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            FOUR YEARS AGO

          

          FINN

        

      

    

    
      The 9mm hidden at my back was like an itch I couldn’t scratch. Not only uncomfortable but troubling as hell. It didn’t belong here.

      I didn’t belong here.

      And yet…

      “Do me a favor,” Law rumbled through my earpiece. “Before you get us thrown off the job. Relax.”

      Relax? Tell that to my body. To my instincts screaming that something was off. With this crowd. This client. And the fact that I wasn’t the only one carrying a gun in a sex club.

      A goddamn sex club.

      A place where people were at their most vulnerable and weapons were expressly forbidden. Where power was measured not by money or status but by submission.

      Hell, tell it to the uptight part of me that refused to unbutton. The part whispering that the scene playing out in the center of the room wasn’t meant for me. That I had no right to watch.

      Still, I couldn’t look away.

      A naked woman was bound and gagged, her body slick with sweat and cum. She was wrung out but still being pushed past every limit by the three masked men surrounding her. With toys, hands, and cocks, they continued dragging shattered moans from her, even as her trussed body looked ready to break.

      And I was fucking intrigued.

      “Maybe if you’d given me a heads-up.” I looked past the show to Law on the other side of the room.

      Even in the shadows, with a spotlight stinging my eyes and the allure of rope biting into flesh vying for my attention, he was impossible to miss. A former semi-professional fighter, the man had to be at least six-five and easily had fifty pounds or more on me.

      Formidable. Perfect for the job. And the only one of my new colleagues I trusted so far.

      His massive shoulders rose and fell in a bored-looking shrug. “I told you, we go to some wild places.” He tipped his head toward our client’s wife, topless and draped across another man’s lap. “Anything can happen.”

      He had warned me. And I still wasn’t prepared. Not only for the place and the hardcore kink, but what it would do to me. How I’d feel.

      The way I’d hunger.

      Tiny shocks of electric sensation pulsed through me. My heart hammered and my ears rang with the bound woman’s muffled screams. It was provocative. Exhilarating.

      Scary as fuck.

      “I know,” Law said through a low chuckle. “Not what you expected.”

      Shaking my head, I glanced over my shoulder at our distracted client. The billionaire, big-pharma magnate was busy with two naked women. He casually held the legs of one over her head, while the other fucked her with a giant dildo.

      “I expected wine and cheese.” My gaze returned to Law. “Maybe some fancy cars and pretty women. The odd passing threat to manage. Sure as hell didn’t expect a personal security gig to bring me here.” To a sexual goddamn awakening.

      “They serve wine here.” He cocked his head with a grin. “And there’s lots of pretty women. So, like I said…relax. Enjoy.”

      “I’m married, remember?”

      He laughed again. “So are half the people in this room.”

      Maybe. But I’d bet none of them were wondering how or even if they should tell their partner about tonight. About their unexplored fantasies. Or the realization of how much of themselves they’d repressed over the years.

      And just how fucking unhappy it had made them.

      How would Emily react if I told her? If I asked to tie her up, what would she do?

      Probably divorce my ass.

      The dull thump of bass was momentarily amplified when the door leading to the rest of the club opened. Even with a private corridor separating the spaces, the sound echoed through the room. It vibrated through me, emphasizing the lack of control I had in this place. The lack of security anyone really had here.

      A man sauntered into the room, an unlit cigar clenched between his teeth. And beside him, the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen.

      Young, blonde, and delicate.

      She was wrapped in a curve-hugging slip of white that made her look untouchable. Angelic, even. Too innocent for a place like this.

      “You,” our client barked from over my shoulder.

      I turned to find him standing right behind me, adjusting his tie and smoothing his suit as though headed to a business meeting.

      “Is there a problem, sir?”

      “No.” With an absent flick of his wrist, he sent the two naked women scurrying. Then, pointing at me, he ordered, “Stay here.”

      “But Mr. Alexander⁠—”

      His eyes flashed under the lights as he shot me a warning glare.

      “Yes, sir.” I stepped aside with a nod to his authority, despite my gnawing uneasiness.

      Why bother hiring private security and dragging them to a place like this, only to leave them hanging in limbo?

      But he was the client, and I was still too new in the role to go against his wishes. Even if it did go against company protocol, all my training, and the feeling in my gut. I couldn’t lose another job.

      Alexander strode away, heading straight for the newcomers. My gaze followed him, my heart thudding harder as the gun dug into my back—a disturbing reminder of how easily shit could go wrong.

      I scanned the crowd for possible threats, analyzing postures, wandering eyes, and unusual behavior. But nothing stood out.

      Except her. The woman in white.

      She stood so fucking still, like prey that knew it was cornered. Trapped.

      Terrified.

      She bit her pouty bottom lip, her hands balled together in front of her, every part of her body straining. Her wide-eyed stare kept darting from the scene at the center of the room to the man beside her. His arm was wrapped around her in a show of possession, his hand digging into her side.

      Alexander reached them and the two men greeted each other, overlooking the woman in their exchange, before the three of them tucked into a booth together.

      “Everything good over there?” Law’s voice broke through the pulse pounding in my ears.

      “Not sure.” I flashed my gaze to him through the crowd. “Take a look at your ten o’clock. Alexander told me to stay put, but who’s the guy with the cigar? Possible threat?”

      Law only glanced at the trio before his eyes were back on me, his head shaking. “That’s Nikolai Rykov. And that’s not your concern.”

      “You sure?” My heart continued hammering. “Because something seems off.”

      “Positive. Stop asking questions.”

