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FOREWORD


Be sure to subscribe to my newsletter where you’ll receive up to date information about my latest releases and special offers.


AUTHOR NOTE


Dear Reader,

This book contains themes of kidnapping and loss of freedom, references to drug use (including non-consensual drugging), and themes of power imbalance in relationships. While I have attempted to handle these topics with care, some readers may find certain scenes or discussions unsettling. Please prioritize your mental health and well-being. If you believe that reading about these themes would be upsetting for you, this book may not be the right choice at this time.

Remember, it's okay to put your own comfort first. If you or someone you know is struggling with any of the issues mentioned above, know that you are not alone and that help is available.

A J Summers
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ONE
NIKOLAI


My fingers fumble with the knot on my tie as I make sure that I’m presentable for the unexpected visit. It’s not every day that the powerful and feared pakhan comes to my office. In fact, it has only happened once before when he signed a contract agreeing to buy oil and weapons exclusively from my company. Since then, I continued expanding the scope of my business. My firm supplies goods to various groups around the globe, but this man is my biggest client, and his business counts for more than half of what my company sells.

My secretary discreetly knocks on the door. I drop my hands and lift my chin.

“Come in,” I call out.

The door swings open, and Dimitri Sokolov struts in, flanked by two of his sons, who also serve as his bodyguards.

I stand up behind my desk and run my palm over the dark fabric covering my chest, smoothing out invisible wrinkles. A small smile sneaks onto the corner of my mouth as I make brief eye contact with Igor, the middleman in charge of making sure our partnership runs smoothly. A womanizer in his late twenties, Igor resents seeing me enjoying a degree of power that he won’t achieve while his father is alive.

“Mr. Sokolov,” I greet, stretching out my hand to shake his. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”

“Come on, Nik. Why do you have to be so damn formal?” He laughs, grabbing my hand.

“Because people wouldn’t respect me if I behaved any other way,” I reply, waving to the seats around my desk. “Let’s make it easy for everyone.” I push a button, and the door behind him opens.

My secretary peeps inside. “Sir?”

“Coffee and a bottle of vodka,” I order.

“Right away, Mr. Volkov.”

Dimitri sits in the middle chair while his sons take one on each side. I wait for him to speak. Dimitri’s mind always works at high speed. His eyes trail over the small details, taking in everything from the large windows to the black executive desk and my six monitors displaying multiple live feeds.

“We’ve been working together for years,” he starts, examining his black and gold cufflinks with an engraved letter S. They undoubtedly cost more than my secretary’s weekly salary. “And my respect for you has only grown. That’s why I decided to share with you a piece of information that has been kept a secret.”

I squint slightly, and my hands pull into tight fists, wondering what his true motive might be.

“Consider it a display of trust,” he adds.

My eyes move back and forth across his face, anticipating his next words.

Dimitri takes a deep breath before he speaks, the only indication of his nerves. “We’ve found ourselves in a bit of a pickle, out of which we could use your help.”

An internal sigh of relief escapes my lungs, but still, my hands stay fisted under my chin.

I expect Dimitri’s following words to be a warning. He doesn’t know that nothing coming out of his mouth holds the power to scare me.

“Igor here,” Dimitri continues, glancing at his son, who wisely avoids his father’s gaze, “couldn’t keep his worthless dick in his pants. He somehow managed to wiggle his way into Gargarin’s daughter’s bed.”

A knot tightens in my throat as my jaw slacks, eyes snapping to meet with Igor’s before shooting to Dimitri, then to his other son, Aleksander, and back to Igor.

My brows are shooting up at the same time as I ask with utter shock, “You slept with your rival’s daughter?”

“Well,” Igor drawls, giving me a cheeky grin and a cocky shrug, “I didn’t know she belonged to that pig. She’s much prettier than him.”

No matter how idiotic his son has acted, it isn’t exactly out of the ordinary. Scandal-free families are a rarity in a business as demanding as ours. Despite their money, they can’t live on a far-away island and never see anyone but close relatives. It’s basically an impossible dream, and although annoying and dangerous, these kinds of affairs are accepted by the Bratva community.

“Obviously, Gargarin wants him dead now,” Dimitri continues. I brace myself, expecting that he’ll finally reveal to me the reason for his visit. “We need more guns. To protect ourselves.”

“And because I control the weapons in this town, you’ve decided to come see me,” I conclude out loud.

Dimitri draws closer and lays his arms on the table, shrugging. “You’ve said so yourself.”

Of course, I wouldn’t outright accept, but as his words sink into my mind, I shift my weight to the back of my chair, folding my arms across my chest. “I’ll offer you a deal.”

This takes him by surprise if the slight shift in his posture and the frown on his forehead are anything to go by.

“I have to warn you, though,” I say in a low voice. “It’s going to cost you.”

Dimitri straightens his back and waves a dismissive hand. “Name it. It won’t be an issue.”

“Very well,” I declare in a short voice, a small smile slowly sneaking onto the corners of my lips. “I’ll give you access to all the weapons you need, and in return, you’ll give me your daughter’s hand in marriage.”

Pure shock flickers in his eyes, and I can almost hear Igor and Aleksander’s brains spinning, desperately searching for a way out.

Not receiving an answer, I continue, “No one can protect her like I can. Hell, if you reject my offer, you’ll all be dead within a week. Once she agrees to become my wife, our union will guarantee the cooperation of both parties.”

“Volkov,” Dimitri starts, searching for the proper words. The man’s got it all, but whether his fortune will last depends on his answer.

Still, his eagerness to buy so many weapons is an indication that his reign as the pakhan is not as safe as he’d like it to be.

My hands drop to my thighs and my legs spread under the desk as I lean closer to him. “Let’s be honest for a moment. No one wants to fight you. You’ve worked hard to conquer New York City, but to survive, sometimes compromises have to be made.”

He gives me a long stare, one in which I catch a glimpse of the uncertainty that gnaws at him.

I nod toward his son. “You shouldn’t have to die for him.”

“This isn’t right,” Igor challenges me, his voice barely above a whisper, but Dimitri throws him a warning glance, and he immediately clamps his mouth shut.

Aleksander reaches for his brother’s shoulder, trying to calm him, but Igor’s reaction makes perfect sense. Never before has someone dared to make such a brazen demand from the Sokolov family.

“What will it be, Mr. Sokolov?” I provoke, twisting my lips into a forced smile.

He places both his arms back on the table and leans closer. “Do you think you’ve impressed me with the way you’ve built your life, son?” He shakes his head dismissively.

“Like everyone before you, I’ve worked hard and made sacrifices.”

His voice drops lower as he points one of his thick fingers at my face. “No one lives forever.”

“And you’ll be the first one to attest to that,” I grumble as my fist aches to slam against my desk. But I hold back. He still hasn’t declined my offer. I decide to push and put another nail in his coffin.

“Or, perhaps, I should contact Gargarin and see what he’s willing to offer me for a shipment of guns.” I smirk, forcing his hand.

I’ve had my eye on his daughter for a while now, biding my time ever since I first saw her. And now is finally the time to get what I want.

Dimitri’s eyes burn with anger, but he’s realizing he has no other options. I don’t need him to say the words to know that I’ve won. I get to my feet and put my hand out for him to take. Dimitri’s deep blue orbs watch mine warily as he pushes himself to his feet and, with a stiff posture, grabs my hand.

“We have a deal then,” I conclude as we shake. “Will you tell her, or should I?”


TWO
KATARINA


“Kata!”

I groan as Igor’s deep voice invades my dreams, making me aware of the pounding headache that threatens to make me vomit on the floor. One of my eyes cracks open, but the bright sunlight stings, so I slam it back shut and throw the soft pillow over my head.

“Go away!” I snap from my messy bed as my hands fly to my aching temples.

“No can do. Papa has something to tell you,” he insists.

The determination in his voice tells me it can’t wait. My plan of sleeping until noon is now ruined anyway. It wouldn’t matter much if I hadn’t spent the entire Friday night working at a music event where the artist I’ve been trying to sign was playing. Being a talent scout sucks when my family decides to interfere with my beauty sleep.

Whatever it is that my father wants me to know, it cannot possibly be more important than me recharging my batteries. Even the smallest mishap at work could make them doubt that I’m the right person for the job.

While I consider myself more attuned to the music scene than anyone in New York, I’m still a nobody compared to the more experienced scouts. It doesn’t matter much that I landed a job at a very well-established recording company as soon as I got out of high school three years ago.

“The world can do without whatever information Papa wants to give me,” I mumble under my breath, still trying to block out the bright rays and hide from the world. My stomach protests at my movements.

“I wouldn’t make assumptions if I were you, printsessa.”

Igor’s warning tone freezes me on the spot. It’s the one he uses every time he pretends to have higher authority than he actually possesses, and he only uses this nickname whenever something bad is about to happen.

Slowly, I toss the pillows away and kick the blanket off my body, turning my attention to the open French window that’s facing the private garden. I place both palms over my face and rub my cheeks in an attempt to wake up. The cool silk of the ivory nightgown slips across my breasts and makes my nipples harden at the sensation. I could stay in bed. The temptation to ignore my father’s demand and simply relax on the comfortable pillows lingers, but I don’t dare.

I’ve seen enough of his world to know not to challenge the pakhan. Even the fact that I’m his favorite baby girl doesn’t protect me from his wrath.

Narrowing my eyes to slits, I watch him sitting under the gazebo by the pool. His jet-black hair is slicked back perfectly, revealing his deep blue eyes. With his hands curled on the white wicker armchair, he turns his head and beckons with his finger in a universal gesture for me to approach. Despite the drumming between my eyes, I huff and force myself to rise to my feet. This can’t be good, and despite the intense beating of my heart, I shove my feet into a pair of fluffy silver and gold house shoes, wrap my silk robe around me, grab a pair of sunglasses, and drag myself toward him.

He loves making people wait for the most earth-shattering news, enjoys watching their helplessness when they realize there’s nothing they can do about the predicament they’re in.

“Papa,” I greet him casually once I reach his chair, an overly friendly smile curved across my lips.

The sunglasses I’m wearing don’t help at all to make the daylight less painful to my brain. They only dull the pain.

“Ah, my little ray of sunshine,” he teases in his low, cold voice. “How lovely to see you this bright and early.”

“Is everything okay, Papa?” I ask, willing him to get to the point so I can go back to bed.

He sighs. The gesture is so unlike him that it makes me pause. Whatever’s going on must be more serious than I thought. My heart speeds up a notch, and my headache amplifies.

He watches me intently and with little emotion. Then a sad smile slowly spreads across his face. My eyes sink into his midnight blue gaze, and though I’m his favorite child, there’s nothing remotely resembling kindness in them. I can’t quite decipher what it is that I see. If I didn’t know better, I’d think it was grief. I study his expression to try and figure it out, but all he does is give me a slight shake of his head.

“Sit down, Kata,” he says with another sigh. He pats the arm of the neighboring chair.

Defeated.

That’s the word I’m looking for. That’s the emotion in his eyes.

“Papa,” I say cautiously. “What’s going on?”

No reply.

“Just spit it out. I’m all ears,” I press.

With his left hand, he motions to a butler to pour him a glass of the vodka that’s already resting on the small, white table in front of him. Only after the small gesture does he turn, giving me the glass.

“Drink,” he orders gently, pressing it in between my fingers.

The cool and transparent surface slides across my skin. Still recovering from the night before, the bile in my throat threatens to rise. Knowing better than to complain, I give my father an obedient nod and bring the glass to my lips.

The liquid glides into my mouth, and a warm, mellow sensation spreads throughout my body.

“Holly crap, this is smooth,” I exclaim, surprised by the velvety feel despite its strength.

My father chuckles, the familiar lightness returning to his gaze. “Stoli Elit is the best,” he says, the grin not leaving his face.

I watch him carefully as he places his glass back on the table. The butler fills it up again, and Papa takes it and drinks it. He lets his body slump in his seat.

Despite his relaxed posture, a part of me remains cautious. His attitude can swing the other way in the blink of an eye. He’s one of those people that even a psychologist would have a hard time understanding, let alone a young, inexperienced girl like me.

That’s why I brace myself as much as I can, thinking up a thousand ideas of what this conversation could be about and trying to silence the violent pounding of my heart in my chest.

“Your brothers and I went to see Nikolai Volkov yesterday,” my father suddenly announces, a thoughtful expression etched on his face.

Now I certainly hadn’t expected that. So far, Volkov, a successful and business friend of the Bratva, had managed to stay in line well enough for my father not to pay him a visit. I wonder what he did to warrant it. What he does for a living is well-known around New York City. Need the latest and deadliest guns? Volkov Enterprises can get them for you with overnight shipping straight from Russia.

Curiosity itches inside me as a dozen questions scream for attention. However, I bite my lip and let him speak.

“To make a very long story short, the fucking bastard has a brilliant head on his shoulders,” he continues in the same casual tone as he fills the empty glass back up.

Though I’m not a stranger to seeing him drink, I’ve only known him to go through the bottle if some serious shit has hit the fan.

“As of yesterday, you are engaged to be married to Nikolai Volkov,” my father announces evenly.

I nearly fall off my chair. Instead, I lean back, my body hitting the cushions with a hard thump.

“Come again?” I manage to say through gritted teeth, completely dumbfounded.

“You will marry Nikolai Volkov,” my father states in a harsher voice, his cold eyes darting toward me.

My hands fumble with the silk pillow lying between my thighs. “How can I possibly do that? I’ve never met him.”

My father shrugs with indifference. “It’s the only way,” he snarls between gulps of vodka.

“Is this a sick, twisted joke, or are you really that cruel?” I challenge, trying to wrap my mind around it.

I know I have a reputation for being reckless and going on insane adventures. But this, I want nothing to do with.

My father narrows his eyes at my disrespect. “Do you think I would joke about something like this?” he asks, placing his glass back on the table.

He moves closer, leaving no space between us. I can smell his vodka breath with every word he speaks.

“Volkov saved all our asses yesterday, and for that, I owe him,” he admits. “It is his wish to marry you. He’s the only one that can cancel this arrangement. Do you understand? My hands are tied.”

Though I understand every word my father says, I barely comprehend his decision. I need to push back. I need to make him realize that this isn’t the solution to his problem.

“Papa, please,” I beg as one of his large palms covers mine, squeezing my fingers lightly.

“Where’s the pride I raised you to have, my dear daughter?” my father says.

This hurts more than his decision to marry me off. He’s a very perceptive person who notices every detail. To him, reputation is important. Fear is a power that can bring his enemies to their knees and keep them from attacking.

“Listen to me carefully,” he urges with a sigh, dropping his stern expression. “Though there’s nothing I can do about the engagement, it doesn’t mean that it will come to pass. This was Nikolai’s request. Therefore, he’s the only one who can back out of it. Do you understand what I’m saying, printsessa?”

My lungs still as my father’s cold hands move to cup my face. Tears well up in my eyes, but I nod.

“Good,” my father says, patting me on the head. “Your only job now is to get Nikolai to despise you, so much so that he won’t even want to be in the same room as you, let alone marry you. The fate and reputation of this family lay on your shoulders, Kata.”

With that, he kisses me on the forehead and squeezes me in his arms.

His words were clear. I still have the chance to not marry Nikolai damned Volkov.

No one comes between me and my sweet freedom.


THREE
NIKOLAI


The view of the sunset through my office windows is a scene that I never tire of. But today, my mind is occupied with thoughts of meeting Katarina. Sokolov should bring her by any moment now. That is, if he managed to get her under control. Even I’ve heard of her fiery personality. But it’s just another thing about her that interests me.

Who doesn’t want to tame a dragoness?

Flicking the pen in my hand, I sigh in contentment, admiring the picturesque view from my skyscraper office. My eyes slowly trail across the gold-and-peach horizon of the late spring afternoon, casting a warm glow over downtown Manhattan. Below, the shimmering East River snakes its way toward Brooklyn. Skyscrapers stand like sentinels, their windows flickering with the last rays of daylight.

Suddenly the doors burst open and heavy footsteps stomp against the hardwood floor. My hand tightens around the pen, but I relax as soon as I turn and face the intruder.

It’s Igor.

Most of my employees left for the day. I don’t want them to witness me subduing Katarina in case she decides to put up a fight. I do, however, count on her father’s threats to keep her obedient while they’re here.

“You’re either very brave to waltz in here without an invitation or extremely stupid,” I snarl, flipping the pen in the air. It falls back into the crease of my fingers right-side up.

“I came to ask you not to punish my sister for my transgression. Kata did nothing wrong,” Igor starts, closing the door behind him.

Annoyed, I slam the pen on the desk and rise from my seat, approaching him threateningly. “Are you questioning my judgment?”

“Look, brother,” he mutters, a weary expression in his blue eyes. “We’ve been working together for a long time, have we not?”

“I’m well aware of that,” I seethe.

“Have I given you a reason to doubt my words in the past?” he asks.

His voice lowers as he slowly inches his way to the white leather couch, which dominates the space with its minimalistic elegance.

Shaking my head, I return to the floor-to-ceiling window that offers an unobstructed view of the cityscape. “That won’t change a thing, Igor.” I wave him away. “Your family and I do business. You represent the interests of the Bratva, and I make sure that my needs are met. Right now, I need to marry your sister.”

“I really didn’t come here to talk to you as my business associate,” Igor insists, not taking the hint.

Losing my patience, I growl, “Don’t be mistaken, you and I are not friends.”

I turn from him, but Igor grabs my shoulder, forcing me to face him.

“Leave my sister out of it,” he repeats, this time more forcefully.

I press my hand against his chest and give him a hard shove, making him hit the back of the couch. “You should’ve thought about this before you decided to fuck Gargarin’s daughter,” I bark.

Baring my teeth, I move into his personal space.

But Igor stands his ground.

Only then do the corners of my lips turn into an evil grin. I raise my fist and punch him in the face with enough force to send him flying backward. Blood splatters on the white of the couch. Grabbing Igor, I’m about to slam my fist against his ribs, but the door bursting open takes me by surprise.

“Enough,” a cold voice barks.

Slowly, I turn my face to the door.

Dimitri strides into my office with long, powerful steps.

The blonde woman behind him, on the other hand, is as stiff as a marble statue. Her heels barely touch the ground as she moves. Dimitri’s cold order was a warning both to me and his son, but it’s this girl who’s showing us how to act when around a pakhan. Still and unmoving, but on high alert.

She’s even more beautiful in person. Her cold and unwelcoming glance does nothing to dissuade me from my plan of marrying her. Her pale green gaze shifts to the mess on my couch. The horror in her eyes doesn’t leave an ounce of doubt as to how her father forced her to fall in line. I feel an acute pain in my chest, which I willingly squash before the warmth rising in my blood threatens to heat my cheeks. Still, this girl intrigues me enough to delay my revenge. The expression on her face is one of anger mingled with hatred. Her animosity is annoying, but I must focus on her fear now. What her anger does to me is a question I’d like to explore, yet now isn’t the moment. I’ll wait, like I’ve waited for two years—a mere blink of an eye.

They said it was a car accident, but I knew better than that. It’s not an accident if the other driver was drunk. The Sokolovs took what mattered to me most, and now I’m claiming their baby girl.

“Didn’t your father teach you to respect your friends, Nikolai?” Dimitri’s annoyed voice reaches me.

His hands separate us, pulling Igor’s body away from mine. The younger man smirks with victory on his swollen lips, but I don’t give a damn. In this moment, I only care about the woman in front of me.

Her hands rest against her flounced black dress, fingers tangled together. The plunging neckline shows a discreet trace of a fine scar on her skin just above the lace, which hides her breasts. Her long blonde locks dangle around her face, held up by a simple, black comb. Even though she tried hard to look as plain as possible, it only made her more alluring. My sources tell me that she’s a night owl, and she certainly knows how to look like one.

I have to keep my composure because this woman has managed to slip past all of my defenses in the fifteen seconds she’s been standing on my office threshold.

Her seafoam eyes latch onto mine, but Dimitri cuts off the view by positioning himself between us. His hand rests on my forearm.

“Nikolai, meet my daughter, Katarina,” Dimitri announces coldly as he moves aside. “Printsessa, meet your fiancé.”

I don’t even glance at him. No sound leaves her lips, which creates an uncomfortable sensation deep inside me, no different from the sinking feeling one has when they’ve eaten something spoiled. Katarina’s eyes are brimming with dislike, and the sight only stirs the burning embers inside me. Dimitri slams his hands on her shoulders, and her body visibly jolts. With wide eyes, she stares at him.

“Igor and I will leave you and Nikolai alone for a few minutes,” Dimitri tells her. “Use the opportunity to get to know him.”

He forces a plastic smile onto his lips before he lets her go. Then he wraps an arm around his son and guides the bloody bastard out of the room, slamming the door behind them and leaving us alone.

Suddenly, I need a drink to calm my nerves. Walking behind the cabinet of my mahogany desk, I grab the bottle of Beluga and pour two shots. I return to Katarina, placing the ryumka into her cold, unresponsive hand.

For long moments, we stay silent, observing each other. Her gaze is sharp and guarded, slicing through the space between us. Normally, I would relish this moment of quiet intensity, but the tension makes me grip my glass tighter, compelling me to take a large swig. Although I desperately want to smash the icy silence, I let her lead. When she finally speaks, her tone is so piercing it could shatter glass, making me nearly drop my drink. However, I quickly steady my grip, masking any reaction to the sharpness of her words.

“You’ll come to regret the day you tried to take my freedom away from me,” Katarina threatens in a low, melodic voice, devoid of all emotion. Fearless, she shoots me a dirty look. “Mark my words.”

Instead of the hate that I thought would be swimming in those pale eyes, I see pure betrayal. She won’t hesitate to fight me tooth and nail. Her eyes hide even more.

“We’ll see who bows first, serdtse,” I say, suppressing a smile when she flinches at my use of the Russian word for heart. But Katarina holds herself under control.

I admire that.

Her eyes dance across my face, searching for . . . something. Licking her lips, she flashes me a wry smile as she slowly loosens her grip on the glass. As soon as she does, it falls to the ground, breaking on the hardwood floor.

Katarina might prove more difficult to deal with than I initially anticipated.

“Next time you do anything like this, I’ll make you get on your knees to clean up the mess with your tongue,” I threaten her, smirking. “While I fuck you from behind.”

Her eyes widen with surprise as she stares at me. Katarina may be far from naïve, but she doesn’t seem to know a single thing about powerful men and the thoughts we harbor.

Something akin to amusement laces her voice.

“You think highly of yourself, don’t you?” she asks casually, tilting her head to the right, and I can barely restrain myself from reaching out and caressing her neck. She grins with satisfaction as if knowing the effect she has on me. “That’s not how love works.” She chuckles.

The mention of love always puts me in a foul mood. Someone loved me once, and that love was taken away by force. Her comment deepens the hole in my chest.

My mouth curls up as an acid baritone slips past my tongue, “That’s definitely how our love is going to work.”

My words wipe the smile from her face. I watch her bite her lower lip nervously.

The small movement of her lips draws my attention, and I feel heat skittering over my skin. A single thought burns through my brain like fire, consuming everything in its path.

I will have her.

All of her.

And no one can change my mind.

“Don’t bite that lip so hard, serdtse,” I warn, my voice growing hoarser. “I’m the only one who can mark you. I hope you like it rough. Otherwise, I’m afraid you won’t enjoy our time together.”

The tension in the air is thick. It hangs around us like heavy fog, slowly starting to choke us. My pulse quickens along with my breathing, and I glance back down. Katarina stands still, staring at the broken pieces of the glass.

“How dare you!” she seethes with fire, bringing her face a mere inch away from mine. She raises her palm to slap me across the face.

Catching her by her slender wrist, I violently pull her closer, holding her stiff body to my chest. There’s not an inch of space between us. She jolts, hissing in pain, but my vice-like grip tightens even more as my fingers dig into her flesh.

“You will learn to behave and show me respect,” I growl, my face lowering close to hers. “And fast.”

With no further words, I release her, giving her a gentle shove. She stumbles but catches herself by moving away from me.

“Get out!” I order. “Unless you want me to show you exactly what I mean.”

My threat works. She lets out a small huff and quickly storms out of my office, slamming the door behind her.

This betrothal I made may turn out to be far more thrilling than I first thought it would.

“That went well,” I murmur to myself and chuckle.

Katarina will definitely keep me entertained. With her by my side, my life will be far from boring.


FOUR
KATARINA


“What’s he like?” my friend Mila asks for the umpteenth time, wanting to know everything about Nikolai. “From what I’ve seen in magazines, I’d take him in a heartbeat.”

I roll my eyes and take a sip of the Screaming Eagle cab in front of me, courtesy of our VIP treatment at the grand opening of New York’s newest underground nightclub. It’s invite-only, and even without my status as a talent scout, I would easily get in, thanks to my father’s influence.

“If his dick is as big as he is rich, I’d never look at another guy ever again,” she adds with a sly grin.

I let out an internal groan. After leaving Nikolai’s office last week, he didn’t ask to see me again. There is still a possibility he’ll break the engagement, but I need to actually see him to convince him I’m the last person he’d want to marry.

It’s not the best idea to drink on an empty stomach. The alcohol has wormed its way into my brain, producing a desire to agree with my best friend that Nikolai is the hottest man in the entire universe. If he wasn’t such a despicable person, I’d accept the marriage instantly and give him countless babies.

“First of all, when have I ever dreamed of meeting a rich, handsome, and successful man?” I ask, slumping back in my seat. “I prefer good guys. Why can’t I have an old-fashioned doctor or a lawyer? They have plenty of love to give.”

“Your family is New York City Bratva royalty, and you’re telling me the fame, money, and luxury that come with that kind of power don’t affect your decisions?” she teases, grabbing the drink menu to see what else she can order.

“Very much, actually,” I hiss, swallowing the burning emotion. “What’s your point?”

A frown spreads across her face. “My point is that you must be a saint or something. If I were forced to be Nikolai Volkov’s sex toy, I wouldn’t be thinking about it too much.” She giggles.

“You act as if it is a done deal,” I reply, keeping my bitterness to myself. “I’ve heard enough about Nikolai to know that he’s a shrewd negotiator. If my father had another option, he would’ve taken it. I just need to figure out what it is that Nikolai wants more than me.”

But something still bugs me about the meeting that night. I felt my heart stop in that very office when I first laid eyes on my fiancé. His strong physical appearance is intimidating enough, but he also oozed elegance and confidence in his classic navy suit.

For just a moment, I’m reminded that seeing Nikolai for the first time at his workplace felt entirely different from seeing him on the front pages of a magazine. It’s not right for a man to look this beautiful. The sharp jawline. The elegant, sculpted cheekbones. The lean frame and thick, massive thighs. In his fancy office, the raw aura of power vibrating from his muscular body had heat pooling between my thighs. I wanted to shy away from him and take a seat on the sofa, no matter how stained it was with my brother’s blood. But I held my head high and pushed myself to walk up to him and face the fact that Nikolai and I met under not-so-pleasant circumstances.

“For the sake of this conversation, let’s assume that you can’t find anything else that he desires more.” Mila jolts me back from my thoughts, pouring herself more red wine until she drains the bottle. “What will you do?”

I need to devise a way to end this forced engagement. Deep down, something tells me it will be harder than I thought.

“Well,” I bite my lower lip. “I’m trying not to freak out right now, as getting out of the agreement would be the best-case scenario. But if—and that’s a big fucking if—Nikolai can’t be swayed into seeking a replacement bride, and I have to marry him, then it will all be a matter of finding out what he wants me to do and just going along with it until he gets bored. Hopefully, he’ll tire of me quickly and look for excitement in another woman’s arms. And I’ll be free again to do as I please.”

While I’ve made the situation sound perfectly under control, I wish I could actually get myself to believe it.

“I don’t know about that, my friend.” She laughs and shakes her head. “Have you seen you? You are every bit as beautiful as any high-end model. You even match their levels of bitchiness. He’ll be crawling in front of your feet before the day is done. Just look at all these suckers gawking at you right now.”

She flashes me a wicked grin, and I roll my eyes. Nikolai may be attractive, even charming, and one hell of a badass who I wouldn’t mind fucking. He also happens to be the only man to have touched some dark cord within me I didn’t even know existed.

“No, but seriously,” Mila says and leans closer. “Can you please do your best friend a favor and describe what Nikolai Volkov looks like in person?”

A heavy sigh breaks free of my chest, reminding me how my plan to get him to back off failed.

“Like an Adonis,” I groan. “Those gray eyes are like a slow-rolling thunderstorm.” I don’t even elaborate on the barely contained power of his body or the biceps straining under his designer suit that had my mouth watering and heat shooting to my cheeks.

Taking my glass of wine, I finish it off and flag the bartender for another bottle.

“Don’t stop there,” Mila insists, pouting her lips.

The young, muscular waiter hands me a new bottle. His bright smile could put the sun to shame, but I don’t grant him more than a polite nod.

The realization is instantaneous.

Nikolai ruined every single man in this fucking world for me.

“One minute, I was fuming mad that he even thought that he could trap me, but then the next, something inside me gave in,” I confess, twisting the crystal stem in my hands. “It’s like my body recognized the promise of something new that I didn’t quite understand. Something that scared me but beckoned to me at the same time,” I whisper more to myself than my friend, replaying the moment in my head over and over.

“When was the last time you got laid?” Mila asks, cutting through my thoughts.

“Three months ago.”

Mila’s loud gasp is joined with the clink of the wine glass she’s holding in her hand against the table.

“Holy crap, no wonder you’re reacting this way. There’s no way you should even try getting out of the marriage proposal without fucking him first. Besides, he’ll be eager to have a taste as fast as humanly possible anyway,” she continues with amusement.

“You always were a whore,” I bite out, and she smirks.

I immediately wish to retract my words. However, instead of being angry with me, Mila smiles before she reaches out and squeezes my hand.

“Here’s an idea,” she whispers. “Why don’t you fuck him and get a mind-blowing orgasm or two out of it? Then you manipulate him into letting you go,” she suggests.

My eyes almost pop out of their sockets. Her words tickle my deepest fantasies. And even though Mila looks and acts like a dirty skank, she is just a well-read, single-minded Freudian who has her degree framed on the wall above her fireplace.

“And how the hell would that work, huh?” I ask.

“I’ve had way too many glasses to be able to come up with solid advice right now,” Mila trills. “But it wouldn’t hurt to let your imagination roll a little.”

“Ladies and gentlemen,” a masculine voice announces through the speakers above the bar, interrupting her. “I’m pleased to welcome you to my little kingdom,” he continues.

Mila and I both look at the DJ booth at the other end of the space. The MC is hot, but no match for Nikolai.

“I’ll spend this entire evening looking for the new rising stars among you,” he adds with his sultry voice. “Please enjoy yourselves, and let’s have a blast.”

The intro to a bass-heavy, sensual melody thumps, turning the dance floor to a zoo in mere minutes. Though the patrons have plenty of space, they seem to stick together as they dance. Their bodies bump into each other as they shake their asses in no apparent rhythm.

Mila pulls me to the dance floor, which is exactly what I need now to get my mind off Nikolai.

My dearest friend is right about one thing. I am sexually frustrated. It’s the only reasonable explanation for why I can’t get Nikolai out of my head.

With each passing moment in this club, I feel more and more at ease. More joyous, in a way, because the music wraps its warm embrace around me and takes my thoughts back to the moment I had Nikolai standing in front of me in his office.

If nothing else, I’m certain about one thing. I will get out of this engagement even if I have to deal with the devil himself.


FIVE
NIKOLAI


Another meeting, another hour that I’m kept away from the blonde beauty. Ever since that afternoon in my office, I can’t think of anything other than Katarina Sokolov’s wild eyes and lush body. The mere memory of her teeth nibbling on her lower lip assaults my brain.

However, I have to make sure that I deliver on my commitment before I can expect to make her mine. As soon as I get the weapons from Russia, we’ll be ready to set the wedding date.

“Nikolai.”

I glance at my CFO and realize that he’s asked me a question.

“You were saying, Roman?” I ask patiently.

Since our meeting started, my mind has been going in five different directions, all of which involve Katarina.

“We were discussing the shipment,” Roman explains. “The container should arrive at Chelsea Piers shortly after midnight.”

I check the Rolex on my wrist. Tomorrow at this time, I’ll be standing in front of Katarina to inform her of our wedding date.

“Cancel my appointments tomorrow, Roman.” I give him a sly grin as he nods in acknowledgment. “I’m going to be busy celebrating my engagement with Katarina Sokolov.”

Our exchange of pleasantries doesn’t last long as Roman starts hammering me with more financial details. However, my mind no longer focuses on business as the image of a beautiful girl in a sexy black dress dominates my mind.

Interrupting my daydream, Peter, Volkov Enterprises’ Chief of Security, bursts into my office. “Nikolai, we need you,” he informs me with an urgent tone.

“Can it wait?” I ask with a raised brow. Though I might not be paying attention to last quarter’s balance sheet right now, I’m aware that it’s important. “We’re in the middle of a meeting.”

“It can’t wait,” he whispers.

The desperate voice and his anxious expression have me nodding and waving him in. After just a few first steps across the room, I recognize the determination in Peter’s long strides.

I gesture for Roman to stay. He’s my second in command and as such, should know everything that’s happening.

“What’s going on?” I ask Peter once the three of us are alone.

“Several of our oil rigs in Western Siberia have been compromised,” he blurts out, and the hairs on the back of my neck rise up.

“Do we know by whom?” I shoot back.

Everyone knows to fear the Volkov name, and yet someone was brave enough to cross me. The news of someone having breached my site sets my nerves on edge.

“We don’t know yet,” Peter says. “It’s hard to establish contact with the compound. We believe that they were bombed. I don’t have any details about the losses yet except that the damages are devastating.”

“Motherfuckers,” Roman curses, scratching the back of his head. “We have to do something.”

“I’ll fly there myself,” I decide instantly. “I want to inspect the damage in person. Hopefully, by the time I get there, our team will have found out who’s responsible. I want the pleasure of showing them what happens to fools that decide to fuck with a Volkov.”

“Right now?” Roman, a close friend and the brother I never had, lets out a heavy sigh.

“I’m trusting you to make sure business runs smoothly,” I tell him, smirking. “If you fuck up my engagement to Katarina, you’ll be the first to pay when I’m back in New York.”

Though Roman returns my smile, the look in his eyes makes it clear that he understands the gravity of my words.

“You can count on me, Nik.”

I nod at Roman, then turn to the other man in the room.

“We’re flying out tonight. “

“Understood.” Peter nods and leaves.

“Is there anything I need to know about, Nik?” Roman asks when it’s just us.

“Probably,” I reply with a heavy sigh. “But nothing you can help me with, so there’s no use telling you the details. Just make sure to keep an eye on Dimitri Sokolov. Despite our agreement, I don’t trust him.”

“Should I put surveillance on him?” Roman asks.

I shake my head. “He’s too smart not to notice it,” I reply. “His son, on the other hand, is a much better target.”

“Igor Sokolov?” he questions.

“I already have people on him,” I confirm. “If anything is to happen within the Bratva, we’ll be able to tell through him.”

“Consider it done.”

When the time comes, I will get that family in line. Until then, I need to focus on the first part of my plan, which involves marrying Katarina.

But right now, I have something more important to deal with. Namely, the people who will rue the day they messed with Nikolai Volkov.

They will live and breathe regret by the time I’m through with them. I might not be Bratva, but I can be just as brutal. No one gets away with trying to destroy my business.

“Get me Ivan!” I bark out to my secretary.

Shortly after, a barrel-chested man hurries inside the room.

“Ready my jet,” I command.

“Where are we flying?” My faithful childhood friend, Ivan Kuznetsov, is not only an able assistant but also my bodyguard.

“Siberia.”

Aside from him, I chose my best buddies from my army days to join my private protection detail. Some do it for the money, while others do it out of loyalty to the Volkov name.

As I’m packing up my laptop, my phone buzzes with a call from an unknown number.

“Hello, Nikolai,” a heavily accented voice sounds through the phone. The fact that this man dares to address me by first name is either a sign of disrespect or of equal standing, and neither of them makes me happy. “You should cancel your plans to go to Siberia.”

I raise an eyebrow. “And who exactly is telling me this?”

“Someone close to you,” the voice croaks. “Someone that needs you alive.”

Then the line goes dead.

Enraged, I throw my phone against the wall. My hands ball into fists, anger rattling my bones. In my world, threats don’t exist without a legitimate source.

My eyes flash with fury as I turn to Peter. “I need to know the name of the man that dared to threaten me. Can you trace the number?”

He nods and leaves the room wordlessly.

“Ivan,” I turn to the burly man beside me. “Someone wants me to stay away from the site. Make sure that my men are ready. I want them armed and alert.”

“Leave it to me,” Ivan replies. “And don’t worry, Nikolai. I’ll be there right beside you until we get to the bottom of this shit.”

I squeeze my friend’s shoulder. It’s rare to find people with a sense of loyalty like Roman and Ivan have. I’m lucky to have them work by my side.

“Let’s go,” I tell him. “The sooner we get that over with, the sooner I can get married.”

As much as I’m wary of what I just heard, it still brings a smile to my face. I grab the briefcase from my desk and make my way to the limousine. It takes us half an hour to reach Teterboro airport. My jet takes off at precisely seven in the evening.

Under ordinary circumstances, I would spend the flight from New York to Siberia studying contracts or crunching the numbers on new purchases to expand my business. Tonight, on the other hand, I’m simply sipping on a glass of Macallan scotch and occasionally checking the time.

At five o’clock in the morning, our plane finally touches down at Nizhnevartovsk airport. My site is a short helicopter ride away, and as soon as we land, the smell of soot and smoke reaches me.

I grip Ivan’s arm in an instant as a terrible feeling goes through my body.

“This is our largest and most protected offshore oil drill station,” I say through gritted teeth, slowing my erratic breathing and pushing out the anger that fills my lungs.

People don’t just double-cross me. They damn well better brace themselves for their impending demise because I’m coming for them and the mysterious caller with everything I have.


SIX
KATARINA


“Is it true?” I demand angrily as I face Igor.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” my brother answers with a forced shrug.

“Don’t take me for a fool, Igor,” I hiss. “Is it true that I have to marry Nikolai fucking Volkov because you popped Anastasiya Gargarin’s cherry?”

“I wanted to tell you, but Papa wouldn’t let me.” He waves me off, seemingly unbothered.

Frustrated, I run a hand through my long hair. “Fuck, Igor,” I groan. “This is your mess. You need to fix it.”

“I’m working on it, printsessa,” he says in a gentle tone, finally dropping the pretense.

My brother, with all of his good looks and charm, attracted the only girl who, due to her own family connections, was off limits. Of course, like the womanizer that he is, he didn’t care about the consequences.

It’s not like I have any right to judge. I have a lot of my own baggage when it comes to hooking up.

“How exactly are you planning on doing that?” I snort and throw up my hands. “It would be great if you’d turn on your mind from time to time.”

“She never told me her name,” Igor insists. “I swear if I’d known who she was, I would’ve found someone else to regale myself with.”

“Not helping your case,” I bark out and cross my arms over my chest.

I’m not sure if he’s ready to hear the whole story, but I decide to say it anyway. Let’s hope my brother’s recklessness has an upside somewhere.

“I tried to convince Papa to make you marry Anastasiya as a peace offering to Gargarin,” I say. Igor flinches, his eyes wide in horror at the possibility. “Of course, he rejected my idea from the start, insisting that the Sokolovs will never dirty their blood with the Gargarins.”

Igor nods at my remark. “He’s got a point. The Gargarins are our rivals, after all. You don’t just forget generations of hatred for the sake of one silly mishap that resulted in the deflowering of one girl,” he muses. “In the grand scheme of things, it’s irrelevant.”

“Are you even listening to yourself?” I groan, shaking my head. “It’s not just an oopsie, and it’s certainly important! They threatened to start a war with our family. I’m being sold off to marry Nikolai fucking Volkov to save your ass.”

I notice how the muscles in Igor’s face twitch at my words. With visible anger, he curses under his breath.

“I’m going to talk to Papa again,” he promises with new determination. “But even if he says no, don’t worry, printsessa. I told you that I’m working on it.”

I roll my eyes. “Does Papa know about your plans?”

“No, of course not,” he replies curtly.

“That’s not good enough,” I scold, but he cuts me off.

“I’ll figure it out,” he vows and storms off, presumably to the shooting range.

As I watch my brother walk away, my mind doesn’t let go of the predicament he put me in. My fury toward Igor threatens to escape in the form of heated tears.

My phone rings in my pocket, stopping that urge.

“This better be fucking important!” I snarl as I pick up the phone without checking the caller ID.

My boss‘s voice answers me. “Now Miss Sokolov,” he reprimands me. “We’ve gone over your attitude more than once. You’d better get it under control because I can easily find someone better suited to do your job.”

“Forgive me, Mr. Jackson,” I murmur apologetically. The last thing I need is to piss off my boss. I don’t want to stay at home decorating or whatever is normal for rich wives to spend their time doing. “I just had a fight with my brother,” I try to explain.

“Not interested,” he replies. “I have a band that’s been on our radar for a while now. They’re playing at Solanum tonight. It’s at the last minute, so we don’t have an invite. I’ve been told that you can get in.”

“I’ll make a few calls,” I respond confidently. I’d been at their opening night with Mila and managed to exchange numbers with the owner himself.

“Good,” Mr. Jackson says. “My secretary will send you the details. If they’re willing, you have my go ahead to sign them on the spot.”

The line cuts out, leaving me alone with the mess inside my head.

Mentally exhausted, I’ve been pushing away the uncomfortable thoughts of what my life has become. Just as my career is starting to take off, my family’s life of crime gets me stuck in an arranged betrothal. Nikolai doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who’d allow his wife to stay out all night, get drunk, and dance with strangers in clubs all over New York City. As soon as my thoughts circle to Nikolai, my brain switches into panic mode.

I quickly take the phone out of my pocket and dial Mila’s number.

“Kata,” Mila mumbles into the phone and lets out a yawn, no doubt sleeping off the booze that she must’ve ingested the night before.

She doesn’t sound like the chipper psychotherapist, more like the hungover party girl that she truly is.

“Aren’t you supposed to be working?” I ask, glancing at the clock that says three in the afternoon. “It’s late even by my standards.”

“I had my patients in the morning,” she replies, her voice thick with sleep. “I finished two hours ago.”

I smile at her ability to keep doing her job well while going clubbing with me night after night. Since she first stepped into my life, Mila has been a savior in my direst moments—someone from whom I know I can get the best advice and who will listen to me intently without interruption.

“Would you mind talking with a friend?” I ask quietly.

“Sure,” she replies, finally sounding half-awake. “Is this going to be a session where you complain about Nikolai?” Mila asks with a hint of amusement in her voice.

“Only half of it,” I reply. “The other half will be about my brother.”

She releases a groan from the other side of the line.

“Fighting, huh? I assume you’ll need alcohol,” she says. “Do you want to come to my house, or are we going out?”

“Considering that I just got a call from Mr. Jackson himself asking me to sign a band, I think we can do two birds with one stone,” I blurt out.

“Solanum then,” she says, cutting me off. I wasn’t even halfway through with my explanation, and Mila already had the whole picture in her head. “And congratulations. I know what it means to you to get a direct assignment from your boss.”

I let out a grateful sigh. “Thanks, and yes, they’ll be at Solanum,” I reply. “I’ll pick you up at eight.”

Hanging up, I let my hand with the phone slump down by my side.

If only my life wasn’t dictated by powerful men, I’m sure I would enjoy it a whole lot more.
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Blood is pooled underneath our feet.

While Ivan and I were on the helicopter that took us to the heart of the attack site, another one of my locations was bombed.

The April breeze is still cold enough to cut through our clothes, no matter how many layers we wear. Even though my insulated winter coat is doing its job, the cruel Siberian air still snakes through the smallest of cracks.

The oil rig workers turn their backs to the howling wind. I, too, am trying to keep out of its brunt. The crew inspecting the damages glance at me, some bowing their heads in reverence and some glaring at me with murder in their eyes.

I let my gaze scan the worker. My eyes take them all in, secretly wondering who’s the culprit. There must be a mole. Someone from the inside who wanted to earn a few extra bucks.

“How’s the crew?” I ask in a bored tone.

The foreman, a Russian who looks like he’s close to fifty, responds with a nervous twitch, yet stands his ground, straightening his back to accommodate my height.

“We’re perfectly fine, nachal’nik. I was the first one on the site when the explosion happened. It was a lucky chance that there weren’t deaths. We’re trying our best to contain the damage. More men are on their way.”

I say nothing as I let him finish. As if on cue, Ivan turns on his smartphone’s screen and presents a list of names and a short evaluation of my employee’s response.

I nod curtly.

The crew turns and goes to their respective tasks. Ivan motions for the driver to approach us. He does, holding an arm out and offering an umbrella to shield me from the strong winds.

“Close the umbrella,” I order the man. He obeys without question, and I gesture for him to take a step back. I don’t pay any attention to the freezing rain. Instead, I follow my instincts and approach my security men gathered in the oil refinery. They have captured two of the attackers, and the workers have gathered around, watching silently.

A sardonic smile spreads across my face. Even the most seasoned of them can’t hide their reaction at the sight of a cold, drenched Nikolai Volkov with zero remorse for the ones on the receiving end of my fury.

“Someone who wished to remain anonymous contacted me about the threat against my business,” I announce, turning to my audience. “They advised me to stay away from Siberia. My question to you is,” I continue, staring them down. “What happened here? Who let the attackers on site? If you point me to the man who plays both sides, I promise I won’t touch anyone else.”

