. And like most people she didn’t want to die.

Even if it meant more suffering at our hands she’d take it.

Unfortunately for her, her time had come.

She started shaking her head, suddenly clear headed again, and tried to bargain.

Bargain?

She had nothing I wanted, nothing at all.

She tried everything she could think of. All the information she had stored away in her head over the years came pouring out.

I stood there smiling as the information poured out of her.

Most of it I had discovered for myself. There were a few little titbits in between I would explore but she gave me nothing of real value, nothing I didn’t already know.

When she finally ran out of steam I gave an almost indifferent shrug. She knew exactly what it meant because she was the one who had trained me. Trained me to be a coldblooded monster who obeyed her orders. But not anymore.

The monster was free now.

An untethered savage who wanted her death.

“How can you do this? How can you cold bloodedly kill your own grandmother?” She screamed angrily.

Calling herself my grandmother got a reaction from me. But not the one she wanted.

I laughed at her, but it was over before it began.

“You aren’t my grandmother, hag. And let’s take a minute to remember, you cold bloodedly killed my family, a family who were your family at the time. You used my companies to cause unimaginable pain and suffering and still it wasn’t enough for you. You had to put your filthy hands on Gideon and I. All because you wanted what wasn’t yours, you greedy old hag. Now it is finally time to pay for what you did to us and to my family. We’ve been waiting a bloody long time for this day. And now it’s finally here.”

Reaching for the gun I wore in a holster low on my back I slowly aimed it at her.

“Say your prayers, hag, not that it will help you much. Lucifer and Hades don’t care for prayers; they just want your filthy soul roasting in their everlasting flames.” I whispered through tight lips.

Her mouth opened but nothing came out.

I was still smiling and looking in her fear filled eyes when I pulled the trigger.

Her final moments happened as if in slow motion.

A small red hole appeared between her eyes while a spray of blood covered the stones behind her. She jerked then slumped lifelessly in the confining clamps and chains.

It was done.

My family and Gideon and I were finally free of her.

The scourge of the hag was over.

We could breathe freely from this day forward.

I would see to it.

No matter what I had to do, I would do it if it meant my family and my people lived without any fear.

Never again would an outsider take control of me or my loved ones.

To protect them I would burn down the world if I had to.

Nothing was too much.

Nothing.

Handing the gun to Bone I turned and pulled Gideon into a hug. We stood holding each other not saying a word. It wasn’t necessary.

“I love you, my brother.” Gideon whispered.

“I love you, my brother.” I repeated as I tightened my arms then let go.

We looked at each other and then Gideon smiled, a real smile.

“It is done.”

I nodded. “Yes, it is done.”
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I knew something was wrong the minute I walked into the penthouse.

I could almost smell it in the air.

And then I heard him.

“If you want two years between them then we better start makin’ those babies, angel. We’re not getting’ any younger you know.”

I watched as he tenderly kissed her on the nose.

Damn.

Clearing my throat had both their heads jerking around.

By the way his eyes took me in from head to toe I knew he was taking stock of the way I was dressed. Like a fighter and not a businessman.

My emotions were kept tightly in check as I threw out the question.

“You two already planning on having kids?”

And then he surprised me. I didn’t think I could be surprised by people anymore but he did it. He claimed my sister instantly, no hesitation.

And again, to my surprise, there was no hesitation when he came clean as to who he really was.

Not Gage Ladeaux but Remy Boudreaux, and he was a FBI agent.

I listened as he talked and my gut rolled then settled. We would eliminate his problems because doing so would keep my baby sister safe.

And that is all I’ve ever wanted.

To keep her safe from the predators that circled us for too many years.

With Remy Boudreaux at her side I would finally be able to relax. Well, maybe not all the way, but I would hand over her protection to him and a select few from my team. I’ve long been thinking Lex needed more responsibility and this might be the perfect opportunity to give her a team to lead.

I made a mental note to talk to Gideon and Darren about it.

I left them to go to my room but later watched as he carried her to theirs.

He knew I was there watching and something passed between us. We would protect her no matter what came for us.

Always.

Back in my bedroom I got ready for bed. There was no need for a shower as I already showered at the mansion. Pulling on soft black sleep pants and a black t-shirt I flung back the duvet and slid into bed. Pulling it up to my waist I lay with my hands behind my head staring up at the ceiling.

I never slept naked. A lesson I had learned at a very young age. The hag made sure I experienced just how vulnerable it would leave me.

