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Chapter One
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Dmitriy Fedulov glanced down at his cell phone and gritted his teeth. Nikolai Gnesin was pushing on his last nerve. If he wasn’t careful, all the soldiers and people that followed him would turn on him, as he now wanted the Thompsons completely annihilated. In the last six months, that would be the fifth family his boss wanted eradicated. This started with the Babkins. 

He was no stranger to death or to killing. It was his job. For as long as he could remember, he had killed. He had killed his own parents, but they had been sick fucks and deserved every ounce of pain. There were rumors he was a man who could not feel pain. That he had no feelings. He was worse than the Devil, because at least the Devil showed mercy. 

Up until six months ago, Dmitriy had never shown any kind of mercy. He was told who to kill, and that was exactly what he did. He killed without mercy and without remorse. He got the job done. 

That all changed when he was given the order to remove the Babkins. There was nothing special about the Babkin family. They were quite large, and when it was annihilation, that meant from the head of the family down to the child. Again, it didn’t bother him to do just that. Only, there was a tiny detail he had never told anyone. 

Anastasia Babkin. 

She was nothing special, at least he hadn’t thought so. A few years ago, he had seen her at a few parties. She didn’t mingle and stood in her own little corner, trying to be as invisible as possible, which made her different to other women her age. At the time, she had been eighteen, and she wasn’t eighteen anymore. 

Rumor had it she embarrassed her father and as a result, she was cast out. One day, she simply stopped coming to parties, or even appearing as a family member. For all intents and purposes, she was an outcast. 

He shouldn’t have been curious. In fact, he shouldn’t have even cared. Nothing involved with the Gnesin Bratva was his business. It was as simple as that. 

Only, he hadn’t let it go. 

Instead, he had gone looking for Anastasia. What he discovered had surprised him. She wasn’t living on the streets, but surviving. She had gotten a nine-to-five job at a local artisan supermarket, and in her free time worked at a kennel. She had a small apartment, nothing flashy, and she didn’t have a constant stream of boyfriends. Anastasia had left the life, and Dmitriy found it peaceful to just sit back and watch her. 

Then the order had come in. 

Death. 

He should have killed her. For a few days, if not a whole week, he had wrestled with this decision. He could have left it. Pretended to have killed her, but instead he told Gnesin the job was done, and she was dead. Then he stole her in the night, kidnapped her, took her to one of his secure locations, and told her that her life was in his hands. Since then, he had been taking care of her. He continued to do his job. No one was the wiser. 

He didn’t have feelings about anyone. Dmitriy kept expecting the tide to turn, for him to realize the error of his ways, and just get the job done. Kill her. It was what needed to be done. Only, he wasn’t doing it. Far from it. 

He liked going home. Anastasia was ... perfect. She was peaceful, and she didn’t make any demands. But there was also the problem that he wanted her. 

She was twenty-five years old, had her whole life ahead of her. He could have any woman he wanted, but he couldn’t bring himself to be with anyone else. There was only one woman he wanted, and it was driving him crazy to be the perfect gentleman. 

Gripping his cell phone tightly, he reread the message, which was clear. Another family was on the chopping block, and the one thing he had come to know about Gnesin was if he didn’t get the job done soon, there would be a problem. He would hire amateurs. 

Something wasn’t right with Gnesin. People whispered it was drugs. Others said he was going crazy. 

The Gnesin Bratva was feared. The members were loyal, and not because he killed them all, and everyone lived in fear. At least, he fucking hoped it wasn’t. 

He ran a hand down his face. Something had to be done. At this rate, there wasn’t going to be a Bratva. Taking out bloodlines wiped out generations of people following the Gnesin rule. In the past six months, his wealth had started to deplete. 

Dmitriy rarely saw him. Most of his communication was done via cell phone, and right now, it was starting to piss him off. Pulling out his cell phone, he made a response, demanding an audience with Gnesin, and once he did that, he waited one single minute and was surprised not to get a response. There was not going to be any more killing until he talked to Gnesin himself. He was done making the Gnesin Bratva weak. 

He glanced around the street, checking to make sure there were no enemies lurking. Even though no one knew who he was, there was no room for error. He was a ghost. 

Many in the Bratva feared him because they didn’t know who he was. One moment he was there, another he was not. No one had seen the devil ghost. It always made him smile that people knew his name but didn’t have a clue who he actually was. It made walking amongst them easier. People let their guard down. They figured he was just another soldier, or a Brigadier. Just a rude one. They had no idea who they were dealing with, and he wanted to keep it that way. 
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Dmitriy said she didn’t have to cook, clean, or do any housework. The moment she was removed from her family’s house nearly four years ago, she had been living on her own. No maid, no one to pay her bills. They had removed her from the family with what they thought was nothing, but she had skills. 

Anastasia had known there would come a time she would risk it all for freedom. That had come when they tried to marry her off to a fifty-year-old man who had already killed his previous wife, and the man was a pig. Most girls—daughters—did as they were told. It was their duty. The Gnesin Bratva was life. 

Not to her. She had wanted freedom since she was ten years old. All she could do was taste it. Crave it. Freedom. 

And then, when her father hit her so hard it bruised her eye, swelling it shut, Anastasia had left. She had looked her father in the eye and told him she would slit the throat of her husband. She would make the Babkin name no better than dirt if he forced her to marry a man she could not stand. It had been a standoff. 

Her father had been torn between anger and admiration. He, nor her mother, had raised a weakling. She was strong, confident, independent. She refused to bow down to the pressure. There was no way she would balk. 

He told her she would not be able to come back. Anastasia knew she would miss her parents, but freedom meant more to her than being trapped in a prison with a powerful man. 

She had been saving for this moment. Since she was ten years old, she had saved every cent of her allowance and any money she had been given over the years. There was no great fortune, at least, not to many, but twenty thousand dollars across eleven years had meant she could leave, get a job, make rent, and survive. 

She learned to survive first. Trust no one. Being raised in the Bratva, that had come first. Locks on her doors were a must. She took self-defense lessons, and she found the means to take care of herself. 

Until six months ago. 

She hadn’t seen her family in four years. Well, apart from her father, who would make random stops to the artisan supermarket to see her. There was no love or affection, but in his own way, she knew he cared. 

Her family was now all dead. Her three brothers, her mother, her father, her two grandparents, all of them gone. 

When she had woken to Dmitriy in her room, she knew he was the ghost, the devil that many feared. The man who did Gnesin’s work. Killed without mercy. She had no idea if her parents deserved death, but to come from Gnesin, that was on strict order. Dmitriy would have no choice but to abide by it. 

That night, alone in her apartment, facing certain death had terrified her. She knew the risks. Even though she had been cast out, her father had warned her that if it was deemed the family needed to be removed, that would include her. It was why she never dated and didn’t allow herself to get close to anyone, and why at twenty-five years old, she was still very much a virgin. She would not bring an innocent person into the life she was part of. 

She glanced across the cabin, and saw it was a little after six. Dmitriy usually arrived, and he would be quiet for some time, then ask about her day. There was not much to tell. She had read the books he had on the shelves, about forty. She had worked from most of the cookbooks. He didn’t have a television. It was a cabin in the woods. The days were spent out in the garden, tending to the vegetables and keeping her mind busy. 

Dmitriy had saved her. She knew she should probably hate him, but against all odds, he had saved her. She had no idea why he had opted to save her. 

Anastasia had no idea he was the “ghost devil” people talked about. She had thought it was stupid when people called him that. At least, she assumed he was the ghost devil. He had admitted to killing her family, but he didn’t mock her, or make it worse. All he did was tell her the truth. 

She checked the clock again. The first month, she had hated him, and every time he had come through that door, she had attempted to attack him. That anger was gone. 

Next, she had felt the tears. She had wept for days. Then, it was like a light switch had gone off, and all her father’s warnings over the years had come back to her, and she realized the danger Dmitriy had placed himself in. 

She was alive, and he had saved her. 

Then, little by little, she had come to see what he did for her. He protected her and took care of her. He brought her food, or whatever she had asked for. In her spare time, she had learned to craft. Back at her apartment, he had taken some of her things and placed them in storage. In the beginning she didn’t realize he had done that. Her little sewing machine, overlocker, and some fabrics, as well as some of the crafting items she had managed to accumulate over the years—they were all there—and he had even set them up in the corner of the cabin for her to have something else to do. Whatever she wanted, he got her. 

Slowly, against all odds, she was falling in love with her captor—or her savior—whichever she wanted to fantasize about. 
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The cabin where he had placed Anastasia was in the middle of nowhere. It was deep into the woods, off the beaten track, and not able to be detected. He had paid for it in cash, under a fake name, and then he had made sure all those documents were gone. 

No one knew where he lived. This was one of many locations he had. There were some safe houses with a lot of security. This one didn’t have quite so much, because it wasn’t as easily detected. However, he had placed sensors a mile from the property that would send him an alert. He had also placed cameras around, and he was able to access them by his cell phone. 

It was amazing what could be done via cell phone now. He remembered a time they could only text or call, which was a miracle when that happened. They were also a lot smaller than back in the day. 

The smells of dinner were intoxicating as he entered the main cabin. He closed and locked the door. Anastasia greeted him with a smile, asked if he was okay, then put a pot of food in the center of the small table. 

Anastasia loved to cook, and it reminded him that he needed to stop by a bookstore and grab a brand-new cookbook for her. 

“You’re late,” Anastasia said. She handed him a knife and fork, and then leaned over the table to serve him a large bowlful of spaghetti and meatballs. 

He had come to realize that Anastasia’s favorite food was pasta of any kind, and she loved meatballs as well. 

Dmitriy didn’t need to look at the clock to know it was nearing seven. This was a big improvement on what happened the first month he had brought her here. Every night, she would be ready to attack him. Sometimes she would have a knife or a fork and attempt to stab him. On one occasion the prongs had indeed entered his flesh, which had sucked. Thankfully, they had been clean and not soaked in any kind of poison. It was not the worst feeling in the world, however, Anastasia had felt incredibly guilty afterward. He refused to tell her it didn’t sting. 

That was when food had started to be made for him. Dmitriy couldn’t remember a time he had a home-cooked meal. His own parents hadn’t exactly been loving or comforting. 

“It has been a long day.” 

She never broached the subject of his work. 

“Did your parents ever talk to you about ... the Bratva?” he asked. 

Anastasia looked up, and he saw the surprise in her eyes. 

She shook her head. “Not really. They spoke about how Gnesin had made something out of nothing, and that one of his points was to remember where he came from.” She shrugged. “But then, he stopped arriving at parties, and there was a messenger or something. I don’t know. Rumors were he got paranoid and was afraid of dying. You know him, though, right? You’ve seen him?”

Dmitriy nodded. What he didn’t tell her was it had been a long time since he had—over six months. 

“When did he stop coming to parties?” Dmitriy asked. 

She blew out a breath. “At least four years ago, that had to be when it started, but I don’t know about everything in between. I left, remember?”

“I remember. You refused to marry.”

“The guy was a pig, and he was gross.”

“You didn’t want to be with the guy because he was fat?” Dmitriy asked. 

“No, what? No. It had nothing to do with his weight. He was ... horrible. He would grab women’s asses, and just, he thought everyone owed him something, and he was not a very nice man. I’m not shallow.”

“So, you’re saying if he had been a nice and kind man, you would have married him?”

“Yes,” Anastasia said. “Don’t look at me like that. I know people think looks are everything, but trust me on this, looks fade, okay? I used to hear my grandparents talk about it all the time. The ones that died before you killed my family.”

He was not going to feel guilty for following an order. Only now, six months later, he was a little doubtful as to the reason the Babkin family had to be removed. 

“What did your grandparents say?” he asked. He loved to hear her speak. 

“It was my grandma, actually. She would look at movie stars or whatever actor and actress was on television, and she would say, ‘looks are not everything.’” She laughed. “She would then say, ‘This is not because I’m an ugly person. I’m seventy years old, and my Ivan was a king, a hunk, and now his looks are gone, they are faded, but that love stays.’” She had a smile on her face. “Ivan and Lottie Babkin. They had met when she was sixteen, and he was twenty years old. She refused him, and he continued to chase her. They married when my grandma was eighteen, and it was a love match. That love never diminished. She would always tell me, ‘fall for a man who makes you happy, makes you laugh, makes you angry. Fall for the man who makes you feel so many different things, and even if he is ugly as sin, marry him, because he’s the one for you.’” 

Dmitriy watched as she wiped a tear away. 

He had not killed those grandparents, but he had known they had been killed in a car accident. At the funeral, he had attended, because from the moment he had seen Anastasia, he couldn’t get her out of his mind. 

He always found a means to be close to her, even if she didn’t know it. She had sobbed at her grandparents’ funeral, and if it hadn’t been for her father and brothers consoling her, he would have stolen her away, right there and then. 
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It had been a long time since Anastasia had thought about Grandma Lottie. They had died when she was eighteen and a half years old. The news had been devastating. It had broken her heart to know her grandparents had died. 

She had known true heartache, and through it all, she kept reminding herself of all the advice and wisdom her Grandma Lottie would bestow onto her. 

Throwing off the blankets, she grabbed a robe and wrapped it around herself. It was nearing winter, and the cabin was getting cold once again. Through the summer, it had been hot as hell, and she had no choice but to leave the windows open. The only problem was the animals that somehow got inside. Waking up to find a bunny in the living room had been adorable. At one point, there had also been a deer poking its head in the window. That didn’t matter, though. What mattered was, it was cold right now, and she needed a hot chocolate, or some warm milk. 

She kept thinking about her grandmother’s advice, and she couldn’t help but keep putting Dmitriy in that place. He was no knight in shining armor, even though he had helped her live. Dmitriy didn’t need to keep her alive, yet he had done so. The anger and hurt were gone, and now she was grateful to him. 

Stepping into the kitchen, she took a second to decide if she wanted warm milk or hot chocolate. Hot chocolate won. There was no microwave, so it had to be heated on the stove. Pouring the milk into the saucepan, she allowed it to simmer. She couldn’t help but glance across the room at the small setup with her sewing machine. It was two small tables, a swivel chair, so she could be working at her sewing machine, and then turn to her overlocker. She often used the floor to cut out whatever pattern she wanted. 

Dmitriy gave her whatever she wanted. He was a good guy who had no choice but to do bad things. But he wasn’t a bad guy. He didn’t kill her. When she stabbed him with a fork, he didn’t attack her. He dealt with the stab, and she felt so freaking guilty, she had never hurt anyone before in her life. 

Anastasia had taken self-defense classes, which was Grandma Lottie’s advice. “Always learn and be as independent as possible, but know when to be taken care of.” That was her advice, and how she had been able to survive the last four years on her own. 

“Couldn’t sleep?” Dmitriy asked. 

“No.” She looked down at her pan and saw the milk had come to a boil. “Do you want to share a hot chocolate?” 

“Sure.”

This surprised her. 

She grabbed the hot chocolate mix, added it to the saucepan, getting it to the right consistency, then poured out a large mugful and walked across the room to take a seat on the sofa. 

Dmitriy sat right beside her. She was so aware of how close he was. He had large hands, rough from doing hard work. She had a feeling this cabin looked the way it did because Dmitriy had been the one to fix it up. 

She didn’t know anything about him. There were always whispers. He was not like other man who puffed out their chests, or showed off their thick muscles, but living with him the past six months, she knew he had them. She also knew he was covered in ink. 

“Do you have any family?” she asked, after taking a sip of the hot chocolate and handing it back to him. 

“No.”

She watched as he blew across the surface of the mug, and then took a sip. 

“Do you like it?” she asked. 

“Yes.”

She chuckled. “Do you know how to elaborate with your answer?”

“Ask me questions that require it.”

He turned his dark brown gaze toward her. She knew so many people feared that look, but she was not one of them. Dmitriy had saved her. 

“Where is your family?” she asked. 

“Dead. I killed them, and yes, they deserved it.”

“Why did they deserve it?”

“They were fucking sick bastards, and some of the scars I have are because of them.”

“What?” she asked. 

“My parents liked to see how far they could push their son before he passed out. They would leave me bleeding for hours before getting a doctor. My dad liked to use his belt on me, and see how many cuts and bruises he could make. My mom liked to use her fists, and then attempt to make it all better.”

She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. 

“When I was strong enough, and I had training, I killed them.” 

Her mouth dropped open. “I’m so sorry,” she said. She had known some parents were sick and twisted. She had seen girls and women with black eyes or broken noses. Her father had never raised a hand to her. There were times he would chase her around the house, and she would run away, but the worst that happened was he tickled her to the point she nearly wet her pants. 

“It’s not your fault. Sometimes it is best to stick with singular answers, don’t you think?”

She didn’t want to agree with him, but in that moment, she didn’t have a choice. 
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Chapter Three
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Dmitriy hated hot chocolate and he hated talking about his past, yet he was sitting on the sofa, sharing a drink he despised, recounting a moment in his youth. He had no fond memories of his parents. 

