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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Kira, 13 years old

      A splintering pounding sounds on our front door.

      I’m in my nightshirt, brushing my teeth for bed.

      My father has been missing for two days. It’s not unusual. He has his addictions: alcohol. Gambling. Low-level grifting.

      But unlike our mother, he’s a decent parent. When he’s home, he laughs and jokes with us. He may break every promise he makes, but at least he gives us attention.

      Our mom is shut up in her room, as always at this time of night.  She’s a living ghost. She’s emotionally checked out from living with our dad, I guess. She works to pay the rent and put groceries in the refrigerator but, otherwise, barely functions.

      I run out to the living room.

      “Kira, come here!” My sister, Anya, who is seventeen and more of a mother to me than our own, grabs a butcher knife from the kitchen.

      The door bursts open, and our dingy apartment floods with tattooed men.

      Bratva. The Russian mafiya. I’ve heard my dad speak of them, but I’ve never seen them before. Still, there’s no doubt in my mind that’s who these men are.

      I fly to my sister’s side, behind the protection of her butcher knife. Our mother doesn’t even come out of her room.

      “Grigor. Where is he?” one of them demands. They’re looking for our father. I know he does business with the bratva. I’m not sure what kind. Maybe that’s where he gambles.

      “Wh–why? What has he done?” I ask.

      “He owes us, and we’ve come to collect.”

      “Well, he’s not here,” Anya says.

      One of them advances. His upper lip curls. I don’t like the way he’s looking at my bare legs. At my sister’s breasts. “Where?”

      “We don’t know!” Anya spits. “He’s been gone for two days.”

      “Take the older one,” a man says quietly. He must be the leader because the men surge forward to obey.

      One of them puts a gun to my forehead, but he speaks to my sister. “Come nicely or your little sister’s brains will cover the floor.”

      Anya, shocked into submission, lets another man take the knife from her hand and grasp her firmly by the upper arm.

      “You can’t take her!” I’m not begging, I’m shouting. As if I have any power to persuade them.

      “Shut her up,” the leader says, and the man with the gun slams the side of it against my head. Everything goes black.

      When I wake, Anya is gone.
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        * * *

      

      Maykl, 13 years old

      I stand, pistol shaking in my sweaty hand. My breath rasps in and out in harsh measures. I used this pistol four days ago to kill my own father. It was kill or be killed, but I’m still sick over it. I’m still in shock. I’ve barely slept in the nights since.

      I’m grateful the bratva took care of everything. Got rid of the body. Gave me a place to stay. Put money in my pocket. It was Peter, one of the lower leaders, who gave me the gun in the first place.

      “For protection,” he said when they were at my father’s auto shop, and he saw the bruises on my face.

      Now, though–what he’s asking of me is too much.

      “This is how you prove your loyalty, Maykl. Do you want to join the brotherhood?”

      I stare down at the beaten man at my feet. Sweat beads along his greasy blond hairline. His light blue eyes bulge with terror. Breath rasps in and out at a rapid rate. “Nyet…nyet,” he pleads.

      I do want to join the brotherhood. Rather desperately. I assumed I was already in. I won't survive without them. I’ll go to prison for killing my father.

      “Take my daughter again! Use her,” the man pleads.

      “We already tired of her,” Peter says.

      “The younger one, then.”

      “It’s easy,” Peter murmurs behind me. “Just pull the trigger. This guy would sell his own daughters. He is scum.”

      I stop thinking. I have no other choice. I squeeze the trigger…

      And miss.

      “Again, Maykl.” Peter’s patient. “Right between the eyes. You can do it.”

      The second time, I don’t miss. Clean shot in the head.

      He dies immediately.

      Grigor Koslov. I memorize his name as the ink is pressed into my skin to memorialize the crime.

      My first murder on behalf of the bratva.

      First of far too many.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          Sixteen Years Later

        

      

    

    
      Kira

      I stand in the Cook County morgue and stare down at the wasted body of my sister. A wave of nausea rolls through me, even though I prepared myself for this sight. She’s skin and bones, reduced to a skeleton long before the final overdose took her. Her arms are covered in needle tracks.

      This is the conclusion to yet another life ruined by the bratva. The second family member I’ve lost at their hands.

      I barely slept on the plane from Russia, but seeing Anya’s horrific form instantly clears the fog from my brain and brings on an urgent sense of purpose: I need to find my nephew. I came to bring him home with me. It’s what I should have done years ago.

      I was still in school when Anya left with Mika, but I begged her to leave him with me. I already knew the bright future she fantasized about for them here wouldn’t happen.