Everything the hag said ran through my head.

I had a lot to do over the next few days to ensure we were protected from the damned Russians the hag had invited into our territory. They would soon learn they weren’t welcome.

And then there was Sergei Orlov.

Was he really a friend or was he the enemy in disguise?

Only time would tell.

Closing my eyes I consciously shut down my brain and went to sleep.

If only my subconscious were as well trained.

The dream started as it always did.

With thirteen year old me crying while the hag scowled down at me.

“Stop your snivelling, Dominick. Your parents are dead. It’s just us now. Wipe your face so we can let the brat know you’re mine now.” She snapped, as her hand tightened around my arm.

Her long pointy red nails dug into me as she dragged me out of my room.

I couldn’t stop the tears.

I could hear Pixie-belle sobbing.

Suddenly I was in a dark place all alone. It smelled funny and I could hear someone moaning somewhere.

A flash of light revealed a naked boy strapped to a steel table. His face was turned towards me. Gideon.

There was blood. I jerked to go to him. I couldn’t.

I was shackled to the wall. Naked.

Looking down I saw blood all over me. Even on my cock.

The hag and a man stood laughing in the door before it clanged shut.

And Gideon started screaming.

I started screaming.

Pain. Pain. Pain.

With a jerk I woke up. Sweat had soaked through my t-shirt and pants. I was panting as I sat up and slung my legs over the side of the bed.

Swallowing several times I calmed, turned the lights on, stood and walked into the bathroom.

I was used to this.

It didn’t happen often, but it did happen. I was lucky, tonight’s dream wasn’t as bad as it could get.

Like an automaton I pulled my clothes off and dumped them in the hamper. Hitting the button outside the large walk-in shower I walked in as the water came on. Already at the exact temperature I preferred. I quickly washed the stink of fear-sweat from my body. Stepping out I hit the button to turn the water off and jerked a bath sheet from the towel rail. Drying off I walked up to the floor to ceiling mirror and stared at the floor as I wrapped the towel around my waist.

So many years and therapy later and I still couldn’t stand looking at myself naked. My cock had to be covered for me to be able to look in a mirror.

Looking up I took in my body. I was a great shape for a forty year old man. I stroked a hand over my pecs and down to my hard abdomen before I let it fall away and hang by my side.

Working out had become like a religion to me, something I had control over during a time when I had none.

The hag had ruled every single part of my life. Even my body.

I swallowed hard to dismiss the nausea creeping up my throat.

Closing my eyes I tipped my head back and breathed deep. Calming down by remembering that she hadn’t been able to use me in years. Not so long ago she tried to once again use my body but it backfired on her. She thought to harvest my sperm to impregnate one of her bitches but I was far ahead of her. Years ago I had had a vasectomy when it became clear what she wanted from me.

I played them all by making them think the procedure had been faked. It wasn’t.

It had been very real.

Ever since we took over Gideon had been bugging me to get the surgery reversed. He was convinced I needed to have it done to erase the bad stuff that had happened. He pissed me off with the constant pressure and eventually I caved. Saw a doc, had the surgery just to shut him up.

It didn’t work. The scarring was apparently severe enough that it was doubtful I would ever be able to sire kids the old fashioned way. It didn’t worry me in the least.

I wasn’t completely irresponsible where my legacy was concerned. I had sperm frozen, and when the time came I would go ahead with my plan.

A donor’s eggs will be added to my sperm and embedded in a surrogate.

The resulting child will be mine, and mine alone.

I wasn’t leaving anything to chance.

No woman would ever have control over me or my children.

I won’t allow it.

My children will never be left as vulnerable as Pixie-belle and I had been.

I had made sure of it.

And now neither would my sister’s children.

Our children will be safe from evil.

Never again will an evil bitch take control of our lives.

Never again.
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Dominick

Tapping at the keys I sent the email off then relaxed back in my chair. Gideon and I had been working non-stop to tie up all the loose ends regarding the Harrisons. In particular our shipping company. The hag had several less than legal contracts with some very unsavoury people and their companies. The email I just sent was to the last one on my list, cancelling all contracts with immediate effect. All cargo already loaded would be offloaded at our expense. None of our ships would take on cargo from any of them without certain stipulations. One of those being customs clearance certificates for all goods before loading.

It meant we would lose money but I didn’t care.

I wanted the Maingarde shipping company cleaned up. For that to happen I had to scrape off the hag’s people.