      “Why? Will we lose the job if I ask questions?”

      His gaze traveled toward our client’s wife again, his hands curling to fists at his sides. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe?” What the hell was going on here?

      “That’s what I said.” His voice dropped low like he was sharing a secret. “Or maybe you’ll lose your fucking life. Now shut the fuck up and watch the show.”

      But his warning only raised more questions. Lose my life? Did he mean that literally? If so, who the hell was this Rykov guy? What did our client have to do with him? And the most important question of all…

      “Who’s the woman?”

      “Yelena Markova. She’s also not your concern.”

      Her name wasn’t familiar, yet a tingle of recognition shot up my spine. “She doesn’t look like she’s here voluntarily.”

      “Finn, I’m serious. If you like breathing, forget about it. Forget her.”

      Forget her.

      “Yeah, I can do that.” But I wasn’t going to.
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      “I know you want one.” His cruel smirk pulled wide as he shook the bottle of little white pills in his hand. “You’ve turned into quite the fiend, haven’t you, darling?”

      God, he was sadistic. Straight up evil. So heartless, he made the devil look kind.

      Worse, he was right.

      An endless riot of stinging tingles crawled under my skin. Skittering. Scratching. Thousands upon thousands of tiny pin pricks, slowly bleeding me dry.

      And this was only the beginning.

      Without those pills, I would feel everything, and after living so long with his horrors, it would all be too much. I needed those pills to survive in this hell.

      Which was ironic, since I also needed them to escape it.

      “Go ahead.” His smoky rasp was like a knife to my throat. “You can have it. All you need to do is take it from me.”

      He shook the bottle again, the contents clacking in a rhythm that made my nerves scream.

      Was this some kind of test? Or just another way to keep me demoralized and desperate—stripped of autonomy to the point I was grateful if I remembered my own name?

      “Come on.” He moved closer, still holding the pills out of reach, the stench of old cigar coiling around me. “We both know what you want. Now take it.”

      When I didn’t comply, the vicious smile he’d been wearing turned to an ugly sneer. “Why do you continue to provoke me?”

      The familiar tang of copper filled my mouth, but I still didn’t move. Didn’t speak. Didn’t release the skin of my inner lip, trapped between my teeth.

      “I wonder what Anya would think of her mother defying my wishes?” Something sinister sparked in his gaze. “Maybe we should find out. Should I send a couple of my men to collect our daughter from your sister’s cozy home?”

      No! Dear God, no.

      Frantically, I shook my heavy head, my stomach cramping and tears springing to my eyes.

      “No? You don’t want that?” he mocked. “Then take it.”

      Palm up and shaking, I offered him my hand. Seconds stretched to what felt like hours as I waited for his response, wondering what form his wrath would take and praying for something, or someone, to end him.

      A sharp, violent boom split the air.

      It hit out of nowhere—louder than thunder, and more jarring than Nik’s fists—paralyzing me. My pulse faltered, and a cold shock of adrenaline rushed through my veins.

      Was it an explosion? Were we under attack?

      It echoed from somewhere outside, rattling the windows and drawing Nik’s attention. But I kept my eyes on him, my body twitching as I waited to see what he’d do next.

      For a moment, he only stared as beads of sweat formed at his hairline. Then, with a snarl, he slammed the pill bottle down on the counter and pointed a finger in my face. “Don’t think you’re getting out of this, you worthless bitch. I’ll deal with you later.”

      Turning on his heel, he stalked from the room, leaving me alone at last.

      Just me and the little white pills.

      Thin breaths sawed through my lungs as I snatched the bottle, popped the top, and shook two pills into my trembling hand. Before I had time to think it through, I’d chewed, swallowed, and was pocketing the rest.

      Shit, that was dumb.

      He would remember leaving them. Punish me for taking them. Lock me in my empty room again with nothing but the clothes on my back, the gold pendant around my neck, and water from the adjoining bathroom tap. And maybe a broken bone or two to keep me company.

      How long would it be this time? Days? Weeks? Or would he feed me just enough to keep me alive and hold me there indefinitely?

      As I stood contemplating the peril I’d be in, the pills began working their magic. My body loosened and jitters subsided. Time expanded to a gauzy blur. The worries I’d been entertaining dulled to meaningless chatter, pushed farther and farther into the dim recesses of my mind.

      With a euphoric haze washing over me, I shuffled through the kitchen in search of…something. A sound? Or an answer, maybe?

      Only, I couldn’t remember the question.

      Head spinning, I turned my unfocused gaze to the sea of white cabinets and granite counters, scanning the room until I came face to face with someone I never expected.

      My sister, Kira, stood in front of me with the hilt of a knife protruding from her arm and a look of fury etched on her face.

      At least it all seemed real enough.

      Blood trickled from the spot where the blade stuck in her skin, yet she looked stronger than I remembered. Her platinum hair was longer and wilder than I’d ever seen, her natural beauty more intimidating than I cared to admit.

      It wasn’t a drug-fueled hallucination—she was really here. And despite her dreadful-looking injury, I was happy to see her.

      But like a switch flipping off to protect a system from overloading, something inside me shut down as soon as that good feeling tried to take over. In a blink it was gone, replaced by a voice that gnawed at the back of my murky mind.

      Wasn’t she partly to blame for my prolonged imprisonment? After so much time and misery, should I be overjoyed or terrified she was finally here?

      It was hard to know with the drugs coursing through my system, muddling my thoughts and turning my feelings to nothing but faded memories—diaphanous, fragile things that collapsed to gritty dust whenever I tried to pull them closer.