They liked to hurt. When he was not good enough, or well enough, they would kidnap a homeless person and take their sick, twisted ways out on them. They always went too far, especially with homeless people. They were never careful, and more times than not, the person ended up dead. The body would be disposed of, and then the cycle would continue. 

During their fun with other people, Dmitriy learned to fight. He learned to get strong and take the beatings. He built that anger internally, and when the time was right, he expelled it. His parents had been the ones screaming, begging, pleading with him to stop. That day, the monster had been born, because he had felt nothing. Most screams didn’t affect him. 

Joy and laughter meant nothing to him—until Anastasia. He glanced over at her and watched as she took a sip, enjoying the hot chocolate. It was why he always made sure they were fully stocked with the good stuff. He never wanted her to go without the drinks she loved. 

“I can’t believe your parents did that,” Anastasia said. 

“I’m not a liar.”

“I mean, you hear of bad stuff, and ... my parents, they were good.”

“They wanted to marry you off to a pig.”

“Up until that point, they were good. I don’t know why they were so insistent, and it wasn’t like anything bad happened.”

“No, that is true.”

“Whatever happened to Lionel? Was that his name?” she asked with a frown. 

“He was found dead, snorting too much cocaine, surrounded by a bunch of prostitutes that snorted the same stuff,” Dmitriy said. 

He was not about to tell her that Lionel Kalinsky had every intention of hunting her down and making her suffer. He had wanted the Babkin bride, and would have her. Dmitriy knew he intended to have her hunted, captured, and at his mercy. Lionel would have tortured her, raped her, then sent her home in pieces. He had done that to women who had shown him disrespect in the past. So, Dmitriy had offered him an olive branch: Leave the Babkin girl alone, and he would supply him with cocaine for the next five years. Lionel hadn’t known that the cocaine given to him had been laced with poison. Dmitriy didn’t know Lionel was going to have a party of prostitutes around him. It had been quite a mess, but one he had cleaned up. 

Anastasia had been able to live. He would later learn she had been cast out of the family, and for the next four years, he would watch her. He needed to make sure she was safe, protected. She had not dated anyone, had not gone to any nightclubs, or done anything stupid. She lived what many might call a boring existence, yet she seemed happy. That was all he cared about. 

“Wow, I had no idea,” Anastasia said. “I totally made the right decision there, didn’t I?” She let out a little laugh. 

He took a sip of the hot chocolate, and it was just too sweet. 

“You know, I would make you whatever drink you wanted,” Anastasia said. 

“What are you talking about?”

“You think you’re acting all tough, but the look on your face every time you take a sip...” She winced. “It’s bad. You don’t like hot chocolate, yet you keep insisting on having it.”

“I like it.”

She raised her brows. “You don’t have to lie to me.”

“Fine, I don’t like it, but there is no reason you have to make me something else.”

“There’s no point in you drinking something you don’t like. Trust me, life is way too short to be doing things you don’t want to do.”

“Is this another Lottie philosophy?” he asked. 

“No, this one comes from me.”

“And how do you know this?” 

“Because I’m twenty-five years old, I’m a virgin, and you were sent to kill me. The moment Gnesin learns you didn’t kill me, do you think he is going to be happy with that?”

He looked at her, eyes wide. “You’re still a virgin?”

“Is that what you got from all that? What about the fact that Gnesin will kill you?”

“Do you think it is the first time someone has come to kill me? I’m used to living on borrowed time,” he said. 

Her mouth fell open a little. “You’re not afraid to die?” 

“No.”

“What are you afraid of?”

It was on the tip of his tongue to say nothing, and up until he met Anastasia that would be entirely the case, only now it wasn’t. What he feared the most was losing Anastasia. 

“I think it’s time we got to bed,” he said. 

He expected her to argue, but instead she finished the last part of her hot chocolate, and he followed behind her as she walked down the hall. The robe she wore hid the curves of her ass. 

Anastasia was not a slender woman. She had hips, curves, and nice, large tits. Her body was a fucking dream. One he wanted to get his hands on, and he felt a tightness in his dick. He ignored it, because now was not the time to be thinking with his dick. Now was the time to be focused on the shit with Gnesin. 

Something wasn’t right. 

Something didn’t add up. 

Anastasia stepped into her room, and turned toward him, that pretty, innocent smile on her lips as she looked at him. “Good night, Dmitriy.”

He nodded and waited for her to close the door. 

She was still a virgin. He should have known she was still innocent. Anastasia had lived a boring life. And now, she was living with him. 
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The following day, Anastasia was not surprised to find the cabin empty. Dmitriy was gone. He had to do whatever his job demanded. She made herself a morning coffee and sat at the window, staring out across the frozen forest. The ground had that thin layer of frost, like a threat of winter. She needed to go out and tend to the garden. Some of the winter vegetables needed to be checked on, and she wanted to harvest some carrots. 

There was a lot she wanted to do. Instead, she was sat at her sewing table, looking out across the front yard, thinking about Dmitriy and the truth bomb she had let fall last night. What woman told a man she was still a virgin? A more interesting question, what woman told the man who kidnapped her and killed her family, that she was a virgin? 

She was attracted to Dmitriy. It had to be some kind of Stockholm syndrome or something. 

The truth was, he was following orders. She got that. She just couldn’t figure out what her family had done to get on Gnesin’s bad side. 

Her father had cast her out, as per the rule. She had disrespected him and refused to follow the rules. She only ever saw her father again when he would break those rules to visit the artisan supermarket where she worked, a job she had loved. 

She hadn’t been there for six months, and she doubted Dmitriy had called in for her, so that job was long gone. Instead, he kept her alive. 

She blew across the mug of coffee and tried not to think about Dmitriy. It wouldn’t do her any good to think of him. He was a killer, and she didn’t know why he had kept her alive. He had no secret desire to want her, or be with her. 

He just couldn’t kill her. She had never done anything to hurt anyone. 

She ran fingers through her long, blonde hair. She had been meaning to get it cut so many times, but she couldn’t bring herself to keep the appointment. She always cancelled the day before, giving the hair salon time to book someone else in her place. 

Why was she thinking about her hair?

Finishing her coffee, she was not in the mood to cook herself breakfast, and instead made her way out into the yard and got to work removing some weeds, covering the plants, checking them for diseases and cleaning off the bugs. They were all gross. Wrinkling her nose, she was consumed with her work on the plants, which was where Dmitriy found her. She hadn’t cooked breakfast. There was no way it was after six in the afternoon as the sun was still up, but it hadn’t heated. She was on her knees, cleaning up a plant bed, ready for spring. 

“What are you doing out here?” Dmitriy asked. 

“Working. What are you doing home?”

“I need to talk with you,” he said. 

This made her frown. Was this when he would finally kill her? 

Anastasia didn’t want to die. She certainly didn’t want to have her life ended by a man she was attracted to. That just seemed like a cruel twist of fate, not that she told him that. She got to her feet and made her way inside, removing her gloves, waiting for the panic to set in. But nothing happened. Not a single thing. 

She was ... calm. Collected. If she was going to die ... no, hell, no. 

“What did I do wrong?” Anastasia asked. “I know I was not the nicest hostage, but you did kill my whole family. Why wait six months? Why give me this chance to live if all you’re going to do is kill me now? Is this some kind of sick and twisted game or plot you have going? Do you have cameras? Is this a game?”

He frowned. “What are you talking about?”

Anastasia frowned herself. “You’re going to kill me, aren’t you?”

“No, what makes you think I am going to kill you?” he asked, folding his arms across his chest. 

She wanted the ground to open up and swallow her. She had never been so mortified in her life. This was not fun and not fair. This could not be happening. 

“Why aren’t you?”

“Because I don’t want to,” he said. 

That wasn’t really a good enough answer, but Anastasia was confused. “Why do we need to talk?” 

He ran fingers through his hair. 

“Gnesin. I need to know everything you know,” Dmitriy said. 

She was surprised. “But I don’t know anything. I have not been around that circle in four years.”

“I know your dad visited you.”

“How?” she asked. 

“That is irrelevant right now. I need you to tell me if there was anything suspicious about your dad the last time you met him.”

Now she was wishing she had taken the time to eat something. 

Anastasia blew out a breath and thought back to the week before Dmitriy took her. It had been an ordinary day. Six months ago placed them toward the middle of spring, maybe even the early part, and it was warm, so she wore a short-sleeved shirt. It had been busy in the supermarket. Her father rarely came when it was busy. 

She ran a hand down her face and shrugged. “Dad was always a little ... hesitant. He was breaking the rules when he came to see me. I knew this, but that was no different than any time before.”

“He wasn’t on edge? Looking around? Sweaty?”

Anastasia sat at the dining room table and looked at Dmitriy. “Why?”

“I have not seen or heard from Gnesin in a long time. For the last year, everything has come via cell phone communication.”

“Is that weird?”

“Yes and no. When there is a threat to his life, he often moves from safe house to safe house, never giving anyone a location.”

“Even you?” Anastasia asked. 

“Even me. Only a select few people move with him, but whenever I have asked for an audience, I get it.”

“What happened?” 

“Nothing.”

Anastasia frowned. 

“I need you to think back to your dad.”

“Look, even if something does ring alarm bells, that would all lead back to you. You did kill him?”

Dmitriy nodded. “But I was given the order twenty-four hours before I got you.”

She couldn’t help but gasp. “That was all it took to ... kill them?”

“Gnesin told me they were traitors,” he said. 

Anastasia put a hand to her mouth. “My parents were a lot of things, but they were one hundred percent loyal to Gnesin Bratva. My dad loved me, and he still cast me out.”

“But he still came to see you,” Dmitriy said. 

“Well, what about my parents’ house?” Anastasia asked. 

“What?”

“My parents always said a traitor is burnt to the ground. No one within the Bratva wants anything to do with a traitor’s possessions. Their house, everything is burnt to nothing. I assumed my home was gone.”

Dmitriy sat back. 

“Is it gone?” she asked. 

“No.”

“Then that makes absolutely no—” She didn’t finish as an alarm came from Dmitriy’s cell phone. 

Within the last six months, Anastasia had never heard an alarm like that. She watched Dmitriy tense. 

“We’ve got company.” 
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Nothing was making any sense to Dmitriy. 

He opened up his cell phone and spotted three men entering his property. All of them were wearing black and held machine guns. They were moving with purpose which told him they were trained men. 

There was no way anyone could have found him. This had to have come from Gnesin, and it made no fucking sense. Unless, of course, he knew about Anastasia, which just wasn’t fucking possible. 

He grabbed Anastasia, and he always had an exit plan. She didn’t fight him as he moved her toward the back door, and then entered the cabin, setting up the explosives and the trigger. Once that was done, he left out the back with his guns strapped to his body, and he grabbed Anastasia’s hand, moving toward the woods. She didn’t say a word, and kept up with him. If needed, he would carry her. 

They were a few feet away when the ground shook as his home exploded. 

“What the fuck?” Anastasia asked. 

He rarely heard her curse, and it made him smile. There was no time to stop, and he continued to walk, making her follow behind him as they kept moving. 

“Did you just blow up the cabin?” she asked. 

“Yes.”

“Why would you do that? Isn’t that insane?”

“The location has been compromised.” But he always had a backup plan. He hadn’t gotten this far in life without being prepared. 

They continued to walk, and he knew no one was following them. The men would have been killed in the blast. They walked for over a mile, to where he kept a car. Pulling out the spare keys from behind the tire, he unlocked the car and helped her inside. 

She didn’t say a word as he turned over the ignition and the car came to life with a nice purr. He loved the purr of an engine. Pulling out of his hiding spot, he got onto the main road within less than ten minutes and was heading toward another location. 

Anastasia didn’t speak, but she did keep looking back. Dmitriy pulled out his cell phone, and saw there was nothing from Gnesin. 

“You don’t need to keep looking back. We’re not being followed,” he said, putting his cell phone away. 

“Are you insane? You just blew up your cabin, and ... what the hell is going on?”

“Men had come to kill me,” he said. 

“What? Why were they coming to kill you?” Anastasia still kept looking behind and all around them. “Is it because of me?”

“I have no idea. Either Gnesin knows you’re alive, or someone wants me to not know what is going on with Gnesin.”

“Clearly, you pissed off the head Bratva dude.” She leaned back in her seat. “I think I am going to be sick.”

Dmitriy pulled up against the side of the road. “Don’t do it in the car. It will stink.”

She opened the door and leaned out, taking deep breaths. He reached out and started to rub her back. 

“It’s okay,” he said. 

“I’m fine. I think I’m fine.” Several seconds passed, Anastasia wasn’t sick, and she closed the door. He pulled away from the curb and continued driving. “How are you not panicking?”

“It’s not the first time I’ve had people after me.”

“But you’re the Gnesin Bratva ... killer, right? They call you the ghost devil,” she said. 

This made him laugh. “You think I’m a ghost devil?”

“I’ve heard a lot of rumors about you.”

“You have?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know if any of them are true.”

“Don’t believe every rumor you hear.”

“What rumor would you like me to believe?” she asked. 

“None of them.” 

Some of the rumors were true. He had killed people with his bare hands. He could hunt and find anyone that was a target. The rumor that was not true, he hadn’t sold his soul to the devil to get where he was today. Everything had been achieved with hard work. He had not stopped until he was the best at everything he did. 

They drove for two hours, until he came to a small building lot. The gates were electric, and he entered the code, getting the gates to open which would allow him to pass. Anastasia was quiet as he drove in. The gates closed, and he drove around the back, parking in the garage, and sealing it up. 

To the outside world, there was no one here. Once inside, it was a safe house that took him underground to the basement, designed to be secure. 

“Wow,” Anastasia said. “This is like some kind of secret spy stuff. How did you do this?”

“I had an idea and worked to see it through.” He wasn’t about to tell her that the people who worked on this place were all dead. 

This was the most secure location he had, even more so than the cabin. He would have brought Anastasia here first, but he wanted her to enjoy the outside world. The cabin was not known, and he had no idea who had leaked the location, but he was going to find out. 

He turned off his cell phone, then smashed it open to make sure there was no tracker inside. 

“What the hell? What are you doing?”

“Someone knew how to trace me to the cabin.” His cell phone was clean. “I’m not taking any chances.” Next, he checked over his bag and every other item in his possession. Nothing. 

Anastasia just stood there. 

“So, you believe this order has come from Gnesin?” Anastasia asked. 

“There is no one higher that could do this,” he said. 

“You’ve made a lot of enemies?” 

“Most of my enemies are dead, and those that aren’t would not be stupid enough to go through with it.” He opened the box on the wall and typed in the necessary security codes that would keep them safe. 

“What’s going to happen now?”

“I need to figure out what Gnesin’s end goal is,” Dmitriy said. 

“How are you going to do that?” Anastasia asked.

“Start from the beginning. Your parents’ house was not burnt. It is still standing, which now that you point it out, seems odd to me.”

He made his way across the hallway and pointed out each room to her. “Kitchen, dining room, bedrooms.”

“Is that it?”

“I also have a weapons room.” This is why he didn’t want to bring her to this house, as there was nothing for her to do.

“A weapons room?” Anastasia asked. 

She rubbed at her temples, and he knew she was struggling with what had just happened. 

“There’s food in the fridge. I’ll be back in a couple of hours,” Dmitriy said. He had to figure out what shit was going down. 

“Are you insane?” Anastasia asked, and for the first time since their true acquaintance six months ago, she reached out and touched him. 

That touch alone was like a spark. Magical, instant, and it went straight to his dick. 

He looked at her, and Anastasia was staring at where she had grabbed his arm, and it was like for a second she didn’t know what she was doing. He waited. Watched. Wondering what move she would make next. 

She licked her lips, then took a deep breath. “You’re not leaving me here.”

“I am not taking you with me.”

“Seriously? I could live on my own, and I can scratch and fight like a mean girl, but I am no match for men or women that are coming to kill you. I have never fired a gun. I wanted my dad to train me, but he refused. He said a woman’s place was not behind a gun. Even my brothers wouldn’t disobey him. You didn’t kill me and now you’re stuck with me, whether you like it or not. I am coming with you.”

He wanted to argue with her, but there was this look in her eye. 

“And let’s face it, if you’re going to my parents’ house, it is not like you’re going to know what you’re looking for. You’re going to need me to show you around the house.”

Dmitriy gritted his teeth. He worked alone. However, she made some valid points, and if they were able to find the cabin, he had a feeling those that hunted him would be able to find this safe house. 

“Fine, follow me, but shut the fuck up,” he said. 

He needed to think, and whenever Anastasia talked, he struggled to think. He liked listening to her talk. It calmed him. 

He had to protect her. And to do that, he had to keep his head in the game. 
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Anastasia couldn’t believe she had demanded to come with Dmitriy, and that he had said yes. That was insane. Completely, one hundred percent crazy. 

And yet, she was in the car, and they were on the street where she had grown up. She had been quiet during the entire drive here. Dmitriy had demanded that she not talk, so silence was the only answer. 

