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INTRODUCTION


All characters in the book are over eighteen and consenting adults.

The book contains explicit scenes with instalust, and features themes that may be triggering, including: power difference between the main characters, public sex, breeding kink, pregnancy kink, pregnancy, BDSM elements, dom/sub dynamics, degradation kink, some dubcon, pregnant sex, and a large age gap between the main characters.

If you have any problem with any of the themes in this story, do not read this book.


ONE



Lena

I wasn’t expecting a Friday night frat party to change my life. Then again, I wasn’t even expecting to be at said party in the first place.

I grit my teeth as loud music pumps through my veins. The air conditioning inside the sorority house is on full blast. Goosebumps erupt on my arms. I wore a tight, strapless dress because I wanted to look sexy. Now I’m paying the price for it.

“Aren’t you glad you came?” Georgina, my roommate, grins at me, a drink in hand. We live in the same dorm. Over time, we started hanging out together because I’m terrible at making friends, and she’s the only person who came up and talked to me first. She’s an extrovert, at home around people, while I’m an introvert, happy to read books at home.

Still, I was getting burned out from studying and part-time jobs, so when she told me she could help me escape and have fun for a night, I threw on a black bodycon dress and followed her without any questions.

Which led me straight to this wild party on campus.

The music is loud enough to get a noise warning, and the substances here are enough to keep you high for a month. It fits every cliché about a college party. Drugs. Booze. Rich kids being rich kids. Hookups. Horny guys grinding against equally desperate girls.

The parties at Alpha Phi Kappa are legendary. They say there’s even cocaine available at these events. I have no idea where they get the cocaine from, though. Not that campus security is strict. I’ve noticed, since I started college at Allister, that the school isn’t a stickler for the rules.

Allister College is a selective private college. A Gothic fairytale nestled in the middle of nowhere. That seclusion breeds secrecy. It feels like its own world here. A dangerous one.

Here, the sororities and fraternity parties are the most exciting form of nightlife. There’s a nightclub in town as well as a few bars, but it’s a bit of a drive.

I pull out my phone from my purse, biting my bottom lip when I see there’s still no message from John. John is like a brother to me. We grew up at the same orphanage. I got a full scholarship after high school. John didn’t, but he also came to Allister with me. We didn’t want to be separated. He’s the closest thing to a family I have.

Something has been up with him since we started college, though. We’ve always been close since we were children, but we started to drift apart. At first, I thought it was a natural part of growing up. But every time I would meet him, he’d have these injuries and wounds. I asked him if he was being bullied, but he said he had taken up martial arts.

Then, a week ago, he said he was dropping out of college. I couldn’t get him to tell me why. He said he had found ‘something better.’ Something with good money that will ‘set him up for life’.

I’m worried about John. I know there’s something he isn’t telling me.

I call him, hoping he’ll answer this time. But my call goes straight to voicemail.

“What’s wrong?” Georgina lays her hand on my shoulder.

I shake my head, dumping my phone back in my purse. “I can’t get in contact with John. He dropped out and then just disappeared. Isn’t that strange?”

“Not really. A lot of kids struggle to pay tuition. Maybe he had financial issues he didn’t tell you about.”

It’s possible. He wasn’t on a scholarship. He said he got a great part-time job, but that always sounded kinda shady to me. I don’t buy that a job at a martial arts gym could pay enough to afford an apartment, groceries, and tuition.

I’m certain he was hiding something. Maybe an illegal source of income.

“Oh my God, what if he was selling drugs on the side?” I gasp. My brain jumps to the worst-case scenario immediately. “Maybe he skipped town because he was afraid of getting caught.”

Georgina laughs. “That’s far-fetched.”

“But if he had money problems, that could be the only job that would pay enough to let him afford college.”

“We’re not sure he dropped out because of money problems. Maybe he didn’t like his major. Or he changed his mind.”

“We’re in our senior year,” I protest. “Who changes their mind so late?”

“It’s different for everyone. You’re lucky you’re on a full scholarship,” Georgina says. “You won’t have to stress about student loans later.”

While my scholarship takes care of the tuition, I have to work part-time to manage my living expenses. With everything becoming more expensive, there’s barely enough to pay rent these days.

I release a long-suffering sigh, which is completely drowned out by the heavy thud of bass. “I guess he’ll talk to me when he’s ready. But it’s not easy for me, either. I’m looking for a part-time job, too. Preferably well-paid.”

“What happened to the gig at the campus library?”