Still, there’s silence. The heavy rain drowns everything in its path, washing away the blood spilled on the ground.

With a single gesture, my men force the two captured men to their knees, making them groan in pain. Rain splashes off the pools of blood at their feet. I study the workers up close, each eyeing the man to his right or left with terror swimming in their eyes.

Peter has sent me a list of workers who could be the leak. There’s a chance that any of them could be the culprit who let the attackers slip past security. But what pleases me the most is the amount of effort my men are putting into the show I’ve prepared for the bastards on their knees.

My eyes wander between them, hoping to catch the gaze of a man who will confess. I’m not expecting much to come from it. Russians are known to stick together, especially the ones who share sweat and blood.

“Okay,” I say at last, nodding to myself. “If you don’t want to talk to me, then I’ll send more people down to deal with the threat. My investors will certainly be interested in knowing who is costing them money. Oligarchs are not exactly famous for letting others steal from them.”

“Nachal’nik, please,” the man I assume to be the leader says. “The men are tired. Perhaps everyone would be better able to talk once they’ve had a chance to rest.”

“It’s out of my hands,” I tell him. “I’ve been dodging calls ever since I got the news about the attack. If I avoid them any longer, it’ll be my neck on the line.”

And with those last words, I walk to the waiting car, with Ivan silently following my example.

A handful of my security detail stays behind to load the two captured men in the back of a van. They’ll take them somewhere more private to interrogate them and identify the mole using any means necessary.

I’m more than ready to get to my hotel, but my foot sinks into a snow-covered hole before I reach my car. I curse under my breath as I pull it out and inspect my wet pants.

There’s a sudden, loud click from the car. It catches my attention enough to stop and turn. In hindsight, stepping into the hole is what saved my life because the next thing I know, a deafening explosion erupts. I’m propelled high into the air as the car blows up less than ten feet away from me. The force of the blast knocks the wind out of me, and everything becomes a blur of noise and chaos. My ears ring, and I’m disoriented, but I realize that if I hadn’t paused, I would’ve been right next to the car when it exploded.

A flaring pain shoots through my hip. A high-pitched ringing in my ears overwhelms my other senses. My head reels from the shock of the explosion. I struggle to breathe, fighting to keep the blackness from swallowing me whole.

Everything from that point on happens in a daze. A strong pair of arms hoist me up. Some part of me recognizes Ivan as he sets my body over his shoulder, smearing the blood from my open wound onto his clothes.

Something flies past me. Then another something.

The next one grazes the side of my head. Just enough to leave a burn, but not enough to cause any damage.

I realize with a shock that it’s a bullet.

Someone is shooting at us.

The sudden burst of adrenaline is enough to clear my head momentarily.

“Put me down,” I order Ivan. “I can walk.”

“Boss—” he starts to argue.

“Shut up,” I interrupt him and twist my way out of his hold.

Hunching down, I put pressure on my injured left leg to avoid losing any more blood and start to hobble my way over to a nearby car.

Without looking back at Ivan and my security guards, I move as fast as my leg allows me. Every other second, a bullet whizzes past me. I duck just before two or three more hit the vehicle parked near me.

“Boss, get in the car,” I hear one of the men shout over the rain.

Without thinking about it twice, I yank open the passenger door and slide inside the damaged car. Through the shattered glass window, I take my first proper look at my enemy. Their faces, hidden behind thin black balaclavas, are covered completely. They have heavy combat boots and full-body suits that accentuate their athletic frames.

“They’re targeting me,” I mutter under my breath in realization.

The man closest to me must have sensed I was watching him because he turns his head and fires three times at me in rapid succession. But one of the bullets misses, and the other two barely graze my skin.

Under the seat of the car, I glimpse a gun and pull it closer to me. Immediately after, I aim it at the masked man and shoot. Since I have one thing going for me and he’s a fucking awful shot, I hit my target. He stumbles, grabs his bleeding leg, and tumbles into a pile of old rusted oil barrels.

Liquid shoots out from the container and drenches the masked attacker from head to toe. The man wails, terrified that he might’ve spilled an accelerant. Or worse, started a fire. His groans grow louder, and despite the gunshots flying around me, I can’t focus on anything else.

I take the moment to limp to another car, this one, fully intact.

I grip the handle just before more bullets slam into the window, missing me and turning the glass into a spiderweb of cracks. I hurriedly step back, narrowly evading being littered with shards of sharp glass. Ivan and several other men in my private detail fire relentlessly on our attackers.

Some of them yell. One or two simply fall.

Yet as quickly as some of them are hit, more just take their place.

“We need to take one of these cars!” Ivan shouts above the din.

I merely grunt, limping as I try to move faster. In a rush, the former soldier hurls his burly body in front of me, shielding me from another barrage of bullets, and pushes me against a cold, concrete wall.

I groan, holding my injured side.

“Ivan, get the fuck out of my way,” I hiss.

While it amazes me that my friend seems unfazed by the pain or imminent death, I can’t let him sacrifice himself.

Ivan struggles to keep up with me, but nothing will stop me from getting away from the gunfire. We’re playing a deadly game of chase, and I’m going to win, even if I’m terribly injured. My head’s thrumming with pain, the beginnings of a massive headache threatening to incapacitate my wits.

“Nikolai, what the fuck?” Ivan yells.

Despite the danger, I stop momentarily, giving him time to catch up to me.

“We should get in touch with the pilot,” I say. “We need the helicopter back. Now.”

“No, it’s too big of a target,” Ivan replies. “We should take a car and put some distance between us and the attackers.”

The only thing we have going for us is that the other men didn’t kill us yet. They seem hellbent on assassinating me.

“That one,” I grunt and start half-running, half-limping toward an old pickup truck.

I don’t have the time to check if Ivan is still with me. Judging by the sound of steps, he’s right behind, close enough for me to know he’s still okay.

I reach the car in record time.

As soon as my hands grab the door’s handle, my eyes catch a glimpse of the attackers. One of them meets my icy glare and ducks.

“Now,” Ivan yells and pushes me inside the cab.

A flock of gunshots blasts through the driver’s window. Taking a peek at our assailants, I reach over Ivan’s seat and grip the steering wheel. He fumbles with the the ignition. I aim my gun at the masked men and empty the barrel on them. Ivan uses the distraction to short-circuit the ignition wires, and the engine roars to life. He doesn’t bother putting on the safety belt before stepping on the gas.

Immediately, the car propels forward.

When my head hits the backrest, I let the adrenaline in my system do its job. It is the only thing keeping me sane in this situation, aside from making sure that I don’t lose consciousness.

When we are far away from the site, my body begins to relax. It also takes my mind to one particular thought that won’t let go in my head.

Someone is out for my blood.

“Let’s go home,” I tell Ivan, knowing that’s where I will find answers.


EIGHT
KATARINA


“My beautiful girl is all grown up,” my mother says with a fond smile. “You’re going to break a lot of hearts.”

I snort. “I’m afraid that ship has sailed.”

“Don’t be so sure about that, Kata,” my mother tells me with a conspiratorial wink. “Trust your father. His hands might be tied, but that doesn’t mean that he’ll give up without a fight.”

I roll my eyes. There has to be something different I could do at a time like this, and yet, all I can think about is Nikolai’s heated, silver gaze meeting mine for the first time.

“What’s this dinner about anyway?” I ask in an attempt to get my mind off the devil to whom I’ve been given.

Before my mother can provide an answer, the mansion’s door opens. I don’t have to look to see who it is. The loving expression on my mother’s face is the only answer I need.

“Just behave yourself, Kata,” is my mother’s only response as she goes to kiss my father’s cheek.

“Our guests will be here any minute now,” Papa says, his eyes traveling between me and my brothers.

“What for?” Igor demands and cocks his head.

“Business,” is his only reply.

I wonder if the dinner has anything to do with me and the Nikolai situation.

“Is that Boris Olenko getting out of the Mercedes?” Mikhail asks, watching through the window.

I let out a low whistle.

Olenko owns the majority of strip clubs in Brooklyn. He’s a man that not even my family has a good relationship with. But my father’s biggest rival, Sergey Gargarin, has an even worse opinion of the strip club owner. I guess the old saying about my enemy’s enemy being a friend is a true one, after all. I have no idea how else Boris managed to wrangle my father’s invitation to dinner.

There’s a lot about the Bratva I don’t really understand.

“Is Boris having dinner with us?” Igor asks. “Wait, is that his entire family? What’s going on, Papa?”

I swallow, all of a sudden becoming more than just curious. There’s another reason why I stand stiff with excitement. If I’m right, I won’t be the only one paying for Igor’s fuckups.

Boris‘s daughter was Igor’s classmate. She always had a crush on my knucklehead of a brother.

“You’re all going to be on your best behavior,” my father warns us before turning to open the door.

I take a deep breath. This isn’t going to end well, and I’m anxious to see how it unfolds.

“Oh, no,” Igor whispers and shifts uncomfortably next to me.

“Karma’s a bitch,” I taunt him under my breath. “Now pay attention to the show, brother.”

Without thinking, I reach for his hand and squeeze it tightly.

Mikhail takes his place next to me, his disapproving blue eyes flashing at me. I ignore my little brother’s judgment of my actions. Of all three of my brothers, he’s the only one that fears my temper.

Aleksander stands next to Igor and fixes his tie just as the seven faces of the Olenko family come into view.

The first is Evgenia Olenko, Boris‘s wife. She’s sweet but powerless. After her comes Vladimir, Boris‘s brother. He’s usually left in charge of the clubs when Boris goes on a business trip. Boris‘s nephew and Vladimir’s son, Fedot, comes next. He’s followed by his cousins and Boris‘s children, Galina, Maksim, and Grigoriy.

The last to enter is Boris himself.

“We’re honored to be invited to your home, Dimitri,” Boris says, as he shakes my father’s hand.

“It’s been long overdue,” my father replies as he pats Boris on the back.

With the first step inside, the head of the Olenko family releases a big breath, as if he has already done some heavy lifting to achieve this moment.

“May I present to you my family.” My father gestures at us. “My beautiful wife, Irina, my three sons, Igor, Aleksander, and Mikhail, and my lovely daughter, Katarina.”

“We’ve met before,” Galina blurts out. A flicker of longing burns in her eyes as she surveys Igor.

Igor is the only one who flinches at the way she speaks.

Boris makes a similar introduction, and as soon as the initial awkwardness is over, we move to the dining room.

I sit down with some of the Olenkos at the table. Thankfully, none of them is Galina. Boris‘s daughter can’t take her eyes off Igor. I don’t wish to end up anywhere near her drooling, no matter how much I might enjoy watching Igor squirm.

“Fedot,” I offer the man a friendly smile, “it’s a pleasure to meet you again. The last time I saw you, we were in kindergarten.”

“Well, it’s nice to see you again too, Katarina. And yes, you were five, but I was seven,” he says with a smile and a wink. “I still remember your pigtails and how much I enjoyed pulling them.”

His wink sends butterflies to my stomach.

“I’ve learned a thing or two in the time you’ve been away,” I tell him as I take a sip of red wine that was served to us.

“Have you now?” His question is rewarded with a slight giggle that slips out of my mouth. He grew into a handsome man, though his good looks are nothing compared to Nikolai’s.

I nod as I lean in. “Being spoiled and pretty is something I’ve mastered,” I whisper. He laughs wholeheartedly at my confession. “What about you, Fedot? What have you been up to?” I inquire in an attempt to keep up the small talk.

“Besides living with a reputation of being my daddy’s heir to a whole lot of strip clubs, I’ve done nothing that’s interesting,” Fedot confesses.

He doesn’t act like someone insecure about his future position in the Olenko family.

“Have you heard about Volkov’s visit to Russia?” Boris asks my father.

The mention of Nikolai catches my attention. I give Fedot a polite smile before turning my head to listen to the conversation between the two power figures.

“Yes, I received a call from my contacts in Siberia,” my father confirms with a curt nod.

“Then you know that it was unsuccessful,” Boris clarifies.

“You were unsuccessful,” my father corrects, and Boris stiffens. “Don’t worry, Olenko. I wouldn’t have invited you here if I was angry with you. Our goal is still the same. We need to weaken the industry leaders to prepare for the shift. No one should have so much power in their hands.”

My jaw is threatening to hit the table. Though I don’t understand most of it, I can read between the lines enough to know that they’re planning something against Nikolai. Maybe my mother is right, and my father is doing more than I thought.

But if that’s so, why would he agree to the arranged marriage in the first place?

With trembling hands, I pick up the glass and drain the wine in one go.

“As soon as we get rid of the head, Fedot will travel to Siberia and insert himself at the top,” Boris murmurs, making me and most of the others watch him with unease. “With our two families standing together, no one will dare threaten us. Not even the Gargarins.”

I take a quick peek at my father. He gives Boris a solemn nod before giving me a reassuring smile that doesn’t quite reach his eyes.

“Igor and Galina’s marriage will further strengthen our alliance,” Papa adds.

“Hear, hear,” Boris cheers, holding up his half-empty glass.

I grab the bottle and start to pour Fedot a refill before I top off my own glass. He gives me a grateful smile.

Galina giggles and leans closer to Igor’s side. “Oh, Igor, I’m so happy. I promise I will take good care of our home and future kids.”

Igor’s face turns pale.

“What?” he blurts out, looking ill.

I don’t blame him. I felt the same way when Father told me about my engagement to Nikolai.

“The wedding will take place in two months,” Papa says, narrowing his eyes at Igor in warning.

“To the happy couple,” Aleksander says, before Igor can dig himself an even deeper hole.

Mikhail lifts his own glass and salutes Igor and Galina while ignoring the looks exchanged between Father and Igor.

I join the toast, meeting Evgenia’s warm brown eyes across the table. She seems as clueless to the whole situation as I am.

“To our alliance,” Vladimir’s deep voice booms as he clinks his glass to mine. “And to a long-lasting, successful partnership with the Sokolov family. Hopefully, Fedot and Katarina will find their way to each other without us having to make arrangements.”

I choke on my drink, nearly spitting it out. My freedom isn’t even guaranteed yet, and they’re already decorating my next prison cell.

“Relax,” Fedot whispers by my side. “We won’t do anything we don’t want to.”

I’m barely able to fake a smile as the conversation returns to my family. Out of reflex, I reach for another glass of wine, gulping it down for the instant calm the alcohol provides. No matter how much I liked Fedot in the past, something deep inside tells me that Nikolai is the lesser evil. The Volkov name has more power than Olenko, but that could change in an instant.

Even among friends, there’s a hierarchy. Each Bratki must always remain watchful of the ones above and below them. My future would be as uncertain with Fedot as it would be with Nikolai, or with any other Russian mobster for that matter.

I only wish I had a say in any of it.

I finish my wine quickly, pouring myself yet another glass. He offers me a polite smile but says nothing. His arm is dangling around the chair behind me, but I refuse to let his comfortable gesture lure me into a false sense of security.

It’s a crazy world when a person has to keep their guard up in their own home.

The dinner seems to take an eternity. The conversation turns dull. The company bores me.

My drunken mind shifts to Nikolai and his silver gaze.

I wonder when our paths will cross again.


NINE
NIKOLAI


I’m so eager to leave Russia that I hire a doctor to fly back to New York with us. He patches up my wounds to the best of his abilities before turning his attention to Ivan.

Back home, I have three men ready to escort me from the private jet back to my townhouse on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. Still, it doesn’t ease the feeling of having my life threatened.

During the flight, I made countless calls to my investors. They all insisted on having no knowledge of the assassination attempt on me. I’m not sure I believe them, but I also have no other choice but to let it go. At least until I find solid proof. Once I do, the person who put a target on my back will wish they’d never been born.

When I arrive home, I go straight for the shower.

This place has always been my safe haven. The security systems are top-notch and the around-the-clock guards are loyal and trustworthy. They have their own servant’s wing and a backup system in case something happens to the electricity. It gives me a sense of safety. I designed it this way after the love of my life was killed in a freak car accident along with my mother.

I take a quick shower to get rid of the sight and smell of blood on me. In two minutes, I’m out of the shower, and I let the warm air in the bathroom air dry the droplets on my skin.

I look at my bruised body in the mirror. The fresh scar next to my right eye is an angry red color. My left leg has been stitched up, and I put a new bandage around it. There are some scratches along my torso, but nothing serious.

With a groan, I run a hand through my hair before wrapping a towel around my waist. My body and mind need rest. That’s the only thought circulating inside my head as I close the distance from the master suite’s bathroom to the bed.

Unfortunately, I can’t afford to stop. I can’t even slow down.

Instead, I walk past the bed and into a walk-in closet. Without wasting time, I pick a suit, opting for a navy one paired with a white button-down shirt. An elegant choice that will show my enemies that I’m still in control.

When I get downstairs, Ivan stands to attention. His hulking shoulders seem slightly broader now that we’re alone.

“Ivan,” I greet him with a nod as I approach the table. Different kinds of guns and magazines are scattered on it.

“Nikolai,” he replies.

“You know I don’t like having those things in my living room,” I comment softly.

“You’re right,” he confirms. “I’m sorry.”

“I need to go see Dimitri Sokolov,” I say, changing the subject. “Be ready in ten minutes. I want three cars to protect me along the way. I can’t afford another assassination attempt.”

Ivan grabs his own gun, loads it, and secures it in his shoulder holster. I follow his example, fastening the weapon around my torso. I’m not walking into the lion’s den unarmed. Dimitri Sokolov might be my ally at the moment, but I also forced him to give me his daughter. A man like him is known to hold grudges.

After I step out of my safe haven, one of my security guards, who went out for supplies earlier, parks a black Corvette in front of us.

He opens the door to the passenger side, and I nod at him as I slide into my seat. Ivan follows a second later, taking the wheel and pulling out onto the tree-lined West 80th Street.

Ivan skillfully navigates the busy traffic as three other cars follow us. I sit back to contemplate my next move. I don’t have much time to come up with a plan.

Before we arrive, I remind Ivan, “Put a guard on his front gate and another on the intercom. No one enters the property unless I clear it.”

“Absolutely,” he confirms with a nod and starts to divide the others.

I watch my men standing around my car for several minutes before returning my attention to my main reason for coming here. The two-story, beautiful Victorian mansion rises before me as I walk up to the entrance. Two guards stand at either side of the door.

“Gentlemen,” I greet them in Russian.

“Mr. Volkov, we are not permitted to—” the guard on the left stutters.

“Tell Dimitri Sokolov,” I interrupt him, keeping my tone pleasant, “that his future son-in-law has arrived.”

The guard clears his throat and takes a step forward, positioning his body firmly between me and the door. With a frown, I watch him defy me.

“Sokolov says to let him in,” the other guard tells his partner, speaking in low tones. His hand is pressed against his earpiece.

“That’s better,” I sneer at him, still smiling.

He swallows, turning pale as he falls a step behind. His comrade opens the door. I wipe the scowl off my face and stroll inside.

The new guard hesitates and then closes the door behind me.

The scent of dried and potted flowers fills the air, but I keep walking without looking left or right. The butler leads the way into a small parlor, where Dimitri sits on a leather sofa. Irina is reclining on a chair, reading a magazine.

Katarina sings in Russian from somewhere in the house. I suppress a smile upon hearing her lovely voice.

“Ah, Nikolai,” Dimitri says cheerfully. “Come in.”

“We need to talk,” I say coldly. My eyes briefly dart toward Irina. “Alone.”

Dimitri nods and gets up. “Let’s go to my office.”

After he murmurs something to his wife, the pakhan takes me deeper into the house.

“Vodka?” Dimitri asks me as I shut the door.

I shake my head.

“Suit yourself.”

“We have a problem,” I cut to the point as I sit down in front of him. “Someone ordered an attack on my oil rig. It almost cost me my life and everything I spent years building.” I pause and glare at Dimitri. “Do you have any idea who would be so stupid as to attack me directly?”

Dimitri shifts uncomfortably in his seat, and I narrow my eyes at him. I can’t help but wonder if this man will stab me in the back the moment I let my guard down.

“You have to know that I had nothing to do with it,” he mutters and shoots me an apologetic look.

“Tell me who the hell is desperate enough to take me on!” I hiss, leaning closer.

Dimitri takes a sip of his vodka. The pause grants my imagination time to get the better of me. Flashes of memory from when multiple people tried to take my life make my thoughts run amok. Dimitri puts his glass back down and meets my eyes. There’s nervousness swimming in them. But also hope.

“Sergey Gargarin is the only logical answer,” he replies at last. “He must’ve heard that you agreed to supply me with more guns. My guess is that he wants to wipe you off the board, so he’ll have an unobstructed and direct path to me.”

I don’t trust Dimitri’s words. Someone else is planning this. Someone close enough to him. As far as I know, it could even be him.

I’m too exposed to my enemies and allies to truly determine who it was. I need to make our alliance bulletproof.

“Call Katarina,” I say with authority. “The three of us need to talk. Now.”

The Bratva leader narrows his eyes at my order. I half expect him to argue and try to assert his own dominance, but instead, he calls for his butler and asks for his daughter to be fetched.

As the doors open and Katarina steps inside, I swallow the anger and focus on her for a moment. Even though my heart squeezes painfully tight, my body releases a sigh. She’s even more breathtaking than I remember.

I purposefully raise my brow as I blatantly drag my eyes down her body. My gaze focuses on her legs. They’re shapely and toned, the source of all my fantasies whenever I’m lucky enough to see them.

As she enters the room, her shoulders pull back in a confident stance. Her body is clothed in a pencil skirt that reaches just above her knees, a short-sleeved sweater, and a pair of black heels. She sits down next to her father and crosses her legs, revealing smooth skin and a hint of muscular thighs. The effect makes my balls tighten, and I force myself to think of anything other than getting her underneath me.

“She’s here,” Dimitri says cooly.

His voice brings me out of my trance, and once again, I’m filled with only one emotion. I turn the power of my glare to the Bratva leader, letting him take the full force of my fury.

“I demand that Katarina and I get married right now.”


TEN
KATARINA


I always knew Nikolai’s position was one of power and authority, but I never expected to hear him speak this way to my father. No one gives orders to the pakhan.

There’s an immediate reaction to his demand. Father’s face goes pale for the shortest of seconds, but as he begins to recover his color, his lips start to curl up in a smile. It must have something to do with the dinner conversation from the other night.

“Such a demand is highly unnecessary,” my father says in a tight voice. “And not just that. You’re in no position to be making demands. Not now and not ever again.”

Nikolai’s brows slightly furrow in confusion. “You’re the one that’s not in a position of rejecting me. Need I remind you that I’m your one and only gun supplier?”

“You were,” my father corrects him.

“Is that so?”

My wide-eyed gaze darts between the two as I stare in silence.

“I was willing to keep my business with you. We were partners for a long time, after all. But when you asked for my daughter, you crossed a line,” Father announces with the kind of casual tone one would use at a backyard barbecue. “You left me with no other choice but to shop around.”

I wait for Nikolai to lose his temper, for his jaw to clench, or for his fingers to twitch. But nothing of the sort happens.

The businessman stays perfectly still, his silver eyes as calm as a frozen lake.

My heartbeat quickens in apprehension. As much as I loathe the concept of an arranged marriage, the fact that I’m caught in the middle of their confrontation makes me nauseous. Not knowing the future, for one, as well as the possibility that there could be something even worse for me in the store.

“Without my support, Sergey Gargarin will eat you alive,” Nikolai warns with a cold voice. “Choose your next words carefully, or I won’t be here to help you.”

My father gives Nikolai a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. He pointedly looks at me and says with a firm voice, “Katarina, as of right now, you are a free woman. I’m officially breaking the arrangement between you and Nikolai Volkov.”

I blanch. My own heart is trying to hammer its way through my chest.

Is he being serious?

“I don’t fucking think so,” Nikolai seethes. His hands are clenched into fists.

“There’s nothing else for us to discuss,” Father declares. “I won’t be blackmailed. My daughter is sacred. No one touches her.”

Father gently kisses me on the temple. It’s just another opportunity for him to display his power, although I do know that he loves me in his own twisted way.

“Now that we’ve discussed this,” my father continues, “there’s no reason for you to be here. Get out of my house.”

I tense, expecting violence from Nikolai. I hold my breath and narrow my eyes at my now ex-fiancé, aware that he can have quite a temper.

Fearing that the cold-blooded entrepreneur will snap and attack my father, I stand up and put myself between them. At least then Nikolai has to go through me before he can get to him.

“It’s time for you to leave,” I tell him, my voice only slightly softer than my father’s.

Though I can’t deny that I’ve been having fantasies about Nikolai’s strong body wrapped around mine, I never wanted to be married to him. Or to anyone else, for that matter. I can’t wait for him to leave so I can finally take a breath and put this horrible nightmare out of my head.

“Really?” he asks, standing up and eyeing me as a wolf would a sheep.

His question almost sounds innocent, but there’s nothing sweet or pure about it. His words are as sharp and predatory as the glint in his eyes.

“We have an agreement,” Nikolai continues, and though he speaks to my father, his eyes are locked on mine. “I didn’t get where I am by allowing people to weasel their way out of their part of a deal. I will get what’s mine. Katarina and I will be married.”

There’s a distinct challenge in his eyes, as if he’s waiting for my reaction. His irises almost dance as he awaits my response, and despite the heat in them, he looks calm and at ease.

But I know that’s not the case.

He’s wound tighter than a fucking spring. I don’t know much about his appearance, but this doesn’t seem right. He doesn’t look like the Nikolai who stood in his office oozing arrogance. No, he looks a little crazed. The new injury along his eye doesn’t help put my mind at ease.

Yet despite knowing better, I’m still drawn to him.

Damn hormones.

Without another word, Nikolai turns on his heel and storms out of the office. As he disappears, I stare in shock at his retreating back. Only when he’s out of sight do I release the breath I was holding.

“You did well, printsessa,” my father tells me with a surprisingly gentle tone. “Go and enjoy your freedom.”

“Thank you, Papa,” I say, hoping that he can see in my eyes how much this means to me.

I flee his office before he can change his mind and promise me to one of his other business partners. God forbid he actually makes an arrangement with Boris Olenko and hands me over to Fedot. Though I like Fedot and find him rather handsome, I did hear about the plans for him to move to Russia. There’s no way I’m willing to live in Moscow.

I head upstairs, eager to celebrate my broken engagement. Whatever Nikolai might’ve wanted with me, whatever undeniable attraction the two of us have, my father just severed it.

When my father speaks, his word is law. There’s no man in the world he takes orders from.

I’m officially a single woman.

My phone starts buzzing in my hand. I glance down at the name on the screen and smile.

“Perfect timing,” I tell Mila on the other end. “Get your ass ready. I’m free of Nikolai.”

“Woo-hoo! What happened?”

“My father broke the engagement.”

“Congratulations, Kata. Where do you want to celebrate?” she asks.

“Solanum,” I reply without missing a beat. “It’s the hottest place in town right now.”

“Pick me up at nine,” she says, and I make a sound in agreement. “I’ve had my eye on the new DJ over there.”

“I’ll be sure to bring my best wing-woman game,” I joke.

Mila bursts out laughing. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. I’ll see you soon, Kata.”

“See you soon,” I reply and hang up.

Now that I’ve made plans with my best friend, I need to pick a sexy outfit. I’ll be raising hell on the dancefloor tonight. It’s my day off, and I’ll be able to fully let go and not pay attention to the band.

After the longest shower of my life, I finally settle on a skintight silver dress. It accentuates my ass and shows just enough of my curves to drive any man out of his mind. I intend to have a lot of fun tonight. It’s about time I take care of my sexual frustration. I’m sure I’ll be able to find a guy that’s just as hot as Nikolai, although I wouldn’t mind taking the Prince of Darkness himself for a ride. Unfortunately, there would be too many strings attached to a night of fun with him.

When the clock strikes eight, I check myself in front of the mirror.

Fucking perfect, I think when I catch sight of myself in the dress.

With confident steps, I walk toward the main hall. My heels echo around me as I turn left and head to the garage. For the party, I choose a more modern, sexy model. I’ll make an impression all around.

Mila bursts through the door before I even come to a stop in front of her house. Her dress is just as seductive as mine. The poor DJ won’t know what hit him.

“Girl,” Mila cheers, clapping her hands. “Single and ready to mingle!”

“Let’s do some damage!” I cheer and step on the gas pedal.

I don’t need the GPS to guide me to Solanum. New York’s most exclusive nightclub is practically my second home.
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I didn’t want to go home. Not with so much anger in me.

Ivan drove me straight to the office.

It was late afternoon and almost everyone had already left.

Not Roman, though. He knows better than to leave when the company is under attack.

My head throbbing, I burst inside my penthouse office. Although I haven’t had the proper time to heal, I can’t afford to stop with so much happening. Staying on my guard could mean the difference between life and death.

“Nik, are you sure it’s a good idea that you’re already up and about?” Ivan asks, his voice edged with worry. He’s pushing through his own set of injuries. Fortunately, neither one of us had been seriously hurt.

“Someone is after my business,” I tell him as an answer to his question.

“Give me the order, and I’ll take care of Dimitri Sokolov,” he growls.

“We have to be subtle about it,” I tell him. “Get Roman in here.”

Ivan gives me a small nod and heads out. Within five minutes, he’s back with Roman in tow.

“We need to find a way to take care of my future father-in-law,” I say as a way of greeting. “Katarina is off limits. I still want to marry her.”

“What happened?” Roman asks. He’s been brought up to date about the attack in Siberia, but he doesn’t know anything about my visit to Dimitri. How could he when it happened only half an hour ago?

“We better sit down. My leg’s killing me,” I say moving to the freshly cleaned sofa. “We need a drink.”

Ivan soon pours an amber liquid into crystal glasses. It’s stronger than our usual vodka but given what we went through and how I’m feeling about the betrayal, whiskey is a better choice.

“I’ve been attacked,” I say grimly. “Stabbed in the fucking back like an amateur.”

“We knew that getting too close to a Bratva leader carried dangers,” Ivan scoffs.

“That’s not all, Ivan,” I say through clenched teeth. “This isn’t just about someone trying to kill me. Sokolov cut a deal with me, and now he refuses to hold up his end of it.”

I sit and mull over the situation. Waging open war with a guy like Dimitri isn’t the best strategy. I can’t make the wrong move. Otherwise, I could lose everything. Maybe I should hang back and watch Gargarin tear his family apart member by member. Sergey would do anything to see them suffer.

“Dimitri must’ve made a deal with someone powerful enough to make him feel confident about his safety,” Roman guesses. “If we figure out who his new business partners are, we can go after them and weaken Dimitri. We will force him to come back to us, begging on his knees to forgive him.”

Ivan rubs a hand over his jaw. “Maybe women are a point of leverage.”

I cock my head. “Women? How?”

“Igor is already known to sleep around,” Roman agrees, going along with Ivan’s suggestion. “We could invite him, Aleksander, and Mikhail to an exclusive VIP party. We fill it up with women and pay them to drug the men. After that, we begin the interrogation.”

“We can offer them deals. Reveal who they’ve worked with in the past in exchange for their freedom,” Ivan suggests, then smirks. “Or a quiet, slow death.”

I shake my head. “That won’t work.”

The two men share a look. Before Ivan can protest, I explain, “Men like them won’t give away the secrets of their fathers easily. Besides, we can’t be sure that Dimitri won’t come after us regardless.”

Ivan frowns, obviously not sharing my concern.

“We might not be able to go after his sons, but that doesn’t mean that we can’t go after his daughter,” I say, an idea forming in my head. “Dimitri himself said that Katarina is sacred. If I take her and hide her away, he won’t risk attacking me. I’m not sure he’d follow the same rules if we took his sons.”

Ivan shakes his head. “That’s risky,” he warns. My loyal bodyguard and childhood friend is already thinking about all the future problems that could arise from this strategy.

“You still plan on marrying her, you said?” Roman asks, ignoring Ivan’s protests.

“Of course, I plan on continuing the engagement,” I say. “A legally binding union is exactly what I need to keep Dimitri and his sons in line. Once I marry her, she belongs to me. They will have no claim on Katarina Volkov. The sooner it happens, the better.”

“Then it’s settled,” Ivan says, already starting to move. “When do we do it?”

“As soon as we find a moment to snatch her,” I reply.

Once I have her tucked away, I won’t be at risk from Dimitri anymore. That thought causes a smirk to curl my lips.

“Make sure that the corridors and rooms inside the house are freshened up,” I say to Roman. “I’ll keep Katarina in my townhouse. They won’t expect that I’m hiding her in plain sight.”

Roman nods and leaves the room to call my housekeeper. When I bought the Upper West Side townhouse, I made sure the Prohibition Era tunnels and corridors were renovated and secured, even though I rarely used them before. Now they’ll be the perfect place to keep Katarina.

“Put your best man on Katarina’s tail,” I say to Ivan. “I want to know when she leaves the house, where she’s going, and who she’s meeting with.”

“On it,” Ivan confirms.

“Be careful, though. We can’t make a move until there’s a window when she’s alone,” I warn. “We don’t want the police on our backs. I already have a big enough headache with Dimitri.”

Ivan nods and hurries out the door.

With my plan in motion, I relax into the soft cushions of the sofa, ready to take some of the weight off my feet. I know it isn’t over yet, but this tiny moment of reprieve is definitely a nice reward for all the problems I’ve been having these past few days.

It’s going to be tricky to accomplish my plan and not have the Sokolov family come knocking at my front door. But even if they do, they’ll never find her. No one knows about the secret corridors from the Prohibition Era except for the people I trust with my life.

After drinking a second round of whiskey, I turn to my laptop and get to work. It doesn’t matter if it’s personal or business; I always give it my all. I need to calm my investors and make sure they don’t withdraw their support. Now more than ever, I’m going to need their funds and connections in Russia.

Besides, working is the most constructive way to pass my time at the moment. Keeping my business running is the one thing I do best.

Katarina will have to wait until Ivan gives me a sign. But the moment he does, I will lure her into my trap like a spider catching a fly.


TWELVE
KATARINA


I hand the fob to my car to Solanum’s valet. Tonight’s a girls’ night. We aren’t leaving until sunrise. I’ll have one of my father’s men drive us home and pick up the car in the morning.

Mila takes my hand, and we hurry past the growing line on the sidewalk. There are countless people waiting with an excited buzz and an air of impatience.

“Welcome back, Katarina,” the bouncer greets me in his deep voice.

I flash him a toothy smile. He steps to the side, holding the red velvet rope up to allow us passage into the hottest club in the city. The crowd waiting to enter makes sounds of complaint, but Mila and I don’t care. It’s not the first time we’ve cut the line. We are young, beautiful, and well-connected, and we use it to our advantage.

We walk past the entrance and down the stairs. A second bouncer greets us and opens another heavy metal door that separates customers and criminals alike from the outside world.

Mila’s eyes are immediately drawn to the DJ. He stands with a microphone in his hand and beats out a tune on the turntables. I link my arm with hers and yank her close. “Eyes on me, girl.”

She releases a husky giggle that’s drowned out by the music.

“Relax, Your Royal Highness,” she tells me with a sarcastic smile. “We’re just getting started.”

“We sure are!” I shout in her ear. “Now let’s get something to drink!”

“Drinks before dancing?” she asks with a hand resting over her chest in mock horror. “Who are you, and what have you done with my bestie?”

“Blame it on the long week,” I shout and throw my head back.

“Let’s get you tonight’s special cocktail,” Mila says, and pulls me behind her.

The two of us squeeze through the tightly packed dance floor, snaking and weaving between groups. Soon, we come to the bar. The counter gleams with wet, fresh alcohol. One of the bartenders spots me and comes my way.

“Katarina!” he exclaims in greeting, gesturing at my legs and the silver dress that leaves very little to the imagination. “Damn, girl. You’re wearing a fuck-me dress if I’ve ever seen one.”

“Then I guess I should just jump over the counter and do you,” I joke, feeling completely at ease with him ever since I found out he’s gay. He grins. “I’ve had a rough few days.”

“It’s no wonder you need to chill.”

I laugh, flashing my pearly whites. “No arguing here.”

“What are you guys having?” he asks, gesturing to Mila.

“There’s a new cocktail on the menu,” she declares in a sultry voice. “I want to give it a try.”

“I got you,” he says and winks at us before turning toward the hundreds of bottles lined up on the wall behind him.

I watch his blond head bob up and down as he works his magic. After a few minutes, he turns to us again. Mila’s black eyes are shining with excitement as she watches him pour our drinks.

His biceps are bigger than my head. Tattoos decorate most of his skin, leaving almost no room for his natural complexion. If he weren’t gay, I would’ve already asked him out on a date. Well, not on a date exactly, but the good part that usually follows a successful date.

Without saying a word, he slides our drinks over the counter. Mila and I reach for our identical glasses and lift them high.

“To freedom,” I say, meeting her excited gaze.

“To my DJ!” she cheers.

“May we never forget who the fuck we are.”

“And may we live by our own principles and without fear!” she adds.

“Cheers!”

We sip on our glasses. The sweet taste gives me a sense of delicious peacefulness.

The bartender meets my eye and grins. “Do you like it?”

“I’ll be coming back for more!” I say, placing the glass down.

“Me too,” Mila echoes, and does the same.

We lock gazes and laugh. It’s going to be a fun night.

A little over an hour later, my mind is starting to float pleasantly. I’m still smiling as I return from a trip to the bathroom. I spot an empty sofa in the club’s VIP area and hurry toward the comfort, eager to rest my legs. I lean back against the cushions, watching the other people in the nightclub enjoy their night.

Mila’s taking her time to show off her moves to her prey. When I glance at the DJ, I can see that the man has his eyes on her and her only. Mila’s little wink is not unappreciated, it appears. He must be sensing the heat coming from my curvy friend.

More men approach me, eyeing me from head to toe as they try to get my attention. I turn them down. Not even one of them piques my interest. For some reason, I keep comparing them to Nikolai fucking Volkov.

But even Nikolai’s memory isn’t enough to get me hot.

Probably because I’m not yet tipsy enough.

I’m done with the second specialty cocktail when I sense someone approaching me from behind. I sigh in frustration and shift on the sofa. Ready to turn down another mediocre guy, I’m about to open my mouth when I get a glimpse of the blond Apollo.

“Hi.” His face pulls into a boyish smile.

“Hi,” I breathe. For some reason, my heart skips a beat.

I instantly notice some things about the young man standing before me. He wears an expensive, delicious cologne. His body is big and chiseled, but not in an exaggerated way.

This is a guy that could get Nikolai and his dirty words out of my head.

He leans closer, his voice coming out low and sexy.

“Sorry, I couldn’t help myself,” he says. “Do you mind if I sit next to you?”

“Nope.” I shake my head, taking in his deep blue eyes.

“I’m Yakov,” he introduces himself.

“Katarina,” I tell him. The slight warmth I’ve been feeling in my stomach turns into a flare of sexual awareness as my imagination runs wild. The drink must be working its magic on me. “Are you new around here? I haven’t seen you before.”

“Tonight’s my first time in the club,” he admits, grinning.

I gesture toward the empty seat to my right. “Make yourself comfortable.”

His chest brushes against my forearm as he sits next to me. I get another whiff of his scent, even stronger than it was when he was standing up.

“I saw you here all by yourself,” he continues. “I’m a lucky man that you agreed to let me join you.”

“It’s the first time I saw anyone come up to me so confidently.”

Yakov’s mouth twitches as he fights a smile. “It must be the dress.”

“Nice save,” I say playfully, arching an eyebrow. “I should warn you though, I’m not easily impressed.”

“Then we have a problem,” he says, shaking his head. “I’ve already called dibs on it. I’m an expert with girls like you.”

“Oh, are you now?” I ask with a laugh. “Girls like me, you say? And who are we?”

“Tough, confident, smart,” he lists off, eyeing me like he’s a lion looking at his prey. “Dangerous.”

He seems to do a once-over, taking in every part of my body. I don’t stop him, relishing the fire in his gaze.

“Where’s your drink, anyway?” he asks, as if there isn’t any heat spilling over between us. “I’ll go grab us one.”

“Yeah, just hold on a second,” I say and get up. “I’ll go with you.”

“Are you sure? You seem quite comfortable where you’re at.”

I shake my head. “I’m getting bored of sitting here. I’d rather enjoy the dance floor.”

“Now that sounds better. Let’s go then.”

I follow him to the bar and stand close to his side, feeling the heat coming off him like a bonfire in a snowstorm.

It’s not a calculated move, but when Yakov sits down to chat with the bartender, I lean closer to him and wrap an arm around his. Damn, it’s a hard and firm bicep, delicious muscles hardening at my touch. I make a little purring sound, and he laughs, ordering two more drinks for us.

“You look like you’re enjoying the evening,” he says once we get our drinks. “How long have you been clubbing around here?”

“A while,” I confess. “This is sort of my place of work.”

“Work?” he asks me, looking surprised. “So, you a dancer or something?”

“I’m a talent scout,” I tell him. “I’m always on the lookout for new artists to sign to the label I work for.”

“Wow, that’s cool.” He casually gestures toward the exit. “Do you want to get some air?”

“I’d like that.”

The alcohol in my system is making me extra pliable. Yakov grins in a hungry manner and doesn’t hesitate to offer his arm for me to take. Instead of wrapping my hand around it, I slide my hand in his.

“I like this,” he growls, his breath tickling the top of my ear.

I smile at him seductively and let him lead us out through the back exit, his heat seeping into my skin.

When we finally come out to the alleyway behind the club, I turn to him and take in a deep breath. The freedom feels amazing.

“Feels good to get some fresh air,” I say, releasing another breath.

Yakov leans back against the wall and starts sliding his dark blue eyes from the top of my head all the way down my legs.

“That it does,” he mutters. “I’ve never tasted air this sweet.”

With a cocky smirk curling up his sensual mouth, Yakov watches me with a dangerous glint in his eyes.

“You should start to feel it any moment now,” he drawls with a wicked smile.

“Feel what?”

“The drug that I put in your drink, of course.”

Just as he finishes his confession, my legs buckle, and I fall to the ground. I try to curl into a ball, protecting my belly and my head.

“Shh,” he murmurs next to me, stroking my hair as if he were petting a dog. “No need to worry. Just relax. I promise to show you a much better time than your brother did my sister.”

Of course. Now I recognize him.

Yakov Gargarin.

Anastasiya’s older brother.

Suddenly, I lose control over my body, and I pass out.

Or at least that’s the only explanation I have for being abruptly surrounded by darkness.


THIRTEEN
NIKOLAI


Ivan’s name flashes on the screen of my cell phone.

Though it’s the middle of the night, I hurry to pick up the call. After the way the past twenty-four hours unfolded, I need rest. But my head is killing me, making it impossible to drift off to sleep and, for a blissful moment, forget the world.

“Boss,” Ivan says. “Katarina has been spotted at Solanum.”

“Is your man still on her?” I ask.

“Yes, he’s keeping an eye on her from a distance,” Ivan replies. “Her friend is with her. They’ve both been drinking.”

I get up, put the phone on speaker, and start to get dressed. “Keep me posted if anything changes. And text me the address of the club. I want to be there just in case they decide to leave.”

“Will do,” he says. “Do you want me to meet you there?”

“No, I’ll do this alone,” I tell him, checking myself in the mirror. I adjust my collar and square my shoulders. “You get some rest. You’ve earned it.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” he mumbles. “Keep your eyes open, Nik. We don’t know who else could be lurking in Solanum’s shadows.”

“Rest easy, brother,” I tell him and hang up.

A young man on security detail perks up when I walk into the hallway. “Everything okay, boss?”

“What car do you drive?” I ask, thinking I should go for something less conspicuous.

He seems to hesitate before he finally clears his throat and collects himself.

“It depends. Do you need a driver, sir, or someone to wait for you?” he asks in an overly professional manner.

“Neither,” I tell him and clear my throat. “I’ll be on my own tonight. It’s personal. So, what car do you drive?”

The man seems to relax, standing straighter.

“I have a black Honda Civic,” he replies.

“That will do,” I tell him. “I need your key.”

“Of course, sir,” he says as if on autopilot, handing it over.

“I’ll remember this,” I tell him with a nod. “Where did you park?”

“On West 79th, between Columbus and Amsterdam. South side of the street.”

“I’ll be back soon,” I say. “Wake up Miss Olga and tell her that I’ll be bringing our guest.”

I head out and get in the security guard’s modest car. In no time, I’m out on Riverside Drive, speeding downtown and keeping an eye on my back. This is it. I didn’t even need to wait weeks for the chance to snatch Katarina Sokolov.

She was practically gift-wrapped for me.

All I have to do is take her and stash her away.

It doesn’t take long for me to find Solanum in SoHo. It’s more hidden than the clubs I’m used to, which surely benefits its reputation of being exclusive.

I park the car in front of a pump, not wanting to take the time to look for a garage. This won’t take long. With a racing heart, I hurry out, cutting past the long line straight to the bouncer. His eyes widen as he recognizes me, and he immediately steps aside, letting me in.

“Welcome, Mister Volkov,” he says, as I slide him a hundred-dollar bill.

My phone pings with a text from Ivan confirming that Katarina is still here.

It takes a moment to spot her in the crowd. She’s in the VIP area, sitting dangerously close to some guy. Her head is tilted to the side. When I take another look at her, it’s obvious she’s been drinking.

My frustration peaks at the sight of them flirting. Her father might have broken off the engagement, but she belongs to me until I say otherwise.

I slip into the corner, counting on the shadows to hide me as I observe the scene in the VIP area. A nagging feeling forces me to take a closer look at the guy. He’s familiar, but I can’t place him right now.

His lips twitch in a smirk as he stands up. She follows him. He hooks an arm around her waist, causing something painful to tug inside my chest. I clench my teeth as they disappear from view.

