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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear readers,

      Bratva’s Captive Assassin was originally published in 2017 as Bound by Blood, Fire & Vice book 6. I gave the entire series an update including new covers, new titles, new series title, and an updated proofread. The material remains the same.

      This series is dark romance with strong alpha anti-heroes with jealous possessive tendencies. The women are strong and feisty, not easily wooed by these bad men (hence the captive romance part!).

      Thank you for choosing Bratva’s Captive Assassin. I hope you enjoy!

      XOXO,

      Nikita

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hush little Laney duck, you mustn’t make a sound,” Dana Paul whispered against Laney’s head. Her British tones soothed Laney’s whimpers as her soft hand gently brushed the baby fine black strands from her daughter’s tear-stained cheeks. “I will tell you a story. Would you like that, my darling?”

      Laney jumped and shivered as she heard shouting from the floor below them. The house alarm continued to blare. It wasn’t as loud from where they huddled in the corner of the closet. There was a panic room in the house, but the bodyguard had told Dana that it was cut off and had rushed them into the Laney’s closet for safe-keeping. “Yes please, mama.”

      She knew Dana was desperately frightened, and storytelling was something they both adored. Laney was brave, even for a five-year-old, so she would protect her mom as best she could. She wrapped her arms around her mother’s neck, rested her head against Dana’s silk pajama-clad breasts and held her tightly while she spoke in whispers as the sounds of men dying grew closer.

      “Once upon a time there was a girl who lived with her father. He was a wonderful and smart man that traveled to many foreign lands and taught English for money. The little girl loved to travel with her father and learn all about the different countries and their people. Eventually they travelled to a magical land called Japan. The girl especially loved this country and wanted to stay forever. The people, the culture and the history all fascinated her. Even after her father finished teaching and decided to move on, the girl decided to stay and go to college there and learn as much as she could about this magical place. Her father loved her very much and was sad to say good-bye, but he understood that they would one day have to part. He hugged her and said, be careful my daughter, if you ever need me, come back to me in England.

      “The girl lived a happy but lonely life in Japan. Until she met a prince. This prince loved her at first sight, he swept her right off her feet. He promised her the world. He said he would make her a princess and chase away her loneliness. The girl wanted to love him back and she tried very hard, but she was worried. He didn’t tell her much about himself. He wouldn’t let her meet his family. He was very jealous if she talked to other people, men or women. Sometimes he would hurt her. Hold… hold her hand too hard and other things.”

      “Dana!”

      A man’s voice roared through the house, shaking the walls. Laney bit back a whimper and her mother flinched, holding Laney hard against her. They both shook and crawled further back into the closet. A man screamed in pain, this time on the stairs near Laney’s bedroom. Deep in her heart Laney knew that these sounds meant they would soon be caught. She didn’t understand what was happening, but she was beginning to understand her mother’s story had a purpose. She squeezed her mom, encouraging her to go on, knowing they didn’t have much time.

      Dana spoke fast, her whispers taking on a desperate edge. “The girl tried to break it off with the prince, but he wouldn’t let her. He never left her alone. She decided it was time to take her father’s advice and go home, but the prince whisked her away to his castle and kept her locked up. She finally learned about his family and his life. She learned why he never talked about himself. He was a bad man. He did terrible, illegal things. He tried to do nice things for the girl, but the more she resisted him the meaner he became. Until the time came that he forced her to marry him.

      “She had no choice, he threatened to send his castle guards to her homeland and kill her father if she didn’t. She cried and cried, but he refused to let her go. She thought about ending it all and jumping off the castle wall, but then something wonderful happened.”

      “What, mama?” Laney whispered.

