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Prologue




The faint scent of smoke alerted Nikita long before the dogs. She tilted her head to the side, nose twitching as she tried to pinpoint the location. Her eyesight wasn’t very strong in her human form, less so now that she had only the one eye to lean on. 

“Motherfuckers,” she muttered. 

Either some drunken fool had unintentionally sparked a fire, or someone was bold enough to camp out on her property. Nikita expected the latter. What was the point of having no trespassing signs? But that’s why she heavily invested in dogs and ammunition.

Archyk, Nikita’s faithful companion, brushed against her leg. The Caucasian Shepherd was a massive bear of a dog. Like her, he was missing an eye, though his case was the consequence of a fight and not a degenerative disease.

She leaned down to sniff his dark brown coat, taking in the dog’s excitement—and an underlayer of fear. This was a dog who’d ruthlessly killed several coyotes, all for the sake of a few geese. He could take on a wolf if he dared. 

“What do you know that I don’t?”

He only whined and pointed his nose to the right. When Archyk insisted on tagging along tonight, she thought nothing of it. Like her, he was stubborn, and had a taste for adventure. But something had the damn dog spooked, and she failed to see how.

Not when she was the scariest damn thing around.

Archyk, the big brute, continued to whine with greater urgency.

“Hush,” she snapped. “Go home, if you’re scared.”

Miraculously, the whining stopped, but he refused to move.

“Have it your way.” She felt his gaze on her back as she ventured further into the dark, with only her wits and shotgun.

When Nikita bought up these hundred acres a few years ago, the intent was to retreat in solitude. She desired something close to the small farm from her childhood, miles from the nearest town. Her own little piece of heaven, where she could live and shift in peace. But much like in her youth, people mistook her quiet nature for loneliness. They were more subtle about it now that she was an adult, but some saw a lone woman as exploitable as a child.

This was the prime time for would be apple thieves and hopeless romantics, from townies to city folk alike. Nikita bargained with a few of her neighbors, exchanging apples and venison for honey, blueberries, and maple syrup. She didn’t like people crawling around her property like ants, but hated the Feds even more. And happy neighbors were slow to talk. 

Happy neighbors like the elderly (and heavily armed) couple who were vocally skeptical about the use of illicit drugs, but secretly indulged to treat aching joints. Their grandson, earnest and far too trusting, occasionally stopped by to help around her farm and hand off packages to her contacts in the city. She didn’t trust him with anything more than errands, but he didn’t pry—only flashed those perfect teeth and dimples, and did as he was told.

It was nearly midnight by the time Nikita closed in on the interlopers. Little puffs of air clouded her vision before her breath calmed. She could see the remnants of a small campfire from afar, reduced to nothing but ambers. Nikita cursed under her breath. Where were the campers, and why did the little fuckers abandon their fire? Were they trying to kill her?

Her nose twitched, and Nikita lifted the gun to her eye, aiming for something that wasn’t there. She wasn’t toe to toe with the site, but the smell of blood, undeniably human, assaulted her senses. Until that point, the forest was live with the soft sounds of nocturnal beasts and the distant hoot of an owl.

But now it echoed the unease of her dog, turning the quaint landscape into a desolate void.

Nikita’s jaw tightened at the timid whimpers of some dying creature. Were it not for the blood and eerie silence, she may have mistaken it for a fox. How many nights had she been fooled by the scream of a vulpine? And how many nights did she lie awake, questioning her decision to stay put?

But Nikita was in that rare position to do something proactive, to play the hero, under the guise of protecting her property. 

She carefully undid the safety, relieved when the crying intensified. A large beast rushed through the dark, closing in on its fallen prey. It didn’t see Nikita, but she had it perfectly lined up in her sight.

Finger on the trigger and counting down the dying cries, Nikita crept closer until she was at the optimal range, and fired.










  
  
Chapter one



“Idon’t know why you always drag me along.” 

“I’m not dragging you.” No, of course not. She (quite literally) picked me up and carried me to the car, when I refused to move from bed.

Regardless, I didn’t appreciate it, but I tolerate it because it’s her. I’m also quite fond of tall, statuesque women…

We were halfway down the steps before I realized it, but that’s what love does to you, I guess. Even after all these years. I’ve done some truly atrocious things in my life, things that would make my parents disown me, I’m sure.

Sometimes I question what makes me worthy of love. Nikita and my good friend, Dasha, insist it’s because I’m cute. Dominique, my other partner, called me charming and intelligent. I think she’d also agree I’m cute.

“You’re not just my bodyguard,” Nikita was saying when I switched focus on her. “And yes, I packed your medication.” Her death trap of a vehicle, a 1977 Pontiac Trans Am, roared to life, almost drowning out her next words. “You’re also my partner.”

“Aww, I love you too, baby.” I tried to poke her cheek, but she slapped my hand away. “But why can’t you bring Dasha along one year? You used to.”

“That was before she had children.” Nikita’s lip curled. “You know she doesn’t work in December.”

That was a lie; Dasha didn’t like being away too long, but could easily dispose of a body or two on a lazy afternoon. Having kids was just a quick way to shirk her duties. 

“But she would fit in better than me,” I said, exasperated.