Katarina will be my wife. No one touches her.

When I push past the crowd to follow them to the back exit, the noise and lights come rushing back to me. I hold my breath and follow them. I’m careful when I reach the door, opening it just a crack to see if they’re there.

Away from the music, I can hear their conversation.

“You should start to feel it any moment now,” the man says, his voice strangely familiar.

“Feel what?” Katarina asks, her words slightly garbled.

“The drug that I put in your drink, of course,” he sneers with a soft chuckle.

My blood boils with fury at the sound of Katarina falling to the ground. With a death grip on the handle, I wrench the door open and burst into the alleyway. The light from the side of the building is enough to reveal two figures.

“No need to worry,” he tells her. “Just relax. I promise to show you a much better time than your brother did my sister.”

He makes a move to lift her limp body from the ground.

“Yakov Gargarin,” I hiss, my tone icy. I recognize him now, seeing the monster he hides behind his handsome features.

He snaps his gaze to me. Katarina’s body slips between his fingers. It’s as if he’s forgotten about her.

“Volkov,” Yakov snarls. “This doesn’t concern you.”

“Everything that involves Katarina Sokolov concerns me,” I casually reply.

“Well, I should’ve known better than think it would be this easy.” He sighs and takes a step backward.

“Leave now, Yakov,” I warn in a low voice. “Go, or I will change my mind and tear you apart.”

“This is my vengeance,” Yakov says, gesturing at Katarina. “Igor took Ana’s innocence. Someone has to pay.”

“Find a different way,” I tell him. “Katarina is mine.”

For a moment, Yakov seems as though he will give up and leave. But then defiance flashes in his eyes and he lunges for her limp form.

I don’t give him the time to lay a finger on her. I punch him so hard in the face that I hear the bones in his nose break.

I’m used to people underestimating me. No one thinks that a billionaire in a tailored suit knows how to throw a punch. They think that I spend my days in front of monitors, but they don’t stop to consider that money can buy the best martial arts trainers. I’ve been practicing Krav Maga for over ten years now. Though I don’t like to get my hands dirty, I do what’s necessary.

As someone who knows how to take a hit, Yakov recovers quickly. He flashes his bloody teeth as he charges at me.

Before he can wrap his fingers around my throat, I shift my hips and jab my elbow in his. Yakov makes a gurgling sound and stumbles backward, holding a hand to his neck.

I keep my fists up to protect myself and roar, “If you don’t leave now, I won’t hold myself responsible for what comes next.”

“You’re the one who’s going to run,” Yakov coughs out, getting his act together enough to punch me.

But there’s not enough force behind his blow. I dodge it easily and step to the right to get out of his reach. For someone so massive, Yakov is rather impulsive. Though I’m sure his father trained him properly, he would benefit from spending some time learning how to control his emotions. They can be a fighter’s downfall.

“I have no fear, you fool,” I say, throwing another jab and striking his nose a second time. Bruises bloom beneath his skin.

I kick him in the gut, sending him flying. His back slams against the wall. Something cracks, but Yakov doesn’t whine or moan in pain. It’s almost as if he enjoys it. Or maybe he’s become numb.

I shake my head as I realize I can’t risk hitting him again. I can’t afford to add another powerful name to my list of enemies. Sergey Gargarin should stay Dimitri’s problem, not become mine.

Yakov straightens up. “You should.” He rushes at me like a maddened bull.

I take hold of his collar and shove him as hard as I can. His head bounces against the concrete wall. The second he falls back, I strike him again, immediately jumping away from his reach. A blow to his temple sends him crashing to the ground.

Though I’m not done with him, I also don’t want to kill him. Once he wakes up, he’ll understand that taking vengeance against me has a price.

I lean down and check his pulse. Finding it strong, I step back and kneel next to Katarina.

Her limp body twitches when I slide my arms under her form.

“Easy, serdtse,” I mutter when she whimpers. “I’m taking you home.”


FOURTEEN
KATARINA


Even before I open my eyes, I know something’s terribly wrong.

My head is throbbing and there’s an acidic taste on my tongue.

I lie for a long moment, trying to remember. Images of the nightclub come to me, but the evening is one big blur.

When I finally open my eyes, it takes me a few seconds to realize I’m not at home. The walls are bare and painted white. An expensive Persian rug adorns the floor, which besides the king-sized bed, is the only other thing in the room. That and the dim LED lights along the ceiling.

There are two doors. One is cracked open, allowing me a glimpse of a bathroom. The other is closed, probably locked. There are no windows to give me an idea of what time it is or where I am.

Panicking is my first reaction. I jump up and cry out in frustration when no one answers my banging on the door. After a few hits, my fist burns, but I don’t stop, screaming.

Nothing.

Strands of my hair get caught on my sticky face as I try to look for a way out. But there are no hooks to pull out or spots to damage.

Everything is made of solid oak. There’s no mistaking this luxury for anything but the inside of someone’s home.

Oh my god, was I kidnapped?

I recall being at the club with Mila, flirting with a blond man. And then everything turned dark. He slipped something in my drink, that son of a bitch.

But why? I would’ve gone home with him willingly.

The more I think about it, the more I feel like throwing up. It’s not just because of the memory. I’m also feeling hot.

I start to pant and strip off the clothes sticking to my heated body. My stomach twists, heat burning me on the inside.

It feels like someone set my blood on fire.

I run to the bathroom, relieved to find a shower stall. With shaking fingers, I adjust the settings and get inside. Cold water helps to wake me up.

As the flow calms my racing heart and gives me a reprieve from the heat, another wave of memories hits me.

The blond guy was Yakov Gargarin.

It wouldn’t have been enough for him to take me home and fuck me.

He wants to hurt me as revenge for his sister.

The new, still-unfamiliar feeling seeps into me like poison.

Fear.

I look down at my naked body and notice a lot of things at once. First, I don’t see any signs of struggle on my skin. There are no traces of bruises or cuts or marks that would speak of the worst kind of violation.

A wave of relief floods me, bringing forth salty tears. A loud sob forces its way past my lips. My legs buckle. I reach out to keep my balance, sliding against the cold shower tiles.

After a few seconds, I put on a slightly warmer setting, hoping it will reignite my temper. I’m going to need it to get out of here.

I wrap myself in a clean towel, marveling at its softness. I look around the luxuriously decorated bathroom, hoping to find something to wear, but come up empty.

Yakov didn’t think that far ahead.

My throat is dry, but not enough for me to give up on fighting this. I put on my old clothes and go back to the bedroom. With time, the effect of the drug he put in my drink will start to weaken. I simply need to take a few more minutes of rest. The headache remains, but I need to push through.

Even though I’m not expecting miracles, I still go ahead and try to open the door. Disappointment turns my face to stone. I’m locked in.

With nothing else to do, I sit on the edge of the bed and lie back. My eyes start to grow heavy again. Instead of attempting to fight sleep, I allow it to take over. It’s too much effort to resist.

I blink and wake up again. The headache is gone.

A smell of food is wafting into the room. Fresh energy causes me to fling myself out of bed. My gaze zeros in on the fully stocked food trolley. It wasn’t there before I fell asleep.

I wheel it to the bed and sit down. My mouth waters at the thought of devouring the soup and chicken cutlets. I don’t hesitate to take the first spoonful and moan.

There’s a bottle of water, but I prefer to enjoy the flavor of the soup before I dig into anything else.

The rumbling in my belly stops only when all the soup has been cleaned from the bowl. Only then do I pick up the bagel and rip a huge bite from it. My satisfaction skyrockets when my tongue welcomes the taste of jelly and crunchy peanut butter. I pour myself some water and enjoy the meal.

I won’t bother going on a hunger strike. If I want a chance of getting out of here, I’m going to need my strength. Not to mention the fact that I’ll eventually get out.

Though Yakov didn’t think about clothing when he set me up in this room, it’s clear that he doesn’t want me dead.

I don’t wish to make any wild speculations or paranoid fantasies, but it seems that he put me in here so he could have his way with me whenever he felt like it. There’s no other reason why he would drug and kidnap me. No man does that without the intention of following through with his dark fantasies.

I lie back and stare at the white ceiling, trying to remember something.

Footsteps approach the door, and my pulse flies into a sprint. I hold my breath, listening for a clue, trying to identify the person coming my way.

I exhale in frustration when the footsteps don’t stop but continue walking past my door.

Is this how I’ll spend the rest of my life? Alone with a belly full of food and no sun to kiss my skin?

It’s not fair.

I haven’t lived.

And why am I again the one paying for my brother’s stupidity?

Surely Yakov could be convinced to let me go. I just need to find a way to appeal to him. Perhaps then, he’ll understand that his hatred of me is unjustified. If anyone should suffer, it should be Igor.

Damn my brother’s recklessness.

I close my eyes, willing myself to relax. But without a clock or a schedule, I can’t track time.

My father will find me.

He must.

If not for me, then for the hit his reputation will take when people find out that his daughter was kidnapped. It would be disastrous for his position.

“Katarina.”

The voice comes from somewhere outside.

I sit up, looking around. A moment ago, it was as if the door was calling to me.

“Hello?” I try to get a response.

“I’m going to come in now.”

It’s the same voice. One word after another. Soft and quiet, as if the speaker is afraid of someone overhearing us.

The beeping that comes from the other side tells me that the door is more secure than just being locked with a key.

Once the beeping stops, the door opens. The dim lights come to life instantly.

I wince at the brightness.

As my eyes adjust to it, I see a shadow stepping through the door and closing it behind him.

Instinct has me scurrying back on the bed. I draw my knees up to my chest and hug my shins, already anticipating the worst-case scenario.

If he wants to hurt me, I won’t be giving him a clear shot at me.

The intruder snorts, and I recognize him right away.

Nikolai Volkov.

The desire to look at him longer is greater than the need to be a good captive and avoid his wrath.

He’s dressed in a light gray suit, his white shirt unbuttoned at the collar. Despite the obvious polish he puts into making sure he looks presentable, there’s a look of exhaustion dragging him down. If I didn’t know any better, I’d guess Nikolai spent a good part of the day pacing.

He doesn’t have his men with him, and he didn’t bring me a new set of clothes. I can’t help but feel a sliver of disappointment even though I know better than to expect it. I stay where I am, avoiding his gaze. Even with anger seeping out of him, his confidence is somehow still inviting.

“Where’s Yakov?” I ask, finally getting over my surprise. My gaze goes back to the wall behind me.

A moment passes before he finally answers. “I made sure he won’t touch you again.”

“What do you want from me?” I question, my voice turning bitter. “Why are you keeping me here?”

Nikolai’s gray eyes lock on mine. “Because I won’t be disrespected. No one betrays me without repercussions.”

I hate that his words hurt me.

Tears spring to my eyes.

No matter how I try to hold it in, it isn’t possible. I’d tell him to stop, but I’m at his mercy.

“The time has come,” he continues, “for you to become my wife.”
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Katarina seems so small on the massive bed, folded into herself and withdrawing from me as much as humanly possible.

“Let me go,” she starts pleading. Her bottom lip trembles, and a blonde strand of hair falls down the side of her face. It’s hard to spot the fire in her green eyes.

“No.” I make my answer definitive, leaving no room for a different scenario. “I won’t. We had a deal. Your father had no right to back out, not when I delivered on my part. You’re mine.”

“No, I’m not,” she spits back, folding her arms over her chest.

I step closer. Even in the dim light, her wet lashes look thick and full. At this moment, their beauty stands out starkly against her almost porcelain skin. “The engagement isn’t going to go away. Stop fighting it.”

“I don’t accept it. This is bullshit.”

As I stand in the middle of the room, breathing the same air as Katarina, and feeling that familiar anger coming off her, I can’t stop myself.

I round the bed and sit down on the mattress next to her. There are several inches between us, and yet, I can already feel her heat.

“Would you have preferred I left you to Yakov?” I challenge. “He had a clear idea of how he wanted to spend his time with you. I don’t imagine he would have been gentle.”

She straightens and glances at me from the corner of her eyes. She considers my words, a hint of fear rising to her face.

“Or you could behave, and we could celebrate our engagement right now,” I suggest in a soft voice.

I shouldn’t sound this gentle. It’s deceptive. For a man to rise to the position I hold now, I had to embrace evil. If the situation demands me to be a rough and uncultured animal, that’s who I’ll be.

“Go to hell!” she spits out.

“Who are you angry at?” I ask. When she doesn’t answer right away, I reach out and cup her chin, forcing her to meet my gaze.

“You,” she confesses, a bit more subdued. Fury fizzles beneath her beautiful surface.

I shake my head. “I’m not the one who drugged you. You should be thanking me for saving you. My guess is that Gargarin would’ve kept you as a sex slave for a couple of weeks and then sold you to the Mexicans. “

“My hero,” she says mockingly.

“I can always send you to him if you prefer that,” I suggest. “Or I can have one of my men act out Yakov’s plans.”

There’s a hint of vulnerability in her gaze, though she’s trying to hide it. Something hot twitches in my belly. At this moment, I want her more than ever.

Not to love.

I don’t do love anymore.

I want to make her mine. I want to dominate every part of her, claim her body, and tame the wild beast inside her.

“What do you plan on doing to me, Nikolai?” she asks with a slight tremor in her voice.

“I will fuck you,” I answer honestly. My simple answer causes another tremble in her body. “Fuck you senseless, Katarina. Until the only thing that’s going to matter to you is my face, my name, and my cock buried inside you.”

A look of terror and aversion mixes with what I swear is just a fraction of arousal. I allow my hand to drop from her face to her chest. My eyes narrow as I feel her quiver.

“But don’t worry, serdtse,” I add gently. “First, I’ll marry you. The rest comes later.”

Her gaze flashes in alarm. In such a state, she makes an adorable creature.

As I wait for her response, I allow my eyes to drift lower. She wears the same clothes from the night I took her from Solanum. Her face is messy, and her hair tousled. No matter how unsightly she appears, I still find her irresistible.

“I’ll bring you clothes and cosmetics,” I tell her. “I won’t have my wife looking like a mess.”

She sucks in a breath. Tears pool in her eyes, and her upper lip lifts slightly in a silent snarl.

“I’ll be back every day to have dinner together,” I inform her. “If you want to get out of here, you’ll have to work on gaining my trust. And I do mean work, Katarina.”

“Are you just going to keep me here then?”

“At least until you manage to treat me like a loving wife would.”

“That will never happen,” she promises, and her expression turns into a venomous mask.

“We’ll see,” I retort. I ease off the bed and dust invisible lint off my suit.

Katarina climbs across the king-size bed, scrambling away from me and putting distance between us.

“Is there anything else you want?” I ask, glancing around the empty room. “Some books you’d like to read? A table maybe? Some workout equipment?”

“I have everything I need,” she answers, gesturing around her. “Except freedom, of course. That’s the most important thing.”

“Earn it,” I simply repeat, and turn toward the door.

I make my way back into the foyer and hurry to Ivan. The men have already been briefed on Katarina’s presence. On my orders, they won’t enter the tunnels without my permission. Except for Olga bringing her food, no one is allowed to have contact with Katarina.

She’s my little secret.

“What’s new with Yakov?” I ask Ivan as he falls in step beside me.

“He doesn’t seem to have any lasting injuries.”

“Should we expect trouble?” I inquire with a frown.

“I would keep an eye on the Gargarins for the time being,” Ivan replies, his deep voice quiet. “We don’t want to be caught off guard in case they decide to come after us.”

“Agreed,” I say with a nod. “Did the word spread about Katarina’s disappearance yet?”

“No, boss.”

“That’s good,” I say, my mind running through possible scenarios of what the next few weeks could bring. “Dimitri is too careful to be followed, so make sure that your man continues tailing Igor.”

“Roger that.”

I retreat to my home office to call Roman. As expected, he answers on the first ring.

“Do we know who’s responsible for our Serbian disaster?” I ask him in lieu of a greeting.

Roman lets out a long sigh. “I’m close to having an answer, but I need more time.”

“Find the culprit and call me.”

I need an answer to the constant headache that refuses to stop. Having a pissed-off Yakov out there isn’t something I’ll enjoy. He’s famous for his temper and vengefulness. With his sister disgraced, he’s eager to take his anger out on Katarina. I wouldn’t want even my worst enemy to land in his cruel hands.

It’s only a matter of time before Dimitri finds out Katarina is missing and turns his attention to me. I’ll have to make it clear to him that her life depends on me staying alive and unhurt.

“I will,” Roman replies. “Is it true that Katarina is your captive now?”

“She’s exactly where she’s supposed to be,” I tell him.

“It’s risky.”

“No one will interfere, not until I want them to,” I tell him, making sure to sound convincing. “Besides, a life without risks is not worth living.”

“Easy for you to say.” He sighs. “You’re Nikolai Volkov. You’re the most resilient man I’ve ever met. It’s the people you surround yourself with that might get caught in the crossfire. Myself included.”

I let the comment go. There’s no use in arguing, and considering Ivan and Roman are my oldest friends, I’m glad they know how to speak their minds.

“I got to go,” Roman says quickly.

“Yes,” I say. “Call me when you have something to report.”

I’m also eager to get some sleep. While my wounds are healing well, the process is painful. It’s hard not to pop painkillers constantly, but addiction is the last thing I need right now.

The moment I get in bed, a familiar face appears. Katarina Sokolov haunts both my dreams and nightmares. In some, she’s lying beside me, her hands tracing the planes of my body, coaxing groans from my throat. In others, she’s my undoing, the one who pulls the trigger.

I’m used to nightmares. They’re my constant companions in life.

When dark shadows dance on the walls of my room and the demons begin to scream their insults at me, I have to decide. To fight or to embrace the pain.

The privacy of my bedroom is the only time I let my defenses down. My mask falls, and for the few brief hours I’m alone with myself, I’m allowed to be weak. But not for long. I don’t let myself dwell on the losses and defeats or the fact that I nearly died.

By the time morning comes, I’ve worked through all the scary possibilities of what could happen. And when I get out of bed and take a shower to wash my humanity down the drain, I’m back to being Nikolai Volkov.


SIXTEEN
KATARINA


Time passes differently in solitude. There’s no clock to help me keep track, so it can be any time, three in the morning, or the middle of the day. Everything’s the same, again and again.

Survive until tomorrow.

This should be my new mantra. I have to earn the privilege of freedom. If I don’t want to spend the rest of my life in this room, I’ll have to turn myself into Nikolai Volkov’s perfect mate.

“Screw that,” I mutter under my breath. I refuse to be a prisoner and his puppet. Even though he’s the one holding the key to my freedom, I won’t make things easy for him.

True to his word, Nikolai had fresh clothes and cosmetics delivered. He sent designer jeans, soft dresses, expensive lounge clothes, underwear, and comfortable flats, all in my size. He even sent workout gear: a yoga mat and blocks, exercise bands, and a Pilates ball.

After a long hot shower, I pick a black Ralph Lauren dress that falls just above my knees. I spend some time styling my hair and putting on makeup. It’s not for him as much as it is for me to feel like a human despite these circumstances.

I set out to explore my bedroom-prison. I discover that there are no clues to tell me whether I’m being watched or not. There’s no outlet where I can try to contact people outside my four walls.

Back on the bed, I pick up one of the books that were delivered. For some reason, they’re all dark romances with explicit sex scenes. It could be one of his tactics to get me sexually frustrated and desperate for my captor to give me release. Or, I just have a twisted man who thinks he can read my thoughts.

Before I’m ready to face the monster at the door, I’m already hungry. Dinner time must be approaching.

Though there’s an obvious lack of windows, I have gotten two deliveries since he left. One was clearly breakfast, and the other was lunch. Now all that’s left is dinner, which means it’s time to face Nikolai.

Furious anger burns in my veins, and I pace the room, a whirlwind of thoughts popping into my mind and distracting me. After all, he has turned my life into a total disaster.

My freedom is gone.

My life.

My hopes and dreams.

All gone.

To make things even worse, there’s that one gut-twisting thought I don’t dare look into too deeply.

Why does all this also excite me?

Surely, my thoughts are getting clouded by the effects of everything that’s happened, the lack of friends, and the dull isolation.

That must be the reason. Otherwise, something is wrong with me.

I’m a sworn feminist. I hate men who think they can control women. In a hypothetical situation, I would tear their heads off. But now that I’m living it, I can’t deny that under all my anger and frustration, there’s a hint of arousal. It’s subtle enough that I’m able to ignore it, and yet, it’s strong enough that I can identify it.

Why is my body choosing to rebel against me?

The familiar sound of the food trolley being wheeled toward the room gets my attention. This time, there are two sets of footsteps.

I stand as far from the door as the space allows me to. Though I thought I was ready, my stomach clenches in anticipation.

Olga’s crass features are familiar to me now. She’s the one who brought me previous meals, so I shouldn’t be surprised she’s here again. A shiver runs up my spine when she enters and pushes the trolley over to the place it belongs.

After her, Nikolai walks in, favoring his right leg. He carries a table in his arms, and only now do I see two chairs folded on the trolley’s bottom shelf.

The smell of the food—the soup, the potatoes, and the steak—makes my belly rumble. The juicy meal will surely be the highlight of my day.

Once the table and chairs are unfolded and perfectly positioned between the bed and the wall, Olga moves the trolley closer. Both plates are steaming, and as good as the smells are, I keep my gaze lowered. I won’t give Nikolai the satisfaction of seeing how much I want his gifts.

“Thank you, Olga,” he says to the older woman.

Once she closes the door behind her, Nikolai gestures to the chairs, inviting me to sit down. Without a word, I take a seat opposite him, eyeing the meat. It’s delicious and mouthwatering.

“How was your day, serdtse?”

My gaze snaps to his handsome face. I hate how attractive he is. Especially with the stubble and small scar on the side of his head near the eye. There’s nothing wrong with him apart from the coldness of his eyes.

He’s clearly the bad boy I love to hate.

“Boring,” I reply through gritted teeth.

“Did you start any of the books I sent you?” he asks with a chuckle.

“No,” I lie.

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t know if I can trust your literary choices.”

Nikolai laughs. He’s clearly amused, and I have no clue why. “I’ll make sure to switch the books, then. Do you prefer a reverse harem novel? Or are you a Dostoyevsky kind of girl?”

“I’m not reading your books,” I say, once again stubborn.

He raises his eyebrow, cocking his head to the side. It’s obvious he doesn’t believe me. “You just haven’t gotten bored enough yet.”

We dive into the meal, ignoring each other. I let myself breathe, and for a couple of minutes, I pretend that I’m free.

“Tell me about yourself,” he breaks the silence, clearly done with it.

His intense gray gaze is back on me, and the butterflies in my stomach threaten to eat me from the inside out. Why is my body reacting this way when I’m supposed to despise him? Why does he look this attractive, even though I’m furious with him?

There’s a beauty in the power he holds over me. His masculine charm, coupled with the size of his body, is in complete contrast to mine. Knowing how dominant he is in everything he does, I have no doubt that the moment we come together, Nikolai will claim not only my body, but also my soul. And there’s a morbid curiosity in wanting to find out how strong he really is.

No!

Feminism is a real thing; I chastise myself and chase away all those unwanted images of him towering over me.

Nikolai laughs. He likes what he’s seeing, me looking all flustered and helpless. I bet he gets a kick out of it.

I’m done. I’ll show him what kind of wife he’ll get.

Without a warning, I grab my plate and throw it at him. He seems to expect it and dodges it with ease, laughing. But I’m not done yet. I grab my fork and jump at him. To his credit, Nikolai manages to block my strike with his forearm.

“Katarina!” he warns. “If you hurt me, we’ll both suffer. When will you finally understand that?”

“I don’t give a fuck what happens to you,” I cry out. I jam my knee in his chest and hear him grunt in pain. It gives me enough time to stab him again in the arm with the fork. It goes in quite deep, but it doesn’t stop me. I pull it out and try to go for the same spot again and only now see the blood seeping out.

He hisses and takes me by surprise, pushing at me with his strength. My back meets the floor with a thud, the air escaping my lungs in a flash. He lands on top of me, putting pressure on my torso and making me squirm. When I try to scratch his face, he grabs both of my wrists and pins them over my head.

“Are you done fighting?” he grins, his amusement palpable.

“Fuck you,” I spit back in his face.

“Keep your teeth in your mouth,” he drawls. His grip tightens on my wrists, and I gasp. Pain comes as a surprise.

“Don’t you dare hurt me,” I growl at him. “You deserve everything I did.”

“I do?”

I move my head to snap my teeth but reconsider. In my gut, I know that I need to be careful. No matter how righteous my motives are.

“Just go ahead and do what you want to me,” I challenge him. “I’m done being scared of you. It won’t last anyway. Eventually, you’ll get bored of me and kill me. What’s the point of me staying alive a little longer if you’ll just make me miserable until I drop dead?”

Nikolai lets out a low chuckle, a sound unlike any I’ve heard before. There’s a hint of mockery. His gray eyes meet my green, a million unspoken words hanging in the air. Instead of answering verbally, he dips his head down, his eyes locked with mine. Before I have a chance to understand his intentions, he does the worst thing possible.

He kisses me.

And it’s like the first sip of water in a dry desert.

His lips gently brush mine, neither attacking nor demanding. With my heart hammering and my breath coming in short pants, I can’t help the wave of want that assails my system.

A bolt of pure ecstasy twists my belly with lust, pooling in my core. His fingers no longer make me flinch. There’s a steady, slow ooze of blood from his wound, but he doesn’t seem to be affected by it.

My vision begins to blur, but still, I keep my eyes open and watch the top of his head as he brushes my lips so much more gently than his nature suggests he’d be capable of.

Instead of using his dominance, Nikolai seems determined to show me something else.

It could be a trap, the thoughts murmur in my head.

Be careful, a second voice whispers.

His lips press into mine firmly, no longer hesitant. Yet his kiss doesn’t turn feverish.

My head clears, and I try to throw him off me. When he doesn’t move, I sink my teeth into his lip. To my dismay and utter frustration, he moans. He slides his tongue over his swollen lip, tasting his blood. The wild look in his stormy gray eyes takes the fight right out of me.

“I’ll do something much worse to you, serdtse,” Nikolai tells me in a low, thick voice.

“What’s that?” I scoff.

“I’ll make you fall in love with me.”

With this ominous declaration, he stands up and strides to the door. Before he leaves, he turns to me again.

“I won’t be back until you learn how to behave.”

And then he’s gone, leaving me with my dinner spread over the carpet, my own anger, and hot arousal.


SEVENTEEN
NIKOLAI


It’s been three days since I’ve visited Katarina. I’m angry at myself for dropping my guard and letting her stab a fork into my arm. But I’m even more furious for losing my mind and kissing her. As painful as the bite was, I deserved it. It’s a reminder that she’s not to be trusted.

I’ve been spending my days in the office, trying to keep up the pretense.

Dimitri has called me six times during the past forty-eight hours. With the way he treated me at his house, I have no obligation to take his calls. As far as I’m concerned, he can go to hell. That’s the official story at least. No one knows that I have Katarina. It seems like Yakov Gargarin knows how to keep his mouth shut.

A soft knock on the door gets my attention. I lift my head up from the pile of documents on my desk.

“Come in,” I call out.

I’m expecting to see my secretary, but instead, it’s Ivan who walks in. His presence makes me straighten in my seat, my brows furrowing.

“What is it?” I ask.

“Dimitri and Igor are in the elevator,” Ivan tells me. “They’re on their way up to see you.”

There’s no relief in my expression. It wasn’t too hard to guess why Dimitri and Igor are here. I’ve been expecting them.

“Get Roman and Peter,” I order. “I want the three of you here with me when they come.”

“Should I tell them to bring guns?”

“Yes, but conceal them,” I reply with a nod. “We’re not shooting anyone, not if it can be avoided.”

Though I try to sound calm, I can’t pretend that I’m not feeling the tension in my muscles. The only good thing that could come out of this would be getting rid of Igor and Dimitri for good.

Another knock comes from the door. This time, it’s Roman with Ivan and Peter on his heels. They enter, and I wave them over. Their faces are grim. They know to stay quiet and let me do all the talking.

“I’ve stationed men along the hallway,” Peter tells me. “If this goes south, we’ll be ready.”

I nod but don’t comment. I’m saving my words for Dimitri Sokolov.

This time, it’s my secretary who knocks on the door. I gesture to Peter to open it, allowing our guests to enter.

Dimitri waltzes in like he’s the king of the goddamn world. His broad shoulders roll with confidence. But Igor slithers like a serpent, ready to pounce on his prey. This level of caution is unlike him.

“What a surprise,” I say sarcastically.

Dimitri smirks.

His smile is self-assured, charming, and ruthless. He extends his hand to me, but I only glance at it. There’s no way I’m shaking his hand as if we are friends.

“Sorry to stop by unannounced,” he starts. “But you haven’t taken any of my calls, so I figured perhaps I could catch you here. It’s rather important.”

“I’m all ears,” I say in a neutral voice, acting clueless.

“Have you seen Katarina?”

I lean back in my chair, raising my hands up behind my head. “No, not lately. Why?”

“She hasn’t been home in the past few days.”

“You think I have something to do with it?” I feign offense.

Dimitri arches one of his brows. “It’s in your best interest if you let her go unharmed.”

“That’s interesting,” I retort calmly. My tone sounds so genuine that even I can’t believe my words are lies. “Do I hear someone threatening me or were my ears malfunctioning? Did you guys hear the same thing?”

Roman, Ivan, and Peter all make a disapproving sound.

Dimitri opens his mouth to speak, but I don’t let him interrupt me. Instead, I get to my feet. Despite my effort to act unfazed, it’s hard to ignore the sweat sliding down my spine. “But you’re right, Sokolov. I do have Katarina.”

Surprise registers on his face. He wasn’t expecting me to confess. His reaction is almost comical, and I push my amusement away.

The air is suddenly full of tension. Like everybody’s readying themselves for a physical assault.

I’m not foolish enough to fall into this trap.

“Before you try anything rash, allow me to warn you,” I say, tilting my head to the side. “If I’m harmed in any way, you’ll never see your daughter again.”

His fingers twitch. I have his attention now. His skin grows pale, his dark hair and eyebrows intensifying.

He recovers quickly. “What do you want?”

“From her, nothing,” I reply. “It’s you that’s indebted to me.”

“What are you talking about?” Dimitri demands. His eyes dart toward the door, as if to reassure himself that he can leave whenever he feels like it.

“I delivered a shipment of guns to you,” I tell him, meeting his stare with my own. “The agreed payment was Katarina’s hand in marriage. I’m only making sure you keep up your part of the deal.”

Dimitri purses his lips together. From the way his body tenses and his shoulders square back, he’s trying to keep his composure. Not used to hearing the word no, Dimitri’s even less thrilled to have witnesses to his moment of defeat.

“And besides,” I add, “you should be happy to have me as your son-in-law. Just think of all the things we’ll do together once we’re family.”

The words are bait, my way of breaking him. They hit Dimitri exactly where they intended to.

I’m not surprised when Igor loses control over himself. His nostrils flare as he steps forward. Peter and Ivan grab the handles of their pistols. All it takes is a second for the situation to fall apart.

“I’m going to kill you.” Igor’s voice is hoarse as he screeches the threat. “I’m going to make you pay for all the suffering you caused our family.”

“All the suffering I caused you?” I repeat, letting my mask slip. “What about what you did to me, Igor? Do you have any inkling what I’m talking about, or are those memories too blurry for your drunken ass?”

Before Igor can reply, Dimitri grabs his arm and pulls him back. There’s a collective exhale as the men surrounding me relax. One more step and the tension would’ve gotten to be too much to resolve without bloodshed.

“This isn’t over,” Dimitri growls. “I’ll find a way to get Katarina back, and when I do, you’ll regret ever being born.”

“So long, then,” I say and wink at him.

Angry silence engulfs Dimitri, but he’s smart enough not to attack while facing such steep odds. I couldn’t care less how many guns they have with them. If a shootout were to break out, they’d lose. As it is, they realize they don’t have the upper hand.

With these words, Dimitri Sokolov tips his chin upward. Anger streams off him. Igor is visibly conflicted as he leaves my office. There’s nothing he wouldn’t do to keep his dignity intact.

Once the door closes and we’re alone again, Roman, Peter, and Ivan seem to exhale in sync.

“Shit,” Peter utters, putting the safety back on.

I motion for Ivan to get us something to drink. A few shots of vodka are exactly what I need to soothe my frayed nerves.

“This was intense,” Roman comments.

Ivan hands me my glass. I raise it in a toast.

“To surviving one more day,” I say with a wicked smile.

Roman, Peter, and Ivan laugh. It could be either from nervousness or delight, but it doesn’t matter. I down the shot and pour another one.

It’s a celebratory drink.

I’ve pushed Dimitri to the brink. He won’t disobey me, and while we stand on opposite sides, there’s not much he can do.

“To your upcoming wedding,” Roman says, raising his glass up.

“To my wedding,” I say, a smile forming on my lips as my boys clink and wish me luck.

Katarina definitely knows how to keep me on my toes. I expect that our next meeting will be quite eventful.

And I’ll enjoy every single minute of it.


EIGHTEEN
KATARINA


I have no idea how many days have passed in this windowless hellhole. I haven’t spoken to a soul for days. The only thing that keeps me from completely succumbing to depression is the idea that eventually, things will look up.

Don’t panic. Don’t panic. Don’t panic.

Nikolai won’t break me.

Even though at times I feel hopeless, I soon pick myself back up, listing things I can be grateful for.

I’m alive.

I eat three meals a day.

I have regular access to a bathroom and warm water, and sleep in a comfortable bed.

It doesn’t help that I can’t keep track of the days with no phone, watch, or computer in sight. In a confined space like this, it’s challenging to pass the waking hours. Each hour is similar to the next.

I haven’t slept this much since I was a toddler.

Over what I think has been five days, I’ve done all I could to keep my spirits up: meditation upon waking, pushups, squats, and lunges before breakfast, yoga and stretching a few hours after lunch, extra-long and hot showers, dressing up in expensive clothes, putting on makeup, brushing my hair.

Then more pushups: standard, wide, diamond, decline, incline.

Once I’m spent and there’s nothing else to do, I read the books Nikolai brought. Of course, once I got a taste, I devoured all of them.

If he doesn’t come soon, I’ll have to read them again.

If someone knew that I enjoyed reading about alphas and doms making the heroines fall head over heels in love, they wouldn’t believe their ears. I am addicted to reading about male domination. I even masturbated to many scenes from the books, reading them two or three times.

I’m not telling anyone, especially not Nikolai, that the thought of him towering over me sends tingling pleasure right between my thighs. My libido has been kicking my ass. By now, it’s impossible to avoid imagining how his firm body would feel pressed against my skin, the idea of him touching me sending shivers down my spine.

Instead of fantasizing about the handsome jerk, I should be plotting my revenge. There’s nothing that sets me straight better than fantasizing about getting back at him. And then it hits me. He told me that his plan is to make me fall for him.

Yeah, not gonna happen.

I’ve never relied on a man’s strength before, and I sure as hell won’t do it with this ass. With my anger spiking to an astronomical height, I jump off the bed and land on my feet, facing the door. I’m waiting and preparing for my last meal of the day to arrive. Or at least, I think it’s dinner time.

Maybe I should ask Olga to tell Nikolai that I’m ready to play nice. The only way for me to get out of here is through him. Besides, I could use some company. The last thing I want is to become a crazy woman who talks to herself.

Nikolai wants me to fall in love with him, but what if I turn the tables on him?

What if he falls in love with me first?

It’s a tempting thought, and for the briefest of moments, I start thinking seriously about it. But it can only work in theory because my future husband has made it very clear.

He doesn’t do love.

More to the point, he considers it a weakness.

Fortunately, I haven’t been known to back down from a challenge. Especially a challenge thrown by a full-of-himself boorish bully like him.

When the sound of the food trolley starts approaching, I jump into action. I return the books to where Nikolai left them. I don’t want Olga to tell him that I’ve been reading them.

The familiar beeping sound pierces the silence, followed by the opening of the door. Olga wordlessly pushes the trolley in.

After my little fight with Nikolai, she came in with a big barrel-chested man to clean up. Ever since then, I had to eat my meals either on the floor or on the bed. They haven’t trusted me even with one chair.

Olga exchanges a look with me but doesn’t utter a single word. With nimble movements, she pulls the food trolley further into the room.

“Wait,” I call after her before she can close the door. “I want to see Nikolai.”

She looks me in the eyes. “You’ll behave, yes?”

“I’ll be good,” I say, putting as much enthusiasm as I can into my words.

“I’ll let him know when he returns,” she says, and leaves.

Now all that’s left is to have dinner on my bed. Taking the plate in my hand, I set my current read onto the mattress. I plan on skimming through my favorite parts while I eat.

By the time my belly is full, all my doubts are gone. I can’t wait to see the surprise in Nikolai’s cold gray eyes when I decide to return his challenge. It will be a game of power, and I’ll make sure I win.

After a couple of hours, I hear footsteps approaching. It must be Olga, coming to collect the food trolley.

“Hey, Olga,” I greet the housekeeper once the door opens.

But it’s not her who enters. Nikolai is wearing a beige suit, brown leather shoes, and a white shirt.

“Hello, Katarina,” he says with a smile.

His casual greeting makes my heart palpitate. His face shows no emotion, and I can’t decide whether that’s a good or bad sign.

I stand up from the bed and drop the book next to me. Ignoring the desire to hide it, I stride toward him until he blocks the door. This is the closest I’ve gotten to a human being since he locked me in. I wonder how hard it would be to push him off balance so I can make a dash for the door.

My eyes narrow as I glare at him. A soft glint in his eyes gets my attention, a hint of possessiveness causing a shiver. To cover up the excitement, I force a polite smile on my face, hoping it will smooth my glare. If he feels the need to toy with me, I will be his equal.

“I heard you’re ready to play nice.” His voice is calm, as if he has all the time in the world.

“I want to, yes,” I reply in the most non-committal way I can manage.

“I appreciate it,” Nikolai adds, sounding like I just gave him permission to execute me.

“How will this work?” I ask.

“I will come by to have dinner with you every day,” he says. “If you behave, I will give you a reward by bringing you little things such as books. If you manage to truly impress me, I might consider even bringing you a TV.”

It’s all an act. I doubt that he’ll treat me with kindness. But with everything that’s happened, I just need to entertain the idea.

“What then?” I push, needing to know his plans for me.

“Once we gain each other’s trust, I’ll let you out,” he answers, and his gray eyes focus on me intensely. “By that time, we’ll already be married. You’ll be eager to find ways to please me.”

“Why would you think that?”

“Because I’ll treat you like a queen,” he says, brushing a thumb across my bottom lip and making my stomach flutter. The knowledge that his every word must be a calculated lie helps to lessen my growing need to go limp with lust.

“If that’s what you want.” I smile, trying to give him my best sultry look.

“That’s what you’ll want,” he replies, without missing a beat.

He’s so confident in his statement that I might start to believe him.

He cups my cheeks, the action sending my pulse skyrocketing. As quickly as his hands appear, they disappear. I wince when he releases me.

“You like that, don’t you?” he teases. “How wet are you for me?”

I shrug indifferently, even though my knees buckle. Instead of giving in to the desire for him, I bat my eyelashes and pretend that his words mean nothing. “Why don’t you find out?”

Nikolai laughs, and we stare at each other, both determined to win. But I’m at a disadvantage because his facial expression is unreadable. For all I know, he could be just as aroused as me.

It’s his turn to make a move. But instead of taking my bait, he straightens.

“See you tomorrow, Katarina.”

And without another word, he’s gone.

I’m alone again.

But not for long.

He’ll be back.


NINETEEN
NIKOLAI


I’m counting down the hours until I go home and have dinner with Katarina. It’ll be our first meal together since she asked me to come back. I’m hoping that some time alone made her think things through.

Yes, it was fun to taunt her and play with her head. With the way her cheeks heat and her body language changes, I know she’s hot for me. I expect that her rage will simmer down even more. The next time I visit, even though she’ll still want to throttle me, I’m sure she’ll keep herself in check.

My thoughts are focused on her all the time. It’s so distracting that I don’t even sense the man lurking in the parking garage until it’s too late.

My head jerks backward as something cold and sharp is pressed against my throat. Reflexively, I raise my hands above my head and try to figure out what’s happening. Who would be stupid enough to ambush me in my own building of all places?

“Whoever you are, and whatever you think you’re doing, you’re making a grave mistake,” I coldly warn the attacker. “I’m the last person you want to mess with.”

The man tightens his grip on my neck. I can feel his nervous energy. The ragged breathing belongs to someone young, unsure of himself. There’s a lot of anger in it.

“Drop the knife and walk away,” I say calmly. “It’s the only way you’ll leave alive.”

Before I can say anything else, the assailant presses the knife harder against the vulnerable skin of my throat.

Blood seeps out, traveling down my neck. The slight discomfort is the first alarm bell in my head. He might be uncertain of what he’s doing, but in this position, I am way too exposed and weak. The pain only heightens, and I begin to regret ever giving the attacker this moment to think about it. Now that he’s had a chance to anticipate his possible triumph, there’s no turning back.

It’s when he speaks that he makes a mistake. My hatred reignites, giving me the strength and determination needed to get out of this encounter unscathed.

“Where is she?” Igor hisses in my ear. The anger in his voice is strong enough that I can almost smell it. The alcohol on his breath burns my nostrils. That should make things easier.

“Who are you talking about?” I question, buying myself some time.

“Katarina!” Igor shrieks, spewing saliva all over me.

“Why should I tell you?” I demand.

My small movement doesn’t scare him away. His body vibrates with fury, and I can’t tell if it’s due to him drinking too much or if he wants to get revenge against me that badly.

“You won’t hurt me,” I say, regaining my confidence. “Her life is connected to mine. If I die, she dies.”

“Don’t play smart with me,” Igor screeches again, his drunken insanity evident. “Kata isn’t in the game. You have no right to touch her.”

Fast as lightning, I whip my hand upward and grab his wrist in a powerful grip, twisting the knife away from his hold. The alcohol in his veins dulls his reflexes, significantly slowing down his movements.

A loud gasp escapes his throat as he recoils back. I lower my stance, gathering more strength. Once I see him lift his empty hand, I rush forward, punching him across the jaw. I connect with more power than I ever have before, not thinking about the damage I could cause.

One strike, and he falls to the ground. Blood runs over his chin, dripping to the ground. It should put an end to my violent surge, but it does quite the opposite. Now that I’ve started, I’m too pumped with adrenaline to stop.

I kick his back, pushing him flat onto his belly. Then I lean down and lift his head by grabbing his hair. His drunken condition works in my favor.

“Listen, you sick son of a bitch,” I hiss into his ear, not caring whether he can hear me or not. “You have Katarina to thank that this is just a friendly warning. If you come at me again, I won’t stop until I’m the last man standing. No matter how much you try, you won’t defeat me.”

“Why do you hate my family so much?” Igor croaks.

“It’s not your family that I hate. It’s you,” I reply dryly.

“What did I do to you?” he asks. “Up until you demanded Kata’s hand in marriage, we worked well together.”

“We worked well because I wanted you to let your guard down,” I tell him. “I wanted to lull you into a fake sense of security. I wanted you to think of me as a friend while I waited for the perfect opportunity to bring your family down. Funny enough, it was you who gave it to me. Once again, your actions forced your father to act, which put you exactly where I wanted.”

He looks at me, not comprehending.

“Do you remember the time you crashed your car on the bridge?” I ask quietly, anger simmering inside me. “Your father used his connections to cover it up.”

“How do you know about that?” Igor gasps, struggling to catch a breath.

“You were so drunk that you didn’t even realize you hit another car,” I continue. “You forced it off the bridge and into the river. The people inside were still alive. You could’ve saved them. But you didn’t call for help because you didn’t want to draw attention to yourself. They drowned because of you!”

The words escape my lips before I have a chance to put a filter over them. The dark revelation gets my brain working, and I realize he still doesn’t have a clue that it was my mother and the love of my life that he killed.

“There was no one on the bridge,” he insists. “I was there alone.”

“Don’t lie to me, Igor,” I hiss. “Don’t forget who you’re talking to. I have even more connections at my disposal than your father does. It didn’t take me long to uncover what you did.”

“Prove it,” he pants.

“I don’t need to,” I say dryly, pushing his body back onto the ground. “I’m not taking you to court. I’m bringing you my own kind of justice. Going to jail is too easy. You deserve to suffer.”

A low whimper leaves him as his eyes dart down. He looks at the bleeding wound I’ve inflicted on him.

“Who were they?” he asks.

I glance down and see his trembling hands, his fingers covered with blood. My hands clench into fists so tight that the knuckles turn white.

“You don’t deserve to know their names,” I snarl. “You better pray that this little stunt of yours doesn’t affect how I treat Katarina tonight. If my bad mood holds, I might just have to take it out on her. Who knows, maybe the only way to release my anger is between her legs.”

“Don’t you dare touch her,” Igor warns in a hoarse voice, but it sounds hollow. “She’s innocent.”

“That she is,” I retort and push his face deeper into the concrete. “So were the people you killed.”

“I was drunk!” he exclaims. “I didn’t know what I was doing.”

“Actions have consequences,” I reply. “It’s time you face yours.”

“No, I⁠—”

But before Igor can finish his sentence, I straighten myself and kick him again. He lets out a choking cough and he chokes on blood. I do it again and again, imagining it’s his head under the pressure of my shoe.

There’s no hesitation or regret about what I’m doing. It’s a part of who I am. It’s a part of the world we live in.

I avoid his head. Killing him now would make matters worse. But that doesn’t mean I can’t break his bones.