      “The princess found out she was pregnant,” her mother smiled and hugged her tightly, “with a little girl of her very own. She knew that she would find a way to run away from the evil prince and back to her father, where they would keep the child safe together. She knew she couldn’t leave a child with the monster that was her husband. Not in the dark heart of the…”

      The closet door wrenched open and light from the bedroom flooded in. The silhouette of a man stood in the doorway. He held a gun loosely at his side. Blood dripped from his hand and shirt sleeve. Shadows obscured his face, but Laney could see the glint of triumph when his eyes landed on Dana huddled on the floor, her arms wrapped protectively around a solemn, black-haired girl. The happiness reflected in their depths at having his family once more in his power. The wrath that would be Dana’s existence until he was satisfied with his vengeance on the woman he loved. The woman that dared to take their daughter and leave.

      “Yakuza,” Dana whispered, taking Laney’s hand and standing to face the husband she hadn't seen in over five years.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          18 years later

        

      

    

    
      Blyad. No one is going to believe this bite-sized girl can take me down! Boris Grekov thought in annoyance, glaring at the fine-boned Asian woman standing across the room.

      Something about her body language got on his nerves. She hadn’t even glanced up when he and Claudia strode into the training section of the security floor. She stood with her back to the wall, as any good bodyguard would, talking to Daniel Mercer and Tyson King. If she made it through the hand-to-hand combat portion of her interview, then Mercer, and by extension King, would become her employer. It looked like Mercer was drilling her on techniques. His face gave none of his thoughts away. Not that Mercer ever gave anything away. He was one tough motherfucker. Which was saying something, given Boris’ reputation as a lethal Russian mob enforcer.

      Laney Paul should have noticed him. He was 6’7” of solid muscle. It didn’t matter where he went, people stopped to stare at him. He was well over a foot taller than the woman he was supposed to engage in hand-to-hand combat, and he probably outweighed her by 200 pounds. The absurdity of the situation should have warranted at least a glance from her, not to mention the fact that he was covered from head to foot in tattoos and generally considered one scary looking son-of-a-bitch. Hell, the first time Claudia Cantore, the woman standing at his side, had seen him, she’d nearly wet herself and scaled a fence to get away from him. Though she hadn’t in actuality moved a muscle. But he could see the impulse in her eyes.

      Yet, this fairly nondescript woman hadn’t so much as twitched in their direction. Boris could feel his temper rising, along with his curiosity. He crossed his arms, making the massive muscles bulge ominously, and glanced down at Claudia. She grinned up at him sheepishly and whispered, “I thought she might be a little bigger.”

      Boris grunted. He didn’t bother to respond. In reality, the woman would have to be built like a tank to take him down. Even then, it wasn’t a likely bet. Daniel Mercer was the only human in the western hemisphere likely to take Boris in a fair fight, which was why Claudia had begged him to help today. She desperately wanted a female personal bodyguard, but Mercer wasn't having one on staff that couldn’t prove herself in hand-to-hand combat. Apparently, none of Daniel’s men would touch a woman, which left Daniel himself to fight her.

      Boris bit back a grin. Daniel wouldn’t break a sweat either, literally or figuratively, over beating up a woman. He would do the deed and move on to the next applicant. So, Claudia had called in a favour and asked Boris to come let a woman beat him up so she could have female protection. How the fuck he was going to convince Mercer that this bitty little mouse was able to take him on might prove to be interesting.

      Boris was about to tell Claudia it wasn't going to work and that she should ask the Russians for something else, like an arms shipment or a small country, when Laney finally turned to face him. Her eyes flared slightly as she finally took him in. His eyes narrowed in return. Her look hadn’t been one of fear or even surprise. It had been recognition.

      At a young age, Boris had learned to look out for himself and a brother that couldn’t keep himself out of trouble, which meant reading situations and people. Each nuance could mean the difference between life or death. He would stake his entire inheritance on the fact that Laney Paul knew exactly who he was. But she was a mystery to him. And Boris didn’t fucking like mysteries.

      He stalked toward her, intent on finding out exactly who the woman was and what she was doing in his city. He didn’t like it. He could hear the slightest hint of an accent as she spoke. Japanese or something close. And something else? He couldn’t place it. And he didn’t recognize her. How would she know him? And why was she here?