Gideon has been going over the employee records with the new head of HR and we’ve dismissed several people with ties to the Harrisons. Most of the management tier had been let go and we have been looking into promoting from within and recruiting from outside.

With both there were stringent protocols in place to ensure we only promoted or hired those without any underworld connections.

It meant long hours in the office but for once I didn’t resent it.

Yesterday I left the office early to take Pixie-belle and Remy to the airport. My sister was going to the US with him to meet his family and at the same time meet up with tattoo artists while he tied up his life in the States.

I was happy for her. She loved the man and it was obvious he loved her.

He was a good man and I was hoping he would give my offer of a position in the company some thought.

I wanted to create a special investigations arm to the Maingarde Corporation. Remy would be perfect to head it up. He had the experience and he would soon be family.

I wanted to ensure the entire upper management team consisted of family.

So far there were only the four of us, Gideon, Remy, Pixie-belle and me.

I was aware that my sister had no interest in working at our company and it was fine with me. She would still be a part of the decision making process. It was something the hag denied her, being a part of her heritage.

My fingers tapped a mindless rhythm on the desk as I contemplated the future.

The very bright future that lay ahead of all of us.

Over the following two weeks the company settled down with the new staff and management.

And finally we could start breathing easier.

The criminal enterprises the hag had invested in had been scraped off and our shipping fleet was finally running clean. No contraband of any sort in any of the shipments.

No drugs, guns or humans.

Thank fuck.

We settled into the new normal as our businesses flourished.

And then Sergei Orlov called for a meeting.

In my gut I knew he was going to call in his favour.

I just hoped we could give him what he wanted. If it was anything to do with Bratva business he would be shit out of luck.

This time our meeting wasn’t in public. We were meeting on my sail yacht, Sprite, at the yacht club. It was an area I could control with minimal interference from the Iron Dogz MC. They ruled the port and I didn’t want my meeting with a member of the Bratva to come to their attention. It would strain our relationship when they asked questions I couldn’t or wouldn’t answer.

I wasn’t wary of meeting with Sergei for the sole reason that I trusted my people.

My crew had been handpicked and trained by Darren. I was as safe as we could make it.

To anyone who watched it looked like we were prepping to go for a sail. And we were, only difference being that I would be having a meeting while enjoying being out in the big blue.

I didn’t go sailing as often as I liked these days.

Sergei came on board earlier with the crew, and luckily it had been cold early this morning which explained why he had been covered up. There had been nothing we could do about his size though. The man was massive. He stayed out of sight below decks as we got underway.

It was a beautiful day for sailing.

I took the yacht out to sea with no destination in mind. Just sailing and enjoining the sun, the wind and the wide blue ocean.

When we were finally out of sight of land I left the yacht in the capable hands of her captain and crew and joined Sergei in the salon.

“I hope you haven’t been bored.” I said as I sat down opposite him.

He shook his head. “Not at all, it was great to be able to relax my guard for a few hours. I’m curious though. Why don’t you have a motor yacht like most billionaires?”

“We actually do have one but I prefer sails to motors. I’m a sailor at heart, like my grandfather. If I could I would take the Sprite and sail around the world.” I shrugged. “But we can’t always get what we want, right?”

His answer was a shrug and we left it at that.

My steward had laid out a breakfast of my favourite, filled croissants. There was a selection of pancetta, eggs and brie or smoked trout and eggs with crème fraiche. It was served with a large pot of coffee. I gestured at him to help himself while I did the same, my appetite enhanced by the sea air.

We ate and drank our coffee in silence. Not a bad silence. Just silence.

When we were done and everything was cleared away it was time to talk.

To find out what it was he wanted.

“You called for the meeting. What can I do for you?” I asked.

He was silent for a minute or so, frowning heavily.

His voice was quiet and remote with almost no inflection when he started to speak.

