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      Adrian

      Come on out, dietka. I’m waiting.

      I prop a shoulder against a brick wall, watching the entrance to the flat across the street where my mark, Kateryna Poval, lives. The incessant Liverpool rain has paused for the moment, but fog nestles close to the sidewalks, occasionally obscuring my view.

      A girl who fits her description emerges from the flat, but it can’t be her. This one appears too young. Her long dark hair is in two braids, and she’s wearing a school uniform: knee-high socks with a short, pleated skirt and white blouse…

      Huh. Hold up. Maybe she’s not as young as I thought.

      The blouse is tied up under her breasts to bare her flat belly, and the throat is open way too low for a school uniform, giving view to a rather impressive rack. And she’s not wearing a jacket or necktie. Plus the skirt is far too short.

      Besides, it’s ten at night.

      So that’s not a student in a uniform, it’s my mark in some kind of costume. She has a tiny backpack strapped to her back to complete the schoolgirl look although it’s more purse-sized than anything that would hold books or folders.

      Why isn’t she wearing a fucking jacket? It’s not frigid like Chicago or Russia, but England is still cold in January, for Christ’s sake. I don’t know why I give a fuck, but it bothers me.

      I stay in the shadows, following the young woman on the opposite side of the street.

      It was nearly impossible to get any photos of Kateryna–she has zero social media presence, which is unheard of for a young woman of twenty–but our hacker got into her secondary school records to retrieve an older photo.

      Leon Poval’s daughter went to a private prep school where she was enrolled under the last name Kovalenko, but she completed her secondary studies two years ago. Now she attends a small art school here, which seems strange. Surely, they have those back in Ukraine. Maybe Poval thinks she’s safer hidden here.

      I don’t give a fuck, so long as she has a pulse and can be used as leverage against him.

      I trail her to the bus stop where she perches on the backrest of a cement bench, her feet–which are in platform heels–on the seat. She flicks one of her dark braids off her shoulder and blows a bubble with her gum. I can’t quite figure out if she really is an insolent overgrown teen or if she has some kind of school-girl fetish. I think there’s a Japanese fashion trend that is sexy school uniforms–maybe that’s her jam. Or could she be a stripper? I seem to recall Pavel telling me the school-girl thing was a popular stripper outfit. Or was it in the BDSM dungeons he went to? Fuck if I know. I don’t go out much. Not with my sister’s fragile state.

      I pull out my phone and study the photo Dima sent me, comparing it to the young woman at the bus stop.

      The girl in the photo is a perfect match. She’s a few years younger in the picture, wearing a more conservative uniform with the jacket and necktie, and she appears as innocent and young as this version seems saucy.

      The bus approaches, and I cross the street, hanging back until she boards, then climbing on and sliding into a seat in the front. I pull the knit cap I’m wearing down low over my forehead. She’s behind me, but I can watch her reflection in the windshield.

      She wears a slender gold hoop nose ring, and she puts earbuds in her ears and scrolls through something on her phone. She hasn’t noticed me, which is good because I don’t plan on grabbing her tonight.

      The cargo ship I’ve arranged to transport her to the U.S. won’t dock for a few days. I’m just keeping an eye on her for now. It’s probably not my smartest move, since I have no practice in subtlety when it comes to stalking. I don’t want to alert her to my presence. But I also don’t want to lose her. I’ve been looking for her father for over a year now. Ever since he gave me the slip after I burned down his sex slave den masquerading as a sofa factory.

      When Dima, my bratva brother and Russia’s finest hacker, told me he discovered Poval had a daughter, I had to seize my chance.

      I won’t hurt her. Not like Poval hurt Nadia.

      But I sure as hell will make him think I have. I want him to suffer, believing I’m going to enact every last indignity and trauma he inflicted on my sister.

      The bus stops a few times, and Kateryna hops off. I wait a few beats until the doors close then surge toward the front door, making the bus driver curse and throw the door open again.

      I slip out without her seeing me and follow at a distance. She’s in a sketchy, industrial part of town, but there are cars parked everywhere. Something is definitely happening. A warehouse party. Or maybe they still do raves in Liverpool. Either way, I’m going to have to go in if I don’t want to lose track of her. It looks like the place is packed.

      I watch her knock on the door. When it swings open, music blares from the place and a big guy who appears to be some kind of bouncer lets her in. I wait sixty seconds then follow.

      “Password?” the door guy demands.

      I pull a fifty pound note out of my pocket and tuck it in the guy’s palm. “Appreciate it,” I say, wishing my Russian accent wasn’t so damn strong. At least the tattoos on my knuckles don’t work against me with a guy like this.

      He gives me a once over. “You gotta friend in here?”

      Fuck.

      “Yeah,” I say, my brain scrambling. “I’m friends with Kateryna. Ukrainian girl? Rocks a schoolgirl outfit?” Maybe if I’m lucky, this guy will think my accent is Ukrainian, too.

      It works. He pushes the door open. “Kat just got here.” He jerks his head inside.

      I hope giving her name doesn’t come back to bite me in the ass. I would’ve been better off making something else up. Oh well, too late now.

      I enter the darkened warehouse. It’s lit with colored lights like a nightclub and music blasts from big speakers. There’s a DJ playing in the corner, and nice lounge furniture around the edges of the room. The place is packed with bodies bouncing and undulating to the beat. It’s definitely a rave. Kateryna–or I guess it’s Kat here–is nowhere to be seen, but she fits right in with the other scantily-clad girls.

      The good news is that I can blend in. The bad news is that I have no idea where my mark has disappeared to. I shove my hands in the pockets of my jacket and make my way casually through the crowd, bobbing my head to the music like I’m just here for the beats.

      Turns out, it’s not hard to find Kateryna at all because she climbed on top of a large wooden crate and is swaying her hips in half-time to the music, inviting every mudak below her to look up that short fucking skirt of hers.

      Which isn’t my problem, obviously. Still, my fingers close into fists in my pockets thinking about the bad things that could happen to her here. She came alone–which is pretty fucking strange. Girls always run in packs. And now she’s inviting all kinds of male attention.

      Oh shit. I look away when we make brief eye contact. Stepping back, I move along the wall and pull out my phone, pretending to text someone.

      “Hi.” A female voice pulls my attention at the same time the speaker tugs my sleeve.

      You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me.

      I’ve been made.

      Kat stands in front of me, a wide, saucy smile showing off the straightest, whitest set of teeth I’ve ever seen. She looks up at me from under a curtain of dark bangs, and I discover her eyes are a surprising shade of electric blue. She’s not wearing any color on her lids, but the thick black eyeliner that extends beyond the outer corners of her eyes only accentuates the light color of her irises.

      I don’t answer her because…fuck. I shouldn’t have let her see me to begin with. I might be a decent cleaner, but I’m a piss-poor tail.

      She’s still holding my sleeve, and she slides her hand down to close her fingers around my fist. “Nice tattoos. That's Russian, right?” She pulls my knuckles closer to her face to examine the Cyrillic letters that are an acronym for my bratva cell. Her hands are small, her touch soft.

      I pull my hand back and scowl, trying to get her to leave. Although I guess it’s too late. She’s seen me. She won’t forget my face now. “Da.”

      Her smile grows wider. “I’m Ukrainian. My name is Kat.” She holds her palm out for me to shake. When I don’t take it, she grips mine and gives it a single pump.

      Bozhe moi, this girl has terrible instincts. Can she not tell that I’m trouble? I’m literally here to ruin her life. I wear a permanent scowl. I don’t look like a nice guy. I wasn’t particularly friendly even before her father destroyed my sister, and now? I’m fucking lethal. She’s touching the tattoos that prove it.

      Poor judgment must be why her father sequestered her away in England. Even so, it’s a wonder she hasn’t been torn apart yet.

      I force myself to pretend I belong here. I’m just another party-goer. I arch a brow and scan her outfit. “You old enough to be here?”

      She snaps her gum at me. “What do you think?”

      “I think you should go home before your daddy finds out you snuck out the window on a school night.”

      Her smile dims. I’m not sure if it’s the mention of her father or my continuing assholery. She flips me the middle finger and finally leaves, her skirt swishing up when she turns, giving me a flash of chaste white cotton granny-panties.

      What. The fuck?

      I watch her departing back trying to figure out what just happened. Kateryna Poval is nothing like I expected. I thought she’d be spoiled, certainly. Possibly sheltered and naive. I guess I braced myself in case she was fragile and sweet. A delicate flower I would crush and sully to get back at her father.

      Well, pretend to crush and sully. I’m not a monster like Poval. I don’t defile and destroy young girls for profit or pleasure.

      I didn’t expect an over-sexualized wild-child running around Liverpool begging for trouble. But maybe this is what spoiled crime princess looks like on her.

      I guess it makes my job easier. I wasn’t sure I’d have the stomach for frightening an innocent girl. This one doesn’t seem to know when to be scared, and she certainly doesn’t seem innocent.

      Kateryna Poval is trouble waiting to happen.

      And I’m the guy who’s going to bring it crashing down on her.
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        * * *

      

      Kat

      That guy was an asshole. A hot asshole, but still. Why am I always drawn to the jerks?

      Oh yeah: daddy issues.

      That’s what Delaney, my psychotherapist, seems to think anyway. She said I will continue to act out, rebel, and seek attention from the wrong kind of men until I’m willing to work on healing the wounds my father inflicted.

      But working on anything related to my father will happen when Hell freezes over.

      Also, maybe I want to act out, rebel, and seek attention from the wrong kind of men. I secretly desire being taken in hand and punished. I sort of feel like she was kink-shaming me.

      Hating the way that guy made me feel off-kilter, I picture myself as a lump of clay on the wheel and find my exact center as I head to the bathrooms at the back of the warehouse. There’s a long queue, so I take my place with the crowd of other girls.

      “Hey, girl,” Shellee, a frequent party-goer says as she comes out of the stall, grabbing my arm. She’s already rolling on ecstasy; her pupils are almost as big as her irises. She’s fully in love with me in this moment because she’s fully in love with everything right now. “Do you have a tampon?”

      “I sure do.” I whirl my backpack purse off one shoulder to dig in and grab the tampon, which I hand to her.

      She closes her fingers around it and my hand and strokes my cheek with her free hand. “Thank you so much,” she gushes. “I love you. I’m so glad you’re here. You’re amazing, do you know that?”