      He tensed when she moved away from Mercer and King and strode toward him as well. Their feet whispered on the training mats as the space between them disappeared. He stopped in the middle, forcing her to cross the distance to him. He kept his arms crossed, a thunderous frown on his bearded face as he glared down at her. Her own face remained as unfazed as it had from the moment he’d entered the room. He realized two things as he stared down at her. She was younger than he’d first thought, probably in her early to mid-twenties, which put her much younger than his thirty-six years. And that she wasn’t even a little bit plain, as he’d first thought.

      The fine bones of her face were so heartbreakingly delicate that he knew he wouldn’t be able to look at her if they actually commenced with this ridiculous charade. There was no way he would throw a punch at that pixie-like arrangement. Her black hair was pulled back in two severe braids and tucked behind her pert ears. Though she tried to hide her body under austere, militaristic clothing, as a man that could appreciate curves on a woman, he could tell she had nicely rounded tits and ass.

      Mine, his body whispered, noticing every detail.

      The last thing he wanted to do was throw down with her. He wanted to throw her down and fuck her, then maybe he would get around to asking his questions. Boris was not one to get serious about women. He fucked around plenty with the whores at the clubs. He didn’t have time or patience for more than that. His life was complicated. Both here in America and back in Mother Russia. He couldn’t drag a woman into that shit storm.

      Mercer approached them, eyeing Boris with undisguised dislike. Boris didn’t take it personal. Mercer didn’t like anyone. The fact that Boris was in King Tower unmolested by the deadly security chief was practically an endorsement of friendship. “Ms. Cantore explained what’s expected?” Mercer asked.

      Boris nodded his head once. He doubted she was supposed to “explain” the part where she wanted Boris to lose this fight. He bit back a short grin as he pictured the small woman in front of him actually pinning him to the mat. His cock responded to the image of her lithe, delicate body straddling his thick girth. He nearly groaned out loud. If Mercer and King, two of the deadliest men he knew, hadn’t been standing there, he probably would have reached for the woman.

      “Take down, tap out,” Mercer said. “Anything else goes. Try not to break her bones, King doesn’t appreciate lawsuits.”

      Laney sent Mercer a tiny glare while Boris grunted in acknowledgement, wondering how lightly he was going to have to touch this one in order not to damage her. Claudia snorted from her position on the edge of the mat and rolled her eyes. “You’re a good one to talk, Daniel.”

      Mercer ignored the mistress of King Tower and nodded at Laney. “Impress me,” he said. “And try not to die.”

      Apparently, men having no faith in her ability to kick some ass fired up the cool-as-a-cucumber beauty, because she immediately whirled around Boris and planted a tiny foot into his back, just over his left kidney. Boris absorbed the hit easily and quickly snatched her ankle, surprising the woman with his speed. He could have easily ended their time together with a light tap to the temple that would have knocked her out cold, but he wasn’t ready to finish with the foreplay quite yet.

      Besides, the blond bombshell Claudia Cantore was looking so innocently hopeful that this tiny Asian dancer really could take on a Russian behemoth and make her dreams come true. Goddammit. The Russians really did owe her something for setting King on her tail when she tried to outrun him. Instead of taking Laney down to the mat like he should have, Boris turned and grabbed her by the neck. He caught her scent. It reminded him of home, of Russia. It was exotic and beautiful, like lilies and honey.

      Mine, his mind whispered.

      Lifting her by the ankle and neck he threw her across the mats. She landed easily with a roll, coming up on her feet and running toward him without a pause. He shifted his stance to catch her if she launched herself at him in another attack. She was smart. She knew she wasn’t going to be able to withstand any kind of attack by him and she wasn’t going to win if he got his hands on her so her best plan was to put him on the defensive. If he was busy fighting her off, perhaps he would tire, at which point she could move in for the kill.