“My father was killed by a car bomb when I was fourteen and my brother was ten. He was murdered because he refused to allow my mother’s family to have access to us. The minute he was gone her brother, Yevgeni Demidov, pushed his way into our lives and we were moved to the family compound. She was almost immediately married off to one of his men, Andrei Egorov. She tried to fight the marriage but Egorov raped her then told her she could either be his wife or a whore to the other men. She married him. The result of the rape was my little sister. My brother Ivan and I were enrolled in a school with the sons of the Bratva members. It was hell, I fought every single day and tried to protect my brother as much as I could but I knew I wouldn’t always be able to protect him. I had to get him out. If I waited until he was older he would die because he wouldn’t keep his mouth shut. Egorov was going to kill him, I knew it and our mother knew it. She reached out to friends of my father’s and a plan was made. Ivan was twelve when I took him on an ice fishing trip. My dad used to take us all the time and she convinced Egorov it would calm my brother down. He was becoming more and more uncontrollable. We were out on the ice and I pretended to feel ill and the guards followed me to the shore where I had to stuff my fingers down my throat to vomit. With their attention on me my father’s friends scooped my brother up and blew up the fishing shack. A massive hole appeared in the ice and the shack sank with my brother supposedly in it. Yevgeni and Andrei were furious and suspected me of killing him out of jealousy. I didn’t care what the fuck they thought, as long as my brother got away safely.”

He paused to take a deep drink from the bottle of water the steward had set out.

I waited. I knew I had to give him the time to get this out of the way because somehow it had something to do with the favour he wanted.

“The year after Ivan “died” my mother suddenly decided my sister had to be schooled outside of Russia and she convinced Andrei that an English education would benefit her future husband. She was seven when she was sent off to a boarding school in the UK. She has been in London ever since.” He suddenly smiled. “My sister is more English than Russian and it pisses the family off.”

He shrugged. “Anything that pisses them off makes me happy. I didn’t stress too much about her because I thought I had time to see to her safety. That was true until yesterday when she called me. Andrei has called her back home to get married. The man he chose is a monster. My sister with her smart mouth and sassy attitude will be dead in a year, if not sooner. It can’t happen. I need her safe and the only man I trust with her life is you.”

His ice blue eyes met mine and neither of us looked away.

“I need you to marry my sister.”

I blinked.

What?

Did I hear that right? He wants me to marry his little sister?

“Are you crazy? I’m not marrying your sister or anyone else. Not now, not ever.” I snarled at him.

He held his hands up and shook his head.

“Not a real marriage, a fake marriage. You marry her, bring her here and keep her safe. I need to know she’s protected and somewhere they can’t touch her.” He suddenly grinned. “You weren’t my first choice. I had a plan and then the bastard went and fell in love with your sister. It left me with a problem but once I looked into you I realised she would actually be safer with you than she would have been with him.”

I shook my head from side to side. It wasn’t happening. I wasn’t going to marry a snotty little princess and bring her into my life. I had enough problems, I didn’t need another one.

“I totally understand your problem, but I’m not marrying your sister. I’m too bloody old for her. She would be better off with someone younger.” I tried again but he was shaking his head.

“I know she’s young but she’s not like the twenty three year olds in your social circle. Those girls are bratty and spoilt little rich girls, my sister is not. She’s mature for her age, she had to be to survive living away from her family. She won’t give you any problems, I’ll talk to her, prepare her.” He spread his hands in a way that said more than his words. His sister would agree to his plans because she trusted him, and because she was aware of the danger she was in.

“It has to be you. No one else has your reputation or their own security force like you do, Dominick. You will be able to keep her protected while I destroy the Demidovs from the inside out. You aren’t connected to them or me, so fingers won’t be pointing your way when they start dying.”

The man was fucking certifiable.

“You’re going to destroy the Demidovs? Single handedly?”

“I am.” His eyes were cold and dead, his voice like ice.

“How? How are you going to accomplish it? You’re only one man.”

His answer was a raised eyebrow. I took it to mean there was more involved than just him.

Fuck.

I owed the man. And I paid my debts.

I sat with my hands steepled in front of my mouth. Slowly tapping against my lips while staring down at the top of the table.

Drawing in a deep breath, I made my decision, then looked up.

“I’ll marry her but it will be a marriage in name only. And she has to keep out of my way. I don’t want to run into her everywhere I turn. My life continues as before. She will behave in a way that won’t bring unnecessary attention to my family. No lovers. No wild parties. No drugs. No drinking. If she agrees to my terms I will marry her.” I quietly laid it out for him.

He looked at me for several seconds before nodding.

“I have some rules as well. You respect your vows until this is done. No playing at your sex club while you are married to her. She is to be treated with the respect due to your wife. While she is in your care you will not touch her, no sex with my sister. She will be allowed to live her life as normally as possible. You may inform your team of the reason for the marriage but no one else. It has to stay a secret until I come for her.”