      We’re not actually friends. Just acquaintances. I honestly don’t have real friends. I’m too extra for most of them. Too popular with the boys. Too sexual. Too rich, even for the girls at the prep school. Plus, I’m different. I’m not English. My father’s businesses aren’t legit. I learned the day I arrived in Liverpool that I didn’t fit in and should stop trying.

      Delaney says that’s why I seek out intense sexual experiences–I’m filling a void created by my lack of meaningful friendships.

      I think I’m just kinky. Is that so wrong?

      “So are you,” I tell Shellee. “Here, cut in line with me, so you can get back in there.” I tug her in front of me.

      She turns around and starts petting me again, fingering a braid as she smiles dreamily in my direction.

      “You’re having a good time?”

      “So much fun.” She squints her gaze at me. “Are you rolling?”

      “Nope. I can’t. I have a history test tomorrow.”

      “Oh my God!” Her eyes widen in exaggerated surprise. “Why are you here?” She tugs my braid. “Just kidding.” Her playful shove makes me stumble in my platform heels. “I’m glad you’re here. I’m always glad when I see you. You’re the best.”

      I’m not even sure if she knows my name, but it’s okay. I have no illusions about what this scene is. It’s not where you go to make lasting meaningful relationships. Which is why I happen to love it.

      I came to reward myself for studying all day for my exam. My father’s stipulation for me staying in England for college was that I maintain 7s–the UK equivalent of straight A’s. Considering I got 4’s and a few 3’s in high school, it’s a bit of an up-level. But there’s no freaking way I’m going home.

      Especially not when I finally found something I like.

      I mean, beyond rave parties and kinky sex, which Delaney says are extensions of my Daddy issues.

      My last term in secondary school, we got a new art teacher, Ms. Banff. She got the school to buy a wheel and taught us pottery. I suppose it was another way to flip my dad the bird–show him I’m the useless, brainless, waste of space he apparently thinks I am–but I decided to become a potter. I totally fell in love with it.

      I like the feel of the clay in my hands. The spin of the wheel. The way a bowl takes shape and collapses with the touch of a finger. So now I would do anything to stay in England and keep studying art. I crave the pottery wheel as much as I crave these dance parties. Or a big, muscled guy who scowls and never shows you that he likes you.

      It’s finally my turn to use the toilet, and when I get out, Shellee has already disappeared. Which is fine, since I didn’t come here to see her anyway.

      I’m not sure why I came, actually. It’s more of an addiction than anything else. I crave the sensuality of the place. I like to dress up and feel sexy and maybe hook up with a hot guy. Preferably one who’s into a little kink. I love a big rough guy who will hold me down and choke me. Or spank me. Or tie me up. I’m a little maso at heart, and the endorphin release and thrill I get from acting out my fantasies is what I need to get through the week.

      Let’s be honest, though. That big, rough guy doesn’t actually exist. Or when he does, he comes with a slice of danger I really shouldn’t tempt.

      Yet tempt it I do.

      I make my way out of the bathroom. The warehouse is packed with people now. Probably more than a legit club would allow for fire code. I soak up the energy like a drug. Looking for trouble, I climb on top of a platform to dance again. I bounce and swirl to the music, scanning the crowd. I spot the Russian up against a wall watching me. He has dark hair, brown eyes and wears what looks like a permanent scowl.

      Why would he be such a dick if he’s interested? I could’ve sworn he was interested before, which was why I went over to him. He has the right vibe. Definitely my type. Surly. Rough. Tattoos that probably mean he’s done bad things. His shoulders are broad. It’s hard to tell under his leather jacket, but they look well-muscled. I bet he could dish out a spanking that would make me cream my panties. I totally pegged him as a sadist.

      Guess I was wrong.

      It’s not like I’m really good at picking the right ones. I’ve had a half-dozen fails in the last three months alone.

      I keep my gaze on my Russian while I dance, but he looks away with a scowl. I know he feels my gaze. I swear he’s looking away on purpose. What is it about hard to get that just makes a girl want to try more? I check my tits–the double D’s I had by age twelve. They are perfectly displayed by my blouse. I definitely look hot. No reason for him not to respond. Unless he’s here for someone else. But why does he keep looking at me?

      There. He looked again.

      I turn to give him a view of my ass as I take a slow swivel to the floor and back up again.

      “Kat!” A guy calls me from the floor below.

      Oh great. David, one of my past mistakes. I blow him a kiss but keep dancing.

      He grabs my ankle, forcing me to stop dancing or lose my balance. Yeah, this was why he was a mistake. I mistook his disrespectful vibe for dominance. Truth is, he’s more of a bully.

      “Come here!” He reaches for me.

      “No, I’m good,” I say. Just because we hooked up once doesn’t mean I’m your go-to, buddy.

      He flashes a tiny Ziploc baggie at me. “Wanna roll?”

      I shake my head again. “No thanks. I have a test tomorrow.” He wins no points with me for offering free drugs. I’m not fooling around again with him even if I’m not sober. He was sloppy and only in it for himself. Yech.

      He shrugs and moves on, and I continue to dance. I’m joined on the platform by a few other guys who dance closer and closer until one settles a hand on my waist and connects his hips to my ass to grind against me. I let him because it feels good. I came here for male attention, and I’m getting it. Another guy moves in from the front, so I’m sandwiched between them.

      The guy from behind palms my left breast. He’s not completely unskilled. He finds my nipple and pinches it through my blouse and push-up bra. I shove my ass back and let my head rest against his shoulder.

      “I like your outfit,” the first guy shouts over the music.

      It’s not a particularly stupid thing to say, but I sort of wish he’d just keep his mouth shut. I’m trying to have a fantasy moment here, and the inane comments pull me out. The guy behind me slides a hand down the front of my thigh and squeezes my leg muscles.

      I’ve never had two guys at once, but the group-grope thing happens at these raves. Everyone’s feeling the love, and they just want to pass it along. The problem is, it’s usually a lot of groping and no finish. The ecstasy makes people too blissed out to have any motivation to get to climax. Another reason I skip the drugs, other than a CBD gummy now and then when I can’t sleep. I’m looking for a different endorphin hit.

      “How old are you?” the guy in front of me asks. He probably wants to make sure he won’t end up in jail or something.

      “Twenty.” I don’t feel twenty. I feel thirty because I’ve been away from home for so long. And also thirteen, the age I was when my dad shipped me off. He caught me making out with a boy and decided I needed to be sent off to an all-girls boarding school.

      As if that would keep me out of trouble. It only cemented my desire to be bad.

      Do you want to be bad, Kat, or are you actually craving someone to tell you you’re good? That’s what Delaney asked me last time we discussed me going to raves.

      “I wouldn’t mind being called good girl when I obey,” I’d sassed back.

      “Nice.” The guy nods, his leer appreciative.

      We dance for a while, but things don’t escalate much. People lose focus when they’re rolling.

      “I’m going to take a break,” I tell the guys after a while because I’m getting hot, bored, and thirsty.

      They immediately jump down off the box and follow me to the makeshift bar where three kids in knit caps and earrings are selling energy drinks and water. I buy water, crack the bottle and turn to find my two admirers are still standing there like eager beavers.

      Meh. I was kind of done with them, hoping for something a little more interesting. My gaze wanders, looking for the Russian again. I don’t know why I’m so obsessed with him. I guess because he turned me down. Why do I always go for the one who will reject me?

      The guys each take me by a hand, dragging me to a dark corner. I’m not on board, but I’m not totally ready to jump-ship either. I mean, I guess I’ll see what they have to offer.

      “What’s this?” David cuts off our path with a giant smile in place. “This looks very fun.”

      Now I'm done.

      “Yeah, I don’t know.” I try to shake loose from the two guys holding my hands.

      “You need a little mood enhancer,” David says, pulling out the baggie of pills again.

      “Can I have one?” the guy to my right says.

      “No. It’s for her.” David extracts the pill, and before I know it’s coming, he pops it between my teeth.

      “Hey!” I try to spit it out, but David laughs, clapping a hand over my mouth.

      “Wait, wait, wait. Just swallow it, Kat. It will be fun.”

      I struggle, but the other guys don’t help me out even though they’re crowding into me from the sides, holding me in place for David to keep his hand over my mouth.

      I’m pissed now, and–dammit–I already swallowed the stupid pill! These fuckers.

      “Here, drink your water, Kat.” David wraps his hand over mine on the water bottle and brings it to my mouth.

      I’m still struggling just to get everyone’s hands off me. As I flail, I hear a loud crack of bone on bone and then David falls. I stare at him sprawled out on the dirty concrete floor. Did I do that?

      And then I understand. Because there are six feet of pissed-off Russian standing in front of us.

      His lips peel back from his teeth in a snarl, and he glares at the two guys standing next to me. “Go.”

      They go. They disappear so fast you’d think there was a fire in the place.

      I open my mouth, about to protest that I didn’t really need the help when the Russian tosses me over his shoulder and clomps out of the warehouse.
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      Adrian

      Crazy girl making bad fucking choices.

      What was I supposed to do? Let three guys date rape her right there in the warehouse? Bozhe moi, there were hundreds of people there, and no one else saw what was happening? I’m the only guy who stepped in to stop that bullshit?

      I seriously hate this world. My gender. All humans.

      I don’t know what those guys gave her, but Kat is already giggling, and she hasn’t even kicked up a fuss about me carrying her out of there in such an undignified manner. Honestly, I’d be surprised if the drugs even kicked in yet. I think this is just her natural reaction. I’d put her down, but now I’m all in. I’ll just have to move my timetable up and kidnap her tonight.

      The cargo ship doesn’t leave for two more days, which means I’ll have to keep her in my rented cottage until we leave. It’s not ideal. Not at all.

      Maxim, our bratva’s fixer, taught me to think through a situation for all possible angles. Anywhere you could get caught or leave a trail. The ship offers a great deal of safety. I arranged passage through the local bratva. No questions will be asked about the girl.

      But keeping her prisoner here in the city?

      A lot of things can go wrong.

      “Okay, big man. You are very heroic. You can put me down now.” I like her accent. Ukrainian plus English. It’s very cute.

      I ignore her, trying to think. How will I even get her on a bus against her will? Why in the fuck didn’t I rent a car?

      But then, how would I have followed her? No, I just have to slow down.

      She’s just been roofied or whatever they gave her. I might not have to take her against her will.

      The idea of tricking her turns my stomach, but it seems like the best option. It’s not like tricking her is any worse than putting a bag over her head and strong-arming her out of here.

