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Chapter 1


          

          
            Stefan

          

        

      

    

    
      Hot drops of blood spatter my face.

      No pain follows.

      That’s good. Must not be mine.

      Vlad’s.

      My comrade for the evening.

      I blink the red out of my eyes as lines crack across the windshield like a spiderweb.

      I grab my gun on instinct. My reflexes are faster than Vlad’s on a good day, let alone when he’s wounded. I thrust the weapon into his lap, because we need cover. Immediately.

      “Gavno,” he curses through his teeth in pain. He clutches the bullet hole in his shoulder. It’s not his dominant arm, thankfully. He stubbornly pushes my offered gun away, grabbing his own weapon from its holster.

      At least the adrenaline is flowing now.

      Three shots split the otherwise quiet night.

      We’re on the outskirts of a sleepy upstate suburb, so no doubt some little housewife is furiously dialing the cops.

      The bullets echo eerily out here.

      There’s no ricochet.

      Vlad gives me a look of disgust as he pulls his arm back inside the speeding car.

      “Who the fuck is this? Did someone get a tip off?!” he shouts as I veer the vehicle in a sharp right turn. His blood-damp hand wraps around the handle to keep upright.

      We skid onto the exit ramp at a dangerous speed. I’m heading us toward the winding, lonely roads through the dark forest. If these people are looking for a bloodbath, we need a better battleground. We can’t have a firefight in the middle of town.

      “We’re carrying four hundred grand in cash,” I growl at Vlad. “It could be a cop for all we know. I told you this wouldn't go smoothly.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” he snarls before pushing his arm out the window to fire off two more blind rounds. His shots are answered with a rapid pop of bullets from the enemy.

      “Shit!” Vlad recoils in the passenger seat. This time they got his dominant hand.

      Great.

      The gun clatters to the floor between his legs and he clutches his injured fingers. Blood pours down his wrist and forearm, and his face has a disgusting pallor in the tailing car’s headlights.

      Before I can say anything, our pursuers shatter Vlad’s rear-view mirror. Vlad flinches away from the open window to avoid the falling shards.

      “Were we fucking set up? It shouldn’t be like this!”

      Vlad isn’t the smartest comrade. I knew that within moments of meeting the man. This time, however, we’re of the same mind. There’s a reason they’ve assigned me to more dangerous missions lately, such as this current bloody disaster in progress.

      But there’s no saying no when the Bratva gives you an assignment.

      I snatch up my gun in my right hand and quickly aim it using the left rear-view mirror. Once my eagle eyes have narrowed in on the spots of light coming from the vehicle tailing us, I fire off a couple shots. The power of the gun jolts through my muscles as I pull my arm inside and glance back to see the carnage. One bullet grazes the top of the car and disappears into the darkened woods, but the other goes straight through the back window. There’s a shout, and luckily, it’s not Vlad this time.

      The pursuers aren’t slowing down, though.

      “Take the wheel with your good hand.” My voice is level but commanding. Basic training back in Russia has long been my default setting in crisis. “Now!”

      Vlad seizes the wheel as I try to aim another shot through the mirror, stabilizing my arm on the side of the car. Sparks from a ricocheting bullet hit my door. I have to look away, and I lose the shot.

      Vlad curses in Russian.

      They’re closing in on us, and a bullet grazes past my cheek. No time to aim. We need to build in some distance. I shoot low, and the bullet disappears under their vehicle before sparking beneath it. They veer, but I don’t ease off. Another bullet finds their tire, and they’re forced to hit the brakes to avoid hitting a tree.

      I toss my gun to Vlad and take the wheel again.

      “Reload for me.”

      My heart races as a faint smile curls my lips. My foot presses down on the gas, steadily picking up speed, and the wind tousles my hair. Everything’s gone to shit, but I can’t say I don’t love this part.

      Adrenaline pumps through my body, and I feel alive for the first time in months.

      The roads are quiet, but I’m not counting on that lasting. We need to get away, and we’re far from the route I’d planned to take. The cops my people bribed to keep the path clear won’t be around to help us if some cowboy of a patrol officer catches us in a fire-fight.

      Our pursuers don’t share my caution.

      They’ve recovered from the tailspin I put them in. Guess I only nicked their rim.

      Fuck.

      “You took us on a straight fucking road, Stefan!”

      I grip the wheel tight to fight the urge to smack him. I swerve back and forth to evade the volley of bullets, but it’s only a matter of time before they get lucky.

      “If this happens anywhere near town, we’re dead men. Gun. Now.”

      He fumbles to get the bullets into my gun, his fingers trembling. Not good. When he hands me the weapon, he goes back to clutching his wounds, and I know I’m in this by myself before long.

      “You heard the boss. This has to be kept quiet.”

      His glare is scathing, and his helplessness is making him petulant.

      “How the fuck are we going to lose them then?!” he snaps. He wraps his jacket around his injured hand to staunch the bleeding.

      “We aren’t.”

      I lean back in the seat, holding onto the wheel with one hand. In a quick motion, I put on the brakes and fire.

      A blast fills the air, and I grin triumphantly.