I knew agreeing to his terms and marrying his sister was going to bite me in the ass. I didn’t know how but I felt it in my gut, but I couldn’t say no, I owed him.

I blew out a heavy breath then nodded.

“I’ll marry her and keep her safe for you. When are we doing this?”

Sergei visibly relaxed.

“I’m flying to London tomorrow on Bratva business and will see her once I’m done. She’s on the country estate of a friend at the moment and fairly safe so we have some time. Not much, but we do have a few days to organise her extraction.”

We spent the rest of the afternoon working on a plan to get her out of the UK without alerting the Demidovs. By the time they realised she was gone it would be too late. She would be my wife and in Cape Town where my team and I would keep her safe.

It was when we reached our berth at the yacht club that I realised I didn’t even know what his sister looked like or her name.

“What does your sister look like? We’ve done all this planning and I have no idea what she looks like or her name.”

Reaching into the inside pocket of his jacket he pulled out a photograph and passed it to me.

“You may keep that one. Her name is on the back, in case you wanted to check on her.”

I glanced down and frowned. Damn.

She was beautiful.

She looked about average height, was blonde with warm blue eyes, a scattering of freckles over her nose, a small gold ring in one nostril and a wide happy smile.

And young, so damned young.

“She looks like my mother.” He said quietly. “We got our eyes from her. Ivan and my sister got her blonde hair, while I am dark like my father. And before I forget, her family nickname is Mila, but don’t ever use that name, she hates it.”

Strange, for a second I wondered about the name then let it go. There was something else I needed to know.

“Where is Ivan? Why couldn’t he take care of her?”

Rage and sorrow flashed over his face before he hid it.

“Ivan was murdered on orders from the Bratva three years ago. His life became too high profile and it broke his cover. He left behind a wife and two little boys. They are safe for now but I will be making sure the Demidovs never touch her or her boys ever again.”

“I’m so sorry for your loss, Sergei. It’s not easy losing your loved ones to unscrupulous monsters.”

A quick nod was his answer.

I left him sitting in the salon and walked away with Evgenia Emilya “Mila” Demidov Egorova’s photo in my pocket. The name was a mouthful and I wasn’t surprised she changed it to put distance between her and her Bratva family. She had obviously been named as a way to suck up to the big boss. Yevgeni Demidov.

Underneath that long name was written another name. Short and to the point.

Nika “Niki” Orloff.

My future wife.

Fuck.

Was I really doing this? Marrying some young girl to keep her safe?

I was deep in thought as I walked to my waiting car and got in.

Darren looked at me over his shoulder as I sank into the back seat and sighed.

“Everything okay, Boss?”

My team knew I had a meeting with Sergei today.

Giving him a slow nod I realised everything wouldn’t be okay for a while.

Not until we had the little Russian safe in Cape Town.

“Let everyone know to meet in my office at nine tomorrow. We have some shit about to go down.”

He didn’t ask more, just nodded, turned and nodded at Luke.

We drove back to the Maingarde building in silence.
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CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]


Niki

“Are you sure this is the right thing to do, Niki?” My friend Clo asked from where she was sprawled over my bed, watching me as I packed. “Those thugs your father sent to take you back to Russia might be waiting for you. You’re safer at the estate with all the security Daddy’s got around here.”

I didn’t know if it was the right thing. All I knew was that my brother wouldn’t have asked me to return to London if it wasn’t safe to do so.

“Sergei wouldn’t have asked me to meet him at the loft if it wasn’t safe. He will have his own men there and the thugs won’t go up against them. My brother is my family, they aren’t, so they’ll back off.” I didn’t want to once again try to explain how the criminal underworld my brother was forced to live in worked.

My heart ached for my brother because I knew he hated them as much as I did. I at least had distance from them, while he lived it every single day, and has done for years. And I think he would keep living it until he got Mama out of Russia and somewhere safe. She had sacrificed so much, to get me out from under my father’s thumb and away from my horrible family. I owed her and my brother so much.

I was seven years old when she brought me to the UK and enrolled me in an all-girls boarding school. It is where I met Clover Herrington-Smythe and we became best friends.

Her dad did something in the government, as little girls we always thought he was like James Bond or something. Not once in all the years we’ve been friends did her parents judge me for who my father was. They even allowed Sergei to visit me at their estate when I spent holidays with them. Not many people felt comfortable around him but they did. Over the years they became like family to me.

