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Dmitri

Saint Petersburg, Russia

Age Sixteen

IGNORE EMOTIONS.

Disconnect feelings from people.

That’s what I do best. That’s why, even this young, I’m good at my job.

So why isn’t it working today?

“You’re a monster. Human garbage. I should never have let you be born, Dmitri.”

I hear the wind lashing the window outside the house she bought with the money I gave her.

The sound is like a bad omen.

A sinister confirmation of her words.

“Is that your job, destroying lives? Is that why you’re never home, why you don’t want to study? Your father would die of shame if he were still with us.”

That finally has the power to pull me back into the conversation, if only by awakening the one emotion I know how to handle—rage.

“You want to talk about shaming my father? How about you think about all the men you bring into this house, without a thought for my brother?” I try to remember that, despicable as she is, she is my mother, but it’s getting harder by the day to hold onto any sense of kinship. “I don’t regret a thing, Mother. It was your duty to protect Damien and you failed. He’s practically still a baby.”

I lower my voice because I know my four-year-old brother can probably hear us from his room. He’s the only person in the world I care about.

For him, I support this house with the best I can afford. Nearly everything I earn as a soldier within the Organization goes toward keeping him well-dressed and fed. Even studying at a good school.

And she, in her towering hypocrisy, has never once asked how I could afford to give her a house like this, or provide everything my two remaining blood relatives—her and Damien—need to live well.

“Respect me. This is my home and I can bring whoever I want here. Valentin was a good man.”

“He was a monster. I’d do it all again, and I’ll do it again if I let someone like that near my brother. But here’s a warning, Alina: if I find out my brat is in any danger, I’ll take him from you. I’m making a vow right now—if he has so much as a hair out of place, you will never lay eyes on Damien again.”

“We don’t need your help.”

“Yes, you do, because you never wanted to work and you have no means of raising your own son.”

Ever since my father died three years ago, when Damien was a baby, she hasn’t lifted a finger to care for us.

I spent too much time digging through trash, looking for food to bring home. Doing odd jobs for the Organization when I was still practically a child myself, just to make sure my brother had his next meal.

It was pure luck that my path crossed with Yerik’s, the Pakhan’s grandson. Our friendship, which started in the most unlikely way—with us trading punches over a stupid bet—was what opened the door for me to change my life.

“You didn’t have to kill my boyfriend,” she whimpers, conveniently seeming to forget why I did it: the man beat my brother so badly he was hospitalized for a week.

“I’ll kill as many as I have to if it means Damien is safe,” I say, standing up, already sick of this story. “From now on, you are forbidden from bringing your men here. Go out, go to the bars like I know you do, but don’t expose my brother again, or I will take him from you.”

I turn my back on her because there’s nothing left to say. Alina is many things, but stupid isn’t one of them. She values her own comfort too much to disobey me.

Before I leave, I go to his room, where he’s lying on the bed with a book in his hands.

When he sees me, he sits up immediately.

He looks fine. No visible marks from the beating he took two weeks ago, but I know the worst damage was done inside.

“Dmitri, I missed you!”

I open my arms and he comes to me.

Damien is the only person who can remind me I still have a heart.

“I brought toys. They’re in the car.”

“Aren’t you staying with me?”

“Not today. I have to work.” I pull back a little to look at him. “But when you’re older, I’ll take you to live in my house. You’ll study and become a rich man.”

“I want to be an astronaut.”

“Fine. Anything. Even a clown.”

He laughs, probably remembering the time we went to the circus together.

“No, I prefer astronaut. I’ll live among the stars and I’ll even have a room for you there.”

I hold his thin body in my arms, love flooding every cell of me in that instant.

I promise silently that I will walk through hell if I have to, to make sure his dreams come true.

The problem with that promise? Life is never a straight line, but a path with many side roads. Take one wrong turn, and everything can change in a matter of seconds.
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Dmitri

Saint Petersburg — Russia

Fourteen Years Later

“THERE’S NOTHING MORE to be done, Dmitri,” says Yerik, my Pakhan, his hand coming to rest on my shoulder.

I’m crouched down, unable to believe what I’m seeing. I can’t get up.