      “That’s her,” I tell the morgue attendant. I started learning English the day she left with Aleksi, her client. Or boyfriend. Or whatever you call the bratva thug who pays you for sex and treats you like shit.

      I suppose I always knew this day would come. I’m grateful now that I can understand and speak English well enough to get by.

      “What do you want to do with the body?” The attendant at the morgue asks.

      “I…I don’t know yet.”

      “You have twenty-four hours to make arrangements. I’m sorry to rush you, but she’s already been here three days, and we need the space here,” the sharp-nosed attendant tells me. He’s nice enough. He tries to warn me off actually viewing the body and just identify her through a photograph, but I refuse.

      I push back the mountain of grief that threatens to crush me. Now is not the time to mourn Anya. I don’t have the luxury to grieve yet. And dealing with Anya’s body is the least of my worries right now. “Okay. I’ll figure it out. Thank you.”

      My next visit is to the police station to meet with the officer who signed the paperwork when Anya was brought in.

      “I’m a police officer, too,” I tell him in hopes he’ll be more helpful than the one who called me in Russia. I produce my Politsiya Rossii identification to show him. “You have no idea where her son might be?”

      The graying cop, Officer Green, shakes his head. “The 9-1-1 call came from another female junkie in the crack house where she was living. We haven’t investigated, as the cause of death was obviously an overdose.”

      “May I have the address of the crack house, please?”

      “Of course. You say she has a son? How old?”

      The emotion that was absent from seeing my dead sister suddenly floods me at grief for the loss of Mika. My sweet nephew. The boy I bounced, fed, and taught to walk. The child I raised when I was just a teenager.

      “He’d be… fifteen now.”

      “And the father?”

      I shake my head. Who knows which bratva mudak actually sired Mika. It could have been any one of them who passed her around as payment for our father’s debt.

      “No father.”

      A junkie mother. And this kid on his own, living in a foreign land. It’s horrible. I’ve been trying to find both of them since I lost contact with Anya over four years ago, but even with my police ties, I found nothing.

      Guilt tightens my gut. I should have done more.

      This time, I’ll make it right. I won’t leave until I find my nephew.

      I work hard to keep the wobble out of my voice. “I’ve been searching for my sister and nephew for several years. I’d like to file a missing person report on the boy.”

      “Okay. We can check the database for any information on him, too. See if he’s popped up in the system,” Officer Green offers. He leads me to his desk where he sits behind a computer to enter the report.

      “Thanks.”

      I already know it won’t show anything. I’ve had a data request on them both for years, which is how they contacted me when they found my sister dead.

      Officer Green fills out the missing person report and writes down the address of the crack house.

      “Your sister’s tourist visa expired years ago. What brought her over here to begin with?”

      I draw in a long, steadying breath. “The bratva.”

      “Russian mafiya?”

      “Yes.”

      The cop grimaces. “Could the boy be with them? He’s old enough—he might be part of the organization by now.”

      I nod. “My thoughts exactly, but most of those men turned up dead several years ago in a mass shooting.”

      Officer Green frowns and nods. “I remember it. Some kind of mafia turf war with the Italians.”

      “Do you know if any of them survived?”

      He shakes his head. “No idea. But the bratva stronghold is down on Lake Shore Drive. They own an entire high-rise building–the neighborhood calls it the Kremlin. You could start there. I understand it’s sort of an embassy to any Russian in need, so you might show up and play dumb, you know? Hide that badge of yours and tell them you need a place to stay. I heard they only rent to Russians, and for a subsidized rate.” He shrugs. “Just an idea.”

      I’d rather barge in with a gun in each hand and search every room until I get an answer, but I know I wouldn’t last a minute. Officer Green is right. If I want to succeed, I may have to go undercover.

      Find Mika and get enough information to tear this whole operation down. If not through the American police, then through the bratva in Russia. I can pit them against one another and incite a war.

      “What sort of crimes are they into, do you know? Prostitution? Drugs, I presume?”

      Officer Green takes off his police cap and scratches his head. “I’m sure they’re into everything, but other than an arson charge last year, they’ve stayed squeaky clean.” He takes the paper he wrote the flophouse address back from me and writes the address for the bratva building and a phone number.

      “That’s my number. If you find anything worth reporting, call me. Don’t put yourself in danger. I know you’re a cop and can handle yourself, but I’m sure you understand these men are extremely dangerous. Plus, I should remind you that this isn’t your jurisdiction. Any arrests will have to come through my department or the FBI. We clear?”