School was where I met my other two friends as well. Melina “Lina” Stephanides, the daughter of a shipping magnate, and Ingrid “Ing” Larson, the daughter of a rock star. The four of us became best friends who went everywhere together. We even went to finishing school in Switzerland together. Lady Herrington-Smythe talked my parents into letting me go with Clo and the other girls.

My Mama was so far away and I didn’t see her very often because of my father. He always wanted me to come visit them. I don’t know how she managed it but I very rarely went back to Russia. We spent my holidays travelling around Europe and once even spent a holiday in the Bahamas with Sergei. It was the best holiday ever.

All my friends have huge crushes on my handsome big brother. Not that he ever noticed them. His focus was on me when he visited. He has always been my hero and I wanted to be just like him. A badass.

I enrolled in self-defence classes, martial arts and even in target shooting to emulate him. Doing so made me more aware of my surroundings, and enabled me to protect myself if I ever had to. I haven’t really used my skills, as there’s been no reason to, there’s been the odd handsy asshole but nothing else.

My brother is almost fifteen years older than me but he never makes me feel like I’m a child. Even when I was little he treated me with respect and considered everything I told him before he answered or gave an opinion. And he never lied to me.

Unlike my father. My father is a monster.

A lot of the time I wish I had been lucky enough to have the same dad as him. His was a good man. Mine is not.

I hated my father and uncle because they forced my brother into their criminal lifestyle. I might have been a little girl but I saw how it killed the softness inside him little by little. I was only two when our brother Ivan died but Mama said losing his little brother changed Sergei. Made him harder and colder.

She said the day would come when all those who hurt his family would regret it, when I asked how she just shook her head. I wasn’t stupid, I knew he was going to kill them.

I’ve never said anything to my mama but I knew I wasn’t the only one she had sacrificed for.

She had done the same for my brother Ivan.

I found out about it quite by chance.

My friend Ingrid Larson’s dad is a big time rock star and because of her we started following a lot of bands. Specifically Sweet Sacrifice. We all had major school girl crushes on Cat DeLuca, their vocalist. We had her posters on our walls and followed her and the band on social media. We even talked the parents into letting us go to a concert when they toured the UK. With supervision of course.

And then she and her bodyguard announced they were pregnant and getting married. It wowed the music world and rocked mine.

It rocked mine because I had found my brother.

The minute I saw the photos of her with Nikolai “Niko” Orloff I knew.

I didn’t know how it was possible but Nikolai Orloff was my supposedly dead brother Ivan.

We had the same eyes and hair, the same smile. And he looked just like Sergei.

He was just blonde, looked happy and smiled all the time.

Sergei didn’t smile, wasn’t happy, and had dark hair and a lot of tattoos. A lot.

The next time my big brother came to visit I mentioned it and he just looked at me for the longest time.

“Don’t ever say a word to Mama. Not a word. If they find out they will kill him.” He sighed and shook his head. “I am praying no one else realises who he is. If they find out...”

My prayers joined his and I hoped it would be enough to keep the brother I didn’t even remember, or know, safe.

After my talk with my big brother I resolved to change who I was. I didn’t want to be an Egorov or a Demidov. I wanted to distance myself from them in any way I could.

I was only seventeen at the time but I started making plans.

When I turned eighteen I applied for, and received, UK citizenship and legally changed my name. Clover’s dad, Lord Reginald Herrington-Smythe, made it happen for me. I don’t know what he did but I think he pulled some serious strings.

My besties and I created long lists of possible names and there had been heated discussions about which suited me best. But in the end there had only been one that stood out for me.

I legally became Nika Orloff.

I chose Nika because it sounded so much like my lost brother’s name. But there was a second reason, the name means God’s purpose and I believed my purpose was to reunite my family. The family I chose to be a part of. The Orlov family.

Like Ivan, or Nikolai, I hid behind the different spelling of their surname. Orloff.

I wanted to have the same last name as my brothers. Even though Sergei’s is spelt differently.

My plans to reunite with my brother ended three years ago when he died for real.

He was gunned down while protecting his wife and his little boys from a stalker.

I was devastated and angry. So angry.

After he died I searched social media and printed out every single photo I could find of him and his family. In defiance of my father - not that he ever set foot in our loft - I had several framed and hung on the wall in my bedroom.

