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Kate Granger


Chapter One

To Worship A Princess

◆◆◆

Is that breakfast?

I’m sure it is.

Yes, definitely.

My nostrils twitched, and my eyes flickered until they were prised fully open. I felt the bed next to me and sensed Victor was gone. An early fall sunrise was in its zenith, splashing shards of warmth on my face, arms, and duvet cover.   

I sat, straightened my hair, scanned our bedroom, and saw the secret door to my study was wide open. It was the source of the hunger-inducing aroma, so I slipped out of bed, checked my engagement ring, which was still on my finger, and then shrugged my way into a three-quarter-length bathrobe, fighting with the arms pulled through the wrong way.

As I strolled through our secret passage, the smell of grilled, smoked bacon wafted, lighting up my senses. In my study, a stunning breakfast buffet was laid out with crispy bacon, fluffy pancakes, fruit, yogurt, and poached eggs with toasted soldiers beside them.

Victor used his ass to push open my study room door, grinning widely when he spotted me.

“Good morning, Princess.”

“I hope that’s not a reference to my Russian connection.”

“You’ll always be my Princess Amy.”

I hugged my fiancee, carefully spinning around on one foot as he moved with both hands full, setting more plates on the buffet table. When he kissed me, I realized I hadn’t brushed or flossed, so I looked at him, terrified my scandalous breath might offend.

“It’s not that bad, actually, Amy.”

“ƒI puffed on my palm and sniffed.”

“I’m joking.”

I playfully slapped him and lifted a coffee from the buffet table, sipping while examining his excellent work.

“It’s as good as any Martin produces, honey, but why did you go to all this effort?”

“I figured that with your press conference this morning, you would enjoy having a private breakfast.”

“Do you mean away from your parents?”

“Anastasia, too.”

“Why?”

“They are all exuberant Russians; your heritage is a big deal for them. I think you should speak with your voice, not theirs. Breakfast should be restful and a time to connect with family, and I suspect my mother and father will be highly excitable this morning.”

“They mean well, and I rather like them.”

“Of course, but Amy… historians will record your speech today, dissect it, and study what you said for generations. You are a pure daughter of a Romanov Emperor, and that matters in the human story to a great deal of people.”

I saw a tremor on the surface of the creamy brown nectar in my coffee cup. My fingers trembled, and I felt cold, blinking my eyes and turning my head, searching for answers to his rhetorical statement, albeit that was an exercise in futility.

“Of course. I knew that.”

“You didn’t really, Amy.”

“No. You’re right. I hadn’t considered how momentous this coming moment might be for other people. It means so little to me.”

“Because you lost both parents as a result?”

“You understand me, Victor. Perhaps you are the only one who does.”

“You have Gabriella, too. You chose a great Lieutenant for a life’s journey, Amy.”

“Gabrielle is meeting me here in two hours. Can we go over my speech before she arrives?”

“Of course, honey.”

His comment felt like a buzzkill, but that was far from the truth. My speech wasn’t the problem. My attitude was. The core of the issue surrounding my family history was a matter of perception and perspective. I considered the former a personal reflection of my status in a Russian context, amounting to very little interest, rather than the latter, which determined how the world saw me.

“I’m being selfish.”

“Not by maintaining the status quo, Amy. Your strategy makes a great deal of sense. Don’t fuel acrimony that ends in conflict or controversy, and don’t allow your life to become a political football… that’s all very wise, and I agree.”

“But I should consider the royalists. The people who love the old Russia… yes?”

“I think they are owed some respect.”

“I think so too, Victor. Thank you.”

After breakfast, my fiancee cleared everything away while I took plenty of time showering and preparing myself. I chose a few dresses and called Emma for some help.

When I opened the door to our housekeeper and gasped, she smiled.

“The team from Diana Von Furstenburg sent it over.”

“That’s a beautiful dress. How did they know?”

“Word gets out, Amy. Columbia University knows, the Russian Orthodox Church knows, and designers always seek an opportunity to place their product on beautiful or famous people.”

“I am neither of those things.”

“Oh dear god, please, Amy… you are both.”

She sneaked several glances at my engagement ring, so I stretched out a hand and enjoyed Emma admiring Victor’s betrothal gift. After a minute, our housekeeper turned her attention back to the gifted dress and my semi-naked state.

“We should get you dressed.”

“Yes. I like black for today. It’s sober, respectful, and elegant.”

“And it’s Diana, sweetheart. It’s called the Astrid dress. It’s cozy, wooly, and classic.”

It was a true midi-length wrap, stretchy and figure-hugging. It also felt warm when I slid it on, a bonus given the advancing chilly air of a New York fall.

“I love it.”

“People will love you.”

I walked with Victor downstairs, where Artyom and Katerina waited. Both wanted to inspect our rings, offering plentiful hugs and kisses in return for a good look at our bling. Anastasia held her mother’s hand, kissing my cheeks when a space to approach close enough became available.

Katerina took my hand and drew me aside.

“Thank you, Amy.”

“What for?”

“For delivering our letter to Anastasia and proposing marriage to our son. I hear you popped the question first… bravo my dear.”

“I’m proud to become part of your family. Ana was pleased and very relieved when she read your letter.”

“She is happy, so are we, and Hannah is delightful. We all had dinner together last night. I have nothing in my life to complain about, my dear.”

“What about the family inside Russia?”

“All those at risk have left the country and are safe.”

“Where are they now?”

“It’s better you don’t know. Good luck today, Amy.”

“Thank you.”

I reviewed my speech one final time with Gabriella, who accompanied us to Columbia University.

“Keep it short, Amy. Don’t let the journalists draw you into any controversy, and if things get tough, flash the ring. It will instantly change the conversation.”

“I won’t mess this up. It’s too important for so many people.”

My nerves subsided when I stepped onto the stage in a blue-carpeted room with white walls covered in beautiful seventeenth-century Russian Empire art. The hundred or so journalists and their camera crews were silenced when I made my way to center stage.

Dozens of microphones dangling from the podium in front of me suddenly lit green, each remotely activated by its owner. I tapped one microphone and saw a man waving his acknowledgment at the back of the room.

“Hi everyone, can you all hear me? You know how technology can be.”

I got a rolling chuckle and affirmation they could hear me from the whole room. I stared at the carefully crafted speech in front of me, going over its intent and meaning in my head, staring at all of them who were staring at me.

Nicholas II, also known as Nikolai Alexandrovich Romanov or Nikolai II, was the last Emperor of Russia, King of Poland, and Grand Duke of Finland from 1 November 1894 until his abdication on 15 March 1917.

He was my Great-Great-Grandfather.

The last Russian Emperor, his wife, and all but one child were murdered because of who they were.

It was the end of something and a new beginning for the people of a land so vast and beautiful that none can compare.

You could have heard a pin drop in the room as hundreds of eyes scanned my face. They were like Great White sharks rolling in the surf, eying a baby seal on the beach, playing too close to the water’s edge.

This has become a shocking revelation to me and, I’m sure, to many people with a vested or passing interest. Some already knew about my life and its history, and their interest is piqued.

I believe family is important, perhaps the most essential feature of our lives. My parents were assassinated because my father was the great-grandson of the last Emperor of Russia. 

I am an American, and I am Russian. My family’s three-hundred and four year rule of Russia lasted from 1613 to 1917. The monarchy in Russia was abolished after Nicholas abdicated, and I am not in a position, nor am I minded to resurrect it, legally or by violence.

I will not support one side or another in any reformation. I will play no part in the politicking of Russia, there, in America, or anywhere else.

I am engaged to a wonderful man; I love my life and will not help anyone sow discord or stir rebellion.

To those of you with Russian royal allegiances, I humbly thank you. The child, your forebears rescued and smuggled out of the country, is the reason I am alive today. I owe a debt of gratitude and ask, for my sake, yours, and our ancestors, that we live peacefully.

Thank you for your time today. I have nothing to add.

They shouted questions as I turned away from the podium, and camera flashes exploded. A furor ensued as I headed towards Victor and Gabriella.

One question stopped me in my tracks.

“Can we see the ring, please, Amy?”

I turned back and smiled at a man in the front row. He looked excited and pointed at my hand, raising his eyebrows while clutching his heart.

“Come on, Amy… everyone loves a nice wedding. Don’t hold back.”

I reached out to Victor. He walked into my arms, and we turned to face the cameras with his arm wrapped tightly around my waist.

“Shall we show them our love, sweetheart?

“It would be rude not to, Amy.”

We stretched our hands out together, and the room went wild. Suddenly, interest in my past life waned, and our romance shot to the fore with questions, flashes, and applause from a crowd already writing a story about a Russian Princess marrying her American billionaire fiancee.

“Who proposed, Amy?”

“Technically, that would be me, but Victor was seconds behind, so we both did.”

“Will you live in New York?”

“We have no plans to leave.”

Victor looked thrilled, showing off his girl to the world, something I didn’t mind in the least. When I stared lovingly into his eyes, my fiance looked like a boy in love with his princess.

But then, which boy doesn’t look like the richest in the world when they fall in love with their Princess?


Chapter Two

Snowy Owl

◆◆◆

It was late afternoon by the time we reached home after our press conference, and the night had already drawn in, promising chilly, leaf-stripping winds and driving rain in the late fall days ahead. 

From my restrained position, I noticed a few rain spots splash on our bedroom window, pockmarking its otherwise perfect surface, beading until heavily overladen, then zig-zagging down the glass much as the tawdry sprinkles of cream percolating from my pussy, eased their way past my perineum into no-man’s-land.

He licked up my thighs, planting occasional soft kisses while I lay on a luxurious bedsheet, moaning with pleasure. Victor had lit a hundred lavender candles, placing them in every part of our bedroom, exuding a heavenly aroma and emitting a warm, seductive, yellowish flickering light.

“You are my queen.”

“No, I’m not, baby.”

“You are tonight, Amy, and in my heart forever, you have absolute dominion, forsaking all others.”

“In which case, I should call my guards since you have me firmly strapped down to our bed.”

“I’ll release you once my loving torture of you is complete.”

Victor stiffened his tongue, using only its tip, carefully stroking my silken smooth skin with fiery love as though he were a painter. I was the canvas of his desire and dreams, and this was the moment his masterpiece was created.

Victor crawled carefully around our bed, making sure not to touch me unless with his tongue. I was firmly strapped down using fur-lined leather cuffs, restraining my ankles and wrists to webbing straps my fiancee had tied securely around the top and bottom of our mattress.

I was splayed wide open as though pinned to a Saint Andrews cross with a thin bolster cushion pressing into the small of my back, conveniently raising my ass and pussy for his delectation.

“I can’t move at all.”

“That’s the point, Amy.”

“You are so attentive and lovely, my darling, even when you imprison me.”

“You are my feminine majestic and the everlasting conclusion of my life. My day and night, the rock that anchors me and the deep satisfying love that comforts me through the night.”

“What’s gotten into you, Victor?”

“I feel so overwhelmingly in love with you.”

I was swept upwards toward an emotional crescendo where the more Victor touched me, the more my hormones reacted positively, flooding my body with immense and intense love, precisely as he described his feelings.

I gasped and writhed, shifting my ass cheeks, desperately struggling against my restraints with almost superhuman strength as Victor licked around my alabaster smooth pussy, along each ridge of my six-pack, then tongued me in ever-decreasing circles around my breast that heaved enormously under the stress of his and my passion.

Flashes of our romance coursed through my memories, pushing aside all other thoughts. A concentrated form of every significant moment I’d shared with Victor piqued my body like the whole universe was compressed into a single teardrop.

When Victor clenched his lips onto the base of my nipple and pulled while licking around the electrified solid nub, raising my areola like metal braille lettering, I orgasmed powerfully.

He slid down the bed, planting his head between my spatchcocked legs, touching no part of my body aside from a gently leaking pussy hole and throbbing pink clitoris with his tongue and lips.

“This isn’t fair… I want to suck your cock.”

“All in good time, sweetheart.”

I had spiritualized our love and knew Victor had done the same. While he licked my pussy lips, a shimmering heat rose from my womb, encapsulating my soul, and I hoped our baby felt their first tendrils of love from a mother and father desperate to meet them.

Victor worked my swollen labia methodically, licking every millimeter before sucking each fleshy petal, removing the sweet, shameful veneer of arousal that my fiancee loved so much. I squeezed my ass cheeks together, pushing my pussy higher to feed him, even though my restraints hurt.

I noticed everything about him, intensifying his magnificence as though the color of Victor’s hair, eyes, and the shape of his chin suddenly assumed a god-like quality. My man was a warrior king, and if my fantastic status in his eyes as a queen lifted him, I would be that and anything else my sweetheart desired.

I closed my eyes while Victor slipped his tongue inside my throbbing, wet pussy hole where he swirled his warm tendril around, scooping out my nectar and swallowing greedily, whimpering like a servant desperate to please his lady.

I recalled our most overwhelming moments and my emotions at that time, romanticizing the instant I fell in love with Victor.

My mind’s eye whisked me back to his office, where Victor first saw me enter his life, and I noticed the tiniest yet most profound flicker of a loving smile and sparkling, adventurous eyes that consumed me. He had a way of standing that seemed so elegant and beautiful, and when he shook my hand that day, warmth and love transferred from the micropores in his skin to mine.

How he bathed, walked, smiled, ate, and held my hand felt more significant as I baked in the sun of a constant orgasm. The universe was signaling that these critical moments when we fell in love would transcend all other facets of our lives.

I opened my eyes wide and beamed at him, taking my fiancee’s breath away.

“I understand how you feel, Victor.”

“Thank you.”

“Take me, please.

When Victor slid up my body like a soft, silken sheet wafting in a light breeze, I quivered and felt tiny micro orgasms sparkle deep inside me, darting through tissues and passing from one organ to another like fireflies in the pitch dark. I had no control over our lovemaking, so my fiancee gave me soft kisses at his behest, smiling lovingly when his cock nestled between my swollen pussy lips, pressing his glans hard against the sphincter he was about to stretch wider.

“May I take you now, Amy?”

“If I say yes, it’s no longer taking.”

“I crave your permission.”

“You have that permanently, sweetheart. Go ahead and fuck me now, please.”

I wanted to make myself sexually available to Victor at all times; understanding his male psyche to fuck me was no mere desperate attempt to satisfy a sexual urge. Fucking me was how Victor conveyed his love, caring, deepest desire, and most profound attachment. Making love was his communion, and I was his religion, and the fact he deemed me worthy of that affection was enough for me to sate my lover at his request, anytime, anyplace. 

When Victor’s cock slid deep inside my pussy, I felt velvet smoothness press hard against my soft tissue walls as they expanded, sheathing my lover’s sword. He gasped and contorted his face lovingly, bloating my self-esteem.

An owl hooted outside, and I glanced over to the window, seeing only raindrops running down and moonlight splashing through the glass, flickering an impossible dance on Victor’s skin like perfect shards of the Universe’s delight. I was being fucked by a man who was all of Mother Nature, plunging his cock deep inside my pussy, desperate to inseminate me, regardless of the fact his semen had already done the job.

My orgasm became all-encompassing, unrestrained by the handcuffs that bound me as I ascended to consort with a god… my god. I trembled in an all-body climax while Victor panted and stared lovingly into my eyes, raising on his elbows, fucking me into oblivion with rhythmic perfection.

My fiancee shot his hot semen load deep inside me, and I screamed for joy, wishing for him to release me so I could rejoice freely. When Victor unclipped my handcuffs, I wrapped him in my arms, shuddering through the most explosive orgasm I’d ever felt.

He grunted like a caveman, decanting his seed deep inside my cunt, probably imagining, as I did, how much that act gave him dominion over me. I enjoyed that Victor owned me, knowing that the state of our minds was shared.

Victor released my ankles, and I rolled into him, held lovingly by the powerful arms that would always be steadfastly there to serve me as I would obey him. We were kindred soulmates, neither one more ascendent than the other, both giving, sharing, and taking the love we could.

When I dozed off in my fiancee’s arms, it was into a deep, comfortable sleep warmed by a bellyful of his semen. I dreamed of our love, immersing myself in its purity.

Through the night, I woke and slipped out of our bed, standing naked at the window and hearing the hooting owl again. I was curious to see him and caught occasional glimpses of white as something flashed in the corner of my eye at the edge of my vision.

He flew onto our window ledge, confronting me, a magnificent, snowy owl, immense in size, beautiful, and silent. His eyes regarded me carefully without blinking, and yet he spoke.

“Be careful, Amy.”

“You are far from home.”

“So are you. Be careful… I am watching.”

I sat up straight in bed and panicked, scanning the room. There was no owl at our window. I was safely in bed, and Victor was nearby, naked, beautiful, and unconscious. I moved closer, gently slinging my leg over his, garnering warmth to quench my goosebumps while I fell back asleep, mildly troubled.

When I finally woke, it felt like a day in paradise, and my friendly snowy owl messenger was a vague, wispy memory. I rolled off Victor and lay back in bed, blinking away what was unreal, remembering the previous day.

After the cameras stopped flashing in our faces and the reporter’s questions were exhausted, Victor and I slipped away. I lazed in his kitchen most of the afternoon, procrastinating over my studies, which seemed tedious and unnecessary compared with my real life.

Then we made love.

Then I slept, and the snowy owl came to warn me.

I shrugged off a thin, dark cloud infecting my happy disposition and slipped out of bed, attending training as usual with Hannah and Anastasia, enjoying our gossip while Victor swam lengths.

In our room, after a shower and while I prepared for a day of study, I turned to my fiancee, needing encouragement. 

“I must kick myself into a higher gear, Victor. It’s almost like the angst of recent times is weighing on me.”

“It’s not easy when you consider everything that has happened in the last few months. You probably need to rest your mind for a day, maybe two, then come back re-energized.”

“Kyle needs my help.”

“Can’t Gabriella take care of that?”

“No… this is about Kyle and why he won’t fully engage. I feel I can help him.”

“Ah. Sarah mentioned this problem once to me.”

“Failure to launch?”

“Not in the romantic sense, but she believes he is holding back on a vast ability.”

“Any idea why?”

“None whatsoever, and she wouldn’t discuss in detail.”

I stared at my phone’s flashing screen and saw messages, calls, and group chat backing up. I wanted to ignore the constant summons against my time, but it was impossible, so I scanned the call and message record, deciding who could wait.

Romy couldn’t wait, so I called her.

“Hi, Amy.”

“Hi Romy… I just saw your missed call, sorry.”

“No problem. Umm, can I come around and see you?”

“You’re in New York?”

“Yeah. I came here especially to see you.”

“Is the matter urgent?”

“No… but it’s very important. Can you do breakfast tomorrow, Amy?”

“I can meet you right now, sweetie.”

“Tomorrow is fine.”

Her voice sounded shaky and nervous. Whatever the matter was, she felt it could wait, but suddenly, my problems with a disruptive underworld and the intrigue that plagued me felt closer again.

“Yeah, tomorrow then. I’ll send a car for you, and we can meet at my home.”

“Good. I’m staying at the hotel where we first met.”

“Okay. Does an 8 a.m. pick-up work?”

“Perfect, thanks.”

She disconnected the call, and Victor approached me, placing both hands on my shoulders.

“What did Romy say?”

“Not much. It’s what she didn’t say that worries me.”

“Okay. Where is she now?”

“Pod 51.”

“Let’s go.”

“She’s coming here tomorrow morning.”

“Let’s get ahead of it… whatever it is, Amy. There is no need to dwell, so I’ll have Kasimir and Rania ready to go in half an hour.”

Romy had discovered something so important she needed to explain it to me in person, having flown from somewhere, most likely thousands of miles away. I felt anxious and as though my past was somehow an intractable mass sucking me in like gravity at the event horizon of a black hole.

Rania looked all businesslike, and I glimpsed two pistols holstered, one under each armpit. It crystallized my view that, while we were safe, those close to us were being more vigilant than ever.

And there must be a reason.

When I approached my car, Greg grinned and passed me a cappuccino he’d purloined from Martin’s kitchen. He chuckled when Victor shot him a confused look because there was only one.

“Sorry, boss, I drive Amy, not you.”

“I remember when you were a good guy.”

“I’m like a German Shepard Victor. I only have one master… or, in this case, one mistress.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way, Greg. Thank you.”

Our drive through town to the Pod 51 hotel, where Romy and I met, was longer than expected because traffic was a bitch. The heavy rain slowed down cars and busses, but the ferocity of the deluge and powerful winds also meant fewer bicycles and pedestrians, resulting in more cars.

When we arrived at the Hotel, Greg dropped us off and drove away to find parking. I messaged Romy.

“I’m here; meet me in the lobby.”

I was surprised that every message passed between us was deleted, something Romy could easily do. I wouldn’t mention it because hackers, especially those like her at the top of their game, suffered extreme paranoia. When added to her dissociative disorder, which does not amount to schizophrenia, she was a complex personality package to befriend.

When the elevator door opened near the couch Victor and I sat on, she looked angry, almost sprinting toward me.

“I thought we agreed tomorrow.”

“Calm down, Romy.”

“Don’t tell me to fucking calm down. You got me into this shit.”

“Okay. There is a coffee shop nearby. Let’s go there.”

By the time we reached the coffee shop, I was soaked through, but it didn’t matter because I was far more absorbed by whatever nightmare was coming my way than a few drops of water. Victor ordered our drinks while I settled a very spooked old friend into a discrete booth at the back of the cafe.

“What happened, Romy?’

“They all came for me after I hacked your records from the lawyers managing your parent’s trust fund.”

“Who… I mean, exactly who?”

“Every fucking alphabet agency in the U.S. and Russia, probably the UK as well.”

“It’s all over now, sweetheart. My announcement yesterday created a status quo.”

“There is more to you than being descended from Russian royalty, or at least there is more to the two of you together than first meets the eye. Every message board on the Dark Web gossips about you constantly.”

“Okay, but why are you so terrified?”

“Because one name keeps on arising whenever I get tracked. A hacker so fucking good, I can’t tell where they are, never mind who it is.”

“Do they mean you harm?”

“They are tracking every move you make because I find their online code marker close to you on social media, work, banking, your property, lawyers, the government agencies with files on you, fucking everywhere. Whoever they are, this person is good and fucking relentless.

“Do they have a handle?”

“That’s all I have.”

“Spit it out then, Romy.”

“Strix Scandiaca.”

“Snowy Owl?”

“Yep.”


Chapter Three

A Terrified Hacker

◆◆◆

The cafe was half empty, and we couldn’t be overheard, but my senses tingled because what I believed was in the past wasn’t.

Intrigue would follow me, possibly forever, and now was a moment when that pressed hard on my relaxed psyche. I scanned the cozy nook we’d chosen to sit in, noting who was there, what they were doing, and whether they paid us any mind.

They didn’t, so I closed my eyes and breathed in through my nose for four seconds, slowly releasing that air through my mouth to a count of six.

“Are you meditating Amy?”

“It’s just calming exercises I learned from a company we’re buying Romy. You should try it.”

“I’d be much calmer if I knew more about this situation.”

I felt better, accessing my core, soothing it using nature’s best tool, my brain. The atmosphere between us felt electric, so I paused and sipped my coffee, casually glanced at Victor smiling, and then gently probed my friend.

“And you’ve absolutely no clue who this is?”

“My guess is an ex-government agency. Being this good of a hacker requires years of training, unique access codes to encrypted satellites, secret databases, and lots of money.

“How do you know all of that, Romy?”

“It’s part of the world I love. We’re adventurers discovering truth on important issues, wading through layers of government and corporate obscurity.”

“You’re skating on thin ice; sounds like Romy.”

“And yet I was the first person you called. My proximity to danger didn’t bother you then.”

“Sorry, Romy. I was wrong to say that and probably very wrong to draw you into this mess.”

“It was and is my pleasure to help.”

I realized I’d misspoken. A friend who dropped everything to help me was hardly someone I should criticize. I held both hands up, a sign of my absolute and unreserved apology.

“Are you in danger, Romy?”

“I’m always in danger because everywhere I stray is thin ice. It’s just the depth and flow strength of the water running below that varies.”

“I’m sorry for criticizing.”

“Don’t keep apologizing, Amy. I’m sorry I overreacted when I saw you just now. It could have waited until tomorrow.”

She looked more relaxed, but anyone who knew Romy could tell her rabid anxiety was wreaking havoc beneath the surface of her calm demeanor. I assessed my situation, deciding there was no need to panic because Snowy Owl was just another person with intentions toward me yet unknown.

“They might be good people, Romy.”

“Maybe. Nothing in their activity log or fragments of browser history I can find suggests a nefarious or ill intent.” 

“Do you need a safe place to hide or work from, Romy?”

“I have plenty of those that nobody will ever discover. I won’t be here in two hours from now, so please don’t worry about me.”

“I’ll send you money.”

“I don’t want this work, Amy, but I will keep onto Strix for you. I won’t feel completely safe either until this situation is resolved.”

I shook her hand, and we left. Victor opened the car door for me, and I slipped into a world I knew was reasonably safe, with Rania in a blacked-out SUV behind and Kasimir in another, running point.

“What next, Amy?”

“We live the way we agreed, sweetheart. There is nothing else to say unless we start chasing every shadow hiding behind closed doors. I want to discuss wedding arrangements if that’s okay, but other than that, Snowy Owl can wait.”

He mulled over my cautionary comment, and I knew Victor had the same concerns that we might become reclusive on the whim of every intrusive person wanting a piece of either of us. He grinned and glanced at me sheepishly.

“Harry Potter had a Snowy Owl, and now you do.”

“Potter knew whose side his owl was on.”

“Shall we go home, Amy?”

“Yeah. I need to study a lot. Kyle can wait until tomorrow. I’ll schedule something at home with him.”

“We have dinner tonight with the whole family.”

“Oh, that’s nice.”

I immersed myself in research for the rest of the day, enjoying a lunch of scrambled eggs with home-cured salmon served in my study courtesy of Martin’s kitchen. Victor joined me, looking troubled.

“What’s wrong?”

“Wedding arrangements, Amy. How do we deal with that?”

“Easy. We get married on Planet Nine in a small ceremony with close family and our best friends present… I want to do that somewhere north among icebergs and penguins, then travel home for a big function at the Plaza.

“As simple as that?”

“If we book a church, it becomes a religious, quasi-international affair. I don’t want that.”

“Me neither. I’m sorry about all of this, Amy.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“By the way, there are no penguins at the North Pole.”

“Polar bears, then?’

Even though we joked, Victor looked troubled, dropping to his knees and crawling over to me, laying his head in my lap. I tousled his hair, then softly rifled through his thick locks with my fingers.

When I thumbed and stroked his earlobes, my fiancee purred and relaxed. I stared down, realizing what was wrong.

“Are you worrying about me?”

“Yes.”

“I understand why. I’m sorry, Victor… I didn’t stop to think about how you felt with all of this going on constantly.”

“The problems unfolding are happening to you, not me, but that makes it all the more frightening because I have no control.”

“And you don’t want to control me.”

“I’ll never try manipulating you, Amy. I love you so much because you are free, wilful, powerful, and independent. I don’t want to take that away.”

“I know, and while my love benefits you, please remember your experience and devotion are always welcome.”

Victor stared up wide-eyed, and I saw the everlasting love a girl dreams of in her teen years while melting in overwhelming pubescent hormones. I yearned for him, seeing only the near-perfect version of an imperfect man.

“Are you sure about wanting to marry me, Victor?”

“I’ve hit upon a soulmate and discovered a certainty that I don’t want to be intimate with anyone else ever again.”

“I’m far from perfect.”

“Nobody is perfect, nor should they ever want to be, and if you were, this could not work between us.”

“Why not?”

“Because I am an imperfect man, Amy.”

“Then we are two imperfect souls entwined.”

“As are all lovers, my darling.”

“Victor?”

“Yes, sweetheart?”

“Would you please go down on me?”

“May I?”

“Yes, indeed you may.”

He thumbed inside the elastic waistband of my plain pink briefs, peeling them down my silken thighs as I lifted my ass cheeks, lowering again when he dragged them off my heels. Victor propped my legs wide apart on the cold leather arms of my easy chair and parted my pussy lips wide with his fingers.

Thirty seconds after I requested tongue, my fiancee’s was sliding up and down my creamy furrow, activating those emotions of passionate, lusty fuck-making that met deep, meaningful love, combining in an emotional tsunami.

I relaxed, staring at the ceiling, rifling his hair while enjoying a pussy service I needed, knowing he loved giving head. Victor suckled my engorged clitoris, thrumming a gentle vibration along the entire length of my quivering nerves deep inside my pussy.

When lovingly giving cunnilingus, Victor was unhurried, unashamed, and deeply engaged at a spiritual level. I twisted my hips, raising and lowering the pussy slit he dined on while my lover alternated between gently brushing the tip of my creamy pearl to plowing up and down the pink furrow that trickled more hormones onto his tongue.

When he dipped a rigid tongue inside my pussy hole, I orgasmed quickly and powerfully, taking his lips on a journey up and down, writhing as my body exploded in deep sexual satisfaction, every muscle tensing, every ligament stretching while I moaned, kneading my breasts that were increasingly heavier as my pregnancy progressed.

Victor grinned up at me with glistening lips that I had to kiss, tasting my pussy juice. In that lewd moment, I wondered if Hannah had fucked Anastasia, immediately clearing my head, ashamed of my tawdry thoughts and feelings.

“Fuck me, Victor.”

“Are you sure you have time?”

“I’ll always make time sweetheart.”

I leaped out of the chair, ran around to its back, and bent myself double over it. Victor dropped his pants and briefs, kicking them aside, circling behind like a bull readying to mount his first lady of the day.

When my fiancee lifted my thigh-length skirt, I felt slutty, like a schoolgirl about to have her hymen split for the first time. I imagined Victor being my old headmaster, provoking a series of tingling orgasms that shimmered along my spine.

When his enormous cock filled me, Victor grunted like a primal man filling his ever-loving, devoted woman. I wanted his seed in my mouth, deep inside my pussy, and very soon, basting my back passage.

“Get your cock creamy and well lubricated inside my cunt, then fuck my asshole, please, honey.”

“Are you sure, Amy?”

“I need anal, please.”

“Is this a thing for you now?”

“Isn’t it for you?”

I felt tension, knowing I had revealed my deep desire to him. I hoped ass fucking was also a thing for Victor because my back passage tingled deep inside, desperate to be stretched wide by his cock.

“Yes, definitely, but I don’t want to hurt you.”

“I’ll tell you if it gets too much.”

My heart pumped like a steam engine, and excitement coursed my veins as adrenaline flooded, preparing me for my second anal fucking.

His fingers spread my ass cheeks wide, and Victor kneeled. He used the back of his hand and rolled knuckles to keep my ass cheeks apart while carefully thumbing open the pink sphincter, inspecting the hole he was about to fuck for any lingering damage from the last time he enjoyed it.

“Oh, that’s fucking sleazy.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be. The more disgusting you are, the better I like it.”

When he licked my puckered hole, I danced for the devil in the dark, taboo corners of my mind. I was becoming partial to a long, slow rimming but felt reluctant to ask for one, even more so to request if I might give the same to Victor.

A sexual awakening had occurred, and I gasped, enjoying how my fiancee licked deep inside my taboo hole, preparing her to be impaled.

When he stood behind me, I imagined my gladiator taking his reward for slaying an enemy. Victor gripped my ass cheeks with claw-like fingers, stretching me wide open. His cock looked creamy from the effort of fucking my drenched pussy, and I wondered if that would be a better lube than store-bought.

A stinging pain wreaked havoc around my anal rim for a few seconds until Victor’s cock slid deep inside, where pleasure took over, consuming me. I wanted to be ass fucked more than to have his cock pound my cunt because, for some reason, the intensity of anal sex seemed more profound, and I enjoyed its debauched nature.

I considered what it might feel like to bury a dildo in my pussy while my fiancee reamed my asshole, deciding we needed to discuss this double penetration taboo before I made it a problem for us.

Victor grunted his way to an orgasm while I screamed, gripping the chair seat cushion edge with both hands, drooling while I was so excellently ass fucked. His balls slapped against my pussy, a new experience stimulating my orgasm further.

When he shot a semen load inside me, its squidgy warmth baked me and felt incredibly sensual deep inside me. I clenched my sphincter and back passage tightly, enjoying his moans and uncontrollable cock jerking while I milked, and he emptied his seed.

When Victor stepped back, he handed me a few tissues, and I headed straight for the toilet while he went to the washroom to clean his cock.

We reconvened a few minutes later, smiling, then giggling and cuddling before I returned to my studies, and he left me for the afternoon.

Sitting down was a pleasant but painful experience, and I dropped my panties several times, applying more healing cream.

When dinner time came, I almost missed it, completely engrossed in my studies. Victor dropped by my study to remind me, and we strolled into the large dining room to a family event with roast pork and all the trimmings.

As I stared from one face to another, studying Anastasia, Hannah, Charlotte, Katerina, and Artyom, I wondered if any or all harbored me any ill will. I was second-guessing those closest to me, giving my stalker precisely what they wanted, and I felt angry with myself.

Who the fuck are you, Snowy Owl? 


Chapter Four

A Family Gathering

◆◆◆

During dinner, Hannah and Anastasia were in full-on flirting mode, comfortable with their love and growing relationship in the presence of friends and family. I noticed them hand-holding under the table, looking flushed and shy at times, revealing expressions caused by whispered conversation.

Artyom and Katerina noticed, smiled discretely, and let life’s most magical journey play out however their daughter wished it.

I sat beside Katerina with Charlotte facing me. Victor’s mother seemed happy, but I saw her facade slip whenever she momentarily descended into a traumatized state as her thoughts drifted.

Victor’s birth mother engaged me in conversation, alleviating the onus on Charlotte to make small talk.

“How was your short break on the yacht, Amy?”

“It was fantastic. I’ve never been on a boat that big before.”

“I have.”

I waited for her to expand on the details, but Katerina swirled wine in her oversized glass, reminiscing over some secret memory with a faint smile, staring through me. When she realized our conversation had paused, my fiancee’s birth mother jerked back into our reality, raising her eyebrows and giggling.

“Sorry, Amy. I was miles away.”

“You were saying about when you spent time on a large yacht.”

“I shouldn’t have mentioned it. I was working.”

“Okay, it’s a state secret then?”

“Yes… something like that.”

She sipped her wine with eyes dancing around the room, taking everything in, smiling at those who caught her eye so they didn’t figure out she was assessing each one.

“Every moment of your life is a reconnaissance mission, Katerina.”

“You are very astute, Amy. Old habits die hard. Now… enough with spies and assassins; tell me about your parents.”

I took a breather, rested back in my dining chair, and sipped the sparkling water I allowed myself even though I yearned for the South African Stellenbosch Kanonkop red wine the others enjoyed. As I studied Katerina, I knew her question was loaded with the curiosity of a spy gathering information.

“They were normal Americans who worked hard. They struck it lucky in business in a country where so many people have. We had roast dinner on Sunday, apple pie, celebrated Thanksgiving, and went to church every month.”

“What about their parents?”

“My grandparents had all died by the time I was old enough to understand who they were.”

“Do you have no recollections at all?”

“No, and now, I guess it was to protect me and them from this Russian royalty debacle.”

“Is it over, Amy? The debacle, I mean?”

“Yes, I believe so.”

“Are you sure? Is there any lingering threat to you?”

“No… I don’t think so.”

I felt a chill because her tone of voice changed slightly, and a microexpression of danger flickered mostly around her cheeks and a tightened brow. Katerina was dangerous. I’d seen that firsthand, but I felt sure she meant no harm.

As I left the dining room, Katerina caught my wrist gently, looped her arm through mine, and steered me toward our outer kitchen area. She flashed her security card at the reader, and we went inside, standing in darkness.

After she checked on Martin through the service door, Katerina returned, smiling menacingly. I held my nerve, knowing an assassin would smell and exploit my fear.

“Okay… this feels ominous, and I’m sure we aren’t about to discuss my wedding dress, so why don’t you explain your interrogation..”

“Tell me about Strix Scandiaca, Amy?”

“Wh-wh-what?”

“You heard me. I want to know what you know.”

“I know nothing except that some shadowy hacker calling themselves Snowy Owl is tracking me. I suspect they are one of many, but for some reason, Romy got scared. What do you know?”

“They aren’t called Snowy Owl… that’s just a translation. Their handle is Strix Scandiaca.”

“Why should I give a fuck, Katerina. It’s probably just another fruitcake. My friend can’t find anything out about them.”

“But Romy is scared, right?”

“How do you know Romy or anything about her?”

“Are we really going there, Amy?”

I squinted at Katerina, feeling stressed out and annoyed. My peaceful bubble had burst, and it seemed my fiancee’s mother was way ahead of me in noticing that. I was in danger of shooting the messenger, but Katerina hadn’t played her cards yet, and I knew she had a few aces up her sleeve.

“I only know that Strix Scandiaca was the first to hack my lawyer’s files, copying everything for reasons I don’t know.”

“Is that all you have?”

“Yes… will you tell me what’s going on, please, Katerina?”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because this person endangers my son.”

“Oh, come on, Katerina, you’ll have to do better than that.”

Her eyes flashed with danger, and I saw the other side of my future mother-in-law. Katerina was vexed, afraid for her son, and not in the right state of mind for a conversation with me. I tried to move away, but she gripped my hand, leaning forward.

“We must protect him together, Amy.”

“How can I do that?”

“Run away. Leave Victor and never return. You have enough money to disappear and make a new life away from this Russian mess and my son.”

“Jesus Christ, Katerina, have you heard yourself?”

“This might end badly.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“I’m telling you that more danger lies ahead for you and my son.”

“So I should leave him?”

“Yes.”

I pulled away from her, angry beyond belief, and she saw that. I waited in the darkness, planning my next move, and saw Victor escorting Charlotte from the dining room to the front door. When I stared at Katerina, she knew I wasn’t buying her scare speech.

“Think of your baby, Amy.”

“I am doing exactly that. You’re asking me to run from my baby’s father, the finest man I know, and then what? Should I find another husband to raise your son’s child? Is that what you want for Victor?”

Her eyes widened as that reality sunk in. I assumed Katerina wasn’t thinking straight for fear of losing Victor to a threat I couldn’t fathom. Her eyes welled with tears, and she reached for my hand again.

“I have protected him always, Amy. Sometimes, I watched him walk down the street with friends and have coffee with his sisters or mother. I saw him go to school on his first day. I love my son.”

“So do I.”

“I know.”

“Then tell me what you know about this fucking Snowy Owl.”

“I don’t know much, but I believe I know what they want.”

I saw Victor heading toward the elevator, so I raised a hand, beckoning him. Katerina looked horrified when her son joined us, but I smiled pleasantly.

“We’re a family, yes or no?”

“Yes, we are.”

I opened the door to Victor, and he joined us, mocking our conspiratorial seclusion at first, then growing more serious when he saw our expressions. I wasn’t about to out Katerina, although I figured she didn’t care much.

“Your mother wanted a quiet word. She has information about Snowy Owl.”

“Is this true, Mom?”

“Not exactly how our conversation came about. I have related information.”

“Where from?”

“Don’t ask.”

“Okay, well… spit it out, mother… what’s going on?”

“It’s all about money.”

“My money?”

“No, Amy’s money… an inheritance that was worth over forty-five billion dollars in 1917 when the Bolsheviks murdered our Tsar and his family.”

“Whoa… you’re fucking joking, Mom.”

“No joke. This is deadly serious.”

“How do you know Snowy Owl is connected.”

“It’s Strix Scandiaca, to be accurate.”

“Not an important distinction right now, Mother.”

“The first thing Strix Scandiaca did after Amy’s announcement was to check a bunch of Swiss banks for any communication they had with her.”

“Surely, the Romanov fortune has already been taken.”

“A great deal of that wealth can be accounted for, Victor. The Bolsheviks grabbed it. But enough to make dozens of people gloriously rich eluded their grasp and has been sought and claimed ever since.”

Victor sat on a kitchen stool, pulling me to him protectively. I was in shock, glancing from one to another, mulling the how, why, and what of my new crisis. Katerina sat heavily on another stool facing us.

“I told Amy to run and leave you.”

“What! Why would you do that, Mom?”

“The amount of Amy’s inheritance is enough to kill for.”

“Kill who, Amy?”

“Most likely, Strix Scandiaca’s route to the money would be to take you and threaten your life. Amy would give anything up in trade for you or her baby. That’s how I would leverage her.”

“Let’s not start wandering around the mind of an assassin, Mom, no offense.”

“None taken.”

“What if there is nothing left?”

“That’s a bit naive, Son.”

“What if it all got vacuumed up already? A czarist tiara ended up on the head of Queen Elizabeth? Did the British royal family fleece their Russian cousins when buying up their jewelry?”

“William Clarke, the chairman of Central Banking Publications in England, went on a twenty-year pursuit of the Romanov fortune.”

“I’ve never heard of him.”

“He was the financial editor of The Times of London and head of the intriguingly named British Invisible Exports Council.

“What did he discover, Mom?”

“Most of the Emperor’s wealth is inextricable from the state these days. For example, Nicholas owned seventy percent of all Russian land. That’s ten percent of the earth’s surface. Your father was gifted a tiny portion of this for mineral extraction rights, and look how wealthy he is.”

“Russian land doesn’t matter as far as Amy is concerned. She couldn’t claim that even if she wanted to.”

“The vast majority of Amy’s inheritance can’t be claimed because it’s already been stolen or redistributed, but some of it is… well… lost.”

“Lost?”

“Swiss banks. They are famous for losing things when convenient to them, finding them if they must.”

“And this is linked to Snowy Owl.”

“It’s linked to every hacker on the Dark Web. This is why there is so much chatter about Amy on message boards there. Everyone has become a treasure hunter.”

“How much Romanov treasure is lost?”

“Using 1917 values, it’s been estimated at around three billion dollars in art, jewels, foreign property title deeds, and gold.”

“Those assets would be far more valuable today.”

“Using US dollar rate inflation, it would be almost seventy-two billion dollars today.”

I felt sick and drenched in disappointment from the muddied waters of my life. I cursed the day my real life was out in front of the world because I had no need or desire for wealth beyond my current means.

“It’s enough to kill me for, Katerina.”

“As I said.”

“But I don’t want it. I have more than anyone should reasonably have for a lifetime, and that’s a fraction of what Victor has.”

“Everyone wants the money, Amy, but it’s likely that only you can access it.”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know. The treasure might be stashed in numbered bank accounts and vaults that are password protected or otherwise somehow accessible only to you.”

“This doesn’t make sense. My parents would have accessed it or at least said something in their will documents.”

“Why? If they took the same view as you, that they didn’t need or want the money… why would they access it?”

“Okay, but you assume they have somehow left that secret to me.”

“Yes.”

“I’m sure they didn’t. It wasn’t in my inheritance lawyer’s safekeeping.”

“Maybe not there, but wouldn’t you leave seventy-two billion dollars for the baby you’re carrying right now?”

I closed my eyes and pictured my parents in a perfect version of my young life. There had been no mention of Russia, royalty, or riches to the extent that it must be true. Other families would discuss the news pertaining to those matters, but we never had. It was as though my life were a fresh canvas.

“Yes, I would leave it to our children. I would find a way so that if they needed it, they could access it.”

“There you go, Amy. I’m right?”

“Are you right about me leaving your son to run away?”

“No, I was wrong about that, and I’m very sorry.”

“But this was why you interrogated me at dinner?”

‘Yes.”

“My parents never discussed their folks. They also never spoke of where our family originated. I always assumed it was the United Kingdom, but there isn’t a single photograph of my grandparents, their home, or their lives.”

“There will be Amy. You just haven’t found where those things are stored.”

“Is that what Snowy Owl is looking for?”

“I think so.”

We went our separate ways to sleep on the matter. Victor was troubled to the extent I worried. When I caught him almost crying at the window, I dragged my fiancee to our bed, straddling his chest, draping my hair over his face, and kissing him softly.

“Why are you crying, Victor?”

“My mother told you to leave me.”

“She’s afraid. I understand that.”

“I don’t care how afraid she was, Amy. I would chase you to the four corners of the universe.”

“I would do the same, Victor. There is nothing to worry about.”

“I’m afraid to lose you, Amy.”

“That’s normal, too, sweetheart.”

“This is the first time I’ve ever been afraid to lose someone or anything.”

I slid down Victor’s body, levering his cock out of the boxer briefs he wore. I couldn’t fuck him because my asshole was sore, and I didn’t want to aggravate. my healing sphincter by fucking my fiancee using my pussy.

But I could give him a damn good blowjob for being the most intensely romantic man I knew. 


Chapter Five

Giving Pleasure

◆◆◆

Although anal sex was fast becoming my favorite kink, I also loved kneeling before my fiancee to suck his cock for ages.

A constant leaking of salty pre-cum from the tiny, red-raw slit on the top of his swollen cock head fed me all the reward I needed for thirty minutes of cock sucking. I wanked Victor’s shaft gently, teasing his orgasm up and down until his knees and thighs quivered while I milked his semen almost, but not quite, past a tipping point.

My blowjob technique had vastly improved since meeting Victor. My intense love for him had plenty to do with that, but there was also a naughty schoolgirl slut deep inside me that wanted to submit and pleasure her master.

I meditated while sucking Victor’s cock, enjoying the power exchange, more so when he cupped the back of my head, guiding my lips up and down his veiny shaft. I stopped momentarily, licking his smooth glans from its ridge to the fountain of my treat.

I was a girl licking ice cream; then I was a dove soaring, driven to immense pleasure because I had a boy who loved me. I drove my lips harder, cramming Victor’s cock deeper down my throat, perfectly in sync with my chi, loving giving my man head as much as he enjoyed being on the receiving end.

My head bobbed up and down Victor’s cock, and my lips clenched tightly against his stiffness, enjoying the sensation of every bulging vein and his bloated urethra. I had my breathing perfectly timed to cram his glans down my throat for six full strokes, pressing hard against his shaft with every muscle in my neck, preparing him for the orgasm he deserved.

Even the strongest people need validation and love. Victor’s love for me was off the charts, and I needed to show mine in a meaningful sense, knowing that men enjoy a deep connection with their partners through sex.

I sucked his cock hard, making a cute popping sound when his glans slid out of my mouth. When I stared at Victor, still gently wanking the base of his cock, he looked transcendent, and I felt proud.

“I’ll make you cum this time, sweetheart.”

“I feel almost ready, Amy.”

“I feel it as well, baby. When you are almost cumming, your cock trembles ever so slightly, bubbling like a pot cooking up my supper.”

I went down on him again, sucking and licking my lover’s cock, speeding up my fisting of him while preparing for a salty eruption. His cock felt stiff as a steel rod, suddenly shuddering as his seed shot powerfully in a series of jerks. The first hot rope caught me unawares, splattering off my tonsils, but I kept going, choking back the salty load filling my mouth.

I wanked his cock faster, using short, sharper jerks to decant every drop until he laughed and begged for mercy.

When I crawled into Victor’s arms, he seemed entirely satisfied, wide-eyed and hard-wired into me.

“Was that good?”

“You are an amazing lover, Amy. I feel your desire for me every time you touch me.”

“I’m paying back how you make me feel. I think you worry more about me than I care for myself.”

“Do you mean because I cried?”

“Yes.”

I let my fiancee relax while he considered how to broach whatever bothered him. His tension had vanished in the emotional and physical maelstrom of an orgasm, but if we didn’t discuss the underlying issue, his anxiety would return.

“Can we discuss your ongoing crisis, Amy?”

“I hoped you would because getting it off your chest is better.”

“Will you pursue this newly advised inheritance money?”

“Yes, because I can do more good with it than is currently being done.”

“It’s also the only way you will ever get clear of its gravitational pull. At the moment, too many people see that money as a vulnerability to be exploited, you being the key to its acquisition. It’s almost like the treasure is up for grabs.”

I rolled onto my stomach beside him, raising myself on both elbows and staring at Victor.

“I don’t understand why Mom and Dad never prepared me for this deluge of interest and complexity in my life.”

“I do understand why they kept it a secret, Amy.”

“Please tell me.”

“I’ll ask you a question instead.”

“Go ahead.”

“If you and I were your parents and this whole story were buried. At what stage would you explain our life’s history to them?”

“I’ve considered it greatly over the last few weeks, Victor. I would wait until our children’s University education was out of the way.”

“Because you wouldn’t want to burden them with anything so monumental until that point in their lives?”

“Yeah… they would handle the news much better at that age.”

“You are living proof of that. You’ve handled the whole thing majestically; forgive the pun.”

“I hadn’t considered that.” 

“Meaning… your parents never anticipated news about you or them coming out in the way it now has.”

“That’s true because our family would have had a security detail if they had worried about it.”

“And… both parents would have sat you down and explained your family heritage.”

“Yes.”

“But they didn’t do that because they knew the story would not be discovered. They must have been extremely confident of your safety to have done absolutely nothing to enhance it.”

“Oh fuck, Victor.” 

Several things occurred to me simultaneously, all uncomfortable truths. I trembled and felt a little angry at myself because I hadn’t thought my situation through the way Victor had.

“It means my parents had a deal in place with the Russian government. That’s the only way they could be confident to live how they did.”

“Exactly, which also means that when Tatiana Gusev murdered your parents, she wasn’t prosecuting official Russian government policy.”

“She wanted the money.”

“No way did Tatiana act alone, Amy.”

I rolled over, uncontrollably panting, sweating, and feeling sick while the ceiling blurred, and I felt lightheaded.

“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! The bastards killed my parents for the money.”

“Not exactly, Amy. I think they killed your parents to find the money through you eventually.”

“Fuck! That’s a really long game.”

“It’s a shit ton of money and in safe keep, accumulating interest every year. Whoever wants your real inheritance is willing to exercise a lot of patience to get it.”

I closed my eyes and breathed deeply, in through my nose, out through my mouth, counting to four each way. I felt more grounded, vanquishing my nerves, at least for now. I had some truth, and that felt better.

“I feel relieved, Victor.”

“They say the truth sets you free.”

“I need to know who ‘they’ are, sweetheart.”

I slept well and, by morning, woke feeling surprisingly calm and measured. I messaged Hannah to let her know I wouldn’t train because I desperately needed to get ahead in my studies and attend breakfast to discuss an important matter with Victor’s parents.

The only anxiety I felt when arriving at a family breakfast buffet was linked to my studies. In every other regard, I knew what to do and just needed the right opening to do it.

Katerina took a small pastry, poured her coffee, smiled, and sat beside me.

“Are you planning your wedding, Amy?”

“I’ve suggested Planet Nine, Victor’s yacht parked somewhere in the Arctic surrounded by Polar Bears.”

“That’s a fantastic idea, and security will be simple with those beasts around.”

Katerina talked, and I nodded politely, taking most but not all in. Artyom was strangely subdued, and I assumed that might be something to do with getting the family settled wherever they had escaped. My thoughts strayed onto security matters, and I suddenly realized it had been weeks since Victor and I enjoyed a simple walk in the park or some retail therapy.

I’ll do something about that later today.

I turned to Katerina, always finding it more accessible to speak to her than her less direct husband.

“I have something to ask of you and Artyom, Katerina.”

“Go ahead. I’ve already killed to protect you, Amy, so I doubt there is anything I won’t do.”

“Victor and I have a working theory that my parents had a deal in place with the Russian government to leave them alone.”

She looked surprised, twisted one cheek, and raised an eyebrow. By the time Katerina had lifted her cup, sipped a mouthful, and set it back down, she nodded her head. 

“It’s possible, but that doesn’t explain why Tatiana assassinated your parents.”

“She killed my parents for the money.”

“You’re suggesting Tatiana went off the reservation?”

I let my theoretical accusation hang while Katerina mulled it, considering the consequences and ramifications.

“It may be true, Amy, but if so, it means powerful forces in the Kremlin conspired with her, specifically against government policy. That means they have a compelling reason to keep you alive and another equally persuasive one to want you dead.”

“They want the money but not the truth about them coming out.”

“They will kill you to protect themselves unless they have the money, and even then, they may still kill you.”

“That’s exactly where I’m at.”

“It’s a fucking mess, Amy. What favor do you need?”

“Find them for me.”

“Then what?”

“Tell them I’m willing to make a deal.”

Back in my study, I felt imprisoned, so I called Kyle and Rania, telling them we would all meet at Mindful’s offices in a couple of hours. My security chief was ready when I reached the lobby, surprised I had altered my schedule.

“We need to plan my life better, Rania. I feel like a prisoner.”

“I can understand why. What does Kyle have to do with that aside from scheduling?”

“It’s time for Kyle to step up and put his Columbia MBA to better use.”


Chapter Six

Overcoming Adversity

◆◆◆

There is much to be said for taking positive action during a crisis. Even when said action is not associated with the crisis, doing something, in fact, almost anything rather than nothing, lifts my self-esteem.

I’d never stopped to think about how my current problems might have played out had I not met Victor. My parents must have believed I was entirely safe as long as I remained anonymous and the real scale of my inheritance was hidden.

Then, they were murdered, and everything changed.

Rania looked sullen when I glanced at her sat beside me in the car.

“What’s the matter with you?”

“I don’t like short notice runs.”

“Being positive and moving forward sets the right tone for my life, Rania. I don’t see myself as someone who typically needs or wants to be protected, but I do accept I must be under my current circumstances.”

“You’re always going to be in danger, Amy. Money creates malice.”

“It also provides an opportunity to help other people.”

“Rich people always say that Amy, but mostly, that’s just a statement justifying why they need to control everything.”

“Maybe, but since we met, I’ve given up the claim to a throne, a company, and my life, gaining a man in the process.”

She winced, and I saw a flicker of a smile. Rania had been steadfast and even put herself in harm’s way for me. Her bad day would pass, as all things do.

“You are philosophically dour today, Rania.”

“Sorry, Amy. I woke up on the wrong side of the bed this morning. You’re not controlling, and I shouldn’t have made the comment.”

“I don’t mind being told by you when or if I am controlling, but I won’t have my agency taken away by crooks and murderers. Today, it’s a reluctance to go shopping or join a friend for coffee; tomorrow, I’m Howard Hughes.”

“Understood.”

“I’m joking, Rania. I don’t have a problem with being told I’m controlling by someone having a bad day.”

“You’re not controlling.”

“I’m still joking.”

I watched the New York midmorning bustle as we passed by. Cars avoided steam vapor being vented through a Con Edison orange and white stack. People scurried to and from meetings while others shopped. A few tourists wearing I Love New York t-shirts looked like they were out hunting down winter jackets, having packed luggage poorly, not expecting such a chilly, windy fall.

I felt excited because so many options had opened in my life.

“Life goes on regardless of what any of us says or does, Rania.”

“Is he worth it, though?”

I snapped my head away from watching a street hotdog seller giving up and shutting down his shabby chic food cart, collapsing massive yellow and blue sectioned parasols.

“Do you mean Victor?”

“Of course.”

“Why do you ask?”

“Because you’ve given up everything to be with him. I hadn’t realized the sacrifice you made until you just mentioned it.”

“Victor is worth all of the stars in the heavens to me.”

She seemed satisfied with my answer. I could have ignored or chosen to rebuke her for asking something so personal, but I knew only the most motivated people would step in harm’s way for another. If she felt I wasn’t worthy, Rania would be gone in an instant.

“Have you got someone special in your life, Rania?”

“Not right now. It’s hard to find a good man in my line of work. Mostly, they don’t want to make an approach because they’re playing it too safe.”

“Have you someone in mind?”

“Yeah, but he needs to grow a set of balls.”

I glanced into the rearview mirror and saw Greg’s gloomy look. Rania didn’t flinch, and I knew immediately that she had just dropped him a broad, if not very pointed, hint.

At Mindful’s headquarters, Rania went on ahead for a few meters while Greg opened my door. He made an effort to smile, but I saw that he looked miserable.

“Park in the basement lot, Greg.”

“Why? I can hang out here and be ready when you come out.”

“I want you upstairs in the office where there is coffee and Rania.”

“Oh… okay, but I-.”

I leaned close and eyeballed him so there could be no doubt about my meaning.

“She just told you to ask her out on a date, Greg.”

“Is it okay? We work together and all.”

“It’s fine by me. You guys are friends and colleagues. You should go for it. It’s not a good idea for a good man to keep a good woman waiting.”

“Thank you, Amy.”

I caught plenty of glances walking through Mindful’s open-plan office before reaching a conference room Kyle had taken over. Some were suspicious, others surprised, but worryingly for me, far too many looked afraid.

Gabriella was sitting in the middle of our call center, a nest of twenty desks with operators talking to new clients and connecting them with therapists. She was trying to understand whether Mindful complied with local laws when one of our people spoke to a therapist in Columbia, connecting them with a patient in Germany.

I sat down with Rania and Kyle, opened my calendar on a tablet, and mirrored it onto a large wall-mounted TV. My personal assistant immediately pressed a button on the center communications console, frosting the window glass in the room.

“There is very little on it to be secretive about, Kyle.”

“You don’t plan ahead much, Amy. It’s not been possible.”

“Hence this meeting with the two of you. We’ll schedule, and then you and Rania can make all the movement arrangements.”

“Okay, what can I schedule for you?”

“My study blocks for the next three months are on this sheet of paper. I need an OBGYN and all those scans and pregnancy appointments scheduled. Thursday night is date night with Victor, so you can let him and your mother know so she clears his diary. Oh, and Friday night is a private dining night for Victor and me.”

“Okay, that’s great. What else?”

“I need a weekly meeting with Gabriella outside Mindful and another here with her, the company CEO, and senior staff.”

“We’re still interviewing for a CEO.”

“I have found one.”

“Who?”

“You.”

He looked annoyed, but these days, I could weather any storm and felt confident of holding my own against Kyle’s stink eye should that be necessary. He looked sick, clasped his hands and held them in front of his face, and sighed.

“I have a job description, and I like it.”

“You are the best person for the CEO position.”

“Why? Because I’m a qualified MBA?”

“You have the competency, compassion, and leadership skills to do a great job of running this company, Kyle.”

“But I don’t seek that position.”

“All the more reason why you should take it on.”

“I like scheduling your day, taking care of trivial and important matters.”

“Have you seen how miserable our people are out there? This is a mental health therapy provider in the middle of a nervous breakdown. Can’t you see the irony?”

“Yes… but-”

“But what?”

“But nothing, Amy.”

“Few are more important to me than the future of Mindful. My entire credibility as an investor rests on the success or failure of this company.”

“I hadn’t considered that.”

“It’s my sole investment and one that is shared with my future husband, whose immense success is a double-edged sword.”

“Mindful can’t fail then?”

“Exactly. Once you get this place running sweetly, we can look at the next investment and then the one after that. We’re still going to look for a CEO here, but that will take a year for you to find your replacement.”

He grinned at me, tapping a pencil off a notepad, staring into space, then out of a window. Eventually, he nodded and even seemed enthusiastic, although I was sure a few more hours were needed before it all sank in and he fully engaged.

“Gabriella and I are going out on a date this coming Friday. Is that a problem?”

“Not for me. I wish you both the best of luck. Finding someone to love in a city of eight million is harder than anyone thinks. Gabriella can help here as much as you, and she agrees.”

“Okay. I’ll do it.”

“Thank you, Kyle.”

I was ready to leave when Gabriella flagged me down. My professor and mentor also wanted to discuss workplace romance, something everyone else seemed more conscious about than me. I saw Rania and Greg had convened after our meeting, smiling and laughing in a small glass conference room. She looked less like a ruthless killer and more like a girl who her favorite boy just asked out.

I pointed Gabriella to the next conference cubicle, and we stood awkwardly for a moment.

“Did he accept the CEO position?”

“How did you know I was asking him?”

“Kyle is an obvious choice: kind, strong, and intelligent. He’s also an MBA and totally loyal to you.”

“He seems loyal to you as well, Gabriella.”

“Is it a problem if we’re sleeping together?”

“No… but I thought Friday night was a first date?”

“Yeah, but we’ll fuck for sure. I prefer doing that right from the start if the guy likes me and is to my taste. I don’t need wooing, and if he does need that kind of hard-wired attachment in the future, then he’s just not that into me.”

“Fuck… you’re a bedroom mercenary.”

“I know what I want, Amy… just like you do.”

“It’s true. I had the hots for Victor right out of the gate.”

“I’m twenty years older than Kyle. I need to find the right man soon. I love them younger, with fresh ideas on life and vigor in the bedroom, so I’m going for it.”

“And if it doesn’t work out?”

“We’ll be friends. Don’t kid yourself about Kyle, Amy. He’s no shrinking violet once he commits.”

“I hope he does precisely that with Mindful and you.”

“I have a great feeling about him. Now… In other news, I’m renegotiating my tenure with Columbia. I may not be able to keep my position.”

“I would think the faculty would be desperate to keep you and that your connection with Victor through me would elicit more enthusiasm.”

“The Dean wants me to stay full-time and is unrelenting at the moment. Being here at Mindful gives me great hope, and I like digging at the coal face again. I want to teach, but not if it means compromising my support to you and Mindful.”

As I walked out of the building, waiting for Greg to bring the car around, I caught a glimpse of someone who shouldn’t be there. They were recognizable only in as much as an alarm immediately went off in my head, and my knees buckled.

It was the slightest idea of a person watching me. Something about how they stood out in the crowd had gripped me even though my brain processing frame rate caught them in the slightest, fleeting glance.

I ran toward someone who had rounded a corner, with Rania hot on my heels and others, clearly my security detail, diverted from across and down the street, walking hastily to intercept me.

“What’s happening, Amy?”

“Snowy Owl.”

“Where?”

“Did you see someone with white hair?”

“No.”

I rounded the corner and saw a crowded sidewalk where men, women, and some with pushchairs made it impossible to give chase. Deliveries were being made, and taxi’s dropping off and picking up but the white hair was gone.

“What did you recognize about them, Amy?”

“Something about their face was unusual, like they didn’t belong there.”

“Did you recognize them?”

“I honestly don’t know.”


Chapter Seven

Once More Into The Darkness

◆◆◆

Rania checked the CCTV footage captured by our building system, but all she got was a hooded figure wearing jeans and a gray top that might have been a man or woman. On our way home, I closed my eyes, relaxed into the plush seat leather, and controlled my breathing.

I searched recent and distant memories, desperately trying to convert a fragment of white hair into a complete picture. There was no remaining doubt in my mind that I’d seen Strix, the mysterious hacker stalking me through the virtual and real worlds.

I came up with nothing.

At home, I headed directly for my study even though Rania wanted to talk. I ignored the light tapping at my door three times until she left. If Victor wanted me, he knew how to get in; everyone else would have to wait because I was falling seriously behind in my studies.

After four hours, studying became too much of a chore, and my brain was fried, so I slipped into the corridor between our bedroom and my study, staring out into the twilight, searching the shadows for Strix. I was missing something significant, but it wouldn’t come to me even as I closed my eyes and scrambled up the steep scree slopes of my mind, dislodging memories like rocks tumbling away.

I lay on our bed and read a book on my phone. As each page was read and scrolled past, it was forgotten two minutes later, and I was pleased after half an hour of literary torture when Victor joined me.

“Mom was looking for you.”

“Assassin, Mom?”

“Yeah, but don’t let her hear you calling her that.”

“I’ll see her later. I was about to shower because I need to relax. Did you get my schedule, Victor?”

He rounded quickly after undressing, grinning proudly as though his first honey-do list was wholly ticked off and a gold star was awaiting him as a reward.

“Meet the doctor in two weeks on Tuesday for an initial pregnancy consultancy. Thursday is a regular date night, and I cook dinner on Fridays.”

“Well done. Does that all work for you?”

“Of course, baby girl. Let’s spend more time on Planet Nine, though. Our yacht arrives in New York harbor next week.”

“We could run away forever.”

“Yes, Amy, we could and perhaps should.”

He lay beside me, momentarily silent, while we contemplated our perfect version of running away. I lay on my front, stroking his ripped washboard stomach and well-defined pectoral mass with a tantalizing long nail. The romance, adventure, and freedom gained from a bold escape were overwhelmingly alluring, as was his body.

“We’d lose our family, Victor.”

“And friends.”

“Maybe we should take everyone on a cruise someplace instead.”

“Oh, Amy. You are an incredible woman.”

“What did I do?”

“You’re always trying to build relationships.”

He rolled me onto him, so I sat astride his waist. Victor’s cock was almost always semi-erect when we enjoyed any intimacy, and this time was no different.

“You’re well awake.”

“I’m always horny for you, Amy. It’s your secret power over me.”

“You have that power over me to no less an extent, sweetheart.”

My hair cascaded around his face, but the mess of waves, curls, and some split ends I needed to treat with a cut and style soon didn’t bother the man who only wanted to gaze into my eyes and feel me close by.

His eyes kissed me first, promising absolute fidelity and a lifetime of love with their ever-present sparkle of truth. When Victor’s lips tantalized mine, my body tingled, as it always did, and I hoped forever would. His tongue slipped into my mouth, gently flickering against mine, reacquainting himself.

I rubbed my pussy along his thick, erect shaft, feeling my sticky veneer coating his wood. My orgasm started as a tickle, progressing nicely into a trembling sensation deep in my womb when I crushed my clitoris hard down.

“Shall we shower, then lounge around for the evening, Victor?”

“I’d like that.”

After we soaked under a warm, steamy monsoon, I lathered a sponge and cleaned my fiancee from top to toe, stroking, caressing, and massaging his powerful muscles. When he was clean, I kneeled behind and leaned him forward.

“Place your hands on the wall and spread your legs wide, please, Victor.”

“What will you do, Amy?”

“Please be a good boy and do as you are told.”

He leaned forward, sliding both feet shoulder-width apart. I reached between and underneath his legs from behind, cupping Victor’s balls with one hand while gripping his cock with the other. He grunted when I peeled his pre-cum heavy foreskin, then moaned delightedly when I pressed my thumb on his banjo string, working it counterclockwise while his legs trembled.

“Now, lean your forehead against the wall.”

“What about my hands?”

“Grip your ass cheeks and prise them wide open for me.”

“Whoa… are you sure?”

“Oh fuck! Yes, I am very fucking sure I want to do this.”

When Victor clawed his ass cheeks wide open, I saw the tiny spangled pink sphincter I was about to lick open just enough to tear a hole through my remaining inhibitions. He was leaning fully forward against the wall onto his forehead while I wanked Victor’s cock, caressing his smooth balls.

When my tongue slid across the ridges of Victor’s puckered hole, a deeply submissive, slutty part of me emerged, taking over. I always knew she was there, mostly just out of reach, like a taboo, naughty aspect of me that respected she couldn’t always be in control.

But now it was her turn to drive the bus, and my inner slut needed to submit to the man I loved dearly and, in doing so, debase an otherwise respectable version of Amy that she was not.

I licked his anus using a flattened tongue, stroking up and down the hole and its surrounding soft tissues, applying plenty of pressure to disgrace myself utterly. I enjoyed Victor’s whimpering and how my fiancee reached his fingers deeper into his cleft, gripping and spreading the tiny, tight pink hole for my delight.

I wanked his cock rhythmically, noting it was stiffer than usual and that a light trembling in his balls probably meant he wouldn’t last long before spitting baby-making seed all over our shower wall. When he used fingertips, digging deep to claw his sphincter wide open, I stared at the pink whorl, took a deep breath, and puckered my lips against it, forcing my tongue inside Victor’s back passage.

As my psyche soared with the quenched satisfaction of an intensely burning desire, I licked Victor’s soft tissues inside his back passage, activating a nerve cluster he’d never enjoyed stimulating before.

I wanked his steel rod solid cock harder, lick-fucking my fiancee’s anus with a stiff tongue that I yearned to drive deeper inside. My slutty girl rejoiced, making me feel light-headed, almost intoxicated by a rush of taboo emotions that surged along with a hormonal tsunami that rendered my soul incandescent with joy.

When I knew Victor might cum, I spun him around and sucked his cock, taking his swollen, smooth glans deep inside my throat. My slut was still in control, so I wrestled his hands onto my head, forcing my lover to face fuck me until he understood my need to be utterly debased.

While Victor fucked my throat, choking me, I reached around behind, parting his ass cheeks with one hand while sliding a finger deep inside my lover’s back passage, wiggling around until I felt the soft cushion of his prostate gland that I milked the way a Pornhub video had described.

I finger fucked his anus for a few strokes, enjoying how tightly Victor gripped onto my digit while relentlessly reaming my mouth. When he was close to an orgasm, I went back to milking my fiancee’s prostate while sucking hard on his helmet-shaped cock head, drawing milky nectar out from his bloated urethra. 

He wasn’t rough with me, but Victor was forceful enough to indulge my need to be sullied, ramming his cock deep inside my throat, invoking a choking response I desired to satisfy the slutty girl who wanted to be used.

When his salty load filled my throat and mouth, I wanked him so rapidly that Victor all but collapsed from the intensity of his orgasm. His knees gave way, and he slumped heavily on me, panting, moaning, and grunting like a caveman.

As I stared up at Victor with bubbles of his semen coating my lips, I saw a man in love with the perfect version of the woman he wanted. I felt like an ass-licking, ass fucked cum whore, but he saw the mother of his baby and the love of his life, which is precisely as it should be.

After I dried off and joined Victor on our bed, he looked slightly ashamed. I laughed and lay on top of him.

“I feel bad, Amy.”

“Do you enjoy rimming me, Victor?”

“Yes, of course, bu-.”

“But nothing. I wanted to rim you as well. Now I have; I’ll do it again, thank you.”

“Did you enjoy doing that, Amy?”

“Fuck yes.”

He fell asleep in my arms before 9 p.m., and I didn’t have the heart to wake my sleeping beauty when I felt hungry.

I snuck into my study and made coffee, enjoying a chocolate-coated muesli bar on the side. It would satisfy my hunger until morning and was plenty to energize a couple more hours of study.

As fate would have it, the wicked had no rest, and my door knocker returned. I opened the door sharply, unfairly focusing my wrath on the person before me.

“I want to be left alone… oh, I’m sorry, Katerina, I didn’t realize it was you.”

“Who were you expecting?”

“I thought Rania might be checking in.”

“You sound testy. That’s most unlike you, Amy.”

“These days have been challenging.”

Katerina stood in the corridor staring at me most disconcertingly as though forcing me to make the next move. I was familiar with the control technique, so I eyeballed her back until she could wait no longer.

“May I come in, Amy?”

“Yes, of course.”

How the fuck could I refuse my future mother-in-law when she wants a private chat?

“What can I do for you, Katerina?”

“I heard about your encounter today.”

“What did you hear about it?”

“That you had an encounter.”

Katerina played cat and mouse with me, me being the latter. She had a soft look and gentle tone about her, but that would only last until she made her mind up about whether I was on her side or about to have my neck snapped.

Stop it, Amy, you’re getting fucking paranoid.

She paced around my study, occasionally touching book spines, running her fingers along sills, absorbing everything in her environment as though assessing where every assassin’s weapon, threat, and exit might be.

“How can I convince you to trust me, Amy?”

“I do trust you, but you are freaking me out at the moment.”

“If you trust me, why are you toying with me?”

“I really don’t know anything about what happened today or who this Strix character is, Katerina. I’d gladly share anything I knew just to rid myself of this fucking curse.”

“Tell me what happened outside the Mindful building, please, daughter.”

Addressing me as though I were her kin was a very clever ploy, putting me at ease, accessing my deep-rooted desire for her acceptance. I was used to tricks and ploys, having learned their psychological use in a courtroom, so I shrugged off her attempt to coerce me into revealing something I didn’t know anyway with a smile. 

“I saw something. It was a person, obviously, but they were so fucking annoyingly transient that I can’t determine anything from it.”

“Did you get a feeling they meant you harm?”

“I have no idea who… what, or why.”

“Were you frightened by Strix?”

“Was it Strix, Katerina?”

“You believe it was. You said so.”

“I believe it is Strix, but I’m asking you what you think.”

“I believe the same thing. Their handle, the hacker, and now a stalker. It’s the same person. I’ll ask again… did they frighten you?”

“I panicked, but I wouldn’t say they scared me.”

“That doesn’t conclude anything one way or another.”

“I know. That’s what I told you.”

She strolled closer to me, so close that I smelled the light raspberry balm Katerina used to coat her lips. Up close, I saw her beauty and utter sexual dominance, making a whole porn library of lewd assumptions about a naked Artyom under her heel in an instant of impure thoughts.

She pulled on her lip for reasons I couldn’t fathom, but I dismissed that as another tactic to throw me off balance. Then she grinned broadly as though we were Best Friends Forever.

“I need to find this person, Amy.”

“Why are you so desperate to hunt Strix Scandiaca? Please don’t give me the usual, I’m doing it for Victor bullshit speech.”

“Why do you think I’m doing this, Amy?”

“With you, a question is always answered by another question, Katerina. I have no idea what motivates you, but I do know when you’re feeding me a line of shit.”

“Hah… This is another reason why I like you.”

She turned away, defusing my attack, while I strolled to and sat on a sofa, waiting until Katerina took her place opposite me. We eyeballed each other, one, a seasoned assassin facing off against the other, a law student. It didn’t seem like a fair fight, but something about Victor’s mother’s demeanor suggested I had the upper hand.

I wagged my finger in Katerina’s direction and laughed out loud.

“You are hunting Strix Scandiaca, and I’d say you’ve been at it for a while, too.”

“Maybe… okay, yes, I have been looking for Strix.”

“Why?”

I noticed a genuine look of annoyance cross her otherwise poker face and knew something other than me had angered Katerina. She sat back, studying me, not as a target but as a daughter-in-law.

“I never liked bullies, Amy. I always worried about Victor and who he might marry. Parents worry so much about their daughters marrying bad men, but it’s the same when you have sons. A mother worries about her baby boy marrying a bad woman.”

“Where does that leave me?”

“I love you because you protect my son. If you ever needed my approval, you have it… Artyom’s, too.”

“You’re flattering me. Why?“

“I want us to become the best of friends, Amy.”

“Are you going to explain Strix to me then?”

“They have been a target for many years, Amy.”

“Your target specifically?”

“Anyone in my line of work has been hunting Strix, legal or bounty hunter.”

“Do you know their real identity?”

“It doesn’t really matter who they are. All that matters is getting to them and fixing this situation for you and my son.”

So you fucking know who it is?

And you won’t say.

“Do you know why Strix is being hunted, Katerina?”

“People very high up in the Kremlin want them dead.”

“And I’m the key to acquiring your target?”

“You are an interesting lead, but the more people who know about your connection to Strix-.”

“The more people like you who will come after me to get to them?”

“I also like that you are so very clever, Amy. My grandchildren are in good hands.”

“It’s nice to know you approve; otherwise, I might disappear?”

“You’ll discover the protective tigress inside you when you’re a mother, Amy. I can imagine many shallow graves deep in the woods of the women crossing you if they fucked with your son.”

I strolled across to my glass-fronted fridge, selected two small bottles of sparkling water, poured each into the crystal hi-ball glasses Victor bought, and added a lemon slice with ice before returning to Katerina.

“Shall we drink these and leave, Katerina?”

“Great minds think alike, Amy.”

“I have one condition to our game, and I want you to swear upon Victor’s life you will honor it.”

“Go ahead.”

“You won’t kill Strix unless he means us any harm.”

Katerina eyeballed me, irked by my insolent request, effectively binding her to my will.

“I so swear on Victor’s life.”

I slipped through Martin’s kitchen back door to a small pathway leading to a side security gate used by staff and delivery couriers. The guy on duty there would report me to Rania immediately, but he wouldn’t dare stop me from leaving. It would take my security chief at least two minutes to get down to street level from her accommodation, by which time the darkness and streets would swallow me.

I didn’t know how Katerina would escape the home unnoticed, but she assured me she would.

A block from our home, I turned left into an alleyway where Katerina told me to go. Her theory was that Strix would follow, always hanging around somewhere close enough to know where I was.

Victor’s mother followed me, or maybe she was ahead. I couldn’t know for sure and didn’t care because my body was piqued by the intrigue and swarming with adrenaline.

The alley was a steamy mess of kitchen stove outlet vents, discarded trash, hypodermic needles, and dumpsters abandoned haphazardly outside the rear doors of busy eateries and stores closed for the night.

As I took each step further, I felt more terrified, losing all the bravado and perceived safety of a main street and its lighting, with the comfort of many passersby and open restaurant doors.

The alley felt eery, and I became a cliche from any one-of-a-million police procedural drama TV series. Tiny hairs on the back of my neck rose, prickling my fleece jacket collar while goosebumps covered my arms and legs.

Adrenaline surged, making me brave, but at the same time, somewhere deep inside my mind, a frightened voice told me to run for my life. I felt weak and sick to the pit of my stomach, but then a strength surged in me, and I was alive, albeit a cold, shivering, nervous wreck.

“For fuck’s sake, get a grip.”

I shouted to myself as though that noise might summon calm from my terror, but it didn’t. I stared up, then back down the alley, looking for Katerina, sorry that I had eluded Rania.

Fuck! She’s going to be furious.

Wheels screeched behind me, and I turned and saw a white minivan swing into the alley and halt. Its side door opened, and men leaped out, dragging someone from the shadows inside before slamming it shut. A few seconds of violence ensued inside the van, and then all was quiet.

I was in half a mind to approach the van, but there was no way of getting past it, and I would be no match for the group of rough-looking men who had darted out momentarily. I heard a scuffle behind me, so I spun around and scanned the alley, seeing nothing ahead.

It could have been a rat.

But I doubt it.

I’m fucking blocked from behind, so it’s got to be forwards.

I was being corraled with no choice of an escape route. A brick wall at the end of the alley closed in with a collection of dumpsters strewn awkwardly, any one of which might hide an assailant inside or behind it.

I felt their presence before I saw the slightest flicker of movement in the shadows, and suddenly, I was furious and no longer afraid.

“I’ve had enough of this fucking around. Get out here, Strix, and let’s finish whatever the fuck this is.”

“That’s an awful potty mouth, Amy.”

He stepped out into the dim light, pulling back a hoodie, revealing a bowed head covered with white hair.

“Strix?“

“Yes, Amy.”

“I know you.”

“Yes.”

I dropped to my knees when he raised his eyes to look at me, and I saw his face.

“Daddy.”

“Yes, sweetheart.”

I fell forward, and my father caught me in his arms, dropping to his knees in front of me, holding my face in both palms, demanding that I look into his eyes.

I saw my father, and there was no doubt in my mind it was him. His love that burned so hollow in my heart for years was aflame, and I was ascendant.

“Is it really you, Daddy?”

“Yes, Amy.”

“Why did you do this?”

“To protect you, honey.”

“Mom?”

“Tatiana murdered her. I got away and faked my death. The car was an inferno, so the authorities found what I needed them to.”

“Bu-bu-but you fucking abandoned me.”

I repeatedly slammed my fists against his chest, punching, screaming, and crying, utterly bereft in a moment of resolved grief. The overpowering emotions that destroyed my world when I was told about the death of my parents flooded back as though it were yesterday, but now, it was laced with the knowledge my father had abandoned me.

He hugged me while I sobbed like a baby with my head planted into his hooded jacket.

“Why? Why? Why? Why?”

“I don’t have much time to explain our situation. Katerina will wake soon when the drug wears off, and she will be wholly fucking pissed.”

“You know Katerina?”

“Well enough to be terrified of her. Your future mother-in-law and I go back a ways.”

“What does that mean?”

“We were lovers, sweetheart. She’s been helping me hide for all these years.”

“Oh fuck, no!”

“Don’t worry, it began long after Mom died.”

“Thank fuck… for a moment, I thoug-.”

“Artyom is Victor’s father. Have no fear on that score.”

“What the fuck happened, Dad? How did you meet Katerina.? Why is she looking for you now?”

“I made it known to the Russians who killed Mom that I was still alive.”

“Making you a target. Katerina never mentioned any of this.”

“Are you surprised? You’re marrying her son and living under the same roof as her daughter and husband. It’s hardly dinner table conversation… Oh, by the way, Amy, I forgot to say your Dad is still alive, and I’ve been fucking him.”

“Pack in the sarcasm, Dad, and start explaining.”

“Years ago, she was sent to clean up Tatiana’s mess, but when Katerina cornered me, she couldn’t go through with it. She held me captive for two weeks in a house in Queens, then let me go. I begged her to help me do a deal with Russia.”

“Did she know you were a Romanov?”

“No, unlike Tatiana, they never told Katerina the truth, just that I was an enemy of the state.”

“And she did the deal with the Russian Government that kept you safe?”

“No. She refused to help in that regard, but Katerina agreed to keep me safe. She told the authorities I couldn’t be found, then fed me information about who was hunting me and how close they were.”

“And you fell in love?”

“We met occasionally, and over time, yes, we fell in love.”

“Why did you disappear?”

“Because your adoption and inheritance records were hacked, and I had no idea who was behind that. I disappeared, and Katerina has been hunting me ever since.”

“Fuck, Dad… I wouldn’t like to be you if she ever catches up.”

“She will catch up. She has to.”

I studied my Dad, reaching my hand out, touching his face, feeling the cheeks, chin, and lips I knew so well from my first memories. I cried again, and he held me tightly.

“Jesus Christ, Dad… Is Victor and me a pure coincidence, or were we somehow manipulated into meeting?”

“That was pure serendipity, sweetheart… I couldn’t believe it, Amy. Is he being nice to you?”

“You’ll love him, Dad. I sure do.”

I stood up and hugged my father repeatedly, feeling the love from my childhood surging back anew. I was filled with hope, yet terrified and confused. I pulled back, stared at the face I recognized so well, then hugged him again and cried.

“Victor will not be happy when he discovers my Dad has returned from the dead and is sleeping with his biological Mom. Oh fuck… my life’s mess just keeps getting worse.”

“I’m more worried about what Anastasia might do. She has a wicked temper.”

“How have you survived out here for so long, Dad?”

“Through Katerina, I gave Russia a moving target. Fragments of my whereabouts were fed into an evolving intelligence picture. A credit card is used here, or a passport is swiped there. I was never far from you, looking in on you from yards away most days. I even sat in a couple of your lectures to be close.”

“Why didn’t you disappear? The money is available to you for that.”

“I will always protect you with my life, Amy. You may not have seen me, but I was always there, even when you were chased through Columbia University. I had my finger on the trigger in that lecture hall.”

“You kept me safe?”

“Until people discovered you after the hack on our lawyers, I was the game they would play a global cat-and-mouse chase with.”

“You are the Romanov heir, Dad. That’s why they don’t fear me?”

“The Russian government won’t kill you until I’m eliminated, knowing full well that if anything happens to you, I will expose them, the Romanov money, and every dirty secret that Katerina gave me about them.”

“What if they find and kill you?”

“Then you are in danger, Amy.”

“They want your money, Dad.”

“They want our money, sweetheart.”

“Give it to them and make all of this go away.”

He stepped away and looked sympathetic, but I saw a deep sadness in my father’s eyes.

“Our family was slaughtered because of the Romanov treasure. Mom was murdered as well. Are you sure giving the money up is the right play, Amy?”

“No… fuck them all!”

“I want to kill the people who ordered Tatiana to murder my wife, Amy. I’m sorry, but I won’t stop until those bastards are dead.”

“Neither will I, Dad.”


Chapter Eight

Hard Truths

◆◆◆

When my father hugged me again, it felt like there was a finality to it, so I wouldn’t let go. He kissed me on both cheeks and tried to pull away again. I couldn’t let go and kept hauling him back.

“I need your cell number, Dad.”

“I can’t give it to you, Amy.”

“You have no choice. Either we’re in this together, or you’re running away from me again, and this time will feel much worse than the last.”

“It isn’t safe for us to be together.”

“What about your grandchild? Are you running from them too?”

“Oh, Amy, that’s not fair.”

The tears rolling down his cheeks were not forced. I saw heartfelt pain in my father’s expression as he stared at me wide-eyed and deeply upset. He must have known there was a good chance I was pregnant because my surrogacy deal with Victor was well-reported. If Dad hadn’t guessed or heard rumors of my confirmed pregnancy, he now knew for sure that he would soon be a grandfather.

“Mom would be so proud of you, Amy.”

“She’d be proud of you too, Dad.”

“Do you think so?”

“I know so. She would want you, me, and my baby to be together.”

“The world thinks I am dead, Amy.”

“Have you committed any crime?”

“No.”

“I don’t think there is too much for you to explain to the authorities, especially if you say you were hiding for the sake of protecting me and your own life. Tatiana is evidence of the fact you were in danger.”

“The newspapers said you saw her killed.”

“Katerina snapped that bitch’s neck, standing yards away from me. I’m not proud to say it, but I enjoyed watching her die.”

“I wish I could have seen it, but she’s not the head of the snake, sweetheart. I want the bastards in the Kremlin responsible for this.”

“Let’s work with your lover and her husband then, Dad. They have direct access to the Kremlin, and I’m sure Putin won’t celebrate these rogue government officials.”

He looked embarrassed, but I laughed. Cheating wasn’t funny, especially given who my father was having an affair with, but our emotionally entangled family web just got messier, and that irony wasn’t lost on me. Katerina was going to wake soon, undoubtedly pissed, possibly dangerous, and my father had a choice to make.

“Katerina is hunting you because she loves you, Dad. It’s nothing to do with Strix. She won’t kill you.”

“Artyom doesn’t know about us, Amy.”

“Then you should talk to her about it because if you two don’t come clean and get into the open, this shadowy shit in your life will never end.”

“I doubt she’ll be in the mood for talking anytime soon, not after my people drugged her. Fuck, Amy, that woman is like a devastating hurricane when she comes at you.”

I fished around in my pocket, found what I was looking for, and palmed a gift into my father’s hand.

“Take my apartment keys, Dad. Stay there, and I’ll arrange for Katerina to meet you. I don’t want to be embroiled in your affair. It’s between you and her.”

“Am I safe in your apartment?”

“Yes. It’s a penthouse, and nobody there knows you. Your car is in the basement; use it, but don’t disappear, please.”

“What about Katerina?”

“Leave her here with me, and I’ll call Rania to collect us.”

I still hadn’t let go of my Dad, and I didn’t want to. His reappearance in my life had piqued every emotion, and I wasn’t keen to lose him again, not even for five minutes. I had questions, problems to solve, and things I needed to say, but now wasn’t the time because, most importantly, my father was alive.

“You have all the answers these days, Amy.”

“Far from it, Dad, but I have a great fiancee, a wedding to plan, and a wonderful family that now includes you.”

“A wedding?”

“Yes, and you’ll walk me down the aisle, or I’ll help Katerina hunt you down.”

“I wouldn’t miss that for the world.”

“You’d better leave, Dad. I need to call Rania, or she’ll tear the city down searching for me.”

As we walked toward the minivan, I heard a scuffle inside and some loud grunts that sounded like men being beaten up. The side door slid open, and a bleary-eyed Katerina staggered out, shrugging off the men desperately trying to restrain her.

One guy stepped out behind Katerina, clutching his nose and mouth, with blood flowing liberally through his fingers, dripping to the floor. He had a black eye, and I felt sure the men had the devil’s job suppressing her.

When Katerina saw me with my father, she smiled happily, wagging a drunken finger in his direction.

“Thank fuck you’ve finally been honest with your daughter, Peter.”

“I’m sorry for everything, Katerina.”

“When will you stop being sorry, darling? Bring a fucking end to this, for all our sakes. It’s unfair on anyone, not least Amy and now, my son.”