      Unable to offset the ruined balance of the blown tire, the pursuing car spins out. Tires and metal squeal on the rough asphalt. I grab the handbrake and whip around, screeching to a halt.

      Vlad cries out and ducks down as our pursuers careen past us, anticipating fire.

      They’re still spinning as I throw the driver’s side door open and leap out.

      “Stay down, you’re hurt!”

      I dash over the hood of the company car for cover, taking aim at the pursuant vehicle as it finally comes to a stop.

      “Fuck that!” Vlad barks back in defiance.

      Whatever. It’s his life to lose.

      I have to focus on my target.

      These men are out for blood. They will not get mine.

      Vlad opens fire, shouting obscenities while his injured hand bleeds on his shirt. He’s too amped up, and he’s not even providing me suppression fire. He’s going to be out of bullets in three, two…

      My initial shot drops the first man getting out of the backseat with a weapon. The other two thugs are smarter, and they keep low as they exit. The driver mirrors me, taking cover behind the hood, but not before firing a shot at Vlad.

      When I don’t hear a grunt of pain from him, I know what has happened before his body even thumps to the ground a moment later.

      No use going to check.

      He’s dead.

      Idiot.

      My jaw clenches tightly. Like most of the ill-tempered men I get saddled with on jobs, Vlad was an impatient hothead, likely to get himself killed out of careless bravado. I caught onto that within minutes of meeting the guy.

      Still, I hate being right.

      Few will mourn him, and I don’t have time to be one of them.

      I drop to my stomach, old reflexes as sharp as ever. Closing a dark eye, I stare down the sight of the gun and fire off two precise shots. Practice tempers the violent recoil in my wrist, and the hiss of their punctured tires is my reward. I compromised their cover.

      Good.

      They shout curses as they leap to their feet and try to run.

      “Not so fast.”

      My next shot shatters the ankles of the passenger, dropping him to the ground with a bellow of agony. He rolls on the dirty asphalt with his knee pulled to his gut, moaning.

      Springing back up to my feet, I take aim over the trunk of the car before the driver even knows where I’ve moved to. The man on the ground spots me, our eyes locking as he glares at me with gritted teeth. He raises his good arm to take a blind hip shot at me.

      Unfortunately for him, I am faster.

      Shooting him dead would have been quick and easy, but I take out his firing hand instead. He cries in pain, and his gun skitters down the road. I’m not sparing him out of mercy. I only need one goon to question.

      The other gunman darts out, and he takes his eyes off of me for a split second. It’s all I need. A single, precise shot to his head. It fires clean through, leaving a perfect, smoking hole in its wake.

      He drops as quickly as Vlad did, like a heap of potatoes.

      The victory goes uncelebrated.

      I can’t let my guard down yet.

      My gun is raised at the ready as I stand up and cross the short distance between our cars toward the last wounded man.

      Shit. He doesn’t have long to live.

      He’s crawled a few feet, a trail of blood glittering on the asphalt.

      Maybe he’s dead already. He isn’t moving.

      My black steel toe boot nudges his side. He scowls at me, spitting up blood just before my heel presses into his throat.

      I point my gun at his stomach as I look him in the eye.

      “Who paid you to get yourself killed tonight?” I ask him in my gruff English that still carries a faint accent.

      “Fuck you,” he hisses, clutching his bleeding wrist and glaring up at me.

      “No use protecting your boss now. You’re a dead man. You don’t owe anyone anything anymore.”

      “Could say the same for you, kozyol.”

      Been a while since I heard that insult.

      Wrenching all of his remaining strength, he whips a blade from his pocket. I sweep back away from the knife that comes arcing up toward me in a single, smooth motion.

      I’m finished with him.

      One gunshot is all it takes to put him down for good.

      His arm drops flat at his side.

      The unsettling silence after a fight sinks in as the ringing in my ears fades. I rub my jaw, the tension still coiled there, and Vlad’s blood coats my fingers.

      The natural sounds of the forest are diminished, the animals scared off by the gunshots.

      It is not a peaceful silence.

      It’s an ugly one, and I still don’t feel at ease when I put my weapon away and survey the scene.

      I step over the dead bodies, cautious not to get blood on my boots. Once this is done, there will be no sign of me.

      The assassin’s car holds no leads. Just guns and blood and unanswered questions. No ID. No helpful business cards with their boss’ name and address and hours of business. They got unlucky coming after the likes of me, but they weren’t stupid enough to leave a trail.

      “That would’ve been nice for once.” My voice sounds strange in the uncomfortable silence.

      A familiar, deep sense of loneliness haunts me like a shadow.

      Fuck off.

      I shrug off the unsettling sensation. I still have a mission to complete, and cleaning up the scene is almost therapeutic. The tire tracks might be a giveaway that Vlad wasn’t the driver. That doesn’t bother me. I’m betting whoever gets the call at the police station will be eager to wrap it up neatly without investigating too deep.

      This is already a shit show, so I don’t call my boss. Not yet.

      For all I know, this was a fucking trap. If Brusilov had anything to do with this, I will not expose myself to another hit. Your enemies might kill you, but your friends? Just a matter of time. Never let someone get close enough to make me forget that a soft heart leads to a rotting corpse.