Silence, and being left alone with her thoughts of coming back home to a house she had not seen in four years. The last time she had been here, her mother had cried, her brothers wouldn’t look at her, and her father kicked her out. 

She had gone, and been happier for it. Even when her father visited her at work, he never bridged that gap. He was always cold. Never one to give anything away. 

Seeing her old home, she felt pain. It was a shock to the system, and she wasn’t prepared for it. This was home, and she’d been told to never come back. There had been no doubt in her mind about the decision she had made. Being forced to marry a man who was evil, she just couldn’t do it. It had been the final straw. 

“Are you okay?” Dmitriy asked. 

“Yeah, I’m fine. Is this where ... you ... you know?” She took a deep breath. 

“Let’s go.”

Of course he wouldn’t answer that. What sane person would? The street was quiet, but then she couldn’t recall ever seeing or hearing kids playing in the street. It had always been quiet. The noise of kids hadn’t been appreciated. Even her own father had been pissed when she’d been out in the backyard, making noise. He would tell her to shut the fuck up. He was a good and a bad father. 

Dmitriy grabbed her hand, and together they walked toward her front door. Right before her eyes, each moment she walked toward his front door flashed through her mind. Her mother’s laughter, along with her father’s. The anger. Sometimes the hatred of this house. It was a family home of mixed emotions, but she figured most families had the same experience. 

The door was locked, and Anastasia, in a strange way, didn’t like the fact the house was still standing. It meant that something wasn’t right. In the whole Gnesin Bratva, a family execution meant total annihilation. Their very existence burnt to the ground. Why would Nikolai Gnesin keep her family home? He didn’t even know she was alive. It made no sense to her. None of this made any sense. 

The locked doors didn’t keep Dmitriy out. He bent down and pulled out two pieces of what looked like metal. She didn’t ask any questions, and with a few twists and turns, the door opened. 

“That’s odd,” Anastasia said. 

“There’s usually a lot more locks.” 

And when they stepped through the doors, she saw the locks were still very much present but not engaged. 

“No one expected anyone to come looking?” she asked. 

“It has to be.” 

“Weren’t you told to set fire to this?” 

He shook his head. “I was informed that my only job was to remove them.”

“What, like take the bodies?”

“Anastasia?” 

She held a hand up. “I know this is crazy and you probably don’t believe me, but I’m fine. You had an order, and if it came from Nikolai Gnesin, there was nothing you could do. This makes no sense.” She nibbled her lip. “Do you think he knows you kept me alive?” 

“No, there’s no way anyone could know.”

“But they found your cabin?”

She saw he had no answers as to how they were able to achieve that. This did not bode well for her. In fact, it scared her. 

“Maybe we should just look around. I know my family were loyal to Nikolai Gnesin when I lived with them, but a lot can happen in four years.” She moved past him, and being back home didn’t change the way she felt about him. 

She was still attracted to Dmitriy. There had to be something wrong with her. 

She moved through each room, taking her time, and it was like the house was trapped in a stillness. The living room was exactly how she remembered her mother liking it. Two large, fluffy seats, a long cushion, and a few pillows that always got thrown at her by her brothers because they would take the large sofa, and she had no choice but to get comfortable on the floor. 

Her mother had always insisted on having a family movie night. The movies were picked, and no one could bow out. Each member got a night where they chose the movie. Her eldest brother, Sven, would always pick horror movies. Those nights, she would kiss goodbye to sleeping. He would make sure to pick the scariest ones possible. Then there was her middle brother, Erick, who would choose action movies. She couldn’t keep going down memory lane, so she made her way toward the dining room. 

Memories flashed of her father demanding they all stop behaving like children, as a small food fight broke out between her brothers. 

Moving on, she made her way through the game room, her father’s study, and there was no sign of death. No sign that anyone was home, or that anyone had died here. 

The downstairs looked impeccable, so she made her way upstairs, and when she came to her own bedroom, which she figured would have been changed to something else, she was shocked. Her room was exactly as she had left it. The bed was made just the way she liked, the blankets always smooth, without a crease. She would spend so much time each morning just getting her blankets so neat. Her brothers would tell her she had OCD. She didn’t. She just liked things neat, and there was a place for everything. 

The walls still had a couple of posters she couldn’t bring herself to pull down. Some of them were math equations she couldn’t quite gasp. A few science ones. She never had pop stars or movie stars on her walls. It was always educational. She liked to study every chance she got, mainly because learning had been a challenge. 

Stepping out of her room, she went into each of her brothers’ rooms. The house was completely still, and as she braced herself to go into her parents’, she opened the door, and this is where everything was different. Her parents’ room had been changed. 

“Dmitriy,” she said, yelling his name. It probably wasn’t the best idea. 

Within seconds, Dmitriy was by her side. “What is it?”

“This is different. This is my parents’ room, and they never had a stack of computers, or ammunition.”

“You’re sure?”

“I bounced on their bed on Christmas morning to know if Santa had been there. I sat on the bed when Mom was getting ready to go to a party. Trust me, I know this room. This isn’t it.” The bed was gone. All personal belongings were gone. The screens that were loaded up across one long wall were all closed. 

“What is this?” she asked. 

“Someone’s monitoring something.”

“What happens if we turn them on?” Anastasia asked. 

Someone had used her home to do something that didn’t look right. Rather than wait for an answer, she reached out and pressed a button, firing up the computers, and immediately it asked for a password. 

Dmitriy wasn’t looking at the screens, he was rummaging around the room. There were pieces of paperwork, and Anastasia sat at the desk, trying to think of a password. She had no idea who ran these computers. It could be anyone. She decided on a fluke, to just type in Gnesin, the name of the Bratva leader, and it worked. 

“Uh, Dmitriy, what the hell am I looking at?” she asked. 

They had accessed multiple security cameras, and Dmitriy moved closer to her. Now was not the time to be aware of his hand at her back, but that was exactly what she was. 

“These are the live feeds to Gnesin’s entire operation,” Dmitriy said.  

“How is that possible?” Something wasn’t right. 
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Dmitriy couldn’t quite believe what he was looking at. This was a live feed to many of Gnesin’s businesses. At least those that people knew about. Dmitriy knew of a couple Gnesin didn’t allow to be public knowledge. Looking at them now, he didn’t like this. This was fucked. He glanced at each one and just knew this couldn’t be Gnesin. 

He gripped Anastasia’s shoulder just as he heard the front door open in the distance, and then the sound of voices. He didn’t recognize them, but he grabbed Anastasia’s hand, turned off the screens, and moved her toward the en-suite bathroom. They stepped inside, he pulled out his gun, and removed the safety. 

“What’s going on?” Anastasia asked quietly. 

He put a finger to his lips. This was why he didn’t want to bring her along with him. He didn’t know who he could trust. 

The sound of voices got closer, and Anastasia reached out and gripped his arm. He felt her fear, but she had nothing to worry about. He was not going to allow anyone or anything to hurt her. This is why he had kept an eye on her all these years. 

Two men entered the room, and they were laughing about a woman. He wasn’t paying attention to the conversation. 

“Did you leave the door open?” the guy with the brown hair asked. 

“No.” This was a blonde, and they both reached for their weapons, which was his moment to take the element of surprise. Kicking open the bathroom door, he took one shot, taking out the brown-haired guy with a single shot to the head. He did the same to the blonde, but just as he was about to lower his weapon, a third guy he hadn’t seen or heard charged into the room, taking him down to the floor. 

He got a blow to the face, which was painful, but he was able to block the second and third hit, bringing his knee up. The guy had splayed his legs, and he took out the man’s junk. 

Dmitriy didn’t mind using every tactic in the book to his advantage, and he yelled as he did so. Grabbing him and turning the tide, he drew his forehead back and slammed it against his face. 

“Who do you work for?” he yelled. 

The man laughed and drew his fist back. 

“Dmitriy, watch out,” Anastasia said. 

Her warning came in time, as the other man had a knife he was about to imbed into his side, and he blocked it, taking the knife and stabbing it into the guy’s neck. The moment he did that, he saw the insignia on the man’s throat. 

“Do you see this?” Dmitriy asked. 

Anastasia came into the room, and it was then he realized he was holding a dead body in his hands, which he dropped to the floor. 

“It’s a snake?” she asked. 

“It’s the Gambino family, also known as the Snake.” He let the man go and got to his feet, making his way to the bathroom, where he wiped off the blood. The sink turned red, and when he turned toward Anastasia, she had a frown. 

“What is the Gambino family doing in my old home? Are they working for Gnesin?”

He finished washing off the blood. “I don’t know.”

“Why would Gnesin work with one of his enemies?”

“I don’t have a feeling he is. Come on, we’ve got to torch this place.” 

“What?” she asked. 

“I don’t know if they sent out a distress signal. That last guy I didn’t see, and there could be dozens of men making their way here. There are only so many I can take care of. We need to torch this place.”

Anastasia nodded, and he grabbed her hand, leading her out of her parents’ old room, down the stairs, and toward the main front door. 

“My dad kept extra barrels of gas in the basement. He didn’t like the constant price wars, and when it was at a low price, he would stock up,” Anastasia said. 

He made his way to the basement, and sure enough, there were a couple of barrels. 

“Go and spread this all over the house.” 

The moment he set fire, they were going to have a limited amount of time to get away. While Anastasia poured gasoline all over the main floor of the house, Dmitriy went upstairs and took a great deal of delight in spreading it over the bodies. 

He made his way into Anastasia’s room last, and as he stepped inside, he saw a picture of her, along with her family by her bedside. The fact her parents had left the room like this was a testament to how much they had loved their little girl. It was sweet. He poured gasoline all over the bed, and he took the picture with him. He didn’t know if Anastasia had many pictures of her family, but she could at least have this one. 

With the top floor covered in gasoline, he met Anastasia on the ground floor. She hadn’t taken off, and she waited for him. 

Stepping out of the house, he pulled out his zip lighter and flicked it open, lighting the end. He tossed it inside, watching for a second as the flame caught to a puddle of gasoline Anastasia had created in the main hallway. 

“Let’s move.”

He didn’t wait around to see the damage. 

With the gasoline tanks in the basement, along with a trail of it all over the house, before they had left the street, he saw the dark smoke pluming up into the sky. 

“I can’t believe we just did that,” Anastasia said. 

Nowhere was safe. Not his safe house. He didn’t know what information the Gambino family had. He didn’t know what Gnesin had. The only way to survive right now would be to always be one step ahead of the game. He couldn’t go back to the safe house. 

They were far enough away that they weren’t affected by the explosion. However, it was not far enough away to hear it. Anastasia jumped. 

“Wow, my family home gone,” she said. 

He reached out and took her hand. 

For several minutes, he joined her in silence. 

The order had come to him, and he had done it without question, only now he had a ton of them, and what was more, Gnesin refused to be seen. He refused to have a meeting, and now his lifelong enemies, the Gambinos, were discovered on Babkin property. This did not bode well. 

He drove an hour before he came to a stop at a motel that looked busy. No one would expect him to stay here. He told Anastasia to wait in the car, as he went and paid for a room. He gave a fake name and paid cash. There were no questions, as he didn’t raise any, not with his bruised knuckles. The man on the desk just wanted to get back to watching his television show. 

Dmitriy walked back to the car, held the door open, and Anastasia climbed out. He took hold of her hand and walked toward the room he had taken. It was on the first floor, and he let them in. The curtains were already drawn, and it was getting late. 

“I don’t understand why we’re here,” Anastasia said. 

“I have no idea what is going on, and I can only assume my safe locations have been compromised. I’m not going to put you in any danger. We’ll rest here tonight, and tomorrow, we’ll figure something out.”

“You know, if you had killed me, you probably would be able to just run away and live your life.”

“Running away is not an option.” He never ran away, not from his parents, not from anything. 

“Take a shower. I’m going to go and get food, and do not answer the door to anyone.” With that, he closed the door and left the motel room. 

He should have killed her. It should have been easy for him to do. Just one bullet to the back of the head, or slitting her throat, but he just couldn’t bring himself to do it. He didn’t want to hurt her. In all his years, Dmitriy had never felt this way for anyone. 

Running fingers through his hair, he got into the car and drove for ten minutes until he found a drive-thru. He ordered them plenty of food, kept a smile on his face for the woman serving him, which wouldn’t allow any questions or suspicions to be raised, and when she was finished serving him, he told her to have a good day. 

He made his way back to the motel, grabbed all the food, and let himself into the apartment. At the same time, Anastasia stepped out of the bathroom. Her hair was damp, and she had a towel within her grip, drying it by scrunching it up in her fist. She had a single towel wrapped around her body, but he saw a lot more of her flesh on display, and he found it impossible to ignore. She was almost naked. 

“The shower is free, and I didn’t use up all the hot water,” she said. 

“I’ll take a quick shower.” He moved past her with speed. He didn’t want to spend any more time looking at her.

He had to get control of his erection. After what she had just seen, Anastasia didn’t need to deal with an aroused man as well. He wasn’t that much of a fucking monster. 

“There’s food, enjoy it,” he said, and slammed the door. This was not Anastasia’s fault. She didn’t know how he felt. That he had been obsessed with her since she had turned eighteen. That she was nothing like any other woman he had seen or known. She was different. 

Stripping out of his clothes, he turned on the shower and stepped beneath the spray. His cock was rock-hard, and he couldn’t get the sight of her out of his mind. Her smooth shoulders exposed, slightly glistening from the shower she had taken. She had been here moments before, and he was pretty sure he could smell her. He had to get some level of control. This was fucking shit. 

Wrapping his fingers around his cock, he closed his eyes, and it was all Anastasia playing through his mind. Her smile. The laughter he had heard from time to time. Then of course, the way she looked moments ago, and that was all it took to send him right over the edge, and he grunted as he spilled his seed into the bathtub. 

He couldn’t recall the last time he was with a woman. It had been so long ago, possibly even the night before he had seen Anastasia for the first time. That one look at the party was enough for him to never want anyone else. 

There had been a few moments where he had tried with other women, but none of them appealed to him. They meant nothing. 

He stopped trying and accepted there was only one woman for him, and that woman was Anastasia. 
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Burgers and fries. Not the healthiest food, but when you were starving it was the best kind of food. 

Anastasia didn’t have any clean clothes to get changed into, and it didn’t feel right changing into the old stinking clothes she had. They hadn’t changed when they had a little pit stop at his underground-looking fortress. He had wanted to leave, and she refused to stay. They had run from his cabin, and the clothes needed a wash. She sat on the edge of the bed and kept waiting for the panic to set in. 

Nothing happened. Not even a small panic attack. 

She had seen him kill three people, in the same house he had probably killed her family, and she didn’t feel anything. Her brothers had all said she was weird and wasn’t wired right. 

She couldn’t handle horror movies. The scary paranormal just messed with her head, and she couldn’t help being a believer, so it felt like that scary shit could happen. Gory films with blood, guts, and gore didn’t bother her, unless it had to do with animals. She did not like to hear or see anything on animal abuse. That stuff was sick and twisted. Humans were different, though. Maybe she did have a messed-up brain, because she truly believed some people were cruel. 

Shaking her head and pushing it out of her mind, she bit down on the burger. It tasted so good and was still so warm. 

She heard a grunt coming from the bathroom, and she turned to look toward the door just as Dmitriy opened it. He had a towel wrapped around his waist, his body on display. His heavily muscled, heavily inked body. She had never seen a naked man in person, or even a semi-naked man in person. This was very new. 

She felt her mouth dry up as Dmitriy rounded the bed and sat on the one opposite her. He had gotten them a single room with two beds, which made sense. They were not lovers, they had no reason to share a bed. 

She tried not to look at him. He had the towel opened and was now showing his thick thigh. 

“Does it hurt getting a tattoo?” she asked. 

When she asked her brothers this question, they had all acted like it was the worst feeling in the world, and the truth was, she couldn’t trust them. 

“Some of them did,” he said. 

“Do you like getting them?” she asked. 

“They were necessary.”

“Why?”

“My parents liked to leave scars, and I refused to keep looking at the scars they made.” 

She nodded. “It makes sense.”

What didn’t make sense was the fact that she wanted to take his towel off and see his whole body. Even crazier, she wanted to take her own towel off. 

This was insane. Completely and totally crazy. 

Perhaps being hunted, nearly killed, and watching him kill three men was making her lose her mind. Or, it was because she was a virgin, and knowing Gnesin was somehow working with or for the Gambino family, she knew there was an increased certainty she was going to die. 

She didn’t want to die a virgin. Not that she had ever been crazy for losing her virginity. It all made sense in her head. 

This was the strangest way she could have ended a day. Eating burgers, seeing people murdered, knowing there was some crazy shit going on in the Bratva world, and that she should already be dead. For some odd reason, Dmitriy wouldn’t kill her and kept protecting her. That had to mean something. She didn’t know if she was just clutching at straws, just that she was trying to survive. 

She didn’t want to die without knowing his touch. Yes, it went against the girl code and all that. He killed her family and protected her, but she was still attracted to him. 

They could die. 