Once he doesn’t move anymore, I stop. Hopefully, he’s not dead. At least, not yet.

My eyes land on the little packet in Igor’s pocket. I lean down and fish it out along with the lighter. I’m not a smoker anymore, but I could use a cigarette right now. After the encounter I had with this idiot, I need a slow burner to calm my senses.

Tearing the packaging open, I pop a stick between my lips and grab the lighter. I’d done it so many times in my teenage years, and the old routine soothes me. As soon as the ember reaches the edge of the paper, I inhale, waiting for it to burn my lungs and release endorphins into my system.

The smoke makes my nose twitch as I exhale. The nicotine buzz hits me, and I finally relax. It’s when Igor begins to stir that I decide to leave. The hour is late, and I don’t want to miss out on my evening plans. Now more than ever, I’m determined to get Katarina to behave.

Walking slowly, the tip of the cigarette hissing as it burns, I leave Igor curled up in the fetal position as I take out my burner phone and make a call to 911. With the majority of the workers already out of the building, there’s little chance anyone would have found him before morning. I’ll figure out tomorrow how he managed to get a jump on me in the first place. Peter better have a good explanation for this lapse in security.

Once in my car, I take a deep, steadying breath and force myself to think about other things. Things like having dinner with my fiancée. I’ll have to bring my best game tonight. Despite what I told Igor, I have no intention of forcing myself on her.

Soon, she’ll be asking me to touch her.

She’ll be begging for me to fuck her.

And I’ll be more than happy to oblige.


TWENTY
NIKOLAI


I grab the stack of books and put them on the bottom shelf of the food trolley.

My blonde vixen might try to hide her growing interest in dark romance, but the burning pit of desire in her eyes makes it clear where her thoughts are. With nothing else to do, I’m sure she has read them and let her fantasies run amok.

It’s exactly what I intended.

I want to be her first thought when she wakes up, the last one before she goes to sleep, and the star in all her fantasies throughout the day.

“Is that all?” I ask when Olga brings me another set of plates, placing them on the middle shelf.

“Yes, sir,” she replies.

I thank her and motion for her to move aside.

She’s learned to trust my judgment, and she knows better than to question me. She’s not privy to my plans, and she never asks.

She closes the big painting that conceals the entrance to the Prohibition Era tunnels behind me. It’s important that no one besides me and my team knows of its existence.

Katarina greeted me enthusiastically yesterday, ready to continue our little foreplay. If her face hadn’t been flushed in anticipation, her swollen, parted lips and the roaming of her green eyes over my face and down my chest would’ve been dead giveaways. Unfortunately for her, I wasn’t in the mood to give her what she craved.

At least not yet.

Not until she begs me for it.

There’s nothing quite like the look of a woman ready to be fucked. I will have her soon, and once I do, it will be with her pleasure in mind. Because knowing that I’m in control of her body and heart is the only way I’ll be able to trust her.

And once that time comes, she’ll be tethered to me to for an eternity, never to go back to her father again.

Taking her away from him for good is the only suitable revenge.

With a slight shake of my head, the thoughts are banished into the deepest corners of my heart. If my plan is to work, that part of me needs to remain hidden. Katarina can’t get even a glimpse of it.

When I reach the door, I press my thumb against the scanner. It’s connected to the security system and has been programmed not to sound an alarm if I hold the plate for at least three seconds. The door opens for me. I take it one step at a time, pushing the food trolley inside and then making sure it closes behind me.

Olga has already set up the table and the chairs. I’ve also sent her new clothes. I want to see how good the outfits look on her, and maybe even peel one off her. After yesterday, I doubt she’ll be able to hold back for much longer—not after we dive into the wine I’ve brought.

Katarina comes out of the bathroom just as I finish setting up. She’s wearing a tight green dress that matches her eyes and makes my breath catch in my throat.

I can’t let it show. Not yet.

For my plan to be successful, I must not lose my cool, regardless of how hard she makes it.

“Good evening, serdtse,” I say, wanting her to get used to her nickname. “How was your day?”

A nervous laugh falls from her lips. “Boring.”

“Is that so?” I inquire. I gesture to the chair, waiting for her to take a seat.

“Yeah, my day seemed twice as long without you here,” she says in a flirty voice. “I almost forgot what you look like.”

“Well, now that I’m here, I’ll make sure you get a good look,” I say, and begin opening the bottle of wine.

“Good,” she replies with an air of nonchalance.

I have no intention of telling her how much I crave her. Not until she’s all the way in. The truth is that I need her. Not only to be mine, but also to stay alive and keep my enemies at bay.

“I have a little something for you.”

Her eyebrows raise, her green eyes lighting up.

I walk over to the box of books I’ve brought. There are six of them stored inside, and I intend to give her another series if she keeps up her good behavior.

“Are these for me?”

“You were starting to get bored, no? I figured that it’s time to give you more reading material.”

There’s an undeniable surge of fondness blooming in my chest when her lips twitch in excitement. She quickly suppresses her smile and fakes indifference.

“Unless they’re more realistic than the crap you’ve given me before, I don’t care for them much,” she lies. “There’s just no way that any self-respecting woman would fall for her captor. No woman wants to be kidnapped, held against her will, and fucked into submission. That’s absurd.”

“Are you sure about that?” I challenge, handing her the first book. I quickly hide the next one behind the bottles of wine, excited to reveal them once her hunger for dirty mafia romance becomes too big to hide.

She clears her throat. She’s obviously flustered. It’s ridiculous how she constantly denies the simple truth, too proud to admit that being captivated by an enemy could be her darkest fantasy.

I have no doubt that she has turned her frustrations at me into self-pleasure. I’ve only spent so much time with her, and yet, I can tell she’s horny.

“Are we going to eat or what?” she snaps.

I smile.

“Have I told you that you’re hot when you’re angry?”

The expression on her face is impossible to comprehend. It’s a mixture of disbelief and pleasure. She can’t hide the darkening of her eyes. Once again, she lowers her gaze. Katarina’s lips curve up in a tight smile, and she shakes her head.

“Do you want me to pour you a glass?”

“Please.”

Her voice is sweet. Of course, my princess wants to tell me to shove the drink up my ass, but she’s too smart to say it out loud.

I can’t help it. For the first time since I’ve met her, she’s cracking me up.

What the fuck is happening to me?

It’s a lot easier to hold on to anger when I’m not near her.

Shaking my head to clear my thoughts, I focus back on her. Katarina glances at me, but quickly averts her eyes when she notices that I’m watching her. She loves the attention. It won’t be long until she craves it.

“What are you waiting for?” I ask, as I drop the napkin onto my lap and start uncovering the platters. “Eat before it gets cold.”

She silently digs into her food, eating as if she hasn’t had a good meal in a week.

As always, we begin with no conversation. It’s for the best. I want her to stew in her lust and slowly lose her mind over it.

It’s only when we come to dessert that she looks up from her plate. “Tell me about your day.”

I push down the surprise and force a smile, as if I was expecting her to break. “My day has been busy. I’ve been in touch with your father.”

“Oh,” she breathes. She wants to ask more, but she doesn’t dare.

“He knows you’re with me,” I tell her, saving her from having to ask. “I told him you’re well taken care of, and that we’re getting married.”

Her fork freezes before it reaches her lips. It’s interesting to witness how my words elicit a response from her body. Her shoulders square, her lips pull into a thin line, and her eyebrows arch with tension.

“You said that?”

“It’s a done deal, Katarina,” I inform her, not leaving her a second to think about it. “We’ll get married. The sooner you come to terms with it, the sooner I’ll consider letting you out.”

“By that, you mean more freedom to move around,” she says, her voice quiet. It’s almost absentminded, as if she’s lost in a daydream of her own.

“Yes,” I answer, forcing her to understand what it is I’m willing to give her. “However, marriage comes with a price.”

Her green eyes meet mine. Her eyebrows disappear into her hairline as she tries to understand me. “What do you mean?”

“Do you really need me to spell it out for you?” I ask with a smirk, raising one of my eyebrows.

I love being this blunt with her. Her smallest reaction makes my cock twitch in anticipation of what’s to come.

“I’m a man, Katarina,” I say slowly, struggling to keep my face serious. I don’t want to risk offending her. “I have certain needs that will need to be met. By my wife.”

Her mouth falls open in a mix of disbelief and shock. It could be something else, but I don’t bother trying to figure it out. I’m on a roll, and I’m enjoying myself.

“I hope you’re paying attention to the books I’ve brought you,” I continue. “I like it rough and loud.”

Her eyebrows furrow, and she shifts in her seat.

Her reaction is priceless.

Now she’ll have time to fantasize about the things I’ll do with her. If she wasn’t touching herself with the image of me in her mind before, I’ve no doubt she will now.

“You’re serious,” she whispers in disbelief.

“Very much so,” I tell her, leaning forward.

My fingers ache to touch her. I want to remind her of our kiss and how she looked when I pulled away. Despite her obvious urge to bite and fight me, she was just as shocked as me by the intensity of our contact.

“I want it fast, hard, and often,” I add. “I’m tired of having to satisfy myself with my right hand. The foreplay has been happening since you got here, and there’s no getting away from me, Katarina. You might as well wrap your mind around the idea. When we get married, you’ll be mine all the way. You’ll be in my bed. And you’ll beg for my cock.”

“That’s—”

“Sexy?” I finish for her.

But she seems to have run out of energy to talk about it. From the way her lips part, there are thousands of words burning on the tip of her tongue. She glances up at me and starts chewing on her lip.

“How do you like it?” I ask, before she gets too lost in her own imagination.

“I’m not sharing my likes and dislikes with my kidnapper,” she snaps.

“Ouch. Come on, Katarina,” I say with a chuckle. “We’re getting married. Surely, you want your husband to make it good for you.”

To my utter surprise, her skin darkens from a pink to a deep red. My innocent vixen is getting hot, ready to make a mess of herself at the idea of us fucking each other senseless.

How cute.

“It’s not a conversation that happens at the dinner table,” she answers defensively.

Before she can get up, I reach across and grab her hand. “Then when?”

She hesitates, her hand shaking as she tries to pull away. But that’s not how this is going to work. I hold her small, delicate, and warm palm in mine, rubbing the soft skin with my thumb.

“Maybe some other time,” she says, her voice in shreds.

I nod. “I can wait.”

“I didn’t realize my kidnapper could be so polite,” she bites out. Her tone might be waspish, but it’s jittery, almost a whisper.

“When it comes to the woman I’ll marry, I can be anything you need me to be,” I assure her with a satisfied grin.

There’s no hiding the way her eyes light up.

“I better go,” I say softly. “You must be dying to check out the books.”

“Will I see you tomorrow?”

This is the best development yet.

“As long as you behave, you’ll see me every day. Until we get married, and after,” I promise.

Katarina might fight it, but it won’t be long before she realizes this thing between us isn’t just sexual tension.

Our kiss started it. We both want it. We just need to fuck and get it over with so she understands that our fates are joined.

She’ll soon start to form an alliance with me.

And then, Katarina will long to be my partner, just as I’ll want every broken piece of her by my side.

I move closer to her and put my lips against her cheek, pressing a soft kiss to it. The touch lights a million sparks, my entire body simmering with desire.

Her breath hitches.

Pulling away, I straighten up. “Good night, serdtse.”

There’s no stopping me, not even when Katarina murmurs something in return.


TWENTY-ONE
KATARINA


It’s easier to keep track of the days now that Nikolai has been eating with me every night.

I perk up at the rattling sound of an approaching trolley. As a reward for my good behavior, Nikolai left the table in the room. He even brought me a pen and a notebook.

He’s turned gentler.

It’s become harder to deny that I’ve had more enjoyable dinners in this room than in any restaurant over the past year. With each day that passes, he’s begun to make me look forward to his visits.

Now it’s time for my prison guard to fulfill all of my wants and needs. Right on time, the door pushes open to reveal Nikolai with the food trolley. I can already smell an apple pie and the buttery scent of dough.

Nikolai lifts up his hands. “Did you miss me?”

“Like an abscessed tooth,” I quip back.

The laugh lines around his eyes crinkle. I can’t help the slight surge of happiness flowing through me as our eyes meet.

“So not as much as I missed you,” he answers. “And that is not a lie.”

My entire body trembles at the sight of him.

He’s wearing his usual expensive suit that fits him to perfection. There’s always that extra bounce in his step as he walks toward me.

“I brought something to keep you entertained while you wait for the big bad wolf,” he continues as he moves.

“Oh yeah?” I raise my brow, finding myself curious to see what surprise he came up with. “What would that be?”

“You’ll find out once we’re finished eating,” he teases me with a tempting lilt in his voice.

“Come on, big guy,” I prod. “Tell me now.”

He motions for me to sit back down. There’s a subtle raise of his eyebrow, daring me to disobey him. His wish is a request, after all. Now that I’ve finally decided to play nice, it’s important to show him I’m willing.

Besides, I was hoping to take another step toward my freedom tonight.

“Have you been a good girl since our last dinner?” Nikolai inquires. There’s a fire burning behind his gray eyes. I can see it, my heart hammering in my chest.

As much as I try to ignore it, Nikolai looks me over. His lips part as his eyes linger on my breasts hungrily. I’m wearing a sparkly white mini dress he bought for me, showing off my legs. It’s something I’d normally wear to a club with a high heeled sandal. Now my feet are bare. His gaze causes tingles to run through my limbs, pushing cold air from my lungs.

“The best,” I assure him.

He considers my answer as he sets the plates on the table.

“Not the word I would’ve used,” he says, once he’s had a chance to think it over. “Because if that were true, you wouldn’t be this curious to find out what’s in that bag.”

I swallow past the need building in my throat. “You don’t have to be such a tease about it.”

He steps around the table to my side. “You’re growing impatient.”

Nikolai braces his hand on the table, lightly brushing mine. I hold my breath, too nervous to speak. I didn’t expect his touch to burn me like this, his very proximity scorching my skin.

He tilts my chin upward, forcing me to look at him. My stomach swoops and butterflies fly in my belly, heat crawling under my skin. Without making a sound, I let him scrutinize me as long as he wants.

Nikolai brings his face closer to mine, inspecting it as if I’ve grown horns. I shiver, and his jaw clenches. With nothing to stop him, he cups my face, his nose stroking along my own. There’s a fire raging inside of me, liquid pooling between my thighs. He takes another step forward.

“When will you stop torturing us, Katarina?” he asks softly. “All you need to do is ask.”

“What do you mean?”

“I want you to ask me to kiss you.”

“I’m not doing that,” I refuse, shaking my head.

He’s inches away from me, his gray eyes meeting mine. The corners of his mouth quirk up. “That’s okay,” he assures me. “We have time.”

My eyes don’t leave him as he straightens and goes to the food trolley to grab the bag. He’s smiling when he hands it to me.

“I would’ve brought them to you sooner, but there are just too many,” Nikolai muses as I look in the bag. “Like seriously, who comes up with so many hair and skin products? I hope you find something you like in here.”

I roll my eyes. “There’s nothing wrong with having choices.”

“Shouldn’t you be thanking me?” he murmurs.

I shake my head and chuckle. If I’m to get out of here, I should keep up the pretense. Although, the more time I spend with him, the harder it seems to get.

“Thank you, Nik,” I say, hoping to sound sincere. “I appreciate the products. They’ll be fun to sift through.”

“I got you something else, but you’ll have to wait until tomorrow. I don’t want to spoil you too fast.” He pushes the trolley back into the corner to create more space. Then he sits down in his chair and waves to my dinner plate. “Let’s eat, serdtse.”

After that, we delve into a delicious stew with potatoes and chard. I devour a piece of bread and butter to soak up the thick liquid.

“Solanum has found itself in some trouble,” Nikolai tells me, keeping me up to date while making conversation. “Gargarin’s men have been boasting about selling drugs there. They caught the DEA’s attention, and they sent agents undercover. It was a massive bust. We’re not sure who was caught and who’s only laying low.”

“What does it mean for the business?” I ask. “Are you dealing drugs?”

“Never,” Nikolai replies with a slight shake of his head. “Drugs kill.”

“And guns don’t?” I challenge, remembering that he’s the biggest arms dealer in the area.

“They do, but only if people want them to,” he tells me, his gray eyes serious. “Drugs give you no choice. They wrap their addictive tentacles around your brain and control you until there’s nothing left of you. I despise everything about them.”

“The idea of you fighting for some noble cause is extremely unsettling.”

“Get used to it, serdtse,” he responds. “It’s not very effective to win a woman’s heart by lying to her.”

“I didn’t say I had a change of heart. I just said it is weird.”

He smiles. “More wine?”

“We already finished a bottle,” I comment, noticing a slight slur in my speech.

“It’s a good thing I brought another one.”

“We probably shouldn’t,” I counter. “It will be too much for me.”

“Too much?” he echoes and tilts his head to the side as if thinking about it. “Well, for one, it’s Friday. If there’s a day to have too much, it’s Friday. But if you want another reason, how about I simply tell you the truth?”

I widen my eyes and nod silently.

“I’m enjoying your company, and I don’t want the night to end just yet.”

The effect his words have on me is more potent than the wine we’ve drunk.

My pulse quickens as I realize I’m not the only one. Nikolai might’ve been drinking his wine faster than he usually does, but it still looked to me like he was drowning something. Could it be desire? Is he hard right now?

I nod my head, fearing that my voice will fail me if I agree verbally. Nikolai flashes me another smile. He brings the new bottle over and pours it in our empty glasses.

“To you, moye serdtse,” he says, lifting his glass in a toast. “To a happy life together.”

I suppress the urge to roll my eyes and smile instead. “To us.”

We clink the glasses and drink. I lean over my empty dessert plate, propping my elbow against the table and resting my chin against my palm.

My cheeks are flushed, but it’s not because of the wine. Ever since he made his expectations of me clear, I’ve noticed a dark look in his eyes. He licks his bottom lip every few seconds, a seductive promise in his eyes. Instead of admitting defeat, I take a gulp of wine.

“I like a girl who knows how to drink.” Nikolai chuckles.

But it sounds different from what I’m used to. His laugh is without real amusement, as though he’s trying to put on a show for me. It causes a shiver to run through me.

I blink a few times, trying to get my mind to catch up. Nikolai leans back, studying me. My lips draw into a straight line.

“Why are you staring at me like that, big guy?” I ask him, curious at the attention.

“You’re captivating when you drink,” he answers. “It’s hot.”

“Shut up,” I argue, an unintended giggle falling from my lips. “That’s just embarrassing.”

“It shouldn’t be,” he challenges.

“Just let me deal with my issues by drinking, okay?”

Nikolai leans forward, his intense gray eyes all consuming. “Ask me, serdtse.”

“Ask you what?”

I know what he needs me to do.

But I want him to tell me.

He closes the distance between us until I can smell him. His arousing cologne blends with the fresh scent of his soap, overtaking my senses.

His warm hand cups my chin and forces me to look into his eyes. “Go on, ask me,” he growls, his voice seductively tempting. “You want it just as much as I do.”

I lean closer to him.

What the hell am I doing?

“I do. I want you so bad, Nik. Will you stay with me tonight?” My words are barely audible.

His eyes darken, and the smirk from before is back on his face. Before I can react, he brushes his lips against mine. It’s brief and tender, sending an electric current through me. Heat rushes down my face. He cups the back of my head and kisses me. His tongue swirls against mine, demanding and possessive. The more I give, the more he takes from me. I’m fire, and he’s the oxygen that feeds the flames within me.

I should regret giving in and asking him to stay, but right now, that’s the last thing I feel.

I want him to do everything to me.


TWENTY-TWO
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“I’ve wanted you for so long,” I growl against her lips. “Once you’re mine, there’s no turning back. Do you understand?”

I need to hear her say it.

“Yes,” she whispers, her voice shaky.

I dip my head and slide my tongue against the seam of her lips, pressing them open. She gasps and lets me in willingly. Her body melts into mine, soft and pliant. But she’s trembling.

“Don’t be scared, serdtse. I’ll make it good for you,” I murmur against her lips, feeling her relax. Her breasts are flush against my chest, her nipples beading through her bra. A delicious shiver racks her body as I tug at her dress, dragging the silk over her head and letting it drop to the floor.

Our lips crash again.

With a growl, I lift her off the chair and put her onto the bed. She scoots backward as I place my hands on each side of her face. My body is on top of hers, the soft material of my shirt and pants rubbing against her hardened nipples.

Katarina throws her head back, inviting me to take more. As if there was any other option. My mouth draws a path from her jawline down her neck and further to the valley of her breasts. Without a thought, I unhook her bra and rip it off.

Her pink pearls peek up at me, inviting me for a feast.

This time, I’ll take it.

She’s all in.

And so am I.

“Nikolai,” she whimpers. Her hips buck when my warm tongue twirls around a rigid bud. She tastes exactly how I imagined, sweet and delicious. And I won’t stop until I’ve had both.

But it’s not enough.

Without sparing another second, I get rid of my shirt, ripping the buttons in the process. Katarina’s eyes light up at the sight of my naked chest.

“Like what you see?” I smirk and bend down to tug down her panties. I’m so caught up in the moment that I shred them. Katarina’s full, luscious lips are parted, her tongue wetting the inner flesh.

“Do you like what you see?” she asks me, grinning.

“You have no idea,” I reply, raking my eyes down her tight body. Smooth skin, perky, full breasts, and the most beautiful pink pussy I’ve ever seen. I’m willing to bet my entire fortune that it tastes sweet.

Katarina spreads her legs, allowing me to get a long look at her. She’s freshly shaved, as if she planned on asking me to stay. Her red clit’s practically screaming at me to lick it. As if she can read my thoughts, a desperate look fills her green eyes. It will probably be the closest thing to begging I’ll ever get from her.

For now, at least.

While my main focus is on the dessert between her legs, my mouth follows its original journey. I leave a trail of hot kisses along her stomach, up to her breasts. I can tell Katarina likes it when I don’t go easy on her. It’s the slightest tightening of my hands and the smallest bites of pain. That’s all it takes.

“I thought you wanted it fast, hard, and rough,” Katarina breathes, challenging me again. “Or were you exaggerating?”

My eyes meet hers. She likes the game, likes testing me, trying to lower my defenses.

But what Katarina doesn’t understand is that she’s the one who has nothing left to fight me with. She can try all she wants, but I’ve spent a long time studying her. I watched her long before I took her.

My fingers find her clit, swollen and slick with her arousal. I rub the pad of my finger over it. She whimpers, rocking her hips and grinding against me. I love watching her reaction, her eyes lighting up, and her fingernails digging into the soft skin of my neck.

“I can’t wait to fuck you. To feel you squeeze my cock.”

I swirl my finger around her tight entrance, and her juices coat my fingers. “I’ll be everything you need me to be, Katarina. Fulfill every last fantasy you have, dirty or sweet. Just tell me what you want.”

“I want to feel you inside me now. Fuck me, Nik,” she groans, and her impatient tone amuses me.

“Where are your manners?” I smirk, tilting my head to the side as I start drawing small circles against her sensitive folds.

“Please,” Katarina adds as a moan rips through her throat. “I’m begging you.”

It should be enough. It’s what I wanted. But now that she’s caved, I want more. I want her to confess to every last one of her fantasies.

“What’s the magic word again?” I push, leaning in to drag my teeth up to her chest.

“Fuck!” Katarina moans. “Don’t be an asshole, Nik. Either fuck me or get out of here!”

To get her point across, she reaches for my belt and unbuckles my pants. Then she tries to pull them off. I straighten and do it for her. She fixes her eyes on my bulge.

“Do you want to touch my cock?” I ask. I wait for an answer, but she merely nods. “How badly?”

“Badly,” she whispers.

To prove my point, I pull my boxer briefs down and take a step closer. My cock is now level with her eyes.

“Take what’s yours,” I order.

Her large, green eyes meet mine as she leans her head down and licks my tip. A groan escapes me, a silent curse leaving my lips. I won’t last a minute like this. I grip her wrists, pulling her up to my chest. Katarina gasps in surprise as I cup the back of her head, drawing her against me.

“You’re a fucking tease,” she complains.

I press my mouth against hers, running my tongue against her bottom lip, and she parts for me, letting me in. I release her arms, my hands going to her hips.

“I want your pussy first,” I growl, and she kisses me with the same urgency I’m kissing her with.

Her nails rake down my back and settle onto my shoulders. Finally, she breaks away.

I’m no longer able to think clearly. Not with her right there, my hands gripping her ass. I grab her bottom tighter and draw her close, my cock grinding against her stomach.

“You can fuck me however you like, just please do it already.”

So impatient.

“I won’t just fuck you, serdtse. I’ll ruin you for any other man.”

Her green eyes darken, and her breathing grows shallower. Her hips buck at the feeling of my cock brushing the folds of her slick cunt. She likes it, far more than she’s willing to admit.

The smile is gone from my face. My lips are on the smooth skin of her neck, and the warmth of her body presses against me. She sucks in a harsh breath as I swipe my tongue along the side of her neck and bite down. It’s time to leave my mark. A shivering gasp escapes her, her nails digging into the flesh of my back.

I reach between us, grab my shaft, and glide it against her slit.

“All good?” I question, needing to make sure she’s okay.

She nods, and I shift us toward the center of the bed. Once Katarina lies with her back on the soft sheets, I dip my head down and draw one of her hard nipples into my mouth.

“Be a good girl,” I tell her. “Open your legs for me.”

Her hips buck up, her legs spreading wider. I position myself between them, my own body making sure that she stays open for me.

As our tongues play, I glide the tip of my cock along her entrance. I groan in approval, finding her wet and ready for me. Without any resistance, I slide in as deep as her tightness allows me to. I stay still once the fullness reaches its peak, taking a moment to appreciate the blissfully addictive feeling.

“Nik, you’re too big,” she grunts when I draw back and thrust in.

I start sliding a few inches out, but she wraps her legs around me tighter.

“Don’t you dare pull away,” she snaps, lifting her hips. I thrust back into her and continue slowly until she has gotten used to my size. I grab the back of her knees, then I push her legs back, opening her even wider.

I continue rocking into her, an animalistic groan escaping my lips.

Her wet cunt clenches around me, her soft whimpers driving me to claim more.

The rhythm increases until we’re fucking faster, harder. The only thing I hear is our moans and the soft slapping sound of our bodies as they touch.

And now, she’s mine.

Katarina sinks her nails into my ass, pulling me closer. Her expression is one of lust and desire. She’s in this just as much as I am.

“Come for me, serdtse,” I breathe against her mouth. “I want to feel you fall apart on my cock.”

She whimpers, letting me take complete control. Her face is flushed, and her breaths are sharp and jagged.

“Say my name,” I groan.

My grunt echoes against her chest, and the wetness of her pussy takes me over as I thrust into her with all my might.

“Nikolai!” she moans.

Fuck.

It’s heavenly.

I grip her harder as I begin to feel her getting tighter. I need to know what she’s like when she comes.

“You are perfect, my little vixen,” I growl as I feel her pussy contracting around my cock in long, tight convulsions.

Her teeth find my ear, but it’s as if I get another rush of pure adrenaline through my veins. I wrap my hands around her, holding her tight and roaring her name as my orgasm tears through me like a tornado, leaving me breathless and feeling spent in the best way.

I claim her mouth again, and all I know is the taste of her tongue, her lips, her everything. I can’t help but take it from her. My arms curl around her thighs, bringing her impossibly closer to me. Her nails sting my skin as she drags them down my back. We part, and I rub my nose against hers, wishing to prolong this closeness for a bit longer.

“That was⁠—”

“Hot? Earth-shattering? Mind-blowing?” I finish her sentence. “It was my pleasure.”

“Arrogant asshole.” Katarina laughs. Then she suddenly moves away from me, and her mood inexplicably changes.

“It’s time for you to go.”

“What?” I fold my hands behind my head, confused at the shift. “I think I’ll stay a bit longer.”

“This was a one-time-only thing. You said you’d do what I wanted.”

“I told you that I’d fuck you and fulfill your fantasies,” I tell her. “And I told you that there’s no going back. Now I just need a moment of rest.”

“No. We’re done.”

“We’ll never be done, serdtse. You’re mine now. You might as well give in and let me spoil you.”

Katarina narrows her eyes at me. Though she doesn’t climb into my arms, she does lie down on the side of the bed as far from me as she can.

I’m patient.

I’ll give her the time she needs.
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Nikolai fell asleep next to me.

He can’t be that crazy, can he?

I always thought he was a cunning man, but I never suspected he was willing to get killed.

I guess it’s true that sex makes men stupid. It certainly lowered Nikolai’s guard.

It’s also exactly what I wanted and why I did it. But I’d be a fool not to notice the overwhelming amount of heat between us.

I suppose Stockholm syndrome is real.

He’s my enemy.

He took me by force.

He claimed me as if there was nothing wrong with it.

Maybe he’s the one to crack open a forbidden side of me.

With my mind made up, I make sure Nikolai’s fast asleep and move closer to him. My eyes dart down to his cock. Despite his sleeping state, it’s semi-erect and still glistening with my juices. Just seeing him does weird things to my body.

Fuck.

He’s my drug.

Am I addicted to him?

Is it too late?

Do I want to fuck him again?

It would be best to kill him. So simple now that he’s asleep. There’s a knife on the table. A long one. Almost as big as his cock.

Sighing, I turn to look at his face. His hand is on the edge of the bed as if holding guard and ready to grab me the moment I try to escape.

“You should be dead,” I whisper, examining his features, trying to find something unattractive about him.

But it’s no use.

Everything about him is strong, manly, powerful. The five o’clock shadow of his beard, the scar on the side of his temple, his bottom lip, his lashes, and his naked body are now all imprinted in my brain.

He’s managed to take a bite out of my heart. A small and insignificant one, but it’s more than he had before.

Even in the throes of our fucking, I could only remember one thing.

My anger.

I feel the overwhelming urge to run my fingers through his short hair and press my lips to his again.

But he must go.

I don’t want him anywhere near me. I should want to kill him instead of kiss him.

It’s time he gets out of my head. It’s time I get my revenge.

Now that he’s given me a taste of pleasure, my lust for him is stronger than my wish for him to be dead.

I’m not a killer anyway.

“Wake up,” I hiss, punching his bicep. “Wake the fuck up! Wake⁠—”

His arm wraps around my waist and drags me onto his chest. “I’ve been up for quite some time, serdtse.”

“When?” I ask, wanting to slap the shit out of him.

“Not long after you climbed close to my arms, pretty girl,” Nikolai answers. “I wanted to see where your head was at.”

“You were testing me,” I snap.

“Of course. You were the same way earlier,” he replies with a smirk. “Have I passed my test as well?”

“How did you know I wouldn’t try to choke or stab you?” I ask him, trying to pull away. But his strong arms wrap around my body, and his thumb moves to my chin. He forces me to look at him.

“I didn’t,” he admits. “But we both know you aren’t the type to turn off your senses, just like me. It was a gamble, and for now, let’s say it was worth it.”

“Let go,” I snarl, my heart thundering against my ribcage. Not this proximity again. He’ll make me forget all reason. I’m trying to ignore the infuriating desire he causes deep within me.

“Let you go?” he asks with amusement coloring his tone. “Where’s the fun in that?”

“Your playtime is done,” I bite back. “Release me and get out. Haven’t you had enough?”

“And then what?” he teases, still holding me tight.

“If you don’t let me go, I’ll claw your face off,” I threaten. “And you’ll have a whole new set of problems to deal with.”

I can hear his chuckle as my face burns, embarrassment taking over my body. Is it possible he’s turned even more arrogant since we fucked?

“Oh, serdtse,” he breathes, pulling me closer, amused by the fact that I threatened him. “My life with you will be far from boring.”

“So, we can agree that you’ll let go of me?”

“Okay. But before I leave, I want to taste you one more time,” Nikolai murmurs, making it difficult for me to control my mind. “Kiss me like you mean it, and you’ll be alone until tomorrow.”

I scoff. There’s no way I’m going to agree. Not when he’s being an asshole. In fact, there’s nothing he can offer me that’ll make me want to kiss him. And then spend a sleepless night staring at the ceiling, waiting for his touch.

“I—”

He clamps his hand over my mouth before I can refuse him. “Do as I ask, and I’ll leave.”

To emphasize his point, he releases me and unravels himself from my body. Right away, I miss the sensation of being wrapped in his heat. I hate the coldness and emptiness his absence leaves behind. No. I need to think this through and learn how to despise him. I’m sure it will be easier to escape if I do what he says. But if I agree to it all too quickly, he’ll get suspicious.

“Why don’t you put that cock of yours near my mouth again and see if you come away unscathed?” I warn and snap my teeth together for good measure.

“Nice try, little Kat, but it’s time I prove my point.”

Without another thought, he leans over me and pins me against the bed. He presses me down with his body weight, making it impossible for me to squirm away. His cock brushes against my pussy, waking it up even through my cursing.

“Get off me,” I hiss.

“Only when you do as I ask,” he murmurs, bringing his lips against my chin and moving toward my mouth. “Kiss me like you mean it, and I’ll go.”

I try to fight him off, but it only manages to help his cock find a better position between my lower lips. I freeze, not wanting his erection to slip inside me. But it doesn’t matter. The wetness is already there. My core tightens, readying itself for his return.

I shouldn’t want this.

I won’t want this.

He’s an enemy, and just like he planned to trap me, I’ll use his emotions to my advantage.

“My kiss will mean nothing,” I tell him, gripping the sheets tighter to ease the tension coursing through my body.

“When I said I wanted you to kiss me with passion, I meant it. What’s the point in pretending?”

“This is nothing. It means nothing,” I reply. “I’m sure you’ve had sex with no strings attached before, haven’t you? Well, this is exactly the same. I let you fuck me because you’re the only guy around. Hell, if you sent one of your men in, I’d spread my legs for them just as eagerly as I did for you after two bottles of wine. For anyone else, I’d do it after one.”

Nikolai’s eyes flash, and his nostrils flare. I’ve obviously managed to hit a nerve.

Good.

“Now get off me,” I order.

“Not until you comply,” he answers in a whisper and buries his nose against my neck.

“Why?” I challenge. “What’s it to you?”

“Does it matter?” he counters. “It won’t mean anything anyway.”

Fuck, he’s an asshole. He’s stealing the lines from my book.

With my head cleared by anger, I reach my fingers to his hair and roughly grab him. He tightens his arms around me.

“Serdtse—”

“Nikolai,” I pant, just like he wanted me to. “I’ll kiss you, but I want you to hold on to the knowledge that I’m doing it because it’s the only way out. It’s not because I want to feel you close. It’s the exact opposite.”

I hold onto him as I bring my lips to his, licking his seam until my tongue meets his, and the only place where our bodies don’t touch is our feet.

It’s perfect.

Torturous.

Exactly what I’ve been denying myself.

It’s all there.

The fire, the passion, the blind want.

It’s everything I’ll never admit to.

We hold on to one another until we’re out of breath, entangling tongues as if there’s no tomorrow.

Fuck.

He pulled me in like a moth to a flame.

When he draws away, his gray eyes search mine, and he smiles, triumphant.

“That wasn’t nothing,” he says.

I shake my head. “It meant nothing.”

“Keep telling yourself that,” he says with a wink.

Before I can reply, he climbs off me, grabs his clothes, and disappears from the room.

With trepidation, I admit to myself that I won’t be able to get rid of him easily.

Because I’m addicted.

Just how did he manage to fuck with my head so much?
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“Are you sure that’s a good idea, Nik?” Ivan asks me for the umpteenth time.

“I’m sure,” I confirm. “I don’t want you in the house tonight. Keep the men out to hold the perimeter.”

“What about Olga?” he asks.

“As soon as she’s done preparing dinner, she’s off,” I reply. “She’s going to spend the night at her sister’s.”

“I see you’ve thought of everything,” Ivan muses. “Well, then, if you’re sure, I’ll go out to speak with the men, and then I’ll be on my way too.”

He salutes me and leaves my home office. I wait another five minutes before I get up to go get Katarina.

I click the latch on the painting and make sure to close it behind me as I slip down the secret tunnel. My heart thrashes, excitement rushing through my veins. I don’t dare hope that tonight will be anything like yesterday, but I can’t help myself.

I’ll be the only man to have her. Not just her body, but her soul too.

She looks up from her book as I step into the room. There’s no need for her to pretend she doesn’t enjoy them.

“Serdtse,” I greet, pausing at the entrance. “How’s the book?”

She lifts a brow. “Let’s just say I wouldn’t mind being ravished by Mr. Knightly.”

“A high bar. I can definitely try to reach it if you let me,” I reply with a wink. “Now get out of bed. We have a date.”

“A date?” she exclaims, and glances behind me. “Where’s the food?”

“There’ll be plenty of it once we get where we’re going. Now hurry up before it gets cold. Although, if you prefer to stay in bed, I’m down for that too.” I can tell I caught her off guard, and that makes my ego swell.

“Have you forgotten that it takes two bottles of wine for you to become palatable?” she quips, and I chuckle.

“Come on, serdtse,” I say, as I offer her my hand. “We’re eating in the dining room tonight.”

“The dining room?” she echoes, more surprised than confused. “Is this supposed to be some sort of a joke? Aren’t you worried I’m going to try to make a run for it?”

“Not really,” I reply with a nonchalant shrug. “I’m way faster and bigger. My men are all around. You’d be foolish to even try. Besides, you had your chance last night, and you didn’t take it. How about you accept this gesture?”

“You’ve always said I’m smarter than you think. So, start showing me how smart you think I am. What’s stopping me from spitting on your food when you turn your back?”

I smile. “Once we’re both tired of being stubborn, you’ll understand that all I want is to make you happy. But until you’ve realized that, you might want to reconsider how often you spit in my food. I’m able to do many more things than just that. Like withholding sex.”

Katarina’s nostrils flare. At this moment, I swear I can see a blaze in her eyes, smoldering as if she wants to light my ass on fire. The fact that she can’t is slowly getting to her, driving her crazy.

She likes our dynamic.

Loves it, even.

She’ll get used to being my queen.

“We’ll see about that,” she says, and glares at me. “If you want this date to happen, you better behave.”

“I’ll be on my best behavior,” I promise, and hold my hand closer to her. “Come on, serdtse.”

She narrows her eyes, examining me, and decides I’m worth taking a chance on. Katarina slips her hand into mine, a jolt passing through my fingers.

I guide her down the tunnel, my hand never leaving hers. With my other one, I open the painting, allowing her to climb out first. She tries to retrieve her hand, but I pull her back.

“I’m not done with you just yet,” I murmur into her ear, and feel her shiver. I lead her through the hallway until we reach the dining room. I’ve lit the space with candles, which makes the china and cutlery sparkle in the dim light.

“Gorgeous,” Katarina whispers, glancing all around and taking it in. “Like everything else.”

“Like you,” I say, and guide her to her seat, pulling out the chair for her. “Let’s eat.”

She scowls. “Are you sure you should be giving me orders on this date you’re hosting?”

I chuckle. “I guess you’re right. It’s hard to switch from being a boss to . . . a fiancé.”

“You’re the boss of my prison, not my fiancé.”

“Not of that hot mouth of yours, that’s for sure. But I’ll get you there.”

“Yeah, well . . .” Katarina trails off, shifting on her seat and looking anywhere but at me.

“When we’re done eating, I’ll show you around the house,” I promise.

She narrows her eyes at me, yet scoops up her fork and knife to dig in. Once she starts, she can’t stop.

“This is delicious,” she murmurs, almost close to drooling. “Even more delicious than the food in the cell.”

“I’m happy to please you. How are you holding up in there?”

Surprised, she lifts her gaze to meet mine. “I’m getting kind of used to the weird setup.”

“I hope it won’t last much longer,” I tell her. It’s supposed to sound consoling, yet there’s a hint of guilt in my tone.

“It’s weird to hear something like that from you,” she says, and stuffs another spoonful into her mouth.

I rub my thumb against my lip in thought. “Isn’t that a good thing?”

“Not in this case,” Katarina admits. “I’m intrigued.”

I pour more wine into her glass and push it closer to her. I don’t want Katarina to think much. I want her to believe me, and because she would get suspicious if I started acting gentler, I offer her an idea.

“Maybe if you ask me something more personal and to the point, you’ll get to know me better.”

“Ask you a question?”

I nod. “We should be getting to know each other.”

She thinks about it, even going as far as finishing her glass of wine and pouring some more from the bottle.

“What did your father do for a living?”

“He worked on an oil rig,” I reply. “Moved us to New York when my mother was pregnant with me. Said the winters were too harsh for family life.”

“Why not return to Russia and continue working in the oil fields? And why didn’t he get a new job in the States?”

“You’re curious, aren’t you?” I ask with a smile.

“You did tell me to get to know you better,” she replies. “Though it sounds as if you’ve made up your own version of reality to shield yourself.”

“I’ve already given you the real explanation.”

“What do you mean the real one?”

“My father worked on an oil rig in Russia. When we moved to the States, he got mixed up with the Bratva. That was how he made his living. I used his money to create Volkov Enterprises.”

Katarina nods. “What happened to him?”

“Father? He died. Soon after Katya was born.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I’m not,” I retort.

“Because you killed him?” she asks, an amused grin appearing on her face.

“Because I think he deserved what he got,” I say. “Can we change the topic now?”

“Is Katya your sister?” she asks, and I nod. “Where is she now?”

“In Russia,” I reply. “She’s a lawyer in Moscow.”

“And your mother?”

“Dead.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, me too,” I say, grabbing my glass of wine. “Can you talk about yourself for a bit?”

“Like what?” she asks.

“Tell me about your job,” I suggest. “I want to know everything.”

Her face transforms as she begins to tell me how she spends her nights looking for talented artists to sign to the record label. Her work is all about music, partying, dancing, and making connections. It sounds like she really enjoys it.

“Did you ever want to have your own record label?” I ask.

“Of course,” Katarina replies. “Papa wouldn’t go for it though. I’ve asked him for startup money more than once.”

“I’ll give it to you,” I suggest, and her eyes widen in surprise.

“That’s sweet, but why would you do that?”

“Because I can.” I shrug. “My money is your money, and as long as you confirm it with me, you can use it for whatever you wish.”

“What a terrible businessman you are, letting others control your funds.”

“But a good husband.” I wave her off, grinning.

She’s silent for a second. “I suppose that’s a nice thought for a hypothetical scenario.”

“There’s nothing hypothetical about our upcoming marriage,” I remind her.

“We’re out of wine,” she comments, ignoring my words.

I chuckle. “I guess it’s time to show you the house. We can start with the wine cellar.”


TWENTY-FIVE
KATARINA


Nikolai’s wine cellar is four times the size of my room and just as impressive as the rest of the brownstone. I’m too tipsy to analyze the way this makes me feel. All I know is that being here is more pleasant than being caged in a windowless space, and I’ll enjoy it while I can. The glass of wine dangling between my fingers is just an excuse to feel more confident.

The bastard knows exactly what I like. Fine wines, for one. The cellar is stocked full of them.

“Have a look,” he urges, and pushes his free hand through his hair. “See if you find anything you like.”

“You sure you don’t want to lock me up in here?” I tease, lifting my eyebrows. “This is too good to be true.”

“Get used to good things, serdtse. I have a reputation for spoiling those I care about,” Nikolai says with a grin.

I hate that his words make my heart flutter.

“I guess this is nice of you,” I mumble, trying to keep my feelings to myself. The last thing I need right now is to show him that he’s growing on me. Even though I realize he’s not the beast I took him for, I still need to hate him.

“I’m glad you approve,” he replies.

“What else does this house of yours have?” I ask with a sultry voice, taking a step closer to him. “A bedroom, perhaps?”

Nikolai lets out a low groan, reaches for his tie, and loosens it. “You’re killing me.”

“Hopefully with as much pleasure as you intend to kill me,” I dare to tell him, rolling up on my toes and pressing my lips to his. He responds by wrapping an arm around my waist, drawing me in.

My brain is quick to point out that this isn’t too bad. He isn’t all beast. If there’s really no way out of this marriage, I should make the best of it. Why should I deprive myself of sexual pleasure when I have this Adonis determined to give me the world as long as it’s on his terms?

Heat settles in my bones, unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. It takes me a moment, but I finally realize what’s happening. He’s winning me over with every caress, transforming from a cruel beast to a gentle lover in a matter of a heartbeat.

Right now, he’s caring and passionate. Or maybe it’s the wine clouding my judgment.

“You want to see my bedroom?” he asks.

Breathless, I nod and take one of the bottles from its place on the shelf.

“Let’s take this with us.” I give him a once-over. Behind the fabric of his pants, his cock is rising up to meet me. My finger finds his collar, and I smooth it while locking eyes with him. It’s hard to break my gaze as the gray becomes hazy. His forehead meets mine.

“I’ll show you mine if you show me yours,” he jokes in a murmur.

His words are barely there, ghosting my lower lip and traveling down to my core.

“In that case, I’m ready to see what you’ve got,” I reply, well aware of the fact that I’m lusting after him like a horny vixen. Whenever Mila jokingly used her psychotherapist powers on me, she always said that my bad moods had roots in my sexual frustrations.

Ever since Nikolai fucked me, I’ve been feeling more centered. My mood improved, despite still being a prisoner and a forced wife-to-be. Maybe his cock is the magic key to melting my heart of ice.

The silly thought makes me chuckle against his lips. He pulls back ever so slightly and tilts his head to the side.

“Care to share the joke, serdtse?” he asks, his eyes narrowed on mine.

“Not really,” I mutter with a contented sigh.

He smiles and takes my hand in his. “Let’s go then. I can’t wait to unwrap you.”