      That’s what life is as a made man in the Bratva. Constant paranoia. Violent nights. Days full of vice and loneliness. Not a terrible trade off. Most people are lonely without the vices to numb those away.

      These three men?

      Scum.

      Little comfort, I know. I’m not proud of what I’ve had to do tonight, but we all have our crosses to bear.

      Both vehicles are totaled, so once I’ve finished wiping down my fingerprints from the surfaces, I grab the duffel back from the back of the car.

      I sling the heavy sack of cash over my shoulder.

      The scene is still bloody, but it’s devoid of evidence of me. A gift for the cops, a straightforward case to use as P.R. about cleaning up the city, or to get more funding.

      I stalk down the road into the night. It’s easy to forget just how dark the world can be outside the cities. I grew up in a concrete hell, but once in a while, during a blackout, I’d stare up at the stars and dream.

      What did I used to dream about?

      No time for memories.

      Nothing pleasant to reminisce about anyway. Gotta bring my mind back to the present. If need be, I’ll hitchhike. It’s difficult getting a ride at my size, but my duffle bag will probably mark me as an innocent backpacker who got lost in the woods, if I’m lucky.

      No lonely housewife called the cops after all, I guess. There are no sirens. Hell, even as the forest stirs again, it’s subdued. I hate it. Leaves me with my thoughts. It’s far better to drown those all out.

      It’s too quiet.

      Damn it, what I wouldn’t give for the din of the slums again. The smog of the factories blotting out the sky, poisoning everything it touched. All we had was each other, but those moments of kindness were always stolen away too soon.

      My entire life has been nothing but piss and blood. What did they expect would happen to us in that place? A million people piled on top of each other, begging and stealing for scraps.

      We had to get hard.

      I had to be hard.

      Individualism.

      That’s what the state wanted. That’s what it got.

      Selfish, cruel, lonely individualism.

      And now, I don’t know any other life but the one I have with the bratva. They’re just as corrupt as the cops selling kids back home after the fall. Rich old men who care nothing for the people who secured their wealth; who pay for it with their own blood.

      A bag of money for human lives is a steep price, regardless of how contemptible the humans are.

      But there’s always a worse assignment.

      If I’m a marked man like I think I am, it’s gonna find me soon.

      Maybe it already has.

      They have another job for me. Kidnapping this time. A young woman.

      It’s a new low for them. Rather, it’s a new low they’re pushing me towards. I’ve always had a code, and they’ve always respected it, begrudgingly. I would not fuck with kids, and I would not hurt a woman.

      But this is the bratva. There’s no way out except for a bullet.

      Their foot is on my neck, and their gun is aimed at my head.

      If I want out, I can’t refuse.

      My shadow appears in front of me. A car. They must have passed by the scene. There’s not been any other on ramps since. I clutch the duffle bag’s strap tight on my shoulder as my other hand goes to my gun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Jewel

          

        

      

    

    
      I stand with my back pressed up against the slightly slimy wall across from the busy bar counter, blinking into the darkness.

      The dimly-lit cavern of the nightclub feels like an explosion of pure chaos all around me. Writhing bodies, drunken laughter, and rowdy conversations everywhere I turn.

      Men high-fiving over the heads of giggly, tipsy young women.

      Gaggles of sorority sisters mingle with droves of frat guys in their fuckboy finest.

      There’s a lot of people talking and dancing close, but I have a feeling there’s little real connection going on here. This place activates my flight-or-fight response, and right now, I’m definitely leaning toward flight.

      I want nothing more than to just get out of here as fast as I can, but unfortunately that’s the one thing I’m not able to do. Obligations led me to this place, but my shyness keeps me tethered to the sidelines. I realize, with a sigh, that I’m a literal wallflower.

      I feel my heart pounding in my throat as the harsh, throbbing music of the club fills not just my head but my very bones, making me twinge in discomfort every few seconds.

      The pounding bass excites the crowd around me even more, buzzing under my feet like the earth is about to split open. I clutch my barely-touched vodka tonic and hope the tectonic plates aren’t about to open up and swallow me whole.

      Not that anyone would notice. Between the grim lighting, the strobes pulsing colored shafts of light around the room, and the clouds of smoke, I can barely breathe, much less see in a place like this.

      It’s safe to say this not my scene.

      Not at all.

      My head is already pounding even though I’ve only had a couple of typically watered-down mixed drinks. But I know it has nothing to do with the alcohol. I can hold my booze, but I’m less equipped for a pulsating crowd of horny strangers.

      I have no idea where Gina, my roommate and so-called best friend, is hiding. This is supposed to be a night of celebration, a chance to blow off steam after nonstop studying, but the party feels even more stressful than the law exams I just took.

      I’m supposed to be relaxing and unwinding, which for me would usually involve some nicely-scented candles, soft mood music, a good book, and a bubble bath. Maybe a glass of champagne if I’m feeling frisky.

      But instead, I let myself get dragged out for celebratory drinks. This is not the vision I had in mind for how my first year in law school would end. Then again, nothing about law school has really lived up to my hopes so far.

