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      Hello!

      I hope you enjoy this duet of Dragusha Christmas shorts. Kiro’s Facebook Adventure (originally on Scandalicious Book Reviews) gives a small glimpse of our fave wild boy and Ann settled in for the holidays, and The Ski Mask is about Viktor’s hot, dangerous right hand man, Yuri…with cameos from the whole gang.

      These pieces are best read AFTER you read the main trilogy.

      Enjoy!
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      Ann

      I get out of the shower and dress. When I go back to the bedroom, Kiro is still snuggled under the covers; his dark, chocolatey hair is mussed, and he has a sly, sexy look on his face. “Come here,” he growls.

      “Are you kidding me?” I say. “You want to have sex again?”

      He smiles. That would be a yes.

      “I have tons to do, including Aleksio’s Secret Santa party. Have you gotten your present yet? I’ll tell you who I picked if you tell me who you picked.”

      Kiro frowns, confused.

      “Secret Santa. You know? The Dragusha family and friends Secret Santa?”

      Kiro looks lost. But I realize right away that he has no idea what I’m talking about.

      “Uh! Kiro! Did you not go on Facebook? Remember I told you to go on Facebook and put your name in for the Secret Santa drawing?”

      Kiro flops back. “I hate Facebook. I don’t understand it and I don’t like it.”

      “Baby.” I sit down next to him.

      “Can you go on for me and put in my name?” he asks.

      “It’s too late,” I say. “Everybody already has their name for this year.”

      Kiro frowns.

      “I got Viktor. You want to help me pick out a Secret Santa gift for Viktor?”

      He looks dejected. He loves hanging out with his brothers and doing things with the family. But he hates the computer. Especially Facebook.

      “Come on,” I say. “It’ll be from both of us.”

      With a groan, he gets out of bed—wearing nothing, as usual. A ripple of lust goes through me as he grabs his jeans and pulls them on, his broad muscles gleaming in the morning light.

      We bundle up and walk across the park to Starbucks. We grab coffees and pastries and sit at the big window, watching the snow fall. It’s going to be a white Christmas in Chicago.

      Kiro reads the paper. He’s adjusted to life in the city brilliantly for a man who’s been through what he has, but he really, really doesn’t like the internet and especially Facebook, and it makes him feel left out. I made him a Facebook profile a few weeks ago, and an Instagram one, too, but he never uses it.

      I fire up my laptop. “Let’s go online and look and see if you have any new Facebook friends, okay?”

      “There’s nothing on Facebook for me,” he says. “It means nothing to me.”

      “Maybe because you haven’t given it a chance. Remember how you thought you’d hate gelato?” I say, signing in as Kiro Dragusha.

      “You thought I’d like having a pedicure, too.”

      I snort. That didn’t go so well. Baby steps.

      There’s a photo of him I took for his profile, but he still hasn’t chosen a cover photo.

      “Look, you already have twenty friends,” I say.

      “If I can’t see them in real life, they’re not my friends. What the hell do I need to look at a glowing rectangle for? To find my friends?”

      “Well…it’s how people relate now. You’ll get used to it.”

      He growls in the cute way he has. The family where he spent his early childhood didn’t do much with technology, and when he was eight, he ended up out in the wild. So he definitely missed a lot.

      I go through our pictures file. “Look at this pretty photograph we took of the trees up north. You could put that as your cover.”

      He grunts, scowling out the window, radiating pure manly heat. He wears a red plaid jacket, and his whiskers have grown out just long enough to feel soft to the touch.

      I put the tree photo as his cover. “What do you think?”

      He nods. “It’s good,” he says, not too sure.

      “Let’s check out Aleksio’s new restaurant page,” I say, clicking over to it. “Should we like it? Should we say something nice about the crab cakes?”

      “We already did. In person,” he says, twirling a lock of my hair.

      Guys.

      I’m not going to say they’re babies, but sometimes Mira and Tanechka and I get together, and it is kind of funny how the hottest and most dangerous men in Chicago can be brought down by things like wet socks and Facebook. Still, we love them.

      I scroll around trying to find something he’d like.

      Kiro leans in and kisses the top of my head. Every woman in the place has checked him out, but he sees only me—fiercely and completely. No man has ever made me feel the way he makes me feel. Seen. Heard. Beautiful. So utterly alive.

      “Look at Tanechka’s photos from seeing the Metallica show last night. Is that cool or what?” I say enthusiastically.

      “I know you want it to mean something to me,” Kiro says. “But these people, I can see them in person. I hate Facebook.”

      I keep clicking through and showing him what our friends are up to. Kiro wants to feel like he’s part of things. If only he could find a way to connect.

      I find a picture of Yuri and Viktor really drunk outside a bar on Division Street. “Look at them! They would never show you a picture of themselves like that.” I grin at Kiro. “They are so going to take that down as soon as they remember they posted it. Take a good look. You can totally tease them about this later! Let’s copy it! And save it!”

      He slides a hand over my sweater, and a shiver goes through me. He loves when I wear really soft fabrics.

      I make a copy anyway. Eventually I give up and sign in as myself. Kiro grabs another pastry. I scroll through and comment on my friends’ posts while Kiro watches people out the window. A lot of people stare at him. Some of them recognize him—he got a lot of notoriety a while back. In print. On TV. Online. The whole shebang.

      “Hey,” he says, pointing at my screen. “Who’s the asshole keeping those dogs in a little cage?”

      I scroll back up to see what he’s talking about.

      “Oh, so sad,” I say.

      It’s something a friend of mine shared from the Humane Society. Stray dogs that were found. One has a fucked up ear. One has an eye missing. They look sad. And a little scary.

      “These dogs don’t have homes.” I explain the Humane Society.

      “What are the numbers?” he asks.

      “The days left,” I say, cringing inwardly. Kiro will definitely hate Facebook after this. “They’re going to euthanize them if they’re not adopted. You know, put them down.”

      Kiro’s eyes widen. “Kill them?”

      “Yeah. My friend shared it. These dogs were abused, raised as fighting dogs. It’s hard to find homes for dogs like that. People are scared to adopt them.”

      He stands. “We have to save them.”

      “Kiro, a dog is a big decision. And three of them…”

      “We can save these three.”

      I take his hand. “They might have issues.”

      He just glares at me. And I remember who I’m talking to, of course…a man who joined a pack of wild wolves.
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      Three hours later we have three giant dogs in our house. They’re beat up, but really sweet. They definitely listen to Kiro. It’s like he gets on their level somehow, as if he can communicate with them. The people at the Humane Society couldn’t believe it.

      We stopped at the pet store after that and Kiro pretty much bought out the place of toys and really meaty food. He’s sitting by the fireplace, growling at one of them. The other two are curled up in the furry beds we bought.

      “Not adoptable,” I say. “Guess they were wrong.”

      Kiro smiles over at me. The people at the Humane Society invited him back to help train the other dogs, and he’s into it. Suddenly he wants to be on Facebook and help find homes for all of them.

      “This is your Secret Santa,” I say. “You did Secret Santa with these dogs. You gave them a home.”

      The dogs freak out when the doorbell rings.

      Okay, they have a ways to go.

      I already know who it is—Kiro’s brothers, Viktor and Aleksio.

      You can’t keep these guys apart. They work together, they go out and throw footballs in the park together, they shop for stupid guy things together, they drink together.

      Aleksio just laughs when he walks in and sees the dogs. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      I raise my hands up in mock surrender. “He promises he’ll care for them.”

      “They needed homes,” Kiro says simply. “A family to love them.”

      I suddenly want to cry, because it’s all these three brothers really needed. Homes. Someone to love them.

      Each other.

      And I realize something else—Kiro didn’t need just connection online, he needed to find a way to get involved, a way to make a difference.

      “Blyad, they’re beautiful,” Viktor says. “But trouble.”

      Kiro laughs. He likes that. “We need to think of names for them.”

      He talks his brothers into taking the dogs for a walk with him and they set off. I stand at the door and watch them go. I never get sick of seeing Kiro and his brothers together. I never will. They waited so long.

      As they leave I hear Kiro razzing Viktor. “I saw you and Yuri on Facebook. Wearing those silly hats?”

      Viktor groans. “I can’t believe I posted that. I already took it down.”

      “Not fast enough,” Kiro says. “Ann made a copy.”

      “You’re gonna delete it.”

      “Hell no.” Kiro punches Viktor in the shoulder.

      They fake fight in the snow. Snowballs are involved. Aleksio holds the dogs on their leashes. They’re barking like crazy.

      Eventually they disappear around the corner, three three of them pretty much being pulled by the dogs. And they’ll come back with wet socks and ridiculous names for the dogs. And I’ll love them all.

      
        
        ~THE END~
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      Yuri Ivanyenko

      

      I watch Bianca Moreland through windows at night.

      I watch her at her coffee shop. Out on her run. Always from afar. She doesn’t know me and she never will. It’s better that way.

      She’s perfect; I’m everything wrong.

      After every kill I go find her. I watch her.

      Because she’s my oblivion.

      Some men go to the gym, train to exhaustion after a kill. Some men fuck their brains out. Some hit the bottle until they black out.