      “Where is he?” She lunged, attempting to grab my arm.

      I jerked away, her fingers brushing down my sleeve.

      “Who?” I asked, forcing my voice to work after days of not speaking.

      “Nikolai.”

      The leftover tingles that were still dancing under my flesh turned to fiery stabs as the echo of bruised ribs and broken bones rang to life like a chorus over my body.

      Where was he? I had no idea, and—oh, sweet hell—he could come back at any time.

      When I didn’t answer, Kira lost her patience and stormed away in a huff, muttering under her breath. Unsure what else to do, I tagged along behind her like I had when we were kids, praying she knew what came next.

      A bright burst of light stung my eyes as I followed her into the solarium. My favorite spot in the house, this was as close to the outdoors and freedom as I was allowed.

      Sometimes, I’d lie on the sun-warmed tiles, stare at the sky beyond the glass ceiling, and imagine what it might feel like to break through. To fly away to some distant place where I didn’t have to be on alert every second of every day, worrying if my next breath might be the thing to set Nik off. To be anywhere but here.

      Other times, I closed my eyes and wished I could sleep through the misery. I wanted to wake and find it was all a dream, that my life was finally mine again.

      But not now.

      If I closed my eyes at this moment, everything might disappear. Kira and her stormy demeanor. The flicker of what might be hope, hidden beneath my breastbone. And the stranger who stepped through the doorway at the other end of the room.

      The unexpected, dreamy, dazzling stranger.

      His messy raven hair glinted in the sunlight, curled at the ends, and framed a face that rivaled the exquisite masculine splendor of mythological gods. Strong nose, squared jaw, expressive brow. He was built a bit like a god too, tall and broad with a quiet strength that seemed to radiate from somewhere deep within.

      A man so handsome, it hurt to look at him.

      No, I couldn’t risk shutting any of it out, not even for a fraction of a second. If I blinked, it might all prove to be a drug-induced fantasy after all.

      This couldn’t be real. Could it?

      I dug my nails into my palms to test the theory. The dull bite of pain eventually registered, and a new sensation warmed my always chilled skin. A feeling both scary and enticing that made my heart beat like a steady drum instead of its usual delicate flutter of butterfly wings.

      There was a man in the house. A man who was not Nik. A man with eyes so calm, so blue, yet so full of anguish, I wanted to drown in them.

      Kira seemed furious with him—at least I wasn’t the only one who made her angry. Although, her harsh tone might’ve been hiding what sounded a little like heartbreak. Or maybe it was fear.

      Either was possible, since the stranger had a gun pointed at her.

      Yet, despite his fierce expression and the weapon in his hand, his presence was comforting. His gaze hadn’t met mine, still it soothed me, chasing away the torrent of insufferable pain I’d lived with for so long.

      Maybe that’s why I didn’t panic when two more men joined the standoff from opposite ends of the room.

      One of them was Sasha. I knew him because he worked for Nik. More than that, he’d once loved my sister, and I’d even considered him a friend. But that was all in the past. Now he was just another tool Nik could wield against me.

      I didn’t know the other man. Another stranger, he looked nearly identical to the first. Only, he was covered in grime and blood, and he was bigger, scarier, and obviously wounded.

      Their raised voices filled my ears with too much noise and confusion. Like trying to interpret radio static, I couldn’t make sense of a single word. The buzzing in my brain intensified, and the annoying voice murmuring in my head told me this moment was big and important.

      I should do something.

      But what?

      As I fought to piece together what was happening, Sasha grabbed Kira. She struggled in his grasp, and the second stranger didn’t seem happy about it. He took the gun, turning his attention and aim toward them.

      I really should’ve done something. Anything. But ocean eyes were now zeroed in on me, moving closer like the rise of a swelling tide.

      Mesmerizing. Agonizing.

      My broken soul cracked open, and I waited to be engulfed, sinking deeper and deeper to the bottom of his merciless gaze.

      Until his arm encircled my shoulders.

      I shouldn’t have wanted his touch. Shouldn’t have allowed anyone to get close. I definitely should not have leaned into his solid body or shuddered under the wall of protection his embrace instantly provided.

      But how could I resist when I’d been deprived of this feeling for so long?

      He nudged me forward with a noticeable hitch in his stride, moving me away from the deadly commotion.

      And I went willingly.

      Away from my sister and the danger she seemed to be in, out of the solarium, through the house, and to a side door that led to the yard. He closed his hand around the knob and turned it, pulling the door open as though it were as simple as breathing.

      Except even the routine act of inhaling was suddenly insurmountable. The prickling, stabbing sensation returned, spiraling inward, and both my body and mind locked up tight.

      “Let’s go.” He clasped my shoulder, making my bladder weak and my knees want to buckle.

      “I can’t.” My throat tried to close around the words, turning them to a harsh whisper. But in my mind, I was screaming.

      I can’t. I can’t. I can’t.

      If I did, Nik would find me. He would hurt me again, and then hurt me some more. Or worse, he’d hurt someone I loved. Maybe even kill them. And he’d do it to teach me a lesson. Just like he did with my grandfather.

      Who would it be this time? Kira? Anya?

      “Yes, you can.” The stranger’s hand moved from my shoulder, and I almost cried at the loss of connection.

      But then his finger was under my chin, urging my gaze up to meet his, and those ocean blues tried to drown me in their calm again. “You have to.”

      I was shaking now, my leaden limbs cracking from the strain. “How?”