Watching Katerina step into my father’s arms felt odd, but their embrace closed another complex loop in my life. I felt a twinge of sadness for my mother’s loss of a man who had deeply loved her, but I was mature and possibly disconnected enough to know Mom would want my father to move on.

Katerina seemed wobbly on her legs, almost staggering across to me, using my arm to hold herself upright. Dad handed me his cell phone to enter my number, which I called immediately, ensuring I had his.

He offered the handset to his lover, who shook her head.

“Go now, Peter. I’ll get your number from Amy, but when we speak next time, we’ll discuss about you having me drugged.”

“I’m sorry, Katerina. I had to get you out of the way before I could talk with my daughter.”

“We’ll also discuss you disappearing on me. That was uncalled for.”

“I’m sorry for that as well. I love you, Katerina.”

“I love you too, Peter, but we’re still going to discuss these matters.”

I chuckled and pointed at my Dad. Our situation’s irony and duplicitous nature left me struggling to describe how I felt. A whole subplot to my life had been evolving for years without sign of its existence or impact.

“You sure know how to piss women off, Dad.”

“Let’s not labor the point, honey. I feel bad enough already.”

“Okay, Dad. I love you. Get out of here before Katerina fully recovers.”

“I love you too, honey.”

I waved him away, shaking my head, still in disbelief. My body trembled like a leaf from the shock encounter, but somewhere, deep inside, my soul rejoiced.

I called Rania once my father’s getaway van reversed onto the main road and sped off. She sounded pissed on the phone and looked far more so when she arrived in our alley with two blacked-out SUVs. I admired her professionalism and the fact she chose to say nothing, focused only on our safety.

In the SUV, I turned and faced Katerina, leaning in to ensure Rania and our driver couldn’t hear me.

“I must tell Victor the whole truth about this situation. I hope you understand why.”

“About me and your father, as well?”

“I’ll never lie to Victor about anything or keep secrets from him for anyone, Katerina.”

“I understand, and it’s good that you don’t lie. Artyom and I kept too many secrets over the years, making our marriage messy. I lie for a living, Amy.”

“Does Artyom know about you and my father?”

“Not specifically about Peter. My husband believes I have lovers, and it’s convenient for me to further that.”

“Oh… do you? Have lovers, I mean?”

“No. Your father is the only lover I ever took. Even Artyom hasn’t been intimate with me since I first slept with Peter.”

“Does Artyom have a lover?”

“I don’t know. I never ask, nor do I pry into his life.”

I guessed Katerina loved her husband enough not to reveal anything private about him, especially something so personal as his love affairs. His also having an affair was the only thing that made any sense to her lack of concern. As I frequently glanced at Katerina, I found myself judging her. She felt cold and clinical. I wasn’t at all sure she was right for my father.

At the house, everyone waited patiently in the dining room until they heard us walking around in the foyer, whereupon Hannah, Anastasia, Artyom, and my beloved Victor rushed out. My fiancee hauled me into his arms, kissing me while sobbing.

“I was fucking worried about you, Amy.”

“Snowy Owl is my father, sweet fiancee. We have nothing to worry about in that regard.”

“Your Dad? He’s alive?”

“Yes, and he’s been following me for years.”

“We need to talk about this, Amy.”

“Family powwow in the morning, please? I’m tired now, and Katerina was drugged, so she needs rest as well.”

Artyom’s eyes popped out of his head as he took Katerina’s arm and led her away, with Anastasia quickly taking her mother’s other side. They were in for a rough night if truths were to be outed and solutions found. 

Victor and I headed for our bedroom suite. I saw in his face the supercomputer brain processing our newly learned facts. When we entered our room, he rounded on me lovingly but firmly.

“No more going it alone for either of us, Amy. We’re in this together.”

“I went too far and had no excuses. I thought the same thing when I lingered alone in the alleyway, Victor. I wouldn’t be happy if you did this to me.”

“Rania has resigned from her position.”

“She’ll change her mind by morning.”

“I’m not so sure, Amy. She’s distraught.”

“I’ll talk to her.”

Victor opened a bottle of Bollinger champagne chilling in the bedroom fridge. He smiled at me, popped the cork, and poured two crystal flutes halfway, perfectly timing the measure so bubbles rose to the rim before I sipped.

“To the return of your father?”

“I need to tell you that Katerina and my father have been having an affair for years.”

“Oh fuck!”

Far from being annoyed, Victor laughed riotously. I watched him raise his glass again, shaking his head.

“To you, Amy.”

“I’ll drink no more than another sip, honey. Alcohol is not good for our baby.”

“Who would have thought that you and I could meet under such machiavellian scheming while my mother and your father were sleeping together.”

“My Dad ran away from your mother at some point after my identity was linked with the Romanovs.”

“He ran from Katerina?”

“Yes.”

“Amy… he’s a fucking brave man. You have to give him that.”

“I said the same.”

“Where is your father now?”

“In our apartment. I told him the same as Katerina. They must deal with their affair without involving you or me.”

“Good thinking. I guess my parents have a great deal to discuss tonight.”

“I got the impression that Artyom won’t be surprised by this development.”

I tipped the rest of my champagne into Victor’s glass, determined to quickly get into a pregnancy routine. I connected my phone to the bedroom Bluetooth audio player while he stood at the window looking out onto a gusty night that would fill the garden with leaves by morning.

“What tune is that, Amy?”

“Miles Davis with Cannonball Adderly and friends.”

“What’s it called, though?”

“So what.”

“How appropriate is that?”

“I thought so, too. I’m feeling elated and in an ironic mood, honey. I’m taking a shower now, so please have your cock ready for when I’m done. I need to be fucked so badly right now.”

“Why?”

“I’m so fucking excited, honey. My panties are soaked through.”

“Why don’t we fuck first and shower together later?”

“Are you sure?”

“I love it. How about a quickie, doggy style, and I’ll stop fucking once you cum.”

“What about you, Victor?”

“I’ll fuck your pussy later and cum inside there.”

“Ahh, I see.”

Victor knew my preference for anal sex was growing, which is what he offered me right now. To make the point, he reached into his nightstand setting down our gun-oil anal lube, and passed me a new sex toy.

“What is it?”

“A Lelo sonic clitoris tickler. I bought it online as a surprise. It has a soft, deep mouth that you can press your nub into and use to direct vibrations.”

“So, I play with this while you fuck my back passage?”

“Yes.”

“Jesus. This is going to be a fucking wild ride, sweetheart.”

I undressed quickly, a half step behind my horny fiancee, whose cock was fully rigid with bulging blue veins, even before his underwear was kicked halfway across the room. He vigorously pulled me into his arms as though a vacuum were being filled. Victor’s immense body heat flooded me as his scintillatingly loving eyes made my pussy lips swell and open of their own accord.

“Do you think my need for anal sex is odd, Victor?”

“Nope, not in the slightest. Everyone’s body reacts differently when aroused, and your kinks are wholly shared with me.”

“Roughly translated as - you enjoy fucking me in the ass?”

“I enjoy fucking you any way that makes you happy, Amy.”

“I prefer taking your cock in my asshole. Is that a problem?”

“No… now get on all fours and start working your clitoris.”

We grinned and waved for me to point it up while wafting his hand impatiently. I enjoyed submitting to Victor from time to time, benefiting mentally from the power exchange and loving sensations that rippled through me from knowing I was delivering his pleasure. My clitoris didn’t need any lubrication, so I focused on pointing my asshole and drenched slit high for his enjoyment.

By the time I switched on the Lelo Sonic and lined its mouth at the top of a tapered latex flange with my solid clitoris, my fiancee was on his knees, feeding off my creamy furrow, licking, gobbling, and swallowing noisily.

The Lelo drove me wild within seconds as I felt an immense fist of pleasure reach deep inside my pussy, squeezing every nerve cluster, sending wave after wave of vibrating rapture through my clitoris. Victor knew my orgasm would be upon us within minutes because I screamed into the pillow with absolute unrestrained violence.

He stood and hurriedly slathered gun oil all over his thick, long shaft while I worked my sticky clitoris, dragging her in a full circle before slipping the pink nub inside Lelo’s latex mouth.

With none of the reverence he’d used the first few times, Victor fucked my ass hard; he peeled my cheeks apart with a talon-like grip and pressed his glans past my tight sphincter, aggravating old tears.

My Lelo was the best possible anesthesia for any anal sex pain I felt as I barreled it around, then back onto my pink pearl, pumping hard, before going back around the sticky base with a circular sweep. I knew when Victor was balls deep inside my back passage because I felt full.

I secretly vowed to have another vibrator fill my cunt sometime and see how much more orgasmic that made me while my fiancee fucked my taboo hole, with Lelo licking my creamy pearl.

When my orgasm came, Victor pounded my asshole while Lelo was on about the eighth setting out of twelve that I tried. Every part of my body exploded as each muscle fought for a place inside my tornado-like orgasm. Sinews stretched, and cramps threatened to erupt in exhausted muscles under full tension.

Victor was true to his word and rested his cock deep inside me without cumming, letting me deliver my orgasm using the Lelo while he filled my rectum with his stiff flesh. I desperately thrashed and writhed around on the bed, biting my pillow while scrunching the bedsheet in one hand and masturbating myself with the other.

My head buzzed as though a hedonistic intoxication owned me, and I lost control of myself. I felt squirting unicorn pee on my hand because I was incapable of holding back my ejaculation.

When I collapsed flat onto the bed, still writhing and shuddering, this time in delirious joy, Victor lifted me, cradle-carrying me to the shower.

“Was that good, Amy?”

“Fucking crazy. I need to be made love to now as well, though.”

“You had the biggest orgasm I ever saw any woman have, sweetheart.”

“Yeah, and I feel satisfied sexually but not lovingly. I want you to fuck my pussy, cum inside and kiss me. I want to see your cum face… I need it, Victor.”

“Me too, sweetheart.”


Chapter Nine

Fixing A Broken Puzzle

◆◆◆

I reached the gym floor before Hannah and Anastasia arrived, taking a few minutes to compose myself, setting up my Garmin training watch, and sliding a sports bottle into a holder on one of the training bikes. 

My best friend looked worse for wear when she trailed herself and an over-stuffed kit bag into the spinning room. She nodded and smiled weakly, acknowledging me with a sense of sadness I couldn’t ignore.

“Where’s Anastasia?”

“She won’t be joining this morning, Amy. Anastasia cried most of the night. We stayed in the living room, and I comforted her.”

“She knows about Katerina’s affair, then?”

“With your father? Yes. But that wasn’t all.”

“What else was said?”

“It all got very emotionally traumatic, with revelations crippling Anastasia. They didn’t argue at all, but there was no stopping their truths from coming out once it started.”

“And they did it in front of you?”

“Both wanted me there for Anastasia. They’re getting a divorce as soon as possible. I’m feeling angry because this situation has existed for a decade for her mother and father, so they are ready to move on.”

“How was she?”

“Anastasia took the whole thing badly. She had no idea her parents had a marriage of convenience and secret lovers.”

“Ahh, so Artyom has a lover as well?”

“He had no idea about your father. Artyom believed Katerina had a few lovers.”

“Fuck! They haven’t dealt with this whole thing very well.”

“They decided last night was the right time to come clean and share everything with their daughter. I think they did it too quickly and selfishly. It was fucking brutal, Amy.”

“Is she resting?”

“Yes.”

Hannah dropped her bag and slumped, crying. I stepped in and hugged my friend, who was hurting badly. She bowed her head on my shoulder and nestled like a baby might, holding my hands.

“I love her so much, Amy.”

“I know, sweetheart. Did Anastasia have no clue her parents were planning to separate?”

“None whatsoever. What did the most damage to her was when Artyom came out.”

I leaned backward and squinted at Hannah in disbelief, wondering if I’d heard correctly. As I processed the idea that Artyom might be gay, everything about the affair between my father and Katerina made sense. Two desperate souls had collided, each grieving from loss, one in bereavement, the other through a sexual awakening of their partner.

“Did you just tell me that Artyom is gay?”

“Yes. He’s meeting Victor now to explain that. Does it matter?”

“It doesn’t matter that Artyom is gay. It does explain what made the affair between Katerina and my Dad possible. It seems less like cheating now, to be honest.”

“It’s a fucking mess, Amy.”

“It’s less of a mess today than yesterday, Hannah. The victim in all of this is Anastasia.”

“She’s caught between her father ‘living his authentic life’ and her parents splitting up.”

We mounted our bikes, logged in to Kayleigh’s class, and were already three minutes behind the Peloton when we set off. It would be a challenge for me to catch the others, although not much more than an easy ride for my Olympian friend.

I stared at the tracking screen, watching blue, red, and green dots show our relative progress around the park circuit, and, for once, I eased off the pedals. Hannah glanced at me, then grinned.

“Why are you smiling at me?”

“You’ve finally realized, Amy.”

“Realized what?”

“That the only person you are competing with is yourself.”

“Yeah, I guess I’ve gone at it a bit too hard.”

“Sometimes, when you chase something with too much vigor, it gets further away.”

We had a good ride, finishing mid-peloton, and I felt more refreshed than in any training session for a long time. I was pleased that Victor smiled and waved before diving into the swimming pool. He was around fifteen minutes late, so it was safe to assume my fiancee knew about his father from the horse’s mouth.

When my session ended, and Hannah left to check in on Anastasia, I joined Victor, sitting on the pool edge with my feet in the water. Each time he completed a turn at my end of the pool, my fiancee paused, blew me a kiss, turned, and swam away.

When he was done, I handed my lover a towel and held a bathrobe until he was dry. He nodded at me, smiled, and leaned in, kissing me.

“It’s revelation day.”

“Did you meet with your Dad?”

“Artyom explained how he discovered he was bisexual ten years ago. He and my mother discussed it, but she couldn’t share him.”

“Was he unfaithful first?”

“Yes, but he came clean right away. They decided to stay together for the sake of Anastasia and discretely lead separate lives.”

“Does he still have a lover?”

“Yes, it’s always been the same man, and he’s someone important in the Kremlin, which complicates matters for Artyom.”

“Did he mention who it was?”

“All I know is that he’s someone who can’t disappear easily. Mother is helping to get him out of Russia.”

We headed for the stairway, and I checked around to ensure we couldn’t be heard. Every nuance of these intertwined problems impacted me, possibly my father and, by extension, Victor. 

“Hannah says your sister has taken the news of Artyom and Katerina splitting up badly.”

“Apparently so, Amy. I had an idea to offer my sister and Hannah respite on Planet Nine. It’s in New York Harbor anyway, and the crew are on board.”

“I think that’s a lovely idea. It will get them out of the way as well.”

“Out of the way, why?”

“We must address the return of my father and decide what happens next about the Romanov treasure. There is more danger coming our way.”

“They will need a security detail on Planet Nine, so I’ll talk to Kasimir.”

I was lost in my thoughts from the moment we entered our bedroom until after I was dressed, trying to figure out when I might have glanced sideways on the street or in a cafe and caught sight of my father without realizing it. I had so many questions for him and Katerina that I had a headache and needed paracetamol before breakfast, a first for me.

“Amy, I don’t want us to become embroiled in Katerina, Artyom, or your father’s affair. It’s not something we should burden ourselves with.”

“I agree. We have enough problems as it is.” 

“It will be a long breakfast. There is much to discuss.”

“I know, but I’m seeing Rania first, so I’d appreciate it if you could delay everyone.”

“What’s your play? She’s annoyed with you.”

“Do you mind if I bring her in for breakfast?”

“Not at all. She probably ought to know what’s going on in your life. You are the primary target, even if you don’t seem to realize it.”

“Target?”

“Assassination, kidnap, embezzlement. You name it, Amy, you’re in danger and will be until the Romanov treasure is secured and dealt with one way or the other.”

His warning sunk in like a depth charge exploding close by, and my anxiety rose to epic proportions. Victor saw I had wobbled and hauled me close, hugging me tightly. I knew he hadn’t meant to cause a panic, but the brutality of his words stirred me nevertheless.

“I know you’re right, Victor.”

“You must stop playing fast and loose, Amy. Now is the time for your incredible strategic brain to kick in and figure out what to do next.”

“I know.”

I met Rania in my study, being of a much more sober mind after Victor’s bluntness. She seemed sullen, almost bristling with anger, so I knew to tread cautiously. I poured us coffee while Victor delayed breakfast for the few minutes I needed to rescue my dire situation or wave the white flag and accept my security chief’s resignation.

“Did you sleep well, Rania?”

“Of course not. Don’t sugarcoat this conversation for my sake, Amy. You were severely out of order.”

“Yes, it’s true.”

“Is that all you have to say?”

“I’m sorry.”

I felt like a child being scolded, and suddenly, the stupidity of my foray into the night with a Russian assassin I barely knew was highlighted. I trembled and felt mildly nauseous, unable or unwilling to make eye contact.

“Your apologies aren’t much good to me if you are dead, Amy.”

“I know.”

I handed her a coffee and saw hurt in Rania’s eyes. She was upset far more than she ought to be because a security detail had gone awry. I hadn’t simply stepped out of class without a hall pass. She felt deceived.

“I betrayed your trust.”

“Yes, you did, Amy, and then some.”

“And that is made far worse because you stepped in front when Tatiana was about to kill me.”

“That’s irrelevant. My job and professional commitment is to step in front of danger for you, and I always would.”

“But now you want to leave?”

“I can’t protect you, Amy. Nobody can.”

“Why do you say that?”

“You are so enthusiastic to solve problems that you can’t work with a team. You’re pushing dangerous boundaries, trying to find out who protects you, placing everyone in peril, and pressing for answers. It’s not fair on any of us.”

“Don’t leave Rania, please. I promise this won’t happen again.”

“I can’t stay, Amy. If something were to happen, I-.”

She sobbed, clasped a hand across her mouth, and bowed her head, almost face-planting. I kneeled before her, pulling Rania into me and hugging her closely.

“I’m sorry.”

“What if you died?”

“I’m just a job for you, Rania. If something happens to me because I behaved stupidly, it’s on me, not you.”

“That’s not true. I’m personally invested in you. I’m not supposed to be, but I love working for you. It’s thrilling, and watching you blossom and do great things is a huge privilege.” 

“I know. I didn’t consider the implications before you said it. Victor also reminded me I’ve been selfish, but I was desperate to know who Snowy Owl was.”

Rania used a tissue I passed to wipe her tears away while I stayed on my knees, with my palms on her legs. She needed something off her chest, but I wasn’t sure what.

“Just say what you need to, Rania.” 

“Without realizing it, you allowed Strix’s lover to use you. It might have ended differently had it not been your father.”

“Whoa, what do you mean?”

“Come on, Amy, think about it. Katerina used you as bait to track down her lover. She’s fucking mercenary and will do anything to get what she wants.”

Rania made sense. Katerina had agreed with my desire that we go alone to find Strix, knowing full well that shadowy, white-haired man was my father. Did she do that for me, herself, or everyone?

“It was my idea to search for Strix.”

“And Katerina agreed right away?”

“Yes, she did.”

“She played you, Amy. Ask yourself why she didn’t tell you that Strix was your father.”

“Maybe she wanted Dad to have his moment with me alone to explain himself.”

“Maybe, but my money is betting on her wanting to track Peter down for herself. You ignored your safety entirely because Katerina gave you the confidence to go with her. Do you know her that well?” 

She eyeballed me defiantly, and I understood her message of taking better precautions being conveyed.

“No, I don’t know her at all.”

“She’s one of the most prolific state assassins in recent history, Amy. Who the fuck knows what’s going on in her gray matter?”

“Okay, Rania, I accept you are the only one entirely dedicated to my safety.”

“Except Victor, yes, I fucking am.”

“I don’t think Katerina would wrong me, though.”

“I’m not saying she meant you harm, Amy, but Katerina put her needs before your security this time. Strix isn’t the only problem you have out there. Anyone could have been waiting for you.”

“Okay. It won’t happen again, Rania.”

“It had better not.”

“Will you stay?”

She smiled weakly, and I knew Rania and I shared a friendship. If Victor shared the same dynamic with Kasimir, he probably would have sacked his security chief, paying him off handsomely. I wasn’t so clinical, and feelings mattered more than an abstract reality whereby a friendship might compromise my safety.

Friendship is important.

Family too.

“Yes. I’ll stay if you promise not to run off the reservation again.”

“Then come to breakfast and hear the full story of my life and our problem first hand.”

I’d had a sharp lesson in reality and consequences. Katerina would do anything to protect her grandchild, and probably me too, but when competing priorities arose, her reliability to always stand in my corner was questionable. In this case, a conflict of interest might have severely damaged my safety.

When we strolled into the dining room, conversations were already started among small groups. Kasimir was also there, Victor taking his lead from my example, bringing his security into our circle of trust.

Anastasia looked devastated, quickly approaching me and taking my hands.

“I’m really pleased about your father. It’s such great news to discover he still lives.”

“Thank you, Ana.”

“The thing is… umm, the thing is-.”

“You don’t need to explain anything to me.”

Her bottom lip trembled, and bloated eyes, blackened by a lack of sleep, threatened more tears. She glanced at the floor several times, summoning the will to say something.

“I don’t know what to say, Amy. Your news is so fantastic, while mine is devastating. My mother and father got this problem solved years ago, and I’ve lived in a lie while they tolerated each other.”

“Your parents love you and probably each other. In a few days, you’ll realize nothing much has changed. It’s been a shock.”

“Hannah says we can live on your yacht?”

“It might be a nice break for you.”

“I’m not ready to be full-on with anyone, and if we’re alone together, that’s inevitable. I’ll stay here if that’s acceptable.”

“Of course. If there is anything I can do to help, please let me know.”

“It’s like you said. I need a few days to let this news settle in.”

She kissed my cheeks and drifted away, closing in on Hannah, completely ignoring her parents. Victor made his way to me, looking worried.

“Someone in the foyer wants to speak with you.”

“My Dad is here?”

“Yes.”

“Did you invite him?”

“I’m sorry, Amy. He reached out through Katerina and asked to be here.”

“That’s a bit fucking awkward.”

“There is little point in discussing what to do next without Peter in the room. He solves much of the puzzle.”

“Have you met my father yet?”

“No. My mother told me he arrived in the foyer. You shared his contact details with her.”

“Come on then fiancee. I’ll introduce you to your future father-in-law.”

I gripped Victor’s hand with trembling fingers, blinking away tears. I felt highly emotional and couldn’t control the intense sense of occasion flooding my senses. When I stepped into the foyer, my father looked precisely like the man who said goodbye when he and Mom drove away for the last time before she died.

When he hurried to me, smiling with arms outstretched, I fell into his embrace, both of us hugging tightly, much the way we had the previous night in a dark alley.

“I still can’t believe you are alive, Dad.”

“I’m so sorry for hiding, sweetheart.”

“No more sorries, please. I can’t live in the past.”

When we stood, I saw Rania standing nearby with Katerina behind her. Victor was an arm’s length away, so I drew him into our embrace, whispering through my heartfelt sobs.

“Meet my future husband and father of your grandchild, Daddy.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Victor.”

“You too, Peter.”

Artyom shook my father’s hand when we walked into the dining room. He didn’t seem concerned that his wife’s lover was among us, and I assumed Katerina had been honest in that regard. Anastasia couldn’t look at my dad or her parents, but I could hardly blame her because the matter was so fresh and raw.

I tapped the dining table with a spoon to draw everyone’s attention and held my father’s hand.

“For those of you who have yet to meet my father, he is Peter and the true heir to the Romanov fortune.”

“That’s not strictly true, sweetheart.”

Everyone stared at my father like another bombshell was about to be dropped. I wondered what alternate reality made my statement untrue and could only come up with one.

“Dad… once your status among the living is renewed, you are the heir, not me.”

“No, that’s not correct. Mom and I already bequeathed you everything in a living will, sweetheart. The treasure was yours long before Mom died and I disappeared. You are the only one who can unlock Switzerland’s Romanov family vaults and bank accounts. Think carefully, and you’ll remember why.”

“Okay, give me a minute. In the meantime, let’s eat.”

I sat between my father and Victor, with Katerina beside him and her husband in the next seat. I nodded and wafted my hand across the table, pleading for everyone to eat rather than stare at me.

While sipping coffee and enjoying a heavily buttered slice of toast, I racked my brain, trawling childhood memories to make sense of what Dad said.

“We went to Switzerland on holiday one time.”

“When you were nine years old, we stayed in Zurich for a whole week.”

“You and Mom had my eyes tested by a doctor when nothing was wrong with my sight.”

“It was a retinal scan, honey. We also had you fingerprinted back home.”

I scanned my memories again and remembered a day when we played together. It was shortly before we traveled to Switzerland.

“We were playing with inks, and all did our fingerprints. Then some lawyer in Zurich did the same thing again.”

“That’s when everything was transferred into your name.”

“During a trip to Zurich when I was nine years old?”

“Yes, sweetheart. That retinal scan and your fingerprints are the only way to access what’s left of the Romanov fortune.”

“Have you seen what’s inside the vaults, Dad?”

“You have four vaults, each in different Zurich banks with twelve numbered accounts spread between them. Art, jewelry, precious metals, and family mementos fill a space the size of a tennis court.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Ours was a wealthy family, Amy. What’s left is a fraction of the original Romanov wealth, which exceeds fifty billion dollars.”

“And everyone is dead except you and me?”

“We have some distant relatives, and there are a few pretenders to the throne like the Grand Duchess Maria in Spain. Russia will never acknowledge them, and they don’t descend from Nicholas, so they have no claim to our fortune. It’s just you now.”

“I have no designs on the throne, Dad.”

“Neither have I. That’s why Mom and I rolled the fortune over to you.”

“Leaving me with a problem?”

“Leaving you with a decision much like the one I pondered for years. I was close to talking with you about our legacy when Tatiana set upon us.”

“What would your advice have been, Dad?”

“Back then, I would have told you to roll the fortune forward and build your future, letting that one rot. Maybe someday circumstances would change for our descendants, and they might be able to use it.”

“And now?”

“You can’t let it lie dormant any longer, Amy. Too many people know about the money, and they won’t relent in its pursuit until the fortune is legitimized and Russia is appeased.”

“You mean Russia is bought off, Dad?”

“Tomayto, Tomahto, dearest daughter.”


Chapter Ten

Date Night!

◆◆◆

Our conversation in the dining room became fragmented, ebbing and flowing through various updates and opinions. All the while, Kasimir and Rania took mental notes, calculating risk and planning their mitigation.

Once general small talk dominated, Anastasia left the room in a distressed state, explaining that she needed to find Hannah. I understood why she needed to be away from us. We were celebrating. I had rediscovered a father, Katerina found her lover, and Artyom was relieved to be moving on with his life outside the shadows of toxic secrecy, however complicated that was, but Anastasia was bereft, the only one losing out.

I sat talking with my Dad and felt annoyed by a creeping feeling that Katerina couldn’t wait until I was done so she could reacquaint herself with the man she’d hidden from me. She and my father hadn’t seen each other in months, so I understood why they needed to talk. Their bond was my only tingling sadness, but I wouldn’t reveal that.

As I glanced around the table, from happy through pensive to sad faces, I was struck by how increasingly dysfunctional our family had become. I was rocked by relationship changes, particularly that of my father, Katerina, and Artyom. I needed a private conversation with Dad, but that seemed unlikely for a few days or at least until we got solutions moving forward.

He looked at me much as he always had, a loving father doting on his only daughter.

“What’s next, Amy?”

“We must move quickly, Dad. I’ve messaged Gabriella about your situation. She can take your case up with the authorities along with everyone else that she’s already dealing with.”

“The shit will hit the fan soon then, and all attention will suddenly focus on me.”

“We should say nothing to anyone about the Romanov situation. It’s dealt with; there is no reason to revisit that matter. Artyom and Katerina have already contacted the Kremlin to hammer out a deal. I’m talking through the terms of that after breakfast.”

“A deal to release you from the Romanov curse?”

“Both of us will be free, Dad.”

“Don’t worry about me, Amy. I can survive anything after watching you from afar.”

“What about money, Dad? You left everything to me.”

“Not everything, sweetheart.”

He grinned knowingly. It seemed my father’s return would not result in my financial ruin. I assumed he and Mom must have stashed away a slush fund in the event of their, maybe, our, family escape. I could have asked him about finances and was tempted to, but because of Dad’s relationship with Katerina, my allegiances had shifted towards Victor, and I wanted a normal father/daughter relationship as soon as possible.

After breakfast, I invited Victor and his parents to meet privately in the rooftop dining area while Gabriella talked things through with my father. I messaged Anastasia, who agreed to join us.

I felt profoundly contemplative and a little edgy as I sat in our glass-encased casual dining room, watching gray clouds scud across a dismal, rainy New York day. My phone buzzed, and I saw a message confirming dinner for 7:30 p.m.

I wonder if Victor remembers it’s date night.

When the others sat down, I saw allies and family who loved me, however tenuous that affection might be in its early days. We were still family. Victor raised his hand, getting straight to the most perplexing point.

“We must break free of these problems that keep sucking everyone into a doom-filled vortex. Amy has a plan for that.”

My fiancee and I were a team, tagging one another in and out of the ring, aligned perfectly, and that made me swell with pride and happiness. They all looked to me for answers I didn’t have, but at least I could conceive of a plan.

“It’s time to compartmentalize the problems. I want my father left out of everything pertaining to Russia, Artyom. We can rely on Gabriella to deal with our problems this side of the world.”

“Peter has a Romanov claim that won’t easily disappear, Amy.”

“Gabriella will raise the necessary documents, my father will renounce his claim, and my position stands. It’s not an issue.”

“Okay… that places you directly in the firing line.”

“We are all in the firing line, Artyom. I have some thoughts on how we wriggle out from under the weight of Mother Russia.”

“We’re all ears.”

“We need a broad amnesty covering my father, me, and your side of the family. That includes everyone’s safe passage, freedom from harassment or prosecution, and releasing all assets, personal or company.”

“For everyone?”

“Yes.”

“And in return, what does Russia get?”

“The Kremlin gets ninety percent of what is locked up in Switzerland. Once that split is achieved, we go our separate ways.”

“You’re going to use your inheritance to secure everyone?”

“Yes. Money is the only thing the Kremlin cares about. Let’s use this cursed fortune for good. It’s an opportunity for us all to be safe and retain sufficient wealth to last forever.”

“That’s always debatable, Amy. Some people are never satisfied no matter how wealthy they become.”

“It will have to be enough, and if agreeable with our friends in Moscow, our outcomes are better than a life looking over our shoulders, Artyom.”

He nodded and glanced from one face to another. Some detailed, agonizing discussions would ensue between him, Katerina, and Anastasia as that financial and business empire was broken up, hopefully before lawyers entered the fray, but it wasn’t my concern, and honestly, I didn’t care, however, insensitive that made me.

Katerina had a question and was mulling over whether to ask.

“No more unspoken truths. We agreed.-

“When you suggest that we all go our separate ways, what does that mean, Amy?”

“It means our family carves itself out of Russian control. You can include anyone you need to on the amnesty list. I hope we will all remain close.”

They all knew I’d implied that Artyom could rescue his lover. I was impressed by Katerina’s poker face but understood why Anastasia flinched uncomfortably. Undoubtedly, she would celebrate her father’s true sexuality in time, but both parent’s infidelity had caused an injured heart that might take a while to heal.

Anastasia excused herself from the table, creating a general awkwardness among the rest of us. I had half a mind to escape, but Victor needed to air his feelings, so I stayed to offer moral support. Katerina shook her head sadly and stared upwards before speaking.

“My daughter will recover from this trauma soon.”

“If you and Artyom are living a new life, you must discuss that with my sister soon. There is no point in pretending to be in love and sleeping in the same room if it means you are lying to her.”

“Victor, your father and I lied for so long that it seems impossible to believe it’s finally over. It’s also important to understand we love each other very much; we just can’t be together anymore.”

“You’re explaining this to the wrong person, Mom. Although I love you both, I’m not invested in you and Dad. I didn’t grow up in this particular lie. I’m repairing my wounds with the mother who raised me.

“Understood. We’ll deal with it, son.”

Any unease was lifted, so I left my fiancee with his family, heading straight for Greg, Rania, and my ride to Columbia University. My life’s routine had been shaken as though a tornado had struck and stuck around for weeks, which was especially bad in my final study year.

While Greg whisked me towards campus, I checked my phone and saw that Kyle had solved my scheduling problems, probably his final duty as my assistant. A hunt for a new man Friday was underway, led by Sarah. I’d be sad to have less contact with her son, but his ability as an executive was far too prominent to hide under a bushel.

I’d made lifetime friends of both mother and son.

Tonight was date night, so I needed to remedy all outstanding study issues quickly and head home to prepare. When I stepped out of the car and aimed myself like a missile at the front door to my study halls, it was with an absolute determination to graduate as Valedictorian.

Give or take a few minutes, four professors each took one hour to agree on my study position and catchup program. With that success in my wake, I was headed home with a take-out coffee in good time to relax in our bedroom, consolidating, planning, and preparing for date night.

I grinned at Victor when he raced into our bedroom, tearing off his clothes, skipping, hopping, and staggering his way to the shower while I sat at my dressing table, putting the finishing touches to my hair.

“You have plenty of time, sweetheart.”

“I didn’t book anywhere for us, Amy. I’m so sorry.”

“We’re going to Gage & Tollner.”

He froze and stared at me, utterly confused, wagging a finger as though searching for something.

“I thought that was a TGI Friday’s these days.”

“It was, but now its originality is resurgent. They have lots of traditional steaks, chops, and seafood, albeit accented by recognizably modern touches.”

“Oysters?”

“You’ll need them tonight, I promise.”

“Oh my, Amy. You’re such a vixen these days.”

“I’m already turned on, honey.”

I wore an ink-blue color Aurora satin dress from Holland Cooper. My pregnancy wasn’t showing yet, but I felt mild bloating and was determined to enjoy a few final figure-hugging silhouettes before struggling into sensible maternity wear.

My dress fell to mid-calf length with a side split, an elegant cowl neckline, and removable gold chain straps. With complimentary black strappy six-inch heels, another pre-maternitywear indulgence, I was going for feminine and eye-catching.

As I spun slowly through three hundred and sixty degrees in front of my fiancee, I loved how his eyes lit up, windows to his soul and a sleazy mind, drinking me in delightfully, already fucking me.

“I’m getting laid tonight, Victor.”

“You look stunning enough for that to be a dead certainty, Amy.”

“I love you in a suit, Victor.”

“It’s Brioni.”

“Bordeaux, silk, and cashmere. It looks brand new.”

“I collected it today. Some minor adjustments were needed. I picked it out the day Sarah sent me our schedule.”

“Sarah told you to buy a new jacket, didn’t she?”

“Yes, it was more advisory. Sarah said you deserved my best effort and I agreed. She said you’d like single-breasted, two-button with a softened shoulder.”

“She knows I prefer Italian style, and that jacket shows off your sexy as fuck physique beautifully.”

“How does Sarah know that?”

“Her son has insights into my clothing preferences, and she’s a very perceptive woman. Your assistant has an appreciation for fine men as well as I do.”

“Are we so predictable, Amy?”

“I doubt anyone would accuse us of that, honey.”

I turned and backed into Victor, handing him a string of pink pearls that he carefully looped over my head, fastening them securely. I turned, smiled lovingly, and smoothed down his notch lapels and flap pockets, feeling the rippling, desirable man underneath his silk, cashmere, and linen fabric blend.

I trembled at his touch, lifting closer to the moment my pussy would dampen beyond its ability to hold back. 

“I can’t wait for you to make love to me later on, Victor.”

“I’ll eat heaps of those oysters beforehand.”

The modern Gage & Tollner long dining room was a reimagining of its 1950s heyday. The restaurant had spent seventeen years in a cultural wilderness before new owners refurbished what had been TGI’s and Arby’s during its fallow years.

The new restaurant partners became experts in historical furnishings to bring the interior back to life. A master carpenter was commissioned, and he designed highly polished tabletops and banquettes in keeping with the original Gage style.

I felt excited when Victor held my car door open, offering a hand that he gripped tightly until we approached a pristine facade that replaced what had become a sadly crumbling portico. My fiancee led me into a revolving door that had been painstakingly dismantled and lovingly rebuilt, now anchoring the immaculate frontage. 

Inside the restaurant, a seasoned wood plank floor perfectly complimented mahogany-framed arched mirrors that lined the room. Where wood gave way to wall coverings, a fruit design dominated as a modern nod to the restaurant’s historic past.

Our Maitre D’ checked off Victor’s name since I’d used his to make reservations. He saw me drinking in the style and luxury of a fine restaurant while enjoying the excited background chatter of other diners in the room.

“The thirteen brass chandeliers are original, madam.”

“You saw me looking at those?”

“Everyone does. It takes three weeks to polish them. We have a contractor.”

As we strolled the aisle to stairs leading to the second-floor Edna Lewis private dining room, I saw tables laden with clams on the half-shell, shrimp cocktail, chilled lobster, and towering seafood platters, as well as a wedge salad and Baked Alaska.

“Sparkling water with ice and lemon for both of us, please.”

“Would you like oysters, Sir?”

“Yes… lots.”

The twenty-seat, long wooden dining table was made cozy by a log-burning stove’s crackle, spit, and warmth. I was surprised when Victor pulled out a seat at the head of our table, insisting I sit there.

“I don’t want to encourage stereotypes, Amy.”

“It doesn’t matter to me, sweetheart. We can sit opposite each other.”

“I’d rather we sat beside each other. Sitting opposite is too far apart for me to stroke your leg, touch your hand, and for us to kiss.”

“You’re such a romantic man.”

“Only because of you, sweetheart. I want to be better for you.”

“You should know that is such a naughty thing to tell a lady, Victor.”

While eating a Caesar salad, I watched my fiancee enjoy oysters and wondered if they genuinely had aphrodisiac qualities, not that he needed them. I knew ordering sparkling water was a gesture of solidarity, and I felt he needed that more than I did. We agreed on a Tomahawk steak share platter and were told it would take at least half an hour to arrive.

Our server was apologetic when delivering the bad news, citing a last-minute rush of walk-ins as a reason for delays in the kitchen. I pointed at the door.

“Can you put a do-not-disturb sign on the door and knock before you serve, please?”

He looked at me like a stuffed Steif bear with a crazy painted-on grin, going from confused to complete comprehension in a nano-second. He coughed, then nodded shyly while Victor spat his water, chuckling and spluttering in shock.

When our server left, locking the door behind him, I turned to my fiancee.

“I need to make love right now.”

“Are you so aroused?”

“Yes, honey. I brought fresh panties especially.”

“You planned this?”

“Not exactly like this. I imagined you fucking me after dinner, but since the interlude between our courses is so enormous… I want something deep inside me right now to tide me over.”

Victor lifted me onto the table, roughly shifting aside my chair with one foot. I giggled because his face lit up like a lascivious porn star about to dive into half a dozen pussies. I saw a solid cock tenting my fiancee’s pants, enough to start the first rivulet of shame descending my thigh.

When Victor slid his hands in between my knees, spreading them wide apart, dancing his fingers lightly up both my silken thighs, he gasped, caught in some tawdry dream that featured me in a leading role.

“You aren’t wearing any panties.”

“Like I said, they’re in my bag.”

Victor’s eyes widened, his cheeks reddened, and nostrils flared excitedly. I’d been marinating in my pussy juices for at least half an hour since my fiancee’s dapper look and the restaurant ambiance had lifted me.

“Telling me I make you want to be a better man is the straw that broke the camel’s back. My pussy is wetter than a monsoon baby. You need to take care of that.”

“It’s my pleasure and honor, Amy.”

Going panty-free was a risk, but I knew my lover enjoyed the tawdry side of my evolving sexual being.

I tore at his belt buckle, released it, slid down his zip, and enjoyed watching his pants hit the floor. Victor slipped off his underwear, and I saw my lover’s immense, solid cock bounce lightly, wetting my swollen pussy lips further.

I placed both palms flat on the highly polished, cold surface behind me while Victor stroked my thighs and back, kissing me deeply, whimpering in delight. His solid glans poked forward, gently parted my labia, so I stretched my legs around his waist, crossing my heels, hauling his ass toward me, and forcing his cock inside.

Being fucked and kissed at the same time felt intense, especially when Victor wrapped his arms around my neck, cupping my head in both palms. His cock felt stiff as it slid balls deep inside, stretching my cunt wide as he pounded me harder, reaching further along on each stroke and with greater desperation.

I lay back so Victor could spread my knees wide and use the hinge behind them to grip tightly and haul me on and off his cock. I squelched and felt wetter than usual, dripping lady cream down his slick, sticky shaft onto the balls that slapped my ass cheeks like a sleazy drum roll.

My fiancee stared down at me lovingly, sliding my wet, almost orgasmic cunt on and off his immense cock while thrusting solidly forward with his hips. When I kneaded my breasts, then squeezed both nipples hard, rolling them between my index finger and thumb, Victor watched my orgasm explode.

I never averted my eyes, wanting Victor to watch and enjoy my climax as much as I would love seeing his face explode into a festival of pleasure. I slid my hands down into my crotch, prising the protective skin hood encircling my clitoris apart with one hand, using the index finger of my other to drag a sticky, engorged clitoris from side to side.

I erupted into a tumult of savage emotions, provoked to extreme pleasure by my finger and a lover’s cock ramming my pussy hole, both working me like pistons on a steam locomotive, a potent combination. My body warmed and trembled before every muscle tweaked just past the threshold of my pain tolerance, tantalizing body and soul to the point of orgasmic exhaustion.

I shuddered and screamed, unrestrained by inhibitions, uncaring who might hear me being fucked.

When Victor’s warm ocean of sperm decanted deep inside my pussy, I thought of the baby he’d planted, loving the fact I was his and he was mine. My body shuddered in blissful impregnation, imagining Daddy was saying hello to his soon-to-be newborn baby.

Victor kissed me desperately with his cock wedged deep inside my throbbing hole. His glans jerked and twitched vigorously, pressing hard against my cervix while my fiancee emptied every drop of seed deep inside me.

When Victor slid his cock out of my gaping wide, creamy hole, I had already dragged tissues from my bag to wipe up his glistening white, sticky mess oozing. I laughed, throwing him a tissue for his cock before using a fresh one to clean myself thoroughly.

I stood, still laughing while enjoying an intense afterglow, and whipped on large, comfortable white cotton panties before slipping in a winged liner to catch my fiancee’s cum that would inevitably soak my panties, flowing from a well fucked hole.

Victor had no sooner zipped himself than a polite tapping at the door announcing our main course.

“Are you finished, madam?”

“Yes, thank you. Come in.”


Chapter Eleven

Building Bridges

◆◆◆

I woke, staring at the ceiling, wearing a huge grin, feeling a happy disposition, and suffering from a sore cervix.

Victor and I made love most of the night, eventually falling asleep in each other’s arms at 3 a.m. I never woke until my alarm warned me I had twenty minutes before a training session with Hannah.

I rolled over carefully, delighted my fiancee faced me so I could stare into his beautiful, relaxed, sleeping face.

It was Friday, and we would have a private dinner cooked by Victor in the evening. Thursday’s date night was a massive success on many levels, injecting romance and a huge thrill into our relationship.

I slipped out of bed quietly, snuck downstairs, and enjoyed a ten-minute meditation, sitting inside the sauna while it gently warmed before Hannah arrived for our training session. She raced in like a whirlwind, hugged me, flung her bag to a corner, and peeled off an outdoor jacket.

“Have you been for a run?”

“Yeah. I dragged Anastasia with me. She needs all the endorphins she can get.”

“Is she okay?”

“Anastasia is a few minutes behind me. Don’t mention the shit going on with her parents, please. I’m getting her mind off it.”

“What happened?”

“There was a big row last night because Katerina left the house to meet your Dad.”

“At my apartment?”

“Yeah, and she slept there overnight. When Ana went to see her father in his room, he was on a call with his lover, laughing, joking, and expressing their love while planning how to bring him here.”

“That’s fucking insensitive.”

“Yep… exactly what Ana told him, then screamed at her Mom down the phone.”

“Do you know if Katerina is returning here today or ever, Hannah?”

“Artyom told Anastasia he thinks her mother won’t be back here to live but would visit. She’s with your dad now.”

“Jesus, that’s a mess. You should run to Planet Nine. Gather yourselves there and chill out. Anastasia can work from the offices on board, and you can train.”

“We will, sweetheart, thanks, but… shhh, she’s coming.”

A lack of sleep was evident from Anastasia’s black, puffy eyes that seemed to have wept endlessly. I wasn’t sure what to say, so instead, I hugged her. Whether she had an issue with my father was neither here nor there. Anastasia didn’t mention it. She hugged me tightly, peeled off her windproof running jacket, and slipped dolefully onto a training bike, engaging headphones before logging into Kayleigh’s class.

I had messages backing up from Kyle, who needed company executive authorization documents signed, a funds transfer done, and for me to meet him and Gabriella early the following week to finalize my first acquisition.

I’m working out right now. Message me a task list, and I’ll get on it.

Okay, feel the burn!

I am.

I was worried about where Katerina was both in a literal and a figurative mindset sense. Not because of a concern for my Dad but for reasons associated with my need to get a deal done with the Russian authorities.

I need Katerina to engage in sorting out my Romanov problem.

Not being wooed by my Dad.

I was surprised when Katerina waited in the dining room alone at breakfast time; I masked my shock quickly, greeting my future mother-in-law with a smile and kiss on each cheek. Through good fortune, I had the perfect opportunity to broach my issues.

After serving myself a fruit bowl, black French press coffee, and strawberry yogurt, I sat opposite Katerina, ready for the chess game she had undoubtedly prepared for me.

“How will you conduct the negotiations with Russia?”

“I’m meeting their negotiating team at the embassy this morning.”

“That’s very quick.”

“They flew in overnight from Moscow. These people are more eager than you to settle the Romanov problem.”

“I would have thought it might take weeks at least for Moscow to figure out their negotiating position.”

It’s very straightforward, Amy. You are giving so much away and walking in the direction they want you to leave in.”

“It keeps matters simple and disenfranchises anyone with designs on the fortune.”

“The Swiss banks won’t like it much.”

“I’m betting the Romanov fortune will stay pretty much where it is for the time being. Russia will buy me out of it using other cash, maybe bearer bonds or gold, which is fine, but I want to visit the Swiss vaults and remove any personal family memorabilia.”

“Is there a museum donation coming in your future?”

Katerina grinned, sipping her coffee while playing with her toast and eggs, cutting, forking, and moving around the plate, but never eating. I wondered whether she was using humor to probe my business or if she had a genuine interest.

“Can you ever be honest with anyone, Katerina?”

“Generally, yes, but I can’t be trusted absolutely.”

“That’s very honest.”

She leaned forward, eyeballing me. I saw a genuine love in her eyes.

“I have killed many people, Amy. It takes a monster to murder someone in cold blood regardless of the justification.”

“Are you a monster, Katerina?”

“I want our relationship to be based on honesty, Amy. My future depends on Victor and Anastasia’s happiness. Their happiness is inextricably linked to you. We are allies.”

“Allies of convenience?”

“Do you believe that is the case, Amy? Am I playing you?”

I gazed into her soul and saw the hardness of a mother robbed of her child; a wife spurned for a husband’s gay lover, and the killer she labeled a monster. But there was also infinite love and compassion for me.

“No. I believe you like me.”

“I love you, Amy. You are carrying my grandchild and love my son; how could I not feel affection for you?”

“I know that’s true.”

“But I still can’t be trusted absolutely.”

“No.”

Katerina never averted her eyes, ensuring I understood her meaning and had every chance to challenge or otherwise comment. Eventually, she settled back into her chair, sipping coffee, smiling like a doting grandmother-to-be. Her confession was no idle brag, and I knew Katerina would kill if she deemed that to be the preferred option.

“I’ve been talking through the Romanov issues with Victor. We’re using our share of the money to start a trust fund that will empower our future generations, separately from his fortune. Education, life skills, housing, and a private museum will be built somewhere for family members to learn their heritage.”

“That’s very wise. Are you keeping none of the money for yourself?”

“I already have enough to invest and grow a fortune. Dad might need some money… I don’t know.”

She smiled wryly. My probing was less nuanced than hers, but I didn’t mind being more obvious. Whatever, Katerina couldn’t tell me; my father would.

“I wouldn’t know about his financial position, Amy.”

“I think you do.”

“Did Peter tell you how we met?”

“Nice segue.”

“Peter’s personal life is none of my business.”

“He said you helped him deal with the Russian authorities when he was hiding and running.”

“Yes, that’s true, but did he tell you how we met?”

“No.”

“He went regularly to your mother’s grave, laying flowers, creating a pattern of behavior that was noticed.”

“You noticed it?”

“I saw the pattern around the same time as bounty hunters tracking him did. I killed two as they stood over him, ready to kill a man while he grieved at his wife’s tomb.”

I hadn’t considered what my father’s life in hiding was like. I’d had a taste of being hunted and didn’t enjoy that much. I could only imagine what it must have been like for him without Rania and her exceptional protection detail. 

“They were bounty hunters with no sentimentality. I’m glad you were there for him.”

“I enjoyed killing those bastards, Amy. Can you imagine the awful scene that would have been created with a husband lying across his and his dead wife’s tomb?”

“I would have grieved twice. You were doing me a favor.”

“Only a stupid woman passes up such a loyal and loving man. I couldn’t resist Peter, more so because my marriage to Artyom was already in the dumpster.”

“Was that because you discovered he preferred men?”

“Yes… not so good for my ego, but hurting me was never my husband’s intention.”

She talked of killing in a manner that was far too casual for my liking, but there was no way to curb her ruthlessness. Katerina had compassion, but it applied in a strict sense when she wanted it to, and I suspected it might be withdrawn at any moment based on her whim.

“What did you do with the corpses after you killed the bounty hunters?”

“Your father and I buried them in the cemetery. There were no grave markings, and it was in an area with a few freshly dug plots.”

“I’ll include that story in our family museum, carefully archived to be released long after you die.”

She suddenly seemed pensive. Katerina was facing life-changing circumstances. Judging by Artyom’s wealth, I guessed she had to be well taken care of, but leaving behind a thrilling assassin’s life, her nationality, and her closest friends couldn’t be easy.

“I want an amnesty for our entire family with the option of Russian citizenship in the future.”

“Fuck! You don’t want much, Amy.”

“It’s not much to ask in return for tens of billions in assets, dollars, and possible priceless national artifacts.”

“Anyone of our descendants taking up Russian citizenship would be subject to military conscription.”

“That’s their choice to make at a time suitable. I don’t want future generations of the Russian royal family to be denied access to their homeland because of my poor choices.”

“Is Russia your homeland, Amy?”

“No… but it is yours, Anastasia and Artyom’s. My children have an irrefutable claim to be Russians via you, your husband, and my Romanov family heritage. It seems a shame to lose that.”

“Do you think I can negotiate a suitable conclusion on your behalf, Amy?”

“I think you play games with me, Katerina.”

“I can’t help it.”

“But you must try harder.”

I left my comment hanging like a sword of Damocles, ready to drop on her neck. Katerina’s future was in her hands, with various possible outcomes. I favored the one where she, Victor, and I grew closer.

“And you would also do this for my daughter’s children?”

“Yes, of course.”

I couldn’t know how close a person might get to befriending an assassin, but I was sure the situation would have to be dire for Katerina to turn on me. She reached across the table and took my hand as Victor strolled in, dressed and ready for the office.

“Is everything agreed with my mother, Amy?”

“Yes, sweetheart. Katerina seems happy.”

My fiancee kissed his mother on the cheek. She held his hand lovingly, and I wondered whether this was a moment when Victor grew closer to his natural mother and further away from Charlotte. Nobody could blame him for creating a gap with adopted siblings that caused so much trauma.

“You are a lucky man, my son. Amy is a formidable life partner for you.”

“Don’t I know it?”

When Anastasia and Hannah strolled into breakfast, they took one look at Katerina, turned around, and left. I used the awkward moment to slip away, leaving a mother and her son to catch up.

A day of study beckoned, welcome for more reasons than I could count on one hand.

At lunchtime, Emma brought me a light tomato and mozzarella salad. I helped myself to a bottle of sparkling water from the fridge, surprised to see Emma was still there, awkwardly hanging around at the door.

“What’s wrong, Em?”

“Your father is waiting downstairs.”

“Oh god… nobody said anything.”

“You are a permanent do-not-disturb status while in here, and he says your phone is off.”

“Yeah… okay, well, let’s change that to disturb at Emma’s discretion for the future.”

“Thank you, Amy. Shall I bring him up here, then?”

“Umm… okay, yes, please. Ask if he’s hungry.”

“He ate already.”

“With Katerina?”

“No… with Artyom.”

“Oh my.”

“It was very amicable. They were laughing and joking around for an hour at least.”

“Good.”

I hugged my father warmly when he arrived. I guessed he wanted to catch up on a few matters, not least of all Katerina. My senses piqued, and I felt wary, ready for a few minor emotional blows to be struck.

“I’m apartment hunting, Amy.”

“I’ll ask Sarah to help you. My place is available for as long as you need it.”

“Independence runs in our bones, sweetheart. If Katerina cracks this deal for you, I’ll move out within a few days.”

“Do you need any money, Dad? I only ask because the Romanov fortune will be tied into a trust fund fairly soon and won’t be accessible, even to me.”

“I have more than enough money to last my lifetime. I also have my daughter and… well, err-.”

“You have Katerina.”

“Yes. She thought it best we move quickly. Artyom seems relieved about the whole thing, too.”

“It’s a shame nobody thought about the daughter whose world came crashing down.”

“Anastasia?”

“Of course. You didn’t think I referred to me, did you?”

“I err, wh, oh my. I wasn’t sure, Amy… I’m still getting used to being back in your life. I wasn’t sure how you’d feel about Mom.”

“Dad… I lost you and Mom long ago. Getting you back is a miracle, but my grieving for Mom is a long-term sorrow these days, not an erratic hysteria.”

“Thank you, Amy.”

“I think how you, Artyom, and Katerina handled things with Anastasia is cruel, though.”

“Ouch.”

“It’s none of my business. I’m telling you as a daughter to her father. Had I been Anastasia and you done this to me, my reaction would be similar to hers.”

“Nobody wants to live a lie, Amy.”

“And yet, for so many years, you three managed it when that suited you, drawing Anastasia into the lie while allowing me to live with its consequences.”

“Whoa… ouch! You don’t pull punches.”

“I’m training as a lawyer.”

He stared at me with bulging eyes. I heard a dry smacking of my father’s tongue off the roof of his mouth before he pursed his lips. Dad looked ashamed, uncertain, and apologetic.

“You’re right, of course.”

“You’ll fuck this family up with any more lies, Dad.”

“I know. What should I do?”

“I have no idea. The answer lies in a conversation between you and Anastasia’s parents. Perhaps you three should pause the infidelity celebrations, house hunting, and divorce planning for long enough to consider her.”

“You’ve become very harsh, Amy.”

“You asked for my opinion. I gave it. If you want to make things work with Katerina, Anastasia is key to your happiness. Your new girlfriend knows that, so she’s building bridges with me.”

“Katerina always was wise.”

“You should probably take a leaf out of her book, Dad.”


Chapter Twelve

Escape To Planet Nine

◆◆◆

Anastasia’s Point Of View.

Hannah bothered me, not because she was ordinarily bothersome; rather, she was in the wrong place at the wrong time, right now, and that bothered me.

I sat in my bedroom, bereft, admittedly feeling sorry for myself. If she had been brutal, my girlfriend would have shaken me out of my pity party for one, but she was very caring.

We finished our workout, during which Amy was far more sensitive to my situation than my parents were. She had her challenges to overcome, getting reacquainted with a father she thought was dead.

After showering, I felt better, so I joined Hannah at breakfast. My mother had left to be with her lover, so Dad was my only potential thorn.

I strolled into the dining room, holding Hannah’s hand. When I saw my mother, surprise, then instinct, and anger overwhelmed me, so I turned around and walked out.

Now, in my bedroom, Hannah and I quarreled.

“I have work to do, Hannah.”

“Yes, sweetheart, I understand, but you’re hurting emotionally. Anyone can see that. I’m not leaving you alone.”

“I have to compartmentalize personal life away from business. My job is more important than parents who are behaving as hormone-filled adolescent children might.”

“Is work more important than your mental health?”

“No… oh come on now, Hannah… that’s not fucking fair. You’re being intrusive.”

“Maybe, but only because I care about you.”

I knew Hannah cared about me, but I needed to block everyone out right now. My parents were divorcing and celebrating that event like it was the end of 1999, happy with their new life paths while tearing mine to shreds.

I sat on the end of my bed, pleased she hadn’t run and left me. I didn’t want to be alone, just away from the people whose lives were currently fucking up mine. 

“I’m lashing out at you, Hannah. I’m sorry.”

“I know you are, and it’s fine.”

“We all say it’s fine when it isn’t.”

“It really is… fine, I mean. I promise you, Anastasia.”

“You always call me by my full name.”

“I love your full name.”

“I love you, Hannah.”

“In which case, if I get you a pastry and coffee, will you eat them in your bedroom?”

“Yes, of course.”

Hannah kissed me softly, rifling her fingers through my hair tantalizingly. I’d fallen in love with her but wasn’t sure about how that was driven. I was a virgin. Far too old for that moniker and in need of a damn good fucking. Hannah and I flirted, kissed, and groped while wearing clothes, but she hadn’t taken it any further, both frustrating and impressing me.

My spirits perked up when she returned from the dining room with a tissue-wrapped Danish pastry and double espresso. I wanted to discuss my problems with her but felt the sharp tear of raw pain.

“I don’t object to my father being gay, Hannah.”

“I know that. Both parents lived a lie and dragged you into that.”

“Yes. Knowing they haven’t loved each other for a long time is ripping me apart.”

“Then let’s get away from here for a few days, perhaps a whole week?”

“Do you mean a road trip or go somewhere on holiday?”

“No… we could live aboard Planet Nine. Amy suggested it. She says their yacht is anchored in New York Harbor. A short drive, and we’re away from all this shit. We don’t even have to go anywhere.”

I turned on my phone, scrolled to a family group chat shared with Mom and Dad, and typed a message, turning the screen before I sent it, showing Hannah.

Mom/Dad - I’m heading away for a few days. Please don’t try to follow or contact me. I’ll be on Planet Nine. Carry on planning your perfect lives; soon, I’ll be okay with that.

I didn’t wait for any response before switching off my phone and slipping it into my jean’s back pocket. When I stood up and hauled suitcases from a closet, Hannah was wide-eyed, grinning.

“Are we going then?”

“You should pack, Hannah, but promise me one thing, please, sweetheart.”

“What is it, Anastasia?”

I knelt before the first person I loved and stared deeply into her eyes. I saw compassion, caring, and the love of a woman committed to me. I wanted to kiss her but held back because this was a profound moment.  

“You will promise me to train like you were here, in my brother’s home. I cannot bear to be the reason your event preparation is disrupted.”

“I understand, Anastasia.”

“I mean it. You must promise me now, or I won’t go.”

“I promise.”

“Okay. Let’s pack.”

My girlfriend leaped up excitedly, cradling my head into her stomach tightly for a moment. I caught her essence, an aromatic festival of lady pheromones that grabbed and lifted me into a loving dream world that was all Hannah. I wanted to make love to her so badly, but she insisted we wait.

I figured Victor had something to do with my ongoing virginity, albeit unwittingly. It must be weird for him and Hannah, given they had fucked a great deal before we met.

“I need to make a couple of calls, Hannah. Shall we leave here in an hour?”

“Perfect. I’ll arrange a car with Emma.”

“Let Amy know as well… I feel very grateful for her support.”

“Look… Anastasia, I don’t want to interfere, but have you considered that you may be overreacting to all this news about your parents?”

“Of course I am… but isn’t that what humans do? We go right off the deep end, spend a few days thinking that through, and then haul ourselves back to reality. I need time to rationalize this deceit.”

“Stopping calling it a deceit might be a good start, honey.”

Hannah was right, but I felt a label accurately reflecting my feelings might help overcome them. I couldn’t stay angry at my parents for long, but it felt appropriate for right now. I watched my girlfriend’s ultra-tight ass cheeks disappear through my bedroom door, secretly thanking her kit sponsors for sending so many pairs of tight-fitting yoga stretch pants.

My pussy was almost constantly embroiled in a trembling standby when Hannah was nearby. I wanted her to fuck me, starting with a few romantic, soft kisses before she sucked my solid, bright red nipples while I breathed in the first pussy I would eat.

My brother fucking Hannah played on my mind in the early days, but Hannah’s allure was overpowering. She was also a decent woman, not given to flighty, flirty games of relationship chance. She hadn’t toyed with my feelings, making her profound interest in me known early.

So, fuck me already.

I opened my laptop and downed the double espresso in one, shaking off a vision of my lips sealing a kiss on Hannah’s swollen, damp labia. My Zoom video conferencing app was already open, and I saw an incoming call right on time.

“Hello, Ye.”

“Ahh, Ana… I see things in America got interesting very quickly. Gossip abounds, even here in South Korea.”

“Forgive me, Ye… I don’t have time for small talk, and I’m guessing it’s quite late in Seoul.”

“It is, and my family awaits my return home for dinner.”

“Okay. Getting to the point… the contract documents you sent for my signature are completely wrong.”

“How so?”

“I asked you to build a Panamax cargo vessel. Your people have sent me the designs for a Post Panamax. The difference is eight thousand shipping containers too many and a huge price increase.”

“It must be a mistake.”

“It’s not a mistake, Ye. You did this deliberately.”

Ye and my father had done business together for a long time, so ours was a relationship based on trust. He was an accomplished shipbuilder, not given to massive, obvious errors like this one.

Something was wrong because Ye would not rip us off in this way without reason. His face rippled with overwhelming emotions, and I saw pain, then terror creep across his cheeks when Ye’s bottom lip trembled and his eyes filled up.

“I would have corrected the error after you paid the deposit.”

“After you got our money?”

“I didn’t think you’d notice and would just pass the invoice for payment.”

“Are you in trouble, Ye?”

“My company is in deep shit. The fucking pandemic almost broke us. I paid people on furlough using customer deposits, and now, I can’t afford materials to complete the orders.”

“Why don’t you borrow money from the banks?”

“Oh my, Anastasia… have you seen the cost of borrowing lately? It’s a fucking nightmare.”

“Yeah, I know, but beggars can’t be choosers.”

“I’d rather be bankrupt than work for the banks. I need to borrow one billion U.S. Dollars to make things right.”

“Fucking hell, Ye! If you say it quickly, it doesn’t sound like much.”

“I can leverage my shipyards as collateral to secure any lending. I’m good for it, Ana.”

“We don’t have that kind of liquidity right now, Ye, but I know someone who might be able to help.”

“Who?”

“My future sister-in-law. She’s about to inherit a great deal of cash that she will lock into a trust fund.”

“How does that help me?”

“She’ll administer the trust fund at the very least. Amy might even be persuaded to loan you the money before establishing that fund, in which case you’d deal with her rather than an army of trust fund lawyers.”

“Can you ask if she’ll consider a loan?”

“Yeah… once you send me a corrected contract, I’ll gladly do that but be warned, Ye, if you fuck Amy around like you just tried with me, she’ll gut you. That girl doesn’t have my kind, generous nature.”

“Okay, understood, Ana. Message received.”

“Give me a few days to speak with Amy. If she’s interested, she’ll reach out directly.”

“Any commission for you, Ana?”

“No… Amy is my family.”

“Thank you.”

“One final thing, Ye.”

“Anything for you.”

“Would you mind calling me Anastasia from now on?”

“As you wish, my dear.”

Amy loaned us Greg and her car. Unlike others in my family, I didn’t need security, something I thanked my lucky stars for. I was unknown to almost everyone, a well-paid CEO of a big international group going about her business, not hiding or being obviously wealthy.

I wheeled my suitcases into the foyer where Hannah waited, looking beautiful in skinny, tight blue stonewashed jeans and a white t-shirt with a lightweight lemon hand-knitted sweater draped over her shoulders. She offered me a take-out cappuccino, made to absolute perfection by Martin.

I admired her sexy figure, imagining myself peeling off the jeans before biting her panties, dragging those down her silken, powerful thighs.

“How do you make every scrap of clothing look so perfect, Hannah?”

“You scrub up beautifully, too, Anastasia.”

“Will you always call me that… my full name, I mean?”

“What do you mean by always, sweetie? When we are old crones, telling stories of our younger days to our grandchildren.”

“Will we have grandchildren, Hannah?”

“I’m sure of it, Anastasia.”

Greg and a couple of maids helped load our suitcases into Amy’s car. We packed for months, which felt suitable for a romantic stay that would last no longer than a week. When Hannah held my hand before we slipped into the car, I felt excited to be temporarily leaving my parents and the trauma they had inflicted.

Time would heal all, and this situation would pass. A week at most would help reshape and correct my perspective. My reasonable nature would kick in soon, and a more sympathetic outlook on my parent’s behavior and choices would dawn.

But for now, I felt irascible.

On board Planet Nine, we took separate bedroom suite cabins. Had Hannah wanted to, she could easily have manipulated me into a shared bed and out of my panties, but it wasn’t her style; such was my girlfriend’s decent nature.

Around mid-afternoon, Hannah knocked on my door, checking I was settled before going to the gym for her three-hour training routine.

I caught up on emails, keeping my powder dry on the possible deal Ye might offer Amy. I called friends in South Korea, asking for facts and gossip about his problems because the last thing I needed was to land my brother’s fiancee in a corporate mess.

When a knock at my door announced dinner for two would be a formal affair at 7:30 p.m. on the aft deck indoors, I was surprised at where my time had gone. My burner phone buzzed, so I answered the call that I knew all along would come.

“I asked you to leave me alone, mother.”

“I know, but I couldn’t help checking in.”

“How did you find my number?”

“I can find anyone, Ana. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, and soon, I will be even more fine about you, Daddy, his lover, and even Peter.”

“But right now, you aren’t fine?”

“I’m dating my brother’s ex-girlfriend, having just come out as a lesbian. I needed you and Daddy to be stable, and you aren’t. That’s not your fault, Mom, and I get that, but it is my emotional problem to solve.”

“I understand, Ana.”

“Would you mind calling me Anastasia from now on, please, Mom?”

“Of course. I’ll see you soon and if you need me, call. I’ll be there within the hour.”

“Love you, Mom.”

“I love you too, baby girl.”

I felt happier having laid my cards on the table. A new life in the West beckoned. I loved Russia, but the thought of living, working, and loving in the land of the free appealed immensely. The weather would also be a vast improvement on Moscow winters, despite New York getting its fair share of icy wind and snow.

My father mooted that he wanted to move our company headquarters to the US as soon as possible, but a whole raft of regulatory and tax diligence would be required before we could do that.

I wasn’t in favor of abandoning the country of my birth, seeing benefits in both countries. I hadn’t endured the Cold War as my parents had, so I was less inclined toward their great escape.

I bathed alone, marinating under a warm, broad, and long rainfall shower that felt like a Thai Phi Phi Island tropical monsoon. My lemon and bergamot luxurious, super-lathering soap was a gift from Mom, suited perfectly with a natural sponge provided in a complimentary welcome aboard pack.

I shaved my legs, pausing at the blonde, curly pubic nest I had diligently groomed for years in preparation for this night when I would finally be taken.

I wonder if Hannah prefers her pussy to be shaven.

I’d better not. It’s easier to shave it later than to grow back if she prefers pubic hair.

I took time drying and moisturizing my skin using creams and lotions I hadn’t heard of. My hair suited a tight bun when I wore a full-length dress, so I pinned it high in delicate, alluring curls. 

I slipped on my brand new navy color, sexy, and sophisticated Sloane satin dress with a sleeveless V-neckline and thin shoulder straps. The corset-designed bodice had pleated detailing and flexible boning to force my breasts into a most seductive pose. A lower back cutout leading to ruching and a fitted, floor-length silhouette of my figure should easily haul my girlfriend to bed before coffee was served.

My legs were covered, but both thighs outlined beautifully when I walked, suggesting something valuable hidden underneath and between. My breasts were barely cupped and squeezed tightly together into a deep cleavage that I hoped Hannah would enjoy.

When I examined my result, the French lace panties I wore filled with warmth. I would make love for the first time in my life, hopefully to the only woman who would ever enjoy my nakedness.

As I strolled around the yacht, enjoying a light R&B vibe wafting through connected audio speakers, I floated into an indulgent, romantic, dreamlike state.

In our teak-wooden floored, large state dining room, Hannah looked spectacular, channeling old Hollywood glamour in a full-length, figure-hugging, brilliant white liquid silk satin dress. With her asymmetric neckline and racer back exposing the most stunning, deeply sculpted shoulder blades, my girlfriend’s dress bore a dramatic silk sash that cascaded down her back.

I want to eat you.

“Wow, Hannah.”

“Right back at you, Anastasia. You look incredible.”

“Thank you, sweetheart.”

My heart soared to the heavens when she kissed me, and fireworks exploded in my mind. Hannah held me close, swaying gently to Mariah Carey’s - We Belong Together.

“Are we meant to be together, Anastasia?”

“On that score, I am certain, my darling. I have a question, though.”

“Go ahead, anything at all.”

We paused our half-dancing, still lovingly cradling each other. With my arms wrapped around her and one hand in the small of Hannah’s back, the other around her neck, I stared into her watery, seductive eyes, absorbing the visual cues I needed to summon enough courage to ask.

“Why haven’t you made love to me yet, Hannah?”

She smiled and considered my question while curling away an errant lock of hair that tumbled from my carefully constructed bun. Hannah kissed me gently, allowing her lips the slightest hint of touch while caressing my palms with her fingers, drawing ever-decreasing circles like a countdown.

When her nails stopped dead center in each palm, my girlfriend was ready to answer.

“You are the first person I ever wanted to spend the rest of my life with, Anastasia. I don’t want to rush you into anything you might regret later.”

“I’m almost permanently aroused when you are near me, Hannah.”

“I know, and I feel the same way, but I want to ensure your first time is perfect.”

“I’ll be ready tonight, Hannah… I’m only saying so there is no doubt.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, my dear. I love you deeply.”

“I love you too, Anastasia.”

“Then tonight, you must take me, for both our sakes.”


Chapter Thirteen

True Love - My First, And Hopefully Last

◆◆◆

Hannah seemed contemplative, and I knew she was making the most extraordinary effort possible to make my evening memorable. It was unnecessary but appreciated, especially because my girlfriend was also wrenching me from a poor disposition.

When she stared into my eyes, I saw love.

“I’ve been thinking about you a great deal, Anastasia.”

“Likewise, sweetheart.”

“It’s so nice when it’s just the two of us alone, with no complications or disturbances.”

“Is that what you were thinking about me, Hannah? Did you plot to get me on my own?”

I giggled, feeling the nervousness of young, fresh love as Mother Nature toyed with my every sense, connecting a soulmate she had nurtured especially for me. 

“I’m very proud of how you’ve dealt with months of upheaval. Leaving Russia couldn’t have been easy, especially when you didn’t fully understand what was happening.”

“I was happy in Russia.”

We sat almost beside each other on a circular table. The crew must have known we were a couple, albeit unconsummated, and they had arranged things especially and romantically for us.

Hannah looked beautiful and vibrant in every sense, and I enjoyed her tigress, on-the-hunt vibe as she worked hard to seduce me. Knowing and seeing how much she was into me ratcheted up my arousal, and I wondered how long my French lace panties could hold out before a fresh pair might be required.

It was clear my girlfriend valued my first sexual experience, and that felt important to me. I didn’t expect Hannah to take full responsibility for our seduction, so I reached out a hand, placed it over hers, and stroked gently, watching goosebumps rise up her arm like a seductive, electrified frisson.

“I’m happy here now, Hannah. I would never have met you if these unsettling matters had not impacted my life. For that reason alone, America is a perfect home for me.”

“You’re a charmer, Anastasia, that’s for sure.”

“Today, I asked two other people to call me by my name in full because you had. I much prefer Anastasia to Ana. It was a bad habit that I failed to address.”

“Your Mom gave you a beautiful name.”

“She is a wonderful person, as is my Dad.”

Our server arrived, offering Champagne. I knew Veuve Cliquot by our moist bottle’s distinctive orange color branding. The flute felt delicate in my hand, much like my emotions were in Hannah’s, but when our glasses touched, the slightest clink tore through my troubles, offering me crystal clear clarity.

“My life suddenly feels like a new perspective has dawned, Hannah.”

“So quickly after arriving here?”

“Planet Nine is a special haven, that’s for sure, but you capture my fascination. I have endless love to give and feel your need for me.”

“That’s true, baby. The most important thing to remember is that there is no wrong way to love.”

“I know that now. My mother’s letter was the final validation I needed. Well… I didn’t need it, bu-.”

“You wanted their acceptance … I get that. My parents were cool about me being bisexual.”

“Are you still bisexual?”

“My sexual nature is, for sure… I can’t change that, but in the same way, straight and gay people can be faithful, I also can. I don’t need to enjoy the flesh of a man to be satisfied while we are together.”

“Are you suggesting exclusivity between us?”

“Aren’t you expecting that commitment from me, Anastasia?”

“Yes, I hoped, but never asked. It’s why I waited so long to find someone. I want a soulmate… not a fuck buddy.”

“I’ll confess to having had a few of those.”

“I’ll never ask about your past, Hannah. It doesn’t matter.”

Our starters, a seafood medley in a light pink jus, arrived in time for me to avoid further discussion about past sexual partners. I had none, but in her closet lay a beast I wanted to avoid. Hannah and my brother were a mystery to me, as was his choice to employ a surrogate.

“Food is such a seductive element to our lives, Anastasia.”

“I agree, here, try mine.”

I sliced a prawn in half, mopped up some jus and offered it to Hannah. She looked confused but took it anyway, smiling and enjoying.

“We have the same appetizer. Why-?”

“I know, but it is sharing our food and comforting one another in the warmth of a hearth that connects us to our origins as humans.”

“That’s very profound. Are you buying me for half a prawn and a campfire?”

“We have steak coming, Hannah. I intend to close with that.”

“You’re such a fucking tease.”

She sliced her remaining prawn in half and forked both parts, offering them to me. Hannah was letting me know she could give more than she received, but in my heart, I knew my new girlfriend wouldn’t have to.

“Amy has provided our hearth, although your brother owns it.”

“I already love Amy. She is perfect for Victor. I am glad they found each other, no matter how unconventional that was.”

“I think they fell in love at the first meeting, which begs the question of whether Victor would have gone through with his proposed surrogacy arrangement with her or anyone.”

“I couldn’t understand the surrogacy idea. Why did he do that?”

Regardless of how I framed the question, Hannah’s private closet was opening whether I liked it or not. I had no interest in them as a couple, but clearly, her relationship with Victor was unavoidable context.

“I was the most recent in a string of girlfriends that were not aligned with Victor. I didn’t want to have children for a few more years, whereas he wanted them much sooner.”

“Was there a place where you both might have compromised?”

“We never loved each other, Anastasia. It got close, but I am more inclined to feminine love. Victor never loved me, so Amy’s arrival was heaven-sent for all.”

“And the other women who weren’t aligned with my brother?”

“He believed most were gold-diggers, although I never met them, so I cannot confirm or deny.”

“Women who would take away any child in a ransom-like divorce?”

“Yeah. He once told me that if his marriage began with a prenup negotiation, it would likely not end well.”

“Amy once told me she has signed away any rights to Victor’s fortune, now and in the future.”

“She’s the furthest thing from a golddigger, my love. She’s also wealthy.”

When our steaks arrived, I carved out the first morsel, offering it to Hannah. In return, I got the sweetest asparagus tip; thus, a lover’s tradition between us was founded. I was pleased that we’d conquered the ghosts of Hannah’s relationship with my brother and had a constructive discussion about our friend Amy.

“Amy is what we in the business world call a fixer, Hannah. She thinks quickly on her feet, is very strategic, and won’t allow obstructions to her goals.”

“Is she like you in some ways?”

“No… I’m kinder when I want to be, harsh when required, and downright vindictive when crossed. Amy is far less passionate and more structured in her actions. In the Philippines, I once threatened to throw a guy out of an office window.”

“Was your anger justified?”

“Yes. He thought talking in a lewd manner in front of me might knock me off my feet during contract negotiations.”

“He angered you, though.”

“His boss fired him.”

“Because of you?”

“No… because I said they wouldn’t get our business unless he were homeless by nightfall.”

“Homeless?”

“He lived in company-provided accommodation.”

“Fuck! That’s brutal, Anastasia.”

“He was homeless for two nights, then rehired and attended our signing-off meeting. I asked for that also. He was a changed man.”

“I’m glad you didn’t destroy his life.”

“Me too. I reflect on this side of me and don’t like what I see there. This is why I am unlike Amy. She has far more control and less inclination to behave rashly. I wish I were more like her.”

Not wishing to feel bloated, I left half my steak and noticed Hannah barely touched hers. A Tiramisu dessert for lovers seemed appropriate, symbolizing the end of dinner as I steamed to a pique of arousal, evidenced by my increasingly dampening panties.

Hannah had an impact on my every sense, lifting my self-esteem while focusing my attention solely on her.

“I can’t eat the whole dessert, Anastasia.”

“Does it contravene diet and training rules?”

“No… the dessert I want is sitting beside me.”

I leaned across the gap between us and gazed lovingly into her eyes. I saw her truth, a love for me that spanned far beyond the sexual opportunity of taking my virginity. Her kiss lifted my soul before our lips caressed, and I felt a tingling sensation course through every vein, lighting me up like the fourth of July.

Her tongue felt soft and gentle when exploring my mouth. I learned fast, kissing her passionately until our lips squashed and melted into one.

“I love you, Anastasia.”

“It’s time for you to prove that now, Hannah.”

“Shall we leave before coffee?”

“My bedroom, please.”

Hannah never asked why I wanted my first lovemaking to be in my bed. I’d always promised that the first woman I loved would be invited into my bed rather than me to theirs, a place I might be asked to leave. It was a minor insecurity but one I allowed myself.

As we skipped along corridors and up one flight of stairs giggling, holding hands when we could, I felt my life couldn’t be more perfect.

Hannah ran to her room and collected a bag while I waited outside my cabin door.

“What’s that?”

“A toy.”

“For my virginity?”

“No, sweetheart. You won’t be a virgin after we make love, and that has nothing to do with cocks or toys.”

“I don’t understand, Hannah.”

“If you want me to take your hymen, I can do that, as well as enjoy your virginity. I’m sure your hymen is already full of holes from martial arts, horse riding, and other life’s robust knocks.”

“Does your toy replace a cock?”

“Yes.”

Inside my bedroom, Princess Charming tossed the bag on a nearby chair and wrapped her arms around my neck, kissing me while slowly sliding my dress zip down.

When I stepped out of a light puddle of navy silk satin layering the wooden floor, I was naked aside from baby blue Agent Provocateur lace panties that had long ago failed my need to hide a shameful trickle.

While Hannah dealt with her dress zip, she leaned down, licking one breast in ever-decreasing circles, taking my nipple gently between her lips. When my girlfriend’s teeth rasped, and her tongue licked my solid, bright red nipple, they felt hard like diamond cutters, and I panted heavily with a heaving bosom.

She wore no panties underneath the white silhouette dress, something I had suspected at dinner due to the skin tightness of her figure-hugging garment.

“You’re so beautiful, Hannah.”

“I’m too athletic, sweetheart. You are beautiful.”

Hannah brushed her solid nipples against mine, almost plucking a tune on a harp, softly caressing my body with all of hers. A thigh stroking mine felt like a hint of silk passing across my skin on a warm breeze; her heel ran slowly up my calf, pressing in suggestively at the knee joint, buckling me into her arms.

The fingers of both Hannah’s hands danced tantalizingly, tickling up my legs until she cupped my cheeks in powerful talons, clenching sensitive skin until pleasure bordered deliciously on pain.

“Losing your virginity is about celebrating our love, and for me, taking you is a matter of imprinting one another in our souls. Your hymen is not the main event between us, sweetheart.”

I shivered from top to toe with pleasure, flushing brightly on a constant warmth of racing blood, carrying hormones and the chemistry of my life’s ascension. Hannah was everywhere, touching, licking me, gently stroking and sucking, moving from one nipple to the other.

When she turned me around and planted soft kisses around my neck, I gasped, elevated by an excited shimmering that exploded as she slid her tongue down my spine, electrifying me.

I gasped and felt a distinct, unusual tickling deep inside my reproductive organs where my most carnal spirit was connecting with a soul mate. An orgasm was born, nurtured carefully by my lover, who expertly shaped my pleasure. I heard Hannah’s desperate panting when she tongued softly up my spine, involuntarily arching my back while she cradled my stomach in both palms, and I leaned into her.

“I’m going down again, sweetheart. Hold still, okay?”

“I love you, Hannah.”

“I love you too.”

From behind me, she merged like a warm, soft blanket into my shape, then descended more slowly, kneading my breasts gently while licking my spine and planting wet kisses on each vertebra.

Hannah traversed her tongue between my ass cheeks without delving in deeply, and I puffed, moaning noisily, wriggling uncontrollably when she traced a line down my thigh to the back hollow of my knee joint.

“I can’t.”

“You can’t what, Anastasia?”

“I’m leaking.”

“Let your juices flow, sweetheart. Never hold them back, not even in the wildest moment.”

“I feel ashamed.”

“I’m going to drink you, Anastasia. It’s the most natural thing.”

“Are you sure?”

“Do you trust me?”

“Of course, Hannah.”

“When the time comes, and you feel the urge to squirt, please let me have that pleasure.”

“Oh god.”

“Okay?”

“Yes, okay.”

When she licked down to my Achilles heel, I quivered like a lost puppy left out in a monsoon. Hannah had me on my tiptoes, reaching high, enjoying a new womanly facet of my soul.

She licked up the other leg, pausing at my pussy, whereupon Hannah crawled around to face me. I stared down, and she smiled adoringly back, wearing the most loving and deeply moving expression I ever saw.

“I’m going to place one leg over my shoulder so I can lick you here before we lie down.”

“I’m very messy. It’s my ovulation.”

“Yummy.”

I shook my head and pulled on my bottom lip, watching my lewd expression reflected in a full-length mirror. I frowned disgracefully, with both dimples deeply accentuated by a crazy, excited smile, evidencing my highly aroused and pleasured state.

In that mirror, I saw the gorgeous rear perspective of an Olympian, with almost goddess-like curves of a perfect female specimen in her glory. A stunning strawberry color oval puddle-shaped birthmark crossed the crease between Hannah’s ass cheeks and thighs, and I wanted to lick, then bite it like a summer’s fruit.

She raised my leg, carefully resting a thigh on her powerful, rippling shoulders. When my pussy lips separated slightly, I stared down and saw Hannah’s nostrils flare as she licked her lips, undoubtedly enjoying the mix of our feminine aromas, arousal being the main among them.

I smelled sex in the room, enjoying its musky, primal suggestion while lolling my head back to allow my hair freedom to sway gently like a silken pendulum brushing across my back. Hannah slid her palms up my outer quadriceps, causing me to buckle slightly at the knees until she cupped my ass cheeks, making me her cup from which to drink a feast of ambrosia.

She added pressure, pleasure, and almost pain through sharp talons that dug in and lifted me into her mouth. I gasped, thrilled that my pussy was going to be licked for the first time. The fact Hannah was my soul mate resonated in my mind where every synapse lined up, saluted, and exploded in unison, causing me to slump forward, lost in a hedonistic mist.

I regained composure and felt a tongue seeking out the puffy, wet labia nestled in a light, whorly lady garden. When Hannah’s flattened tongue plowed my creamy furrow up and down, brushing my swollen clitoris on each pass, I lit up, screaming in delight while a million fluttering butterflies exploded in my womb, racing around every part of my body as I shuddered uncontrollably.

My love for Hannah intensified and found new meaning, almost like having my pussy on the tip of her tongue was a communion of sorts. I felt hard-wired to her as we two became one entwined lover.

I heard loud gasping, looked down, then grinned, realizing it was me enjoying the throes of delight. 

Hannah’s tongue was nothing like my finger as it searched my pussy, exploring me in the most sensual, unfamiliar way. She paid me homage and respect as I arched back, thrusting my pussy into her face, squeezing my feet wider apart, desperately trying to improve access for my lover’s tongue.

When Hannah’s lips gently clenched the base of my clitoris, she sucked, engorging my nerve cluster, eliciting gentle, submissive whimpers from me. I held her head carefully, neither forcing nor letting go, gently rifling my fingers through her hair as she made love to me.

I always prayed not to be carelessly fucked for the first time, and Hannah must have understood precisely what I needed because we made love like angels entwined.

When she stood up, licking each ripped line of my six-pack on the way, it tickled, and I giggled. I rode on a cloud of Hannah’s love in awe at her physical strength when she ascended, intricately dancing her fingers up the back of my legs and spine while licking, then gently chewing both my nipples.

“My pussy is soaking wet.”

“It’s supposed to be baby. Mine is, too. We connected, Anastasia.”

“I felt the same. Is my pussy… you know, with pubic hair… is it okay, only I notice you shave yours completely.”

I felt nervous and confused with no accurate comparison for making love. Aside from enjoying her, I wasn’t doing much and worried I might be perceived as selfish. Hannah stared into my eyes with perfect blue pools of truth and affection sparkling brightly. I saw myself in her soul and felt proud I could have this magnificent woman and that she wanted me.

“I want you to know that I will love you however you choose to be, Anastasia. Pubic hair bush or completely shaven… whatever makes you feel comfortable works for me. I want you to be happy.”

“I want you to be happy as well, Hannah.”

“That’s one reason why I love you so much. You are the least selfish person I know. I see your greatness and want to bathe in that.”

She lifted me easily, as if I were a feather, cradling me to our bed while I wrapped my arms around her neck, and we kissed. I couldn’t get enough of Hannah, loving how she kissed me from lips to toes, then back again.

When she cradled my thighs, cupping both ass cheeks in her palms with her head between my legs, I took my cue from her, biting a bottom lip furiously and opening my knees wide.

In a lying down position, Hannah had better access, plowing my creamy slit, collecting the honeyed nectar she seemed to love, swilling that around her mouth while I watched, delighted when she deliberately made a show of swallowing my pussy cream before showing me a clean tongue.

I caressed her hair, twirling long locks while resting my head on the goose-down soft pillow. Eventually, Hannah pressed her shoulders behind my knees to keep them high and stretched wide apart, using her fingers and thumbs to part my pubic bush, peeling both engorged labia wide and licking every millimeter of my creamy, pink flesh.

I thrashed around, boiling inside, exploding like an immense closing ceremony firework, wriggling, trembling, and shuddering through a pre-orgasm such as I had never enjoyed. She sucked my clitoris, humming gently into the deep nerve cluster while dragging its tip from side to side with a powerful, flicking tongue. My beloved had me transfixed, carefully edging my orgasm on a ridge of shivering ecstasy with her lips and tongue, combining a soft French kiss with a desire to eat me.

When my orgasm came, every fiber in my body tensed, celebrating my first true love and a woman that I loved dearly. I cramped, tensed harder, and extinguished the pain, triumphing in love and rapture as Hannah drank me exactly how she had promised.