“I’m still doing it,” I reply. “But I need an emergency fund for after I graduate. It might take me a while to find a job. More money never hurts.”

Georgina doesn’t reply. I realize why instantly. Her eyes are fixed on a distant figure looming at the entrance of the house. Her mouth hangs open. “Oh my God, who is that?”

As my retinas register the figure of a tall, muscular man, my heart stops. He’s so hot, I can feel his sexual allure making my gut twist. I totally get Georgina’s reaction. I’m speechless, too.

He’s like something out of a fantasy. He’s wearing black slacks with a black shirt that’s unbuttoned halfway down, offering a peek of his gorgeous muscles along with a matting of brown chest hair. Hidden under that is black ink. His sleeves are rolled up, exposing veiny forearms decorated with ink. Masculinity is stamped across his features; woven into the way he moves.

My throat goes dry when he looks at me.

Like he can read my mind.

Like he can see the way I’m imagining my fingers raking down his chest, tracing his pectoral muscles. My throat tightens as the urge to lick those tattoos tortures my brain.

He’s my every fantasy come to life. A tattooed, hot bad boy who is tall and built like a tank. I’ve never seen a person like him in real life. I wonder if I’m dreaming.

The light catches on his hair, revealing silver strands amidst the brown ones. His face is mature, too, like he’s in his mid-thirties.

What is someone like him doing at a party like this?

I feel his heated gaze across the room. His eyes, a rare shade of silver, brim with promises that make my gut twist into knots.

Control. Submission. Ecstasy. His tattooed, muscular arms promise heaven and hell.

When he narrows them at me, heat explodes in my groin. Dark whispers tease along the length of my spine. I imagine his blunt fingertips pressing into my hips as his cock tears through my pussy, making every nerve shiver with joy. Pure domination like that makes me curl my toes just imagining it.

I love dark romance. Love tattooed, dangerous men with bodies built for violence and sex. I know I’ll probably never have a chance with a guy like that in real life, but the idea alone is enough to make me come on my trusty vibrator.

“You’ve been staring at him for a while, you know.” Georgina taps my shoulder. “I think he’s noticed, too. You better turn away before he comes over here and grinds us both to pieces.”

I hear the words, but they slip past my ears like air. My gaze refuses to stray from the perfect male specimen. I drink in every detail of him like a horny woman in need of a good fuck. Which, I suppose I am. After a string of disappointing hookups in freshman year and an entitled boyfriend in sophomore year, I invested in a good vibrator and settled for the solo sex life. It has served me well.

But I know it’s not the same as having a hot, dominant man kissing my skin, curling his fingers around my throat and reminding me why I exist.

My cunt clenches hard and I jerk when his jaw muscles tighten. An angry glint flickers in his eyes.

“Who is he, anyway?” I ask Georgina. “He doesn’t look like a student. And I’ve never seen him on campus.”

“Who knows? He looks like he’s in the mafia. Or bratva. Or something. I think. Anyway, you shouldn’t catch his attention. Getting mixed up with him would mean the end of your college career.”

He tears his attention away from me, slipping past gyrating bodies and drunk girls trying to claw his chest. He rips their arms off him like they’re made of paper. His strength is unbelievable. He walks up the stairs like he owns the place, disappearing into a room on the second floor.

Georgina’s shoulders relax. “He must be a relative of Janine Dick. That was Janine’s room.”

Janine is a popular girl in college. She comes from a rich family on the East Coast. Rumor has it that she knows people who can supply drugs… and do worse things. According to the same rumor mill, she used those people to make her ex-boyfriend disappear from Allister’s campus after he cheated on her. Coincidentally, she’s the one hosting tonight’s party.

“That guy looks like a mafia enforcer, not like someone related to an East Coast princess,” I say.

Georgina grabs my hand and leads me toward the kitchen. “It’s better for us to not think about him. Let’s enjoy ourselves and hook up with some boys.”

I’m briefly distracted by a guy approaching Georgina. She takes his arm, winks at me, and tells me to go find myself a drink.

I do exactly that, though I can’t stop thinking of John and wondering what he’s doing right now. I plan to visit his apartment tomorrow. I gave him a week to come clean to me. I’m going to take matters into my own hands tomorrow.

I lean against the kitchen counter, watching young adults dance and twerk to the music. A drawl in my ear forces me to look at the blonde guy standing next to me. He’s thin and wiry and has that immature frat boy look.

“Why is a beauty like you all alone?” He grins. There’s something about his grin that gives me an ominous feeling. “Try the whiskey here. It’s the good stuff.”