      That’s what I used to do back in Moscow, an orphan boy trained for a bloody job. I would drink vodka after, as if it would wash away the blood.

      But now I’m a man and it’s the sight of her I need.

      Just the sight of her washes me in a way the vodka never could. It’s hard to explain if you have never killed, how badly you need beauty afterwards.

      Even just the color of her hair—dark red, dull shine like a penny—even a glimpse of her hair helps to wash my soul.

      I never speak to her. I never let her see my face. It’s enough just to watch her. To know she’s safe.

      She’ll never know.
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      Bianca Moreland

      

      Footsteps echo behind me in the night.

      I thought I’d imagined it a block back, but now I know. They’re real.

      Just five more blocks.

      I want to speed up, but I’m afraid.

      I have this stupid thought that maybe whoever’s back there will change their mind and disappear into the night if I just pretend everything’s normal.

      I pull my coat more tightly around my blue cocktail dress.

      I didn’t realize how late it was when I dismissed my driver. How lonely the walk would be. No cars on the street.

      I’m used to being ignored. Nearly invisible. If only I was invisible now.

      The footsteps speed up. It seems surreal, but my pounding pulse knows it’s real.

      With fumbling hands I pull out my phone to call 9-1-1.

      The sound of a stone kicked across the pavement is what tips everything over.

      Instinct kicks in and I just run like hell, pounding pavement in my heels.

      Footsteps closing in. A man’s breath sounds behind me.

      Arms grab me from behind. The ground flies out from under me. I’m lifted, like I’m nothing.

      His arms are tight. His breath stinks of onions.

      He pulls me into an alley, pushes me against a wall.

      A needle in my neck.

      A face red with fury.

      Hands under my coat.

      It still seems surreal. I can no longer move.

      Is this how I die?
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      Yuri Ivanyenko

      She was at a charity ball tonight—in a historic mansion on Lake Michigan, just north of downtown Chicago. The Chicago elite have many such balls. So different from Moscow.

      I moved through the shadows toward the window, limping from a harsh kick to the knee. Sometimes the men I kill get in a blow or two. I should’ve iced it, but I needed to see her.

      I watched her, looking in from the outside, like so many times before.

      Men in tuxedos. Women in colors.

      Bianca a goddess in a blue cocktail dress under the high chandeliers. People ignored her, as usual. Not me.

      I watched her and for a little while, I forgot the blood.

      I used to kill because I had to. A kid on the Moscow streets, too little food, too much knowledge.

      Now I’m a boss running half the crime in Chicago alongside my childhood friend, Viktor Dragusha. I order the hits, but often I do them. These American enforcers underneath us, they don’t yet know how to be vicious. They think killing is a video game—put a bullet in a man’s head and be done.

      I show them how to make a man pay, how to make cowards of our enemies. We’re fighting a war right now, and killing is for the living as much as it is for the dead.

      I was unhappy when Bianca sent off her driver, decided to walk home like she sometimes does.

      So dangerous.

      The rich are so confident of their safety in their own neighborhoods. If I wanted to fuck with somebody, this is the first place I’d go. A place full of soft, rich people.

      I left my car and followed at a distance, keeping to the shadows.

      She moved quickly, a dark cloak covering her blue gown, her hair.

      My knee made the walk hard. Swollen to the size of a pineapple—a pineapple with glass inside of it.

      I was surprised when she sped up, as if she felt me. I fell back, not wanting to scare her.

      Only too late I saw the stranger emerge from the shadows. He headed across the street toward her, something glinting in his hand.

      Blyad! I was so mesmerized by her, so focused on my pain, that I didn’t see him.

      She took off running.

      So did he.

      So did I.

      Bianca is a runner—fast for a woman.

      But he’s a man. He runs after her. Every bit as fit as she is.

      My knee feels like its crumbling inside my leg, but still I run.

      The stranger catches up to her first. He grabs her from the back and pulls her into the shadows between two mansions, out of sight.

      I pour on the speed. I pull my black ski mask from my pocket and shove it over my face. I wear this mask for killing. I thought I would wear it only once today.

      When I arrive, I see the needle he stuck her with on the ground. He’s pulling at her clothes. Already she’s unable to fight.

      I drag him off and slam his head into the wall.

      She slides down the side of the wall, eyes wide. She’s immobilized by the drug. Fury rips through me. I pull my pika from my pocket and flick out the blade.

      “You would touch her?” I growl into his startled eyes. “You would hurt her?”

      He shakes his head, fear in his eyes. My accent tells him that I’m one of the Russian gangsters he’s heard about. The reason other criminals lock their doors at night.

      “I didn’t know she was yours!” he says.

      I pin him to the wall and push the blade into his belly as I hold his gaze, let him know who is killing him. I drag it down, across, and back up, gutting him in three quick moves, a triangle into his torso. He weeps as his guts spill onto my sleeve.

      “I didn’t know,” he whispers.

      “Now you do.”

      She whimpers, frightened.

      I unzip his neck with one strong slash and push him aside, watch him crumple.

      She gazes up at me, horror in her eyes.

      “It’s okay, moy zaychik.” I pull off my bloody jacket, stripping down to my black T-shirt. I don’t like her seeing me bloody.

      I hear something—a voice. So faint. Somebody else?

      Then I spot her phone on the ground.

      Can I get your location?

      I pick it up, using my jacket. A clean crime scene is as natural as breathing to a man like me. I speak into it, giving the location of a nearby a bus bench.

      I kneel down in front of her and slip the phone in her coat pocket. She’ll want it. The Americans love their phones very much.

      “Little rabbit?” I whisper. “Can you walk?”

      She’s trembling, gray eyes on the crumpled corpse of the man who wanted to rape her. He lies just feet away in a widening pool of blood, eyes frozen open, intestines like snakes from a basket.

      I take her chin and turn her head to me. “That’s what I do to men who hurt you.”

      Fear in her eyes--my black ski mask is scary. I can’t take it off.

      I brush a wisp of hair from her forehead, then I gather her numbed body into my arms and I hoist her up.

      She needs to be out in the light where she belongs.

      But I need to hold her, for just a moment.

      It’s a dream, having her in my arms. I tighten, gathering her to me. She seems to shake less when I do that.

      Her gray eyes are beautiful in the moonlight; they have tiny lines of white inside, like trapped starlight. I didn’t know this about her eyes.

      Sirens in the distance.

      “Help is coming, moy zaychik,” I say. Little rabbit, this means.

      She moves her lips.

      “I know. Your limbs feel like wood, but it goes away. When your fingers start to prickle, you know it’s going away then.”

      I was on the receiving end of such drugs, as a boy in Moscow. Before I was a criminal. Before I moved from hunter to hunted.

      “I wish I could kill him again, slowly,” I say. “If I could I would.”

      We’re running out of time, but I like holding her. She stares up at me vacantly—she is very much drugged. How much will she remember? Perhaps nothing. This would be for the best.

      I carry her to the bench, holding her tight. It’s wrong, the way I hold her. She’s not mine to hold like this, like a man holds a woman he loves, but when you’re me, you learn to take what isn’t yours.

      Standing outside the bakery window looking in. Stealing scraps.

      I settle her on the end of the bench.

      There’s a scratch on the side of her cheek. This is not from the man who attacked her tonight—it’s from a fox brought into the wildlife clinic she runs—I read about it in the paper. She had to get two stitches.

      The scratch seems to be healing, but up close I see she tried to cover it up with makeup. She stiffens as I reach out a finger.

      I trace the scar. “You’re so beautiful.”

      She gazes up at me, frozen in the light of my danger.

      I don’t stop. I can’t stop. I trace the whole scar. She thinks it’s ugly, but it’s a sign of her beauty. I bring my lips to it and I kiss it. Her skin is like silk against my lips.

      The road fills with red.

      No more time. I move into the shadows as police cars scream up. I scale the wall and disappear into the night.
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      Three months later

      Bianca

      

      The reading of my father’s will takes place two weeks after the funeral, in the Moreland mansion north of the city.

      Most people know it as a stately architectural treasure with sweeping views of Lake Michigan.

      I know it as a cold, lonely place for a girl to grow up with no mother.

      I have a car bring me out, which in Moreland-speak means a limo.

      The Moreland mansion is where Dad lived alone before the boating explosion that killed him. Dead in an instant.

      Now it’s just me and my half-brother, Bennett Moreland III.

      Bennett has never been right. And by not right, I’m talking cruel. I’m talking a lot of mysteriously dead animals and missing pets. Maybe that’s why I went into being a vet. To try to make up for people like him.

      I keep him out of my life, just for my sanity. But on days like today, Bennett’s unavoidable.

      I direct the car around back, away from the press, back around to the door we’d usually use.

      I feel numb, remembering the loneliness. And the fear of Bennett.

      The cops ruled the boat explosion that killed my father an accident. The forensics guys said mice had gotten in and chewed the wires, but I know different.

      That boat was Dad’s baby—he loved it more than he loved my mother while she lived and certainly more than he loved Bennett and me. Dad was under the hood of that boat every chance he got—no way did mice make a nest. He was murdered—how do they not see that?

      Dad was an asshole, distant and cold, but he didn’t deserve to die.