The ferocity with which she sucked my unicorn pee from the bladder and glands storing so much juice made me scream uncontrollably in joy. I was lost somewhere in the clouds of love where the feats of humanity didn’t concern me because Hannah took me to Elysium, where golden wheat fields, sunflowers, a warm sun, and my beautiful lover reigned supreme.

I came over and over, bursting, erupting, exploding, and leaking into my girlfriend’s mouth. She moaned in deep satisfaction, clawing my thighs desperately, boosting my confidence. I hadn’t gotten near her pussy and wasn’t sure if we needed the latex cock, so a long night of loving ahead beckoned as every ounce of anxiety evaporated from me.

When Hannah crawled up my body, licking, sucking, and biting me gently, blazing a trail through my flesh and soul, I giggled, enjoying that moment where my orgasm still whispered through my body and exhausted muscles engorged on oxygen-rich blood, reviving me.

“That was unbelievable, Hannah.”

“I feel relieved.”

“Why so?”

“Being your first lover is a huge responsibility, Anastasia. I want you to remember this night forever.”

“What about you?”

“We’ll get to me later… your complete satisfaction is my happiness. I’ll remember this night forever.”

“Me too, Hannah.”


Chapter Fourteen

Giving More

◆◆◆

Amy’s Point Of View

After my father left my study, I felt awkward. We hadn’t quarreled, but our meeting wasn’t entirely pleasant. I was in a strange place with him because our past relationship was buried in an empty coffin next to my mother in the graveyard I visited monthly.

I’d been crying over one corpse and an empty tomb for years. Our new relationship was in another time and place based entirely on his resurrection and the divergent life journeys we’d taken.

I loved my father and thanked my lucky stars every day that I had a parent in my life, but there was no getting away from the fact he was having an affair with my fiancee’s birth mother, a woman who was getting increasingly close to me.

My life was complicated.

After a full day of fruitful study, by evening time, I felt tired and ready for Victor to whisk me into a mundane world far from the intrigue of our real lives. He strolled around my sanctuary, sipping the iced coffee I made and checking out my library book titles.

“Anastasia and Hannah took your advice, Amy.”

“Are they settling in on Planet Nine?”

“They are completely settled and sharing a cabin. I didn’t pry, I promise; it just came out in conversation with Emma. She does all the food ordering for the chef there.”

“Oh wow… it took them a few weeks, but romance and love finally won. I’m very happy for them. It’s cool that everyone around us is cheering those two on.”

“It’s another problem filed away and a fourth happy couple in our household.”

I did the math and wasn’t getting past two happy couples. Victor waited for my penny to drop.

“Okay… Anastasia, Hannah, you and me. Are the others Rania and Greg?”

“My parents are both dating other people, and they seem happy. That counts, too, right?”

“My bad. I still have a blind spot where our parents are concerned. That reminds me, we should visit your Mom and Caprica soon.”

“Okay. I’ll arrange lunch here, and we can spend the day with them catching up. Dad leaves for Moscow once Mom negotiates the deal you approved. He’s joining his partner, spending some time clearing matters, then returning here.”

“Is Artyom going to live in this house with his partner?”

“Yes… is that okay?”

“I don’t mind at all. I really like Artyom, although I spend more time with Katerina. Will there be any divorce friction between them?”

“No, and I’m confident my Dad will get his own place soon. I think Peter and Katerina will do the same.”

“He’s already looking. You’re skirting around my father a little bit, Victor.”

“Peter having an affair with my mother doesn’t bother me. It might be if he slept with Charlotte, but I feel differently about Katerina.”

“Less connected?”

“Yes… and I feel guilty for that.”

“I don’t see why, sweetheart. You’ve only known her for a matter of weeks. I knew my dad all my life until he faked his death.”

“Is it bothering you that they are a couple, Amy?”

“Only in the way it has affected Anastasia. I guess I’m deflecting some anger about my abandonment onto her situation.”

“It’s understandable. It takes time to adapt.”

“The timing of all this Romanov treasure upheaval could be better, sweetheart.”

“Why?”

“I have mock court next week. It’s important to win these cases as much for the kudos as for exam credit.”

“Even if you’re arguing for the wrong side?”

“That’s how justice works, sweetheart. I’m kinda glad not to be going into litigation.”

Victor closed my study book and cupped my chin in his palm. His warm smile was calming and loving, soothing the antagonistic ripples in my life’s stormy waters. He kneeled, leaned in, and rubbed noses with me before we kissed.

“Enough study, for now, Amy, please.”

“Are you cooking us dinner tonight, or is Martin doing that?”

“No… we’re going somewhere else. A special place.”

“We’re leaving home at this hour?”

“Yes. What do you mean? It’s only just gone past 6 p.m.”

“My tummy’s rumbling, Victor.”

“I’ll take care of that.”

“I’m hungry as well.”

He grinned lasciviously, and I chuckled, raising my eyebrows while pulling slowly on my bottom lip. I needed to make love and figured he did, too, but it seemed we would both wait until his surprise dinner was over.

“Where are we going?”

“For a short trip on Planet Nine. We’ll join Hannah and my sister, then spend a couple of days with them. You have a study on board.”

“We have a general library on the yacht, not a law study, sweetheart.”

“Over the past week, I had all of the books in your study here replicated on Planet Nine. Installation was completed yesterday.”

I grinned at him, made speechless by his thoughtfulness, with my mouth hanging wide open. Victor was the only man who had ever surprised me, not only through his general kindness but in all things pertaining to romance and love.

“You’re always looking out for me.”

“It’s my pleasure, Amy. You are the light of my life.”

“We should pack. I can’t wait to see those two bitches and get the sordid details.”

“Please, for the love of god, leave me out of those conversations, Amy.”

“You wouldn’t even know they were happening, honey.”

It took me twenty minutes to pack because we’d already sent several consignments of clothes, shoes, and toiletries to Planet Nine, intending to spend more time there after our first cruise. It was still early evening, and my flagging energy levels were rejuvenated by the adventure ahead. There was still plenty of life in the night because we’d be aboard our sanctuary in a little over one hour.

On my way out through the front door and into the car, Greg smiled broadly, handing me a coffee, while Rania seemed happy for me. I was pleased matters between us were settled and felt sure she would enjoy a change of scene as well.

Planet Nine pushed off from the marina no sooner than Rania and her security team had completed their harbormaster clearance to carry weapons on board. It was a matter of confirming firearms licenses and that we were not leaving USA territory.

Anastasia and Hannah were readying themselves for dinner. Victor was keen not to gatecrash them until breakfast, suggesting instead we dine on the owner’s cabin’s private balcony, which was glass and awning-covered at this time of the year.

A thought struck me while hanging my new clothes in our shared closet. I had no clue where we were going.

“We’re sailing right now, Victor.”

“It’s a yacht, sweetheart.”

“Where are we going?”

“We’re having breakfast in Martha’s Vineyard. It’s about one hundred and forty nautical miles away.”

“Do we have the time for this?”

“We’ll be there by morning, stay at our home there for one night, then fly back by helicopter.”

“Our home?”

“What’s mine is yours, Amy.”

“You have a home on Martha’s Vineyard Island?”

“We do.”

“You never mentioned it.”

“I have a sizeable property portfolio. I’ll have the managing agent send the whole lot to you for review. You’ll love the penthouse apartment overlooking The Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore.”

“Florence?”

“Yes, have you been there, Amy?”

“You’re teasing me, Victor. Of course, I haven’t been there, and you know that.”

“I do.”

He grinned, and I realized that Victor’s pleasing me was vital to him. I leaped into his arms and kissed my beloved, who winked, put me down, and bear-hugged me, releasing my happy hormones. An excessive sense of love and happiness flooded me, and I almost cried with joy.

“We’re going to be very happy, Amy.”

“You didn’t answer my question about Florence.”

“You must visit Zurich soon to inventory the Romanov vaults. We can drive to Florence from there. It’s around seven hours.”

“Do you want Rania to have kittens on the freeway? She won’t agree to you driving me even if we’re escorted by tanks.”

“Helicopter or private jet then?”

“I feel greedy with all this luxury in our lives, Victor.”

“We do a great deal of good for others, Amy. I donate more than half a billion dollars every year anonymously.”

“Why anonymously?”

“I don’t want the receiving organizations to feel obliged to seek my opinions. It’s enough to enable them to do what they can to help others.”

I undressed slowly, tossing everything into a laundry basket. Victor looked horny, almost drooling, watching me strip each garment off, so I teased him, bending over so he could see my ass and lace-clad swollen pussy lips that dampened. I got more aroused, leaking into my thong just from knowing how much he wanted me.

My pregnancy had made me far hornier than ever, and I wanted him to fuck me right now. Any time Victor was near, I tingled with anticipation and love, noting elevated moisture around my swollen pussy lips and inside my fuck hole as my body craved my lover’s cock.

I shook my head, laughing inside that my attempts to arouse Victor had elevated my libido to an intense sexual frustration, so I changed the subject. 

“What are your thoughts on our Mindful company?”

“You’ve done the right thing by making it a not-for-profit and allocating free mental health treatment to those who cannot afford it. You must ensure that Mindful covers your costs, for example, Gabriella and Kyle. If you don’t, your one hundred million dollar fortune will evaporate pretty soon.”

“Could we do more to help others, Victor? I feel like philanthropy is the best use of my law degree.”

“I’m considering an extra donation this year, and you could help negotiate that if you’d like.”

“I’m all ears.”

“Columbia University has an Ice Class 1C research vessel around seventy meters long. That’s massive, by the way.”

“The Marcus G Langseth. I’ve heard it’s pretty old.”

“Yeah… I’m considering offering a donation to refit or replace it. Someone must work with the University to determine the more cost-effective option given their academic and research program.”

“What’s your budget on this, Victor?”

“One hundred and forty million dollars including the first three years running costs, which run to around ten percent of the vessel cost, not including research programs.”

“Fuck, that’s a lot of money.”

“The University decisions being made whether to refit or replace the existing vessel must be the right ones.”

“What is Columbia saying?”

“I haven’t broached it with them yet. I thought you might take this on.”

“Fuck yeah… I’m so excited. Gabriella would love getting involved as well.”

I slipped off my bra, casually discarding it, enjoying how Victor’s eyes lit up, more so when I leaped onto the bed dressed in my thong, beckoning him to join me. He slipped off his clothes, and I saw a growing semi-erection pointing at me.

“Before I fuck you, can I offer some advice?”

“About fucking me?”

“No silly… about your fortune in Zurich.”

“Of course, but then you must fuck me good and proper, Victor. I’ve had the most disgusting thoughts about you all day and need your semen planted inside me.”

“Don’t lock the entire fortune away in a family trust fund. Use a couple of billion dollars to do some good during your lifetime.”

“It feels wrong.”

“It would be far worse to lock the money away, denying its benefit to those people alive today.”

“Oh fuck!”

“What?”

“I hadn’t considered that. I only considered the good this treasure could do our future generations.”

“You could help a lot of people, Amy. There is only a finite number of dollars in circulation; locking so much value away for decades doesn’t seem fair.”

“I’ll rethink it, Victor.”

My fiancee loved to kiss, deriving a deep connection with me from doing that. His tongue and lips sizzled as Victor slowly planted wet kisses from my toe to my lips; each one felt like a blossoming rose on summer’s morning.

I wriggled, aroused to a peak frisson, trembling while he tantalizingly made his way to my lips. Any chance my tiny thong had of holding back the flood of my arousal was lost, and I didn’t care anyway, enjoying the smell of sex filling our cabin. 

When Victor nestled gently into my arms, I could have rested and slept peacefully all night, but deep down, I wanted my lover to plant his seed inside me first.

I wrapped my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist, spurring his firm ass cheeks, feeling the tight, thin covering of my thong was no protection at all against his mighty cock. Victor slipped my gusset aside and circled his digits inside my fuck hole, scooping out two fingers full of pussy cream before admiring it with a disgustingly lewd smile, sniffing and licking while I watched.

“We’re fucking naughty, baby.”

“Not naughty enough, Amy.”

“Oh, you’ll have to explain that one later, sweetheart.”

“I brought an ice dildo mold.”

“Oh wow… things might heat up later then… after they cool down a bit first.”

“I wasn’t sure how you’d react, Amy.”

“I’m all up for trying kinks as long as we don’t invite anyone else to our bed, sweetheart.”

“I completely agree.”

Discussing our sexual proclivities had never been a problem for me, but the idea we might play with others hadn’t been discussed, and that nagged me a little. I was glad we were on the same page because although I had no issue with swinging or threesomes when other people did it, I knew it wasn’t for me.

“I can never share you, Victor.”

“Nor could I share you, sweetheart.”

“Except for with an icicle?”

“Yes, but it’s inanimate, so it doesn’t count, and I can use it as my tasty lollipop afterward.”

“Oh fuck, that’s naughty, Victor. I’ll buy you a masturbation sleeve, so I can watch you wanking off.”

I gasped, and my eyes bulged when his cock slid balls deep so easily inside my well-lubricated pussy. His palms pressed hard on the mattress on either side of my head, where he held himself up while pinning my shoulders and pushing his cock deep to fill my fuck hole.

His ecstatic expression bubbled like a fountain of love, lifting me because I knew Victor’s body was deep inside mine, providing me with the greatest pleasure I could feel.

“I won’t last long inside you, Amy.”

“You don’t need to sweetheart. Sometimes, it’s enough to be intimate and feel your semen inside me. I don’t always need to orgasm.”

“What do you need right now, Amy?”

“To feel your love inside me and watch your face when you cum.”

He fucked me gently, rhythmically riding my tight pussy while I milked his solid cock, sheathing it on every stroke, squeezing hard, crushing back against the pressure on my soft tissue side walls. I was born to fuck Victor because his body curves perfectly matched mine, and we merged seamlessly like oil riding on the surface of water.

I moaned like a wanton whore pleasing her punter, rising into an irrepressible orgasm that I had claimed not to need. My intense feeling of pleasure was little to do with the solid cock pounding me and more about the man who was doing it. I wanted to be Victor’s woman, no more or less of a person that he, but an equal with a different soul that he needed as much as I must have him.

My reproductive organs engorged on a massive release of oxytocin and happy hormones that flooded warm, highly oxygenated blood into every tissue. I was ascendant and grateful that I had a man worthy of me and one who valued and treasured his possession.

“I love you, Amy.”

“I know Victor. I am so lucky.”

“You make me want to be a better man.”

I exploded into a massive orgasm because those words meant more to me than any sexual stimulation he might apply. My life with Victor was the most fulfilling ever. Although I erred toward submission, my lover never took advantage of that, always guiding me while caring.

When he rolled off me, laughing and shaking in the afterglow of an immense orgasm with a cream-covered cock, I snuggled in close, locking my legs together to retain his semen inside me. 

The rhythmic rise and fall of Victor’s chest caused me to nod off, and when I woke, a thin trail of drool had dribbled from a corner of my mouth onto his chest.

I tried to wipe it up, realizing I just made a worse mess. When I moved and felt his stickiness covering my upper thighs, I laughed, waking my sweetheart. He glanced down at his chest, saw the mess, then stared at me, smiling.

“Sorry, I’m so messy.”

“I don’t mind, Amy.”

“Shall we shower together?”

“Yes, please.”

Although I wanted to submit to my future husband, he followed me like a cute lapdog with a killer instinct for business and undoubtedly in combat if needed. I had tamed the king, becoming his perfect queen whom he would follow to the end of the world.

“We’re a real couple, Victor.”

“I feel it, too. It’s never happened to me like this before.”

“I mean, we’re inseparable. I even miss you being around me when I’m studying.”

“It’s a good sign, Amy.”

I soaped him from head to foot, rubbing his ass crack and the tight sphincter I was going to finger fuck soon, thereby massaging Victor’s prostate.

I wanted anal sex all the time and had brought our lube and the vitamin E oil needed to repair tissue damage. It wasn’t always appropriate to be fucked in the ass because eye contact was more difficult, and the pain wasn’t conducive to regular action.

“I orgasm more intensely when you fuck me in the back passage, honey.”

“We can do that more frequently so long as it doesn’t hurt you.”

“I can wear anal training plugs through the day if you’d like to buy me a set.”

“Fuck! I’d love to, Amy.”

“I’d rather you insert them, enlarge my anal whorl, then fuck me in there more often.”

“Oh Amy… I love these sordid conversations, and I’m so pleased we can discuss sex freely.”

“I think it’s important sweetheart.”

I gripped and wanked his cock gently, encouraging Victor to place both hands on the glass wall partition of our shower and lean forwards. His semi-erection became solid quickly, and I used both hands, peeling a thick foreskin back and sliding my fists to his balls on every stroke.

Something was on my mind, and I didn’t think Victor would mind me discussing it while I relieved his hard-on.

“I’m taking your advice about the foundation, honey.”

“You mean using some of the Romanov treasure to help people?”

“Yes.”

When he came, Victor’s entire body twitched like he was being shocked, and he reared fully onto his tiptoes while slamming his palms off the glass like a lion rampant. I kneeled, opened my mouth wide, and felt the first hot, salty rope of his reloaded semen splash on my tonsils.

I swallowed the load, not wishing any precious seed to escape and be wasted down the drain. For good measure, I sucked Victor’s glans, diligently cleaning his cock with my tongue and lips before using soap and a sponge.

When we dried and donned bathrobes, I felt warm, satisfied, and comfortable, strolling around our cabin, taking in the beauty of a clear starry night through a window where I could sit on a comfortable bench seat.

A knock at the door signaled our dinner was served, so I joined Victor in our private dining area, where he prepared nonalcoholic cocktails.

“What did you order us for dinner, sweetheart?”

“Something to prepare you for an adventure in Florence.”

I laughed when our server lifted the silver lid off a serving platter.

“Pizza. I love it.”


Chapter Fifteen

Rapid Movements

◆◆◆

I shivered when a chilly breeze caught me as I stared into the calm night, raising goosebumps over my arms and legs. My solid nipples tore against the silk fabric of a barely ass-covering negligee that was my only protection against the night air.

The sky was clear and the universe was an inky pond filled with wonderous, endless pinpricks of light. I saw the white, cloudy hue of the Milky Way, a hazy galaxy within which our tiny world existed, and I felt small.

I’d closed the door between our private dining area and the balcony that looked forward, taking a moment to reflect while my beautiful fiancee slept. Distant lights at water level suggested anchored yachts with a small settlement beyond on Martha’s Vineyard shoreline.

The sound of water lapping and our ship bow cutting through an almost still ocean surface reminded me of a waterfall tumbling over rocks I’d crossed with my Dad on a camping trip.  

I gazed up and grinned at the heavens.

“What have you in store for me next?”

“A damn cold if you stay out here dressed like that, Amy.”

I spun around and saw Victor. He closed the partition door and skipped a few paces, wrapping me in an enormous fleecy blanket that reached from my neck to the teak deck floor.

“Sorry.”

“You never need to apologize to me, Amy.”

“We slept soundly earlier, and I woke a few minutes ago, then began thinking, so I came out here to enjoy the night air.”

“Like I said… no explanation is needed. I woke because you were gone.”

“Really?”

“Yeah… in my dream, it felt like I lost something, and gradually, that gnawed at me until I woke up.”

I shuffled into him like a cocoon, unable to use my arms that were wrapped tightly inside the fleece. Victor kissed my forehead, then my lips, and grinned.

“Is it a bad sign that we always want to be so close together, Victor?”

“I don’t think so. We are best friends as well as lovers.”

I considered that for a moment and realized Victor was right. We enjoyed hanging out together, mostly having a laugh and always holding an engaging conversation.

“What’s on your mind, Amy?”

“I’d like to call Kyle tomorrow and discuss how he’s getting on with Mindful. If that’s going well, I’ll pull Gabriella and start work on our foundation.”

“Your foundation, Amy.”

“Won’t you be involved?”

“Of course. I’ll provide as much support as you need, but it’s important that you, not me, lead this. In the future, the foundation leader must make complex decisions, and that’s not something I wish to confuse by my presence.”

“That almost sounds feminist, Victor.”

“You’ve forged a path, and the most important thing for me to do is stay out of your way. I have plenty of challenges, some of which you might help me with, but I won’t invite you onto the board for the same reasons.”

“I’m keen to take on the Columbia University research vessel project. That can benefit a lot of people.”

“Go for it, honey.”

We’d come to Martha’s Vineyard for a break, and I’d done little other than process my plans after we made love. I would discuss going to Zurich with Victor at breakfast, not wishing to spoil our moment.

I wanted my father, Katerina, and Anastasia to join our trip, helping inventorize the Romanov fortune. I would politely invite Artyom, but I worried about interrupting his romantic reunion, which would start as soon as Katerina closed my deal with Moscow.

Victor carried me into the cabin, laying me carefully on our bed. I noticed my phone screen flashed with a call; when I checked, it was Katerina, and this was her fourth attempt to reach me. I set the phone to speaker and placed it between Victor and me on our bed.

“Hi, Katerina. It’s late… is there a problem?”

“No, it’s quite the opposite. I have great news.”

“They accepted my offer?”

“Yes.”

Victor fist-pumped the air triumphantly, and I felt a surge of excitement. I could tell Katerina was thrilled because it was 4 a.m., and she needed to share her news.

“Is my Dad with you?”

“Umm, yes.”

“Can he hear me?”

“He can now.”

“Dad?”

“Yes, sweetheart?”

“It’s the start of a new journey.”

“Your mother would be very proud of your achievements, Amy. You are right; this is a new beginning. I feel it, too.”

“I want to use some of the Romanov fortune to set up a charitable foundation. Future generations of our family will be taken care of.”

“Honey… the fortune is yours to do with as you wish; perhaps you’ll be the first Romanov to do something significant with it.”

“Do you approve of my ideas, Dad?”

“You don’t need my approval, Amy, but I certainly give it. I couldn’t have done anything meaningful with the money, and I don’t need it now.”

“Thanks, Dad. I want you and Katerina to come with me to Zurich, please. I’m also bringing Anastasia with Hannah. Artyom can come too, but I believe he will be in Russia.”

“Why do you want us there?”

“Protection, and to help establish a family collection with some pieces going to the Columbia University Harriman Institute.”

“Amy… hey, It’s Katerina again. The deal allows you to retain items agreeable to the Kremlin assessor. They also said that once a valuation is agreed upon, your ten percent will be allocated at each bank holding the treasure in U.S dollar sums, clean and free to avoid messy transfers.”

“And Moscow takes control of the ninety percent?”

“Once you and they sign it off, yes. After that, neither side has any further business with the other.”

“Suits me. When can this process start?”

“That’s why I called so urgently and at such a late hour.”

“Why?”

“They want to meet at the Dolder Grand Hotel this evening at midnight for coffee.”

“Ahh, okay. Someone wants to move quickly. That’s a big ask, given where we are right now.”

“They know where you are and said you can do it easily if you leave before 9 a.m.”

“Oh, my, that’s a bit worrying, Katerina.”

“I wouldn’t overthink what Moscow does or says because they are a unique dysfunction set in an ocean of corruption, much like other governments worldwide.”

“Okay… Dolder Grand before midnight it is. I’ll ask Sarah or Kyle to book our flights and rooms there.”

“Brace yourself, Amy. The Presidential Suite at Dolder Grand is around fourteen thousand dollars a night.”

“Fuck… that’s a bit stinging and unnecessary.”

“Whoever is coming will expect you to stay at their hotel so they can speak with you anytime they need to over the coming days. You’ll also pick up any entertainment bills.”

“Okay, well… it looks like my foundation just got its first bill. I’ll bring Gabriella as well. Dad?”

“Yes, Amy?”

“Do we have an inventory to review before arriving in Zurich? I want to close this off and move into a more reasonably priced hotel as quickly as possible.”

“No… there is no consolidated inventory because nobody wants to admit to the treasure. They have handwritten lists from the depositor, but they won’t let you take them outside the bank.”

“Have you seen the treasure?”

“Only once, when I signed it all over to you.”

“Is it impressive?”

“Like a royal museum combined with Fort Knox. You’ve never seen the like of it, Amy.”

After our call ended, there was no way Victor and I could sleep; such was our excitement. Another page in my life’s story was turning, and with it, my true love and a whole raft of friends were coming, too.

Victor ordered us coffee with a small selection of fresh pastries. While he poured, I wrote an email message for Gabriella, then another for Rania, setting a time delay on each, not wishing to wake or panic them.

Victor was on his phone, thumbing through messages and typing others until he saw me sipping my coffee, whereupon he stopped.

“I’m arranging our private jet through Sarah. She’ll book the hotels as well… in fact, that woman will pretty much take care of everything for everyone.”

“We’re lucky to have good people, Victor.”

“You should steal her.”

“What do you mean?”

“Sarah has a law degree, also from Columbia.”

“And she prefers to be a personal assistant?”

“She’s a lot more than that for me, Amy, but, to my shame, Sarah is far underemployed.”

“Does she ever complain?”

“In all our years together, I haven’t heard that woman complain about anything, not even a cold cup of coffee.”

“And you wouldn’t mind me poaching her?”

“Not at all. She needs this project in her life, and you need her.”

“Working with Gabriella, Sarah will make a perfect Chief of Operations.”

“She will.”

We sat together watching dawn break over Martha’s Vineyard while our yacht bobbed gently at peaceful anchorage off the Marina at Oaks Bluff. When our cabin door burst open, two white toweling bathrobe-clad women ran in, smiling and giggling. It took them a minute to find us, but when they did, our family and friends hugged like we’d been apart for years.

They sat with us, and Victor poured more coffee. The fun began with Anastasia taking the lead.

“We’re sharing a cabin, Amy.”

“I’m thrilled for you.”

“We’re a couple. Hannah and me.”

“I know. You have been for a while, sweetheart.”

“No, I mean, we’re really a couple.”

She winked.

“Like… consummated.”

“I’m not sure your brother wants all the tawdry details, Anastasia.”

“Oh wow… sorry… I’m just so excited.”

She cupped a hand over her mouth, staring mischievously at Victor. He didn’t object to our girl talk, but I could see in his expression that he wanted to run, so I changed the subject.

“Can you both spare a few days to help us do inventory on the Romanov Treasure?”

“Try keeping me away.”

Anastasia glanced at Hannah, who was less keen, screwing her face doubtfully. I guessed her training regime must come first.

“I can’t afford the upheaval in time zones and my training schedule. Anastasia should accompany you, but I need stability for next week’s event.”

“Understood. You can stay here or at home; it’s up to you.”

“I’ll go home.”

Anastasia looked crestfallen, but that only lasted as long as it took for Hannah to drag her girlfriend into her lap. The newly anointed lovers cuddled closely, kissing and whispering, making everything right.

Victor stood up, let the blanket he was wrapped in fall to the deck and stretched high. It would be a tiring, disconcerting few days, but by the end, my life would change in the most extraordinary way.

We went our separate ways, with Victor reminding everyone we would leave at 8 a.m. because flying time was seven hours and forty-five minutes, and Zurich was six hours in front of us.

Being wealthy means you can make things happen quickly and effectively; it’s just a matter of paying, sometimes through the nose. Despite my wealth, I had always been frugal, so I felt panicked when I could see immense costs hitting me from all directions.

“I need this done quickly, Gabriella.”

“I know how to do that.”

“Tell me?”

“Invite the Harriman Institute. They are experts in Russian art and literature. They can value your treasure and advise what should be retained, picking off a few choice pieces for the University.”

“Can you ask them to join us, please?”

“Of course.”

“If possible, can we get everyone to Martha’s Vineyard in the next few hours so we can use the same flight?”

“That’s impossible, Amy. We can fly commercial and arrive the day after you open discussions.”

“I need you there for legal aspects.”

“You don’t need me at all. I’ll take the weight and add a lot of value, but I promise you, you’ve got this. Let’s not panic and waste money on lots of private jets.”

“That’s what I was trying to avoid.”

“Sometimes it’s a necessary evil, Amy. If you want to do good for others, you have to work hard at it, and you aren’t setting the timetable on this occasion. Suck up the cost this time and never allow it to happen again on your watch.”

“I’ll see you in Zurich, then.”

“I’ll call the Harriman people and see you there tomorrow.”

“Thank you, Gabriella.”

“No, Amy… thank you. You’ve changed my life so much for the better.”


Chapter Sixteen

Greed Corrupts The Soul

◆◆◆

Even at night, lit up and covered in frost, the Dolder Hotel looked like an other-worldly fantasy castle straight out of a Bond movie. We stood in the car park, admiring the multi-tower, stunning facade while a concierge team did their thing around us, seamlessly gathering luggage from two blacked-out Maybach Mercedes S Class limousines.

“It’s the perfect place to stage a spy novel. Whoever we’re meeting here has a taste for luxury and a tendency toward the dramatic, Victor.”

“Their art collections inside include Takashi Murakami and Salvador Dalí originals.”

“That’s what we’re paying for.”

“I already took care of the bill on my account here, Amy.”

“Why?”

“The Dolder takes Bitcoin. I had some cryptocurrency doing nothing at all useful, so I paid it onto my account here.”

“You have an account here?”

“You do, too; I had you named on my account. You can even use room service without my permission.”

“I’d rather go to a local store and buy a few cans of soda and a multi-pack of chips.”

Victor laughed loudly because he found my thrifty nature quite comical. Before meeting him, I’d lived on a reasonable allowance from the fortune my parents left me. My only indulgence was the apartment I bought to live in while studying at Columbia, which was also an investment.

“I wanted to ensure I left plenty of money for my children, so I went easy on using my inheritance, honey.”

“I know, and that’s admirable, but it’s time for you to change your ways, Amy.”

“Maybe.”

Rania was impatient, ushering us to move inside, seeing snipers behind every bush and tree. She knew the stakes of our meetings were high and that a tenuous, unsigned deal depended mainly on the contents of the vaults we would inspect over the coming few days.

She had flown her team separately in advance by a couple of hours. I knew a few of the security detail and saw them nearby, prepared for trouble.

When I strolled into the Dolder Grand Hotel, I felt my credit card tremble, thanking Victor for his generosity. Due to the hour of our arrival, we missed the magnificent views over Zurich, the lake, and the Alps that my fiancee had described during our flight on the way over.

He looked at home in the luxurious foyer, waving a hand around its vast opulence while grinning at me.

“One hundred and seventy-five luxurious rooms and suites, world-class restaurants, a spa covering four thousand square meters, spacious event facilities, and an art collection boasting more than one hundred works.”

“That’s what you’re paying for, Victor. The room is just a room.”

“They only had two Presidential Suites left.”

“Fuck!”

A manager strolled over, shaking our hands, addressing us by name. I figured at fourteen grand per night; he probably knew my shoe size. I smiled, composing myself while doing the math for two suites on a three-night stay and trying not to cry.

Fucking Christ!

“Madam, Sir, the Dolder Grand is much more than just a place for guests to stay the night. Our Hotel is on the Adlisberg, which is a social hub, a melting pot of the wealthiest people. Please let me know if you want tickets to the opera here or in Vienna. A helicopter can easily be provided.”

No thanks.

“We’ll only be here a few days, thank you.”

“We are also one of Switzerland’s top culinary destinations. Please let me know if you require a dinner reservation.”

“We’re fine. We have a meeting arranged somewhere in the hotel right now. Can you please help us with that?”

“Follow me, madam.”

Anastasia, Rania, my father, and Katerina followed behind us, and I was a little pleased that they were as much in awe at the luxury and opulence of the Dolder Grand Hotel as I was. Victor’s mother and sister examined the wall-mounted artworks as we passed them by, nodding and confirming their authenticity.

We were whisked upstairs into a tower. Rania dropped a few feet back. She and Katerina looked like a couple of scorpions ready to sting anyone who came too close, and I felt awkward about that. 

We were led into a darkened restaurant that seemed utterly empty. I later discovered it was a private dining room bookable for visitors’ exclusive use.

Three shadowy figures who laughed and joked sat around a large table in the distance and were silenced as we approached. The two men and one woman looked like characters out of a Men In Black movie, and I couldn’t help but chuckle inside at the almost comical scene when the guys spotted Katerina.

They leaped to their feet and snapped to attention, stretching their hands to shake Katerina’s. She acknowledged them but didn’t shake, sat down, and ushered us to follow suit.

The woman remained seated throughout, studying us like a scanning drone. Katerina smiled at the bigger guy, clearly familiar with him.

“I assume you are putting all this on my daughter’s bill, Sergei?”

“Yes, madam, I wasn’t told you were coming, though. What do you mean, your daughter?”

“Amy is engaged to marry my son… soon, she will be my daughter. If you fuck with her, you fuck with me.”

The woman laughed somewhat aggressively. She was the most junior by age, and I figured she enjoyed watching Sergei quake in his boots. It bothered me that she had not acknowledged Katerina, and I wondered if there was some bad blood between them.

Assuming the role of our host, Sergei summoned the server nearby, ordering more drinks for Victor to pay for. I asked for a coffee and a glass of tap water.

Being referred to as Katerina’s daughter in front of my father evoked mixed emotions. It felt wrong that my mother wasn’t with us, almost like a betrayal by me, but it also felt good to be claimed as family by someone with whom I had a growing friendship.

The Russian woman, who, by her sneering behavior, confirmed she wasn’t junior to her colleagues, pointed at Katerina, then toward Victor.

“Are you really his mother?”

“I’ll snap your wrist if you point at Victor again.”

“Hmm… they revere you so much at the Academy… but I don’t know.”

“You’re right… you don’t know, and if you are wise, you won’t do anything stupid enough to find out either.” 

Katerina nodded at me.

“I’m unimportant here… you need to address Amy with your negotiations.”

“Okay.”

She continued eyeballing Katerina while Sergei glanced at me, then looked away as though unwilling to talk. I knew it couldn’t be because I was a woman since he’d held Katerina in such high regard, and the woman sitting beside him, playing games, appeared to be his boss.

“Is there a problem here?”

“None whatsoever, madam.”

“I think there is.”

The woman stopped playing games with Katerina, coughed, and held her hand out to me. Unlike my future mother-in-law’s example with the two guys, I shook her hand, smiling genuinely, glad she looked open to a discussion.

The atmosphere felt unnecessarily hostile, which I found odd. A deal was struck. Hence, we’d traveled here, and now, antagonistic battlelines were drawn.

“I’m Svetlana. My role is to be the accountant and approve the transaction between us. These guys are here to ensure I don’t run away with the money. They are both quite in awe of you and your father. Nobody has seen or met with any direct Romanov descendants since the Bolsheviks executed your family.”

“You mean murdered them.”

“Potayto - Pohtato as they say in your country. The Romanovs are both loved and hated.”

“We’re regular people these days.”

“You will never be regular people, Amy.”

“Okay, perhaps that was naive. Can you all treat us like regular people until we part company?”

“I can because I’m a supporter of our current leadership through and through; these guys are a bit older and perhaps not so keen on the modern Kremlin as I am, although they would never admit it.”

“I’m sensing some underlying hostility, Svetlana.”

“I can promise you are among friends… well, as far as one could expect to be when carving up more than eighty billion dollars.”

“Eighty, I guessed it was closer to fifty billion.”

“You appreciated the fortune’s value by its dollar equivalence when it was first brought to Zurich. Mostly, the Romanovs stored art, jewelry, and bearer bonds in these vaults. The precious metals are platinum, silver, and gold with cash in all major currencies.”

It didn’t matter what intangible valuation we applied because only an adequately audited bottom line would be agreed upon. Not even a dollar would be left on the table once the team from Harriman arrived, and I was sure Svetlana felt the same.

“How do you know all of this, Svetlana?”

“We’re the Russian version of the CIA. Discovering and valuing the contents of a few Swiss vaults is no problem.”

“Who are the we to whom you refer?”

“The three of us from Moscow. Katerina was once one of us, too, but I’m guessing you know all about that.”

“Why didn’t you take the treasure if you knew where it was?”

“As far as the banks are concerned, it doesn’t belong to us. Finding out what is inside a vault is easy; extracting its contents when you aren’t considered to be the owner is another matter. Your father ensured nobody, not even us, could access this treasure.”

She stared menacingly at my father, and I realized Svetlana wasn’t an ordinary auditor. She revealed a slight annoyance in a micro expression flicker. The hairs on my neck bristled because the woman taking control of our conversation was sinister. Her self-confidence was off the charts, to the extent of arrogance.

I was being led around like a fool. She nodded at my father in a way I wondered whether she’d been hunting him.

“Peter ensured no Romanov vault could be accessed without you being present. Iris scanners, fingerprints, your passport swipe, and even a DNA test that will take eight hours to confirm after they draw your blood. The Swiss will only react to you.”

“You’ve been trying to access the fortune?”

“Yes.”

“With the intention of stealing it?”

“If that is how you describe taking back what is rightfully the property of Russian people, yes.”

Svetlana eyeballed me as though laying down a challenge. Overpowering emotions gripped me, and I finally realized the tension of all-or-nothing deal-making that Victor had repeatedly described to me.

“You’re about to renegotiate our deal, Svetlana. I urge you not to.”

“It’s not a renegotiation. You can take my offer or leave it.”

“I’ll leave it.”

She looked stunned while I suddenly felt free. An intense thumping in my head cleared, and I was thrilled by my decisive move. I was on the front foot, having almost destroyed my psyche while taking a beating from a bully.

“You don’t know what my offer is yet.”

“I don’t care about you, your offer, or the Kremlin. Do whatever you wish, threaten anyone you like; you fuckers will never see a penny of this money unless I choose to let you.”

“That’s not good business, Amy. Ask your fiancee.”

“It’s none of his business. You’re dealing with me, and I’m guessing you didn’t do your homework properly. You’ve poked a bear.”

Katerina looked ready to leap up and stab Svetlana in the head. I felt relieved Artyom would remain on American soil until our contract documents were signed off.

I was on a roll, playing in a courtroom with right on my side, the most potent place any lawyer can be. I leaned forward, smirked, and winked at Svetlana, snorting a sarcastic laugh.

“The thing is Svetlana… I gain more by telling you to fuck off today than if I take whatever paltry offer you make me.”

“How so?”

“Telling the corrupt Russian state to fuck off will make me the most popular lawyer in the U.S. right now. The Romanov money is unimportant to me; I already have a fortune, and my fiancee has plenty more, but in terms of what lawyer roles I could secure all because I flicked you and the Kremlin the bird… that’s alluring.”

“You’d give up the Romanov money for that?”

“I don’t need it. My original intention was to roll it forward anyway. I don’t know what I’ll do now. Maybe I’ll take the whole fucking lot.”

“You’d be marked for life.”

“You tried that with my parents, got one, missed the other. With eighty billion dollars of protection, I fancy my chances.”

“You might not leave this hotel with talk like that.”

“You might not leave this room if your attitude doesn’t change.”

She noticed Rania, who had stepped out of the shadows, moving within striking range. Svetlana gulped nervously and blinked, knowing her bluff had failed. She stared at Katerina, who dripped with the darkness of a woman who would and could slit all three of their throats before they stood up.

“One hundred million dollars is a generous offer, Amy.”

“For the death and persecution of my ancestors? Is that what your family is worth, Svetlana?”

You could have heard a pin drop or a mouse break wind. Svetlana eyeballed me, examining my body language as though this were a world championship poker match, and we were all in. In many ways, we were, but I felt so unruffled it surprised me.

Svetlana wavered.

“Okay… our original deal stands then.”

She caved in so quickly it surprised me. I was on a roll, loving our ongoing battle, unwilling to relent, and wanting more acrimony. My body was on fire with new, exciting emotions I couldn’t understand.

“Nah… fuck that, Svetlana. You leveraged me in the most insulting way, and now I’m kicking you in the head for being so arrogant.”

“What deal shall we agree then?”

“I’m taking fifty-one percent. The rest is yours. I’m also telling the world what foolery you pulled here and that I won.”

“Offending the Russian nation is unwise.”

“As was your affront towards me tonight.”

“I’m under orders.”

“I’ll see you here for breakfast at 8 a.m. You have until then to decide and, if you turn up, make sure all documents are drawn up. If I like what I read, I’ll sign; if not, pay your own fucking room service bill.”

When I stood, my family delegation followed suit, and we left the restaurant silently. I was amazed that nobody tried to restrain me and that Svetlana was writhing in her chair, having an apoplectic fit.

Victor sniggered in the elevator. Katerina laughed out loud, but Anastasia and my father looked more serious. My future mother-in-law wrapped an arm around my shoulder, nodding approvingly.

“We’ll either die in our beds tonight, or by morning, you’ll be cash richer than your fiancee, Amy.”

“I can’t believe this is happening. Why the fuck couldn’t they take a simple deal?”

“Greed, my darling daughter. Greed drives everything in this game.”

“Not in my foundation, it won’t.”

“No, foundations are a bit different, but you’ll find so much corruption along the way that it will make you want to give up. Tonight was a small taste of what happens when big money hits the table.”

“Svetlana was being totally unreasonable.”

“The people I made this deal with in Moscow will reach out to me soon, trying to renegotiate and salvage what they had.”

“What will you do, Katerina?”

“I shall back you to the end of days, Amy. Whatever you decide is my gospel.”

“I want fifty-one percent just for the principle of being able to claim my family got more than it gave up. We can do a lot of good with that money.”

“A lot more than they will. This money on their side is destined for dirty cronies.”

We convened at our Presidential Suite, where Katerina and I settled into two exquisite, deeply cushioned red leather wingback chairs while Anastasia stretched out on a lime green velvet chaise longue.

My father and fiancee headed for the suite’s pool table, letting off steam with a bottle of vodka, a large glass of crushed ice, and several brightly colored cordials, all delivered by our suite-exclusive butler.

I took English breakfast tea and enjoyed rifling, scrunching, and curling my toes through a thick animal pelt underneath my chair while Katerina and her daughter shared a bottle of Bordeaux red wine that smelled divine.

“Do you think Moscow will go for the deal, Katerina?”

“I have no idea. I can’t understand why the U-Turn happened in the first place. It seems the Kremlin is a den of iniquity these days. I think someone has made an awful misjudgment, and now that person will pay.”

“What do you mean pay?”

“Someone, possibly more than one, will be dead by the time we enjoy breakfast.”

“You’re joking?”

“This error will cost the Kremlin tens of billions of dollars… it’s no joke.”

“What if they refuse my offer?”

“What do you think, Amy?”

Katerina only responded positively to strength, and this was her way of reflecting on my indecision and challenging me. I was receiving a teaching moment from an assassin to whom human frailty was an opportunity to exploit.

“I won’t change my mind.”

“Good girl.”

She laughed, clinked her glass to Anastasia’s, and then onto my sizeable ceramic bowl of tea. I shook my head, wondering what happened to the last person who crossed my future mother-in-law.

Victor took me to bed after having a couple of nightcaps with my father. When I lay naked in his arms, my beloved seemed proud, grinning inanely at me.

“What did my father say?”

“He is proud of you and said he would have done the same. I would, too. You can’t show weakness to these people, Amy.”

“I felt that moment you described. It was a tipping point when I was on the back foot one minute, clear-minded the next.”

“You have a natural talent for business, Amy. Your foundation will be of huge benefit to people.”

“It’s much wealthier now than it was going to be.”

“You must also take some of that wealth to do great things and build a fortune.”

“I will.”

When Victor rolled me over and reached back onto the nightstand for a bottle of lube he’d left there for me to see, I knew he would fuck me in the back passage. I was gagging for anal sex, and he seemed ready to enjoy another foray inside my taboo hole.

I sighed and stretched my arms out on both sides, gripping the sheet while tilting my head sideways so I could watch my lover mount me from behind. My submissive nature was fully accessed, and I pointed up my ass high for a damn good ass fucking, relaxing my cheek muscles so my fiancee could easily prise them apart.

Anal sex seemed right for us, and I loved the moment when Victor splayed my tight sphincter wide open between his index finger and thumb. He slid the tapered bottle nozzle inside my back passage and squeezed, filling me with cool gel that would aid the passage of his enormous cock.

When Victor straddled my upper thighs, I reached back, gripped both ass cheeks, clawing them wide open to provide access to my master. He grabbed his cock, wanked it for a few strokes, and peeled back the thick foreskin, revealing a smooth, sticky pre-cum coated glans.

When he broke the seal on my anal sphincter, popping his whole helmet-shaped cock head inside me, I gasped and buried my face into the pillow, biting through the pain. Victor slid his shaft deep inside me, stretching my soft tissue rectum walls wide, and suddenly, the pain vanished, replaced by an intense pleasure that warmed my entire body.

He leaned heavily on my ass cheeks, making sure I was splayed wide open while sliding his monster, solid cock balls deep in my butthole. I gasped repeatedly, moaning in delight, already basking in the relaxing, meditative place my lover always took me to.

Victor paused, stretching my back passage fully while I squeezed back, milking his solid shaft. I needed another latex or icy cock buried deep inside my pussy, with maybe a tickler to massage my pink pearl, but for now, Victor definitely hit my spot.

He rode me hard, rhythmically pounding my anal fuck hole as though training it and me for more regular action. The slickness of his gnarly, veiny shaft sliding in and out of my asshole drove me to a rapid, uncontrollable orgasm that I knew soaked our bedsheets when I squirted.

I didn’t care about any mess we made so long as Victor kept reaming my back passage, causing all manner of intense stimulation to the nerve cluster a few inches inside my hole. He grunted, dripping sweat on my back from his forehead with the immense effort of opening and enlarging my hole with his ever-stiff cock.

When he came inside my back passage, I was already long past the start of my overwhelming orgasm. The intensity and power of his hot, creamy semen splashing around inside my ass hole and the way his shaft kept pounding me, massaging it into my soft tissue walls, opened up my kink to its ultimate conclusion.

I screamed, praying Anastasia wouldn’t come running and find her brother’s cock buried balls deep inside my puckered hole.

Thankfully, she didn’t come, although Victor silenced my desperate, ecstatic cries with a hand clasped across my mouth.

When he rolled off me, panting like a sprinter crossing the finish line, my fiancee lifted me from the bed and strolled into the en-suite bathroom so we could clean up together.

After bathing and cuddling, I slept well, albeit the tissues around my sphincter had torn, opening almost healed wounds. As long as we kept my anal whorl clean and slathered with plenty of aloe vera, eventually, the tearing would stop, and I could take Victor’s cock in my ass pretty much any time I wanted to.

When I woke, my fiancee served me coffee in bed, suggesting we ate with everyone else in the dining room I had booked to conclude our meeting.

“Any last thoughts before we head off, Victor?”

“Stand your ground, Amy.”

“Oh… I intend to.”


Chapter Seventeen

An Icy Treat

◆◆◆

We had a few minutes before our meeting started, so I lazed in our bedroom.

I’d woken up with a delightfully sore back passage that tingled deep inside, reminding me of a great night of lovemaking. After fucking my anus, at some point, Victor had woken, spread my legs, and gone down on me.

I’d wriggled on the end of his tongue and orgasmed in a half-dream state, filling his mouth with my cum when he licked and sucked me like a visiting angel.

After I settled, he crawled into my arms, and I held Victor close, slipping back into a restful sleep.

I gazed out through immense panoramic windows over a snowed in Zurich. The lake hadn’t frozen over yet, but every mountain peak was brilliant white, and the ski lifts were in full swing, mostly dragging kids on lessons.

My fiancee nudged me, handing over a single shot of espresso, my guilty pleasure, and half the allocation of caffeine I was allowed per day.

“Are you ready for this, Amy?”

“My role today is simple, sweetheart. Either Svetlana has made my proposal happen, or she and her goons have checked out.”

“I think this is a far better outcome.”

“Ten percent of the treasure would have been enough for us to be left alone forever, but now, that’s off the table.”

“You can expect a fight, Amy.”

“I feel we are ready for every possible move Moscow makes, and most importantly, we’ll negotiate the safety we require for our family no matter what deal finally emerges.”

I watched Victor unpack an ice dildo mold from his luggage. He held it up, grinned, and I followed with my eyes when he entered our bathroom. I heard the tap run and knew he was filling the mold. Fortunately, our bedroom had a private fridge with an ice compartment that Victor slid my new toy into for some fun later.

“I hope we aren’t overheard or that room service won’t find that mold.”

“It’s not that unusual, Amy. Most girls like sex toys; my gift to you is a refreshing lollipop that you can suck on later.”

“I can’t wait.”

When we assembled in our main living room, I could tell my Dad and Katerina had made a night of it. I tried not to imagine them making love because it offended my mother’s memory. That feeling of betrayal would pass because it was heavily influenced by my original sense of loss of both parents. I still saw Mom and Dad side by side in eternal love at their tomb.

Katerina held my hand and kissed both my cheeks.

“Are you ready, Amy?”

“Gabriella is already at the breakfast lounge.”

“What about the Harriman people?”

“I didn’t invite them to this meeting. They can settle in and start advising once the vaults are open. I only want Victor’s family and mine present when that happens.”

I didn’t mention Charlotte, Caprica, or Victor’s other siblings because they had no connection to Russia. Not inviting them had torn me, but given their recent behavior, I didn’t want to risk any chance of an uproar or family argument.

“Has Gabriella seen Svetlana or Sergei?”

“No, Katerina.”

“Don’t worry.”

“I’m not. Part of me wants the deal to fail and keep the whole fortune. The way this deal was brokered in good faith, now lost to the other side’s greed, has been an eye-opener. I doubt I shall be so charitable ever again.”

“Good.”

Although I had a backup plan in case of a Svetlana no-show, I felt glad when I heard Gabriella talking to people with Russian voices as we entered the restaurant. A dozen servers rushed around, filling a breakfast buffet bar, replenishing coffee pots, tipping chopped fruit into bowls, and adding yogurt supplements.

It seemed like a lot of people and a great deal of effort exclusively for such a small group as ours.

By the time I reached our table, the servers were gone, leaving behind them the most lavish breakfast bar I ever saw. A chef remained with a small gas burner stove, a skillet, and a bowl full of eggs.

Katerina strode up to him.

“We don’t need eggs. You can leave.”

“I must stay and serve, madam.”

“I said we don’t need any CIA-poached eggs for breakfast.”

The chef eyed Katerina with disdain and fear. I giggled because it seemed so odd that a spy would pass themselves off as a hotel worker to listen to our conversation.

“Oh… kay. My handler won’t like this.”

“Your people have no rights here, but I’m sure once a deal is done, Langley will be advised through the State Department.”

“Keep it amicable between us, Katerina, please.”

“We’re not the ones snooping around pretending to make eggs for hotel guests. Everything that happens here is about the Romanov fortune being divided, nothing more.”

His demeanor relaxed, and I was glad Katerina had defused the situation. Becoming embroiled in a spy fantasy plot regarding an ancient royal fortune being carved up in a hotel where James Bond might order a Martini wasn’t how I wanted to be remembered at Columbia University.

The chef grinned at Katerina, who raised an eyebrow, waiting for him to leave.

“I can make great eggs. Would you like to try?”

“You must leave. Amy has business here.”

“Okay, I’ll see you Stateside.”

Svetlana looked impressed for an instant longer than she wanted to be. When she shook my hand, her face seemed kinder, but I knew her problem was trying to overturn my deal. I had a swift solution.

“I swept the place for bugs but didn’t think about the staff.”

“Katerina is thorough.”

“That she is. Well… I have bad news, Amy. Moscow rejected your offer.”

“Why are you here then?”

“I wanted to counter your proposal and try one final time. We should renegotiate.”

“I made my position clear last night. You must leave now, Svetlana.”

“What, seriously? No fucking discussion… this isn’t how these things are done.”

She was enraged, even more so when I stood and casually strolled to the buffet, closely followed by Victor. I selected an exquisite fruit bowl with jackfruit, kiwi, mandarin segments, and a honey Greek yogurt to the side.

When I returned to our table, Svetlana’s eyes pleaded for me to throw her a bone while Sergei looked away.

“Are you guys still here?”

“I can’t believe your arrogance, Amy… Katerina, for fuck’s sake, tell her.”

“Okay.”

My future mother-in-law turned to me with the seriousness of a parent about to deliver a teaching moment to her infant.

“Amy?”

“Yes, Katerina?”

“I think you are absolutely doing the right thing.”

“Thank you.”

When we both stared back at Svetlana, shrugging our shoulders, it was a comedy moment. She was trapped, with no chance of rescuing the far better deal I had originally offered and, under orders, not to leave empty-handed.

Her mouth bobbed open and shut repeatedly, and she looked deeply frustrated. I reached a hand across the table and took hers.

“Take this as a positive moment. You’re returning to Moscow with tens of billions of dollars. I came here prepared to give nothing away; in fact, I still might not agree to let your masters have a single rouble. They should be thanking you.”

“Ahh… I see.”

Svetlana saw my hidden meaning because I wanted to give her a safe way out. She could string her people along, making them appreciate the deal she had rather than dwell on the one she lost. I had no need to highlight her failure and no desire to know at some later date they executed her for it.

“You’d go along with that narrative, Amy?”

“If it helps you, Sergei, and the man with no name to sell this and come out looking good, yes, I will stick to this story.”

“His name is Anton. Any failure on our part has far-reaching consequences.”

“Then tell Moscow I flicked them the bird and sent you packing. In a few hours, we’ll meet again and agree to my deal, as I expressed it last night.”

“Fifty-one percent to you.”

“Take it or leave it.”

“I won’t tell them you were rude. I have no desire to see any harm come to you either.”

I thought Katerina looked proud of me, but she was hard to read. We all relaxed and had breakfast together, told jokes, and shared travel anecdotes. I grew to like Svetlana and Sergei, although Anton was hard work because he seemed reluctant to engage.

We worked through several rounds of phone calls, and I joined Svetlana on one with whoever the showrunner in Moscow was, making it clear to him that I saw no reason to release billions of dollars without getting everything I wanted in return.

The gravelly voice on the end of our conference line tried hard to squeeze me.

“Asking for freedom of movement for all family members, including those of your fiancee, is a big favor to ask.”

“You’re getting an enormous sum of money, art, and other treasures in return. I’ve also relinquished my claim on any lands owned by my family.”

“They don’t belong to your family anymore. Those properties and lands were stolen from the people. The Bolsheviks were overturning a deep injustice.”

“By killing children and murdering my mother?”

“Must we quarrel over water that has passed under the bridge, Amy?”

“I could easily lodge a claim to our Russian lands and properties in any one of Europe’s capital city courts and assert my rights. It could tie up your assets in that country for decades, and maybe I’d win.”

“You are big trouble and very stubborn, Miss Romanov. Has anyone told you that before?”

It was the first time anyone had used a surname that might have once been, but never was. It was his ploy to unsettle me, but I didn’t care because somehow, with support from my family and friends, I had changed and wasn’t in the mood to be pushed around.

“I’m not interested in being unpleasant. Forty-nine percent is enough for you to give me what I want.”

“I don’t like the idea that you will run around telling the world you got one over on the Kremlin.”

“In which case, you must find a way to rebuild good faith between us.”

“I can do that.”

“I’m listening.”

“Your ancestor lived at the Winter Palace in Saint Petersburg. He had the most lavish apartment there. I am authorized to allow you the use of those accommodations at your leisure.”

“And what do you wish for in return?”

“We want you to continue avoiding any claim or conflict with us. Be a friend to Russia while also being American.”

“I won’t spy for either side.”

“Good. We prefer you to be a friend that comes and leaves silently, makes no quarrel or fuss.”

“Would I own the apartment?”

“You’ll have an adequate lease, Amy. There are many papers and other belongings of Czar Nicholas in the apartment. If we are building goodwill, these can remain as long as you promise not to remove them permanently.”

“I can agree that. History is too important to be lost in a quarrel.”

“Good, then we are agreed.”

“What next?”

“I will prepare the contract documents and email them within the day.”

“Can I trust you?”

“Yes, but only once our agreements are signed… from then on, it’s a firm and everlasting commitment.”


Chapter Eighteen

To Lives Lost, And Futures Gained

◆◆◆

Gabriella brought two other lawyers with her. They studiously crawled through every line of each agreement I would sign. There was also a confidentiality agreement that must be signed by each family member seeking an amnesty.

In our Dolder Hotel office, costing two hundred bucks an hour, I pointed at the text that offended me.

“I don’t like the word amnesty in these agreements, Gabriella. It implies we are being pardoned for illegal behavior.”

“I don’t like it either, but in this instance, I think their arrogance in treating everyone this way plays into your hands.”

“You mean because historic crimes or anything that might be perceived that way is admonished?”

“Yeah… you don’t know anything about Victor’s family… hell, he doesn’t know them well either. I’m sure there must be something they could hang on Katerina.”

“And this gives her a clean slate?”

“Yes, one hundred percent. This guy you’re dealing with is going out of his way to help you, Amy.”

“Why?”

“I have no idea, but perhaps not everyone in the Kremlin is an enemy of the last princess of a dynasty, Amy.”

“Jesus, Gabriella, you make me sound like a fairytale.”

“Maybe for some people, you are. You should understand this Romanov risk better rather than pretend it all went away when you made a statement relinquishing your rights.”

“It’s not a life I would ever pursue.”

“I know.”

It was symbolic that we finished signing the agreements one minute before midnight. The man with a gravelly voice made a non-refundable ten million-dollar deposit to a Swiss bank escrow account. Gabriella insisted that was the price for the other side having access to my family vaults while in my presence.

“I’ll travel tonight and hope to be with you by midday tomorrow, Amy.”

“We all look forward to finding out who you are.”

“I am unimportant.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Like you, I enjoy anonymity. It is the simplist and most effective protection. You maintain mine, and I shall repay it by protecting yours.”

“We won’t open any vaults or review bank accounts until after you arrive.”

“Thank you, Amy.”

Sitting in a dark room all day and night, reading, reviewing, redrafting, and signing documents, was not unusual for lawyers. They kept hours like ER doctors, always available.

I stayed for as long as they needed me for crucial decisions regarding the process of audit and distribution of assets.

“The whole thing will take months, Victor. Cash, precious metals, and bearer bonds can be assessed and shared in days, but the art, jewelry, and other possessions will take a long time.”

“It must all be done here.”

“Yeah, but I must put the Harriman people and our legal team in a less expensive hotel.”

“Buy a nice house or apartment nearby and put them in it.”

My head almost snapped off when I glanced at my fiancee, judging how serious he was. His expression conveyed no humor.

“You aren’t joking?”

“Hotel costs are obscene, and you have no residual value. Buy a home here, and it will always be worth what you paid.”

“No more hotel bills.”

“I don’t like expensive hotels either, Amy. I miss dabbling in the kitchen, and I don’t enjoy having my every whim taken care of. I want to be an ordinary guy when it’s just you and me.”

“I want the same. Let’s house hunt once this treasure trove is opened up.”

It felt good to be back in our suite, relaxing. Victor and I were exhausted, so we cuddled naked in bed after bathing in a jacuzzi to unwind. It was an extraordinary day. I’d become used to seeing my father with Katerina, holding hands. My mother was a distant, beloved memory, but there was no way she would ever return, and my father deserved not to be alone.

I felt thrilled for Anastasia, who anxiously checked her phone occasionally, smiling like we all do when newly besotted.

My fiancee filled a glass with cucumber-infused water, bringing it to our bed to share. After I took a sip, something occurred to me.

“Will this Russian problem ever go away, Victor?”

“Imagine our lives as a dune-filled desert. The wind will blow this way, and that, and sands may shift, but the landscape will always be beautiful.”

“What’s your read on gravelly voice? Why is he being so friendly?”

“As Lyndon B Johnson put it - It is better to have your enemies inside the tent pissing out than outside the tent pissing in.”

“Oh dear, Victor. I’d rather not picture that.”

“Don’t, and it’s so much more difficult for girls than boys anyway.”

“Do you have personal experience in that regard, sweetheart?”

“All boys draw yellow art in the snow, Amy.”

“Yuck!”

Victor’s ability to lift me when I felt disheartened or tired was incredible. He confided to me that his corporations almost ran themselves and that his workload was far less than mine as a student. He indirectly offered sound advice on running my business using his personal reflection, and I loved that he never tried to control or manipulate my actions.

We assembled in our suite for breakfast in the morning, inviting the Harriman Institute professors, who were thrilled to join our team. Officials from five banks arrived with a doctor who drew my blood for DNA testing. We all signed the bar codes attached to each vial taken away by the medic.

UBS was the largest bank holding vault property, accounts, and bullion in my name. At the bank’s main offices, we sat in a private waiting room that entertained royalty, dictators, and all manner of celebrities. The manager assigned to help evaluate and manage the Romanov treasure remembered my father, and they chatted together while the rest of us drank coffee.

When the Russian delegation arrived, our man with the gravelly voice was Sergey. He wouldn’t mention his surname, but he and Katerina knew each other well, so I would get a full debrief later.

“It is nice to meet you, Amy.”

“Likewise. I hadn’t expected this process to go so well.”

“As I mentioned last night, after our signing of contracts was complete, we became friends again.”

“And we are welcome to come home anytime?”

“America is your home, but yes, Russia, perhaps as a second home, will certainly welcome you on the terms agreed… which reminds me, here is your apartment key.”

When Sergey placed an old cast iron front door key in my palm, something resonated deep inside me. For the first time, I felt a connection with the last Emperor of Russia. My father smiled knowingly, and I wondered if he had ever felt a loss of what might have been during his life’s journey. 

“You could have been an Emperor, Father.”

“You would make a better Empress, my dear.”

“Perhaps in a different time and place, but I am sure we have made the right decision.”

“You certainly have, Amy.”

Sergey looked relieved, building my confidence that his desire for closure and friendship was genuine, at least for now. He pointed at the key in my trembling palm.

“It belonged to Nicolas, although I doubt he ever opened a door in his life. It is yours with our best wishes.”

Sergey was so incredibly charming that I couldn’t help but blush like a teenage girl. A nation was wooing me more to avoid future ill feelings than anything else. I desperately wanted to know why my initial offer, negotiated by Katerina, had been wholly rejected, but it was neither the time nor place to address such matters.

Our bank manager, Stefan, cleared his throat, instantly bringing order. He lay a ledger on the table, pointing to it.

“Malca-Amit runs the Zurich gold vault, and Loomis manages our silver. Both companies had auditors go through their ledgers who confirmed the amount of bullion assigned to your name. We have added a summary of the dollar amounts in your four UBS bank accounts.”

Everyone leaned in to see the bottom line, which Stefan pointed to. Sergey smiled at me, and I grinned back.

“We are rich, Amy.”

“We certainly are. That’s twenty-two billion, eighty-six million dollars rich.”

“And change.”

“With four banks left to go.”

“And the treasure in the vault here.”

Stefan brandished a key. He looked excited, like a parent about to send twenty kids on a treasure hunt.

“Follow me.”

We went through a side door from the waiting room into a long hallway, at the end of which was a guarded elevator. Everyone trooped inside, including one armed guard, and there was still room for at least eight more people. I saw five floor buttons on the wall, all underground. Stefan selected the bottom floor.

I gripped Victor’s fingers, feeling highly emotional and excited as the elevator plummeted. I saw Sergey looked pensive and guessed this was a high-stakes play for him, too.

When the elevator doors slid open, I was surprised we were in a large marble foyer with passageways leading to either side and in front. Stefan lifted credential badges from a security desk manned by four armed guards, distributed them to each person in our party, and strode down the hallway with haste, dragging the rest of us in his wake.

We passed dozens of small vaults on either side of the corridor, each with tumbler locks and steel doors, but Stefan only had eyes on the massive vault door at the end. When we arrived, our bank manager spun around and handed me a key.

“Your DNA results confirm you are the vault owner. Turn the key in the door, and retinal and fingerprint scanners activate. Follow the audible instructions.”

“This must be new.”

“Installed five years ago at your father’s request.”

“Expensive, too.”

“Everything in Switzerland is expensive, Amy.”

“Yes indeed.”

I turned the key and allowed high-tech devices to confirm my fingerprints and scan my retina. A light click, followed by slick gears whirring, wasn’t what I expected from such a massive door.

I stepped out of the way, and the circular, thick steel door opened automatically while lights activated inside a vault the length of a tennis court.

As agreed, Sergey and I stepped into history together to a deathly silence other than a slight sound of my heels on steel. My body quivered, and I took stock of the immense number of triple-stacked wooden boxes of varying dimensions lined up neatly in rows with aisles wide enough for a person with a pallet lifter to walk.

“Indiana Jones would love this, Sergey.”

“I hope there are no booby traps. Perhaps you should go first.”

I grinned at him, warming to the man who seemed one of few who saw sense at the eleventh hour.

“It’s immense.”

“Yours was one of the most significant families in the world, Amy.”

“Yes, and it becomes more apparent when you see this volume of treasure. There are thousands of crates.”

“We also have museums in Russia that would beg for your donation.”

He looked hopeful, still with a genuinely altruistic demeanor I couldn’t fathom. Perhaps it was true that friendship was the best path to follow.

“I believe we can do that, Sergey. It would be a shame to allow this preserved treasure to be auctioned off like in a car boot sale.”

“I have people who can work with the Harriman Institute. Perhaps pieces could be shared and moved occasionally, displayed at various museums while always remaining in our joint ownership.”

“Why are you being so amenable, Sergey?”

“Is it not the wisest choice all around?”

“Then why wasn’t my initial offer accepted? You’d have ninety percent of this had your team not made a ghastly gamble.”

“Sadly, someone went off the reservation. They have been removed from the board now.”

“Svetlana?”

“Like I said… removed from the board. Your ruse was well intended but couldn’t be allowed to work out for people who disobeyed their orders.”


Chapter Nineteen

Splitting The Treasure

◆◆◆

When I reached our bedroom, I choked and cried. Victor knew it was coming because he held my hand all the way from our meeting at the bank to the hotel that was my only sanctuary.

“Svetlana was not your responsibility Amy.”

“She’s dead because of this treasure.”

“She’s dead either through greed or because she fucked up. It’s none of our business.”

I paced around our hotel living room with clenched fists, furious with Sergey, Russia generally, and myself for not trying harder to protect Svetlana from herself and the folly of greed.

“I feel so fucking helpless with these people, Victor. They can steamroll us whenever they want, then smile like it was nothing to them.”

“That’s how countries are run. Sergey made his move, and all of this nightmare will pass in a few days. You need to get on and establish your foundation.”

“And forget the people who were murdered because of it?”

“You don’t know what happened to Svetlana, honey.”

“Oh, come on, sweetheart… when a Russian politician tells you he removed someone from the board, what the fuck do you think it means?”

He settled me into a chair, holding my hand that trembled like a leaf. My mind had run amok with the idea of Svetlana being slowly tortured before the inevitable bullet to the back of her head. I hardly knew the woman, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t feel empathy.

“If Svetlana is dead, she wasn’t killed because of you or the foundation, Amy. You must realize this quickly, or you’ll be completely ineffective until you turn the page.”

“Jesus, Victor… how can you not care?”

“I care, sweetheart, but there is nothing we can do if she’s dead. By the time you tried to help her, Svetlana had already fucked up.”

He handed me a cup of breakfast tea with an extra spoonful of sugar because I felt weak. The idea that three people we’d been negotiating with a day prior were buried in a shallow grave sickened me.

Victor took it in his stride, which might have upset me further, but I knew he was right. Svetlana had rolled her dice, and Sergey crushed it.

“Don’t get involved in Russian politics, Amy. This is precisely what you wanted to avoid.”

“I know, but what about the Saint Petersburg Winter Palace apartment? How can we go there and use that knowing what these people are capable of?”

“Don’t you think our country is also capable of such state-sponsored actions?”

“Probably.”

“If you want, we’ll visit the apartment discretely and use it as a place to learn more about your family. There is an airport we can arrive at, travel to your newly leased home, and leave silently.”

“Why is Sergei doing all of this, Victor?”

“I chatted to your bank manager at UBS while the Russians and our teams counted crates. He says the bank managers have got their heads together and assessed the total value of this Romanov fortune closing on ninety billion.”

“My share would exceed forty-five billion dollars.”

“It’s one less problem to worry about, as my old friend Bill Chance would say.”

“Is he quoting someone else?”

“Forest Gump.”

I sat in our suite living room, realizing that money had suddenly lost all meaning in my life. There was no way to picture the billions at my disposal, or the combined wealth our children would inherit once Victor’s fortune was added to mine.

“It’s not right, Victor.”

“What isn’t sweetheart?”

“Having this much money is not right… in fact, it’s fucking obscene.”

“You can do so much with it, Amy. The wealth is better off in your hands than some corporation that doesn’t care about people or a government slowly leaking money into their own pockets.”

“That’s true.”

“You should focus on getting your foundation up and running. You’ll need office space for more than a hundred people with computer hardware and furniture, allowances, cars, and a whole heap of costly shit. You’ll need accountants, lawyers, and a review of your bankers.”

“Jesus. There is so much to be done.”

“Worrying about Svetlana and her henchmen is the least of your problems.”

When Gabriella arrived at our hotel suite, she was wide-eyed and starstruck. She sat opposite me on one of the extra red leather wingback chairs concierge had brought for me to hold meetings in our living room. Her hand trembled, and the surface of the coffee in her mug rippled.

“You have a seventy-five million dollar Renoir, Amy.”

“My god… how will that be split?”

“It seems Sergey is less interested in the art and keen to secure any artifacts of Russian origin. There are a bunch of Orthodox Christian icons, some important artworks, and a bunch of documents he’s willing to trade against the Renoir.”

“That doesn’t sound like a fair trade for a masterpiece.”

“It isn’t… Sergey wanted to offset the valuations by you offering cash from your side.”

“You talked him out of it?”

“Honestly, it wasn’t hard. Their share of the money is probably headed for slush funds belonging to the Kremlin’s great and good. Chiseling you for a few more millions isn’t going to change their lives. I doubt even Victor is as wealthy as these people truly are.”

“Let’s get it done quickly, Gabriella. I feel grubby and want to leave.”

“Okay… Sergey wants that, too. We must turn our attention to the establishment of your foundation quickly.”

I shot a glance at Victor, who smiled wryly but not in a know-it-all way. He never pushed me into decisions, probably knowing that sometimes I would benefit from learning the hard way.

“What do you recommend as a split for this money, Gabriella?”

“Assuming no U.S. taxes apply to the capital sum, you should probably split seventy percent in your favor with thirty for the foundation. That means you can shift more into the foundation later if needed.”

“Will the foundation be tax-exempt?”

“We can transact that way, yes. Any interest accrued on your money will be taxable. The big issue is deciding where you’ll hold the cash, in what investments, and how you’ll manage them. The foundation can’t do that.”

“I need a personal office.”

“More like an army of bankers, lawyers, investment consultants, and accountants. You might want to copy Victor’s model.”

It felt overwhelming, and my fiancee saw that. He came to my side and held my quaking hand. When he kneeled to stare into my eyes, I knew an epiphany was heading my way because it felt long overdue.

“Life must change, Amy. I know you can understand that. It’s not about how you see the world but about how others see you. Everywhere you go from now on, people will approach you solely because they want or need your money.”

“Everywhere we go?”

“That’s how investment works, honey. Ingenious people come up with business ideas and find themselves in a room with you. It’s hard… no, impossible for them not to take the shot at getting your attention, and you mustn’t turn them away because one of them may have the next great idea that saves lives.”

“Is this how your life is now, Victor?”

“One hundred percent. Charities, do-good foundations, and even family will always ask for money; you must give it. That’s saying nothing about scammers and confidence tricksters that will crawl over everyone you employ.”

“Fuck.”

“Focus on the big picture, Amy. Pick a cause… homelessness, child poverty, cancer, or any one of a thousand, and make your money work for the most vulnerable.”

“They deserve help.”

“Of course they do, and now, you’re in a position to help them.”

Gabriella drifted off to another meeting with Sergey somewhere in the hotel. I wasn’t needed because the big decisions had been made. I lay on our bed wrapped in Victor’s arms, taking a late afternoon nap, and woke the following day feeling vibrant and energetic.

That day, Victor and I traveled to four other banks, meeting with lawyers at each one, opening vaults and bank accounts for our combined audit team. Dad helped me take stock in one family bank where the Romanov personal effects were stored.

The vault room was set out almost like a home, albeit one without windows. Furniture, including an enormous dining table, chests of drawers, and a writing desk, were piled high with photographs, scrapbooks, and documents.

My father stood with Victor, Sergey, and me in the center of another enormous, steel-walled room with no windows, taking in its contents. My Russian partner turned and smiled.

“Amy, the furniture is yours, but I hope you agree we should trawl through the photographs and documents together?”

“It will take months to audit everything, Sergey.”

“I can send people to America. We could have this work done at the Harriman Institute.”

“Switzerland is neutral territory. Are you willing to give up a territorial advantage just like that?”

“Everything here is in your name anyway, Amy. Only once the memorabilia is split can I have it removed. Whether we audit here or at Harriman in Columbia University, New York, makes no difference to me.”

“Okay, agreed.”

“We are uncovering history, Amy.”

“Yes… that we are.”

Sergey’s approach was like that of a consummate polite diplomat. Victor alluded to the idea that our new friend was lining his and other cronies’ pockets. It made sense because the cave-in over our monetary split and his amenability of letting me take a Renior in exchange for a few religiously significant wood carvings was all part of a ploy to keep the Romanov treasure under everyone’s radar screen.

I felt mischievous.

“Shouldn’t we have a big press conference together, Sergey? Show the world what is in our vaults.”

“Can I have a minute with you, please… just you and Victor?”

Sergey’s jaw dropped, and the color drained from his face. I’d wrongfooted him, knowing full well our confidentiality agreements expressly forbade either of us from presenting the contents of my family vaults to the world. 

Sergey stepped out of the vault, and we followed him to a room set aside for our communications and administrative needs. He politely asked the Harriman Institute professors and his people to give us the room, then turned around, facing me.

“This only works if you play the game honestly with me.”

“You’re keeping the money, Sergey. That’s dirty… the very opposite of honesty.”

“I’m one beneficiary of our portion, but that’s how the wealth system works in Russia. Ask your future father-in-law.”

“Artyom? He’s got nothing to do with this situation.”

“How do you think Artyom got rich? You know he is an Oligarch, Amy… I’m sure you understand perfectly well what that means and how such people are created.”

“And the people get nothing?”

“That’s not true. Russian people are far better off than you might believe. I hope you will come to understand us better in time, maybe even do business with me.”

He squinted and grinned as though desperate to secure my support for what he felt was a noble pursuit. I couldn’t help but like Sergey, even though knowing full well that he was typical of his political class, all polish, bullshit, and good manners on the surface, deadly underneath.

“Why don’t you tell me what’s really troubling you, Amy?

I stared at Victor, hoping for a sign. My fiancee smiled pleasantly, raised both eyebrows, and shrugged his shoulders.

Victor trusts me. 

“I don’t like what you did with Svetlana.”

“I took her off the chess board, Amy.”

“We all know what that means.”

“I think you’ve read too many spy novels, my dear.”

He chuckled pleasantly, fished a phone from his pocket, and selected a number from his messenger app. When I heard Svetlana’s voice, I felt overjoyed. Sergey aimed the phone at me.

“Hello, sweetheart… oh… hi, Amy.”

“What the fuck?”

Svetlana was on Sergey’s phone screen, as large as life and beaming with a smile while holding a baby. Sergey glanced at me, almost sympathetically but also with an expression revealing compassion.

“I could hardly kill the mother of my baby, Amy.”

“Seriously… you and Svetlana?”

“Is it so unusual for two people of different ages to fall in love, get married and have children?”

Sergey glanced at Victor, then stared at me as though making his point. I couldn’t argue with him about age-gap relationships. I couldn’t argue with him about anything other than his justification of kleptocracy.

“Why did you do this?”

“Do what?”

“You made me believe something awful happened to Svetlana.”

“You believed what you wanted, Amy.”

“Okay, okay… I’m sorry. What about the other guys? Are they still alive?”

“Yes, of course… I’m not a murderer. There is little to be gained from unnecessary killing.”

The word unnecessary was ambiguous. Most states around the world, mine included, were probably responsible for many mysterious disappearances.

When Sergey kissed the screen like any doting father and husband would when bidding his wife and son goodbye, I realized I had seriously misjudged him. He shut off his phone and pocketed it, still beaming proudly.

“You have endeared yourself to me, Amy. That is why you have the deal you wanted.”

“Because I helped Svetlana?”

“You would have lied to ensure she and the two men working for her lived?”

“Yes.”

“Then we are friends for life because Svetlana is my beloved.”


Chapter Twenty

An Apricot Surprise

◆◆◆

Anastasia’s Point Of View

Amy had made another lifelong friend in Sergey. I was astonished by how quickly people became attached to her and how easily my future sister-in-law made positive, favorable things happen for herself and everyone orbiting her star.

I joined Amy for an early breakfast meeting in her and Victor’s apartment-sized luxury hotel suite while he lazed in bed. A private buffet in a room with one of the finest views in the world was something not to pass up on. A moment with Amy was also delightful, but less so this morning.

Something bothered her, so I tried to lighten the mood. I tipped my head toward her fruit juice and grinned.

“I noticed you abstaining more and more from coffee, Amy.”

“It’s just one of the changes I’ve had to make. Perhaps the most difficult.”

“It’s definitely worth it though.”

“Yes, Anastasia.”

She smiled the smile of an expectant mother not wholly convinced but unwilling to risk her unborn child even for the slightest personal indulgence. Amy stood and strolled to the immense floor-to-ceiling panoramic windows, gazing out at the view I found uplifting.

While her back was turned, I plundered the large fruit bowl for my favorites, giggling, until she spun around to see what occupied me.

“What are you doing?”

“Foraging.”

“I miss coffee, but orange juice is a reasonable, temporary alternative.”

“Alcohol is far easier to walk away from, I find, Amy.”

“I agree… coffee is essential to a morning wake-up.” 

“There will be more children, which means a greater sacrifice ahead.”

“At least five.”

“Jesus Christ… you’ll be a baby-making machine and will certainly forget what coffee tastes like.”

“I imagine you and Hannah must be thinking about such things these days, too.”

“I am… we haven’t discussed anything beyond our current relationship, so I have no idea how Hannah sees things.”

I forked a delectable slice of my favorite fruit, a ripe apricot perfectly segmented by a chef who I imagined lovingly carved it out from the main fruit, especially for me. The atmosphere in Amy’s hotel suite was more tense than it should have been, and she kept glancing at me as though an unspoken issue interrupted our otherwise peaceful coexistence.

“Are you still working for your father, Anastasia?”

“Not so much these days because most of our company bank accounts are temporarily suspended. I expect things to return to normal this week once your amnesty hits.”

“Then it’s back to normal?”

“I don’t think so. Artyom’s lover is a brilliant businessman, and I think they intend to be more hands-on. It suits me.”

“Are you tired of running the companies?”

“I see trouble ahead, Amy. Father is an Oligarch, and his lover is a senior at the Kremlin. A future filled with running battles over politics is ahead for them.”

“And therefore, you become embroiled?”

“Yes. Who would want to fight the shifting sands of Russian politics constantly?.”

“What about your Mom?”

“She’ll take a substantial amount of cash in their divorce, either through selling off companies or acquiring some share options. My money is on her taking cash and leaving.”

“How does that make you feel?”

“I have lost my love for our family business. My mother plans a life less furiously lived with your father.”

“I know. I get the same feeling that they are ready to settle down.”

“Peter’s already wealthy, right?”

“Yes, but to what extent or where it came from, I have no idea, Anastasia.”

“Welcome to Russia. I recommend the peaceful observation of those two. Mom will set up a few homes, one in New York to be close to us; another will likely be in the Russian or Canadian arctic wilderness where she can hunt.”

“I can’t see my father trudging through snow, hunting bears with his girlfriend.”

“It is in Katerina’s blood. She is a woman tied to nature and the butt of a rifle.”

“She’s a warrior for sure. I can assure you, though, my Dad is a lover, not a fighter.”

“Then they are perfect together.”

Amy was socializing me with the idea that her Dad and my Mom were an unmovable problem. She was subtle, like the apricot that left a slight tang on my tongue, signaling my brain to instruct my hand to acquire more.

I crave you.

“Do you think I have a problem with my mother and Peter being together?”

“No.”

“You are probing me, though, Amy. I wonder why.”

“My questions are not for any specific reason.”

“But you brought me here for something, right?”

“Of course. I left a warm bed with a loving man to breakfast with a close friend.”

“Is that what I am now? A close friend?”

“Aren’t you?”

I love playing mental tennis, especially when there is some sexual tension between me and my opponent. I had felt a romantic attraction for Amy when we first met, and I also felt that vibe from her. We were off each other’s menu for reasons of loving the same man, possibly the same woman, albeit in different ways.

“I am your friend, but not exclusively because of my brother.”

“I know. I like you too, Anastasia.”

“Why?”

“We are alike in many regards. You are as much the hunter as your mother is, and I share that instinct, although my prowess is focused on the courtroom rather than a boreal forest.”

“I wouldn’t like to come up against you on your home turf, Amy.”

“We never shall cross swords. I promise.”

I sipped my coffee, feeling slightly guilty that Amy couldn’t enjoy the addiction I wasn’t sure I could ever forego, even when pregnant. She was examining me, and, by the focus of her attention, she discovered the tiny tell of my raised left eyebrow.

I grinned, giving far more away than Amy did and I knew it was time to take my shot, a more direct interrogation than hers.

“Why am I here, Amy?”

“Sorry… what?”

“You’re dancing with me. Do I get a kiss?”

“Interesting choice of words, Anastasia.”

“Figuratively speaking, of course. As you said, I cannot compete with the warm, strong man you left in bed… so why have I won your attention this morning?”

She eyed me carefully, sizing up the situation and choosing her words, as Amy always did. I wasn’t sure if the untrained lawyer realized how much her profession had called for her, but the bar and its allure of the law certainly gripped her now.

“Along with Hannah, will you be my maid of honor?”

In a million years, I hadn’t guessed that might be why Amy wanted to meet me for breakfast. I racked my brains and couldn’t think that she had family other than her Dad, and I wondered why the thoughts of how she would plan a wedding hadn’t already occurred to me.

“I’d like to ask Hannah myself as well, if that’s okay, Anastasia. You would both be my maid-of-honor.”

“Of course, you must. Oh my god, I’m so happy you asked me.”

“Will you do it?”

“Try stopping me.”

We stood up at the same time, almost leaping into each other’s arms, giggling like schoolgirls. I hugged my future sister-in-law tightly, feeling that all her anxiety had vanished. She grinned at me, seeming relieved, far more than I expected her to be. I held her hand, feeling the warmth and love of an extended family that lifted me.

“I can’t believe it, Amy.”

“You and Hannah are my best friends. I only have Gabriella and Rania as other girlfriends, and we aren’t so close.”

“You and I share a man, Amy.”

“We do.”

We held one another close enough to lock eyes. I saw a sisterly love on her face and finally realized I had gained a whole family in my parent’s divorce. Artyom and Katerina would be far happier apart, and now, bonding and building anew could begin.

“I thought you had something awful to tell me, Amy. There was such an atmosphere between us.”

“Well, there is something else I wanted to discuss.”

“Oh.”

The atmosphere returned but not so oppressively as it previously clung to my soul. I sat down and hid behind my coffee bowl, slightly pensive about what else was on Amy’s agenda.

“Will you run my foundation, please?”

“Wait… what? Say that again, Amy.”

“I need someone I trust to run my foundation. Today, there is nothing, not even a website, but tomorrow, I have billions of dollars available to invest in helping people.”

I frowned, completely speechless. My eyes widened until I thought they might roll out of their sockets, and my heart rate rose, fit to burst like a cross-country skier at the Olympics.

“Me?”

“I can’t think of anyone better, Anastasia.”

“Fuck!.”

“Is that a yes?”

“Umm… fuck! I was not expecting this at all, Amy.”

“Will you do it?”

I couldn’t fathom why she trusted me with such immense responsibility other than through her instincts about me. I asked myself why Amy might offer such an incredible opportunity. I had no malicious intent toward my future sister-in-law; she must feel that herself and was reacting accordingly.

I am the right person to help her.

I rested in my deep-cushioned, red leather wing-back chair while Victor trundled into the living room wearing striped pajamas and a cute grin. He kissed me on both cheeks and held my hand tightly as though not wishing to let go.

Every time I saw my brother, I rued the opportunity to have missed growing up with him in my life.

“What’s going on with you two ladies?”

“Your fiancee offered me a job working for her.”

“Ahh… now, that’s not true, Anastasia.”

“Sorry, Amy. Did I misunderstand?”

“I asked you to run my foundation, not work for me. You’d have complete autonomy within the organization statutes to manage its assets how you see fit.”

“You won’t interfere?”

“I’ll have my private investment portfolio to run. The two must be kept separate. You’ll have a board to report to.”

“And they report to you?”

“No. Once I release this money, it’s in the foundation board and your hands. If you need my help, I’ll give it, but I won’t be a leading influence.”

I knew that wasn’t true, nor should it be. Amy would stand back, but somehow, she would have control over her foundation if needed.

I studied her and noticed a sincerity that Amy had a habit of exuding. She meant what she said and did as promised in all things as far as I had experienced so far. Victor loved her for that simplicity, explaining to me many times that his future wife was not one to hide an agenda or suppress her opinion.

“I’d love to manage your foundation, Amy.”

“Then we are agreed.”

“It seems we are.”

“Shall I order a whole apricot sliced up so you don’t have to pretend you are open to eating another fruit while foraging in the bowl?”

“Could you, please? I’m rather partial to them.”

“I noticed.”

Victor looked pleased, grinning from ear to ear. He forked out a couple of apricot slices, placing them in my bowl, then focused on gathering as many slices of kiwi fruit on his fork as he could squeeze onto the barbs.

“We’re alike in so many ways, brother.”

“We both like girls.”

“Yes.”

He winked, then nodded to the front door of their hotel suite.

Amy and Victor’s butler opened the door. My heart stopped for a moment when I saw my sweetheart standing there. I will forever remember how Hannah looked and what she wore at that moment. A simple blue polka dot winter dress to her mid-shin with a warm black furry coat and knee-length leather boots.

I face-planted and cried, almost rolling off my chair, overwhelmed by the emotions of my beloved’s arrival. I’d missed Hannah more than I could have told anyone other than my mother, sharing with her a heartbreak Katerina understood far better than me, having recently rediscovered a much-loved son.

Hannah skipped across the floor and kneeled before me, taking my hands and kissing me gently on the lips. I felt an instant fiery rekindling of our love, happy in the moment when nothing else mattered.

“You came for me, Hannah?”

“I had to sweetheart. I missed you too much.”

“How did you get here?”

“I asked to come, and Victor loaned me an airplane.”

“I love Victor.”

“I do, too, honey.”

I stared at my girlfriend, so happy Hannah had dropped what she was doing. Sickness in the pit of my stomach hit, and I scrunched my face, worrying her.

“What’s wrong, Anastasia?”

“You haven’t quit training, have you… please, god, don’t say you’ve quit.”

“Of course not. I am training here with you. The hotel has installed two bikes in your room, and they have a great gym on the top floor. I have a wonderful view, and I love our massive bed.”

“I’ve been gone less than an hour, and they did all that?”

“I arrived ten minutes ago, and everything was in place as though it had always been there. When I messaged Victor from your room, he said you were here, so I came immediately.”

“I’m so happy, Hannah.”

My girlfriend glanced around the room and saw Amy, who was also tearful; Victor looked triumphant, and the breakfast, which had been restocked per my wishes, was enticing.

“Has the hotel discovered about your apricot fetish?”

“Amy has.”

“May I?”

“What is mine is yours, my love.”