I’m not a sensitive guy. I’ve killed, I’ve witnessed torture, but it’s different when what’s lying in front of you is your own blood.

What’s left of him, anyway.

Damien, my little brother, was the best part of me. All the humanity I had left.

“What do you think happened?” asks Maxim, another underboss in my Organization, stepping closer.

I shake my head from side to side.

“I don’t know yet. But I’ll find out.”

“This was an act of revenge. Something planned,” he continues.

Revenge for what? My brother was an eighteen-year-old kid, calmer than most his age.

Damien was good, a student. His life was nothing like the one I lead.

“He wasn’t like us,” I give voice to my thoughts.

“If it wasn’t revenge for something your brother did...” Yerik lets the implication hang.

I know what he’s getting at: retaliation for a hit Damien might have ordered.

The idea is ridiculous. My brother wouldn’t hurt a fly.

“It wasn’t that. I’m sure.”

“Then there are only two other reasons someone would kill him like this: money or a woman. There’s hatred in this scene. Whatever happened to get him killed, they wanted to make an example,” Maxim interjects again.

The word killed being associated with my brother causes a physical sickness, but instead of going down that path—which would certainly stop me from planning my revenge the way it needs to be done—I choose to focus on the other man here besides my Pakhan.

He’s a strange one. I mean, we’re all abnormal in some way, or we couldn’t do our jobs day in, day out. Being in the Organization requires a unique ability to set aside any kind of emotion.

Yerik and Grigori, the Organization’s Counselor, are perhaps the only ones who have a reason to wake up in the morning. They’re both married with kids. But for the rest of us, especially now that Damien is gone, there’s nothing left.

If you combined my heart with Maxim’s and Leonid’s, you probably couldn’t scrape together a hundred grams of feeling. Our souls left our bodies a long time ago.

I force myself to focus on what he said.

Of the two options, if I had to bet, I’d put my money on a woman. Given his age, and the fact Damien never gave a damn about money.

I could buy him anything he wanted now, but my brother only cared about studying.

I kept him safe all these years, ever since that episode with Alina’s boyfriend, and a few months ago I started pushing for him to come live with me in New York, but he didn’t want to leave her.

Damien was good. The only pure one in our family.

Our mother didn’t suddenly become the best person in the world. She was still selfish and self-serving, but no matter what she did, I don’t think he would ever have abandoned her.

“I’d like to be alone,” I request.

I hear their footsteps receding and look down at the charred body at my feet.

There’s no hatred inside me. It’s an unstable emotion. Hatred, like love, blinds you and makes you act on emotion instead of reason.

No. All that fills me right now is certainty and determination.

Whoever did this to my brother will pay, and not just with their life. I’ll take everything from them first: family, honor, money.

And when the moment of our final confrontation finally comes, they’ll beg for death.

[image: ]

Saint Petersburg — Russia

Months Later

“IT’S YOUR FAULT. DAMIEN never did anything wrong. You were always the only rotten fruit in our house.”

I listen in silence to my mother’s outburst from her deathbed.

I know she’s right, in a way—about me being the rotten side of the family—but hearing it still feels like having my chest ripped open.

When she’s gone, which will be soon, I’ll be the only one left. Condemned forever to a solitary existence.

It’s the first time she’s spoken to me since my brother died, and even now, I’m sure she’s only doing it to demand the retaliation we both need. Finally, she shows love for someone other than herself, even if it’s too late, when he’s no longer here to hear it.

Still, she’s right about one thing: until those responsible for Damien’s torture and murder pay, there will be no peace.

The window for her to pass on knowing her son has been avenged, however, is closing. I’ve seen many people die, and I know she won’t last the night.

As for me, who am I trying to fool? Not even when I catch the guilty will I enjoy that feeling.

Peace is a luxury item for a privileged few.

In my world, there is only pain. And I prefer it that way.

Pain is a natural armor. When you’re broken beyond repair, there’s nothing left they can do to hurt you.

With Damien’s death, the little that remained of my soul vanished for good.

The only people I owe loyalty to now, besides my Pakhan, are his three trusted men: Grigori, Leonid, and Maxim.