He leads me out of the cellar, through the house, and up the stairs. There are other rooms, but I don’t pay attention to them because my sight is set on only one thing.

Him.

Only him.

And tonight, I’m done being angry.

I follow him into what appears to be the master bedroom. The walls are beige. There’s a small reading nook by the window, a grand fireplace, and a large, king-sized bed in the middle. Nothing exorbitant, yet it feels incredibly luxurious.

“The bedrooms on the third floor are equally comfortable,” he says, his hands slipping around my waist, “but this is where I’m hoping we’ll spend most of our time.”

“I don’t understand,” I say quietly. “Do you want us to share a bedroom, or do you want me to stay on the other floor once we’re married?”

“Staying apart would feel like you were my mistress,” Nikolai says, brushing my hair aside and bringing his lips to my shoulder. “You’re about to be my wife, and I want everyone to know it. But I also want you to be comfortable in this arranged marriage of ours. So, if you prefer to start by having your own space, I can agree to that as long as you don’t deny me when I come to you.”

I spin in his arms and face him. “You’d be willing to let me sleep alone?”

“I want you to share my bed,” he says. “There’s nothing like waking up together. But I do understand if you need time to get used to me.”

He grabs me by the waist and pulls me close, letting me feel every inch of his desire. It makes it difficult to keep my wits about me.

“Use the time to think it over,” he adds, offering me a smirk and a heated look.

He releases me, walks over to the bed, and sits down. He rakes a hand through his black hair, messing it up in a way that has me dying to ruffle it even more.

“That’s generous of you,” I murmur.

“Is it? Didn’t you hear about the part where I expect you won’t deny me?” he muses, tilting his head to the side.

The thought of him coming to me at any hour of day and night thrills me more than I’m willing to admit. I wouldn’t want to send him away if he came looking for me. Not anymore. Not when I know just how much pleasure he can give me.

“You’re a slave to your desires just as much as I am to mine,” I tell him, with a cheeky smile. “It’s a fair agreement, I believe.”

“Everything between us will be fair,” Nikolai replies, taking a moment to glide his gaze all the way up my body. It lingers on my lips. A smirk tugs the corner of his mouth higher. “Take off your dress, sweet Katarina.”

“Is that an order?” I tease, beginning to lift the hem of my dress playfully.

“Damn right, it is. I’ve been dying to touch you,” he rumbles.

In the late hour of the night and under the influence of the wine, it’s easy to offer each other little truths.

I slip the fabric up and over my head, knowing full well it will take Nikolai another three seconds to come take it from me. That’s exactly what he does, his gaze eating me alive as it travels all the way to my panties and back to my bra. I wish my thong was at least matching in color or style, but considering I can’t go out and buy things myself, he’ll have to deal with it.

As soon as Nikolai discards my dress, he pats his thighs. The look on his face shows that he’s waiting for me to straddle him.

I comply, reaching down and spreading my legs wide apart to allow my panties to brush his erection.

“Such an obedient girl,” he purrs, his mouth seeking the skin on my collarbone as his fingers dip between my legs and into my dripping center.

“Nikolai,” I whine when his thumb brushes my clit.

“Tell me what you want, serdtse,” he drawls into my ear. His movements are slow and torturous, all of his fingers buried inside my pussy only to pull them out. “Use your words.”

“How long are you going to test me?”

“As long as necessary.”

“I want . . . I need,” I pant, my desperation becoming more apparent. “Fuck, Nikolai. Stop teasing me.”

“Beg me, then,” he dares. “Only then will I give you what you’re asking for. I want to hear the words.”

He increases the pressure, and I moan.

“Fuck me, Nikolai,” I give in, pleading with him as if my life depends on it.


TWENTY-SIX
NIKOLAI


Her words are my command.

So fucking eager.

It’s perfection.

At least for tonight, her walls have completely crumbled.

“Lift up, serdtse,” I tell her.

My patience is wearing thin, and all I want is to be inside her.

She pulls back and gives me room to unbutton my pants and pull my aching cock out. She reaches down, pushing aside her own panties, and cups my length in her palm.

My groan escapes the back of my throat. Fuck, that feels good.

“No more foreplay,” I warn her, which only makes her grin widen.

As she shifts closer, her pussy connects with the tip of my cock. She lingers for a moment, waiting for my reaction. There’s no better way to tell her I mean it than by grabbing her hips and pulling her onto me.

Katarina sinks down with a desperate moan, her lips connecting with mine and demanding attention as she slowly works herself to adjust to my girth. I lift her almost all the way off me again, needing her tight walls to hug me. It’s sensational. It’s the only way to describe how the heat between her legs makes my own desire burn brighter and my erection harder.

“Ride me, serdtse,” I command, adding more pressure to her hips as I sink my nails into her butt.

I match her pace. I’ll go as slow as she likes, as long as I feel every inch of her desire.

“Just like that,” she encourages me, her arms wrapping around my shoulders and her breasts pressing against me. The heat between us grows, and sweat beads on her temples, small curls fluttering against her cheek. She lets out a choked gasp and leans back, clamping down around me.

“Oh, yes, that’s perfect, baby,” I encourage as she cries out and struggles to keep the rhythm.

“You feel incredible inside me,” she breathes, her tone of voice sexy and husky. I don’t even care that she’s slurring her words. It’s a sign she’s under my spell and that it will be hard to ever push me away.

I grab her hips and lift her up without pulling my cock out of her pussy. She squeals in surprise. A mischievous smile replaces her pouty lips as she presses her mouth back to mine. I blindly turn us around and gently set her down on the bed, ready to take the reins and fuck her senseless.

“Spread those legs wide open, serdtse,” I tell her. Her breathing grows shallow, and her pupils dilate, fully consumed by her lust. It’s a sight to see her like this. I’m eager to drink it in and kiss her hard before it passes.

With her limbs spread open, her cunt glistening for me, she pleads, “Fuck me, big guy. Show me what it means to be yours.”

Mine.

It sounds heavenly, taking the lead from my control. It might be the only thing that makes me lose my mind and focus on things I normally deem insignificant.

“Ah, yes,” I hiss, throwing my head back as I grip her hips and drive home.

For once, I’m speechless. There are no words to explain how incapable I am to resist her.

I slowly lean down and brush my lips against her breast, working my way up to her mouth. When our tongues meet, it’s wild and demanding. The beast inside me is on edge, always watching, always wanting more. I slide my hand down to her pussy, and my thumb finds her clit. She tenses, and I nearly come as I hit another angle in her tight little hole.

“Harder,” she begs. “Faster.”

“As you wish, serdtse.” I growl as I quicken my thrusts. “I’m going to ruin you.”

She whimpers but agrees, spreading her legs wider.

“Good girl,” I murmur into her mouth. “Your pussy is perfect for me.”

“Yes, yes . . .” she mewls, clawing her fingers into my back and sucking in her breath as she meets my thrusts.

We collapse in an explosion of fire and sparks, and it’s fucking divine. Her on her back, my hand gripping her neck, and her nails piercing the skin on my shoulders so hard, they draw blood. My cock slams into her pussy. The only sounds in the room are the ones our bodies and mouths make. Together, we keep the rhythm. The crescendo rises higher until it’s so quick that neither of us can match the intensity.

“I’m coming,” she chokes, shuddering underneath me and bringing me closer to the abyss with her.

Her warmth envelops my cock as her mouth gasps for air. I swallow the breaths coming out of her lungs with another searing kiss.

It’s animalistic, this primal need that connects us, making it hard to pull away. She’s embedded in my body, a part of me, like the best drug you can ever get.

“Nik,” Katarina breathes out with a shake of her head.

Her brow’s pinched, her eyes shut, her eyebrows knitted together. I know she’s trying to ride the wave of pleasure longer. She’s a fighter, she won’t just give in.

I should’ve expected something like this to happen. There’s nothing more pleasurable than to fuck on the tip of a blade that won’t be dulled by feeling or sensation.

She’s hot for me.

My hunger for her is insatiable.

“I’m close,” I warn her.

She groans, digging her nails in deeper.

Fuck, she feels wonderful.

When it becomes too much, I let myself slip over the edge. The climax is sharp and euphoric, spiraling all the way down to the core of my cock and threatening to snap me in half.

“Oh, fuck,” I pant, bracing myself against the mattress.

It’s overwhelming, and Katarina’s wrapped in my embrace again, shaking with her own orgasm as she screams my name over and over again.

There’s a short period of time before my body stops shaking. I’m on edge, but this time it’s not the kind that makes my muscles coil. There’s a sense of rightness in my head. It’s fucking hard to catch my breath when she’s drawing so much attention from my entire body, and I’m struggling to ignore my emotions.

But I can’t.

Instead, I keep my mouth shut, closing my eyes and reveling in the moment while pushing her hair out of her face. Gently, my lips brush the corner of her mouth.

Out of breath and sated, she presses her hand against my chest. “I want to stay in your bed tonight.”

It’s as if she’s reading my mind. I want to feel her body in my arms until the sun comes up. It’s as if my wish has finally come true.

“Don’t make me regret this,” I respond, and lean over her, sealing my mouth to hers. She kisses me back, and I know this will forever be the most perfect night.

We could be anywhere, and I’d make her feel good. Once she admits she’s addicted, we can have fun together, just the two of us. When she starts to care for me, she’ll no longer be a victim. Instead, she’ll be my queen. The woman meant to share my life and stand by my side.

“What makes you think that you can trust me not to stab you in the night?”

“I don’t think you want to do that anymore.” I laugh. “Besides, you had plenty of chances to do that the other night. Also, my men are outside. You wouldn’t get far.”

She shakes her head, then gives me a hint of a smile. “Fine, you win. I’m surrendering.”

I respond to her challenge with an amused smirk. “Yeah, sweet Kat, you are.”

Our lips crash together. She gasps and moans as my hand roams her body, knowing exactly where she needs my touch. Her nipples are hard and sensitive, wanting attention, like a cherry ripe and ready to be picked. Only then will I stop sucking on her lip to savor what’s waiting for me down below.

Her legs automatically part, and I smile, brushing a finger between them. She jolts at the contact but doesn’t push me away. She’s hot, a light sheen of perspiration on her thighs making my cock ache again.

I play with her entrance, rolling my thumb around her soft tissue. She can definitely keep up with me. She has more stamina than I thought she would. I groan in approval and pull her into my arms.

Katarina nestles herself with her back against my chest, her ass rubbing against my cock as my fingers play with her clit. I bury my face in her neck, sucking on her skin while I cup her breast and tease her nipple.

“Your body likes me,” I tell her in a whisper, just loud enough to make her shiver against me.

“Mhm,” she says noncommittally, spreading her legs further and grinding her ass to my erection. “Promise me you won’t keep me your prisoner forever,” she whispers in between moans. “I want equality. I want freedom.”

“Behave, and I’ll give you that and much more,” I murmur, increasing the pressure on her clit.

Katarina’s moaning grows louder as I continue my ministrations. I swallow her sounds with my mouth, wanting to lose myself inside her again.

We roll around on the sheets, hungry again and doing whatever it takes to be as close to each other as humanly possible. My hands don’t relent from her breasts or pussy. I want to touch her more than anything.

She wants me, and I’m not ashamed to admit that I need every inch of her delectable pussy. I slide my fingers inside her, reveling in the way her walls respond to me.

This time, we’re not blindly grabbing at each other. Our movements are slow and deliberate. Without wanting to admit it out loud, we’re making love.

She presses her legs together, searching for the sweet friction against her swollen clit. Her throat is bared, ready for me to mark it. I’m not shying away from the primal instinct to suck her skin hard.

“Oh, fuck,” she gasps, as her orgasm crashes through her body.

I hold her close to me, bringing her to the peak twice. There’s no more room for gentleness or tenderness right now. She needs release. She needs to remember this is real and not a twisted nightmare.

“Nik,” she gasps, and jerks into my hand as she reaches her climax.

When the high dissipates and she becomes oversensitive, I draw back and tighten my grip around her.

“It’s okay, serdtse,” I whisper reassuringly. “I’ll let you rest now.”

Her breathing steadies, her body relaxing in my arms.

“Why do you want to marry me?” she asks quietly, her question catching me by surprise.

“Your family will kill me otherwise,” I reply. “If I let you go, they’ll kill me. But if I marry you, their honor won’t allow them to touch me.”

Katarina lets out a humorless chuckle. “You’re betting it all on the hope that they have a sense of honor.”

“They do when it comes to you,” I say, having thought about the same thing many times over.

“But why did you pick me in the first place?” she asks. “We’ve never met. I was only aware of your existence because my best friend is obsessed with your magazine cover.”

“The story about the most eligible bachelors of New York?” I chuckle. “That was a silly article.”

“Maybe, but your picture was memorable,” she says, twisting her head so her gaze meets mine. “You didn’t answer my question. Why me?”

“Because one of your brothers was responsible for the car accident that killed my mother and fiancée,” I explain, carefully observing her for any sign that she knew about it. “All these years, he’s escaped punishment. You can imagine why that infuriates me.”

“I had no idea you were engaged,” she breathes. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

She places a gentle hand on my shoulder.

“Won’t you ask me who it was?” I inquire.

She pauses, probably not expecting me to take that route.

I just can’t help myself. I need the satisfaction of knowing how well she knows her brothers.

“It was Igor, wasn’t it?” she whispers. “He’s crashed a lot of cars, but I never knew there were any casualties.”

“Your father covered it up,” I growl. “He has half of the police force on his payroll.”

Katarina lifts her head, studying me closely.

“How come you haven’t killed him, then?” she challenges softly. “Why come after me instead?”

“Killing them would be too easy,” I reply. “Losing you will hurt them deeper.”

She pulls away from me and sits on the edge of the bed. “Is that all I am to you? A pawn in your game of vengeance?”

“We’re all somebody’s pawn, serdtse,” I tell her, pushing myself into a sitting position. “What are you willing to do about it? How will you play the cards you’ve been dealt? Will you partner up with your enemy or become one more name on the never-ending list of casualties? The choice is yours. That’s the one thing no one can take away from you.”

She swallows. I’m laying everything out there, trying to get the conversation on the right track. Finally, there’s nothing else between us but the truth.

“I either try to escape and be killed in the process, or I agree to marry you,” she muses, with a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes.

“Marry me, and I’ll treat you like a queen,” I promise. “Show me I can trust you, and I’ll give you equality and freedom. If you do well by me, I’ll give you the world, serdtse. It might feel like you’re going into this as a prisoner, but I assure you that once we’re on the other side, you’ll be more free than ever before.”

Katarina’s pale green eyes study me for the longest of moments. I hold my breath as I wait for her reply. The way she will react now is the foundation on which we’ll build our future. This is it. I hope she can see it.

Before I realize what’s happening, Katarina is back in my arms, her lips pressed against mine.

I pull her onto my lap and wrap my arms around her.

Yes. Fucking yes.

I claim her mouth. I can’t get enough of her.

She pulls back and rests her forehead against mine.

“Hurt me, and I’ll kill you myself, Nik,” she warns, and with that, I have her. It’s her way of giving in and offering me her heart.

Katarina Sokolov has been tamed.


TWENTY-SEVEN
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Even before I fully wake up, I know that something’s different.

The warm, bright rays of the sun caress my skin, reminding me that I’m not in my windowless cell anymore.

I rub my eyes and snuggle against the man next to me, hoping that his body heat will ease my sore muscles.

“Good morning, serdtse,” Nikolai mutters, his words jumbled and low.

I pull my head back, propping myself up on my elbow.

“Good morning,” I reply, allowing my smile to slowly widen.

Nikolai’s gaze meets mine. He smirks, but it’s fleeting, his brows quickly creasing when he notices the flashing phone behind me.

“Who’s calling now?” he wonders and reaches over me to grab it.

I lie on my back and study him as he picks up.

“Volkov,” he barks into the phone, his voice different from the one he uses with me.

When his brows furrow even more, I make a move to get out of bed. Nikolai notices the shift on the bed and stops me. He gives me a reassuring nod and gestures for me to stay.

Whatever he’s talking about, it isn’t a pleasant topic.

“Schedule a video call with the investors first thing in the morning, Roman,” he demands harshly. “We can’t let them pull out. Not now when we’re already under attack.”

Pulling out from what? Attack? Is he talking about his trip to Russia?

Nikolai continues the conversation for another minute before hanging up. When he turns to me, there’s a slight tension on his face.

“Everything okay?” I ask, lifting my eyebrows.

“What does it look like?”

“Like you’re losing business,” I say. “What attack were you referring to? Are we in danger?”

“I don’t think so,” he replies, scratching his chin in thought. “I’m sure you’ve been told about the assassination attempt on me.”

I nod, seeing no point in trying to pretend otherwise.

“That matter has been settled by having you by my side,” he assures me. “Speaking of, after our talk yesterday, I want you to know that I understand you’re not the only one who needs to take a leap of faith. So, I’m going to do it first.”

“Do what?” I ask with a frown.

“I’m not going to lock you up anymore,” he tells me. “You’ll be able to roam the house. In fact, you’re free to leave, Kata. Though my life is in your hands, I won’t stop you. But I’m hoping you’ll stay. As my girlfriend. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

It takes a moment to register.

“Are you serious?” I scramble to sit up, ignoring the fact that I’m naked and covered by only a sheet.

“I am, serdtse,” he says. “I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life, things that I’m not proud of. But I never planned for this. I don’t want a sex slave. I want a wife who will support me. I want a partner who’ll stand by my side even when things get hard. I’m not sure what I feel about you yet, because most of the time, you seriously piss me off, but if there’s a chance for me to find love again, I think it could be with you.”

I stare at him for a moment longer, still unsure if I’m hearing him right.

“Treat me well, and I’ll consider staying for a while longer,” I say slowly. “And I want my phone back. I want to call my friend.”

“Is that all?”

“For now, that’s all I’ve got,” I inform him, and swing my legs over the edge of the bed. “Do I have your word, Nik?”

“You do, serdtse,” he assures me. “Do you have anything else to say about the other part of my speech?”

I turn toward him and press my lips against his. “Nothing concrete except that I really enjoy riding your big dick.”

Nikolai tilts his head back and laughs. It’s the most beautiful sound I’ve ever heard, and it makes my heart swell to know that I’m responsible for it.

“You’re something else, you know that?” he muses, and tucks a stray lock of hair behind my ear.

“I know.” I rise to my feet.

As much as I’d love to stay in bed with him the entire morning, I’m starving. I need a good, proper meal in me, or I won’t be able to function. Not to mention the wine we consumed.

“Leaving already?” Nikolai asks, getting up after me.

“Only to the kitchen.” I grin. “I’m hungry.”

“You should put something on,” he says quickly, and jumps out of bed before I can open the door. “The house is full of people. I wouldn’t want them to lose their eyes because you couldn’t be bothered to put on a shirt.”

I grin again. “Why? Are you planning to follow me around and fend off any wolf that looks my way?”

“Damn right, I will,” he growls.

It’s a statement I take to heart, just as much as him agreeing to let me go. His actions do make me feel like we are real partners. Lovers. I’m not so sure I can trust him just yet, but it seems he’s willing to work toward that.

“Let me grab you some clothes from downstairs,” he suggests. “I won’t be but a minute.”

He presses a quick kiss against my lips and walks out of the room, only a pair of boxers hiding his long cock. It makes me forget my own name for a second before I snap out of it and go into his ensuite bathroom.

I wash my face and pull my hair back in a bun, then look for a new toothbrush. When I can’t find one, I decide to use Nikolai’s. It’s his fault that he didn’t plan ahead.

It takes me a few minutes to get dressed in my clothes from the previous night, and as I open the door to the bedroom again, the delicious smell of eggs and bacon wafts through the air.

“I thought you went to get me my clothes, big guy,” I say as I come upon his broad back. His back muscles shift and flex when he moves his arm. It’s almost hypnotizing.

“I figured something else out,” he replies, adding more salt to his eggs. “I wanted to keep you for myself a while longer before I take you out and introduce you to everybody.”

I huff. “What a charmer. Let me eat, and then you can show me how generous you’ve been.”

His gray gaze scans me as he lifts the small plate of food to my eyes.

I’m so starved and sleepy that I grab it from him and take a large bite of the omelet. Damn, that’s good. It’s perfectly seasoned and cooked, with crunchy bacon and no soggy bits.

“Please tell me you have a cup of coffee somewhere on that tray,” I plead.

Nikolai lifts a mug and offers it to me. Gratefully, I take the warm beverage to my lips and revel in its bitter taste.

“You seem distracted,” Nikolai comments after a beat.

“Are you kidding?” I grin, stuffing my mouth with food. “After having sex with someone, I’m usually either slipping out of the room before they wake up, or they disappear on me before I realize they were in my bed in the first place. This is an entirely new experience.”

Nikolai’s face darkens. “I’m sure you mean well, but I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention guys from your past. From now on, no one else exists. You’re mine.”

The sentiment shouldn’t warm my heart, but it does. I feel as if his words are starting to have real weight. Those casual flings are something long gone, something I don’t remember anymore because I’m full of Nikolai Volkov.

“You’re right,” I reply after a long pause. “I don’t think I’d like to hear about your past girlfriends either.”

“They’re forgotten,” he assures me. “Same as you’re mine, I’m also yours. It goes both ways, serdtse.”

The smile he offers is contagious. Perhaps I feel happier than ever before, and he’s responsible for it.

“That sounds fair,” I say, nodding my head.

He points at my plate. “Eat up. You need to regain your strength if you’re to keep up with me.”

I shake my head in amusement.

I’ve no idea how Nikolai and I have come to this, but I won’t second guess it. I’m enjoying his company and the attention he’s giving me. It’s better I do myself a favor and stop denying it.

My mind’s made up. For the foreseeable future, I plan on staying in Nikolai Volkov’s house.

I’m officially and willingly taking on the role of his fiancée.


TWENTY-EIGHT
NIKOLAI


It’s been a week since I gave Katarina her freedom. In that time, I’ve given her back her phone, and she’s been in touch with her family, friends, and work.

It’s hard for me not to have her watched around the clock. But considering that she’s still in the house and that no one has come to try to kill me yet, it appears she’s staying true to her word. That doesn’t mean that I didn’t hire extra men to watch my back. I might be testing her, but I’m not a complete fool.

“You must be excited to get home to Kata,” Ivan comments, catching my eye in the rearview mirror. “You’ve been grinning like an idiot ever since we left the office.”

I chuckle softly. “It’s nice to have someone to come home to. I’d forgotten the feeling.”

“I’m happy for you, Nik,” he tells me. “If anyone deserves this, it’s you. God knows you’ve been to hell and back.”

True. The past five years have been a blur. Nothing I’ve achieved compares to having Katarina in my life, especially now when we’re doing it freely and not because I’m forcing her.

“I hope she’s not faking it,” I murmur, a little uneasy. “It’ll take me a while before I can fully trust her, but I guess that’s my fault.”

“It’ll be okay,” Ivan assures me. “You’ll find a way to make it work.”

“Thanks,” I reply.

The car ride is shorter than usual, and I’m grateful for that. Not that I mind hanging out with Ivan, but Katarina is much better company—especially now that she’s sleeping with me every night.

“Here we are,” he says as he stops on the street in front of the brownstone.

I get out of the car and nod at the men positioned at the front door. Neither one of them has anything to report, so I go inside to look for Katarina.

As I reach the top of the stairs, chatter greets me. I follow it all the way to the master bedroom, where I find Olga and Katarina. My bed is covered with boxes, and my closet is in the process of being reorganized.

“What’s going on?” I ask with a smile playing on my lips.

“I went on an online shopping spree,” Katarina says as she comes to me and wraps her arms around my neck. “I hope you don’t mind.”

“By the look of it, you’ve left quite a dent in my bank account,” I muse before pulling her in for a kiss.

“Just say ‘thank you, darling’, and enjoy the new clothes,” she suggests. “Maybe I’ll let you unwrap me too.”

“Good lord, young people these days,” Olga admonishes us with a shake of her head as she makes her way out of the room. Though she’s trying to hide it by looking away from us, I catch her smiling. She’s happy for me.

As Olga passes by me, I give her a quick kiss on the cheek, then continue to the bathroom. “I’ll take a shower, and then we can have dinner, okay?”

“Hurry up,” Katarina urges. “Olga’s been teasing me with her lasagna for the last two hours.”

“Alright. I’ll make sure you don’t have to wait too long to taste it,” I reply.

As soon as the bathroom door shuts behind me, I begin to remove the suit I’m wearing. There’s a sense of belonging that’s I haven’t felt in a long time. It’s hard to get used to the domestic feeling that’s creeping into my home.

Once I’ve disposed of the rest of my clothes, I stand naked in the bathroom and scan myself in the mirror. I’ve been lucky enough not to collect too many scars. Just the one on my temple and the bullet wound on my left leg. At least the limp is gone.

I start the shower and let the water run until it gets hot. A satisfied groan escapes my mouth when the scorching spray hits my skin. It’s the perfect mix of soreness and pleasure, just the way I like it.

I startle when a pair of arms hugs me from behind, a naked body pressing against mine.

“Serdtse,” I say with an amused grin.

“I missed you,” she breathes in my ear.

“I didn’t hear you come in,” I say, and turn around. “I thought you were organizing the closet.”

“It can wait,” she tells me. “I want to give you a proper greeting now that you’re home.”

“I missed you too,” I reply.

The familiar tug in my groin makes my erection grow. It’s hard and pulsing against her thighs. I’m dying to pin her against the wall and taste her, feel her in all the ways she seems to crave. But I’m still not quite sure just how far I can push her. We’re still getting to know each other, and most of all, I want to give her the space and freedom she deserves.

“Wash me,” she demands, with a smirk that breaks through all my doubts.

She takes my hand and guides it to her pussy. “You can start right here. I’ve been a dirty girl.”

There’s something else in her eyes. A glimmer that makes her irresistible. She was a prisoner and so desperate to hate me, yet somehow, we managed to bring a something else into the mix. We might not know what we feel toward each other yet, but it’s a start to something. Whether it’s lust, desire, or love . . . it doesn’t matter as long as we get to enjoy it. As long as I get to have her.

Without taking my eyes off her, I lower myself on one knee. My tongue meets her clit for the first time. Her breathing becomes shallow, a series of gasps escaping her mouth.

“Fuck,” she whimpers when I drive two fingers inside her dripping hole.

“You’re so delicious, serdtse,” I moan in admiration. “Everything about you makes me want to fucking devour you.”

I lift her so she has both legs over my shoulders. Her back is pressed against the tile wall as she’s clutching the shower head to hold herself up.

My teeth graze the skin on her thigh as I tease her with my fingers. There’s no more coherent speech coming from her. There’s only one mission on both our minds, and that’s her climax.

I bury my face in her pussy like my life depends on it. Every rock of her hips makes my finger explore her deeper. I brush her G-spot, and she tightens around me.

“It feels so good,” she manages to hiss. “Oh, yes, there. Oh, God . . .”

The rhythm grows almost unbearable when she starts riding my mouth. I match it with ease, making it a point not to miss a single stroke.

As her orgasm rolls over, she shakes in my grasp, holding on to me tightly.

Once her trembling subsides, I gently set her down and bring her closer for a kiss. Her eyes are glazed, and her hair is wet. She’s the most enchanting woman I’ve ever set my eyes on.

“You look different,” she whispers.

“Different how?” I ask, not quite understanding what she means.

“More swoony,” she admits, offering me a lazy smile. “If this is how I’m going to end up every day, I don’t need to protest this arrangement anymore.”

“I live to serve your needs, serdtse,” I tell her, while studying her beautiful face. “I think you liked seeing me on my knees.”

She chuckles. “And now it’s my turn, big guy.”

Before I realize what’s happening, she’s on her knees with my erection in her hand. She slowly lowers her head, barely touching the head of my cock with her mouth.

“I could punish you,” she informs me, maintaining a sweet, innocent gaze that doesn’t match the sinister edge in her voice. “But I won’t, because you’ve been good to me. I’ll show you just how grateful I am.”

My mind and body melt together as she wraps her mouth around my cock. It’s becoming harder not to accept the truth in front of me. She’s proving just how far gone I am. Several weeks ago, I wanted to use her to get revenge on her family. And now, I find myself relishing the intimacy. I’d never allow this kind of behavior from anyone but Katarina.

Her lips wrap around my cock, and her head starts bobbing up and down as she strokes the part her mouth can’t take.

She’s sensational.

“That feels fucking good,” I say, as I tangle my fingers in her wet locks and cup her chin.

My hips push forward, and my need to have her take as much of my cock as possible grows. A muffled cry escapes her, which I interpret as either a sound of protest or acquiescence.

Katarina cups my balls, a wicked gleam in her eyes as her lips continue to torture me with pleasure.

“Your mouth is fucking perfect,” I hiss, as she takes me deep into her throat.

I’m on the brink of coming. The building pressure makes it hard for me to keep my eyes open.

“Take me deep,” I pant. “I want to fill your mouth with my come.”

She obeys. I let go of her hair, giving her the space she needs. She keeps working me as if it is her sole purpose.

“Fuck,” I cry out, buckling my hips as my climax explodes in quick, short bursts.

The warmth of her mouth and throat is enough to bring me to my knees, and Katarina holds on to me, swallowing it all.

When I’m fully spent, she licks my tip clean, drawing out a shudder from me. When she finally pulls her mouth away, she brushes her lips to the tip of my cock.

“Fuck, this is so good that it almost feels wrong, Kata,” I breathe as I pull her up to my level.

“Two negatives equal a plus,” she murmurs, as she wraps her arms around my neck and stands on tiptoes to kiss me.

I bring her closer, plunging my tongue inside her mouth.

“Do you like my flavor in you?”

“Delicious.” She chuckles and licks my lower lip before leaning back. “Time to dress and head for the dining room. I wasn’t kidding about Olga’s lasagna.”

I nod as I watch her put the shampoo on her hair, her breasts bobbing with her movement.

If this is what it’s like to come home to her, I could get used to it easily.


TWENTY-NINE
NIKOLAI


“Why the fuck am I paying you?” I yell at Peter. “Do your damn job, or I’ll find someone else to do it!”

I slam my fist against my desk. That motherfucker will lose a lot more than his job if he continues failing. At this point, I’m out of options.

“Calm down, Nik,” Roman pleads, though his tone is strained.

“Calm down?” I echo, the vein in my forehead popping out. “How the fuck should I calm down when I can’t even take Kata out for dinner without having to watch my back? I asked you to locate Yakov. You didn’t. I asked you to keep an eye on Igor. You lost him. What are you lot good for? Why do I even bother keeping you around?”

“We’ve been friends for a long time, Nik,” Ivan says, taking a step forward to block Peter and Roman from my sight. “When you decided to grab Katarina, we warned you what would follow, and yet, you went ahead and did it anyway. You can’t expect us to perform miracles just because you now want to woo the girl.”

“I don’t want any damn miracles,” I snap back. “I want my enemies to be dealt with. We still don’t know who attacked our oil rigs.”

“Actually,” Peter says, then clears his throat when my attention turns to him. “We strongly believe Dimitri Sokolov and his new business partners are behind that attack.”

“Strongly believe?” I mock. “Where’s the damn proof? I want to be one hundred percent sure it was them before I burn their house to the ground.”

“We’re still investigating,” Roman pipes in. “It’s not easy. You have us stretched thin.”

“What about the phone call I received?” I ask. “Did you at least manage to find out where it came from?”

“It was a burner phone,” Peter replies.

“So a dead end, then,” I say through gritted teeth.

“All we know is that the call came from the New York area,” Peter insists. “If Dimitri is behind the attack in Russia, we’re safe to assume it wasn’t him.”

“An enemy of your enemy is your friend,” Ivan muses, pacing my office.

“What are you saying?” I ask, cutting straight to the point.

He stops pacing. “What if it was Gargarin who called you?”

I scoff. “That’s absurd. I’ve never had any dealings with them.”

“You didn’t, but Dimitri did. They hate each other’s guts,” Ivan replies.

“Ivan could be on to something,” Roman agrees.

“If that’s so, then why didn’t Gargarin get in touch again?” I demand.

“Because you beat the shit out of his son,” Peter chimes in.

I scratch my chin and pace the office. The silence stretches, allowing me to gather my thoughts.

“Do we have an eye on the Gargarins?” I finally ask. “Do we know what they’re up to?”

“No,” Peter responds. “I can assign a few men to them.”

“Maybe we should reach out to our friends in Moscow to ask them to send reinforcements,” Roman comments. “A storm’s brewing, and I’d hate for us not to be prepared when it comes.”

“Do it,” I tell him. “But also don’t forget to bring me the answers to my current questions. My patience won’t last much longer.”

“All in due time,” Peter assures me as he nods.

“Now if there’s nothing else, get ready. Boris will be here soon,” I tell them.

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Roman mutters. “The Olenkos are the scum of the city. They’re in league with Dimitri now, and I wouldn’t be surprised if it was them who ordered a hit on you in Dimitri’s name.”

“That’s what we need to find out,” I tell them. “We need to know who our enemy is. Knowledge is power.”

The three men spread around the room as my secretary informs me that Boris, Vladimir, and Fedot have arrived. She shows them to my office, where they find themselves outnumbered four to three.

“Nikolai,” Boris’s deep voice booms through the room.

I lift my chin and narrow my eyes at him. “That’s Mr. Volkov. Don’t be presumptuous. We’re not friends.”

“Yeah, yeah, that’s fine,” he says dismissively, then offers me his hand.

“Sit down,” I order as I raise my own hand, refusing to shake his.

The man doesn’t seem to pay any mind to my rejection and walks past me to one of the chairs. His brother and nephew aren’t as good at hiding their emotions. The anger is written all over their faces.

“You called us, and here we are,” Boris says. “Why?”

“I’m going to ask you a couple of questions, and you better pray that I like your answers.”

He chuckles. “You have no authority over me. You and I are in different businesses. You stay out of my way, and I’ll do the same.”

I glare at him. “That’s just the thing, Boris,” I say, deliberately using his first name. “You’re not staying out of my way. In fact, you’re throwing rocks in it.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Boris replies, but his seemingly easy demeanor is now gone. His body is tense, and his eyes are shifty. There’s definitely something bothering him.

I make the choice not to comment on his lie. Instead, I draw the spotlight to his family.

“Fedot,” I murmur. “I’ve heard a lot about you. A real up-and-comer. I’ve also heard that Dimitri has been favoring you to marry my fiancée.”

“And I heard that she didn’t want to marry you, so you decided to kidnap her instead.” He huffs, getting to his feet. “If you’re a real man, you’ll let her go.”

“Katarina is free to leave or stay,” I reply cooly. “She can do whatever she wants. And guess what? She prefers to stay with me rather than return home.”

“Fucking liar!” Fedot shouts, lunging forward with his fist raised.

Ivan and Peter meet him halfway. They’ve put a gun to his head before he’s made another step.

Boris moves to get up, but Vladimir stops him.

“Just calm down,” Vladimir begs, his eyes pleading for his son’s life. “Fedot and Kata are childhood friends. He cares about her well-being. That’s all.”

I keep my eyes locked on Fedot for a while longer before turning the entire force of my attention back to Boris. “Here’s the deal, and you better accept it because I’ll only offer it once,” I say, my voice cold and formal. “I don’t care whatever agreement you have with Dimitri Sokolov, but it ends now. You don’t pick up the phone. You don’t talk to him. You don’t go anywhere near him or his family. Your partnership’s done. Is that clear?”

Despite the two guns pointed their way, Boris tilts his head back and laughs. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Nikolai, but no one does justice to your sense of humor,” he muses. “You’re a funny guy.”

“I don’t have a sense of humor, Boris,” I murmur and point the gun Ivan hands me toward his crotch. “I know you run strip clubs. I’m sure you like to test the girls yourself. I’d hate to see anything happen to your . . . equipment. Now, let me ask you again. Is that fucking clear?”

Boris glares at me, his gaze burning as he gives his answer.

“Sooner or later, you’ll get what’s coming to you,” he finally mutters. “You have more enemies than friends.”

“Is that what you think?” I wonder out loud. “Well, if that’s so, I’ll share a little secret with you, just to show that there are no hard feelings.” I lean my elbows on my desk. “I have plenty of friends infiltrated deep inside your tacky clubs. One word from me, and they’ll burn your businesses to the ground along with the slimy patrons inside them.”

Silence descends, seconds ticking by slowly, as if time itself is getting on my nerves. I don’t want to indulge Boris any longer. This conversation’s far from over, but I’m calling it to an end for now.

“Keep your brother in check,” I say to Vladimir, recognizing him as the smarter of the two. I then turn to Fedot. “And you—you better forget about Kata. She’s mine.”

I know my words sting, but I don’t need Fedot thinking of himself as a knight in shining armor. If he turns stupid, it’ll be harder to avoid ending his life, which could very much cause a war. Killing him would be the opposite of profitable.

“Now get out,” I order, lifting my chin, a silent signal of dismissal.

Ivan lowers his gun and casually handles it as the three men vacate their seats. He escorts them out of the office.

“Should we have someone watch them?” Peter asks, peeking outside through the small window in the door. “I don’t like them. They’re arrogant assholes.”

“They are, but they’re not our biggest threat,” I reply. “We should focus on Dimitri and Gargarin right now. Olenko is loud and disgusting, but he’s a weak bastard.”

“I agree with Nik,” Roman says. “That Fedot guy’s a prick too, but that has to do with Katarina.”

Ivan comes back to the office and shuts the door. He gives me a nod. “They’re gone.”

“Good,” I say, the corners of my mouth lifting up in a small smile as I glance at the clock. “I better get some work done before going home. I don’t want to keep Katarina waiting.”

Roman, Peter, and Ivan make some jokes about me being whipped, but one look from me, and they change their tune. When it comes to my relationship with Katarina, I won’t tolerate jesting and teasing. I’m not sure what Kata means to me, but I won’t have other people making wild guesses. Even if they are joking.

If what she and I have doesn’t measure up to love, it doesn’t change the fact that she’ll be my wife. The sooner people learn to treat her that way, the fewer deaths my conscience will have to carry.


THIRTY
KATARINA


“I’m sorry it took me so long to come by,” Mila says when she takes a seat next to me in Nikolai’s living room. “I was so relieved to get your message, but I’ve been dealing with an emergency. One of my patients is going through a crisis. But that’s so beside the point right now. How have you been? I can’t believe this happened to you. Are you his sex slave now? Tell me everything.”

“I will as long as you let me get a word in,” I tell her. “So much has been happening that I feel like I don’t even know myself anymore.”

“Okay, maybe try this. Do you love him? Is he hot? Do you want me to help you escape? In that order,” she suggests.

I glance in the direction of the entrance of the house. Nikolai’s at work and asked his bodyguard to keep an eye on me for the day. Ivan is barely thirty, a handsome devil who barely speaks a handful of words to me. His eyes were very loud when they first landed on Mila, who, as usual, was dressed in a flattering and very tight dress.

“No,” I say. “I don’t think I love him. But he’s hot. I’m having loads of fun. The sex is mind-blowing, and he’s . . . quite generous.”

“I can only imagine,” Mila comments with a wicked grin. “Thanks for that visual, sister.”

“Very funny,” I remark, rolling my eyes at her. “Look, sometimes, I’m still furious with him for forcing me into this engagement, but I now understand where he’s coming from.”

“He’s growing on you,” Mila muses, furrowing her brow slightly. “How’s that even possible?”

“It was inevitable,” I admit. “I mean, there’s no point denying that I’m attracted to him. He’s very charming when he wants to be. I guess he managed to wear me down and put me under his spell.”

“Which is why you’re not looking to leave anymore,” Mila concludes. “You’re enjoying playing house, aren’t you?”

I try and fail to suppress a grin. “I am.”

“I’m so glad,” she says. “I was worried about you when you disappeared. I thought about going to the police, but Igor explained everything to me. I’m so sorry, Kata. I wasn’t a good friend. I should’ve been there for you. That DJ wasn’t worth my time, it turns out.”

“That’s a bummer,” I say with a wide smile. “I can’t decide which one of us had it worse that night.”

“Definitely you, though my experience brings me in second,” she insists. “It doesn’t matter anymore, because we’re going to have lots of fun now that you’re back.”

“Not necessarily,” I respond. “I won’t be leaving the house until Nikolai manages to sort out a couple of things.”

Mila frowns. “What things?”

“He needs to find his attackers and make sure there won’t be any attempts on either one of our lives,” I explain. “Though he thought it was my father’s doing, it became clear that my family can’t be blamed for everything that happened to him.”

“Yakov Gargarin isn’t his mess either,” Mila comments. “That one came to bite you in the ass thanks to your man-whore of a brother.”

“Exactly,” I confirm. “He’s on it, though. In a week or two, he’ll have it sorted out, and I’ll be free to walk down Columbus Avenue without the need to look over my shoulder.”

Mila sighs. “I wish I knew everything that was going on. I want to help, but I don’t know how.”

“Just be my friend,” I tell her, and squeeze her hand. “That’s all I need from you.”

“I can do that.” She squeezes me back as a knock on the door gets our attention.

“Excuse the interruption,” Olga says. “I thought you and your guest would like a snack.”

“Thank you, Olga,” I tell her, and then point at Mila. “This is my best friend, Mila.”

Olga smiles and waves at her. “You’ll have to forgive me. I had a lot of work, so I couldn’t come and greet you personally.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Mila says, giving Olga an affectionate grin. “From what I’ve heard, you’ve been looking after my girl quite well.”

“That’s kind of you to say,” Olga replies. “I hope the drinks and the food are to your liking.”

“Everything’s wonderful,” I assure her.

“Well, I’ll leave you two alone then,” she says. “I’ll start dinner now. I’m happy to see you’re having people over, Katarina.”

When Olga leaves, Mila turns to me. “She’s nice.”

“She is,” I confirm, and glance at the variety of finger foods Olga put together.

But my stomach turns violently when the smell hits me.

“Katarina? You look pale,” Mila observes, and reaches for me, rubbing my back.

I shake my head and cover my mouth.

“Are you going to be sick now?” she asks, a panicked look on her face. “Do you need to . . .? Oh, God.”

I barely have a moment to get to my feet and run to the bathroom. I empty my stomach, a wave of nausea rising as I grab the rim of the toilet bowl.

“Oh no,” I groan, feeling light-headed as a thumping sound comes from somewhere.

“Katarina? Kata! Can you hear me? Are you okay?”

“Shh,” I tell her, closing my eyes.

“What’s wrong?” she asks in a quieter voice. “Did someone poison you?”

“I don’t feel too good,” I rasp, and force myself into a sitting position. “I think I might puke again.”

Mila barely manages to pull my hair behind me as I throw up. All this fuss is making my head hurt. I’m such an unpleasant person when I’m feeling sick.

Mila passes me a handful of tissues to wipe my mouth and nose. “You don’t look too hot.”

“It came on all of a sudden,” I manage to say, before another wave of nausea overcomes me.

“Kata,” Mila says, her voice changing. “Please tell me you and the Prince of Darkness have been using protection.”

Her comment jolts me in a way I never expected. Of course, we have not! Neither one of us even mentioned it. The first and the second time, I was too horny, it didn’t even cross my mind. And later . . .

What was I even thinking?

I cover my mouth with my hand. This can’t happen. Not now. Not with him.

“Katarina? Katarina,” Mila cries out, stroking my back. “Everything will be okay, honey. I need you to think for a moment. When was your last period?”

“I don’t know,” I admit, trying to think back.

When I realize that I can’t remember when it was, I burst into tears.

“Mila, what if I’m pregnant?” I sob. “I can’t have a baby now. This isn’t what I wanted.”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Mila suggests. “We’ll take a test, and whatever happens, I’ll stay with you. We’ll figure it out.”

It takes almost an hour for me to calm down, the ramifications of a pregnancy hitting me full force.

Mila gets rid of the food Olga prepared for us. She asks her for a cup of tea and tells me to lie down while she runs to the store. When Olga comes with the tea, she offers me a warm, motherly smile that I find particularly comforting.

“Are you feeling any better, dear?” she asks me. Mila and I agreed not to tell her about what was going on. “It’s a nasty stomach bug you’ve got there. Your face is drained of all color.”

“I’m sure tea will help,” I tell her. “Thank you, Olga.”

I pretend to sip the tea, but I don’t really drink it. I’m afraid I might actually spill it all over the bed. My hands are shaking that bad.

“I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me,” she says, and leaves.

Ten agonizingly long minutes later, Mila comes in with a white shopping bag in her hand.

“You didn’t tell Ivan where you went, did you?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “I’m not an amateur, Kata. Ivan was too busy flirting with me to ask about where I was going. I bought several packs just in case.”

“Thanks,” I murmur, and then we just stare at each other.

Mila hands me the test kit and offers me an encouraging smile.

“Why don’t you go to the bathroom now,” she pushes me gently.

I feel dead inside as I rise to my feet. As soon as I walk past my friend, my heart feels like it’s going to shatter.

You’re not supposed to get pregnant by a gangster.

I still can’t believe I was dumb enough not to ask him to use a condom.

I’m still young, but I wasn’t exactly a virgin. Why didn’t it cross my mind?

Sex-crazed and tipsy, I let all precautions slide.

Once I close the bathroom door behind me, it takes me a moment to build up to sitting on the toilet and peeing on the stick. It’s a nasty feeling, and it only gets worse while I wait for the result.

Whether the lines turn positive or negative, I’m determined to talk to Nikolai about it. If I’m not pregnant, he’ll have to understand why we need to use a condom from now on.

But if the result is positive, then I’ll need his help to figure out what to do next.


THIRTY-ONE
NIKOLAI


“Something’s wrong with Katarina,” Olga informs me the moment I walk into the house.