Hannah lifted a slice of apricot and fed it to me in the most heartfelt and comical way. When she kissed me again, I felt sure her lips would take away the sweet, tangy flavor I loved.

Words couldn’t describe how I felt. Hannah was my first real, total immersion into love. She was also the woman who deflowered me, first with her love, finger, and tongue, then later with a dildo she’d used to split my hymen.

Being apart for a couple of days was the sweet sorrow described endlessly by poets and novelists, and this had been my first experience of that loneliness. Hannah sat in my lap, and I encircled her waist, hugging my girlfriend tightly.

Our butler opened the suite door again, and this time, an entire delegation walked in with my mother, Amy’s father, and Gabriella. After Katerina hugged and kissed me, then Victor, she pointed at the buffet.

“Is this where breakfast is happening today, Victor?”

“It seems so, mother.”

“You should probably order more apricots.”


Chapter Twenty-One

A Gift Is A Moment In Time

◆◆◆

Amy’s Point Of View

Rania opened the door to a hotel car, letting Victor and me escape into the chilly, fresh, alpine air.

My heart lifted instantly because I felt as though we’d been imprisoned for years, moved around by security teams from the hotel to the vault, to a nondescript banker’s office, and back underground to another steel-encased room, all day for four days.

“Today was our final suffering.”

“I’ve had enough Victor.”

“We need freedom, I agree. We also need Florence and my apartment there.”

“I can’t wait to leave the hotel. There are only so many documents any person should be compelled to sign over one lifetime.”

“Said the lawyer to the banker.”

I cocked my head sideways as we headed down a wooded trail, jogging slowly to stretch off. We wore sweats; it was early but bright from a reluctant sun that had risen amid puffy white clouds, suggesting they were an advance party for snow later in the day.

“Do you see yourself as a banker, Victor?”

“Soon you will be, too. Mostly, you’ll make investment choices about land, property, precious metals, and other commodities, deciding to breathe life into one start-up or another.”

“You sell this lifestyle so well, honey.”

I felt Victor could often sound more cynical than intended. This was one of those moments, and I couldn’t blame him. The four days of work were intensive, almost like a marathon at the end of which someone told you to go around again, then again.

“It’s not a bad life, but I’ll admit, the past few months of being at our New York home and aboard Planet Nine with you, cooking, training in our gym, being at home, it’s been… well… it’s been-.”

“A slice of heaven?”

“I was going to say like a slice of ripened apricot.”

I laughed so hard that I stopped the trail, stumbled awkwardly sideways, leaned against a tree, and crossed my legs. My bladder control was still excellent because that problem probably wouldn’t come until I hit the third trimester. I had made an error in walking past the hotel suite toilet this morning, not feeling it, and now I did.

“It’s the cold, Amy.”

“It’s you making me laugh.”

“Go in the trees. It’s easy.”

As though making his point, Victor shuffled into the woods a few meters, pulled out his cock, and soaked a pine tree, relieving himself, creating a heavy steam off the ground and a shudder with a slight, pleasurable moan when he shook.

“You boys have it so easy.”

“I’ll cover the trail while you pee.”

“No fucking chance. Rania is close enough to smell yours, and half her security detail is nearby. I’m not squatting anywhere near here.”

“Oops… I forgot about them.”

I squeezed every muscle, constricting my urethra until there was no way even one bead of pee could pass. When I jogged on, joined soon after by Victor, who had rushed his shake, I saw a wet patch where no man wants one.

I laughed loudly, glad that, finally, life felt normal again. A pee in the woods and a stain afterward were what I needed to reorientate myself away from corporate hell.

We jogged out from under the forest canopy into an open stretch of trail where the hillside had been selectively logged. I glanced left, over the edge of a steep descent.

“Look at that view, Amy.”

“It’s amazing. I wish we could spend more time in the wilderness.”

“I have a-.”

“-House in the mountains, dear?”

“Yes. Near Capitol Peak, Aspen. It’s a big cabin, sleeps twelve guests plus staff.”

“What do the staff do when you aren’t there?”

“I only have people at the two New York houses and our yachts. Every other property is managed by a company that rents them out when I’m not there. People visiting my homes mostly cater to themselves or use the management company. I bring our people when needed.”

“You make a profit on the houses?”

“Yes. Anything over the house running costs goes to local charities. I rent houses out so the local communities don’t lose trade.”

“They must love you.”

“Nobody knows who I am.”

“What about when you turn up at one of the properties?”

“I’m a renter, like all the other tourists having fun.”

I was picking up subtle tips on managing an investment portfolio while maintaining good relationships with others. The rate at which Victor’s property values would appreciate was more than sufficient profit without squeezing more out from renting.

He was also building anonymity.

“Does it bother you that you can afford anything you desire, Victor?”

“It did trouble me before I met you.”

“How so?”

“I had no perspective on life’s importance. These days, I cook, browse parenting magazines, compare crib and baby clothes qualities, and plan on buying a train set.”

“What if we have a girl?”

“Girls like to travel too, right? Train travel is fun.”

I didn’t have much context on Victor’s life before we met, but I had seen changes in his behavior. He frequently wore jeans and heavy wool, trendy jumpers. A gore-tex hiking jacket had replaced the dark navy blazer he wore in the weeks after we met, and he owned a burgeoning collection of sneakers.

We chatted while running, chilling out, and being a loving couple, albeit half a dozen trained killers tailed us. I had to praise Rania, who made a considerable effort to ensure our privacy whenever the opportunity permitted.

We rounded a corner, not far from our finish line at the hotel car, and a small boy, no more than ten years old, stood in our way. He looked like a beautiful angel with thick, bright, sandy hair I wanted to rifle my fingers through and piercing blue eyes I’d swap for mine.

He wore a three-piece suit as though dressed for a wedding.

Victor approached the boy, handed over some cash he had stashed in a tiny pouch inside his lycra pants, and took a big bouquet of white roses in return.

The boy ran away giggling, and Victor turned, then kneeled before me.

I glanced in all directions and saw nobody, recognizing this as a planned moment, something Victor had prepared for me. I stood a couple of meters away, soaking in my beloved and his beauty while examining every flicker of emotion in his face, the watery, wide eyes, flushed cheeks, and beaming smile as he raised a floral tribute.

“I want to remember this moment forever, Victor.”

“I want to be your husband for eternity.”

“Good… because I’m not leaving.”

“Marry me next month, please?”

“Yes, sweetheart.”

I didn’t need to think twice because I would have married Victor on the path leading to our hotel car had a vicar been nearby. I felt desired beyond any measure of reasonable expectation and didn’t care about dates; next month was soon enough.

“I’m so lucky, Victor.”

“We both are, sweetheart. You saved me from drudgery and sparked my zest for life.”

“You read parenting magazines.”

“I’ve learned to massage pregnant feet.”

“You are very accomplished in that regard.”

I kneeled before him, bowing my head, sniffing up the musky scent of his beautiful roses. Victor handed me the bouquet, and I enjoyed the pure flesh of a most exquisite flower, glowing yellow in the bright morning alpine sun.

“We’re going to be happy, Victor.”

“I will make sure of it.”

“I will make you happy too, dearest husband-to-be. You will want for nothing and feel loved for every minute of the rest of your life.”

“Thank you, Amy.”

Back at the hotel, the concierge had provided a selection of vases to our room, allowing me to pick. I curled my lips downward after the polite woman left.

“Hotel life isn’t for me either, Amy. We’ll go vase shopping in New York.”

“Do you miss your Lacanche Sully stove, honey?”

I was surprised when a genuine expression of sadness crossed his face.

“I miss cooking for you.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, honestly. Providing you with food I bought from the store, lovingly prepared and served before we eat together, connects me to a basic instinct I feel is essential.”

“You’re a hunter-gatherer and provider.”

Despite the billions of dollars to hand, Victor preferred life’s simplest things. He still wore a Garmin watch that monitored all his training and nutritional information, discarding the only Rolex he owned at Planet Nine. He had no jewelry except the engagement ring I had bought and gifted.

“Can we leave today, Victor?”

“Yeah, for sure, honey. If you’re done here, let’s leave. I’ll have Sarah book flights.”

“You said we could drive through the Alps to Florence.”

“Umm… okay, that would be better. I just thought you might be tired.”

“I am, but you driving me would be far more preferable, please.”

“Then drive you, I shall Empress.”

“Why don’t you choose a car and let Rania get what she needs to follow us.”

“I’d like a Porsche.”

“Then hire one.”

His eyes lit up because this would be an adventure managed by my fiancee’s hand. While he visited a local renter in Zurich, I snuck out of the hotel under the cloak of Rania’s secrecy to buy him a gift.

Our wash-up meeting was just after lunch. Gabriella and the Harriman Institute’s team had grown to twelve lawyers and specialist fine art valuers. Sergey’s team, of a similar size, were a cordial bunch, and I noticed new friendships between our parties had been forged.

Our meeting room was packed, hushed, expectant, and buzzing with excitement, all focused on the table full of documents Sergey and I would soon sign off.

I took my new Russian friend by the arm, beckoned my fiancee, and dragged both men to a side room I had prepared. When I closed the door, Sergey looked surprised and concerned.

“Is something wrong, Amy?”

“I wanted a final meeting with you to discuss an important matter.”

“We have more than twenty people outside that door, absolutely terrified something awful has happened. You have a penchant for drama, my dear. Perhaps you might consider politics after all.”

He laughed, pointing at the door as though hordes of barbarians would tear us apart should we fail to sign off their excellent work.

“Oh god, no. I’m not patient and conciliatory at all, Sergey.”

“You would have made a great Empress, Amy. More’s the pity that coronation day shall never come to pass.”

“That’s what I wanted to discuss.”

“Oh please, god, don’t change your mind about taking a run at the throne.”

Sergey’s terrified expression made me laugh because nothing could be further from the truth. I’d grown to like the Russian political fixer and knew Victor had, too.

“Definitely not a run at the throne, Sergey.”

“Thank god.”

“You’re a royalist.”

It was both a question and a statement. My broadside wrong-footed Sergey, and he looked confused. He worked ten steps ahead of others, but this time, he had no clue what was happening next.

“I think Russia lost something important. A takeover by the Bolsheviks need not have been so bloody.”

“You’re a royalist.”

His face slightly contorted as Sergey was caught somewhere between needing to lie and wanting desperately to be honest.

“Yes… but why do you ask, Amy?”

“I have something for you. It’s part of the treasure you agreed I could retain due to its family significance.”

“You don’t need t-.”

“I want you to remember my father and me with affection.”

“I already do, my dear. You have friends in Russia.”

I pointed to an ornate, beautifully carved wooden box on a table nearby. He glanced at it, noticing my gift for the first time.

“This is for you as a token of my respect and friendship, Sergey.”

“I know the box… you can’t do this. It’s far too important… and expensive too.”

“Please open the box.”

Sergey’s fingers trembled when he gripped the forward edge of the wooden box, lifting it carefully, almost reverently, on brilliantly polished brass hinges.

He gasped, and I did, too, even though I’d seen the treasure a few times already because the beautiful Faberge Egg inside was an absolutely stunning piece of history.

“Oh my god, it is so beautiful, Amy.”

“I am told Tsar Nicolas II commissioned it. It’s called The Cradle With Garland’s Egg.”

“I know. Upon Alexei’s birth, the Emperor commissioned this pearl-encrusted, baby blue-colored egg for his wife, Empress Alexandra Feodorovna. Although the miniature of the Imperial children once hidden inside is now missing, this Love Trophies egg is still one of the most expensive Fabergé pieces in existence. You can’t gift this to me, Amy.”

“I just did. Here are the ownership transfer documents.”

I slid a brown envelope across the table. I knew Sergey was wealthy, possibly more than Victor and I, because such numbers are never known, calculated, or published about people like him.

The seven million dollar price tag of the Faberge Egg gift was irrelevant; it was a treasure from a murdered Emperor, a death Sergey secretly rued, and that connection to a history he loved made it priceless for him.

“Are you sure, Amy?”

“Never more so.”

“Then I accept your gift with an appropriate humility, gratitude, and pride.”

“I hope we meet again, Sergey.”

“I absolutely guarantee that we shall. I also have an apartment at the Winter Palace.”

He winked, and I found comfort in knowing this wasn’t the end of our friendship.

When we signed the last agreement, everyone cheered. Our teams sounded exuberant rather than victorious, agreeing that museums and art galleries worldwide would benefit from the permanent donations and traveling collections that had been assembled.

With more work for our teams at Columbia University, I didn’t need to buy a home nearby, but I had done it anyway, costing me twenty million dollars.

After I signed off management licenses for my new mountaintop luxury wooden chalet, I also signed off all profits after cost deductions to be donated to the Make-A-Wish Foundation, Switzerland.

I followed Victor’s example without concern that I couldn’t forge my path. His experience was my shield and comfort. I saw no reason or shame in pursuing the best practice of a master.

After lengthy farewells, I handed Anastasia a gift bag. She and Hannah would leave the same day as us, heading home to get themselves into a work or training regime.

I would miss them both, as I would Katerina and my father.

“May I open this gift now, please, Amy?”

“Of course.”

Anastasia peeked inside the floral-decorated bag, laughing, then smirking at me.

“It’s for your flight home, my dear.”

“Apricots, Amy?”

“I know you love them. I’m considering that exact shade for my maid-of-honor dresses.”

“You wouldn’t?”

“I will.”

Victor had chosen a Porsche 911 Turbo S in silver. Its classic, sleek design was distinctively German, and I loved the car we stood beside in the hotel parking lot. 

“It does zero to sixty-two miles per hour in two point seven seconds.”

“Do we need to go so quickly?”

“No, Amy… but we can if we need to, that’s the point.”

“I have a gift.”

“Is it a Porsche Faberge Egg?”

“Something much nicer, my love.”

When I handed him a large gift box as we stood in the parking lot, Victor looked quizzically at me.

The black leather jacket I bought from a local dealership reflected the timeless style of the car Victor chose. When he slipped it on, its puristic, high-quality look and sophisticated details impressed me.

“Inside it has a Porsche Design jacquard lining and two zipped pockets.”

“And you bought me the matching gloves, too.”

“In case we need to make a quick getaway, honey.”

“Shall we leave now, Amy?”

“Did you empty the freezer?”

“Of course, sweetheart. I brought your icy treat in my luggage.”

“Then we can leave.”

As luck would have it, our route to Florence from Zurich took us through Lucerne, then onto the famous Furka Pass, one of the world’s most incredible driving roads.

“Did you know this road is famous for being in a James Bond Movie, Amy?”

“Everyone knows that sweetheart. Goldfinger… a Ford Mustang and Aston Martin DB5 car chase. I’m sure you have dreamed of this day.”

“I really have.”

“He was chased by a girl that day, Victor… Tilly Masterson.”

“Did they become lovers in the movie?”

“Come on, Victor… what girl wouldn’t sleep with James Bond?”

He gripped the steering wheel tightly, and I laughed inwardly, watching him torture himself, wondering whether I would sleep with James Bond.

We drove through the picture-perfect village of Obergoms, and I let him stew, finding it most cute that Victor felt a pang of jealousy when thinking of me with another man, albeit a fictional spy.

After the village, beautiful left and right-hand sweeping combinations and cutbacks through incredible alpine mountain scenes took my breath away.

When I placed a hand on my lover’s knee, he stared at me, looking vulnerable. I grinned and winked cheekily.

“I already sleep with a real-life James Bond, my sweetheart.”

The gratitude writ large on Victor’s face was all I needed to confirm he would do anything, including die for me.

I leaned across the console and unzipped his jeans, tugging out my fiancee’s enormous cock, peeling back his foreskin. Before I bobbed down to give Victor a blowjob, I grinned and winked.

“Go as quickly as you wish now, please, sweetheart, at least until you cum.”

“Why, Amy?”

“I like my semen shaken, not stirred.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

Learning About Each Other

◆◆◆

Hannah’s Point Of View.

I stared at my perfect girlfriend as she watched the alpine scenery flash past the car window. The beauty of Switzerland, with its jagged snow-topped mountains, bright blue lakes, and perfectly manicured meadows, absorbed me into the country.

Something had changed inside me, and I didn’t want to tell Anastasia about it.

A desire to win the Olympic Gold Medal had always been the most important passion of my life. In fact, that single-minded drive to succeed in cycling, excel beyond all others, and become the world’s number-one female cyclist had hampered many relationships.

Suddenly, a beautiful Russian girl, a year younger than me, utterly filled my heart, and all training focus was lost. I was a loved-up puppy, wanting only to hold or be held by my beloved.

Katerina and Peter had left for an unknown destination; Amy and Victor were driving across the Alps to a Florentine paradise apartment.

Anastasia and I were left in Switzerland. I felt taciturn and, without good reason, as though the mountains surrounding me were my emotions, towering above like bastions in the sky, closing down my mood.

“Are you okay, Hannah?”

“I’m just studying you, sweetheart.”

“Why?”

“Because you are so perfectly beautiful.”

“As are you, my sweet.”

“I’m intoxicated by you, Anastasia.”

“I worry our relationship has become too much of a distraction for your training, Hannah. I know you are troubled because your mood feels like the ripples on a mountain lake.”

“You can tell?”

“What troubles you, my love?”

The way her head slowly turned, and Anastasia eyed me carefully, having dropped the axe on my neck, I knew her outwardly innocent demeanor wasn’t indicative of her true nature.

My girlfriend was a devastatingly effective businesswoman, something I frequently overlooked. While eviscerating me, she still smiled beautifully, but there was a challenge in that loving expression.

“Nothing is wrong.”

“If you lie to me, I shall thrash you, Hannah.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“Would you consent if I wished to?”

“If I lied?”

“Or otherwise, perhaps just for fun.”

“Yes… maybe… probably.”

“Please tell me the truth, Hannah, or I shall thrash you hard.”

I held my breath, feeling the full force of my girlfriend’s sexual power. I was instantly aroused, trying to figure out whether the truth or a lie was preferable and for what reason I might enjoy a spanking, never having had one.

The intensity of Anastasia’s love was never in question, but now, what had been a submissive, keen-to-please girlish character suddenly had a razor-sharp edge. I bowed my head, grinned, then looked up, enjoying the light trembling of my pussy lips and an increasing warmth in my gusset.

My cheeks burned, and both nipples felt solid, brushing uncomfortably against my dress cotton fabric. Maybe I should have worn a bra.

“I’ll never lie to you, Anastasia.”

“Neither will I.”

“My training regime has suffered, and I feel demotivated.”

“Then we must focus on rejuvenating your mood and hard work. Your success as a professional sportswoman is important to both of us.”

“Why is it important to you, Anastasia?”

“We are a couple, in love, right?”

“Yes.”

“You are my brother’s investment in financial terms and mine in matters pertaining to the heart. Your happiness is my pleasure and principal concern, Hannah.”

“I feel the same.”

“Then we must work together.”

“Yes, we must.”

I was taken aback by how determined Anastasia seemed to move our coupling forward. My idea of a relationship was a loose collection of meetings, mainly at the dining table or bedroom, with confused emotions colliding like a thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle falling onto a table when a child tips the box.

When our car pulled up to the Gulfstream G650 private Jet Victor had loaned us, Anastasia gripped my hand, carefully leading me out and up the stairs to our palace for the next eight hours.

It was late at night, a double bed was made up in a private compartment, and dinner was set at a beautifully laid table for two. Subdued lighting in the aircraft made for a romantic feel, and I couldn’t help thinking my girlfriend had somehow contrived this.

“Did you do this, Anastasia?”

“Yes. I needed us to talk and thought a romantic dinner was the right way to go about it.”

“What’s on your mind?”

“You and us.”

“Is this about my training problem?”

“Only inasmuch as I would like you to figure out how to get back on top of things with your coach.”

“I’ll do that tomorrow, and we can discuss progress in the evening. What else?”

“We have separate bedrooms in Victor’s and Amy’s home.”

“Yes, we do.”

Her hand reached over the table, touching mine, stroking gently, and Anastasia smiled lovingly. My heart fluttered, and more arousal leaked into my panties, filling my body with an excited buzz.

The onboard atmosphere dripped with a seductive, syrupy love, and I anticipated more than steak, fondant potatoes, and butter-sauted asparagus on the menu.

“Could we move into the same room, please, Hannah?”

“Do you mean for us to get our own place?”

“No… Victor and Amy’s home has everything your training needs. It’s comfortable, we have privacy and are close to friends and loved ones.”

“Are you inviting me into your bedroom?”

“I want us to live together, so yes… I am inviting you.”

“I accept.”

Even when Victor and I hooked up, I had never slept in his arms for more than one night and never gave up my room or moved things around.

“I’ve never lived with anyone, Anastasia.”

“Me neither.”

“What does it mean?”

“What does what mean, Hannah?”

“That neither of us have ever moved in with someone else?”

“We’ll have to arrange the closet carefully.”

“You know what I mean, baby girl.”

She seemed supremely confident of our success as a couple, as though some life-changing feature of her life pressed many exciting buttons. We had made love intensely every day since I arrived at her Swiss hotel room, but talking had been complicated because Anastasia was always busy.

“I want to plan a future with you, Hannah. I never want to be with anyone other than you.”

“It feels very intense.”

“I’m taking a new job running Amy’s foundation.”

“Wow… that’s fucking big, Anastasia.”

“I know. It means we will both be busy, so it’s important to be clear on what we want from our relationship.”

“What do you want from me, sweetie? We’ve been together for weeks, and that has felt wonderful.”

“I want us to be together, focused separately on and supporting each other’s goals. You become the greatest female cyclist in history, and I shall build a worthy foundation for Amy.”

“That seems simple.”

“It isn’t really.”

“I was being ironic, Anastasia.”

She took my hand, entwining her fingers with mine, grinning from ear to ear. Anastasia was a complex woman, resulting from a union between a spy assassin and an Oligarch who was once a KGB Officer.

“I want to travel with you when you compete in events. I can work from anywhere we happen to be. Would you like that, Hannah?”

“Yes, of course, but I can’t reciprocate when you travel on business because of time zones, access to gym facilities, and my coaching team.”

“I can live with that.”

“I couldn’t live with it at all well this last week; hence, I asked to join you.”

“I know, and although that is regrettable, especially in how it affected your training, it confirmed to me that your love is absolute.”

“Was that matter ever in any doubt?”

“Like you said, it’s only been a few weeks, Hannah, and most of that has been taken up between the sheets.”

I sipped a Sauvignon Blanc, enjoying its icy, crisp apple undertones and the seduction of alcohol that perfectly accompanied my lover’s intoxicating expression.

She had a scent that pulled me in. Her Chanel perfume was addictive when combined with a pheromone allure and the tiniest hint of sex, which I assumed was secreted gently from her swollen pussy lips.

“You’re a strong woman, Anastasia.”

“Yes… but a loving one where you and I are concerned. I shall never control our relationship.”

“And yet, you wish to spank me.”

“Over my knee, for fun, yes. I would never thrash you. That was suggested to tease.”

“Do you enjoy teasing me, Anastasia?”

“Very much, my love. You taste like one of my breakfast apricots, sweet, luscious, and tempting.”

Our steaks arrived, and I ground pepper on mine, probably attracting the onboard chef’s ire because I hadn’t tasted the meat first. My eyes were transfixed on Anastasia’s because hers welled with a fiery love so intense I wanted to kneel and pray between her legs at that moment and forever.

The final morsel of my steak and asparagus, with a forkful of potato drenched in a delicious veal jus, was the perfect end to the beginning. I abandoned my wine, following Anastasia to our mile-high bunk, kissing her with wild abandon no sooner was the cabin door locked.

We wriggled out of our dresses, and Anastasia slid my panties down quickly, pushing me back onto the bed and a very comfortable goose-down duvet. My thighs felt sticky where the baking heat of my girlfriend’s seduction had seeped out of my panties, revealing shame and desire.

“I want to lick your pussy forever, Hannah.”

“You’ve learned to service girls very quickly, my sweet.”

“I want more of you.”

“Take all you desire.”

Anastasia gently held my ankles high, prising my legs wide apart. My pussy was fully exposed to her, and my nostrils flared as I caught the scent of my heavenly invitation to enjoy a creamy dessert. I whimpered when she glanced at my trembling fuck hole, pulled hungrily on her bottom lip, and then licked both, staring at me for long enough to tug at my heart.

When Anastasia’s tongue plowed up my creamy slit from the perineum to my sticky, bloated clitoris, I shivered, moaning loudly, releasing immense sexual tension. She relaxed me, expertly peeling aside my swollen labia using her fingers and thumbs precisely as I had taught her.

I stretched my legs wider apart, helping my girlfriend access her sweet dessert and enjoying her loving delectation. I felt lifted and relaxed, yet on fire with love and lust, exploding in my head and soul.

As she sucked gently on my clitoris, raising the pink, puffy mound from a puddle of skin protecting it, I felt a desire to please the woman who asked me to move in with her.

My love felt absolute, as was my overwhelming orgasm when Anastasia demonstrated her desire in no uncertain terms, feeding from the tiny jets of my unicorn pee as they dowsed her tonsils every five seconds.

I screamed, wriggled, and writhed in a glorious orgasm, rolling through wave after wave of ecstasy, holding on to my lover’s head while she curled her forearms around my thighs, pulling my pussy closer to her hot, sticky lips.

When Anastasia crawled up my body, planting soft kisses like tiny explosions of pleasure until she reached my face, I felt emotionally transformed, elated, and resurgent.

“Thank you, Anastasia.”

“What for my love?”

“You asked me to move in with you.”

“I want us to be together.”

“I want the same thing, honey.”

“Now we are happy, Hannah.”

“Yes, we are.” 


Chapter Twenty-Three

A Florence Getaway

◆◆◆

We spent the night at a house on Lake Como that belonged to Victor’s friend. Wealthy families have long flourished in the area, ferociously competing in tests of taste and opulence, where stunning gardens meet artistic masterpieces and overdone villas. 


Houses expressed the ambitions of old dignitaries of the Church, noble families that made Italian history, and even modern wealthy industrialists, serving as gems to embellish careers, curated with an eye for posterity surviving in all their rich splendor. 


Gravel scrunched under the wheels of our Porsche as we crept up the drive into a large private parking lot. A spectacular villa with surrounding tall ornamental pine trees was tastefully lit, and staff tending to it came out of the front door to meet us. 


Even in darkness, something about the facade and its atmosphere seemed familiar. 


“Why do I know this place, Victor?” 


“Villa Erba was used in a few movies. Carlton hardly visits here. It’s a feather in his cap for bragging.” 


“Do you mean like when someone might say… Oh! Don’t you have a place in Lake Como, too?” 


“Believe me; it happens at every cocktail party, Amy.” 


“I bet. What movies was Villa Erba used in?” 


“Carlton says Oceans Twelve was shot here, and there was a music video by Gwen Stefani. After that, I zoned out. There is a huge park and horse riding track, but I don’t think we’ll have the time to see it.” 


“I’m tired anyway.” 


As we strolled dimly lit corridors filled with copy masterpieces, statues, and beautiful furniture, I vowed never to buy an asset without a clear purpose. Carlton’s reason for owning a beautiful home in Lake Como made financial sense, but it seemed a shame not to visit such a treasure more often. 


My ass cheeks vibrated, and Victor pointed at my jeans pocket, grinning. 


“Your messages are backing up, Amy.” 


“I have a second phone for anyone who needs me in an emergency. The vibrating you hear is regular work. I can get to it after we enjoy supper.” 


“You’ve mastered that important trick of holding people at bay already.” 


“If I don’t learn quickly, I’ll be a basket case. It was Anastasia’s suggestion.” 


Supper was a simple, rustic affair with delicious dried fruits, fat green olives, and cucumber-infused water. 


I yawned and stretched, and a four-poster bed quickly demanded my presence, so I showered alone, slipped on one of Victor’s shirts, and waited for my sweetheart, who stood on a balcony overlooking the moonlight shimmering Lake Como. 


When Victor eventually slipped into our bed, I half woke, moaned gently, and wriggled closer, warming his chilly skin. 


“Did you know legend says The Holy Grail was once discovered on an island here?” 


“Where do you pick all of this up from?” 


“Carlton.” 


We said it together and laughed. I could imagine Victor’s friend knew more about Lake Como than local historians because that information gave him endless bragging rights. 


As Victor warmed up, I drifted into a dreamy sleep, remaining in that paradise state wrapped in my lover’s arms until morning. 


The next day, when I saw the surrounding beautiful forests, hills, and lake, I wanted to stay at Lake Como forever. Carlton’s immense villa was almost on the water’s edge, separated by a concrete frontage running the length of his home. Ornamental hedging and a patio filled with expensive, sumptuous rattan seating were tastefully arranged so we could enjoy views while eating breakfast as long as we wrapped up warmly. 


Victor used the gym while I caught up on work, munching through a fruit bowl with freshly homemade blueberry yogurt and mixed granola. One troubling message came in while I breakfasted alone. It was Charlotte who wanted a chat when I was available. 


Call any time…. I need to talk, but it’s not an emergency. 


I called her right away despite it being early morning New York time. 


“Caprica has vanished.” 


“Not again, Charlotte.” 


“Yes.” 


“Victor is in the gym. I’ll let him know about this when he joins me.” 


“Amy, please don’t say a word to my son. I know where Caprica is, so it’s nothing to send out a search party for.” 


“Where is she?” 


“Florence.” 


“Oh. She found out that’s where we are headed?” 


“Yes. Sorry.” 


“Why is she coming to us?” 


“I don’t know. Caprica has changed so much recently. She’s healthy, happy, off the drink and drugs, but her behavior is eccentric.” 


“What do you mean eccentric?” 


“She’s painting, sculpting, and reading books. It’s very unusual.” 


My general policy was not to interfere in a family matter unless I had a direct stake in the outcome and it felt necessary. This time, it didn’t feel like I should intervene, but I felt compelled to offer my opinion anyway. 


“Everything you just said sounds positive, Charlotte.” 


“She’s overjoyed, Amy. That’s not normal for Caprica. It’s like managing a six-year-old on Christmas morning.” 


“What can I do to help?” 


“Please don’t say anything to Victor.” 


“That’s not happening, Charlotte. You’re asking me to withhold information from my fiancee.” 


“Yes.” 


“I won’t do it.” 


“Caprica looks up to you. I think she’s going to Florence to see you.” 


“That’s fine. Caprica can stay with us if she’s vulnerable, and I’ll help if I can, but I’m still not keeping secrets from Victor.” 


“Please help me, Amy. My daughter is stark raving bonkers.” 


“She’s family, Charlotte. We’ll take care of her.” 


Our phone call ended, and I sipped the only coffee permitted for the day. Buttered toast arrived but went cold while I pondered a course of action to deal with Caprica. 


There was only one thing I could do. 


Hi Caprica. I hear you are in Florence. Shall we meet up at Victor’s apartment? 


Yes, please… sorry to burst in. 


Go to the Penthouse, Olivia Gallery, Via del Proconsolo, 12, 50122  


See you there, Amy, and thank you. 


It was probably best we didn’t speak on the phone. If Caprica were off the rails, a long-distance call wouldn’t help. 


Victor joined me, looking gorgeous and very fuckable, wearing a bathrobe and having recently showered. His hair was wet, so I collected a few things from our breakfast table and dragged him indoors. 


A dining table inside, close to a log fire that spat warmth in all directions, seemed perfect, so I installed us there. Our house hosts scampered in all directions, refilling coffee pots and bringing fresh, aromatically addictive breakfast items. 


“You’ll catch a death of cold out there with soaking wet hair.” 


“It’s sunny.” 


“It’s also eight degrees Celsius, Victor. I had a fleece wrap and still felt the chill. We’re in the mountains.” 


I got a boyish grin for my troubles and laughed, reminding myself who Victor’s birth mother was. Katerina would have swum the freezing cold lake naked, assembled a sniper rifle on the other side, and then taken out her target. 


He pointed at my phone, desperate to change the subject. 


“What’s happening, Amy? Have you answered those messages yet?” 


Victor poured himself a mug of coffee I could have bathed in, popping a few olives in his mouth and spitting the stones into tissue. He was exuberant, undoubtedly thrilled to be free of the Zurich audit. 


I felt slightly guilty bursting his bubble, so I fleetingly judged now was not the time, but then realized if I didn’t tell him about Caprica, she would be sprung upon him. 


“Caprica will be at your apartment in Florence when we arrive.” 


“That’s curious.” 


“Your mother is being dramatic about her disappearance and reemergence in Florence. She’s taken up painting.” 


“She painted beautifully when we were kids.” 


“I reached out to Caprica and said she could bunk with us.” 


“That’s kind.” 


“She is family and… well, I-.” 


“Go on, Amy… you can say it.” 


“I like Caprica in small doses.” 


“You are the patron saint of lost causes, my darling.” 


“Caprica isn’t a lost cause, but I take your point. My bet is that she’s discovering a new side of herself.” 


“I hope you are right.” 


I could imagine our drive being so much more joyful had it been in summer and our car had a convertible roof. I wished we had avoided Milan, where the traffic was like a New York rush hour. 


It was midmorning when we broke out onto the Autostrada, taking us through Parma, where I had wanted to buy the famous ham but couldn’t. Victor predictably had his lead boot on the gas pedal, wishing to address whatever problem Caprica had brought to his door. 


He slowed down through the Tuscan Hills to avoid radar gun-toting Police officers who seemed to lurk around every sweeping bend on the road through the beautiful forest. 


“Why are so many women sitting on low stools in the middle of nowhere, Victor?” 


“Hookers, sweetheart.” 


“Seriously?” 


“Yep, you pick one up along the road and take them to your place.” 


They seemed like regular, pretty girls waiting for a bus, showing too much leg and cleavage, but I would never have guessed the women sat in tree-lined laybys or on forest parking lot entrance tracks were prostitutes. 


Florence was not congested when we arrived before the evening rush hour. I was impressed when Victor produced a garage door clicker as we approached an underground parking area at his impressive apartment building. 


My fiancee had a separate roller-shuttered area inside a large, well-lit underground sanctuary. A beautifully painted vaulted ceiling and ornate wall carvings on marble pillars gave clues that these underground halls were vast storage cellars for olives, oil, and wine before modernity demanded the apartment occupants had a place to park cars. 


Four cars under covers and a door marked Wine Cellar belonged to the Penthouse. 


“This is quite vast, Victor.” 


“Wait till you see the accommodations upstairs. My regular housekeeper and a new chef are staying for the week.” 


“With Caprica around, I’m certain they will be kept busy.” 


A steel door elevator within the confines of Victor’s secure area revealed the most ostentatious wood paneling inside. I felt the decor was overdone, but then so much of what I’d seen at the Lake Como house was about style rather than function. 


When the elevator doors slid silently open into my fiancee’s penthouse apartment, a deathly quiet greeted us. 


I stepped onto an exquisite marble floor that reflected the late afternoon sun streaming through eight-foot-high windows at the end of a corridor. Expensive, authentic oil-painted artworks with equidistant spacing between them were pinned to the walls at precisely the same height, each depicting an ancient Florentine scene. 


“Hi, Maria.” 


“Hello, Victor.” 


A slender, beautiful middle-aged woman with long blonde hair tied in a bun hugged my fiancee, then me. She glanced at my midriff, judging for herself how far on my pregnancy was. I wondered how she knew, then figured Victor had explained the reasons for my alcohol-free, low-caffeine, no-uncooked shellfish diet. 


“You are as beautiful as Caprica said you were, Amy.” 


“Thank you.” 


Our luggage was minimal, collected by the chef, a young man who must have started cooking as a child to have already become good. He had a mischievous look, shooting Maria a cute grin. 


I wondered if our housekeeper was sleeping with a chef half her age. Before he hurried off down the corridor, she gripped his ass gently, blowing him a kiss. She grinned at my shocked expression, then waved a casual hand at the chef. 


“Marco keeps my bed warm on these cold nights.” 


I didn’t hide my surprise as I should have. The age gap hadn’t registered with me as strongly as the fact two work colleagues, one subordinate to the other, were sharing a bed. Victor grinned the worldly smile of a man who understood Italy far better than I did. 


“Amy, thank god you arrived.” 


“Hi, Caprica.” 


As we strolled into the living room, Caprica swept off the balcony wearing a day dress that flowed behind her like a Chinese dragon suit carried by ten men. She grinned inanely but lovingly at her brother, hugged him, then me, whispering. 


“I need to talk with you privately.” 


“Not happening, sweetheart. Victor and I have no secrets.” 


Her momentary scowl was vanquished with a heavenly smile as Caprica glanced from one of us to the other. Coffee’s arrived with a selection of homemade biscuits. A tea concoction was almost forced into my hand by Maria, who grinned. 


“Good for you and the baby.” 


“What is it?” 


“Chamomile.” 


“Oh.” 


“It’s worth it, my dear. I have four children, all thriving because of my happy pregnancies.” 


“I see.” 


I instinctively glanced at Marco, who helped lay out our refreshments. Maria snorted, almost bending back, and doubled over. 


“My children are not with Marco. They were all fathered by my husband, who lives at our home in Greve Chianti. I see him often, and when not, Marco here fills in as my vigorous lover.” 


Her fearless attitude toward infidelity made me chuckle. 


When she was gone, it was as though nothing about our conversation was strange. The door to our room closed, and I stared at Caprica expectantly. 


“I’m pregnant.” 



Chapter Twenty-Four

Pregnant?

◆◆◆

Caprica beamed at her brother with wide, innocent eyes until she saw how serious we both looked. She swayed from side to side with both hands clasped in front while looking down at the floor wistfully and confused, biting her bottom lip.

She suddenly gasped, glanced up, and smiled like a child as though an exciting thought had occurred, and she would burst out right away if she didn’t share it.

“Victor, I’m going to be a struggling artist, a painter, you see.”

My fiancee eyed her suspiciously, wobbling from one foot to the other, licking dry lips, making smacking sounds as his tongue repeatedly hit the roof of a parched mouth.

“Did you say you are pregnant or want to be a painter, sister?”

“Both.”

“How did that happen?”

“I’ve always been good at art, Victor. Don’t you remember?”

“Don’t play games with me, Caprica. How did you get pregnant?”

“Oh, come now, brother… surely Amy has explained all this to you.”

She used lousy humor to defuse the situation. Caprica knew she’d created a scene but didn’t understand the cleanest route out of her mess.

I set down my cup of Chamomile tea and slipped my hand into Victor’s, squeezing reassuringly. His fingers trembled, and fear was etched in his face. His eyes looked bloated, as though they might pop, and a red-speckled glow grew on both cheeks.

“Who is the father of your baby?”

“You are Victor.”

My fiancee choked up, and his knees buckled as he gripped onto me, balancing himself. I felt more anger than ever in my life and rounded on Caprica furiously. She grinned impishly and shrugged as though this scene were great fun.

“If you want our help, don’t fuck around, silly girl.”

“Sorry, Amy.”

Caprica recoiled in fear and shock, realizing she’d overstepped a significant boundary. I wasn’t sure if hers was some bizarre sense of humor, she wrapped herself in for protection or if her mind was finally lost somewhere between an undiagnosed psychosis and the treatment meds she took.

I got a thousand-mile stare from vacant eyes that worried me. She almost looked catatonic.

“Snap out of it, Caprica.”

“Sorry, Amy.”

“Who is the father of your child?”

“Martin.”

“Chef Martin?”

“Yes.”

“Oh fuck.”

Victor slumped onto a leather sofa, looking entirely perplexed, mulling over what was probably the worst three minutes of his life. Caprica suddenly appeared quite normal again and sat opposite, looking wholly repentant.

She nodded at Victor, frowning ironically.

“That wasn’t funny… I’m sorry, Victor.”

“No, sister, it wasn’t at all funny.”

“It sounded funny in my head because of all the times Mom willed for us to get together, and I figured the humor would just follow what my mind suggested… but it didn’t, sorry.”

Caprica stumbled through her apology, fearful, trembling, and close to tears. I was flabbergasted by the incredible change in her demeanor over the course of a few minutes. I never felt I’d been in the presence of a dangerously deranged person until now.

I kneeled before her, clasping both hands in mine.

“Are you okay, Caprica?”

“No, I’m far from okay.”

“Did Martin rape you?”

“No, but I don’t love him. He was just… well, right place, right time.”

“How did that happen? He almost caused your death.”

“I know… but it’s complicated, Amy.”

“Complicated, how, sweetheart?”

“Martin was distraught about what happened, kept apologizing, and couldn’t do enough for me. Then one day… we… I was lonely and needed someone, anyone… because I had nobody, and… I don’t know what the fuck to do.”

She face-planted, sobbing like a child.

“Does Martin know you are pregnant?”

“Fuck no.”

“Does Charlotte?”

“No. I came directly to you and even brought the pregnancy tester.”

Caprica reached for her bag as though needing to prove she was pregnant. I grabbed her hand and held it tightly, doing what I could to comfort the woman close to a breakdown.

“You don’t need to prove it to me, honey.”

“I know you help people, Amy, and I thought… well… go on, Caprica, get on a plane, see Amy in Italy…  and you can be pregnant together. Now, that doesn’t seem like a great idea.”

“Did you intend to get pregnant?”

“I don’t want to get an abortion, Amy… I won’t.”

“I didn’t ask you that. I’m asking if this pregnancy was planned, honey.”

I was terrified she’d got pregnant deliberately, in some way copying me. That would be regrettable and somewhat bizarre. While Caprica paused for thought, immersed in confusion, I waited, gripping her fingers with a heart pumping like steam locomotive pistons slamming back and forth. 

“No… Amy, of course, I never planned this. I’m taking birth control.”

“Are you still taking other meds?”

“Yes, but I can’t remember what… I have them in my bedroom. I can show you them if you’d like.”

“Did the doctor warn you the meds they prescribed might interfere with your birth control?”

“I can’t remember what happened yesterday properly, Amy, never mind what some doctor said a month ago… I’m so sorry.”

She became withdrawn, constantly glancing fearfully at her brother while biting her bottom lip nervously. His terror had subsided for now, but I knew Victor’s mood was disturbed. Caprica had bowled him over, and now, my fiancee was evaluating his life and what place she had in it.

“Let me take you to your bedroom, sweetie. Take a nap, and we can talk later.”

“I want to be a painter, Amy.”

“We’ll see, sweetheart. Perhaps we can shop for brushes, paints, and a canvas tomorrow.”

“I’d like that.”

I led Caprica from the room much like a child who was overtired from some tumultuous excitement that had sapped their energy. She looked dazed, and I was pleased to hand her over to Maria, who seemed untroubled.

“Can you bring me all of Caprica’s meds, please?”

“Yes, of course.”

“I’ll also need the attendance of a good psychiatrist tomorrow, the best in the city, please, and, in advance of their attendance, send them a list of Caprica’s meds with dosage and frequency.

I returned to the living room and headed for the bar, pouring a double brandy into a beautiful crystal glass, cupping it in my hand to warm and release the flavor.

When I straddled my fiancee’s lap, holding the glass to his lips, he sipped and smiled weakly, but the color still drained from his face.

“Will she be okay, Amy?”

“I don’t know what’s wrong with Caprica, Victor, but for sure, her treatment isn’t working.”

“I’ll talk to the fucking clinic and get to the bottom of it.”

“Why not let me deal with this, honey? I’ll call the clinic tomorrow and have someone attend Caprica here. She’s safe now, among family, and there is nothing to worry about.”

“She’s having a baby.”

“Women have babies all the time, darling.”

“You’re being awfully casual about this, Amy.”

“Your sister ran here for help; she’s having a departure from reality and alleges she is pregnant. We have to deal with that, not get angry about it.”

“You’re right, but I feel… I feel, umm… I err… oh god, I’m fucked Amy. What if something bad happened to her?”

He leaned forward, weeping into my blouse, and I wrapped both arms around his neck, still holding a half-drunk brandy. Victor sobbed like a baby, releasing all kinds of emotions, some of which I understood the source of, others I couldn’t possibly fathom.

“Caprica wants to be near you, Victor.”

“She came looking for you, not me.”

“Because I’m close to you.”

“But why?”

“Let’s see what the doctor makes of it tomorrow.” 


Chapter Twenty-Five

Helping A Lost Soul

◆◆◆

Neither Victor nor I slept well because of worries about Caprica. He called Charlotte shortly after we left his sister to go to bed.

Charlotte seemed frantic, blaming herself for her daughter’s behavior, but I couldn’t figure out how she slipped away from the apartment and the carer team around her.

Something else is going on here.

Charlotte’s in this up to her neck.

In the early hours of the morning, I couldn’t shake my thoughts about Caprica, so I poured a glass of chilled water and stepped onto our bedroom balcony to call Charlotte.

“Hi Amy, it’s late in Italy.”

“Yes, but I couldn’t sleep. Something about Caprica’s arrival here bothers me.”

I let that broadside sink in so Charlotte knew I was on the hunt. She needed to come clean or embroil us all in another unnecessary family drama.

“How did Caprica get away from the carers? They visit her apartment every six hours.”

“She’s not a prisoner here, Amy. Caprica can come and go as she pleases. She slipped out in between visits.”

“I realize that, but Caprica was gone for almost a day before you alerted us, so I’m assuming you didn’t know she’d slipped away either.”

A stony silence on the line confirmed everything I needed to know about Caprica’s so-called disappearance.

“Did you know that she had left, Charlotte?”

“Umm… oh Christ.”

“Fuck! You told her to come to us, right?”

“Yes.”

“Why did you lie about her disappearance?”

“I didn’t know what else to do, Amy. Caprica is pregnant… Martin is the father, and she isn’t getting the support she needs here, so-.”

“But after everything we’ve all been through, don’t you trust your son enough to know he would do the right thing if you asked him to help Caprica? He always does the right thing, by the way.”

“I know, but she’s been troublesome. I thought you both might say no if I asked.”

“She was only a problem because you wound her up for years and sent her in Victor’s direction. Sorry, Charlotte, I know it’s insensitive, but surely you see the foolishness of what you did.”

“I do, and that’s partly why I can’t deal with this. I fucked things up so badly, Amy.”

“So you landed Caprica on our doorstep?”

“Yes.”

“Did you book her flights and take her to the airport?”

“Yes.”

“Then what’s going on, Charlotte?”

“I thought she’d recover best by being away from Martin for a while, making wiser choices, and being in a positive environment. Caprica is almost childlike. I don’t know what’s going on.”

“And you couldn’t call and tell Victor that?”

“No, and for the reasons I’ve just explained. How the fuck do I have a conversation with my son about the sister I tried to hook him up with?”

She sounded emotional, possibly angry, because I was interrogating her. Charlotte’s breathing labored; she whimpered in a highly agitated state, and I figured she was close to tears, so I backed away.

I set my phone down on an occasional table and switched it to the speaker while drinking water. After a long pause for thought, I knew what to do.

“What happened to bring Caprica’s situation to a head? Don’t say it was nothing because I’m tired of the lies.”

“For fuck’s sake, Amy, the carer team that costs Victor five thousand bucks a day, referred to my daughter as being as mad as a box of frogs.”

“Okay, on the subject of her mental health, don’t worry. I have a psychiatrist attending Caprica today. Hopefully, that will explain a few things and maybe adjust her meds.”

“Caprica has never really grown up, Amy. She was partying, drinking, and smoking weed from age fifteen. She’s never worked, takes no ownership of her life, and can’t function properly.”

“She can stay with us, no problem. I’m sorry I pushed your buttons.”

She quietened for a minute, but Charlotte seemed as frantic as ever when conversation resumed.

“Will you help her, please, Amy? She needs a friend and her brother right now.”

“Victor and I will help as much as we can. If Caprica is having a mental breakdown, she may need treatment, but… well, to be honest… she seems happy.”

“That worries me.”

“Me too.”

When I disconnected our call and sat silently, I was surprised at how peaceful the city was. No late-night revelers pierced the quiet with joyous or drunken screams, and only minor road noise disturbed me.

A glow from architectural lights beautifully lit the iconic cathedral, Duomo Florence, captivating me in the dream of ancient Florence, the ruling Medici family, and my philosophy favorite, Nicolo Machiavelli.

“I can function properly, Amy.”

I spun around and saw Caprica, wrapped in heavy curtains, standing at my bedroom patio door. She must have walked past my sleeping fiancee and lurked amid the curtains, listening to my conversation.

“You heard your Mom and me talking?”

“Yeah… paranoia is part of the mental problem set I deal with every day. I figured you, and she must be talking about me at some point.”

“You can’t stalk the apartment earwigging, Caprica. That definitely isn’t normal behavior. Come and sit with me.”

“I’m terrified of waking up in a straight-jacket. It’s true what my mother said; the carer team called me mad as a box of frogs when they left the apartment a few days ago.”

“You overheard them?”

“Yes.”

“And they definitely said that?”

“You can check if you like.”

“How?”

“I have recording devices all over the apartment.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m fucking paranoid and need to confirm what I said and to whom because I forget.”

She was serious, and I saw tears well in her eyes. Caprica shivered, so I lifted a fleece blanket and wrapped her in it, sitting on the couch beside her, offering a consoling arm around her shoulder.

“You aren’t mad, Caprica and those carers had no right to say that about you. Frogs are much madder than both of us.”

She giggled, clasping a hand to her mouth and staring at me. I saw kindness and confusion in her eyes but not madness.

“I’m not mad, Amy, but I must right my ship on this stormy ocean. I’m not behaving normally… I know that much is true.”

“Why did you come to us, honey?”

“The carers come to my apartment three times a day, plying me with drugs I can’t even pronounce the name of. They check under my tongue to ensure I took the pills. They barely speak to me while laughing and joking with each other about the last person they visited and then… fuck, I mean-.”

“You heard them insult you?”

“It’s so unkind, Amy.”

She sobbed, leaning into my shoulder. My thoughts drifted to Mindful, and I made a mental note to call Kyle soon to ensure we had oversight and audit on the therapy our call center specialists were providing.

“Yes, it is unkind and fucking sad on their part. What about family visits?”

“You met Clara and Hazel. My sisters have responsibilities, and now, with Victor’s new work rules, they have little time for anything because they want to earn money. Mom rarely visits me either.”

“Why not?”

“I remind her of so many terrible things, Amy.”

“I’m sure that’s not the case.”

“Mom loves me, but she’s getting her life back on the rails after giving so much to us. She hasn’t got a lot of time for me. It was her idea I came here.”

“And you think we can help you?”

“You give love to anyone deserving of it, Amy. I want to be close to you and my brother. The whole getting pregnant to Victor thing was abhorrent, and I’m sorry for the bad taste joke last night.

“You’re forgiven. Forget about it.”

“My judgment is fucked, and half the time, I don’t know what I’m saying.”

“What do you think we can do for you?”

“I don’t ask for much. I want to see if art is something I can apply myself to, and I want to be around happy, positive people.”

She looked innocent, perhaps too much for my liking. Caprica had been very devious in the past, seemingly to the extent she’d had sex with Martin, then fled without mentioning her pregnancy to him.

I eyed her while she shot beseeching smiles and frowns, almost begging me like a child would for a new toy. I felt reluctant, but at the same time, family was important, and Caprica needed that supporting hearth and family love right now.

“You can stay here with us, but I ask that you do one thing, please.”

“Thank you, Amy.”

“Don’t you want to know my condition?”

“It’s about Martin, right?”

“Yeah… if you’re keeping this baby-.”

“I am… it’s non-negotiable. I won’t have an abortion just because I fucked up.”

“Okay. In which case, you need a strategy for dealing with Martin.”

“You mean I must tell him about the baby to be allowed to stay?”

“I didn’t say that, and I won’t interfere with your choices, Caprica. You must decide what to do, and we will support you, but we won’t coerce you. I only want to know that you will deal with it… with him.”

“I hoped you might tell me what to do about Martin, Amy.”

“You should paint, sweetheart. Perhaps, if that is your life’s gift, everything else will fall naturally into place.”

I locked our bedroom door after Caprica left, worried I might wake up with her sitting on the end of our bed. I felt sorry for Victor’s sister, perhaps not the most constructive emotion to be guided by while dealing with someone on psych meds.

Victor rolled over and wrapped me in his arms when I slipped back into bed. He stared lovingly at me, entirely awake.

“Thank you, Amy.”

“You heard us talking?”

“Not deliberately. I woke up when I heard my mother; I was surprised when the curtains spoke to you using Caprica’s voice.”

“She snuck in.”

“She did that when we were kids. I’d frequently wake up with Caprica in my bed.”

“Fuck! I can’t imagine what that might have felt like.”

“She never tried anything sexually with me, Amy… not until Charlotte put that idea in her head a couple of years ago.”

“That’s creepy as fuck.”

“Can you help me with my sister, please, Amy? I don’t want her to be unhappy, and if those fuckers in the carer team really said that, I’m going after their company.”

“Of course, I’ll help sweetheart. Leave Caprica to me, and you can have someone find the recording devices in her apartment. If the carers said what she claims, we’ll instruct lawyers and fuck the whole lot of them over.”

“You are so much better than me at dealing with matters of the heart and family crises.”

I lay awake for an hour, perhaps longer, mulling over my future. Victor was with me in body, mind, and soul, but only when and if I needed him. I was there for him now because he asked me to help.

I felt proud to lead our relationship in some regards and prouder yet, that Victor would entrust me with that responsibility.

Breakfast was a savory affair with parma ham and other sliced charcuterie, boiled eggs, a fresh baguette, and juicy olives. Jams, honey, a homemade marmalade, and something called milk jam, which mimicked condensed milk, were arranged in small ceramic pots for spreading on toast and croissants.

I avoided coffee, strengthening my determination to provide our baby with the best possible sustenance.

Maria joined Caprica and me when Victor slipped away to work from the apartment study, and suddenly, my ward became restless.

“Is this meeting about house rules, Amy?”

“Not really. We need to know what your policy is on taking meds.”

“What do you mean?”

“Last night, you said you couldn’t pronounce the names of your meds.”

“It’s confusing, and there are so many.”

“Maria has agreed to help by setting up daily meds in pill boxes, so you know what to take and when. Does that help?”

“Will she administer them?”

“No. All daily meds will be left on your nightstand after breakfast. It’s up to you to take them.”

“Okay… that’s awesome, thanks.”

I needed Caprica to take responsibility for her health. I was sure she wanted to do that, and I felt the mistake others made was stealing away her agency, albeit under the guise of doing the greater good for her.

“I have calls with Columbia University this afternoon, Caprica, so if you want my help finding art supplies nearby, we should go now.”

“Thanks, Amy. I’ll take my meds and be ready in ten minutes. What time is the doctor coming here?”

She addressed the question to Maria, who slid an appointment card across the table. Our worldly-wise, deliciously adulterous housekeeper also knew Caprica needed to take control.

“I won’t be here myself, Caprica, because I will shop for groceries, so you must let her in and deal with her yourself.”

“Her? I’ve only ever seen men psychiatrists before.”

“Perhaps it is time for a change, my dear. Luisa comes highly recommended. She oversees the mental hospital here in Florence and works as a mental fitness coach with the Italian national football team.”

Wandering around Italian cities is an absolute joy, and Florence is among the finest of them. Getting lost in the rabbit warren of alleyways and piazza is food for the soul.

As Caprica and I strolled, I was surprised by how many historic buildings, many older than my country, sympathetically housed camera stores, boutique clothing outlets, and leather handbag shops.

Caprica seemed lost and finally succumbed to using a map app on her phone, pointing in every direction.

“It says the Rigacci store is on Via dei Servi, which is right here, Amy.”

“I think it’s up ahead. There is a sign above the door with black writing on a white background.”

“That’s it.”

Hundreds of perfectly sized pencils in rows and compartments on a vast table were arranged by lead hardness and color. Stacks of sketch pads sat with edges as straight as plumb lines in pigeon holes, ranging in size from ISO A5 to A3. My OCD inclinations orgasmed, and I shivered as I stood amid flawless artistic order.

I felt uplifted by the wall of color where small plastic paint bottles were lined in Pantone order. The blue shades were magnificent, ranging from baby to navy through thirty or more graduations. Perfectly bloated and colorfully labeled metal tubes of oil paint were similarly indexed by shade, stacked in triangular piles on a shelf with small black plastic screw tops all facing me.

I felt a girl with my compulsions could live inside this shop forever.

Caprica excitedly engaged the shop owner, impressing me with her knowledge about art. They discussed canvas options, selected oil paints and brushes, and even a tall easel, thankfully, all of which could be delivered to our apartment by evening.

I watched Caprica change, focus, and become wholly engrossed by her idea for a painting lodged somewhere in her imagination. I felt she was in her element, almost in love with the idea that she could create something from bare raw materials.

Her mood was buoyant when we left the wonderful, aromatic, perfectly organized shop, and I felt happy to have helped her start a new life journey.

“What will you do for the rest of the day, Amy?”

“I have calls with the university. My study program is going well, but not attending lectures looks bad.”

“What happens if you must leave to go home to New York?”

I glanced at her and saw a smidgen of concern flicker on her expression. If Caprica was feigning vulnerability, she was putting in an Oscar-winning performance. I wasn’t prepared to take that chance and had to plow on, helping as much as possible.

“Would you like to hang out with Victor and me until your masterpiece is complete?”

“Yes, please. I promise I won’t be a burden, and I know this can’t be forever because that would be weird.”

“Okay… we’ll see what my professors say later today.”

Marco had prepared a delicious Minestrone soup with home-baked crusty bread rolls. I enjoyed lunch with Victor on our bedroom balcony, leaving the door unlocked, praying Caprica would exercise common sense and leave us to enjoy privacy.

She did the right thing, and we finished lunch on a high note. Victor had news.

“Greg went to Caprica’s apartment and found the recording devices.”

“Did they say she was as mad as a box of frogs?”

“Yes, and a hell of a lot more. They are recorded as saying spiteful shit about other patients, too. They even revealed confidential patient information while chatting casually about others.”

“Did you instruct lawyers?”

“I asked Gabriella if she could take care of it.”

“She’ll enjoy fucking them over.”

“I will too, Amy.”

Getting on calls with half a dozen lecturers thousands of miles away was easier than I anticipated. I was pleased that my recent fame didn’t skew their judgment and more satisfied when each gave me a steadfast review, confirming I would graduate at the top of my class.

When I thought I was done, a call came in from the Columbia University main switchboard.

“Hi, Amy.”

“Dean Vanessa?”

“Yes, dear.”

“Am I in trouble?”

“Not in the slightest. Thank you for involving the University in your recent good fortune. The Harriman Institute is buzzing with excitement.”

“It’s my pleasure. I owe the University a great deal.”

“You will be valedictorian.”

“Yes.”

“I know your speech will be incredible.”

“I promise it will be thoughtful and exciting.”

“I wanted to congratulate you before I leave here, Amy. We didn’t always see eye to eye, but you must know that you are our finest student, not because of your Romanov heritage, but because your keen mind understands the law perfectly.”

“Where are you going?”

“I have stage four cancer, my dear, so I am taking care of all matters now. I shall attend your graduation, but I must give you my advice today.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that, Dean.”

“Don’t be sad. I had a great life and shaped so many students that I am fortunate.”

“What is your advice, Dean?”

“Carpe Diem, my dear, Amy.”

When our call ended, I felt sad. We hadn’t had a close relationship because few students achieve that relationship with a faculty Dean, but I would be entirely without empathy if I didn’t mourn the end of the life of such a great educator.

Victor joined me in our shared study, hugging me, and I hid my sadness.

“How did it go with the University?”

“Everything is on course for success.”

“Are you still valedictorian?”

“Yes.”

“Can we stay here in Florence?”

“We can.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

Harmless Gossip

◆◆◆

I felt disconcerted, so I made myself scarce for a couple of hours in the late afternoon, using a nearby gym to power myself into a better mood. Dean Vanessa’s awful news gave me pause for thought as I considered what was most important to me.

I vowed to make every moment of our lives together a festival of love, and while I ran, I awkwardly used my phone to make a restaurant booking nearby. 

The Italian trainer who ran the gym was excellent, helping me stretch off before I began fast walking and then running on a treadmill.

When I finished, she was at a reception cum juice bar, smiling at her only customer at this time of the day.

“You came at the perfect time… Amy, right?”

“Yes, that’s me. I had a great session, thank you, and this is a lovely gym.”

“You live in a Penthouse around the corner.”

“My fiancee owns it.”

“The housekeeper spanks her young lover frequently.”

“Oh really?”

“You will hear her taming his hot blood. She keeps him in line, and he loves it. Marco, I believe his name is. He comes here infrequently when we have free use days.”

“He is in good shape.”

“He must be to satisfy Maria. She is a handful, or so I’ve heard.”

“My god… is this normal behavior in Italy?”

“There is much infidelity here; some is accepted in the marriage, some not. It’s not something I will ever put up with.”

She drew a finger across her neck, lolled her tongue out, and tilted her head sideways in a comedic rendering of someone with their throat slit. Nicolo Machiavelli would be proud of her.

She held her hand out to shake mine and grinned.

“I am Stanza. It’s nice to meet you, Amy.”

“Nice to meet you too… does your name mean ‘poetic verse’?”

“My mother is a poet; Dad is a writer; both have lovers and stay together in a solid relationship. It works for them, but I don’t like coming home to visit, not knowing which couple I might find.”

“Hence, such dalliances are not for you?”

“I deserve a man who will exclusively love me until the end of days, Amy… and he will deserve a woman who will not open her legs for any other, man or woman.”

“He is out there looking for you.”

She seemed curious about me, smiling eagerly while studying me with bright blue eyes and an inquiring mind. When she leaned across the counter whispering, I almost jumped out of my skin.

“People say you found your man.”

“Who says things about me, Stanza?”

“Gossipers. The market sellers, restauranteurs, and old men in the cafe playing backgammon while drinking cognac and, of course, the newspapers.”

“Newspapers?”

“You are the Empress of Russia and already famous after two days and one night.”

“I’m precisely not an Empress at all, Stanza,”

“You will never shake the label, Amy. You are beautiful and in love with a wonderful billionaire prince, any woman would want. These iconic loves will never be ignored, especially not in Italy.”

As if to prove her point, Stanza slid a newspaper across her counter, tapping a photograph of Victor and me entering the front door of his apartment building.

“What does it say about us?”

“That you are a queen of Russia. The gossiper in this newspaper is our most famous national scandalist, but she’s being kind to you, mentioning what you wear, something about visiting an art supplier, and that you are most beautiful.”

“Jesus, why would anyone care about me?”

“They care about a billionaire lawyer who should have been a queen with a prince on her arm? Oh my, Amy… are you that naive about the feelings of other women?”

“Good point.”

Stanza slid a cappuccino across the counter to me, but I held my hand up.

“Not for me, thank you.”

She grinned wryly, tutting and shaking her head.

“This is how the reporters will catch you out and discover you are pregnant… by offering you a coffee or small glass of sweet wine before dinner.”

“How do you know I am pregnant?”

“Hah! I am the personal trainer and yoga instructor who just stretched you off before your workout. I’m also a woman, so I can tell.”

“Jesus… I thought it was possible to hide in Florence and be normal.”

“Because we have so many tourists doesn’t mean anyone is invisible here, Amy. This city has a strong local community that lives above and below the tourists. We are a proud city with a rich history.”

“I should have realized.”

“You are new here, and I can tell you that Florentine people will only want great things for you. I hope you stay and splash your bright color on our city canvas.”

“I will… umm, do you offer private yoga lessons?”

“I will do it for you, but it must be early before I open here at 7:30.”

“How does 6 a.m. sound?”

“Perfect. Have you done yoga before, Amy?”

“Some, but not much.”

“Okay… we shall enjoy a session tomorrow on your balcony.”

“One more thing, please, Stanza… can you arrange for Marco a full year-long membership at this gym that I can pay for now but not tell him where it came from.”

“I will tell him his name was drawn, and he won a prize.”

“Thank you.”

“You should tell him the truth, though, because he will love you forever, Amy.”

“I never buy friendship. Here’s my card.”

I liked Stanza, but the real test of her early sincerity would be whether or not my pregnancy was reported the next day in a gossip column. At home, I asked Maria to buy all the leading daily newspapers and check them for stories about Victor and me.

She smiled and nodded, handing me a glass of chilled, fruit-infused water.

“You are dehydrated. The girl at the Gym says you must drink water.”

“Did she call?”

“She delivered your gift to Marco.”

“It was supposed to be anonymous.”

“If you wanted anonymity, Amy… you should live in Finland. We Italians are an inquiring people… because we care and love harmless gossip.”

“Does Marco know I bought the gym membership?”

“He does, of course. I told him it was from you after I prised the information from the gym girl.”

“Her name is Stanza.”

“Nice name.”

“Oh fuck and bother Maria! I wanted to help Marco without any fuss.”

“He won’t mention it… I will make sure.”

“Thank you.”

I had visions of Marco pointing his bare ass cheeks up over the back of a sofa while Maria educated him. She grinned mischievously as though reading my mind.

“Caprica has news. She is waiting for you in her room.”

“I thought the psychiatrist was visiting tomorrow.”

“It’s about the baby.”

I stopped by Caprica’s room, knocking loudly and waiting before she answered from somewhere distant.

“I’m on the balcony… come in.”

I trekked through her spacious room, loving the furnishing and gentle fabric touches in cushions, bedding, and matching curtains. Maria took her job seriously, keeping a beautiful home sympathetic to a UNESCO World Heritage site.

I stepped onto her balcony, enjoying a stunning Duomo Santa Maria del Fiore view. Caprica looked up from behind her easel, removing a French beret many artists wore.

“Maria says you have good news?”

“I spoke to Martin.”

“Oh… did you tell him about the baby?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“He told me he loves me and wants to raise the child together.”

“Oh dear.”

“I thought it was good news, Amy.”

I sat down and stared at her, studying the vulnerable girl sitting less than a meter away. She kept glancing at her easel nervously, and I noticed a set of lead pencils lying on the floor, on a nearby table, and one in her hand, shaking.

“You love Martin, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Why did you lie about having no feelings for him last night?”

“I don’t want him to lose his job.”

“Why would that happen?”

“Victor might have got rid of him if he thought Martin was bad for me.”

“Your brother won’t disrupt your life for any reason, sweetheart. Victor loves you, Caprica… and he wants you to get better.”

I was dealing with a highly emotional, recently pregnant woman. Ironically, I had some experience in that regard, and I chuckled at the fact that I was the most qualified person to help my future sister-in-law.

“How far pregnant are you?”

“I think six weeks, but I can’t be sure.”

“Did you tell the physicians in New York?”

“No.”

“Could pregnancy hormones be affecting your meds?”

“I have no idea, Amy.”

“Make sure you tell the physician tomorrow, please.”

“I will… what about Martin though?”

“The man you love?”

“Yes.”

“What about him?”

“I don’t know what to do, Amy.”

“You don’t have to do anything except get well. Martin will understand that. I think you should keep him updated and see where things go.”

She nodded and stared down, picking up the pencils and stacking them neatly on her easel. Caprica looked thoughtful, and her eyes were full of wonder and joy where yesterday’s darkness and fear clouded them.

“I will do that. Thank you, Amy.”

I peered around the easel, eager to see Caprica’s progress. What I saw left me speechless for a minute until I could process her art.

“It’s a pencil sketch at this stage. I’ll use this outline to paint once I detail it better.”

“It’s beautiful, Caprica.”

“It’s you, Amy… protecting my niece or nephew.”

She’d drawn me from her imagination, sitting in an ancient, hand-carved wooden rocking chair. I was about six months pregnant, cradling Victor and my baby in both hands, smiling while staring out into the night heavens through our bedroom patio doors.

“You are a gifted artist, Caprica”

“Maybe… for sure, I feel that this is what I was meant to do.”

“Do you feel happy when you’re drawing and painting?”

“It’s the only time my thoughts and life make complete sense.”

“Then keep going, Caprica, because this is a path to your recovery, I am sure.”

She reached out and held my hand, rubbing the back of it. Caprica suddenly felt like a friend, and my suspicions of her vanished. Right now, she was Victor’s sister, a vulnerable woman who needed my support.

I left her to continue creating her masterpiece and joined Victor in the shower. As I drained the bad news of Dean Vanessa off me, my lover wrapped me in a naked, bear-like hug.

“Are we still going out for dinner, Amy?”

“It’s date night, honey, and I’ve chosen a place where I can woo you.”

“Woo me? Shouldn’t that be the other way around?”

“You also deserve to be wooed, Victor.”

“Where are we going?”

“Trattoria Mario.”

We strolled through Florence in the mid-evening darkness. A chilly wind prompted Victor to remove his linen blazer to cover my shoulders. He held my hand, as always, and we chatted happily all the way to my chosen restaurant.

Outside a somewhat rustic, peasant-looking, tiny Trattoria, Victor seemed confused.

“Are you sure about this, Amy? It looks like a kiosk.”

“This restaurant is a mecca for international students. It is cheap, changes the menu daily, and is among the finest Tuscan food you will ever eat.”

Or so I am told.

“Then lead on, darling.”

Victor held the door open for me, and a waiter smiled, nodded, and handed me the gift I had prepared for my beloved.

When I turned around, presenting Victor with a flower box set of orange roses, he was surprised. Each flower stem was perfectly cut to size so that only the beautiful, half-closed heads protruded above the rim of a seven-inch diameter box.

“Roses for me?”

“A sign of my love and in your favorite color.”

“How did you know?”

“Your soap, bath towels, and the notepad you keep on your desk at the office are all orange.”

“These flowers are precisely my favorite shade of my favorite color, Amy. Thank you, sweetheart.”

Light applause around the room and lots of smiles followed us to our seats courtesy of a friendly waiter. Victor’s eyes sparkled when he pulled out my chair, seating me gently as though I had settled on a cloud. His smile elevated me, and he sniffed the flowers, admiring them in the same way I would.

“I love these flowers, Amy.”

“I have another gift for you, sweet fiancee.”

“What is it?”

“It’s waiting for you at our apartment.”

“Must I wait?”

“Yes, dear… I have some wooing to do first.”

“You’re quite serious about wooing me, aren’t you, Amy?”

“Because I love you, and you deserve it.”

He reached out and took my hand, caressing, tickling gently with a fingernail, tracing the creases on my palm. We both glanced around the dining room, taking in an incredible traditional family restaurant that survived generations.

We sat in a large store cupboard with vaulted ceilings above eight simple farmhouse-style wooden tables, each covered with red polka dots on plain white plastic tablecloths.

Metal racks against the two long walls carried cardboard and wooden cases of wine arranged haphazardly, bottles of brandy, and other spirits, all interspaced with family curiosities.

Victor pointed to a section of the racking with pennants, a football, and many framed photographs.

“Is that a shrine?”

“To their fiftieth anniversary. That was ten years ago.”

“How do you know so much about this place, Amy?”

“Through the student network at Columbia. If you want great food that’s cheap anywhere in the world… ask a student.”

“Who owns this restaurant?”

“I’m told that Romeo and his brother Fabio run the trattoria with Romeo’s wife Patrizia and their children, Carolina and Francesco. They preserve a way of life and quality tourists yearn for.”

“You sound like a guidebook.”

“It’s verbatim from the University travel blog.”

“I feel closer to Italy here, Amy.”

“We are in sync with Florence and among other travelers enjoying a locals paradise, honey. I was told that whatever we order, we should make sure to try the Ragu.”

“Since you are wooing me, perhaps you should order our meal.”

“I’d like that, Victor.”

I ordered a Peroni beer for my fiancee with ice tap water for myself and a platter to enjoy mixed olives, some crusty fresh bread, and the ragu mixed with Penne pasta, leaving room to share a medium rare tomahawk steak, some of which our waiter bagged up at the end of our meal to-go. 

“I can make us sandwiches with crusty bread and Dijon mustard tomorrow, Amy.”

“You see? You’re a student.”

“I’ve always been frugal. Often, Mom didn’t have much money, so we ate poorly.”

“It served you well, sweetheart.”

We left the restaurant with Victor carrying a paper bag in one hand and holding mine in the other. He gripped my fingers tightly, a constant reminder of his love, and we walked home like Italian lovers enjoying the late-night air.

At the apartment building, I stopped, activating his garage door, much to Victor’s shock. Building services allowed me to block the accessway for an hour, which was almost up.

When the roller shutters ascended, Victor gasped, stunned into silence, walking around his gift from me.

“It’s orange, Amy.”

“Lava orange… do you like it, Victor?”

“I love it.”

I found his brand new Porsche 911 Turbo S in lava orange at the factory in Stuttgart, Germany. It was an exhibition model with zero mileage and every possible fitted extra.

I offered twenty percent above the list price, but the sales manager wouldn’t budge, saying they needed the car for future motor shows.

When I gave up and resigned myself to ordering a car yet to be produced, the German sales manager took my name, pausing as though recognizing it. He asked if I was the Empress of Russia, to which I said no and that I had renounced that claim.

I recalled the kind man’s words while Victor opened the passenger door for me to slip in, enjoying my gift.

Is this car for you, madam?

It’s for my fiancee… a long overdue gift.

Where are you?

In Florence.

The car will be with you tomorrow, madam… no extra charge.

And so the beautiful Porsche was delivered mid-afternoon on a car transporter in the full gaze of local paparazzi. There was little I could do about the ensuing publicity that we would undoubtedly read in the morning papers, although an invasion of such a private matter felt hurtful.

“Let’s go for a drive right now, Amy.”

“Of course. You only drank one beer, and that was hours ago.”

“Where would a student go?”

“Piazzale Michelangelo.”

It was a short drive to the spectacular viewing point above Florence, where the city spread out in a festival of colored light, showcasing a fabulous city’s incredible, historic buildings.

We stood in front of Victor’s car, watching the world pass before our eyes, enjoying a city that was perhaps the most essential home of the Italian cultural Renaissance.

Someone was celebrating something in the city below because suddenly, the sky lit up with all colors of fireworks, sparkling, exploding, and taking our breath away.

When my fiancee kissed me in that romantic explosion of sight and sound, my heart was forever his, and another stepping stone across the pool of our love was skipped over by lovers entwined.

I detached from his soft kiss, rubbing my fiancee’s giant, stiff cock, and I stared deeply into his eyes.

“Shall we carve out some tarmac, Victor?”

“Where?”

“The Tuscan hills are nearby.”

“It will be sunrise soon, Amy.”

“So what?”

“Let’s do it.”

Victor took the SR222 'Chiantigiana road,’ which wound south from Florence to Siena. It was probably the most famous scenic drive in Tuscany and one of the best ways to sample the beautiful countryside as enjoyed in early sunrise.

I pointed to a signpost for a tourist attraction, a waterfall in the woodlands, so Victor pulled over. When I slipped out of his new car and ran down the path into twilight, giggling like a schoolgirl, Victor chased and caught me at the waterfall beautifully lit by the first morning rays of sunlight.

My beloved kissed me beautifully, but I had something very different on my mind, slipping down to my knees, desperately clawing at his pants.

“What really Amy? Here?”

“I want to suck your cock and have cum in my mouth Victor.”

“Is this still wooing?”

“Yes, honey. Now… please give me your cock.”

I gripped his solid shaft at the base and peeled his foreskin back as though I were in a hurry, claiming my dessert, a salty, creamy treat I had been gagging for all night.

Something in my primal soul ignited at the taste of his sticky pre-cum, and I felt this was a perfect moment to submit and demonstrate my love for a most exquisite man.

“This is a costly blowjob for you, Amy. Take your time and enjoy it, honey.”

I laughed, gagged, and choked simultaneously while cramming his swollen, salty-coated glans down my throat until my eyes bloated, and I felt drool dribbling down through the dimple in my chin.

I gripped Victor’s bare ass cheeks, strafing his tender, taut skin with my long, sharp fingernails while my tightly clenched lips slid up and down his fat, veiny cock.

I choked and loved it, forcing my lips closer to his wiry pubic hairs with every stroke of my face down his beautiful cock.

When Victor shot his load, three taps on my head seconds before the first hot rope splashed on my tonsils warned me what was coming. I felt joyous in taking my fiancee’s burning seed down my throat, swallowing every drop while he raised high on tiptoes straining every muscle while his cock twitched vigorously.

After I sucked his cock clean, I stared up at Victor seeing love everlasting emblazoned on his face.

“What did I do to deserve this, Amy?”

“You were being yourself, sweetheart, and I realized I hadn’t thanked you for weeks of support.”

“You do the same for me. We are a team.”

“Indeed we are, Victor, and today you are its celebrated star player.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Lunch In Paradise

◆◆◆

We drove for a few more hours through the peaceful Tuscan hills, coming across a few early morning milk collection trucks and other farm traffic. The pace of life in this tranquil patch of a national quilt felt extraordinarily relaxed.

The Tuscan community clung to tradition despite a massive influx of foreign property owners. The area was spotlessly clean, with well-maintained roads and charming villages pockmarking beautiful, rustic countryside.

Victor’s expert driving skills relaxed me as he carved through sweeping bends, up and down hills, past fields, and through the forest. The Porsche handled beautifully, glued to every road surface, sucking up pebbles and bumps as though it knew they were coming, and the whole experience felt like a life’s adventure.

I fleetingly saw roadside advertisements for artisanal baked bread, honey, charcuterie, and the local specialty cheese, pecorino, each claiming to be the region’s finest.

Dozens of instantly recognizable iconic wine brand logos were stamped on metal signs pointed to their vineyard up winding cobble or gravel drives, some with beautiful Italian stately homes perched on hills above us.

“I love Tuscany, Victor.”

“We have so many travel opportunities, sweetheart. This adventure is a beginning.”

“Can we stop somewhere local and have breakfast, please.”

“I know just the place, and I’ll bet it’s not on any student’s guide.”

I messaged Maria and Caprica so they wouldn’t worry about what happened to us. Our housekeeper asked if pizza for lunch was desired, to which I responded enthusiastically, placing a special request for pineapple chunks.

When Victor slowed, carefully nudging his car through narrow alleyways into a small town, he grinned at the flabbergasted, admiring attention his car drew from a group of young boys wearing school uniforms.

“Greve in Chianti is an incredible town with an excellent market square, Amy.”

“These places that exist on wine bottle labels are fascinating to see in real life.”

“I’ve been coming to Greve for years. I feel as though I’ve escaped when I’m here. You won’t get a phone signal from the market square.”

We sat under what the locals called an arched loggia, which could best be described as a long porch, open at the front, covered overhead, and supported by beautiful marble columns every ten meters.

Opposite, Maceleria Falorni, a famous local charcuterie maker, had a butcher shop stretching forty meters of the arched loggia on their side. Hundreds of cured wild boar legs hung from the ceiling inside the shop, 

Traders were setting up in the enormous, triangular square between us. Each stall was like a tiny island purveyor of specialty delights, including food, ceramics, leather belts, handbags, and locally made garments.

I drifted into retail heaven while Victor watched me from our dining table, ordering food. I glanced frequently, noticing his eyes never stopped drinking me in, which lifted me.

When I returned, his lover’s smile bathed in my heart.

“I bought you a belt.”

“It makes a change for you to want my pants held up, Amy.”

“Naughty Victor.”

“Nice, Amy.”

“Always sweetheart… well, always nice where you are concerned.”

I sat on his lap, flexing the leather belt so he could see the quality of the product. My fiancee kissed me softly on the lips that only a few hours ago were salty flavored from his semen.

I thought about my sluttiness as he kissed me more passionately, far more explicitly than he would in a New York Cafe, and I thanked Italy for its lack of puritanical morals.

I felt Victor’s erection beneath me and ground my mons into it, enjoying that he was almost constantly aroused when I was nearby. When I relaxed and wrapped my arms around his neck, I was a simple girl in love with her boy, sitting in his lap, watching the world go by.

“Thank you for looking after Caprica, Amy.”

“You’re welcome. She has Luisa visiting today. I doubt this psychiatrist will diagnose her immediately, but it’s a start.”

“You didn’t have to help her.”

“Yes, I did, Victor. If we don’t embrace the concept of family unity now and when we have problems, that love and security we want to achieve will never filter down to our children.”

“I’m pleased you said that, Amy.”

“Why?”

“Actions speak louder than words, and you have certainly been precise in both regards.”

“I want our family to succeed, Victor.”

“We must teach them charity toward others and mutual love, sweetheart.”

“We will.”

I felt hungry when a cast iron pan with messy eggs, tomato, button mushroom, red pepper, and white onions slid onto our table with two fresh filter black coffees. Sharing food with Victor was one of my most enjoyable experiences, and we sat, plowing into our feast with two forks.

I left half the coffee, worried its considerable strength might affect our baby.

The market got incredibly noisy around 9 a.m., so we left with a half-hour drive back to Florence. Although we’d had no sleep, I felt vibrant and alive, enjoying the warm sun that radiated through Victor’s car windscreen even though it was chilly outside.

“What are you doing today, Amy?”

“Some study, a catch-up with Gabriella about money, valuations, and such like, and I have a conference call with Kyle to discuss Mindful.”

“What are your plans there?”

“More free treatment and a mental health hotline collaboration with the Samaritans.”

“Is Mindful a registered charity?”

“Not exactly. It’s got not-for-profit status, but Kyle is working on that.”

I also had a few messages from my Dad but hadn’t mentioned them to Victor. He seemed excited and wanted to talk, but I couldn’t do that when my attention was dedicated to my fiancee. I was developing relationship rules; one of those was ensuring Victor was always my top priority.

At home, I left my fiancee in his private parking lot to admire and learn more about his new car. I messaged my new best German car salesman friend a heartfelt thank you, knowing the beautiful orange Porsche wasn’t the last sportscar I would buy for a man who loved the brand.

“Hi, Dad.”

“Hello, Amy. I worried when you didn’t return my call last night.”

“Victor and I went for dinner, then drove for miles and just got home.”

“No sleep then?”

“Not yet.”

He grinned awkwardly, so I knew a problem or challenge was coming my way. I felt worried because rediscovering my father was second only to falling in love with Victor on my list of most life-rewarding things.

“Is there something wrong, Dad?”

“No.”

“What is so urgent then?”

He paused, looking like a kid about to explode by holding on to a secret too long. I saw reluctance and joy in his expression and couldn’t imagine what he might say.

“I want to propose to Katerina, but I won’t unless you approve.”

“Oh.”

I went quiet and felt tears flooding my eyes. Images of my mother raced through my mind, and I saw Dad holding her hand, them walking together, kissing and loving one another while I played around them, happy in my childhood innocence.

“It’s not okay, is it, Amy?”

“It is okay, Dad… I’m struggling to adjust to you… being-”

“Being with Katerina?”

“No, Dad… being alive.”

I tore tissues from a box nearby and wiped away tears before they rolled down my cheeks. I wanted to sob and wrap myself in a duvet where I could push away memories that punctured my soul.

“I’m sorry, baby girl.”

“Don’t be Dad… I’m happy for you.”

“Really?”

“Mom would want you to be happy… nobody should grieve for such a long time.”

“You’re not angry with me, Amy?”

“Not at all, Dad… I’m just sad Mom isn’t still alive.”

“Me too, honey.”

I sniffed disgustingly, then blew my nose and tossed a few more drenched, snotty tissues into the waste basket. I composed myself and even managed a weak smile for my father.

“When will you get married?”

“In a year, maybe eighteen months. There is no rush, and it’s not bad for Anastasia to get used to the idea.”

“She’ll find this news hard. Victor less so.”

“I know. Katerina is visiting her daughter later, then calling Victor.”

“I’ll have to mention this to Victor, Dad. I have vowed never to hold anything back from him.”

“It’s the best way… how is he?”

“He’s fine.”

“I’d like to get to know him better, Amy.”

“Then call him or message often, Dad. It’s up to you and him to define that friendship. I’m all for it.”

“I shall, honey. Thank you for understanding.”

After our call, I fled to the balcony, feeling melancholic, looking out over a city still coming alive. The hustle and bustle below distracted my thoughts. It was hard to see my father with someone other than Mom, but I knew for sure if she could talk to us from the grave, my mother would urge Dad to move on.

I showered, annoyed with myself that I hadn’t visited the gym. I’d also missed Stanza on our first yoga session, so I called her, apologized, and promised my tardiness was out of character and wouldn’t happen again.

Then Kyle called, and all hell broke loose.

“I can’t do this job, Amy.”

“Why are you crying?”

“I can’t deal with it.”

I stared at him, stunned to silence, while tears rolled down Kyle’s cheeks and his shoulders slumped. His mental state had crumbled since we last spoke, and there seemed little to explain it. I waited until he gained some composure, hoping the man to whom I entrusted my first investment would explain what had happened in his own words and time.

“There is a mental health crisis, Amy.”

“Okay… that’s what we’re here to fight, right?”

“I can’t do it… so many fucking suicides from callers who are receiving therapy here, then they give up, and poof, they’re gone, and nobody cares a fuck.”

“We care about them, and they probably have family that cares also, Kyle. You’re too invested in the people.”

“I can’t help it. I don’t want any patients to die… it feels so personal when they do.”

“How many patients took their own lives, Kyle?”

“We’ve had three this week. All long-term therapy cases which our call center reached out to when their regular session was missed.”

“All dead?”

“Suicide.”

“What do the therapists say?”

“That these people were already on the edge for weeks.”

“Why weren’t they referred to urgent psychiatric care in their local areas?”

“They were, but the waiting list for treatment is months long, and it’s a frigging zip code lottery.”

“How many people is Mindful treating right now Kyle?”

“Over one hundred thousand are using the app for meditation, and we have three hundred and sixty-four therapy patients.”

“Can we do an outreach to our therapy patients if they become seriously ill?”

“What do you mean, Amy?”

“If a therapist judges their patient to be at risk of taking their life, can we get them to a clinic or offer a visiting service?”

“That would cost tens of millions of dollars.”

“Can it be done?”

“Anything can be done for a price, Amy, but that blows any chance of balancing the books.”

“Then set up an outreach program, and I’ll call Gabriella to make arrangements for funding through a foundation I’ve set up.”

“I still don’t want to work here, Amy. It takes a special kind of person to deal with people who want to swan dive off the roof of a building.”

Kyle saw our patient care program in far too raw and passionate terms, catastrophizing worse-case scenarios, but I knew what was wrong. My friend and business colleague had too much empathy to be the right person for this job. He considered every unnecessary death his personal failure. 

“Okay… get this outreach program set up, find a CEO to replace you, and then come home to help me with my private investments.”

“I’m sorry to trouble you like this, Amy.”

“Don’t worry. If this job isn’t right for you, I’d rather you didn’t plow on and end up as a patient.”

“That’s how I feel.”

“I have big plans for Mindful, which includes fundraising, expansion, and development of more free services. I agree that we have a mental health crisis on our hands, and there are plenty more ways you can help fix that.”

“I’m running away from the crisis… I’m so ashamed, Amy.”

“You’re not running away. You’ve done your bit, and now it’s time to move on.”

“Thank you, Amy.”

I disconnected the call and messaged Gabriella right away.

I just spoke to Kyle. He’s upset about the recent deaths of patients. Are you and he still together?

Of course, sweetie. Kyle is a keeper, and I noticed he’s been upset. I’ll work out of his offices for the next few weeks. I have a surprise to perk him up tonight.

Surprise?

I’m bringing home a girlfriend we can fuck together. It’s the best mental health therapy if you ask me.

Let’s not start a program around that at Mindful, Gabriella.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

A Fixer Upper

◆◆◆

Luisa was not what I expected. Caprica’s attending psychiatrist was in her late sixties, sprightly, beautiful, and slender, with keen, sparkling eyes and the most stunning long salt and pepper hair.