“Are you listening, Dmitri? You’re to blame for your brother’s death, and now for mine. This cancer is the result of the misery you brought into our lives.”

I nod, agreeing. She has the right to vent, of course.

Even so, I’m not convinced there’s any connection between Damien’s death and what I do within the Organization.

I’ve turned Russia upside down looking for whoever was responsible for my brother’s death, even combing through Alina’s ex-boyfriends. I’ve spent more time here than in the States lately, but I finally have a name to hunt: Boris Oblonsky.

But pieces of the puzzle are still missing.

He’s not part of a brotherhood, so why would a wealthy, well-regarded businessman get involved in something so sordid? Destroy a kid?

How the hell did Damien’s path cross his?

“You need to punish everyone who hurt my son,” she says.

“It will be done.”

But not before I understand the whole story.

Killing doesn’t mean to me what it does to a simple mafia enforcer. It’s an art, one in which I am an expert.

It’s when I let the monster I have inside emerge, unmasked.
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Dmitri

New York

One Year Later

IT’S TIME.

Finally, only a few pieces remain of the story I’ve been chasing for almost two years.

I look at the images scattered across my solid wood desk, mentally photographing those faces. Committing them to memory so I never forget what they did.

I despise easily. Hatred, however, is a feeling I reserve for a select few, as it must be carefully tended to stay alive, like a flame that must never go out.

I can say without fear of error that I hate Boris Oblonsky. And I want to cultivate that feeling. Feed it with the memories of what he did to my brother.

To play God with his life and with what he held most precious, and only then, perhaps, put an end to his miserable existence.

I glance at the watch on my wrist, check the time, and know I must get up and head to the airport, where one of the Organization’s jets is waiting.

I’m sure that outside, New York City is buzzing with another summer day, the blue, cloudless sky giving people the false sensation of eternal happiness.

The darkness of the nightclub where I keep my office, however, is far more in tune with the darkness inside me.

I pick up the photograph of the girl.

Disgust engulfs me as I think of how a pretty face can hide so much rot.

In my line of business, I’ve crossed paths with many soulless men like myself, but it’s rare you find an angel, practically still a girl, who carries so much sordidness within her.

“What do you intend to do?” Maxim asks.

He grew closer to me when I was given the deputy leadership of New York, as he controls the Massachusetts region.

“What do you think I’ll do? I’ll see it through to the end. I want to wipe the Oblonsky name from the planet.”

“All of them?”

“Yes, without exception.”

“Does Yerik know your plans?”

“He knows, but regardless, this has nothing to do with the Organization. It’s personal.”

“There is nothing about our lives that is personal, and you know that very well. All our actions, in some way, end up splashing back onto the Organization.”

“You heard what I said: I will not allow what I do to be linked to our Pakhan. To any of you, to be honest.”

“This is all so fucked up,” he says.

It’s rare for Maxim to show any feeling when he comments on something, so I look at him again. To be frank, I’m not even sure if the man has ever experienced real emotion in his life.

His human side rarely shows, and I think, more than any of us, the concept of sociopathy fits him like a glove.

“You’ve discovered everything?”

“Almost everything.”

“You don’t know why she seduced him?”

I shake my head.

“She didn’t seduce him. Nothing intimate ever happened between them. Regardless, I believe she used him just for amusement.”

“Do they know who you are?”

“I don’t think so, but how can I be sure? I’d be lying if I said I was worried. Still, I’ll try to be discreet, hiding my identity until the end.”

“Don’t you think it’s too risky to go to this party?”

I shrug.

“Risky for whom? The only risk I see is that I might not be able to hold back my impulse to kill them both right then and there.”

He moves his head from side to side, and I understand why: Maxim knows I would never act without calculating every step. I’m not a guy who follows impulses. I plan before I execute.

“Take some men from here as well. I don’t fully trust the ones back in our homeland.”

“I will, though I don’t think it’s necessary. It’s just a first contact with the family. I don’t plan to go too far. Just start closing in on them so they know there’s no way out.”

A game of cat and mouse, without the bonus of amusement. Only the pleasure of watching them writhe before I destroy them.

“Is there any chance she’s innocent?”