It was a special area where I displayed photos of my family, my real family. There were photos of my mama, with Ivan and Sergei. Another of me as a baby with Ivan and Sergei. More recent ones of Sergei and me. And photos of Niko with his wife and little boys. There was a single Orlov family photo taken before Misha was murdered. It held pride of place, surrounded by all the other photos.

There were no photos of my father or of the Demidov/Egorov family. They weren’t my family. They were my enemies.

And now the asshole who was my father had sent his thugs to collect me, forcibly if they had to, and take me home to marry the monster he had chosen for me. As if I was some helpless little Bratva princess he could order about.

I was lucky because Mama called to warn me they were on the way.

I didn’t hesitate, I ran like Sergei had taught me to do.

Thanks to my brother I always had a packed bag in my car. It was packed with anything I might need should I have to go into hiding. There was no need to go home and chance walking into an ambush just to get some clothes.

I called my girls and after explaining what was going on warned them not to go home until I let them know it was safe. I didn’t trust the thugs anywhere near my friends. Luckily Lina was visiting her family in Greece and Ing was on tour with her dad as the tour manager’s assistant. That left only Clo and I.

I left work, picked up Clo from work, and drove straight to the Herrington-Smythe estate.

Lord and Lady Herrington-Smythe closed ranks around me, keeping me safe until I could get hold of Sergei. When I was eventually able to reach him he told me to stay put. He would come to me as soon as he had things sorted out.

So that’s what I did. I stayed put and waited.

I hadn’t heard from him until he called me about an hour ago, asking me to meet him at the loft. He said he had a plan. A plan that would keep me out of the clutches of the bratva. He had sent two men he trusted to escort me back to London. When I met them I was confused because they weren’t Russian.

All they said on arrival was their names and that Sergei had sent them.

A call to my brother confirmed they were who they said they were.

My new bodyguards.

I looked at Clo as I dropped the last of my things in the leather duffle and zipped it up.

“I have to go. I promise as soon as I get there and have spoken to my brother I’ll call to let you and your parents know what’s going on. Sergei has a plan, he said so, and I trust him. He has never harmed or lied to me. Don’t worry so much, I’ll be safe with him. You know he would never let anything bad happen to me. My big brother loves me.”

She sighed, nodded, before following me downstairs where the two men were waiting in the study with Lord and Lady Herrington-Smythe. To me they were Uncle Reggie and Aunt Harriet, and have been since I was a little girl. They were my English family.

Uncle Reggie walked out with us and watched as I got into the back of the big SUV. Fear clutched at my tummy as the door closed me in. I breathed in deep and let it out slow.

I wasn’t going to allow fear to rule me.

My brother would see to my safety.

I trusted him completely.

If I had known how his plan was about to change the course of my life I would have run far, far away.

The drive to London was mostly quiet. The men said very little and answered none of my questions.

I was relieved when we finally pulled into the parking garage - one of the reasons why my friends and I moved into the loft. It had safe and secure parking.

Two of Sergei’s men were waiting for us, and the men escorted me upstairs.

The first thing I saw as I walked in the door was Sergei.

My big bear of a brother stood in the middle of the lounge and opened his arms. I rushed him, wrapped my arms around his waist and held on tight.

“I was so worried you weren’t going to get here in time. Uncle Reggie was ready to call out the SAS if you took any longer.” I giggled against his big chest.

His big body shook as he chuckled silently then he gently moved me away and looked down at me. His blue eyes were fierce and determined.

“I’m here now mladshaya sestra (little sister). I won’t let those bastards get anywhere near you.” He growled.

I stroked my hands over his heavy beard and wrinkled my nose. “I missed you and you need a trim, badly.”

“Let’s not talk about my beard.” He said with tiny lift of his lips which was his way of smiling. “We have more important things to discuss.”

Taking my hand he turned me and it was only then I saw him.

An unsmiling man stood close to the floor length windows, hands in his pockets, the light falling over him from the side. It left one side of his face in shadow, not deep shadow, but shadow none the less. It made me feel like reaching for my camera.

When he moved fully into the light I had to bite back a gasp. He was incredibly handsome with eyes as blue as the Aegean ocean under arched black brows. His full lips were surrounded by dark scruff, like he hadn’t shaved for a day or two. His hair was black and wavy, shaved short on the sides and left a bit long on top. He wasn’t as tall as my brother but he was still tall and well built, around six foot one or two. The way his dark suit fitted I knew it was bespoke, made especially for him.

When he came closer I realised he wasn’t as young as I thought. There was grey in his beard and hair. Not a lot. Just a strand here and there.