She also had a direct style, which wasn’t popular with everyone. She waited until our informal carers group sat around our dining room table and gave her their full attention, glancing from one to another, smiling while eyeballing each of us until our conversation halted.

“Caprica has mentioned I can share her diagnosis with you all. Is that agreeable with everyone?”

We nodded, and Victor spoke for me and Maria.

“We’re all very worried.”

“Unnecessarily worried, I feel, Victor. Caprica is being treated for schizophrenia and delusional tendencies.”

“That’s what we understand, yes.”

“In my initial opinion, she has neither of those mental disorders.”

Caprica had invited Victor, me, and Maria to hear what Luisa had to say about her illness. The psychiatrist had spent three hours with her new patient, first having a nurse take blood and urine samples, whisking them off to a nearby laboratory before running standard blood pressure and heart rate checks.

“Are you saying my sister isn’t sick?”

“I have no conclusive diagnosis because I need Caprica to attend our clinic for some further in-depth testing, but I can say she’s been misdiagnosed, and the medication prescribed is not going to help.”

“Fuck!”

“It happens more frequently than you would think, Victor.”

“How badly misdiagnosed?”

“I can’t tell until we properly test and I spend more time with Caprica, but I feel she has a mix of problems that accumulate to make her life a challenge.”

“Can you give us any clues?”

“I suspect she has a bipolar disorder, which used to be called manic depression. That might explain why she seems on a high these days. She almost certainly has obsessive-compulsive disorder, and she’s on the autism spectrum, hence the exquisite painting.”

“Wow.”

“Not nearly as bad as you thought?”

“No… that all sounds manageable.”

“Bi-polar is a challenge and probably should be medicated with mood stabilizers, but being on the autism spectrum can mean she has a genius in some regards, so we must be cautious treating that condition.”

“And the OCD?”

“It’s a widespread problem.”

“So my sister is well?”

“Caprica needs therapy and some meds yet to be decided, but she must be weaned off her prescribed drugs, which are the root cause of her unhappiness.”

“I can’t believe it. I sent her to a proper clinic.”

“Medicine, clinics, doctors, big pharmaceutical and the government… it’s all about money, Victor, and sometimes patients slip through the cracks. Your doctors made a snap diagnosis and got it wrong.”

“I abandoned her there.”

“You didn’t abandon Caprica, but if it makes you feel better to take responsibility, then go ahead.”

A flicker of annoyance rippled across her expression, and I choked with laughter at how directly she broadsided my fiancee. Luisa didn’t pull her punches, and I was pleased when Victor smiled, taking her rebuke on the chin.

“I’ll stop blaming myself then, doctor.”

“We have no time for recriminations. Only helping Caprica achieve a happy life matters.”

“I’ll halt the lawyers and lawsuit then.”

Victor said it in jest but unintentionally sounded sarcastic. Luisa was quick to respond with an equally terse quip. 

“That’s probably best because the American clinic insurance company will fight you all the way and drag your sister into court, pointing and prodding at her.”

“Not what I want… sorry.”

“We must turn the page and work together, supporting Caprica through a steady, well-considered course of treatment. Most importantly, she should sketch, paint, be around people who love her and live normally.

“Florence is a good place for that.”

“Yes, Victor, most importantly, help and love your sister, but do not pander to her childish whims.”

A selfish pang struck me as I considered the impact on my life while caring for Caprica. I quickly brushed that thought away, persistent in the opinion that some things, family being chief among them, are more important than how I spend my time. 

Luisa waited for her words to sink in, eyeing Caprica carefully while sipping a double espresso. To the ultimate degree, she was meticulous in her observations, noticing everyone’s body language and judging each of us.

“Now… who prepares Caprica’s dosage, please?”

“I do.”

Without hesitation, Maria enthusiastically stuck her hand in the air, grinning broadly, furthering my shame for not volunteering myself.

“Thank you, Maria… I will give you a day-by-day list of Caprica’s dosage, reducing each medication gradually until she is drug-free. Who is overall responsible for Caprica’s well-being?”

I was about to volunteer, but Victor did instead, raising his hand until a meek voice interjected.

“Amy is.”

Victor stared at his sister, slightly surprised and upset that she had chosen me. He lowered his hand, and Caprica looked away while Luisa seemed unconcerned, addressing my fiancee directly.

“It’s quite normal for a vulnerable woman to want support from another female, Victor. Caprica’s choice makes sense. Amy… are you happy to do this?”

“Yes, of course.”

I’d harbored suspicions about what motivated Caprica to hunt me down in Florence before we had arrived at the apartment. Knowing Charlotte was behind that initiative comforted me. Having accompanied Victor’s sister on a trip to the art supplies store, remembering our chats, and listening to Luisa made me feel confident that Caprica was not playing a long game.

“It would be my pleasure to help my future sister-in-law.”

“Caprica is pregnant… she tells me you are as well, Amy.”

“I’m trying to keep that under wraps, but yes.”

“You came to the wrong city… no, wrong country, if you want to keep a secret, especially given the news bubbling around Florence that currently surrounds you and Victor.”

“We’ll live with it. Florence is a beautiful city.”

While Luisa wrote up her notes and Maria refilled coffees, I took time out and bought a journal app for my phone. I’d been considering one for a while, realizing that my life was becoming far too complex not to keep one. I was juggling life, business, study, and pleasure, and now I was challenged by taking responsibility for supporting my sister-in-law.

When she was done, Luisa stood to leave and smiled at us.

“Caprica must exercise responsibility for herself, Amy. All mental conditions she has are manageable, perhaps even without medication.”

“She’s doing well so far. Caprica made it here to ask for help. She has started drawing and painting beautifully and seems happy.”

“Let’s keep her that way.”

After Luisa left, Caprica hugged me, and I felt we had made a genuine connection. I recalled our early days when I arrived at Victor’s New York home and felt the stark contrast in our relationship from then to now.

Caprica returned to her art, and Maria drifted off to instruct Marco for dinner. I strolled into our bedroom and saw Victor sitting on our bed, revealing his hurt feelings in a sad expression.

“My sister wholly rejected me.”

“I don’t think so, sweetheart.”

“How would you describe it?”

“Caprica wants to get back to a normal sibling relationship with you, and she can’t do that if you’re monitoring her behavior.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m certain of it.”

He didn’t seem convinced, but as with most things, I expected Victor would mull it over, challenge himself, and come out on the right side of understanding his sister’s problem and its best solution.

“I’m so confused, Amy.”

“Why, honey?”

“Life was simple when there was discord and disharmony. I had one mother, three adopted sisters, and a houseful of people fucking me around all day. You’ve entered my life, and it seems every problem has vanished.”

“I was born to run an Empire, baby.”

Victor laughed uncontrollably and rolled on top of me, staring down with utter devotion.

“I can’t live without you, Amy.”

“You can, sweetheart… you’re a strong man who can overcome anything, but you don’t want to live without me… it’s different.”

“I love you so much.”

“I feel the same, Victor, but even more than that, we are friends and allies.”

“We are. The challenges of my family prove it.”

“They are our challenges together.”

“I know you joke about being an Empress, but you were born to lead, Amy.”

“You were too Victor.”

“I feel we are equals in every sense. I wasn’t expecting that. When we became romantically involved, I expected you to need my leadership more. Now, I feel it mostly tilts your way.”

“I disagree… equals is where we are, and that’s where I like us being. I have a favor to ask, please?”

“Anything for you, my love.”

“My Dad might reach out to you.”

“He already did, Amy. I figured he wants to become friends.”

“He does.”

“I’m glad. I like Peter a lot.”

“Thank you, Victor.”

“We’re going glacier skiing next week. I assumed you would come to spectate and join us for lunch.”

“You’re doing what now?”

“Glacier skiing in Zermatt. It’s about two hours in a helicopter. Your Dad is in Switzerland for a couple of days next week, so I suggested that as a play date.”

“Okay… that’s perfect. Count me out. Getting to know one another will be great for you and Dad.”

“Can your father ski?”

“Like an Olympic downhiller, as I recall.”

He laughed, saw I was being serious, and realized he was in for a challenge. He grinned and kissed me, crawling down a few inches until his ear rested against my abdomen.

“Our baby is too young for kicks.”

“I want them to know I am close by.”

“All of our children will love you dearly, Victor.”

Victor and I slept well, cradled in one another’s arms, leaving our patio windows open to chill the room while wrapping tightly in a thick winter duvet. 

When my alarm woke me, I slipped quietly out of bed, grabbed a foam mat, and set myself on the living room balcony to warm my body in the early sun and stretch before Stanza arrived.

When she appeared at the patio door smiling, I felt my morning was off to the best possible start.

“How are you, Amy?”

“Not as flexible as I was a few months ago.”

“It’s to be expected when work dominates your health and life.”

“How do you cope, Stanza?”

“I keep a rigorous schedule with time for me, my family, work, and my lovers.”

“Lovers, as in more than one?”

“Yes, dear, I have three lovers.”

“Three boyfriends?”

“Not exactly boyfriends… we date and enjoy time together, but none of them show any potential to be my husband. They don’t want to be exclusive with me… so I am not with them either.”

“Wow… umm, do they know you are dating other guys?”

“Do you mean specifically about each other?”

“Yes.”

“They know I am not exclusive with them. That is enough. Only my husband will have me completely and honestly.”

Stanza spent an hour stretching me out, focusing on taut hamstrings and knotted back muscles, sometimes almost massaging me while I contorted painfully. 

“After a few days of these stretches, you can start yoga poses. Keep up your meditation, Amy. I use an app called Mindful.”

“Oh really? How do you find it?”

“I like it a lot, but it’s a bit expensive to recommend to others and very American-centric. The instructors all have American accents and speak English.”

“I see.”

“I’m not against Americans, but I feel for something personal like meditation, I prefer an Italian woman speaking my language calmly into my ears through headphones.”

“It sounds like an obvious error.”

“They are an excellent startup, and I am sure they will get to ideas like mine soon. I would run the company differently.”

“How so?”

“I would set up Mindful in each country or region as a charity, work with the national health services, building outreach specific to local needs. What works in America may not in Germany and so forth.”

It was such a blindingly obvious strategy that I was dumbstruck. Nothing in the business case at Mindful suggested anything so disruptive or decentralized because the company orbited around the thinking of our New York office.

“Tomorrow at the same time, Amy?”

“Yes… please, how do I pay you?”

“At the end of the month, I shall send an invoice to Maria. That keeps our books square and the tax collector away from my door.”

“I thought dodging taxes was a way of life here?”

“Not for me, but it’s a big national problem.”

After Stanza left me, I explored nearby shops and cafes alone while Victor spent an hour connecting his phone to the Porsche and playing with his electronic bells and whistles.

From a seat and table outside a nearby cafe, amid the morning hustle and bustle around Florence’s iconic cathedral, I drank tonic water with ice and lemon and called Gabriella. I wanted a full gossip version rundown of her fun evening even though it was none of my business.

Florence and the Italian curiosity for scandal had infected me, so I delightfully listened to Gabriella’s curated, sordid version of events.

Then I called Kyle, checking in on him.

“You seem happier than yesterday, Kyle.”

“I’m glad to have a way forward, and honestly, I signed up to work for you, not run a company that needs someone with a far less empathetic heart.”

“You are a softie, Kyle, but I love that about you. Some people are insanely cruel these days.”

“Some people enjoy leading, but I prefer to follow the top management tier. That would be you in this case. It doesn’t make me weak.”

“I never considered you to be weak, Kyle.”

“I know. I’m saying it for the sake of my sanity and insecurity.”

There was a silence on the line. I would not mention Gabriella or the fun and games she brought to Kyle’s bed last night, but I had a burning question that needed his help.

“Can you find out about someone for me, please, Kyle?”

“To what degree of insight?”

“Everything there is to know about them without breaking the law.”

“Name?”

“Stanza Caruso.”

“Okay… I take it she’s in Florence.”

“Yes.”

“May I ask why you have an interest?”

“She’s becoming a friend, and I want to be cautious.”

“I’ll use a local investigator and see what comes up.”

“Thank you… also, what do you think about setting up Mindful in different countries with the same common philosophy as New York but using a distributed operational management system.”

“Okay… separate legal entities tailored to local needs… that’s a genius idea.”

“Stanza suggested it.”

“Ahh, I see. She sounds interesting.”

“She is.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Fall Is Coming and We Need Firewood

◆◆◆

With Kyle settling into finding his replacement, Caprica receiving good treatment, Anastasia and Hannah in fine romantic form, and my fiancee constantly wanting to drive us somewhere in his new car, life felt good and eerily calm.

My studies became simple, and I felt incredibly focused, plowing through study chapters like a hot knife carving through butter. I sat close to the patio doors of our bedroom, preferring a simple, rustic round wooden table and matching chairs with a view of Florence cathedral.

Maria seamlessly slipped in and out of my room, delivering small plates with a few mixed olives, slices of tomato with mozzarella, occasional slivers of charcuterie, and glasses of flavored water.

“Am I bothering you, Amy?”

“Strangely no.”

“You work very hard.”

“The occasional delicious nibbles and refreshing chilled water help a lot.”

“I find if you feed in energy and hydration gradually, it works best, keeping a nice balance through the day.”

“You’re very kind, Maria, and that feels good. Life has been running away from me lately.”

“We all want you and Victor to stay here.”

I set down a pen and notepad, looking up at our housekeeper, somewhat surprised. She was a kind woman who didn’t suffer fools. I’d observed her in multiple guises with Marco, teaching him as a mentor how to finish off a pie crust one minute, then tenderly enjoying his love with a passionate kiss and embrace in our kitchen the next.

“Why do you want us to stay here, Maria?”

“We want this home to be filled with love. Everybody does. A wedding, a wife, her husband, their baby, then a bigger family. What greater gift can a community have?”

“Our permanent home is New York.”

“Hah! Nothing is ever permanent, Amy. Life is a river flowing through the land, sometimes too quickly, often across rocky ground, but at other times, like today, you feel relaxed and sincerely believe the end may never come.”

“That’s exactly how I feel today.”

“This is Florence, my dear. Wait around long enough, and you will eat pizza while riding on the back of your Italian lover’s Vespa.”

“Victor and I are strictly monogamous.”

“Me too.”

Maria laughed at the irony of her joke, and I got a feel for her variety of loose Italian morals. Italian lifestyle is mostly about family and spending time with them, worshiping one’s religion, and maintaining Catholic traditions. This is closely followed by the pleasure of eating good meals prepared with love and dedication.

But Maria, being all of that, was also in the category of loving more than one guy.

“I can’t promise we’ll live here, but Victor and I will visit often.”

“We’ll see.”

Maria grinned playfully and left me to my studies, delivering two more small plates, one being prunes, taking care of my health in warm, subtle ways. When Victor arrived to share lunch, I skipped three steps to our bed, joining him there, kissing my sweetheart while he wrapped me in his arms.

When Maria served our lunch, the aroma of butternut squash soup with fresh crusty bread filled the room. It seemed natural for Victor and me to continue our loving embrace while our housekeeper arranged everything.

After Maria left, Victor rolled me on top of him, gripping my ass cheeks through a lightweight cotton lemon rose printed dress. I moaned, wanting hormone-driven sex, preferably with Victor’s cock buried deep inside my most taboo fuck hole.

“I love it when you wear dresses, Amy.”

“Because you can reach underneath them?”

“No… I feel you look like a princess.”

“Not this again?”

“You will always be my princess, Amy… please don’t take that away from me.”

“And you, Victor, shall always be my king and the man who rescued me from a life less ordinarily lived. I’m transformed, loved, and in love. I couldn’t be happier.”

“Will we grow old together?”

“We sure will.”

When he lifted my skirt hem and slipped soft, warm fingers inside the leg of my panties, Victor kissed me gently, taking me on a lover’s journey. I ground my pussy into his solid cock, breaking off our kiss with a giggle, butting heads as my head snapped, glancing toward the door.

“Maria closed our bedroom door.”

“Italian people understand love, Amy.”

“Oh… you have no idea with that one, honey.”

Victor rolled me over and shimmied down my body while I gently rifled my fingers through his hair. My panties were peeled off and tossed aside in seconds, and my fiancee pinned back both legs, gripping me firmly behind my knees.

The cool air on my pussy was partly shielded by the pubic hair I allowed to grow back. Having my first doctor’s prenatal appointment with a perfectly shaven pussy seemed unnecessarily revealing, and I knew Victor didn’t mind how I groomed, so long as I was happy and comfortable.

When his tongue slid lightly, probing my wiry pubic hair, it tickled until he found each swollen, glistening labia, gently licking them while purring like a contented cat after devouring a warm bowl of cream.

“You love licking my pussy.”

“I love everything about going down on you, Amy… our power exchange, the deeply personal effect it has on both of us, your pussy flavor, and my sense of achievement when you orgasm.”

“I’m probably going to squirt, honey. If you aren’t on form, Maria may have a mess to clean.”

“I doubt a drop will be spilled.”

I doubt it, too.

I trembled like a leaf, almost out of control, lifted onto a high pleasure peak in a frisson of excitement on the end of my lover’s tongue. I loved feeling slutty with my fiancee. There was nothing I wouldn’t do for Victor or he for me as my lover clawed open my anal whorl, flattening his tongue before licking around the ridges of that most taboo hole as if to prove my point.

With a pointed tongue, Victor plowed right into my anus, licking the soft tissue walls inside my back passage. I stiffened, then relaxed, wanting more tongue inside me. My body shimmered, lightly vibrating like the ground underneath steel tracks, miles away from a rolling train.

He licked my upper thighs, tickling and stimulating me while driving the first light flutters of a powerful orgasm through my body. When Victor parted my light, fluffy pubic hair, it was to clench my clitoris tightly between his warm lips and squeeze, engorging her with blood.

“You take care of your clitoris, honey.”

“What will you do?”

“I’m going to roll you over and fuck the hole I just greased up with my tongue.”

“You’ll need some lube.”

My heart skipped a beat because regardless of how much I enjoyed anal sex, going without silicone lube made for a bigger healing problem later.

“I have plenty.”

When Victor rolled me over gently, I reached down between my legs and began fingering the plump pink nub he had aroused. I twisted my head sideways and relaxed, staring out of our bedroom window at the rooftop Florentine scene beyond.

“I love anal sex so much, Victor.”

“We can’t use your ice dildo inside your pussy when I fuck you in the ass, sweetheart. I read up about it, and doing that will freeze and damage you.”

“I know.”

But I’m so pleased you looked it up, too.

We were approaching a stage in our sexual relationship where my back passage had developed a reasonable tolerance to being fucked every few days. Tissue tearing around my sphincter was minimal, mostly healed, and penetration almost to Victor’s entire cock length was possible as long as he took time and used slow strokes to fuck me.

He greased my anus like it were an engine nipple. One quick squirt with two knuckles of a slick finger inside to slather the walls of my rectum, and I was ready to be defiled, smiling joyously, looking forward to being fucked.

I dragged my sticky clitoris from side to side while Victor lubricated his cock. When he was ready, he took time mounting me, knowing how much I enjoyed the precursor ritual to my asshole being reamed. He placed a hand on the small of my back and pressed down lightly enough to prevent movement, using his spare hand’s index finger and thumb to open my sphincter wide.

“You’re healing beautifully, Amy.”

“Time for you to stretch my hole wider then, darling.”

When he shoehorned his smooth, bulbous cock head inside my asshole, I gasped, then grinned, enjoying how wide his solid steel rod stretched my back passage. I sizzled all over and felt involuntary spasms deep inside me as the soft tissue walls of my rectum swallowed and milked my darling’s cock.

I orgasmed quickly, involuntarily crushing his cock while I wanked my clitoris into oblivion, rolling the pouting, sticky pearl in a circle around the world. Victor’s balls slapped my upper thighs while he drove his cock deep inside me, lighting up my love, lust, and fulfilling naughty slut who resided deep inside me.

When Victor emptied his hot seed deep inside my fuck hole, he grunted and shuddered like an aircraft slamming through heavy turbulence, driving balls deep, filling me completely. I reached back with both hands until I could touch my fiancee, rubbing his waist, hips, and upper thighs lovingly.

“You are such an amazing fuck, dearest fiancee.”

“Words escape me right now, Amy.”

He lay on my back for five minutes, almost sleeping, caressing me and planting occasional kisses on my neck. When his cock slid out of my anus, I clenched tightly and made sure no semen escaped. I ached deliciously inside and felt a need to be fucked in my pussy to scratch an itch, but I could wait until later or maybe present that as an opportunity for our ice dildo fest.

I turned my head and grinned at Victor as he dismounted his filly like a proud stallion. He got off on satisfying me, something he managed every time making love and always when not. I considered it my great fortune to have met such a fantastic man, regardless of how unique or dysfunctional that first step into his life had been.

I nodded toward our tiny dining table, grinning.

“I don’t mind cold soup with fresh bread.”

“Me neither when the delay to our lunch is such fun, Amy.”

I used the toilet, then met Victor at our tiny dining table, drawing a light burnt orange pashmina shawl around my shoulders to defend against a chilly breeze that blew in through our patio doors.

“We’ll need firewood soon, Amy. Every room has an open fire or log burner.”

“Are we staying here for a while?”

“Would you like to?”

“We need a week in New York to finalize our wedding day, then some time on Planet Nine after we get hitched there, but I think winter in Toscana might be nicer than New York.”

“We’ll check in with doctors back home after your first scan, then?”

“Yeah… I have an obstetrician on retainer already. She believes our baby is heir to the Russian throne and is treating me extraordinarily carefully already.”

“Maybe our child will be one day… who knows?”

My pregnancy was becoming noticeable, not only by physical changes, but I also felt different, more emotional, hormonal, slightly bloated, and almost like I was becoming a nester. It worried me that I might lose an edge as a newly qualified lawyer and inexperienced businesswoman, but those were things to worry about after I’d soaked in the cobble streets, marble statues, art, and magnificence of Florence while carrying our child.

After Victor left, Caprica strode into our bedroom, and I made a mental note to have a small catch fitted that was easier than locking our door. She was excited and dragged me back onto the balcony, holding a hand above her eyes to shade them from a blinding sun while staring into the distance, pointing.

“Do you see the building with an orange facade, Amy?”

“Yes.”

“It’s an art gallery. They’re here right now.”

“Here, where?”

“Downstairs at concierge wanting to see me.”

“Why?”

“The man at the front desk says they want to see my art. They spotted me from the gallery while I painted on my balcony.”

“How far along are you with the sketch?”

“That’s not even finished yet. I’m so excited about this.”

“Have you invited them upstairs?”

“Can I?”

“Of course. You must …umm, talk to them. I mean, listening to what they say is not harmful, right?”

“Please help me, Amy.”

“Okay.”

I accompanied Caprica as though we were sisters, holding her hand until we sat in the dining room with water, coffee, tea, and a hot chocolate with whipped cream for me. The man and woman Marco ushered in seemed nice, but I couldn’t figure out how they had cottoned on to Caprica’s art so quickly or why.

“We were scanning the area, Amy.”

“Scanning?”

“Binoculars. We saw Caprica sketching beautifully yesterday, so we wanted to look, talk, and maybe agree on an option for her work.”

“Jesus Christ. Did you spy into our home with binoculars? Is that even legal?”

“It’s no more or less intrusive than the CCTV you have on this building staring at our galleria.”

I thought about that momentarily and realized the difference between the examples was perception and optics. The idea of a person standing outside their gallery scanning the neighborhood seemed more intrusive than someone sitting in a windowless office doing the same thing with twenty screens and a hundred cameras. 

“I guess there is no difference, but that’s got to be a unique way to spot art talent.”

“It’s more common than you might imagine.”

I eyed them, feeling suspicious without revealing my concerns. The woman was coy, but the man seemed more open, and I could tell from him that they had another agenda.

“Do you know my fiancee?”

“Victor… yes, we also know you, Amy, and have read about your art collections and treasures of the Romanov family.”

“Why don’t you spit it out?”

“Spit what out?”

“You came here to sell art and used Caprica as a ruse to access our home.”

He smiled like a slick shoe salesman circa the nineteen-fifties, sincerely insincere and unapologetic for his outrageous arrogance. It seemed he wanted me to be grateful he’d taken the time, along with his friend, to set us up as a mark.

“Maybe… a little, yes, but we genuinely can help Caprica present her art to the marketplace if she’s any good. It would be a pleasure to support a local artist.”

“While selling us millions of dollars in art?”

“Something like that, yes. You live in a magical city and want to furnish your home accordingly. We can source special pieces, find the best prices, and help document and assess values from an advantageous tax perspective.”

“Money laundering and tax evasion?”

“Not exactly, Amy.”

“But precisely in that spirit?”

“Maybe… a little. Nobody likes to pay taxes.”

I stood and pointed to the door, smiling as menacingly as possible. They seemed surprised, as though I were being unreasonable, cleaving in half an entrenched local tradition.

“Leave now and don’t ever return. We wholly reject commercial relationships with people who spy on us using binoculars, then gate crash our home with a pack of lies offering a money laundering outlet and tax evasion scheme.”

“But-.”

“Out… now, and please don’t come back.”

Marco and Maria, who had been listening at the slightly ajar door, marched in, lifted our guests by their arms, and hauled them away. Caprica looked stunned, then terrified, and began crying. I laughed, bringing levity to our situation and further confusing my future sister-in-law.

“Fucking hell. That was funny!”

“Why are you laughing, Amy?”

“Why aren’t you?”

“I don’t know.”

“Those two were fucking grubby corrupt confidence tricksters and cheap low-life criminals. We have them back home as well, but not as slick. Art as a means to launder cash has been a go-to operation for criminals and billionaires for years.”

“How do they do it?”

“If a money launderer has twenty million dollars in cash available due to their illicit activities, they can purchase a genuine Picasso anonymously. Following this, they can ask for the painting to be shipped to a Freeport warehouse, where it can be sold by secret auction.”

“As easy as that?”

“Bloated bullshit storage, security, and evaluators costs are tax-deductible, too. If they make a copy of the painting and leave that in a bonded warehouse, don’t declare the sale of the real thing to a private collector and, well… hope not to get caught… that’s more tax fraud.”

“They wanted yours and Victor’s money?”

“Doesn’t everyone, Caprica?”

I winced, immediately regretting my choice of words, but I couldn’t take them back and wouldn’t apologize until Caprica reacted, lest I seem insincere by offering platitudes.

“I once was exactly like that, Amy… but not anymore, I promise.”

“I didn’t mean you, specifically sweetheart, and I can tell you are reformed.”

“You’d be justified in thinking me a parasite, Amy. Sponging off Victor was much easier than working or trying to create something for myself.”  

“I meant people in general, Caprica, but now I think about it, perhaps I was being harsh because the accusation only really applies to strangers. Our inner circle seems strongly in favor of helping rather than hindering us.”

“People love being around you and Victor.”

“Is that why you came here, Caprica?”

“I want to feel safe and not be judged or questioned for my choices. I have nobody back home except Mom, and she’s scraping her life back together, so I can’t be a burden.”

“I like you, Caprica. You always get up and fight when someone knocks you down.”

“I like you too, Amy because you fight for people who can’t look after themselves.”


Chapter Thirty

Planning Weddings and Other Things

◆◆◆

I saw him tracking me through the market from the corner of my eye. The handsome man knew what he wanted and was determined to have me. I put an inch in my step, stretching out to escape his clutches.

I skipped past a seafood stall, rueing that I couldn’t nab a complimentary crabstick on the way because I needed to stay one step ahead of my pursuer.

I wasn’t sure what my doctor would think about cooked crab, having told me to steer clear of raw shellfish and caffeine.

He was nimble, slipping through the narrow gaps between rows of stalls, grinning while hunting me down. I scanned for escape routes in every direction, having momentarily lost him, but when I turned, he was right there, thrusting a fistful of beautiful freshly cut flowers into my hand.

“I caught you, Amy.”

“I’m pregnant. It’s not fair to chase me in this condition, Victor. I need to pee now.”

“Shall I carry you to our apartment?”

He swept me into his powerful arms, cradling me while I wrapped my arms around his neck. Our apartment was less than a hundred meters away from the market, and I could easily walk while compressing my bladder, but my knight wanted to carry me, and I loved that about him.

I had slipped out of our apartment early after enjoying a slice of toast and sweet black tea to enjoy the weekly market where you could buy locally grown meat, fresh fish, groceries, a handmade greeting card, or the finest arts and crafts.

“You snuck out this morning without waking me.”

“Stop watching me pee, honey.”

“Can’t do that, Amy… sorry. I like watching you.”

I squatted on our en-suite toilet, having been delivered there by Victor. He sat to one side on a small cork-surfaced stool that served as his spectator seat.

“We’re inseparable, Victor.”

“Is that a bad thing?”

“Not at all… I love being around you.”

“Do you think it will always be this way, Amy?”

“Yes. Even after our baby is born… even when our family grows, you will always be my number one.”

I finished, shivered, and stood up, wriggling back into my panties, arousing my fiancee. I tapped him on the nose and pointed toward the bedroom door.

“Kitchen, now please, Victor.”

“No fun?”

“Our wedding planner flew in, and she’ll arrive in ten minutes. We have decisions to make.”

We agreed on up to fifty guests joining us on Planet Nine, most of whom would helicopter in and leave the same day, with others being accommodated overnight. Our closest family opted to join us for an entire ten-day cruise into an iceberg forest above the Arctic Circle.

When our wedding planner, Claire, breezed into our kitchen, she was the model of marketing efficiency, hurriedly and excitedly setting out catalogs, brochures, and sheets of paper with checkbox lists while shaking our hands.

“It’s a simple wedding to put together. Your yacht is amazing and does all the hard work for me, with a great venue, dance floor, stage area for a four-piece band, kitchen, buffet area, and my god… the photo opportunities.”

“That’s good.”

She stared at me, blinking while grinning enthusiastically with dollar signs in her eyes. I was about to spend a great deal of money, and Claire would enjoy that more than I would.

“Dress?“

“My sister Anastasia is on it. We are the same size, so she’s trying it on and modeling it via video conference today.”

“That’s a bit transactional for me, Amy. A girl’s wedding dress is her pride and joy.”

“I could buy one here and take it with me, but I like the one I saw in a boutique back home.”

“I must know the color to match flowers, ribbon, and cake icing.”

“Diamond white.”

“Shoes?”

“None… Planet Nine decks are teak wood, and we can’t risk anyone wearing shoes.”

“Oh dear. The girls will look short in photographs.”

“Shall I ask the Captain to make an exception?”

“Could you?”

“No.”

“Ahh, sarcasm as humor. I love it. What about Maid of Honor and bridesmaid dresses?”

“I have two Maid’s of Honor.”

“Have you selected awful, gaudy colors for their dresses?”

“Do I need to?”

Claire stared me up and down, critically inspecting every inch until her eyes met mine, and she smiled warmly.

“You are very beautiful. I guess it doesn’t matter how gorgeous the others are.”

“Thank you.”

“And you aren’t showing at all.”

“How did you know I am pregnant?”

“The maid who tidied my room this morning couldn’t stop talking about you. Princess Amy, this… we have Royalty living in our City again, that. She was a delightful buzz of conversation and wanted to know what you would wear for your wedding.”

“And what about Victor? Was she interested in what my groom will wear?”

She glanced at Victor, raising her head in a half nod, smiling sympathetically.

“Nobody remembers what the groom wore, darling. This is your day.”

“I want it to be Victor’s special day as well.”

“What do you mean, Amy… I umm, what?”

Claire looked genuinely surprised, and I was taken aback. There was no way my wedding would be all about me, what I wore, and how my two Maid’s of Honor looked.

“I have a few ideas to make this day special for Victor as well.”

“Ideas, Amy?“

“Well, they’re nonnegotiable realities, actually, Claire.”

“Go ahead, please.”

She pursed her lips unenthusiastically, almost like I had murdered the wedding angels in front of her. Claire was a perfectionist; her documents’ perfectly lined sticky color flags proved that, but I wasn’t satisfied with a conventionally planned wedding.

“I want a special breakfast arranged for my fiancee, his groomsmen, and friends, with flowers on the table and cool music played by a saxophonist.”

“Okay.”

“I want Victor to choose our hymns, as well.”

“Anything else?”

“Yes, but I’ll tell you privately because it is a surprise.”

I had already made Victor a video using my phone fixed into a tripod. Over five minutes while I sat on our balcony, I expressed my love for Victor and the joy of becoming his wife. I wanted him to watch it before we met at the altar.

I also made a memory box with the journal I had kept since we met, small mementos like a single rose he once gave me, a menu from a restaurant in New York, and other sentimental artifacts.

I also had a love letter handwritten, ready to pop into his wedding suit jacket inside pocket on the morning of our wedding.

“Okay… what about your first dance?”

“I have dance teachers arriving today.”

“Well… if you can’t perfect your dance in Florence, you won’t do it anywhere else.”

When Claire left, Victor seemed confused. He knew about the dance teachers, but there was definitely something picking away at a loose thread in his mind.

“Our wedding day should mostly be about you, Amy.”

“I disagree.”

“That is the tradition.”

“It’s not our tradition, Victor.”

“No… I guess not. After all, you proposed to me.”

I kneeled before him, taking my fiancee’s hand while staring lovingly into his eyes. He blinked, looked down at my knees on a hard wooden floor, and tried to lift me.

“If we are not equals in every sense, this marriage will be less than we deserve.”

“You set trends, Amy… it’s up to you how we do this.”

“I want us to value one another equally, honey. That’s how it has always felt; I want to stick with it. Our long-term relationship is built on honesty, love, and mutual respect. I want our wedding day to live in your memory forever.”

“I’m certain it will.”

We enjoyed light refreshments together; then Victor left me to attend a meeting with lawyers who flew in and were staying at a nearby hotel. I retired to my studies, also ready for daily catch-up calls with Gabriella, Kyle, and a new investment manager who seemed great on his resume.

When Anastasia called, I was surprised because it must have been 4 a.m. in New York. I was treated to a grainy, semi-darkened image of two women sharing a bed, wrapped in a duvet, staring at a phone camera.

Anastasia and Hannah waved excitedly.

“Have you two been drinking?”

“No… we’re bored and miss you, Amy.”

“Are you serious, Anastasia?”

“Yes. I’ll try your dress on today, but only on the condition that you allow us to visit.”

“Will you bring New York Cheesecake?”

“To Italy?”

“I miss ours so much. The food here is wonderful, but I need a slice of home.”

“Do you want it from Eileen’s on Cleveland Place?”

“That’s the one. Can you bring a whole cake, please?”

“You’ll get fat.”

“I’m getting fat anyway, Hannah.”

“Can we stay then?”

“You asked to visit.”

“Visit… stay… what difference does it make between sisters.”

“Of course, you can stay. There is a fabulous gym a few doors away for Hannah. I’ll see you soon.”

“I’ll bring your dress too, Amy.”

My heart soared because I hadn’t considered the wonderful merrymaking of my best friends and Maids of Honor joining us in Florence. Our apartment had plenty of spare bedrooms, and this would be a great time to integrate Caprica into my growing coven.

My phone buzzed, and I checked. It was a message from Kyle, also an early riser.

I emailed you a file on Stanza. I’ll have more about her to share later today.

Thank you. I’ll check emails… now, back to bed.

Gabriella keeps me awake.

I don’t need to know that.

I mean, she works through the night and rarely sleeps. I’m getting her coffee.

Send her my love.

I checked emails and scanned the three-page brief Kyle’s investigator had trawled up, then picked up my phone, calling Stanza.

“Can we meet, please?”

“For an extra session?”

“No… I want to chat.”

“I’m due to have a break now. How about we meet at Cafe Rivoire?”

“Perfect.”

Cafe Rivoire faced Palazzo Vecchio and was a traditional coffee paradise where artists, politicians, aristocrats, and celebrities regularly visited while admiring the magnificent works of art in the square.

“The coffee here is first-class, but the café’s chocolate makes it really stand out – Enrico Rivoire was chocolatier to the royal Savoys.”

“I’ll have one of those, please.”

While Stanza placed our order in her seductive local tongue, I glanced around the cafe, noticing the pastry counter was full of delights – from cream-stuffed brioches to sachertortes – most of them starring, of course, chocolate.

“What’s wrong, Amy?”

“Nothing is wrong. I hope you don’t mind, but I had someone look into you.”

She leaned forward and grinned conspiratorially until she could bear no more and burst out laughing. 

“Am I a person of interest now? Are you making sure I am not a serial killer, Amy?”

“That, and… I want to offer you a job.”

“Ahh.”

“Ahh good or ahh, bad?”

“Ahh, you have dug up my University Degree and education.”

“You have an MSc from the London Business School, ranked third in the world, only bested by Insead, France, and Harvard in my homeland.”

“I love London. The weather is dour, but it is such a beautiful city.”

“You have a first in your honors degree.”

“And a distinction in my Masters. What of it?”

“Your education and background are that of a CEO in waiting. You’re supposed to be mentored by a blue chip company board and groomed for their future leadership team.”

“Yes.”

“And you work as a Gym personal trainer?”

“Hey… I’ll have you know that I fetch coffee and make great juice for the roid junkies as well.”

“You’re wasting a great talent.”

“I’m happy.”

“Will you work for me?”

“Doing what?”

“Like a personal assistant.”

“Getting you coffee and making dinner reservations?”

“No. We’ll need to find someone else to do that. Administration isn’t easy, but that’s certainly not what I have in mind for you.”

“What then?”

“I’m building a team, and I think you’ll fit right in. You’ll work directly for me alongside Kyle, helping line up and manage investments.”

“Is Kyle nice?”

“You’ll have to answer that for yourself, but he has a girlfriend, my lawyer, Gabriella.”

“I meant… is he a nice man, not is he good in bed? I can’t bear to work with assholes, men or women.” 

“Kyle is a very nice man.”

“Then I accept your exciting offer.”

“How much notice must you give?”

“One day… there are too many beautiful Italian yoga pants wearing personal trainers in Florence. I won’t be missed.”

“Sounds like we both may have struck gold, Stanza.”

“Yes, it certainly does.”


Chapter Thirty-One

Danger!

◆◆◆

“I need an office, Victor. Would you like to share something locally?”

“We can’t integrate any part of our businesses, honey. First, I don’t need infrastructure in Florence, and second, you should never share your offices, staff, or project work with anyone.”

“Including you?”

“Of course, we can share everything, but nobody in my employ should have any insight into your business. If you mix them, my staff and yours will gossip, and before you know it, every bar and restaurant within a mile radius is discussing your plans.”

“I see.”

My fiancee had offered me more sage advice without alienating or compromising our love, but it felt cold. I was making a permanent office arrangement in New York but needed a temporary place where Stanza could work, communicating with Kyle and Gabriella without puncturing our domestic bliss at the apartment.

Stanza quickly found a solution: a small, three-desk office in a work hub that rented space by the week. She bought the phone, computer, and accessories she needed from a nearby, well-equipped IT store, presenting me with an expense invoice, confirming I had recruited a highly effective colleague.

As we sat on the outdoor terrace of a busy cafe on the piazza directly outside our apartment building, Stanza grinned, sipping her coffee with the vibrancy of someone faced with a new, exciting dawn. I felt the same anticipation, but before I could say another word, we descended into laughter when Maria’s scolding voice drifted from the open kitchen windows above.

“She will thrash him for sure. I’m certain Marco annoys his lover deliberately because he enjoys going across her knee.”

“You speak so freely about such things. I’m a little envious that you are so open.”

“It is their fun to enjoy and unworthy of my puritanical offense, judgment, or gossip. When people are happy, it is good to smile with them. I believe they are in love. It’s not my thing because I prefer domination to be the other way around.”

“Maria has a husband, Stanza.”

“I certainly believe she loves him as well.”

“Can you love two people at once?”

“I hope so. It is my wish also.”

I ignored her scarlet, speckled cheeks and the comment confessing her enjoyment of being spanked. Of more surprise was Stanza’s admission that she sought a polyamorous outcome for her life and love, hence her multiple, simultaneous love prospects. I wanted more domination from Victor, exclusively between us and only in our bedroom, preferring we be equals in every other regard.

An unforeseen dilemma confronted me. Familiarity breeds contempt, but I wanted my inner circle to be friends and colleagues. Not sharing some personal truths with Stanza would create a barrier between us, which might be beneficial, but at the same time, it could harm our working relationship and compromise me.

“Is your fiancee an exceptional lover, Amy?”

“Yes… but more importantly, Victor is a great man in every possible sense. I have been fortunate that we met. He is my soulmate.”

“I have wonderful lovers, but no man who will tame and love me for who I am. None show any sign of accepting a progressive arrangement.”

“Do you need to be tamed?”

“In a relationship, I am more fiery than is necessary. That doesn’t intrude on my work, but I find it difficult to be with a man who cannot stand his ground.”

“Me too.”

The hustle and bustle of life shifted around me like desert sands in a scirocco. I detected some sights and sounds similar to my home city, New York. Market traders yelled while couples declared their love or quarreled strolling by; some people rushed around, and others stomped, averting their eyes when stared at, but everyone had a purpose, albeit expressed in a beautiful foreign tongue.

I sipped Illy’s stock blend coffee with three percent milk frothed at precisely the right temperature by a barista who loved their job. Florence was far more relaxed in its pace and fury than New York, but I missed home, regardless of its hectic nature, knowing my growing urge was to change the view from my window frequently.

Travel often.

Winter in Florence, Spring somewhere new.

“What is the first order of business, Amy?”

“Travel.”

“Sorry, what?”

“Sorry, Stanza, I was elsewhere.”

“I do that all the time. Do you have any tasks I should consider as a priority?”

“You need to find a temporary personal assistant here, then call Kyle and Gabriella, introduce yourself, and figure out an early strategy for Mindful. I’d love to open a company in Italy to launch our meditation and mental health online services, but it is for you to create that business case.”

“I can do that.”

“Take your time and move only when the risks are understood and managed.”

“Will you stay here in Florence, Amy?”

“For now, yes… but would you consider traveling between here and New York, perhaps spending time elsewhere if required?”

“Would I consider it? I’ll jump at the chance of travel even if you pack me in your suitcase.”

“In which case, we should agree to a travel and subsistence allowance as part of your salary.”

“Who should I discuss all of that with?”

“I’ve authorized your terms and conditions with Gabriella. Let me know if you need anything more or want to negotiate on any point.”

“Okay.”

I knew Stanza wouldn’t come back because I was paying her top dollar, allowing my new inner circle colleague to choose her work location, and I was covering every conceivable cost. If I was employing people, it must be based on acquiring the best talent, and I could only do that by treating them well.

Stanza winked and smiled, then giggled before drinking her coffee.

“Something tells me you have been generous, Amy.”

“I won’t lowball anyone ever. Doing business like that isn’t for me, and since we are building for the long-term future, cost-cutting that disincentivizes people is counterproductive..”

I left Stanza to finish her coffee and draw together the strands of her new life. I strolled toward the apartment building, weaving through an eclectic mix of traders.

A woman had been in my mind but always just out of sight for hours. She was a mirage, a reflection of a memory, almost like the wisp of dream you can’t quite muster back into focus. She was a harbinger of doom.

I saw the woman now, as plain as day. She trailed a discrete distance behind long before intercepting me at a fruit juice seller. I stopped, smiled at the vendor, and pointed to the colored juice I wanted, turning my head to one side and staring at my stalker.

“Would you like an iced melon water, Katerina?”

“It’s about time you noticed me, princess. I’ve watched you for the last twenty-four hours.”

“I recognized you an hour ago, but you were in my mind long before that.”

“Perhaps I am losing my touch, Amy.”

“I doubt that.”

“Are you happy to see me?”

“More than you might imagine.”

I hugged my future mother-in-law, unconcerned by her unannounced presence, because I knew she would never harm me. Katerina nodded toward Stanza, who was still sitting where I had left her.

“Stanza is safe for you. I already checked.”

“How did you know about her?”

“Kyle called me and asked for help with dredging up information about people. I connected him with someone.”

“You have a lot of someone’s, Katerina.”

“It’s why I fascinate you, my dear. I hear my two daughters are on their way here later today.”

“You certainly do captivate me. Where is Dad?”

“Peter is in our hotel taking care of some business deal he’s been working on.”

“Are you both happy?”

“Yes… and thank you for allowing that, Amy. You could have been awkward.”

“I’ve missed you, Dad, and the others.”

“You have a deep-rooted need to be with family, Amy. I envy that and your ability to bring people together, creating unity and love.”

“Did you miss me too, mother-in-law in waiting?”

“Yes.”

She was sincere and didn’t expand on the reason she missed me. I enjoyed being around the assassin because she felt exciting and unpredictable and reminded me of my fiancee, their likeness being naturally founded.

I loved how cool and engaged Katerina was with her daughter and Hannah, realizing she felt the same about me and Victor. Her reference to Hannah as a daughter galvanized my view of her as a monumentally decent and loving mother.

She pointed toward our apartment and placed a hand on the small of my back, pressing me forward with more than a casual urgency. I went along with Katerina’s gentle ushering, strolled into our lobby, past the concierge, and into our Penthouse private elevator.

When I turned around and confronted Katerina, a flicker of worry rippled through her expression.

“Something is wrong, Katerina.”

“A kidnap attempt is being prepared. The criminals are coming after you.”

“Have you told Rania?”

“She alerted me to it. There have been whispers locally, and I confirmed them.”

“Confirmed with whom?”

“You made a good friend in Russia. I reached out, and he obliged me. According to him, their local intelligence gathering teams confirm there has been online and cell phone chatter that identifies a distinct threat against you.”

“It’s been so quiet and peaceful here, Katerina. I’ve hardly noticed Rania or her team, and we’ve settled nicely.”

“Your security teams were busy protecting you and Victor; I see they did an excellent job.”

“Have we not been cautious enough?”

“This is not happening because of anything you or Victor did. It’s old-fashioned kidnap and ransom. A crime of opportunism is afoot, and more care is needed.”

“Do you know when this dirty deed will be launched?”

“In the next few days. I’m rounding up sources of gossip and potential collaboration with the kidnappers and questioning them.”

“Questioning how?”

“However I must question people to keep you and Victor safe.”

I strolled into the kitchen and got the shock of my life. Maria and Marco were tied to chairs with sisal rope; both gagged with rags stuffed into their mouths.

“What the fuck happened here, Katerina?”

“I must question them.”


Chapter Thirty-Two

Pest Control

◆◆◆

I pointed at my housekeeper and chef, staring in horror.

“Release them immediately, Katerina.”

“They might be involved in this kidnap plot.”

“Katerina! Please!”

“You wouldn’t believe how often a kidnapping is masterminded with an insider in play.”

“Fucking hell! Stop, for the love of god!”

I felt desperate, angry, and afraid. My home had become an assassin’s lair, my kitchen an interrogation room, and my future mother-in-law was at war, tearing up my life hunting for anyone who would do me harm.

When Katerina reluctantly released our housekeeper and chef, they rubbed their wrists and ankles where the sisals had wrung and torn at sensitive skin. Marco smiled, perhaps wishing Katerina might have gone further, but Maria went into a tirade of abuse aimed at her antagonist.

When Katerina answered her in fluent Italian, Maria calmed, as shocked as I was. She pointed to chairs, assuming control of the situation, and both former prisoners sat down sullenly, glancing from their accusor to me.

“Have either of you two been talking about my son and daughter?”

“Future daughter-in-law.”

I had corrected her, something Katerina was unfamiliar with, so she pursed her lips and frowned, irritated by my assertion.

“I am your father’s lover, and you are marrying my son. It is enough for me to consider you my daughter.”

She eyeballed me, issuing a challenge for me to reject her. I knew Katerina was fundamentally good, and my mother would approve of her, so it seemed churlish to spurn the woman who consistently stuck her neck out for me. 

“I am blessed to be considered your daughter.”

“I am blessed, Amy. I’m sorry to have disrupted your household.”

“Maria and Marco are good people; I like them very much. They would never knowingly reveal something private, gossip about, or otherwise deliberately betray us.”

“Are you sure?”

“I would stake my life on it.”

“Then who has been talking about your comings and goings? The kidnappers are confident they can intercept you at will and know your plans in advance.”

“I have no idea who is watching or how they gather information about me.”

We all sat in silence, each racking our brains.

Oh my!

Oh fuck!

Everyone saw me panic, so I raised a finger to my lips and pointed at the kitchen table, indicating its underside. Katerina crouched, looked underneath, and nodded, seeing what I knew was there. When she stood, my adopted mother began speaking normally, indicating we should do the same.

“We must get ahead of this, Amy.”

“I know.”

“If it’s not these two gossiping, then maybe it is Caprica?”

“Unlikely.”

“But possible?”

“Yes.”

“Let’s visit her room.”

This was Katerina’s world, so I played along, picking up a writing pad and pen and scribbling a message for her.

Two assholes from a local art gallery conned their way inside here yesterday. We sat at this table, and I’m sure they planted the bug.

Katerina fished out her cell phone from the back pocket of her jeans and typed me a message.

Where is the gallery?

At the far end of the piazza. You can’t miss it.

Maria had scribbled a message on my pad and held it up for all to see.

Galleria closed today.

After a short conversation to maintain the ruse that we hadn’t found a bug, I retreated to the apartment study and worked through a few pressing notes and emails. Katerina called for a technical team to sweep our apartment, and I wondered who we were being protected by.

Marco and Maria went about their business running our home, but otherwise, we were silent, pending some sense being made of our bug. I felt relieved when Katerina slipped into my study, beaming from ear to ear.

“That was the only bug.”

“What happens to it now?”

“It has no tracker, so my friends took it away, and they will install it in a room with ambient traffic noise and muffled voices.”

“That’s clever.”

“The kidnappers won’t know for certain whether we found it. They will suspect, but I doubt it will deter them.”

“I’m still a kidnap target, then?”

“Yes.”

Rania joined us and sat close by, looking concerned, shaking her head. It was clear the two women had quarreled, a problem I didn’t need on my hands.

“Katerina wants to assassinate the kidnappers, Amy.”

“It’s not happening.”

“Thank fuck for that. You must talk some sense to her.”

Rania sat back in her chair, looking relieved. She grabbed a glass and poured cucumber-infused water from a nearby jug, drinking quickly as though dying of thirst. She was leaving me to reason with the state-sponsored killer, who didn’t look terribly impressed.

Diplomacy and a delicate touch were required to bring my future mother-in-law down from her sniper’s perch.

“Did you talk with Maria and Marco, Katerina?”

“You were right about them. They did nothing wrong and are nice people who seem desperate for you and Victor to stay here.”

“Did they provide any insights to our kidnappers or the art gallery?”

“The art gallery is closed for the week. A sign on the door says the owners are visiting family. Whoever visited you wasn’t really from the gallery.”

“Have you discovered any evidence, Katerina?”

“Only that everyone in the area is gossiping about you both.”

“That’s normal. We’re bound to be a fascination for a while.”

“Yes, but the idea you are easy pickings is feeding the greed of some awful people.”

“I don’t think killing the kidnappers will help.”

“How would you know our best course of action, Amy? This is not your world.”

She snapped at me, and I could tell she instantly regretted it. Katerina was used to leading operations she wasn’t personally invested in, so objectivity was difficult for her this time.

I paused, not wishing to provoke or get into a meaningless pissing competition about who knew best. Her expertise was supreme in this situation, but I had an idea and didn’t know how to pitch it.

She must have detected my caution, so she laughed.

“Please don’t pussy-foot around me, Amy. I love you too much to quarrel with you.”

“I have an idea.”

“Go on, please share it.”

“Someone runs this city and brings order to the chaos. Criminals have a hierarchy.”

“It will be a crime syndicate, possibly a single family or agreement between several.”

“Can’t you approach them and make friends?”

She looked surprised, as did Rania. My simple suggestion was overlooked in preference for a full-blown onslaught to discover and take down, even kill our enemies. I felt killing had the potential to provoke revenge from a group of criminals, a dead father’s child in the future, or a widower who lost a wife killed at Katerina’s hand.

Katerina stalked the study, peering out of the window, glancing at the light peeping from a gap under the door every time someone walked past. She was alert but not twitchy.

“Do you think the kidnappers are working off the local reservation, Amy?”

“This whole idea of kidnapping me doesn’t make any sense for the locals. Taking me would stir up a hornet’s nest, and blind eyes currently turned away by the police might no longer be relied upon by criminals if a war began.”

“It’s true, and conversely, if the kidnappers are off the criminal family radar, we would be doing the local boss a favor by pointing them out.”

“Can you make contact with whoever runs Florence, Katerina?”

“Your friend in Russia can make that happen. I spoke with him today, and he sends best wishes. Sergey hopes to see you and Victor at your Winter Palace apartment soon.”

Rania left the room, relieved that a problem was solved and that she wouldn’t be wiping blood off her hands anytime soon. We had two security teams on the ground, Kasimir keeping a lower profile and sticking with Victor while my security chief watched out for me.

If a kidnap team came looking for trouble, they would find more than they bargained for, but even that successful intervention would further expose Victor and me to others.

“Rania hasn’t slept in two days, Amy.”

“How do you know?”

“Come on, sweetheart… must you really ask?”

“You are ever vigilant, Katerina.”

“I slipped up with your household staff. They are upset and close to tears. I will apologize to them.”

I saw the softer side of my assassin mother-in-law. She was the same woman who sacrificed a son to save him and her husband. Katerina took no prisoners, never suffered fools, but dared to admit when she was wrong. 

“Would you move in here with Dad? We have seven bedrooms.”

She eyed me strangely as though all her Christmases had come at once. Hannah and Anastasia would arrive in a matter of hours, and I knew Katerina loved nothing better than being close to her biological son and daughter. Even with all seven of us in the apartment, we would occupy four bedrooms, not including Maria and Marco’s quarters.

“I got the impression you and Victor wanted some time alone. Hence, you fled Switzerland in a rental car.”

“I thought that’s what I wanted, but when we arrived here, it felt lonely. Caprica was already here, and over a few days, she filled a gap, and now we are friends.”

“Do you want your family close by, Amy?”

“Yes.”

“That is admirable. What does Victor want?”

“I have been blessed with a man who only cares about what I want. You have a wonderful son.”

“He turned out so well and in no small part because of Charlotte. I have observed her also, and she seems well.”

“Observed?”

“I have a couple of security friends following her around New York to ensure her safety.”

“She’s fortunate.”

Katerina left to contact Sergey, and I was glad Victor quickly replaced her. I explained our situation to my fiancee, who chuckled at his mother’s exploits.

“You will never know what Katerina is up to, Amy.”

“She’s nimble and deadly.”

“I’m glad you talked her out of more killings. The bodies mount up, and their whiff attracts law enforcement to our door.”

I led Victor from our study to the bedroom, where I lifted the duvet and slid underneath, followed closely by him.

“It’s mid-afternoon, Amy.”

“We can have a nap, though, right?”

He slipped off his clothes, so I did, leaving only underwear on. The room felt chilly as a fall breeze wafted through windows, freshening and freezing. Victor enveloped me in his bodily warmth and loving soul, pulling our duvet tightly around and spooning me from behind.

When my fiancee’s hands gently cupped my stomach, caressing the baby bump he loved so much, I was eased out of any stress and into the most comforting bubble where only we three lying in bed mattered.

“I can’t wait to watch you being a great father.”

“How do you know I will be a good Dad… I worry about that, you know. You’re already acquainted with our baby, but I am a stranger.”

“Your son or daughter hears your voice constantly, honey. You are hardwired into them already.”

“I want to be a great father.”

“You already are, sweetheart.”

By the time we woke up, it was almost dinner. As my mind sought reality, suitcase wheels rumbled this way and that, making me feel cozy because I knew our family was arriving and soon a fuller house and the solidarity of loved ones would improve our states of mind.

At dinner, with Katerina, my father, Hannah, and Anastasia joining us, Caprica seemed lost, so I sat on one side of her while Victor sat on the other, holding her hand.

We enjoyed large conversations and small plates of charcuterie, olive oil preserved tomato, artichoke, eggplant, and strands of mozzarella with slices of pecorino cheese. Plates and bowls were frequently slid onto or removed from the table, replaced when empty by steamed whelks, green-lipped mussels, and deep-fried white bait with squid rings.

Anastasia leaned forward to Caprica.

“I hear you are painting.”

“I am, yes… would you like to see?”

“Yes please… I have a favor to ask.”

“Of course.”

“I need a place to work, and I don’t like being alone. Can I join you while you paint? I’ll be no trouble at all.”

“I’d love that, Anastasia.”

“Also… if you have time, could you sketch Hannah and me in love.”

“That would give me great pleasure, too.”

I glanced from one happy, smiling face to another, thanking my lucky stars. Once again, we had a hearth, and even though that place moved around the world with no fixed abode, when we gathered together, it felt overwhelming because our morale was lifted, our power and self-confidence amplified, and joy flowed like the Orinoco river into an ocean of possibility.

Caprica looked much improved, and according to Maria, she diligently took her medication. I made a mental note to check on her soon and keep building our relationship.

After dessert was served, a late evening chill forced Maria to close our dining room patio doors. Our family was getting reacquainted after a short absence. I was surprised when my fiancee slipped away amid a hubbub, leading me to our elevator.

“Where are we going?”

“For a drive.”

“Is it safe to leave our apartment, Victor?”

“Rania and Kasimir know about this excursion and are already ensuring our safety, honey.”

He pulled a pink fluffy fleece poncho over my head, reaching down to my knees. I felt warm and comfortable, and once safely ensconced inside Victor’s new Porsche, I was cocooned from any ill wind, chilly or otherwise.

I saw a black SUV once and noticed our security kept a discrete distance as Victor tore out of the city, weaving through Tuscan forest and hills into the darkness above Florence.

When he pulled into an empty forest car park, I saw that two blacked-out SUVs had covered the entry gap. Florence was lit and spread before us in splendor, and I was swept off my feet.

“Why are we here?”

“I want to make love to you, Amy.”

“Here in the car?”

“On the car.”

“On your hood?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m positive.”

“Can we be seen by our security?“

“They know what we’re doing here but can’t see, and I am sure they will not peek. I parked at the edge, having been here earlier with Rania and Kresimir on a reconnaissance.”

“Fuck, Victor.”

“What is it?”

“You planned to find a special place where you could fuck me with your security team?”

“I had to involve them, or we would not have made it into the elevator.”

“I’m impressed.”

I leaped out of the car in a rush of hormonal love and lust, slipping off my jeans and panties, still covered by a fleece that was almost like a dress. Victor met me at the front of his car, and we were like two teenagers making out for the first time.

He kissed me with passionate urgency, so lifting that I felt my pussy engorge like a rose with fleshy petals opening, hoping for a bee to land soon.

“I can’t believe you did this… it’s so fucking spontaneous, Victor.”

“When I drive, I want to see you and me making love on the hood every time.”

I struggled with his belt, eventually tearing it from the loops keeping me from my prize. Victor lifted me onto the car’s hood, and I felt cold steel on my ass cheeks when he eased my poncho up while dropping his trousers.

When he clawed his arms out of a tightly tailored collared shirt, discarding it, my fiancee’s nipples stood solid and proud in the cold wind while his muscles rippled deliciously. I stroked his chest with open palms, enjoying the ripped feel of tense, well-sculpted muscles and the studs his nipples became. When I slid my hands down his washboard midriff into a warm crotch, I gasped because Victor’s cock felt more solid than usual.

“You’re very hard tonight.”

“Cuddling you in bed this afternoon… having our family around, watching how fucking imposing and sexy you are was so incredibly arousing.”

“And now, you want to have me?”

“I do.”

I grasped his cock with both hands, lifting my legs until Victor held them behind my knees, pushing back. I eased backward and lay down, pulling his cock toward me until a swollen, smooth glans spread my pussy lips wide, and my fiancee impaled me on his shaft.

Once his cock slid deep inside me, I gripped Victor’s shoulders with both hands, staring into his eyes, comforted by the love I saw. My fiancee pulled me down the hood until the small of my back draped perfectly off the front of his sheet metal, and my creamy slit was freely available to his monster cock.

When Victor rested my ankles on his shoulders, he cupped my ass cheeks and drove his cock balls deep inside me. My eyes bulged, and the naughty, submissive slut deep inside me came out to play, enjoying being fucked by the mountain man whose balls slapped off my ass cheeks.

I squeezed back on his cock, milking with every ounce of grip and tension I could muster, thrilled by the occasional cold breeze that licked my clitoris and anal whorl. Victor sped up, fucking me harder, faster, and taking me deeper, always with a throbbing shaft stretching my pussy walls wide.

I felt every gnarl and bloated vein, enjoying his ferocious stroke that reached deep inside me.

When he shot a hot load of semen deep inside me, I screamed, exploding into an orgasm so wild I trembled from my toes to the tip of my hair. I whinnied and sought his kiss while desperately clawing his chest, begging for more.

“Fuck… I love you so much, Amy.”

“I know, sweetheart, and I love you too.”

His cock twitched and throbbed inside me, a sensation I dearly loved, knowing that each tiny jerk meant another small drop of his seed seeped out of his cock, and decanted inside me. My ownership of Victor’s semen was no small matter to my mental health because for days to come, and given the frequency with which he filled me, perhaps for always, I was close to him, having his manly essence swimming inside me.

“I love your sperm inside me.”

“I love putting it there.”

“I feel I must please you, Victor.”

“It is my duty to please you in every way.”

He hugged me close, and I stared out over Florence city at night, holding my beloved, full of his cum and filled by his cock.

“I feel very happy, Victor.”


Chapter Thirty-Three

Visiting The Don

◆◆◆

Katerina’s Point Of View

I paced around our bedroom restlessly, pursing my lips and occasionally folding my arms, irked and frustrated but understanding of Amy’s position on the matter of not despatching her kidnappers.

My frequent glances from our bedroom window in my son’s apartment across the Piazza wouldn’t be noticed by any observer outside, not that I cared much. I would solve this problem in the usual way, but I needed to find a means to do that without harming my relationship with Amy.

My lover seemed mildly amused by my agitation, seeing this condition in me often, usually before a scene I was heading toward culminated in violence. 

“You are a caged tiger at times like this, my love. Pacing, drooling hungrily and with crazy eyes.”

“You just described my period.”

“You have the instincts of a killer at all times, dear, not only during a full moon or for the week when your cycle turns blood red.”

“I feel trepidatious right now, Peter. This mission is personal.”

“It’s not a mission, honey. You are simply passing on information to interested parties who will remove our problem.”

I flashed him an irritable look, and Peter tutted annoyingly, wagging an accusatory finger. He was the only person who could get away with scolding me, but then, he was the only man or woman I ever truly loved. 

“You are not in control this time, Katerina… this is always your reaction when you are removed from the game.”

“Given my life’s work, being in control is an advantage, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Yes, and honestly… I would want nobody else protecting my daughter, but-.”

“But, what, Peter?”

“But this is not your turf, and the rules may not run in your favor, Katerina. If you upset the local Don, we all may suffer unintended consequences.”

“Fuck unintended consequences. I can deal with those too if I must.”

“Can you manage this discretely, Katerina… for the sake and in the name of our grandchild?”

“I will find out tonight, but I shall cower to nobody.”

I glanced at my lover, feeling lifted and calmed. Peter felt more like a husband to me now that we were living together, not that I regretted a day of my life spent with Artyom. My estranged husband and I were best friends and complimentary to one another, like oil and water, one sliding seamlessly over or under the other but never merging as lovers should.

“I love Amy as I love Anastasia and Victor. You understand that, so why is my position on dealing with our daughter’s kidnappers so unreasonable to you… and for her, for that matter.”

“You are a strange woman, Katerina.”

“I feel responsible for Amy’s orphaned condition.”

“Tatiana killed my wife and attempted to murder me… several times, as I recall. If anything, you very adequately avenged us all.”

“I should have known they were coming for the three of you.”

“And what if you had?”

I stopped mulling it over and sat on Peter’s lap, pushing my lover backward until he lay on our bed. His cock felt hard, with its underside pressing into my pussy which was covered only by light cotton from the briefs I wore.

The what if I had would lead to a question I vowed never to ask my lover. At the time she was killed, Peter loved his wife, and that was a sacred red line I would not cross. My place in his life was created because she died, and I would never ask him how we measured up because that would be inconsiderate and unfair to him, me, and the memory of his beloved wife.

When I kissed him, Peter’s tender lips yielded softly like my pussy wanted to for his cock, spreading wide to allow my tongue inside his mouth. I felt aroused and knew I must change my panties before leaving, then control my urges until returning in the early morning.

We kissed again, and I felt Peter’s urgent, anxious desire to stay in bed with him where safety prevailed, so I stood up before torment overwhelmed him, then me. 

“Wish me luck, Peter.”

“If there will be no violence, can I accompany you?”

“Definitely not. This is a simple meeting with a petty criminal. One does not bring their life partner to such an event.”

And I may end up killing someone… perhaps more than one.

“The man running Florence is anything but petty.”

“Antoni will help us, I am sure. Sergey says he is a great supporter of his.”

“You have no backup if he chooses not to play ball.”

“I have these and this, my love. Fear naught.”

I spun quickly and leaped forward, brandishing my hands in karate-style punches and chops, before holding up the Glock 43 - 9mm that I favored after years of swapping around between handguns.

“You’ll kill them?”

“Every single one, if I must, my dear.”

“A new criminal will arise. Nature abhors a vacuum, Katerina.”

“Maybe I shall fill it. I’ve done so before.”

He knew I meant it because Peter had seen firsthand the reckless manner in which I treated my life. I felt fear but somehow turned that to my advantage, rarely losing control, even when taking enormous risks or doing the most awful things to my enemies.

“My luck will prevail today, Peter. When I return, can we make love?”

“We can make love whenever you wish, darling.”

I slipped into a black cocktail dress, smoothing its stretch-blended fabric until my figure was perfectly outlined. In a mirror, I watched Peter’s appreciative stare and smiled back lovingly.

“Have you ever killed a man who had a wanton lust for you burning in his eyes? Perhaps you rounded a corner, or he caught sight of you stepping out from behind a tree?”

“Not only men, sweetheart, and not always on the first meet cute.”

“I think you misunderstand what a meet cute is, honey.”

Peter laughed and undressed slowly while I watched until he was naked and posed seductively on our bed as though tempting me to join him. A log fire crackled and spat, throwing out waves of heat that warmed my body, evoking more sordid thoughts about rolling around with my lover in front of our hearth.

I slipped my Glock into a thigh holster, filling a black velvet clutch bag with four spare magazines and a small stiletto knife that was dear to me. I glanced at Peter and saw fear in his eyes. He was terrified I wouldn’t return but knew not to deter me.

I straddled his lap again, rubbing his cock with my pussy until he was fully hard before I kissed my dearest lover. He looked openly fearful, as always when I casually strolled into danger.

He tried to speak, but I placed a finger on his lips, begging him not to protest with my eyes.

“I will return, baby. I promise.”

“You better had, Katerina.”

On my way to the bedroom door, I slipped off my panties, tossing them to Peter, who scrunched and sniffed deeply, clasping his treasure tightly. I slipped on fresh underwear, hopping the last few steps to the door and blowing a kiss before leaving.

“Be naked when I return.”

“I will.” 

I left by the apartment building’s front door while my family slept. I expected to be observed and reported on by Antoni’s people, but that didn’t bother me because I understood clandestine meeting protocols better than anyone.

Nobody heard my footsteps because I wore sneakers, leaving the six-inch heels to Hollywood actresses and action movie scenes. I loved Nike Air because they gave me a bounce, and I felt comfortable if I ran, skipped, jumped, or landed from a great height, which I could easily do wearing my little black stretchy dress.

Piazza Michelangelo was silent and felt like hallowed ground, with the slightest chilly breeze that piqued my nipples. I felt alive and on the hunt, surprised by a feline friend who emerged from the shadows and padded over to me. He wound himself around my leg, caressing my skin, purring like an enthusiastic vibrator.

“Are you hunting too, little one?”

He was a young cat, beautifully groomed and jet black with piercing eyes. His light meow was a cautious response to my question that I took for a yes. I lifted him carefully, studying him, and he purred heartily as I wondered how many girls he impregnated already tonight. When I swayed him around in the palm of one hand, we eyeballed each other, and love blossomed between us.

“If you remain here when I return, you will have a home with me, little one. You may leave and fuck the girls every night while I enjoy my man, then we can eat breakfast together.”

I set him back down and strolled away, knowing my route to Antoni’s town residence perfectly well. Aside from meeting friends and colleagues when he must, the Florentine mobster was reputed to be a recluse, but then this may all be an overblown rumor because which criminals regularly exposed themselves to the public glare anyway?

I walked a mile and a quarter, taking a circuitous route to the magnificent, ancient house half that distance away by at least three other alley combinations. They would expect me to arrive by car and ask to frisk me, but I was ready for that problem.

As I approached the front cast iron gates to a large residence thirty or so meters up a private drive, two heavily armed guards swung around, shocked.

“Who goes there?”

“Really? You have nothing more inventive than a second world war challenge?”

“Identify yourself, madam.”

“That’s better. I am expected, and I’m sure you are aware of that. I am a friend, a traveler or pilgrim of sorts, and I seek an audience with your Don.”

“You must hand over your firearms and weapons, madam.”

“I can’t do that… and my tip for the day should anyone ever ask you to do the same thing… don’t give up your gun because it causes temptation for the other party to do something unfortunate.”

“You can’t enter the house with weapons.”

“I have these.”

I brandished my hands like they could kill, which they could. He snorted and smiled; I guessed my security men were enthralled by my beauty, figure, and those damn solid nipples that wouldn’t be tamed.

“I’m sure Antoni left orders that if I refused to give up my pistol and knife, you would let me enter anyway.”

“That’s correct.”

“You see? We are already friends and trust one another. You may also keep your weapons.”

Although the men laughed at my levity, they seemed reluctant to accept my terms to the extent they stared at each other, both hoping the other would cave in first, thereafter owning the responsibility for my besting of them.

I paused for a reasonable amount of time, then took advantage of their indecision and passed between them, pushing the iron gate enough for me to slip inside, blowing each a kiss on my way.

“At least tell our Don we tried to take your weapons.”

“Of course, sweetheart, now may I take my leave of you fine men?”

“Of course, madam.”

I noticed him follow me through the gate into a beautiful ornamental garden along cobblestones. I grinned but said nothing as he padded along beside me. We were both silent, and I was happy it was that way between us. I couldn’t figure out his name, although it was on the tip of my tongue.

When I stepped through large, wide-open double wooden, metal studded church doors onto a brilliantly polished parquet floor, I knew Antoni was a discerning man of exquisite taste.

The house two story foyer was lit brightly, highlighting wall art that must cost millions, some clearly stolen, others dubious as to their acquisition. Two more guards, each carrying Heckler & Koch MP 5 submachine guns, stepped forward. They looked ready to frisk or restrain me until a voice bid them not to.

“Don’t rough up my guest. She is a Russian pilgrim, and my friend, or at least, is about to become one.”

A woman roughly my age gracefully descended the winding stairs from one floor above. She wore no shoes, bringing her equal to my six feet height almost to the millimeter. Her beauty was breathtaking, and her dress was almost an exact replica of mine but in brilliant white.

When she approached, the woman halted inches away from me, smiling affectionately, before kissing my cheeks with one arm draped over my shoulder.

“It is nice to meet you, Katerina. I’m Antonella, and by your surprised look, Sergey deserves a gift for keeping my secret.”

“You’re a woman.”

“As much as you are, my dear.”

I composed myself, temporarily shaken but not stirred by the gender transformation of my new criminal friend. Antonella enjoyed my surprise, giggling and looking down, eyeing me from top to toe.

“Is she your cat, Katerina?”

“She is a he, and yes, it seems I have been adopted tonight in the most auspicious manner.”

“How recently did the two of you meet?”

“Half an hour ago, in a Piazza.”

“Oh my… you and I must become friends after this good fortune. Crossing you would be my fatal error. Does he have a name?”

“Michelangelo.”

“Named after the Piazza where he found you?”

“I feel poetic tonight. Michelangelo is calm with me and inquisitive because he already enjoyed the local girls.”

“He looks satisfied, Katerina. The question is, what will satisfy you?”

“I come to you asking for help.”

“I gather you would not yield your weapons at the front gate of my home. Am I to be concerned about that?”

“I never disarm willingly, and no… you and I are friends through Sergey and our pilgrim relationship.”

“Ahh, the Russian pilgrims. They are such a long-standing, honorable group of assassins. You are the first of your kind to visit me.”

“I am honored that you have received me, Antonella.”

“Do you need me tonight, my dear?”

She was humble enough for me to like her, but I sensed Antonella had little time for most others. I grinned at Sergey’s joke, not telling me that Antoni was actually Antonella. I rather enjoyed knowing that a woman was running the Florentine underground, not because she would add a dash of empathy, but for precisely the opposite reason.

I was a Russian pilgrim and would always be, regardless of the Kremlin’s dim view of my abscondment. Our principal allegiance was to Russia, often a skewed concept, but after that, pilgrims were guns for hire, taking only the most delicate, exquisite, and highly paid work.

“I need your help, Antonella.”

“To kill someone?”

“Have you heard about a plan to kidnap my daughter from her home in Florence?”

“I have now. Is Anastasia in any present danger?”

“The threat is against my other daughter, Amy.”

She paused for thought, then gasped and grinned.

“Ahh, you have adopted your son’s fiancee, much like Michelangelo patronizes you. The Empress in waiting.”

“Amy is not so inclined.”

“I heard.”

Antonella used her seductive power, turning around, strolling away, and almost levitating to a nearby artwork. The oil-painted scene was an orgy of women taking place in an exquisite castle room under a blazing log fire, undoubtedly an expression of her sexuality.

“A plot to kidnap and ransom a dignitary under my nose must be punished, Katerina. I can’t have random criminals conducting their nefarious business in my city without bending a knee to me.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“I shall need all the information you have on these people.”

“I can provide that, but on one condition, if I may.”

“Name your price?”

“I must kill the ringleader.”

“Why is that important to you?”

“When someone threatens the life of a family member, I always take out my trash. It is a hallmark and means that others know what I will do if they threaten those I love.”

“I might look weak as a result of you solving my problem.”

“I would work with your team and only ask that I despatch the ring leader personally. The others are yours to kill as you see fit.”

“But everyone must die, Katerina?”

“Yes… I’m happy to do the dirty work on all of the kidnap team per your wishes or not, but they must die.”

She closed in on me, glancing at the landscape orgy scene, then at me. As much as I would have taken Antonella to bed in a heartbeat before my union with Peter began, my heart, body, and soul were his, but I enjoyed her trying to seduce me.

The atmosphere between and around us felt electric, and I smiled, raised an eyebrow, but made no move to close my lips onto hers. Antonella breathed heavily, clearly passionate and barely able to contain her excitement. I felt Michelangelo rub his thick, black fur against my ankles, purring, almost like he encouraged me to fuck my new friend.

“I will owe you and, as Sergey will attest, I never fail to pay my dues, Antonella.”

“I don’t ask for reciprocation. I find people like us only pay back kindness if it suits them. Helping you suits me well, so no debt will be created. We both gain in this endeavor.”

“What’s in it for you, Antonella?”

“I remove an unforeseen threat and gain a friend.”

“We would become friends then?”

“We already are Katerina.”

“I have one last favor to ask.”

“I hope I can grant it.”

“My family must not know that I killed our foe. My new daughter disapproves of my murderous instincts, and I wish to be considered in a good light by her.”

“I would love to meet Amy sometime. Even before passing her exams, I hear she is quite the lawyer, and I already know your son is an incredible businessman.”

“I hope we can all meet soon.”

I turned and felt pleased when Michelangelo padded silently behind me like a stalking Black Panther, eyeing everything around him as though it were prey. His nature suited me, as I must do the same for him, or he would surely not follow me.

I held my arm high, tinkling fingers as though playing a piano.

“I’ll be in touch soon, Antonella.”

“I shall look forward to that. Goodbye, Katerina.”

On a narrow street with cobbles and pristine glass shop windows with lights showing beautiful wares, I heard a distant clock chime at 2 a.m. My thoughts drifted to a naked lover waiting in bed to satisfy me, and I trembled with sexual anticipation.

Wandering through the streets with a jet-black cat as my companion felt appropriate and appealed to my dark side.

I reached our bedroom and saw my lover lying naked on our bed with rippling muscles and a semi-hard cock, still awake and looking very pleased to see me. When I stood close to the dying log fire, I hitched up my dress and wriggled out of my panties. Peter rolled off our bed, landing softly, like the black cat that eyed him suspiciously.

“Don’t mind Michelangelo. He won’t ever replace you.”

“We have a cat now?”

“Sorry, sweetheart. I have a cat, but I do have a pussy for you too. Come, come and meet your prize.”

Peter lay on the wooden floor while I squatted over his face, presenting a fiery hot, swollen pussy for his delectation. He loved giving me cunnilingus, something I craved after an evening of daring do.

When I sat down on my throne, feeding my prince, his tongue slid inside my fuck hole, releasing the cream pooling just inside. Peter prised my pussy lips wide apart with bony fingers and slurped my pussy, swallowing greedily. I settled, spread my knees wider, and tingled all over, watching as Michelangelo leaped onto our bed, curled up, and watched me ride my man’s face.

He approves.

My cat purred almost the same as my pussy did, leaking my creamy approval; a sticky, sweet tribute trickled across my lover’s tonsils for his great tongue. He wrapped my thighs tightly in his arms, pulling me down onto his mouth while I gripped his cock and stared at Michelangelo, looking for a sign.

When my cat meowed and yawned, I leaned forward, giggling until I filled my mouth with Peter’s cock. He murmured, sighed, and then moaned loudly as I licked his salty precum off a swollen, reddish hue glans.

I sucked his cock hard and deeply, keeping his foreskin peeled as far back as the taut banjo string would allow. Peter clawed my ass cheeks and pussy lips wide between powerful palms, thumbing my fuck hole open, licking me like I was ice cream, and he desperately needed refreshment on a hot day.

When I orgasmed, Peter was two strokes of my lips behind me, screaming, tensing every muscle, and arching his back, raising us both high. He decanted a full, hot load of salty semen down my throat, eliciting a delightful gag on the way. I opened my legs wider, letting my orgasm loose down my lover’s throat, something he liked because I felt his lips pucker, seal onto my pee hole, and suck.

When I dismounted Peter’s face as though getting off a bicycle, I giggled and kissed him, standing up before dragging him to our bed.

“You must still fuck me tonight, Peter. I deserve it.”

“Were you a good girl?”

“Yes… not a drop of blood was spilled.”

I lay beside him with my head on Peter’s chest while Michelangelo warmed my feet. He was calm, and I felt his palpable relief coming from deep inside a tortured soul. I knew he feared losing a second love and understood why he was so cautious, but like my new feline friend, I had a wild heart.

“I am a pilgrim, Peter.”

“I know what it means in a poetic and real sense, Katerina, but you’re also a mother, soon-to-be grandmother, and people rely on having you in their lives.”

“And you, Peter?”

“I am fortunate every day to have someone so prodigious in my life.”

“But you fear losing me?”

“I cannot tame you, sweetheart, nor would I want that. You are the rock that my life is secured to, and I love you, sweet Katerina.”

I noticed Peter’s cock was hard, so I mounted my man, sliding his gnarly shaft balls deep inside my tight pussy in the light of a dying fire while Michelangelo watched intently.

He kneaded my breasts, tweaking nipples that had been solid for hours while I rode him, grinding my swollen clitoris into his pubic bush. When he came deep inside me, I stared down at my lover, leaving him in no doubt about my feelings.

“I love you too, Peter.”


Chapter Thirty-Four

Perspective Is Everything

◆◆◆

Amy’s Point Of View

When Katrina introduced the dark and mysterious Michelangelo at breakfast, I knew my adopted mother had enjoyed a nighttime adventure. The beautiful jet-black tom cat didn’t simply stroll into our home and lives without a catalyst.

You belong to her, or perhaps it’s the other way around.

Michelangelo was a beautiful boy, sleek, seductive, and dark, with dispassionate, sparkling eyes that stared into my soul. Katerina hand-fed him scraps of bacon from her plate while he purred so loudly that Maria heard him in the kitchen, and soon, more bacon was grilled.

“He already owns us all, Katerina?”

“Is that not the effect beautiful, sexy boys have on us, my dear?” 

My father sat beside his lover, who was opposite me, at the breakfast table. He looked tired, while Katerina seemed sprightly and refreshed; to wit, I deduced Dad had waited up late for his girlfriend’s return.

I ate strawberry yogurt slowly, eyeing Katerina while she smiled, avoiding my unspoken question. I wanted to know what she’d done and if progress was made, although because I had left matters in her hands, I felt compelled to limit my intrusion.

You don’t look tired.

I know it was you who left the apartment last night.

I know it was. I fucking heard you leave almost silently.

But how do I tackle your reason for leaving?

“Michelangelo lives in the Piazza outside our building, Katrina, right? I might have seen him there.”

“Yes… he is such a beautiful boy who took to me, almost like I belong to him.”

“When did you two meet?”

I had her, knowing Katrina would not lie to me. If she said last night, then it was clear that she was out late. If she said this morning, it could not be when the traders were around, so again, she would be revealed.

“I left the apartment last night to meet with Antonella.”

“Oh.”

“She is the local crime Don with whom Sergey connected me.”

“A woman?”

“It surprised me as well, my dear, but she is impressive and quite ruthless.”

“Will she help us?”

“Yes.”

I knew that was the extent of Katerina’s revelation because any further questions would cost me dearly in our growing bond. I asked for there to be no corpses floating in the river or shallow graves in the hills, but I wouldn’t know what Katrina did or how she went about it. I guessed it wasn’t good grace for me to interrogate the means she chose to protect me, and I felt that tension in her.

“Should I add cat food to the household shopping list, or does Michelangelo eat what he kills?”

Like his mistress.

She flashed me a look, knowing that I was desperate for a more in-depth discussion about her meeting with Antonella. I craved to know details that would disgust me.

“He needs something rich and full of goodness, please, Amy. Michelangelo fulfills an important role in the local community.”

“I’m sure he does.”

Fathering future generations, no doubt.

I smiled at Katerina, and she looked grateful I hadn’t pressed her buttons. She lifted Michelangelo, kissed him, and strolled to the patio door, placing him gently on the stone floor to enjoy our balcony view.

When she turned to face me, my adopted mother was as relaxed as her cat, who curled up on a lounging chair.

“I’ll list some items for Maria if that’s okay, Amy. We’ll need a litter tray, a vet trip, and a grooming salon. I can’t abide boys who smell.”

“Can I help, perhaps clip some toenails?”

“Are we still discussing Michelangelo, Amy?”

“Of course. Who else?”

“I already have both matters in hand. There will be clipping aplenty quite soon.”

My father glanced up from reading the local news, shot me a cautionary look, and then did the same to his girlfriend, which I thought very brave. He descended into the broadsheet with an expert flick of its corner and a wisp of a smile from Katerina.

“Are we safe to leave our home?”

“Yes. Kasimir and Rania have a good handle on that problem, and I will make sure our longer-term solution concludes sometime tonight. By tomorrow, Florence shall be ours, dear.”

I slipped away from breakfast, kissing my father and Katerina on the cheek, ensuring our parting was on good terms. Anastasia and Hannah had slept late, but I heard them sharing the last of our breakfast buffet in fits of giggles before the food and coffee ran out and everyone started their working day.

When Victor’s sister entered our room, he and I were surprised she hadn’t knocked. Anastasia wore her bathrobe and looked as disheveled as someone recently moved in with their lover should. I pointed and laughed at her messed-up hair, knowing Hannah must be in a similar state.

Anastasia suddenly seemed very serious.

“I must explain something about my mother, Amy.”

“Do I really want to know?”

“Yes… you must. Mother is drawing you into her inner circle. To my knowledge, she has never trusted anyone outside of me and my father in this way.”

“I realize she will kill to protect us if she must, Anastasia.”

“She will kill these kidnappers anyway, Amy, regardless of your opinion, and you must live with that.”

“You are characterizing a serial killer.”

“That is precisely what assassins are. My mother will make an example of whoever has planned this kidnap of you to deter others. It is her way.”

“What can I do to prevent killing?”

“Nothing will stop mother. These kidnappers deserve to float face down in the canals hereabouts, and you are the only one who sees it differently. I guarantee we’ll be doing local police a great service.”

“We?”

“Please don’t ask; just think carefully before you condemn.”

After Anastasia left our room, I felt sick, knowing that my plea to manage the situation without bloodshed was to be ignored entirely. I cleared my mind and ran every possible mitigation scenario without coming up with a single one that could restrain the monster inside my adopted mother.

Katerina dropped by around mid-afternoon while I was alone. Michelangelo padded along a few meters behind, following her in, before peeling off to investigate my bedroom with his nose in the air, sniffing.

“Will you walk with me, Amy?”

“Of course. Where are we going?”

“To visit a friend.”

It was no surprise when Michelangelo turned down the offer of freedom in the piazza. Katerina asked him politely, then laughed and tickled under his chin when he looked away, wholly unimpressed.

“He’s been vaccinated and groomed, so my baby boy is a little tetchy this afternoon, Amy.”

“I can imagine he would be no different to any man in that regard.”

“I think he is a good addition to our household.”

“I agree.”

My adopted mother carried a briefcase, which seemed odd, while wearing jeans, a white blouse, and a dark Merlot color bolero leather jacket. Her wraparound Prada sunglasses placed her somewhere between a billionaire businesswoman and a Hollywood housewife, but I knew Katerina’s true nature was neither, and she was simply blending in with Florence.

We strolled through alleys and past boutique shops, chatting about her former life in Russia and favorite home cook recipes minus the serial killer details. When we arrived at the impressive iron front gates of a grand mansion house, I studied its beautiful marble and stone facade, the stunning ornamental gardens leading to it, and a black Lamborghini Aventador parked on a drive outside heavy wooden front doors.

“Is this where you visited last night?”

“Yes. Be cautious with your words here, please, Amy, because we are among dangerous friends. I am drawing back the curtain on my life out of respect and love for you.”

“Thank you.”

Anticipation surged through me with an excited tingle from my core, fluttering to every part of my body. I noticed every detail, piqued my interest in the guard’s chatter, and felt a monumental moment had arrived.

“Welcome, pilgrim.”

Two armed guards nodded respectfully at Katerina, then me, opening the iron gates to allow us passage.

“You must have made quite the impression last night, Mother.”

“Oh, Amy, how I adore you calling me mother.”

“I’m in awe at you. I can’t help myself even though I know what you do. I believe my Mom and you would have been great friends.”

“As I am with you, my dear.”

I saw Antonella before Katrina introduced her, and I felt the same overwhelming presence of power as I did around Victor. She stood in the center of a parquet wooden floor atrium-style foyer designed to impress, surrounded by a multitude of stolen art.

As soon as Antonella saw me, she checked me out, raised her eyebrows, and grinned in what seemed genuine delight.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Amy. Congratulations on your pregnancy.”

“The pleasure is mine, and thank you.”

She held my hands, regarding me like a potential suitor for a favorite son. Her eyes sparkled like emeralds, but I saw the danger that Katerina warned me of.

“I gather we have a disagreement, Amy. Katerina tells me you abhor killing.”

“When it is unnecessary, yes. Doesn’t everyone?”

“Come this way, dear. Allow me to educate you.”