She got to her feet, and Dmitriy looked up at her, and she loved when his gaze was on her. He rarely smiled or showed any emotion, but there were times when he looked at her and she was sure he felt something. 

She reached for the knot she had placed in the towel, opened it up, and allowed the towel to fall to the floor. 

Sometimes in life, you had to make the first move. 
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Chapter Six
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Just moments before Dmitriy had worked his cock, thinking about Anastasia without a single item of clothing on, and now he stared up at her, completely naked. 

She was dry now, but her hair was damp. And she stared at him. Not moving. 

He watched her take a deep breath, and he knew she was nervous. He didn’t want her to be afraid, and he got to his feet, the food forgotten, and stared into her eyes. 

“What are you doing?”

“I want you,” she said. 

“Anastasia?”

“I get it if you don’t want me, but I just, it’s ... a strange time.”

He should be a gentleman. Anastasia didn’t know what she was doing, or she was reacting to the stress of their circumstances, and he got it. There was only so much strength a man possessed and only so much he could refuse a woman. 

Anastasia, the woman he had been crazy about for so freaking long, was right in front of him, and he didn’t want to not be with her. He had never claimed to be a good man, and his dream woman was offering herself up on a plate. He was not going to refuse.

Banding an arm around her waist, he pulled her in close and took possession of her lips, finally kissing her. It was like he could finally breathe. She was everything. He couldn’t get enough of her lips, and as he ran his hands all over her body, he knew there was no chance he was ever going to be able to stop. 

Anastasia reached for his towel and it dropped to the floor. Even though he had brought himself to release just moments ago, he was ready to go again. His cock thickened as Anastasia ran her hands up his chest and circled them around his neck. Her naked tits pressed against his chest. 

Sliding his hands down, he couldn’t resist cupping her full ass. He gripped her cheeks, pulling her in close, and he heard her soft moan. He growled against her lips, swallowing down each sound she made. Breaking the kiss, he trailed his lips to her neck and flicked his tongue across her pulse. This made her gasp, and he spun her to the bed, dropping her down. 

“Don’t stop,” she said. 

“I’m not going to, Anastasia. We’re only just getting started.” 

He knew their lives were in danger, but for now, they were safe to enjoy this night. It might be the only night Anastasia allowed him to touch her. The reality of who he was and what he had done might set in, and when that happened, she would push him away. Dmitriy knew the risks, but he was also willing to take them. 

“Lie back,” he said. “Trust me.”

She lowered back against the bed, and he marveled at her lack of hesitation. This was one special woman. 

He watched her, amazed, and then he looked down at her full body. Anastasia was all woman. Full, ripe tips, with large red nipples that were made to be sucked. He couldn’t hold back any longer, nor did he want to. 

Pressing the globes together, he groaned as he looked down at their fullness, then he leaned in close and took a nipple into his mouth. He sucked on the hard tip and moved to the next one, sucking on that one as well. He moved between them, lavishing each one with attention, but he wasn’t painful. He teased and tormented, and then he let them go, because he knew his end goal wasn’t sucking her tits. 

Dmitriy wanted her pussy. 

Kissing down her stomach, he moved in closer, spread her legs a little wider, and ran his hands up either side of her thighs. Staring up the bed, he hesitated for the merest hint of a second, giving her the chance to say no. That was all he was going to give her, because now she was his, and he was not letting her go. 

Anastasia had already admitted she was a virgin. No man had touched her, or come close to knowing her perfection, and there was no way he was going to let her go. 

He gripped the lips of her sex and spread them open as he looked into her eyes. Then he stared down at her gorgeous virgin cunt and knew there was never going to be a place he wanted more. She was his. 

No one had tasted her, touched her, claimed her, and he intended to do all of that. He didn’t want her to ever think of another man again. Dmitriy had never been possessive. He’d never been selfish, yet when it came to Anastasia, he could not be anything but selfish. He wanted her all to himself. 

He looked down at her pretty cunt and knew she would belong to him for the rest of their lives. This first time was not going to be good. Taking her was going to hurt her, but afterward he would make it all better. First, he was going to blow her mind and try and make it so she only had this to remember. 

Pressing his tongue to her core, he got his first taste of the woman he loved, and it was everything. She was so fucking tasty, and he wanted more. He took her clit between his teeth, didn’t bite down, but he did suck it into his mouth, and he felt her arch up toward his touch. 

He wanted to completely blow her mind with his mouth, and that was what he did. Each touch only made her melt for him. She moaned his name, and it felt so good, the sound echoing around the motel room. 

Letting go of her clit, he slid his tongue back and forth across the sensitive nub. He was going to set her world on fire. He moved back and forth, and she cried out, and he slid down to go to her entrance, but she was a virgin, and he was not going to take her with his tongue. When he finally claimed her as his, he was going to use his cock and slide in deep, making her all his. 

He focused on her clit, sunk his hands under her ass, gripping the flesh, and pressing his face against her cunt. 

Dmitriy drew her closer and closer to orgasm. He held back, heightening her arousal, and then took her right to the edge. He wanted her to be soaking wet, so when he took her, there was no restriction. 

When she couldn’t handle his teasing anymore, he stopped holding back, and this time, he took her to the very edge, letting her fall into the abyss. 
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Sunlight streamed through the small slit in the curtain and Anastasia stared at it, marveling at the fact she was no longer a virgin. Last night had been a ride on a crazy train, one she didn’t regret taking. 

There had been a moment, a fleeting moment where she worried she would regret it, but the moment Dmitriy touched her, all those doubts went right out the window. All she could do was feel, and he had felt amazing. She didn’t regret a second of being with him. 

Losing her virginity had been painful, but Dmitriy had been so patient with her. He truly was an amazing man, and she couldn’t believe she had woken up in his arms. 

“Did you sleep well?” he asked. 

She tilted her head back and looked up at him with a smile. “Yeah, I did. Did you?”

“I slept.”

He sounded so surprised and she laughed. “You’re not used to sleeping?”

“No, I’m not.”

There was so much she didn’t know about him. “Maybe you’re relaxed with me?” 

“How are you?” he asked. 

Last night, when he took her virginity, she had bled. Afterward, he had gone for new clean sheets, and they had changed the bed together. He had also cleaned her up, and as she thought about his tender care, it actually made her cheeks heat, as she hadn’t expected that. 

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not sore or tender?”

“I feel fine.” She felt ... incredible. Aside from all the other trouble currently in their lives, which she refused to think about. For now, she was happy. 

She moved up and boldly planted a kiss to his lips. 

“Thank you.” 

He looked at her, and Anastasia didn’t quite know what to do, if she should make another move or not. Then, Dmitriy made the decision for her, as he kissed her. 

She melted against him. The pleasure was instant. At first, it started as a sweet, delicate kiss, and then slowly began to get fierier and she felt the passion simmering between them. 

He growled her name, and it sent a shockwave of heat straight to her core. She loved when he gripped her ass and pulled her in close. 

Dmitriy rolled her over so she was on her back, and the kiss deepened. She opened her mouth, he plundered inside, and she tasted him. Meeting his tongue with her own, she didn’t want him to stop. 

Of course, Dmitriy had other ideas, and he started to kiss his way down her body. She loved his mouth on her as he lavished attention on her nipples. She arched up against him, moaning, whimpering as he took his time with each nipple, and she didn’t think she was going to be able to stand it much longer. 

He was not done with her, as he kissed down her body, and when he got to her pussy, she was not prepared for his tongue sliding between the folds, and she cried out. 

Dmitriy took hold of her hands and placed them by her hips, holding her still. She was captured by him, but there was nowhere else she wanted to go. She was more than happy to be at his mercy. 

He continued to tease her clit, stroking the hard nub, working his tongue back and forth, and she felt the change within her, as the pleasure started to build. It took her higher and higher until she couldn’t think straight. Last night, he had teased her, taking her to the point of no return, not letting her go, but now he let her go straight over that edge. 

She screamed his name, unable to hold anything back, and even before the last ebbs of her release, he moved up between her thighs and she felt him filling her. Each inch sent her arousal higher as her orgasm still had control. Anastasia held onto him as he moved her hands either side of her head, holding her in place, and took possession of her lips as he rode her. 

The hard pulse of his cock took her breath away. It felt so good, even better than last night, and she didn’t think that was possible. 

She stared into his eyes, and the scary truth was, she was falling for this man. She knew, deep down, she shouldn’t be falling for him, that it was a big gigantic mistake, yet she was falling for him in a way she never thought was possible. The pleasure was next level and intense. 

She watched as he came close to that peak, and he didn’t hold back. Dmitriy let go, and she watched him fall and knew she would do anything for him. She didn’t care about their past. It didn’t matter to her. All that mattered was what they had right now. 

The moment he had finished and she felt the last pulses of his cock, she wrapped her arms around him and knew there was nowhere else in the world she wanted to be. 
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Chapter Seven
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After taking a shower together, Dmitriy had left Anastasia at the motel room, as he went and got them some fresh clothes. He paid cash and offered a smile. Playing the part of hopeless tourist. Arriving back at the motel, he knew there was no way he could take the car they had arrived in. 

Anastasia didn’t ask any questions as she changed into the jeans and flannel shirt he had gotten her. She was also wearing a baseball cap. He returned the keys to the new manager that was onsite, and they walked out of the motel. 

“What are we going to do?” she asked. 

“For now, we walk.”

“Is this ideal? Not that I have a problem with walking, I happen to really like walking, but anyone could see us and pull a gun, or run us down.”

“You’ve got to have a little faith. So long as we’re surrounded by people, we should be fine. Just don’t keep looking behind you, or like you’re searching for someone.” He couldn’t help but smile at how cute she was being.

She stopped and looked at him. “Sorry.”

He cupped her cheek. “Don’t worry about it.”

“You do this all the time, don’t you? You blend in.”

“Yeah.”

“How? I mean, look at you. You’re not exactly the blend-in kind of guy.”

“A lot of people go to the gym now, have dozens of ink. Trust me, I’m not a stand-out kind of guy.” He held her hand and checked up and down the street. They were still in Gnesin territory, and for now he had a feeling they were safe. 

But he needed to get to his safe place, and it was in plain sight. One of his many hideouts was in one of the casinos Gnesin owned. It was under an alias name. 

They walked through the city, taking the time to get closer to the casino. They stopped for coffee and a sandwich, and Anastasia had stopped asking questions. They crossed over into a park, and he slowed down the pace, as across from the park, he saw the sign for The Casino. That was what Gnesin had called it—The Casino. It wasn’t exactly very original, but he liked to mix originality and mystery with other businesses. 

“What’s going on?” Anastasia asked. 

“My safe house that has my guns, some money, and car keys, are in that casino,” he said. 

“What?” Anastasia asked. “Are you insane?”

“They’re the closest things we have right now.”

“You’re going to get us killed.”

“Only if we get caught and if Gambino is in charge here.” He held her hand. “Do you trust me?”

“I trust you, but it is those people I don’t trust.” She nibbled her lip and took a deep breath. “You’re right. Of course, you’re right. Come on, we can do this.”

He smirked as her hand tightened within his. He was not going to let anything happen to her. With him, she was safe. 

They left the park, made their way toward the casino, and even though it was still daylight, people were coming and going. 

It was easy getting inside. No one paid them any attention, but Dmitriy was on guard. Every person he looked at, he checked for the snake tattoo on the neck. 

He didn’t opt for the elevators. That was too risky. Instead, he got Anastasia to take the stairs with him, and she didn’t complain. Even though after the first ten or so flights of stairs, she was starting to sound a little out of breath. 

“How are you doing?” he asked. 

“I don’t know. I’m guessing people are not stupid and often take the elevators, which is why the stairwells are always empty,” she said. “Did you have to have a spare room so high?”

He liked heights. He liked being able to look over everything. 

“We’re here,” he said, stepping into the main hallway and making his way to his room. He had his key card and his code, letting himself into the room. 

Nothing was out of place, and he closed the door, locking it, going straight to the bedroom. He had let go of Anastasia’s hand, and she followed him to the room. 

“Wow, this is nice,” she said, moving toward the bedroom window. “You can see the whole city from this view.”

He grabbed a couple of duffel bags and started to load up his weapons. 

“Do you think Gnesin is working for the Gambinos, or do you think it is the other way?” Anastasia asked. 

Dmitriy paused and looked toward Anastasia. “I honestly don’t know.”

“You were known to be his favorite weapon. How can you not know?” 

“The last time I wanted to meet in person, he sent a bunch of men to kill me at the cabin.” 

Anastasia frowned. “Okay, so what if Gnesin is not working for the Gambinos? What if Gambino has somehow gotten to Gnesin, and he is, like, trapped?”

Dmitriy looked toward her. 

She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I know it sounds far-fetched, and I’ve probably watched too many movies.”

“No, it doesn’t sound far-fetched at all. It actually sounds spot on.”

She frowned. “Okay, you’re going to need to fill in those blanks for me, because they are popping right on up.” She offered him a smile. 

“Think about it, your family, along with the few others I was asked to take out. They all have close ties to Gnesin. Your family home is secluded, nowhere near any other Bratva member. It is a place where people can conduct their own business without anyone else stepping on their toes.” 

He hadn’t thought about this. When he got the message to take out Babkin, he had figured they had been caught doing some kind of deal with the law. They always had the law breathing down their neck, and it was always a risk. Now he had to wonder if someone let the Gambinos in, and Gnesin wasn’t running the shots anymore. 

“It’s how they were able to set up all of those security cameras,” Anastasia said. “What if they are trying to infiltrate all of Gnesin’s businesses but with minimal bloodshed?”

“The Gambinos cannot win an outright war.”

“However, they can turn the whole Gnesin Bratva against itself without anyone even knowing,” Anastasia said. 

“Gnesin could be dead,” Dmitriy said. 

He didn’t like that. 

“There has to be a way we can find out.”

“There is, but there is also a risk of dying by doing it.” 
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They were able to leave the casino without a single interaction with a guard, or security. Anastasia even saw one of the men nod in Dmitriy’s direction. 

She was just going with ideas on how the Gambinos had taken control of Gnesin. There was a chance the order to kill her family didn’t even come from Gnesin, but from their enemy. 

Dmitriy had a car, parked in the underground parking facility, and she climbed into the front seat. He pulled the car out of the parking space, and they made their way out and left the city behind.

Anastasia didn’t look back. 

The only way to save the Gnesin Bratva was to potentially die trying to save it. The odds were not good. They didn’t know how strong a hold the Gambinos had on the Gnesin household. She didn’t even know where Nikolai Gnesin lived. 

If they ran, they were always going to be hunted. The Gambinos would succeed in wiping out the Gnesin Bratva, and although she walked away from the life, there were people that had been her friends. Her parents deserved to have their names cleared. 

“Pull up,” Anastasia said. 

“We need to get to a safe location.”

“There is no one around, and we don’t know for sure if they are even going to spare the manpower to come after us. Pull over, we need to talk.”

She expected him to argue, but he pulled up just a few feet from where she had asked. It was dark now. 

Rubbing her nose, she took a deep breath and turned to look at him. “Regardless of the risks, we need to figure this out.”

“I need to get you to safety.”

“Don’t,” she said. “You are not going to be able to do this without me.”

“Anastasia, I have been doing shit like this for a long time. I can do this without you.”

“But you don’t need to.”

“I’m not going to put you in danger.”

She growled. “You put me in danger the moment you kept me alive. If that order came from Gnesin, and we’re wrong about this, then I am going to die. He is going to make sure I am hunted until I am dead. Both of us. I don’t want to live my life constantly looking over my shoulder. My father did not raise a coward. He raised a fighter, and I do not run away.” 

“You left.”

“With my head held high and my dignity intact. I did not run away. I made a choice.” She glared at him. “And we have a choice right now.”

“What if we’re wrong? What if Gnesin is working with the Gambinos, and it’s his intention to change the Bratva?” he asked. 

“Do you believe with your whole heart that Nikolai Gnesin would give up the Bratva, have it turn and make an enemy within itself?” she asked. It seemed like quite a stretch to her. 

“People change.”

“Yeah, they do, and then some people don’t change. Not like this. If we’re wrong, then we die, knowing Gnesin ... changed,” she said. “If we don’t do this, and all along the Gambinos were there, then we potentially allow the Bratva to die.” The very thought of it didn’t sit well with her. In fact, it was terrifying. 

“It comes with risks.”

“Everything comes with risks,” she said. “When I told my parents I wouldn’t marry that fucking pig, they could have killed me for being a disrespectful daughter. I know I upset my dad, but I also think I made him proud that day.” She shrugged. “Life is not certain. Everything we have seen and experienced tells us that. I would never for a million years believe that Gnesin would send a group of soldiers to kill his ghost devil, yet that is what he did.” 

She pressed her lips together. 

“We can’t leave.”

Dmitriy looked straight ahead and gritted his teeth. Silence fell between them, and she looked at him and waited, knowing he was making a decision. They truly didn’t have a choice. 

If Gambino was in control, it would only be a matter of time before they came looking for them, unless they assumed they were dead. She didn’t want to work or live with those odds. 