“No. I managed to capture the men who took part in my brother’s death. She is involved in this to her very soul. She played with him, and when her toy lost its appeal, she handed him over to be destroyed.”

Remembering how Damien was deceived makes my blood boil. I’ve never hurt a woman, but I feel the urge to twist that long, delicate neck until I see the life drain from her eyes.

“You don’t just want her dead.”

It’s not a question, but I answer anyway.

“She doesn’t deserve to live, but I haven’t decided on that yet. If it happens, however, unlike her father’s death, hers will be quick because I gave my word to Yerik.”

We don’t torture women, and it’s rarely authorized for us to even kill one. Only in very special cases, like the little monster staring back at me from the image in front of me.

“I’m coming with you,” he decides.

“No. We’ll draw too much attention. Yerik won’t allow two of his trusted men to travel without organizing a mini-army to keep us protected.”

“It wasn’t a request. I’m going anyway. I won’t attend the reception, but I’ll be in St. Petersburg, just in case something goes wrong.”

“Like me getting killed?” I say, mocking, even though deep down I know it’s a possibility. Not just in Moscow. Not just because I’ll be hunting my enemies, but because every member of the Organization carries a time bomb with them for life.

No place is safe for us.

Nor for our enemies.

And now, Boris will know that firsthand.

He’ll say goodbye to the world he’s known. Soon, he’ll only beg for his agony to end.

But that still won’t be enough.

There’s her.

He’ll see his little girl, the pivot of it all, also paying for what she did.

For the first time since Damien’s death, I feel the blood pumping through my body again.

The anticipation of what the next months will bring finally bringing me back to life.

Like an hourglass that, once turned, can no longer have its flow interrupted, Boris’s existence is, with every minute, closer to its end.

The game is about to begin.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 3

[image: ]




Dmitri

Saint Petersburg — Russia

One Week Later

TO SOMEONE WHO DOESN’T know me, I look relaxed as I stand with a glass of whiskey in hand, surveying the ballroom of a luxury Moscow hotel.

The party is to celebrate the opening of a museum built entirely with the Organization’s money, courtesy of Yerik.

To move my plans forward, I arranged for an invitation to find its way into the hands of the Oblonsky family. Eager as they are to keep up their place in society, I knew they wouldn’t hesitate to attend.

Their financial situation isn’t the best. The former railroad billionaire now operates on increasingly modest means to maintain the lifestyle he’s grown accustomed to.

And the most ironic part? I haven’t had to lift a finger. He’s drowning in his own shit, and I haven’t even begun to pave the road to his ruin yet.

Something in my peripheral vision catches my attention, and when I turn, I freeze for an instant.

I didn’t expect to find her so soon.

The beauty of the woman I’ve learned to hate with the same determination I used to build my fortune is far more striking in person than in any photograph.

She’s just a few steps away, staring at me without pretense.

I’d like to say I stare back out of pure suspicion, but the truth is I can’t look away. Even as I despise myself for the weakness, I admire her perfection.

Tall and slender as a model, her body is sheathed in a long, one-shouldered black dress with a generous slit up one thigh.

Her chestnut hair is piled high in a style I believe was meant to look artfully disheveled, like a goddess waking just after a night of pleasure in her lover’s arms.

I already knew she was the picture of an angel incarnate. I’d studied her photographs for days on end, but I hadn’t expected such beauty to have such a potent effect on me.

I could describe her face from memory alone. Her eyes are the color of two translucent pools. Not even the black mask covering them can stop them from shining like diamonds. Her cheekbones are high, her lashes long and lighter than her hair.

But that’s not what hits me in this moment. It’s the innocence in her face, a stark contrast to the daring dress. Like a girl caught off guard by a stylist and forced to dress as a woman.

I dismiss the ridiculous thought.

There is nothing pure about the common little gold-digger who used my brother and toyed with his life.

Remembering Damien chills any disturbance her appearance was causing me.

I look away from her figure, though I know I’m still the target of her attention.

Instead of letting myself be caught in that wicked enchantress’s spell, I scan the opulent hall, searching for the bodyguards who should be with her.