She didn’t answer my question, which plunged my heart into darkness. I realized any notion that I might be able to talk either or both women out of a murder spree was utter hubris on my part.

Antonella led us to an extensive library spanning two floors with a ladder rail system around the entire room for reaching books on the highest shelves. It was an impressive collection that I estimated to comprise more than ten thousand books.

We sat around a beautiful wooden desk, and Katerina opened her briefcase, sliding a series of A4-sized glossy photographs onto its highly polished surface. My eyes widened, then filled with tears, and I choked. Antonella lifted one photograph, looked sad, and spun it around for me.

“These are dead children in a container, Amy. The arrival port was Los Angeles, and this shipment of kidnapped and trafficked cargo was intercepted by your Homeland Security.”

There were twenty infant corpses stacked in layers inside a container. Boys and girls were among the dead, all filthy from their journey, wearing rags for clothes. The following image showed a line of preteen kids entering a tent.

Katerina tapped the photograph, eyeing me to ensure her lesson’s fullest impact was felt.

“Child auction in Mogadishu, arranged by the same gang hunting you.”

Next, my adopted mother slid across an image of dead children in a mass grave, and I felt sick.

“Why are you showing me this, Katerina?”

“Your kidnapper is accomplished in their craft.”

“Wh-what? These kids?”

“Yes… it’s the same person planning on taking you who did this. The gang is responsible for such atrocious crimes you would not believe.”

“Are you certain? I mean, one hundred percent sure you have identified the same person?”

“They traffic thousands of children from one place where they have no value to another where they can be sold… for sex, slavery, organ donation, science and as cadavers.”

“Fuck!”

“Yes… fuck, indeed, Amy. This is reality.”

Katerina handed me a document on which a list of suspected crimes was annotated in red biro. The text was Cyrillic, and the document was original, so I assumed Sergey had provided a dossier by overnight courier. Antonella handed me a few more images, each equally gruesome and designed to shock.

“Katrina tells me you don’t want this kidnapper dead, Amy.”

“This man is my kidnapper.?”

“Yes… but he is a she, my dear.”

“A woman does this to children?”

“More frequently than you think.”

“What is her name?”

“Pandora.”

“You’re fucking joking, right?”

“Do I look like I am laughing, Amy?”

“No, Antonella. Why am I here? Are you asking for my approval?”

“I asked to meet you and hope that we are friends now. There is more to crime than bloodshed and greed. Sometimes, order is only possible when criminals act where the police cannot.”

“You are showing me your reality, hoping I will go along with the killing.”

“No, dear… I don’t need your permission or forgiveness, but I do want you to remember these dead children who were assaulted repeatedly, abused, then murdered by a heinous bitch I would kill with my bare hands right in front of you.”

Antonella sparked a grain of anger in her eyes that momentarily rippled across her face. I trembled in rage because I felt the same way. If Pandora were in the room right now, I, too, would tear her apart.

“This is why we have the law and justice, Antonella.”

“And if this were your child? Who would you allow to extract your justice?”

She held up an image of a child hanging in a room with shadows cast on white walls and no pity.

“I would rip her fucking throat out and feed it to the crabs.”

“Then think on, Amy, and perhaps consider a career in wills and conveyancing if you have no stomach for real justice.”

I’d been schooled, and although her words stung, I felt no animosity from the woman I’d been brought to meet for a lesson. She led us out of her home, kissing both my cheeks at the front door, seeming completely unruffled.

When we turned the first corner and were out of sight, I wept for the children but without an ounce of compassion for Pandora. My adopted mother held my hand, clenching tightly.

“If there is a hell, I will go there for the things I have done, Amy.”

“You might be surprised, Mother. I doubt anyone could criticize you for taking out this particular piece of shit.”

“I wanted you to understand how I am so we can grow together. I don’t expect you to accept what I do or how, but your love is important to me.”

She saw my tears and wrapped an arm around my shoulder, drawing me closer while we walked home. Katerina kissed the top of my head frequently, hushing and consoling me like my Mom once did.

Outside our building, my adopted mother took my hand and led me to a cafe, ordering a milky latte for me and a double espresso for herself. She leaned back in the chair, staring wistfully into the heavens as though convinced there was no place for her there.

When she looked at me, Katerina smiled lovingly.

“Pandora must die, mother.”

“Yes, Amy… she must.”


Chapter Thirty-Five

Closing Pandora's Box

◆◆◆

Katerina’s Point Of View

I was pleased that Amy kept an open mind when we met Antonella. What initially seemed cut and dried to her in applying the law hadn’t prevented my new daughter from quickly understanding that a gray area exists in morality and justice as much as in life.

I watched the new naughty boy in my life slink around my domain, exploring, dominating, and marking out his territory.

“You fascinate me, loyal and beautiful boy.”

From my chair behind a desk in our bedroom, I smiled at Michelangelo, then glanced at my lover, who lay on our bed reading a sailing boat magazine. Peter pointed to himself, miming the word me.

“Of course you, Peter. Michelangelo is far from loyal… in fact, I believe him to be a total boy-cat whore. Look how he preens himself ready for a night on the town.”

“I am far more reliable than a beautiful Italian cat, Katerina.”

“Indeed, but then Michelangelo is excused his disloyalty because he doesn’t know how dangerous I can be when betrayed.”

“He should not take you for granted, my dear.”

“Nobody should ever do that, Peter.”

My lover bellowed with laughter, not in the slightest bit afraid of me despite full knowledge of my life. Michelangelo leaped onto the desk behind which I sat, nuzzled his face against my palm, then cheek, while purring, waited until I tickled under his chin, and dropped silently onto the floor, padding casually toward the bedroom door.

I watched Michelangelo stare at the door without looking at me. I admired his patience and confidence, the same quality I exercised now despite the dangers of my forthcoming nocturnal activities. 

“Look how he assumes I will follow and open every door from here to the street.”

“Will you?”

“Yes, of course, but I can’t believe I am doing it without even an appreciative glance in my direction.”

“Why not?”

“I’m encouraging and enabling a boy to go out on the town and fuck all of the local girls.”

“Have him neutered, Katerina.”

“Oh fuck no! I would never have my Michelangelo’s balls snipped. It would be like taking away your manhood.”

While Peter crossed his legs, I shook my head at the irony of expecting loyalty from one man in my life while encouraging the opposite from another. Michelangelo owned me, but then, so did Peter from a place so deep in my heart even wild horses couldn’t prise him loose.

After I released my cat into his namesake’s piazza, I returned to my lover and flicked through a glossy magazine featuring new modifications to my favored Glock pistol. Peter glanced at me, saw my chosen reading material, and laughed.

“I’m reading about catamarans, and you’re studying pistol modifications, Katerina.”

“Someone must repel our boarders and pirates when we sail around the world.”

He rolled into me, lifting his head and crumpling the pages when he lay heavily on my lap, staring lovingly into my eyes.

“Are you going out tonight, Katerina?”

“Yes.”

“With Anastasia?”

“I need backup in case Antonella or her people double-cross me.”

“Does your new crime boss know about Ana?”

“You can’t call her that anymore.”

“She isn’t here.”

“That’s true, and no, Antonella does not know my daughter is a very effective assassin in her own right. She thinks Anastasia is a cute, innocent girl on holiday with her new girlfriend.”

“Best keep it that way.”

“Please don’t wait up for me tonight, Peter.”

“That’s not happening.”

I knew he could not sleep when I worked a mission, and tonight, with my daughter also on the prowl, Peter would go crazy with worry. He watched me prepare, this time wearing black cotton ripstop cargo fatigues with spare magazines and throwing knives pocketed in the waist and lightweight but solid kneepads for me to slide on, slam a knee to the floor quickly into a firing position, or jam it in someone’s face.

I wore a bolero-style jacket with Kevlar soft pack armor panels that would defeat 9mm from close range. If anyone had an AK47, typical of criminals hereabouts, the 7.62mm caliber ammunition would easily penetrate. Two stiletto blades fit perfectly inside my jacket, a preferred weapon, more elegant and personal than a bullet.

Anastasia planned and ran her mission, which was to protect me. She knew my route in and out, every detail of my mission planning, and the rest was up to her. We acted separately to avoid one mission contaminating the other.

I figured my daughter had already left when I kissed Peter goodbye. It was 4 a.m., and my target would be sleeping. My entry into Pandora’s rented home would happen at 4:45 a.m., a perfect time to take advantage of guards who would become tired and complacent by that hour, just as dawn threatened to break.

I shared surveillance intelligence sent to me by Sergey with Antonella and Anastasia. The Russian military had a drone and satellite feed that informed my mission plan, which my partner in this crime and her team quickly approved.

I strolled through the silent streets, humming Would You Like To Swing On A Star? Remembering the great Bruce Willis movie Hudson Hawk while I danced across cobbles to an audience of one, my daughter, who undoubtedly had my back and was probably giggling while observing me. 

I met Antonella and her team at our final rendezvous, a small chapel for which she had acquired the key, located three hundred meters from our target. The chapel had access to a network of secret tunnels that once served as escape routes for the Medici family.

An access tunnel exited inside a disused stone storage shed at the front of Pandora’s rental home. I was assured that even the owner was unaware of the property’s vulnerability.

My escape would also be courtesy of the Medici family because Antonella had provided a unique key with which I could access the Vasari Corridor. This elevated passageway allowed the powerful family to travel high above Florentine streets from Pitti Palace to Palazzo Vecchio, with several exit points along the way.

I was on time at our rendevous and saw that Antonella brought twelve men and women as her assault team. She passed me a walkie-talkie with an earpiece I fitted and tested.

“Tell my team leader Christoph when the bitch is dead, then he will move to help extract you, Katerina.”

Antonella pointed at a man beside her, and I nodded politely at him.

“We need to get inside the house first. Are you clear on the mission brief, Christoph?” 

He looked at me like I’d grown two heads before slipping on a black silk balaclava and giving his team instructions in Italian. They all had Sig Sauer P226 with 9x19mm Parabellum ammunition. It was as good a choice as any with sufficient stopping power.

“My team will be with you all the way. Don’t worry, Katerina.”

“And you?”

“I’ll be home waiting for good news and to share an excellent Barolo with you when this nasty business is concluded.”

Antonella left, and I waited a minute before stepping behind the chapel altar and slipping through heavy velvet drapes, descending old stone stairs into the tunnel system below. The assault team followed me closely, and I silently prayed that they were competent and had clearly understood my instructions.

We emerged from a dilapidated shed in the front garden of an immense house where ornamental shrubs and a line of trees covered our approach.

It was just about light enough to see and be seen. The assault team gathered inside a tree line using the shadows, watching and waiting for my order to move. I watched Pandora’s guard patrolling down the driveway from the front of the house, counting her paces, and I began timing my run.

The second guard barred the door, a job for our sniper, positioned across the road on a high balcony. The next few minutes would confirm our team’s competence, and I hoped Christoph’s sniper was in position and ready.

I clicked the throat mic on and issued my first command.

“Sierra. Target is forty meters out; on my mark, wait ten seconds and send it.”

“Jackknife confirmed.”

Thank fuck for that.

Christoph removed his balaclava momentarily, grinning confidently and winking. His sniper, call-sign Jackknife, was in position and ready to take down the guard at the door while I executed the one approaching us on mobile patrol.

I kneeled, focused on the hunt, relaxing my muscles while regulating my breathing and forcing my heart rate down. If our timing were wrong, Pandora and her entire bodyguard team would be alerted and respond quickly before we entered the building.

We might be seriously outnumbered.

Remaining in the shadows, I placed both hands on the ground like a sprinter in the blocks and dug my toes into the soft grass. Every second counted, and my timing accuracy was vital. My first target scrunched the gravel with her military boots, passed us on her way to the front iron gates, and was about to turn and walk back toward me.

“Jackknife. Standby, Sierra… you are not in the clear.”

“Sierra. Standing by.”

I relaxed and shuffled further into the tree line, signaling the assault team to wait.

“Jackknife. I see two bravos on foot from Alpha One location… wait out.”

The sniper had spotted two guards emerge from the house’s front door. They walked around the property, chatting, laughing and smoking.

“Jackknife. I have two bravos now in the open… Wait.”

Minutes passed while I listened to the radio. I saw the two guards laughing together while stretching their legs. When one flicked a cigarette butt into the gravel driveway, they both turned and headed back around front.

“Bravo’s now inside, I have visual. You are clear.”

The enemy guards had returned to the house, and my sniper confirmed we could begin our assault.

I slid back into my sprinter’s blocks and waited for the mobile guard to draw close to the front gates before making her turn. The gap between us would be forty meters at that point. Adrenaline coursed through my veins, and I suddenly felt alive. The killer inside me controlled my instincts, peaking savagely when the guard almost reached her turn, and I exploded from the blocks.

“Sierra. Mark!” 

I whispered into the throat mic and counted down in my head.

Ten… nine… eight.

The garden was grassed for the first thirty meters, then gravel for the shortest possible distance at the point I planned to intercept the guard. I flew across the flat, perfectly manicured lawn silently and swiftly, like a guided missile from ship to shore.

Seven.

I hit the gravel as the guard turned again to head back to the house. She faced me, utterly horrified.

Three.

The surprise of an assailant bearing down on her paralyzed the guard for a split second. Her sub-machine gun rose, and her expression exploded with rage and hatred. She knew only one of us would live.

I heard a sniper’s bullet pass over the top of my head, aimed at the guard covering the house’s front door.

“Jackknife. One bravo down.”

The sniper took out his target at the front.

I launched myself, covering the last two meters high in the air. The guard fumbled her aim and panicked between trying to kick and push me away. She dropped her submachine gun, and it scrunched into the gravel.

With perfect aim and all my weight bearing down on her, I sank two stiletto knives simultaneously into the woman’s neck, one on either side of her head, completely severing her jugular vein and spinal cord.

Her death was almost instant.

“Sierra. One bravo down. All callsigns, move to breach positions!”

The dead woman crumpled and slid down my body, with any remaining sign of life in her eyes vanishing fast. I scanned the area for my next target, pleased that my mission plan was successful.

Antonella had provided twelve of her best people to assault the house. They had passed the first test, taking down the outside guards, but now came a more difficult challenge: breaching the house, closing in on our target in an upstairs bedroom, and executing her.

I wafted both hands forward, signaling everyone to approach the house, which they did silently, spreading out and crouching low. Each team member lay beneath a window with stun grenades prepared. At seven million candelas and one hundred and seventy decibels, they looked like a British military specification, but all I cared about was that they would immobilize anyone inside the house for at least twenty seconds and buy us the time we needed.

Christoph signed to speak with me, and I leaned in

“Antonella has created a six-minute window with the police before they react to our flash bangs and calls from neighbors.”

“I thought we agreed ten?”

“She messaged me right now… it is six.”

“Fuck!” 

“Sorry.”

The breaching team followed me to the front door and into our sniper’s firing line. It was unavoidable, caused by a need to drop the two exterior guards and cover the house frontage. I raised the full-bore shotgun and aimed, nodding.

“Sierra, all call signs, breach now.”

Six stun grenades smashed through the windows, and the door busted its hinges simultaneously when two shotgun blasts shattered its wooden frame. I discarded my shotgun, unholstered two Glocks, and tracked inside the house for targets.

I moved quickly along the main corridor, focussed on the kitchen at the end. When I turned left and bounced off a door frame to clear a room, a man staggered from my right a short way down the corridor, brandishing his pistol and shooting wildly into the air. He shielded his face with his left arm, coughing. I turned quickly and aimed, but he dropped before I fired a shot.

I heard the bullet whizz over my head by less than an inch.

“Jackknife. One bravo down.”

My assailant dropped to the floor before he could aim at me. I had him covered, but the sniper was keen to increase their body count.

“Sierra, Jacknife, stand down… you almost fucking hit me.”

“Sorry.”

Fucking amateurs.

Christoph broke off when I took the stairs. He and most of his team would clear downstairs while his two best shooters ran ahead of me, taking out guards. I agreed with Antonella to limit my body count, letting her garner kudos for this assault. None of her team members were confident of taking down the mobile guard outside in the required timeframe and silently, so I stepped in to solve their embarrassing problem.

Two more guards staggered out of bedrooms upstairs; neither were armed, both half-dressed and quickly despatched by Christoph’s team.

When I stepped into the master bedroom, a woman was dressing hurriedly. She saw me, looked terrified, and reached for a pistol lying on her bed, but it was too late. My double tap to her chest took Pandora down.

I stepped over her body and pulled out a photograph inside my jacket pocket. I checked the image Sergey provided against the woman twitching on the floor, confirming my target.

I grinned at Pandora, crouching low to study her contorted face and bluing lips as she coughed blood, panicking.

“You picked the wrong girl to kidnap, bitch.”

I double-tapped into her forehead, grinning spitefully.

“Fuck you!”

The rooms downstairs were quickly cleared, and we were ahead of time. Christoph’s team had already started the extraction, so I charged down the stairs and out of the front door. My access point to Vasari Corridor was a hundred meters away through an old taverna.

I sprinted to the tree line, found the path I needed, and then stopped dead in my tracks because three of Christoph’s team stood in my way, brandishing knives. My Glocks were holstered, and I wouldn’t have enough time to reach for them before their attack, so this would be hand-to-knife fighting.

“Ahh, a fucking double cross.”

“Something like that, madam.”

I tiptoed along the trail, keeping my center of gravity low, prepared for their assault. A light breeze brushed my cheeks, exciting me; I was at one with nature, almost like the universe wanted me to rid it of a cancerous tumor.

Killing was my gift and why all pilgrims bent a knee to me. I was an avenging angel; now it was time for Plan B.

The only sound was trees swaying in a light breeze when they rushed at me, slashing knives like sythes through ripe golden barley. One assailant dropped to his knees immediately with a look of shock on his dying face and a big hole in the back of his head.

I heard the suppressor shot fired and knew Anastasia was close by.

The remaining two guards paused for long enough that Anastasia killed a second, and I disarmed the third, twisting his knife hand around, ramming the blade upwards through his chin, into his brain.

I grinned while staring into his eyes as the life drained from him.

“Silly boy.”

When he dropped to the floor, I wiped my prints off the hilt of his knife, dropped it in a bush, and stood up. My daughter stepped out of the trees onto the path, beaming like the cat that got the cream.

“You’re welcome, Mom.”

“I was double-crossed.”

“I know. What now?”

“Antonella.”


Chapter Thirty-Six

The Spirit Of Vengeance

◆◆◆

Katerina’s Point Of View.

Anastasia quickly swapped magazines and cocked her Walther PPK 9mm Stainless. Ever since I bought her that pistol, her first, my daughter would use nothing else. She tucked her firearm into the waistband of her jeans and pulled over a t-shirt, my pet hate that I was sure she did just to displease me.

“You called it Mom. They tried to fuck you over.”

“I’m still shocked. I would make a far better ally than an enemy to Antonella.”

“Criminal kudos?”

“Maybe.”

The double cross confused me because, in time, Antonella would incur the wrath of my pilgrim brethren. Assassin’s groups are notorious for in-fighting, but when someone outside attacks the inner circle, ranks are closed, and the common enemy is dealt with.

“They will know we are coming, mother.”

“Yes. These three corpses are a gross inconvenience to Antonella and a warning I am not dead.”

“I hear sirens already.”

“Let’s go.”

There was no cause for panic because the Police would concentrate their effort on clearing the house and discovering corpses. News crews and ghouls would follow, leaving us enough time to create the next murder scene.

As we strolled along ancient streets, thoughts of historic intrigues and deviousness struck me. My daughter and I had become a dreadful addition to the City’s history where murder such as that committed by us tonight had been a fact of life since the Middle Ages.

“Will the tunnels to her home be open, Mom?”

“Sergey promised, and I believe he will deliver.”

“He loves Amy.”

“So long as he admires her from afar, there will be no problem.”

“She can easily manage his infatuation.”

When I turned a handle and pushed the Taverna door, it opened immediately. A man wearing black coveralls stood up from a bar stool, strolled to me, and handed over a key, pointing toward an open door.

“You had good foresight in your plan, pilgrim.”

“I cover every eventuality.”

“Your target house is at the furthest end of the tunnel. I checked already, and the key works. Good luck.”

“Thank you.”

He left as silently as we had arrived, and I led my daughter through the door and downstairs into an old wine cellar. The dusty air almost choked me, but it was cleaner once we entered the tunnel.

“Does everyone in Florence have a tunnel, Mom?”

“Everyone who could afford one did. Even if it only took them next door, it was always good to have an escape route. This one must have allowed the wealthy homeowner to sneak past his wife into this Taverna.”

As Sergey’s man promised, the key fit and turned surprisingly easily. I wondered if he had oiled the old lock and made a mental note to thank Amy’s admirer.

I opened the door carefully and slipped into a large, modern, dimly lit parking garage with an incredible car collection numbering at least twenty. At the head of that was a rare Ferrari 250 California SWB Spyder, the car many claimed to be one of the best convertibles of its era.

“I love old cars.”

“You love James Bond, Mom. I see no DB6 here.”

“I prefer the Ferrari…. and Sean Connery.”

I lightly ran a gloved finger across the perfect dark blue paintwork of a stunning Ferrari on my way to the door. There could be no prints left here because Antonella would not be able to control a police investigation into her murder.

“No pistols here, sweetheart; use your knives and hands.”

“And if they fire first?”

“If the noise starts by them, let loose the dogs of war. I suspect they will be as keen as we are to have silence.”

I unsheathed one stiletto blade, preferring to keep a hand free to fight if I must. Antonella’s home was oddly quiet when we stepped into the large courtyard. Keeping to the shadows, Anastasia followed me around to the front door, which was wide open.

Voices inside piqued my interest.

“How do you know Katerina is dead?”

“I don’t, and right now, I suspect she bested my people.”

“You’re fucked then, Christoph. That woman will uproot every tree and bush on the planet until she finds you. Nobody deceives a pilgrim… even you know that.”

“Katerina will be satisfied when she finds you here, dead.”

“Why have you done this?”

“It’s time for a new regime in Florence.”

“Do you have any idea how many people will want to kill you once they discover you murdered me?”

“Precisely none. Locals will believe it was a pilgrim, and Katerina is unlikely to care enough to correct them since she wanted you dead for deceiving her.”

“You set me up, Christoph, and that will not bode well for you. Deceit is like a tiny strand of silk on a giant tapestry. Once it unravels, you find yourself chasing the repairs constantly… a lie here, another assassination there, but eventually, a few graves later, and your story becomes a rag.”

“Shut the fuck up bitch.”

“Just do it, Christoph. I can’t listen to any more of this whining… fucking kill me already.”

I stepped silently into the door frame and saw Antonella sitting on a chair. Christoph was a couple of meters away, with a shaky hand pointing a pistol at her head. I unholstered a Glock, tapped it against the marble pillar I leaned on, and aimed at Christoph’s head.

“She’s right, you know, Christoph. You whine like fuck.”

“Fucking bitch!”

“Maybe, but I’m not a coward and deceiver as you are. You should at least have stayed to kill me yourself. Hand the pistol by its barrel to Antonella.”

Christoph must have considered overpowering his boss and using her as a human shield but thought better of it, figuring that I would be deadly at twenty meters with a handgun. With Antonella calling the shots, we were in a much better place.

I heard a gargling scream behind me and spun around. The woman was already kneeling, her eyes wide and glazed over. She made a strange gargling sound as she died with blood spurting from a freshly severed carotid artery.

I saw a knife handle sticking out of the man’s neck and Anastasia grinning when she appeared from behind the fallen guard. Her blade made a sickening sucking sound as she retrieved it.

I shot my daughter a chiding look as she wiped her blade clean while letting the woman, one of Christoph’s team, slump to the floor. I shook my head and stamped a foot while Anastasia shrugged and held her hands high in frustration.

“What is it, mother? She was coming for us. I had to kill her.”

“Look at the mess you made on the marble floor, baby girl. Always the Jugular… I keep telling you.”

“I prefer the carotid, Mom… they bleed out faster.”

“And you fucking smiled again, too… what have I told you about smiling so much about killing people?”

“You smile, too.”

“I am a lost cause.”

“Like mother, like daughter.”

Anastasia poked her tongue out and kicked the corpse as she walked past, glancing in every direction for someone else to kill. One day, she would become a great pilgrim, perhaps even more accomplished than me, but I worried about my baby.

When I turned around, Christoph looked fearful. I pointed at him.

“Double crossing bastard.”

“What happens next, Katerina?”

“That’s up to Antonella. The way I see it, my work here is done.”

“It seems we are both cowards then.”

“How so?”

“You accused me of cowardice because I wouldn’t kill you myself, and now… well, here you are… doing the same thing.”

I carefully set my pistol on a beautiful, polished occasional table with a gold inlay map of the world. I strolled toward Christoph, nodding politely at Antonella.

“May I take the pleasure, please, Antonella?”

“I owe you my life. How could I refuse you anything, my dear?”

I eyeballed Christoph, whose arrogance had returned in full force. He reached inside his jacket, unsheathing a knife not dissimilar to mine, flicking it around in his palm to demonstrate expertise.  

“I can finish what I started, Katerina.”

He snarled like an animal, wanting the fight. Killing me was Christoph’s only means to escape, and he knew it was a slim one, with my daughter and a vengeful Antonella waiting in case I failed.

“You’re a washed-out bag of shit, Christoph.”

“You won’t escape me this time.”

“Do I look like I want to?”

He lurched forward, stabbing and slashing at me. I retreated, dodging his attacks, waiting for a moment of vulnerability, laughing, even though I had scolded my daughter for a similar indiscretion. I backed into a marble pillar, twisting sideways, forcing Christoph to turn one hundred and eighty degrees to chase me.

He pursued me relentlessly, stabbing, slashing, and thrusting, but I met his challenges calmly, deliberately tiring the monster out.

“Stop playing with your food mother.”

Christoph bent his knee when he stepped forward and leaned in too far. I parried his blade and leaped at him like a lioness taking down her prey. I planted my left foot just above his right knee, using him as a launch pad to jump high above.

My stiletto was aimed at his spinal cord, just below his neck, but he shifted his weight, and I buried my knife deep into his left shoulder blade. Christoph roared in pain, throwing me off and running away. I landed hard on the marble floor, skidding backward, and watched him escape into the garden, clutching his shoulder like a wounded animal.

“Bleed, you fucker.”

I screamed after Christoph, springing to my feet and chasing him into the trees, hunting down the rabid beast. I’d spilled his blood and had a taste for more.

Christoph hid, moving quickly and silently from tree to tree, waiting for an opportunity to attack. My knife was aimed high, pointing in front to be sure that when I struck, it would be with considerable downward force. He skirted around an enormous tree trunk, maintaining his cover until he could strike.

He leaped from his hiding place, stabbing wildly and lunging forward with every step. I backed away, parrying his blade, waiting, biding my time, always in complete control. My balance was perfect, and I moved like a Samurai while Christoph swayed like a drunk.

When he telegraphed a strike, I kicked hard and caught his knife arm. He stumbled, lost his balance and his knife. My next kick slammed a boot into Christoph’s head, which snapped backward, and he recoiled, holding his jaw.

Christoph rushed forward to grapple me close and get a hold of my clothes. He was allegedly a judo master but couldn’t trap his prey because I was too graceful for him to catch. I dodged his bulk when he rushed me, allowed him to pass, and then rammed my fist into his face, crushing the cartilage in his nose. 

He bled profusely, feeling his crushed nose between both palms, staring at me in disbelief. It excited me more than any recent kill. Feelings of tension in my body were released, ecstasy replaced them, and adrenaline wiped out all my frustration.

He followed me back inside the house, where I passed by Anastasia, who shot me a bored look.

Christoph bolted towards me like a raging bull, slashing wildly and screaming furiously, feinting left and right, swinging savagely. I laughed like a crazed killer, dodged him, ducked, and kicked his knee hard, stabbing his forearm rapidly three times, taking him apart one piece at a time.

He staggered backward, holding his arm, limping sideways, and spitting out the blood that poured from his nose down his throat. Christoph looked surprised before rage consumed him again, and then he advanced.

I became his matador, and it was time to finish the beast off.

I ran at him, dodging punches, and grabbed his left wrist with my right hand, pulling him firmly towards me. I half kicked high in the air beside him with my right leg, then rotated and wrapped it around his elbow, launching my body upwards, twisting, until I sat on his shoulders with one leg on either side of his head.

My calves draped casually over his torso, and I smiled at the heavens, riding atop the beast on his shoulders.

I clasped my knife with both hands and leaned back as far as gravity would allow. My long hair swung majestically to the floor, and then I paused before spurring my heels into Christoph’s chest, driving both legs like pistons, using every ounce of my strength.

I screamed my revenge. My body was a coiled spring, releasing its raw power. I arched above my enemy like a sword of Damocles, launching over his head, burying my knife blade up to its hilt in his heart. 

I stared into his eyes, and the last thing he saw was my unbridled fury.

“I’m no coward.”

I rode the beast’s shoulders as he crumpled to the floor. He was spent and done, and I had my revenge.

I stepped away from the corpse, knowing precisely what came next.

“Look at the mess you made, Mother.”

“I was eviscerating him, and now I feel… well… quite good, actually.”

Anastasia held back while I stepped closer to Antonella, offering my hand. She set down Christoph’s pistol, stood up, and hugged me, kissing both cheeks.

“I had no idea he would do that, Katerina.”

“Some people are driven by greed and will do anything to attain their goals.”

“We could be great allies.”

“I would prefer to be your friend.”

“What will you do now, friend?”

“I want to be a better mother, a fine grandmother, and maybe an okay wife to a new man.”

“You’ll soon tire of it, Katerina.”

“You should also consider a new line of work, my dear.”

She glanced at Christoph’s crumpled corpse on the marble floor, and I saw what looked like regret flicker through her expression. Antonella had to be frightened by how her key Lieutenant had turned on her, and I wondered how many more corpses would be heading for a shallow or watery grave by the end of the day.

“I must leave, Antonella. I have a family breakfast to enjoy.”

“Wait! One minute, please.”

She stepped into a small room leading off the foyer, returning quickly, palming me a set of car keys, smiling.

“To show my appreciation.”

“That’s a sixteen-million-dollar car.”

“Had you not come along, Christoph would be its new owner, my dear. It is a gift that does not erase my lifetime debt to you, Katerina.”

“Thank you.”

When I drove out of Antonella’s garage, onto her cobblestone drive, and through the iron gates onto the road in a dark blue Ferrari, I knew Peter would love his wedding gift.

I just needed him to propose.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

Elephant In The Room

◆◆◆

Amy’s Point Of View

At breakfast, I didn’t stare at either of them because the last thing on my mind was a quarrel with Anastasia and Katerina. I knew an overnight killing spree was had, and by the expressions on both women’s faces and their relaxed, almost post-orgasmic demeanor, they enjoyed it.

Adding to my suspicions that they’d had a good night’s hunting was the cacophony of police sirens that began crisscrossing the city while darkness still enveloped it. The din dragged me from a dream for a few minutes before I consigned the matter to being none of my business and dropped off to sleep again.

Hannah slipped up the night before, telling me she was in bed alone watching Netflix when we met at the fridge close to midnight for a chilled raspberry cordial Maria made earlier in the day.

That meant Anastasia had joined her mother on the hunt.

I didn’t react then or to the sirens that wrenched me from sleep, and now, at the breakfast table, I saw Dad’s expression was a dead giveaway, looking elated beyond a state that any man ought to be, regardless of how enjoyable a night he’d had in bed.

I should be thankful they are both alive.

I am thankful that Pandora must be dead.

Anastasia has surprised me.

And now, at a breakfast attended by everyone, we had an elephant in the room. It wasn’t an angry, rampaging mammoth; instead, it was the sort of pleasant pachyderm that just needed to be aired a little, closing loops and tying up loose ends.

“I hear many sirens on the streets today, Katerina.”

“Yes, dear. Anastasia and I eliminated our family problem last night. Pandora’s box has been fully closed forever.”

And out goes the elephant.

A collective sigh of relief was apparent, and everyone stared at me to gauge a reaction. I’d been against the proposed execution. They all knew that, but in light of Pandora’s crimes against humanity, I had changed my mind, gathering all reluctance and judgemental opinions, converting them into a rapprochement for Katerina’s methods.

“Good… I’m glad you were successful, mother… you have rid the world of an evil bitch and protected me. I’m grateful.”

“Last night, several evils were despatched actually, Amy… some were unintended consequences, but today, we should probably expect a visit from Antonella.”

“Oh my… is she paying homage to you as well now?”

Did I sound sarcastic?

I hope not.

This is all so unfamiliar.

“We saved her life last night, Amy. It seems Antonella’s Lieutenant decided the elimination of Pandora was a good opportunity for changing the guard.”

I was pleased when Maria created a distraction, not wishing to hear all of the night’s murderous details from my future in-laws. Our housekeeper opened the door to a flower delivery service that had called up from concierge.

It took them ten minutes to clear through Rania and Kasimir’s security barriers in the hallway outside our front door. I understood why when eight couriers followed one another into our kitchen dining room carrying arms full of bouquets containing every flower in the city.

Katerina and Anastasia were like a couple of teenage schoolgirls on Valentine’s Day, leaping from one courier’s haul to another, smelling, touching, and grinning like a desired boyfriend had reached out.

They killed people, and now they get flowers?

This is too fucking odd.

Maria struggled to find vases, calling Mario to help before realizing the final courier carried two large cases full of them. I spotted the different colored, expensive Murano glass vases from Venice and felt impressed.

“Antonella thought of every detail in her gift, Katerina.” 

“There is a card with a message. Shall I read it aloud?”

“Yes, please.”

I might as well hear our criminal mastermind’s congratulatory and appreciative note. I was an accessory after the fact anyway, now immersed in a dirty world where turning a blind eye saved hundreds, possibly thousands of innocent, vulnerable people from kidnap, trafficking, and their eventual death.

The question was - could I live with it? What scared me most of all was that I felt happy about Pandora’s execution and believed what Katerina and Anastasia did was absolutely right.

What kind of a lawyer will that make me?

“Antonella says,… Dear Katerina and Anastasia - I’m so thankful to have you in my life and for being such a wonderful ally when I needed it most. Undoubtedly, I am forever in your debt and hope you will call on me one day.”

Katerina stared at me and raised an eyebrow, giggling.

“Would you like to run Florence, Amy?”

“I’d like to study right now, Mother.”

I slipped away and watched Caprica arrive, taking my seat. She looked bemused at the flower garden built around our kitchen, like someone who knew something tumultuous was happening but didn’t want to get involved.

She’s got plenty of her own problems.

My first distraction was knocking at the bedroom door before I managed to open a book. I intended to enjoy an hour-long study block on the balcony before showering, but a favorite visitor delightfully scuppered that.

“Anastasia, hi.”

“I don’t want to bother you, Amy, but we should talk.”

“Is it about the job I offered you running my foundation?”

“Yes.”

“It’s still yours, dearest sister.”

“Are you sure, Amy? I thought last night might have changed things between us.”

“I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have running my foundation. Last night was… umm-.”

“It was a one-off, I promise.”

“I doubt that Anastasia, but it might be good if you don’t kill anyone unless you absolutely must.”

“I never intended to kill anyone this time, but I was Mother’s only protection… her backup for last night, so to speak. As a teenager, I trained to follow in her footsteps, but the political conditions for my parents to remain in Russia diminished over time; when you and Victor got together, it was the end for any further engagement with the Kremlin.”

“But not the end of your killing spree?”

“The spree is over, I promise, but it was well intended, and Pandora’s demise is with good justification.”

“I agree.”

“Do you really agree, Amy?”

“I don’t think any decent person will shed a tear for Pandora.”

“You are okay with her execution then?”

“Yes, but it does mean something significant to me… a change is blowing in the breeze, and I can’t ignore it; in fact, this whole kidnap and murder caper has given me pause for thought.”

“You should turn the page and quickly move on, Amy. Put last night and Pandora out of your mind forever.”

“Sadly, I can’t do that… and honestly, I don’t want to. We’ve all broken the law, and I’m fine with that. I’ll become a lawyer and take the bar exams, but I won’t work for any firm and most likely will never represent at trial.”

“Why not?”

“Because I broke the law, Anastasia. I’m not a hypocrite. I could never feel pity for a guilty person after this experience. Everyone has a right to a defense; I’m not sure I could give that to someone I believed was guilty.”

“I’m sorry, Amy.”

“Don’t be. I would have discovered my skewed morality at some point. I feel for the cops and lawyers who have to set aside personal judgments for a perceived greater good, and perhaps it is my weakness to run away from that, but I have money and means and need not work, so why would I ever defend a guilty bastard like Pandora?”

“Are you sure, Amy?”

“Shall we turn the page, dear?”

“Okay… what’s next?”

“We must get organized. Kyle and Stanza are taking care of my personal investments with Gabriella. I plan to acquire high-value properties in twelve major cities, spreading my portfolio risk. These are separate projects from what you will take responsibility for, and we must build a Chinese wall between them.”

“The foundation is already worth billions, which sits around as a share of what you allocated in Switzerland. We should start using the money, or it will devalue against inflation. What is the purpose of your foundation, Amy?”

“We’re going to fight people trafficking wherever it occurs. I want an investigation arm to dig out the top-level criminals and expose them. I want aid to be given to victims in repatriating them, treating their health conditions, and settling them where they want to be.”

She squinted at me, unsure of my definition. I knew it was broad because my idea to fight people trafficking was embryonic and needed much more flesh on the bone.

“When you say investigating arm, what do you mean, Amy?”

“No killing, please, unless it’s in self-defense, and you are not a field agent. Is that clear?”

“Abundantly.”

“Not even for the sake of curiosity.”

“Got it, Amy.”

“And neither is your Mother.”

“She considers herself to be your mother these days.”

“I’m honored.”

Katerina and Anastasia had done law enforcement a great favor and served the world community better than a hundred foundations had in a decade. I wanted to treat the victims, but more importantly, this people trafficking disease needed to be cut out at its source, and I had money to help with that. 

I felt good when Anastasia left the room, knowing that within a matter of days, she would recruit the necessarily tough men and women who would track other Pandora’s, gather evidence of their crimes, and share that with the police wherever the jurisdiction took them.

After my future sister-in-law left, I took calls from Stanza and Kyle, the former sitting enjoying a coffee right outside my balcony in a Piazza cafe. I waved at her and grinned at the irony as we discussed deploying Mindful into a broader user community.

In the late afternoon, I stood on my balcony watching news crew vans following every cop with a blue light flashing. The newspapers, online, and legacy media ran the story of Pandora’s execution and the house of horrors Katerina had left behind, each making a different spin depending on their political affiliations and relationship with criminals.

No mention was made of the two Russian women who fixed such an enormous problem. Most media settled on telling tales of a secret government task force that killed a heinous criminal while attempting their arrest.

“It seems we are in the clear, Amy.”

I spun around and saw Victor, immediately stepping into his arms, needing love or perhaps solace to be sure that what was done to protect me was at least righteous, even though it was illegal.

He held me tightly, and I felt a solid cock drive hard into my pelvic bone.

“Are you turned on, honey?”

“Of course Amy… it’s you and the things you do, then how you do them. It affects me deeply because I love you dearly and feel so proud of you.”

“Anastasia told you about my foundation ideas, right?”

“She did, and that made me proud. It’s better than viagra.”

“Are you willing to prove that, Victor?”

“I’m equal to the task, sweetheart.”

When my beloved fiancee kissed me, any doubts lingering in my mind about Pandora and my new choices were swept away by the warmth of his lips and the tight grip he took on my ass cheeks. Victor prised open my twin pillows, tapping my anal sphincter with a finger, a sign he was going to fuck my preferred hole, and that excited me much more.

“My butt plug training is going well.”

“Are we close to your target of every other day anal fucking, Amy?”

“I think so. There is no more tearing, and everything has healed nicely.”

“I will go easy on you.”

“I’d rather you didn’t.”

He lifted and cradled me to our bed. I crawled around, fishing out my favored gun oil anal lube from a nightstand, handing it to my fiancee while I gathered up my hair and tied a neat ponytail.

Victor lay me on my back, gripping my legs behind both knees before dragging me to the foot of the bed. 

“I need eye contact, Amy.”

“As you wish, sweetheart.”

I enjoyed being taken, although not forced, but submitting to Victor admonished me for my perceived poor behavior. I wasn’t treating our lovemaking as a rebuke after confessional, but I felt safer knowing I wasn’t always in control.

“Have you delved into power exchanges, Victor?”

“Do you mean BDSM?”

“Yes, but it’s more than four letters; I mean, the psychology of giving up control to another?”

“I have never tried, but I would if you wanted to.”

“We’d need instruction.”

He reached up inside my skirt, slowly hauling down my panties, which I knew were damp. Victor confirmed my shame when sniffing a loaded gusset, grinning broadly before kneeling before me. He loved giving cunnilingus, and in no small part, I figured it was his submissive coming out.

I also enjoyed having my pussy licked before he fucked my back passage, so I spread my legs wide like the good girl I wanted to be for him. Frequent forays with his tongue into my pussy taught Victor everything he needed to know about licking a girl out. I enjoyed his tongue tantalizing the wrinkled, creamy tips of my splayed open pussy lips, and I gripped his thick hair, twirling my fingers gently through it.

My ass lifted involuntarily when Victor slurped my clitoris into his mouth, sucking hard while keeping a gap so the air vibrated across my swelling pink nub. He sucked me like a baby on their Mothers nipple, swilling, savoring, and swallowing my sticky cream as though it were milk.

I enjoyed his tongue on my anal whorl, where he soaked it with saliva that would help the tapered end of our lube tube slide deep inside me before he pumped me full.

When he worked the tip of our gun oil tube inside me, I gasped, immediately feeling my rectal pleasure nerves activate while he continued suckling gently on my clitoris. Victor pumped me full of lube, which felt refreshingly cool and as though another step toward my orgasm was made.

Victor stood up and tossed me a bullet-sized vibrator, grinning.

“When you need to orgasm, press that on your clitoris.”

“Fuck! I’ll explode.”

“Good.”

“I can’t bury my face in a pillow to silence my screams, honey.”

“Does anyone bother about orgasms and sex anymore in this house? It’s like a Florentine bordello in here, with climaxes being screamed out through day and night. The only person not getting any sex is Caprica.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that, Victor.”

“What do you mean?”

“I heard Marco and Maria screaming out a thumping orgasm together yesterday.”

“What does that have to do with my sister?”

“They were in her bedroom.”

He frowned, then thumbed open my sphincter, pressing his cock head against the spangled hole he wanted to fuck. My tight asshole popped open more easily these days, having been trained for use by latex cocks of varying sizes.

When Victor drove his cock balls deep inside me, I felt his sacks slap against my ass cheeks while his glans and shaft utterly filled my back passage. I was mesmerized, on another plane of existence, barely conscious that I had activated a small vibrator and was circling its tip around the base of my engorged, wet clitoris.

I stared at my fiancee and saw his loving expression before he looked down to enjoy watching his cock slide fully in and out of my anus. At the bottom of his stroke, my future husband leaned in, pressing his weight onto my thighs, calves, and behind an immense cock, filling me up.

“Fuck me, honey, and make sure to empty yourself inside. Fucking use me!”

He looked a little shocked but gripped my ankles nevertheless and spread my legs wider, thrusting his hips harder and faster, reaming my asshole with all his might. I relaxed and felt only pleasure now my fuck hole was fully trained for Victor’s cock.

As he fucked me, my fiancee looked fulfilled, and I orgasmed hard, never averting my eyes from his while crushing my clitoris with a throbbing vibrator. He grinned, watching his porno movie, enjoying my lascivious frowns and how I repeatedly pulled my bottom lip, allowing my inner slut to control me.

When Victor emptied his seed deep inside my back passage, it felt hot and satisfying, like a warm summer’s morning when a girl woke in the mid-morning with her lover to the smell of lavender laced with fresh bread and coffee. His cock twitched vigorously, spitting creamy love inside me until his last drop was emptied.

He helped me wriggle up the bed, then visited the bathroom to clean up before returning, crawling into my arms. Victor was a lover, but there was also a warrior inside him. He hadn’t judged me when I initially judged his mother, and now, there was no smugness that I had been schooled, regardless of how gently, by Katerina, who was fast adopting me as a daughter.

“Am I disloyal for loving your mother?”

“I’m the most eminently qualified person in the world to confirm that you are not disloyal, Amy.”

“Do you mean because of how you feel about her and Charlotte?”

“Yes, I guess it’s a little different because you’re talking about how your mom would feel about your Dad sleeping with Katerina?”

“They aren’t simply sleeping together, Victor. Katerina and Peter were meant to be together. They really are soulmates.”

“Does that make you feel sad?”

“A little bit. I don’t want to ask Dad if there is still a place in his heart for Mom.”

“I’m sure of it. Peter is a great guy I like immensely, and I don’t say that often.”

“I guess he is.”

I lay comforted by my fiancee. He spooned me, clutching my baby pouch protectively and lovingly as was customary for him.

As each day closed, I felt more pregnant, somewhat bloated, and frequently queasy, so I knew that the most significant change of all would soon visit us.

“We shall be wed in two weeks, Amy.”

“I couldn’t be happier, sweetheart.”

“Me neither.”


Chapter Thirty-Eight

A Morning Coffee

◆◆◆

I strolled alone in the Piazza even before the street vendors arrived. The municipality ride-on road sweepers blitzed the large paving slab area in minutes, leaving behind a damp floor from the water spray that left a clean look and feel. 

My favorite cafe was a tiny, faded baby blue door with a small window beside it. The entranceway led to a corridor blocked at the end where it once was access to a large house, now excellently repurposed.

The owner, a young, hardworking man, arrived early to prepare his outdoor seating. I noticed his tiny chalk marks on the paving slabs and that he perfectly positioned each table, chair, and the large, single wooden slab standing room community table.

He saw me watching him and flourished his hand in a wave to his most comfortable Rattan chair with deep cushions, of which four were equidistantly placed around a wrought iron and highly polished wood table.

“Please sit down, madam.”

“Thank you, kind Sir.”

“Would you enjoy your usual Latte with a glass of water, madam?”

“Yes, please, but I have a question before you continue being busy. Why do you so diligently set out this cafe every morning? Does it matter if the chairs and tables are a little skewed?”

“It matters to me very much because it mattered to my father and his before him. They are all watching me, betting on whether I will slip even by one centimeter.”

“Have you ever erred in the task?”

“No, Madam. My Patron also checks sometimes. She knew my papa and enjoys that I continue a family tradition.”

It was incredible to watch the slow transformation of our Piazza as it came to life from a sleepy hollow to a bustling marketplace. Michelangelo had been out all night on the town, and he stared at me when Katerina opened our apartment building’s front door in her nightie, picked him up, and smiled and waved at me before returning inside.

A familiar face approached, and I guessed Maria was collecting fresh produce for our family breakfast. She stopped by, resting a hand affectionately on my shoulder.

“They all know what Katerina did.”

“Who knows?”

“All of these people in the Piazza know full well. Right now, we have a layer of local traders and citizens hustling and bustling, more than usual, I’d say, but soon, the tourists will wake up and begin their journey of discovery, displacing those who scurry for the safety of their homes.”

“Why are there more local people than usual?”

“Because they all know what Katerina did. We are the fashionable place of the day, and they come to catch sight of the assassin with a jet-black cat.”

“I thought Katerina’s nocturnal adventure was a secret.”

“In Florence, there are no secrets. We are the ancestral home of the Medici family and Nicolo.”

“Machiavelli?”

“Is there another?”

Maria stood beside me, holding a jute shopping bag in one hand, entwining her fingers with mine in the other. She felt like a familiar aunt, never a housekeeper, but that was her job, and she did it with the utmost precision and care.

“Marco and I entertain Caprica.”

“I know.”

“Do you mind about us doing that, Amy?”

“No. You care about her, and she needs love in her life. I know you would never hurt my sister.”

“She is beloved by Marco and me because she is interesting and has a wonderful sense of humor once you crack her hard shell. If you listen carefully, you will hear the pair cavorting now.”

“You left them alone?”

“I am neither jealous nor selfish, my dear.”

I laughed and stared up at her, noting she grinned in a slightly lewd fashion, raising an eyebrow. I shook my head, marveling how Maria’s free spirit was irrepressible, and then I thought of poor Marco with two sets of knees to bend over.

“People here love Antonella, Amy.”

“Why?”

“Did she explain to you how she became Don?”

“No.”

“Antonella was a fashion boutique owner that stocked all the best brands from local designers. She paid homage-.”

“Protection money?”

“She paid homage to the network of criminals who ran the city at that time, and one day, she went to them and asked for a couple who evaded the law to be dealt with.”

“What did the couple do?”

“The husband and wife cruelly beat their child for months and starved him.”

“He died?”

“Yes, and the bleeding hearts poured out for all kinds of reasons, including blaming social services, so the bastards only got four years, and Antonella knew they would both be released in two.”

“What did the local criminals do at Antonella’s request?”

“Nothing. The dead child’s father was a distant cousin to one of the important families, so they declined to act.”

“I’m feeling a vigilante measure of great retribution coming.”

“Antonella is an excellent cook and people here already liked her. It wasn’t hard for her to infiltrate the catering team staff list to help prepare a great dinner for the collective criminal community at the Don’s favorite restaurant.”

“She killed them?”

“Only the inner circle in a private dining room. She poisoned twelve men and women that night, then dared to stroll right into the Don’s house, taking possession.”

“What happened to the families of those who died?”

“They left the city or were tracked down and killed by Antonella’s growing army. Nobody liked the old families because they were cruel and greedy. People refer to this time as a great clean up.”

“Do you mean the great cleanup?”

“I know what I mean, Amy. It seems we recently had another great clean up.”

“What happened to the couple in prison?”

“They met with terrible accidents at the same time, on the same day, in prisons many miles apart. Who would have bet on such a coincidence?

“Antonella, perhaps? I’ll see you at breakfast, Maria.”

“I’m making pancakes.”

She left me, and I felt the rising sun’s warmth clear the tops of buildings, bathing our Piazza in brightness. I scanned my phone, checking messages and emails. With no clouds on the horizon, I settled in to read a book by an unknown author about a woman just like me.

I knew Rania was somewhere nearby, and although I could recognize most of her team, I had stopped looking for them, enjoying the safety they provided instead of impeding it.

I was eager to change, absorb the world, learn from others, and evolve from pupae to butterfly.

Antonella suddenly appeared, shadowed by Rania. She smiled at me and pointed to the seat opposite. I nodded politely, feeling a surge of anxiety, not wishing to associate with a known criminal less than two days after my future mother-in-law had consorted with her.

“Your panther lies in wait, Amy, and I see the giant lion skulking nearby as well, but I mean you no harm.”

“They are both cautious.”

“I’m not the one to be feared.”

I nodded to Rania that all was well, but she only ventured as far as the cafe door, standing vigil in the shadows, packing a lump in her waist, covered by a light blazer jacket.

Antonella relaxed in her chair, twirling her hair loose from a tight bun and enjoying the sun on her face. She breathed in deeply, as though preparing for something momentous.

“Are you well, Amy?”

“I’m very well, thank you.”

“I heard about your foundation idea. I want to help.”

“Help how?”

“There are different types of criminals here: old school, young guns, and lowlifes. I’m old school, which means I don’t cross the police much, I am good to the people of our city, and… well, I feed delicious scraps to the wild pigs in our Tuscan hills.”

“How are you good to the people?”

“I pay for festivals, specialized healthcare, and even the equipment in the children’s hospital that sets it apart from others.”

“How do you come by the money to pay?”

“Well-run brothels, gambling dens, alcohol, and tobacco, extracting taxes and other activities.”

“Extracting taxes? Do you mean collecting protection money?”

“Not really. I collect from those who can afford to pay but dodged the tax collectors. It’s a form of bookkeeping and I make sure everything is balanced.”

“You are describing an avenging angel.”

“I’m describing a realist, Amy. My girls are healthy and well-protected, keeping most of their money, gambling debts are paid and nobody starves because they were stupid. I sleep well at night.”

I was in the band of moral ambiguity between right and wrong. My first forays into this minefield felt uncomfortable but now, with my lover and friends nearby, I felt more confident about my steps.

If Antonella offered her support, I would be foolish not to listen.

“How would you help me?”

She slid a stack of five Moleskin notebooks across the table; each was a different color. Thick elastic bands strapped together the tiny, worn, breast pocket-sized hardback books.

I stared at them, then at the smiling coffee shop owner who delivered a double espresso.

“Good day, Patron.”

“It is a good day, Giuseppe, and I congratulate you on maintaining your standard. You never err, my dear boy.”

She paid from a small purse filled with notes, such as any other woman might carry while shopping in the market. Giuseppe tried to refuse, but she paid for both our drinks, utterly insistent that he take her cash. When she left a five euro tip on the table, I shook my head in amazement.

“We must observe time-honored traditions, Amy.”

“He called you Patron.”

“I helped him one time, making sure Giuseppe remained the owner.”

“He offered you free refreshments.”

“I always pay my dues, just as Giuseppe does. The system works when we all play our part and turn happily on the speck of dust we call home.”

“And this book? Is this you paying your dues?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes, but this is a more universal debt payment.”

“To my mother?”

“If I gave up everything to Katerina and Anastasia from now until the end of my days, that debt would still not be repaid. I owe them my life.”

“What will the books tell me?”

“The information is everything I know about global people trafficking.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“The information is mostly accurate, and I paid for it to be collected. Dates, names, ship registration data, collection, transshipment and delivery sites, dirty officials and satellite tracking service technicians who look the other way… even the banks, especially the banks.”

“It will take time to bring it all down.”

“You have time, motivation and money… I want to enjoy the life Katerina saved. This is the war you chose. Do with the books as you please, Amy; I am passing the responsibility for them to you.”

“And what if I don’t want the responsibility? I could burn the books.”

“Think of the innocent people… you are part of their family now.” 

As Antonella walked away, I noticed her beauty and how the men and women of the Piazza smiled at her, nodding politely before scurrying away.

I glanced at the Moleskin notebooks, then at her before she disappeared around a corner, and knew my transformation was complete because somewhere inside me, there was an Antonella that scared the living daylights out of me.


Chapter Thirty-Nine

A Fond Farewell

◆◆◆

Breakfast was a rowdy, fun affair, with final arrangements coordinated for our return home to New York before a wedding still being planned. Two weeks at our primary residence, then the same time on Planet Nine, meant a full month away from Florence.

When I was alone in the kitchen with a table full of crumbs, empty plates and the lingering aroma of coffee, I sighed while staring wistfully out of a window at the Piazza. Maria worked around me, tidying in a well organized rush.

“I would give a penny for those thoughts.” 

“I don’t want to leave, Maria.”

“Florence is like that to most. Art, life, philosophy and love are boundless here. It is addictive.”

“I’m hooked.”

“You will return, Amy. I am certain.”

In New York, I would have time to consolidate my studies, submit final essays, attend meetings with my professors, package a degree, and discuss a halfway drafted valedictorian speech for graduation. I had a standing invitation to the Harriman Institute, where they wanted me to speak, have lunch, and sign off on the art and notable documents from my treasure to be retained by Columbia University.

I stirred a decaf Latte that Maria had made especially weak for me, then took it to visit Caprica, who left breakfast early. Aside from Victor, the others hadn’t noticed she left because they were deeply immersed in the coupling process. Dad loved a woman who wasn’t my mother, but that felt okay because Mom was gone, and Katerina loved me dearly.

Hannah and Anastasia made their plans around work, training, and dating, still feeling each other out and probing emotions that neither had felt so powerfully before.

I knocked on my future sister-in-law’s bedroom door, mostly at Victor’s insistence because he was concerned for her well-being.

Caprica almost tore the door off its hinges, eagerly inviting me in, patting a seat next to her on a sofa in front of an open log fire.

“You are leaving here at the right time, Amy. It’s getting chilly.”

“New York has awful weather right now. My choice of wedding dates isn’t the most appropriate given where we are going.”

“No… I guess not.”

She fell silent and seemed unsettled, which was a vast improvement on unhinged, but still, for some reason, Caprica wasn’t as buoyant as she had been the day before, and I thought I knew why.

“Will you stay here or come with us?”

“I’d prefer to come home with you if that’s okay, then return here when you do.”

I knew it.

What about Martin?

“Shall we bring your paintings?”

“I can leave the Florentine-specific ones here and work on something new, perhaps a series of wedding sketches capturing you and Victor in love.”

“I’d like that.”

The silence between us felt awkward, and in the end, I had to address it because I saw stress in Caprica’s expression being caused unnecessarily.

“You don’t owe Martin anything, not least of all an explanation as to why you ran away.”

“I must give him an opportunity with our child. I’ve done some bad shit, Amy, but I wouldn’t deny access to a father of their child.”

“You must put the past behind you.”

“Do you know that I’ve become lovers with Maria and Marco?”

“Yeah, your degenerate nature confirms enormous potential to become a great artist. Sleeping with Maria and Marco has been good for you.”

“Do you think so?”

Caprica had perked up, clearly enjoying her fledgling ménage à trois. I felt she warmed considerably when I approved of her choices, which, while not for me, she certainly enjoyed.

“They love to-.”

“Please don’t tell me details, Caprica.”

We both giggled, but besides warming the atmosphere between us, I saw a twinkle in Caprica’s eyes that spoke to an innocent mischief-making that would bode well for her. I placed my hand on hers, and we seemed like any other two great friends.

“What should I do about Martin, Amy?”

“When we arrived in Florence, you declared undying love for him. How do you feel now?”

“It’s worn off along with the drugs.”

Caprica looked forlorn, beating herself up for another poor choice. I’d reassured her plenty that her progress toward normality was excellent and that nothing negative, aside from Martin’s possible broken heart, was resultant.

“You must be happy to have a baby, Caprica. The most important thing we do is nurture humanity’s future.”

“I feel ashamed, not knowing my own mind, one minute to the next. Martin will be at your home, and I may not be welcome there.”  

“Well, speaking practically, you can either stay with your Mom, in an apartment alone, or with us in New York.”

“Which would you prefer, Amy?”

“You have a home with us for as long as you need it, honey. I prefer you stay with us.”

“You’re a great woman, kind, loving, and as deserving of Victor as he is of you.”

‘What is your decision then?”

“I’d rather stay with Victor and you.”

“In which case, you’ll need to choose how to handle Martin. He doesn’t often venture from the kitchen, but for one thing, you can’t bed him in your room or start a romance around the house, babe.”

“I don’t feel at all in love with Martin anymore. Coming here hasn’t made me fonder, and being weaned off the drugs diminished what I felt from love to friendship. If anything, Florence has dampened my connection with him.”

“Is that why you came here, Caprica?”

She bowed her head to the table, tapping three times, groaning. I squeezed her fingers while Caprica released the tension that had built up.

“Have I fucked up my life, Amy?”

“No.”

“It feels like I have.”

“You are pregnant and having a baby. You’re bound to feel detached from any life plan you had in mind. You’ll make decisions agonizingly as everyone does, but I believe you will find happiness, Caprica.”

“I want to be in a relationship with Maria and Marco for a while, at least to see where that goes.”

“Why not?”

“Does Victor think me debauched?”

“Epicurean is the word he used.”

“A pleasure seeker?”

“That was my understanding.”

“It’s better than being labeled a slut.”

“Victor would never do that.”

“I am one, though.”

“You have to stop seeing yourself through a negative lens, Caprica. It benefits nobody. I must leave now, but let me know if you want to talk later.”

Victor waited for me in the hallway, reaching for my hand. He held out a single, fresh red rose for me in a house filled with Antonella’s gift flowers. I smiled, accepted his gift, and we strolled out the front door to wander freely around town.

“Is my sister well?”

“You were right. Caprica wants to stay with us.”

“My mother unintentionally derails her. They are chalk and cheese, but neither realizes it. She fares better in our care, Amy.”

“They are good together in small doses?”

“Yes, Amy… exactly that. This time next year, Caprica will be fucking someone else, maybe more than one person. Art, freedom, and love are essential parts of her nature, and now she finally realizes it.”

“She must settle down at some point.”

“If we leave here when the weather improves in the Hamptons next year, she will have a choice: stay in Florence with her artist’s life or move with us.”

“She’s been no trouble, Victor, and I’ve grown to like her. If Caprica wants to stay here, she will have Maria and Marco’s protection.”

“To say nothing of Antonella and her excellent doctor. My sister is well protected in Florence.”

We strolled the cobbled streets of old Florence, passing historic sights of immense magnitude that became unnoticeable because there were so many of them. Some boutiques, tourist tat, and curio vendors hung closed until next season signs in their windows because the tourists were now trickling through the city in dribs and drabs as we entered the beginning of winter.

“New York will be much colder than this, honey. We’ll need a thicker duvet and plenty of wood.”

“I miss my kitchen, Amy.”

“You might be the first billionaire who ever said that.”

The two days longer that we stayed in Florence, the colder it felt, and I realized how draughty an old Florentine penthouse apartment could be when the wind kicked up.

Although it was heart-wrenching to bid farewell to our new friends and, for some casual lovers, Marco and Maria, I yearned to get home where the house was almost hermetically sealed, well insulated, and centrally heated with supplementing cozy log fires.

Watching Victor and my father kiss the hoods of their cars goodbye was funny while my new mother and I stood watching. Once silk protective covers were dragged across their treasures, we helped the concierge load our hold luggage into a panel van.

I sat comfortably in a Mercedes Benz Maybach, one of three cars hired to take us to the airport, and an awaiting Gulfstream private jet. Caprica joined Victor and me, whereas the other couples had a car of their own.

It didn’t surprise me when our car turned, and the others didn’t. I knew Rania and Kasimir would follow us because I had warned them that this might happen, but there was nothing to worry about. Victor casually looked in every direction, then at me, smiling and raising an eyebrow.

“It seems we are summoned to the mattresses, Amy.”

“Not exactly how The Godfather said it, honey. She wants to say goodbye.”

“To you?”

“To us.”

“I thought Katerina and Anastasia were her go-to team.”

“She has had you in mind all along, darling, and now the hook is baited; it is time to reel you in.”

“Am I lunch?”

“No, Victor, you are the Great White she and everyone fear.”

“Why has she summoned us?”

“You’ll see.”

“Give me a clue, Amy.”

“Shan’t, sweetheart, but if I am right, you’ll be offered an incredible opportunity.”

I giggled and clasped his hand because I knew there was nothing to fear. Antonella needed my fiancee and, to a lesser extent, me.

When we arrived at her home, Florence’s first lady of crime waited outside, tending to a rose bush while her valet opened our doors. We hugged, kissing twice on the cheeks as was the local tradition.

“You don’t seem surprised I diverted you from the airport, Amy.”

“I knew this moment was coming. It was the most obvious next play for you to make.”

“Shall we enjoy mint tea, or would you prefer coffee? I have decaf, especially healthy for expectant mothers.”

“I think I’d better stick to tea, but you should pitch yourself to Victor because the suspense is killing him.”

She turned to Victor and grinned mischievously. He instantly transformed into the sublime businessman I knew him to be, sharpening the banker’s pencil in his mind, ready, willing, and able in every sense to do a deal, waiting to be convinced it was suitable for him.

“I need a financial backer, Victor.”

“You are running for Mayor?”

“How did you guess?”

“Your mortality was challenged, a difficult thing for anyone to deal with, but it got you thinking, and since politics and crime are not so far apart, you figured to leap from one to the other.”

“Some might say it is a leap from frying pan into the fire.”

“Not for you, Antonella. I think it is safe to say your moral compass will steer a better path than any politico’s I know.”

“Eight months from now, I’m running for Mayor here in Florence, but that is a stepping stone to becoming Italy’s Prime Minister.”

Antonella poured tea while Victor considered her bombshell. I was hugely impressed that my fiancee never batted an eyelid. The reality of her proposal would put him in the driving seat of every infrastructure program in the city, financing Florence, then Italy, leveraged against its assets.

“Italy is quite a prize, Antonella.”

“I understand how private equity works. I need you to take a long-term view.”

“I can do that.”

“Will you do it?”

“Yes.”

“You won’t ever own my country, Victor.”

“Neither will you, Antonella.”

“Oh… you are good, sweetheart. I believe ours is a perfect partnership.”

“We shall make sure of it.”

It felt good to be part of something so exciting. Politics and money are restless bedfellows at the best times, but add Italy’s criminal intrigue, corruption, and beauty, and you have a painting worthy of the great Renaissance.

Victor opened a small man-bag he carried, inside which he fished out two small jewelry boxes, placing one in each of our palms.

“When great partnerships were formed in this city in the old days, gifts were exchanged. You, Antonella, gifted a car to my mother, and now, I offer a much smaller token of my sincerity, joining us together through my future wife and a new business partner.”

“May we open these gifts, Victor?”

“Yes, please.”

Inside my red velvet box was a Jeux de Liens ring in white gold, set with brilliant-cut diamonds and square-cut sapphires. From the expression on her face, Antonella seemed delighted, showing me hers, which was the same as mine.

“This is a wonderful gift, Victor.”

“You protected my fiancee.”

“Jeux de Liens celebrates the chemistry of two beings meeting for the first time and the everlasting bond that unites them.”

Antonella turned to face me, smiling, taking both of my hands.

“Are we to be bound together thus, Amy?”

“I believe we already are.”

As I slipped on the ring, centuries of political intrigue coursed through me as Italy, Florence, and the rulers of the Russian Empire celebrated my ascension in tandem with Victor and Antonella.

He looked magnificent, strolling around the courtyard, sniffing flowers, admiring museum-worthy statues and a Lamborghini Aventador that waited for Antonella, purring while its valet held open the door.

“We must leave now, Antonella.”

“I’ll be in touch. Have a safe flight, Amy.”


Chapter Forty

Taking Stock

◆◆◆

When a wealthy criminal feels they owe you and says they will be in touch, it sounds ominous and could mean anything. I was acutely aware of that, so rather than risk Antonella gatecrashing our wedding, I sent her an invitation by email.

While sitting on our private jet charter and enjoying a stiff Balvenie single malt, my fiancee checked over the email invite before I sent it with an accompanying note. Victor carefully held the double-aged whisky he nursed lovingly well away from me, knowing its aroma might upset my already queasy stomach.

After tracing a finger down the email, off my laptop, and onto a silky smooth thigh, he nodded at me. I giggled, stared down at his errant finger that circled my knee, and nodded around the fully occupied cabin, to which he reluctantly removed the unoffending finger before it got lost up my pencil skirt. 

“I think inviting Antonella is a wise choice, Amy. You are building a great network.”

“Yes, but I’ll have to go some to match yours.”

“What’s mine is now yours, sweetheart.”

I glanced at Victor and saw he meant precisely that. The profundity of his statement struck me in a way it never had when I heard the same in a friendly conversation. People say it many times, then fight each other in divorce court for every dime. Victor and I had recently renewed our prenuptial arrangement through independent lawyers, checked over by ours. The original agreement was one I insisted on putting in place early on, which meant I could never claim his wealth.

“Do you think our new prenup was a good idea, Victor?”

“You have enormous wealth now, too, Amy. You must protect that, even from me, especially knowing my savage lawyers.”

“It feels like we are expecting something terrible to happen between us and keeping our property apart. I say this not as a lawyer but as your concerned fiancee.

“Plan for the worst, hope for the best.”

“Oh… you are full of idioms today.”

“I think we’ve done the right thing linking our wills and a prenup, Amy. We have separate and shared assets, and those are clearly governed. There is nothing to worry about unless we didn’t cross the T’s and dot the I’s.”

“We must get our wedding and marriage arrangements perfect, Victor.”

“Why be so absolute?”

“It’s not a rehearsal, honey. Once I have you, I won’t let go. You’ll never marry again.”

“I hope not.”

My fiancee chuckled so markedly that Hannah caught us, peering up inquisitively from a cycling magazine, smiling, and then scanning our aircraft cabin for anything interesting. When she descended back into a magazine filled with training plans, diet, and new equipment choices, I saw happiness in her expression, not only for me but also for her and the woman leaning on her shoulder, pretending to be interested in a cycling magazine.

Victor leaned across the small drinks table separating our luxurious white leather chairs and kissed me on the cheek, linking our arms.

“Oh wow, that whisky is strong.”

“First, it’s aged in American oak barrels, then finished in European sherry ones. It’s a lovely tipple.”

“You should buy the distillery, sweetheart before some awful businessman takes it and messes everything up.”

“How do you know I’m not already the owner?”

“Are you?”

I was shocked but intrigued and hung on for his answer, wondering how many companies Victor owned through his own agency or the banks and equity funds he controlled. My fiancee grinned and relaxed in his luxurious chair, adding suspense to my wait while sipping more whisky.

“I honestly don’t know.”

“Okay… well, back to our prenup then, Victor. Do you think we covered all the bases?”

“Forget about prenups and focus on winter coats because we’ll need them where we are going in a couple of weeks.”

“I never considered a new wardrobe for the trip. I’ve focused solely on my dress.”

“It’s already icy cold on Planet Nine, and they haven’t even reached their destination yet.”

“How close are they to Greenland?”

“Twenty miles off the coast, but our Captain has no idea whether large icebergs will block the mouth of Prince Christian’s fjord by the time our day is due.”

“I’ll keep my fingers crossed. It would be lovely to pass through the fjord during our ceremony as long as we don’t sink.”

I’d become familiar with private jet travel and its super-efficient system of quickly whisking people the airport deemed VIPs away, so it was a surprise when an immigration officer pulled me away. Rania immediately moved closer, shadowing me, while Kasimir did the same to Victor.

“Please come with me, madam.”

“What for?”

“Someone wants to ask you a few questions.”

“Am I compelled, or is this voluntary?”

“Might we agree it’s voluntary, please?”

“In which case, might I bring my fiancee?”

She didn’t look happy but relented because my next step was to go full-on lawyer mode and demand an explanation of the cause for being detained. It was apparent I was being pulled into a private interrogation suite by agents unknown to glean information. Rania and Kasimir followed us at a safe distance, purely for loyalty reasons because they had no weapons, and this was all very official.

I doubted they were airport security, and sure enough, the woman who led me into a room pulled off her official jacket, hanging it up before slipping on a plain blazer that matched the one her partner, a guy, wore. Our security had been ushered to nearby waiting room-style molded plastic seats outside, so I knew they were close.

“You’re FBI?”

“I’m Claire; this is Karl.”

“No lawyers, no recording equipment, and no Miranda act. Seems this is somewhat casual.”

“You aren’t being arrested.”

“To what do we owe the pleasure, then?”

“Will you sit, please, Amy?”

I reluctantly sat down because now, there was an extra step involved in us getting away from them and out of the door. Victor was surprisingly calm, circling the room, forcing our FBI interrogators to follow him with their eyes until they turned heads uncomfortably, then gave up trying.

“I’ve been here before, Amy. These people think you can help them.”

“Why?”

“You are wealthy, have lots of contacts, and they are stuck and need information, so they figured that because you are connected with their investigation, they can shake the tree, unofficially like… then later, when you object, they will claim you exaggerated their heavy-handed approach.”

I studied the officers, and both looked nervous. Victor had nailed it, and now, the agents wished we were out of the room. Karl raised a finger, shaking his head.

“We’re Interpol, Victor.”

“Oh, that’s even worse… where is your local liaison?”

“We want to talk to your fiancee.”

“If you did this as a cheap stunt to secure invitations, you fucked up big time.”

“We want to discuss your wedding, that’s true, but only in the hopes of keeping you and Amy safe.”

“Oh… this will be good. Let’s hear it then.”

Victor sat beside me, eyeballing both agents in turn. His expression was unfathomable, but his steely-eyed preparedness to attack, through lawyers or by using his bare hands, was evident to me. Tiny hairs bristled up my neck, and surging adrenaline triggered my fight response. I prayed that I wasn’t becoming a corporate adrenaline junkie seeking their next deal to get another fix like the tragic lawyers who stayed at the office all night. 

“You’re going to be attacked, possibly at the wedding, Victor.”

“On board our yacht?”

“Yes.”

“Why and by whom?”

“You knocked an influential piece off the chess board in Florence. We want to discuss what happened to Pandora.”

He breathed in deeply, convincingly feigning ignorance. I was shocked at Victor’s ability to deceive through his body language and hoped he couldn’t do that with me.

“I heard about that nasty business, Claire. Why did you ask to speak to Amy rather than me?”

“We figured she’s more likely to talk to us.”

“Whereas I’m more likely to lawyer up?”

“Something like that.”

“Amy doesn’t need lawyers, and you made a grave misjudgment about her. I’m probably easier to deal with.”

“Can either of you tell us what happened to Pandora? Who killed her, Victor?”

“Do you mean, like, off the record?”

“Of course.”

“Fucking bullshit!”

Karl annoyingly cracked his knuckles, and I was glad when Claire shot him a toxic look, surprised when he waved her off dismissively. He seemed to be her boss and unnecessarily arrogant about it, but something odd was going on between them.

Victor spotted the same and stood, moving to block the door. He sneered at Karl, then looked at Claire with pity, shaking his head. I felt excited and anxious, with heart palpitations that surprised me. I breathed deeply, calming, but it didn’t help much.

“There is fuckery afoot here, Victor.”

“These two bastards are not Interpol, Amy. They aren’t with any law enforcement, or we’d have seen badges by now, and you’re right, cops of any kind don’t do off the record when it comes to investigating multiple homicides.”

“Who are they?”

“Low-life journalists who bought their way into the fucking airport to grab a scoop from you. This is about your heritage, what happened in Florence while we were there, and getting a story out of you so they can destroy both of us.”

My head almost snapped off when I stared from Victor to them. Both looked terrified. Karl leaped up and ran for the door that Victor had barred.

“Fucking sit back down dickhead.”

Karl looked unsure of himself while Claire hadn’t moved an inch, slowly and dismally face-planting onto the steel table separating us, groaning like someone who lost everything on a dice throw. Her boss, possibly a senior reporter, hopped uncomfortably from one foot to the other, as impressed with Victor’s aggressive demeanor as I was.

My fiancee pointed to the seat again, and it looked like he meant to wrestle Karl there if necessary.

“Sit… I won’t tell you again.”

Victor opened the door just enough to beckon Rania and Kasimir, who joined us in the room. I saw the tables had turned, and two very anxious journalists were glued to their seats.

The room was crowded, and any positive outcome heavily favored us. Victor sat back down with our security standing close by.

“Diana Caulfield?”

I knew of the reclusive media mogul, but we’d never met. She was reputed to be a mean-hearted and ruthless old woman, close to her nineties. She came from old money and didn’t like the new, young, wealthy generation with far different ideas for advancing humanity’s cause than she did.

Karl nodded.

“Diana utterly hates you, Victor.”

“Yes, I know. It’s inconvenient that she applies so much resource chasing ghosts and rumors without substance, but, until now, she’s always avoided a direct approach like this because my lawyers scare her.”

“She smells blood in the water. Pandora, Florence, a mentally sick sister just out of rehab, and you are all in town when the murders happen with an eclectic family mix, some of whom have a colorful past. Murder happens, but this is no coincidence, I’m sure. Something is cooking, and we want the story.”

“And so she sent a couple of sucker fish looking for an easy meal before the bigger sharks swarm in?”

“That’s not very nice.”

“Caulfield doesn’t care about you, Karl. Maybe she has a mind to save Claire if she’s caught out… which Diane has been, in case you were doubtful.”

“Why would she save Claire and not me?”

“Oh wow, she hasn’t told you?”

“Told me what? Don’t be so fucking cryptic.”

Victor bellowed with laughter, pointing at one, then the other, humiliating both by knowing a secret one wouldn’t say and the other didn’t know about.

“Claire is related to Diane Caulfield. We met at a social a few years ago, and I never forget a name or face.”

Karl’s head snapped sideways, and his eyes bloated almost comically. He suddenly looked sick and worried. Victor enjoyed himself immensely, sitting back in his chair, daring Claire to deny his claim. 

She didn’t, so my fiancee continued while my heart pumped like a newborn kitten.

“Claire is a relative… I think the daughter of Caulfield’s cousin once removed or something like that. It’s hard to differentiate between the layers of relatives in these old-money families. Did she never tell you about that, Karl?”

“No.”

He looked distressed and deep in thought, likely processing the diminishing scenarios of him escaping with his job left open. Victor opened his phone and speed-dialed someone, placing them on speakerphone.

He casually stretched his arms high, yawning while tapping the phone.

“I’m calling my stockbroker.”

“Why?”

“You’ll see.”

The phone crackled with static, and I heard loud chattering and shouting in the background as though a celebration sing-song was happening.

“Give me a minute, Victor. I’m weaving through my trading desks, and they are a rowdy bunch of hungry fuckers this morning. It’s like watching lions on the hunt.”

“Good. Simon, I have something bloody and tasty for them to tear apart.”

“Go ahead, buddy, what’s the play?”

“Short as much Caulfield stock as possible and do it quickly. Their share price will tank today on news of a family member, also a reporter being arrested on criminal charges while abusing journalistic freedoms and integrity.”

“Fuck! Victor… no… no… no, that stock has increased steadily for ten years. It’s as unsinkable as a battleship.”

“Battleships have sunk since the first time they fought wars, Simon.”

“Are you certain, Victor?”

“Check out Scapa Flow, where the Germans scuppered their fleet.”

“I meant, are you certain about this stock short play?”

“Caulfield Holdings stock will plummet today. By bell ringing later today, we will own the company.”

“Oh fuck… is this insider trading, though?”

“Hmm… maybe. Don’t ask, do it.”

“Okay. I’ll have our positions concluded within the hour.”

“Do it faster, Simon. Events are unfolding right now.”

“Okay, okay. Stop rushing me, or I might fuck it up.”

“You never have before, and I doubt today will change that habit.”

Our call paused while Simon gave his staff instructions on a keyboard. I heard his breathing, then realized it was mine heaving as excitement built. My fiancee was making an opportunistic corporate play, destroying his enemies while acquiring their assets.

“Security on this deal is at least a billion dollars, buddy.”

“Do it.”

“Done… that old bitch will go fucking nuts.”

“Bye, Simon.”

Victor turned to Kasimir and Rania with a vengeance flickering on his expression. I saw his anger spark as never before while he adopted the look of a man about to exact revenge on an avowed enemy.

“I want the police and every reporter in the city on this, you guys. Amy and I are filing criminal complaints against these two. Airport security and the police must be called immediately to ensure everything happens as publicly as possible.”

Claire leaped out of her chair, snarling, but my fiancee didn’t bat an eyelid.

“You’re a cunt. Diane is right about you, Victor. Absolute fucking cunt.”

“Tsk tsk… potty mouth, young lady. If you behave well, I might keep you on at one of Caulfield’s former newspapers. Do they have a canteen in need of a pot-wash duo?”

Victor chuckled in the most Machiavellian way possible, wagging a finger from one to the other. I was shocked at how stupid Diana Caulfield had been, exposing herself by using a family member who languished in the little leagues of her charitable payroll.

I shook my head, frowned, and looked at Claire dispassionately. Watching someone else’s demise at the hands of my fiancee wasn’t pretty, but I felt satisfied that some universal judgment was handed down to the idiots who had all but kidnapped us.

“Your media group hounded Victor for a decade because he came to self-made money from nothing. Now you were playing me, too. What were you thinking, Claire?”

“I needed the scoop to move up.”

“Oh fuck! Diane doesn’t know about any of this, does she?”

“No.”

Claire glanced nervously at Karl, who was in a rage, slamming both fists on the table. She looked close to tears, sympathetically reaching for his hand, and I knew instantly why.

“Oh my god, you’re lovers too.”

“So what?”

“You used your guy to get ahead, and now you’ve destroyed him. This was always about you climbing the family greasy pole. You’re a stupid child, Claire, and Karl just realized how worthless you are as a woman and as a meal ticket.”

“Look… I’m sorry. Please, stop Victor now, Amy… old bitch Caulfield is callous and will kill me.”

“I doubt she’ll be able to afford the bullets by suppertime.”

I might have had some sympathy if I believed Claire’s apology was sincere, but I was becoming attuned to a harsh world where people wanted to kill, kidnap, or destroy me, my future husband, and our child. When I stood up, feeling no anger or pleasure, I shook my head at two fools.

Victor held the door open, and I passed through without glancing back. As we made our way to the others, airport security, and New York police rushed to the tiny interrogation room, taking our hapless reporters into custody.

I saw more eager reporters waiting outside when we left the airport in a blacked-out luxury minibus. They were cannibals, reduced to sensationalism by competing with YouTube influencers, as willing to destroy and eat one other as they would any genuine target.

Victor grinned, then settled back in his seat next to me, cuddling closely like Michelangelo and my father did to Katerina.

“What will they be charged with, Amy?”

“It depends on the prosecutor, and where they are in terms of climbing the justice ladder, which is an equally greasy pole to the one Claire is sliding down right now. Kidnapping is an offense under common law. There are four elements to the offense of kidnap, namely, the taking of one person by another, by force/fraud, without consent, and without lawful excuse.”

“Are they fucked?”

“Totally, and so it seems is Diane Caulfield.”

“She had it coming, Amy.”

“Does this mean you now own a newspaper, honey?”

“By tonight, you and I will own a massive media group. It will be good to clear out the editorial staff and bring in fresh blood. The good deed that can come from this ugly business is employing unbiased people to report the news without fear or favor.”

“How very Machiavellian of you, Victor.” 


Chapter Forty-One

My Own Tarzan

◆◆◆

“Dean Vanessa has asked to meet with you, Amy.”

“I was expecting something like this, Gabriella.”

“She says it’s urgent, and you are to come immediately.”

“Can you please tell her no? The answer is a polite no.”

“No to a meeting with the Dean of Columbia University?”

“No to me interceding on behalf of her friend Diane Caulfield. I know they are close; all the social magazines and other media have said as much for decades. Tell her Victor’s business is not my business.”

“Ahh… I see. I didn’t realize you knew the meeting’s purpose, Amy. I have no idea why she reached out, only that she is panicking wildly.”

“In about three hours from now, Victor’s massive short on Caulfield Holdings stock will bankrupt Diane. He, other shareholders, and the banks will either call in her debts or sell so many shares that she will file for protection.”

“How did this happen?”

“Her reporters, one of them a family member, fraudulently detained Victor and me at the airport, interrogated us while posing as Interpol, and then got caught. The story is seeping through the news channels now.”

“Oh fuck!”

“Yeah… so, the answer to Dean Vanessa’s request for a meeting is a polite but emphatic no.”

“Okay. I’ll reach out and explain this to her. You realize she is terminally sick, right?”

“Yes, and I’m sorry about that.”

“It’s not your problem, Amy.”

“Wait three hours, Gabriella. News of the short hasn’t filtered into our business community yet, and I don’t want any unintended consequences to impact Victor’s plan .”

I’d asked Gabriella, my Professor, business partner, and friend, to meet me at home, and she arrived about ten minutes after we got there from the airport. Victor had an army of lawyers camped in our dining room, so I sought refuge in my study, where we enjoyed a decaf coffee and shared a chocolate muffin.

Gabriella was my go-to shock army for troubleshooting problems, and I needed to brief her in case trouble indirectly came my way.

“Diane Caulfield has been out to ruin Victor’s reputation for years, Amy.”

“Any idea why?”

“He dated her Granddaughter years ago. The girl was a total slut and as crazy as a box of frogs. She messed Victor around endlessly, being fickle as the weather in April.”

“It ended badly then?”

“Victor caught her in bed with another guy and shooed her out of the house the same day.”

“Out of this house?”

“Yes.”

“And Diane didn’t react well?”

“Nope. She’s wise and creative in business, but like most Caulfields, she lacks character and has a bombastic approach to dealing with people. Diane is a hammer, so everything to her is a nail.”

“You’re quoting me, Maslow, now?”

“Just a little. I could try Nietzsche or Kant, but in this case, about Diane, Maslow is bang on the nail; forgive my pun.”

“Why is the Dean of Columbia University such a huge fan of her then?”

“It’s said they are old friends, but my money is on Caulfield having dirt on Vanessa. The Dean hasn’t always been discrete about her private life.”

“Nobody should suffer for that, Gabriella.”

“I agree… well, while you ponder on that matter in this beautiful study, I’ll visit the Dean and see if something can be done to help her if Caulfield goes nuclear.”

“That’s the only option Diane has left, I’m afraid, sweetie. Expect an explosion very soon.”

“I will, and thanks for the heads up.”

Gabriella gave me massive confidence in not having to delve into the details of running my foundation. My business baptism of fire was notched up a level by my fiancee in a VIP terminal at the airport when he turned from a gentleman to a savage, did what he needed to do, and then transformed back again into my lovable fiancee.

Victor explained that having multiple personas and drawing on their use when needed before reverting to normal quickly was essential, as was shedding any baggage along the way. To me, it sounded like self-induced schizophrenia, but so long as he had control and was acting the part rather than being it, then I figured all was well.

I used our secret connecting corridor from my study to get to our bedroom, where I sent Victor a message.

I’m drawing a bath. Would you like to join me?

On my way.

By the time orange-flavored soap suds from a bath bomb reached the danger limit on the rim of our two-person tub, Victor stood naked at our bathroom door.

“Have you changed your persona again?”

“For you, I would change the world, Amy.”

“Why don’t you step into our bath and let me transform your toes from tired to refreshed.”

“You want something?”

“That isn’t why I invited you for a bath, Victor.”

I shot him a scolding look, and he chuckled, holding up both hands as a sign of surrender.

“I know you would never manipulate me, Amy, but you have a tiny tell that notifies me when you are plotting.”

“What’s my tell?”

“I can’t say, or I won’t be able to use it to my advantage.”

“Others might take advantage of me because of it, and you could have rescued me from that.”

I watched his face melt into a loving sweetheart who would give everything he owned if it pleased me. Victor smiled lovingly, then strolled toward me with his enormous cock swinging pendulum-like, slapping against both thighs.

“You are my jungle man, Victor… my very own Tarzan.”

“I’m pleased you see me that way.”

“You are my man, honey… what other way could I see you? I respect and love you and couldn’t be more in love.”

“Then tell me sweetheart. What can I do for you?”

“First. Pray tell, what is my tell?”

He stepped into my arms, kissing me deeply. Our lips crushed like warm and cold weather fronts colliding, sizzling, sparking, and exploding in a stormy, balmy meeting. I wanted to make love, but first, a bath would serve as foreplay and a place for us to marinade before our bed became a battlefield of love.

“When you are very keen on an outcome, you bend your right knee slightly and stand on your toes. It’s almost indiscernible, but now you know, use it to your advantage.”

“Wow… I never knew. I’ll work on that, Victor; thank you.”

“Now… what is the favor you need, sweet Amy of mine?”

“Can you appoint Dean Vanessa from Columbia University to your advisory board at Caulfield Holdings?”

“Of course, but It’s an extraordinary request. Do you mind explaining why?”

“She’s an old friend of Diane Caulfield.”

I slipped into our bath, easing myself gently into hot water, simultaneously shivering and simmering. While goosebumps sprung to attention on my arms and legs, Victor looked unenthused ro follow until I held out a hand out for my fiancee to join me.

He followed me in with trepidation, knowing he could leap out, dry off, and be downstairs for his legal team in a few minutes if it all got too hot or he received an urgent call. He winced when his thighs and butt touched the water, eventually settling down with my legs gently entwined over his.

“Diane and Vanessa are strange bedfellows, Amy. Can you say anything more, or am I prying?”