      Of course, her strategy was doomed to failure. Much like a butterfly beating her wings at him, eventually it was her that would weaken and him that would move in for the kill. Although, at some point he would have to let her get the upper hand. Not only for Claudia’s sake, but because he wanted her to get the job. He was intrigued. He also needed to know how she recognized him.

      Laney kept her hands and arms in tight to her body and used mostly footwork to dance around her opponent and kick him when his guard was down. Her legs were powerful and would have caused a man with less muscled padding a whole lot of pain. Boris grunted once as her foot got under his guard and nearly unmanned him, drilling into his thigh instead. He silently decided she would need to pay for that one.

      Their styles were much different. While it was clear that she was trained in several martial arts, and likely comfortable with bladed weapons, he fought dirty. Multiple incarcerations had taught Boris the value of survival no matter how it was achieved. He used every opportunity at his disposal to win a fight. He used his extreme strength, surprising speed and superior reach against her at every turn. He sent her flying across the mats and crashing into the wall. As she danced around him, he caught one of her braids and yanked her head back sharply, sending her spinning painfully into the mat.

      Claudia gasped and cried foul when he’d grabbed Laney’s hair, but Mercer had shot her a look that shut her up and King strode to her side to keep her silent. He knew Mercer would approve. War wasn’t fair.

      Boris continued to play with Laney, weakening her. He could see in her body language that she was tiring. She was slower to get up, her attack speed was a split second behind what it had been. It was time to end this. Time to let Laney get her point in, then end this charade and leave so he could gather his thoughts and decide how to proceed with this new development.

      Having decided what style of martial arts she was best practiced in, Boris let her run at him again, but instead of going on the defensive, he dropped his guard. He clenched his gut, vowing the hit he was about to take squared the Russians with the blond. Laney struck him in the stomach with her right foot and then twisted sideways going for a kick to the side of the head with her left leg in hopes of bringing him to the ground.

      Boris grunted and grabbed her right leg to give her the leverage she needed, knowing he wouldn’t go down unless she had some help. Mercer was at their backs so he couldn’t see them. Laney jerked in surprise but didn’t lose momentum, she continued her attack, kicking Boris in the side of the head and then tackling him to the ground with her thighs wrapped around his thick neck.

      Boris crashed to the ground, his body hitting the mat hard and shaking the entire room. He was pretty sure the floor was concrete beneath the mats. Thankfully. Cages housing the surveillance and combat equipment rattled ominously. Despite the pain he knew he should be in, his eyes rolled back in his head and pure lust jolted through his body. His cock jerked painfully in his jeans. The foot in the gut and the kick to the side of the head (hell the ringing in his fucking ear) was totally worth the fact that her cunt was sitting inches from his mouth and nose.

      Helplessly he brought his hands up to clench the thighs that were wrapped around his neck, attempting to cut off his air supply, and squeezed them harder into his throat. Her eyes widened as she stared down at him. He tilted her hips up and breathed in the spicy sweet scent of her pussy. She gasped in shock and looked like she was about to scramble off of him. “Don’t,” he growled sharply, loud enough for her ears alone, his accent thick. “Finish this.”

      Understanding flared in her eyes. She knew she needed to get him to tap out and she needed to make it look real if she wanted to get the job. She glared down at him distrustingly, but braced her hands over his head and squeezed her strong thighs as hard as she could. He grinned up at her, clenching his teeth, telling her without words that no matter how hard she squeezed it was never going to be enough to choke him out. The tendons in his neck and shoulders withstood the pressure of her assault as she tried to make him submit. Finally, after about two minutes he lifted his hand and patted her pert ass twice.

      Laney wasted no time. She rolled off him and tried to crawl away as fast as she could, braids swinging in her flushed face. Boris reached for her and dragged her toward him. She used every trick in her vast repertoire of combat knowledge to get him to release her, but now that the game was finally over and he was done playing, he refused to let go. He pinned her to the mat and forced her to lay underneath his heavy body.