      “Jewel!” I hear shouted at me through the dense crowd, and when I look around wildly, I realize just how disoriented I am. Every turn of my head feels delayed, like my brain is sloshing around in pickling juices inside my skull. Before I can make heads or tails of the situation, a sweaty hand grabs my arm and I yelp in terror, sending a splash of my drink spilling to the sticky club floor. My shoulders relax ever so slightly as I recognize Gina standing in front of me.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say abruptly, apologizing to her by reflex even though she’s the one who surprised me into spilling my drink.

      She barely seems to clock my words.

      “Girl where have you been?!” she asks with a big, drunken smile on her face.

      “Trying not to get trampled,” I reply with a nervous laugh.

      I rein in my composure in a matter of seconds, bringing me back from anxious to cool. It’s one of the many unofficial skills competing with my fellow law students has taught me so far. Like withstanding cutthroat criticism or recognizing when someone’s playing devil’s advocate just to mess with my head. Law school is a challenge in and of itself.

      “It’s getting kind of crazy in here, isn’t it?” I add, hoping she’ll catch the hint that I’d like to get some air. Preferably air not contaminated with beer burps and vape clouds.

      “What?” she says with a laugh as the music gets even louder, drowning out my voice. She cups her hand around her ear like a cartoon character and I lean in closer.

      “Want to step outside?” I shout insistently over the music, a hint of hope in my tone. I pull back to clock her response, hoping she’ll take pity on me.

      Oh no, there’s the eye-roll. No such luck.

      “We just got here!” she protests, which is just plain wrong. We got here easily two hours ago; I’ve been keeping track and counting down the minutes until it’s a socially acceptable time to hightail it out of this chaos dungeon.

      “I think I need a breather,” I insist.

      Rather than giving me a real answer, she merely smirks and takes me by the arm. I let her guide me toward what I think is an exit, for one hopeful moment.

      Until we get closer and I realize it’s just a cordoned-off outdoor area of the bar packed with just as many people and a circular fire pit glowing in the center. Still, at least there isn’t a claustrophobic beveled metal veiling over my head or music blaring in my ears. I feel a touch of relief as I breathe in the cool night air and tuck an unruly lock of chocolate-brown hair behind my ear. Gina guides me easily through the crowd to an unoccupied standing table, which I seize upon with gratitude, like a drowning sailor clinging to a life raft in the raging sea. I prop up my elbows and lean in, idly swirling the tiny black straw in my drink.

      “Here, if you don’t want to celebrate our exams like a normal person,” Gina begins in a lightly teasing tone that still very much comes across as a subtle jab. “Let’s take a break out here and finish these drinks before another round, huh?”

      The idea of downing another drink is the last thing on my mind right now, but if that’s the going exchange for a much-needed breather, so be it.

      “And hey, for real,” she says, leaning forward in a softer tone and smiling at me as she takes my hand across the table. It’s sweaty, very sweaty, yet sincere. “Relax, Jewel. We just made it through our first year of law school, girl! You ought to chill and let that sink in!”

      Her words are a little slurred, but damn, maybe Gina isn’t as drunk as I suspected.

      “I-I know, I’m sorry,” I reply quickly.

      “Don’t apologize,” she interrupts, and I nod. She tips back her drink.

      Working up my fortitude, I remind her, “I told you this just isn’t my kind of thing before we left.” I force a feeble smile after a big gulp of my drink, welcoming the burn of liquid courage down my throat. But my twisted nerves don’t subside, not even with the vodka flooding my system.

      “I don’t know if getting tipsy is helping,” I add.

      “Okay, how about this to cheer you up,” she says with a mischievous smirk. She squeezes my hand and raises it up to prop our elbows on the table and interlace our fingers together. There’s a conspiratorial look on her pretty face.

      She moves in close and lowers her voice to say, “We’ve been standing here being all cute and shit for like, less than a minute, and there are no less than three people checking us out I’ve counted so far.”

      “Oh. Wait. Th-that is not good news, Gina,” I stammer, my heart dropping.

      She just grins back at me, pleased with herself. I glance over her shoulder around at the scattered crowd as subtly as I can, which isn’t very. Sure enough, out of the sea of college frat guys and other rich kid students in the bar, some eyes seem to be drawn our way.

      I sense Gina is being modest, or at least experiencing the closest thing to modesty she can manage. I don’t hold it against her-- she’s a young, hot, flirty woman with nothing to hide. And her salmon-pink bodycon dress certainly doesn’t hide a thing. There’s more than enough of her curvy body on display for me to be sure she’s the one turning heads. Compared to my own flouncy baby-pink dress and powder-blue cardigan, especially.

      I smile politely and sip more of my drink.

      “Do any of them look like they’re about to come over here?” I ask. I force myself to sound playful, but I’m trying to find out if I should brace myself for Gina to make eye contact with one of them long enough.

      “I don’t know, but that tall guy by the fire pit in the black sweater sure isn’t looking at me,” she says meaningfully. She flits her eyes in the direction of the low decorative fireplace in the middle of the square, urging me to check him out, too.

      I take a breath and finish my drink before trying to look in that direction without being too obvious. But the guy she must have been pointing out stands out so easily, I’ve already noticed him out of the corner of my eye without realizing that his piercing gaze was fixed on me.