      “Stop fighting your fear and work with it instead. Welcome it, like a friend.”

      “A friend? Is that what you are?”

      An invisible wall shuttered his gorgeous gaze, and his lips hardened to a thin line as he staggered back a step, his hand falling to his side. “No. I’m just the man getting you the hell out of here.”

      Despite my drug-induced fog and bout of unforgiving dizziness, the meaning of his words was unmistakable. Rescuing me was only a courtesy. Either professional duty or personal obligation, it didn’t matter.

      He doesn’t like me.

      Why did that hurt so much? Hadn’t the endless criticism from Nik reinforced all the ways in which I was lacking? Weren’t his daily reminders of my inferiority enough to set me straight? He was the only man who’d ever claimed to love me, and still, he couldn’t stand the sight of me most days.

      So why did this stranger’s rejection hit especially hard?

      I shook myself from the chaotic, wounding thoughts circling my mind and swallowed back the bile that had crawled up my throat. Forget my twisting insides, stuttering heart, and the quiet ache his touch had elicited.

      Forget friends.

      All I needed was safety. For me and my daughter.

      “That’s fine.” I ran my finger over the smooth plastic of the bottle in my pocket, my voice as dead as the hope he’d ignited. “I already have all the friends I need.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          FINN

        

      

    

    
      The late summer breeze lifted the hair off the back of my neck, cooling my overheated skin and reminding me of all the ways this mission had hijacked my life.

      I needed a haircut, but something so mundane, so trivial, felt like a waste of time.

      Also, I’d forgotten.

      Because this wasn’t just a mission. It was a personal goddamn vendetta. A grudge match with Nikolai Rykov, the head of New York’s biggest Russian crime syndicate and the deadliest adversary I’d ever known.

      And I wouldn’t rest until I’d finished it. 

      Unless he finished me first, which—let’s be honest—he had an exceptional chance of accomplishing.

      “Do you have eyes on it yet?” Robin’s voice was a soothing presence in my ear.

      My best friend and all-around fixer, she was a genius with code, a damn good strategist, and decent with people too. She had to be to keep up with me. Especially at times like this, when I was running on fumes and our plan had gone to hell.

      When I’d fucked up beyond measure.

      “I’m at the edge of the property now.” I scoped out the cottage in the distance. “It’s quiet.”

      It looked like the perfect safehouse. Hell, it was damn near a postcard.

      Situated at the end of a long and winding gravel road, just outside a small lakeside town in the Adirondacks, it was surrounded by tall trees and silence. Peaceful and pristine, there was a dried patch of wildflowers in the yard and a flowing creek nearby. There was even a porch swing.

      “It’s practically buried in trees,” I added. “Decent visibility, no direct neighbors. Looks like the perfect spot to disappear.”

      “Exactly why I picked it,” Robin said. “I’ve been holding on to it for a while now, in case we ever needed a way out. It’s far enough from town to stay hidden, but close enough for easy supply runs. I’ve rerouted the utilities through dummy accounts, and there’s no digital footprint tying it to you or anyone else. The title’s buried under four layers of shell corporations. It’s clean.”

      “Sounds expensive.”

      “Please,” she scoffed. “Do you know how much I made off those crypto bros last year? You’re lucky I didn’t have it renovated to add a panic room and a wine cellar.”

      I huffed a quiet laugh. “Maybe next time.”

      “Don’t tempt me.”

      This was why we worked. She never let me drown in darkness too long. She threw sarcasm like a lifeline, right when I needed it. And she was damn good at her job.

      “And in case anyone gets nosy,” she continued, “you’re now Damon Cullen. Credit card and ID are on their way, and I’ve already scrubbed your real name from anything that might ping local records here in Manhattan. You’re a ghost.”

      “Damon Cullen?” I arched a brow even though she couldn’t see it. “Do I need to grow fangs and avoid sunlight?”

      “The fact that you recognized the references says a hell of a lot more about you than it does me.”

      “Sure it does, fangirl.”

      “You’re welcome,” she deadpanned. “I also hired a local company to stock the place. Just standard stuff. But you’ll need to swing by the post office in town to pick up the ID. This should keep you off the radar while we figure out a more permanent solution.”

      “You’ve outdone yourself. But don’t get too comfortable. I don’t plan on staying here long. All I need from you is Rykov. Once you find him⁠—”

      “Yeah, yeah. You’ll handle the rest. I know the drill. And you should know I’m already working on it.” Her fingers clicked over a keyboard in the background, punctuating her words. “Your brother’s checked in, by the way. They all made it there in one piece and are waiting for you. Everything’s good.”

      For now.

      She didn’t need to say it. I could hear it in her tone. Robin was brilliant and, despite her undying love for teen vampires, a shrewd professional. But she was still easy to read.

      Then again, most people were.

      “Did you talk to Bodhi directly?” I rubbed at the uncomfortable prickle running up the back of my neck, my unruly hair making it worse.

      “No, he sent another message through our encrypted chat. He’s still pretending to be you. Like I wouldn’t know.” Her light laughter floated over the phone line. “It’s actually kind of cute he thinks the twin trick would fool me.”

      “It fooled everyone else for the last year. But I guess that’s over now that Rykov knows the truth.”

      I’d rolled the dice by sharing an alias with my twin. Our plan—our long, brutal, beautifully reckless plan—was built on shadows and half-truths.

      “You knew it was a risk,” she said after a beat. “We both did. And we both knew it couldn’t last forever. If Bodhi hadn’t deviated from the mission…”

      “It wasn’t his fault.” I swallowed hard. “It was mine.”