      She squeezes my butt. “Where are we going, big man?”

      Big man. Very cute. I’m not that big. Not like Oleg, our bratva enforcer.

      I drop her to her feet, and we stare at each other. I should think of something slick and suave to say, but I already fucked it up by throwing her over my shoulder. Besides, slick and suave aren’t my things. I have to work hard just to make my English come out right.

      She’s pretty–heartbreakingly pretty. She reminds me a bit of Oleg’s girlfriend Story. Classic beauty underneath the counter-culture getup.

      “What in the fuck did you think you were doing?” I demand.

      Nope, not slick or suave. That was the opposite of charming. Blyad’. I probably will have to throw her back over my shoulder and walk all the way back.

      But she seems to like my outburst. She smiles and leans into me, her hands molding to my chest. “Sorry, Daddy,” she says.

      Excuse me?

      My frown grows deeper. “What is fucking wrong with you?”

      She laughs. “Take it easy, big man. I didn’t need your rescue, as gallant as it was. I can handle myself with men.”

      White hot rage runs through me. Not toward her, but toward all the men on Earth because I know with total certainty, she can’t handle them. Bad things happen to girls like her.

      Horrible things. I live with the aftermath of what can happen every day.

      “You have no idea!” I snap. “Do you even know what they gave you? Did you swallow it?”

      “It was molly. It’s fine. I’ve taken it before. Nothing bad will happen other than me feeling like crap tomorrow for my history test. You know, I might as well go enjoy it.” She pushes back from me abruptly. “Don’t worry, you don’t need to take care of me. I’m going back.”

      I catch her arm, and she rubberbands back to me, bumping against my chest. She’s almost a foot shorter than I am and soft in all the right places. I resist the urge to settle my hands on her waist like a lover. “No, you’re not.”

      She grins like she loves me getting bossy. That’s when it dawns on me. I admit I was slow, but it’s coming together: the outfit. Calling me Daddy.

      Kateryna is kinky as fuck. As kinky as my bratva brother Pavel and his slave girlfriend Kayla. She’s into role play and cosplay and all that shit. I pivot with this new knowledge and think fast.

      “You’re going home,” I tell her imperiously.

      Yep. I was right. She loves it. She leans into me. “Are you taking me?” she purrs.

      “Da. I’m fucking taking you.” I shrug out of my leather jacket and drape it over her slender shoulders. Crazy girl coming out with no jacket in January. Although I can see why–it would’ve been hard to dance with it on, and there wasn’t exactly a coat check at the door.

      “Let’s go before drugs kick in.” I left out the article again. In my head, I hear Ravil, my Chicago Bratva boss, correcting me. Before the drugs kick in. I pull her along, heading for the bus stop.

      She falls into step beside me, stealing a sidelong glance and hiding a smile. “Are you always this grumpy when you play hero?”

      “I’m not the hero. I’m the villain, dietka.”

      “What is dietka? I understand some Russian, but I don’t know that word.”

      “It’s like…kid or babe.”

      “In a sweet way or a mean way?”

      “What do you think?”

      She looks over at me again. “Mean, probably,” she grumbles. I think she’s pouting.

      It’s obnoxious and annoying, and the fact that she’s beautiful makes it damn cute. I’ll bet it works with all the guys.

      Good thing I’m not one of them. I pity any guy who drops into her big pot of hot mess crazy. She was one night away from disaster. The way I see it, I’ll be doing her a favor by pulling her out of this existence.

      I know I’m trying to justify what probably can’t be justified. Kat is as innocent as Nadia. She doesn’t deserve me using her as a pawn no matter how horrible her father is. But that can’t be helped. She is the only lead I’ve had on the guy in over a year. She’s my one ticket to evening the score for Nadia.

      I don’t have a clue about the bus schedule, but Kat leans against the bus stop sign like she expects one soon, so I fold my arms across my chest to wait with her.

      “How did you know I took the bus?” she demands. She may be reckless, but she’s not stupid.

      Noted.

      “I was on the same bus as you.”

      “You were?”

      “Da.”

      “What’s your plan?” she asks.

      I must be feeling guilty because for a moment I think she knows she’s my prisoner. But no. She just means for tonight.

      “I take you home. Put you to bed. End of story.”

      Or something like that. Take her home. Tie her up in her bed. Figure out what the fuck to do next.

      “That means you’re coming in?” She twirls a braid around her finger. “So you can put me to bed?”

      “You have roommate? A roommate?” I correct my English.

      “Nope.” She pops her pink lips on the “p,” drawing my attention to her mouth. Now that I know she’s kinky–shouldn’t she be too young to be kinky?--I’m picturing her with those pretty lips stretched around my–

      Gospodi. I need to stop.

      I really fucking wish she was the way I pictured her. Some quiet, shy, sheltered girl. One I would frighten a little but not harm in order to make her father suffer.

      This girl, though?

      She throws me off my game.

      I didn’t expect her to be hyper-sexual. Flirty. Wild and reckless. She’s going to be harder to handle.

      Or maybe easier, I can’t tell yet.

      Really, this is a gift. She wants me to take her home. Maybe she wants me to screw her. Wouldn’t it be better if she were willing?

      No! It’s not.

      I rub my forehead, scowling at the bus as it pulls up.

      I wanted her unwilling.

      I planned to take photos of a frightened girl, tied up in compromised positions. I was going to tell Leon Poval I was doing every single terrible thing to his daughter that was done to Nadia, and if he wanted to see her alive, he would have to come and get her from me. In person.

      So I can kill him.

      I don’t really know what to do with a girl like this. Letting her think, even for a night, that I am anything but vengeance seems like a cruel betrayal. For some reason, it seems worse than just stuffing her in the trunk of a car and telling her what’s up from the start.

      Dammit. I should’ve just let her suffer her own fate tonight at the party.

      But no. I could never do that. What those mudaks were doing to her was a problem. She was about to be gang-raped in a corner from the way it looked to me. I may be willing to make Leon Poval believe I’m raping his daughter, but I’m not actually going to stand by and let it happen to her. That’s a different thing entirely.

      We climb on the bus, and I pay both our fares. I sit down, and Kat climbs onto my lap, making the other passengers on the bus look at us. Damn her. I don’t need anyone remembering us. I firmly grip her hips and maneuver her to the seat beside me. “Be good,” I admonish, trying to play her game.

      She puts one fingertip up to her lips with a pout. “I thought I was being good.” Her fingernails are short and unpainted, which seems at odds with the rest of her, which is done up. But then, my sense was this was a costume, not the real girl.

      I pull my knit cap down and slouch in my seat. “Not on bus,” I tell her gruffly.

      For some reason, she eats it up. Maybe the molly is kicking in.

      “You feel okay?”

      “Aw.” She reaches up to stroke my face, but I jerk back to forbid it. She goes on like nothing happened. “Somebody cares.”

      I fold my arms across my chest. “You’re on my watch.”

      “For how long?” She takes the end of her braid and tickles my ear with it. This time I don’t jerk away because it’s obviously what she wants.

      “You’re going to get yourself spanked, little girl,” I warn.

      Her knees clap, and she sits higher in her seat like she just squeezed her buns together. There’s no doubt in my mind now. She fucking loves domination.

      I can work with this.

      I think.

      Hell, I don’t know. I’m out of my depth, but I’m not going to stop or turn back. I’m also not gonna ask for help from Ravil or the cell. I know they’d give it to me. Advice, money, contacts, anything I needed. They’d probably get on a plane and fly here to lend their fists and muscle if I wanted.

      But I don’t want to involve them. This isn’t a bratva war. It’s personal. Poval is mine, and I intend to be the one to take him out. If there are repercussions, I’ll be the one who suffers them. Alone.

      “This is my stop.” Kat tugs my sleeve.

      I pretend to be surprised and follow her off. She holds a hand to her stomach, then turns and pukes in a bush.

      Gross. But it gives me a chance to get control of her phone. I’d love to shut it off, so it can’t be tracked. I take my jacket off her shoulders then divest her of the backpack purse, like I’m being helpful. I find a napkin in the pocket of my jacket, which I hand to her then slip my hand in her purse to shut down the phone.

      “It’s kicking in,” she tells me cheerfully, as she wipes her mouth with the napkin, like puking is the gateway to fun.

      I guess it would be.

      “I wish you had some, too.”

      I grunt in response. I’m trying to figure out if I should just take her back to my place or go ahead with hers. Maybe I don’t have to grab her tonight. Maybe I take her home and leave—just pick her back up in a couple of days when the ship is ready to sail.

      I don’t like that idea, though. She’s seen my face. I need to control everything that happens beyond this point. No letting her tell her dad she met me or somehow looking me up. From this point forward, she’s my prisoner.

      Except the line seems fluid. From which point? Do I tie her up right now?

      No, she’s tripping. She won’t be able to cause me any trouble now, and tying her up when she’s rolling could make it a very bad trip. I know because they kept Nadia drugged most of her time, and her psychiatrist said it made the trauma worse because her reality was mixed in a dream-like state.

      Okay, that’s the plan, then. I’ll take her to my place, make sure nothing happens while she’s tripping, then tie her up in the morning.

      “Hey, my place isn’t far from here.” I try to make my voice sound casual.

      She bats her lashes at me. Literally. Bats them on purpose. “Are you inviting me over?”

      “Yeah.” I tip my head. “This way.”

      I take her to the small but bougie cottage I rented. I didn’t need fancy, but it has all the things I require–proximity to Kateryna’s apartment and a ground-floor private entrance, so I could stay low-key. Dima, our hacker, set it up for me using a wire deposit that can’t be traced.

      She comes in and looks around. It’s a studio–the kind where the kitchen is just one wall and the bedroom is another, but everything’s done in fine materials. Hardwood floors and granite countertops. I band an arm around her waist and pull her back against my front. “How do you like to be put to bed?” It’s supposed to sound sexy but comes out as more of a gruff growl.

      She rubs her soft ass against the front of my jeans. She smells like cherries and warm oatmeal cookies. That can’t be right, but that’s the impression I get. And underneath it, just pleasing female skin.

      I bite her neck, and she shivers. She’s dancing again, her lush body squirming and undulating in slo-mo like she’s still up on that platform at the rave, turning on every guy in sight.

      “Mmm,” she hums softly.

      Good. Her eyes are closed. She’s not taking in the fact that I’m living out of a suitcase here.