      I tear my eyes away and glance back to my empty glass with blushing pink cheeks and a pounding heart. I don’t know if it’s because of his startling good looks or the sheer intensity of those dark eyes, but it’s a feeling unlike any I’ve felt before. In a way that actually scares me a little bit. As though I’m stricken by the intensity of my own feelings.

      Even as I stare down into my drink, his image is frozen in my mind’s eye like a crystal-clear photograph. My fingers itch to run through his thick, cropped black hair. His eyes are a vivid, powerful dark brown, wide and expressive under a strong brow. While everyone around us is bouncy with levity, he sticks out like a dark shadow. The light doesn’t find him; it resists him. Something about the way he’s dressed and the way he sits makes me think he isn’t American, maybe some kind of European, but I don’t want to assume.

      Wait, why do I even care?

      “Are you okay?” comes Gina’s laughing voice, snapping out of my trance. “Jesus, girl.”

      “What?” I reply, wide-eyed. “What happened?”

      “Are you thirsty?” she says in the same tone through a giggle, and my face goes redder.

      “Oh my god, hush! He’ll hear,” I whisper urgently.

      “You’re totally crushing!” she squeals.

      “No,” I lie, “he just had this, like, really intense stare, and--”

      She cuts me off with laughter, to the point that I can’t help but resign to a halfhearted laugh myself as I let my face sink into my palm. I can’t deny it. She’s right. I was definitely zoning out on that fine-ass probable-European. But that’s so unlike me. I need to splash some cold water on my face or something. Anything to get me out of this predicament.

      “I need to go to the bathroom,” I say, shaking my head. “Do you want to--?”

      “I’ll get our drinks, this one’s on me,” she says with a wink.

      She gives me a nudge on my shoulder and flounces off to the bar counter, abandoning me at the standing table. I give a feeble laugh as I adjust my purse and look around, avoiding the direction of the guy whose eyes I can still feel piercing me from behind. A chill goes up my spine...but it’s not the worst feeling in the world. Far from it, in fact. Without sharing a single word, this mysterious man seems to have hacked into my emotions. I feel a flash of something dangerously close to desire. I almost want to break my own rules. I almost want to give in.

      Maybe I’ve had enough to drink.

      With some more looks around, I put together that the women’s bathroom in the outdoor area is right next to an exit through the stone wall enclosure to the parking lot where Gina’s car is. Neither of us should drive tonight, and I can foresee a chaotic cab ride crammed with the students from our group who came out to party in my near future.

      The bathroom is crowded, but it’s at least a comforting crowd of harmless tipsy girls reapplying their makeup, gossiping, and taking mirror selfies. On my way to the mirror, I hear three to four compliments slur my way that I take gratefully before taking a long, deep breath in front of the sink and closing my eyes for a second or two to pray for my composure back.

      No such luck. That same ticklish feeling along my spine remains. That same hungry flicker of desire. Longing to get closer, to fold into that man’s strong arms...

      I should be able to have a good time and relax, I tell myself. The night’s still fairly young and, if Gina is any indication, anyone else I came here with isn’t interested in leaving yet. I need to learn to do this kind of crap and be adaptable. Forget my worries for once and just enjoy myself like everybody else here seems to be doing.

      My phone buzzes.

      While a couple of girls loudly and enthusiastically complement each other’s hair in the open stall behind me, I read a puzzling text from Gina.

      
        
          
            
              
        fuck my card fell out in the car!! can u get it?

      

      

      

      

      

      I confiscated Gina’s keys several drinks ago, and rather than feeling annoyed by her request, I actually feel a little relief. Finally, an excuse to get some air away from the bar. I reply quickly that I’ll get it to her ASAP. I put my phone away and hurry out of the bathroom and around the corner, thankful for an excuse to flee.

      The low heels of my boots click on the asphalt as I weave my way through the cars. It’s quiet and fairly empty of human beings. Most of the lot is full and the hour is still too early for people to be thinking about leaving yet.

      It’s the most pleasant sense I’ve felt all night, I realize with a twinge of regret.

      What is the matter with me?

      Why can’t I just relax and have a good time like my supposed friends? Am I really so boring and studious that I can’t hang?

      Gina’s compact white car’s lights flicker as I use the remote key to unlock it, and I open the passenger’s side to hop in and start searching the floorboards for her lost debit card. My fingers brush over the fibers of the carpet when I feel the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

      I turn my head toward the back seat almost at the same time that I feel a strong hand lurch out and grab me by the back of the head.

      I have no time to let out a scream before he shoves a cloth up against my face that smells strongly of chemicals.

      Panic floods my veins.

      I put my hands on his arms to dig my nails into his sleeves, feeling rock-hard muscle underneath. But my resistance is futile; he is infinitely stronger than me.

      The world goes dark and my body feels fuzzy all over.

      Finally, my eyes roll back in my head and my knees buckle beneath me, my body going limp in his hands.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Stefan

          

        

      

    

    
      You would be amazed to find how easy it is to get away with certain crimes.

      Well, the majority of crimes, in my experience.

      For example, breaking and entering is child’s play.