What was he doing here?

“Niki, this is a friend of mine, Dominick Maingarde. He is the man who is going to ensure your safety while I take care of this mess your father created.” Sergei said.

I was confused but I couldn’t be rude.

“Hi, pleased to meet you.” I held out my hand and he hesitated a second before clasping his very warm hand around my cold one.

“Pleased to meet you, Niki.” His faintly accented voice wasn’t warm at all. It was cold and clipped and distant, and if I wasn’t mistaken, even slightly bored.

Rude arse.

Still holding on to Sergei’s hand I dragged him over to one of the big squishy sofas and sat down next to him.

With my free hand I gestured to my rude guest. “Please, sit down.”

Turning back to my brother I raised my eyebrows in question. “Now tell me your plans. If I don’t like them I’m going right back to Uncle Reggie and Aunt Harriet’s. I’m safe from those bratva assholes on the estate.”

He shook his head with a sigh. “For how long? You know Andrei won’t take no for an answer. He will send a team to fight their way onto the estate and take you by force. People you love will get hurt. They have allies in high places here. The cops will be paid off and so will anyone else or they will be dead. You can’t put Lord and Lady Herrington-Smythe and their family in danger.”

I knew he was right but I really didn’t want to go anywhere with the cold block of ice in the chair across from us.

Rubbing my hands over my face I sighed.

“Fine. We both know it’s going to take more than a week or two to sort out the mess. I have a job and a life here I don’t want to lose. But I’ll go into hiding because I know Oleg Polyakov won’t stop looking for me. He’s been after me since I was fourteen years old, the lecherous bastard.” I snorted in disgust.

“You don’t worry about Oleg or anyone else. They will be taken care of, I promise.” He took both my hands in his and I turned fully to look up into his eyes.

“I want you to hear me out and not say anything until I’m done. It’s going to sound crazy but it’s a good plan. You will be safe and somewhere they don’t have any influence, not yet.” He raised his eyebrows and I nodded, letting him know I was listening.

“Dominick is from Cape Town in South Africa, that’s where I’ve been and why it took a while for me to get here. I’ve discussed my plan with him and he’s agreed to help us. We need to get you out of the country and to do so we have to either sneak you out or leave with the tabloids all over your asses. It’s too difficult to sneak you out with them watching every airport and every move you make. We’re going with the tabloids because it means you’re in the public eye and hopefully they won’t make a move on you with the paparazzi watching.”

I opened my mouth but he put a hand over it.

“Hear me out. You are going to marry Dominick. It will be a legal marriage but don’t worry, you won’t be living as husband and wife. You will be married in name only. It will spark a tabloid and paparazzi furore. Not only is he a billionaire, he is notoriously single. No woman has ever been at his side for longer than a day or two. You are young, beautiful and with aristocratic connections. The perfect wife for a man of his stature. The notoriety alone will keep you safe from harm. The Bratva won’t be able to come within a mile of you. Once I’ve handled them you and Dominick will get a quiet divorce and you can come back to your life.”

My eyes felt like they were bugging out of my head. Was he joking?

No, by the look on his face and in his eyes he wasn’t.

“No, no, no, no. I’m not getting married! This is a crazy plan. I don’t know him or his country or anything. I’ll be all alone. And how do you know he won’t sell me out? How sure are you I’ll be safe with them? And what about my job? If I leave they’ll hire someone to fill my spot. Then what do I do for work when I come home?”

The iceberg was going to answer but Sergei held up a hand.

“He’s a good friend and an ally. He and his men will keep you safe for me. Marrying him is the only way to keep you out of Polyakov’s hands, you know it and I know it. He’s a monster like Egorov and you know what the bastard did to our mother. And a job is just a job, mladshaya sestra (little sister), your life is worth so much more. When you come home I’ll buy you a gallery of your own, no more working for others. It will be all yours.” He finished and watched my face intently.

I sighed and rolled my eyes, making his lips twitch. He knew I knew the offer was a bribe to get me to do what he wanted. I’ve dreamed of owning my own gallery. It was tempting, very tempting.

Biting my lip I thought about his plan without the knee jerk reaction I had before. Marrying a stranger and going off to a strange country where I knew no one. Living with the iceberg across from me and not having a friend anywhere near was going to be difficult. I was going to miss Clo, Ing and Lina.

It was going to be difficult but I’ve
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