Even practically bankrupt, Boris hasn’t dismissed them. Of that I’m certain. He would never stop trying to impress his business associates. If there’s one true saying, it’s that money attracts money. If high society discovered the businessman is now living on appearances, he wouldn’t be invited anywhere again.

It doesn’t take me long to be sure that, at least in here, no one is guarding her. I don’t see the bastard anywhere either. She seems to be alone and adrift.

And suddenly, I know what I want to do.

It wasn’t part of my plan, but on second thought, it’s the perfect crown for avenging my brother.

Seducing Mareesha will be the cherry on top when I destroy her along with her father.

Uncle, actually.

I discovered she was adopted by him. She’s a niece of his late wife. An orphan. I tried to find more answers about the girl’s past, but only met closed doors. Not even the men we captured, who were involved in my brother’s death, could say much about her. They weren’t privy to the family’s intimacies. They were a kind of dirty-work security detail.

I pretend not to notice her eyes following me as I walk through the masquerade ballroom.

I now know there’s a good chance it was Boris who sent her to make advances toward me.

Not because of my connection to Damien. Of that link, I’m almost certain they’re unaware, but because I’m part of the Organization’s elite.

I’m an excellent match for a bankrupt family with a marriageable daughter. Far more than the fortune I’ve amassed, they probably think I could offer them protection, since I’ve discovered Damien wasn’t the only one Boris ruined.

I could protect them, if it came to that, of course. No one would touch my wife or her family, but the million-dollar question is: who would protect them from me?

Mareesha Oblonsky, my enemy’s precious girl, thinks she’s very clever.

I’ll prove how mistaken she is.

Before this night is over, she’ll discover she made a mistake by joining her father in trying to play me.

[image: ]

Minutes Later

AS IF FATE WERE CONSPIRING in my favor, I see her apart from everyone, on the balcony.

No. Fate has nothing to do with it. This is likely just another move by the soulless woman.

An attempt to get my attention, since I have no doubt she saw me observing her.

Mareesha must know the effect she has on men.

She plays the part of a perfect angel asking to be taken perfectly.

She seems fragile. Vulnerable.

Even without ever having met her, I hated her. But in this moment, I don’t like myself much either, for the way my body is reacting as I approach her.

I should feel disgust, but instead my senses are overwhelmed when a floral scent, perhaps carried by the wind, reaches me.

“Counting the stars?”

I force my tone to remain neutral.

To my surprise, she doesn’t turn, seeming focused on the sky.

Annoyed, I take a step forward and, mimicking her pose, rest my hands on the balustrade.

She finally looks at me.

The recognition on her face confirms what I already knew: she stared at me intentionally a few minutes ago.

Behind the thin, embroidered black silk, those deceptive eyes show the same innocence as before, and I feel the urge to shake her until she stops acting. That siren could fool anyone.

No, perhaps she fools boys, but I am a man.

“More interested in the sky than the party?”

“I like being outdoors.”

Her voice is nothing like I imagined.

A man-eater shouldn’t sound so sweet. But then I remember it’s part of her game to play the innocent.

I let my eyes travel from her feet to her head. A calculated, unhurried action. A not-so-subtle hint of why I’m here.

When I reach her face, I see the movement of her throat as she swallows dryly.

Does she think she can seduce me with that deliberate show of how much I affect her?

In the game where she considers herself a master, I am the best.

“Have you ever slept under the stars, sir?” she asks.

For a moment, I think I heard wrong.

It’s not easy to throw me off balance, but her question runs counter to what I imagined her next move would be.

Heavy breathing, looking down, parted lips.

All the usual moves in seduction games.

Never that.

But I have more years on the road of deception than she has been alive, so I recover quickly.

From where we stand, we can still hear the orchestra inside the hall. The music is soft enough to create an air of intimacy. The perfect setting for what I have in mind, almost as if I’d ordered it.

“I’ve never slept, nor even danced, under the stars.” I give a half-smile. “Perhaps we could test one of the two tonight.”

I offer my hand in a silent invitation.

“You don’t even know my name yet.”

I know who you are, Mareesha. I’ll never forget who you are.

“Why are names important? Wouldn’t it be more interesting if we tried to know each other without following a script?”