Every year we went to Vermont for a conference. This rich asshole, Dmitri, rented an entire fucking mountain combination ski resort for the week. Not the weekend; the week. I got a little cheeky and asked him why he bothered, when he only hit the slopes once or twice in those seven, long days.

“For the fresh powder, kitten,” he’d said, growling and smiling around his foul smelling cigar.

I never really cared for Dmitri—and not because he called me kitten—but he’s so damn imposing for a short guy. He makes the tall ones get down on his level.

Except for me.

He also likes grabbing my ass when Nikita’s not looking, and will give me two wet kisses on my cheeks. Ugh! “Typical Russian greeting” is what he called it.

Sure. Whatever you say, Jack.

The only reason I haven’t broken his fingers is because he could buy and sell me ten times over, and make me disappear forever. But beyond that, I worried for Nikita’s safety.

“At least Dasha wouldn’t get felt up like a drugged girl in a frat party.” Same reason Dmitri wouldn’t try that with Nikita. She and Dasha often got flack for being unfuckable by male standards, though no one was brave enough to say that shit to their faces. While Nikita was more on the willowy side, she was still 6‘6″ and butch. Darya was a few inches shorter, but buff.

But I was only 5‘9“ and nowhere near as rugged.

“I warned you,” Nikita said, as if I asked for this.

“Tell him to keep his fucking hands to himself, or I’ll do it for him!”

“Volume. I’ll try talking to him, but he never listens.”

I wanted to scream and rip my hair out. I understood why she wouldn’t want to be alone on that ole mountain with Dmitri and the boys, but there were other cats she could ask. Like one of the Vasilevski boys. Sasha couldn’t stand the old man, but Nico would fit right in.

“I’ll glue myself to you and Fedya, then.”

Fedya was relatively harmless; a sun bear in an old man’s wrinkled skin. Filthy stinking rich, but sold me his old penthouse for a dollar, and…was once Nikita’s employer and lover. They have a really complicated history that makes my skin crawl if I dwell too long on it, but Fedya gets bored with his boy toys once they hit twenty-four.

I slumped over in my seat. Nikita refused to fly unless it was halfway across the country. “Vermont is only a few hours from New York.”

It wouldn’t be such an issue if we drove to NYC the day before, and then set out for Vermont. But you have to account for the four-hour drive to the Big Apple, and tack on another five or six to Dmitri’s mountain.

I love Nikita to bits, but sometimes she lacks common sense.

She popped in a Boney M. tape to break up the monotony. Sunny tinkled through the speakers, in direct conflict with my sour disposition. “You know how I feel about this time of year.”

“Annoyed by all the Christmas lights?”

“I’m worried about you, kitten.” Her voice, a husky rasp I normally found soothing, now carried a sympathetic tone I didn’t care for.

“Me? What for?” I sat up straight and snapped invisible suspenders. “J’ai pris mes médicaments, mon thé, mon—”

“You always wind down this time of year.” It was subtle, but her hands tensed on the wheel. “It started in late October, as always.”

I leaned hard on the door, the good cheer gone from me in a flash. “Why would you bring that up?”

“I don’t want you locked up in that house by yourself.”

“What makes you think I wouldn’t stay with Dom or Dasha?”

“Because I know you. And for that, I worry. I worry about you a lot.”

I jiggled the handle, contemplating throwing myself onto the salted road, and letting the truck behind us put me out of my misery. I had the same thought process as a child—well, maybe not the desire or morbid curiosity to put my body to the test.

That question of “what if” persisted. What if I tumbled out of the backseat, onto the rushing pavement below? Before I understood what stunt doubles were, I assumed I’d be safe if I tucked and rolled, like I was on the tumbling mat. Worse case scenario, I skinned my knees and elbows.

I was a very curious child, but my parents (mostly papa; Maman was pretty spontaneous herself) were always one step ahead. Like Nikita.

“You know that only opens from the outside.” She side eyed me in pity or disdain, it was hard to say. “Don’t want to risk more accidents, like last time.”

I could’ve rolled down the window and given it a proper try, but instead rammed my shoulder into the door.

Pain shot up my arm and I welcomed it, grateful for some reminder that I was still a prisoner in this fragile human body.

“Fine, but I choose the next cassette.” I loved Boney M. on a good day, but I felt anything but sunny right now.
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Dmitri didn’t grab my ass (yet), but he did cup my face in his warm, meaty hands and gave my cheeks two brisk kisses.

The first time he did that, I damn near knocked his ass over. He laughed it off and wiped the blood from his nose before licking it, and said something to the effect of “I must have you,” in Russian.

I still don’t think it’s funny, but he brings it up almost every time. Almost like he wants me to hit him. Daring me to, even. That last time was pure instinct, the next would be spite. And there’s no guarantee I would even stop.

To Nikita, he offered a firm handshake. Not even Fedya kissed her, though he was more of a hugger.

I was grateful for the old man’s backbreaking hug. Fedya was one of two men not checking me out. The other was his new boy, a slim kid with curly blonde hair. Fedya’s bodyguard gave me a cursory glance, but remained glued to his corner, eyes blocked by a pair of dark shades.