      Nothing to alert her to the fact that she just walked into the jaws of the trap I set for her.
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      Kat

      Dy-ying.

      I’m seriously dying. I finally found a real dom. The rush of love and well-being pouring into my brain from the hit of ecstasy makes this seem like I’ve just found Shangri La. But seriously. I feel like I have.

      You’re going to get yourself spanked, little girl.

      I mean, how many times did I have to prance around in a schoolgirl outfit before some guy picked up the hint?

      The trouble with men–boys, really. Let’s face it, none of these guys are men–is that they see the sexy outfit and think it’s for them. It’s the whole male gaze thing. I learned about it in women’s studies last semester–a class my dad said was bogus. So I’m playing to the male gaze. I’m giving them what they want to see from women. A sexual object to be desired. But I expect something in return.

      More than a hit of ecstasy and a grope on the dance floor.

      And it seems like this guy actually gets it.

      Or maybe, I’m just twisting your basic alpha-hole into fantasy fodder. No. No, I’m not. He stepped in to rescue me. He was grumpy about it, but he did it. So he’s not just a selfish prick like the rest of them.

      Plus, he just asked me how I wanted to be put to bed. That may be the most positive sign yet.

      I turn and remember that I have puke-breath. I cover my mouth with my hand. “I need a mint. Or mouthwash. Or a toothbrush, if you’re willing to share.”

      “You don’t need clean breath. I’m going to gag you.” He watches me intently like he’s gauging my reaction.

      I look around, suddenly wondering if I’ve made a bad decision coming here. The place is gorgeous–small but posh and totally immaculate, not that it proves he’s sane. Especially considering it’s devoid of anything personal.

      “Kidding.” He takes his warm jacket off my shoulders and tosses it onto the kitchen counter. “Unless you’re into it.” His voice is so low and gruff. Like a grumpy bear. I love it. “You can use my toothbrush.” He takes my hand and leads me into the large, luxurious bathroom.

      The cottage is lovely, and I’m rolling, so it feels almost magical. He puts toothpaste on his toothbrush while I lean against the wall and watch.

      “Have you been here for long?”

      “Nyet. It’s a short-term rental. I’m passing through town.” He hands me the toothbrush.

      “What do you do?”

      “I work in shipping.”

      I nod, not really absorbing his answer because I now have a close up view of his chest. It’s as well-defined as I’d suspected. Since I have no filters at the moment–not that I have many when I’m sober–I let my fingertips slip under his black t-shirt to feel his skin.

      He watches me darkly. No sign of approval. “Brush your teeth,” he tells me.

      My pussy clenches at the bossy command. I just might get spanked tonight! It’s looking good for me. I grin and start brushing.

      He stands at the granite counter watching me, even though the normal thing to do would be to offer me some privacy in case I have to pee or something.

      I finish brushing and rinse my mouth out. “Much better. Are you going to let me touch you now?”

      His brows pop like he finds my request unexpected.

      I bunch his shirt up in my fist and try to pull him closer, but he catches my wrist. “You like to be in charge, Kat?”

      Several things hit me at once. One is the visceral reaction to his touch–the flush of heat, the desire to feel even more of that controlling strength. Then there’s the stern tone–it makes my knees weak. But also, he said my name.

      “What did you call me?”

      Nothing changes in his face. It feels like he takes him a long time to answer, but time gets wonky when you’re rolling. “What is your name? I thought that mudak at the rave called you Kat?”

      Oh, right. That makes sense.  I bob my head in agreement. “Kateryna. Kat. Kit-Kat. What’s your name?”

      He locks eyes with me like it’s important. “Adrian.” Still holding my wrists, he propels me backward out the bathroom door and into the tiny bedroom / living room combo. “You haven’t answered any of my questions, dietka.”

      “I forgot what they were.” I’m breathless. Horny. Madly in love. But that’s the molly talking.

      “I asked if you like to be in charge.”

      “I am in charge,” I sass him, shaking my hands free to put them on my hips. It’s true–I hold the power until I choose to surrender it. That’s what I told Delaney when she questioned my taste in sexual encounters.

      He frowns. “I should have gagged you from the start,” he says, but he doesn’t move to overpower me. I still get the feeling he’s watching for my reaction to his words.

      I giggle and attempt to slide both my hands up his shirt again. “Maybe you should try,” I purr.

      He spins me around and claps a hand over my mouth, yanking my body against his.

      I squeal my thrill against his hand.

      “Like this, dietka? You like a little struggle? Hmm. Do you want to be overpowered?”

      I wrestle him.

      He brings his lips to my ear. “I need a real answer.” His tone is stern. “Yes or no.” He lifts his fingers partway off my mouth.

      “Yes.”

      “Yes, you want me to take charge?”

      “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Don’t call me Daddy.”

      I turn around to face him again. “Should I call you sir?”

      “Not that, either. On your knees.”

      I almost orgasm from the command. I love his accent–it somehow makes him sound grumpier. Sensations are so heightened right now, I’m two strokes away from a full-body climax.

      I drop to my knees and quickly work the button on his jeans. He settles one hand behind my head in a cradling way that gets me even more excited. I free his erection and take his thick length into my mouth. I wish I had more finesse, but I’m a little sloppy in general right now. Hopefully, I’ll make up for it with enthusiasm. I suction my lips around the head of his dick, tasting a drop of his salty essence.

      “Yum,” I say, popping off.

      I bring my free hand between my legs because I need to come so badly.

      Adrian’s eyes darken, and his fingers tighten around my head, driving me forward over his cock again. “Good girl.”

      Good girl! My nipples tighten in my blouse. The words are magical to me. All I ever wanted to be called, despite my efforts at playing the bad girl.

      I bob over his cock, in and out, taking him right to the back of my throat every time, sucking hard, swirling my tongue on the underside. I shove my fingers inside my panties to stroke my own flesh.

      I must get too enthusiastic because he grunts, “Careful with the teeth.”

      “Sorry,” I gasp. “Sor–”

      He interrupts my apology by putting his cock back in my mouth. His grip at the base of my skull is firm without being rough. Controlling without inciting resistance. I really, really like this guy.

      I don’t think it’s just the molly talking. He feels like a match. The fulfillment to all my fantasies of being dominated.

      I give the blowjob my all. Even though I’m really turned on, I can’t quite make him get to the finish line. That’s how it is with ecstasy though. You’re already so happy, it’s hard to make the explosion go off. Not that I’m a huge user. This is my fourth time ever, and I’ve been on the party scene since I was fifteen.

      I sit back on my heels, losing focus.

      “You okay?” Adrian strokes the pad of his thumb down my cheek.

      “Yeah. Just thirsty.”

      And that’s when I know he’s the right guy. Because he puts his erection away–as painful as it must be–he shoves it back in his pants and zips up–and goes to get me water.

      I kick off my shoes and sit cross-legged on his bed where he brings me a filled glass.

      “How long will it last?” he asks.

      “The ecstasy?” I ask, gulping down the water. “A couple hours. Why?”

      He stabs his fingers through his dark hair. “I’m taking advantage. It’s wrong.”

      Aw. How sweet. Grumpy bear does have a hero complex. I totally called it. But he’s also dommy. A perfect combination. Except now I’m going to have to talk him into continuing.

      “Don’t worry. It’s not like alcohol,” I say. “It’s more like heightened sensations, not lowered inhibitions.”

      He glowers at me with brows drawn. Grumpy hero bear.

      I’m in love. With him. With this moment. This experience.

      He takes the empty glass from my hand and sets it down then squats in front of me, pushing my knees wide. “So how did you want to be put to bed?”

      Oh damn. He’s so sexy. Sinfully sexy. He runs his hands up the outsides of my thighs, sliding them under my skirt. His thumbs trace light circles at my inner thighs, close to the edge of my panties.

      I open my mouth to say it, but no words come out.

      I’m a bold girl. My dad calls me spoiled.

      I’m not afraid of much of anything. But this is embarrassing. And I might hate the result.

      Adrian stops advancing when I don’t speak, raising his brows in that authoritative manner he has. “Tell me, malysh.”

      The word is close enough to the Ukranian that I can guess at its meaning–baby. Not kid this time.

      I melt a little. Or maybe those are my panties catching fire.

      “W-with a little…spanking?” I have to force the last word across my lips. It’s embarrassing as hell, but he doesn’t laugh.

      He also doesn’t seem surprised. “You were a bad girl.”

      A laugh bursts out of me, relief and pleasure that he’s running with this. I’m also terrified. I’ve never gotten a guy to give me more than a couple slaps. What if it hurts too much, and I hate it?

      He tips his head toward the middle of the bed. “Hands and knees.”

      Oh God! Oh goodie! Wait…am I doing this? My heart flops around erratically in my chest.

      I’m totally doing this. I crawl onto the comfortable bed on my hands and knees and look over my shoulder at him.

      “I’ll go slow. You say stop if you need me to, yes?”

      More love pours into my heart. Gratitude. Joy. This guy is so perfect.

      “Okay.”

      He lifts my short, pleated skirt and lays it on my back. “I like your panties.”

      I crane my head to look over my shoulder to see if he’s making fun of me. “They go with the outfit,” I say defensively.

      Instead of sexy panties–lace or satin or a minuscule thong–I’m wearing chaste white practical panties. Because I’m supposed to be an innocent schoolgirl.

      “Oh, I get that.” He gives my ass a smack, and I yelp.

      Wow. Ouch. Yep, heightened sensations mean it hurts way more.

      He grips the place he smacked and squeezes then releases the flesh and rubs. “It’s cute.” He slaps the back of my thigh, underneath the panties. I yelp even louder.

      “Quiet, Kateryna, or I will have to gag you. I don’t want the neighbors hearing.”

      “If you gag me, how will you hear me say stop?”

      “I wouldn’t. A good reason for you to obey, then, isn’t it?” He smacks my other cheek.

      “Ow! Not so hard.”

      He hooks his thumbs under the waistband of my panties and tugs them down my thighs.

      I stiffen, expecting another smack, but he strokes my ass, trailing his roughened palm lightly across my skin. After a moment, I relax. My skin tingles in the three places he’s slapped me, and it’s starting to heat and burn a little. His light touch only makes me hungry for the harsher treatment again.

      He strokes along the inside of one cheek, following it up to the cleft of my ass then sliding down the center between my legs. He gives my pussy a few light slaps. Heat explodes in my core. I suddenly want more. I chase his fingers, pushing my hips back.