“You’re right, we can’t leave, but if we do this, we do it my way,” Dmitriy said. 

To that, she smiled at him and felt a little happier with herself, but it also meant there was a chance she would not make it to Christmas. 
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Chapter Eight
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“What is this place?” Anastasia asked. 

Dmitriy made his way toward the light switch and immediately brought the small house into illumination. He was not going to let them go in without coming up with a plan. “It’s another safe house.”

“I don’t understand. I thought we were going to get Nikolai.”

“We are, but I’m not going to do anything to put you at risk.”

“This is ... is this because I’m a woman?” she asked. 

He rolled his eyes and turned toward her. “Have you ever killed a man? Have you ever been able to shoot a gun without a single provocation? How many men and women have you killed?” he asked. He just fired those questions at her. “What is your training? Can you take an attack?” 

“You know I can’t,” she said. 

“Exactly. You want me to take you into a potential war zone without any experience.” He reached out and cupped her face. “I never go without a plan, and if I do, it’s because I know the odds. I’m not going to put you in danger. It has nothing to do with your sex.” 

And with that, he took possession of her lips and stepped back, putting the lock into place. 

He hadn’t exactly worked on this safe house. It was a crumbling pile of ruins, but it had everything they needed—shelter, a place to rest, food, and the means to come up with a plan that didn’t mean certain death. Making his way to the kitchen, he went to the fridge. 

He had a habit of stockpiling food, especially the kind with long shelf lifes. There were a lot of vacuum-packed meats and cheeses, ready for the time when he used the safe house. 

This place didn’t have a lot of food, as he tended to use it as a last resort. Pulling out some meats, he went to the cupboards, grabbed a few cans of food, and quickly threw everything into a saucepan, bringing it to a boil as he grabbed a couple of bowls. 

He let the water in the pipe run for a few minutes before he washed everything. 

“You’re cooking food.”

“Are you hungry?”

She didn’t even have to answer that as her stomach started to rumble. 

“I guess, I’m just not used to ... well, you know, being able to eat at a time like this.”

He chuckled. “It’s another thing you’ve got to learn.”

“How can you be so calm?”

“There’s no way I cannot be. If our theory is correct, Gnesin needs us alive. We don’t know if they have him drugged, if he’s even alive.” He shrugged.

“And you don’t care?” she asked. 

Dmitriy looked down into the pot of chili. It was not going to be the greatest chili ever made, but it would fill a gap. 

“You do realize if Gnesin is trapped, killed, or whatever the outcome, it could mean I killed a lot of people on the instructions of our enemies. Including your parents,” he said, and then he turned to look at her. He watched as she took a deep breath. 

“I can live with that. Bad shit happens all the time. I was following orders, but I have to ask you, Anastasia, can you?” 

She didn’t look away. “I don’t ... yes, I can.”

This made him frown and Anastasia went to him. She went to reach out for him, but then hesitated. She went again, and wrapped her arms around him, pulling him in close. 

“Yes, I can handle that.”

At first, Dmitriy didn’t know what to do. His woman was holding him, comforting him, and in all his life, he had never been granted such affection. He had never experienced hugs in his life. Certainly not by his parents. 

Seconds passed, and it could have been minutes, or even a lifetime, then he grabbed her, and pulled her in against him, and didn’t want to let her go. Not ever again. He pressed his face against her neck, breathing her in. She was his heaven. He couldn’t let anything happen to her. 

And then, he heard her stomach rumble. He pulled away and looked into her blue eyes, and she offered him a smile. “Are you okay?” she asked. 

“I’m fine.” He reached out and touched her chin. “More than fine.” 

The chili had been bubbling for a good five minutes, and it was starting to smell like it was about to catch. He didn’t want to eat crap food that was scorched, and he quickly pulled it off the stove. He gave it a stir, missing the bottom, and then dolloped it into the bowls. 

Anastasia hadn’t left his side, and she reached for her bowl and followed him as they walked toward the table. The table itself was scratched. 

“What is this place?” 

“It’s an old abandoned house. For a long time, no one would come here because they thought it was haunted.”

“Was it?” Anastasia asked. 

“No, a couple of people died, that was all.”

He saw her eyes had gotten wide. “Of old age. No paranormal activity. They had lived a long life together. Fallen in love when they were teenagers, no kids, no family, nothing to hand this down to. For a long time, it was left derelict and stuff. I purchased the land, which included the house, and I’ve been intending to fix it up, but it’s one of those projects I haven’t gotten around to.”

“Fixing it up? Like you did with the cabin?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, Dmitriy Fedulov, you’re a real mystery to me. How did you become one of the most feared men in the Gnesin Bratva, with the title of Ghost Devil, and yet you’re able to rebuild cabins and have house décor plans?” she asked. 

Dmitriy took a spoonful of his food, biting it but not really tasting it. 

“After I took care of my parents, I trained. That is all I did, and I worked hard. Killing people doesn’t bother me, Anastasia. I don’t care. I have no feelings about it. People can scream, and it doesn’t affect me.” He shrugged. “Working one job to another, Gnesin realized I had a gift—the ability to kill without it affecting me. So, he rewarded me. One reward after another, I learned what I needed. With the cabin, I knew I had to make it the way I wanted it, so I practiced, I learned. I never stop learning, and that is why I’m able to build what I need.” It was all trial and error. 

His parents had taught him to withstand pain. They didn’t have a clue that they were creating a monster. One that was going to destroy them, which is exactly what he did. 

“Everything I put my mind to, I deal with.” 

“Are you ever afraid?” she asked.

He looked up and saw real concern within her gaze. 

“No, I’m not.”

She nibbled her lip. “Sometimes I feel fear.”

“I used to,” he said. “Not anymore.”

“I find it hard to believe you would be afraid.”

“We all feel fear, Anastasia. At some point.”

“When did you stop?” she asked. 

“When the pain stopped mattering.” He shrugged. “It was the way I survived.”

He wasn’t going to tell her that the only time in recent years he had felt true fear was with her. The thought of losing her. The thought of someone having the power to take her away from him. He could not handle that level of loss. 

She was his everything. And she didn’t even know the power she held over him. 
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Anastasia looked around the bedroom and saw true potential. Based on what Dmitriy had told her, she could imagine this being a loving home. It was sad to know the previous owners didn’t have any children or family to leave it to. 

She could imagine they had put a lot of love into the room. The whole design was for people who loved this place. Each doorway was hand-carved. Even the few pieces of furniture, although covered with dust, looked handcrafted. It wasn’t what you would get in random shops or large furniture outlets. 

Anastasia stood in the main bedroom. Dmitriy had left her some clothes on the bed, and she nibbled her lip. Instead of putting on the clothes, she left the bedroom. Ever since she had left her parents and the Bratva life, knowing there was always a risk that people could come to kill her, she had stopped dreaming. There had been a short time, when she had thought about having a family and a life outside the Bratva, without the threat. Over the years, she had watched normal families. Some of them had been at parks, or in shops, or just on the street. She had watched how normal they were. They didn’t have guards with guns. There was no threat to their lives. Men were not chosen to marry the women. 

She knew it wasn’t always sunshine and roses for everyone. There was real pain. Real trauma. But it was a life she had wanted and would fantasize about. She would watch movies and television shows, and it was like a craving she couldn’t let go. 

When she first left her parents and was cast out, she had thought about seeking what she wanted. Find a man, fall in love, have a family, have a new life, but she knew that being a Babkin came with too much risk. There were too many players. If her family fucked up, she would still have to pay the price. 

Stepping out of the bedroom, she made her way down the hall. Being with Dmitriy was one of the only truly selfish things she had done. She knew it was stupid of her to fall for this man. He had killed her family, and maybe growing up, knowing death was happening, seeing it with her eyes, had warped her brain. 

Her family had known the risks. Everyone did. They made their choice, just as she made hers. 

She made her way to the main sitting room, where Dmitriy had several guns on the table. Even though she stood silent, observing him, it was like he knew someone was there, as he immediately turned to look at her. 

“Are you okay?” he asked, frowning when he caught sight of her in only a towel. 

This was stupid. There was a chance they were not going to survive the week. If the Gambino family had somehow invaded Nikolai Gnesin’s home, there was only a matter of time before they were hunted down. She and Dmitriy had also burnt her parents’ home to the ground. This was going to add up, and someone would put it all together, and when that happened, whatever peace they had would be gone. 

“I’m fine.” She gripped the knot of her towel and pulled it open. 

The towel fell to the floor, and Dmitriy got to his feet. She stepped toward him and put her hands on his chest, as he wrapped his arms around her. Neither of them spoke for a second, nor did it seem they moved. They just stared at one another. Time stood still. 

She needed time to stand still, just so she could bask in this moment with him. She didn’t want it to disappear. 

He stroked her cheek, tucking her hair behind her ear, and she took a deep breath. Anastasia didn’t know which one of them moved first. Just that one moment, neither of them was moving, and then his mouth was on hers. 

This wasn’t gentle. This was fierce. And she wanted every second of it. She grabbed his t-shirt and started to yank it off his body. She didn’t want to be the only one undressed. She wanted to feel him, skin to skin. 

Dmitriy helped her remove his shirt, and she tossed it to the ground, throwing it out of the way. He growled her name, and his lips were back on hers, but they didn’t linger, even as she ran her hands down his back, pulling him in close. 

“Fuck,” he said. “You’re driving me crazy.”

He pushed some of her hair out of her face, and she didn’t know how it happened, just one moment they were all over each other, kissing, making out, touching, and they ended up on the sofa, but with her straddling his waist. 

His shirt was gone, but he still had on a pair of pants, even as she tried to attack them. She tugged at the belt of his pants, and he suddenly grabbed her hips and pressed her to the sofa. 

Dmitriy tugged her to the edge, spreading her legs open, and then before she could say anything more, his mouth was on her body. She closed her eyes, but she wanted to watch him. The pleasure was so intense, and she didn’t want it to stop. 

He tongued her clit, sliding his tongue back and forth, and then moved down, and she cried out as he penetrated her with his tongue. It felt so good. Not nearly as good as when he did it with his dick, but so good. She moaned his name. Whimpered. 

He pulled his tongue back from her pussy and glided up toward her clit. Flicking back and forth, he worked her clit, going over the tight nub, making her cry out and beg him for more.

She didn’t want him to ever stop, but she felt that turning point within her. Her body was on fire, the need building, and Dmitriy seemed to know her body better than she did. He didn’t hold back, but he sent her right up that hill, and he pushed her over the edge, into a bliss she had never experienced in her life. 

It was powerful, only Dmitriy wasn’t done. He had so much strength and she was at his mercy, as he flipped her over, putting her to her knees, on the sofa, and she heard his belt. 

Now that he was the one in control, she heard his pants zipper being pulled down. It sounded like music to her ears. 

Dmitriy ran his hands over the curves of her ass, and he spread the cheeks wide, and then she felt the tip of his cock as he pressed it between her thighs. She gasped, arching up against him. Inch by inch, he sunk inside her from behind, and this time it felt so different. This didn’t hurt. 

He grabbed her hands and pressed them to the base of her back, and she closed her eyes, basking in the feel of his warmth. He pushed in deep, and it took her breath away. 

“You’re so tight,” he said, growling the words. 

She sunk her teeth into her lip, as he started to pull out. It was like he hadn’t even been fully inside her yet, and as he pulled out, she didn’t want him to stop. She wasn’t ready for this to be over. Anastasia whimpered, only to hear him chuckle.

“Don’t worry, baby. I’m not done. I’m not nearly done with you.” 

He slammed inside her, making her take the whole length of him, and he was not a small man. There was pain, but mingled with the best kind of pleasure. 

He held her captive and took control, thrusting hard and deep within her, and she didn’t want it to stop. The pleasure was intense. 

She knew there was a chance they were not going to make it, but knowing him, falling for him, at least she had lived to experience that. 

Anastasia felt the change within him, as his thrusts started to speed up. He got faster, and whatever pain faded away, because it felt so good. It was even better as he reached between her thighs and started to stroke her clit. He still held her hands at the base of her back, but he had control of them with one hand. 

Dmitriy was the master. She was at his mercy, and it felt so good. She didn’t want it to stop, and she didn’t think it was possible to reach orgasm for a second time, not so fast, but Dmitriy knew her better than she knew herself. He knew what her body was capable of, and he took her right over the edge. It was amazing. 

This time, she felt Dmitriy follow her into orgasm. The kick of his cock as he pulsed his seed within her. 

They were not using any protection; however, she had a feeling that wasn’t going to matter, as their future was not certain. 
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Chapter Nine
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“We’re not going to know unless we get inside that house,” Anastasia said. 

Dmitriy had wanted to leave her at his safe house. That way, he would be able to do a little closer recon without her in danger. However, he should have known Anastasia wouldn’t just happily stay behind. Instead, she insisted on coming with him, and the truth was, he couldn’t say no to her. Apart from this. 

“Hell, no,” he said.

He already started the car and was making his way back toward their safe house. It had been three days of watching Nikolai’s residence, and other than seeing some of the staff leaving, nothing looked out of place. 

The only problem was Nikolai Gnesin had in-house staff. Once they worked for him, they were not allowed to leave the property. It was why his staff usually comprised of older people. Those that didn’t have a family. It was a strange setup to some people. He used older people, who were happy to stay in a large mansion, serve him, live their life, have their own bedroom. 

In a way, Nikolai Gnesin had built himself a loyal family. The people leaving the house were young. He didn’t know if this meant Nikolai was dead, or if he was captive. Going in would mean certain death. 

“Come on, Dmitriy. There is no way you can go in. You told me that. They know who you are. At least they do now, but they don’t know me. First, I am young, and don’t even give me that. I am twenty-five years old. That is young, and I can fit right in,” she said. “They are all in their own clothes. I could do this.”

“I am not going to put you at risk. You don’t know what you’re doing, and if they do know you, you’re as good as dead.”

He gripped the steering wheel, because the truth was, he couldn’t handle the thought of anything happening to her. If she were to die, he would ... there was no telling what he would do. It wouldn’t matter if there was a Bratva or a Mafia, he would destroy them all. 

“How are they going to know me?” Anastasia asked. “Think about it, they gave you the order that Babkin was to die, right? We all know that total annihilation meant you would have to kill me. Those are the rules, but they don’t know I’m alive.”

“We’re assuming that.”

“Unless they had cameras set up at my parents’ house,” she said. 

“We’re not doing this.”

“Damn it, Dmitriy, this is the only way and you know it.” 

He pulled the car into the driveway of his property. The doors were still locked, and he glared at her. 

“You get in there, and your assumptions are correct, what then?”

“I work, and I find my way around his place. It’s a pretty big place, and the new girl could get lost.” She shrugged. 

“You’re insane. You cannot take care of yourself. You don’t even know how to fire a gun.”

“Then teach me,” she said. “Show me how to fire a gun.”

“Hell, no. There is not enough time to teach you everything you need to know to protect yourself.” 

He saw her eyes roll, and it was so incredibly cute. 

“You’re out of options,” Anastasia said, and he saw her anger building. “We don’t have anyone else, and I am all you’ve got. Teach me enough to get me out of there safely.”

He got out of the car, slamming the door, and heard Anastasia follow close behind him. 

Dmitriy needed a moment to think, but of course, he should have known she would have other ideas. What he hated most was, she was right. The moment he saw the staff leaving the house, Anastasia was his only option. He was compromised. 

He needed to know if Gnesin was still alive. If he was, then he had to get him out, and the Bratva had a chance. But if he was dead, he needed to get Anastasia far away. He ran fingers through his hair and turned toward her. She was still talking, but he had tuned her out. 

Pulling out his gun, one that could be easily hidden on her body, he slapped it into her palm. 

“If we do this, we do it my way, and only when I know you’re ready.”

Her eyes went wide. “You’re going to trust me?”

“As you told me, I don’t have much of a choice. I need to know if Gnesin is alive, and if he is worth saving. You’re my only shot.” 

There was no one else. Especially no one he trusted. There was only Anastasia. 

“Let’s see what you’re made of, Babkin.”

He moved her around the back of the house, and there were several tree stumps. He figured the previous owners of the house liked to shoot, as each tree stump moved further away, but provided the perfect spot to rest bottles, or cans, or whatever target they wanted. 

Dmitriy found five empty bottles, and he moved across the large field, placing them where they needed to be, then he walked toward her. She held the gun in her hand, and it looked ... odd. Anastasia could pretend all she wanted, but she was not comfortable holding a gun. She looked nervous. He didn’t want anything to happen to her. 

“Take aim, and shoot.”

She held the gun up, and he saw she didn’t have a clue what she was doing. First, the safety was on. She pressed the trigger, and of course, nothing. She did so again and again, until he finally took pity on her and stared into her eyes, as he gripped the gun, giving her a pointed look. He didn’t even need to look at the gun to know how to take off the safety. 

Anastasia had so much attitude as she rolled her eyes. “So, I don’t know how to take the safety off. I didn’t even know it had a safety, so what?” She shrugged. 