      I pass under the chandelier. So strange to think that the big, echoey mausoleum-like home could be half mine now.

      I never wanted it. And honestly, my father never wanted me to have it. He always favored Bennett, who was more like him.

      The hearth room is full of Morelands and Moreland family friends, including Winston the hot financial planner. Smiling at me.

      The hot high society guys always ignored me, the curvier and more bookish brand of Moreland, but suddenly Winston’s smiling. I guess with Dad dead, people see extra dollar signs when they look at me.

      “Aunt Bianca!” A gaggle of kids comes up, back in their bright colors and out of black mourning clothes. I’m still in black. Out of respect. It’s a will reading. There’s media to face out front later.

      I go up and tease a few of my teen-aged second cousins—they’re dishing on some society kid, the fave pastime of young Morelands.

      A chill goes over me when I catch sight of Bennett. He’s ear-to-ear grins in a sports coat and Dockers.

      He’ll be filthy rich after this but he could try not to look so happy.

      When I wonder about somebody killing Dad, it’s Bennett who comes to mind. It’s a horrible thing to think about a relative. And I think it 100 percent.

      I'm not the only one.

      “How are you?” My cousin Susan is a bright blonde pearl, polished to a shiny Moreland sheen. She’s always had the knack for that. “It’s been a fuck of a year for you.”

      She means two months back when I was drugged and nearly raped. And now Dad. “I’m getting through.”

      She puts her arm around me and turns her good side to the camera.

      God, there’s a photographer in here?

      “Historical society,” she says to my unspoken statement. “He’ll be gone in a bit.”

      I strike a pose and do what I’ve done way too much lately when photographers are around—I think of him—the Russian thug in the ski mask like a dark protector from the shadows.

      And think, come back.

      Brown eyes the color of tea, ruffled with rich brown lashes, burning out of two black holes. Harsh, beautiful lips in a knit circle, pressed to my cheek. To my scar.

      I didn’t know she was yours! My assailant said. Like he knew who it was in that ski mask. I’ve looked up Russian gangs, studying faces, looking for those eyes.

      I didn’t tell the cops anything. Not about the scars on his muscular hands. Not about his accent as he called me little rabbit. Not about the way he kissed my scar.

      It feels like a special secret, only for us.

      Now I’m looking into the camera lens, and I know he’s on the other side, out there in the dark. And I get a strange chill.

      It’s like when you adopt a feral fighting dog. You know they’ll rip into anybody who comes near you—hell, I saw him do it with my own two eyes. A dog like that could rip you apart, too. Maybe attack you in your sleep. You can never truly domesticate a wild animal.

      Still, I desperately want to find him.

      I tell myself it’s only to thank him, but that’s a lie. I think about him all the time…in that mask.

      “You sure you’re okay?” Susan asks.

      “It’s still hard to take in.”

      “You’ll be okay.” Susan doesn’t want to hear if I’m not okay. The time for not okay was the funeral. Her face brightens viciously. “Did you talk to your brother yet? Fucking Bennett is feeling no pain!”

      “High?”

      “As a kite.” Susan grabs a glass of wine off a passing tray and puts it in my hand. “Drink. Doctor’s orders.”

      I drink. At a normal gathering it would be champagne, but champagne is poor etiquette at a will reading. You know that when you’re a Moreland.

      “He probably got an advance on his half of the inheritance. We have a pool on how long it’ll take him to burn through all twenty mill. You want in?”

      I shudder. “Tell me you’re not serious.”

      “Clock stops when Bennett hits the first of us up for a loan. I gave him until Christmas to put all the money up his nose.”

      “I’m not in.” I won’t joke about Bennett. Or think it’s fun betting on what a drug addict he is.

      “And your dad thought you would be the problem, but fucking Bennett’ll just hand it over to the dealers.”

      I nod. Dad never approved of my career as a vet or my work with the urban wildlife clinic.

      “What was your dad always saying?” Susan asks brightly.

      “I don’t want to remember,” I say.

      “Oh, come on.” She makes a face like she just ate a lemon, which is how people impersonate my Dad. “I’ll be damned if Moreland money goes to operating on hurt squirrels or swans too stupid to stay away from duck hunting areas.”

      “Yeah, thanks,” I say.

      “You should…” Susan reaches up and pulls a stand of hair from my bun. “I like these highlights. Is there a certain somebody in your life?”

      “What?”

      “You seem different.” She pulls long strands out of my bun. “That’s better. To frame your pretty freckly face. I bet he loves them,” she whispers.

      My cheeks heat. “There’s nobody in my life.”

      A lie. I think about his massive hands touching my chin, so gently. The way he turned my face to his masked face. It was fucked up of him to kiss my scar like that.

      But I kind of liked it. I liked that he was in the mask and my face was bare.

      “There’s no he.”

      “You can’t fool me. We all know you have a guy. We get it—you don’t want to trot him out right after the weird attack and all this.”

      “That’s the theory? That I have a secret boyfriend but I’m keeping him under wraps?”

      “You should bring him around once things die down. Think about bringing him to Christmas. Smart money says you will.”

      “Wait—you have a betting pool on me having new man? On me bringing him to Christmas?”

      “I’m not telling. I don’t want to affect your actions.”

      More flashes go off.  I smile solemnly at the camera—at him, out there. Watching. Waiting.

      Suddenly people are assembling.

      The lawyer takes the desk by the fireplace and reads the will. It doesn’t take long.

      The mansion goes into a trust. My half-brother, Bennett Moreland III, the most messed up person I’ve ever known. gets half the money from our branch of the family--$22 million and some change. My half goes into a trust. I’m to get the interest only—several hundred thousand dollars a year.

      A gasp goes up.

      I’ve been generation skipped.

      It’s a final fuck you from my father for not being a proper Moreland.

      Upon my death, the other half of the fortune passes to the nearest blood relative. If I have kids.

      Or if I die before I have kids, it all goes to Bennett.

      Generation skipped.

      I feel the eyes of all the extended family on me. Shock. Pity.

      This usually only happens when the person is independently wealthy or a drug addict.

      I stand, hating the gasps, the eyes on me.

      Susan puts her arm around me. “Fuck. I guess your dad really didn’t want it going to the animals.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Fuck,” she says.

      “It’s really okay,” I say. “It’s a lot of money, just with the interest. My kids get it, if I have them.”

      Something passes behind her eyes. Worry. Then she masks it with a smile. “Come on,” she says. “We run the gauntlet, then we’ll get drunk. I’m buying.”

      “Screw that,” I laugh. “I’m buying.”

      I move out to the steps and the inevitable photographers. Susan stays with me.

      The extended family crowds around.

      Bennett comes up next to me and squeezes my arm. “Sorry, Bianca.” And he looks at me really strangely.

      And I realize why Susan looked so scared for me.

      Because Bennett’s going to spend his $22 million fortune really fast. Probably by Christmas.

      And then he’ll be broke.

      And only my life will be standing in the way of him and another $22 million. And there’s not a damn thing I can do about it. I have no kids. Two months won’t change that.

      But nine months could change it.

      Again I meet Bennett’s eyes. And I know he’s thinking the same thing.

      He smiles.

      His smile puts a  real chill through me, just as the camera bulbs flash.
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      Bennett starts asking for loans on the 30th. Of November.

      Apparently when you combine drug addiction with a trip to Vegas, you can run through some serious cash.

      And thanks to my father’s will, if I die, Bennett gets $22 million—free and clear.

      Needless to say, November 30th is the day I get seriously frightened. More like paranoid.

      Paranoid as in checking underneath my car for bombs before driving it. Testing the brakes. Sitting away from windows when going out to eat. Staying home whenever possible.

      Imagining sounds out my window at night. I’m on the tenth floor, but still.

      I think about getting out of the country, but I can’t leave the clinic.

      Another paranoid thing I do: I start dropping hints about a new boyfriend, so Bennett thinks I'm not in my place alone.

      My new guy can be a little scary, I confess to Susan over wine one night, knowing she’ll spread it around. Very possessive. Into martial arts and guns. Not really somebody who’d fit into the family.

      Her eyes light up at this, and I know it’ll go through the Moreland grapevine like wildfire.

      I change my Facebook page to ‘in a relationship.’

      I think about the man from the night of my attack. Sometimes I think I feel him watching me, but when I turn around, I see nothing.

      I think of him in his mask.

      Sometimes I wonder what it would be like if he kissed me wearing that mask. If he fucked me wearing that mask.

      I wonder if it would be like a vampire, where you know it will hurt for them to bite you,  but deep down you suspect it would be a good hurt.

      The cops say it was a gangland killing that I was accidentally in the middle of.

      When I’m really scared and depressed, I think maybe they’re right, and it was a random thing. And my assailant had it wrong when he said I belong to this guy. Because what does that even mean?

      Bennett shows up at my coffee shop. He acts surprised. I know he’s not. I find out through the Moreland grapevine that Bennett says my boyfriend is fake.

      Is Bennett watching me?

      I’m scared all the time now, and my masked guy seems more and more like a fantasy.