      Finally, she admitted defeat, too tired to continue struggling. He dominated her at every turn, showing her without words that her years of martial arts training meant nothing against his brutal strength and skills. He loved the way she felt beneath him. Helpless, worried, dominated. She bit her lip and refused to look at him. He didn’t like that. He wanted her eyes on him, understanding that her life was about to change. Heedless of the others in the room with them, Boris shoved his leg between hers and thrust his erection into the cradle of her thighs, forcing her to feel him.

      She gasped and her eyes flew up to his. It was like taking another hit to the gut. He must have been so concentrated on the fight that he hadn’t noticed earlier: her eyes were a clear sparkling sapphire blue.

      Mine, his heart whispered, ensnaring his soul.

      She lifted a small hand and tapped it twice against the mat. She was asking for mercy. He had none to give. She would belong to him. Eventually. He rolled off of her and, grabbing her arm, helped her to her feet without waiting for her permission. She stepped away from him as fast as humanly possible and then struggled to replace the look of confusion and need with the bland expression that he bet was her perpetual armour. He would also bet his last dollar her pussy was wet for him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Oh. My. God. It’s him. It’s my mark. Laney thought, awe and panic filling her as she took in the massive beast of a man that she was here to assassinate. She wasn’t supposed to meet him like this. Never in her wildest dreams had Laney imagined she would meet Boris Grekov himself less than two days after arriving in America.

      Her heart thumped wildly while she schooled her features to cool perfection. She had learned at a young age that a tell might get her killed. Or beaten. Emotion wasn’t worth the pain. So, she never showed the world what she thought. She wouldn’t show this man that she was terrified of him. Or that she was attracted to him and had been from the moment she’d set eyes on his photo. It had been so long since Laney had wanted a man. But she had a job to do.

      If she didn’t complete her job, Jin would die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          6 months later

        

      

    

    
      Laney felt the moment he entered the club, his eyes scanning until they captured his prey. She was sitting in her usual dark corner at the bar with her back to the room, but she felt the prickling of his presence down her back. Addison called it her ninja senses. It was the same way she knew when her blind friend needed something. Laney made sure Addison was never left wanting. The two had grown close, especially during Addison’s recovery after a stalker had nearly killed her.

      Laney took a careful sip from her glass of ice water, turned slightly on her stool and swiftly scanned the popular casino club from beneath her eyelashes. The unmistakeable figure of a man, standing nearly a foot taller and broader than all others, was cutting a path directly toward her. She considered slipping off her stool and running for the back door, but she knew there was no point. He enjoyed the chase too much. It was better to pretend he had no effect on her. Besides, she couldn’t leave. She was there to protect Claudia, who was currently closeted in her office doing paperwork.

      “Laney,” his deep voice rumbled in her ear as his thickly muscled arm came to rest on the bar next to her, effectively trapping her between the bar, his body and the wall. It was a familiar game they played. Her eyes trailed over the Russian tattoos inking his hand and arm.

      Boris had pursued her steadily for the past six months, making it clear he intended having her in his bed. She met him with icy indifference at every turn. He had been baffled. Boris was a man clearly unused to meeting resistance in women. At first Laney was an enigma, an adorable challenge. As the months passed and his constant wooing did nothing but gain Claudia’s sympathy and ribbing from his men, Boris’ frustration grew. Laney began to worry about the edge to his voice when he spoke to her lately. It felt as though there were an invisible blade above her head, one that could drop at any moment when he decided he was finished toying with her. She was, after all, dealing with a renowned mafia enforcer.

      Laney closed her eyes for a moment and made sure there was a good portion of frost to their depths when she turned them toward the dark ones hovering only inches above her face. “Mr. Grekov,” she replied formally, “are you here to see Ms. Cantore?”

      She suppressed a shiver of fear as his hand fisted on the bar next to her body and his eyes snapped in anger. When he spoke, his guttural tones were in heavily accented English. “Do not play games with me, Laney. You know I am here for you only.”