As for Dmitriy, he knew, at this moment in time, they were fucked. He could leave. But Gnesin hadn’t been an asshole to him. He had given him a position, and he hadn’t been pissed that he had killed his parents. Not when he saw the scars. He owed Gnesin the chance to survive. 

Anastasia was innocent, and if they somehow managed to pull this off, he was going to make sure she never had a target on her head again. 
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In all her life, Anastasia had never entered Gnesin’s home, but as she did so now, there was a real fear, which she tried to hide. No one stopped her. She had waited for the majority of the staff to arrive, and she hadn’t smiled or played nice. Instead, she held a bag across her body and waited to be patted down by one of the guards. Every woman had a bag, and she was nervous about them looking in hers. 

However, as the guard was about to check her bag, someone distracted him, then the bag was opened, closed, and handed right back to her. She had no idea what she was doing, and Dmitriy told her to follow the crowd, just keep her head down, lay low. He wouldn’t be too far, and if it went sideways, she was just to run. 

Seeing the guards, getting a glimpse of the inside, she was not going to be able to run. This was a fortress. 

Dmitriy had told her what to look for, and it came as no surprise to find many Gambino guards and not a single Gnesin guard. She couldn’t see signs of dead bodies or blood. All that evidence must have been covered up. 

After making it through the main clearance, she followed the rest of the women to the back of the house, and they made their way to the locker. She had a little trouble finding the necessary maid’s outfit, but she finally figured it out and was able to start the process of cleaning the house. 

Anastasia had no choice, on that first day, but to follow the rules. She took notice of everything—where the guards were stationed, the changes that were made. She kept a close eye on the staff as well. There were both male and female staff, and she tried not to show nerves when she was stopped. Each room had a guard. 

Anastasia couldn’t figure out what had been changed. She had never been to Gnesin’s home. She only had the brief description Dmitriy had given to her, and right now it wasn’t the best information to go on. 

When it came to lunch, they were all rounded up and forced to eat outside. She had packed her own lunch. While outside, she continued to watch the house, and if a guard looked her way, she would quickly glance up to the sky. 

It was a lot of work, but everything was running like a machine. By the end of the day, the uniforms were taken from them, and they were all escorted off the property. 

Dmitriy had told her to turn left and keep walking until she saw his car. He was there, glasses on, as she got closer to him. She didn’t know what he had been up to, but the moment she climbed into the car, he leaned across the seat and pulled her in close, taking possession of her lips. 

“You made it.”

“I made it.”

“Let’s not talk here, come on.” He turned the car around, and they headed in the opposite direction. 

“What’s going on?” she asked. 

“I want to make sure you’re not followed. We’re only assuming they don’t know who you are, but we don’t know for certain. Anyone could be following you.”

She hadn’t even thought about that. Glancing behind her, she tried to see if anyone followed, but there was no one there. 

Nibbling her lip, she didn’t know how long they drove, but he finally pulled up outside a drive-thru burger place and ordered them some food. They stayed in the car, and Dmitriy was like a completely different person when they were around people. It was odd to see the ghost devil acting so normal. She liked it, but then she had come to realize she liked a lot of things about Dmitriy. 

“Tell me about your day. The whole setup, everything.” 

She told him about everything, from the moment she entered the house, the guards checking her stuff, and also how easily he was distracted. 

“That’s still not good. We can’t risk you taking a gun. Anyone would be able to sense it or feel it.”

“They don’t have any sensors, though,” Anastasia said. 

“That’s because they’re being sneaky little shits. They don’t know we finally figured out that something is not right with Gnesin. Go on.”

She told him everything. The rooms being cleaned. There were no signs of struggle. All the guards had the same mark of the Gambino. There was no room for her to go hunting. 

They finished their food, and Dmitriy turned the engine over and shook his head. “I don’t want you to go back there,” he said. 

“Dmitriy, come on. I made it through the first day, and you said that was going to be a miracle, and guess what, a miracle has happened, because I am here.” She smiled at him. 

“It’s too dangerous. We’re going to have to figure out another way.”

“You’ve got to give me time. You need to tell me where they would store Gnesin, especially if he is alive. That is what you need to do.”

“I’m putting you at risk.”

She reached out and put her hand on his arm. “No, I’m putting myself at risk with this, and trust me, this is something I want to do. I need to do it, for my parents.”

“Anastasia?”

“No, don’t ... do that. I’m going to be fine. Trust me.”

Dmitriy went silent. 

He had taught her a few moves, and she had fired those guns until she had been able to finally make the shot. It wasn’t easy. 

Anastasia knew if she was discovered she was as good as dead. For now, no one knew who she was. They all believed her to be dead, and those men that might have caught sight of her at the cabin were all dead. No one but Dmitriy knew who she was. If she ever discovered Gnesin, there was a chance he wouldn’t know who she was. 

“I don’t like this,” he said. 

“I know, but it is our only option.”

Dmitriy reached out and took her hand, locking their fingers together. She loved it when he touched her. 

They arrived back at the house, and Anastasia didn’t get a chance to take a shower. 

Dmitriy pressed her up against the main door, which he had removed of cobwebs. She had come to see that Dmitriy liked keeping a clean house. He couldn’t stand mess, and even though they hadn’t been here long, she could see the transformation of the place. Given time, she had a feeling he would transform it into an amazing home. 

His lips were on hers, and she wrapped her arms around his neck. At the same time, he grabbed her ass, pulling her in close, and she circled her legs around his waist. 

Gone was the fear. All that remained was this irrefutable attraction. She just wanted to be with him, completely. 

He growled against her lips. “Nothing can happen to you,” he said. 

“Nothing will happen to me.” But she knew they were just words. There was no way she could guarantee their plan was going to work. All it would take was a suspicious guard, and their plan would fail. 

Dmitriy carried her away from the door, and she didn’t avert her gaze but stayed completely focused on him, and they made it to the main bedroom. Slowly, he lowered her to the bed, and she whimpered as he pulled away. She didn’t need to worry about him leaving her as he pulled off his clothes. His shirt was the first to go, followed by his pants. 

She was fully dressed as he reached down and stroked his fingers up her thighs. She wore a pair of jeans and an oversized sweater. 

It was cold out, and seeing as they made them eat outside, she was glad she wore warm clothes. They made them stay out in the cold for a full thirty minutes to eat their lunch. Perhaps that was the point. She needed to be inside while the soldiers took their lunch break as well. 

Pushing those thoughts out of her mind, she refocused her attention on Dmitriy as he reached for the button of her pants. Slowly, he unbuttoned it, and the sound of the zipper sliding down seemed to echo around the room. It made her ache, especially when he pulled down her pants. The tips of his fingers where he touched her set her on fire. 

The pleasure was intense, and all he was doing was taking off her pants. She moaned as when the pants were gone, he spread her legs and started to set a path that set her aflame as he skimmed his fingers up the backs of her thighs. He moved around toward her knees, and then he opened her legs. 

She stared down at him, and in the next second, she felt him between her thighs, licking her pussy. Anastasia gasped as his tongue danced across her clit, setting her on fire with a need that took her breath away. She didn’t want him to stop. 

He teased her clit, stroking across, using small circles, and when she was close to her orgasm, he would pull back, glide down, and start to press his tongue inside her. She didn’t want his tongue, but his hard, thick cock, which she moaned at him. 

He gave that chuckle that always made her weak at the knees for him. 

Dmitriy moved up toward her clit, and this time, there was no stopping him as he brought her to that peak. He didn’t stop, even as he thrust her right over the edge into orgasm, and she screamed his name. He didn’t give her the chance to come down from her high as he pressed her hands above her head, and within seconds she felt him inside her. 

Dmitriy thrust every single inch, and he was not small but thick and wide, and it felt so good, feeling him deep within her. What she loved most when they were like this, was she could look into his eyes and didn’t see the eyes of a killer. She saw the eyes of the man she loved. The man who had risked it all to save her. 

He had gone against the rules. It didn’t matter that they didn’t know Gnesin had been sabotaged. Dmitriy had still gone out of his way to save her. He couldn’t kill her. And she loved him for it. She loved everything about him, and she didn’t want to let him down, or let him go. 

She didn’t know what the future was going to be for the two of them. There was no guarantee, but for now, she was going to enjoy as many moments as she could with him. 
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Chapter Ten
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A week had gone by, and Anastasia hadn’t been able to locate Gnesin anywhere. The work was always the same: she would arrive, the guards would pat her down, check her bags, and so far, no identity checks. He had been able to get his hands on a fake passport, but anyone who looked closely enough would see it was fake. So far, they had gotten lucky. In Dmitriy’s experience, there was only so much luck they could have. 

Whenever he dropped her off, he couldn’t get too close. Gnesin’s property had a great deal of security around it. If he got too close, the cameras would pick him up, and if they attempted to identify him, Anastasia would be screwed. So, he would park far enough away that he knew no camera would detect him. Checking the property would be difficult. He needed to find someone who had the ability to hack from the outside, undetected. 

After dropping her off on that final day, Saturday, he had an idea, a very rough idea. He left where he usually stayed, and took a brief drive one hour away. He didn’t like leaving her, it was the last thing he wanted to do, but time was of the essence. They were shooting in the dark. 

There was a guy, known only as Hacker, and he tended to use him when he needed to get delicate information. The only problem was, he was ... temperamental, and tended to be difficult to see in person. Hacker’s real name was Jack Reilly. He was an eccentric who believed everyone was after him. Part of that was probably true. He figured the government or some kind of law enforcement would be looking for Jack, which was why he lived in an abandoned warehouse that also seemed to be heavily guarded. No one could get in or close without Jack knowing. 

The other problem was, once you were in, you were only getting out with Jack knowing. He didn’t know if anyone had property control over Jack. They had met a few years ago. Jack had wanted some kind of rare diamond, something he actually possessed, and Dmitriy wanted information. It was an easy trade of information. He didn’t know what Jack wanted with the diamond. 

Arriving at Jack’s gate, he rolled down his window and waited. 

“Holy shit, is that you, Dmitriy?” Jack asked over the radio. 

“The one and only, and we need to talk.”

A buzzer sounded, and the gate opened. He had no choice but to drive his car through. The moment the gate was open enough for him to do so, it wouldn’t go up anymore. Again, it was all connected by Jack. Driving through, he put the car into “park,” as the gate closed behind him, and then Jack opened the door. 

The man was dressed in a pair of dungarees, and his hair was long, falling around his waist, but he had a smile on his face. 

“It has been a lifetime,” Jack said. 

Dmitriy wouldn’t have even considered them friends, but the way Jack pulled him in for a hug, he guessed they were as close as friends were going to be. 

“What brings you to my palace?” Jack asked. 

“I need help.”

“You, the ghost devil, need my help?” Jack burst out laughing. “How are you feeling about a logo? Perhaps a leather jacket so you can announce your arrival and that anyone who sees you is going to be, well, you know, dead.”

“No logo. Look, I need to know if you do any work with the Gambinos.” 

“And if I do?”

“Then, for the sake of our friendship, I go,” Dmitriy said.

“The Gambinos have reached out to me, but seeing as I’m good friends with Dmitriy Fedulov, I see that as a breach of loyalty. The Gambino and Gnesin Bratva are not exactly on speaking terms, are they?”

Dmitriy looked at him. “Not that I’m aware of, but I am going to need your help.”

“This sounds like some serious spy shit. Come on, we got to get inside. We never know who is listening, and trust me, they are all listening, and perhaps even some fucking aliens are listening. Someone is always listening. It’s why they want you to be trapped on those fucking devices all the time. Just like my momma always said, the country wants us to be dumb.” 

Dmitriy was used to his rambling. 

They entered the main building, and as in true Jack style, everything had a code. He was very much a master of the very devices Jack and his parents always complained about. Jack’s place was clean. 

Dmitriy had only been here once before, and sometimes, with how dirty Jack looked, it was always a shock to see how clean his place was. That was because Jack spent a great deal of his time cleaning. They passed a table that had multiple cloths on it, as well as some polish, and there was even a vacuum cleaner. They went straight to the computers, which was in a separate room, and there had to be over a dozen of them. All showing a different camera angle, and none of them were around his home. 

“I like to keep an eye on everyone and everything,” Jack said. “So, tell me where you need me to hack?” 

“I need you to hack the security footage inside Nikolai Gnesin’s home,” Dmitriy said. 

Jack was in the process of locking his fingers together and pressing them forward as if to stretch them out and get ready for a workout. The moment he did that, Dimitriy stopped and turned to look at him. 

“Are you insane?”

“Probably.” 

“There is no way I could do that. The whole Gnesin Bratva will be on my ass, and I know there is some kind of hit out on you, but that is Gambino shit.” 

Dmitriy cut him off, gave him the rundown of everything that had happened, and what was currently in motion. Throughout it all, Jack’s face turned from skeptical to somewhat amazed. 

“Holy shit,” he said. 

“Yeah, this attack was done quietly. All of Nikolai’s soldiers are gone, or one of them turned traitor.”

“And you want me to access his security to find what?”

“To find him,” Dmitriy said. “I’ve got a girl working on the inside, but I need to know if I am putting her life at risk.”

Jack sighed. “Wow, okay, this is some serious shit, but we can handle this. Don’t you worry, we can handle all of this.” Jack turned to the computer and started to click at the keyboard. 

His fingers danced across the keys, and Dmitriy didn’t know what the fuck he was doing. The screens went blank, and for the next hour, that was how they stayed, until finally the screens showed the inside workings of Gnesin’s home. 

“I’m in,” Jack said. 

“Why did it take so long?” he asked.

“I’m sorry, but to make sure no one knows you’re there, think of it like a mask, you have to make sure no one finds you.” Jack shook his head. “Why don’t you just let me do my thing and I’ll let you do yours.”

With that, he got to clicking away. 

“What exactly are we looking at right now?”

Dmitriy moved closer to the screens. He spotted Anastasia but didn’t give any sign that he recognized her.

“Is there any way you could access the security footage from six months ago?”

“Not from here. That shit would be in storage, especially if they handle it on tapes, or it gets wiped over.”

Dmitriy looked at all the cameras and there were a lot. More than he recalled Gnesin ever having. He came to the bottom corner, and it wasn’t quite clear. 

“This one, can you make this bigger?”

That main camera came to life on all the screens, and Dmitriy stared into the cage of Nikolai Gnesin. The head of the Gnesin Bratva was in a cage, with no way to escape. 

“Fuck!” 

He wanted to be wrong. 

He wanted Gnesin to some way be in cahoots with the Gambinos. 

“Well, shit,” Jack said. 

Dmitriy looked at the image. Anastasia was going to have trouble locating him. 

“What do you want me to do?” Jack asked. 

He stared at the image. 

“I need to figure out a way inside.”
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Anastasia stared at the computer screen and she saw Gnesin locked up. Dmitriy had already made the introductions, and Jack was sitting behind his computer desk as Dmitriy paced. 

“Is there anyone we could call?” Anastasia asked. 

“There’s no one, not unless we put Gnesin at risk.”

“You think the Gambinos are listening in?” Jack asked. 

“They were able to infiltrate his home, and I think at this point, we’ve got no choice but to assume the worst.”

She looked at the surrounding cage. “That has to be the basement, right?” 

“With one access,” Dmitriy said. “So don’t even for a second attempt to think what I know you’re thinking.”

“You can read minds now?” Jack asked. 

“She wants to get to the basement.”

She rolled her eyes and looked toward Jack, then to Dmitriy. “Someone needs to get to him to let him know we’re trying to figure this out. He might have someone we can call.”

“It’s too risky.” 

“At lunch, I believe that is when the guards leave their stations,” Anastasia said. 

She watched as he ran fingers through his hair.

“No.”

“Damn it, Dmitriy, you have got to give me a chance here.”

“If the Gambinos find you, they will kill you. This is too much risk and I am not going to allow you to do that.”

“She has a point,” Jack said, who visibly flinched when Dmitriy looked his way. 

“You don’t get to glare at him,” she said, putting a hand on Dmitriy’s arm. 

“It’s too dangerous.”

“Right now, it’s all we’ve got. Otherwise, we’re in the dark,” Jack said. “We need to know if Gnesin had any kind of contact with someone who might be able to help us, because right now, all that will happen is you’ll be infiltrating a heavily guarded prison.”

Dmitriy shook his head. 

“Look, I can do this,” Anastasia said. “All I have to do is stay behind, and the moment the coast is clear, I go looking for Nikolai. It’s easy.”

She tried not to wince at her own words, because the truth was, there was absolutely nothing easy about what she was going to attempt to do. 

“This is our only shot.”

“And if that doesn’t work, you can go in all guns blazing, and I can direct you from here,” Jack said. 

It looked good on paper. 

“I need to think.”

Dmitriy didn’t say anything else as he turned on his heel and walked away. 

She watched him leave, and sighed. “I’m sorry about this.”

“Nah, it’s all good. It’s nice to see Dmitriy has found someone he cares about.” 

She turned to look at Jack. 