      But I can get the next best thing: I decide to hire a security guard as a fake boyfriend for the Christmas party. I go online to A-1 Elite Security and book a guard for the entire night. In the comments, I ask for the biggest, scariest motherfucker they have. I tell them he’s posing as my date. He’ll need to send me his measurements and I’ll buy him a nice suit.

      The week before the party, I meet the guard for coffee. His name is Brad, and he’s more gym rat than scary beast. I’m vague about the situation—I tell him that a family member has been threatening toward me. I tell him that he needs to act super protective. I give him a list of things about me to memorize.

      A bodyguard. Buying a gift for a fake boyfriend to give me.

      Merry fucking Christmas.
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      Yuri

      

      We’re in a meeting. Plotting the week’s operations. A few of us in front of the fire.

      The photo of Bianca lights up when a text comes in. I turn it over, hoping Viktor didn’t see it.

      “What the fuck?” Viktor grabs it. “Are you serious? You have that girl’s picture as your phone screen?”

      I grab the phone back and pocket it. “Idi nahuy.” Fuck off.

      Viktor is like a brother—not by blood but by crime. So much thicker. We grew up in the orphanage together in Moscow.

      I can feel Viktor’s eyes on me, blood boiling. “You can’t have her.”

      Viktor’s brother Aleksio drains his vodka. “Who can’t Yuri have?”

      “The rich girl. Bianca Moreland,” Viktor says.

      Mira gasps. She’s Aleksio’s girlfriend and a lawyer, too. “Bianca Moreland? The socialite?”

      Viktor growls. “I told him to stop it with her.”

      I stand with the help of my crutch. “It’s not your business.”

      Viktor comes to me, grabs my collar. “You fuck up your knee, chasing after her? That’s my business. You’re an enforcer and you get your image on a security camera playing vigilante? That’s my business.”

      I shove him off. “I was in a mask.”

      Mira is gaping at me, stunned. “Hold on—Yuri? That was you? Who rescued Bianca Moreland that night?”

      “You’re an enforcer,” Aleksio says, piling on now. “You can’t be playing vigilante.”

      I glare at Viktor.

      “Don’t look at him, look at me,” Aleksio says. “The cops would love a reason to pin a murder on you. And then we’d have to break you out of jail.”

      “Not hearing this,” Mira says, forever the lawyer. “I hear nothing.”

      “Bianca would never testify against me,” I say.

      “Bianca Moreland doesn’t know you or care about you. You don’t get to have a girl like Bianca Moreland. You endanger all of our operations with your delusion.” Viktor pokes my chest. “Got it?”

      I turn my eyes down—a warning. One more poke and I destroy his face.

      “We both know what this is,” he growls.

      “It’s not that,” I say through clenched teeth.

      “It is.”

      I give him a warning glare.

      “Playing vigilante for some rich bitch who doesn’t deserve it—”

      I shove him into a bookshelf--hard. Something crashes onto him and he flies at me. I grab him and take him to the ground. I get in a good hit before he smashes his fist into my lip. We’re full on fighting, fucking each other up. Getting in hits. It’s been a while since we’ve fought like this.

      Aleksio tries to pull us apart. Their other brother Kiro comes in and practically lifts me off Viktor.

      “We both know what this is,” Viktor pants, face bloody.

      “Don’t—”

      “Have you gone in her apartment yet?” Viktor demands. “Did you sit on her couch yet? Have you eaten her food yet?”

      Mira straightens. “What?!?!”

      I don’t tell them that I have. I don’t tell them that I'm up on her computer. Or that I know about the pathetic security guard she hired for her Christmas party.

      Or that I’ll be taking his place.

      “What the fuck?” Aleksio asks. “Did you go into Bianca Moreland’s apartment?”

      I stare up at the Christmas tree. The three Dragusha brothers, Kiro, Aleksio, and Viktor, were apart for years. This is the first Christmas they’ll be together. So many presents.

      I’d give anything to have what they have. A true family.

      “Have you stolen her mail yet?” Viktor asks.

      Mira spits out her wine.

      My face heats. “Only mail she’d throw away.”

      “You’re stealing Bianca Moreland’s mail?” Mira says. “You can’t do that.”

      “He’ll do that and more. Tell them,” Viktor says. “Tell them about our fake family back in Moscow. Tell them about the Vostovs.”

      “This isn’t like the Vostovs.” I feel the blood trickle down my chin. I let it trickle. I have other shirts, other suit jackets. I take an apple from the bowl, flick out my pika, and slice into it. I keep the blade nice and sharp and it goes in like butter.

      “When we were at the orphanage,” Viktor explains, “The Vostovs were our imaginary family. We’d spy on them. Pretend they were ours. That’s what he’s doing with Bianca.”

      “It’s not the same,” I say. “It’s different.”

      “That’s what we thought about the Vostovs,” Viktor says. “We saw them at a market once. We were hungry, pathetic eight-year-old orphans. The Vostovs looked so happy. We’d follow them. Later we’d sneak into their home and sit on couches like we belonged. Steal their mail.”

      I glower out the window, remembering sad Christmas cards taped to a painted block wall. Cards we stole from the Vostovs. We pretended they were ours.

      “Tell how it ended.”

      I slice into the apple, silent as a ghost. The same blade I killed Bianca’s attacker with. Sterilized, of course.

      “What happened?” Mira asks sadly.

      I don’t bother answering.

      “The Vostovs set a trap for us. They sent us to jail,” Viktor says.

      “The difference is, Bianca didn’t tell the police anything,” I say. “She’s protecting me.”

      “She doesn’t remember, that’s all,” Viktor says. “The Vostovs hated us. We thought they would feel the connection we felt, but they hated us. It’s the same with Bianca.”

      I turn the phone back over. Look at the photo. She hired a guard to pose as her boyfriend. Frightened. It drives me crazy.

      “Let me see.” Mira says softly, taking the phone. She enlarges the image with two fingers. “She looks sad.”

      “She’s not sad,” I say. “She’s frightened. Scared of something.”

      Mira furrows her brow at the picture. “This was taken at the will reading. At the death of her father. She’s sad, Yuri, not scared of something.”

      “I know when Bianca is frightened,” I say. “I know.”

      Viktor wants to hit me again, but Aleksio and Kiro hold him off. They’re blood brothers, the three Dragushas, but they’ve made me feel like family. We went bowling the other night, the four of us and a few others. Kiro nearly threw the ball through a wall. Apparently that’s how you bowl when you grew up in the wild.

      “Do you hear yourself?” Viktor demands. “How deluded you are?”

      “She’s frightened,” I say. “I know.”

      “You’re an enforcer, a pit bull. You can’t have her, and if you care about her, you won’t try for her.”

      I keep my face neutral, not caring if he hits me again. I don’t mind being hit. I might like it, right now.

      “Acting as if,” Viktor spits. “There’s nothing more pathetic than orphans acting as if.” Viktor wants to wreck something, but his brothers have him.

      He’s being an asshole, but I know it hurts him to remember how much the Vostovs hated us.

      It hurts me, too.

      “Nothing more pathetic than orphans acting as if,” he growls.

      I simply slice my apple.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Bianca

      

      Susan and I let the caterers in to set up at the Moreland mansion at three. People start arriving at four, Bennett among them.

      My fake bruiser boyfriend Brad is an hour late. People are curious, stealing glances at me as I sip champagne by the massive stone fireplace.

      I overhear Bennett suggesting my “boyfriend” will probably end up cancelling at the last minute. He uses air quotes.

      He thinks my boyfriend doesn’t exist.

      At five twenty the chimes go. It has to be him. I smile and wave off the butler. “I got it.”

      I go to the door, heavy wood with beveled glass windows that show a dark, blurry form on the other side. Bigger than Brad the bodyguard. And all in black.

      I swing it open and find myself face-to-face with a brutishly beautiful man.

      He has hard, wide cheekbones, a hard, bumpy nose, and lips in a hard frown. Even his neck is corded with steel, it seems. He’s a dark, unpolished jewel.

      Tea-colored eyes are the only soft thing soft about him. Ruffled with brown lashes.

      Him.

      My mouth hangs open. I can feel the air move in. A long, hard gasp.

      You came, I think wildly.

      He wears a black suit and tie. Dark. Severe. Nothing like the soft brown cashmere I got for Brad the security guard.

      “You should let me in,” he says simply.

      “I don’t understand.”

      A low rumbly voice. “Your guard was detained, little rabbit.”

      My pulse races.  If I didn’t recognize the eyes, I’d recognize the accent, the way the r in rabbit has just a roll to it. Liddle r-r-rabbit.

      His cheekbones seem to widen. Not quite a smile. Is he happy I remembered or does he want to kill somebody?

      “Fine.” He walks in and shuts the door himself, like it’s his own place.

      “I-I don’t understand. I mean…I don’t understand this.”

      “Where is he?” My Russian asks.

      “Who?”

      “The one who threatens you. Your bodyguard said a family member is being threatening toward you.”

      “I don’t understand. You work for the security firm?”

      “Do I look like I work for a security firm, Bianca?”

      My heart pounds at the way he says my name. Biannnkkkka. Like he’s caressing my name with his mouth. “Then how…”

      He lowers his voice. “I protect what’s mine.”