The glass he offers me looks expensive and smells like luxury. I should refuse, but I don’t. I’m getting bored without Georgina and a drink sounds like a good way to relax and ease the tension in my chest.

I’m twenty-one, so I can legally drink.

“Thanks.” I take the glass from him. But when he tries to lean closer, I move away from him. “Sorry, not looking for a hookup.”

There’s a flash of disappointment in his eyes, but he doesn’t push.

“Cool. Have a good time.” He peels away from me, leaving me alone. I bring the glass to my lips. The liquid meets my lip before someone drags the glass away from me.

“No.”

I jerk at the deep, dominant voice.

The whiskey disappears from my hand. My heart stutters. I snap my head up and—holy shit—it’s him. The same guy from earlier.

Up close, he’s even more dangerous-looking. His presence eclipses everything else in the room. Like a black hole, sucking in light and attention and air. His big hand grips my glass like it belongs to him. I try to snatch it back, but his hold doesn’t budge an inch.

His silver eyes lock on mine, sharp and knowing. My pulse quickens in my throat. It should piss me off—some random stranger stealing my drink—but instead, all I can think about is how those calloused fingers would feel dragging up my thighs.

I lick my lips, voice tight. “Give it back.”

“No.”

One word. Hard as steel. My nipples pebble in my dress, my legs going weak from how easily he dominates the space between us. He smells like pinewood, expensive cologne, and raw, male power.

“Why?” I breathe.

His gaze sweeps over me, slow and indulgent, before flicking to the glass. “Because it’s drugged.”

I detect a faint Russian accent in his voice. It’s sexy and exotic, adding to his aura.

A laugh escapes me, incredulous. “Oh really? Got proof, mystery man?”

Something flickers in his expression—something sharp and dangerous. Without waiting for me to react, his hand clamps around my wrist, fingers wrapping firm and possessive, and he tugs me along like I’m nothing more than a doll in his grip.

Heat sparks through me. My thighs squeeze together.

I stumble to keep up as he pulls me through the crowd, through the stench of sweat, alcohol, and desperation. He stops in front of the blonde douchebag who gave me the drink. The asshole is laughing with his friends, cocky and smug, saying something about “she’ll be out cold soon” and “prime little thing.”

My blood chills.

I turn, looking up at the man beside me—my savior. My stranger. His jaw ticks, muscles flexing beneath his tanned, scarred skin. From this close, I notice the faded marks littering his knuckles, the long, ugly scar peeking out from the collar of his shirt, and the brutal set of his features.

He looks carved from violence. Built for war.

And yet, when he tosses the drink into the nearest trash can with a disgusted sneer, all I feel is gratitude and something far more dangerous. Lust.

My lips part. “You could’ve taken advantage of me, you know. If I’d passed out.”

His head snaps down to me, a storm brewing in his pale gaze. “Is that what you’re into? That shit? Because I’m not.”

My breath catches. I push a little, testing him. “Then… what are you into?”

“Not your business.” His response is cold, clipped.

But I’m feeling reckless, high off adrenaline and the raw masculine energy rolling off him. “It could be,” I tease, tilting my head. “I wouldn’t mind making it my business. Giving you… whatever you want.”

I expect him to shut me down. I’m just some broke college girl in a cheap dress, and he’s older, powerful, in a league far above me.

But his gaze rakes down my body like a brand, slow and possessive, making me shiver.

“You don’t know what I want.”

I bite back a smile. “You want someone who makes you feel in control. Someone who’ll listen. Someone who’ll beg you to ruin them.” My voice drops. “A submissive.”

His broad chest rises sharply. For the first time, his jaw slackens, just for a split second. Like I’ve peeled back a layer he didn’t want anyone to see.

Annoyance flickers on his features.

“Is it that obvious?” His voice turns low, raspier. His pupils dilate.

I shrug. “People who are alike… recognize each other.”

His mouth presses into a hard line, but I see the fracture I’ve created. The tension slicing through his broad shoulders.

“Come with me.” He steps in closer, towering over me, his chest almost brushing my tits. “If you’re looking for a hookup, I’ll give it to you. But not here. Not at some filthy frat house.”

“Where, then?” I whisper.

“My place.”

His fingers tighten around mine, not giving me a chance to hesitate. I look around, trying to spot Georgina. But I can’t see her in the sea of bodies. I assume she’s making out with the guy she met earlier at a room somewhere.

I quickly pull out my phone, sending Georgina a text:

I’m with the tattooed guy who walked in. Couldn’t find you. Don’t wait up. I might not be home tonight.