      It always was. Because I was a liar who twisted loyalty into leverage.

      We’d spent a year tracking Rykov after he murdered my wife. A full fucking year of scheming, stalking, and careful maneuvers. I’d fed Bodhi the narrative, lined up the targets, and let him believe he was calling the shots. That it was his mission.

      But it was always mine.

      He was the weapon. A damn good one. And I just kept pulling the trigger.

      We’d bled Rykov’s operation dry, weakening him until revenge was finally in reach.

      Then Bodhi went off-script.

      Instead of playing his role as a hitman, he let his conscience get in the way. He decided to be a goddamn hero, forcing my hand and sending me on the run.

      With her.

      He had no idea the hell he’d unleashed on us. On me.

      How could he? The secrets I’d been keeping were buried too deep. The web of lies I’d woven was so thick, even I wasn’t sure how to get out from under it. If I even remembered the truth.

      Hell, not even Robin knew the full extent of the fucked-up mess I was in now.

      “Don’t forget, I’m the one who leaked Bodhi’s name to the enemy,” I reminded her, my throat tightening. “If not for that, we might’ve finished the job.”

      “That was another calculated move. There’s no point in playing a game of what-ifs,” she shot back, cutting off any chance for remorse. “And I was the one who helped build that strategy. We made the call together.”

      “I know.” I let out another frustrated sigh, running a hand over my too-long hair again. “I’m just pissed our operation is blown. Rykov knows everything—not only our names and our faces but our history. He’ll have connected all the dots by now. He knows why we’re after him.”

      Why I won’t stop until one of us is dead.

      “He doesn’t know everything.” She paused, giving weight to her words. “He doesn’t know about me. I’m your secret weapon.”

      “True.” No one knew the truth about Robin. Not even Bodhi. 

      But how much longer until Rykov figured it out? Until he knew every damn detail?

      “And what about your guest?” Robin’s tone softened. “How’s she doing?”

      My eyes darted to the stolen sedan and the fragile-looking woman who was passed out on the backseat. The soft curve of her exposed neck, her angelic face, and the slight part of her perfect, pouty lips. A woman who, up until three days ago, I’d done my best to shut out of my head.

      Yelena Markova—Rykov’s most prized possession, possibly his only weakness, and the most exquisite beauty I’d ever seen.

      Also, the worst pain in my ass.

      Not that she’d done anything to earn my annoyance. The minute I’d coaxed her into the car, she’d fallen asleep, only waking long enough to nibble greasy take-out and use the restroom a few times.

      Hell, she hadn’t spoken a word, and it should’ve been a relief. But her silence ate at me. It was too stark. Too wounded. Too goddamn deafening.

      And like the singularity of a black hole, I was intrigued by the void it created. The mystery of it. The thought of how fucking easily I might fall in.

      “She’s fine.” I pushed hard against the unwanted pull of attraction.

      “Do you think she’ll work with us against Rykov?”

      “She won’t have a choice. Willing or not, we need her to get to him. It’s the only way.”

      Robin didn’t respond, but I could tell she wasn’t fully on board with my plan.

      Not that it would stop me.

      “Listen, I better go.”

      “Fine.” She sighed. “Just do me a favor and take a beat to collect yourself, okay? You’re no good to me or yourself if you’re running on empty.”

      I let out a half-hearted noise of agreement and disconnected the call.

      Slowing down wasn’t an option, and I had no fucking intention of taking a beat. That was a luxury for someone without a score to settle. Without a nemesis to kill.

      My focus shifted back to my surroundings, and I dragged in another breath, letting my mind unravel. It was quiet here. The type of place I could recalibrate, deconstruct the chaos of my failed objective, and finalize the details of my new plan. Figure out how to secure Yelena’s cooperation—one way or another.

      Maybe find a pair of clippers or a razor and shave my goddamn head.

      Yet the longer I stared at the idyllic spot, the more unease filled me, picking apart my already frayed nerves.

      Peace didn’t mean safety. Solitude wouldn’t stop Rykov from seeking us out. It sure as hell wouldn’t pacify his need for revenge. And with the forest offering not only seclusion but easy camouflage, there was a good chance I wouldn’t see him or his men coming until it was too late.

      Fuck. I’m so fucked.

      No. Not just me. We.

      Five people were already holed up here, including Yelena’s sister, grandmother, and daughter. Once part of a powerful Russian crime family, they were now easy prey for Rykov, who’d murdered their patriarch, stolen control of the Bratva, and crushed their legacy.

      But my concern wasn’t them.

      It was my family. My twin and our younger sister, Sunny, were also hiding here. She had no idea what I was tangled in. And even though Bodhi was more than capable of handling himself, he was in no shape to play protector.

      I’d put them both in danger. Now it was up to me to get them out.

      I knew what I needed to do. My only way forward was to use Yelena as a pawn to get to Rykov. There could be no hesitation, no second-guessing. She was my way in, and I’d be damned if I let that slip.

      It didn’t matter that she’d already been used by Rykov and the fucked-up world she was born into. It didn’t matter that I was lining up to do the same. This situation was different. It was necessary.

      This was fucking war.

      Nikolai Rykov needed to be destroyed, and Yelena was how I’d do it.

      And the fact that I wanted her? That I’d been obsessed with her from the first moment I saw her, four years ago? Didn’t change a fucking thing.

      She was the object of all my fantasies. And now the key to my revenge.

      I stood with my gaze on the horizon, expelling another deep breath and appreciating the kind of peace I’d never get to keep. Peace I probably didn’t deserve anyway.