      He rubs between my legs with bold, firm strokes.

      I moan loudly to show my appreciation.

      “Quiet, Kateryna.”

      I love the way he uses my full name like I’m in trouble. It’s so hot.

      He gives my pussy another slap.

      This time I make a plaintive sound. I reach between my legs to stroke myself.

      “You rub, malysh. I’ll spank.”

      “Wait–”

      He slaps my bare ass, but it’s a good one. Slappy and firm without making me yelp.

      “Mmm,” I moan, rubbing the pad of my index finger through my juices. I don’t usually get that wet, but apparently, all I was missing before was a hot dommy man slapping my ass. Everything feels so wet and swollen down there, I don’t even recognize my own anatomy.

      True to his word, Adrian goes slowly. He slaps one side, rubs. Slaps the other. Repeats. It’s a perfect pace for my attention-wandering mind and the intensity is just right for my overly sensitive state, too.

      Now, if I could just come. I change hands when my arm gets tired of holding me up. Adrian pushes my torso down so my chest is on the bed and my ass still in the air, which is actually easier. The change was needed, too, because I was beginning to space out.

      He picks up speed with the spanking. My whole ass is warm now, so the slaps don’t feel so intense when they fall. It all feels wonderful. I love it. But I still can’t seem to make myself come, as much as I want to.

      “I’m sorry,” I croak after a few minutes. Or maybe an hour. I don’t know–time is weird right now. “I can’t come.”

      “Maybe you won’t,” Adrian says, like it doesn't matter. “Does it feel good?”

      “Yes.”

      He grips my ankle and pulls one leg long and then the other until I’m on my belly. Then he rolls me over and takes my lowered panties off.

      I figure he’s going to have sex with me, and I’m getting ready to ask if he has a condom, but instead, he parts my legs and pushes my knees up, settling between them.

      “Oh!” I clutch his head when he licks into me, pulling his hair with the glory of it.

      He lifts his face. “Quiet.”

      “Sorry, sorry!” I whisper-pant. “Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”

      “You don’t have to come,” he tells me, tracing his tongue around the inside of my labia.

      “I will,” I threaten, my inner thighs starting to shake and shiver.

      I chase his mouth with my hips, desperate for more. He penetrates me with his tongue, but it’s not enough. I pull his mouth against me, seeking more. He finds the spot that drives me wild–is that my clit? How embarrassing that I don’t even know. All I know is that it’s driving me crazy.

      Adrian screws one finger inside me, then another. He pumps them in and out while he continues to lick and suck what must be my clit.

      I don’t realize I’m crying out until Adrian lifts his head and growls, “Cover your mouth, Kateryna.”

      I slap a hand over my mouth as a feverish heat flushes over me. And then I come. It’s momentous. Monumental. Mind-blowing.

      By far the best orgasm I’ve ever had. My internal muscles clamp down on his fingers and pulses of energy shoot down my inner thighs, straight to the soles of my feet where my toes curl. My pelvis jumps and shakes and rocks on the bed. Adrian never stops flicking his tongue over my most sensitive nub while he pumps his fingers in and out.

      I let out a long low moan as I come down the other side of it, my belly shaking, my knees flapping against Adrian’s shoulders.

      “No more,” I whimper because it’s suddenly too much. Terribly intense. I feel like I’m flying and also like I need to cry. Oh wait–I am crying.

      He stops immediately, slipping his fingers out and stroking my thigh with one of his large hands. “Blyad’. What happened? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I gasp, rolling to my side to hide my face in my hands. Embarrassing!

      He clasps my shoulder. His hand is warm and comforting. I like it far too much.

      “It’s good. It was so good,” I reassure him.

      “This is the molly?”

      “Yeah.” I nod and sniff. It’s real. The experience is real, the emotions are real. They’re just heightened. Amplified.

      He moves away, which is both relieving and disappointing. I hear the click of something, but I don’t look, I’m too lost in my own world. He brings me another glass of water and puts me under the covers. “Go to sleep now, dietka.”

      I’m not sleepy, but I’m completely wrung out, so I take his advice and close my eyes.

      I’m totally blissed out. Relaxed.

      I let sleep seep in, never guessing that in the morning I would wake tied to the bed with a gag in my mouth.

      That standing above me would be the guy I thought was a prince the night before, taking photos of me in a compromised position with his phone.
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      Adrian

      I wait until Kat is sound asleep, then I grab her purse and search it. She has a bottle of CBD gummies. That could come in handy. Especially for getting her onto the ship–a problem I haven’t solved yet.

      I take the phone out of her bag and bring it to the kitchen with the laptop Dima gave me. I text Dima for assistance. He calls immediately. I pick up in a hushed voice, but Kat doesn’t even stir.

      “I have the girl,” I tell Dima in Russian. He’s the only one I’ve been in contact with about my plans, and that’s because I need him. I don’t want to involve the rest of my cell. This isn’t their fight.

      “I thought you weren’t grabbing her until tomorrow.”

      “Plans changed,” I say simply. “I have her phone shut off to avoid tracking. What do I do now?”

      Dima walks me through disconnecting the location tracker then opening the phone up to search for any additional trackers. I don’t find any, which seems careless on Poval’s part. “All right, now connect the phone to the laptop, so I can access all the data.”

      I do as Dima instructs.

      “Turn it on, and I can grab everything.”

      I power the phone back up and watch the screen run through a series of download commands and lists of files scrolling rapidly. While it’s working, I thumb through her contacts.

      “She has Papa listed in her contacts,” I tell Dima.

      “Beautiful. Let me see.” I hear the clack of keys as he accesses the information. “I’ll try to trace it to a location. It might be a while.”

      The upload to Dima’s system ends. “Now what?” I ask.

      “Now you destroy that phone.”

      “How will I send him the message that I have her?”

      “I can send messages using her number that will route from random servers across the globe. Are you ready to send one now?”

      I consider. I took a photo of her when she was hiding her face and crying after her orgasm. It showed her bare, reddened ass red and without context, definitely looked non-consensual. Like she was suffering, not riding the high of orgasm.

      I glance over at her sleeping form on the bed. I could easily get some more photos that appear compromising right now and send them over.

      But the moment I send them, the hunt for Kat will begin, and I can’t get on that cargo ship for thirty-some hours. It will be harder to keep her hidden here, so close to her home.

      “Not yet,” I tell him. “Can I just text the message to you when I’m ready?”

      “That works. Listen, Adrian…”

      “Da?”

      “Ravil wants you to report. He said you’re not answering his messages.”

      I grind my teeth. Disobeying my pakhan feels wrong, especially after all Ravil has done for me. I try to explain. “I don’t want to involve the cell. This is personal. I only asked for your help because, well–”

      “Yeah, I know. You can’t do this part alone. I think the point is that you can’t do any of this alone. Ravil will have your back, too. You know that, right?”

      “I can’t involve him,” I say fiercely. “It’s not right.”

      “Well, you need to tell him that yourself. He doesn’t like being blown off.”

      “Yes, I will.” It’s a lie. I’m not going to contact Ravil. The less he knows, the better. “Thank you, Dima.”

      “Of course. You’re a brother, Adrian. Whatever you need, I’ve got you.”

      I swallow down the lump in my throat. The bratva didn’t take my soul, like it does to most men. It returned me to humanity.

      Searching for Nadia turned me into an animal. I used up my money to get to America, where I only had a thin lead on Poval. I knew Maykl from my home town–he was a friend of a friend–and I made contact.

      Ravil instantly brought me into the fold. Gave me a place to stay and put me to work. Made me a brother. Maxim, the bratva fixer, trained me to be the cleaner. The guy who wipes a scene of all traces of violence, all clues to the crime. No, the work isn’t legal, but I didn’t care then and I don’t care now. I didn’t plan on operating within the lines of any law.

      Ravil helped me find Poval and eventually Nadia. When I was arrested after burning the factory to the ground, he paid for the best defense attorney in Chicago to defend me. I owe him everything. I’ve pledged my life to the bratva and have zero regrets.

      “Thank you,” I say and hang up.

      I retrieve the zip ties from my suitcase, but I can’t bring myself to wake Kat by putting them on her yet. Instead, I lie down beside her to catch a few hours of sleep before everything turns rancorous between us.
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        * * *

      

      Adrian

      In the morning, I zip tie Kat’s wrists together and then attach them to a chain of zip ties around the headboard. Using a strip off one of my t-shirts, I tie a gag around her head to cover her mouth. Kat sleeps through the whole thing.

      I get out my phone and take some more photos. Leon Poval will lose his shit when he sees them.

      Kat will probably lose her shit when she wakes up, too, which can’t be helped. I knew it would be hard to carry out, but it’s worse than I imagined. I never planned on actually having sex with her. Only staging photos to look like she’d been abused.

      Not that I fucked her. I didn’t even come. I keep telling myself that to make myself feel better.

      The truth is, I’m sick as hell over this shit.

      But I knew it wouldn’t be easy. I vowed to do my best to keep her comfortable and unharmed.

      She wakes up and screams. I snap another photo because her terror is too genuine not to pass along to her dear father. Then I tuck my phone in my back pocket and walk over to her. “Hush, dietka. Be a good girl, and you won’t get hurt.”

      That only pisses her off. Calling her good girl might have worked last night, but she’s definitely not into it now. She kicks her heels and writhes on the bed, making her short skirt ride up her waist even more. Her panties are still off, and I have to force myself not to look at that pretty pussy she let me taste. She sports a neat trim over her mons, the rest waxed bare.

      Fuck. Why did I have to taste her? Why did I mix business with pleasure?

      It was a monumental mistake because I have this huge urge to try to make everything better for her now, but of course, I can’t.

      She shouts something from behind the gag. Fear is kicking in, and her panic appears to be overtaking the anger.

      “Listen.” I sit on the bed beside her and cage her throat in my hand. She fights against me, trashing, eyes wide with terror. “Listen to me, dietka.”

      She stops moving and hyperventilates against the gag, the whites of her eyes showing.

      “I’m taking off the gag. You’re going to keep quiet. Don’t make me squeeze.” I pulse my fingers around her neck, so she understands what I mean.

      She continues her wild, frantic breathing.

      “Okay? Are you going to keep quiet?”

      She nods her head jerkily.