My pulse is hammering against my ribs. This is probably the dumbest thing I’ve ever done. Leaving with a complete stranger. This is what people at the orphanage always warned us about. They’d always tell us we’d get kidnapped if we trusted a stranger.

I’m twenty-one, old enough to know that following a scarred man who promises to fulfill my darkest fantasies isn’t clever.

But my feet move on their own, following him through the swarm of sweaty bodies, past the loud music and the cloud of drugs.

The moment we step outside, cool night air hits my skin and makes me shiver. But the warmth of his palm around mine burns hotter than any heater.

The campus is hushed under the moonlight, pathways lit by scattered lampposts. Nature hums softly around us—crickets, rustling leaves, the distant hum of a car.

His pace is steady, confident. My heels click along the path, my body buzzing.

I glance up at him, admiring the cut of his jaw, the way his muscles flex with every step, the ink crawling up his veins like shadows.

The street curves, trees lining the road, and in the distance I spot a car. A black Maserati.

He pulls out the car keys and opens the door. He holds it open. “Sit,” he says. He doesn’t use many words. He doesn’t have to. When he talks, authority drips from his voice.

My inner thighs tingle as I slide into the car and feel the cool leather seat grazing my exposed leg. He straps on the seatbelt without me asking to.

My inner thighs tingle as I slide into the car and feel the cool leather seat grazing my exposed leg. He straps on the seatbelt without me asking to.

“You look like a thug, but you have great manners.” The words are out of my mouth before I can control my tongue. I dig my fingers into my thighs, cursing myself internally. “I wasn’t insulting you. I meant that as a compliment.”

“It’ll take more than that to insult me.” For a second, I think I’m dreaming because a faint smile tugs his lips up. “I’m not an emotionally fragile centennial.”

I’m shocked he even knows words like centennial. Also, did he actually smile at me?

He slides into the driver’s seat. The car engine roars to life. This is my last chance to scream, to get out.

I know I should be nervous. I should be scared.

Instead… I just want to know what it feels like to be ruined by him.

As we get on the road that leads away from campus, I watch stars glittering in the sky.

“I don’t even know your name,” I blurt out.

The man doesn’t even glance at me, looking straight ahead. “Do you have to know my name to sleep with me?”

“No, but I want to.”

“So you can give it to the police or your friend in case I kidnap you?” His mouth slants upward.

I scoff. “I don’t believe you’ll kidnap me. If you wanted to, you’d have let me drink that whiskey and pass out. Same for ax murder. Easier to kill me when I’m asleep.”

His eyes narrow, but he doesn’t argue with my logic. Despite his gruff manner and appearance, my intuition tells me I can trust him. He won’t hurt me.

“Call me Master,” he replies. “Or Daddy, if that’s what you prefer. That’s all you need to know for tonight.”

His dismissal feels like a seduction.

“Daddy sounds right. You have a paternal vibe. I felt safe with you instantly,” I say.

He growls. “You felt safe with me? Something is wrong with you.”

I chuckle. “You’re not the first person to say that.”

Time ticks by as he speeds along the empty road at night. It’s about twenty minutes to the city, and probably a few more to his place. I don’t know where he lives.

The silence hanging over us starts to feel oppressive as ten minutes pass, then fifteen.

“Tell me something about yourself. Something personal.” I push at the invisible line he has drawn between us. I’m curious to decipher the secrets of this mysterious, hot stranger. Everything I know about him is a rumor or my own assumption. I want facts.

His mouth screws into a frown. “No.”

“Come on. I’m sleeping with you. I don’t even know your name. I want to remember this night.”

“You’ll remember this night even if you don’t know anything about me.” The cocky twist of his lips and the way his eyebrows arch up his forehead instantly sends a current of arousal zipping through my system. His confidence, quiet yet assertive, is such a turn-on. He isn’t like the college boys I’ve dated before. He’s a man. A man who is sure of himself, not running on empty confidence. There’s an air of maturity and experience about him. He’s much older than me, old enough to have slept with half a dozen women. I already know he’ll know his way around my body.

“I want a memory to cherish. I want you to be more than a stranger I slept with,” I insist. “It can be something completely random.”

He swallows. He makes even the act of swallowing look sexy. The way his throat muscles bulge turns me on. My pussy squeezes, getting hotter with every silent, tense second I spend in his company.

Power radiates off him, barely leashed. I can’t wait to see how he acts when he lets that power turn into sexual dominance.

“I’m an orphan,” he says finally.