      “What? How? You can’t—”

      He closes in. “They sent a boy to do a man’s job.”

      I come to my senses finally. There’s no way this guy can pull it off. “You can’t just—uh! This is crazy!” He moves closer and I shove him back.

      He allows it, slumping back against the Italian marble wall, as if my push actually did something. As if he isn’t controlling everything.

      He smiles. Like a lazy lion, he reaches out a paw and pulls me to him, taking my elbows in a steel grip. He pulls my face to his. The gleam of the chandelier lights the short, dark hairs of his beard scruff. I can feel the tickle of his breath and the brush of his battered nose. “I’ll play your boyfriend tonight. You understand?”

      Electricity shoots through me. You understand? What does he mean by that?

      I say, “What happened to that kid? To Brad? We had a whole routine worked up. What did you do to him?”

      “He’s not happy, but...” the man shrugs.

      “It needs to be him.”

      “It needs to be me.”

      Crap. Voices sound from the interior room. “Do you even have my present?”

      “A jeweled iPhone case?” he snorts.

      “What—you opened my present?”

      He growls low and rumbly. “A man like me doesn’t give a woman like you a tech present.”

      My heart pounds as he presses a finger to the center of my chest, right where the pearl buttons of my fuzzy sweater start. He runs his finger down the cashmere, down between my breasts, gliding over each button, increasing the melty feeling in me. He might as well be undoing the buttons.

      Close to my ear, he whispers, “They come. Hurry and tell me which family member is the problem. Brad didn’t know which person he was supposed to scare.”

      “Because I didn’t tell him,” I whisper. “I didn’t hire him to hurt anybody. Just to be a strong presence.”

      He pulls back and gazes at me. I think how he kissed my scar that night, and suddenly I know he’s thinking it, too.

      “I’ll figure it out,” he says.

      “This is insane,” I whisper. “You can’t possibly pull this off.”

      I see a flicker of uncertainty in his eyes. Then he slides a finger over the place where my scar was. Shivers run over me.

      “Don’t worry, rabbit. I’ll pull it off,” he says. “I’ll make them believe. And I’ll make him so afraid, he’ll piss his pants at the thought of hurting you. And then I’ll leave. Okay?”

      Somebody calls out something about needing to send out a search party for me.

      It’s too late to change anything. “Did you get the sheet with the facts about my life?”

      “You think I need a sheet to know you?”

      “Umm…” I can’t decide if it’s psycho or the hottest fucking thing ever.

      The clack of high heels sounds from nearby.

      “Bianca! My goodness, you…” Susan goes speechless when he turns to her. I can’t tell if it’s because he’s so hot in his rough way, or because he’s glaring at her like a fucking animal. Shit, he thinks she’s the threatening one?

      “Um—” I grab his arm. “This is Susan. I’ve mentioned her. My cousin and dear friend Susan.” I give the man—whose name I don't even know—a hard look that he’ll hopefully understand as a message that it’s not Susan.

      Amazingly, he reads it. He knows how to read me.

      Of course…because he’s been watching me. Like my own personal pit bull, watching for cues and commands. I’m awash in conflicting emotions—outrage mixed with something else that has me curling a hand around his rock-hard arm.

      He holds a hand out to Susan.

      “I’m Yuri,” he says. “Pleased to meet you.”

      “You’re…” Susan is staring at him like he’s from outer space. “…Russian.” Russian in this case is a euphemism for hard and scary in a brutish thug way that she can’t see little Bianca with at all.

      I smile. “Didn’t I tell you he was Russian?”

      Susan looks at me suspiciously. “No, you didn’t. Not at all.”

      Crap, I think. We’re not going to pull this off.

      Yuri gazes down at me, takes a strand of my hair. “My Bianca is very private. I love that about her. Always sitting back and watching. Never saying all she thinks and knows.”

      I gaze up at him, stunned, vaguely aware that Susan is staring too. Also stunned.

      “It’s how she is with the animals,” Yuri continues. “Watching. Caring. She sees them in a way others don’t.” He takes even more hair. His knuckles brush my neck. It’s the hottest touch I’ve ever experienced and it’s just my neck.

      He lowers his voice to a deep rumble. “Thinking nobody knows the depth of her.” He lowers his voice even more. “But I do.”

      Susan looks like she’s in a trance. I’m pretty much in one, too.

      With one utterance, this scary thug of a man has revealed a deep, true thing about me. Like he really knows me.

      “Wow.” Susan’s eyes travel up and down the length of him. “Well…yeah. Bianca was always the observant one. Especially with animals.”

      Yuri takes my arm. “Liddle r-r-rabbit?”

      Susan widens her eyes at me when he’s not watching. It’s 92 percent approval and 8 percent utter amazement. “Come on. You guys are going to miss the shrimp canapés. The kids are inhaling them.” She turns and leads the way out.

      There’s no going back.

      “You can’t hurt anybody,” I whisper. “Promise.”

      He smiles and pulls me forward. We pass under the row of chandeliers through the richly carpeted receiving hall. He’s strangely at home in this environment.

      “I’m serious, Yuri.”

      “Tell me who.”

      “Promise you won’t hurt anyone.”

      “Who am I here to scare?”

      “Just being here is enough.”
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      Yuri

      

      It takes me ten minutes to figure out who scares her. A dark-haired man a few years older than her. She tells me by the way she glances at him, so very aware. Even if she didn’t tell me with her glances, I’d know from the way he studies me, sizes me up. I’d know it from his flat eyes.

      He’s killed before. One killer always recognizes another. Bennett is high on something, though. He’s a speedball guy—that’s my guess. Speedball has a type. Every drug has a type, just the way crime has a type. Just the way jobs have a type, I suppose, if you live in the regular world.

      We are talking to a pair of aunts. They tell me about a cruise upon the Black Sea. They ask me about Russia. I am quite an exotic bird, a Russian here.

      “Introduce me to five men in the corner,” I say when they walk off.

      She swears under her breath.

      I grip her hand and pull her there. She has no choice.

      She introduces me first to a man named Winston. He seems attracted to her. He shakes my hand, grip too tight. He asks me what I do.

      “Import export.” It’s true. I export arms, drugs, and jewels. I would like to hurt this Winston, but he is not the one.

      I turn to the one who scares her.

      “This is my brother Bennett Moreland the third,” she says.

      Brother?

      “Half-brother,” Bennett says.

      I give Bianca my phone and put my arms around Bennett and Winston. “Take our picture.”

      Everybody is surprised.

      Bianca stares at me strangely. “You want a picture of…you three guys?”

      “Go ahead, rabbit.” I grin. I’m the crazy Russian here.

      She takes the photo. I take back my phone.

      My rival Winston talks loudly of investment, always an eye on my Bianca.

      Later by the fire, after many more introductions, I pull up the photo. I crop it so that it is just this Bennett. I enlarge his face.

      “Oh my God,” she breathes. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      “Handling your problem.”

      “You can’t hurt him.”

      I ignore her.

      “Yuri, I’m serious. He just needs to know I’m protected, and you’ve done that.”

      I run a finger over her lips. She lets me.

      She has to.

      Here in the bosom of her family, we are pretending at being a couple. I could kiss her and she would have to let me. I watch her breath speed as I bring my finger down her throat. I feel her follow my finger with everything in her body. I remind myself she can never be mine—it’s true what Viktor said—but the feel of her beautiful skin gets me hard as rock. I don’t care if anybody sees.

      “Your scar is healed.”

      She puts her finger to her cheekbone.

      “You were beautiful with it.”

      She swallows. Hoarsely, she says, “You can’t hurt people. That’s not why I hired you.”

      “You didn’t hire me. You hired the boy I have tied up in a van down the block.” I text both photos to Viktor with a message to get Bennett’s street name. If he’s buying drugs, he has a street name.

      “Yuri.”

      I pocket my phone, enjoying the sound of my name on her lips. I slide my hand around her waist. This really is like the Vostovs, our fake family. Pretending. In a home where I don’t belong. Touching a woman who is not mine.

      Her pretty lips part again. I imagine them parting for my cock. I could make her suck me if I wanted.

      I slide my hand over her hair, burning with desire. Her hair is smooth and beautiful under my scarred and ruined hand. More like a paw than a hand. I pull her head to mine and fit my lips over hers in a kiss. My breath shudders as I take her mouth. I kiss her hard until she softens to me, gives to me. I pull her body in until she softens against me, up and down.

      When you’re an orphan, you get used to taking.

      She tastes of champagne and silky warmth.

      She pulls away, pulse thudding in her neck.

      “Your boyfriend kisses you, does he not?” I whisper.

      “Not like that,” she hisses.

      “Then you need a new boyfriend.”

      Her eyes widen. Outrage. But also excitement, I think. “When it comes time for presents, we’ll have to make something up. Why you don’t have a present.”

      “My job will be done by then.”

      She frowns.

      “Yuri!” People call my name from across the place. “Yuri! Yuri!”

      “No,” she says under her breath. “Say no.”

      I turn. The Moreland men are in two groups at the end of the room. Calling my name. Like they want me to go to them. “What’s happening?” I ask her.