      I grab the remote control by the bed and turn on the large flat-screen television mounted to the opposite wall, cranking the volume in case she tunes up again. The moment the gag comes off she spits, “Pervert! You sick bastard. Did you take a picture of me like this? What in the–”

      I clamp my hand back over her mouth to shut her up. “I’m not a pervert. This is business.” I deliver the words in a business-like manner. Emotionless, the way Maxim or Ravil would.

      I test removing my hand again.

      “What business? Pornography? Prostitution?” Then terror replaces the anger again. “What are you going to do with me?”

      “Nothing. I don’t rape women.”

      “No, you just tie them up and take dirty photos for other perverts like you?”

      Fuck.

      I should put the gag back in. Walk away.

      Better yet, I should keep her drugged until we get on the ship. That’s what they did to Nadia.

      But I don’t know anything about drugging women. What if I fucked it up? She still has the MDMA in her system from last night. I don’t know if there are drug interactions that might occur.

      But I don’t gag her or walk away. I’m an idiot. Instead, I pick up the glass of water beside the bed and hold it to her lips. She has to be dehydrated.

      She takes a swallow, then spits the water in my face.

      “Okay, you’re done.” I wrap the gag back around her head. When I lean forward to tie it, she headbutts me in the nose.

      I rear back in pain, blood gushing down my shirt.

      “Help me! Hel–”

      I clap a hand over her mouth to cut off her screams. My other hand wraps around her throat. “Shut up,” I snarl.

      She fights me.

      I tighten my fingers around her neck. I’m not cutting off her oxygen, but I show her that I could.

      After a moment of trying to shake my grip, she breaks, sobbing against my hand.

      “Not a fucking sound,” I warn her. I’m bleeding all over both of us.

      She keeps crying.

      All right. It’s fine. I expected tears. I steel myself against them, making my expression ugly. “Scream again, and I’ll stop your breath. Understand?”

      She nods against my hand. I release her mouth and use the hem of my t-shirt to staunch the flow of blood from my nose, one hand remaining caged around her throat.

      She’s still crying. Not quiet, sniffling cries, but out-of-control sobbing. It seems like she’s winding herself up rather than getting something out.

      I have plenty of experience with female tears. My sister soaks her pillow nearly every night with them.

      “You’re okay. Listen to me, Kateryna. If you do as you’re told, you’ll get out of this unharmed.”

      She focuses on my face, taking deep, gulping breaths. “G-get out of what?”

      Blyad’. I should just keep my mouth shut. The less I tell her, the better.

      “Wh-what are you going to do with me?”

      I bring the sides of my thumbs to my nose to feel if it’s crooked, but it feels okay.

      “I’m going to be sick,” she moans.

      It might be a trick, but I believe her. She puked last night in the bushes and hasn’t had anything to eat since. Plus, she’s completely overwrought.

      I curse and cut the plastic zip tie holding her wrists to the headboard with my penknife.

      She pukes down the front of herself before I can get her up.

      Fuck.

      “All right,” I say, pulling her off the bed and onto her feet. Her wrists are still manacled together with another zip tie, but considering what she’s already done with her skull and her voice, I brace myself for anything she might try.

      She seems docile now, though. More upset about the vomit down the front of her than her current situation.

      “Let’s clean you up.”

      I would put her over my shoulder, but I’m afraid she’ll vomit down my back. Instead, I propel her to the bathroom, holding her wrists with one hand and guiding her back with the other.

      In the bathroom, she goes right for the toilet, dropping to sit on it and peeing as she cries softly. I grab some toilet paper and shove it up my nostril to stop the bleeding then wet a washcloth and wait for her to finish. She uses her bound hands to get some toilet paper.

      “Does this turn you on?” she demands as she attempts to wipe herself using both hands. Her skirt gets in the way, so I lift it for her.

      “Nyet.”

      I flush the toilet for her and tug her up to stand, so I can clean her up.

      “Let me go. Please.”

      “I will let you go when my business is complete.”

      “What business? What was the picture for?”

      I mop her white blouse with the washcloth, turning it translucent. She has mess down her cleavage, and I work the washcloth between her breasts. They’re full and soft. The asshole in me wishes I’d seen them last night. Before we turned adversarial.

      She grabs my wrist and brings her knee up, trying to nail my balls.

      I sidestep and snatch her by her throat, pressing her up against the wall. “Don’t,” I warn.

      She tries to knee me again, and I have to really cut off her air. She chokes and gasps, eyes bulging.

      I hold her another moment to really instill fear in her, then I relax. “Knock it off, or you’ll spend the next two weeks tied spreadeagle to a bed.”

      She studies me, her cornflower blue eyes ticking back and forth on mine. “Why two weeks? What’s happening?”

      I release her throat and pull her away from the wall. “Back to the bed. You’re being a pain in my ass.”

      “You’re being a royal dick,” she shoots back.

      She’s not wrong. I take her back to the bed and reattach the zip tie that pulls her wrists over her head and connects them to the headboard.

      I take each of her ankles and attach them to the foot of the bed spreadeagle. Then, because the sight turns my stomach, I take another photo. If it makes me sick, it will definitely destroy her dad.
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        * * *

      

      Kat

      “You bastard!”

      Adrian–if that’s really his name–pockets his phone. “Are you going to keep your mouth shut, or do I need to put the gag back on?”

      I try to kick my legs, which only succeeds in making the zip ties dig into the skin around my ankles. I’m scared–more scared than I’ve ever been in my life–but I’m also pissed.

      This guy is a psychopath. He lured me into his place and then trapped me.

      No, that doesn’t fit. He did lure me to his place and trap me, but there’s something rational and non-psychopathic about him. But it wasn’t him calling this business because what kind of non-psychopathic person kidnaps women and zip ties them to beds for work?

      “Go fuck yourself, fuck-face.” Yep. I’m very mature right now.

      He seems to take the fact that I haven’t screamed again as evidence of my cooperation because he goes into the kitchen. I watch as he scrambles four eggs and makes four slices of buttered toast.

      “I have a history test today,” I remember. I also had studio time booked to work on my pottery.

      “You’re going to miss it.” He piles them all on a plate and returns to the bed, standing over me.

      “I will be missed,” I say, even though I’m not positive it’s true. I don’t have any good friends. The ones I had in prep school were circumstantial. They’ve gone off to uni now. No one stayed in Liverpool. There’s no one in my classes who would miss me.

      The art teacher won’t think anything of me missing my timeslot on the wheel. I can be flaky.

      The food smells good, despite the fact that my stomach is upset.

      “I’ll cut your ankles free if you promise to be good.”

      “I’ll be good,” I lie.

      I probably should’ve tried to scream for help again while he was in the kitchen. I’m not sure what stopped me–whether it was his threat to choke me, or the fact that I don’t quite believe his threat. I mean, I do. He did stop my breath in the bathroom for a few terrifying seconds. My neck still hurts from where he held me. He’s definitely capable of murder.

      But his violence seems measured. He didn’t hit me back when I headbutted him. Nor did he retaliate much in the bathroom.

      He sets the plate of eggs and toast on the bedside table and cuts one of the zip ties with a pocket knife then picks up my panties. “Kick me, and I’ll take a belt to your ass,” he warns.

      It makes me want to kick him. So hard. Especially because it makes me feel squirmy inside. Like, under different circumstances, I might want him to carry through on a threat like that. If it was my choice. Not when I’m tied up against my will.

      But the food smells good, and I don’t want him to hurt me, so I lie still and watch as he slips my free foot through the hole of my panties before he cuts the other ankle free and feeds it through.

      It’s not sexy. I mean, it shouldn’t be. But I get all fluttery and weird as he drags the panties up my thighs. I want him to be the guy I thought he was last night.

      Was I just completely out of my mind on ecstasy? Or was he really amazing? I know at the time I felt like I’d hit the jackpot.

      Needing to somehow recapture that dynamic, needing to push this out of the terror realm and into something else, I push through my feet to lift my hips for him to pull my panties over my ass, and when he’s over me, I roll my hips.

      It works. He stalls for a brief second, and his brows dip as he yanks my panties the rest of the way up. He pushes my hips down. “You are crazy girl.” His accent is thick this morning.

      “That’s funny. I was thinking you were the psychopath here.”

      “No. Not psychopath.” He sits beside me on the bed and picks up the plate. He scoops a forkful of eggs, and I open my mouth. “You are not what I expected.”

      I close my mouth and turn my head to the side to refuse the food. “Wait…what?”

      He eats the bite of eggs himself. “It’s not poisoned. I won’t hurt you if you cooperate.” He catches my eye and holds my gaze like he really wants me to believe him.

      “Is this…personal?” I ask, my voice quavering. “Do you know me?”

      “I know your father.” He holds another bite out of me. I want the food, but the information is more important. Again, I turn away.

      “Hang on. Do you work for my father?”

      Now it’s his turn to be flabbergasted. He stares at me with his mouth open. “Work for him? You think one of your father’s men would do this to the boss's daughter–” he breaks off and shakes his head. “Yes, they probably would. They are the worst scum on the Earth.”

      My heart pounds with this new knowledge.

      “You’re holding me hostage.” I’m catching up.

      “Da.”

      “He will kill you.” I say it not as a threat but with total sincerity. My father is a ruthless businessman. He thinks I don’t know he’s a crime lord, but I’m not stupid. I know everyone around him lives in fear. I have long believed my mother abandoned me to save her own life. Or maybe that’s just what a girl of six tells herself when her mother disappears one day.

      A story that ends in a happy ending at a later date. My mother returning to me when she can. Reclaiming her beloved daughter.

      But, of course, she never came.

      Maybe she’s dead.

      Maybe he killed her.

      “He will want me dead,” Adrian agrees like he’s content with this knowledge.

      A cold chill runs across my skin. “Are you asking for ransom?”

      Adrian hesitates. “Yes.”

      More cold prickles shoot down my spine. There’s something more to this. “What is the ransom?” My words come out as barely more than a whisper.

      He stares at me like he’s not sure about his choice. “Five million.”

      “Five million?” I sound shrill. “Is that all? You know he has at least a hundred million, right?” I know because I heard him bragging to a woman about it once.

      “He has to bring the money himself.” There’s something terribly sinister about the way Adrian says the words, and I suddenly realize what this is: a trap.

      And I’m the bait.

      I glance at the plate of food and lift my chin at him. He takes the hint and feeds me a bite. I’m instantly starving. I chew quickly, swallow and gesture with my eyes again. He feeds me one bite after the next until I’ve finished half the eggs and two pieces of toast. I eye a third piece. “Is that yours?”