“Me, too,” I answer.

He turns, blinking at me. It’s as though I caught him by surprise. Maybe he thought I was another spoiled, rich kid. I was at a sorority party, after all.

“I grew up in an orphanage,” I add, smoothing a hand down my stomach. “So I never knew who my parents were. What about yours?”

“They died when I was younger.” He runs his fingers through his brown hair, tousling his curls. There’s a hint of deep vulnerability in his eyes. I immediately know that I’m one of the very few people in the world he has shared this information with. It makes me feel special.

“I’m sorry.”

“It wasn’t your fault. You didn’t murder them.”

“They were murdered?”

He chuckles, a dark laugh that settles in my stomach like a stone. It’s scarier to see him laugh than see him crack his knuckles. “Yes, little kitten, they were murdered. And no more questions.”

I’m shocked he gave me an answer instead of evading the question in the first place. But I can respect a boundary. He doesn’t want to get into his tragic past and I don’t want him to remember something he’d rather forget. I know how painful that can be.

But I can’t stop looking at him, seeing him in a different light than I did moments ago. My mouth opens and closes. I want to comfort him, but I can’t find the right words.

He notices.

His strong fingers curl around my wrist as he drags me closer to him. He bends lower until our noses are on the same level.

Anticipation grows in my chest, beating against my ribs. I want to discover more parts of him, parts he doesn’t show anyone else. I part my lips, needing him to kiss me, to give me the physical contact I’ve been craving all evening, but he doesn’t.

“It won’t be long until you’re in my bed,” he says. “Stop fidgeting.”

With that, his hands return to the steering wheel.

The city fades behind us, streetlights growing sparser. Soon, we turn onto an isolated road, the thick line of trees hugging both sides. I sit straighter, blinking as the road curves and climbs, leading to a grand wrought-iron gate that stretches wide in the moonlight.

My mouth goes dry.

I had no idea a place like this even existed near this town. Beyond the gates is a sprawling mansion, its tall, imposing structure rising like a castle out of the shadows. Light spills from the arched windows, illuminating perfectly landscaped grounds.

I knew this guy was loaded, but this… this is something else.

We drove so far from town, I have no idea where we are anymore. The woods are thick, no neighbors in sight. It’s isolated. Private. And maybe I should feel scared. But I don’t.

I trust him. Deep inside, something tells me he won’t hurt me. My skin prickles with excitement. I want to let him take control.

The gates open with a mechanical hum. He drives through the paved driveway lined with trimmed hedges and marble statues that look like they belong in a museum. The engine hums softly before he parks right by the grand staircase that leads to a pair of ornate double doors.

He gets out, rounds the car, and opens my door. His hand reaches for mine, warm and strong, making my pulse skip.

“Come,” he says.

I follow him inside, my heels clicking against gleaming marble floors. The foyer is massive, with crystal chandeliers glittering above us, intricate crown moldings, and priceless art pieces lining the walls. I’ve never stepped into a world like this. Everything screams wealth, power, and dominance.

We don’t see anyone, but this house is too pristine, too well-kept for it to be empty. Someone must clean it, maybe even live here.

But tonight, it’s just us.

He leads me up the wide staircase, my heart thundering in my chest as my hand trails along the smooth wooden railing. Gold-framed mirrors reflect our figures as we climb. Every detail of the house looks like it’s out of a billionaire’s fantasy.

He stops in front of a door, opens it, and gestures me inside. I step in, my breath hitching. The room is huge, dimly lit, decorated in deep masculine tones, with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the endless stretch of trees and sky.

He closes the door behind us with a soft click.

Before I can speak, his hands grab my waist, spin me, and press me against the closed door. His mouth crashes onto mine, fierce and demanding. His tongue slides between my lips, claiming me with no hesitation.

A needy moan escapes me.

His hands roam down my body, fingers grazing my thighs before sliding up my dress, bunching the fabric around my hips. His palms are hot and possessive, fingers squeezing my flesh like he owns me.

Like I was always meant to be in his hands.

I moan into his mouth when I feel his hard erection pushing between my legs, trying to claim my intimate heat.

When he takes his mouth off me, he’s breathless. “Go kneel on my bed, little kitten. And strip for me. I want to enjoy the show.”


TWO



Aleksei

My eyes track her as she moves without hesitation. Her body is beautiful, delicate symphony of curves. Her limbs move fluidly. Her tight dress clings to her ripe flesh, highlighting the fertile, abundant areas of her body. Her toes are small and painted red. A flash of hunger cramps my groin.