      Squaring her shoulders, Laney turned on her stool to face him. This brought her knees against his muscular thighs. His body tightened and he stared down at her, his eyes glowing possessively. She didn’t understand how this man could want her so much. She did nothing to encourage his pursuit, yet he wouldn’t stop. She tilted her chin and glared up at him, her braids to slithering over her shoulders.

      “As I have repeatedly told you, I have nothing to say to you. I am not the one playing games,” she snapped at him and slipped sideways off the stool, attempting to escape his presence.

      He caught her before she could take two steps away from him, wrapping a massive hand around her arm and dragging her back toward him. His fingers were so long they overlapped on her bicep. She shivered at the thought that he could easily crush the bone beneath his fist. She closed her eyes against the image and reminded herself that he had no idea who she was. She opened them again and glared blazing sapphire anger up at him.

      He grinned down at her through his dark beard. Reaching out one long arm, he picked her glass up off of the bar and drank deeply, placing his lips where hers had been moments before. Her stomach clenched and her breath caught in her throat at the intimacy of his action. He set the glass back down on the bar and brushed his knuckles over her bare elbow. She couldn’t help herself, she stomped on his foot, grinding the heel of her military issue boot into his instep. Unfortunately, he also wore thick leather shoes so the sentiment was somewhat mitigated by his hearty footwear.

      “Ah, I love foreplay, moy kotenok,” he growled, gripping her tighter.

      “I’m not your kitten!” she snapped, yanking her arm futilely.

      Laughter rumbled in his chest. “Then stop trying to scratch me and go out with me, Laney Paul. I’m tired of this dance we engage in. Have dinner with me,” he demanded.

      She glared at him suspiciously. “Would you finally leave me alone if I agreed to go out to dinner with you?”

      “Only if that evening and every other ended in my bed,” he answered easily.

      Laney’s mouth opened in shock, her eyes jerking to his. She knew what Boris wanted with her. She’d known for months of his obsession with her, but he had never said anything so blatantly sexual. A wash of embarrassed heat swept over her cheeks. His sharp eyes gentled, and he flicked a long, thick finger over her cheek, enjoying the colour he brought to her face. Laney jerked in his hold, desperate to run and hide from his intense perusal.

      “Good evening, Laney. Is my wife in her office?” a deep voice interrupted Laney and Boris’ private moment.

      Boris allowed Laney to jump away from him. She quietly let Tyson King know that his wife was indeed in her office and expecting his arrival. King neatly maneuvered himself between the two, his dark eyes taking in the situation at a glance. He’d clearly become fond of Laney since employing her as Claudia’s bodyguard and seemed to watch over the stoic Japanese girl as much as she would allow. It amused him that his fiancé tended to collect misfits.

      After all, it would have been hypocritical of King if he became overly outraged at Boris’ heavy-handed courting, considering his near-kidnapping method of procuring his own fiancé. He did not seem amused, however, that Boris was a Russian mafia enforcer. The best in the city, in fact.

      Eyeing Boris, King spoke to Laney, “Now that I’m here, you can go home. I’ll make sure Claudia gets out of here safely.”

      Laney smiled up at him in relief and reached for her jacket bundled on the corner of the bar. “Thank you, Mr. King. Please tell Claudia I’ll see her in the morning.”

      Without so much as a glance toward Boris, Laney made her way swiftly toward the back door. Boris immediately went after her. King reached out to stop him, but Boris froze him with a growl. Boris had a few inches and about fifty pounds on King, but King was still a pretty good match if he decided to take issue. At the very least, King might slow him down enough to give Laney a head start.

      “I don’t want to see her hurt,” King rumbled. “I don’t like the shit you Russians are into. She’s my responsibility while she’s working for my wife.”

      Boris breathed heavily, nostrils flaring, and finally nodded. “Won’t be your responsibility for long. But I care enough to promise I will do my best to keep her out of Russian shit.”

      “Not good enough,” King growled.

      Boris growled back. Laney was almost at the back door. “Don’t fucking care what you think. You would have torn the arms off motherfucker that stood between you and your woman.”