“What do you mean?”

“She’s sick,” she explains. “She’s worryingly pale. Maybe we should call a doctor.”

“Let me go see her first,” I say. “Where is she?”

“Upstairs.”

I nod my thanks to my faithful housekeeper before sprinting upstairs, jumping two steps at a time to get to Katarina faster. When I last saw her in the morning, she seemed fine.

When I get to the bedroom, I hear her crying.

“Serdtse? What’s going on?” I ask, coming to her side.

Her teary eyes rise to meet my gaze. “I’m pregnant, Nik.”

“You’re joking?” I chuckle, trying to find some humor to brighten the mood. Surely, she wouldn’t say it so directly without at least some preamble.

“The positive test is on the sink,” she hisses. “Go and see for yourself.”

“This is good, Kata.” I approach her, the news slowly sinking in. “It’s going to be okay,” I try to reassure her, seeing how distressed she is.

There’s a slight twitch of her mouth. “It’s going to be okay for you,” she bites back. “I’m way too young.”

“We’re getting married soon anyway,” I say, going through the schedule in my head. “It’s a bit quick, sure, but you’ll have all the support you need.”

“You want to keep the baby,” she breathes, her eyes wide.

“Of course. You don’t?”

I’m perplexed. She must have known that children were part of the deal.

“I’m way too young,” she says, studying my face.

“That’s okay,” I tell her, sitting next to her. “I want this baby. I want us to be a family.”

“It won’t be easy,” she insists, her brow furrowing.

I smile and shake my head. “No, it won’t be, but we’ll do it together.”

“What about my job?” she protests, running her hand through her hair.

“You are not going back to your job anyway. You’re starting a business, remember? The funding you need to build your own record label is there. You can start now or after you’ve had the baby. It’s up to you.”

This actually brings a smile to her face. Katarina laces her hand through mine and rests her head against my shoulder.

“You sound like you’re ready to be a father, big guy.” She sighs, her voice turning warmer and calmer.

I think it over and find that I’m already dreaming of holding our baby, of cuddling and reading stories to them, watching them grow . . .

“Yes,” I say. “I know it’s early for you. But do you see yourself being a mother?”

Katarina lifts her head and stares at me, her green eyes deep and profound. “This wasn’t how I imagined my life would unfold. I’m still at the drinking and partying stage.”

“Good things can come at odd times,” I point out.

“Maybe that’s true,” she agrees with a smirk. “Though you have to admit this is easier on you than it is on me. You’re thirty-two, and I just turned twenty-one a few months ago.”

“I know, serdtse,” I whisper. “I’m sorry we weren’t smart about it. I wish I could give you a couple more years before putting you in this position. But we’re here now. It’s your body, making this your call. But I just want you to know that whatever you decide, I’ll be here every step of the way. I’ll be a good father and a good husband to you. And if you want to end the pregnancy, I’ll also support you. I’ll hold your hand through the procedure and be by your side while you heal. In a few years, when you’re ready, we’ll do it again.”

Katarina jumps to her feet and scurries to the bathroom.

The sound of vomiting comes through the door.

After she washes her hands and comes out, she shakes her head and stares at me, disbelieving.

“Looks like we’re having a baby,” she announces.

“Oh yeah?”

A small smile forms on her lips, but she doesn’t reply. Instead, she does the only thing that’s going to make this situation easier—she walks up to me and climbs into my lap. I wrap my arms around her, holding her close.

“I promise I won’t let you down, serdtse,” I whisper into her ear, meaning every word. “I’ll love you and our baby with my entire being.”

“Then that’s all I need to know,” she murmurs.

As she sits with me, her legs wrapped around my waist, her chest pressed against mine, I feel a connection grow between us. It’s no longer this weak, ethereal tie that comes with basic physical attraction and proximity. We created a human life. Someone we have to look after and protect, nurture and love.

Katarina and I are bound for life now. We’re connected in a way I never thought possible. Or at least not for several years to come.

It should frighten me, but the sense of bonding somehow fills the emptiness that was created when I lost the people who meant the world to me. Though I’ll always have a hole in my heart because of it, having Katarina by my side dulls the sharp edges that were taking over my life.

I never dreamed of finding love again. It was far too painful a feeling to have gone through it. But as I nuzzle her hair and inhale the floral scent of her shampoo, I know that I can no longer run away from the love my body craves. Even if I tried, I’d fail miserably because this woman has captured me in ways that no one will ever understand. As long as we’re together, everything will be alright.

A long silence ensues as we sit together. It isn’t awkward and doesn’t seem to last forever.

“What now?” she asks, breaking the reverie.

“I’ll make some calls to get you the best obstetrician in New York City,” I tell her. “Then we’ll talk about the wedding and how you want to have it. We should also look into real estate. While I like this brownstone, you should have a chance to pick and decorate your dream home. Maybe you’d prefer to live in Tribeca or the Upper East Side? Or maybe Westchester? “

She gives me an amused smile. “Let me think about it.”

As long as Katarina is happy, I don’t care where we live. Ever since she arrived, my life has undergone a remarkable change. No longer is it empty. Now I’m looking forward to what tomorrow brings me.

“Thank you, Nik,” she says, and rests her head against my shoulder. “For everything.”

“Always,” I reply. “Do you feel up to eating something light?”

She shakes her head. “Not yet. I still feel rather sick. But I’d love to curl up on the couch and put on a cheesy movie. I need something easy and funny to get me through this.”

“I’ve never been one for romantic comedies,” I muse. “But for you, I’ll give it a go.”

“Yeah, yeah, you’re more into dark romance,” she teases. “By the way, did you read the books you gave me?”

“Nope, I got the summary off the internet,” I admit.

“That’s so stupid.”

“So are we,” I point out. “Nevertheless, we’re going to make this work. You have my word.”

She smiles. “I know, Nik. That’s why I said yes.”

With a smile, I lead her downstairs, make her comfortable on the couch, and put on The Proposal. As I lie beside her, playing with her hair, I realize I can’t go back to the dark and empty place I was in until a few days ago. She’s brought a new kind of peace that I never thought possible. I’ll always belong to Katarina. And she belongs to me, and the evil demon she tamed inside me.

I close my eyes and silently thank my mother for sending me an angel. In my head, I give a grateful smile to Ivana, the love of my life, for allowing me to open my heart again. I’ll protect this woman and treat her with the respect she deserves.

She’s given me a precious gift, and with all my heart and soul, I plan on returning it a thousand times.


THIRTY-TWO
KATARINA


The speakers in Nikolai’s entertainment room are state-of-the-art. The music flows through my veins, bringing joy and a sense of calmness that I haven’t felt in a while. The mix is almost flawless, and if it wasn’t for the throbbing bass I usually enjoy, this would be a perfect piece of art. I add a filter and a mild dose of reverb to the master to soften the sound, take away any harsh tones, and slightly darken it. There’s a touch of white noise over the speakers for some background details, and it’s done.

Satisfied, I play the completed mix.

When the song comes to an end, a clap from the door gets my attention. I turn to Nikolai and grin.

“What do you think?” I ask him.

“I think you have a great ear,” he comments. “What is it?”

“Since you suggested the idea of starting my own record label, I’ve been in touch with one of the bands I like. Back then, when I brought their music to the label execs, they rejected them,” I explain. “I never stopped thinking that the label was wrong to do that, so I called the band and offered to produce their album.”

“You didn’t tell me you knew how to do that,” Nikolai says.

“I took some courses.” I grin. “And I’ve spent enough time around the studios to know what I’m doing. This is just a demo I’m playing around with, but once things settle down, I’m hoping to rent a space and bring in the band to record their songs.”

“You won’t need to rent anything,” he tells me. “I’ll buy you an adequate space. You’ll hire the people you need and use the connections I have. You’ll go big, serdtse. You’ll do things Volkov style.”

“I do like the sound of that,” I admit, and subconsciously rub my belly.

“Good.”

I put on a random playlist and gesture for Nikolai to join me for a dance. He accepts my invitation without a second thought. We move gracefully around the spacious entertainment room and spend a good half an hour just listening and dancing to the music.

I allow myself to stare at him, intrigued by the man who once tried to break me. When he notices me ogling him, he turns around and pulls me to his chest.

“What’s going on inside that pretty head of yours?” he asks and kisses my forehead.

“For starters, I’m amazed that you’re still dressed,” I tease, and reach for him. “Though I can always take care of that.”

He raises a brow and tilts his head at me. “Is that so?”

“Mhm,” I murmur, and take off his tie, tossing it onto the sofa.

“What else is on your mind?” he asks again, though the smile on his face doesn’t change.

It’s still teasing and dangerous. There’s nothing but hunger in his eyes. But today, I’m happy and light, and I don’t want this euphoria to end.

I don’t reply. Instead, I turn my back to him and move my ass sensually against his crotch. He chuckles, grabbing my hips and urging me to move faster.

I take his hands and push them away, feeling brave, bold, and most of all, amused.

His palm flies through the air and lands on my backside. I flinch ever so slightly. He strikes me again and gives me a bite on my earlobe. My skin tingles all over, and I lean my head back to rest on his shoulder.

“You’re such a brat,” he growls.

Without skipping a beat, I pull my dress off and wiggle my underwear down my legs before throwing myself onto the sofa. I spread my legs.

“Do your worst,” I challenge with a cocked brow.

His eyes immediately darken. He rushes forward and sinks to his knees, reaching for me, and pulling me forward to close the distance between us.

No words are spoken. He buries his face between my thighs, his tongue teasing my lower lips.

I suck in a breath.

He licks the full length of my pussy, his tongue soft and precise. A wicked grin plays on his lips as he raises his eyes to me.

I tighten my hold on his hair, pulling him closer to where I need him. He slides his tongue along my slit, savoring the moment before forcing his way inside me.

“God, that’s perfect,” I praise him, and tug on his dark locks. “More.”

Nikolai’s tongue flicks at my lips. This time, his touch is strong and urgent. When he penetrates me, his warm tongue plunging inside, I hold his head in place. I’m not giving him even an inch to move until I get what I want. It doesn’t take long to reach the desired outcome.

He doesn’t mind my naughtiness. If anything, my little show of dominance excites him. Once my words fail me and I come hard, forcing my pussy as close to his tongue as possible, he doesn’t retreat.

“You taste delicious,” he growls, before licking the juices off my pussy.

As his soft lips touch my core, his nose bumping against my clit, I exhale and close my eyes. I don’t think I can take any more.

Still, Nikolai doesn’t give up. Instead, he explores my full length. He’s careful to be gentle with his tongue, but his nose hits my sweet spot over and over again. When he circles my clit, I almost throw myself off the sofa. The small nub feels like it’s charged with electric volts. Nikolai notices this as well and continues to focus his attention on my most sensitive and intimate place, teasing the delicate skin.

“Nik,” I moan. “I can’t. God, I can’t.”

That’s exactly the reaction he was waiting for. He pushes two fingers inside my pussy, my body jerking at his action. He fucks me with his hand, every motion of his wrist propelling me toward another orgasm.

When I come, it’s a struggle to catch my breath. For a moment, I can’t feel a thing, no longer registering my surroundings. Nothing but the sound of my racing pulse echoes in my ears, louder and louder. Nikolai’s holding me upright, grinning while slowly moving his fingers away.

“Fuck,” I breathe.

A distant part of my brain recognizes the sound of a belt unbuckling. My instincts work fast and force my eyes to focus on the sight of Nikolai. He’s undressing, and his hard cock points at me as soon as the fabric is taken away from it. His grin is hungry.

Demanding.

When he gets close, I curl my fingers around his cock and feel him pulsing.

“Ready for your punishment?” Nik growls.

I nod without saying a word. A playful smirk dances on my lips as I tilt my head, raising an inviting brow.

He positions himself between my thighs.

“You’re so wet for me,” he says approvingly. “But are you ready?”

I spread my thighs wider in answer.

Nikolai’s eyes follow my every move. He thrusts forward, and his entire length fills me.

His mouth is over my lips, hungrily devouring me, swallowing the moans and cries that escape my throat.

I don’t know how he does it, but he manages to hit every single perfect angle. I wrap my legs around his hips, the tips of my toes curling as the head of his cock bumps at my deepest spot. My hands find purchase on his back, my nails digging into his shirt as he fucks me.

Nik’s thrusts are hard and rough. He made sure I got my orgasm, and now it’s his turn. It feels as if I am just an object for him to fuck, and weirdly, the thought makes me even hotter for him. There are no rules that apply, I can be anybody I choose. And he doesn’t hold back. There’s no care in the way he moves. Not today. Not now. Not when I’ve been such a naughty girl, and he’s doling out my punishment.

I can barely keep my head above the surface, and I’m desperately trying not to get swept away. The way his balls slam against my sensitive skin feels exquisite.

Nik grabs my hands and brings them above my head.

“Don’t come yet,” he growls in my ear. “Not before I allow you to.”

A long groan escapes my mouth.

“Look at the mess you’ve made,” he hisses, swiping at the soaked cushion under me, then giving me a hard slap on my ass. “You’re such a bad girl. Deliciously wet and so eager for my cock. But you need to wait for my permission.”

“Give it to me,” I plead. “I need it. Please.”

A wide grin crosses his face as his thrusts deepen. Nikolai remains silent until a smirk appears on his lips.

“Come now,” he breathes, and gives me a hard, punishing thrust.

I tense and let out a strangled, suppressed cry. A look of satisfaction spreads on his face. I love pleasing him. More than anything, I love the fact that he gave me an orgasm at the same time as he reached his peak.

I’m about to move when I notice a few drops of his come sliding out of my pussy. Nikolai’s eyes darken with a renewed hunger.

“You’re all mine,” he growls, sounding more like a wild beast than a human. “Only mine.”

He releases my hands but doesn’t bother moving from above me. Nikolai’s more than happy to keep thrusting into me, letting his come mix with mine, both of them trickling down my thighs. He has an animalistic look in his eyes as I feel him harden inside me again.

Damn, that was quick. And I want to continue all night. With the way we fuck, I never want to stop. This game of chasing more highs and orgasms is far too addictive and euphoric.

Nikolai pulls his cock out and brings it to my mouth. He doesn’t even ask or prompt me, he just slips it inside. He’s almost violent, his thrusts bruising my throat, almost choking me.

My expression must force him to a pause. He quickly pulls out and glances at me. There’s remorse on his face, and for a moment, the corners of his mouth drop.

“Serdtse, are you okay?” he asks, his voice unsteady and hoarse.

“I will be when you put your cock back into my mouth,” I reply, and wrap my lips around him, almost causing him to stumble.

His surprised laughter leaves his mouth with a booming sound.

“Damn it, Kata,” he laughs, and holds my head in place while pushing the rest of his hard length down my throat.

I hum around him, the vibrations dragging him even deeper.

“Fuck. That’s so good,” he hisses, and starts thrusting his hips again.

I suck harder. He doesn’t pause or try to pull out. The walls of my throat tighten, but I keep going, focusing solely on his pleasure.

All of a sudden, he shifts and pulls me onto the floor. I’m on all fours, and he moves behind me, burying his cock into my pussy again. His fingers curl around my hair, and he pulls me backward as if he is holding the reins while he rides me from behind.

He thrusts his cock hard. It goes in hilt deep, his naked skin clapping against my bare ass. He puts his weight forward, his chest half-collapsing against my back, but he keeps thrusting. Nik’s a wild beast that only wants more and more.

“Next time you try to challenge me, I’m going to fuck you in the ass so hard that you won’t be able to walk for weeks,” he growls.

It sends shivers down my spine. This side of him—while it frightens me—ignites a dark craving.

The thrusts of his cock are fierce. He keeps pummeling me, a loud sound of flesh hitting flesh the only thing I hear. I can feel Nik’s abs pushing against my back. We’re crashing against each other, the sounds of our breathing stifled and rushed. He’s not holding me up anymore. His hands are squeezing my ass.

The sting is perfect, causing a slight pain that helps me focus on the pleasure. I listen to the savage way he’s claiming me, the desperation that he doesn’t bother hiding. Everything about him is authentic. Nothing is a facade anymore, at least when we’re alone. I can trust him to not hide from me, to just live in the moment.

And then he comes again, his powerful thighs striking me violently. I can’t hold it anymore, either. As he thrusts his cock deep, my knees wobble, and my legs refuse to hold me any longer.

“Got you, serdtse,” he whispers gently, and turns me around.

He moves away just enough to help me to the floor. Once we’re both lying down, I huddle in his embrace and give him a smile.

“You’re divine,” he murmurs. “I’ll give you and our baby the world.”

He could be saying it mindlessly, but his comment touches me. Nikolai understands how much I need to hear words of affection from him. No matter how gruff and firm his hands may be, or how cold he is to others, I need his voice and his arms to always give me a warm embrace. I need to know I mean something to him.

For this union to succeed, I need his love.

Hopefully, he’ll give it to me with time.

Nikolai seems to notice the shift in my demeanor and leans his head down, kissing my forehead before placing a kiss on my nose.

“Having dessert before dinner is turning out to be my favorite part of the day,” he teases, his hand gently brushing against my aching pussy. “Do you enjoy it?”

“I definitely won’t complain about it,” I tease back, and look into his beautiful, wide eyes. “We should get ready, though. Olga’s waiting for us to come down.”

He reluctantly kisses me one more time before giving in and rising to his feet. He holds his hand out for me to grab and brings me to my feet.

“Let’s go before I get distracted again,” he warns me, rubbing the inside of my naked thigh.

I grin. “You started it. If you didn’t give me a bit of spanking, I wouldn’t have been this bold.”

“We’ll see what happens next time,” he promises with a wink.

A shudder rocks my spine. I don’t believe there’s a force on earth that can contain my passion for Nikolai Volkov.

Not when the passion is this intense.


THIRTY-THREE
NIKOLAI


Roman, Peter, and Ivan flank me as a blood-covered Igor limps into my office. The guy is in an even worse state than I’d left him in.

His black hair is smeared with blood, his blue eyes bloodshot. His face is covered with bruises and scratches, his cheeks cut. His right hand is wrapped with a dirty cloth in a pathetic attempt at bandaging a wound. There’s a dark circle around his left eye, and as he moves, I can see the injury on his left shoulder. Even his clothes look like they were attacked by a knife.

“You better have a good reason for showing up like this,” I tell him, my voice cold. “This is a place of business after all.”

His cold eyes meet mine, and Igor hisses, “They attacked us last night.”

“Why should I give a shit?” I challenge.

“My father got hurt. It’s bad,” he informs me.

“And that affects me how exactly?” I ask, my tone challenging.

I get to my feet and nod at my men. All three of them pounce on Igor and push him to the ground. My boots smash against his injured shoulder, making him scream.

“Don’t start,” I warn. “You should know better than to come to me. Need I remind you what I do to uninvited guests?”

I press harder, enjoying the wailing sound. This piece of garbage doesn’t know how to leave well enough alone.

Igor is the reason my mother and Ivana are dead, and Katarina’s the reason he still lives. She wouldn’t forgive me if I killed her brother.

“We got attacked,” Igor repeats, forcing the words out through gritted teeth. “Gargarin came for us. They shot Father. It’s bad. He wants to see Kata. To say goodbye.”

I don’t react to his words. My expression is neutral and tame, not showing the venom and anger that I hold for the Sokolovs.

“It looks like you’re regretting breaking our business deal,” I mock. “If you hadn’t betrayed me, the Gargarins would be six feet under by now. With the steady flow of my weapons, you’d have that threat neutralized. But no, you had to go behind my back. You had to try and have me killed. And now you’re back here, crying for my help?”

“If we leave the Sokolovs and the Gargarins to fight it out, we can sweep in and take power from them both,” Roman remarks.

I glance at him.

“I don’t want a turf war,” I snap. “No additional bloodshed. That’s a catastrophe waiting to happen.”

My eyes slowly drift to my captive on the floor.

“Besides, I’m not interested in their dirty business,” I comment. “I never liked drugs, and I don’t plan on getting in the middle of that shitshow.”

“If you don’t want to help us, that’s fine,” Igor croaks. “But at least let Kata say goodbye to Father. She deserves as much.”

The fury coursing through me almost blinds me. I walk up to him and kick him. His agonized scream reverberates through the room. I press the sole of my shoe over his groin, savoring the sound he makes.

“I decide what she deserves,” I tell him. “I decide what she wants and what happens to her. You will stay the hell away from her if you value your life. She’s mine.”

“Let’s just kill him,” Roman says, impatience creeping into his voice.

I look at him and shake my head.

“Not yet,” I reply. “He fucks up often enough that we might still find a use for him.”

Igor opens his mouth as if he wants to speak but then thinks better of it.

“I’ll let you go,” I tell him. “But if I see your face again, even by accident, I’ll murder you in cold blood. Is that clear?”

“Crystal,” he replies, clutching his stomach with his injured arm.

I straighten and address Peter. “Get him out of my office,” I order.

Peter steps forward and half-lifts Igor off the floor as he groans in pain, earning himself another stab with an elbow from Peter.

“Send this rat back to his family,” I comment dryly.

Peter turns and shoves Igor out.

I remain staring at the door when it closes after them. Roman and Ivan step forward, waiting for me to gather my thoughts.

“See what’s going on with the Gargarins,” I say to Ivan. “I want to know what he’s up to.”

“What will you do with Katarina?” Roman asks. “She’ll want to see her father.”

“I know,” I mutter. “I’ll talk to her, but first, I want a complete picture.”

Both men nod in response.

“Go to work,” I tell them. “I’ll make a call to Moscow.”

When they leave, I finally close my eyes. Even though I’m furious, I must keep a cool head.

Left alone, I slump into the chair and stare out the window. The sun is out, but all I see is a red cloud of rage. Without wanting to, I’ve gotten myself stuck between two dangerous families. My connection with Katarina will ultimately force me to pick a side. Unfortunately, there’s only one right answer, which is also the one I hate.

I take a deep breath to steady myself before I dial the number of the Foreign Intelligence Service in Moscow.

“Nik,” my older brother answers on the first ring. “Things must be bad if you’re calling me.”

“Vasily,” I greet. “It’s been a while.”

“Whose fault is that?” he muses. “You’re the one who refuses to stay in touch.”

“Well, now I have no choice,” I remark, moving the conversation to the reason why I called. “I need your help.”

“Name it.” Vasily’s voice is cool and matter of fact.

“New York is on the verge of a war,” I say. “I need a team to help me clean up a mess.”

“What kind of a mess?” I can imagine him shaking his head and narrowing his eyes.

“A bloody one,” I reply. “I’m willing to do whatever is necessary to keep the empire I’ve built. If the wrong side wins, I’ll need enough manpower behind me to make them think twice before they come after me.”

“How many men do you need?” Vasily asks directly, which I appreciate. There’s no time to lose.

“At least a dozen.”

“I’ll double the number and send them on the first plane.”

“Thank you.” I’m grateful that he’s coming to my aid despite years of not talking to each other.

“Not so fast,” he interjects. That would’ve been too easy. “I want something from you too.”

“What’s that?”

“An invitation to your wedding.”

In the space of a few short moments, I realize what happened.

“Katya told you,” I scoff. “Pray tell, how’s our baby sister doing?”

“You know her.” He chuckles. “Always meddling in others’ business, but she’s been a star nonetheless. She’s on a fast track to becoming a judge.”

“That’s impressive.” I whistle. “I hope neither one of you will arrest me at my own wedding.”

“We’re family,” Vasily says, as if that automatically gives me immunity. “We’d at least wait for you to get laid first.”

“Just help me stay alive until my wedding day,” I tell him, and breathe a sigh of relief.

“I will,” he promises. “Don’t be a stranger, Nik. We might not be in the same business, but we’re still family.”

“I know,” I reply. “Thank you.”

Vasily hangs up first, and I let out a sharp breath of air. He’ll send more than enough reinforcements from Moscow to keep Gargarin and Sokolov’s war from claiming casualties on my side. That also will make it easier to punish the ones who tried to kill me.

Time will tell what I do. But first, I have to talk to Katarina about her father.


THIRTY-FOUR
KATARINA


I’m in the middle of putting together a business plan for my own record label when Nik unexpectedly comes home. I rise from his office chair, which I’ve been using as mine. My brows furrow in confusion as I wonder why he’d leave work during the day, especially with so many things to take care of in order for us to start our life together.

He stops in the middle of the room and studies my expression. His blank, unreadable gaze gives me no hints, though it’s clear that something’s wrong.

“What’s going on?” I ask nervously.

“Something’s happened,” he starts, and then pauses, searching for words.

“For fuck’s sake, Nik. Just spit it out,” I demand.

“Your brother came to see me,” he says. “He claims the Gargarins attacked them. Your father got hurt. It’s . . . not looking good.”

“I don’t understand,” I mutter, shaking my head in disbelief. “What do you mean he was attacked? Attacked how?”

“Shot. He wants to say goodbye.”

The blood in my veins turns into ice, my body stiffening. For a moment, I forget to breathe, incapable of understanding how my situation changed so rapidly in such a short amount of time.

“I have to go.” I snap out of my haze at last, my voice cracking at the finality of my words. “I have to see him. He’s dying, Nik.”

“It’ll be dangerous to go. Are you sure you want to risk it?”

“I’m going,” I declare, and wince, regretting my harsh tone.

Nikolai doesn’t protest or react. He watches me and remains strangely quiet.

“It’s going to happen whether you approve of it or not,” I add in a gentler voice. “I don’t need your permission anymore to leave the house. You gave me your word, remember?”

“I won’t go back on it, serdtse,” he says softly. “But I will go with you.”

“What?”

“You’re not going alone,” he repeats, as if his words weren’t clear enough the first time. “I’m going to drive you to your father’s house so you can see him.”

“But what if they kill you?” I breathe, realizing that it’s now him I’m worried about.

“For you, I’ll risk it.” He shrugs and takes a deep breath, then places a possessive kiss on my lips.

“Nik, they’ll kill you,” I whisper against his lips. “I’m the only reason you’re still alive.”

I pull away and stare him in the eye.

“Let’s hope you’ll be able to stop them before they pull the trigger,” he muses, but I don’t find it funny.

“You can’t joke about that,” I warn him. “I’m not taking you with me just for them to blow you away.”

Nikolai shakes his head, dismissing my warning. “That won’t happen. They’ll understand that if any of them even point their weapon at me, they’ll be signing their own death warrant. They won’t dare harm me because they know damn well my men won’t stop until they’ve ripped them to shreds. Today’s no exception.”

Reluctantly, I go get dressed while Nikolai makes a phone call. I start putting on the heels I kicked off earlier, and within minutes, I’m ready to go.

“Everything will be alright,” he promises, and kisses me on my forehead. “I’ll make sure of it.”

“Do you promise to be careful?” I question with a worried look. “I don’t want to raise this child alone.”

He doesn’t respond, probably because he knows that no promise he could make is guaranteed to be true. In our world, a violent ending is a possibility for everyone.

I’m jittery and shivering on the entire drive over, blood pounding in my ears. Nikolai is constantly glancing at the rearview mirror, checking if we’re being followed.

As we drive, I turn to him. “Tell me the whole story. What happened?”

“I’ll tell you what I’ve figured out so far,” Nikolai proposes, keeping his eyes on the road. “But I can’t guarantee it’s the whole truth.”

“Fair enough.”

“Your brother went off the rails. He was seen in Solanum drinking and who knows what else. As luck would have it, Anastasiya Gargarin also decided to go out that night,” Nikolai relays, giving me a good idea where this story is going. “Igor went after her again, but this time not as a lover. They had a heated argument. It was bad, and the police showed up.”

“Fucking Igor,” I mutter under my breath.

“When Igor came home, the Gargarins were waiting for him,” Nik continues. “Yakov led a group of men who attacked your brother in front of the house. They beat him up and did quite a number on him. That’s when things get a bit fuzzy. It could be that after Yakov did his thing with Igor, the Gargarins left. Or your father came out with his men and began shooting left and right.”

“Dear God,” I breathe. “Those idiots will kill each other!”

“Once again, Igor lived up to his family name.”

“What about my mother? Is she okay? And Aleksander and Mikhail?” I ask.

“Everyone’s fine and accounted for,” he assures me. “I know that they’ll love to see you.”

It gives me hope, and I start fidgeting in the passenger seat. I try to remain focused on the story, even though there’s a tinge of impatience bubbling inside me.

“The Gargarins’ feud is with your old man and Igor,” Nik explains. “They’re Bratva, and they have their own sense of honor. The only reason Yakov went after you is because the women became fair game after what Igor did to Anastasiya.”

“Fucking Igor,” I mutter again. “If he wasn’t such an idiot, none of us would be in this mess.”

“It also means that you wouldn’t be pregnant with my child,” Nik points out. “Bad things followed his actions, but I like to think that they were good for something.”

“You mean me?” I murmur softly.

Nikolai gives me a pointed glance and smiles gently, though he’s still vigilant. Every corner is treated as a potential place for an ambush, but so far, we’re safe.

“We’ll count our chickens once this is over,” he mutters before turning his attention back to the road ahead of us.

“This is all so confusing,” I whine. “I once thought you were the bad guy for taking my freedom away, but that’s changed. Who’s the problem now? Is it my brother? After what he did, I can’t blame Yakov, but I do hate him for drugging me. Is my father the bad guy for betraying you? Am I one of the bad actors in this story?”

“It’s not that black and white,” Nikolai whispers, his hands tightening on the steering wheel. “Right and wrong is relative. It’s a matter of who’s pulling the trigger and the reasoning behind the action. We think we know who’s in the right and who’s in the wrong, but that’s just blind hubris. We’re all villains in someone’s story.”

“I’d rather be the heroine,” I muse, and gaze out the window.

The world passes by me in a blur, no one minding my presence or my problems. Here in New York, the lives of ordinary people carry on without the taint of our underground world.

My attention shifts and rests on Nikolai.

Where would I be now if Igor hadn’t made the Gargarins angry? Would Nikolai and I have found our way to each other despite everything that separates us?

I would’ve definitely gone for him if I’d seen him in the club. He’s handsome and classy. His entire presence screams power, and his gray eyes hold a promise of infinite pleasure. Those strong hands of his are skilled like no others. His entire being speaks of experience. He carries himself with confidence I haven’t seen before.

Yes, I’d definitely want to be with Nikolai. But that’s my body speaking. Does my heart agree?

I don’t have time to follow that train of thought, because we’ve arrived. Hopefully, we’re in time for me to say goodbye to my father. While I’ve never been known for my punctuality, this is the one thing I wouldn’t forgive myself for being late for.


THIRTY-FIVE
NIKOLAI


I get out of the car first and walk around to open the door for Katarina. All the while, I keep an eye on our surroundings, but no one seems to notice or pay any heed to our presence. It’s doubtful that anyone will be foolish enough to attack me. Not when we’ve been asked here.

Igor’s the first one to come out, no doubt warned by the many men surrounding the house. The gun in his hand makes me frown in disgust. It makes him look unhinged.

“Is she here?” he asks, probably wanting to see Katarina coming out of the car rather than me.

“She is,” I inform him, and open the car door, offering her my hand.

Katarina’s fingers curl around mine as I help her out, and her eyes immediately snap to Igor.

“What happened?” she demands, no doubt taking in the many cuts and bruises on her brother’s face.

I move to take my place next to Katarina, shielding her, especially against her unpredictable brother. He’s a wild card if I ever saw one. His obsession with Gargarin’s daughter brought an entire army to Sokolov’s door, and it’s not something to be taken lightly.

“Glad you’re so worried about Father,” Igor comments dryly.

Katarina purses her lips. “Will you let me see him or not?”

Igor hesitates, his expression twisting as if he’s about to start an argument. Wisely, I step in.

“That’s why we’re here,” I interject. “We were invited, weren’t we?”

“He’s been asking for her,” Igor confirms with a nod, and addresses the both of us. “He’s in bed. Mother’s watching over him. Make it short because we don’t know how much longer he can hang in there.”

My expression remains blank and unyielding, and I hide the fury that’s coursing through my veins. I want nothing more than to put this punk in his place. But now’s not the time. I have to focus on Katarina. She needs this to go well.

“Let’s go,” I tell her, and place my hand on the small of her back.

“Not so fast,” Igor interjects, stepping in our way. “Father only wants to see her.”

“I’m not letting her go alone,” I say calmly, but with enough bite in my words for him to know I’m serious.

Katarina turns to me. She rests her hand on my chest, her green eyes pleading with mine. “We don’t have time for this, Nik. He’s not doing well. Your presence could make things even worse.”

“He can wait with Mikhail, Aleksander, and me,” Igor says. “We’ll be in the living room.”

“You promise that nothing will happen to him?” Katarina asks her brother, but her eyes are still on me. “You swear to me.”

“Nothing,” Igor hisses, and I appreciate the finality in his voice. “Now, can we please go inside? We don’t have all day.”

Katarina nods, and when I make a move to follow her inside, she stops me.

“It’s okay, Nik,” she whispers, and places a light kiss on my cheek. “They’ll keep their word. “

“It’s not me I’m worried about,” I whisper back, and put a protective hand over her midsection.

“It’ll be okay,” she says, trying to reassure herself just as much as me.

Igor didn’t ask to take my guns away. If they try to pull something on me, I’ll be taking as many of them with me as I can.

“Call out if you need anything,” I instruct her in a strained voice. “I’ll be close by.”

She nods and walks up the stairs, leaving me alone with Igor.

“This way,” Igor tells me, once Katarina is out of view.

I follow him to the spacious living room. Aleksander and Mikhail stand up when I enter, surprise evident on both their faces. The boys are young, still in their early twenties, with so much ahead, they have to survive a war their brother brought on their family.

“Nikolai,” Mikhail greets me, catching me by surprise and extending his hand for me to shake. It looks like the youngest brother has the best manners.

“I wish the circumstances were different,” I tell him as I shake his hand. “I’m sorry about what you’re going through.”

Igor mutters something under his breath, but I decide not to pay him any heed. No need to poke the angry bear.

“Sit with us,” Aleksander adds, his expression a mixture of emotions. “Please.”

“We appreciate you bringing Kata,” Mikhail says. “Father hasn’t stopped asking for her.”

“She’s not my prisoner anymore,” I tell them. “She decided to come.”

At those words, the three brothers exchange looks. My brows furrow, not liking their expressions but also unable to pinpoint what’s bothering me.

“I heard several versions of the story,” I start, glancing at Igor. “I’d like to know what happened.”

“And then you tell us what you want in return for Kata,” Mikhail ventures.

“But surely you won’t dare to ask for the sky,” Aleksander interjects.

I chuckle softly. “I don’t think you’ve heard me. Kata’s not my prisoner. She stays with me because she wants to. She’ll marry me of her own free will.”

“You mean your willing prisoner,” Igor interjects. “Was she even allowed to refuse you?”

“At the beginning, no,” I admit. “But things have changed.”

“Let’s not speak of this,” Mikhail comments, and gives his older brother a piercing look. “Igor, sit down. Behave. This is on you to begin with.”

I take my eyes off Igor, his scowl becoming more pronounced. The fact that Mikhail commands Igor makes me respect him a bit more. There’s potential in this young Sokolov.

“Long story short, Igor came across Anastasiya again, argued with her, got the attention of the Gargarins, brought the heat to our home, and involved Father in a shootout,” Aleksander summarizes, confirming the second version of the events I’d heard.

Mikhail stands up. “If Kata marries you, you’ll be family. Surely that means something to you.”

“I guess that depends on how much I like the members of said family,” I respond.

I’m impressed by their bravery. Most would tremble before me, knowing I’d beat everyone within an inch of their lives, but the Sokolov brothers refuse to back down.

Igor keeps his gaze firmly fixed on the ground. For what it’s worth, he at least has shame about his behavior. He may not have inherited his father’s good sense, but at least he can recognize his mistakes.

“Please, Nikolai,” Aleksander pleads. “We need your help. The Gargarins are regrouping as we speak. We should plan our next move.”

I watch all three Sokolov boys before me, recognizing the passion and fierceness in their eyes. Then there’s a more somber thought that brings me closer to seeing the brothers as men.

“Why did you try to have me killed?” I demand. “I wasn’t hunting you down, I wasn’t targeting any of you.”

The air is stagnant, and there’s not a sound to be heard. It’s almost as if we’re in a vacuum, or maybe just outside of time, as I wait for an answer.

After an agonizing silence, the oldest brother opens his mouth. “Everyone knew Katarina was off limits. I’m sure you knew it too, and yet, you went after her. You asked for her.”

“Father wasn’t going to allow it,” Aleksander confirms.

“But that’s changed now because, as you said, she’s not your prisoner anymore,” Mikhail adds. “If she chooses you, then there’s nothing any of us can do. No one will dare to stand in her way. Not even Father.”

I allow myself to exhale. Katarina wouldn’t want her family to get hurt. She’d never forgive me if I just stood by while the Gargarins finished them off one by one.

“Okay,” I say at last. “I’ll help you.”

The three brothers exchange looks again, but this time I recognize relief on their faces.

“But,” I add, before they can form their own ideas about what my help would entail. “I don’t plan on waging war with them. We’ll do everything we can to resolve it. Those are my terms.”

“And it’ll make her happy,” Mikhail observes, his brown eyes piercing. “Which will make you happy.”

I shrug at that. He’s not entirely wrong. I’m no fool to pass up an opportunity to earn brownie points with my bride-to-be. I also see the benefits of not having to look over my shoulder every time I leave the house.

“Do we have a deal?”

“We accept your terms,” Aleksander says with a nod of his head.

He meets my eyes and reaches his hand out for me to take. With my eyes on him and the two other brothers, I take it.

A sudden thought occurs to me.

If Katarina’s been playing me, I’ve walked straight into a trap.


THIRTY-SIX
KATARINA


“Papa!” I exclaim as I approach his bed.

“Kata!” my mother cries and pulls me into her arms before I can reach my father. “Oh, Kata. We were so worried.”

“I’m alright,” I assure her, forcing myself to tear my eyes off my father and look at her. “He didn’t hurt me.”

This seems to satisfy her for now, and she allows me to move to the bed to look at Papa.

He lies against the pillow, his face pale and completely relaxed, his eyes closed. Lying like this, this man, who is sixty-five and built strong like an ox, suddenly appears smaller. It distresses me because I’ve never seen him this passive.

“Kata,” my mother says, and reaches for me, grasping my wrist with her claw-like hand. “Where is he? Did he come with you?”

I turn to her, my brows furrowing in confusion. “Who? Nikolai?” She nods. “He’s downstairs with the boys.”

“In that case, we have no time to waste,” my father announces, rising from the bed easily.

My eyes widen in disbelief, and I immediately stand, wondering if I’ve just imagined the last minute.

“What’s going on here?” I cry, my heart starting to beat faster, the fear spiking and crashing through me.

I start moving away from the bed as my father stands before me. He grabs my arm in a tight grip, but not so tight as to hurt me. He leans close and whispers into my ear.

“We had to devise a plan for him to bring you to us,” he tells me. “What better way than for you to come see your dying father?”

He takes a tissue from the nearby table and wipes his face to prove his point. I gasp when the paleness is replaced by a pink skin color, followed by faint freckles splattered across his cheeks.

“You must have manipulated him well if he fell for this,” my father spits, sounding amused. “It’ll all be over soon. You’re safe now.”

“What are you doing?” I demand, struggling to break free of his grip, though it only tightens. “You don’t understand anything.”

“No, Katarina, you don’t understand,” my father insists. “But that’s okay. You’re in shock.”

“You’ve probably gotten attached to him during your captivity. It’s not uncommon,” my mother offers.

“I don’t have Stockholm syndrome,” I protest, and yank my wrist out of my father’s grip.

I rub the sore spot, but I don’t give in. They have to understand that things are different now.

“Nikolai has changed,” I try to explain, but even I can hear it sounds like a weak excuse. “I’m not a captive anymore.”

“Okay, let’s say you’re right,” my father challenges, his deep blue eyes darkening. “Then why didn’t you come home?”

“Because it’s not safe,” I reply too quickly.

My father smirks. “It’s not safe,” he repeats in a mocking voice. “It sounds a lot like something a captor would say to the captive.”

“That’s not true,” I hiss through gritted teeth.

“Besides, if you haven’t forgotten, we nearly got killed because he kidnapped you. If he hadn’t taken you, our men would be at home, and your brother wouldn’t have gotten attacked in our front yard,” my mother snaps at me, appearing right behind my father’s back.

“Igor was attacked because he’s a stupid little shit,” I argue, refusing to let them put Igor’s mistakes on Nikolai. “It was his fault. If he hadn’t been fucking around, the Gargarins wouldn’t have tried to kill him.”

My father’s icy eyes darken in anger. “We’d be able to protect ourselves if Nikolai gave us guns as he promised he would,” he roars.

“And he did,” I insist, struggling to keep my voice level. The last thing I want is to yell at my parents. “It was you who backed out of the deal with him after he delivered the first shipment. He also mentioned you were behind the attack on him in Russia. For fuck’s sake, Father, stop pretending that he’s the only bad guy here. None of us are saints, and you know it!”

“Calm down, Kata,” my mother insists, forcing the corners of her mouth into a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. “We’re only doing what’s best for you.”

“I was afraid of this,” my father says with a sad shake of his head. “He got to you. I can only hope we can reverse this brainwashing.”

I groan and wave my hands in the air in an exasperated gesture. “If you’d just listen to what I’ve been trying to say for the last five minutes, maybe we wouldn’t have to go in circles.”

“Tell us, daughter,” my father prompts, his expression patient, only adding to my stress. “Did you sleep with him?”

“That’s none of your business,” I shoot back in an annoyed tone. “I’m not a child. I can do whatever and whoever I want.”

“That would be a resounding yes then.” My father sighs. He glances at my mother. “It’s nothing we can’t fix.”

She nods. “What’s important is that we have her back. We’ll get her the best treatment the money can buy to break this man’s hold over her.”

“Stop talking as if I’m not here,” I hiss. “I can hear you, you know?”

But they no longer pay me any attention, wrapped in their own world.

“Maybe it would’ve been better if we had killed him after all,” my father mumbles. “He’s more cunning than even I gave him credit for.”

“Igor killed his mother and fiancée,” I snap. “What else do you want to take from him?”

My father’s head abruptly turns my way, his eyes locking on mine. “What did you just say?”

“What else do you want to take from him?” I repeat, my brows furrowing.

“No.” He shakes his head. “The first part.”

“That Igor killed Nikolai’s mother and fiancée?” I ask in confusion.

“Your brother killed Nikolai’s family?” my mother says in a surprised voice.

I nod. “In a drunken hit and run,” I explain, and glance at Father. “You helped him cover it up.”

“I had no idea they were Volkov’s family,” my father mutters under his breath, scratching the back of his neck.

“This doesn’t change anything,” my mother insists. “He took our child. He violated her. You must make him pay.”

I raise my hands, hoping to stop them. “Please don’t do this. He didn’t ‘violate’ me. I’m right here, and I’m okay. “

But neither one of them seems willing to listen to me. I’m back to being invisible as they circle each other, giving no signs of hearing me. It’s unnerving and confusing.

“Now’s the perfect moment,” my father says grimly. “We’ll never get a better chance.”

“Please don’t try to hurt him,” I repeat. “This isn’t a good plan. You’ll only risk getting yourselves killed.”

“Let’s end this nightmare,” my mother says to my father, ignoring me.

“Don’t worry, printsessa.” My father turns to me, his hands resting gently on my shoulders. “We’ll free you of him once and for all.”

His words seem to unleash something in my mother, and she nods furiously, pointing her finger at him.

“Yes! He can’t do this to us,” my mother snarls. “Not to you. Not to our family.”

My father nods and storms out of the room with my mother right on his heels.

I don’t think I’ve ever felt this helpless in my life. They’re like two maniacs, dead set on getting rid of the enemy I wish they could see as family. I run after them, hoping to stop them before they make a mistake. But it seems my pleas are falling on deaf ears. They don’t listen, and before I can do anything, they barge into the living room.

I come in just in time to see my brothers pull out their guns and aim them at Nik.

“No!” I scream, and throw myself at him, positioning us so the guns are aimed at me now.

“Serdtse,” Nikolai warns in a low voice, trying to grab my arms and put me behind him.

“No!” I cry again, refusing to budge. “No. No. NO!”

“Kata,” Igor hisses, and cocks his gun. “Step away from him.”

I don’t move.

Everything happens so fast.

A gun goes off.


THIRTY-SEVEN
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The shot rings through space, and it’s the end of the world. The woman I’m in love with shields me, her body tensing in my arms.

I don’t experience physical pain, but my heart’s bleeding. It’s hurting for her, knowing that if I wasn’t the one hit by the bullet, it must’ve been her. She had rushed to me and shielded my body with hers.

“Nikolai!” she cries out, turning around just as gracefully as ever.

My brows furrow in confusion, and I pat her body to look for a wound. “Where are you hurt, serdtse?”

“I’m not,” she replies, sounding just as confused.

Dimitri clears his throat. “Enough of this charade.”

Katarina and I turn to him. It’s then that I notice the gun in his hand and the white powder at his feet. I’m willing to bet that if I looked up, there’d be a bullet hole in the ceiling.

I see red. I storm toward the oldest Sokolov, pure rage pumping through my veins. I’ve never wanted to cause more harm than right now. I want to put an end to this pig once and for all.

Before I can reach him, the other guns cock, and Katarina pulls me back.

“Stop, Nik,” she pleads. “Just stop.”

“There’s no need to keep fighting,” her mother says, joining her brother. “You lost.”

I back up with Katarina by my side. One wrong move, and we’re dead.

Or so they think.