      “Just a stupid tradition. They want you to play football. Snow football. The women drink wine and talk while the men play snow football and then we do gifts and dinner.

      “He’s not playing,” she calls out.

      “Bennett is playing, though.”

      “What? No, Yuri, You can’t.”

      I pull her close, give her a kiss on her cheek. “What can’t I do? Tell me one thing I can’t do right now.”

      Of course there are many things I can’t do. I can’t belong here. I can’t be part of her world or her family. But I can protect her.

      I eye Bennett. He eyes me.

      She sees it. “Oh my God! You guys are already in a thing? Don’t. Please.”

      “You would beg for the scum who threatens you? He will learn.”
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      Bianca

      

      I ordered a security guard and I got somebody far more dangerous.

      “You already have even numbers,” I call over to them.

      Yuri loosens his tie, baring more of his thick neck, eyes on mine. “Whatever team I’m on will need less men.”

      For a split second, I imagine putting my lips to his neck. It would feel warm. Taste like man.

      “I feel like taking somebody down,” he whispers.

      It sounds sexy as hell, and a whisper of electricity thrums between my legs. It’s like he’s holding the whole party hostage, including me. “Promise me not to hurt anyone,” I beg.

      “Relax.” He grins. “I have everything under control.”

      Somebody calls out something about a lover’s quarrel. We’ve effectively convinced everyone here that we’re a couple. Or Yuri has, anyway.

      “You didn’t bring the right clothes,” I point out. “See how everyone changed?”

      He pulls off his suit jacket. Muscles bulge under his white dress shirt. “You Americans think you have to have special clothes for every activity. There’s nothing I can’t do in this outfit.”

      My mind whirls with visions of him bending over my naked body, fucking me. And suddenly I’m thinking of him in that mask.

      He tips his head, seeming to read my mind.

      No—he couldn’t.

      The men behind him are fighting over who gets him. He’s the biggest, strongest man here, but more, they all sense the animal in him. None sense it as much as I do, though.

      “Trust me, liddle r-r-r-abbit.”

      He follows the men out the stained glass back door.

      The women pepper me with questions. The sheet I’d written up for Brad the security guard has all kinds of facts like where we met and our first date. Since Yuri mocked the sheet, I have to assume he didn’t read it. So I stick to vague facts. I met him out on a walk. He’s very private. His company? Some Russian company I don’t understand. I don’t know outer facts about him, but I know inner facts. He’s possessive and passionate. He’s stubborn. When he decides something, you can’t talk him out of it.

      He takes you over like a whirlwind, I say at one point, because that’s how I imagine it would be. Him in his mask. He would penetrate me, press into me, and the hurt of him would be beautiful.

      I think they’re all jealous of me.

      Well, I’m jealous of me.

      He’ll do this and leave.

      But I want him to stay.
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      The men come in from football with rosy cheeks. Bennett has a bloody lip. Winston Mr. Finance is wet head to toe…as if he’d been tackled. Yuri is beaming. Laughing. Getting back slaps.

      Bennett storms out of the room.

      I pull Yuri to a corner. “Did you do that? To his lip?”

      “Of course I did.”

      “What?” Playfully, I push him.

      He grabs my hand and kisses it. “He calls his people. He learns now that I control his life.”

      “Huh?”

      “Never mind. He makes a call to confirm certain things. Then he will come out here and tell you he’s sorry.”

      “What certain things is he confirming?”

      Yuri reaches out and touches a button. Scarred, rough hands on smooth pearl. I imagine them on my skin and it’s kind of hot. He drops his hand when he sees me staring at his hand, looking almost sad. Does he think his rough hands are ugly?

      And suddenly Bennett is there. He’s not apologizing, he’s fucking begging me. “Please forgive me if I ever made you feel scared, Bianca,” he says. “I want you to know you will never, never, never have anything to fear from me ever. I’m sorry for…” he looks up at Yuri, unsure how to continue.

      Yuri’s lips form a snarl.

      “I’ve done a lot of bad things,” Bennett continues, “but I want you to know I don’t want anything to ever happen to you. I very much don’t want anything to happen to you ever.” He turns to Yuri. “I can’t help if she’s in a plane crash or something, though.”

      Yuri’s voice goes low and scary. “Perhaps you should pray for her then. You pray when she flies.”

      “You don’t need to pray for me, Bennett,” I say.

      “He needs to pray for you,” Yuri says. It chills me, having that deep, threatening voice turned on me. “He will pray that nobody hurts you ever. He needs to pray you don’t even get a sneeze.” He waves a hand. “Leave us now.”

      Bennett slinks off, looking like he’s going to cry.

      “What did you say to him?”

      “Things.” Yuri grabs his suit jacket. “You’re no longer in danger from him.” He fixes his cuffs.

      “Wait, you’re not leaving?”

      “He won’t hurt you.”

      “You’re leaving?”

      He raises his eyes to mine. Tea eyes, deep and brown. And sad. He touches my cheek, making my senses flare to life. “This isn’t my place, Bianca.”

      “But…you have to stay for a drink at least.”

      He simply buttons his cuffs.

      “Nobody will believe you’re my boyfriend if you leave now.”

      He narrows his eyes, but somebody puts a drink in his hand.

      “There,” I say. “You have to at least finish that.”

      He scowls.

      I smile at him. A thrill goes through me, because I think my smile does something to him. “Tell me you’ll stay.”

      “I can’t.” Deep inside the words, I hear desire. He wants to stay—I know it! Why won’t he stay?

      Suddenly Susan’s there, pulling him to the couch. She wants him to teach the aunties a Russian toast. He plays along, eyes on me.

      I love having him here, even if he’s away from me, over on the other couch. What if he was a real boyfriend? But I know better. Yuri’s a wild animal. Dangerous to have indoors. Wild animals always follow their nature in the end.

      He teaches everyone a toast that I’m sure is scathingly dirty. People are eating it up. I’ve never seen anything like it. Like Yuri.

      I sit and watch. His giant hands makes the fine crystal glass look fragile. He could crush it so easily.

      He catches me looking. He drains it and sets it down.

      Don’t go, I think.

      Weirdly, Winston the financial planner is being extra nice to me. Now that Yuri seems to want me, Winston wants me, too.

      It’s all about Yuri for me. Yuri standing, about to leave.

      Don’t go! But Yuri does what he wants. He touches something in his jacket pocket. I hear the ring of car keys. Or maybe keys to unlock Brad.

      It’s then that Winston sits next to me. Close. “You heading up to Beaver Creek this year?” The ski resort. The family has a manor there.

      Yuri’s eyeing me. Wanting to say goodbye.

      “Maybe,” I smile at Winston, feeling Yuri’s eyes on me.

      Winston smiles back. Winston’s a competitive asshole and a little bit stupid. Does he not feel Yuri stewing across the room? Yuri feels like a bonfire to me.

      “Remember that one New Years? The blizzard night?” Winston stretches an arm around me. It feels wrong. I should get up. I shouldn’t let Winston do this.

      I stay.

      People start reminiscing about Beaver Creek.

      I can feel Yuri’s eyes on us. When did we get so connected that I can feel him?

      Winston’s enjoying the game. He never met a competition he didn’t like.

      I finally glance over.

      Yuri’s eyes glitter with something…I wouldn’t call it anger. Maybe something more like mayhem. My heart pounds.

      Shit.

      His voice is low and commanding. “R-r-r-rabbit.”

      My whole body snaps to attention. Like there’s a silken line between us and he has only to pull it.

      He waits there all steel and roughness, big body barely contained inside a black suit, face wrecked and beautiful, massive fists balled at his sides.

      His voice is deep. “Get over here.”

      “Excuse me? Are you…”

      My words of protest die under the beautiful fire of his gaze. All eyes are on Yuri, but he sees only me. Only me.

      “Come, rabbit.”

      Everybody’s watching, but I see only him. I hate him. I want him. I should go to him. I shouldn’t.

      I tell myself we’ve come this far in the charade. It would be stupid to stop now.

      He tips his head down, intensifying his gaze. Heat spears through me. He mine, but he’s totally wild. And just like that first night, something in me rises for him. Something that’s his to command. I stand up from the couch, a small animal on the end of a string he holds in his outstretched hand.

      I want him to tell me to do things in that voice. I want him to touch me with that ruined hand.

      I go to him. I can feel the attention on us.

      When I’m near, he pulls me to him. “Lead me away,” he whispers in my ear. “Take us somewhere. Now, rabbit.”

      He doesn’t wait. He pulls me out of the room.

      “What are you doing?” I hiss.

      “Lead me,” he says, leading me through the empty dining room. “To where I can fuck you.”

      I halt as the blood drains from my face.

      “Now.” He sets his hands on my cheeks and kisses my neck. He pushes me to a wall and kisses me. I can feel him trembling. Jealousy, desire, wild anger. He’s a fucking typhoon. “Lead me to where I can rip your clothes off, rabbit, to where I can fuck you hard.”

      The breath goes out of me. “We’re skipping some steps…”

      “You want me to stay and play your boyfriend some more? This is what your boyfriend does now. When another man touches you, I fuck his touch right off your skin. I fuck his fingers off of you from the inside. Do you understand?” He presses his hand between my legs. “If I am your boyfriend, this is mine.”