      You would be surprised how many people simply leave their doors and windows unlocked at night. I can’t fathom it, the idea of living without paranoia. Without the expectation of adversaries lurking around every corner just waiting for a lapse in vigilance to attack.

      But optimism is a luxury I’ve never been able to afford.

      I can’t let my guard down that way. A life spent looking over my shoulder and double-bolting doors has taught me that. For me, there’s always going to be another nemesis, another battle. So, I’ve had to learn the tricks of the trade.

      Picking a pocket in a crowd, slipping through a cracked window or jiggly side door under cover of night, sneaking up behind an unsuspecting enemy to press my blade to his throat before he even realizes I’m there: these are all skills I had to develop from a young age.

      Just part of the life I was thrust into.

      Youth is supposed to be a time of freedom, adventure, measured risks with ample rewards.

      Pushing the boundaries of the little world you grew up in, but still enveloped by the safety of that world.

      With parents, teachers, and community all conspiring happily together to keep you safe from harm. Protected from any true hardship. True conditioning.

      It always struck me, as a young man, to think about that Other Life. The one never offered to me, the one I could never fully grasp because it felt so alien to my own. Around the world, there were teenage boys throwing parties, landing a first kiss, and learning about biology or math or how to read a poem properly. But my experience could not have been more different back then.

      The skills I picked up aren’t the type you learn in any school I’ve heard of. The people who brought me up did so with discipline, not love.

      And the outcome of all that cold, loveless training is evident in me, in every decision I make and step I take.

      Confidence is integral to my ability to stay alive. I can’t hesitate when a target steps into my crosshairs. It may be my only shot, and it’s kill or be killed. I can’t lie awake at night, agonizing over the horrors I’ve seen and the violence I’ve caused. My days are hard, and I need every wink of sleep I can get. But at the same time, I have to sleep with one eye open, at least metaphorically. I trust no one, and no one fully trusts me. It’s the only way I’ve ever known.

      Perhaps this is not the life I would have chosen for myself. But as I sit in this stolen car with my hands perfectly relaxed on the steering wheel, driving deep into the woods with a human life as cargo, I have to wonder what it says about me that these nefarious skills come so naturally. I imagine most people would feel some remorse, at least some discomfort about the dark things I’ve been asked to do. The truth is, I can usually push away those nagging questions about whether or not I’m doing the right thing. I just assume I’m not. It’s easier that way. I do bad things for bad people, and usually I can accept that.

      Still, this mission is...different.

      Getting into the car and lying in wait to ensnare my human prey in her clacky heels and pretty dress was easier than most such ambushes I’ve had to perform. But usually, my target is a man with blood on his hands. Some lackey who wouldn’t think twice about killing me. I’ve never had to go after a civilian like this, especially not a woman. I’ve kept my hands clean of what I consider the bratva’s dirtiest work by proving myself skilled enough to stay among the hardened men who would stab me in the back without a moment’s hesitation. But over time, the bosses have figured out my only weakness: I don’t like this kind of dirty work. In their eyes, that’s a problem. Weakness must be forced out by whatever means necessary.

      That’s why they assigned me to kidnap this girl.

      The only reason I accepted is because if I were to pass it up, the bratva would only assign someone far less gentle than me for the job. I don’t trust these men enough for that; so much so that I choose to work alone. I don’t need backup, anyway. More men means more bodies, more potential for betrayal.

      The fewer people who know where we are, the better. Right now, that’s just me. It’s a liberating realization, that for a brief window of time, I’m almost free. Almost. But obligation ties me to the cargo in my trunk.

      I see the silhouette of a deer bound across the road far up ahead, and I’m starting to see more stars in the clear night’s sky, telling me I’m getting farther and farther away from civilization. It will be a shock for her.

      I do my homework before a job, especially a high-profile one like this. I know more about this girl than she would like. Jewel Albany, the young woman bound up in the trunk, seems to have lived a very comfortable life so far. Her father is an ICE agent on the take, and I have a feeling that bratva bribes probably helped pay for that fancy law degree she’s working on. Law school is no picnic in the park, so she’s most likely a hard worker, and I have no plans to underestimate her tenacity or intelligence. I can imagine that her beauty distracts from how smart she probably is. But that doesn’t mean this brat won’t be a pain in the ass at best, or a liability at worst. All my research still can’t fully prepare me for her personality. Her reactions to being captured and held against her will. Nobody takes well to those circumstances, but whether she’ll be a puddle of tears or a wildcat with claws is yet to be seen. I’ll know more when she awakens.

      It’s deep into the night when I turn the engine off in front of the safehouse far in the woods. I don’t know how long this will be my home base, but it’s stocked for months, and I know how to lie low. This place has long been abandoned and partly overgrown on the exterior, not that much of it is even visible this close in the darkness. It’s nothing much to look at in the light, either. Every sorry inch of the place is familiar to me.

      It’s perfect.

      And with my recent renovations, there will be no chance for Miss Albany to escape. That’s the most important part. For me, this is a temporary home, but for her it’s more of a cage. I calmly take the binding ropes out from the back seat to prepare to do what needs to be done. As I walk around back to the trunk, I wonder how my new, unwilling housemate will fare.