“I don’t like the idea of dancing with a stranger.”

She still hesitates, and her act of virginal innocence is already starting to irritate me.

“My name is Dmitri.”

But you already know that, treacherous girl.

Good etiquette says I should also add my surname, but I’ve never been known for being a gentleman.

Catching me off guard again, she smiles and steps closer, accepting my hand.

“Aren’t you going to introduce yourself as well?”

“No. You were the one who said names weren’t important. So, you’ll dance under the stars with a mysterious girl.” Her smile widens. “That’s almost like a dream.”

No. This is the beginning of your end.
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Dmitri

CONTEMPT. THAT’S WHAT I should feel.

Disgust, too. And the certainty that I have a vile creature in my arms. As poisonous as the deadliest of serpents.

I must remember who she is and that, despite her extraordinary beauty, there is not a trace of purity in her heart.

But when our bodies finally move in sync, her delicate frame makes me, even against my will, hold her with care.

The girl feels like she could be snapped in two at any moment.

I slide one hand to the small of her back, the other gripping her hip, but I keep my torso away. Partly because the pressure of her full breasts—so well-defined by her dress—distracts from the focus of my mission, and partly because I want to look her in the eyes.

The boldness from earlier, when she refused to tell me her name a second after forcing me to say mine, excited me. And I catch myself thinking that, if the situation were different, she would be the kind of woman I’d pursue.

Her blue eyes, two glittering jewels, hold me like seductive claws, and I wage a battle not to let them drag me into their spell.

“Fairy tales don’t exist,” she says, suddenly.

I couldn’t agree more, yet I hope she continues.

What kind of game is she playing?

“But we are here,” she finishes.

This time, I can’t control my temper.

“I’m sure this isn’t the only party you’ve ever attended, and certainly not the first time you’ve danced with a man.”

There is silence, and then it is she who pulls back, studying my face with such concentration it sends a prickle of discomfort through me.

To lessen the tension between us, I force myself to slip into the role I need and set my plans in motion. I must stay alert, lest I succumb to her seduction.

“To tell you the truth, I don’t like parties, Dmitri.”

I don’t miss that she has dropped the ‘Mr.’ she used initially, without even asking my permission.

The Mareesha in my arms bears no resemblance to the woman I spent months imagining she would be. Instead, she is a fascinating mix of shyness and the typical innocence of the very young, that transitional phase between girl and woman where there is still no filter or dissembling.

Again, I ignore this feeling. She is probably a better actress than I supposed. She’s used to fooling the idiots who cross her path.

I look at her without disguising my intentions, my hand on her hip tightening over the soft curve beneath the fabric.

I can feel the heat radiating from her body, and for a few seconds, she closes her eyes, as if trying to shake off an attraction I’m certain is mutual.

Yes, because despite hating her, my body responds to hers in a wild, primal way.

When she focuses on me again, her eyes wander over my face, and I’m surprised to see a mixture of desire and fear.

“Take off the mask,” I command, before I can stop myself.

Automatically, one of her hands touches the fabric, very similar to what I’m wearing, except for the embroidered stones.

“Why?”

“Because I want to see you.”

I thought she would protest, but her arm rises, and in one graceful motion, she unties the ribbon holding it behind her head.

I catch it mid-air and tuck it into my pocket.

With the movement, a strand of hair escapes, falling across her forehead, and I brush it aside, impatient.

I choose not to look into her eyes. I’ve already conceded that I don’t react well to them, so I make the mistake of contemplating her full mouth instead.

Her lips are trembling, anxious. Without thinking, I run my thumb over them, wiping away the lipstick.

A primitive urge pushes me to strip her of any artifice, even though I know it’s impossible. Mareesha, however desirable, is contemptible, and performance is in her DNA.

“Why did you do that?”

“I want to see your mouth.”

Where my fingers were moments before, her tongue makes a furtive pass, moistening the succulent flesh.

Just a taste, I warn myself.

I slide one hand into her hair and pull her trembling body closer, making her breasts, with their hardened nipples, brush against the fabric of my suit. As if in a ballet, her head tilts, as if daring me to take the next step.