Dmitri was a bore, and thus dinner was to be served in an hour. It was always the same dishes, though he talked as if his chef invented something new.

I’ve been coming out here for what, eight, ten years? Dmitri had a deep love for beef stroganoff, Vareniki, kholodets, and some kind of dumpling. Oh, and borscht. Sometimes there were additional soups, and I liked those more than beet water.

Russian cuisine wasn’t my favorite, but I learned to love it.

Nikita’s eyes lit up as Dmitri repeated his stagnant meal plans. Nikita also loved stroganoff, except she favored venison over beef.

I zoned out as the conversation quickly switched to an animated Russian. Nothing of interest—until Dmitri indulgently called the name of a girl.

Nikita’s fingertips found my elbow as she whispered, “It seems that you are not alone.”

“Did you—“

She shook her head.

Dmitri clasped an arm around a stunning woman—tall, shoulder length hair, dimples almost as cute as mine, dark brown eyes, and…

My nose instinctively twitched. Feline. Was that deer I smelled?

She giggled, a high nervous thing, and gently batted Dmitri’s hand away. “Daddy, you’re so silly!”

Dmitri grinned, showing a mouthful of teeth, some sharper and longer than others. “Yes, I am your daddy. Daddy Dima,” he crooned, rubbing her back. He planted a kiss on her forehead, and for a second, I spied a flash of disgust in those eyes.

And then she was laughing, playfully slipping out of his reach.

Nikita squeezed my elbow, bringing me back to earth. Did I like that Dmitri had a Black side piece, or that dirty smirk he sent Nikita’s way? No.

But I liked not being the odd one out.

And when her eyes met mine—how they shined!—I knew she felt the same way. A natural smile followed her look of astonishment, and Sophie—so called by the smirking Dmitri—shyly bowed her head. 

She adjusted her shawl as she mouthed her greeting. Her eyes touched mine again, and my heart swelled in my chest as she gaped at me in awe.

I opened my mouth to ask what she saw to rouse such a reaction, but Dmitri had to open his fucking mouth.

“And this is the one I told you about. Francesca.”

I hated the way he said my name, punctuating every syllable, dragging it out like a drunkard.

“Ooh, I like that,” Sophie said, ignoring him. “Francesca.” She spoke it with the tender loving care of a baker, icing a cake with rich chocolate frosting. I could practically taste it. And her.

Fuck, that long car ride left me in a ravenous state!

“Wait til you hear it in full.” If she liked Francesca, she was going to love Françoise. Françoise Lemieux-Olivier. But I didn’t make a habit of handing out my government name to just anybody.

“Sophie here is my wife to be.” Dmitri again. I wanted to kill him. 

“You don’t wanna marry one of your dancers, Dima.” She gave him a playful slap on the shoulder. “He gets so jealous, and I can’t afford to quit!”

“I’ll take care of you, baby. Buy you anything you want. Cars, diamonds…”

“No, you do so much for me already. Like this trip.” Her eyes flitted from him to me, which I saw as an obvious cry for help.

Fedya, bless him, cut in with a soft laugh and beckoning hand. “I believe we are all quite famished, yes? I bought along some of my famous pickles and herring~.”

That did the trick. Everyone wanted a piece of Fedya’s pickles.

I took that moment to steer Nikita into the hallway. “Come on, let’s put our bags away while they’re stuffing their faces.”

Nikita always packed lightly and smartly: two suitcases of clothes, and me with just the one. I mostly packed turtlenecks and designer gear to match her ski outfits, though I felt more at home on a board.

Our room was in the far back. It smelled faintly of cleaning supplies and fresh linens. I wanted to slink into the bath and just soak, but that could come later.

Nikita touched my back but said nothing, simply gazing out at the white screen of the window. Snow, as far as the eye could see.

“Nikki?”

She smiled wearily at me. “Not now, kitten.”

That reticence carried on to dinner, a sort of reflective silence. Not too unusual for her, but I was anxious to take my mind off the mysterious Sophie. Fedya tried reeling her in on a conversation about the recent drug bust in Jersey, but gave up after several monosyllable responses.

I liked to think she was saving her energy for the meeting tonight. Those lasted hours, sometimes through the night. I never had an idea what went on in there.

Nothing good, I’m sure. 

Sophie nibbled on her food and said nothing unless prompted, so much like Nikita, yet so different at the same time. In that moment, as Dmitri spoke for her and dictated her portions, spoke wonders about her relationship with the man.

He made some crude joke about her being his private dancer and she blushed furiously, brow furrowed and lip trembling, closer to a pout than an admonishment.

Her eyes caught mine as the table devolved to raucous laughter—me, Fedya, and Nikita, being among the few who remained impassive. I shook my head ever so slightly. What did she want me to do? I could speak out, sure, but Dmitri saw me more as a fun toy, not a true contender.

She would just have to learn the hard way.

Fedya pulled me aside after dinner, attracting a wary eye from Nikita. “Just borrowing them for a moment,” he said, hand raised in acknowledgment. 

I’m not going to lie; the old man creeped me out, so the arm he looped around my shoulders felt more like a shackle.

“What’s up?” I kept my tone casual, pretending he just wanted to tell me one of his odd little jokes. 