      “You can have it. You’re not going to puke again, are you?”

      “No. I feel better.” I eat half of the third piece of toast and then quit, turning my face away from him. He cleans the plate of what’s left.

      I’ve had time to digest the information while I ate. “Are you in law enforcement?”

      He scoffs.

      “Didn’t think so. So… this is personal?”

      He gives a single nod. “It’s personal.”

      “He killed someone you love.”

      “Nyet.”

      “No?” I’m surprised. I thought for sure that would be it. Why else would someone have a personal vendetta against a man?

      “No.”

      “What did he do?”

      “You don’t want to know.” Adrian gets up.

      My body reacts to his loss with panic. “Wait. Come back.”

      He stops and turns but doesn’t sit down again. “What is it?”

      “You want to hurt my dad? I’m in.”

      He goes still, his face an inscrutable mask. “That’s good,” he says after a beat, but I get the feeling he doesn’t believe me. Of course, he doesn’t. It could easily be a ploy. I mean, maybe it is a ploy on my part. I just want to get out of these horrible zip ties. I want to have a hot shower and change my clothes. But I’m not exactly loyal to my dad. I hate him in that angry, unloved teenager way. The one where part of me still desperately wants his love and approval, and the rest of me hates him because I know I’ll never get it.

      I stare at Adrian’s strong muscled back when he walks away, taking the empty plate to the kitchen. He washes it and puts it in the drying rack.

      “Is Adrian your real name?” I call to his back.

      “Da. Adrian Turgenev,” he tells me, like it’s important. It also implies that he’s not afraid of anyone finding out his identity–not my father. Not the authorities.

      So, either he thinks it won’t matter, or he doesn’t care. Maybe because he doesn’t plan on letting me live.

      “Are you going to kill me?” I blurt.

      “No.” He’s doing grumpy bear again. “I told you. I–”

      “--won’t hurt me if I do what I’m told.”

      “Precisely this.” He nods.

      This time I believe him. Things are coming into focus. Some of my worst fears have been allayed. He’s not a psychopath who plans to torture me and keep me in a cage as his personal slave. God! Why does that thought sort of turn me on? Maybe Delaney’s right. There is something sick in me that requires healing. He’s not going to sell me at a slave auction. He doesn’t plan to kill me for his revenge on my father.

      Adrian’s phone rings, and he pulls it out of his pocket. “Nadia.” He turns his back to me, speaking in Russian. His voice is soft. Coaxing.

      I go cold.

      For some reason, this unpleasant shock rivals waking up with a gag in my mouth.

      Adrian has a woman.
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      Adrian

      “How are you?” I ask my younger sister in our mother tongue. I try to talk to her every day or two. The whole time I’ve been gone, I’ve battled guilt over leaving her there alone. She’s come a long way in the year since she’s been free, but she still has bouts of debilitating paranoia and depression brought on by her PTSD. She suffers from agoraphobia–fear of leaving the house. She’s getting counseling, but I’m still so afraid she’ll relapse.

      “I’m fine." She gives a groggy laugh. "I just woke up. It’s six a.m. here. You texted me to call when I woke up.”

      “Right, sorry. Have you left the building since we last talked?”

      “No, but I’m going out tonight.”

      Right. It’s Thursday, which means Story’s band is playing.

      Nadia’s not entirely alone in America. We live in the Kremlin. Not the real Kremlin, but the lakeshore Chicago high rise owned by Ravil, my bratva pakhan. The neighbors call the building the Kremlin because only Russians live there. Unless you count Ravil’s lawyer wife–the one who got me off on the arson charges after I burned down Poval’s sofa factory which was really a sex trafficking front.

      Oleg’s American girlfriend, Story, also lives there.

      I grit my teeth. I should be thrilled any time Nadia’s willing to leave the apartment. It took me months and months just to get her out of the building. But I fear she’s more than a little fixated on Story’s younger brother, Flynn who plays in the band. And Flynn is a fucking player.

      He’s the last guy my sister needs to throw herself at. Although, that might be the saving grace. Flynn is too busy with all the fangirls throwing their panties on stage at him to pay any attention to my socially phobic, extremely damaged sister.

      “Is Sasha going?” I don’t want her there if there’s not another woman.

      “Yes. Sasha and Maxim, Oleg, and Maykl.”

      “Good. If you need to leave early, you tell Maykl, and he’ll take you back.” Maykl promised me he’d look after Nadia while I was gone. He’s the bratva brother I knew from Russia. Newer to our cell, like me. Honorable. I trust him with her. Also, I told him I’d cut off his balls if he touched her, so there's that.

      “I…I think I will stay.”

      Fuck. I fear she’s really obsessed with Flynn. Should I say something? I should. I need to warn her that he’s a heartbreaker.

      No, I can’t bring myself to. It’s the first interest she’s shown in anything since Poval kidnapped her from home almost two years ago. And if this gets her out of the building, it has to be a win. I just fear a heartbreak would be the end of her.

      Literally.

      She was suicidal for a long time.

      “You’re going to work today?”

      “Of course,” she chides me. “You think I can’t make it to work because you’re gone?”

      “I’m just making sure.”

      Ravil, in all his benevolence, magically found work for my sister when I finally found her and brought her back with me. Just like he took me in and showed me the ropes when I arrived in Chicago, following the trail that led me to the sofa factory, he found a place for Nadia.

      Since she’s still learning English and is afraid to interact with people, he gave her a job cleaning the Kremlin. Never mind that he already has at least five other Russian immigrants on the payroll for the same job.

      Now that she’s coming out of her depression, she does a little babysitting for him as well.

      “You’ve showered?” Sometimes personal hygiene goes out the window when she’s in a funk.

      “I will shower after work.”

      Right. She wouldn’t go out to see the Storytellers without showering.

      “Eaten breakfast?”

      “I will. Adrian, I’m fine. What about you? What are you doing? When are you coming home?”

      “I just have some business to take care of. I’ll be back in a couple weeks… if it all goes well.”

      “And if it doesn’t?” Her voice is tight with strain.

      “Don’t worry about me,” I tell her. I don’t intend to die at Poval’s hand. I know it’s a distinct possibility, but I plan on making it home alive. With justice served.

      I sneak a look at Kat, who doesn’t deserve her role in my vengeance. She’s frantically working her wrists against the zip ties.

      “Ravil wants you to call him. He said it’s important.”

      “Yeah, I will. I have to go, Nadia. Call me tomorrow when you wake.”

      “I will.”

      I hesitate. “Have a good time tonight.”

      “Spasibo,” she thanks me. “Do svidaniya.”

      “Do svidaniya.” I say goodbye and hang up then walk to Kat’s side. “Hey,” I say sharply. “You’re only hurting yourself. You won’t get free. Stop trying.”

      “Go fuck yourself, mudak.”

      Asshole is the same in Ukrainian as it is in Russian.

      I don't have a thing for hurting women. In fact, it's the opposite. Knowing what my sister suffered, the idea of hurting a woman makes me sick. But Kat looks so beautiful right now with her wrists tied over her head. Her lips are chapped which makes them red and pretty and very kissable.

      I rub my forehead.

      I shouldn't be getting emotionally involved with this girl. That should be the farthest thing from my mind right now. I should be channeling Ravil's cool business-like approach. Show nothing, give nothing. But instead I find the need to claim this girl. To comfort her. To show her who's boss in a sexier way than using zip ties on her poor wrists. The way she liked it last night.

      Kateryna is a beautiful, sexy girl, and last night definitely tweaked me in a way I didn’t expect. I may have not thought I had a thing for the school girl outfit or playing dominant, but now I do. Now I definitely do. I will never forget what it felt like to make her come all over my fingers after spanking that pretty little ass red.

      “They hurt,” she complains. "My arms hurt. My wrists hurt. I can't be in this position any longer!"

      Da. She's right. I need to change things. I pull my pen knife out of my pocket and cut the zip tie around her wrists loose, catching her hands to keep her from hitting me.

      And she does try. She hits and kicks at me, suddenly a violent little ball of venom. I have to pin her down on the bed, my knees straddling her waist, my weight falling into manacling her wrists with my hands. I sit on her pelvis to pin her down.

      After a moment of useless struggle, she goes still, breathing hard beneath me. Her gaze is less angry than it is…hurt?

      This is why I shouldn’t have mixed business with pleasure. I am fucking this up so badly.

      “Let me go.” Her eyes fill with angry tears.

      “Don’t make this hard, dietka.”

      She changes tack. “I need to use the loo.”

      It’s probably a lie, but what can I do? I’m not going to make her soil the bed. “Okay.  Let’s go.” I should put the zip ties back on her, but I decide to take the risk and just hang onto her. She’s small and not trained in hand to hand combat like I am. She could get lucky and take me out, but it seems highly unlikely.

      I ease my hips up from hers and swing a leg off the bed, tug her by her wrists to pivot her up to sit then stand. Her glare still holds the same hurt I saw a moment ago.

      I fold her wrists behind her back one at a time then turn her to face the bathroom and walk behind her, holding her prisoner.

      When we get to the bathroom, she uses the toilet then turns on the shower. “I feel gross,” she says sulkily. Without looking at me, she starts stripping off her clothes, starting with her knee-high socks.

      I shut the door and lean my ass against it. “Fine. Use shower.” I fold my arms over my chest.

      There’s no window in the shower. She’s not getting out. It seems harmless enough.

      She unzips her skirt and lets it drop, then she takes off the blouse, her bra, and finally her panties.

      I try to keep my gaze… well, diffused. I can’t very well look away or turn my back. She might bash my head in with the back of the ceramic toilet tank. But it’s damn hard not to appreciate her beautiful body. She has full, ripe breasts that contrast with her tiny rib cage and narrow waist. Not much in the hips department, but her legs are shapely, and that ass…so cute.

      She ignores me and pulls off the elastic bands holding the ends of her braids to unwind her long dark hair. She steps into the shower and slides the frosted glass door closed.

      “Don’t you have any conditioner?” she demands.

      “Nyet. Why would I need conditioner?”

      “I need conditioner. Do you know how tangled my hair is going to be?”

      “Sorry, printsessa.”

      She whips the shower door open to flip me the bird. I give her a hard look even though her brat act is totally growing on me. She slides the door closed again, but not before I get an eyeful of her wet body, even more glorious with droplets of water dripping down, begging to be licked.

      Damn.