      His questing fingers send waves of need through me.

      “You want me to be your boyfriend some more, don’t you?”

      I pull away, panting. “Yes.”

      “Yes what?”

      “I want you to be my boyfriend some more.”

      His grin is wicked and gorgeous. “And do what?”

      I feel delirious. “Uh…fuck his touch off me?”

      He points up the stairs. “Lead me.”

      On shaking legs I lead the way up, past the second floor landing. Past the third floor landing. It’s like a crazy dream.

      I slow down on the fourth floor landing.

      He slaps my ass. “Keep going.”

      I whirl around.

      Those thick thuggish cheekbones widen in a grin. He simply twirls his finger in the air and points onward.

      It’s so fucked up. I want him. I’m doing this—I'm actually doing it. “Nobody’s up here.”

      “We’ll stay here, then.” He pushes me into a door, presses my cheek to it. He fits his body behind mine and lets me feel his steely cock. “This is how your boyfriend takes you.”

      I gasp as he and runs his hand down the side of my hip, over where my sweater ends and down my pencil skirt.

      “Do you think of me, little rabbit?”

      “Yes,” I breathe.

      I feel the shock still him for a moment. Like he can’t believe it’s true.

      “I do think of you. In the mask.”

      “You like the mask?”

      “Yes.”

      He fists his hand into my hair. I can’t tell if it means he’s glad or what. “Do you rub yourself when you think of it?”

      “Um…”

      He tightens his hold. “Do you? Is that what you do when you look at my picture on your computer?”

      I spin around and he lets go of my hair. “How do you know? You spy on my computer?”

      He reaches around me and opens the door behind me, pushes me in. “How do you think I knew about the boy you hired to protect you?”

      “You have no right!”

      “Do you touch yourself, R-r-abbit?”

      I back up. “You had no right.”

      I hit the far wall in the bedroom and he just plows right into me. He’s a blunt instrument. I wonder if his cock is big and blunt and beautiful as he is.

      He makes me turn again to face the wall, pressing me there by my neck. Heat fills me. My panties are soaked. I barely care that he was in my condo, in my stuff. What’s wrong with me?

      “Close your eyes.”

      I obey. I’ll take anything from him. “You had no right.”

      He’s fumbling with something. His pants?

      “You’re a veterinarian. You study the animal kingdom. Is it really about right?”

      I feel fat fingers undoing my sweater. I open my eyes and turn.

      And gasp.

      He’s in the mask. I swallow back my shock.

      “Like this? This is how you like me?”

      “God, yes,” I say before I can censor myself.

      He pushes me up against the wall, gathering up my skirt.

      It’s the same mask he wore the night he saved me. I study the black circle around his cruel, beautiful mouth, his light brown eyes. “Touch my lips,” he says.

      I touch his lips.

      I don’t know why it should be so hot, his mouth circled in black. It’s like something got etched into my brain that night. Without warning, he sucks in my finger. Heat surges through me.

      “You spied on my computer,” I complain.

      “Because you’re mine. Mine to protect.” He pulls my finger from his lips and presses my arm to my chest, backing me to the wall. He begins to explore my body with his free hand, diving between my legs. He grunts at the wetness he finds.

      The mask mesmerizes me. “This is crazy.”

      His voice is rough stone. “It’s okay to want me like this.”

      He opens my sweater and yanks my bra down under my breasts. He pushes my skirt up around my waist.

      He’s half unwrapped me--just the parts he wants to get at. It’s dirty. Debasing.

      I’ve never been wetter.

      “You know how I want you?”

      He doesn’t wait for an answer; he just lifts me like it’s nothing and sets me onto a small bed. “Scoot back,” he grates. “Spread your legs. Show yourself to me. Show me what’s mine.”

      I spread my legs. Apparently I’ll do anything when Yuri wears the mask. He draws his hands along my bare thighs, a rough drag along tender skin. “Hold yourself open.”

      I hesitate, feeling shy.

      “Do it.”

      I comply. It’s a dirty thing, making me do that. And kind of wonderful.

      He drags his fingers through my core. I hiss out a breath as he anoints my nipples with my arousal. He leans in, then, to suck one. A rumble goes through him. It sounds strange and wild and not entirely sane.

      I stiffen, remembering what I thought about wild animals.

      He pulls back with that look of mayhem in his eyes and pushes my hands away from my sex, like he’s surprised and angry that they’re even there. He presses down on either side of my sex, as if to plump it out. “Like this,” he says.

      I shudder and close my eyes as he begins to lick me.

      He stops. “No,” he booms. “Watch me, rabbit. Look at who does this to you. In the mask.”

      I look down as he hooks my legs over his shoulders. And I can’t see his face. Just the mask.

      I feel vulnerable and scared and safe, all at the same time.

      He presses and squeezes my pussy as he licks me, and I’m gone, shuddering with a powerful orgasm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Yuri

      

      She’s coming down from her orgasm, and her body is calling me, a hungry fire between us. Furiously I pull away and unbutton my slacks and shove them down.

      It’s just the mask she likes, a dangerous role-play. I’ll take the crumbs. When you’re an orphan, you’re happy for the crumbs.

      I grab her ass and pull her to me, skin like fucking silk. I drink in her softness, abrading her  with bumpy scars and chest hair and the rough fabric of the mask. I devour her lips with mine. “I need to be in you.”

      “Fuck me, then. Do it, Yuri!”

      It’s the rough man in the mask she wants, but never mind. Just another version of stealing mail.

      With her other hand she grasps around the back of my head. “I want you,” she whispers. “I don’t have a condom…”

      I put my forehead to her chest and feel her heartbeat.

      “It’s okay. You can pull out or something.”

      I stare down at her stunned.

      She’s so hot for the man in the mask that she’s willing to go without a condom. She thinks the rough killer in the mask wouldn’t have a condom.

      I put my hands around her cheeks. I’d love to take her like that. To feel her without a barrier.

      But she’s mine. Mine to care for.

      And I have a condom, because I’m not really him.

      But I know what it’s like to want oblivion. This I can give her.

      I push her down on the bed and pull a condom from inside my pocket.

      She’s surprised I have one. The masked man is a bad man in her fantasy, I guess. I have to think of something—something hard and cruel.

      “Beg,” I say. “Hold yourself open and beg—do it!”

      She draws up her legs, splays them to either side, this woman so smart and prim. She places her hands on either side of her pussy.

      “Move it, touch it, make it feel good. I want to see you making it feel good or I won’t fuck you.”

      “Fuck,” she says, closing her eyes. “Fuck me.”

      “And watch me, too.”

      She watches me, massaging herself. It’s the best I can do, to force her out of her comfort zone. I will not fuck her bare.

      I roll on a condom. “Hold your knees by your ears.”

      She complies, showing me herself so lewdly. She’s beautiful. I don’t want to hit her, but I do—I strike her ass, reminding her I’m still that bad man, even if I wear a condom. I strike her once, twice.

      “Omigod,” she says. “Ow.”

      I go to her, and take hold of her knees.

      She touches the back of my mask as I fit the hard knob of my cock into her.

      “Tight,” I whisper. “He takes you now.”

      “Omigod, yes.”

      I push a little ways in. “Do you feel him?”

      “Oh, god, Yuri.”

      I go in an inch more. “So tight.” I push in a little more, claiming her.

      “Wait—Yuri.”

      I pause, my thickness swelling her tight channel, half in. “What?”

      “Can we…do you mind…” She grabs the fabric at the top of my head and begins to pull.

      Every atom in my body freezes.

      “Can I take it off?” she asks.

      I think I’m not understanding her. “You want me to take the mask off.”

      “Is that okay?”

      I swallow. “Go on, then,” I grate.

      She pulls it off, pulling half my hair with it. Like I care.

      She tosses it and slides her hands on the scruff of my cheeks, petting me. “Yuri,” she whispers, soft like heaven. “Like a Russian bear.”

      She wants to fuck me? It’s too much to take in. Suddenly, insanely, I want the mask back on, want to be on the outside of the bakery again, an orphan looking in. Where I’m used to being. Scrabbling for crumbs.

      “That’s better.” She looks unsure. “Right?”

      “It was a bit warm.” I rub my scruff across her tender cheek and down her neck.

      Her shoulders curl in with the sensation. She whispers something I don't understand. No matter.

      I fuck her hard and fast so she doesn’t see the emotion in me. I make it good, thumb on her clit, ripping another orgasm from her. I make her come hard before me. Her pussy like a pulsing fist gets me off.

      After, she looks up at me dazed.

      “Get up,” I say, standing over her, because I’m not used to this. The women I fuck are always scrabbling for crumbs like me. Never like this one, laying open. “Clean yourself. We should go back down there.”

      “Can’t you…”

      “What?”

      She opens her arms. She wants me to lay with her? “Please?”

      I go onto the bed and lay there and she holds me. Is this what normal people do?

      “That was amazing, but you shouldn’t have bugged my computer. Tell me you know that.”

      “I’m not like the men down there.”

      “But you know you shouldn’t have, right?”