      “Where are we?” Her soft voice cut through the stillness.

      And fuck me, it was more unsettling than her silence. 

      Exposed, raw emotion and vulnerability turned her words to weapons, carving a path over my skin that should’ve left me bloody. My body revolted, but I kept my composure, remaining focused on the treeline ahead of me.

      “Somewhere you’ll be safe.”

      She rustled around in the car before the door creaked open, her footsteps light as they moved toward me. “Where is that exactly?”

      “Well, it’s not Kansas, but it’s the best I could do without a pair of ruby fucking slippers.”

      She didn’t react to my bad attitude, just stepped up beside me with her arms crossed in a way that enhanced the swell of her tits.

      “We’re upstate.” I dragged my eyes away from her slender silhouette. “About an hour from the Canadian border. There’s a town nearby and other cottages in the area, but this one’s relatively isolated. It’s where you’ll be staying, for now.”

      She hesitated, her gaze flicking across the trees and the empty stretch of road, before settling back on me. “I’m not sure I like it.”

      You and me both. “Why not? Your family’s here.”

      She turned, taking another step closer and making it impossible to avoid looking at her. “I don’t know. Something about it doesn’t feel right.”

      How could I argue with that? Even under duress, she knew her own mind and should’ve been free to make her own damn decisions. Wasn’t that the whole point of rescuing her?

      But freedom wasn’t an option. Not for her. Not if I wanted Rykov dead.

      “Your sister spent the last year working to get you out. Sacrifices were made. I know it’s not ideal, but it’s a hell of a lot better than the alternative.”

      Her eyes roamed my face as though searching for something, and her pouty lips turned down at the corners. “It’s not that I’m ungrateful. But do you really think this will be enough to keep Nik from finding me?”

      Nik. The casual way she said his name made my skin crawl. Blood rushed in my ears, my teeth ground together, and every cell in my body urged me to lash out. But I held it back.

      Anger wouldn’t get me what I needed from her.

      And she wasn’t the enemy.

      She was a victim. Conditioned through years of untold violence. Coerced into not only tolerating but maybe even loving him.

      “There’s no way he’ll find you here,” I lied.

      “How do you know we weren’t followed?”

      “If his men had tracked us, they would’ve acted by now. They’d have tried to kill me. Maybe even succeeded. And you…”

      “I’d be back with him.” Her body shook, hands gripping her arms like she was holding herself together.

      “Come here.”

      Without question, she stumbled forward as though on instinct. As if the idea of being near me made her feel safe.

      A warning blared in my head—too close, too much temptation. But I ignored it and pulled her in. My arm slipped over her shoulders, drawing her closer until her uncontrolled shaking quieted to a mild shiver.

      Despite the hostility, the guilt, and the goddamn war raging inside me, the second we touched, my world shifted. Heat licked up my spine, and every nerve sparked to life at the electric friction between us.

      Her slight curves pressed up against me, her shallow breath heated the space between us, and she leaned into me like I was something solid in an unpredictable world of cruelty and despair.

      It was a dangerous illusion.

      For her, and for me.

      Because her scent, her delicate body, and the quiet way she exhaled against my chest all fed something dark and restless inside me. Something that had been simmering for four fucking years.

      Something with no place in this mission.

      Fuck, I should’ve listened to the warning I was given the first night I saw her. I should’ve walked away, forgotten Yelena Markova.

      Now it was way too late.

      “You’re safe.” Another lie. But fuck, I needed her to believe it. “My sister’s here. She’s a nurse and can take care of you. And my brother’s here. Kira, too. You’ll be well guarded.”

      She tilted her head up, her wide eyes locking with mine. “And you?”

      I swallowed the truth without hesitation. The only answer that mattered was the one she needed to hear. “I’m right here.”

      “Good.” She shivered, setting off sparks along my skin. “You’re the only one I trust.”

      Trust. It hit like a punch to the gut, nearly knocking the wind from me.

      Her trust was misplaced.

      And I was going to use it anyway.
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      “You trust me?” His rough voice was a mixture of irritation and accusation, and it probably should’ve scared me.

      Honestly, I should’ve run from him the first chance I found. He was a stranger, after all, and I had no idea what he wanted. No clue why he’d pulled me from the monster’s clutches.

      Instead, I clung to him in a way that was no doubt irrational and unhealthy. Because despite all the things I feared at that moment, he wasn’t one of them.

      “I do.” I shook off the urge to say more. To relax into him. To call him my hero.

      The arm he’d wrapped around me tensed, but he continued staring into the distance, the look on his face unreadable. “What about your sister? Don’t you trust her?”

      “I want to trust Kira.” Except I’d always seen her as more of a competitor than a friend, and my deep-rooted resentment didn’t leave much room for things like trust. “But our relationship is complicated.”

      He hummed his understanding. Still, the hard set of his jaw and furrow of his brow were as immovable as granite.

      My body cramped with spasms, the relentless tremors returning, and I struggled to stay upright through the discomfort. The high of the drugs was long gone, my memory was spotty, and I’d taken an immeasurable risk by escaping with this man.

      But more than the pain, more than the risk, it was the possibility he might leave that was freaking me out. He was solid. Strong. Demanding, even. Yet somehow, his presence soothed me. He made me feel not only safe but bold enough to defy Nik’s orders. Heck, he was touching me, and it felt good.

      It was illogical. Incomprehensible. It could get us both killed. 

      And none of it mattered. Not if he planned to leave.