“Be kind to her,” he said. “The poor thing is scared as a chicken in a fox’s den.”

“Fedya, what the fuck are you talking about?” But I got his point, and Fedya, in his infinite wisdom, winked and squeezed my shoulder.

“Be patient, my friend.”

I rolled my shoulder, tight from his grip. Sophie briskly strode away at Dmitri’s dismissal, closing her door so softly I almost missed it. If he noticed, he didn’t seem to care. He just continued to jaw on and on with his guard, Andrei, giving loose commands to keep Sophie within reach and free from temptation. 

I’m not sure if he meant her or the several men eyeing her like a blue rare steak. I closed my ears to them both and followed after Nikita, pausing outside of Sophie’s door.

My ear twitched at the muffled sounds within, the restrained sobs of an animal caught in a spring trap. It was hard not to feel sorry for her, but I took that emotion, wrapped it in so much stuffing, and pushed it back into the corner of my mind.

The corner where errant thoughts went to fester and die.
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I made a point of avoiding Andrei and the rest of the goons. That was easily achieved if I stayed in our room for the night; we had our own bathroom, after all.

But I didn’t appreciate being caged like an animal, or how the three of us were strategically placed on one side of the lodge. That wasn’t unusual, but Sophie being here made things…different.

My ear twitched outside of Sophie’s room, but no sound came from within. I wondered if she’d cried herself to sleep.

The men were crowded around a table, playing cards. A few looked up when I passed, but no one dared to confront me. I didn’t miss the flare of nostrils, however.

While my current shell didn’t scare off the mundane male, those of paranormal persuasion knew me for what I truly was.

Not a tiger or a lion, but just as fierce as any great cat.

A jaguar.

And no one wanted to fuck with a jaguar. Or, as Andrei liked to call me, that crazy bitch. He’s still salty about me snapping his wrist a few years ago.

While I couldn’t hurt Dmitri, his lackeys were fair game.

The murmurs started as I shrugged on my jacket, and the brittle mountain wind drowned out the laughter and jeers. I secured the fur-lined hood over my head and sensitive ears.

Were I in the mood for it, I could dig out a set of skis and hit the slopes. But Dmitri, that bastard, laid claim over the virgin snow.

I never understood the appeal or love of the frost. The heat and humidity called my name, and nothing was better than a dip in the pool at the height of summer. That said, I tolerated cold weather well enough; like the tigers, I ran hot.

My ears twitched as I looped around the building, to the bedrooms. 

That keening again.

I braced my hands against a window, shuttered against the wind, and placed my ear against it. The keening abruptly stopped, making me wonder if she sensed me. I stayed still, counting down the seconds before I backed away.
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“A doe,” I said, lying flat on my belly as Nikita slowly undressed. “That fool invited prey to a den of wolves.” I whispered that last bit, wary of the many ears in this building. Our bedrooms were supposedly soundproof, but I trusted Dima as far as I could throw him.

“I know, kitten.” Of course she would. Her nose was better than mine.

“I like her,” I said.

“Of course you do.” Nikita disappeared into the bathroom, one hand reaching for her right eye. “Try not to get involved. The last thing I need is that man’s bruised ego.” She washed her hands and stroked her eye. “We’re only here for a week, and that’s assuming the conference doesn’t end prematurely.” Wouldn’t be the first time Dmitri threw a fit and kicked everyone off his damn rented mountain…

The skin on my back pricked up as she pressed a finger beneath her right eye, and for a second I thought she was going to pop out the false eye. She didn’t always wear it, but made a point of doing so on those rare occasions she left home.

“A week is all I need,” I said, relieved to see her turn out the light, eye intact.

The meeting lasted until nearly four this morning. I can never rest easy until Nikita is by my side. Only the bosses were allowed in the conference room downstairs, and once that door was closed, I couldn’t hear shit.

But now that Nikita was here, the adrenaline and anxiety was sapped from my body, and in its place, exhaustion settled.

She sank onto the bed beside me, a cool hand stroking my cheek. “I warned you I would be late. You should have gone to bed without me.” Usually they were done by twelve, sometimes two. I figured it would be on the shorter side, but…

“I worry about you, too.” Sighing, I leaned into her hand, enjoying the coolness of her touch. “I can’t control what happens in there, but—”

“Hush now. We are both in need of rest.” But the scent of coffee and cigarettes betrayed her.

Nikita slid on her evening eye-patch before guiding me under the covers. She fixed her arms around me and buried her face into my neck, peppering me with kisses. I wasn’t quite ready to nod off yet, for there was much I wanted to discuss and pry, but I was like putty in her hands.

Within minutes, I was dead to the world.








  
  
Chapter two



Iwoke up to a cool back, the pillow behind me still warm from her presence. For a split second, I froze in panic, fingers digging into the mattress. Not our bed, not our room, not the New York I knew and loved. 

“Fucking Vermont…” I rolled onto Nikita’s side, marking it with my scent and body heat. “Nikki?”

“I’m here.” She wafted out of the bathroom, running a towel through her long blonde hair. There was a time when she dyed it black, out of defiance, as she aged and her hair became streaked with gray. But now she embraced the shift and was handsome for it.

“How much longer?” I asked.