      I nod. “Understood.”

      He hands the paper back to me. “Good luck.”

      “I appreciate it.” I stand and hold out my hand to clasp his.

      His concerned gaze holds mine. I know what he’s thinking. What the bratva would do with an attractive woman like me if things went sideways. “Be very careful.”

      “I’m not afraid,” I tell him.

      I’ll use my beauty to my advantage, if necessary. The way the bratva treats women, they will see me as nothing more than an object, anyway.

      I toss my hair out of my eyes. “They should be afraid.”
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        * * *

      

      Maykl

      I stand watch behind my desk as strangers off the street wander into our building for Kateryna’s open house. Her studio, Kremlin Clay, has a once-a-month open house where she and a handful of other potters sell their wares.

      I head up security for our building, so I have men stationed all over the first floor to make sure nothing goes wrong.

      My pakhan, Ravil, has Leo, a seventeen-year-old Russian-American who lives in the building, serving as a doorman while I keep a close watch on everyone from behind the desk.

      “Welcome to the Open House.” Leo speaks flawless English, having moved here as a child. He’s not bratva–at least, not yet. He lives in the building with his single mother. Ravil gives him work–at a very generous wage–to help them out. He’s not just pakhan to the bratva. He considers himself a sort of tribal leader to everyone in the building.

      “The studio is just past the elevators on your left.” Leo invites in a young couple.

      I’m in a suit, my tattoos mostly covered, other than those that crawl up my neck. I try to keep the customary menace and suspicion from showing on my face, while still monitoring their every move.

      It’s my job to assess danger at this entry point. I’m the gatekeeper. The guy who keeps out all threats to our occupants, especially to our pakhan.

      Security cameras are on, recording everything. The stairwell doors lock from the outside. No one can take an elevator without a keycard. I see everyone who goes in or out of the restrooms.

      Nikolai, Oleg, and Adrian are inside the studio, armed and extremely dangerous.

      Still, this level of intrusion into what is normally an impenetrable fortress has me on edge.

      Nikolai and Chelle saunter out to the lobby of the building holding glasses of champagne. I notice Nikolai’s drink appears untouched. He may appear casual, but he’s on duty like I am.

      Chelle sets a small plate of hors d’oeuvres on the counter for me. “Nikolai said no alcohol for you, but I brought you some snacks.”

      I clear my throat trying not to look too grateful because Nikolai, who is normally laid-back, gets irrationally jealous of his fiancée. “Thank you.”

      “How many have come through?” Nikolai asks, knowing I will have an exact tally in my head.

      “Forty-nine in, twenty-two out,” I report.

      Chelle looks disappointed. She’s a publicist with the top publicity firm in the city, and she arranged a social media blitz to advertise tonight’s open house. “Well, there’s still another hour.”

      Personally, I think there are plenty in attendance. More than I like having to keep track of.

      “There’s hardly anything left in there to buy,” Nikolai consoles, his hand possessively at Chelle’s back.

      Though they’ve been together a few months, I’m not used to this domesticated version of Nikolai. Nor of any of my brothers who are now paired with a woman.

      Ravil’s break with the bratva code of forbidding marriage and relationships seems more dangerous than anything else he’s done.

      Seeing my brothers paired up, seeing them in love, leaves me cold. I’ve already seen how irrational the women make them. How the females cloud their judgment and affect their decision-making.

      Most of all, it creates some kind of scratchy void deep inside me. A prompting to wonder what it would be like for me to claim a woman. To have someone soft and beautiful warming my bed.

      Not that I don’t bring a woman home on occasion. I get my basic sexual needs met. But finding a partner–that’s something different.

      The mere idea of it creates unease in me. A noisy clamoring of danger.

      I’m sure it’s related to some basic primal wound of having my mother abandon me at a very young age. Who could blame her? My father was a monster.

      But I’ve never known why she didn’t take me with her.

      Chelle walks over to praise Leo and asks him how he’s doing while Nikolai leans against the counter and eats one of the toothpicks loaded with fancy olives from my plate.

      “You hate this, don’t you?” Nikolai asks me as Maxim and Sasha join us.

      “Every second,” I confirm.

      “So do I.” Maxim’s watchful gaze sweeps the newcomers. He, of all of us, hates outsiders in the building most. His wife, Sasha, is the daughter of Igor Antonov, the now-deceased Moscow pakhan, who arranged her marriage to Maxim before his death last year. She inherited his interest in oil wells worth over sixty million dollars, which put her in the crosshairs of every mudak who dreams of taking her black gold from her. Igor chose Maxim to be her husband, deeming him the best able to protect her.