They want to believe that they’ve trapped me, but they’re forgetting one thing—no one gets the better of Nikolai Volkov.

“How could you do this?” Katarina asks in a barely audible voice, fresh tears streaming down her cheeks. “Why won’t you listen to me?”

“It’s him who’s making you say these things,” her father hisses. “Once he’s gone, you’ll be safe.”

“It’s okay, serdtse,” I tell Katarina, whose face is white with shock. I’m not an idiot. I need to give my men time to take their places while also protecting her and the baby.

“Step away. You have to stay safe. “

She shakes her head, tightening her grip on my hand. She’s not budging, even as her parents are ordering her to move aside.

“Move away,” I tell her as well.

Even though she’s not aware of my backup plan, her resistance buys me time. One of my top rules is to never leave the house without protection. It’s true that this visit happened faster than I would’ve liked, but sometimes, I’m forced to take risks.

“Kata, do as we say,” her mother barks.

“Listen to your mother, Katarina,” her father orders, his voice carrying the authority of a pakhan.

“You,” Katarina hisses, fire burning in her green eyes. Her beautiful face is now distorted by anger, and with her blonde hair flowing around her, she looks like a modern-day Valkyrie, ready to prevent the injustice she’s seeing. “How can you be so fucking blind to the truth? You call yourselves my parents, but if you truly loved me, you’d listen to what I’m trying to tell you. I’m safe because of Nik. Yakov Gargarin drugged me and tried to kidnap me. He told me all the horrible things he’d do to me. But he didn’t get a chance, because Nikolai Volkov stopped him. He kept me locked away, yes, but he made me comfortable and was gentle with me. And he’s now trying to keep you and the Gargarins from blowing up the whole city. He’s not the bad guy here. He’s the goddamn hero, and you just refuse to acknowledge it!”

For the shortest of seconds, I lose control over my neutral expression. My mouth falls open in surprise. I had no idea she saw me that way.

Katarina lowers her hand to her belly, protectively covering it. “He’s going to be my husband and the father of my child. If you hurt him, I swear to God I’ll never forgive you. I’ll make it my life’s mission to destroy you. All of you!”

At the same time, her mother utters a sharp, “No!”

Katarina glances at her annoyedly. “Yes,” she hisses. “I’m pregnant, and I’m staying with him.”

Her mother’s mouth opens and closes like a fish. When the words finally come to her, she says, “Think about your reputation.”

“My reputation?” Katarina shoots back. “I’ve been paraded around like a prize for the last few years, dangled in front of Father’s business partners on more than one occasion. Who do you think cares about my ruined reputation?”

With every spoken word, Dimitri seems to deflate. His anger is overshadowed by Katarina’s icy cold accusations and her scathing tone. She does know how to dole out grievances.

Dimitri’s shoulders sink. He glances at his sons.

“Lower your guns,” he orders.

I carefully look around the room at the weapons pointed at me. They all obey, except for Igor. That’s fine. I can easily fight him off before my men get here. He’s only one person, after all, and it wouldn’t be the first time I kicked his ass.

“But, Papa . . . Are you sure?” he asks, his finger itching to pull the trigger. “We finally have him.”

Dimitri looks at his oldest son. “It was different when they were just engaged,” he tells him. “Katarina’s carrying his baby. He’s the father of your niece or nephew, of my grandchild. He’s family now. No one is to touch him. Is that clear?”

“But the baby isn’t born yet,” Igor insists. “We can still fix this.”

As quick as the lightning, Dimitri lunges at his son, yanking the gun out of his hand, turning it around, and smacking him on the head with its butt. I can’t help but admire the older man’s agility. I bite the inside of my cheek to keep myself from smiling. That asshole deserved it.

“Ow!” Igor cries, tentatively touching the bleeding spot. “What the fuck?”

“Don’t you dare ever suggest that again,” Dimitri hisses. “Katarina clearly wants her baby. They are our family, whether they are born yet or not.”

With this new development, I allow myself to take a small, steadying breath. A smirk spreads across my lips. It’s amusing, seeing this new side of Dimitri. He seems as much a predator in business as a protector of his family.

Katarina steps up to me and puts her arms around my neck. I pull her close, grateful that we managed to avoid a scene where she could’ve gotten hurt. At least one part of this nightmare is over.

However, this still doesn’t change the fact that they pulled guns on me. I’m not ready to forget that they intended to kill me or that they put Katarina in danger.

Katarina pulls away but stays glued to my hip. When Dimitri comes up to me, she tries to position herself between me and her father. But I don’t let her. Not again.

“I guess sometimes, love comes at the most unexpected of times,” Dimitri says. “A new baby is a gift. Now more than ever, we should stand together. What do you say, Nikolai? Are you ready to bury the hatchet and bring our two families together once and for all?”

I narrow my eyes at his extended hand.

“I promise no tricks this time,” he tells me, noticing my hesitation. “I haven’t given you any reason to trust me. But I truly hope that you’ll give me a chance to make amends. I’d love to be a part of my grandson’s life.”

“Or granddaughter,” Katarina adds.

Dimitri’s mouth twitches. “Or granddaughter,” he allows, his eyes locked on mine. “What do you say?”

If I refuse now, I’ll be the bad guy. I often enjoy being one, but I don’t think Katarina would forgive me.

Family is important. Though mine was taken away from me, it doesn’t give me the right to take away hers.

The Sokolovs and the Volkovs must finally unite, or otherwise, there’ll never be peace. I see it as well as her father does. And now, there’s no more room for either of us to be hostile. Our families have been through too much. It’s time we bring that to an end.

“I’m doing this for your daughter,” I tell him. “And for my child.”

“That’s good enough,” Dimitri replies, nodding in acknowledgment. “You wouldn’t be the man she sees in you if you’d accepted for any other reason.”

“I also want an apology,” I say, knowing how important his pride is to him.

“I’m sorry, Nikolai, for your family and for the pain we have caused,” Dimitri says, and lets out a loud sigh. “Now, let’s put an end to this.”

“And Igor too,” I say, my eyes shifting to Dimitri’s oldest. “I want him to admit to killing my mother and my fiancée. I want him to tell me how sorry he is and how he has regretted it every day since.”

Dimitri’s still-extended hand shakes. He understands that this union isn’t only up to him anymore. It’s Igor who needs to humble himself in front of me and yield to my demands. This way, I’ll leave the past buried where it belongs, and Katarina will get her happily ever after. The rest is up to them and whatever god watches over them.

I’m satisfied when Igor’s shoulders drop, and he closes his eyes, submitting to me in front of his father. When his mouth opens to speak, he keeps his eyes fixed on mine.

“I’m deeply sorry for what I did,” he finally chokes out. “If I knew back then what I know now, I would not have run. I regret my actions every day.”

I feel the tension slowly slip away from me. I don’t need his full confession. As far as the world is concerned, it was a hit and run. If Igor continues on his misguided path, he’ll get his own punishment soon enough. I should keep my hands clean of his blood and focus on my unborn baby.

Turning back to Dimitri, I finally reach for his hand and shake it. The hold is strong on both ends, and we squeeze each other, our eyes meeting. In that moment, two powerful men make their peace.

This alliance can only prosper.


THIRTY-EIGHT
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I’m going crazy.

I must be.

It’s the only way I can explain how I’m sitting in Dimitri Sokolov’s living room with a glass of vodka in my hand and Katarina by my side.

“We need your help, Nikolai,” Dimitri says, scratching his chin. “I’m afraid this mess is slightly bigger than we originally thought.”

“Yakov’s more impulsive than we expected,” I state, taking another sip. The drink feels good going down my throat, but it doesn’t help in easing my mind or focusing my thoughts. “He’s no longer just a thorn in our side. He’s a real threat. Sergey isn’t able to stop his own son when the little prick makes up his mind to do damage.”

“We have to fight back,” Igor demands, his chest puffing out. “Yakov came after Katarina. He came after me. It’s only a matter of time before he attacks again.”

“We don’t have enough men,” Aleksander interjects. He’s a lot smarter and calmer than his older brother. Igor has been nothing but hot air and piss ever since I met him.

“What exactly do you want from Nikolai, Papa?” Katarina asks, narrowing her eyes at her father as if she’s ready to jump to my defense. Despite the seemingly buried hatchet, my guard is still up. Dimitri betrayed me twice now, and I won’t be the fool who blindly walks into another trap of his making.

“Men and guns,” Dimitri replies with a nonchalant shrug.

“Not long ago, I had a conversation with your sons about this,” I tell him.

He raises his brow in question and glances at his sons.

“We were trying to keep him busy while you talked to Kata,” Aleksander explains, not sounding sorry for the deceit. I don’t blame him. Either one of them. They did what they thought was best for their family. Except that they were wrong. But at the time, they didn’t know better.

“The point is, your sons and I made a deal,” I continue, deciding to move on.

If possible, Dimitri’s eyebrows lift even higher, disappearing up his forehead. This might be all news to him, but I won’t let it go. Igor, Aleksander, Mikhail, and I shook on it. I like the terms we set and agreed on.

“I’d like to continue with that deal,” I tell him. “If you agree to it too, I promise I’ll help you.”

“First, I need to know what the deal is,” Dimitri forces through gritted teeth. His nostrils flare, his cheeks flushed. His anger isn’t my problem. He won’t dare to insult me again. Not when I hold all the power in my hands.

“As I told your sons, waging a war on the Gargarins is not an option. We need to avoid bloodshed and find a way to make peace. Otherwise, we all risk losing a lot of money,” I tell him. “I don’t want my businesses getting attacked again.”

Dimitri winces at my last words. He knows they were aimed straight at him. “I wish it could be that easy,” he replies.

“It can be.”

He sighs and shakes his head. “No, I’m afraid it can’t.”

Funny enough, it’s Katarina who loses her cool first. “For fuck’s sake, Papa, will you spit it out sometime before I go into labor?”

I suppress a smile, not wanting to offend Dimitri. His youngest son doesn’t have a problem with that, as a chuckle escapes him. But when he earns himself a glare from his father, any trace of amusement is quickly wiped off his face.

Dimitri gets up from his seat and takes a framed picture from the top of the fireplace. Without a word, he passes it to me. Even before looking, I already know what it is.

As I guessed, it’s a family photo of Dimitri, his wife, and his four kids. It must’ve been taken fifteen years ago or so. They’re all smiling at the camera, even Dimitri. Young Katarina’s hair is sticking out from two pigtails, and there’s a line of freckles across her face. They must’ve disappeared with age. She looks happy. My heart aches for the time when everything was easier. When our biggest burdens as children was schoolwork or what to play at the park.

“That’s what a family looks like when a man has nothing to fear,” Dimitri finally speaks, and points at the photograph. “Back then, people didn’t dare utter my name even in the safety of their own homes. They were too afraid.”

“Times have changed,” I reply, and give him back the picture.

“They have,” he allows, but his eyes are shining with eager excitement. “But that doesn’t mean we have to allow people to disrespect us. Not with you by our side.”

“Get to the point already,” I hiss, slowly growing tired of his droning. He’s not as talented a speaker as he’d like to believe.

“I want your guns and your men.”

Tell me something I don’t know.

I’m waiting for him to give me a new piece of the puzzle. Something that I can chew on.

“This has gone on for far too long. I agree with you that the war needs to stop. But I don’t agree with your plan on how to end it,” he says finally.

I narrow my eyes at him. Suddenly, the tie around my neck feels too tight. I don’t like the implication behind his words, and I’m losing my patience.

“Say it,” I challenge him. “Say the words, old man.”

Dimitri’s eyes flash at my disrespect. Good, he should get used to it. He’s not the top dog anymore. A new generation has arrived, and we’re ready to do things our way. Do we want peace? No. But it also doesn’t mean we can go out there with cocked guns.

Times have changed. People won’t stand for it anymore. That’s what he doesn’t understand. Modern technologies might’ve made everyone’s life easier, but not ours. Not when so much information can be shared in a matter of seconds.

“I want our men to pay the Gargarins a visit,” he says calmly. His breathing is coming in fast and shallow bursts. He might speak in a low voice, but he’s barely maintaining control over himself. I’m willing to bet my entire empire that no one has ever talked to him the way I’m treating him today.

From the corner of my eye, I notice movement outside the window. The black military jackets are confirmation enough—my brother’s men have arrived. Though they’re a bit late for my liking, they’re still on time to provide backup if Dimitri and I can’t come to an agreement.

With a newfound resolve, I open my mouth to tell him to go fuck himself, but Katarina takes my hand and turns to me. I frown and meet her pale green eyes.

“My father’s right,” she tells me, keeping her voice low as if she wants the words to be only for me to hear. “Yakov will never stop coming after us. Don’t you want him to pay for what he tried to do to me?”

I resist the urge to scowl.

Of course, I want him to pay. But I don’t want to open Pandora’s box—not when everyone will know who did it.

Not like this.

My thumb strokes the back of Katarina’s hand, but it does little to quiet my rambling thoughts.

“Think of the baby,” she urges, moving my hand to her belly. “Think of your son.”

My eyebrows shoot up. “A son? It’s too early to tell, serdtse.”

Katarina gives me a small smile. “A mother knows these things. I have a feeling we’re going to have a boy.”

My eyes soften, and a smile tugs at the corners of my mouth. A newfound determination to keep my growing family safe washes over me. I look into Katarina’s eyes.

“I want you to know that I don’t care whether we have a son or a daughter,” I tell her. “As long as the baby and you are healthy.”

Katarina chuckles. “You always know just the right thing to say. And here I was figuring you’d prefer a male descendant to carry on your legacy.”

“Women can be just as badass as men.” I smirk. “Even more so at times. Just look at you.”

Katarina shakes her head and presses a kiss on my lips.

“What do you want me to do?” I ask her, ready to listen. For my child, I’ll burn the world if I have to. I’ll get rid of everyone and everything that could harm them.

“Give my father your men and your guns,” she tells me. “Send them to end this nightmare once and for all.”

I sigh loudly and glance at Dimitri, who’s been watching our conversation without a word.

“Yakov’s our only target,” I tell him. “Anastasiya’s already suffered enough. She’s not to be touched.”

Dimitri chuckles. “As you wish,” he says, bowing his head. “Yakov and Sergey.”

I shake my head. “Fine,” I agree. “If I hear that Ana got hurt, you’ll pay for it.”

“In that case, it’s a good thing you’ll be there to make sure she gets out of this unscathed,” Dimitri replies with a smirk.

“Nikolai’s not going,” Katarina says, before I can even open my mouth.

Dimitri turns to her, a ghost of a smile on his face. “We can’t expect our men to fight without us leading them. The Bratva way is one of power. With his attacks, Gargarin has challenged our strength. We need to have family members there to represent us. Igor will do that for us.”

“No,” Katarina breathes, shaking her head. “Nikolai’s not going.”

She doesn’t see what I see in Dimitri’s eyes. This isn’t a question. It’s a test. A way to show we’re in this together. If it goes well, it’ll strengthen our family’s ties and help us move forward toward rebuilding trust. But that’s only if it goes well.

If it doesn’t, we’re fucked, and I’m dead.


THIRTY-NINE
KATARINA


“Nik, wait!” I demand, but he doesn’t stop and continues walking down the stairs into the basement of his townhouse. When the lights flicker on, I see the large room with many shelves stocked with all kinds of weapons. He has enough guns here to wage a war, which I guess is what’s happening now. If it’s not obvious that he doesn’t allow anyone down here, then the ironclad door surely suggests as much.

“I have to do this, serdtse,” he tells me as he takes the bag and starts filling it with guns and ammo.

“You have nothing to prove, Nik,” I insist. “You don’t need to get yourself killed over something my brother did.”

Nikolai sets the bag down with a loud thump and turns to me. His gray eyes are soft when they lock on mine. His hands are gentle as he touches me.

“It’s about honor,” he tells me softly. “The Sokolov name is now intertwined with Volkov. If your family is disrespected, I am as well, and I don’t tolerate that. We live in a world of sharks. They’ll come rushing in if they smell even a hint of weakness. Do you understand? I have no choice.”

I sniff and nod, my eyes filling with tears. He cups my cheeks and leans his forehead against mine. I inhale his breath, holding it inside of me until my head swims from the lack of oxygen.

“We’ll be okay, serdtse,” he murmurs. “Together, we’ll be okay. I’m doing this for us.”

I tilt my head back, my mouth seeking his. Our lips lock, and he presses me closer to him, his large palms splaying across my back.

“Make love to me,” I plead in between deep, sultry kisses. “And you have to promise to return to us. I need you to promise me.”

Nikolai smiles and pushes a stray blonde lock behind my ear. “Nothing will keep me from returning to you, moye serdtse. Nothing.”

He picks me up as if I weigh nothing and lays me down on the dirty floor. I’m too excited to care about my white dress getting soiled. I just want him. I want to know that everything will be alright.

“Hurry,” I beg, undressing him quickly. As soon as he slips his arms around my waist and pulls my dress off my body, I lean in to feel his skin on mine. I’ve missed it. It’s too cold without him. “Don’t torture me, Nik.”

He ignores my request and takes his time kissing every inch of my body, going from my neck to my collarbone, until he finally catches the tip of my nipple in his mouth. He lightly grazes the sensitive nub, making me let out a pained whimper. I need him right now, and the foreplay isn’t helping one bit.

“Nikolai,” I say sharply. I have to force my breath to calm down so I sound confident. “Give me your goddamn cock and make me scream.”

My demand seems to catch his attention. He raises himself above me, admiring the view. “Oh, serdtse,” he whispers, and quickly takes his pants off. “That, I can do.”

He then thrusts into me with brute force, meeting my need with vehemence. He grabs my hips and nearly lifts me off the ground.

“Kiss me,” he orders, and I obey. We lick and bite each other, desperate for a taste, desperate to get closer. I wrap my legs around his body, pulling him in and burying him deeper inside me.

I dig my nails into the flesh of his back. Nikolai captures my wrists and pins them next to my head, shoving my pelvis against him with every thrust of his hips. My climax is coming at me fast. Soon, it’s there, and I’m teetering on the edge, ready to tumble into oblivion. Nikolai holds on, wanting to prolong the moment. He has the stamina of a horse, ready to keep going. His body is built for me, his mind only set on the pleasure it gives me.

Soon, Nikolai’s movements become faster and more ragged. He moans my name into the shell of my ear. Hearing him say my name, filled with such intense pleasure, does it for me. My breathing stops, just before my body shivers uncontrollably. Every muscle in my body tenses, ready for the next thrust. I feel the sparks of another orgasm coming. They’re burning hotter this time, and when they do take over my body, I scream out, enjoying the rush.

And yet, he keeps going.

When I’m somewhat coherent again, he grabs my hips and rolls us into a new position. He’s beneath me as I straddle him, ready to ride him within an inch of his life. It seems like the only word I can speak at the moment is his name.

“Nikolai,” I whisper, and arch my back as he drives his hips higher. He plays with my breasts while I ride his manhood, clasping his erection between my folds. His fingers dance across the skin of my stomach. The closer he gets to my invisible baby bump, the more my pleasure increases.

My breathing hitches, and I once again teeter on the brink of yet another climax until my world crashes and violent shivers follow it. Nikolai’s groans join my cries of pleasure. He sits up and pulls me against him. I move my hips back and forth, left and right, rubbing his cock with my pussy, tightening around him.

His breathing matches the intensity of my movements, and soon, we share just one frantic heartbeat. When I think he’s reached his peak and he’s about to release, he topples us and puts my legs over his shoulders. I let out a yelp of pain and anticipation. His gray eyes darken even more as his cock thickens inside of me.

I’m delirious with desire for him, and when I’m close to yet another orgasm, he’s not far behind me. With a primal roar, he slams his hips into mine. When he comes, I follow suit, moaning out his name.

Panting from the intense love-making, I pull him closer to me and bury my nose in the crook of his neck.

“Promise me,” I say, when I can finally formulate a coherent thought.

He holds me tighter. “Always, moye serdtse. In this life and the next.”

“I’m never letting you go,” I tell him.

Nikolai chuckles and rubs my back. He stands up, taking me with him. My naked body fits into his as if I was made for him and him for me. And in a way, we were.

My heart’s pounding in my chest, and a sick feeling lingers in the pit of my stomach. I cling to Nikolai, and in that moment, nothing will ever tear us apart. The realization makes me feel faint. I can barely catch my breath, the panic growing, choking me.

The nagging thoughts at the back of my head won’t quiet. What if he’s killed? What if something happens to him, and he leaves me alone?

I’m a little delirious as he pulls my dress over my head.

“We should get married,” I blurt out.

Nikolai glances at me. “We’ll get married.”

“Now,” I demand, widening my eyes at him. “We should get married right now.”

Nikolai furrows his brows and shakes his head. “No, serdtse. We’ve done a lot of things badly, but this is one thing I want to do properly.”

“I love you, Nik,” I tell him, realizing it’s truer than anything else I’ve ever said. “I’m in love with you.”

Nikolai halts and looks straight into my eyes. Then he releases a breathy chuckle and grabs me by the arms, shaking his head in disbelief.

“You’re crazy,” he whispers, and kisses me deeply.

When he pulls away, I pout. “That’s all you’re going to say to me?”

Nikolai’s gray eyes go to slits. “And I love you too, serdtse.”

“Does that mean we’ll do it?” I ask with a smirk, excitement coursing through my veins.

Nikolai’s own smile could light up the entire room.

“My God,” he mutters, and pulls me into his embrace. “There’s nothing I’d love more than to be your husband. And yes, we’ll get married. Just not yet.”

I groan. “Ugh, you’re such a buzzkill.”

“This buzzkill loves you, moye serdtse,” he coos, as if he is talking to a baby. It would make me gag if it was anyone else. “And I will come back to make an honest woman out of you.”

I exhale and squeeze him. “I’ll hold you to that,” I say against his neck, drinking him in and imprinting this moment to memory. I’ll need it if he doesn’t return to me. I don’t see anything other than him for me and my future. Whatever’s coming our way, we’ll face it.

Nikolai picks up his bag, and we leave the basement together. He’ll take me back to my parents’ house, where he and his men will meet with Igor and my father’s thugs. Together, they’re going to go after Yakov at one of Gargarin’s bars, which he frequents. I’m glad they don’t involve me in their planning, keeping the details to themselves. I don’t think I could deal with all the unknowns.

As I sit in the car, I rub my belly and pray that Nik will come back to us.


FORTY
NIKOLAI


We’re not leaving anything to chance, taking six cars, each packed with five men. Three are filled with people I trust, and the other two hold the people who’ll become my family.

I readjust the straps on my bulletproof vest while Ivan follows Igor’s car. I recheck the gun and count the ammo. I tap my thigh with nervous energy.

In theory, we’ll have the upper hand by using the element of surprise and coming at them with thirty men. The plan is to be in and out before Gargarin even realizes what hit him. All of us should come out in one piece with barely a bullet spent.

In theory . . .

We all know that real life doesn’t work according to theories. It’s a lot more cruel and brutal. People make mistakes, and life often doesn’t always end nicely.

But it has to for me.

Because Katarina can’t marry a dead man. The thought of her, pregnant and miserable, thinking I broke my promise, doesn’t settle well in my mind.

My child won’t be raised without a father. I’ll be there every day to teach him or her about running a business. Only when they’re all grown up and strong, will I be ready to leave this world, knowing that the Volkov empire will be in capable hands. In my child’s control.

But to do that, we have to play our cards right today.

As Katarina so sweetly told me, I can’t fucking die. There are too many people relying on me, and I’ll be damned if I fuck that up.

“You okay, boss?” Ivan asks, glancing at me from the driver’s side.

“Yeah,” I reply. “Just wired up.”

“It’s been a while since you’ve done this,” he muses. “Do you remember that time we robbed the liquor store as kids? Your father beat us up, but not because we did it.”

“He was angry at us for taking the alcohol while leaving the money behind,” I finish, and chuckle. “Father of the year.”

“Be sure to get some kind of proof when we kill Yakov,” Ivan tells me after a pause. “Dimitri might be your future father-in-law, but we both know he can be a real pain in the ass. Don’t give him a reason to question you.”

“You’re right,” I agree, knowing he’s just trying to look out for me as he has ever since we were kids. “I’ll make sure of that.”

“Have some good news for me, at least?” he asks.

“Nyet.” I shrug. “Well, I guess it depends.”

“On?”

“Whether or not you still fancy my sister,” I reply with a smirk.

Ivan huffs out a chuckle, but it sounds forced. I decide it’s best to put him out of his misery. I’ll need him focused when we get to Gargarin’s bar.

“Katya’s coming for the wedding,” I tell him, watching him carefully for his reaction.

Ivan keeps his expression neutral, his eyes firmly on the road. “Oh,” is all he says, followed by a curt nod. He’d be a terrible poker player.

“Yeah,” I say with a grin, and shake my head. “Don’t worry about it. You have even less chance with her than you did when we lived in Moscow. She’s a hotshot lawyer now. Apparently, she and Vasily spend a lot of time together.”

“That leaves you as the odd one out,” he says, as if I didn’t know that already. “The black sheep, who chose the life of organized crime.”

“Foreign Intelligence Service isn’t that much better,” I mutter. “They do what they want under the pretense of keeping mother Russia safe.”

“I take it that Vasily’s also coming to the wedding,” Ivan guesses, and I nod. “I figured as much. I doubt he’d send you his men without wanting something in return. Be careful, Nik. Your brother’s a different kind of powerful man than you’re used to dealing with.”

“I know,” I confirm. “It’s a good thing I have you to watch my back.”

“If we come out of this alive, I’ll be happy to keep on doing my job,” he says. “Unless Katya finally opens her eyes to the truth and realizes that I’m the man of her dreams.”

I chuckle and watch the shimmering city beyond the tinted windows. Katarina’s probably pacing her parents’ house, counting the seconds until I’m back, sipping on ginger tea. I have to bite the inside of my mouth to keep a smile from spreading across my face.

She and I really are two of a kind.

Naturally attracted.

At odds with the world.

It’s a sinful match made in hell.

When one of the three men sitting in the back clears his throat, I’m pulled back to the present. We’re nearly there.

The plan is to go straight to the bar and enter through the front door. Anyone with a gun is an open target. If Yakov isn’t there, we’ll force the bartender to make the call.

That’s the plan for the best-case scenario.

However, like theories, best-case scenarios often don’t work out in real life either.

Which is why I shouldn’t be surprised that shit hits the fan the moment we arrive.

Igor’s car is the first in our convoy. I’m clutching my gun.

There are already a few smoke plumes around the perimeter of the bar, but one spot glows brighter than the others.

“Fuck,” Ivan hisses. “Something’s burning. I smell gasoline.”

“And gunpowder,” I add, and jump out of the car just before Ivan hits the brakes.

Gun in hand, I scan the surroundings. Our men have spread out to check the perimeter. I find Igor standing with his back turned to me.

“Igor?” I growl, checking the scene before I reach him. Two men, similar in age to us, lie on the ground, their dead eyes wide open in surprise. Since their brains are blown out and their expressions fixed, I can safely guess that the cause of death wasn’t a heart attack.

“Who are they?” I ask, not recognizing either of their faces.

“They’re not ours,” Igor says. “Why would Gargarin kill his own men?”

“I don’t think he did,” I mutter, my heart dropping into my stomach. Shit. “Someone else did this.”

“No.” Igor shakes his head in denial. “No, that can’t be true. I would’ve heard the whispers. My intel’s always right.”

“Forget about that,” I half-yell angrily. “Face the facts. The bar’s burning. The dead don’t belong to you or me. There’s someone else we didn’t count on.”

Igor turns to me, a question in his eyes. He opens his mouth to speak, but nothing comes out as a gunshot echoes, and he falls to the ground.

“Fuck!” I curse, and duck low, looking blindly around, trying to figure out where the bullet came from. The wind distorted the sound, and the echoes made it seem like the gunman could be anywhere around us.

Igor’s lying limply on the ground. He’s bleeding heavily from the side of his head. I’m not sure if he’s alive, and I don’t have time to check because another gunshot resonates.

Someone cries out.

“Sniper!” Ivan yells. “Get down!”

“Where the fuck is he shooting from?” I ask no one in particular. I can’t even be sure I’m safe behind the car.

Blood starts trickling from the corners of Igor’s mouth. I squeeze my jaw, ready to slam him against the car door for not being cautious, but before I can do that, another sniper bullet rips through the air, cracking loudly. I plug my ears and look blindly above me.

Shit.

Without stopping to think, I slither on the ground toward Igor. As much as I hate the bastard for all the pain he’s caused me, I can’t let him die. Not when there’s a chance that he might live. Katarina loves her fool of a brother.

When I reach him, I can see he’s struggling. I glance at his face, his half-closed eyes meeting mine. I can practically feel the tension leaving his body, and I shake my head at him. I touch blindly around the bleeding spots, trying to pinpoint where the bullet hit him. It must be in the head.

Suddenly, the unmistakable scent of gasoline wraps around me, making it impossible to breathe. The fire has spread to the surrounding cars. One small flame flickers dangerously close to a gas tank.

In the heavy silence that falls around us, I realize the shooting has stopped, and there’s a white van speeding away.

Now’s the time to take the risk.

“You!” I point at one of Igor’s men. He straightens up, waiting for orders. “Get Igor to a doctor. He’s your responsibility now. You better hope he survives.”

The man clenches his jaw and nods. Then he and his friend carry Igor to their car.

“The rest of you, get in your cars,” I order, raising my voice so everyone can hear me over the sounds of the burning building. “We have to find that van!”


FORTY-ONE
NIKOLAI


As luck would have it, there aren’t many unmarked white vans on the road we’re on.

I signal to Ivan to follow the one just a few cars ahead of us. He doesn’t need to worry about getting too close. We want them to know we’re onto them.

He nods, and the chase is on.

“We have to find out who they are,” I tell him. “Push them off the road. Bring them to a stop. Do whatever you have to.”

“On it,” Ivan replies with a wicked grin.

He’s enjoying this.

As he accelerates, I take a moment to wipe my hands against my pants. They’re covered with Igor’s blood.

Will he live or die? He was trying to tell me something. Or ask for help. I get a nasty feeling in my stomach that he was more or less conscious of what was happening around him.

“Here we go,” Ivan mutters, bringing our car’s front bumper straight up to the van’s back. Our other cars move to the sides, caging the van in.

We swerve left and right, pressing them to see who or what will break first—his concentration or the vehicle. The driver hits the gas even more, and Ivan’s brows furrow.

“Grab a hold, boys,” I warn our men in the back.

Suddenly, the van breaks to the side of the road, pushing against one of our cars. Ivan does his best to maintain control, swerving a little to the left. I brace myself for the crash. There isn’t time to turn. No time to change plans. All we can do is hope that whoever’s steering the van doesn’t get us all killed.

I need him alive.

I want answers.

The adrenaline pumps violently through my veins, heightening my senses. I clutch my hands into fists.

“Come on!” I yell, my rage taking over. “Let’s finish this!”

Fight or flight.

An animalistic roar rips from my throat.

Despite our best efforts to surround the van from all sides, the vehicle manages to speed up even more. With a jerk, the driver yanks it to the right, crashing against one of ours. The speed and impact cause a disaster.

My men’s screams can be heard above the clamor of everything crumbling down.

Metal crushing against metal.

Broken glass fills the air.

Tires screeching.

Men yelling.

And suddenly, we’re flying.

It’s not like the movies when everything slows down. But it does seem as if our movements are slowed.

The car rolls twice before crashing against an electrical post, sending sparks everywhere. We’re thrown around like ragdolls.

I knock my head against the dashboard. A gash opens on my forehead, and the taste of metal fills my mouth. My ears are filled with the sound of my men roaring.

The car stops so suddenly that it almost seems like it landed on a runway. Every muscle in my body is tied up in knots, tense, and screaming.

But this is my mess, and it’s up to me to fix it.

I shove the dizzy feeling away, grunting with effort. I push my shoulder against the door. Eventually, it opens, and I climb out of the wreckage. My legs wobble beneath me, but I manage to stay on my feet.

“Nik,” Ivan whispers behind me. “Are you alright?”

It takes me two tries to turn my head to the side to look at him. If he’s straining for words, then my tongue is on total strike. But I’m ready to get moving. The need to find whoever was in the van spurs me forward, despite my limbs wailing in protest.

“I’m coming,” Ivan says, and motions for me to wait for him. My steps falter, but when my eyes take in the dead bodies of my men, I gain a second wind. Anger pushes through the fog in my mind.

I press hard, and the guy in the windowless white van is standing in front of me. It takes me a moment, but recognition sets in.

“Fedot?” I force out, spitting blood as I speak. “What the fuck?”

He snickers. There’s a smug look on his face, one I itch to rid him of. My entire body’s hurting, and I’m barely standing. I thought I took care of Olenko. I was sure he understood my message.

“Did you really think you could insult and threaten my family without consequences?” Fedot demands, clutching his bruised ribs. The crash took a toll on him too. “I might’ve been forced to take your shit in your office, but not anymore. My father’s a weak bastard who’s eager to bow to others. I’m done following his lead. My time has come!”

“What did you hope to achieve with this?” I ask in disbelief.

“I wanted Dimitri to see that we’re more powerful allies than you,” he snarls. “If we took care of the Gargarins, you’d be useless to him. He’d be happy to give me Katarina.”

I tip my head back and roar with laughter. I have no doubt I look insane. I’m not only covered in Igor’s blood, but blood is dripping down my face from the gash on my forehead.

But adrenaline is pumping strongly. I’m a wild and dangerous beast, and Fedot doesn’t yet know he’s my prey.

“Katarina will never be yours,” I say. “She agreed to marry me. In fact, she’s carrying my baby.”

“You’re lying,” he spits.

I shake my head and then quickly stop. The movement is making me dizzy, and I can’t afford to lose control now.

“You’re a weak pretender. You’re a little kid who wants to play in the big leagues. Guess what? You’ll never be good enough to be one of us. Even if she weren’t mine, Katarina would never want you. You’re too pathetic,” I tell him.

Fedot growls, narrowing his eyes at me. “How could she ever love a bastard like you?”

I shrug. “Because I’m better than you’ll ever be.”

Fedot howls and charges at me. I brace my body for impact, shifting aside to use his force against him. He curses and tries to shift his momentum, but I throw an arm around his shoulders, keeping him pressed on me. I hit him in the chest, and he crashes hard onto the ground. I roll on top of him and bang his head against the pavement.

He pushes me off him, his anger giving him strength.

We’re both battered and bruised. Bleeding and throbbing.

But hate burns stronger than pain.

I have more to fight for.

He roars, running toward me again. This time, I don’t wait for him to reach me. Instead, I meet him halfway. It’s time to stop playing around and finish this once and for all. His attempt at humiliating me by trying to take my family has backfired. Now I get to decide how to end this.

How to end him.

And I can’t wait to do it.

Rage fuels my actions, giving me more stamina. Fedot doesn’t see it coming, unprepared for someone like me, who fights dirty.

I wait until the last possible second to bend, and I catch him in the ribs with my shoulder. We fall and roll down the hill, spinning out of control. He reaches out to grab something to steady himself, but I yank his hand out of the way.

While he’s taking his time to figure out which way is up, I close the gap between us.

I pull my gun from its holster and fire at his feet. He freezes, still trying to find purchase on the icy ground.

“Shoot me!” he screams.

I grin, showing him my blood-covered teeth. The look in my eyes is manic.

“Don’t you worry your pretty head,” I snarl at him. “I will.”

I aim and pull the trigger.

Fedot’s head jerks back. I made it painless and quick, though he didn’t deserve it.

“Nikolai!” Ivan roars, standing at the top of the hill, two long wooden sticks under his arms to use as support. It’s only then that I realize his right leg is broken. In fact, my entire body is starting to ache in places I didn’t know I could feel pain as I start to walk toward him.

“I’m fine,” I reassure him, but my smile fades when I see his grim face. “The others?”

“Fourteen dead,” Ivan replies, and nods at Fedot’s lifeless body. “Fifteen if you count him.”

“Sixteen if Igor doesn’t make it,” I mutter, and close my eyes for a moment.

I inhale deeply, needing to ground myself.

This isn’t over. As far as we know, all of the Gargarins are still very much alive and set on revenge.

“We should take care of our dead,” Ivan says, getting my full attention. “And then we should go home to reassess.”

“Yes,” I confirm. “Let’s do that.”


FORTY-TWO
KATARINA


“Do you think he’s okay?” I ask Olga.

The housekeeper has been keeping me company ever since I returned home. It’s funny. I don’t even know when I started to think about Nikolai’s house as home, and yet, here I am. I’m more at ease here than with my own family.

“Mr. Volkov always comes back whole,” she assures me in her heavy Russian accent. “He’ll do the same tonight.” She glances at my belly and smiles. “Especially since you’ve given him so many reasons to.”

I return her smile. “Will you tell me about him?”

“Let me get us tea first. It’ll help you relax while we wait.”

She comes back with chamomile tea and sugar cookies. As we’re enjoying the treat, she tells me stories about Nikolai’s childhood. She talks about his boyish pranks with Ivan and their wild teenage phase of experimenting with alcohol and chasing after girls. It’s when she mentions Vasily that my ears prick up.

“Who’s that?” I ask her, raising my brow in question as I take another bite of cookie.

“Mr. Volkov’s older brother,” Olga replies, her own brows furrowing in confusion. “Did he not tell you about his family?”

“Only bits and pieces,” I admit, realizing how little I know about Nikolai. “I know he has a sister.”

“Katya,” Olga confirms with a fond smile. “She’s a lawyer in Moscow. Last I heard, she set her eyes on being a judge and was working her way up the ladder.”

“What about Vasily?” I inquire, still surprised that Nikolai has an older brother.

“He also lives in Moscow,” Olga tells me. “His work is of a confidential nature. All I know is that he’s a high-ranking member of Russia’s secret service.”

I snort, making an unladylike sound. Olga’s lips twitch in amusement. She’s also aware of the irony behind the careers the three siblings have chosen. Vasily has legal permission to kill, while Katya’s work is about putting criminals behind bars. Nikolai, on the other hand, has no permission to kill, but still does it. He makes his own laws, which I imagine his sister isn’t too happy about.

“They don’t get along?” I ask.

“Ah, it’s that obvious?” Olga smiles. “Nikolai and Vasily rarely see eye to eye. I’ve not seen them talk to each other in the last ten years. But it looks like things have changed.”

“What do you mean?”

“The men that have arrived,” she says, talking about the group that escorted Nikolai. “They’ve been sent by Vasily.”

As I’m racking my brain for explanations, we are interrupted by the front door opening. It’s not a pleasant sound. Instead, it resonates as if the building itself doesn’t like the intrusion. Footsteps come toward us, and soon, we’re joined by a blood-covered Nikolai.

I jerk to my feet, tears pooling in my eyes. The sight of him brings forth every terrible scenario that’s been going through my head since he left. His hair’s sticking out in all directions, there’s dried blood on his cheeks, a large gash on his forehead.

“Olga, go and prepare a bath for Nikolai,” I tell her as gently as I can, knowing she’ll linger if I don’t send her out. She nods, and before leaving, glances at Nikolai again as if to confirm he’s okay.

Once we’re left alone, I run toward him, not caring whether he’s dirty or not.

“It’s not my blood, serdtse,” he assures me softly. I press my ear against his broad chest to hear the soft drumming of his heart. Finally, I’m able to calm my rapid breathing and frantic pulse.

“What happened?” I demand.

“The Olenkos went after the Gargarins,” he says, his gray eyes nearly black with anger. “They wanted to get back in your father’s good graces.”

“Fedot?” I breathe, recognizing the angry undertone in his words. “It was him, wasn’t it?”

He nods. “He had some sick idea in his head that if he killed me, you’d be his.”

I gulp, fear gripping me tight. He could’ve easily lost tonight. By the look of how battered and bruised he is, he didn’t have an easy time fighting Fedot.

“Did you . . .” I trail off, unsure how to finish the sentence.

“Yes,” Nikolai confirms cooly. “I killed him.”

There’s a small part of me that feels guilty about being relieved that Nik prevailed, especially since, once upon a time, Fedot and I were friends. But it’s a tiny, minuscule part of me. I don’t care about any of the others who were involved tonight. I’m just glad Nikolai came back to me.

“How bad was it?” I ask.

“We had casualties,” he replies in the same detached voice. “I’m not sure about your brother yet.”

At the mention of Igor, I press a hand against my mouth. No matter what state our relationship is right now, he’s my brother. I need to know whether he’s okay.

“Tell me,” I demand.

Nikolai squeezes his eyes shut. He’s tired and sore, but he grants me my wish.

Before he gets into the story, I follow him to the bathroom, where Olga ran a bath. My eyes don’t leave his body as he peels off his clothes, watching for the marks the battle left behind. There’s a nasty, dark-purple bruise on his ribs, and there’s a white layer of plaster on his left hand. With every piece of clothing that comes off, my heart breaks more.

I sit on a stool next to the tub to assist Nikolai while he bathes. As I grab the sponge and wash the blood off his body, he begins speaking. His voice is still detached and emotionless as he tells me about the sniper. My heart stops when he describes Igor’s injury. He dives into the car chase and then moves on to the fight that had ensued.

By the time he’s done, the urge to cry is unbearable, but I swallow the pain and shake my head. I take a deep breath, willing myself to stay strong, at least until I’m alone.

“Serdtse,” Nikolai says, getting my attention. “If Igor were dead, we’d already know.”

I nod, having a hard time maintaining eye contact with him. The father of my unborn child nearly died tonight. I shudder, thinking about how badly tonight could’ve ended.

Finished with his bath, Nikolai dries himself but makes no move to get dressed. We make our way to the bedroom wordlessly, our shoulders touching to reassure ourselves that the other is okay.

“Stay here,” Nikolai tells me when he’s in bed. He can probably read the questions in my eyes because he explains himself. “It’s not safe to leave the house yet.”

“The Gargarins are still out there,” I conclude.

He shrugs. “Right now, I’ve no idea what happened to them. We were caught completely by surprise. None of us expected Fedot to grow a pair and plan something of this sort.”

“It’s a good thing you came back alive,” I whisper, snuggling closer to him. “You can sleep. I’ll get some water, and then I’ll join you.”

“I’ll call your father to check on Igor,” he replies, and I give him a grateful smile. I’m not sure I’m strong enough to make the call myself.

Once I return to the room, he’s already done with the call. He scoots over to the middle of the bed and extends his arm to me in a silent invitation. Inhaling deeply, I swallow the last of my fears and lie by his side, my cheek pressed against his bare chest.

“How is he?” I ask quietly.

“He was shot in the head, but the bullet just grazed his skull,” Nikolai tells me. “He’ll live, but it’ll take him a while to heal. Your father wants us to come over for a meeting in the morning.”

“Okay.”

Nikolai inhales deeply. “Tell me you’re not scared of me.”

I glance up at him and quickly realize what he’s worried about.

“Of course not, Nik,” I assure him, and when his eyes flicker down to meet mine, I continue, “I never feared you. I always knew there is more to you than meets the eye.”

“This life isn’t suited for you, serdtse,” he says in a whisper. “The very nature of what I am puts you in danger when you’re around me.”

“You’re forgetting that I was born into this life,” I remind him. “Bratva’s in my blood whether I want it or not. At least your business doesn’t bring you into the heart of it.”

“Sometimes, it does,” he counters.

“True,” I allow. “But most of your dealings are legal, aren’t they?”

“Yes and no,” he replies. “Most of the oil rigs follow the law, but the way I smuggle weapons into the country is illegal.”

“Well, I guess I can’t have it all.” I sigh. “At least you’re hot.”

He chuckles and then grimaces, tentatively touching his bruised ribs. “Don’t make me laugh, woman. It hurts.”

“I’m just stating a fact,” I retort.

He smiles and kisses the top of my head. “Sleep, moye serdtse. I’ve got you.”

“Promise you won’t disappear if I close my eyes?”

“Cross my heart,” Nikolai murmurs, and kisses me on the forehead. “I’ll be right here.”

With that reassurance, I shut my eyes. Surprisingly, despite the events of the night, it doesn’t take long before my brain deems it safe and allows me the rest I need. In a few minutes, I’m fast asleep in the arms of the man I love.


FORTY-THREE
NIKOLAI


A persistent knocking on the door wakes us up. I groan into Katarina’s hair.

“Maybe if we don’t move, they’ll just go away,” she suggests.

“I seriously doubt it,” I mutter, and raise myself off the bed. Something tells me that the news we’re about to hear won’t be good.

I pull a shirt over my head and open the door. Roman’s on the other side, his eyes alert, his face grave. When he heard what happened, he offered to come by to watch my back until we find a temporary replacement for Ivan.

“What is it?” I ask, instinctively tensing.

“The Gargarins sent a messenger,” he informs me.

When he doesn’t continue, I raise my brow. “And? What’s the message?”

Roman glances over my shoulder and lowers his voice. “I think you should come with me.”

“Give me a minute,” I say and disappear into the bedroom to get fully dressed. Katarina’s sitting on the edge of the bed, tying her hair into a low ponytail. I watch her profile as she silently observes me from the corner of her eye.

“I need you to stay here,” I tell her. Though it’s an order, I’m trying to phrase it as a suggestion. “I have some things to take care of, but once that’s done, we’ll go see your family together.”

Katarina’s facial expression is stormy. I can tell she’s not fond of this development, but that’s not my main concern. The thought of a direct attack on me and the people closest to me isn’t far from my mind. I’m sure the Gargarins are angry about what happened last night. What I’m not sure about is if they know it was Fedot who attacked them.

“I won’t be kept in the dark,” she replies firmly. “I want to know everything that’s going on.”