Jack smiled. “You think I’m kidding?”

“I don’t know what to think.” 

“Our ghost devil is not a guy known for feelings, and he certainly is not the kind of guy to allow anyone to live when an order is given. I mean, assuming that order is ... well, you know, the right one.”

She breathed out. “You know, I’ve been thinking about that, and I can’t help but wonder if my parents ... helped.”

Spending the last few days in Gnesin’s home, with all the guards breathing down her neck, it had made her wonder how they were able to get to Gnesin.

“What do you mean?”

“Gnesin is known for loyal followers, and they didn’t destroy my parents’ home. They made it like another port, or something. A hub?” She frowned. “What if my parents did this?” 

Jack blew out a breath. “And you think they got killed because of it?”

“I don’t know, but it does mean that if we save Nikolai, he may demand that Dmitriy kill me. It seems only fair. My family nearly destroyed the Bratva.”

“That is assuming you’re correct,” he said. 

She shrugged. “I don’t have any other explanation.” She ran fingers through her hair. 

“Dmitriy won’t kill you,” Jack said. 

“You don’t know that.”

Jack laughed. “You know, he could have already killed you. It was an order that, at the time, he assumed came from Nikolai, and he didn’t do it. You need to start figuring out why.”

She didn’t get a chance to ask him what he was talking about as Dmitriy walked back into the building. 

“Fine, we will do this, but we’re also going to do this my way. There is no room for error on this. You go in, and I follow soon after. Jack watches everything, and we hope we make it out alive,” Dmitriy said. 

“Great, so does that mean you two are staying the night?” Jack asked. “I’m making tacos.”

For the rest of the night, Dmitriy was silent, and Jack filled the silence with his love of favorite television shows. Most of them Anastasia hadn’t heard of, because she didn’t watch a lot of television. Watching movies and make-believe was what had gotten her in this position in the first place. 

Dmitriy also didn’t go to bed with her. He stayed up, watching the Gnesin house, and Anastasia took a shower alone, and she felt so lost. She wanted Dmitriy’s arms wrapped around her. 

If what Jack said was true, then that might mean he actually had feelings for her, and she wanted him to have those kinds of feelings for her. 

She tried to get some sleep, but it wasn’t happening. She didn’t know if it was because she was in a strange house, or just everything that was going on. Either way, sleep wasn’t coming, so she got to her feet and made her way toward Jack, who was playing a constant live feed of Gnesin in his cage. Dmitriy was there, watching. It looked like Gnesin was asleep. 

“Are you not coming to bed?” she asked. 

“They only feed him a little food. Enough to not kill him, but not enough to make him strong,” Dmitriy said. “Bastards.”

“We’re going to figure this out,” Anastasia said. 

“Jack told me what you said, your worries about your family.”

She shrugged. “Don’t you think there is a chance that could be the case?” 

“I suppose anything is possible. They help Gambino take Gnesin out, and that gives them the perfect reason to take out the Babkins. They’re trying to cover their tracks.”

“It’s scary to think that is what my parents did,” she said. 

“Then be happy in knowing it might not be true,” he said with a shrug. 

“It’s still not good.” 

“Nothing about this is good. We won’t know the truth until we get to Gnesin.”

“He may want me dead,” she said. 

“Let’s see.” He pulled her onto his lap. “Because I am not going to let anything happen to you, do you understand? Nothing.” 

And he kissed her. 

She wanted to believe him, but if Gnesin gave the order, he was going to have to follow it through. 
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Chapter Eleven
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Anastasia tried not to be nervous, but that was next to impossible. She felt like the guards were staring at her a little more closely. They were certainly talking to her more, questioning about it being a miserable day. They never talked to her and were never friendly. 

Jack had said he would be watching, and now as she stepped through and got changed into a uniform, she had to wonder if they could trust Jack. If the Gambino family could get to her family and clearly offer them something no one else ever could, they could get to anyone. 

She was so nervous. Every little noise and snap made her feel like she was being watched, and she couldn’t even get lost in her work. By lunchtime, she felt like she was going to throw up. The guards were there, rounding up the staff, and Anastasia followed them, but as they got to the door, she asked if she could use the bathroom. 

The guard looked like he wanted to refuse, but she quickly bowed her head and said it was women’s troubles, and she even made reference to a leak. Yeah, this was perfect, embarrassing a man about a woman’s menstrual cycle. This is what she had seen on television a thousand times, and much to her surprise, it actually worked. The guard let her go to the bathroom, and he had such a disgusted look on his face, he didn’t even follow her. His Italian accent was thick, but he told her to come straight out, or he would hunt her down. 

Anastasia went in the direction of the bathroom, but the moment she heard the door close, she also felt how still the house was. She was right, the guards went on their dinner break as well. Holy shit. This might actually work. 

She kept hold of her lunch, because she was going to give it to Nikolai when she found him. Dmitriy was worried about the food he wasn’t getting, and she didn’t want him to be upset. Also, talking about her menstrual cycle, and even though this was not the ideal time to think about it, she couldn’t help but wonder if she was pregnant. She and Dmitriy were not wearing any protection. 

This was not the time nor the place, and she might not even make it to be able to worry about what was going to happen to her, if anything was going to happen. This was all crazy. 

She found the access to the basement, and she didn’t like how easy this was going. It made her doubt Jack a little more. 

Dmitriy would be coming in soon. His plan of attack was to come full force. He had loaded up his weapons, and they needed to trust that Jack was about to take out the cameras. He was only going to do that once she had gotten to Nikolai. 

She found the basement, and there was no guard, no bolt, nothing. Pulling on the door, she was a little taken aback by how easy this was. This was not good. 

With each step she took, and the plan seemed to be going without a hitch, she knew it was going to get worse. She would rather things go to shit right now, than later on. 

She quickly rushed down the steps, and there was a small beam of light coming from the ceiling.

“Mr. Gnesin?” she asked. 

She attempted to whisper the word. “Nikolai.”

And then, Nikolai Gnesin was at the bars of the cage. 

“Who are you?” he asked. 

The anger in his eyes was clear to see, along with the growth of his beard. He looked a little gaunt, as he had lost a considerable amount of weight. Nikolai Gnesin had been full of muscle, and had a little belly as he did like his food. At least, that is what she remembered, but that was gone. 

“Dmitriy is going to try and get you out,” she said. 

She didn’t know if she should tell him her name. What if it angered him? 

“So, Dmitriy finally figured it out.” He smiled. “And they didn’t kill him.” There was a smile on his face. 

She saw he had fading bruises. The clothes he wore looked dirty. He had nothing on his feet, and there was a chain around his ankle that tied him to the bed. Anastasia looked toward the cage, and of course it was held with a key. 

“The guard keeps the key on him at all times,” Gnesin said. “You’re committing a fool’s errand.”

“No, this is not foolish.” 

“They killed all my men,” Gnesin said. “No one knows I’ve been gone. Even Dmitriy didn’t realize I was gone.”

She looked at the bars of the cage, and then toward Gnesin. “But he did figure it out, and trust me on this, he is coming for you. Did you order the ... death of my parents?”

Gnesin looked at her. “I should have known you were the Babkin girl.”

“Why should you have known?” 

“Do you think I don’t keep an eye on everyone?” he asked. “The way Dmitriy looked at you.” He sighed. “Yeah, I should have known he wouldn’t kill you.”

“Does that mean you didn’t send him, or did?”

Gnesin looked at her, but he wasn’t angry, nor sad. “I didn’t send Dmitriy, but I would have. Your parents got greedy, Anastasia. They wanted more reward, more power, which is why I’m in my cage. They set me up.” 

“How?”

“By making me react to a false warning. I sent my soldiers to them.” Gnesin shook his head. “As I came here, this is where they were waiting. We didn’t stand a chance. They had already gotten in, killed my staff and the soldiers I left here. It didn’t take them long to remove the men that were protecting me. They disarmed me, threw me in this cage, and have been feeding me like a favored dog.” 

“Surely you have a backup?” Anastasia asked. “You’re Nikolai Gnesin. The feared leader of the Gnesin Bratva, who always seems to have a backup.”

“Without proof of life, there is nothing we can do.”

She gripped the handlebars and growled in frustration. “Dmitriy is coming,” she said. “He’s coming to get you, and there is no way we’re going to let the Gambinos take you, or continue killing people.” 

“Your parents betrayed me,” Nikolai said. 

“In case you didn’t notice, I’m not my parents, and I’m not going to sit back and let this happen to you. The guards that have the key ... how many come down here?” she asked. 

“There’s only ever one.” 

She looked into his cage. “Is your bed made of wood or metal, because either way, you’re getting out of here, whether you like it or not.” 

Nikolai looked at her, and then smirked. “I can see why he likes you.”

She didn’t have time for guessing games right now, she needed to get Nikolai out of there. She couldn’t believe her parents would do that, yet at the same time, of course they would. It was one of their many arguments. They had always wanted more wealth, more power, more status. Her brothers always had to be the best they could be. Her father had wanted to marry her off to one of the most powerful men in the Bratva. 

It was all a mess, but it didn’t matter. She was not her family, and it was time to right the wrongs they had done. 
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“Jack, talk to me.”

“The guards are on break. Holy shit, this actually fucking worked,” Jack said. 

Dmitriy took a deep breath. “The cameras?” 

“Already taken care of. They cannot see you, but I can see you. It’s your shot to get to the house. I’d suggest you take the back door.”

Dmitriy was already inside Gnesin’s grounds, and he looked left and right, then began to proceed forward. 

“You know, I like your girl. I can see what you see in her,” Jack said. 

“Shut the fuck up.”

“I’m just saying, you know, she has some fire in her.”

“How is she doing?”

“She’s there, man. She’s talking with Gnesin.”

“Can you hear them?” he asked. 

“Nah, it doesn’t have sound. Either Gnesin is a cheap ass, or the Gambinos are.”

“Nikolai was never cheap,” Dmitriy said. 

“Then the Gambinos are. I mean, why would Gnesin put cameras in the basement?”

Dmitriy smiled. “He liked to always be able to keep an eye on absolutely everything. That includes in his own home.”

Jack sighed. “Man, he looks ... ill.”

Dmitriy didn’t like this. 

“Holy shit.”

He tensed up, gun poised in his hand, ready to take out any enemy. “What is it, Jack? You can’t just say shit like that down the phone, and think I can sit back and take it.” 

“One of the guards are heading back. Shit, fuck. Shit. Wait, what the fuck.”

Dmitriy started to move faster. There was not enough time in the world to train Anastasia to do combat. He felt that fear traveling down his spine, and he fucking hated this, so he ran as fast and as hard as he could to get closer to her. 

“That’s clever. Oh, I like this. This is so good.” 

He didn’t like that he didn’t know what the fuck was going on. Anything could be happening right now. 

“Damn it, Jack. What the fuck is going on?”

“I think Anastasia is going to attempt to attack the guard. I don’t think I like this.” 

There was silence and Dmitriy wondered why the fuck Gnesin had a lot of ground to cover. This was driving him crazy. He needed to be there to protect Anastasia. 

“Jack, what’s going on?”

“Two guards are heading back. This is not good, Dmitriy. Anastasia is hiding in the dark corner, and Gnesin has gone to sit on the bed.” 

There was more silence. 

“Only one guard is making his way down, but ... shit, he’s left the door open. Anything they attempt is going to be dangerous.”

Dmitriy started to run. They were running out of time, as he saw one of the guards move back into position, and he didn’t hesitate. Firing his gun, the shot got the neck of the solider, and he fell to the ground. 

Dmitriy moved in closer, as another guard came. He shot again, catching the guy in the head. He didn’t have a silencer and he knew it was only a matter of time before the guards figured out they were being fired upon. 

One shot after another, he got clear of the house, just as soldiers were mounting up, and he was shoved back. His gun was taken from him, but Dmitriy didn’t need a gun. Within his grip, he had two knives, and he slashed toward his opponents. 

Jack was yelling in his ear, but he couldn’t hear. His only focus was to get to the basement, and he was so fucking close to it. Chaos ran around him as Jack continued to yell, but he wasn’t listening anymore. 

As he made his way to the basement, he saw that Anastasia was fighting one of the men. Another was on the ground, and Nikolai was using the key to unlock the cage. 

Dmitriy went to the guard currently with his hands wrapped around her neck, and he thrust the blade of his knife, taking the man by surprise. Anastasia gasped, falling against him. 

“I’ve got you,” he said. 

She just held onto him tightly, and he was not going to let her go. 

He kissed the top of her head. “I’ve got you.”

“As touching as all this is, we’re running out of time.” Nikolai stepped over the solider on the floor and grabbed the guns. 

Dmitriy did the same and handed it straight to Anastasia. “The safety is off. You got this?” 

“Yeah, I got it.”

“Good. I don’t know what is going to happen up there.”

“It’s simple,” Jack said, suddenly making sense. “I got the fucking calvary here.”

Dmitriy frowned and turned to look at Nikolai. “You think I didn’t have a plan in place? The only problem was, they needed proof of life, and I needed you to go to the right person to initiate it. We’re going to make it out of here alive. That, I guarantee.” 

He grabbed Anastasia’s hand, and he was not going to let her go. He had vowed he would protect her, always. 

Keeping a grip on her hand, they made their way up and out of the basement. Dmitriy didn’t know what they were going to find, but seeing Gnesin Bratva soldiers was a huge sigh of relief. 



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Twelve
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Three Weeks Later

Dmitriy stood in front of Nikolai Gnesin’s desk, where just three weeks ago sat the head of operations for the Gambino Mafia. They had gotten to Babkin, along with a couple of other families, promising wealth and power, but it had all been a trick. They had been able to take Nikolai captive, kill his staff, his family, and kill the soldiers that had been close to him. 

Of course, they hadn’t realized that Nikolai always had a backup plan. The only snag in that plan was the soldiers in waiting, needed proof of life. Dmitriy didn’t know Nikolai had also contacted Jack over the years and put the paranoid genius at the head of his survival. The moment he and Anastasia went to Jack, they had helped initiate the backup plan.

The soldiers had proof of life, which was all they needed to move in, take back Gnesin’s mansion, and kill the Gambinos. The past three weeks had been busy. The Gambinos had attempted to flee but didn’t stand a chance. 

The Babkins had turned on Nikolai Gnesin, but the leader of the Bratva had spared Anastasia Babkin. She hadn’t run. She had attempted to risk her own life to protect and save Nikolai, and for that, he had granted her freedom. 

Dmitriy hadn’t stopped her, but he knew where she was and what she was doing. He knew she was safe. That was all that mattered. Although he didn’t say anything, he did miss her. 

“Ask me?” Nikolai asked. 

Dmitriy frowned. “I don’t know what you mean.”

Nikolai smiled. “You have done everything you needed to do. I am safe and, well, you have seen to that.” He got to his feet and rounded the desk. 

“Everything is back to the way it should be.”

“Within reason. Trust me, it is going to take some time before everything is back to where it needs to be. Which is why I am wondering why you are here and not with your girl.” Nikolai leaned on the front of his desk, and Dmitriy looked at him with a raised brow. “I’m not a stupid man, Dmitriy. I know the Babkin girl is the one you want, and yet you sit here and you do what? Wait? Hide?” 

“I don’t hide.”

“I gave Anastasia freedom, and now I am giving you yours.”

Dmitriy looked toward Nikolai. 

“I know, it makes no sense to free the one man who figured out I was being held captive, but Anastasia does not want this life, and I feel that, in time, neither will you. You need to go and be with your woman. Trust me on this. The love of a good woman is hard to find. Look at me, I have no wife, no children, and a lot of enemies. I am giving you what you deserve, Dmitriy. You have fought for the last time.”

“Nikolai?”

“You owe me nothing but friendship.” Nikolai held his hand up. “I always said one day I would repay you for everything you have done for me. This is it. This is what I am giving you. You’re in love with that woman. Don’t sit back and allow another man to take what is yours.”

And with that, Dmitriy left. There was only one person he wanted, and now was the time to go and get her. 
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Anastasia had lost her job at the artisan supermarket, and she had also lost her apartment. Thankfully, as a parting gift, besides giving her freedom, her life, Nikolai had also given her a reward for not running away and for helping him. 

She was able to purchase a small house outside the city, in a small town, far away from trouble. At least, that was what she hoped. All she wanted was a quiet life, away from all the trouble. The only problem, Dmitriy wasn’t there. And she missed him so much, all the time. 

It was so surreal that just three weeks ago, she was helping him with the leader of the Gnesin Bratva, and now she was grabbing groceries and looking to set up Halloween decorations. 

There was still quite a bit of money left, and she was currently hunting for a job. There was also the little dilemma that her period hadn’t arrived yet. She hadn’t gone to get a pregnancy test, because the truth was, she didn’t want to know the answer. 

Running fingers through her hair, she tried to contain her nervousness. She still hadn’t purchased a test, but as she looked around the home, she couldn’t help but think about Dmitriy. He hadn’t called. There had been no contact. And she didn’t know how to contact him. Everything had been handled by Nikolai. 