      I loop the rope over my muscular forearm and reach for the key to pop the trunk. I never asked for her, but she’s mine now. But I remind myself that if she weren’t, she’d be in the hands of someone far, far worse.

      
        * * *

      

      The remainder of the night passes slowly. I usually sleep well, but for some reason, I toss and turn. Still, I rise before dawn. The sun has just begun to carry light into the kitchen to find me bent over a stove, moving scrambled eggs and chopped maple sausage around in the frying pan. I hear the toaster pop behind me, two perfect slices of wheat toast steaming and fragrant. I smear a generous amount of butter on the hot toast and tip the eggs onto two plates. Some of this high-protein breakfast is for me, but some of it is for my new guest.

      Jewel will wake up soon, and it’s time to make introductions.

      Of course, I’m under orders to keep her starved for the first day so that she’s ‘easier to work with,’ but she doesn’t need to know that, and my bosses don’t need to know that I’m forgoing their instructions. I’m feeding her because hungry people do foolish things, and a cooperative one is easier to keep secret. I have no wild expectations of building a real connection with her. She’s still my captive, my assignment. But I don’t want her to get the idea in her head that braving the wilderness is safer than staying with me. Not only would her escape be trouble for me, but there’s no way a girl like her would survive long in the deep woods. So, it’s in everyone’s best interests to approach her with some softness. She will respond better to friendliness than fear.

      Leaving my own plate in the microwave for now, I carry Jewel’s plate of sausage, eggs, and toast down the rickety stairs to the old basement. I wait at the door, holding my breath while I close off all other senses and simply listen. I hear the distant chirp of birds outside, the rustle of wind through the tree branches. Through the basement door, I can only detect the faint, rhythmic pull and sigh of Jewel’s breath as she sleeps. My shoulders relax a little. I’m careful to avoid any jangling as I slowly fit the key into the basement lock and give it a turn. There’s a soft click, and the door parts open just enough for me to peek inside.

      The sight before me sucks all the air from my lungs. The girl is lying across the rudimentary bed with one leg pulled up and the other stretched out. Her free arm is tucked underneath the single pillow, while the other is handcuffed to the metal headboard. I can see the dried tracks of tears on her cheeks. She must have woken from her drugged haze last night, semi-conscious just long enough to be frightened before she cried herself back to sleep. My heart, typically buried under a permafrost of unfeeling cold, twinges a little.

      The safehouse is built into a slight hill, so that the basement room has one very narrow window near the ceiling. Strands of sunrise spill through the tiny window and cast across the bed, drenching Jewel in golden light. Her breasts rise and fall with her soft breathing. Her flimsy pastel dress exposes her long, shapely legs and a peek of her panties. I can’t look away. Her rich brown hair glistens in a messy halo around her head on the pillow. My eyes follow the curve of her cheekbones and the swell of those plush, full lips. Her long lashes flutter gently as her eyes move behind her eyelids. I wonder what she’s dreaming about. Is she in a warmer, kinder place right now? Would it be unduly cruel to wake her up to her harsh new reality?

      I stop and remind myself of who her father is, and that the apple likely does not fall far from the tree. Freddie Albany is a terrible man, and I would do well to assume his progeny is just as awful. Even if she does look like a delicate angel sprawled across the bed with her own tears barely dry on her cherubic face. As I step into the room, she slowly starts to stir. I harden myself against her. She’s not my guest, she’s my captive, and I have to treat her accordingly.

      When she first opens her eyes, she looks confused. Her hands move up to her head and she winces with pain. There’s a split second of trying to figure out where she is before her expressive green eyes land on me. They go wide and her mouth falls open in a silent scream. Still weak from her rough night and handcuffed to the bed, she scrambles to scoot as far from me as possible. She presses herself against the headboard and pulls her knees up to her chest, making herself small. She tries to lift her arms to shield herself, but she realizes her wrist is still cuffed, which causes her even more distress. Jewel looks over at me with pure terror in her eyes. She’s starting to hyperventilate as I step closer with the plate of food.

      “St-stay away from me! Leave me alone!” she cries out bitterly.

      I don’t say a word but walk closer. With every step she shrinks back more, until she’s basically climbing the headboard to get away from me. I keep my expression cold and unreadable as I set her plate down at the end of the bed.

      “Eat. You’ll be here a while,” I tell her gruffly.

      “Where am I? Who are you?” she asks in a trembling voice. “Why am I here?”

      “You can blame your father, the ICE agent,” I reply pointedly.

      Her lower lip quivers. “What did he do?” she asks.

      “He arrested one of my colleagues. More than arrested him-- your daddy took him to a very, very bad place,” I go on.

      Jewel shakes her head. “I don’t know anything about that, I promise!” she insists.

      I wave my hand dismissively. “Doesn’t matter. You don’t have to know a thing. All I need for you to do is be a good girl for me. That, and hope your father is willing to negotiate.”

      “Please, just let me go. I won’t tell anyone about you. I won’t even tell my dad,” Jewel pleads with me.

      Her big green eyes are captivating, and it’s almost difficult to resist her. But if I can shoot a man dead without blinking an eye, I can definitely handle one beautiful, fragile young woman. I have to scare her enough to keep her at arm’s length. She needs the fear of death in her soul to deter her from doing anything stupid.