I sigh. “There’s really no need for you to worry,” I reassure her. “Let me handle it.”

She shakes her head, her blonde locks swaying side to side. “I’m not going to be the type of wife who’s happy to have her husband deal with everything. If you’re looking for that, you can look for someone else right now. I want to be a part of what’s going on. I want to have a say in all your dealings. If we’re together, we’re a team. If you can’t give me that, then you need to let me go.”

We glare at each other for several seconds until I drop my shoulders. Katarina sees it as a little win, but I’ve been around strong women all my life. It’s important to lure them into a sense of false security, so they don’t anticipate the attack.

“If we are to do this, there’ll be rules for you to follow,” I tell her, and when her eyes darken, I immediately add, “It’s nonnegotiable.”

“Fine,” she huffs. “What rules?”

“You’ll never, and I repeat, never question me in front of my men,” I tell her.

“That’s not something I would do,” she agrees.

“Also,” I continue, enjoying the way she’s hanging on to my every word. “You’re not going to challenge me after I make a decision. That doesn’t mean we won’t discuss it, but once I make up my mind, you’ll respect it and obey me.”

“Yeah, you’re the bossman,” she grumbles, obviously not happy with the stipulation.

“Exactly,” I reply with a devilish smile.

Before she can show her annoyance, I grab her wrist and pull her against me. I wrap an arm around her waist, keeping her locked against my body. I catch her plump bottom lip with my teeth and graze it with my tongue.

“Last, but not least, you’ll do what I tell you to because without even trying to, you became the most important thing in my life, and everything I do now is only for your and our baby’s sake. Our family comes first,” I rumble in my guttural voice, my dick hardening when Katarina slips her hand behind my neck.

“Okay,” she agrees, and lowers her voice to a whisper. “Kiss me, bossman.”

I chuckle and oblige her. My hands move lower, grabbing her hips. I slowly grind my hardness against her. Katarina tips her head back, sighing softly. My lips flutter over her exposed skin, my hot breath sliding down her neck, sending tiny shivers across her body.

“Once we finish up with the Gargarins, I’m going to eat this sweet pussy of yours again,” I growl.

“Sounds good,” she purrs, and cups my cheek. She moves her fingertips over my mouth, and I lick her flesh, loving the way she melts into me. We make out until Roman bangs on the door again, bursting our bubble.

“Fuck, Nik, can we talk?” Roman asks with annoyance. “Preferably today. Unless you have something else more important that requires your attention.”

Before I can reply, Katarina gives me a meaningful look, reminding me of our deal.

“Wait for me in my office,” I tell him. “We’re coming.”

I’m sure Roman noticed that I said we were both coming, but he wisely decides not to comment. Instead, his footsteps echo down the hall.

When I open the door for us, Katarina wordlessly slips by me and makes her way to my office, where we find Roman nervously pacing the length of the room. He barely spares Katarina a glance when we walk in. Instead, his agitation piques my attention.

“What was the message?” I demand, my mind back on business.

He makes a disgruntled noise. “Sergey thinks it was us who burned his bar down and killed his men.”

“Shit,” I curse under my breath. “What does he want?”

“It wasn’t that kind of message,” Roman replies. “It was a warning. A threat.”

“What did he say?” Katarina demands to know.

When Roman looks at her, his eyes shine with sadness. “He knows about the baby.”

Katarina looks like a marble statue. She doesn’t even blink or acknowledge what my CFO just said. Her hand subconsciously rubs her belly.

“How?” I ask, but it’s a rhetorical question. In our world, information is the most valuable currency.

“The Gargarins will come after all of us and everything we have,” Roman says, and then hesitates before continuing, “Or you give them Katarina and your unborn baby.”

My hands squeeze into fists so tight that the knuckles turn white. Everything in me vibrates with anger, itching to go after the Gargarins. I’ll slowly murder them one by one, simply for having the balls to suggest something this outrageous.

“It’s all my fault,” Katarina says with a shuddering breath. “I shouldn’t have told my family about the pregnancy.”

I force myself to take a deep breath. When I’m in control again, I grab her hand, giving her my full attention. I thread my fingers through hers, and without breaking eye contact, say, “It was going to come out anyway. We knew there were threats to face before we could start our life together.”

“He’s right,” Roman says. “We’d have to deal with them either way.”

“Well, I don’t care anymore what happens to me,” Katarina says, surprising both of us. Her pregnancy’s still in the early stages, but her fierce maternal instincts have already awoken. “But my child has to be protected.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes to protect both you and the baby,” I vow. “As long as my heart still beats, no harm will come to either one of you.”

“Fedot is gone,” she replies, a faint smile playing on her lips. “I think that took some pressure off your shoulders.”

“Let’s finish off the Gargarins then,” I agree. “Once they’re gone, we’ll be free.”

“Couldn’t we just point them to Igor?” Roman suggests and offers Katarina an apologetic smile. “No offense, but he’s the one who fucked up in the first place.”

“None taken,” Katarina assures him, and gives her head a small shake. “I’m half-tempted to hand him over too.”

“It wouldn’t change anything,” I tell them. “Yakov came after you because they didn’t deem punishing Igor fitting enough for the insult and dishonor he brought them.”

“What’s the plan, Nik?” Roman asks, his back straightening in anticipation of receiving orders.

“I want to meet with Sergey,” I say, my brows furrowing in thought. “Find a way for us to get together on neutral ground.”

“Pardon me,” Katarina says, disbelief coloring her words. “You’re actually going to meet with that lowlife?”

“I need to get a read on him before I decide what to do,” I tell her. “The best way to defeat an enemy is to know who you’re fighting against. Right now, Sergey’s a mystery to me.”

“But I don’t think that’s wise,” she urges. “What if he doesn’t agree with whatever you have planned?”

Roman gives her a pointed look but keeps silent.

“I’m not a fool,” I reply softly, and glance at Roman, who nods. “We won’t go empty-handed.”

If Sergey violates the rules of the meeting, he’ll be the first one to go down.


FORTY-FOUR
NIKOLAI


It’s not surprising that Sergey agreed to meet. A man of his stature won’t miss the opportunity to throw threats in my face. The only uncertainty is whether or not the exchange will devolve into a bloody confrontation, which is why the Italian pizzeria we’re meeting at is a decoy. It’s good to have a variety of friends.

My men and I were the first to arrive. Signore Luciano was kind enough to give us his men. Though Sergey is not stupid, I don’t think he’ll suspect the Italians to be on my side. He’ll simply assume that they’re there to protect the restaurant and its owner.

We’re escorted to our table in the center of the room. Even though we’re not here to eat, I open the menu. It’s my way of appearing nonchalant and distracted. It’s far from the truth, though. I’m alert and aware of everything around me. People are constantly moving around. Mostly workers, and occasionally, we’ll hear the excited chatter of a group of friends. Luciano’s men are quick to usher them out. They’re annoyed, but it’s for their own good.

When Sergey arrives, he looks completely unfazed, stopping only to talk to one of Luciano’s men. I tip my head to the side, so I can catch a better glimpse of him. Sergey’s not a tall man, but I believe he more than compensates for his lack of height with brute strength.

As they did to us, Luciano’s man pats Sergey and his thugs in search of guns. While with us it was all for show in case anyone was watching, the way they checked the Gargarins was real. When he comes to Yakov, a low discussion ensues until Sergey says something to his son, which shuts him up. Luciano’s man continues with his task, and when he’s done, he gives a subtle nod to his boss.

“Welcome to Luciano’s Pizza,” Luciano greets us. “We’re honored to have such well-known families in our restaurant. This is such a large group that you will likely need extra services today, yes?”

I nod at Roman, who reaches into his pocket and pulls out a fat envelope stuffed with bills. It’s a common practice to pay our hosts for putting their necks on the line. It’s also why Sergey could’ve been convinced that I have nothing to do with the Italians. Thank God for tradition and common practices.

Sergey does the same. He passes the envelope to one of his goons, telling him to walk it over to Luciano. And now we just have to keep hoping that everything goes according to plan. Well, they have to hope that they don’t piss me off too much, because whether they know it or not, I’m in control of everything surrounding this meeting.

“Nikolai Volkov,” Sergey greets with a knowing smile. His voice sounds familiar, but I can’t place where I’ve heard it before. I’ve never directly dealt with the Gargarins, except for the beating I’d given Yakov. Sergey’s green eyes flash with malice. A lesser man would shudder at the fierceness of his stare, but I don’t. This is no more than any other power game.

“Sergey Gargarin,” I answer back, a perfect mix of indifference and warning in my tone. “I presume you know why we’re here.”

Sergey doesn’t reply. Instead, he takes the empty seat across the table. Since there are only two chairs—occupied by him and me—Yakov has no other choice but to stand behind his father. I don’t bother acknowledging the asshole, knowing the subtle insult will piss him off even more.

“You got my message,” Sergey says, referring to the threats to Katarina and our baby.

I decide it’s best to ignore this for now and try to strike a semblance of a conversation. “It wasn’t us who burned your bar down,” I state directly. “But we did kill the men who did it.”

There’s a surprised expression on Sergey’s face, which he quickly conceals.

“So, what are you suggesting, Mr. Volkov?” he demands, his nostrils flaring. “Do you want us to pretend that the last few months didn’t happen? Igor didn’t violate my daughter, you didn’t ally yourself with the Sokolovs, you didn’t nearly kill my son, and you didn’t plan on attacking my bar only to realize someone beat you to it. Is that it?”

“No,” I reply, narrowing my eyes at him. “All those things happened. However, I believe you jumped the gun a little. Igor simply slept with Anastasiya. He didn’t rape her, and it’s the two of them who should settle things, not you.”

“Is that what you think?” Sergey demands. “My daughter’s carrying the devil’s spawn, and he refuses to take responsibility for his actions.”

My brows fly high up into my hairline. No matter how hard I try, I can’t hide the surprise on my face. “Anastasiya’s pregnant?” I ask, as if I need any more clarification.

He nods solemnly. “She is.”

“Then I’ll personally make sure that Igor grows a pair and does his duty,” I reply. “What should we do about your son drugging my fiancée?”

“He was just having some fun with the girl. It’s hardly worth discussing it again. Besides, you’ve already beaten his sorry ass,” Sergey replies smoothly, but his tense neck betrays him. “However, I’m not happy about the alliance between you and the Sokolovs.”

“With your daughter pregnant, you’ll enter into the same agreement with them as I have,” I tell him. “Dimitri and I are far from friends, but as you well know, Katarina’s pregnant. When I marry her, the Sokolovs will become my family. I assume Igor and Anastasiya will follow the same path.”

“My daughter deserves a man better than Sokolov’s heir,” Sergey counters, his eyes narrowed.

I smirk at him. “She’s pregnant. There’s no way out. She should’ve thought about her honor before she opened her legs for him.”

Unable to control himself, Yakov Gargarin loses his cool.

“You dare to insult my sister!” he seethes. He clenches his hands into fists, his entire body trembling with anger.

I shrug. “I didn’t insult her. I simply pointed out that she knew the consequences of her actions and still decided to sleep with Igor. Besides,” I lean forward, my lips curling up into a smirk I know will infuriate them both, “how can you even be sure the baby is Igor’s?”

Just like I predicted, Yakov loses his temper again. Without looking back, he charges at me like a raging bull. I get up so fast that my chair tips backward. Yakov’s momentum is too strong for him to stop as he flies past his father and over the table at me. I easily side-step him, reaching out my hand in time to grab his neck and slam him against the ground.

Before Sergey or any of his men can react, my men have their guns pointed at the Gargarins. I could have them all killed right here and now. I could end this once and for all. There’s a certain kind of beauty in the power I wield, but there’s also an opportunity to make them indebted to me by sparing their lives.

“This is a setup,” Sergey hisses.

“It is,” I confirm. “You’re lucky it’s my setup because if it was anyone else’s, you’d be dead by now. But since it’s mine, I’m going to give you a fair chance to get your ass out of here in one piece. All of you.”

Sergey narrows his green eyes at me. “What’s the catch?”

The corners of my mouth lift in a wicked smile. “Since your son here wants to punch me so badly, I’m challenging him to fight for his life. One on one. The last man standing wins.”

“And if I say no?” Sergey asks.

I don’t need to reply. The sound the gun makes when Roman cocks it is answer enough. I meet Sergey’s gaze and lift my brows in question. “Your choice, Gargarin.”

He glares at me for several moments until he nods. His choice has already been made. His son’s a dead man either way, but at least now, Gargarin and his men have a chance of getting out of here alive. Or so they believe. While information is a powerful currency, hope is a tool I’m more than willing to use to get my way.

Right now, Sergey gave me the green light to kill his son without worrying about the consequences. It was Yakov who attacked me first, after all. I have the right to kill them all, and yet, I’m showing him mercy and putting them in my debt by only taking one life. It’s what I wanted in the first place.

Death’s the only fitting punishment for going after my girl. The time for Yakov’s sentencing has come.


FORTY-FIVE
NIKOLAI


Luciano and two of his men lead Roman, Sergey, Yakov, and me to the restaurant’s basement.

My instructions for Roman are clear. He’s not to get involved unless Yakov’s on the verge of killing me. It’s an incredibly slim chance, but there’s no way I’m going to risk this bastard killing me. I will order all of their deaths to save my ruthless reputation rather than die at the hands of a weak pussy of a man. What people don’t know can’t be held against me. Not that it will be needed anyway.

Luciano’s men push aside the crates to make space in the center of the room. It’s not much, but it’s enough for me to kick Yakov’s ass.

I don’t take my eyes off my opponent, who’s talking to his father, as I untie the knot on my tie and hand it to Roman for safekeeping. I shrug off my jacket and move on to the buttons on my shirt. Yakov does the same. When we’re bare-chested and weaponless, we face each other.

I stretch my neck left and right until it makes a popping sound. When I’m satisfied, I lift my fists to my face and begin to circle my opponent.

“Does your sister prefer to fuck only your rivals, or is she not picky at all and spreads her legs for just about anyone who crosses her path?” I taunt him, knowing it’ll make him see red. “After I’m done with you, I’ll be sure to stop by your house to check the taste of her pussy myself.”

Fueled by his rage, Yakov is the one to make the first move. I easily dodge the heavy, unrestrained swing. His face is contorted with anger, and even the softest of chuckles makes him even madder. I didn’t think he could sink to a lower level of idiocy, but here we are. Yakov proves to be a weakling beyond all means, which is why I mock him instead of taking him seriously.

We are mere inches apart when he tries to sucker punch me. My face is directed at him as I hit him in the gut with my free hand. He bends forward in a groan, exposing the nape of his neck. It would be so easy to end him right here and now, but it would be too fast. I want him to suffer. He has to pay for what he intended to do to Katarina.

I take a step backward and allow him to recover.

When he’s standing straight again, his deep blue eyes glint with hatred. I smile, unable to contain my smugness. He wants to hit me, but he knows he’ll lose if he does it now. Instead, this time he aims for my stomach. Or at least that’s what I thought. At the last moment, Yakov changes the trajectory of his fist. He throws a mean punch at my chin. It hurts like hell, but I don’t show it. I grit my teeth and keep my wits.

I can feel the sting as the blood pumps wildly through my veins, sending extra oxygen to my muscles. Though my nose begins to bleed, my wits sharpen. My focus comes back tenfold. When he tries to strike me a second time, I catch his wrist in mid-air and twist it back. Yakov groans, but I don’t stop. I also don’t break his bone. My goal is to humiliate him in front of his father, which is why, when I twist him around, I push him toward his father and playfully kick his ass. It works like magic.

Sergey catches his son and whispers something into his ear. Yakov nods and straightens. His breathing is ragged, but the bruises on his chest don’t look good. I’m even beginning to enjoy myself.

We dance for several minutes, dishing out and receiving kicks and punches. I could easily avoid getting hit at all, but I’m having too much fun giving him hope and then seeing the light in his eyes dim every time he realizes I’m too strong for him. Nothing’s more dangerous than the apex predator. And I’m the king of this jungle.

“Is that all you’ve got?” I taunt. “I hope your sister has more stamina than you. But hey, don’t worry if she doesn’t. I’ll ride her until she screams for mercy.”

Just like I expected, my words and crude gestures push him to do something stupid. He narrows his eyes and swears to himself before charging at me. In Yakov’s hurry, he leaves his vulnerable sides exposed. I easily side-step him as I prepare for the maneuver I’ve been itching to try.

As Yakov stumbles, I spin on my heel and aim a powerful kick at his lower back. The scream he lets out is full of agony. His entire body arches backward as he falls to his knees in slow motion and then forward with his face down. If I aimed the kick well, I damaged his spine. But I’m not finished with him yet.

I round him to face me. With the heel of my shoe, I give him a nasty jab to the cheek, creating a cut. The way the blood seeps out is like the opening of a beautiful masterpiece. One I’m completely prepared to experience.

Yakov hisses like a demon from the depths of the underworld. With his bloodshot eyes, he glares at me. Involuntary tears stream down his cheek, no doubt the side effect of the pain I caused him.

“My legs,” he mumbles, spitting blood as he speaks. “Can’t move.”

I stand over him. “You’ll never walk again,” I tell him coldly. “Killing you now will be an act of mercy.”

Yakov winces. “My father will kill you and yours.”

“For what?” I ask, cocking my head to the side. “For defending my family?”

“There will be revenge for my death.” He’s confident, but his fear is palpable. There’s not an ounce of pity inside me.

I glance at Sergey, meeting his green eyes. “Any last words for your son?” I ask him.

Sergey’s eyes flicker between Yakov and me. I didn’t think the head of the Gargarin family could surprise me, but in this moment, he does exactly that.

Not caring about the humiliation, Sergey sinks to his knees and folds his hands in a praying gesture. “Please, spare my son,” he begs. “I promise we’ll never be a danger to you. We’ll never threaten you or your family again. If someone dares to even look at you the wrong way, the Gargarins will be the first to gouge out their eyes. We’ll be your fiercest protectors. Your most loyal men. But please, spare my son’s life.”

Behind him, Luciano’s men pale in horror. Roman and Luciano exchange looks of disbelief. I must admit, I did not expect this either. But when I open my mouth to tell Sergey to go fuck himself, my phone rings with a message notification. When Roman shows it to me, my own eyes widen. It’s a message from Peter.

I finally found who called you before you went to Russia. I’m not entirely sure what Gargarin’s plan is, but it was Sergey who made sure they didn’t kill you. We have to keep that in mind the next time we deal with them.

I glance at Roman to confirm he read the same message. When he nods, I turn back to the two Gargarins.

“It was you,” I say to Sergey, who tilts his head in question. “You were the one who called me before my flight to Russia to warn me.”

And just like that, understanding dawns in Sergey’s eyes. “Yes.”

“Why?” I demand, having a hard time processing this new development. All of a sudden, I’m in his debt. And I hate it.

“I wanted you as an ally,” Sergey replies, carefully choosing his words. “I had planned to get in touch with you, but then Yakov came home bloody and full of hate. I knew that I’d missed my chance.”

“Your good deed will pay off now,” I tell him. “Take your son and get out of here.”

Sergey’s eyes fill with hope. “Are you serious?”

“Remember what you promised. You and your family serve me now,” I tell him, and he nods. “Now go before I change my mind.”

Luciano steps forward and helps Sergey carry his paralyzed son out of the basement. Roman and I follow them closely. Before they leave the restaurant, Sergey turns back and meets my eyes. He gives me a barely perceptible nod, but that small gesture holds a vast well of meaning. Despite crippling his son, I’ve earned this man’s respect.

“What now, Nik?” Roman asks, when they’re gone.

“Let’s go home,” I tell him. “It’s finally over.”

Roman’s lips curl up in a slow smile. “That means you have a wedding to plan.”

I roll my eyes and chuckle, knowing that they’re all looking forward to seeing my sister again. “You can wipe that smile off your face. Katya’s too good for you or Ivan.”

“We’ll see about that,” Roman says jovially, as he hands me my clothes. “If you managed to get Katarina Sokolova to fall in love with you, me convincing Katya to stay in New York should be a walk in the park.”

“Dream on, big man.”

I might be teasing and laughing, but I can’t deny I would like to have my sister living close to me. Maybe I should find a way to convince her to move. It’s definitely something to think about. But first, I want to go home to my soon-to-be-wife.


FORTY-SIX
KATARINA


“There’s still time for you to change your mind, you know,” Nikolai tells me when he kisses me awake.

“The wedding’s in six hours,” I reply. “I think that train has left the station.”

“Damn right, it has,” Nikolai replies.

I take his hand and link it with mine. We lie in bed, our bodies naked from making love the night before, and not caring about the time or the world around us. It’s been a month since Nikolai handled the Gargarins, but it took my father until last night to officially welcome Nikolai as his future son-in-law. Now our families are closer than ever before. There’re no more threats on the horizon. Just freedom.

“Do you think you’ll get bored?” I wonder, letting my fingers trail up and down Nikolai’s chest.

“Without enemies to chase and outsmart? Without finding a way to kill our rivals and keep ourselves alive?” Nikolai asks and looks at me. He places his hand on my cheek and cups it. He strokes my lower lip with his thumb, sending tiny tingles all over my body.

“Will you?” I push.

He snorts and smirks. “With you by my side, I’ll never be bored. You and the family we’re building will be enough for a lifetime.”

“So confident.”

“Told you, it’s my charm,” he replies, his voice low and growly. “Besides, we’ll also be blessed with sexy times.”

I roll my eyes and let out a soft chuckle. Leave it to Nikolai to remind me of something so obvious. And in case his meaning isn’t clear enough, he slips his hand underneath the sheets and captures one of my breasts. My skin tingles with excitement, my nipples turning erect as he begins to tease them.

I moan, prompting him to lean closer.

“I like it when you beg, moye serdtse. No matter how silently.” He lets his finger slowly descend lower and lower, leaving no part of my flesh untouched. It feels as if I’m falling, though his hand doesn’t leave my body. If anything, it moves closer and closer to where I’m aching for it the most. “You might be the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

His gaze is piercing, trapping me in its fiery gray core. I’ll never completely get used to him complimenting me like this. It feels like a never-ending dream. I can’t get enough of being in this sweet bubble.

With my eyes closed, I arch my back and thrust my chest to encourage Nikolai to touch me and take control. Not needing any further encouragement, his fingers move faster. He slips them between my lower lips, opening me for him.

“Always so wet for me,” he groans, parting my folds. “This tight pussy’s begging for me.”

To show him that I’m serious, I spread my legs wider and whisper, “Take me, Nik. Fuck me one last time before you make me your wife.”

“Minx,” he hisses, and buries his face in my neck.

Goosebumps erupt on my skin as the five o’clock shadow on his cheeks grazes my tender flesh. I moan, putting a leg over him. Within a heartbeat, I’m straddling him. Feeling my slick juices sliding down his erect cock, he growls.

“My wicked girl,” he murmurs in a raspy voice, the smirk on his lips promising me the best morning fuck of my life. “Show me how much you want me. Convince me you want to be my wife.”

I lift myself a little higher on my knees and place his thick length at my entrance. Looking him straight in the eyes, I begin to slowly descend on him. His groans meet my moans, creating the sweetest melody in my ears.

Inch by inch, his hard cock stretches my walls. My tight pussy has to fight back for each one, but there’s no way I’m stopping now. It feels too good to be engulfed by him.

“Yes, take all of me, baby,” he whispers. “You’re made for me.”

My mouth opens of its own accord. I exhale deeply and lift myself a few inches. By now, my wetness is covering him, and it’s easier to take him into me. My movements become sharper, stronger. Sweat drops slide between my breasts and down to my belly. Nikolai follows them with his eyes, the heat burning me.

“Take off the sheet,” he urges.

I obey and pull the sheet down so we’re both exposed to each other. Desire replaces sense. Need overcomes everything else. Time stops when I impale myself on his pulsing erection.

Pleasure explodes inside of me in torrents. Nikolai grabs my hips and begins to furiously pump me up and down his cock, pushing himself deeper, hitting me to my core. The way his muscles flex and stretch makes me clench around him. With my long hair surrounding us, he’s drowning in the sea of me. We’ll never come up for air.

With renewed vigor, Nikolai digs his heels into the bed and starts to wildly buck against me, his fingers digging into my flesh. I grab his wrists in an attempt to make him go slower, but he continues undeterred, like the wild animal he is. There’s nothing besides me and my alpha, claiming what’s his.

His hot mouth hovers over my throat, his wicked tongue darting out to get a taste. I bring my hands to his head, the fingers clutching his black strands.

The man holding me so tightly stills, and when our eyes meet, there’s only one question left: who will come first? Me or him.

The answer should be obvious.

Nikolai always makes sure I finish first, and more than once. He’s every woman’s wildest fantasy.

We writhe and twist, and soon enough, he has me on all fours. He grabs my shoulders, his chest glued to my back. He moves in long, harsh thrusts, his legs slapping against mine with every move.

My fingers curl around the pillow as I bury my face in it, my moans sending hot air all over my face. My heart races, my breathing coming in short gasps.

The pleasure almost feels like pain. The pressure builds, sending pulses of ecstasy through my core. I brace myself, preparing for the orgasm that’ll crash through me any moment.

Nikolai bites my shoulder and strokes my clit at the same time. I tighten and contract all over, my muscles clenching violently. But he’s not done yet. A few more swipes of his hand, and another orgasm comes crashing through.

Nikolai laughs with triumph and follows soon after. My heart stills with every thrust until the sound of our gasping and panting is all that’s left.

Exhausted and without the ability to move, I collapse on the bed. As always, Nikolai falls on top of me. It takes a while until I have the energy to say anything.

“It’s probably for the best if we don’t do that during the reception,” I mumble, my lips slowly turning into a smile.

“Is that a challenge?” he asks with a grin. “You know that I’ll never back down from one. If I have to, I’ll kick everyone out of the restaurant and have you right there on the table.”

I snort with laughter and swat him on the shoulder.

“I hope you’re not this careless when you kick someone’s ass,” I say.

“It’s different,” he murmurs in my ear. “You bring out the worst in me.”

“Best,” I counter, and turn around to face him. “You bring the best out in me.”

He smirks and kisses my forehead. “What did I ever do to deserve you?”

“I don’t know if I’d use the word ‘deserve,’” I tease. “But you did kidnap me and trick me into developing feelings for you. After that, you fucked me senseless and put your baby in me. So, the way I see it now, I’m stuck.”

“You bet your sweet ass you are.” He chuckles, and gently spanks my naked behind. “I’m a goddamn mastermind. Only a genius could come up with that kind of a plan.”

I laugh. “You’re so full of shit.”

“Am I getting you down the aisle or not?” he challenges with a smirk.

“Fine,” I mumble. “I’ll admit that you’re clever when you put it like that.”

Nikolai grins and lowers his lips to mine, claiming my mouth in a passionate kiss. In only a few hours, we’ll be standing in front of our friends and family. We’ll promise each other our love and commitment. I still can’t believe that this handsome man will be forever mine. My heart is his and only his.

The fact is that some love stories are written in the stars. Nothing and no one can come between two soulmates when they’re on the path toward their happy ending.


EPILOGUE
NIKOLAI


My heart skips a beat when Wagner’s “Here Comes the Bride” begins to play. I glance over to the door to get my first glimpse at Katarina in her wedding dress. I thought I had a specific vision in my mind of what she’d be wearing and how her face would look, but none of it compares to the vision of her walking down the aisle right now.

She is the epitome of the divine. As if she’s an angel who has come down to earth. The mere sight of her makes my throat constrict. But it’s the happy tears in her eyes that do me in. The simple action touches me in a way that very few things can. Though I try to show no one how much I care, there’s no denying it today. My heart hammers in my chest, and I take a deep, calming breath. I’ll never give them the satisfaction. Only in my private moments with my soon-to-be-wife do I allow myself to show every part of me. And luckily for me, she’s just like me. Underneath the polished surface, the two of us are cut from the same rough rock, filled with the desire to be together.

My lips pull up in a smirk when Katarina turns her attention to our wedding party. Her brothers stand by my side, right next to my own brother who insisted on being my best man. As expected, Mila is Katarina’s bridesmaid, and next to her is Katya. To my dismay, my sister keeps glancing at Igor while she completely ignores both Ivan and Roman. It’s definitely something that’ll have to be addressed, but not right now.

Now, I want to get married to the most perfect woman I’ve ever met.

I glance at her father, who nods his head at me before turning back to Katarina. Though we’ve had a rough start, I now consider Dimitri a friend.

I straighten my back as I take in Katarina’s impeccable white gown again. The satin and lace details blend perfectly with the strapless dress, turning the entire piece into the most beautiful artwork I’ve seen. There’s nothing unusual about the train. It’s neither short nor long. It can’t compare to Katarina’s elegance.

If it was up to me, I’d pick her up and take her to the judge’s office to make it all legal. I’d never have the patience to go through all the unnecessary pageantry, especially if it meant I’d have to wait so many hours to claim her again. If she hadn’t insisted on a traditional wedding, I’d skip the entire ceremony altogether.

No one bothers to blink or hold the tears back as she walks toward me. Everyone except for me. Though the sight of my soon-to-be-wife steals my breath and my words, I don’t show it. She knows me well enough to be able to read my emotions in my eyes. My gaze is one giant magnet, unable to leave her.

I force myself to look at Dimitri when they arrive at the altar. He offers me Katarina’s hand, and I take it as I shake his as well. We exchange looks of understanding before he retreats to his seat in the first row.

When I turn around, I offer her my elbow, which she loops hers through. Side by side, we walk to the priest who begins the sermon.

We hardly hear what the priest says to us. Our combined desire to finally say “I do” to each other overpowers everything else around us. It’s as if we are alone.

“Speak now or forever hold your peace,” the priest says, and my head snaps in his direction.

What the actual fuck? Is he suicidal?

There’s no one around who’d be foolish enough to disturb us. Yet, the way he said it out loud like a fucking dare makes my blood boil.

As expected, there’s dead silence. No one says a single word.

“You may now exchange your vows,” the priest continues, his voice soft as a feather.

I’ve been rehearsing these words since the moment I decided I’d marry her, though I did hope they’d sound more poetic. But looking into Katarina’s pale green eyes, I know it’s okay to bare my entire soul to her.

“I’m not a man who could ever properly describe beauty,” I start in a low whisper, knowing it’ll be for her ears only. “But your eyes, your long blonde hair, and your figure captivate and enthrall me more than a sunset ever could. Before I met you, I felt like I’d never find my forever. When you told me you were pregnant, you made me the happiest man alive because you opened my eyes to the possibility of love. With you, nothing is impossible. With you, I can accomplish anything.” I squeeze her hands in mine, letting the gesture express the emotions I’ve bottled up for too long. “Katarina Sokolov, I vow to be your devoted husband. I vow to keep you safe and happy. You were created for me, and only me. We’re two of a kind. And there’s not a single soul who can change that. I promise to love, cherish, and respect you. I’ll be all you could ask for and more. I promise to give you the world, moye serdtse.”

Her pink lips are pressed together, her eyes the size of the moon. Her breasts are slightly trembling, her grip on my hands getting tighter and tighter with each passing moment. It’s how I know she’s on the verge of tears, and yet, she’s holding back. She’s too strong to cry in public. The only time I get to see her tearful eyes is when we’re alone, uninhibited. That thought gets me excited for our future life together. We’ll never be parted, not until my last breath leaves me.

Finally, she licks her lips and whispers back, “There’ll never be a more stubborn, impossibly hot, ridiculously possessive man than you. I don’t know when exactly, but somewhere along the way, you’ve turned from my worst enemy to my protector. You’ve taken care of me more than my own family. With you, I feel perfect. No one gets to decide my fate. Except for you.” Katarina looks me square in the eyes, unafraid and unapologetic.

“In good times and in bad, I vow to stand with you. I vow to cherish and respect you as much as I love and accept you. Nikolai Volkov, you’re the only one who can handle me as much as I handle you. As I say this, I hope you know I mean it from the bottom of my heart. I love you like I’ve never loved anyone. I love you like I didn’t know it’s possible to love. I hope I can be enough for you, because I don’t know how I could live without you. With you, I feel alive. Without you, I don’t even want to be alive.”

How is it possible that these simple words lift my spirit so high that I’m hovering? I’m still down on my feet, and yet, I’m floating. It’s a strange feeling, and if anyone asked me to explain what it is, I’d fail horribly. There are no words strong enough to describe this feeling that she invokes in me.

When I planned on marrying her, it was to punish her family. I never expected to fall into a trap of my own doing. The fact is that I’m so damn glad we both fell at the same time. We risked it and chose to spend the rest of our lives with each other. Who knows what would have happened if one of us stayed emotionless, untouched. If I hadn’t kidnapped her, and she hadn’t tried to manipulate me to run away. Would we be where we’re standing now if it wasn’t for those choices? But there’s no use in thinking about what could’ve been when it’s the now that matters. And with my stunning wife by my side, I have no time or desire for second-guessing anything.

“You may kiss the bride,” the priest tells me, snapping me out of my thoughts.

I grin, lift the lace veil over her head, and in the next breath, I claim my prize. Katarina wraps her arms around my neck, as mine easily glide down to her waist. We kiss wildly. Our tongues meet in the heat of passion. Our desire burns brighter than any flame in existence.

We stay locked in this position until I hear an impatient cough from behind. We separate, my arms still circling her delicate waist. Her cheeks are flushed, her breasts heaving, and her lips kiss-swollen. This is all for me. It’s my doing that she’s trembling with an overload of excitement. Only I make her feel like this.

Applause breaks the silence when the priest presents Mr. and Mrs. Volkov to everyone gathered.

From this moment, no one can ever tear us apart. No one can come in between us as we take the first step into our happily ever after as husband and wife.

Our future is as uncertain as it is exciting. No one knows who our enemies will be or when we’ll be attacked. But here in this moment, there are no enemies, no fears or worries. And as we walk out of the church, with every step I take, I feel that tomorrow will be a good day, even better than today.

THE END
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Dashing. Jacked. Bad-tempered.

Meet my next big mistake, everybody.

I thought working in my brother’s hospital would be a walk in the park.

Interesting work. Easy schedule. No distractions.

Save for Doctor Emotionally Unavailable, my brother’s best friend.

He’s a single dad, commitment-phobic, and filthy rich.

With an emphasis on filthy.

I really try to resist. But my uterus refuses to get the memo.

And one steamy night of playing doctor later - boom!

I’m in trouble.

Double trouble, to be precise.

I’m pregnant with twins!

Now I have to break the happy news to both Doctor Unavailable and my very protective, very angry big brother.

It’s fair to say that family dinners just got a whole lot more interesting…
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CHAPTER 1


No way!

Surely, the drop-dead gorgeous woman walking toward me in the hospital’s brightly lit hallway can’t be Brad’s sister. The last time I saw a photograph of her, she was still a teenager. If this is indeed her, she has grown into a stunning woman with a smile bright enough to light the entire hospital. The jeans she’s wearing hug her hips a bit too snugly and do a poor job of concealing her delicious curves.

Good Lord.

Brad would have a heart attack if he knew all the ways I want to ruin her.

What would it feel like to feel those legs wrapped around my waist?

Lust shoots up my body. I haven’t wanted a woman this fast and this badly in years. Unfortunately, she’s a no-go.

Understanding dawns on me, and I manage to look sideways. Brad rarely speaks of her, and whenever he does, he always sounds very protective. He has definitely been keeping her away from me for good reason. The Big Bad Wolf is what he calls me in jest.

But, why bring her here now?

“Gabe, you remember my younger sister, Whitney?” Brad says, turning to her with a small smile as soon as they reach me. “How about you, Whitney? Last time you saw each other was more than seven years ago.”

Don’t gawk at her, Gabriel. Control yourself!

It’s difficult to listen to the voice of reason, not when her deep blue eyes remind me of the ocean. I want to drown in them.

Quickly and inconspicuously, I steal a glance at her captivating features: her face, a perfect oval framed by flawlessly manicured brows, eyes that sparkle with warmth in their almond-shaped sockets, a delicate button nose, and full lips, slightly parted in a subtle pout. She doesn’t have a single hint of makeup on, but she sports a natural beauty that I haven’t seen in a long time. Her blond hair is bound at her nape in a ponytail. My eyes dip to her pale yellow blouse that hints at well-rounded breasts and a narrow waist.

Damn it! She’s the total package.

I groan inwardly. Why is Brad doing this to me? He knows I’m a sucker for curvy women.

“It’s nice to see you all grown up, Whitney,” I manage to say calmly.

“It’s nice to see you again too,” she replies in a breathy voice.

Speedily, I shift my attention to my friend, who is watching us. It would be too easy to lose myself in her blue eyes, and no doubt, Brad would notice my reaction.

“Um . . .” My brain ceases to function for a second. What the hell is going on? I clear my throat, still wondering what I was about to say.

“How was the surgery?” Brad asks into the silence as I try to get my brain in order.

I stare at him to see if he notices anything weird going on with me, but his gaze is as steady as ever. One really couldn’t guess what he is thinking behind those blue eyes of his, so similar to his sister’s.

“It was touch and go for a moment. The bullet was lodged in his occipital lobe. He was lucky that it missed hitting major arteries and veins. We lost him for a few seconds but were able to get him back.”

Brad releases a low whistle. “The same thing happened to me last week. Remember the spinal injury patient?”

I nod. “Hopefully they’ll both make a full recovery.”

“You did all you could. Well done.” He pats me on the back and glances at his sister. “We’ll let you rest. I’m showing Whitney around. It’s her first day.”

“I’ll be in my office if you need me.” I nod at them and walk away.

I stride down the illuminated hallway with sounds of beeping monitors and other machines punctuating the air. The smell of antiseptic and drugs has become second nature to me.

It takes everything in me not to look back at Whitney. I’m a hundred percent sure that she’ll have a nice derriere to compliment her hourglass figure.

I nod at the medical staff clad in different colors of scrubs as I walk to my office. Raking my fingers through my hair, I unlock the door at the end of the hallway and stride in. My sneakers make a soundless passage on the dark blue rug as I walk to the large, gleaming desk with a laptop and case files sitting on it, as well as a model of the brain. Different diagrams are hung on the cream wall along with a plaque of my qualifications. Beside it is a full skeletal structure I named Joe, which I use for explaining medical and biological terms to patients and their families.

I reach into the mini fridge beside the sofa for a bottle of water. The cool liquid slides down my throat to quench my thirst, but not the one thrumming in my loins. My body is still buzzing after that encounter.

I’ll have to find a way to not react to Whitney like a fucking caveman.

Sighing, I throw the empty bottle in the bin and draw apart the blue blinds to stare down at the busy street in front of the neurosurgical center I set up with Brad three years ago. Snow encases the roofs of the cars and the trees, giving Manhattan a picturesque look. It’s early February, yet it feels as if winter has just begun.

The image of Whitney as she walked down the hallway toward me flashes through my mind, and I curse inwardly. Even though she has all the physical qualities I appreciate in a woman, there are good reasons I can’t pursue her. For one, I don’t date my employees. Too messy. She’s also ten years younger than me. Some people might not find that a problem, but I do. And worst of all, she’s my best friend’s sister. We have an unwritten rule not to date each other’s family or exes. We’ve both done crazy things in the past, but it’s with outsiders. So, Whitney is unquestionably off-limits.

Regretfully, though.

Turning away from the window with something akin to longing for her flowing through me, I reach inside my jacket for my phone. I always put it on silent mode before any surgery. I grimace with distaste when I see multiple missed call notifications and messages from Amelia Dalton.

Damn it!

Why can’t she get the message? We broke up last week, yet she keeps hounding me.

Determined to put an end to it, I dial her number. She answers the call immediately.

“Amelia, why are you calling me? I made it very clear that we’re over.”

In a teary voice, she asks, “Why are you doing this, Gabe? We were okay two weeks ago, and then suddenly, you cut me off. It makes no sense.”

My grip tightens on the phone. If I tell her that I ended our friends-with-benefits relationship because she told me she loved me while I was balls deep inside her, she’ll see it as an invitation to pester me even more. She’ll make it her sole purpose in life to “heal” me of my “wounds.”

“Gabe, I love you. Please don’t do this to me. We had something good going.”

I sigh and pinch the bridge of my nose. “We agreed to be fuck buddies and nothing more. We both knew it wouldn’t last more than a few months. I told you from the start that I don’t do relationships, and you agreed to it.”

“But I fell in love with you. Do you expect me to deny it? I can’t help the way I feel about you.”

“But it’s not mutual.”

“I know, but with time⁠—”

“Give it up, Amelia. It was fun. And now we’re through.”

“Because of Maddie’s mother?”

My face tightens. “Gotta go, Amelia. Please don’t call again.”

“It’s hard for me to do that. I work with your sister, remember?”

“Find a way.”

I end the call and swear to myself never to get involved with any of Giselle’s friends again. If I’d known it would turn out this way, I’d have made sure to look the other way when Amelia started showing interest. But she kept coming to my apartment to visit when my sister was still living with me, and eventually we ended up in bed.

There’s a knock on my office door and then Brad walks in with an amused expression.

“Trouble in paradise?” Brad jokes. Like me, he’s wearing dark green scrubs.

“Something like that.” I settle on my black swivel chair. “Amelia won’t stop calling and texting me. I told her it’s over between us, but she refuses to hear it.”

He chuckles, scratches his dark brown hair, and sits on one of the chairs in front of my desk. “Why don’t you give her a chance?”

I glare at him. “Are you kidding me right now?”

With a serious look on his angular face, he shrugs. “I’m just saying because of Maddie. The little girl needs a mom.”

“Did she tell you that?”

He chuckles again. “I’m psychic. I just know these things.”

I snort. “I don’t want a serious relationship again. It’s what’s best for Maddie.”

“You don’t mean that, Gabe. When the right woman comes along, I bet you’ll eat your words.”

“It will be a cold day in hell before that happens.” Seeking to change the topic even though what comes to my mind is equally precarious, I say, “Did your sister settle in well?”

He grins brightly. “Yes. She loves New York already.”

I nod, avoiding his gaze as I shift the files on my desk. “You did the right thing asking her to move here. She has quite an impressive resume.”

He gives me a smug smile. “She does, doesn’t she?”

At just twenty-five, she has already become a registered nurse with a nursing degree, has perioperative nursing certification and some practical experience under her belt. She passed the nursing licensure exam with flying colors.

“I want her to continue with her studies and become a neurosurgical nurse practitioner.”

I clamp my mouth shut to keep from asking him if that’s what Whitney wants too. No doubt she’ll be a great asset to the center as two of our scrub nurses are on maternity leave. When Brad broached the topic with me of hiring his sister, I readily agreed. If I’d known she’d set my heart racing like this, I’d have vehemently refused.

“That’s a great idea,” I finally say. “You’re scheduled for an anterior cervical discectomy tomorrow, right?”

He leans back in the chair. “Want to join me?”

I chuckle. Brad and I haven’t been in the same OR in a while. When we started the surgical center, we did most of the procedures together, but with our team expanding, we have helping hands now.

“And have all our junior colleagues groan with frustration at missing the opportunity to work with you?”

Brad is an easy-going guy, while I’m the one that demands the same perfectionism that I give out.

He groans. “They’re always so eager to please. Especially you.”

“It’s because they know I’ll snap their heads off at the slightest mistake. There’s not much room for error during brain surgery, you know.”

Brad bursts into laughter. We talk about our cases and other things for a while. We met during our first year at NYU School of Medicine. We hit it off right away and became best friends. After topping our class, we worked together at Weill Cornell before we decided to form our own surgical center. We handle the most intricate of cases and enjoy the challenge. The center has been successful thus far, and we are both making plenty of money. Few people realize this, though, as we maintain a relatively low profile and a simple lifestyle.

An hour later, I leave the hospital and take a cab uptown.

“Daddy!” Maddison, my five-and-a-half- year-old daughter, screams with excitement as soon as I let myself into the apartment. “I didn’t know you’d be back for dinner.”

I smile as she hugs my legs. She giggles as I drop my bag and lift her in my arms to place a kiss on her cheek. Today, I left work earlier than I usually do, worried I’d run into Whitney again.

Way to go, Gabe. A mature way to deal with a crush.

“How was school today?”

“It was wonderful. Ashlyn and I had lunch together. She’s excited about the baby.”

I groan inwardly as I carry her to the sofa just as her sitter comes into the living room. Ever since Ashlyn, my sister’s stepdaughter, told Maddie that she’ll be getting a baby sister, she has talked of little else. Though I can’t blame her. I’m thrilled about becoming uncle too.

“Welcome back, Dr. Bartholomay.”

“Thanks, April,” I turn to the young woman, and with a teasing wink, say, “I hope Maddie didn’t give you any trouble.”

“Aww, Daddy.” Maddie wriggles her nose at me.

“No, she didn’t. She’s a good girl.”

“See?”

I grin and kiss her cheek. We say goodbye to April, and then I check my daughter’s so-called homework. It’s all simple pattern recognition, shape matching and sight words. I enjoy spending time with her and praising her progress. After that, we prepare dinner together, and I join her in watching her favorite cartoon, SpongeBob SquarePants. At bedtime, I read her a story and kiss her goodnight, my heart full of love and pride.

Walking back into the kitchen to clean up the dishes, I grit my teeth with frustration when I see another notification of Amelia’s missed calls.

Yes, the sex was great. But we were never going to be anything more.

Moving on now.

Alone in my bedroom, thoughts of the blond-haired, blue-eyed Whitney flash through my mind, and I hastily push them away. Brad would surely throttle me if I dared give in to the temptation.

No. I won’t ruin a good friendship over a quick romp.

The best thing to do will be to stay away.

That I can do.
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