“Just a few more days, sonechko.” She pinched my cheek. “My little sun…”

“Nikki…” She was being strangely affectionate, and I didn’t care for it one bit. Actually, I did like it a little. I love attention and her gentle caresses. “Is this about—”

“No. It’s this damn meeting.” She moved away, towel bunched in her arm. “We’re having brunch soon, and then we’re off to the slopes.”

“Ah.” I allowed my body to sink back into the bed, inhaling Nikita’s scent.

“Sophie won’t be going.”

I perked right back up. “Oh?”

“Kitten, be careful. Unlike me, Dmitri does not like to share.”

“Like I give a fuck.”

“You will if you want to leave here alive.” A look of anguish came across her face, drying up the laughter in my throat.

“I’ll behave. I promise. Ya tebe lyublyu.” 

Nikita’s lips curled, her teeth too sharp for her mouth. “Good. Now get out of bed. We have a long day ahead of us, my naughty little kitten.”

I spaced out during brunch. How could I not? The spread was excellent as always, with too many names for me to recollect: crisp pancakes, an assortment of cheeses stuffed with apples, raisins, and nuts, porridge (yuck), potato pancakes (Nikita had like seven and all smeared with strawberry jam), fresh fruit, tea, and some other stuff I didn’t touch.

Nikita made me a plate of these weird little cheese pancakes, sausages, porridge laced with cinnamon sugar and dates, and one potato pancake. I had some kind of blackberry tea, while Nikita and the fellas helped themselves to vodka and orange juice.

I don’t drink. Can’t with the medication I’m on, along with my…temperament. Weed is the only thing I’ll touch nowadays. Okay, that’s a little lie.

Cigarettes are the one vice I openly associate with, but not as much as Nikita. Never as much as Nikita. She liked cigs and cigars, and can’t go ten hours without a sip of whiskey.

She likes to worry over me, but I think she should turn some of that inwards.

“‘Cesca?” Nikita touched my elbow. “Darling, you’re turning into a cosmonaut.”

“Hm?” I wonder how long that went on… “It’s early,” I mumbled, when she squeezed my arm.

“Do you want to hit the slopes?”

“Now?”

“No, but soon.” She hooked an arm through mine and led me away from the dining hall, away from the equally silent Sophie, and into the lounge.

“Why don’t you go without me?” My eyes detected a flutter of activity just to my right. 

“Are you sure?”

I glanced away before the hurt in her eye could reach me. “It’s like you said—I’m in my own world right now.” And, ignoring the men quietly conversing in the corner, I leaned up and kissed her on the lips.

Nikita briefly tightened her arm around my waist, but she didn’t prolong the kiss. Instead, she pressed her lips to my ear and whispered, “Be careful.”

I shimmied away, flashing her my award-winning smile. “Always am.”
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While our esteemed host and the others flocked outside to enjoy that fresh, virgin powder, I loitered about in the main hall, tapping impatiently at my phone. No bars. I’d tried everything but scaling the roof to get a signal.

I honestly don’t know why I even bothered; I almost never got a fucking signal out here. 

“Oh, hey! What are you doing here?”

I was still holding the phone when Sophie rushed in, cheeks flushed from the winter sports.

Watching her with wary eyes and expecting the head honcho himself, or one of his goons to be close behind, I tucked my phone away.

“Hoping for a miracle,” I said.

Sophie sighed and shook her head. “You and me both.”

“What are you doing back here?”

“Avoiding Dima.” She shrugged off her parka, a pretty shade of fuchsia.

I tried not to smile and failed. “He’s really hands on, huh?”

Sophie stepped around me, subtly inching closer to the wall, never turning her back on me for a second.

I licked my teeth. Smart girl.

“I didn’t see you outside with the others,” she said, leaning against the door to her room.

“I’ve got a week to hit the slopes, and I’d rather do it alone.”

Sophie smiled, revealing a row of even teeth. She had a gap between her two front teeth, which I found rather endearing. I wanted to wiggle the tip of my tongue between it. “You shy, Frankie?”

My ears warmed at the nickname. I was so many things to different people: Fran, Frannie, the aforementioned Frankie, ‘Cesca, and many others, but I didn’t let just anyone call me Frankie. Or anything other than Francesca or Françoise, for that matter.

I tried to work my tongue between my own incisors, but I was cursed with perfect teeth. “Never.”

There was a soft click, and suddenly Sophie was floating away, out of my grasp. “Maybe I can join you, if you don’t mind the company.”

“Tonight?” I mouthed.

A smile fixed itself on her face as she eased the door shut.
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Nikita, as always, made a point of marking me. She rubbed her cheek against mine, holding me tight by the shoulders, while I tried not to wiggle out of her grasp.

Sometimes I wish she’d just piss on me instead.

“All right, all right, that’s enough,“ I said, shoving her away.

Her eye flashed. “Promise me you won’t do anything foolish.”

“You know I can’t promise that.”

“Just pretend for tonight. For your mother’s sake.”

Why’d she have to bring my mother into it? “Nikki, you have my word.” I pressed a hand against my heart. “Scouts honor or some shit.”

She didn’t look too impressed, but acquiesced and let me be.