There was nothing more she could do. She was in the process of putting her groceries away when her doorbell rang. She didn’t know anyone in town, as she was still job hunting and getting settled. There had been a few visitors to wish her well, and as she made her way toward the door, she didn’t bother to check the peephole. 

Opening the door, she came face to face with the man she had fallen in love with. 

Dmitriy was on her doorstep. 

“Hey,” he said. 

“Hi.”

Her heart started to race, and all she wanted to do was to reach out and pinch herself, but she was afraid to move, in case this was a dream. If it was, she didn’t want to wake up. 

She licked her lips, and still, nothing. She had to be awake. He looked so freaking clear. 

“You’re here,” she said. 

He smiled. “Are you going to let me in?” he asked. 

“Wait, did Nikolai change his mind?” Was he here to kill her? 

“I’m in love with you,” he said. 

Anastasia’s mouth dropped open. 

“Nikolai knows how I feel, and he has ... released me.”

“What?” she asked. 

Dmitriy stepped over the threshold. “I’m free, and that means I can live my life with you, without risk of looking back.”

She looked at him. 

“I would understand if you don’t feel the same way.”

Anastasia didn’t know how anyone else would feel, but to her, in that moment, she threw her arms around him, hugged him, and kissed him at the same time. 

Life was too short to hold a grudge. It was too short to keep waiting. Three weeks ago, they could have died, and all she could think of when the guard had his hands around her throat was that she hadn’t told Dmitriy she loved him. 

Pulling away, she cupped his face and laughed. “I love you too.”

“Marry me,” he said. 

“You’re just full of surprises today, aren’t you?” she asked. 

“I want to marry you. I want to make you my wife, and I want you to have my children.” 

“I need to pinch myself,” she said. This had to be a dream, and yet it felt so real. 

She let out a little yelp as Dmitriy pinched her ass, taking her by surprise. 

“How is that?” he asked. “Are you awake?”

She burst out laughing. “I love you.”

“And I love you, is that a yes?”

“Yeah, it’s a yes.” 
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Epilogue
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Five Years Later

“You know, Santa does not like if you’re not asleep,” Dmitriy said, calling out to his sons. 

He heard their giggling and knew it was going to be a long Christmas Eve, but he didn’t mind at all. The dishes were already done, and Anastasia was taking a nice, long bath, and she deserved it. 

He had a towel on his shoulder, and the kids loved it when he would pretend to flick them with it. It always made them squeal and laugh. Of course, he would hit a counter with a lot of force, but when it came to teasing the kids, he never touched them. There was always a tease of a towel flick. This time, he intended to grab his sons and tickle them until they couldn’t control their laughter anymore. 

Five years, happily married, and he owned his own business in the small town where they had settled down. There was no Bratva, no Mafia, no MC, no trouble. Just a bunch of nosy neighbors that wanted to know everyone’s business. 

It was a community, which in the early days with Anastasia, he thought would be nothing short of a nightmare. Now, it was a dream. His dream. 

The townspeople came to him when they wanted repairs or a redesign of their home. He didn’t know how it had become successful, but it had. It probably helped that they saw how he redesigned his and Anastasia’s home. He also built his kids’ tree house. 

He currently had three kids, his twin boys were the oldest, were little terrors, and his youngest son, who was two, was a little stick of dynamite. 

They were adventurers, and he spent a lot of his time figuring out ways to wear them out, so they didn’t cause trouble. Also, it meant he and Anastasia could get a full night’s sleep. 

And as for his beautiful, sexy, amazing wife, she was heavily pregnant with their fourth child, who was going to be a girl. She didn’t know it yet, but he asked the midwife the sex, and he was keeping it to himself. A little girl to join their mix. 

As for Nikolai Gnesin, he had kept his word, but that didn’t stop him from visiting from time to time. He somehow managed to do it when his enemies didn’t know where he was. Dmitriy knew it was with Jack’s help. 

Against all odds, he had found his happily ever after, and as he found his sons, running into the bathroom, he heard his wife’s little scream. He stepped into the bathroom, scooping up his sons as Anastasia hid beneath the bubbles. 

Dmitriy winked at her. 

That wink told her what she needed to know. He was going to tire out the kids, and then he was coming back to enjoy his wife.

The End
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Sample Chapter

“I want to fuck your sister.” Shae Marino stared at a quivering Lily-May Bride as she looked around, trying to see if he was joking. 

From the moment she walked onto his ranch nearly four months ago, he’d warned her not to fuck with him. No one messed with him in these parts, because they knew he meant business. If they took money from him, they paid him back, plus interest. He wasn’t interested in anyone’s sob story. 

Everyone had a fucking bad time in life. In all his forty years, he had come to realize there were people that had it good, bad, and then worse, and the fact is, if you were really lucky, you only ever had it good and bad. For unlucky people, it just seemed to be a mix from bad to worse. 

Lily-May was a bad one, always had been, always would be. She was the older sister of Peyton Bride. Both women were beautiful, there was no denying that. Both had blonde hair, blue eyes, but that was where it stopped. Lily-May was known around town to give it up freely, to bed jump, and even had a reputation for giving men some infections and itches. Also, she had a bad gambling habit, along with being an addict. 

Peyton was the complete opposite. Yes, she had long, blonde hair, intense, beautiful eyes, but where Lily-May looked at you and wondered how you could get the next score, Peyton ... smiled. Now, he had never had Peyton smile at him, but he had seen it. She had taken over their parents’ bakery, even managed to pull it out of the gutter and into some profit. He knew, because he knew everyone in Fort. Being one of the wealthiest men in the entire state, if not the entire country, no one could touch him. 

He made his money in a variety of ways. Where Lily-May and Peyton inherited a bakery upon their parents’ deaths, he inherited a ranch, along with everything associated with it. On the outside, they were just cowboys without a care in the world. 

His father had completely blown his mind, when he was just fifteen years old, and realized there was a hell of a lot more to being a cowboy on the Marino Ranch than he first realized.

It would seem, many, many, many years ago, his great-grandfathers fought for this ranch, made a solid name for themselves, and in doing so, rumor had it, they dealt with the Devil to keep it. The people of Fort didn’t realize that his ranch was the first line of defense all around town. 

A long time ago, a lot of people wanted to take this land from his forefathers, along with the people of Fort. It was agreed that anyone living on this ranch had the sole responsibility of taking care of the whole town. Shae had the original document in a sealed case—an agreement between the town and the ranch, insuring no one ever tried to invade, harm, or hurt. 

He owned the sheriffs along with the cowboys. The only problem was, Fort was a very beautiful tourist location, which meant there were always many people stopping by. The town needed it as well. 

The tourists brought in money and helped many of the shops. Everything worked well. However, from time to time, he did have to kill people. At fifteen years old, he had been riding the fence, because in his heart, he was and would forever be a rancher. That day, all those years ago, his father had no choice but to tell him the truth about the history. 

He’d been checking on the fence, to make sure the cattle couldn’t get out or hurt, when he had stumbled on a man—a damn tourist—who had kidnapped a young girl. She’d been fifteen, just like him, and had been fighting for her life, as the man stabbed her repeatedly. 

Shae recalled that moment, as if it were happening right now. It changed his whole fucking world. To him, Fort had never been a scary place. He loved the town, the people, every single person in it. Until that moment, when he realized the town of Fort was a dangerous-as-fuck place. 

He didn’t have a gun or a knife, but without hesitation, he grabbed a rock, and with his bare hands, he smashed it repeatedly across the head of the man who had been attacking the young girl, Marsha, he believed her name to be. 

And ... he’d held her in his arms, because the man had struck the main artery in her neck, and there was nothing he could do but hold her and sing to her. He waited until she died in his arms, which had been less than two minutes. Shae liked to think he gave her peace. He carried her home, and his dad told him that day he became a true man. 

Marsha was given a burial, and her family was compensated. As for the man whose skull he had smashed, he was disposed of the best way possible. 

From that day forward, he learned the true meaning of being heir to the Marino Ranch. His dad never kept another thing from him. There was no point. He became a man that day, and with it, a hell of a lot of training he took to like a fish to water. His dad always said he was a natural.

Pulling out of the memory, he looked at Lily-May and waited. 

“You can’t be serious,” she said. “Peyton wouldn’t do it. She’s a fucking prude.” 

She was and always would be a first-class lady. Peyton was well-loved and respected. Neither of the sisters knew their parents had no choice but to sell him the business. They didn’t know where the money came from that was keeping the business afloat for so long. When they died, he should have taken it and destroyed it. 

One day, he happened to walk into that bakery and saw Peyton working her ass off. Customers adored her. They stopped by to help her out, but she had also turned out to be a better baker than her parents combined. 

He never took the shop, never invested another cent, but he did keep an eye on everything. He always would. 

As for Peyton, she was good at what she did, and she knew what the people of Fort wanted, so she baked like a fucking maniac for them. 

He was always awake early. Sometimes he’d trek through Fort, take long walks, and each time he would end up looking into the only shop that was aglow in the dark, and see her working her ass off. Lily-May was never around. But he knew Peyton had bailed her out before. He had to wonder if she would do it again. 

“Well, you better hope she listens to you, because otherwise, I’m taking your fucking legs. With what you owe me, I’d say that was the start, and I don’t mean cutting them off. No, I’m going to break them, wait for them to almost heal, and then break them again.”

He saw the fear in her eyes. 

Peyton was the only one who could save her. 

****
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“Beautiful, when are you going to marry me and promise to have my babies?” Hank asked. 

Peyton couldn’t help but smile, as she knew this was no true wedding proposal. Hank was a happily married man, with five children, and he had even told this joke in front of his wife, Lucy. In fact, Lucy had even asked when they were going to run away together. It was a running joke. 

She found it sweet that they loved her baked goods so much that they were willing to fight over her. Not that there was any need to fight over her, in all honesty. They were good people. 

She tutted. “You know, Lucy is not going to like you propositioning me without her counteroffer.”

Hank burst out laughing. “Damn, when it comes to my wife, I just know if she ever divorced me, she would take you with her just out of spite.”

Peyton smiled. “I do not see you and Lucy ever divorcing. You’re too good for each other, and I will not allow it.”

“You won’t?”

“No, you guys give me hope that real love exists.” She winked at him. “Now, you go on and get those cookies and buns to those kids I love. You tell Lucy she has to bring them by. I need my little cake testers.”

Hank chuckled. “You take care, sweetheart. I’ll see you soon.”

She gave him a wave. It was nearly six o’clock, and she knew Hank was working one of the late shifts, which is why she stayed open as long as possible. 

There would be no more customers, and she wanted to package up the few remaining boxes of leftovers, which she always distributed to the home for the elderly in town. She never let anything go to waste. They didn’t have a homeless shelter in Fort, and she had never seen a homeless person in town, otherwise she would divide it equally. 

Humming to herself, she heard the bell ring and called out. “So sorry, we’re closed,” she said. 

When no one answered, she turned around, still with a smile on her face from chatting with Hank, to come to a completely dead stop. 

Lily-May looked like shit, but that wasn’t what instantly terrified her. Her sister was not alone. Behind her was Shae Marino along with a couple of his cowboys, and she knew this was not a good thing. They did not visit shops after closing, and she had already clocked their pieces in the waistband of their pants. 

She should have known that any distance she went without seeing her sister would always mean trouble. 

Clenching her hands into fists, she moved closer to the main counter. “We’re closed,” she said, not looking at Lily-May, instead focusing on Shae. 

He clicked his fingers to which one of his goons closed the door to the shop and flicked the lock into place. 

She finally looked at Lily-May, and she had a sick feeling in her gut. “What did you do?”

“I’m so sorry.”

All their lives, their parents had told her to trust Lily-May, that her sister would have all the answers, that she knew what she was doing. All Lily-May had done was make her dread seeing her sister. Every single time she did, it ended in disaster. It was never good. Lily-May had cheated, stolen, and nearly destroyed this business many times. Peyton was tired of cleaning up her messes. 

“Sorry? You’re sorry? What is it now?” Peyton asked. 

Lily-May looked at her and then stared at the floor. 

“Leave us,” Shae said. 

Peyton looked toward the formidable rancher, and she felt her stomach twist. There were times she thought he evoked a fear in the town that was completely unnecessary. Her parents had always told her to steer clear of Shae Marino and keep away from any trouble within Fort. She did that. Lily-May, however, did not. 

She had never really been close to her big sister, not that it came as a surprise. Lily-May had always been the most popular girl in school. She partied hard and never studied, while Peyton always had her head in a book. She did study hard and went to bakery school, but she had to work her ass off at the same time. They had lost their parents when Peyton was just twenty years old. Her sister had been twenty-two. 

Peyton didn’t have a choice when it came to her sister selling the house, but she sure as shit didn’t let her sell the bakery. Although, there was no way Lily-May would have been able to turn a profit. Peyton didn’t have a clue how her parents survived. They went from red to black within the year, and she didn’t even know if there was a darker color than black and red for the debt that seemed to be mounting up. Peyton had decided to give herself a year to see if she could turn it all around. She’d been able to do exactly that. 

They were making a profit, all the debts were paid, and she worked her ass off to make it that way. Of course, once she started to do well, Lily-May came around, stole, and nearly broke her many times over. 

Shae’s ranchers left. “Go,” he said to Lily-May. 

All too soon, she was alone in her shop, the one place that had given her comfort in the last few years. She wished her parents had told her how bad it had gotten, and not kept trying to keep the business afloat. 

The door closed, and Shae didn’t go and flick the lock on the door. No one would come in now that Shae’s goons were on the front door. She wondered if this was going to be bad for business. 

“I will break your sister’s legs many times over, unless you agree to fuck me,” Shae said. 

Peyton couldn’t believe what she had just heard. “Are you insane?”

“I am quite serious. Your sister has a gambling problem and is an addict. She has managed to build up quite an extensive debt.”

“How extensive?” she asked. Maybe if it was a little, she could buy her sister out of it. 

“Fifty thousand dollars, and trust me, it’s going up every second she doesn’t settle her account.”

Peyton gasped. “Fifty thousand? On what?”

“Horses, dogs, you name it. Your sister likes to bet the odds, and she is shit at it.”

There was no way she could afford fifty thousand. The shop was only just turning a profit, and Petyon was able to survive, but she couldn’t even afford a staff member. She refused to offer anyone a job for fear of not being able to support them. 

Tears filled her eyes. This was ... a nightmare. Once again, Lily-May was here to cause trouble, and she had to bail her ass out, only money wasn’t going to do it. 

“Can I come up with some kind of agreement?” she asked. 

“Your pussy is all I want. I don’t want your money.”

In all her life, she had never been spoken to like that. Lily-May had often told her no man would look at her because they don’t want a fat chick in their bed. She didn’t have a boyfriend, and since she was twenty years old, she had been fighting with this business. There was no time for dates. The only proposal she had was as a joke by Hank and Lucy. No one wanted her, and she was happy with that. 

And now, Shae Marino wanted to use her to pay her sister’s debt. She looked toward Lily-May, and her sister wasn’t even looking through the door. She believed Peyton was going to have sex to get her out of trouble. Then what would it be? Who would be next? Her sister was just going to keep causing trouble. Peyton was tired of dealing with her shit. 

Turning to Shae, she looked at him and gritted her teeth. “Do I get to bargain something out of this?” she asked. 

She could tell him no, and she had a feeling Shae would leave her alone and break her sister’s legs. The problem was, when Lily-May healed, she might get in with the wrong crowd who would not take no for an answer. 

Shae was a lot of things, but she never heard any of his women claim that he was cruel. Far from it. They were always singing his praises, saying they would marry him in a heartbeat. 

“Bargain?” Shae asked. 

“You want to have sex with me, right? And in doing so, you will not break Lily-May’s legs?”

“That is correct.”

“What does my virginity grant me?” she asked. 

She didn’t know if she had surprised him. 

“Does it grant me the ability to ask for something in return?” she asked. 

“You’re a virgin?”

“Yes. I’ve never been with a man. Never even kissed a man. I’ve been so busy working, and I don’t have time for men or boys.” 

Shae stared at her. 

Hands clenched, she couldn’t believe her day was ending like this. “What do you want?”

“I sleep with you, give you my virginity, but I want Lily-May gone. I don’t want any more of her trouble to touch me or my family’s bakery. I want her to leave me alone, and I know you can make that happen.” 

Shae took a step toward her. “This is not just going to be a one-time deal,” he said.

“My virginity is.”

He smiled. “That I know, babe, but you will continue to fuck me and do as you’re told, until I’m done with you. You got it?”

Her father always said the key to a good negotiation was to get all the finer details out before you signed on the dotted line. She couldn’t trust her father’s business acumen, but right now, she had no choice. 

“My business will remain open. I will continue to work here. You get me at night, when I finish here, and I have to leave by five in the morning. I will not negotiate that.”

Shae looked at her, and she expected him to decline. 

“Done,” he said. 

He held his hand out for her to take, and she couldn’t believe what she had just done. 

End of sample chapter
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