“I’m told the former has dirt on the latter, which means their friendship is built on leverage rather than trust.”

“Ah hah! Diane has threatened Vanessa, who reached out to you, hoping to influence me and my short.”

“Something like that.”

“And you figure that if Vanessa is on my advisory board, it will terrify Diane sufficiently so that the aforementioned scandal is never released?”

“You’re like a sexy Sherlock Holmes.”

“Indubitably, my dear Watson.”

“One other thing Victor… Dean Vanessa hasn’t got long to live. Being on the board of your resurgent Media Group would be a fitting role for a great woman to be remembered.”

“That’s very sweet of you, Amy.”

“I figure that Diane would never attack Dean Vanessa if she had the power of a media group behind her. Also, she kinda fits with what you want to do with Caulfield Holdings in terms of extinguishing its bias and corruption.”

“Diane will have no means to harm anyone in about ninety minutes, Amy.”

“You are a reader of minds, sweetheart.”

“Consider it done. I’ll reach out to the Dean after this bath.”

“Aww!”

I pouted my displeasure, crimping my toes around Victor’s cock.

“What’s the matter, Amy?”

“I wanted to play.”

“Shall we play or rescue Vanessa before she does something regrettable?”

“Save the Dean, please, honey.”

I wiggled my toes, giggling as though showing off my tell. I was pleased Victor had revealed the tiny weakness that might have caused me endless problems in the hands of a business adversary with fewer scruples than my fiancee.

I lifted one of his feet and began rolling the hard pad just behind Victor’s toes, to which he immediately became my puppy dog, flinching and whimpering.

“Amy?”

“Yes, my sweetheart.”

“What dirt is there on Dean Vanessa?”

“I have no idea, and it’s none of my business, so I never asked.”

After bathing, we agreed to take grapes, lemon juice, and each other to bed properly later when the hubbub around Caulfield Holdings reduced to a simmer. I had already decided to drink one, eat another and suck the third, extracting every drop of goodness from all three.

I felt very aroused and saw the same in Victor with his lovely, weighty tell dangling from between his legs while he dried off. It was sweet sorrow to watch him dress and leave to finalize Diane Caulfield’s demise and save Dean Vanessa.

Victor reached out to the Dean, who Gabriella told me later almost fell off her chair when a liferaft was tossed her way. She’d been furious at my refusal to meet, but my friend and lawyer understood that I wanted my relationship with Columbia University to continue as a student.

Dean Vanessa would have compromised herself with me, either by threat or plea, to leverage Victor’s support. Now, a status quo was maintained, and the Dean was safe from attack, while my position as a student at a University I loved remained intact.

When Gabriella called, she sounded impressed.

“You played a blinder, Amy.”

“I don’t know what you mean, Gabriella. I only heard about Victor’s fabulous idea moments ago. It all works out well in the end, then?”

“I know it was your genius plan, sweetheart, and that’s what I love about how you roll. Your secret is safe with me.”

“Thank you.”

“I discovered what the dirt on Vanessa is. Would you like to know?”

“Is it something illegal?”

“No, but it is deeply personal.”

“Then let’s discuss it no more. Bury her secret, and we can continue as we started, honestly and without playing dirty tricks.”

“Good for you, Amy.”

It was refreshing to know that something had gone very right for someone I cared about, albeit Dean Vanessa had little interest in me besides what I might do to support my University once I joined its Alma Mater.

In all, it was a busy and exciting day. I spent a few hours studying while Victor sealed the coffin lid shut on Diane Caulfield’s reign at one of our nation’s most influential media groups. He was determined to find non-politically motivated CEOs and Chief Editors for each arm of the giant corporation, its vast printed news brands, online, radio, and TV channels, and the second-biggest book publishing group in the world.

When he lay naked on the bed, handing me a glass of lemon juice, I plucked a grape, drinking one while chewing the other.

“That’s two down, Victor.”

“Okay… you have lost me somewhat.”

“I’m going down on the third.”

I planted soft kisses from Victor’s lips to a smooth, tiny nipple, sucking hard until it raised like a small nub that I could nibble and chew on. He wriggled, tensing every muscle, relaxing and trembling like a leaf torn from its branch in a hurricane.

“I want to say I learned a lot today, Victor, and I love you for your choices. I felt proud and privileged to be with you in those moments, and I was glad you protected us.”

“I’m equally learning from you, sweetheart.” 

Victor loved when I sucked his cock, which I did regularly, enjoying the lingering taste of his salty, earthy semen on those occasions I swallowed but didn’t rinse my mouth afterward.

With my moist tongue, I traced a meandering line down his washboard stomach, enjoying how he flinched and when muscle spasms rewarded my efforts. My pussy tingled and warmed, and for that reason, I’d left my panties on, covering myself with a colorful silk negligee depicting Japanese water gardens.

I gripped the base of Victor’s cock in a tight fist, slapping his glans against my lips, raising the last two inches until he was entirely solid. When I peeled back his foreskin, I saw a glistening cream coating on his deliciously tight and smooth cock head. More precum oozed from the tiny, red slit, and I smelled its musky aroma, which lit up my soul.

While I leaned on his left leg, Victor raised his right, and I pushed it wide, opening him up while gently stroking and wanking his veiny shaft. I eyeballed my lover, winked, and pulled on my lip in a well-practiced High School slutty look to elicit a final shiver from my lover before I licked the salty treat he provided.

When his tang raced across my tongue like a sunrise searing a valley meadow, lighting it up, every synapse in my brain exploded. My entire body trembled, and I felt my fresh panties filling with warm love for my man.

I clenched my lips tightly around the sharp ridge of his glans, making a seal and sucking his treat, coating my tonsils with sticky cream before swallowing and burning my throat. The whole experience of savoring Victor’s precum and, later, his seed felt ritualistic, and I had developed oral techniques for him to enjoy me while I subjugated myself, delighting in devouring his essence.

Once I cleaned off his salty veneer, I slid my tightly clenched lips down a gnarly shaft, molding them around every bump, bloated vein and a bulging urethra on the way. I drooled saliva on his glans, then tongued it up and down his stiff shaft, lathering and lubricating everything before I would deep throat my beloved.

When I rasped my teeth down his steely cock, biting gently, Victor moaned, and then much more so when I sucked each ballsack, massaging the precious stones inside between my tongue and the roof of my mouth.

I released his wrinkly skin slowly, returning to his cock, sucking it deeply, choking hard, then sliding my lips further down until I deep-throated Victor all the way to his pubic bone. He screamed in joyous rapture, quivering violently as I rapidly drove my lips up and down his shaft, using the gag reflex to clamp my throat hard, almost fucking him.

When he shot his load in hot ropes of salty seed, it decanted straight down my throat, causing me to choke. I spat, retched, and swallowed my way through his orgasm, wanking his cock and breathing when I could.

It became too much for Victor, and I sensed I was overstimulating an empty, exhausted prostate, so I rolled to one side, using a finger to gather abandoned drops of his semen from around my chin, cheeks, and lips, sucking and savoring those, wasting nothing.

He rolled on top of me, grinning and kissing me with no regard for consuming his cum that heavily coated my lips and tongue.

“You give the most amazing head, Amy.”

“You are very welcome.”

I would never ask if I were the best he’d had because that insecurity might open the floodgates to unwanted conversations. Victor assumed he was my best lover, which he was, so I always made the same presumption.

As I lay flat on my back, Victor nuzzled into me sideways, licking my nipple while covering my baby bump with a warm palm. We glanced at each other frequently, grinning.

“We had a good day, Victor.”

“We had a great day, but now we have a new ship to right.”

“Will there be rapid changes at Caulfield?”

“Rebranding and new brooms to sweep old habits clear. The news belongs to the people and should be reported without fear, favor, or bias. I’m turning Caulfield Group into a trust with a new name and charter agreed.”

“Not for profit?”

“For-profit, but not for me. We freed up a public service today, Amy, and I won’t stand for it being abused by anyone ever again.”


Chapter Forty-Two

Fighting Fire With Fire

◆◆◆

Victor’s Point Of View

I rolled over in our bed, and Amy faced me, fast asleep, looking beautiful, relaxed, and formidable. She purred, but not like a domestic cat. I imagined my fiancee approximating the sleeping habits of a panther or jaguar, perhaps a leopard, in the final moments before awakening and stretching out for a hunt.

She was the calm before my daily storm, a safe place where my emotions could be spread out in the most vulnerable way, shielded from attack by her. I’d seen Amy love like no other woman, which warmed my heart.

Amy was more beautiful than I’d imagined any wife of mine and with far greater capacity to satisfy me with an expression, a slight touch of her fingers against mine, a kind word, or a soft kiss.

I moved a few hairs that had fallen on her face, curling them behind an ear. Her nose twitched cutely, but she didn’t stir.

“You complete me, Amy.”

“I love you too, Victor. Good morning, honey.”

“I thought you were asleep.”

“I imagined you watching me while I kept my eyes closed, and was dreaming about you.”

“I was watching you.”

“I know.”

Her eyes opened, and I enjoyed Amy’s signature ear-to-ear, dimple-crested smile she always had for me. My fiancee was awake, and her daily hunt began. I couldn’t fathom what was on her mind or who would receive her goodwill and ire today. Those who crossed her were dealt with expeditiously, even more so than my enemies, who were at least dispatched while still breathing.

“Are you cycling with Hannah today, sweetheart?”

“Yes, and after that, I have a nine o’clock online meeting with Stanza about our new Florentine offices. When she closes that building lease, she’s heading over here and will probably be in town by Friday this week.”

“Where will you put her?”

“In a nice hotel nearby for now. Once we decide her routine, I’ll get Stanza an apartment.”

“What about your place?”

“That’s our love-nest again now that Mom and Dad have moved in here, honey.”

I saw the tiniest unease dance across Amy’s face. It was momentary and nothing to worry about, but I knew my biological mother’s love for my fiancee was overwhelming and may have unintentionally conflicted with feelings about her real Mom.

“You don’t have to call Katerina, Mom, you know that, right? I am only just getting used to it myself.”

“It’s different for a girl who is marrying Victor. The relationship between wife and mother-in-law is often combative; in my case, it isn’t. Katerina is making a huge effort to be my good friend, and I am honored by that.”

“I think she genuinely loves you, Amy.”

“I also believe it and feel a deep affection for her, too.”

“But you feel guilty when you call her Mom?”

“A bit, but I will get over that. Your mother must love her family deeply because that is her core hidden somewhere deep in Katerina’s heart allowing her to kill so effectively.”

“I know. She’s doing everything to protect her family. Before, she helped Dad build an empire, now, we are the recipients of her protection.”

“Not a bad way to deal with your business enemies.”

“It’s Russia, and that’s how they did things.”

“They still do, honey.”

Amy slid out of our bed and stood. I felt her warmth, smelled, and then fleetingly tasted her aroma while admiring my fiancee’s nakedness with a lustful eye. She giggled and pointed at my semi-erection.

“Shall I take care of your morning wood, honey?”

“You have Hannah waiting downstairs.”

“You have an erection that needs my tender loving care.”

“Run along before I take you up on that sleazy offer. We can make love later.”

“That we will, honey.”

I watched Amy deliciously wriggle into yoga pants, desperately wanting to bite her ass cheeks before going down on my fiancee, but I had problems at work to deal with. Sarah organized a crammed schedule for me, starting with Diane Caulfield, who had urgently pressed for a meeting.

“I’ll take breakfast at the office today, Amy.”

“Aww, that’s a shame, but no worries. I’ll visit you at lunchtime bearing a gift of food, so don’t get anything in. Don’t worry… Sarah already penciled me in for an hour because she knows I am in the area.”

“I look forward to it.”

I was putty in her hands, molded the way Amy wanted, which was how I desired to be. The most perfect being loved me, and loving her back was my greatest pleasure. She never pried into my business nor pushed any personal buttons, adopting a simple approach to our relationship.

I wondered how much regal blood had seeped through her lineage, causing my fiancee to behave like a queen-in-waiting, or whether it was the excellent efforts of a Mom now deceased and a great father with whom I was building a relationship.

After I showered, Amy returned from the gym and stripped off before me, jumping under the steamy waterfall as I exited. In our bedroom, she dried off in front of me, titivating, while I soaked in her beauty with attentive eyes, and she enjoyed mine. 

I wore faded blue jeans and a long-sleeved light pink shirt nearing the end of its life. I would get every last second out of any clothes I found comfortable, which could also be said for my slightly threadbare royal blue linen jacket.

As I stared at myself in a long mirror, I thought I looked great, understating my wealth so that people could underestimate me.

“You look scruffy, honey.”

“Really?”

“Honestly, Victor… I’m not saying you should power-dress. You have the presence of a man others will listen to even if you wore Red Cross refugee clothes, but that jacket and the shirt are complete rags.”

“I find them comfortable.”

“My period underwear is comfortable, honey… those rags you wear are not fit for purpose… my panties are.”

“Okay. What do you suggest?”

“Have you taken any labels off the clothes I bought you weeks ago?”

“I’d be a cliche if you dressed me, Amy.”

“I don’t see why. I have good taste and want you to look your best.”

I felt slightly guilty at having ignored her gifts. In true Amy style, she’d said nothing about the pile of shopping bags I’d ignored but waited until the right moment to school me in her gentle manner. 

That teaching moment was now.

“What do you suggest?”

“I bought you a plain white t-shirt to go with a gray Ahab submariner roll-neck jumper. Hang on a moment, and I will fetch both.”

“Okay… what about the jeans?”

“You look sexy as fuck in Jeans, babe… only take those off if you intend bedding me.”

I laughed and watched Amy scamper into our shared walk-in closet. While she was gone, I scanned the room, remembering how barren it felt before I had advertised for a Surrogate. From the moment we met, my fiancee had lit up my world.

She returned, bouncing, dancing, and skipping, holding a garment in each hand.

“Here… throw these on honey. The indomitable spirit of Cornish fishermen inspires the design.”

“I’m a fisherman now?”

“You hooked me for life and reeled me in some time ago, Victor.”

“Oh, you are good, Amy.”

“Until I’m naughty.”

She swung out her hip in a sexy pose with a hand on the opposite side and bit her bottom lip, placing a fingertip at the corner of her mouth, looking like an archetypal naughty schoolgirl. I turned away in a vain attempt to control my libido and slipped into the clothes she bought me, immediately loving them.

“The jumper doesn’t itch at all.”

“It’s a special wool blend, ensuring a soft, warm, and never itchy feel. It will age gracefully with time, just like your blue linen jacket, which is perfect for when we are grubbing around town in the summer sales.”

“We don’t need to buy from the sales.”

“It’s not only about the prices, darling… the sales are a treasure hunt for finding that one garment you love in a massive bucket filled with clearance crap. Saving ten bucks on a thirty-dollar blouse is important but not the entire point.” 

I looked at myself in the mirror, swaying halfway around both sides, enjoying how the figure-hugging jumper accentuated my physique. Amy was right; I felt more comfortable, looked great, and would be much warmer in the cold days we now endured in an early New York winter.

Amy sidled up behind me, looking over my shoulder, wrapping an arm around me lovingly.

“You’re a beautiful man with incredible form, Victor. You aren’t old enough to always wear suits and jackets.”

“You keep me young, Amy.”

“You keep me young too, sweetheart. And… finally, on the subject of your Mom, have no fear because I love and admire that woman immensely, and we are the best of friends.”

Amy meant everything she said with genuine spirit and good intentions. My fiancee hid nothing, including her mildly submissive personality in the bedroom. Our sexual adventure was well underway and had been the most thrilling of my life to date.

“What shoes should I wear?”

“I got you brown leather Drover boots. Do you want them?”

“Yes, please. Is that what a Cornish fisherman wears?”

“No, but Wellington boots aren’t a great look for you, Victor.” 

Kasimir almost jumped out of his skin when we met in the foyer, throwing up a small salute of approval for my refreshed look. Rania was waiting for Amy, and she raised an admiring eyebrow, grinning, so I bowed to each.

“Have I dressed scruffily for so long?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, I wasn’t expecting you both to agree so emphatically. I’ll ask Amy to take me shopping.”

Kasimir handed me the Financial Times with a gloriously pink front page dedicated to my takeover of Caulfield Holdings. Diane was pictured sliding into a limousine outside the building she’d owned for sixty years, looking bitter with a caption declaring her intention to fight on.

I glanced at Kasimir, slightly concerned.

“Did you get it?”

“Yes, and I made a copy that is in the safe if you need it.”

He handed me a silver thumb drive, which I tucked into a pocket.

“It’s been wiped.”

I sat beside Kasimir on the back seat of my Mercedes G-Wagon and read the Financial Times. Details of my stock short and subsequent collapse of Caulfield Holdings had pushed aside the reason my corporate raid became possible: an errant, distant niece of Diane’s greedy enough to overstep and destroy her family dynasty.

I learned a lesson overnight that felt very pertinent while Amy carried our first child. Family was important, even those members who might be considered vexatious sometimes. Everyone in a family ecosystem can be friends or allies; some could even be both simultaneously. It was time to get my house in order.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Good morning, Victor. How is Caprica?”

“She’s fine, Mom, and ready to receive you any time. Her art is flourishing.”

“Are we still having dinner together tonight?”

“Of course. I’m calling about Hazel and Clara.”

“Your sisters are struggling with their new reality, so your plan for them to grow up is working.”

“Change of plan, Mom.”

“Oh.”

“I want my sisters to be happy, at least to the extent they don’t become a problem for me.”

“Ahh. I read about your new acquisition and how you were kidnapped at the airport. I’m sure Caulfield is burning effigies of you right now.”

“I don’t want that to happen to me, Mom. Diane Caulfield is ruined because a family member did something dumb.”

“Your sisters and one of their husbands are on the company payroll. Do you believe there is a risk of something similar happening?”

“Yes.”

“It might be wise to take them off the companies then.”

“And do what? I need an alternative plan that suits all parties.”

“Victor… after their recent behavior, I want to say let them drift in the wind, but I love them too much. Can we discuss this later, please?”

“Of course, Mom. Until then, take care.”

Kasimir shot me a sidelong grin, and I knew him well enough to decipher his expression of approval. It took a year for me to understand why my most loyal friend needed to hear most conversations. He constantly calculated risk based on my current projects and their exposure, adjusting my security detail and moving people I dealt with up or down his most wanted list.

Currently, Diane Caulfield was most wanted.

As I breezed through my office, colleagues I hadn’t seen for some time smiled, rose, and applauded me, as was their habit when our team closed a big deal. Sarah beamed with joy, and I hugged my long-term friend and administrator.

“You might have waited until I left the building for your celebrations.”

I spun and saw Diane sitting in the reception chair that Amy once occupied during her fake lineup for an interview. I reached out a hand and smiled, surprised when she took it with a tighter grip than any nonagenarian should be capable of.

Her eyes were alive, and she smiled, even showing a spring in her step as we strolled to my office.

“Bravo, Victor. You won.”

“Let’s do this in my office, Diane.”

“I didn’t come here to fight.”

I let her through my door first, holding it wide open, seeing no reason to be ungentlemanly. When I sat down at my desk, Diane was judging the quality of my office from the comfort of a chair in front while Sarah brought another coffee for her and sparkling water with ice and lemon for me.

“You must feel very pleased with yourself, Victor.”

“Wouldn’t you be?”

“There was a time when I could have done something about your attack on my company, but these days, I find it increasingly difficult to keep up.”

“I would have been in diapers back then, Diane… no offense.”

“Hmm, touché if not a little sassy my dear.”

“You mentioned you didn’t come here to fight?”

“No. Your takeover is my swansong, and I’m glad to shuffle off into retirement. You won’t hear from me again after today.”

“Why are you visiting me then?”

“We have some unfinished business, Victor.”

“Ahh… Simone?”

“Yes. It’s about my granddaughter and how you debauched her, you see. All those times you and she fucked in your tawdry little tryst, my silly granddaughter recorded them. It’s not as high resolution as today’s video, but she’s preparing them for upload to PornHub or something like that.”

“Oh my… how low you have sunk, Diane. What about Simone?”

“She has no profile, Victor. You do. By tomorrow, people will say, Simone, who? I can’t imagine you’ll so easily escape the glare of shame and ridicule.”

“You’ll damage others.”

“I want to.”

“It’s quite petty of you, Diane.”

“I figure it’s low-level nasty gossip, but it will surely cause you a few domestic arguments. Your friends, colleagues, and enemies will all enjoy those videos for years.”

“Are you really so embittered, Diane?”

“Yes. I’m afraid so.”

“All because of a granddaughter who slept around like a crazy slut?”

“You made her the depraved idiot she has become. That girl goes through men like I have trips to the toilet.”

“Simone was a delicate, sexually charged woman long before we met. Why now, why this broadside against me?”

“Because she’s my fucking family, you ghastly fool.”

Hatred finally spewed when her floodgates opened, and I saw the real Diane Caulfield stand up. Her eyes burned with the redness of lava flowing down a volcano, all evil and loathing like a coveting beast whose precious possession was taken away.

I felt excited and on the hunt. My tactics suddenly changed because she attacked, and I was on fire, ready to destroy everything Diane had, retaliating with my Plan B. I grinned, knowing my inner brutish animal had been unleashed, and now, no depth to my vindictiveness would be measurable.

“Claire is your family as well. Seems to me she messed up big time.”

“Claire will be dealt with.”

“Your influence over family diminishes when you can no longer help or leverage them. As I see it, you are a pale imitation of the woman who believed she could beat me. I can hardly recognize the fool sitting in front of me. Begone witch.”

She gritted her teeth at my deliberate goading and bowed her head, hiding the spite she had desperately wished not to reveal, but I laughed, making her worse.

When she raised her face, eyeballing me, composure had returned, but the anger was still there.

“Like I said, Victor. I didn’t come here to fight. I just wanted to give you some bad news in person.”

“I have a gift for you, Diane.”

She was halfway out of her chair and deeply irritated by my stalling. Diane slumped back, peeved, and stared at me with utter hatred in her eyes.

“What is it?”

I slid the thumb drive Kasimir gave me across the table. Diane stared at it, then looked at me, chuckling.

“Okay. Would you care to explain?”

“I knew Simone filmed us making love at the time. I also figured that if she were enough of a whore to cheat on me, she’d be stupid enough to sully my name one day. Last night, I acquired her hard drives and this thumb drive. Friends of mine already irretrievably deleted her cloud.”

“That’s fucking illegal.”

“I’ll return the hard drives soon. For now, you can have this thumb drive - all data has been deleted, though, so you can use it to save your journals and autobiography. I’d hurry and start writing soon. You never know how long you have left.” 

“I’ll instruct my lawyers and report the matter to the police. You’ve broken the law.”

“I guess someone did if you can prove it. Anyway… around about now, your granddaughter is sitting somewhere terrified, figuring out how to explain to you that the evidence you hoped to send into the gossip circles of New York has vanished.”

“You are a bastard Victor.”

“Let Simone know that publishing revenge porn is a crime just in case she has any scraps of that movie left.”

“Bastard! Bastard! Bastard!”

“Actually… I’m not anymore because that mystery has been cleared up. My biological parents were married when I was conceived. I have discovered my birth parents, and we are happily reunited.”

“I’m leaving.”

“Oh, before you do, Diane. I’ll need your keys to my new building. Also, I have appointed investigators to crawl over the last sixty years of your tenure at Caulfield Holdings. If there is anything of interest to the public or police, you can be assured of its exposure.”

“Bastard.”

She spat the words and left my office looking much older and less satisfied than when she arrived. I didn’t stand or see her to the door. Diane Caulfield’s final walk out of the last corporate offices she would likely ever visit was a lonely one, filled with hostile faces of those people who were my friends, not hers.

I moved on quickly with no desire for smugness. Amy came as promised and delighted me for an hour while we shared noodles in boxes from a nearby street hawker, a reminder that she loved simple things, including me being me.

She eyed me suspiciously, knowing something exciting had happened from the perpetual grin on my face.

“What happened, Victor?”

“I finished Diane Caulfield off this morning.”

“I thought you might.”

“She came at me with both barrels, Amy. It was all silly and deplorable.”

“Did she use Simone?”

“Yes. A copy of her video recording is in the safe at home should you wish to see what she had on me.”

“You don’t need to expose that to me, honey. I don’t care what kinkiness you and Simone got up to before we met. It’s none of my business.”

“It was a threesome, Amy.”

“Naughty boy. Who was the third?”

“Dean Vanessa.”

“Oh, my Victor… perhaps we should watch this video. Its evidentiary value might be important.”


Chapter Forty-Three

A Lion On A Jackal

◆◆◆

Amy’s Point Of View

Knowing about Dean Vanessa’s secret threesome with my husband and Simone, granddaughter of Diane Caulfield, felt odd. On the one hand, Victor’s love life before our union was none of my business, but on the other, it described an aspect of him I hadn’t known about.

We made wild love before lazing together on the bed, and in that repose, I imagined what a threesome with Victor might feel like. It was a daydream, a bizarre and abstract fantasy, and I never mentioned it because some things are better left unsaid.

Or are they?

I’m hiding a secret.

Oh fuck, does it matter?

My hormones are going fucking wild.

Bizarrely, I chose Stanza to be our third, enjoying watching my fiancee fucking her doggy style while she went down on me. I smelled sex in the room, which was real because Victor had already fucked me.

“Are you okay, Amy?”

“Huh… yeah, of course, sorry, I was miles away.”

“Penny for your thoughts?”

“They aren’t worth a penny this time, Victor. Just boring study planning in my daydreams.”

Stanza?

Why Stanza?

Shouldn’t our relationship be strong enough to discuss this?

When staring lovingly at me, I felt like Victor knew precisely what I was thinking. He had a very nuanced behavioral oddity whereby he could assess others and switch personas very quickly. It felt disconcerting at times, but I got why he had developed the ability as a business and life coping strategy. I’d seen its impact at the airport when he shattered Claire and Karl’s lives.

As I lay naked on the bed, enjoying the aftermath of our intense lovemaking while watching him, my love burgeoned, but it troubled me that I had kept a secret, albeit I was entitled to my private thoughts. Victor’s business exploits and the explosive manner of his recent success in acquiring a whole media group had provoked my almost permanent state of arousal.

“I must come clean about something, Victor.”

“What is it, sweetheart?”

“When you made love to me earlier, I imagined the threesome you had with Simone and Dean Vanessa.”

“Oh.”

“Sorry.”

“Why apologize, Amy?”

“Because what you did before we met is none of my business.”

“Of course it is, and I don’t mind sharing the details if it quenches your curiosity.”

“I’d rather not hear the sordid details, especially not about the woman overseeing my studies.”

“Okay… why did you bring it up, sweetheart?”

“I imagined you, me, and Stanza fucking in our bed. I didn’t want to say anything, but it feels wrong to hide this thought from you. It’s definitely hormonal.”

“Oh my.”

“I know. I’m a pervert.”

“Who said that?”

“What? That I am a pervert?”

“Yes.”

“I did.”

“No, Amy. Who said it inside your head because that is the voice you must control. Denying yourself the pleasures in life should only be necessary when those things harm you or others.”

“Are you saying we should have a threesome, Victor?”

I saw goosebumps peak on my arms and legs before a rush of excitement flooded me. I was in a relationship no-man’s-land for the first time since falling in love with the man who wanted to pay me to conceive his baby. Victor noticed my state of frisson, the accompanying solid nipples, and grinned.

“I’m not suggesting we invite someone else into our bed, Amy.”

Someone? Girl? Boy? Holy fuck.

“Oh.”

“But I wouldn’t rule it out either. Two things occur to me.”

“Go on.”

I gulped and felt my pussy lips tremble while anticipating his answer with a thumping heart and dry mouth. Deep inside my womb, a tickling sensation drove me toward fun and mischief. I wondered if our baby was feeling my emotional state and responding by laughing at how ridiculous I was being.

Fucking hormones.

“Threesomes can work in two ways as I see it, Amy. Either there are no feelings between any of the three participants, or the couple is so well adjusted in their relationship that inviting a third lover to their bed is possible without causing emotional damage.”

“I see. So, I guess it’s not something we should consider for our wedding night?”

He knew I was joking, but the potential for a threesome at some point was now out in the open, and there was no way I could put that genie back in the bottle. I rolled onto my back, pleased when Victor crawled on top, straddling his legs on either side of mine, staring lovingly at me.

“There will be plenty of time to discuss these things after we are married, Amy.”

“Sorry to bring it up.”

“I’m glad you did. We must be sexually compatible.”

“Was it fun with Simone and Dean Vanessa?”

“I thought you didn’t want to know.”

“I’m rabidly curious for reasons I can’t explain.”

Hormones.

“Dean Caulfield is much more fun than she looks. She was a far better lover than Simone but not a patch on you.”

“Oh, Victor, you always say the right things.”

“Only because it is true. In any event, you know the combination to our safe.”

I eyed the wall-mounted Picasso, thinking about a thumb drive inside the safe behind. I shivered and knew one day, Victor and I would watch his threesome. The genie in that bottle must be aired for my curiosity to be vanquished.

My fiancee left me to read in bed, but I put the book down after a few minutes, getting onto a backlog of messages while I had a few private minutes.

Stanza messaged. She had secured our building lease and was heading to New York in a couple of days. She was the right person to help with my investments but the wrong girl for me and Victor to invite into our bed. I shook my head, wondering why I had stretched so far from something my fiancee did long ago to consider that it might work for us.

My hormones ran rampant because of our pregnancy, and while I wasn’t losing control to floods of tears or bouts of anger, my need for intense intimacy had raced to the top of the list of things that drove me. 

Too close to home.

From my nightstand, I picked up the Astell&Kern Kann high-quality music player Victor bought me earlier in the day, set the headphones where I approximated our baby to be in my stomach, and played The Girl From Ipanema by Stan Getz on low volume. I wanted our child to enjoy music. Today it was Jazz, and tomorrow would be R&B, then pop and rock. Eventually, I would get through every possible music genre, and then, after birthing, our baby would enjoy a music quiz with me and Victor in the recovery ward.

When Victor returned, he brought a wooden chopping board with a cast iron frying pan filled with a puffy omelet. I saw caramelized red onions and crispy bacon with what could only be a Jarlsburg cheese melt on top. A hint of rosemary was unmistakable, and salt and pepper grinders were offered to vary the taste.

“Two forks and a lovers omelet, Victor?”

“That could be a lovely name for a book.”

“Maybe I’ll write it in my third trimester. I plan to take more time out then.”

“How is our baby reacting to music?”

“I’m feeling something, but it could be wind.”

“Oh, Amy, I love you with all my heart.”

It was a perfect night, with a wooden chopping board separating us on our king-sized bed and a delicious omelet to share. Having a private study next door, with Victor’s culinary genius one door beyond that, was all I needed for a great evening.

He cleared away our dishes while I visited the toilet, and we met a few minutes later in the shower.

“Do you enjoy bathing with me, Victor?”

“Of course, honey. Don’t you?’

“It feels intimate, and I need that.”

“Why?”

“I can’t keep my hands off you at the best of times. It’s nice being with you while having my independence to think, act, and be who I wish.”

“You have never interfered with my agency either, Amy. I’m grateful for that.”

“We are soulmates.”

I slept so well that I missed my alarm by ten minutes, racing downstairs with Victor in tow and him wearing only swimming trunks. Anastasia and Hannah thought it hilarious when I hurriedly leaped on the bike between them, already far behind the pair and everyone else in the peloton.

“How are you two ladies?”

Hannah curled her lip downwards in a sad expression.

“We quarreled, Amy.”

“Oh.”

I glanced at Anastasia and saw her similarly sad expression.

“Jesus, you two, kiss and make up right now while I catch you up.”

I didn’t expect them to do it, but they did. My sister-to-be and best friend dismounted their bikes and met in front of me, holding each other’s hands, staring lovingly into one another’s eyes, smiling.

“Hannah?”

“Yes, Anastasia, sweetheart.”

“I’m sorry I started an argument between us.”

“I’m sorry I made such a big deal about it.”

“I’d rather we didn’t ever row again, honey.”

“I can’t even remember what we quarreled over, Anastasia.”

“You said cycling was the most important thing in your life.”

“Ahh, yes, I did that … in which case, I started the argument, not you.”

“I love you, Hannah.”

“And I love you too because you are the most important thing in my life, sweetheart. I was being thoughtless.”

They leaned in, and I watched agog when their lips touched, and two divine creatures kissed softly, squeezing each other’s fingers so tightly that it could be mistaken for a first kiss. Two lovers with a single soul burning like a sun were reunited in pure love. I momentarily felt teary-eyed and then giggled loudly. Anastasia pulled away and looked at Hannah.

“That bitch just overtook us.”

“Don’t worry, Anastasia. I can always pull her power plug, and she’ll grind to a halt.”

They leaped back onto their bikes, and I thanked god for my family and friends who enriched me. My life was complete, with the best fiancee in the world, a father returned to me from the grave, a new mother, great friends, and a threesome on hold with a soft maybe one day.

After showering and enjoying a family breakfast in our dining room, our housekeeper, Emma, slid a note to me. I read it and felt shocked. Victor saw my reaction and reached across the table, placing his hand on mine.

“What is it, Amy?”

“Dean Vanessa is here to see me.”

“Well, that’s a bit odd.”

“Yeah.”

I rested back in my chair and breathed deeply. I didn’t fear the Dean; it just seemed strange that she was visiting my home. Victor studied me carefully, then smiled.

“Don’t overthink it, Amy. You should see her.”

“Here?”

“Why not? Dean Vanessa is a big hitter in this city. You should hear her out.”

“Okay.”

I turned to Emma and asked for Dean Vanessa to be taken to my study. My thoughts turned to study discipline and the hope I wasn’t about to receive bad news. Equally, I prayed to the heavens that she wouldn’t mention the tawdry tryst she’d enjoyed with my fiancee because I was having trouble shaking that from my thoughts.

When I stepped into my study, I felt her consuming presence. Dean Vanessa stood at the far end of the room, facing rows of books neatly indexed. On hearing me, she turned and grinned.

“Oh, Amy, you have a copy of ‘The Nine’ in your collection.”

“I couldn’t help it. I am fascinated by how the Supreme Court works.”

“Don’t worry. I have Jeffrey in my collection as well. It’s pertinent to my visit.”

“I was surprised when Emma said you were visiting.”

“I never make house calls, and you are the first student I ever visited.”

Vanessa put the nonfiction book down reverently, stroking it before strolling to me, soaking in the room on her way. I saw her coffee nearby, so I lifted it, but she had another target in mind. After looking me up and down, the highly respected Dean of Faculty hugged me.

I was shocked to the core, knowing Dean Vanessa was largely considered standoffish and never fraternized with students.

“What’s going on, Dean?”

“It’s Vanessa from now on, Amy. I’m leaving today for Switzerland.”

“Fuck no!”

“What is it, Amy?”

“Not Dignitas, surely?”

“Oh Lord, no. When I die, the Universe will need to suck the life out of me before I give up. I’m not killing myself, for Christ’s sake.”

“Why are you going there?”

“There is a treatment at a highly specialized clinic in Genolier that may extend my life for up to five years. I’m taking care of business now because my departure from Columbia University will happen immediately after your graduation.”

“Is there any adverse health risk with this treatment?”

“No, which makes it a no-brainer, wouldn’t you say?”

“So there is no chance of you dying any sooner?”

“Don’t seem so enthusiastic, Amy.”

“I didn’t mean it that way.”

“I know… I’m joking. It’s a first for me.”

“Don’t do stand-up, Dean, please.”

“It’s Vanessa.”

“Sorry, that’ll take a little getting used to.”

She smiled and took her coffee from my hand, twisting her nose in appreciation for its rich aroma before sipping in an almost sexually gratifying way.

“I love Ethiopian Coffee, Amy.”

“Me too. The fruity and floral taste grips me.”

“This coffee is unmistakably you. Understated, luxurious, and the most satisfying possible among its peers.”

“Are we still talking about coffee?”

“I’m talking about you. I have always resisted enjoying a direct academic relationship with students. My observation of others suggests it gets messy, and one is frequently accused of having favorites.”

“Do you have a favorite?”

“Of course. It’s you, Amy, hands down. I marvel at how you pushed me away, saving my dignity, before rescuing me.”

“I don’t know what you are talking about, Vanessa.”

She smiled knowingly and paced slowly around the room, gathering her thoughts. Vanessa was considerably older than me, even older than Victor, but I could see why he must have enjoyed bedding her. At almost six feet tall without heels, with a slender figure, beautiful face, and salt and pepper hair tied neatly in a bun, I asked whether I would.

A soft, maybe, but only with Victor.

Oh fucking stop it.

It’s hormonal.

I’d never had a lesbian affair, but I couldn’t rule one out now that Victor left that door so very inconclusively flapping in the wind.

Vanessa nodded to me.

“Consider my apology for boorish behavor and my sincere thanks for helping in my hour of need.”

“You are welcome to my support; the apology is unnecessary.”

She strolled around, taking inventory of my library, nodding approvingly at the spines as she read each. I wondered why she’d come but said nothing because the Dean was renowned for playing her cards close to her chest. One of the City’s most famed junior District Attorneys in her day, Vanessa’s near-perfect conviction rate had her on the fast track.

“People don’t know why I went into private practice.”

“Why did you?”

“District Attorneys become judges or politicians. I love the law, Amy, and especially private practice, which allowed me to build a career culminating at Columbia University. My first, possibly only real love.”

“I thought you were married.”

“To a shallow politician.”

“All politicians are shallow.”

“I am my husband’s legal reference library. His legal secretary is his bedfellow… how fucking ironic is that?”

She paced across the room, carefully eyeing me and setting her coffee cup on a coaster before leaning close, squinting mischievously.

“I fucking hate when people don’t use a coaster, Amy. Too few people provide them, so I’m left with a cup attached to my fingers while they stain expensive furniture.”

She pursed her lips, eyeballing me. I saw determination and awkwardness in her eyes. Vanessa was a proud woman who just apologized and thanked a student. I was sure she was venturing into new territory.

“You’re going to have to tell me why you are here, Vanessa.”

“I mentioned the Supreme Court was pertinent to my visit.”

“You said Jeffrey was; you only inferred it was the Supreme Court you had in mind.”

“I love your precision.”

“You instill that in all students.”

“I want to help you, Amy.”

“Oh my. That’s unexpected.”

“Once I retire, my door will always be open to you alone. In retirement, I’ll bore myself with restaurant lunches, give speeches and write, collect some thoughts, and add mine to the law library body of knowledge, hoping to add scant value.”

“I’m sure you will add considerable knowledge.”

“I shall introduce you to my network and provide maximum support. I suggest the nine Supreme Court Justices because I have a relationship with each one, and we might as well start at the top. You can probably guess that being Dean makes me a nexus for an incredible legal network, especially here in New York.”

I gasped because Vanessa’s access to every mover and shaker in the city was unrivaled. When judges were stuck on a legal nuance, they beat a path to her door, new lawyers sucked up, and older ones crossed the street to avoid her.

“What have I done to deserve this?”

“I see greatness in you, Amy. You and your fiancee are a force for good, and I want to encourage that with whatever time I have left. I realized it yesterday when all my friends vanished in my hour of desperation. All except two.”

“Gabriella?”

“And you.”

“You would have done the same for her and me.”

“Yes, I would, but nobody except the two of you fought in my corner yesterday. It’s time for me to pay that back. I’ll take my leave of you now, but after your wedding day, at a time of your choosing, please call Amy.”

“I shall, and thank you very much, Vanessa.”

“No, dear… thank you.”


Chapter Forty-Four

Fight Or Flight

◆◆◆

Hannah’s Point Of View.

Anastasia stared at me, and I shivered. My uncontrollable reaction had nothing to do with the chilly air in our bedroom coming from a window left slightly ajar or the fact I had just stepped out of a hot shower.

I am loved.

Perhaps for the first time in my life, in its truest, purest, most romantic sense, a soulmate loved me, and it felt wonderful.

I shivered again, reaching for a towel this time, but my girlfriend pounced quickly like a panther, wrapping me in her arms, not caring about beads of water running down me that soaked into her clothes.

I gasped and shivered, then giggled playfully, frantically running on the spot.

“You’ll get wet, Anastasia, sweetheart.”

“I’m almost permanently in that condition around you.”

“That’s so fucking naughty.”

“You love naughtiness, Hannah.”

“It’s true. I am a lesbian slut these days.”

“We are also women in love.”

“We sure are.”

“You are my girlfriend, and I love you with all my heart, Hannah.”

Anastasia slid her fingers down my spine, eliciting my excited whimpers. Her digits danced across my ass cheeks like she played piano, stretching wide until her palms gently cupped my ass cheeks without teasing a suggestive fingernail across my firm, sensitive skin or prising them apart.

When we kissed, an expression of her deep love for me preceded the softness of sticky, sensual lips and her electrifying tongue.

My girlfriend’s warmth seeped into my nakedness, but I was still dripping wet, with both nipples standing to attention like redcoat soldiers on parade. Anastasia knew I was becoming aroused, so she quickly unfurled a bath sheet and wrapped me in it.

“I don’t want to turn you on, Hannah, and I must work until late today.”

“Amy’s foundation?”

“Yes. I have a copy of Antonella’s book. I can’t do much about our formidable task without offices, staff, and infrastructure, so I am meeting with service companies and lawyers to help with all three. The quicker I get on top of that and organize, the sooner we can track down our enemies.”

“And do what to them?”

She stared at me, knowing that I had met her darkness. After the killing spree in Florence, Anastasia returned to Victor and Amy’s apartment, slipping almost silently into our bed. I woke up and sought my girlfriend’s love. We kissed, and then, she let loose such passion in our lovemaking that I knew she must have killed.

After Anastasia settled, we slept and never discussed what happened that night, but since then, her eyes spoke of a dangerous woman not to be crossed. Her soft heart for me was always intact, but the shy girl I once considered her to be vanished that night.

Her eyes possessed an indefatigable defiance, and I knew that Amy’s new cause, delegated to my girlfriend, was just, but people trafficking was a murky world. My girlfriend was in harm’s way, and that scared me.

“I’ll do what I must, Hannah.”

“You can pay others to face danger if that is required.”

“Oh, I see.”

“What is it?”

“You believe that I killed someone in Florence, right?”

“I didn’t say that, Anastasia.”

“But you are thinking it?”

Anastasia seemed desperate for my approval. I stepped closer and stared into her eyes, making sure there was no mistaking my love either. I held her hand, rubbing the back with my thumb until the fire burning brightly in her settled.

“I know something awful happened that night, Anastasia, and you don’t have to tell me about it, but please know I don’t have a problem.”

“How do you know I killed?”

“By the desperate manner of your lovemaking. I felt demons being released.”

She pouted and looked concerned. Anastasia bared her soul to me like no other lover had. She was emotionally disarmed when we were together, playful, kind, and carefree. The other woman inside her who worked, plotted, schemed, and, yes, killed on occasion, was halfway who she was right now.

Her bottom lip trembled, and my girlfriend forced away the demons for a moment longer. 

“Are you scared of me, Hannah?”

“Not even slightly, baby girl. I’m only worried that you endangered yourself.”

“I protected my mother. I would do the same for Victor… or you.”

“I hardly move in circles that require protection by use of deadly force, Anastasia. My only fear is that you might get hurt or caught, and I would lose you. I’m being selfish.”

She traced a finger from my forehead and down my face, outlining my cheek, dimple, and chin to a sizzling effect. When Anastasia reached my tightly wrapped bath towel, she stopped, frowned, and pulled her bottom lip.

“I want you so badly right now, Hannah.”

“I know, honey, and that will make everything much more enjoyable later.”

“Shall we eat out tonight on my return? I know a great restaurant nearby, Hannah.”

“Shall we dine in? I know a great place where the food is always hot, and the desserts are extra sweet.”

I glanced down at her crotch, placing a finger to my lips suggestively. When I looked up at her face, my lover was gleeful.

“You’re such a naughty girl. We shall enjoy in-room service all night.”

She turned to lead us out of our bedroom for a family breakfast. I wasn’t particularly looking forward to it because it took me a step closer to the contentious issue that would occupy my day.

“Anastasia?”

“Yes, sweetheart.”

“I meant every word of my apology this morning. You are far more important to me than cycling or anything else. I would give everything up for you.”

She looked ashamed and glanced down, so I cupped her chin in my palm, raising her eyes until they locked with mine.

“What is it, sweetheart?”

“I shouldn’t have made such a big deal of what you said, Hannah. I knew what you meant, and I just sought attention.”

“Why did you get so upset?”

“Because I wanted you to love me the most.”

“I do, and I promise never to make that mistake again.”

After Anastasia left, I took my supplements and dressed in jeans, a thick white sweater, and sneakers. I had meetings all day with interviews at the United States Olympic & Paralympic Committee. We were down to final team selections, and although I had the results to get to the Nationals, a special arbitration meeting about me was called for disciplinary reasons.

I had a problem that I was sure amounted to a mix-up. My Olympic coach warned me by phone, and then I was officially notified by hand-delivered letter the day we disembarked a flight from Florence. I had been summoned and was shocked, in absolute turmoil, saying nothing to anyone except Victor, my sponsor.

At breakfast, I saw my friends, noting Amy’s early exit for an impromptu meeting in her study. When everyone left, Victor sat beside me, grinning broadly.

“It’s a big day, Hannah.”

“I’ve told nobody about this problem except you.”

“You’ll be fine. Just be yourself.”

“It’s an accusation that I used performance-enhancing drugs, Victor. It might scupper my chances of selection if proven true.”

“It won’t be proven because it’s a big fuckup. I’m sure a retest will show that someone made a mistake.”

“If that takes more than a few days, I’m still fucked. I’ll miss the Nationals and get a useless apology afterward when everything clears up.”

Victor looked confident that I would prevail, which gave me scant comfort. Although mistakes in drug tests were frequently proven wrong, I had a bad feeling about today. Concern about my sporting career prompted my thoughtless remark to Anastasia about my love for cycling.

“Shall I come with you, Hannah?”

“No. You are my sponsor, so they will notify you of any formal decision or results immediately through proper channels. If you show up today, they will think I’m hiding behind you.”

“Okay. Please call me as soon as you know, and in the worst-case scenario, I’ll have a team standing by.”

“Standing by for what?”

“To prove your innocence.”

Victor’s words echoed in my head all the way to the Hyatt Centric in Times Square. My arbitration board was held in a small meeting room on the executive floor. I knew one panel member well, a pernicious man who had never supported me.

My nemesis sat in the center of three desks deliberately lined up in front of an uncomfortable plastic chair they must have hunted down in the hotel basement where shitty old furniture was stored.

I eyeballed Mr. Henstock, a total asshat who someone said was once a mighty kayaker. He was in his seventies, and although he looked fit and was very sharp, his aloof and harsh nature, particularly toward young athletes, was legendary.

“Miss Spencer.”

“Good morning, Mr. Henstock.”

“Your drug test results returned negative. I’m pleased to tell you that an error has been discovered in your recent samples.”

“Sorry… what, now?”

“I said… well, to paraphrase, you are all-clear as far as the use of performance-enhancing drugs is concerned.”

“Wow.”

“Why are you so surprised?”

“I thought this was going to be a stitch-up.”

“A stitch-up, you say? Do you think that’s funny?”

“No, I guess not.”

“For once, we agree, Miss Spencer.”

“May I go now?”

Fuck that’s great news.

“Not quite yet.”

“Ah! There is more.”

“Yes.”

I had an immediate sinking feeling, realizing that the drug test was not the real issue. The Olympic committee was politically active, focusing on preferred candidates and indulging in cronyism.

I’m about to be fucked.

“We have been notified of an ethics violation about you.”

“Oh, that’s bollocks.”

“No, Miss Spencer, the accusation is quite serious, and I’ll thank you for keeping a civil tongue.”

“What is the accusation?”

“Have you been sleeping with your sponsor?”

“We were in a relationship then, but that was all understood and properly sanctioned.”

“But you were sleeping with your sponsor, right?”

“Yes, I was.”

“Okay. Why was that never notified to our ethics panel?”

“I just told you your desk officers and administrators properly sanctioned it. Affidavits were notarised by the courts and filed. Victor had to do it for his business’s sake and to draw up contracts for me as his brand ambassador. It’s been this way for a couple of years.”

“We have no such documents in our archive.”

“Then your system is in error.”

“I can assure you that the system is not in error.”

“Okay. What is next, Mr. Henstock? You say it’s not so when I know it is. It seems we’ve reached an impasse.”

“An investigation must be conducted, during which time you will be suspended from all competitions.”

“Oh, come on! Does that include the Nationals?”

“The Nationals is a competition… am I correct?”

“Of course you are.”

“The decision of this panel is two to one in your favor, but you needed a unanimous decision.”

“How long will an investigation take?”

“Months.”

My world crashed down around me. I felt sick and weak, almost to the extent I might pass out and fall off the chair. I squinted at Mr. Henstock, my antagonist, willing him to spontaneously combust painfully.

“You’ve always had a problem with me, Mr. Henstock.”

“Not true. Quite unfair, and you sound bitter, Miss Spencer. You are out of order. The system has voted and found against you. It’s time to put on your big girl pants and grow up.” 

“Who was against me? I believe I have a right to know.”

“Indeed you do.”

“Who was it then? Which one of you?”

Mr. Henstock glanced both ways and, seeing no objection from either of his colleagues, he prepared to poll a three-person committee. I laughed sarcastically, and he returned me a thousand-mile stare.

Officious prick.

“All those in favor of conducting an investigation into Miss Spencer’s alleged ethics violation without suspension, raise your hands now.”

I was aghast and balked when I saw Mr. Henstock’s hand shoot up along with the woman beside him. The third committee member, a man who was my detractor, couldn’t even look me in the eye. He picked up a bunch of files, stood, turned, and walked out of the room.

I was speechless, pointing after him in a knife-stabbing motion, squeaking with my best hateful bitch face on.

“Who the fuck is he?”

“Miss Spencer, I’ve already warned you once about your language. I won’t do it again.”

The woman sitting beside Mr. Henstock looked apologetic and sympathetic when she stood up, neither state doing my chances any good of winning my Olympic place at the Nationals.

She strolled over to me and crouched, frowning before she shrugged.

“You have a powerful enemy somewhere, Hannah.”

“Who?”

“I have no idea, but we will find out. Sadly, that won’t be anytime soon. Our wheels grind excruciatingly slowly.”

She smiled consolingly, patted my shoulder, and walked away, moving on to her next lunch meeting or some boring committee. I stared at Mr. Henstock in utter disbelief, noting he wasn’t his usual ranting self. He looked sympathetic and quite upset, which I couldn’t believe.

He waited for a minute until my bad news sunk in.

“I’m sorry about this, Hannah.”

“You don’t like me, Mr. Henstock, but at least you voted in favor of me, indicating you are a fairer man than I thought you to be. I appreciate that, and I’m sorry for my poor behavior and false accusations.”

“I understand. You thought I was against you.”

“You always seemed to be. You are a very grumpy man.”

“Being cantankerous doesn’t make me bad, wrong, corrupt, or a fool.”

“I never took you as a fool.”

“And I never considered you to be a quitter.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ve just been told that you have an enemy. How much clearer could your next steps be? Are you just lying down and taking this?”

“Who just voted against me?”

“I’ve never met him before. His name is Jeremy Crabtree, and the International Olympic Committee in Switzerland sent him.”

“To arbitrate on my case?”

“Not just on yours. He’s here to sit on every case we have this week. Yours is one of five, but I suspect he was only here about you because he never asked to see anyone else’s files.”

“He’s corrupt.”

“I smell it, too. This whole drug testing bullshit followed by an ethics violation is undoubtedly a setup. I’m sure someone behind all of this hoped you had erred on the drugs or that the fraudulently positive result would prevent you from attending the Nationals.”

“Why didn’t it?”

“I had your retest fast-tracked.”

“Why?”

“I knew you wouldn’t cheat, Hannah. As soon as the negative drug test results hit my desk, this bullshit ethics violation arrived in my email inbox.”

I face-planted and cried, not only for the unfairness but also because someone I mistrusted had stuck their neck out for me, and I’d treated them poorly. I thought about my comment to Anastasia and asked myself what she would do.

When I dried my tears and looked up, I felt angry and vengeful.

“Can you do anything to help me?”

“Like what, Hannah? You were just told how fucking slowly our wheels turn. Why do you think I’m such a grumpy old man.”

“I can’t answer that.”

“It’s because I see up-and-coming talent coming through and getting lost in bureaucracy or being failed by the system. It’s enough to try anyone’s patience, I tell you.”

He slammed both fists on the table, bright red-faced with steam coming out of his ears. I flinched, then shook my head and pointed at his pen that had rolled onto the floor. He leaned over and picked it up, and then, I saw his sadness and tiredness in his eyes.

“Who do I fight, Mr. Henstock?”

“Who dislikes you, aside from me… allegedly?”

“Shall I apologize for misjudging you again?”

“No. Once is plenty. If you ever have to say sorry to someone twice, they didn’t value your apology the first time, and they probably never will. Your apology is duly and graciously accepted, young lady. ”

“I can’t think of anyone who remotely dislikes me. I get on well with all other competitors, the whole team, and the coaching staff. No… I have no clue.”

“Well, you have three days to expose this caper, Hannah. Crabtree will disappear after you don’t make it to the Olympic Games, and this will all be wrapped up as a sad mistake blamed on him.”

“With my career in tatters.”

“You won’t be entitled to use our facilities or the coaching team while suspended. You must fight this quickly, Hannah. You are among our nation’s finest talents, and I want you to succeed.”

“How can I fight back?”

“You have one of the richest men in the world stalking in your corner. Your best friend, Amy, is New York’s new wonderchild. Take their gloves off and fuck up whoever is bringing about this nasty travesty.”

I grinned at him with my confidence renewed. If Mr. Henstock believed in me, I had nothing to fear or be upset about. I sat up straight and eyeballed him, wagging a mischievous finger.

“Language, Mr. Henstock. You have the facade of an irascible nature to maintain. You wouldn’t want me running around telling people what a great guy you are.”

“No, I would certainly not.”

I leaped up, ran over, and kissed him on the cheek. A beautiful kindness flooded his face for a moment until he scowled and pointed at the door.

“Leave, fight, and win, Hannah. Good luck.”


Chapter Forty-Five

Fightback!

◆◆◆

Hannah’s Point Of View

When I left the Hotel, it felt like I’d shrugged off an immense burden of fear and anger. All negativity suddenly vanished, and I felt determined to fight my invisible foe to the bitter end, whatever that outcome might be.

After climbing into a cab, I messaged Anastasia, asking if she would use every means possible to learn more about Jeremy Crabtree, especially his travel itinerary and current whereabouts. I knew that my fight back must happen while he remained Stateside and hoped to ambush him the way he had done to me.

After receiving the message, my girlfriend panicked and called immediately, so I answered to calm her.

“What the fuck happened at the arbitration meeting, Hannah?”

“It quickly turned into a disciplinary meeting. I’ve been sabotaged and temporarily suspended, but don’t worry; I know who did it.”

“Is it this Jeremy guy?”

“He’s involved, but I think he’s working for someone else.”

“Why did he do it?”

“I have no idea, but I aim to find out. Please find Jeremy before he leaves the country, Anastasia.”

“Leave it with me, sweetheart. I’ll call my Dad right away. He knows people who find people.”

“What about your Mom?”

“She usually does the opposite of finding people, honey. We don’t need that… yet.”

“Okay, Anastasia, you know best. Bye, sweetie. I love you.”

“I love you too.”

I suddenly felt exhilarated, realizing the helplessness I’d felt when dealt a stunning blow at the meeting was glancing off my armor, and now I was recovering. Whoever was destroying my career had counted on the shock value of this morning’s disciplinary board to stem my enthusiasm for a fight.

Mr. Henstock had lit a fire under me, and my natural moxie went into overdrive. I brimmed with courage for a fight when thinking of my Anastasia, our true, pure love, and how she constantly lifted my spirits, making me laugh, like when cleaning her pistol while we lay in bed watching Netflix.

By the time I reached home, a war council had been assembled. Victor, Amy, and Katerina had joined Anastasia in the dining room, plotting, having broken whatever plans for the day they’d had.

I was about to say hi to my friends when a team of six suited corporate types joined us, ushered quickly to their seats by Victor. I glanced around at the almost full table, soaking up the tense atmosphere and their stern expressions, suddenly feeling anxious.

I glanced at my sponsor, who seemed unconcerned.

“I’m going to be fine, Victor. There is no need for a huge legal team. Once we track this Jeremy Crabtree maniac down and find out what’s really going on, I can fight back.”

“These people aren’t all lawyers, Hannah. You must listen because the situation is about to escalate.”

“What’s going on here then?”

“Your fall from grace will be widely reported in a few hours. The performance-enhancing drug issue will be made to look like there’s no smoke without fire, and our love affair will be exposed as me coercing you as a devious sponsor using a young, beautiful, struggling athlete.”

“Oh wow!”

“Yes, exactly.”

I sat down heavily and stared at him. My earlier queasy feeling returned, and my anxiety levels ratcheted up quickly. The stakes seemed so much higher now that ten other people were in the room, albeit everyone was on my side.

I stared at Victor, utterly horrified.

“This is an attack on you, Victor, not me.”

“I know.”

“Jesus Christ. This is awful for both of us.”

“Share prices in every one of my companies will fall a few points at least once this news breaks, prompting calls for me to recapitalize on losses. I’ll have banks, concerned investors, and the puritans who always circle, screaming for my blood.”

“I’m sorry, Victor.”

“I’m the one who is sorry, Hannah. My life, our relationship, personal and business, is adversely affecting you at the most important moment of your career. I will fix this.”

“Maybe I should move out temporarily. At least then, whoever is attacking you won’t be able to use me.”

“You are my friend, Hannah. I don’t want that. You are also dating my sister, and your relationship can’t suffer because of this abomination.”

I wanted to cry when Victor said that because although romance never blossomed between us, he was very dear to me, and I didn’t want to leave his house or terminate a lucrative brand ambassador role working with his companies.

“My sexuality is going to be reported, isn’t it, Victor?”

“Probably, but how that exposure gets handled is still up to you.”

“What do you mean?”

Victor pointed at a smartly dressed, immaculately groomed man around ten years older than me sitting opposite. I eyed him suspiciously, judging that he must be a lawyer. His Rolex watch, an Italian-styled light gray suit with soft curling lapels and rounded pockets, confirmed it as far as I was concerned.

“Hi Hannah… I’m Christian, and I work independently in PR.”

“Ahh, okay. I thought you were a lawyer.

Cute English accent.

“I’m much simpler to deal with than a lawyer.”

“What PR advice do you have for me, Christian?”

“There are more tolerant than intolerant people out there. Your fan base will easily accept your sexuality.”

“That’s easy for you to say. You aren’t the one coming out to people who have no idea that I’m a lesbian.”

“That’s true, Hannah, but I know what it feels like to be right where you are.”

I studied him more closely and knew he was a sports star. His athletic body was retained, although, as I recalled in a vague memory, his sporting career was cut short.

“You’re the European soccer player hounded out of his team.”

“That’s me. The players and team never did the hounding, though. They were all hugely supportive when news broke that I am gay.”

“The gay player who was outed by fans at a football match after spiteful rumors. We meet at last. I followed your story for a long time and felt quite sad about what happened.”

“The rumors were true, and our team’s opposing fans behaved despicably, but that’s the difference between our situations.”

“What is the difference specifically?”

“Chanting at football matches in Europe ranges from salutational and celebratory to downright abusive. You won’t face that in a stadium like I did. Be in no doubt, Hannah, that the vast majority of those chanting fans were not homophobic. They would do anything to disrupt my game, so they screamed abuse at me anyway.”

“I’m sorry for what happened to you, Christian.”

“I’m not. They did me a favor. I had already made plenty of money. My business helping you is lucrative, and besides, I still have full function in my knees, something I might not have retained had I continued playing into my thirties.”

“You are counting your blessings.”

“Shouldn’t we all? Including you right now.”

I stared at him, recalling the vile chanting about his sexuality, reported around the world to the utter shame of the football clubs whose fans used any means they could to put Christian off his game.

He was right in that my situation was much different from his, and rather than suffering mobilized mobs of detestable homophobes and the crazed supporters of my competitors, isolated nut jobs and stalkers would confront me instead, maybe even fewer than I currently had.

“Okay, Christian, assuming I announce, what do you recommend?”

“Call the press now and stand on the front steps of this house holding your girlfriend’s hand, surrounded by your friends. Tell them you entirely refute all allegations made against you and Victor, that the romance you enjoyed was short, fun, and now over. Point out the scurrilous accusations made by Jeremy Crabtree of your using performance-enhancing drugs and how they were disproven.”

“Should I name him?”

“Yes, point the finger. He’s as guilty as sin, so let’s slam his neck on the chopping block. If he has any wit about him, he’ll scare. Also, pointing out their false drug accusations already makes the Olympic committee seem like incompetent bullies, so labor that point.

“And what do I say when reporters ask me why I am holding Anastasia’s hand?”

“Tell them you are gay, proud, in love, and have nothing further to say on the matter”

I choked up when my girlfriend and friends nodded their agreement and smiled. Anastasia had snuck her hand into mine, squeezing it tightly. I felt exuberant and finally saw my route to the podium clearly.

I turned to Anastasia but never got the words out.

“We’re in love, Hannah. If you want to tell the world about it, so do I. I also agree with Christian. You should only make a short announcement if someone asks about us. I will grin like a contented girlfriend. After that, it’s none of anyone’s business except ours.”

“You aren’t like a contented girlfriend… you are a contented girlfriend, right?”

“Yes, I am. Very contented, sweetheart.”

She grinned as though rehearsing it for the press, and I giggled. I felt intense bravado because, finally, I could come out to the people outside of my circle of friends and family who were important to me, my fans.

“Are you sure it’s okay to do this, Anastasia?”

“Come on, sweetheart, of course, it’s fine. I am positive about it. It’s a bigger deal for you than it is for me, but yeah, I want to support you.”

“There will be a lot of stories written about us, and some will be lewd.”

“A week from now, home removal companies will wrap plates in those stories about a couple of girls whose names they can’t recall, Hannah.”

“They’ll still be attacking Victor, though. If he is painted as a coercive, controlling Olympian sponsor, that bullshit is a juggernaut that will take time and money to stop.”

“Then we should stay here in our home with Victor and our family, Hannah.”

“I agree.”

I stared at my benefactor, who smiled like he had no cares in the world. Victor had always been kind and very generous in my sponsorship, including providing me with the use of his home-based sports facilities, a well-stocked kitchen and great chef, a car of my own, and prime New York accommodation.

Victor grinned broadly and waved his hand as if brushing away all problems.

“Hannah, as I see it, we need a four-pronged approach.”

“Okay. What does that look like?”

“First is your decision regarding announcements that everyone here will respect. Then, second, all of my companies will fully and publically support your sexuality and whatever announcements you choose to make. We won’t make a huge deal of it, just stressing we are proud of your announcement and achievements and feel confident that you will be cleared to compete soon.”

“You realize that the press will make all kinds of inferences about why you and I were together and link that to me sleeping with your sister.”

“As many reporters who make those tawdry inferences, there will be others calling them out. We should distance ourselves from the maelstrom and let the culture war ensue.”

“Okay, and what’s the third prong?”

“Legal action against anyone who libels or slanders you, me, or anyone connected with us. Also, legal action against the Olympic Committee here and in Switzerland.”

“I’d rather not sue the Olympic organization.”

“My companies will immediately sue for any losses and costs incurred for this shameful smear and wrongful attack on their most important brand ambassador. Doing this might dislodge our enemies. There is nothing bureaucrats hate more than negative media reporting.”

“I’m not that important, Victor.”

“Hannah, if you believe that, please take the meetings my CEOs keep calling you about. They all want you to visit them on-site, give motivational speeches to our colleagues, and attend product launches.”

“Really?”

“You should hire a personal assistant or at least check your spam emails more diligently.”

“I get a lot of spam, sorry.”

“You have flown under the radar, Hannah. There is an enormous opportunity for you, not only in my company. You are a true Olympian, combating evil forces, and everyone will want you to prevail.”

“I’m hardly that Victor, but thank you. What’s fourth?”

He cocked his head toward the door and listened intently, so I did too. I heard many voices chattering and laughing in the foyer, some I recognized. When I ran to the door, my friends followed me.

What I saw in the foyer made me cry as a man approached me with his arms outstretched.

“Hi, Hannah.”

“What’s going on, Paul? I was told my coaching team was denied to me.”

“Thank Mr. Henstock. He was most insistent we be put exclusively at your disposal. I have your sports physio, dietician, and training partner here.”

“I can’t believe this.”

“Mr. Henstock says you ought to bring back gold because it’s the best way to shut down anyone who doesn’t like you.”

“Mr. Henstock is wise.”

“He’s cranky, Hannah.”

“He’s cantankerous and nice.”

“Whatever he is, Mr. Henstock is your greatest fan.”

“Whoever would have thought.”

I spotted a bunch of luggage being taken upstairs by house staff and pointed at them.

“Are they yours?”

“Victor kindly offered us accommodation, food, and facilities here. We’re full-on training mode now, Hannah.”

I ran and hugged Victor, feeling comforted by the love of friends and the fortitude of my coaching team. I suddenly felt more confident, but there was one tiny problem.

“Umm, Paul… does this mean you’ll attend breakfast with us?”

“I hope so. Why do you ask? Oh! Oh! Hold on! You’ve eaten contraband at breakfast.”

“Come on, Paul. Lighten up… It’s a pain-au-chocolat, and I don’t have one every day.”

He stepped back and eyed me up and down, inspecting my physique.

“You fat cow. I can see the layer of chocolate wrapping around your ass right now.”

I slapped Paul playfully, then hugged him and cried from the emotional tsunami I’d been struck by in a short time.

“Thank you, Paul.”

“We’re together all the way to the finish line, sweetheart. You can win this at the Nationals, and then an Olympic Gold beckons.”

“We can do it together.”

My coaching team left to go upstairs and find their rooms. I had a training session in two hours and was looking forward to it. With the corporate types filtering off to make arrangements for Anastasia and my press conference, I felt nervous.

“Victor, what about finding Jeremy Crabtree?”

“My mother and Anastasia are dealing with him.”

“Is that wise?”

“Yes, and very necessary.”


Chapter Forty-Six

Visit From A Friend

◆◆◆

Amy’s Point Of View

When Victor received news about Hannah’s suspension, he told me she was under investigation. I was shocked, not only because of the devastating effect I knew this would have on my friend but also because I was tired of constantly feeling as though our family was under attack.

I hadn’t known about Hannah’s drug accusation troubles and felt guilty that perhaps I wasn’t there when she needed me. With her press conference scheduled in two hours, I wanted to help but didn’t know how.

Victor selected which of his many new suits to wear in preparation for our press exposure, so I did the same, picking out a new chocolate color knitted dress I’d recently bought. The slim fit and midi length dress was crafted from a sumptuously soft yarn blend, feeling comfortable. As I checked myself in a full-length mirror, I felt warm and looked great with subtle shoulder pads and a leg split for a sharp silhouette.

My fiancee glanced across at me while buttoning his shirt, eyeing my semi-nakedness and noticeable baby bump.

“Are you worried, Amy?”

“I am bothered about not being able to help Hannah.”

“You can’t ride in and save everyone every day, sweetheart.”

“I wish I could help. At least you have a vested interest as Hannah’s sponsor. You have a reason and the means to help her.”

“Standing outside on the front steps to give a press conference is helping her plenty, believe me.”

I was dressed long before Victor, selecting the perfect tie for him and laying that over a chair before I left the room. Stanza had arrived in New York and was holed up in a nearby hotel. I needed to brief her about Hannah and Victor’s ongoing problems in case she got dragged into our troubled vortex.

In my car, Greg and Rania were quiet, probably thinking about the glare of publicity that once again shone on our eclectic family and, by extension, them. Both had responsibilities to protect me, which was no mean feat considering how unpredictable the journalists who would soon descend on us could be.

Stanza was on the phone when I arrived at the half-empty hotel bar. I ordered a decaf coffee from a polite server and waited while my executive politely explained why her luggage was important to faceless officialdom.

When Stanza got off the phone, my new executive assistant looked fatalistic, immediately sipping her sparkling water as though that might cure her ails. She casually shrugged and grinned.

“My luggage is missing, Amy.”

“I gathered that.”

“I’m stuck in a process. I learned long ago that the worst way to fast-track any process is by being rude to its gatekeeper.”

“Buy more clothes here. I’ll send you an allowance right now if you’re short. What are your bank details?”

“I have money, but I hate shopping alone.”

“I can fix that, too.”

“How?”

“Caprica. I’ll ask her to meet you here for breakfast tomorrow. She knows every shop in town and especially where the best bargains are.”

“Do you shop for bargains?”

“Of course… why?”

“Nothing… I misjudged you, is all.”

I wondered what Stanza felt about me. I’d spent a lot of money in Florence on a car for Victor, our new offices, and now, I had brought my executive to New York.

“I’m very thrifty where it counts, Stanza.”

“It doesn’t seem you are when it comes to people. You’ve been very generous with me.”

“You’re worth it already; now tell me where you’ve got to?”

I preferred avoiding discussions that built our friendship too quickly because Stabza and I would need to balance work and personal relationships. I liked her, but she was becoming an essential team member who would help manage billions of dollars in assets and shares, and that needed a professional approach.

“The purchase agreement is completed, and you now own prime office real estate in Florence. There are two whole floors.”

“Location?”

“Top two floors. I’m sorry the lease option failed, but the vendors were angling for a sale, hence the silly rent prices.”

“I prefer ownership.”

“They will sell the whole building, Amy.”

“Are they desperate?”

“Keen, I’d say.”

“Wait until they are desperate, then offer below market. Negotiate hard.”

“Will do.”

She had Trello boards on an iPad, the perfect way to manage our project. As I watched Stanza move tiles from one category to another, I saw the efficiency I needed. When she looked up and smiled, I grinned back.

“Anything else, Stanza?”

“I’ve instructed realtors in Manilla, London, Accra, and Kuala Lumpur, with eight more countries listed where I need to find representation to buy real estate. Bangkok is a no-go because foreign land and property ownership are convoluted.

“Okay… sounds like you are on top of things.”

“Umm, Amy, I have somewhat of a surprise for you.”

“What is it?”

“It’s a who.”

“Spit it out then.”

“She caught a ride on the same flight as me, pleading that I keep her secret. I wasn’t sure whether I should, but given who she is, I felt it might be wrong to refuse or spoil the surprise.”

When Stanza nodded over my shoulder, I spun in my seat and saw Antonella. She looked thrilled to see me, even though I’d left her only a few days earlier. My criminal friend dashed over to me at a speed that should be illegal while wearing six-inch heels, hugging me close.

“How are you, Amy? I missed you so much.”

“It’s only been a few days. Why did you follow so soon?”

“I’m here for your wedding, of course, my dear.”

“You’re very early.”

I smiled so she knew I wasn’t being hostile. As a native New Yorker, I had reverted to my usual behavior in my territory, which may seem a little direct to others. Antonella ignored my brisk manner, so I figured the Italian underworld must be like my home city, which made sense since so many from her country had migrated here.

Antonella sat, waved her hand at a server, and ordered Champagne. She invited Stanza, who declined, then glanced at my growing bump, smiling and wagging a finger as though she mustn’t even offer me a glass. 

“I also brought a friend whom you should meet, Amy. As promised, my friends are now yours.”

“Where are they?”

“Not here, sweetheart. We must be discrete with this meeting. How about your home, dinner, tomorrow night.”

“Okay… It’s nice of you to invite yourself.”

“Oh, come Amy… you are practically my daughter now.”

I laughed because Antonella did see herself as my protector, partly because of Katerina and Anastasia’s intervention to save her life, but also because I was wealthy, close to Victor, and her political campaign needed juice.

“Who is our special guest, and are they here legally.?”

“He is Jacques, the Secretary General of Interpol from Lyon, France. I brought him here to meet you.”

“Fucking what now?”

“You heard correctly, my dear. Now, please do close your mouth. It is most unbecoming of a lady to signal she is about to fellate when she doesn’t intend to, and besides, in here, you never know if some rascal might slip something in there.”

“I can’t believe you are friends with Interpol’s top police officer.”

“I am a reformed woman, Amy.”

“What, seriously? In less than a week, you’ve changed that much?”

She sipped her Champagne, raising a hand, part pausing, part objecting to our line of discussion. Antonella grinned, dabbed her lips with a tissue, and enjoyed her tease.

“Okay… I am in the process of reforming.”

“How did this miraculous transformation come about?”

“I told you I would run for Mayor; that implies some adaptation of my historical behavior is necessary for the role.”

“But how does your political campaign involve Interpol?”

“Jacques Bernard visited Florence about the killings. He sought me out, and we talked.”

“He must have suspected you for disposing of Pandora.”

“Jacques thanked me for that, although I didn’t reveal anything one way or the other because a lady never does tell.”

“What did he say about your denial?”

“It wasn’t a denial, Amy. I refused to offer an opinion. That’s all.”

“Okay… but what did he say when you clammed shut?”

“Jacques asked for my help, so we made love, and I offered my support for his initiative if he would say only nice things about me when I run for office.”

Stanza giggled; I gawped, open-mouthed, and this time, Antonella tutted, reached across, cupped my chin, and gently closed my jaw shut. I felt lightheaded, replaying her comment, wondering if I had misheard.

“Did you just say you made love to Jacques?”

“All afternoon.”

“Are you being serious, Antonella? You made love to Interpol’s top cop?”

“He was quite an incredible lover. Can you imagine the fireworks between a French man and an Italian woman?”

“I’m trying not to, Antonella.”

In my mind, I saw a master criminal sleeping with her antagonist cop who chased her for years, only to succumb to her beauty. Antonella winked cheekily and sipped her Champagne. She was about to speak when I waved my hands, petrified she might describe her and Jacque’s afternoon between the sheets, but she just giggled, pointing hysterically at me while Stanza looked the other way, laughing through hands covering her face.

“I can’t believe you did this, Antonella. Was Jacques investigating you?”

“That was a long time ago. He and I settled things already… well, we settled them that afternoon for sure.”

“You are brazen Antonella. I’ll give you that.”

“I am unmarried, Amy. Have some pity on a poor old woman who sleeps most nights alone.”

“You are neither poor nor old, and you have a figure equal to mine.”

“Well, perhaps not quite as pronounced in the lower abdomen, sweetheart.”

She pointed at my baby bump, prompting me to cradle my unborn treasure. Antonella giggled and kissed me on the cheek, treating our reunion as some high jinx she’d come up with on the spur of the moment. I knew it was anything but and leveled my gaze, judging what was going on.

“Did you cut some sort of immunity deal with Jacques?”

“Yes, dear. It is mutually beneficial, as was our afternoon.”

“Mutually beneficial to you and Jacques?”

“Also, to you and Victor.”

“How so?”

“My book contains details of a trafficking ring based in Kinshasa, Democratic Republic of Congo. They receive children from other African countries, Eritrea, Mauritania, and South Sudan, categorize them, and sell products on.”

“Fucking hell, that’s gross.”

“I want your foundation to grab these bastards, delivering them to a vessel in International waters where Interpol will be waiting.”

“Is this illegal?”

“Jacques will arrange a window of opportunity in Kinshasa, and the government will look the other way, asking no questions afterward, although they will make the usual protests.”

I wanted to extinguish a child trafficking ring so badly, but equally, if our incursion into the DRC might be illegal or likely to result in bad publicity, our foundation could get into trouble with Anastasia and me in the crosshairs.

“Can the authorities give consent?”

“Only unofficially and with their right to deniability upheld by us. The DRC government won’t go up against the people traffickers directly, but we’ll have no trouble from them. We will have a free flight to the Atlantic after the operation is complete.”

“Why can’t Interpol do this?”

“They don’t have Blackhawk helicopters with long-range fuel tanks and heavy machine guns to get in and out. Each way, the journey is at the helicopter’s maximum range of almost six hundred kilometers, so they must refuel somewhere near Kinshasa after insertion, again, without government support.”

“That’s a lot of logistics, Antonella.”

“Interpol doesn’t have the necessary combat skills to take down a heavily armed group of savages protected by a secure compound while ensuring the vulnerable children inside survive.”

“It’s very messy, Antonella, but it’s all about getting the kids out.”

“The DRC leadership will condemn your foundation-.”

“But the world will applaud our actions.”

“Something like that, Amy. It will be good for all of us but mostly for the children. This is why I recorded everything I knew about these filthy bastards in my book, but it is your choice whether or how we do this.”

I choked up, closed my eyes, and cried deep inside, thinking about rows of children in chains being inspected and categorized to be used for one vile purpose or another. My heart went to them, and I shuddered at the tumultuous choice I had to make.

“Do you have the equipment and mercenaries to mount a rescue, Antonella?”

“No.”

“Then what am I supposed to do?”

“Maybe you should talk to your mother. I suspect she would love to gift you her know-how since it is so close to your wedding.”

“If we do this, people will die, Antonella.”

“Hopefully, it will not be the children or your foundation team. The others, we could use a few to stand trial, but if they die, I won’t cry. Will you?”

“No.”

I left Stanza and Antonella to enjoy dinner together and rushed outside, followed by Rania. She pulled me aside before we reached Greg and my car, looking concerned.

“Don’t involve your mother, please, Amy.”

“Why not?”

“Given less than half a chance, she will join the assault team. Katerina lives and breathes this shit. Do you seriously think she would miss out on invading a country to rescue children and kill a bunch of bad people?”

“No, she wouldn’t, but what other choice do I have?”

She bowed her head, shaking it as though desperately finding a way through a dilemma. I placed a hand on her shoulder, and she looked up.

“What is it, Rania?”

“I have friends.”

“CIA?”

“Former operatives, also Green Berets, Delta and Seals. They do this for a living and act professionally. It’s costly but worth every penny, and with these guys, they won’t kill unnecessarily. Your new Mom would kill every trafficker she found.”

I laughed out loud because I had a vision in my mind’s eye of Katerina strolling around corpses in a smoldering jungle compound, kicking child abusers in the head to make sure they were dead, putting two more bullets in their heads in case they weren’t.

“Enjoy your wedding, Amy, and keep your family safe. Let me arrange this. You can’t keep living on a knife edge and expect to get away with it.”

“You can’t go on the mission, Rania. You are too important to me.”

“I won’t, but at least doing it this way, we can have the right team executing your foundations will.”

“How much will the mission cost?”

“More than twenty million dollars. Privately funded justice isn’t cheap.”

“I don’t mind the cost, Rania. We’ll pay if your friends risk their lives to save these kids.”

“Okay. I’ll get on with it.”

I arrived at our home just as reporters were let loose through the gates to our property, marshaled immediately by an enhanced security team. When I joined my fiancee on the steps with his sister, Hannah, and our collective mother, he seemed pleased to see me.

“You were gone for ages, Amy.”

“Antonella is here.”

“Jesus, she didn’t wait long to chase after you.”

“It’s okay. She’s coming over for dinner tomorrow night and bringing a new boyfriend.”

“I can’t wait.”

“Shhh. It’s starting.”

Hannah smiled at about a dozen reporters. No other cyclist could garner this much attention from the press, even if wrongly accused of using performance-enhancing drugs. When your sponsor was one of the world’s wealthiest men and had recently acquired a media group, suddenly, there was considerable interest.

“This morning, I attended a kangaroo court arranged by Mr. Jeremy Crabtree of the International Olympic Committee, Switzerland. A rush to judgment and an accusation that I had used performance-enhancing drugs was made, refuted, and that has been rescinded because it was always a lie.”

I knew the term kangaroo court was to be used because Hannah’s team wanted to flush Crabtree out of the sewers to counter her claims. Hannah took a deep breath, glanced at the crowd, and plowed on.

“I believe that this attack is aimed at my sponsor, former boyfriend, and friend, Victor. My Olympic dream is on hold, but my national committee has not forsaken me, and legal cases are being assessed as we speak. I expect court filings to be made in the USA and Switzerland in a matter of days.”

She held her breath, considered what else to say, came up short, and pointed generally out to her crowd.

“Are there any questions?”

Hands went up, and Hannah selected one at random.

“James McAvoy - KYGC sports correspondent.”

“Go ahead, Mr. McAvoy.”

I could see by the look on Hannah’s face that she was waiting for the stinging question about why she held Anastasia’s hand.

“Who do you believe is behind this attack?“

“I have no idea, but I am sure it’s not someone linked to my national Olympic committee. The arrival in New York of Mr. Crabtree and the fact he handled the initial investigation into my alleged performance-enhancing drug use made me suspicious. He played his hand out when that travesty was disproven, and he had a backup plan to ensure I was suspended.”

“Are you still training for the Nationals, Hannah?”

“Yes, of course. Why do you ask?”

“I placed a bet with BetMGM for you to win gold.”

Hannah grinned because the reporter was being friendly. There had never been a whiff of scandal in my best friend’s life, and this situation already looked like foul play against her. Americans love an underdog, and she was being branded such by the very people she’d feared most. 

“When did you place your bet on me, Mr. McAvoy?”

“About an hour after this story broke.”

“Did you get good odds?”

“With my marriage around the corner, I’m confident my bride will be happy.”

“Good for you.”

Hannah was almost tearful, but she held on to the end, fielding one question after another, knocking each out of the park, waiting for the one question that would break open the gates of rumor and gossip.

When the reporters were silenced and seemed happy, Hannah scanned the crowd, looking satisfied.

“Are there any more questions, please?”

James raised his hand, and I held my breath, praying he wasn’t about to spoil the party.

“Yes, Mr. McAvoy.”

“I’m sure I speak for everyone when I say good luck in your romance, Hannah.”

“Thank you.”

Hannah turned and looked wholly relieved, almost as much as an unmarried teenager looking at a pregnancy test, confirming she wasn’t with child. I laughed until a voice called out my name.

“Amy?”

I spun with a gleeful expression, and a joy-filled heart suddenly snatched away.

“Yes?”

“Stephen James, Metro.”

“Yes, Stephen? How can I help?”

“I just wanted to say good luck with your wedding next week.”

I was utterly taken aback, expecting to be ambushed, and asked something about Russia, my fortune, or the killings in Florence, but he stood there grinning, applauding, quickly joined by the others.

“What about Victor? Won’t you wish him luck too?”

“He’s already the luckiest man in the world.”

They all laughed heartily, almost cheering. I stumbled inside our house, giggling while Victor held my and Hannah’s hands. I momentarily considered that irony, then thanked god everything had gone so well.

Victor turned to me, looking overjoyed.

“They want to stay in our good graces, Amy. Successful journalists foster good access.”

“You catch more flies with honey than vinegar, I guess.”

“They knew Hannah’s suspension was bullshit before they got here.”

“And how did they know that, Victor?”

“I got a call from an editor at Caulfield Media asking for an off-the-record opinion, so I gave it.”

“How vehemently did you do that, dear?”

“Very, but I never lied.”

Dinner was a delightful affair, and Hannah’s coaching team joined us. I didn’t mention that my best friend’s menu choices contained considerably less fat than usual because her dietician had weighed all ingredients and personally instructed Martin in their preparation.

It’s all getting very real for her.

After dinner, Victor and I retired to our study, where I completed a few final dissertation edits, and he read, lazing on my sofa under a fleece blanket.

“How was your share price today, honey?”

“We took a hit but rallied by the bell.”

“Any long-term damage?”

“I don’t think so. I had a few calls, some I couldn’t push away, but it seems the worst is over.”


Chapter Forty-Seven

On The Prowl

◆◆◆

Anastasia’s Point Of View

Holding my sweetheart’s hand to stand in the public glare was fun, to say the least. Hannah and I were out, and that seemed like a firm step forward to permanence in our relationship. She stared at the reporters with the courage I loved her for, determined to have her name and reputation returned to good standing.

I felt like a flower blooming in a warm sun, smiling proudly while Hannah fielded questions about her sporting future, what happened to her, and why. The reporters seemed friendly, and I thought perhaps that was because everyone knew an injustice had been served to a hard-working, much-loved athlete.

When it was suggested my brother was a lucky man to be marrying Amy, I giggled and saw him laughing. Hannah’s well-constructed assault on forces unknown was off to a good start. Now, it was my turn to support my girlfriend.

The foyer quickly filled with family, friends, lawyers, and other assorted suits all chattering about the next steps, so I circled away unobtrusively to leave via the stairs before slipping away entirely. Hannah was as quick as lightning, caught my wrist, and drew me into the dining room while everyone dispersed.

I was a little surprised, especially by her concerned look.

“What’s wrong, sweetheart?”

“It’s about this Jeremy Crabtree guy, Anastasia.”

“What about him?”

“I don’t think we need to chase him down anymore. It seems everyone is on my side, and if the American people, especially their press, believe I am being mistreated, I feel taking a risk by confronting Crabtree is unnecessary.”

“Okay, as you wish, lover.”

“Thank you, Anastasia.”

“How do you feel after the press conference?”

“Tired and relieved but glad they were on my side. Please, sweetheart, do you mind if I turn it in early?”

“Not at all. I promised Mother I would spend a few hours enjoying a light supper, playing gin rummy, talking and drinking coffee with her this evening anyway.”

“What will you eat?”

“My Mom loves to share a large omelet from a single pan.”

“Enjoy.”

I kissed Hannah while patting her deliciously tight ass cheeks suggestively, enjoying her smell, touch, and the lingering flavor of love that tingled across my lips as she walked away. I knew my restraint in lovemaking for the next few weeks would be crucial to her success.

Our lives together would revolve around Hannah’s needs, and we would have sex at times to suit my sweetheart. I would ensure not to provoke acrimony, feeding only positivity into her.

I watched Hannah climb the stairs, admiring her shapely legs and firm ass cheeks, the result of thousands of hours in a saddle. Once she disappeared, I slipped into the kitchen, waving at Martin as I passed through and collecting a small, crammed full holdall along the way.

The house side gate security guards smiled, nodded, and said something incoherent when they allowed me to exit without fuss per Victor’s arrangement. They were a professional bunch, but I was sure they knew my mother was a handful, and by extension, so was I.

I was free. Well, I was as free as anyone could be late at night in New York City. It was good to be outside, but I yearned for my arctic home north of Moscow, where hunting and trapping were permitted, and the frozen wasteland was free of people and other encumbrances.

When I paused on the pavement, allowing my eyes to grow accustomed to dim street lights, I scanned every direction for a threat; something rubbed against my ankles, surprising me.

I looked down and smiled at the cute face staring up.

“What are you doing outside, Michelangelo? I understood you must stay in the house.”

“He’s a New York alley cat these days.”

I spun around, surprised, but saw nothing until my mother emerged from the shadows. I hadn’t even heard her. It was an ambush she would tease me about for days.

“Mom, what are you doing here?”

“Coming with you, sweetheart.”

She lifted Michelangelo, kissing him while he purred contentedly. The perfectly groomed, inky black cat, who loved his dark-hearted mistress, rubbed his face on her cheek as though they were lovers kissing. My mother held his face close to hers so they could eyeball one another, and she spoke in a tone one might use to communicate with a baby.

“My good little boy owns all of the naughty girls around here. He has style, moves like silk on a breeze, and possesses a killer instinct.”

“Like his mistress.”

“Oh, come, Anastasia, please don’t pout. Mama won’t be left behind on a field trip until she is six feet under.”