I move closer slowly, the way one would approach a fire: sensing the danger but craving its heat.

When my mouth finally presses against hers, there is such a powerful mixture of hatred and desire within me that the usual hesitation of new lovers vanishes.

There is no restraint when I deepen the kiss, feasting on her lips, hungrily invading the delicious prison of her mouth.

The arousal, mixed with a possessiveness I’ve never felt, makes me pull her tighter against me, my tongue driving deep, exerting with my body the control my mind has already surrendered.

My desire has a life of its own. Indifferent to the commands of my brain, which still tries to bring me back to reason, I grab the firm flesh of her ass, letting her feel the swollen bulk of my cock pressing against her.

Her body shudders, but instead of pulling away, her small hands grip my arms, pulling me closer.

I slide one of my legs between hers, and she seems startled, trying to retreat.

“Open your thighs. I just want to feel you.”

She hesitates for a moment, but then gives way. I feel the heat of her sex through her lingerie, and when she lets out a moan of pleasure, it sends a shock straight to my cock.

There is no one else outside now, but I pull her into an even darker corner of the balcony.

Sheltered from curious eyes and like a horny teenager, I make her straddle my thigh, my hands digging into her hips, moving her body to give her what she’s begging for.

A tremor runs through her when I caress her bare thigh, and with the last fragment of my logic, I realize we need to get out of here.

“Come with me,” I invite.

My words seem to wake her from the sensual trance.

“No,” she says, pushing me away with both hands.

“No?”

She shakes her head, and the understanding of what’s happening finally hits me.

I was stupid enough to forget for a moment who she was.

“It seemed to me that about five seconds ago you wanted the same thing I did.”

Her cheeks flush and she looks away.

God, she’s good at what she does. Anyone who didn’t know her would believe she was an innocent.

“I liked kissing you, Dmitri. And I wish I could continue sampling a little more of my enchanted evening, but I have to go. I don’t have much time to execute my plan.”

“Plan?”

“Yes. I need to run away.”
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CHAPTER 5
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Dmitri

BEFORE I CAN EVEN BLINK, she’s already heading back into the ballroom.

I follow in her wake, and she only stops walking when I grab her by the elbow.

To anyone watching, we’d look like an ordinary couple, maybe in the middle of a minor disagreement.

“Come with me,” I ask again, more determined this time.

I know this hotel like the back of my hand for the simple reason that it belongs to the Organization.

“I can’t.”

“Don’t argue.”

I usher her into a meeting room and close the door behind us.

“Explain yourself.”

She looks anxious, watching me like prey before a predator.

“I don’t have a reason. I don’t know him. And there’s not much to say, either.” Suddenly, her gaze turns suspicious. “Do you know who my uncle is?”

Uncle, not father. The men told me Mareesha treats him like a father.

“Maybe. I know a lot of people. What’s his name?”

Her eyes widen, as if she’s afraid.

Jesus, she’s dangerous. Is this how she fooled my brother? Playing the helpless little girl?

The problem is, Mareesha knows nothing about me. If there’s one thing that excites me, it’s a game. Especially against a worthy opponent.

“It doesn’t matter. I need to go,” she says, seeming agitated.

“No.”

I take the mask from my pocket and hand it back to her.

“Put this on. If you really want to run, I’ll help you.”

Her look now denotes distrust, but she takes the mask from my hand. She fumbles a bit with her fingers, and my patience, which wasn’t much to begin with, threatens to run out completely.

“Turn around.”

She gives me her back, and when I pass the fabric over her face, her body seems to lean into me.

It takes nearly all my willpower, but I force myself to remember that she’s finally showing her claws, immersed in the role of a young woman needing to be saved.

When I finish putting on her mask, I grip her shoulders and make her face me.

“Why do you need to run?”

“I can’t say. You said you’d help me. I just need help getting out of here.”

“Do you have a place to stay tonight?” I ask, pretending to be completely taken in by her story.

“No, but with all due respect, I don’t know why that’s any of your business. You’re a stranger.”

“I already told you my name. You’re the one who refused to tell me yours.”

“You’re really not a friend of my uncle’s? His name is Boris Oblonsky. Everyone knows him.”