      Sure, he said he was here, but that didn’t mean he was staying. And despite our physical contact, I could feel him pulling away. Could sense he already had one foot out the door.

      I needed him to stick around. Anya’s life was on the line. I’d survived a year in captivity with a madman for her. Now this stranger was my best shot, maybe my only hope, of keeping her safe.

      “Rykov will be looking for us. For you.” He interrupted my tangled thoughts and the silence that had stretched between us.

      My arms were still crossed over my chest, my spine still stiff, and the clawing under my skin was more relentless than ever. But I leaned closer, drawn to his warmth as if it alone could shield me from the storm closing in.

      His grip tightened on my shoulder. “This won’t be over until I stop him. For good.”

      “For good?” A shock ripped through me, sending my heart into an unsteady gallop. “You’re going to kill him?”

      “Fucking right, I am. That’s always been my plan.”

      My pulse was racing now, but for once it wasn’t fueled by fear.

      How many times had I wished for Nik’s death?

      I’d imagined it in countless ways—quick, slow, violent, quiet. I’d dreamed of being free. Free of the next terrible thing he might say or do. Free of the punishments he dealt out for his own amusement. Free of the threat he posed to Anya and everyone else I loved.

      Too many times to count.

      But there was a difference between wishing for someone’s death and making it happen. A disturbingly dark and vicious deviance.

      And yet…

      The idea of this man killing Nik was vibrant, exciting, and sent something electric pulsing through me. It wasn’t fear. It wasn’t guilt. It was something else entirely.

      Something wicked that felt deliciously right.

      The invisible chokehold of my neck finally loosened, and for the first time in years, I could breathe.

      “Good. He deserves to die. Only, do me a favor?” My lips curved into an impossible smile. “Make it painful. Torture him first.”

      A short, low sound rumbled from my hero, and his gaze collided with mine.

      Was that a laugh?

      His expression hadn’t changed, but there was something about his stormy blue stare that felt untamed. Maybe even slightly unhinged.

      I studied him. My gaze lingered over the severe cut of his jaw and the subtle tension in his shoulders. Fine lines fanned from the corners of his eyes, suggesting he’d smiled a lot in life, maybe even laughed often.

      But he wasn’t laughing now.

      He was watching me. And as I peered into the depths of his gaze, I wondered what was running through his mind. Did he think I was disturbed and savage for making such a malicious request?

      Does the idea of torturing Nik make him want to smile again, too?

      Before I could find the courage to ask, he shook his head, breaking whatever connection had settled between us. He dropped his arm from my shoulders and turned away, scanning through the trees again.

      And just like that, the moment was gone, leaving me with a slew of unanswered questions and a man I barely knew. Beyond his sharp features, ability to play rescuer, and lethal fixation on Nik, I didn’t know a thing about him.

      Not his past. Not his motives. Not even the most basic thing.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Finn.” He rubbed the back of his neck, his hand moving over his thick hair, and I had the sudden urge to run my fingers through those messy locks. “Finn Decker.”

      “Well, Finn Decker…” I forced confidence into my voice. “It sounds like maybe this is more than just a job for you. It sounds almost personal.”

      “It’s about as personal as it fucking gets.”

      I waited for him to elaborate, but his jaw only clenched harder, his lips forming a tight line.

      “So your plan is to kill Nik. But until then, are you staying? Will you keep us safe until it’s done?”

      “Us?”

      “Me and my daughter.” It was bold of me to ask. Maybe even selfish. But the tiny flame burning inside me, the one I’d thought was long dead, urged me to take the chance.

      Make fear my friend. Wasn’t that what he’d told me to do?

      “Right. Your daughter.” He cleared his throat and shifted farther away, as though having caught himself in a compromising position.

      But what did it mean?

      If I knew him better, I might have been able to read him. Might have been able to decipher the meaning behind the slight shift in his posture and the brief flash of his gaze.

      Instead, all I could do was grasp at the one thing that kept me from unraveling. “Her name’s Anya, and keeping her safe is all I care about. She’s the most important thing in the world to me.”

      “Okay.” He gave a subtle nod.

       My hopes soared, and I hugged my arms harder to myself to keep from throwing them around his neck. “Okay?”

      “Yes. But if I’m doing this, we do it my way.” His calm gaze met mine again, his beautiful blues reassuring, yet rousing. “There’ll be no leaving the property. No unescorted walks. You don’t even sit on the porch alone. We’re on lockdown.”

      I swallowed hard, my throat suddenly dry.

      “Will that be too much for you?” His voice was calm, unwavering. “After everything?” 

      The real question burned beneath his words. Can you handle being trapped again?

      I wasn’t sure, but I nodded anyway. Because absolutely anything was better than being caged alone with Nik.

      “You sure?”

      “I’ll be fine.” And it almost sounded like I believed it.

      “Good. Follow my rules, and you’ll be safe.” He turned his back on me, rubbing at his neck again. “We should get our asses moving and get you out of sight.”

      Terror was creeping over me, but I shook it off, forcing my body to obey as I climbed back into the car.

      Don’t think about the danger. Not now. Not when I was about to see my family again. Not when what I needed most was courage.

      As Finn backed the car out of the trees, gravel crunching under the tires, my gaze drifted to the landscape around us. It was beautiful here, with nothing but nature and blue sky for miles. The air was fresh, birds were singing, and the mountains in the distance were like a painting.

      This was the freedom I’d dreamed of. The moment I’d endured all of Nik’s punishments for. The reason I’d swallowed down every threat, every humiliation, every ounce of pain. My chance to finally step into the light with my daughter.