I laid back on the bed, tapping uselessly at my phone. All I wanted was to talk to someone—Dasha, Dom, somebody—while Nikita was preoccupied. And while counting down the time before meeting Sophie later tonight.

But nothing. I set the phone on my chest and stared at the ceiling. Bit by bit, the sunlight dimmed.

I was zoning out again when I heard the gentle knock outside my door. It could’ve been my imagination, or an accidental bump from one of the fellas.

But that sound came again.

Sophie.

I waited five minutes before grabbing my coat and cigarette case. Nikita insisted on adding the extra steps, because it made her look refined. And as her partner, I deserved the finer things in life.

My parents were well off, and I can assure you that neither of them were too fussed over how their cigarettes were housed.

There was another card game going on when I stepped into the communal area, but no one cared to look my way. I lingered long enough to wonder if that was Nikita’s doing, and then I was out into the frigid night air.

I followed Sophie’s petite footsteps to the shed out back, deliberately masking them with my own. My feet were a size or two bigger, and I always sized up with boots. 

She’d left the door propped open. I kicked the door-stopper into the shed and allowed the door to fall close behind me.

“I was wondering when you would show up,” a voice resonated from the darkness.

A few blinks, and my eyes adjusted to the near total darkness. Sophie wore the same jacket from before and had the tiniest smile on her round face.

I stepped around her and reached for the string dangling from the ceiling.

We both blinked at the sudden light. “Isn’t Andrei supposed to be watching you?”

She snorted. “He doesn’t give a damn about me, as long as I don’t make trouble for him.”

“Sounds like Andrei,” I said, more for the sake of making idle conversation.

Sophie reclined on a rundown snowmobile with a sigh. “What do you know about him?”

I shrugged, shoving my hands in my pockets. “Tall, Russian, has a soft spot for Black women…”

She giggled at that. “If it wasn’t for Dima, I think he’d try his luck with me.”

Right. Dmitri. “Why are you with that old geezer, anyway?”

“Why are you with your woman?”

My woman, she says! “Because I love her, naturally.”

“Love…is that all?”

I pretended to think that one over. Nikita meant the world to me. That woman saved me—both physically and spiritually—and gave my life renewed purpose. And the vehicle for revenge. “It’s more nuanced than that.”

She licked her lips. “Try me.”

“Look. I’m not here for window decoration. We’re business partners and lovers.” I flexed my hand. “Like Andrei, I’m the muscle. But unlike Andrei, I can carry a tune and moonwalk.”

Sophie whistled. “At the same time?”

“Would you care for a little demonstration?” Snow boots weren’t the best for this, but that didn’t put Sophie off one bit.

“I used to be able to do that.”

I placed one foot on the defunct snowmobile and fished out my pack of smokes. “Why’d you stop?”

“Age? We all have to grow up.”

“Ha, not me.” I opened my cigarette case. “Mentally, I’m still twenty-two.” Most people were shocked when I told them I was closer to forty. It was amazing what genetics and a good skin care routine could do for you.

“Ain’t nothing wrong with being young at heart, either.” She wiggled her fingers at me, and I slipped a cigarette into her hand. “I’m mentally and physically in my twenties.” She leaned forward for a light.

“And what do you do when you’re not playing arm candy to wealthy older men?”

“Dancing.”

My fondness for her grew tenfold. 

“Jazz? Hip hop? Backup dancer for the Queen Bee herself?”

Sophie choked with laughter (and smoke). “I wish I was that good! Naw, I’m what you call an exotic dancer.” She glanced at her cigarette. “Damn girl, are these made for children?”

My jaw twitched. “Don’t call me girl. That tracks, though. When Dmitri called you his private dancer—”

“Don’t remind me.” She brought the cigarette to her lips and froze. “Where did you even get these?”

Apple cinnamon cigarettes, though I was partial to the French vanilla flavor.

I rolled my shoulders, inspecting the case in my hands. “Imported. Nikita bought them for me as a gift a few years ago. They’re all I smoke now. Well…” 

“Mmm…” Sophie’s eyes drifted shut as she leaned her head back and pursed her lips. A thin trail of smoke followed, slowly dissipating in the air. “What about you, Frankie? What’s your story?”

“It’s not important.” The only “safe” bits to mention were my upbringing, former career goals, and public facing job. Well. Maybe not the latter. I didn’t need her in my business.

“Not important?” She parted her lips, tendrils of smoke curling around her lips. “Are you here on Nikita’s dime, then?”

“Yes and no. I’m not a ‘kept woman,’ if that’s what you’re asking.” I barely felt like a woman most days, but I didn’t want to get into philosophy right now. “But I used to be a dancer.”

“You don’t say!” She looked me up and down, no doubt assessing me for marketability. “What kind?”

“Ballet. Retired early, as is typical.”

“Is it really?” She held the cigarette aloft, almost daring me to take it from her.

I tucked the pack into my pocket and rocked forward on my heels, reaching for the cig clutched in her slender fingers. My own—long, graceful piano fingers—brushed hers as I plucked the steadily smoking cigarette from her hand.

The artificial flavoring hit my taste buds first, an old friend. Just beneath it was the warmth of Sophie’s lips, and her unique signature. I’ve tasted venison many a time in my life, from the lens of a predator. But never as a lover.