      “You think it’s that simple?” I smirk. “You think I can just let you go after everything your father has done? No. Someone has to pay for his crimes, and if you don’t behave, that someone will be you.”

      I stare at her a moment, letting the darkness of my threat sink in. I can see tears welling up in her beautiful eyes. I harden myself against her. I won’t let my heart be swayed.

      “In the meantime, you will do exactly as I say. Get comfortable with this room, because it’s now your home. I will not tolerate disobedience or insolence. Make no mistake-- this is not a five-star hotel. This is a holding cell. However, I won’t starve you, and I won’t hurt you...unless you leave me no other choice. Do not push me to that point,” I warn her.

      She gulps.

      I continue on, gesturing vaguely toward the outside world.

      “Out there, you may be a spoiled princess. Daddy’s little girl. But in here, you belong to me only. You are my prisoner, and you will abide by my rules,” I command.

      “Please,” she begs. “I’m not who you think I am. I’m nothing like my father, I swear.”

      “I know quite a lot about you, actually,” I reply, sauntering along the side of the bed.

      With every step I take closer to the headboard, she pulls back. She’s straining away from me, her cuffed arm sticking straight out. A tear rolls down her cheek as she tilts her face up to look at me. I feel the strangest urge to cup her cheek, to caress her impossibly smooth skin. But instead, I stand taller and loom over her, using my formidable size to intimidate the girl.

      “I’ve done my homework on you, Jewel Albany,” I growl. “And have you been doing your homework? How did you like your classes this semester? What about your teachers? Did you cover a situation like this in your law exams this week, little attorney?”

      She’s stunned into silence as I reveal just how closely I’ve been monitoring her.

      “You’re a good student. A fast learner, I bet. So, I’m hoping you’ll catch on quickly to the way things go around here,” I explain. “I don’t leave tracks. Nobody knows where you are. Nobody is coming to save you.”

      “I’ll do whatever you want. Please, anything,” she whimpers as a fat tear rolls down her cheek and drops to the pillow in her arms.

      “I’m not the one to bargain with,” I reply. “Your fate lies in your father’s hands.”

      Somehow, this seems to be the most frightening thing I’ve said so far. Jewel goes ghostly pale and she starts breathing fast and hard. Her eyes flit around the room, a look of absolute horror on her face as my words sink in. Her mouth twists up and she buries her face in the pillow, her shoulders shaking with sobs.

      Watching her dissolve into panicked weeping, I slowly back away out of the room. As I close and lock the basement door, I can still hear her crying. I feel a slight pull of guilt leaving her in tears like this, but it’s for her own good. And for the good of the bratva. It’s better that she feels afraid and hopeless; it will keep her from trying anything brave. I force myself to wrench away and go back upstairs. I walk into the kitchen and start picking at my breakfast, but suddenly I have very little appetite. Instead, I take out my phone and call my boss to check in.

      The line rings three times, and then I hear Brusilov’s grimy voice answer, “Stefan.”

      “I’m here. The deed is done. The girl is secure,” I report.

      “Good. Very good.”

      “Have the demands been sent to Freddie yet?” I ask him.

      Brusilov gives a grunt of uncertainty and says, “It’s in the works.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask.

      “It means you should keep doing what you’re doing. Continue with the plan. You stay put, only leave when absolutely necessary. Do not allow this girl even a fraction of freedom or she will take it and run,” he says with disgust.

      “I can handle her,” I retort.

      “Good to hear, Stefan. Don’t be afraid to be firm with her. Show the girl that we mean business. A little fear never killed anyone. Make her understand that you are in control by whatever means necessary.”

      Something about his wording makes me grimace.

      “She’s not going anywhere on my watch,” I assure him.

      He chuckles grimly. “I know you have a weakness for the fairer sex. Especially one so enticing. But you must show her the same cruelty you reserve for other missions.”

      His words sting a little, but only because I know he’s right. I don’t enjoy harming women or any other innocents. That makes me too lenient by the bratva’s standards. But I brush it off.

      “I’m on it, boss. You can trust me,” I assert.

      “Good. Prove it,” Brusilov says, and promptly hangs up.

      I tuck the phone in my pocket and, with one last lingering look toward the stairs to the basement, I stalk off to my own bedroom to clean my arsenal. I spend the day patching up the safehouse, getting it back to full working order after a period of disuse. I keep my hands busy. I don’t make another trip down today to see my captive. I want her to take the time alone to really consider the gravity of her position. I want to let that fear percolate and intensify in my absence. But although I keep away from her, I’m unable to keep my mind from wandering down the stairs and into that basement cell. I think about her dark chocolate hair and her emerald eyes. I replay the way the morning light danced across her body. By the time night falls and I retire to my bed for the evening, my head is so filled with thoughts of Jewel that I dream about her.

      She’s on the other side of a door. I hear her crying. I keep trying to grab the handle to throw the door open and get to her, but my hands won’t work. The handle keeps disappearing, and Jewel cries and cries.

      The next morning, I’m awoken with a bang from downstairs.

      I jump to my feet and grab my gun, rushing down to the basement.
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