      A tall, beautiful blond glided between the two massive men. She pressed her body, packed into a tight black pencil skirt and cherry red blouse that dipped low into her cleavage, against King’s wide chest. She looked up at him, took his dark jaw into her palms and, going up onto her toes, pulled his face down to hers for a lingering kiss.

      Boris used the distraction to stride away from them. King tensed against her body, but she knew he wouldn’t push her away.

      “Let him go,” she said and kissed him again. “He’ll go after her anyway. And I don’t want blood in my club.”

      She took his hand and led him into her office, leaving Laney and Boris to sort out their problems while she seduced her big, dark fiancé behind the closed doors of her office.

      Boris caught Laney just as she reached the back door. She had been waylaid by one of the bartenders who had some scheduling questions for her. Sometimes Laney filled in for Claudia when in came to club management decisions. Claudia made it clear she trusted Laney implicitly. With one eye on King’s and Boris’ exchange, she had hurriedly solved the scheduling problem and then all but ran for the exit, only to find herself seized once more in Boris’ powerful grip.

      “I don’t think so, kotenok,” he growled, lifting her off her feet as she flew through the exit door, her fingertips skimming across the metal bar. His thick forearm bit into her waist as he pulled her into the hardness of his chest.

      “Oomph,” she gasped as the air rushed out of her.

      He spun her around and pushed her against the brick wall just outside the back door. Laney’s bag dropped from her limp fingers and hit the pavement with a thud. She clutched his shoulders tightly, her fingernails biting into him through his T-shirt. Her feet dangled off the ground and her wide, startled eyes met his. Dim lighting from the single light above the back door illuminated them.

      Oh god, she thought wildly, had the sword finally dropped?

      Her breath caught in her throat and her heart stuttered in her chest. She knew with everything in her that he was going to kiss her. The look in his eyes was one of burning possession. Like there was no other woman on the planet except her and he would die if he didn’t claim a kiss. But she couldn't let it happen. Boris Grekov couldn’t be allowed to kiss her.

      His fingers tightened on her body and her head spun as the air rushed around her. She breathed in his scent as he leaned toward her, so familiar to her now from his constant presence: cedar and just a hint of leather. He usually wore a leather coat, but the evening was so warm and it was missing tonight.

      Laney knew instinctively if she struggled in his arms he would force his kiss on her. He was a predator, an alpha male, Russian and a gangster. She shivered against him and whimpered. Slowly, she turned her face away from his and closed her eyes tightly. He stiffened for a second and then continued, his lips tracing a path across her jaw and down her throat.

      Laney suppressed a moan as pleasure sizzled through her veins. Boris had never managed to get his hands on her so intimately beyond their first meeting. She knew if he ever touched her again it would be like this. She knew from the moment she set eyes on his picture that Boris would be the one to light her fire. Which was astounding considering she thought she was rendered frigid the moment her father had cut the head off of her first lover.

      But this could not be. Laney could not allow herself to fall prey to Boris’ seductive caresses. She forced her lips to move. “Stop,” she whispered.

      Her voice was so low that he didn’t hear her at first. His hands continued to hold her up by the waist while his body pressed intimately against her and his lips explored her throat. She repeated herself louder, her voice stronger, angrier.

      “Mr. Grekov, stop!” she demanded.

      The tone of her voice, combined with his surname finally penetrated the fog of lust brought on by finally getting his hands on the object of his months long obsession. Boris froze, his brain sluggishly catching up to the facts. Laney was struggling in his arms, her voice angry and cold, demanding immediate release.

      He reared back to stare at her, his brows snapping together angrily. Slowly he let her slide down the wall to stand on her own. He maintained his hold on her though, knowing she would likely run away the moment he let go. Experience had taught him, this woman would run from him every chance she got.

      Her breathing was coming out in quick, angry gasps. “Let me go!”

      “Why are you doing this?” he growled down at her, his eyes flicking over her. “I know you desire to be with me. Why not give in?”