      She’s in there forever. I think about telling her to hurry the fuck up, but what does it matter, really? This is the only chance she’ll get to be free of the zip ties, I might as well let her enjoy it.

      “Who is Nadia?” she demands after a stretch. I hear the accusation in her voice.

      Suddenly, the hurt in her eyes and voice makes more sense.

      Fuck.

      That means she’s already attached to me. Attached enough to be jealous of a girl who calls me on the phone.

      Why did I have to get sexual with her last night?

      I don’t need this complication.

      She doesn’t need this complication. Or does it make it easier? No, that was my thinking last night. Get her to my place consensually to avoid further trauma. But it’s really more of a delayed trauma.

      Because ultimately, there’s one way this ends: with her father dead by my hand.

      How’s she going to feel about that if she thinks we’re friends? Lovers?

      I don’t answer, turning the angles over in my mind. I’m not practiced yet at making split-second decisions. I’m the cleaner. The one who thinks through things after they happen. I take time to chew over a situation.

      Suddenly, she flies out of the still-running shower, the handle of my razor clutched like a weapon. She leaps on me, straddling my waist, and tries to drive the handle of the razor into my eye. I catch her wrist, which is slippery and wet and storm forward into the shower, where I pin her back against the tile wall. Water soaks through my clothes, fills my boots. I bang the wrist of the hand holding the razor against the tile to make her drop it.

      “Who is she?” she screams. “Why did you fuck with me? Why–” Her voice breaks.

      “She’s my sister,” I say, all my reasoning out the window now. “I shouldn’t have fucked with you. I shouldn’t have. It was wrong. I’m sorry, malysh.”

      “Why did you?” she croaks.

      “I didn’t plan on grabbing you last night, all right? I was just following you. Learning your habits. But you noticed me. And then those mudaks tried to rape you.”

      “You raped me!” She tries to head butt me again, but I move my head to the side. My nose feels slightly swollen and bruised from her earlier attack. “Why didn’t you just…why did you?”

      Her confusion guts me. “I’m sorry. You were tripping. I didn’t want the drugs to enhance the trauma. So I waited.”

      She stares at me, soaking it in. “You didn’t want… you were saving me from a bad trip?” Water droplets bead on her lashes. Her black eyeliner from last night has been washed clean, and she’s even lovelier this way.

      I nod.

      “And Nadia is your sister?”

      I ease back and let her slide to the shower floor now that the fight’s gone out of her.

      “Da. She’s…” I stop myself. I don’t want to tell Kateryna the details of what her father did. It’s bad enough I will be taking him from her. I don’t have to ruin her image of him, too.

      “Your father ruined her.” I leave it at that, backing away and closing the shower door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kat

      I stand under the spray of water, trembling. Stunned by the new information revealed by my captor.

      This is revenge for Nadia. His sister.

      Whom my father ruined.

      Ruined how? I squeeze my eyes shut. I don’t think I want to know. Just like I don’t want to know for certain what happened to my mother. Whether she’s still out there somewhere or if my father ruined her, too.

      I open the shower door and find Adrian’s still at his same post against the door. He’s dripping wet, his clothing soaked through, his dark hair sticking flat to his forehead.

      “Do you want to come in?” My throat is scratchy from screaming. “The water is still warm.”

      He shakes his head. “No. I shouldn’t have mixed things for us. It was wrong. It only makes things harder.”

      I nod, suddenly deeply sad. It’s probably just the let down from last night’s ecstasy. My brain’s chemicals have to be completely out of whack.

      “Stay in there as long as you like. We have nowhere to be today.”

      Damn.

      He’s…kind. As I’d suspected last night, under the rough, grumpy exterior is a worthy man.

      I keep the shower door open but back into the spray of water. I don’t know if I’m trying to tempt him or just needing to stay connected. “Last night was a job?” I lift my hands to my hair, tracking Adrian’s gaze when it falls to my lifted breasts. “You had sex with me to keep me from having a bad trip. That’s all?”

      “I didn’t have sex with you.”

      “Yeah, keep telling yourself that. I had your dick in my mouth, and you had your tongue between my legs. That’s pretty damn sexual.”

      He grasps the ends of the towel and pushes me against the wall. “I’m sorry, Kateryna. It was a mistake. It won’t happen again.”

      He’s saying the wrong thing. I don’t want him to apologize and tell me it was a mistake. I want him to say it rocked his world the way it rocked mine. I want him to tell me he’s the guy I thought he was last night. The sexy grumpy bear capable of everything, fulfilling all my deepest, darkest sexual fantasies. The guy who explicitly asked for and waited for consent but then took charge in the most deliciously dommy world.

      And because I’ve had three years of therapy, I also recognize that I’m being childish and needy. I’m trying to attach myself emotionally to a guy who kidnapped me to use me for bait against my father. Believing that I’m somehow going to form a lasting emotional bond with this guy is stupid and foolish.

      But then stupid and foolish are kind of my middle names.

      “So it wasn’t real?” I press. “You seduced me for my own good?” I let my disbelief show.

      He turns stony, his dark glower returning. “For my own convenience,” he snaps. “Get dressed.”

      I don’t believe him. He’s purposely putting distance between us. Part of me wants to get pissed–which is what he wants–and let him. The other part wants to keep pushing. Seduce him the way I did last night. Because we both know I was the one coming onto him, not the other way around.

      “I need clean clothes,” I assert. I got puke on my blouse this morning, and it smells now.

      “You can wear my shirt,” Adrian grumbles, nudging me out of the bathroom and into the small, darkened apartment.

      I think about making a run for the door, but I’m naked, and I doubt I’d make it. I felt Adrian’s muscles and show of strength last night. He’s in excellent shape. He brings me to where a suitcase lies on the floor and opens it with his toe.

      “Grab something,” he orders.

      I purposely drop my towel, holding his gaze for a moment before I slowly squat. The need to prove last night was more than convenience is strong.

      Adrian’s nostrils flare, and the muscles around his jaw tighten.

      Good.

      I hope he suffers. I hope his balls turn blue while he watches me.

      I rummage through the suitcase, looking for something hard I can hit him over the head with.

      He’s onto me, though. “Take the one on the top,” he barks. “Stop fucking around.”

      “This one?” I ask with mock innocence. I hook a finger in the neck of a soft, hunter green Henley and pick it up away from my body, so it hides nothing. “Do you have any panties for me?”

      “Don’t play seductress,” Adrian says.

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “You must want punishment.” Adrian’s voice is silky and deep.

      I smile because he’s playing along. Either he’s playing, or he’s for real. I don’t care which it is–I love this game. My nipples harden into tight beads.

      Adrian’s gaze dips to them, then he snatches his shirt from my hands and pulls it over my head like I’m a doll-baby he has to dress. He shakes his head like he’s disgusted by me, but I know he’s full of shit.

      “No panties for you.” He gives my ass a slap and captures both my wrists behind my back. My heart trips with excitement.

      “Ooh, Spank me, Daddy.”

      “No. Nyet.” He propels me forward, back to the bed. There’s genuine irritation in his voice now. I sort of love it. “I told you not to call me that.”

      “Sorry, Master,” I say in a fake submissive voice.

      He brings me to the side of the bed and pulls a fresh zip tie out of his pocket.

      I fight him. “No more zip ties. Have you seen my wrists?” I demand.

      He twists my wrists back in front of me and examines them. They are chafed and raw and even though his face doesn’t change, I somehow am sure he feels bad about it.

      He pins my wrists with one hand and uses the other to retrieve the gag he had around my head this morning. He twists this around my wrists twice, then wraps the zip tie on top.

      “Not so tight!” I interject as he starts to tighten it.

      He pauses, slows down. Measures carefully then lets it out a touch.

      I make a show out of wincing and sucking in my breath like it really hurts. I mean, it does hurt–it’s tender–but I’m definitely working it.

      He backs it off another smidge. I keep an outward pressure on my wrists to hold them apart as he constrains them, and I don’t twist or turn to show I still have a little room. When he finishes, he pushes me backward to sit on the bed. “Hands above you, dietka.”

      “No,” I say stubbornly.

      When he raises his brows with warning, I act petulant. “Why do they have to be over my head? It makes all the blood drain out of my hands. My shoulders and neck still ache.” I roll onto my side in a fetal position, holding my wrists in front of me. “Here,” I offer. “Find another place to attach me, so I can at least lie on my side.”

      Adrian drags in a measured breath like he’s working to keep his patience, but as I suspected, the guy is a cinnamon roll under the tough guy act. He makes a daisy chain out of several zip ties and attaches one to the bed frame and one to my wrists.

      When he stands, he peels off his wet shirt. The guy is gorgeous. On the wiry side and pale-skinned but built of solid muscle. When he turns away, I see he has a large, beautiful flame tattoo on his right shoulder blade with the Cyrillic letters that spell mest’ beneath it.

      “What does mest’ mean?”

      “Vengeance.” He turns and pins me with a brutal look, and my stomach flips.

      “You burned someone in vengeance?”

      He shakes his head, his lips turning down with bitterness. “Not yet.”

      A shudder of recognition runs through me. This is about my father, I’m sure of it.

      “You’re going to burn him?” I ask.

      “Bratva tattoos are for crimes already complete,” he says, shucking his wet jeans.

      I wet my lips with my tongue, unable to resist asking, yet not sure I want to hear the answer. “What did you burn?”

      This time when he meets my gaze, there’s triumph flaming behind the dark promise of retribution. “I burned his factory down.” He walks toward the bathroom in his boxer briefs but stops and turns when he gets to the doorway. “Don’t make any sound,” he says. There’s a threat in his gaze.

      “It’s not like anyone could hear me anyway,” I say, which is true because he still has the television turned up loud.

      He disappears into the bathroom, and I hear the shower start.

      Perfect. Time to make my getaway.

      I twist and turn my wrists, pulling, pushing, wiggling.

      Fuck.

      It’s tighter than I hoped, but there’s still some room. I can do this. I can totally do this. It hurts, it’s too tight, but I just might be able to get it over my thumb if I…yes! I slip one hand out with a low moan of triumph. I’m free. I wrestle the other hand free and leap off the bed.





OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png





OEBPS/images/reneerose_logo_black.jpg
RENEE
ReSE

deied by b





OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/chicago-bratva-box-set-7-9.jpg
g Wl 14 NSG A T H O R






OEBPS/images/alphas-temptation.jpg
USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHORS

TEMPTATION

A billionaire werewolf romance

RENEE ROSE & LEE SAVINO