      Maxim will probably spend the rest of his life anticipating threats to her safety.

      “But we do these things to make life as normal as it can be for the women. As much as I’d prefer to keep them locked in the penthouse and never let out.”

      Sasha chuckles and wraps her arms around him and kisses his cheek. “Such gallantry.”

      Maxim’s lips curve. “I try.”

      Chelle returns to Nikolai’s side, and the two couples head back into the pottery studio. As I watch them retreat, I try to ignore the niggle of jealousy that fills me every time I see one of my happily-married brothers with his wife.
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        * * *

      

      Kira

      The crack house is exactly what the name suggested. It’s in a decrepit neighborhood. A side of America I didn’t know existed. Streets are littered with garbage. Ramshackle buildings are covered with graffiti. The front windows are boarded up at the address Officer Green gave me. I climb the steps, which are littered with cigarette butts, trash, and a couple of hypodermic needles. I bang on the door. When no one answers, I try the handle. It opens.

      There are people inside. It smells of stale smoke and rank bodies. There are several dirty mattresses littering the floor, and trash covers every other inch of it. Someone sits up on the couch. A woman, I think. Her matted hair falls in her face. She’s nothing but skin and bones like Anya, her eyes hollowed out and dark.

      “Who the fuck are you?” She reveals rotted, stained teeth when she speaks.

      “My name is Kira Koslova.”

      “Another Russian.” The woman lurches to her feet, staggering when she arrives. She ignores me, searching the floor for something.

      “Did you know my sister? Anya?”

      “You got a cigarette?”

      “No. Did you know Anya?”

      She shoots me a disgusted look. “Yeah, I knew her. She’s dead.”

      “I know. I came from Russia when the police called.”

      “So? What do you want?”

      “I’m looking for her son, Mika. Is he here?”

      The woman stops searching the floor and swivels. “She didn’t have a son.”

      My hands clench into fists. A white-hot rage floods my chest, heats my face. It’s irrational, but potent just the same. “She did,” I snarl. “He’d be fifteen now. Her son.”

      “No. No son. I’ve known her a long time. She never had a son.”

      Panic flares, but I try to tamp it down with my anger. “How long?” I speak through clenched teeth. “How long have you known her?”

      The addict shrugs. “Few years.” She shakes her head with a sneer. “Definitely no son.”

      I want to attack the stupid addict and tell her she’s wrong. I want to scream. To throw things. Burn down this wretched building.

      But none of those things will help me find Mika.

      If I were honest, I’d recognize that the person I’m really angry at is myself. For not stopping Anya from leaving. For not insisting Mika stay with me.

      If I hadn’t had my heart broken so many times by Anya. If I hadn’t been angry with her for the kind of mother she was, for her addiction and her continued association with the men who’d ruined her, if I hadn’t given up on Anya, maybe she’d be alive right now. Mika wouldn’t be missing. The idea that he may be completely lost to me terrifies me. I have absolutely no way of knowing if Mika’s alive or dead. Where to begin to find him. What happened to him.

      But that guilt is far too painful. It’s easier to blame the bratva. They started this road to destruction by taking Anya as payment. A few months later, they killed our father, anyway.

      It’s time I figure out how to pay them back for the evil they bestowed on my family.

      I get back in my rental car and program the map for the address of the bratva stronghold. Then I dial the number of my supervisor in Moscow.

      “Koslova,” Stepanov answers. He’s an adequate boss. Fatherly. He made a play for me once but backed off when I shot him down. “You okay?”

      “No, sir. My sister is dead, and there’s no sign of my nephew. He’s missing.”

      He blows out a breath. “I’m sorry,” he says gruffly. “I know you were hoping to bring him back with you.”

      Tears smart my eyes. “I should have come years ago.” I don’t know why I’m confessing this stuff to Stepanov. He’s not the touchy-feely type. Police don’t generally do emotions with each other, but the sense of grief and desperation keeps growing. The helplessness.

      “The bratva did this,” I say bitterly.

      “Yes,” Stepanov says. “I have heard the Chicago bratva are the worst of them.”

      I digest that, a fresh surge of anger piercing my grief. “They have a building here where supposedly all Russians are welcome. I’m going there now.”

      “I’ve heard of it. It’s supposed to be a fortress. If you can penetrate its defenses, much could be done to bring down this American arm of the bratva.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I have contacts in America–FBI. They have been looking for someone on the inside. They might be willing to help you find your nephew if you can help them.”