      “You know nothing!” she snapped at him, her mind thinking quickly. Boris was far too astute for her to keep alluding him with her icy refusals. Especially if he intended to keep cornering her with melting kisses. She wouldn’t be able to resist him!

      Thinking quickly Laney stepped forward into his space and poked her finger at him. “You dishonour me with this constant pursuit!”

      He crossed his arms over his chest and raised a thick brow. “Explain.”

      Mind whirling, Laney came up with the only lie she could think of on the spot. “I am engaged to be married and… and my fiancé would be very angry to find out that I was nearly kissed in a back alley.”

      “The fuck you are!” Boris exploded, uncrossing his arms and reaching for her.

      Laney gasped and jumped back hitting her wrist hard against the handle of the back door. She cried out in pain and clutched her bruised arm skittering sideways out of his reach. Boris swore again in Russian and visibly calmed himself down, scrubbing a hand over his bearded face and staring hard at her in the shadows.

      “Laney, I’m sorry,” he said, his thickly accented voice sounding genuinely apologetic. “You surprised me. There was no hint of man in your life. Please let me see your arm and then I promise I’ll let you go home.”

      If there was one thing Laney had learned about Boris in the past several months, it was that he always did what he said. Hesitantly, she stepped forward and allowed him to take hold of her wrist. He gently turned it over, running his broad thumb over the delicate bones of her wrist, checking for damage. When he was sure there was none, he closed his hand over her much smaller one and gave it a gentle squeeze before releasing her. As if to reassure her of his good intentions, he stepped away, his gaze as platonic as he was capable of making it.

      “Is he in Japan?” his voice rumbled in the darkness. His eyes glinted in curiosity.

      Laney almost asked who he meant and then her brain caught up. “Um, yes,” she replied quickly.

      “He’s fucking idiot for letting you live here without him,” Boris said, his voice hard. “If you belonged to me, this would not be allowed.”

      Laney’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t belong to you.”

      He shrugged, his eyes searching her face intently. “You do not belong to him yet either.”

      Her breath caught in her throat. So, her imaginary engagement had only caught him by surprise, it hadn’t actually stopped his obsession with her. She should have known. Perhaps she should have gone with an imaginary husband. Laney wondered how hard it would be to come up with a fake marriage certificate and if that would be enough to deter the massive Russian enforcer.

      “I’m leaving,” she announced.

      Laney walked past Boris, holding her breath as she did, half afraid that he would grab her again. He did nothing but turn and watch her walk to her vehicle. Laney drove the SUV to King Tower, aware the entire time of Boris’ classic Camaro following her home. He pulled past her and drove away as she turned into the parking garage of the luxury condominium.
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      “I love that woman, but I don’t understand why I need a musical accompaniment to what amounts to my humiliating ass kicking,” Claudia complained, as Laney proved her point by taking the blonde’s chin in the palm of her hand, hooking her heel around Claudia’s knee and throwing her into the mat.

      Addison stopped playing her cello and asked with mild curiosity, “That seemed like an extra hard thump. Did that hurt, Claudia? Did she throw you very far?”

      “Your sympathy would be a lot more believable if you weren’t playing the Mortal Kombat theme song,” Claudia grumbled, picking herself up off the mat. “Yeah, I’m a gamer, bitch. I know when I’m being mocked. Too bad you can’t see my repeated smack downs for yourself.”

      Addison shook her long, wavy hair back and sat regally in her chair. Claudia only teased her because they all knew her lack of sight didn’t bother her. Addison had been born blind and, far from letting it hold her back, she had spent her life succeeding, despite parents who treated her like a handicap.

      “Focus, Ms. Cantore,” Laney said severely, drawing Claudia’s attention. “We are on the clock. I am attempting to teach you self-defense at your fiancé’s insistence. It is upon his sufferance that we are both here.”

      Claudia rolled her eyes and picked herself up off the floor. She ran manicured fingers over her high-end workout clothes and then gestured toward
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