      I look into her gray eyes. “Yes.” It’s a lie. I don’t know how to act like normal people. “You should go down,” I say. “You want to be with your family on Christmas Eve.”

      “Is your family back in Russia?”

      “I don’t have a family. Not a real one.” I try not to sound jealous. I’m thinking of the Dragushas. Their beautiful family.

      She props her head on her hand. “A real family like mine? You think that’s something amazing? You do realize that I had to hire a bodyguard to protect me inside my real family.”

      “I’m glad you did.”

      “No, seriously, my real family, those people down then, ran a betting pool on how far Bennett would sink instead of thinking about how dangerous he would become to me.”

      I hadn’t really thought it through. She hired a bodyguard. For inside her own family. Nobody bothering to see the threat. “They should have your back.”

      “You had my back, Yuri.”

      I push my finger onto her lower lip, dragging it sideways, enjoying every part of her.

      She closes her lips around my finger. Sucks.

      “He won’t hurt you now,” I say.

      She lets my finger go. “You’re the best bodyguard ever.”

      A clock chimes.

      “Uh oh,” she says.

      “What?”

      “Gift time.” She touches my chest. “I love that you tossed that stupid present. You knew it wasn’t real.” She frowns. “I don’t want to go down. They don’t have my back. You were the only one. This whole time. I can’t even with them.”

      My heart pounds. “You really don’t want to go back down?”

      “No.”

      “You like vodka?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Bianca

      

      Yuri takes me to an older home near a north side park. Even from the outside it sparkles with warmth, all Christmas lights and fire glow. He kisses me at the front door, pulling me to him, mouth open, demanding, licking the roof of my mouth, which feels wild and hot and tickly.

      “Geez,” I breathe, pressing my pelvis to him. “You sure we shouldn’t go somewhere more private?”

      He pulls away. “We do this first, and after I fuck you so hard, your pussy will be filled with stars. Like your eyes.”

      I have no answer to that, but luckily, a chorus of dogs has started up barking. The door flies open, and there stands a dark-haired man in a suit like Yuri’s. Or maybe it’s his aura of danger and power that’s like Yuri’s.

      “Aleksio,” Yuri says.

      Aleksio’s dark eyes sparkle with amusement as he takes my hand. “Yuri. You brought a date.”

      Yuri fumbles to say something—probably that I’m not a date, exactly.

      “That’s right. Yuri rescued me from my sad family Christmas. I’m Bianca,” I say, though I get the feeling this guy knows who I am.

      Yuri pulls me in. Dogs jump and lick.

      If the Moreland family Christmas Eve was posh and cool, this one is sparkly and warm, with everyone crowded around the fire, limbs over couch arms and heads on each other’s shoulders.

      A beautiful, scruffy giant of young man comes and pulls the dogs off. “Sorry, we just got them. They said they weren’t adoptable. Supposedly,” he adds darkly.

      Yuri introduces him as Kiro.

      I ruffle the mangy fur of one of dogs. “They’re all adoptable.”

      Kiro claps me on the back. “I love this one already, Yuri.” Kiro introduces me to a woman named Ann, and our hostess, Mira.

      Mira takes my coat. “We didn’t expect Yuri back and certainly not with a guest.”

      The way she says it, I get the feeling this is a rare thing for Yuri.

      “Is it okay?” I ask. “Are you sure you have enough and all that?”

      “Oh, please,” Mira pulls me to the center of the small group. “This couldn’t be more awesome. You guys! It’s Bianca Moreland.”

      A woman with bright blonde ponytails lies on the floor with her feet in front of the fire. Tanechka, a Russian. “You are beautiful,” Tanechka says. Then, “Viktor! Come quick.”

      Viktor comes out. His scowling face turns stunned when he sees me, and then he bursts out laughing.

      I don’t know what’s so funny. He comes and takes my hand, introduces himself warmly.

      Yuri slings an arm around him. “We are like brothers, Viktor and me.”

      “Yuri saved my life many times,” Viktor says. “Sit.” He moves something from the couch. Yuri grabs me and pulls me down next to him. Ann squeezes in between us and Kiro.

      Ann hands me a bottle. “Drink up, Bianca. You need to catch up to us.”

      Yuri grabs Ann’s hand. A diamond engagement ring catches the firelight. “What is this? What did I miss?”

      Ann grins. “A gift from Kiro.”

      Mira finds out I'm a veterinarian and starts telling me about Kiro being raised by wolves, which sounds like a joke but turns out to be true. A bruiser-ish kid named Tito tosses knives at a carving on the wall. Tanechka is arguing with Aleksio.

      It’s chaos, and I love it.

      Yuri pulls me close, nestling me into his lap. His mask is half out of his suit jacket pocket. I stuff it back in. “Don’t lose this.”

      “You want me in that mask again?”

      I shrug. “Only if it’s you in there. You can be my Christmas present I unwrap.”

      He twirls an end of my hair, eyes shining.
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      I hope you enjoyed This holiday peek at Kiro and Yuri and the gang!

      What’s next for the Dragushas?

      Be the first to know! Get updates, freebies, prizes, early reads and random hard-to-explain things that I think you will totally want!

      ➤ I want in on the newsletter, Annika!!!!!

    

  


  
    
      The Newsletter

      Get updates, freebies, prizes, early reads and random hard-to-explain things that I think you will totally want!

      ➤ I want in on the newsletter, Annika!!!!!

      

      Let's have some facebook fun!

      You’re warmly and hugely invited to come hang out in my fun and fabulous Facebook group, the fabulous gang, where you’ll find everything from discussions about dark romance and criminals to the cutest kitten pictures ever! https://www.facebook.com/groups/AnnikaMartinFabulousGang/

      

      Instagram Action

      Let’s hook up on Instagram: @annikamartinauthor

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Annika Martin (aka Carolyn Crane)

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Romantic Comedy

      

      

      
        
        Most Eligible Billionaire

        An enemies-to-lovers standalone!

        The tiny dog Vicky adopted just inherited a billion dollar company! Which seems like amazing news, except for the part where she has to act as the dog’s spokesperson in board meetings…while facing off with an angry yet sexy billionaire CEO who is NOT amused.

      

        

      
        The Billionaire’s Wake-up-call Girl

        An enemies-to-lovers standalone!

        When my manager orders me to find a new wake-up-call service for our jerky CEO, I think, how hard can it be? Answer: impossible. No wake-up call service on the planet will work with him. So I secretly start making the calls myself. And I might have told him exactly what I think of him…and things are turning dirty…and now he’s scouring Manhattan to find his mystery woman. Nooooooo!

      

        

      
        Breaking the Billionaire’s Rules

        An enemies-to-lovers standalone!

        He’s a billionaire playboy—and the author of a notorious guide on how to pick up hot girls…and she’s the lunch cart girl who’s using his techniques to bring him to his knees.

      

      

      

      
        
        Fun, super-dirty romantic comedy (read in order)

      

      

      The Hostage Bargain (Freebie standalone)

      I was a small town girl trapped in a desperate situation...until three hunky bank robbers took me hostage. True, I'd always dreamed of escaping, but I was thinking Greyhound bus, not getaway vehicle. Then I started asking about their life, and I found out about their rules. These guys have more rules than a grammar class. Except their rules are dirty and way more fun to memorize.

      The Wrong Turn / Deeper Game

      The Most Wanted

      The Hard Way

      

      
        
        MM Spies  - thrilling, sexy, and bantery!

        Enemies like You  (standalone) -  They're dangerous men. Absolute enemies. And totally hot for each other.

      

      

      

      
        
        Romantic Suspense standalones (by my other pen name, Carolyn Crane)

      

      

      
        
        Against the Dark  - Playing the fake girlfriend of arrogant secret agent Cole Hawkins? It’s the last thing Angel wants to do. But it’s just a weekend, right?

        Off the Edge  - She’s running for her life—new name, new country, new hair. And no time for sexy professors with deep, dark secrets. My RITA-winning romantic suspense and love letter to all of you word nerds.

        Into the Shadows -  He’s a twisted, brutish killer who kisses like a god and won’t trust you if you’re nice to him. Which makes it hard to love him. And he must never, ever discover her secret.

        Behind the Mask - What do you do when your twin sister is won in a card game by dangerous cartel members? Trade places, of course!

        The boxed set deal Get all FOUR Undercover Associates for the price of two books!

      

      

      

      
        
        Mafia Princes

      

      

      
        
        Dark Mafia Prince  - He’s a devil in Armani with a twisted sense of justice. But when he kidnaps his enemy’s daughter, their sizzling connection puts everything at risk.

        Wicked Mafia Prince  - Viktor is convinced that the pretty assassin he once loved—and killed—appears in Chicago.

        Savage Mafia Prince  - Baby Brother Kiro is totally freaking SAVAGE. Like, literally. And SO hot!

      

      

      
        
        Criminals & Captives (Dark romance alert! These are standalones)

      

        

      
        Prisoner - He seethes with raw power the first time I see him - pure menace and rippling muscles in shackles.

        Hostage - The police say he’s obsessed with me. But I’m the one who can’t stop thinking about him.

      

      

      

      Click here to see a complete list of Annika’s books.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Dragusha brothers thank you for reading
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