I blew smoke rings over her closed eyes, loathe to return the cancer stick. The one thing I didn’t taste was tiger, though I noticed the wince in Sophie’s eyes when I handed it back.

“You aren’t—”

“Oh, they didn’t tell you to watch out for the big bad…jag?”

“Jaguar…” Sophie closed her eyes. “Dima told me y’all were—lesbians.”

I lit a cigarette for myself and perched on the other end of the snowmobile. Her legs were dangerously close to mine, clad in the same fuchsia colored snow pants. I tried to imagine her without them, smooth brown skin glistening with sweat.

“You don’t have to lie on Dmitri’s behalf. Fucking dykes—that’s what he and his goons call us. He just isn’t bold enough to do it within swinging distance.”

“I see…” She crossed her legs, ever so lightly brushing them against mine. “He told me to watch out for you, but I don’t see why. You seem nice.”

“Nice! That’s a new one.”

“I mean as nice as one could be, considering…”

Anyone working for Dmitri had to be willfully ignorant to miss the shady shit he was involved in. I suspected Sophie had to have some dirt on him, or vice versa, to be caught out like this. Or maybe it was as simple as him being a horny old man.

“What’s he got on you?” My hand hovered over her thigh.

“What, you mean blackmail?” She laughed, but this time she didn’t choke. “Nothing. He just wanted to treat his favorite and top performing dancer to a lovely weekend getaway.” She rolled her eyes, not believing it herself for a second. “All expenses paid. How could I say no?”

“Is he…”

“God, no! I may call him daddy, but that doesn’t mean we’re fucking.”

I gazed up at the ceiling, to the great cat in the sky. “Thank God.”

“Don’t get too relaxed. Dima is…very protective of me. If he knew we were here…”

“He’s not gonna find out.” I crushed the cigarette in my hand and flicked it aside. “You might wanna shower, just in case.” I scrambled down to perch above her, just mere inches from that beautifully serene face. The loose curls around my head shrouded my eyes, blocking out everything but the dimples in her chin.

“Frankie,” she whispered. Sophie’s fingertips traced a delicate pattern across my cheek. She brushed the hair from my face and stroked the base of my nose. “Your eyes are the prettiest shade of…green?”

I rested my head in her hand. “They’re hazel, actually. When I was a baby, they were solid brown with the tiniest hints of green.” Maman was the same, though she claimed they were always green. People always assume we’re wearing contacts, but my white daddy gets a pass. His eyes are blue.

Sophie’s were a dark brown, almost black. I bet they showed better in the right lighting, but this cheap bulb could do them no justice.

“Do you wanna be evil?” I heard myself ask.

“He’ll kill you.”

“Ha. I’d like to see him try.”

Sophie ran her fingers through my hair, sending light chills from my scalp to the small of my back. And then she tugged, bringing my face close to hers. She tasted strongly of cigarettes, but that was probably for the best.

I focused on the warmth and feel of her mouth, and then the taste of her on my tongue. Her heart beat a mile a minute, pheromones overriding my systems. I pressed my hand into her thigh and she gasped.

“You know, they’re going to be awhile.”

“That’s what Dima said, but Andrei—”

“Is preoccupied. It’ll be at least an hour before he comes looking for you.” My hand traveled upwards, seeking the inviting warmth and maddening aroma of her sex.

Sophie’s knee twitched, and would’ve caught me square in the jaw if I hadn’t moved.

I slipped and stumbled off the snowmobile, my landing less graceful than I liked. Sophie remained in place, knees drawn to her chest. “You took it too far.”

“Not far enough,” I said, leaning against the wall. The chill of it almost snapped me back to my senses. Horniness was going to get me killed one of these days, but not to a loudmouth like Dmitri. “You should go on without me. I’m…going to cool off for a bit.”

If anyone asked, all they had to do was follow the trail to the base of the mountain.








  
  
Chapter three



Icouldn’t get what I wanted from Sophie, but at least Nikita was there to give me a hand. She had me pinned to the bed for a good hour or two, before my body decided it had enough. 

“Maybe it’s for the best,” she said, massaging her jaw. “I didn’t expect us to end so early.”

Neither did I. I was on the mountain for less than an hour when I heard Dmitri’s ugly laugh. “Look at that,” he’d said, “The little kitten is out to play!”

I was good and didn’t rise to the bait.

“Is that good or bad?”

Nikita gave me a playful smack on my bottom, minding its tender state. I was so not looking forward to the drive home!

“Good, kitten. We came to an agreement so soon.” 

“So are we leaving early, too?” These conferences were unpredictable in that sense; we could be here the full week or only a day or two. I was accustomed to sticking it out the whole week, but was ever grateful to get out early.

Except now…

“Does that displease you?”

“No…”

She laid down beside me and pulled me into her arms, her lips seeking mine. Not for the first time tonight, she thoroughly explored my mouth, annihilating all traces of Sophie. Not that there was much to begin with; our kiss couldn’t have lasted more than a minute. And Nikita’s kisses were deeper…

I was actually itching for another round. But she’s been so kind to me tonight, I figured it was my turn to offer lip service.
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My good mood tapered off sometime next morning, as I was stepping out of the shower. Maybe because it was close to my next dose, but something just didn’t sit right with me. But for the life of me, I just couldn’t place it.