      But the brilliance of the sun didn’t warm or comfort me. It only exposed the truth.

      I still wasn’t free.

      Years under Nik’s thumb had left me a cracked and nervous casualty of his madness. A fool who once believed love could conquer all. That devotion could tame a monster.

      Now, without his rules and the suffocating weight of his control, I wasn’t sure what to do. Who I was. Or how to act.

      And instead of finding my own way, I was clinging to a stranger, trusting him to keep us safe.

      My chest tightened and thoughts spiraled as a cold, familiar ache twisted inside me. I shoved my hand into my pocket, seeking the reassurance of the bottle I’d hidden there.

      But just that one touch sent my skin crawling with need, and the incessant urge crashed through me with a roar.

      No. I was anything but free.

      Finn’s head tilted my way. “Are you planning to take one of those?”

      “What?” My heart stuttered. For a moment, it might’ve stopped.

      Instead of shifting the car into drive, he put it back into park and turned to me. “I saw you eyeing them at the last service station.”

      Pain laced my chest, slithering around my heart. Crushing. Clawing.

      For the first time since meeting him, I wanted his gaze anywhere but on me. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “No?” He leaned toward me, his broad upper body easily devouring most of the space between us. “Then tell me, if it’s not the pills making you so damn jittery, is it me?”

      Another convulsion rolled through me. I tried to rein it in, but it was next to impossible when my banging heart felt ready to burst from my chest. “Why would it be you?”

      “So you admit it’s the drugs.”

       “If I admit to that, will it change your mind about staying to protect us?”

      He shifted even closer, the fresh scent of mint lighting up my senses and the cool blue of his gaze pinning me in place. “No, Lena. It doesn’t change a goddamn thing.”

      Lena? Le-na. Lena.

      The uninvited nickname circled my mind, and the rough edge of his seductive voice turned my insides liquid. It was a penetrating sensation that pulsed through me, distressing yet alluring all the same.

      “Well, maybe it’s both. Maybe it’s the drugs and it’s you.”

      Inching a hand toward me, he grasped a stray lock of my hair and tucked it behind my ear. But he didn’t stop there. His light touch moved down, tracing over my jaw, lighting sparks along the way.

      How did something so sweet feel so sinful? And why on earth did I like it so much?

      “Don’t worry.” The rough pads of his fingers slid over the thrumming pulse in my neck. “I’m not in the habit of giving away secrets. Mine, yours, or anyone else’s. You’re not the only one with demons to hide.”

      Air caught in my lungs, and my head swam.

      “But you better get control of that secret.” His fingers moved like lightning, scoring a heated path up my throat and flicking off the end of my chin. “Or those demons will eat you alive.”

      A shudder rushed through me, and my teeth sank into the raw, tender flesh of my inner lip.

      Swallowing hard, I tried to pull myself together. “It’s under control.”

      “I don’t believe you.” His thumb swiped the corner of my mouth, coming away bloody.

      The glossy spot of red was a visceral display of evidence against me. He held it out, circling his finger through the mess, examining it. Examining me.

      Was he judging me?

      “That’s not fair.”

      “Fair or not, it’s still a fucking problem.” His gaze locked with mine as he brought his blood-streaked finger to his mouth, running it between his lips before pulling it out clean. Then he repeated the motion with his thumb.

      Oh. Sweet hell.

      Why did something so vulgar, so vile, ignite an ache deep in my core? It wasn’t just fascination, it was need. A raw, searing desire that tangled with my darkest cravings, blurring the lines between fear and want.

      Something was wrong with me. Deeply, irreparably wrong.

      “You don’t know me.” Better to deny the problem than let him see the truth. It was the smarter choice. The safer choice. “You have no idea what I can handle.”

      “Maybe not.” Finally giving me space, he turned back toward the wheel. “But I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”

      “I guess so.”

      He cast a final, challenging look my way, then shifted the car into drive.

      Despite his attention now being elsewhere, the unrelenting, crawling itch under my skin returned, and my thoughts drifted back to the bottle in my pocket.

      Only seconds had passed, and I was already proving him right. Proving myself a liar.

      I was not in control. Not even a little bit.

      We pulled up beside the cottage, and without a word, Finn shut off the engine and opened his door. But all I wanted to do was hide. From the fear, the truth, and myself—the unstable person I’d become, the dark thoughts inhabiting my brain, and the even darker cravings flooding my body. All the mistakes I’d made.

      If only I could redo all the choices that had led up to this moment.

      There’d be no pills. No pressure. No regrets.

      No Nik.

      Only, without him, there’d be no Anya. And even though it had been over a year since I’d last seen her, she was more precious to me than anything.

      Finn unfolded himself from the car, leaving me alone with my thoughts and the stupid damn pills. I stared at his vacated seat, allowing the cold to seep back into my bones, and then reached into my pocket again. The bottle still fit perfectly in my hand, yet it felt heavier than before. The lid was harder to remove, but the contents were more appealing than ever.

      Demons indeed.

      But compared to the other monsters lurking in my head, the drugs seemed the lesser evil. At least if I were medicated, I wouldn’t feel the need to hide or escape.

      Before I could change my mind, and before Finn had the chance to see, I took a pill from the bottle and bit it in half.

      Just a little something to take off the edge.

      He leaned down to my open window just as I was returning it to my pocket. “You ready?”

      “I am now.” Meeting his calm ocean gaze, I swallowed the crushed pill and tried not to choke on my fear. “Are you?”
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