My God, Hollywood is missing one hell of an actress.

“Hmm, I don’t think so,” I reply. “And you, who are you?”

“My name is Yulia Oblonsky.”

I nod, pretending to believe her.

“So then, Yulia Oblonsky, how’s it going to be? Do you want help with your escape or not?”

“Can you show me some ID?”

My hands are in my suit pockets. That’s what I needed to do to stop myself from touching her again, but now I’m grateful to have them under control, since the urge to strangle her for her cynicism is overwhelming.

“To see if I’m a man of my word?”

Her blush deepens.

“Never mind, like I said before, I already have a plan.”

I sigh, irritated, unable to believe I’m actually doing this, but I take my wallet from my pocket, trying to remind myself that Mareesha is a means to an end.

When I hold out my ID to her, she quickly snatches it from my hand.

“Dmitri Alexeev.”

She at least has the decency to look ashamed as she pretends to doubt me, when we both know every word that’s come out of her mouth since I found her tonight was on her uncle’s orders.

For what other reason would a woman like her, worldly and treacherous, allow a stranger to almost seduce her on a balcony?

She still hasn’t let go of the ID, and after a moment, she lifts her face to look at me.

“Just out of curiosity, if I help you get out of here without your uncle noticing, where do you plan to go at this hour? Do you have a car waiting?”

A shake of her head from side to side is my answer.

“So what’s your grand plan?”

“To leave. There’s not much more to it.”

“If your uncle is as powerful as you say,” I say, still playing along as she lays her cards on the table, “he’ll find you in a matter of hours.”

I pause to let the words sink in. Now either she buys into my story, or she’ll have to drop the act.

“Maybe, but I have to try. I think some emergency came up because I saw my uncle leaving the party. It’s my big chance. That’s why you found me on the balcony: I was hiding from Uncle Boris’s guards. They’re probably looking for me already. I can’t stay here any longer.”

“From where I’m standing, your plan is very weak.”

“I know, but what choice do I have?”

“Come with me. I have a yacht anchored. You can hide there as long as you need.”

Having Mareesha within arm’s reach is a bonus I wasn’t counting on. Assuming their plan was exactly this—that I would help the supposed damsel in distress—I’ve just had confirmation that they have no idea about my connection to Damien; otherwise, they wouldn’t go this far.

“I just need a few days to think calmly about where I’ll go next.”

“You can stay as long as you like,” I lie, because I’m not sure what I’ll do with her yet. Suddenly, the game has become more fun than I initially calculated.

“If letting me sleep there means I’ll have to have sex with you, I’ll refuse the invitation,” she says with her chin raised, as if the idea of trading sex for a favor were inconceivable. Cynical.

“It wasn’t an invitation with ulterior motives, but the offer of a helping hand to a girl in trouble. And as for thinking I need to do favors to get a woman into bed...”

“That’s not what I said. It’s obvious to anyone that you don’t need that.”

“Good that you think so, because my only payment to a woman for a night of pleasure is orgasms, girl.”

She takes an imperceptible step back, but even if she retreats physically, she doesn’t retreat from her plans.

“I’ll go with you.”
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One Hour Later

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING, Dmitri? Why did the girl go to your boat?”

It doesn’t surprise me that Maxim already knows about it. I swear the man is omnipresent. The all-seeing eye.

“She and her father want to play, I couldn’t resist. It’s all under control.”

“The drastic changes to your plans are the biggest proof that nothing is under control.” I hear his irritated sigh. “Am I to assume your plans to return to New York tomorrow have been aborted?”

“Yes, and Yerik already knows. Don’t worry. I just need a couple of days to resolve my problem here, and maybe I’ll return her to her daddy, or uncle as she insists on calling him to my face, the same way I took her.”

“Maybe?”

“Or maybe I’ll decide to have some fun first.”

“Where is she now, while you’re talking to me? Don’t turn your back on Mareesha just because she’s a woman, Dmitri.”

“I believe she’s still in the room I assigned her. There’s no risk. The girl’s poison has nothing to do with weapons, but with seduction. Against that, I’m vaccinated.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
SERA BIA@KMCTOR





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