      “Help them, how?”

      “You get in that building. Make friends.”

      My phone interrupts the call to give me the next direction, and I make the required turn.

      When the sound changes back to the call, Stepanov has ended the call.

      It doesn’t matter, I already feel far less alone. Less desperate.

      I’ll have Stepanov and the FBI behind me on this venture.

      All I have to do is get myself in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Maykl

      Someone’s buzzing the bell of the Kremlin front doors. Technically, not my problem. The doors are locked—it’s past business hours. It’s approaching nine at night, for fuck’s sake.

      But I have the video feed running in my room because I take security at the Kremlin very seriously, and this one doesn’t look like she’s going away.

      She’s holding a suitcase and is hunched against the wind. The long red woolen jacket wrapped around her doesn’t disguise how slender she appears. How lovely.

      She raises her gloved hand and raps on the glass. “Pozhaluysta.” I can’t hear the word, but I see her lips form it.

      Blyad’. She’s Russian.

      I’m up and out of my chair in a heartbeat, palming a pistol that I tuck in the waistband of my jeans. I shove my feet in a pair of boots and get on the elevator to go down to the front doors.

      I see my share of crazy shit here. I saw when that band kid tried to knock the doors down a month ago to get in. I knew he was here for Nadia, and I also knew Adrian wouldn’t approve, so I didn’t even bother answering the door.

      As it turned out, Nikolai let the kid in.

      I’ve had to field an aggressive visitor for that mudak, too. Before she was his girlfriend, Chelle nearly climbed me like a tree when I tried to throw her out. I guess her brother has a gambling problem that Nikolai helped her out with.

      I open the door and stare at the pale beauty looking up at me. Her eyes are ice blue, and her lashes and brows a light blonde.

      She takes in my tattoos and the width of my shoulders. “I am Russian,” she says in our mother tongue, ducking her head submissively. “I was told I would be welcomed here.”

      Fuck.

      I grunt and open the door to at least let her in from the cold. “Told by whom?” I demand in Russian.

      She gives a name I don’t recognize.

      “What do you need?”

      She pulls off her winter cap, revealing a head of pale blonde hair that falls in layers to her shoulders. I get the feeling the submissive act is just that–an act. There’s a steely determination behind her eyes that makes me cautious.

      “My name is Kira. I just arrived from Russia, and I need a place to stay.”

      I consider her for a moment. Nyet. There’s something off about this.

      I jerk my thumb toward the door. “So find a hotel.” I speak in English to see if she understands me.

      Her pale brows draw together, but she replies in accented English. “I can’t stay here? Just for a few days until I get a job and find my bearings?” She unbuttons her coat, and I take in her slender but feminine form. She’s in pants that hug her hips and a pair of lace-up boots that give her a mildly punk look. Her sweater is asymmetrical, falling off one shoulder and molding to her perky tits.

      She appears alert. In command of herself. She’s taken in the opulent lobby as well as the gun at my waist without any apparent surprise. Like she expected as much.

      Her gaze travels from my face, to my chest, and down my tattooed arms. When she sees the tattoo that marks me with the sin of patricide, her lip curls slightly with what appears to be distaste. Like she knows what it means.

      I narrow my eyes. “What are you really here for?”

      She goes still for a moment then draws in a breath and lets it out. “I came to Chicago to find someone. But… it seems they may be harder to locate than I expected. I need a place to stay, and I don’t know the area. I can pay a little. Or I could work it off.”

      I relax a bit because I recognize the note of truth in her voice. Or maybe her demeanor.

      She wasn’t being suggestive when she offered to work it off, but my mind jumps to all the jobs I’d love to give her.

      On her knees, at my feet.

      In my bed.

      Maybe some light cleaning while she’s scantily clothed.

      Blyad.’ My mind isn’t normally this clouded by sex. Something about this waif of a warrior in front of me has me dying to conquer her.

      “I heard back home that this place is a bratva stronghold but safe for someone like me.” She holds my gaze with hers, and I picture her tied to my bed while I go out and slay dragons for her.

      The fact that she admits she knows what we are relaxes me even more. That was the vibe I got. She didn’t just wander in off the street. She understands we are a criminal organization. Dangerous—but not to her. It explains her demeanor. But where is she from? How does she know about us?

      These are problems that need to be solved before I just let her into the building.

      I consider her.

      Her beauty does strange things to my decision-making skills. Something about that bowtie mouth. The exquisite bone structure. The egg-shaped birthmark on her cheek that looks like a fairy’s kiss.