Indeed, the thought fled my mind the second I crossed one room to the next. Out of sight, out of mind.

I dressed in one of many black turtleneck sweaters and a pair of black trousers. Black socks and a pair of matching boots to complete the ensemble.

Andrei bumped into me in the hall  and curled his lip in disdain. “Watch where you are going, squirt.”

“Squirt? I know Russia is behind on the times by, oh…twenty years, but squirt? You can do better than that, Andy.”

His face turned a brilliant shade of red. “I’m from Moldova, you fucking cunt,” he said, staring me down with decidedly unkind brown eyes.

“See, I knew you could do better.” I slid a little to the left, and he stepped that way, blocking my path. “Come on, big dawg. Let me through.”

“I’m not a fucking dog,” he said, voice low. “You stay the hell out of my way, got it?”

I held up my hands to show I wasn’t a threat, and he inched to the right. It occurred to me at the end of the hall that he was “guarding” Sophie. Took him long enough.

I hovered outside the hall, listening to Andrei’s hushed voice. Bits of Sophie’s speech reached my ears, but nothing absolute. I hurried to the dining hall before I came face to face with his scowling mug and almost ran into Fedya’s latest boy toy. There was no point in learning his name.

“Hey, how are you?” He was a pretty young thing, with light brown eyes and dark brown hair. 

“Alive,” I said, edging around him to the breakfast bar. I needed something with weight, so porridge was my meal of choice this morning. “Where’s Fedya?”

“With your wife.”

I rolled my eyes, buttering a piece of toast. “We aren’t married.” Marriage as a concept never appealed to me, but it was something my closest friend, Dasha, and her partner dreamed of. They already had two kids, a house, and a pair of fat corgis. 

The myth of the American dream.

I also didn’t know how I felt about adapting Nikita’s surname. Zynchenko was on her legal documents, but she had no real ties to it. It would be a farce, and I don’t think she’d take my name, either.

The boy shrugged. “Your life partner, then.”

“Why are you talking to me, Steve?”

“It’s Rickie, actually,” he called to my retreating back.

Andrei was gone, but the hallway reeked of his cheap cologne. I balanced the extra bowl of porridge in the crook of my arm and rapidly knocked on Sophie’s door. She jerked it open while I was still in motion, face freshly scrubbed and collar covered by a white terrycloth robe.

“What you banging round so early in the morning for?”

I gave her a wounded look. “Is that anyway to speak to the person bequeathing you with fine cuisine?”

Sophie’s expression didn’t soften. “What?”

“I brought you breakfast.” I shoved the bowl into the doorway, and she had no choice but to take it.

“Look, Frankie.”

“Oui, mademoiselle?”

She closed her eyes, face contorting as she tried to find the words. “I don’t know what you think happened, but pretend it didn’t.”

“Pretend it didn’t what?”

Sophie gave me the tiniest smile, but she wouldn’t open her eyes. “It didn’t happen. We were both…caught up in the moment.”

“Are you trying to say it didn’t mean anything to you?”

“Please lower your voice,” she whispered. “But that’s not what I’m saying at all. I just…don’t want any trouble, alright?”

I hope she didn’t mean from me.

With my foot wedged in the door, I fished for information. “What does he have on you?”

“Nothing,” she whispered, and then projected her voice to Andrei’s ghost. “Thank you for the food, Frankie.” She opened the door, and I moved my foot. The sound of the lock was deafening.

It didn’t hit me until later, after I’d drowned my meds with cinnamon raisin porridge and orange juice. By then I was outside, playing in the snow with a very energetic Nikita.

Siberian tigers loved snow as much as they loved water, so it was no surprise to see her in such high spirits. Just…off, given the current state of things.

I’d exchanged my snowboard for a sled, pushed down several small slopes by Nikita. My hyperactivity couldn’t keep up with the cold, unfortunately. I slumped over the sled while Nikita kneeled beside me, panting with exertion.

“I need a break, kitten.”

Funny, coming from her. “I think there was something I wanted to ask you…”

She rose to a squat, dusting snow from her knees. “Go on.”

“Do you know if Sophie is leaving, too?”

Nikita scooped up snow with her thickly gloved hands. “Why would I?”

“We can’t leave her alone with those men.”

“I don’t see how that is my problem.” She neatly formed a frozen projectile. “That is for Dmitri to decide.”

“Nikita.”

But she raised a hand. “It’s above me.”

“Bullshit. She barely wants to be here. I’m sure—”

“Forget her, sonechko.” She reached for my cheek, but I slapped her hand away.

“Fuck you for not even trying. If you get Fedya and a few others on your side—”

“He won’t listen. If the girl comes on her own, that’s all fine and good.”

“I…” Problem was, I didn’t know if Sophie wanted to go. I hadn’t thought to ask, and I had an idea she’d put up some resistance. We weren’t exactly on good terms at the moment.

“See? It’s not that easy.”

“All I’m asking is for you to try, Nikita. But if you won’t, I’ll do it myself.”
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