“What if I incarcerate you in an old people’s home at some point? I hear it is warm all year round in Florida.”

“Yes, but then you know one day you will wake after a small disturbance in your dreams, and I shall be there, at the bottom of the bed, sitting in a wheelchair, wagging my disapproving finger.”

“I got this gig, Mom. It’s a simple in, ask a few questions, and out.”

“Why do you have a holdall when you only need a lock pick and pistol?”

“I want to play.”

“I’ve told you before not to embellish.”

“You did. Enjoy the warm bed, waiting inside, Mom. I have got this.”

“We’ve got this together, Anastasia. I’m coming with you, and that’s all to be said on the matter.”

Katerina was unbiddable once she made her mind up, but then she never made poor choices when it came to killing people, although tonight, that wasn’t my intention. When she bent over, allowing Michelangelo to slip silently from her hand onto the pavement, he vanished, as we did, two ghosts strolling into the night wearing all black.

When we reached Jeremy’s rental house, Mom’s inclusion in my nocturnal excursion changed my plan. She knocked noisily on the front door, acting drunk and pretending to be lost, while I snuck around the back, using a lockpick to enter a grand, four-story, old-style house.

Jeremy quickly despatched my mother from the front door, berating her for ruining his peaceful evening. He barely made the turn about after closing the front door before I gripped him around the throat with my forearm, crushing his lips with a wad of chloroform-soaked gauze.

He twitched a few times, went limp, and slumped to the floor. I opened the door to my mother, who grinned, walked past me, and inspected the house while I hauled Jeremy across a shiny parquet wooden floor.

“Won’t you help, mother?”

“I’m clearing the house, dear. You wouldn’t want a nasty surprise.”

“Okay, I’ll carry him alone, then.”

“Who is playing with their food now, Anastasia?”

“He’s a deadweight. I’m struggling a bit because I wore heels, and all you can do is admire the fake Rembrandt.”

“I’m sure this isn’t a replica.”

She leaned in, inspecting what I thought must be a copy, but Katerina knew her art well, and this piece warranted a second, closer look. I dropped Jeremy’s arm and joined her to admire the painting. When I gently placed my chin on her shoulder, encircling my mother with both arms, I felt glad she had accompanied me.

“What do you mean, Mom?”

“Somebody seriously wealthy owns this house, honey, and Jeremy being here isn’t by luck. This is no upmarket Airbnb, that’s for sure. I wonder how corrupt our Swiss friend is.”

I scanned the living, dining, and kitchen areas, taking in the expensive antiques and art, which confirmed my mother’s suspicion. The dining room table and chairs alone cost a couple hundred grand, not the average overnight rental for a visiting Olympic Committee member.

“Shouldn’t he be in a hotel, Mom?”

“Usually, but my guess is, he doesn’t want to be found, and between the official hotel guest registers and a network of concierge willing to sell information, he could easily have been traced.”

“I found him here easily enough.”

“You, my dear, are the genius daughter of two exceptional spies.”

When she was completely satisfied the Rembrandt was authentic, my mother raised an eyebrow, made a strange popping sound, turned, and scanned the room.

“Does the internet say anything about this guy, Ana?”

“It’s Anastasia.”

“Sorry, baby girl, old habits die hard.”

“You named me.”

“Don’t be sassy, dear. Remember, you are a cultured young lady with exceptional poise and beauty who occasionally assassinates bad people.”

However frustrating my mother might be, I loved working with her. After years in the field, Katerina’s confidence never slipped, and a professional, if somewhat obsessive-compulsive, approach to taking care of details had served us well. 

“Jeremy is only visible in his role on Switzerland’s Olympic investigations and sanctions board. He has no social media, not even his wife and teenage kids have accounts, and he has no criminal record.”

“Did Daddy say anything unusual about him when you and he spoke?”

“Only that Jeremy lives above his means, owning beautiful homes in Zurich and Lech Am Arlberg.”

“Austria?”

“Yes.”

“That probably means Jeremy prefers frugality. He’s rich but cautious with it, which means he can’t easily replace his fortune.”

“There is a Mercedes G Wagon in one of his garages. Oh, by the way, Dad sends his love.”

“Artyom is such a sweet ex-husband.”

“Mom, Jeremy doesn’t own this place, and, for the record, you two aren’t divorced yet.”

“How do you know? That he doesn’t own this place, I mean.”

“Daddy mentioned the owner’s name, but I disregarded it as irrelevant.”

“Anastasia, for heaven’s sake. What have I told you?”

“What?”

Katerina threw up her hands and sighed with an expression of extreme exasperation that only a mother seems capable of when reprimanding her daughter. I had upset her deliberately because she’d irked me by talking about her divorce from my Dad as though it were done and over.

I liked Peter, her lover, but the union that had created Victor and me, underpinning my life for over two decades, was being coldly deconstructed, and part of me didn’t like that.

“I’ve told you millions of times that no detail is irrelevant until the job is over.”

“He’s a banker, and I checked him out fully. Alexander Schelling. There is nothing, nowhere, about him except at the Swiss bank he owns.”

“Why do you deliberately vex me? I was in labor for such a long time with you. Victor was so much easier.”

“Yeah, yeah… come on, Mom, ditch the humor.”

“Okay, baby girl, tell me… what troubles you?”

“Do not speak of my father in any past tense.”

“Ohhh, you’re touchy tonight. Is it-”

“Don’t dare ask it, Mom.”

“Sweetheart, Daddy and I are great with each other, but if it is important to you, I shall never mention him as an ex of any kind.”

“Thank you.”

“May we continue, Anastasia?”

“Yes, Mom. Since you are here, please help me fit this contraption to Jeremy.”

“You know, we stopped using these damnable things in the 1990s for a reason. They are a pain in the ass.”

“It’s good theatre, and I’m fairly sure my questions will be answered more quickly using it.”

We fitted Jeremy with his cradle beautifully. While he slept like a baby, I strolled into the kitchen area, selected a beautiful copper skillet dangling from a ceiling mount, flipped and caught it, then slid it over a gas burner I lit at first spark on a beautiful Wolf cooker.

“Do we have some music, Mom?”

“Soon, sweetheart. Gladys Pips and the Knights, okay?”

“Not really, but do I have a choice?”

“Not really.”

When saying not really, my mother did one of those Mom ass hip and tit shimmies, mocking me with a bottle of red wine in one hand and two oversized glasses in the other. I laughed and returned to my task, first thinly chopping a red onion and frying that off for a few minutes in a knob of butter with a dash of olive oil to prevent over-caramelization.

“I hate burned onions, Mom.”

“I agree. It sweetens everything too much. Oh my, Ana…stasia, this wine is so nice.”

“What did you steal?”

“Lafite Rothschild 1982.”

“Fuck, no… that’s a four grand vintage.”

“You see, Anastasia, details are never irrelevant. I taught you about wines, and now look at you appraising them while on the job. It’s like watching a walking Parker’s guide.”

“You know I love a nice Bordeaux, Mom, and that one is a most famous Pauillac First Growth.”

She nodded at me, taking a healthy mouthful of the expensive wine, swilling it, staring at the ceiling, and then moaning in utter rapture as she swallowed. When my mother grinned at me, she looked like her life could be no better, pointing enthusiastically at the bottle.

“It’s a very nice drop of wine, sweetheart. Amy should have this at her wedding, at least for her and Victor. Here, try it, please, daughter.”

I turned down the gas burner to its minimum and swirled my wine like an expert sommelier, exposing it to the air, admiring how it came alive in the enormous glass that I tilted gently toward the light. I admired the deep red color saturation of a wine born in one of France’s oldest vineyards.

I closed my eyes before sipping, swilling, and falling completely in love with the deep red nectar that flared my nostrils. Lafite dated back to 1234, and although the vines had changed hands sometime in the seventeenth century, the Rothschild family owned and loved the estate for the last two hundred years.

“Oh wow, Mom… you are right, it’s so good.”

“I know. Look, baby girl, I don’t want to tell you how to do your job, but did you gag Jeremy because I hear him whimpering, and this wine definitely ought not to be ruined by a scream?”

“Oops.”

I took the skillet off the heat and dashed into the dining area, attending to our host. I whipped a ball gag out of my holdall, slipped it over his head, and gently pressed the rubber part into his mouth.

“Are you choking, Jeremy?”

He stared at me through drug-addled blurry eyes, tried to scream but realized he couldn’t, wriggled but realized he couldn’t do that either, and then he wet himself. I looked down into his crotch, then at his face with a measure of sympathy.

“Ahh, fuck! You wet yourself. I never intended that to happen, Jeremy.”

“Mmm… mmm.”

“I’m having a late supper with my Mom. We don’t do this very often, so let me leave you stewing in your piss while you think about poor Hannah; then I promise to return and deal with you. Nod, if that’s okay.”

He gave me the strangest look, and I saw terror in his cold eyes. Jeremy’s urine stank, so I stepped back and wafted my hand in front of my nose as though disgusted. When my captive tried to move his neck, he found that impossible too, so he glanced from the corner of his eye, and I felt sure he immediately shit his pants at what he saw.

“Your wrists and ankles are tightly secured to an expensive chair you don’t own. You are wearing a neck brace with a steel cage chassis around your chest, back, and arms. It’s an old KGB design known affectionately as the suicide vest.”

“Mmmm, mmm.”

“Oh, and you are wearing a ball gag I purchased for my girlfriend. You can keep that as a gift from her. It is unused… well, until now.”

He stared at the 9mm pistol barrel that was the whole point of the archaic contraption; then he saw his finger zip-tied to its trigger. Jeremy tried to scream again, but it was pointless. I had an expensive ball gag well fitted, making sure my lover had nothing to say while I punished him.

“In case you wondered, Jeremy, this is a non-con session, okay, sweetie?”

“Argh… argh… mmm, ahhh.”

“I think you get the point. I’ll be with my Mom in the kitchen now, so I would appreciate your patience and silence. Can you do that for me, please?”

I nodded at him sarcastically, and he copied me, nodding desperately, crying while saliva squeezed past the tight seal between his lips and the gag. I was about to leave; then a thought occurred to me, so I turned back.

“Do you know if the guy who owns this place keeps any tarragon here? Nod if you know, please.”

He bowed in absolute submission, fear, and desperation, then shook his head. I’d broken his will and knew by the time I questioned Jeremy, his answers would be truthful. When I returned to my mother, she cradled a half glass of wine and danced across the kitchen’s wooden floor to Errol Garner playing I’m in the Mood for Love.

“Can we have Taylor Swift for a change, Mom?”

“Fuck off, Taylor Swift… are you serious? You can’t interrogate a guy while playing upbeat music.”

“Please.”

“Okay, since you asked nicely. Which song must I suffer?”

“Cruel Summer, please.”

I cracked three eggs, added some incredible Iberico ham slivers from a Tupperware in the fridge, and stirred slowly, barely breaking the yolks while swaying to the music. I glanced at Mom, who equally shook her booty and laughed, thanking god we could work together because I loved her dearly.

I was in heaven when Mom and I sat on two kitchen stools, leaning one elbow on a beautifully tiled breakfast bar while eating an omelet and drinking wine together. Aside from cuddling Hannah, what could be better than being with one or both of my parents?

“Nice omelet, Anastasia.”

“I know.”

“Could have used a few tarragon leaves.”

“I asked, but they’re out of fresh herbs.”

“This house intrigues me, daughter.”

“Me too. Bankers are wealthy, but this is some next-level shit.”

“In my experience, spare houses like this don’t usually have such valuables lying around while the owner is away.”

While I washed up and replaced everything in the kitchen precisely where I found it, my mother stole bottles of wine from the owner’s collection, humming a tune while selecting each carefully and placing them in my holdall.

“What are you doing, Mom?”

“Selecting nice wines for my son and Amy’s wedding.”

“She’s a billionaire. They both are.”

From her haunches, crouching beside my holdall, Mom shot me a mildly scolding look while holding up two bottles, showing me the labels as if making a point.

“It’s the thought that counts, Anastasia, and just think, on the day when you and Hannah enjoy one of these bottles, you can smile and remember that bastard Jeremy who tried to fuck up your girl.”

“I don’t know, Mom. Sometimes, I wonder whether I was adopted.”

“I have the stretch marks to prove you are mine, baby girl.”

“Please don’t show me.

She had lifted the hem of her dress as though willing to provide supporting evidence to her claim, and I waved desperately so I wouldn’t suffer the same trauma as usual. Mom stood, strolled over to me, and placed a hand gently on each shoulder.

“Anastasia. We’ve eaten well and sipped nectar from the gods. There is no time for a hand of Gin Rummy, so I feel you must deal with Jeremy, honey.”

“Okay. I’ll ask him what I need to know.”

When I stood before Jeremy, he was well-marinated by fear. Terror of the unknown was evident through his eyes. When he saw me as the terrible bringer of death I could be, my prey cringed, anxiously glancing sideways at the 9mm caliber barrel, staring back at him.

“My Mom helped many people kill themselves this way, Jeremy. You and I are about to have a very serious moment. I’m taking off your ball gag now, but if you make a sound, you’ll pull the trigger with a little help, and your brains will mess up a pretty nice Rembrandt. Nod if you understand.”

He nodded, and I glanced sideways, seeing the proud expression on my mother’s face before she blanked it, having noticed me.

I removed Jeremy’s gag carefully, grinning pleasantly as though I were pleased to see him.

“I have sodium thiopental if I need it, and given the luxury of this house, I can’t wait to explore after I question your drugged mind. Maybe I’ll take a bath while the drug fully wears off before I kill you.”

“Why? Why? Why? I don’t understand what the fuck is going on here. Please, for the love of god!.”

“It’s about Hannah. Now, talk fast before I lose patience.”

“Oh, come on… the girl will be cleared of any wrongdoing after she misses the Nationals, and she can carry on to compete next time. This is a massive overreaction. I have the stolen files in a briefcase upstairs.”

“You destroyed an Olympian’s chance at Gold. That’s not nothing, Jeremy.”

He absorbed his situation like a severely sundried sponge sucking up life-giving water. Jeremy’s eyes flickered with a dilemma that agonized him, and I knew he was moments from acquiescence.

“I can undo the suspension so that Hannah makes it to the Nationals.”

“I want to know who did this to my beloved and why. Someone paid you a lot of money and put you in this fucking expensive house. There must be a good reason linked to bucket fulls of money because there always is with vermin like you.”

“The endgame doesn’t interest me, but yeah, the cash was irresistible… sorry.”

“Who is your paymaster?”

“Alexander Schelling.”

“Now tell me why. You must know what motivates this man.”

“I don’t know.”

“Okay, Jeremy. You are approaching this all wrong, honey. We’re consuming your life’s remaining time here. You are sitting in a puddle of piss with a 9mm bullet aimed at your head, and your finger is on the trigger. Help yourself, please. Don’t commit suicide.”

“What? How… I don’t know what to say.”

“Who the fuck is Alexander Schelling and what does he want with my girlfriend?”

I reached a finger toward the trigger and snarled in his face. Jeremy panicked and squealed, cringing away from the pistol as though that might save him.

“Okay! Okay! I’ll tell you.”

“Go on then.”

“He’s a banker in Switzerland who wants Amy’s attention.”

“Amy?”

“Yeah.”

Stunned to the core, I stepped back and saw that my mother reacted similarly. I frowned and studied my captive, assessing whether he was being truthful. When I checked in with Mom, she nodded, believing what Jeremy had told me.

“Why does Alexander Schelling want Amy’s attention?”

“Because she is gradually moving her money out of his Swiss bank.”

“So what?”

“If she takes much more money out, his bank will collapse.”

“Is this the truth?”

“Of course. You have a fucking gun to my head.”

I shook my head, vehement in my disagreement.

“Technically, you have a gun to your head.”

“Oh, that’s very funny.”

He looked sincere and truthful, but the suicide cradle usually had that effect on people. It wasn’t just about the pistol glaring at his temple. Jeremy truly believed that if the hammer dropped, he would die, and everyone would believe he killed himself.

“If I release you, do you promise to behave, Jeremy?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“Not really.”

“What do you want from me?”

“Obedience, assistance, and some fucking kindness to my girlfriend would be nice. You were damn mean to her.”

“You want me to rescind the sanctions and tell people I made a mistake? I can do that right away. It’ll be working hours in Switzerland soon. By the time Hannah wakes up, she’ll be cleared. I promise you.”

“Yeah, but I also want you to handwrite a letter apologizing to the love of my life about what you put her through.”

“A letter?”

“It’s more personal.”

My Mom coughed, drawing my attention. She shot me a vexatious look and waved her hands, hurrying me along.

“Who’s playing with their food again, Anastasia.”

“Do me a favor, Mom. Please call Hannah, Victor, and Amy. Ask them to come here in half an hour. It should be enough time for Jeremy to shower and then scrub up his mess from the chair and floor.”

“I think it’s a good idea, sweetheart. We can bottom everything out with one simple meeting over a couple of bottles of wine.”

“Is there any wine left?”

“Plenty.”

“You know Amy can’t drink, right?”

“Oh shit, I forgot. Oh well… the wine will be just as good for a baptism.”

I nodded at Jeremy while disassembling his suicide vest before untying his restraints. When he stood awkwardly, my captive leaned heavily on me, shooting an apologetic look. The urine stank, and he noticed it too.

“I’m sorry about that mess.”

“It’s understandable. Sometimes soiling yourself speeds up the process and indicates my technique works.”

To his utter horror, I aimed the pistol at his head and pulled the trigger. The hammer slammed into an empty chamber, and I chuckled. Jeremy flinched vigorously, then recovered and frowned at me, looking seethingly annoyed.

“What’s wrong, Jeremy?”

“The gun was empty.”

“Jesus, man. What do you take me for? I wasn’t about to let you kill yourself.”

“Thank fuck!”

“No, babes, if anyone is killing you, it’s going to be me, and I’ll do it with an eight-inch chef’s knife after I sharpen it in front of you.”

“You are fucking crazy.”

I shot him my cutest, perkiest look, pulling both lips in like a blushing bride about to walk the aisle.

“Thank you, sweetie. You’ve made my day.”


Chapter Forty-Eight

Baring My Teeth

◆◆◆

I was in a daze when Hannah banged on our bedroom door. Victor rolled out of bed quickly, got to the door, and quietened her. I heard them talking, but nothing anyone said made sense, so I drifted, interested but not enough to join the awakened world.

My mind was glued to a beautiful dream, and someone, Victor, I thought, begged me not to wake up, but slowly, like an oil tanker turning, I dragged myself into consciousness.

After the door closed, my fiancee shook me gently.

“Amy.”

“Amy, honey.”

I crossed the hazy threshold from dream to reason and blinked several times, focusing on a dark, shadowy figure I recognized.

“What’s happening, Victor?”

“We have to go somewhere. Mom and Anastasia have a surprise for us.”

“Oh, that’s nice. Can’t it wait? It’s dark out, honey.”

I lay my head gently on the pillow, blindly reaching for my beloved’s hand. When I held his full palm, I tried pulling him back into bed, but he wouldn’t move, so I relaxed and heard my gentle snoring.

Victor shook me gently, and I roused more determinedly, knowing I must take his insistence seriously.

“We have to go now, baby.”

“Can I wear my nightshirt?”

“Pull some jeans on.”

“Can you get them for me, please, Victor? I’m so tired.”

He left me, and I dozed off again, fatigued by the hour, recent events, my pregnancy, and the fact I needed at least a few minutes to wake up, preferably with a coffee in hand, even if it was decaf. Victor returned within hours, or, as I discovered later when recounting the time and events with him, less than thirty seconds had passed.

As I pulled on my jeans over a cotton nightshirt with a big smiling snoopy face, awkwardly bunching around my waist when tucking it in, Victor handed me a roll-neck sweater and a warm, waterproof jacket with a zip-in fleece. I patted down any bunching, shook myself until fully awake, and glanced in the mirror, impressed with my fiancee.

“These are good choices for a night excursion, honey. Are we robbing Tiffany’s or something?”

“Hannah says Anastasia and Mom are having a party at Mr. Crabtree’s house, and we’re invited.”

“Oh, that can’t be good.”

“You never know with this mother and daughter combination.”

“True. Are you worried?”

“It’s before four am, and, at the insistence of two highly trained assassins, we’re heading over to the house of a man who tried to rob Hannah of her dream. Yeah, I’m a little concerned.”

“Is Hannah coming with us?”

“Oh yeah, Anastasia reached out through her. Rania and Kasimir are joining the party, too.”

“What could go wrong then?”

When I slipped into my car, Greg handed me a decaffeinated coffee. Hannah already had hers, and Victor glanced everywhere for his. Hannah and I giggled when my fiancee looked forlorn, realizing nobody got him coffee, so I shared mine, cuddling close to him for warmth while my driver and go-to barista whisked us away from the house.

Greg waved a hand at Victor and looked apologetically through the rearview mirror.

“Sorry, boss, I thought Kasimir would get yours.”

“It seems nobody cares about me anymore, Greg. You used to be my driver.”

“I know, boss, but I’ve moved up since then.”

Victor joined in the snorting laughter, and I tipped my cardboard to-go cup to his lips.

Our New York streets were almost clear, with a few morning show celebrities being moved from their beds to camera positions by blacked-out limos while workers used the subway or walked, getting on with running the city. Our City’s famous steam system was chugging at full pressure, and drains became sauna-like, giving New York an eerie feel.

The house Crabtree was holed up in looked as beautiful as Victor’s, although it was part of a long terrace with no front drive. When a Mercedes S Class and two SUVs rolled up silently outside, nobody was awake to see them.

The vast, solid wood-carved front door opened, and we three, followed by six bodyguards, entered the house. Crabtree looked up from a dining room chair, terrified; Katerina sat at a breakfast bar stool, cross-legged, sipping red wine while Anastasia packed a weird-looking neck brace contraption into a holdall already stuffed with bottles of wine.

Victor’s Mom and sister smiled at us like ours was a cute family reunion. Rania and Kasimir shot Anastasia, an I want one of those look, and I wondered why anyone might need a broken neck brace with steel pieces dangling from it.

Katerina hopped off the stool and kissed Victor, then me, beaming like a gift was being handed over.

“Hello, Amy.”

“Hello, mother, sister… did nobody invite my father?”

“Peter needs his sleep because-.”

“Oh, please don’t finish that sentence, Katerina.”

“I was going to say he is unwell. Your father is coming down with a virus because he is as sniffy as a six-year-old.”

“Okay, Mom… how about you explain this? I would have loved deniability, especially for the week I am applying for the bar exam, but that ship sailed when Victor woke me.”

I reached for my fiancee’s hand and squeezed. I hadn’t meant to sound critical, but all manner of dreadful thoughts circulated in my mind. We had a severe ongoing situation, a condition of life I was growing used to, but this time, there was still time to act before someone got hurt.

“Sorry, Victor. I meant no criticism. As wake-ups go, yours was the most thoughtful.”

“Thank you, sweetheart.”

I glanced around the room, wondering why Crabtree and my adopted family stared at me. I shrugged and looked at Victor.

“Over to you, honey.”

“This is about you, Amy.”

“This is about Hannah and you, Victor. I’m not that sleep-addled.”

I sniffed the air, detecting a very mild porcine aroma. My sense of smell gradually improved over weeks of pregnancy, even though I was just into my second trimester. Anastasia squinted at me, smiling.

“I smell bacon, Anastasia.”

“You smell Iberico Ham, but well done, Amy. I’m impressed. I cooked Mom and me an omelet.”

“Why?”

“We had time to kill while Jeremy marinated in the truth before we spoke.”

I studied Crabtree, who sat on a dining room chair with a sheet of A4 paper in front and a pen in his hand. He waved sheepishly and looked exhausted, with more than an ounce of terror rippling in his expression.

“What are you doing?”

“Writing an apology letter.”

“Who to?”

“Look, I am sorry. Hannah’s suspension will be lifted by 9 a.m. I’ve already dealt with that. Let me finish this letter, and I will answer your questions.”

While Hannah danced for joy, hugging her girlfriend, Jeremy Crabtree sat writing what appeared to be a beautifully handwritten and sincere apology. When he folded the A4 sheet of paper and handed it to my best friend, her antagonist smiled.

“I’m sorry, Hannah. Good luck at the Olympics.”

“Thank you.”

Victor drew me, his mother, and sister to one side, and Rania followed. He didn’t object to her listening in, so I didn’t either.

“Mom, Anastasia… you must take Hannah and go home now.”

“But son, we’d like to stay to see what happens next.”

“Come on, Mom. You broke the law.”

“Crabtree is our friend now, Victor.”

“You saved the day. Now, let us clean this up. You don’t want a whiff of trouble landing on Hannah’s doorstep now you’ve cleared her name.”

Anastasia lay a gentle hand on her mother’s shoulder, curling her bottom lip into a comical sulk.

“Victor is right, Mom. We had fun, snagged a few nice bottles of wine for your grandchild’s baptism, and ate well.”

“Except for the tarragon.”

“Yes, but it is a minor detail, mother.”

“Those are the ones that matter, daughter.”

“Let’s go home and rest.”

“Okay.”

I glanced at Jeremy, who raised his face from his hands. He was a shattered man, but I figured he deserved as much.

“What did they do to you?”

“Those two are batshit crazy.”

“Oh, I know that. Will you be truthful with us once they leave?”

“I have no choice.”

“Okay.”

Watching Hannah and Anastasia hold hands and walk out of the front door while the assassin carried her toolkit over a shoulder felt surreal. Katerina waved back, and I watched through the window as Greg held open my car door, letting the three women inside.

I looked at Victor, who pointed at Jeremy, still sitting at the dining room table, shaking his head. I joined him, sitting opposite. My fiancee sat beside me, and I searched for, found, and entwined his fingers with mine.

“How am I involved in your deceit, Jeremy?”

“Alexander Schelling.”

“He is one of my bankers in Zurich.”

“Alexander is broke. Without your deposits, his bank is insolvent, and if he declares bankruptcy, he’s going to prison.”

“Fuck!”

“Yeah. He was desperate to establish leverage over you, and since he and I went way back, I told him about Hannah at lunch one day.”

“And a few bottles of wine later, you offered to scupper Hannah as leverage against me, getting a handsome payday at the same time.”

“Something like that.”

“My god, you two are vile.”

“Yes. In hindsight, it wasn’t a nice thing to do.”

“Is that all you can say?”

“Amy, I have been mentally tortured, humiliated, and ruined in a few hours. What more can I say or do that isn’t already said in the letter or done by my actions in clearing Hannah? I left Mr. Henstock a voicemail explaining everything and rescinded your friend’s suspension by email.”

“Only because you were forced to.”

“I can do no more.”

“You are just getting started, Jeremy.”

“I’m already ruined.”

“Call Shelling now. I want him on a video call right away.”

“Are you fucking mad?”

“Not as mad as my mother and sister are.”

“I thought they were Victor’s family.”

“We’re complicated, but I can have them return here to explain it if you’d like.”

“Fuck no!”

While Jeremy signed into his laptop, I moved to the front window and called Kyle, using the number he had reserved for me in emergencies.

“Hi, Amy. It’s early.”

“Good morning, sweetie. Is Gabriella with you?”

“Yes, always at this time of the day.”

“Good. Can you guys get to Zurich as quickly as possible? Use a private jet, charter anything you need, just get there fast.”

“Of course. Is there a problem?”

“Call me from the jet. We’re in a fluid situation right now.”

I messaged Stanza with instructions she would receive when waking up at a reasonable hour. Her task was less time-sensitive and highly contingent on the outcome of a call I was about to have with Alexander Schelling.

I stared at a street, gradually becoming brighter as dawn approached, and readied myself for a fight. Victor sidled up behind me, wrapping his arms around my stomach until both palms cupped our baby bump. He kissed my neck, then I turned my head and gazed into his eyes, seeing fire and excitement.

“I know what you are doing, Amy.”

“Is it what you would do?”

“Definitely.”

“Should we do it together?”

“No. You should take him and this alone.”

“Any advice before I bare my teeth?”

“None at all, but if I have a suggestion, I’ll message it.”

“I’ve learned this from you, Victor.”

“I’m so proud.”

I heard Alexander’s voice, blustering and blowing hot air at his erstwhile friend and dirty tricks campaigner, now double agent, Jeremy. When I slid into the chair beside him, making myself visible to the laptop camera, my banker turned white and was silenced.

“How bad are things at the bank, Alexander?”

“What do you mean?”

“I know what you and Jeremy did. Should I tell the world? My fiancee owns a media group so I can rustle up a few reporters and a news crew in less than an hour.”

“You’d lose a great deal of money, Amy.”

“It’s a fraction of what I have, and I might be willing to lose it just to see you and Jeremy behind bars.”

He looked visibly sick but not half as much as Jeremy did. I could only imagine what mental torture he’d endured to arrive at this point, and now, to believe he might go to jail after all was the ultimate definition of a bad day.

Jeremy raised a hand and shook his head, eyeing his despicable collaborator.

“It’s over, Alexander. I’ve even written a letter confessing and apologizing for what I did.”

I smiled inside, knowing that was the real reason Anastasia had forced a letter of apology out of the criminally minded sports official.

“It may be over for you, Jeremy, but I’m not implicated in your misdeed.”

“You’ll go to jail if Amy calls the Swiss Financial Market Supervisory Authority. You are all but bankrupt.”

“Amy won’t call FINMA.”

“I think she will.”

Alexander seemed agitated while I eyeballed him, pausing long enough to sip a glass of sparkling water after one of Rania’s guys had kindly poured it from the fridge. The Swiss banker looked annoyed that I had taken such a liberty.

“Make yourself comfortable in my home, Amy.”

“I will.”

He was silenced, and suddenly, a face full of anger dissolved, replaced by a ray of hope that he might achieve some positive outcome for himself.

“Keep the house. I’ll transfer ownership to you.”

“I will, and that includes the Rembrandt. My assistant will wake up soon and arrange a realtor for you in the next few hours. I also have a team traveling to Zurich. You’ll remember Gabriella, my lawyer, but my CEO, Kyle, will be new to you.”

“CEO of what?”  

“CEO of my new bank, of course.”

“You’re joking, right?”

“I know how it works, Alexander. My deposits will keep your bank afloat. I can’t own a bank in Switzerland without a man like you helping steer it through the murky waters of Swiss banking anonymity and regulations, so I’ll do a deal.”

“What sort of a deal?”

His greedy eyes narrowed because opportunity had replaced jail time, and a banker hates nothing more than the thought of sharing a tight cell, tepid showers, and a sliver of yard space in the shade.

“I shall acquire the bank from you in a private deal. Anything you own outside the bank, inside Switzerland, is yours, minus the money you’ve taken over the past five years. That gets repaid.”

“And what about my assets outside Switzerland?”

“I’ll take this house and its contents, then we will discuss the rest. I’ll also pay to retain you from now to help Kyle integrate himself as the new CEO.”

“I’ll need to think about it, Amy.”

“In which case, consider my offer rescinded.”

I closed the laptop lid, effectively ending the call. I shot Jeremy an apologetic look, shrugged, and left my seat, heading for the living room to inspect and value the contents of a property that would soon be mine.

As I stared at the Rembrandt, slowly falling in love with it, I heard Jeremy splutter from next door, open the laptop, and desperately type his password to reinitiate the call. I listened to their panicked conversation.

“Where is Amy, Jeremy?”

“She’s gone.”

“What do you mean she’s fucking gone. It’s been less than a minute. Where is she?”

“In the living room, I think.”

“Take me to her, now you fucking imbecile.”

When Jeremy ran into the living area with a precariously tilted, shaking laptop in one hand, he pointed to Alexander’s face on the screen, mouthing the word, please. I took the small Apple MacBook Air out of Jeremy’s trembling hands and stared into its camera with my best don’t fuck me around expression.

“I’ll deal, Amy.”

“Of course you will, Alexander.”

“Please don’t leave me destitute. I won’t do well as a poor person.”

“Your continued happiness is in our mutual best interests, although some wing clipping is necessary.”

“I’ll arrange for your team’s arrival at Zurich airport.”

“Thank you, Alexander.”

When Jeremy closed the lid of his laptop, I saw self-interest written across his expression. He sounded hoarse, slipping his computer onto a very expensive coffee table while making his plea.

“What about me?”

“What about you?”

“Do I get a deal as well?”

“You get to resign immediately, keep what you have, pack your bags, and get out of my house.”

“Is that it? I helped fix this mess.”

“You helped fix a nightmare situation you created.”

He considered that momentarily and glanced around at the stony faces of my fiancee and security team, realizing how undignified he was. Amid a silence, the door of a silently running tumble drier clicked.

“Those are my clothes. Your mother was kind enough to-”

“Take them and leave.”

“Yes, okay. I’ll leave now.”

“Lift the laptop because you risk damaging a beautiful table surface.”

He scuttled away, and Rania had him escorted to his bedroom by two of our bodyguards. I held Victor’s hand, aroused by the immense look of pride on his face.

“Did I do okay, honey?”

“I would have done no better.”

“Shall we take a look around our new house?”

“I’d love to, Amy. It’s a beautiful bolthole for us.”

“Twelve bedrooms is no bolthole, honey.”

“You’ll need someone permanently here as a housesitter. Alexander took a hell of a risk leaving this place empty.”

“I have Stanza in mind when she is in town and an occasional political mover and shaker houseguest from Florence.”

“Antonella?”

“Yes.”

“There will be no burglary here then.”

“Shall we go upstairs, Victor?”

Rania raised an eyebrow and grinned. She understood me well and knew Victor and I were like two cats luxuriating in front of the fire whenever possible. I needed to stretch, sexually speaking, and she knew it, but Victor only realized why I had dragged him upstairs when he walked into the master bedroom from inspecting its en-suite, seeing me naked.

“We can’t do it here.”

“This is our home, and I have no clothes on; I think we’re doing this.”

“Are you sure?”

“Don’t you want to?’

“Of course, baby girl.”

He ran the ten meters, lifted me carefully, and rolled us onto the immense four-poster curtained-sided bed, taking the fall onto the most comfortable, sprung mattress I’d lay on for hours. I stared lovingly into his eyes while squeezing his butt tantalizingly.

“Make love to me please, dear, Victor.”

“It is my honor and pleasure.”

He rolled off me and wriggled out of his clothes while I watched, giggling. When Victor crawled back on top, I felt his searing body heat permeate my muscles, warming my heart from his silken touch. I traced fingernails from both hands up and down his back and along flinching, powerful thighs feeling his cock harden and press against my damp pussy lips.

“Shall we start a new tradition, Victor?”

“Go ahead. This will be fun.”

“Whoever acquired our new house gets to fuck the other one however they wish.”

“Okay. That means it’s your choice this time.”

“Yes.”

“How would you like to be fucked, Amy?”

“Standing up. I want to wrap my arms around your neck, have you cupping my ass cheeks while you slide my pussy up and down your big fat cock.”

His eyes flared, and Victor sprung off the bed, reaching a hand out to help me. I hopped into his arms while both his shovel size, powerful hands gripped my ass cheeks, prising them wide apart. I stared into his eyes and pulled my bottom lip expectantly, releasing it slowly, but I couldn’t resist taking a kiss as he jostled me into position like a rag doll.

I wouldn’t do anal unless in our home, where lube and a familiar post-lovemaking bathroom were available. I spurred my heels into Victor’s ass cheeks, making sure I could take some of the strain, but when I saw his bulging bicep muscles tense, I knew I was in good hands.

My body trembled like the ground was struck by lightning, and love lit me up like a supernova on the spark of a hormonal match. I smelled my arousal and felt a trickle of love’s honey drip down into my perineum as tawdry juices lubricated a throbbing pussy begging to be fucked.

Victor’s lips tasted like vanilla, a remnant of the coffee shot I saw him enjoy from Alexander’s machine. The fire scintillating from that kiss engorged my pussy lips which wrapped tightly around my fiancee’s cock head like a warm, welcoming, moist blanket of love.

I was amazed by Victor’s physical control, his deep and meaningful love, and his attention to detail because when his tongue tantalized mine, electrifying my entire body, my pussy simultaneously slid halfway down his thick, long cock.

“Oh god!”

“I agree. You feel so tight.”

“I needed this moment, honey. My pussy is stretching so fucking wide.”

“It feels good to me, Amy. You’re squeezing my cock hard.”

“I’m milking it, honey; now, please focus on fucking me. I just closed a great deal and need some grounding. Take me!”

I relaxed my legs, and he lowered me, controlling my descent down his gnarly cock until I was fully impaled. While gazing lovingly into his eyes, I panted from the strain of taking his immense girth, which stretched my pussy wide open.

I used my arms wrapped around his neck as a lever to rock my pelvis back and forth slightly, grinding my clitoris against his pubic hair while massaging Victor’s veiny, stiff shaft with powerful muscles.

His nostrils flared, and my fiancee growled like a wolf. When he raised me, sliding my tight cunt off his thick cock, I felt a quivering of epic proportions ripple through my whole body as an orgasm prepared itself as a tickle in my womb. Fluttering butterflies ravaged my belly, eliciting my gentle pre-orgasmic cries as my journey toward endless love began. 

Victor controlled the speed and depth of his stroke, wiggling my pussy up his immense cock before sliding me back down it. I smiled at him, enjoying how my swollen, solid, bright red nipples rubbed against his hairy pectoral mass.

“I’m milking you today, Victor, but will you milk me after our baby feeds?”

“I want to so much.”

“I want to feed both of you.”

His passion rose like the vigor of a bull rampaging through a violent turn, spotting his matador. My pussy was the target, his cock the spear impaling it, and he drove harder, quickening my journey up and down his cock, each time thrusting long, thick, satisfying rapture deep inside me.

My head lolled backward, and my hair draped down my back while I stared at a perfectly painted ceiling, bouncing up and down the entire length of Victor’s cock. I placed both palms on his chest, feeling the rhythmic thunder of his heartbeat. I growled, then screamed like a bolero, rising to a tumultuous orgasm while my whole body shook vigorously.

When he orgasmed, I felt my lover’s hot seed flood my pussy, and I snapped my neck, raising my head to watch his cum face. My orgasm followed instantly, a vigorous, uncontrollable shuddering becoming so intense that I grunted and moaned simultaneously, sounding like some otherworldly, insane creature of passion and love.

Victor’s cock twitched vigorously when he decanted every drop of his seed deep inside me, right where it was always meant to be. I watched pure love spring from the tawdry passion contorting his face, and my sweet fiancee returned to me, replacing the animal who had just fucked me to oblivion.

As he lowered my ass onto the bed, Victor kept his cock inside me, wriggling us into a position where he lay on top. I wanted his cock inside me as long as possible and knew he did too.

“You’ll have to do that again sometime, Victor.”

“It’s more fun and better exercise than my gym routine.”

“Shall we lie here for a while? I have nothing to rush for.”

“Me neither, darling.”

“Maybe you’ll cook our breakfast later. Apparently, there is no tarragon, but I saw a deli nearby I can slip out to if you’d enjoy eggs.”


Chapter Forty-Nine

Lover's Quarrel

◆◆◆

Since the bedclothes we made love in were fresh, Victor and I fell asleep in our new bed. Rania and Kasimir found rooms in our new house to sleep in, and their security team had a shift change through the night without us waking.

In the morning, I woke feeling excited and snuggled close enough to my fiancee that our noses touched. Victor looked so much more relaxed when we were together because he was a different man. He frequently hid his sensitive side from family and, out of necessity, put on a very harsh facade for others.

He twitched his nose cutely and gripped my ass cheeks, pulling me closer for a kiss. His lips felt soft and yielding, always dragging my guard down while opening my heart.

“We get married this week, Amy.”

“I hadn’t forgotten, sweetheart.”

“We will be wife and husband after Thursday.”

“Are you excited about marrying me, Victor?”

“Of course. Although our wedding is a single day, being your husband and calling you my wife for a lifetime suits me perfectly.”

“You are so naughty.”

“Why do you say that?”

“You’ve turned me on again. I’ll see you in the shower for a lather and quickie before breakfast.”

Victor laughed when I hopped out of bed and peeled off his shirt and my panties before running toward the bathroom. As he launched himself after me, I saw a semi-erection slapping his thigh, knowing I would enjoy our shower. He was quick and stalked me like a tiger, reaching his arms gently around my midriff, turning and kissing mid-stride before carrying me into the shower.

After showering and making love under warm, steamy rainfall, I saw a suitcase full of clothes and essentials on our bed. I knew Rania would have sent for a housekeeper to bring them and momentarily thanked my good luck for having great friends who also worked for me.

When I arrived downstairs later than Victor, I didn’t expect Martin to be there preparing breakfast in our new kitchen. The two men debated job descriptions and boundaries, so I listened in, smiling at the banter.

“I don’t understand why you rushed over here, Martin. I could have knocked up some eggs and toast for us.”

“I don’t knock up food, Victor.”

“No, you knock up my sister instead.”

“I apologized to her and you for that.”

Martin looked distressed, although I knew Victor was mostly teasing. Caprica was happy and had everything under control, which was good enough for her brother.

“Just focus on the eggs in your skillet, my friend. My sister loves you, and that’s fine by me. Now… about you being here this morning. What’s going on?”

“Do I instruct your lawyers, Victor?”

“No.”

“Then please stop scrambling my eggs.”

“What about everyone else in the family? What will they eat for breakfast while you are absent from our main home?”

“I have provided for everyone.”

“Are you feeling insecure about your job, Martin?”

“Of course I am.”

“Then don’t. We’ve been friends a long time, and soon, we will be related through a child, possibly my sister too, if you play your cards right.”

It was a slam dunk. Martin was shut down and went back to the oven. Victor returned to reading the news on his phone, smiling and winking cheekily at me while I poured another coffee. I kissed my fiancee on the cheek, waved hi to Kasimir, and left the kitchen area.

Standing at a window staring idly onto the street, people watching, I saw Greg in my car, drinking a coffee. He looked sad and lonely. I glanced sideways and saw Rania sitting alone on a lovely light brown calf leather chair, reading something on her phone. Her jacket was off, and both under-shoulder holsters showed she was carrying.

I went to her and sat opposite. She looked suspicious because we rarely breakfasted together.

“Why is Greg sitting alone in the car?”

“You’d have to ask him, Amy.”

“I’m asking you.”

“Why would I know?”

“Because you guys are sleeping together, and I believe you shared a bed here last night.”

I grinned disarmingly, but nothing stopped the color draining from Rania’s face or the expression of terror that suddenly preoccupied her. She glanced around in all directions, checking if we’d been overheard.

“Don’t worry. Nobody heard me; in any event, it’s none of anyone’s business because you work for me. What did you guys argue about?”

“How do you know we fell out at all?”

“Greg’s in the car looking like a wet weekend, and you are here, drinking coffee alone and looking equally miserable. It’s hardly exemplary detective work on my part.”

“Maybe he prefers privacy in the morning.”

“Greg would superglue himself to you if that man were given half a chance.”

Rania smiled like a woman in love who knew I was right, and she enjoyed hearing nice things about her guy. I waited for her to find the words she needed because all was not well in their lover’s paradise. 

“That’s the problem, Amy. I’m being unprofessional, and so is he. I mean....”

I sat back in my chair, smiling cutely while enjoying my coffee. I sized her up and chuckled because it was the first time I’d seen Rania lost for words. She eyeballed me with some minor irritation in her expression.

“What are you laughing about, Amy?”

“You kicked your boyfriend out of bed after making love to him because you felt guilty about your job.”

“Oh my god!”

“Yeah… you did that, oh my.”

“Oh my god, Amy.”

Rania’s jaw dropped as my truth bomb exploded in her lap. I found it funny, but I doubt she agreed. I was so keen on her and Greg finding each other that I couldn’t help giving their love a tiny nudge.

“How would you feel if Greg did that to you? Has a guy ever kicked you out of bed after you gave him what he wanted… I mean, I am assuming you got what you wanted, right?”

“Yes, I did, I mean, we both did… at least I hope he did… oh dear… oh fuck!”

Rania looked horrified and clearly hadn’t considered the optics of an early morning quarrel with her new boyfriend, Greg. She wrung her hands like a nervous bride about to take her first step toward the altar.

She clasped a hand over her mouth and looked close to tears.

“Jesus, Amy. I’m a heinous bitch, incapable of having a relationship.”

“No, you aren’t anything of the sort, and I’m sure Greg doesn’t think that either.”

“I’ve never had a workplace romance, Amy. I’m so sorry. Christ, what must Greg think of me?”

“He’s sitting in the car licking his wounds because he thinks his girlfriend kicked him out of bed and doesn’t want him.”

“But I do want him, and he’s not my boyfriend, by the way.”

“Isn’t he? Men want to be loved as much as we do, Rania.”

I’d dropped another truth bomb in her lap, and Rania went from denial to acceptance in seconds flat. She leaned forward and looked at the floor, allowing her long hair to fall, then whipped her head and hair back, sighing loudly while grinning nervously.

“Is it okay for us to have a relationship, Amy?”

“It makes me happy that you and Greg found each other, especially among all our challenges.”

“I’ve treated him awfully.”

“How bad was it?”

“I woke a little late, blamed it on us being together, then told Greg to gather his clothes, shower someplace else, and wait for us in the car.”

“Wow.”

“I know, right? That’s horrible.”

“That’s pretty fucking bad, Rania, but it could have been worse.”

“How?”

“You could have slipped Greg a couple of hundred bucks as you shoved him out of your bedroom door.”

She laughed, then looked even more horrified and finally rested back, staring at me with two Glock pistols on full display. I had to love the gun-toting woman who had stepped up to take a bullet for me and so diligently protected my life, privacy, and sanity, but I was pleased she was tortured while reflecting on how poorly she’d treated an adorable guy.

“That man is priceless, Amy. Greg is polite, kind, and protective, even though that’s the last thing I deserve. He cares so much about me.”

“Do you love Greg?”

“Yes. I do, but I only just realized how much.”

“Oh my, Rania.”

“That’s why I fear what could happen in the workplace if he and I fall out.”

“Like you did this morning?”

“Touche.”

“When we fear love, what point is there to living?”

“Jesus, Amy. When did you become a philosopher?”

“I’m marrying Victor this week. Love is all I can think about.”

“You are a lucky woman with that guy.”

“As are you with yours, Rania.”

She frowned and knew her mean-spiritedness had hurt Greg. When my security chief placed her mug on the table, I saw the vibrant, loving woman behind a killer’s facade.

“Can I fetch Greg inside the house?”

“It’s not my choice or his that he’s out there. You banished him to the street like some common hooker after you got yours.”

“Oh, come on, Amy… it wasn’t like that.”

“I’m teasing you.”

She groaned and leaned over again, sweeping her long hair back with another frustrated toss. I laughed and held both hands up as a sign my teasing was over.

“You have a way of making me feel worse, Amy.”

“I don’t mean to. Seriously though, we have no problem with you and Greg being in love.”

“But you are right, Amy. I should manage it better.”

“Before you go outside and make amends, don’t forget, we are meeting Antonella and Jacques Bernard later. I need you there, and we’ll also discuss your friends for the mission.”

“What about Katerina?”

“I’m bringing her along, too. She won’t be involved in the mission, but I don’t think it’s fair to sideline her.”

“What if she insists on going along?”

“She won’t.”

“How can you be so certain?”

“Because Katerina is beginning to realize how important being a girlfriend to my father and mother to Victor, Anastasia, and me is. She will also be a grandmother soon.”

“Do you really believe Katerina is the retiring kind?”

“No, but she won’t take risks as she once did. In any event, I won’t exclude Katerina from our mission planning because she is probably more experienced at this than you and your friends.”

“That’s true. I wouldn’t ever cross her.”

“She’s a pussy cat at heart.”

Rania shot me a comical look before standing and heading for the front door to make amends with her boyfriend. I strolled to the window, obsessed with love, needing to see two hearts mend their split. Rania hauled her boyfriend out of the car and hugged him lovingly. By Greg’s cute, joyous expression, I knew my friend and bodyguard had heartily apologized, and the universe celebrated another moment of true love.

When Greg came inside, it was as though nothing had happened and a lover’s quarrel never occurred. I sat with Victor, sharing his scrambled eggs on toast that Martin had made. I stole my fiancee’s coffee, too, and sat almost on top of him with my ass on a kitchen stool and both my thighs lazing across his.

He didn’t care or flinch no matter how much I wriggled or inconvenienced him, so I lay more weight on his legs, to which I laughed mischievously, and he grinned back, stroking my thighs gently.

“When will we leave for Planet Nine, Victor?”

“Late tomorrow. I have flights and helicopters booked for everyone. The wedding caterers and planners are already on board our yacht. Everything is going precisely to your plan.”

“You are such a worthy husband.”

“You are worth my every attention, Amy.”

“I must see Antonella this morning. I’m inviting Mom and Anastasia to join us.”

“Is that wise?”

“Very.”

“Okay, well, I’m looking in on Mom later. I mean Charlotte.”

“I knew what you meant. There is a subtle context that separates them when you speak. Are you struggling with having two mothers?”

“No, but I don’t want either to feel left out.”

Rania arranged for everyone to meet at Antonella’s hotel. Inside the foyer, I spoke privately with Stanza because we were together, passing her a slip of paper with a beaming smile. She stared at it blankly, racking her memory for any recollection of the address, then looked inquiringly at me, shaking her head.

“It’s an address, Amy. I don’t understand.”

“Pack your things and go there. Choose any bedroom except the master suite and set up your New York home. I’ll need an American chef who can make authentic pizza, a security detail you can arrange with Rania, and a housekeeper.”

“And I can stay there?”

“You can live there when we are in New York, and in Florence, you can-.”

“I’ll live with my Mama and Papa when we visit home. I have an apartment that is rented out now.”

“As you wish. I am sure you’ll have a boyfriend here soon, Stanza.”

“I hope so; maybe a guy who is loyal and loving will fall from the sky right into my lap.”

“At least you know how to spot a Lothario.”

“Italy has those.”

“So does New York.”

When I joined the others in a private hotel meeting room, Antonella and Katerina were catching up like a couple of proud mothers showing off their babies. Anastasia knew something was happening and seemed concerned about why Jacques had joined our meeting.

I kissed the three women on their cheeks and shook Interpol’s top cop’s hand, sitting at the head of our table where a space was provided.

“Thank you for coming to this meeting at short notice. I have Rania here for a special purpose. She is my security chief and will provide us with a mission team. In outline, my Foundation will fund the rescue of around one hundred children from people traffickers in the Democratic Republic of Congo.”

Anastasia blinked, scowled, and glanced at Katerina, who furrowed her brow and nodded approvingly.

“What, Anastasia? It’s a simple in and out.”

“You can’t go mother.”

“There will be a great deal of killing.”

“I know. But you can’t go, mother. Neither can I. We have work to do here and a wonderful family.”

“As much as I would love to kill a few slavers, I know this mission is not something I can participate in.”

I was relieved that Anastasia had tackled her Mom, then picked up the ball and ran with it so well. She was concerned about Katerina wanting to be part of the mission team, which worked for me and Rania.

Jacques sipped coffee while studying everyone carefully, as you’d expect from a detective of his age and status. He had the most to lose if our mission failed, being politically accountable regardless of how off the books everything was being made to look.

Jacques raised a hand, set his cup down, and eyed Rania with a hawkish expression.

“What sort of mission team will this be, Rania?”

“The sort that costs upwards of twenty million dollars. All operatives will be ex U.S. military or CIA. Our team will extract the kids using four Chinooks, with a couple of Blackhawks as escorts. As far as I know, we will drop the kids with you.”

“And the havoc your team will wreak along the way? Has any consideration been given to this matter?”

“This mission team is not a death squad, and they aren’t there to dismantle the trafficking operation. The only casualties will be those necessary to free the children and extract them safely.”

“In which case, I will arrange safe passage in and out through my contacts. The local authorities will crash the party immediately after your team is wheels up on their extraction. They will arrest anyone they can and free any kids who were missed.”

“Where will the children go after we drop them off with you?”

“That is Antonella’s role. I will deliver them unto their savior.”

He made a grand gesture, mocking the former criminal, now politician who was also his lover. I figured Jacques would pay for that indiscretion later, but for now, Antonella cuddled Michelangelo, who I hadn’t realized was even in the room.

I shot Katerina a scolding look, but she laughed and shrugged.

“I can’t help if he jumps into the car after me. What can I say? He’s a naughty boy who loves Antonella.”

“This is New York. You can’t have a cat follow you everywhere you go.”

“Tell Michelangelo that, Amy.”

He was an incredibly gorgeous cat, able to elicit love from anyone he chose by a glance, purr, or touch. He was also undeniably already in the room, brushing his face against Antonella’s while she fed him slivers of crispy bacon. The two women had conspired, but who was I to interfere in the charming eccentricities of a mother to whom I owed my life?

I stared at Michelangelo, who looked back, captivating me.

“He is a beautiful boy, mother.”

“I tell you, Amy. Michelangelo is the reincarnation of my father. You would have loved him.”

“Shall we get back to discussing the rescue of children? What are your thoughts, Anastasia?”

My future sister-in-law suddenly became businesslike, and impressively, her demeanor changed to the extent she commanded the room.

“I have no problem with your plan, Amy, but we must keep these enforcement activities separate from your Foundation. Investigation into criminals and education of the world about people trafficking requires an influential network and solid platform to spread the word. Running around in the darkness killing people doesn’t combine well. You must consider the optics.”

“What do you suggest?”

“Let Mother and Rania work the enforcement angle off the books and away from your Foundation using a separate entity to contract mercenaries. Perhaps a new company in Switzerland funded directly by you.”

“You want to distance my Foundation entirely?”

“I want your Foundation to be credited with establishing the intelligence around the operation, providing essential funding, and cooperating with the police but disassociated from enforcement.”

“People will know we did it. They aren’t stupid.”

“As long as we can officially deny any involvement in enforcement, there will be no restrictions to your platform growth.”

“I don’t understand what you mean about my platform, Anastasia.”

“The UN, many governments, and agencies will gladly work with your Foundation. You won’t be invited to major events like the Oscars or to speak at the UN if you have blood on your hands.”

I hadn’t considered her point, which was well-made and indisputable. As I searched each face for signs of their leaning, it became clear that we were entering muddied waters, and nobody wanted to have their neck on the chopping block.

“What about Antonella, Anastasia? How will we associate ourselves with her?”

“The Foundation treats her just like any other politician. We worked with her, established intelligence, collaborated with Interpol, and funded the operation. She can take all of the public glory.”

“Then, by association with Antonella, we are associated with any deaths.”

“We deny bringing together the mission team, planning their activities, and taking command responsibility. Interpol did that.”

“It’s a good point, nuanced by spin.”

“Isn’t everything in all media these days?”

“Yes, but don’t accuse Victor’s new media group of that.”

“I can take care of the messaging, Amy.”

“Good. Jacques… does this work for you?”

“As long as you run the mission plan by me, I will go along with you, although we will deny the enforcement mission.”

“People won’t believe you either.”

“It doesn’t matter what people believe. It only matters what they can prove.”

I studied Antonella carefully, who still played with Michelangelo like he was a baby. We were an eclectic bunch, generally at ease with one another, but something about the politician worried me. Like everyone in her position, my former criminal friend would do what was most expedient for her at every turn.

“What about the children, Antonella?”

“I have arranged a haven in Malta, but I don’t have the means to help repatriate them with their families. It’s a process that must be driven carefully to ensure the kids don’t end up where they started.”

“And you aren’t interested in managing that?”

“It seems like the perfect role for a Foundation wishing to help the victims of child trafficking, Amy.”

She grinned at me, having dropped everything in Anastasia and my lap. Seeing the children safely extracted and getting maximum political capital from that was all Antonella wanted, and I couldn’t blame her.

“Can you connect Anastasia with the Maltese authorities?”

“They eagerly await her call to help save the children.”


Chapter Fifty

A Shining Knight

◆◆◆

Our wedding suddenly felt much more real when our helicopter lifted off from Nuuk International Airport, Greenland. The private jet that brought us quickly departed to fetch more family and friends, but as we transferred from one aircraft to another, I felt guilty about the inconvenience I had caused so many guests. 

I’d become detached from some features of wedding planning because of our traveling and distance from Planet Nine, but now, as we skimmed over the jagged granite peaks of Greenland and its snowy wasteland, my heart raced like a wolf on the hunt.

I glanced frequently at my groom in the seat next to me, clenching his hand tightly, enjoying his excitement as we closed in on Planet Nine. We enjoyed rare blue skies and calm seas, perfect conditions for our big day, albeit temperatures had plunged below zero.

As I looked down at a massive swathe of water that cleaved the land mass and saw floating ice, I tapped Victor on the hand and pointed to a dozen or more Inuit people traveling in a skidoo convoy toward a village of brightly colored wooden buildings.

“Do you see them, Victor?”

“Yes. The houses are so vividly colored.”

“Oranges, reds, blues, and greens. I imagine it brightens their lives when the nights drag on.”

“In the old days, red buildings signified churches, schools, teachers’ or ministers’ houses. Yellow colors were assigned to hospitals, doctors, and health care personnel. Green was at first the symbol for radio communication and later became the colour for telecommunications. The color blue was often reserved for fish factories, and police stations were black.”

“And now?”

“It’s as you say. The colors give life to a harsh landscape.”

“How do you know all of this, Victor?”

“I read a lot of trivia in adventure travel magazines.”

“Do you think we will see Polar Bears?”

“I hope so. The Captain says Prince Christian’s Sound is still partly navigable, but he isn’t willing to run the gauntlet of icebergs unnecessarily. You may see your Polar Bear yet, Amy.”

“I have a good feeling about the next few days, honey. I’m sorry we can’t stay for the full cruise, though.”

“I figured something might come up. A hundred children being held at a slaver camp is an excellent reason for us to leave early. For the children, sweetheart.”

“For all the children, Victor.”

I snuggled into my knight, who would support me to the end. When in love, nothing else matters 

I committed maximum resources to the mission that Katerina, Kasimir, and Rania were planning. When Victor’s security chief learned about my initiative at the Foundation, he nearly freaked out at not being involved.

I found him in the dining room one day complaining bitterly to Katerina, who suggested he would be a great addition to her team. Victor was only too pleased to loan Kasimir, and now, my Foundation had a first class secret planning team for missions.

When the helicopter door opened, a blast of cold air took away my breath. I ran, hand in hand, with Victor laughing, to open doors that slammed closed once everyone was inside.

Our stateroom was precisely as we had left it, and next door, I had an extra room where my dress and other clothes for the wedding day waited.

I stared out the window, watching small icebergs, topped with a layer of fresh powder snow, float like tranquil cubes, chilling a Blue Hawaiian cocktail. In the distance, giant peaks rose, and I saw the inlet we would be traversing, like a parting of the land.

“Will marriage bring us closer together, Victor?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Huh? I was not expecting that answer. You’d better come here and explain, sweetheart.”

I spun around, frowned, and then beckoned my beloved to me. When he took me in his arms, I knew there was a reason for Victor’s unexpected answer. I saw a passion in his eyes and mischief in his smile.

“I don’t need a ring, title, or certificate to know I am loved. When you love someone… I mean, I really love them; no matter the situation, you are always on the same team. I’m on Team Amy.”

“Well… when you put it like that…”

“Am I redeemed?”

“You were forgiven all future sins on the day I met you, Victor. I can honestly say I have never met a man like you.”

“Ahh, now then. That could mean I am good or the opposite.”

“I can be cryptic too, sweetheart. But to be clear… I am definitely, wholeheartedly, and irreversibly on Team Victor.”

“How about this for cryptic, Amy? I’m getting the better deal tomorrow.”

“How so?”

I studied him carefully, knowing that Victor was toying in the nicest possible way and was hiding his true meaning. He smiled so beautifully that I had to reward that with a kiss.

His lips felt different, or perhaps it was mine because of why we were here, now, for tomorrow’s tumultuous event, and my body responded, sending hormones to places that fired my senses. Victor’s presence soaked through my lips; his excitement sizzled in me when our tongues met, and I felt sparks in my head where the powerhouse of my soul drove my emotions.

I slid a hand down his midriff and felt Victor’s erection, gripping it gently through his pants, following a thick length until I reached his glans, which I squeezed extra tightly.

“You’re trying to crush my secret answer out, Amy.”

“I feel it’s more like milking my guy, but no… I already know what you meant.”

“Go on then. Spill the beans.”

“I am getting one, you, and you are getting two, me and our baby.”

“Yes.”

Victor glanced down at my baby bump, perhaps the most powerful force in his life right now. He chuckled at his joke, and I saw the beauty in a man who would do anything to please me. He looked proud, happy, and all I wished him to be on the eve of our wedding.

I never averted my eyes as I sank to my knees, running my palms down the outside of both legs.

“I must suck your cock, Victor.”

“Must you?”

“Yes, honey. I don’t reward you sufficiently for being such a perfect man.”

“You are reward enough, Amy.”

“Do you see? You did it again. This is why I must change panties far too often for a decent woman.”

I desperately fumbled with his belt buckle amid surging excitement, pulling, releasing, and unfurling before holding the leather strap between my teeth. I unhooked a metal clasp and pulled his zip down, feeling the dampness in my panties grow.

“Fuck!”

With his pants and boxer briefs down, I ogled and marveled at the size and beauty of a stiff cock that fucked me most days.

“What is it, Amy?”

“I am such a lucky girl.”

I didn’t hear Victor’s reply because I had already taken his cock inside my mouth, using an expert tongue tip to clear a large teardrop of salty precum that pooled at the wrinkled tip of his foreskin. I slipped my tongue underneath his protective sheath, sucking gently while peeling it back with my lips.

I’d thought about the technique, imagining myself on my knees performing each action, and now I was here, my love and submission were fully expressed.

When, on my fourth stroke along his cock head, I peeled Victor’s foreskin unaided by my hands, I got a full hit of his musky load, enjoying how much that triggered my libido. He raised onto tiptoes and placed both trembling hands on my head without forcing his cock down my throat.

I gripped the base of Victor’s cock tightly, holding back his foreskin, while I plowed firmly clenched lips down his gnarly shaft. Cramming his cock into my throat had become much more straightforward with so much practice. I used my gag response to wank my fiancee’s shaft with the powerful muscles in my neck.

He whinnied like a stallion sniffing an in-season broodmare, and I saw every muscle tense as his cock grew more solid, fueled by testosterone, warm blood, and adrenaline. I crushed his shaft, face fucking the whole length, using a three-inch stroke up and down, never relinquishing his glans from my throat.

I gagged like a choking wreck, but I was determined to empty my fiancee’s load at the first attempt. When he blew, Victor screamed, and I choked on hot, salty cum he shot down my throat, swallowing between gags, snorting out the semen I couldn’t gulp through flared nostrils.

“You have to stop, Amy. Oh my god, how the fuck did you...?”

After he stepped back and handed me tissues, I took a full minute to clean before I could talk. I coughed, laughed while choking and spitting, collected semen off my face and chin, and wiped a small pool of saliva off the floor until he crouched, staring into my eyes, looking concerned.

“That wasn’t easy.”

“No, but it was worth it.”

“For me, yeah, but for you… my god, Amy, you almost choked.”

“I enjoy giving to you, Victor. I know sex is an important way for you to communicate love.”

“It’s not only about sex, though.”

“I know that, and I didn’t mean to imply otherwise. I’m just saying that I understand how important sex is. I wanted to validate you and make sure you always feel loved.”

“I do always feel loved.”

“You loved my throat.”

“That was the most incredible blowjob, Amy.”

“Well… let me rinse before we enjoy dinner with family and friends.”

“What about you, Amy?”

“I can wait, honey.”

The family and friends dinner was my surprise, and in addition to two fathers, two mothers, four sisters, and Hannah, I had places laid for Kasimir, Rania, and absent friends who would arrive on the last flight. Both our security chiefs protested when I dragged them to their seats, but nobody can resist a bride, so they acquiesced, and I had my way.

Gabriella, Stanza, Kyle, Sarah, Greg, and Antonella all arrived on the last flight in for the evening, joining us before even being introduced to their accommodation.

After heartfelt hugs and catch-up greetings, everyone took their seats. I noticed how Charlotte sat beside Kasimir, and they talked almost exclusively to one another. As I watched and wondered if love’s beguilement would weave another wonder, I raised my hand, preparing for fun times.

“Kasimir?”

“Yes, Amy?”

Everyone at our table silenced, not knowing what I might ask Victor’s bodyguard, confidant and friend. I smiled awkwardly and apologetically, waving my hands because I hadn’t wanted to make such a fuss.

“Sorry, no need to be alarmed. I have a question, please.”

“Go ahead. I cannot refuse a bride, especially one as radiant and beautiful as you.”

“You watched Victor growing up, right?”

“Yes, mostly. Artyom and Katerina insisted young Victor was safe.”

“Who was his first girlfriend?”

He thought about it for a moment, raising interest and tension from family and friends who ooh’d and ahh’d, amused and entertained.

“That would be Emily. They were both in elementary school at the time. I will never forget her long flaming red hair and youthful beauty.”

“Isn’t that a bit young to have a girlfriend?”

“It was an innocent friendship, but I like to tease sometimes.”

Laughter rippled around the room, and people settled in comfortably, expecting a warm, charming anecdote. Hannah leaned into Anastasia, practically lying down across both chairs. My father held Katerina’s hand while Rania gripped Greg’s under the table, wearing a beautiful smile.

Love was in the air all around.

Victor smiled at me, holding my hand, looking slightly nervous about what secret of his life would be revealed.

“Do you remember Emily, Victor?”

“I do, but she was never my girlfriend.”

“What, never?”

“No. We were best friends for a long time.”

They all tapped the table, cheering for a young Victor and his first girlfriend. I glanced back at Kasimir, who beamed at his boss with eyes that said, shall I tell all? 

“May we know more about this mystery girl, Kasimir?”

“Emily was a shy girl who some bullied. I remember one time, she was cornered by a mixed gang of boys and girls taunting her about having red hair. When Victor stepped between them, he didn’t wait for any arguments and flattened the leader, a fat kid with swarthy skin and a vicious grin. It was one single very solid punch that knocked the kid on his ass, and I remember feeling proud and jubilant at that moment.”

“Was Victor a knight in shining armor that day?”

“He always was, Amy. You have no idea. Victor was a prince among men from the earliest age. He was kind and decent to everyone.”

“Did you love Victor, Kasimir?”

He looked nervously at Victor’s biological and adopted families. Charlotte smiled, nodding that he should answer, and Katerina almost wept, as did Artyom. I gripped Victor’s hand tightly as his cheeks burned from the embarrassment of a childhood revelation.

“I loved Victor very much even though we had no contact, and he never knew me. If I had a son, I would wish him to be like Victor.”

More tears than could fill a bucket dropped into tissues around our dining table, and even the battle-hardened Kasimir seemed teary-eyed. I saw Charlotte hold his hand reassuringly and wondered if such a relationship might thrive while hoping it might.

“Did Victor win Emily’s favor?”

“He wasn’t that way inclined, but their friendship grew strong.”

“In what way?”

“Emily had shitty parents. She brought no lunch money to school and went without food every day. It wasn’t that her parents were poor; they just didn’t care. When our hero discovered this, he brought double lunch money daily, and they dined together.”

“Where did he get the money from?”

“Victor delivered newspapers, so even his Mom never knew about it. Nobody ever knew because he never told.”

“What happened to Emily?”

“Victor and Emily remained best friends until separate colleges sent them in different directions.”

I smiled down at my husband-to-be while others, including Charlotte, looked on proudly. It felt nice to expose what a wonderful fiancee I was marrying because I wanted to exalt the man who boosted me so completely.

I nodded at Kasimir, who stood and walked to the door, opening it wide.

A beautiful woman with a beaming smile and long blazing red hair walked through the door, holding a man’s hand, her husband. Victor almost fell out of his chair, looked shocked, and then cried, planting his face in his hands.

The pretty woman, once a girl rescued by my fiancee, kneeled and kissed his cheek, hugging him tightly.

“Thank you, Victor.”

“You are really here, Emily?”

“Amy reached out and told me you were getting married. She invited me to celebrate this day with you. I’m so happy you found such a wonderful love and new best friend.”

“I missed you after High School.”

“Well… nobody could have missed what you’ve achieved, my dear friend, not even the Eskimos living out here.”

“Are you doing okay?”

“I’m happily married to Henry. We have two kids and own a small publishing company circulating daily news in a wide region upstate.”

“You did well.”

“Yeah, despite the red hair. I owe you lunch, though, so once you are hitched, perhaps you and Amy can visit.”

“I’d like that.”

Spare chairs were moved beside Victor and me to accommodate new guests and old best friends. Victor looked amazed, taking a moment to thank me when others stole Emily and her husband, probing for more anecdotes.

“I can’t believe you did this, Amy.”

“I talked with Kasimir one day, checking on your life story to find anyone special you might like to have with us tomorrow. Emily came up right away.”

“You are very focused on our family and friends, Amy. It teaches me so much.”

“They are the engine room of our lives, sweetheart.”


Chapter Fifty-One

Amy & Victor's Big Day

◆◆◆

Lost in a most uplifting mood, I stared out of the window and watched blue icebergs with glistening white tips drift majestically past. Each jagged fortress towering above Planet Nine was easily able to crush her hull. Our experienced Captain had plotted every jagged floating island for miles around his precious vessel and threaded a cautious path through an otherworldly icy forest.

Almost on cue, a polar bear had approached Planet Nine shortly after at dawn, paddling curiously past as though taking a bath while he was probably looking for something to eat. Our Captain announced his arrival off the port bow, and we all rushed on deck to see him.

As we crowded the deck, the beautiful monster tilted his giant, regal head our way, watching us, watching him. I thought the king of the Arctic smiled at me while I gawped back in awe, safely wrapped in a warm jacket and our duvet.

I shuddered at his hungry expression before he dove and swam quickly toward a sheet of ice, glad Victor held me tightly around my waist. Like me, he trembled from the chilly air, but I also believed he worried that an invisible arm might sweep me off the boat.

I turned and glanced at my fiancee, who looked equally in awe.

“He thinks you are good enough to eat, Amy.”

“Am I such a tasty morsel, fiancee?”

“Would you like me to prove it right now?”

“You are so naughty. We have no time, but later, for sure, I think we should both pray together, Victor.”

“Now, who’s being naughty?”

We stood silently on the deck while others filtered inside, holding hands amid nature’s majesty and glancing occasionally at each other. The outside temperature was well below freezing, but nothing mattered except the affiance of two hearts about to take their next step in unity.

I shivered, and Victor nodded back inside. I shook my head and smiled, feeling the roar of emotions that I needed to validate my choices.

“I want to experience this alone with you for a while, at least.” 

“Why were you so keen to get married inside the Arctic Circle, Amy?”

“I’m reminding myself of what is important about you, me, and our lives together.”

“Can you share that with me?”

“I always intended to, honey.”

“Is now the right time?”

“Yes. Two things occur to me.”

“I can’t wait to hear this, Amy.”

I shifted into Victor’s arms, feeling secure. I tapped my forehead on his and gazed deep into his eyes. It felt so lovely to teach a man who taught me so much about life, business, and the value of everything. I paused, enjoying his loving and proud expression.

“First, our relationship is like that iceberg flowing past, moving through the ocean of life as seen by others. The largest part is invisible and is, therefore, the strongest.”

“Hence, you believe the strongest part of our love is that which others do not see?”

“Yes, Victor.”

“And the second reason we came here to freeze was to see a polar bear?”

“No. That was lucky.”

“The Captain says they are a rare sight. What then is your second pearl of wisdom, Amy?”

“These icebergs are like our life story, partly visible but mostly yet to be discovered.”

“That is very profound, Amy.”

“I wanted us to have stories to tell our children, one of whom is with us today. This place and today will feel more memorable to me for its glory. Our wedding floats amid some of the most magnificent creations of nature.”

Victor glanced down at my baby bump with an expression that seemed struck by the profundity of my reverie. I had wanted our wedding to be somewhere commanded by nature rather than a place carved out by man.

“What about the beast that swam past, Amy?”

“Our polar bear is the icing on our cake. He is an immense force of nature able to survive regardless of the odds against him. I shall always associate this creature with you, Victor.”

He looked surprised and stared into the distance as our friend, now a speck of white on sheet ice, sprinted towards the rising sun.

“You make me feel so loved and happy, Amy.”

“You have given me a life I never thought possible, Victor. I am happy so long as you shall walk with me for all the days of our lives.”

We faced each other, and my fiancee held my hands, smiling gently. I knew it was time to part ways until we met at the altar. Victor hadn’t seen my dress or how the makeshift chapel was constructed overnight, so he had plenty of surprises in store.

Victor kissed my forehead longingly, then gently rubbed his nose against mine, a local custom I was pleased he observed. I popped and fizzled like champagne, brimming to my edge with excitement that made me feel childlike as I stared at our wedding decorations float past.

He ushered me inside and kissed me again, handing me over to Hannah and Anastasia.

“Until we meet in a few hours, then, Amy?”

“Yes, sweetheart. I can’t wait.”

My two maids of honor hauled me into a bridal preparation suite, unwrapping my warm clothes until I stood in panties and Victor’s T-shirt. Anastasia looked wholly unimpressed, inspecting my hair as though it were an impossible task.

“Did you shave your legs, Amy?”

“Last night.”

“Do it again. My brother won’t sleep with a polar bear.”

“He would sleep with me if I had the hair of a wolf.”

“Don’t be so disgusting, Amy… you sound like one of those new-age cannabis-smoking hippies.”

She slapped my ass playfully, and Hannah led me into the wet shower room, handing me a fresh bar of lemon verbena soap, an expensive shampoo, and my lady’s razor and shaving foam.

“Don’t make us come in there to do it properly.”

“My god, Hannah, two lesbians in a shower with the bride - what would people think?”

“You’d be so lucky.”

She grinned at me, exuding such friendship that melted my heart. We hadn’t known each other for long, but in that time, her loyalty and friendship had come to mean so much to me.

“Thank you for everything, Hannah.”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You showed me how important having great friends is.”

“I still won’t let you beat me on our morning rides, and you’d better not skip them.”

“I won’t.”

She looked unsteady and emotional, hugging me tightly while a mist from the shower water engulfed us.

“Thank you too, Amy.”

“What for?”

“But for you, I would never have met my true love.”

“You and Anastasia are perfect soulmates.”

“I know.”

I showered as though cleansing my body and soul one final time before I became a married woman. I had no baggage nor regrets, and cold feet had never crossed my mind. I wanted Victor more than my life and knew everything about him, and that I was right. 

Anastasia styled my hair while Hannah did my nails, slipped on my shoes, and adorned my jewelry. I wore a simple diamond necklace with matching earrings that only Victor and I knew once belonged to the last Russian Empress.

When I stood before a full-length mirror, my choice of a Caroline Castigliano bespoke dress felt justified, and I was happy, hoping Victor would be too.

The designer bridal gown exuded timeless glamour. Cut in structured silk mikado; it featured a plunging strapless sweetheart neckline with a transparent tulle-inserted panel. The bodice was tailored to my baby bump, sculpted to the hip, with a drop-in corset, body-shaping boning, and stretch panels.

Hannah leaned over Anastasia wrapping her girlfriend in both arms with her chin on a shoulder. They stared at my reflection, speechless, smiling, while sipping the one glass of champagne each had allowed themselves.

“You look beautiful, Amy. You would have made a fine queen.”

“Thank you, Hannah.”

“The sweeping train suits you, sister. Ivory silk mikado over frilled net petticoats. I still feel you should have worn Alexandra Feodorovna’s dress since you own it.”

“The last Empress of Russia?”

“Hers was the only Romanov dress not gifted to a museum. I notice you wear her necklace and earrings.”

“It would become the dress that sparked a revolution, Anastasia. I wouldn’t wish that. I can get away with the jewelry.”

“Sometimes revolution is good.”

“I’ll stick with tradition today. Am I ready?”

I spun around and saw, from Hannah’s and Anastasia’s wide eyes and delightful expressions, that I was absolutely ready. Anastasia kissed both my cheeks, grinning joyously.

“You will melt my brother’s heart, sister… well, the part you don’t already own.”

“I love him so much, Anastasia.”

“Everyone who sees you together understands that truth instantly, my dear. You should hurry now because Hannah has a training session soon, and it’s far more important than your wedding.”

While we laughed, they hugged me, careful not to mess up any of their or my preparations. It was time for me to become a wife with all the wonder that state of happiness brings. I was already late, and Victor had waited alone at the altar for long enough to tease him.

When I stepped out of my suite and strolled along the short corridor to a waiting congregation, my heart exploded, and I felt surging enthusiasm to run into his arms.

Our wedding was prepared beautifully. Our final guests had arrived in the early morning, and fifty people sat in Planet Nine’s yacht’s combined dining and living area, waiting to witness my marriage to Victor.

I placed a hand on our baby, stroking gently, hoping that this uplifting ceremony of love would somehow be imprinted on them. I inhaled sharply a few times, drawing oxygen when I felt weak from excitement.

“Are you okay, Amy?”

“Very excited, is all.”

“No last-minute thoughts to run from my brother?”

“Not in a million years.”

Our service room was filled with roses of all colors in matching colorful glass vases with many floral tributes placed on waist-high pillared stands lining my route to the altar. Floor-to-ceiling, tree-like pillars scattered throughout the room were decorated with branches to make them appear as though our ceremony was set in a forest clearing.

Large silk umbrellas topped each tree with uplighting that threw a warm hue everywhere, contrasting the icebergs floating past large viewing windows.

He stared into my eyes with the unconditional love of a man who desired the best for me. I wanted to cry because he was there, but smudging my make-up at this late stage was not an option. I looked down, then back at him, smiling because he was real and this was happening.

We were silent, and I thought about my mother, hoping that from someplace in the universe, she could see me now. I wanted to cry again, not out of sadness, but for the everlasting love I was about to consign my life to. I held his hand and broke the silence between us.

“I never thought we would be doing this.”

“I hoped for so long but worried you wouldn’t want me after what I did.”

“That’s all forgiven. You are here now, and I’m so happy we’re together.”

“Me too, Daughter.”

“I had such a wonderful evening, Dad.”

“You are a constant source of amazement to me. That gesture of bringing Victor’s best friend at the last minute was your hallmark of how you feel about family and friendship.”

“I wish Mom were here.”

“She would be so proud of who you are. If Mom were here, the aisle would be knee-deep in tears of her love, joy, and pride.”

I turned to face him, soaking in the father I had once believed dead and, with that, any chance I had of being gifted to my future husband. Victor and I opted for a traditional wedding, dropping only the word obey from our vows. My fiancee had insisted upon it because he felt it wasn’t appropriate, and he would never wish it of me, nor I of him.

As I secretly watched our family and friends facing away from us and listened to their positive, lighthearted chatter, it sounded like the chorus of my life. I hoped friendships would be renewed, newly formed, and retained for years to come, honoring our special day.

On this day of days for Victor and me, my optimism almost levitated my feet six inches off the floor. I glanced excitedly one last time at my father, biting my lip nervously.

“Do I look nice, Dad?”

“You are beautiful, Amy. Have you any doubts right now?”

“None. I always felt that if I would ever marry, I would want to be very married, and right now, I want to be very married to Victor.”

“Shall we proceed, then, and put the poor man out of his torment?”

“Just a moment longer, please. I’m hoping for something special to happen.”

While heads faced forward and our organist sat ready, Kasimir, Victor’s best man, spoke in hushed tones to my groom, calming him. The priest had brought a beautiful makeshift altar covered in white linen and gold brocade, and he stood watching my wedding congregation, smiling, probably wondering when the last time most had seen the inside of a church.

As though commanded by his senses, Victor suddenly turned his head and stared at me, grinning from ear to ear with a boyish expression of puppy dog love. It was the moment I craved, and one emblazoned into my memories when he saw me before anyone else did.

I was a girl in love.

He was a boy in love.

And we would be married.

I gasped and smiled back, clutching my heart, reaching my fingers out to him as though gifting my love. In a room where nobody noticed us, he moved his lips almost imperceptibly, but it was enough for me to know Victor’s message.

I love you, Amy.

I love you too, Victor.

Seconds after Victor’s life-affirming glance and silent speech, our organist spotted me. He thumped out Richard Wagner’s Bridal Chorus, and fifty heads snapped around to stare at me and judge my dress.

They gasped, my knees buckled slightly, and my Dad held me upright. My heart pounded like the steel propellers beating icy water somewhere under us, driving Planet Nine past a ten-story-high iceberg. I breathed deeply, took a first step into the room, and looked forward to the rest of my life. 

I strolled on a bed of rose petals tossed beautifully onto the temporary wooden floor by Victor’s niece and nephew. My fiancee looked like a man in absolute love, precisely as I felt when I arrived beside him.

My father kissed my cheek and left me with my maids of honor, who both looked stunning. Victor squeezed my hand as we faced our priest, leaning over to whisper.

“You look beautiful.”

“You look like my majestic polar bear.”

“Thank you for coming, Amy.”

“Did you think I might swim away?”

“Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today…”

I will recall every detail of our ceremony for the rest of my life, but the most crucial part for me was the short, extra dedications we gave one another before traditional vows were taken. My fiancee stared at me smiling, almost bizarrely relaxed, while butterflies fluttered to every part of my body, elevating and exciting me.

Victor stared deeply into my eyes for an age while you could hear a pin drop. I grinned expectantly, praying my beloved had not forgotten his speech.

“Dear Amy.”

“Sweet Victor.”

Our guests laughed momentarily at our levity. I felt nervous because this dedication exchange was something we had both kept secret until now.

“When we first met, I saw you were perfect, so I loved you, Amy. Because of you, I can feel myself slowly but surely becoming the man I have always dreamed of being. I love you because you sing a song, especially for me, that only I can hear. Your love is like the immense strength of the iceberg one cannot see.”

“Oh, that’s very good, Victor. I love it so much.”

“Your turn, now.”

“Victor.”

“Sweet Amy.”

“Now we will feel no rain, for we will be shelter to each other. Now we will feel no cold, for each of us will be warmth to the other. Now, there is no more loneliness, for each of us will be a companion to the other. Now we are two bodies, with one extra life shared between us.”

“Oh, Amy… you always excel.”

“You inspire me to be a better person, too, Victor.”

There was a long pause as the significance of our dedication permeated the congregation. I saw my fiancee’s watery eyes and felt the same high emotions searing my soul. Our priest coughed, and the congregation laughed. He placed his hand on ours and spoke the words that changed my life forever.

“Amy, do you take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband?”

“I do.”

“Victor, do you take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife?”

“I do.”

“Would you please exchange rings?”

When Victor slid my wedding band on, I was stunned, glancing from him to my father.

“It was your mother’s ring, Amy.”

“I know, but-.”

“I asked your Dad, and he gave it to me in a heartbeat.”

“I love it.”

I shed a tear and said nothing when I slid onto Victor’s finger the gold wedding band gifted to the last Emperor of Russia by his beloved wife. I would tell him later and suspected he probably knew I would do something like this. It felt appropriate, especially since he had given me something of immense value in my heart. 

“By the power vested in me, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

While cheers and applause lifted the ceiling, Victor stepped closer and wrapped me in his comforting arms. His lips felt warm and sizzled when they brushed softly against mine. He lingered awhile, impressing his love in every corner of my heart, pressing harder while I rose on tiptoes, enjoying my first kiss as his wife.

When Victor caved in and took the kiss I wanted to give him, I whimpered, he moaned, and the crowd cheered for more. I felt ascendant and could swear our baby spoke their love for us in my mind.

Confetti flew like snow dust across the room, and we were inundated by our closest family, hugging, almost dancing to the wedding march exit tune. In a private chamber, we signed our marriage certificate, witnessed by our priest and the Captain.

When I stole the pen we all used to sign, Victor laughed.

“I am now your husband.”

“I am now your wife.”

“At last, Amy, I have wanted you for such a long time.”

“Shall we get photographed and changed? I want to dance with my husband, please.”

“Of course, sweetheart.”
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A fresh take on an emotional tsunami consumes the souls of Billionaire Victor and valedictorian law student Amy amid international intrigue and a mystery so exciting the story can only be described as an erotic thriller.

A baby’s life is at stake from the moment Victor posts his advertisement to secure surrogacy services using natural methods to fertilize. Will Amy fit the bill and deliver the child Victor craves, and who, or what lurks in the shadow with menacing intent?

Can a man who wants no wife obtain the child he desires, while a woman who is willing to leave after birthing enjoys a career free from raising a family?


Books By This Author

Female-Led Love

Have you ever imagined what an in-person blind date might be like if you could swipe one way to head for the bedroom or the other to part company as friends?

Jess, a forward-thinking bar manager, is inundated by Alpha females who need submissive boyfriends. Isla, perhaps the most exquisite, seeks female-led love rather than absolute domination and servility from her man.

Oliver, a lovely Delta guy, wants to submit.

Find out what happens on their date night.

A Burning Desire

Every night after Scarlett enjoys a night out with friends, husband Frank inspects her panty gusset lining for evidence of her infidelity, his deepest desire.

She goes along with her husband’s surreptitious, tawdry inspection, knowing he will find nothing. Despite Frank’s pleas to become a cuckold, Scarlett isn’t convinced it is the right thing to do.

Can Frank handle watching his wife being fucked by other men?

Will Scarlett be protected in a divorce if she steps out of their marriage to give her husband what he wants?

What if Frank wants his wife to stop midway?

There must be rules and a serious discussion. Find out how Scarlett and Frank discuss and solve their cuckold dilemma.

Girls Who Love Girls

Romance is as powerful when women love women as any other couple, and this anthology describes it. The sizzle, pop, and ripples of pleasure that overwhelm Lesbian lovers when engaged in tawdry pleasure are deftly recounted in this collection of open-door bedroom short romance stories.

Come inside and read five short stories about how life and romance play out when women fall in love and lust.

A living room and a half-dressed Christmas tree become a cauldron of love and age-gap decadence when a young woman meets the girl she once babysat.

Fresh from disgrace at the hands of four stable boys at home, Olivia is sent to Granger Hall by her father for re-education. Find out when Catherine, older, wiser, and with a strong hand, helps the riding master orientate her latest pupil.

Jane Redpath, a beautiful, kind English teacher, meets her former star pupil, Kate Hamilton, while shopping. An invitation back home for coffee to Jane’s library presents Kate with the opportunity to make amends for a childhood misdeed.

A secret punisher at a publishing company takes names and hands out retribution, notifying the guilty parties by secret emails. Who is the punisher, why are they such a secret, and how do they chastise?

Secret affairs have always been a thing at parties, but what happens when the music stops and bodies lie sleeping everywhere in a living room, across couches, chairs, and on the floor?

Slutty Realtor

Hi reader, kindly note that this is a second edition, full rewrite with a different story ending to the first edition previously sold as Slut Realtor's Journal ASIN B0C548RZ7F.

Tiffany is the top-performing realtor in town. She’s also beautiful, promiscuous, and unsure whether she likes boys, girls, both, or more than one at a time.

Our naughty realtor doesn’t close deals using her feminine allure. Every time Tiffany makes bank or gets into escrow, someone is desperately trying to get inside her. Our errant realtor enjoys those she deems worthy while on her knees, back, or wrapped around them.

Tiffany keeps a journal of days, tracking her sales and the important who, what, when, and fun times.

Can a beautiful, upwardly mobile girl driving a supercar find true love, and if so, who?
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