      She seems both fragile and strong at the same time.

      I can’t tell if I’m uneasy because I know something’s off about her or because of my dick’s reaction. I’m dying to throw her over my shoulder, carry her to my apartment and spread those legs. Find the juicy pink heart between them and feast until she screams.

      And that’s how I arrive at the answer. The wrong one, I’m certain.

      “The apartments are not mine to rent out, but you can stay with me tonight until I can take you to my pakhan.”

      She swallows like she’s afraid of what that might mean, but she bobs her head. “Thank you…” She lifts her brows as she holds out her hand.

      I clasp it. Her grip is firm, her skin soft. “Maykl.”

      “Maykl.” She gives me the glimmer of a smile.

      Seeing that softness on her makes me want to learn her secrets. Earn a full smile. An easy one.

      I lock the front doors and reset the alarm then pick up her suitcase. I tip my head toward the elevator. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      Kira

      Maykl is gruff but not a mudak. Not like the bratva men Anya serviced. They were less civilized than this guy appears. Unintelligent. Certainly not chivalrous. I’m not the type who needs a man to carry her suitcase, but I admit it feels nice.

      But that doesn’t mean I find Maykl any less dangerous or menacing.

      I know what his tattoos mean. The black X’s across his knuckles signify his kills. The apple shoved down a tree’s throat means he killed his own father. That one is shocking but also not entirely surprising. Most men get into the bratva young. They are street kids, usually with bad home situations. The bratva lures them in with the illusion of glory. The promise of power. They indoctrinate them into manhood through violence and crime.

      He leads me to an elevator, which requires a keycard to start.

      High-tech. That’s interesting. Clearly, this American branch of bratva is swimming in money to be able to afford this kind of stronghold right on the shore of Lake Michigan. I don’t know Chicago, but it’s obvious this is prime real estate, and the building is new and luxurious. The brass edging and handrails in the elevator gleam. Everything smells fresh and clean and expensive.

      We get off on the third floor, and Maykl stomps with his untied boots to a door where he uses his keycard again. It shouldn’t be too hard to steal that card from him and have a look around. He’s the doorman. He seems in charge of security for the building–a gatekeeper of sorts. I wouldn’t be surprised if his particular key opens everything.

      Whatever I imagined or expected this place to be is very far from what I found. It’s not some kind of crack house for Russians. It’s a beautiful, modern, high-tech fortress.

      Which means sleeping with Maykl–I mean, in his apartment–is probably the luckiest break I could have. I’d probably be smart to seduce him to really win his trust and ensure I can stay.

      That’s not my specialty, but honestly? With Maykl it probably wouldn’t be a hardship. He’s over six feet of solid muscle, wide across the chest, chiseled in the arms. Any guy who carries a woman’s suitcase can’t be a total prick in bed. He at least has some level of consideration for others.

      Not a total sociopath like the bratva men I’ve known.

      His apartment is small but clean and elegantly appointed. It’s open concept with a granite countered peninsula separating the kitchen area from the living room. One wall features a desk with a half-dozen monitors that each display several different video feeds, including one of the front doors.

      So that’s how he knew I was out there ringing the bell.

      He kicks his boots off by the door, so I do the same, shrugging out of my woolen coat.

      “Would you mind if I took a shower?”

      I don’t actually need the shower, but it’s part of my seduction act. Again--I’m not an expert with this particular game—that was Anya’s gig. But getting naked and wet has to be a step in the right direction.

      Maykl lifts his chin in the direction of the bedroom and follows me in with the suitcase, flipping on the light. He has a giant, king-sized bed in the center. It’s rumpled like I got him out of it to answer the door.  There’s a dresser against one wall and two end tables. Otherwise, it’s pretty basic. It smells like him–of leather and aftershave and that uniquely masculine scent I caught when we were in the elevator together.

      I purposely don’t take my suitcase or any change of clothes into the bathroom. That way I can come out in a towel. Maybe accidentally drop it.

      As it turns out, the shower is amazing. The stall is a beautiful walk-in with white marble or quartz walls and small iridescent glass tiles on the floor in blues and greens. The showerhead is large, and the spray of warm water is powerful.

      I must be more aware of my body from thinking about having sex with the gatekeeper because everything feels so sensual. I bite back a moan of pleasure as I step under the water. It feels so good.

      I spend a long time under the spray. He has a razor in there for his face, and I use it to clean up my bikini area and shave my legs and armpits. I wash and condition my hair. Soap every crack and crevice.
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