I can’t believe I picked up a woman like her. She’s perfect, a delectable meal I want to devour whole. She ignites sexual hunger inside me, makes emotions that have been buried for months rise to the surface.

Lust grows within me as I take in the wide flare of her childbearing hips and the generous swell of her breasts spilling over. I can’t wait to see how her hard nipples will look when she’s all bare, if her pussy is as wet as I’ve imagined.

My cock throbs, pulsing relentlessly. Heat flows through me like electric current surging through a live wire.

She is a good submissive, following my commands. She kneels on my bed, her thighs spreading out. Her creamy flesh ignites something hot in my groin, feeding a part of me that has remained closed-off for a long time.

I don’t have sex unless I need to. It’s always with women who are easily available and can be bought, women whom I can forget about after the deed is done.

I’m the enforcer of the Antonov bratva. That position comes with a lot of responsibilities that keep me occupied all the time. I don’t have the time to woo a woman. When it’s time for me to have a family, I’ll marry someone whose family can offer us what we need. A marriage of convenience.

But when the girl I picked up unzips her dress and lets her breasts spill free before my eyes, every other thought vanishes.

I wasn’t craving sex tonight. I was at the party to remind Janine Dick that she needs to pay up or face the consequences of defaulting. The Antonov bratva family controls Allister College. The dean, the board of trustees...we have dirt on everyone. Everyone owes us something.

My younger brother Dmitry goes to school here. He has found a way to make sure our drugs get where they need to. He recruits people into the secret society. We train the promising ones, the ones who need money bad enough that they’ll steal and do whatever we ask of them. If they prove their loyalty and become strong fighters, they’re initiated into the organization and become foot soldiers for the Antonov bratva. We have programs like this all across the country. That’s how we get the people we need to expand our business.

Leo, the oldest Antonov, is a capable pakhan. We’ve expanding into many new territories under his leadership, making more money than we ever did. But keeping the power we earned requires violence. Requires enforcement. Requires a capable army. That’s the part I handle.

I’m Aleksei Antonov, the enforce of the Antonov bratva. A man whose power makes people shake with fear. The second eldest Antonov brother after Leonid, whom we all call Leo. If Leo knew I was hooking up with a college girl like a desperate frat boy, he’d laugh his ass off.

I don’t know what it is about her. The moment I saw her, I wanted her. She made me obsess. I watched her take that drink, watched those guys snicker, and it snapped something inside me.

I break, I don’t protect. But I saved her.

Because she was pure. She was innocent. I wanted her. Wanted to feel her softness, to be reminded of everything that exists outside the brutal world of the bratva. She’s so young, so fertile, and so eager. When she said we were alike, I felt it in my blood.

She made my cock throb with her boldness. I wanted to tame her and fuck her hard. To dominate her sassy mouth and teach her to take me. Not a lot of women manage to ignite that desire in me.

“Look at me, Daddy.” Her sweet voice, breathy with seduction, consumes my attention. She pushes her chest forward, showing me the prize I’ve conquered for the night. She scoops up her breasts, massaging her fat titties, pushing them upward. Her thumb teases her hard peaks.

Those fat, juicy buds, pink as a furled rosebud, make my lips go dry.

My cock swells painfully as I watch Lena bounce her tits for me, those huge, succulent mounds jiggling, begging to be squeezed and suckled. Her nipples are hard and big, like sweet berries ready to be plucked. She rolls them between her fingers, moaning with pleasure, and the sound goes straight to my groin. My balls tighten, and I stroke my hard cock through my pants, aching for release.

She's a natural tease, her eyes locked onto mine as she strips further, pulling her dress down inch by inch, revealing creamy skin that begs for my touch. Her narrow waist gives way to wide, fleshy hips, perfect for gripping as I thrust into her. But I wait, savoring the anticipation, the sweet torture of denial.

I undo my belt slowly, the buckle clinking, adding to the symphony of her moans. The sexual tension is thick, a palpable force between us. She shimmies out of her dress completely, her body a temple of curves and softness.

"Take your panties off," I command, my voice tight with desire. "Show me the pussy that belongs to me."

She bites her lip, an adorable gesture that drives me wild. Still kneeling, she pushes her panties down, revealing her pink pussy, glistening with wetness. It's a masterpiece, a work of art that makes my cock throb painfully. Her lips are swollen, begging for my touch, my tongue, my cock. The scent of her arousal fills the air, a heady perfume that makes my mouth water.

I undo my zip and free my cock, stroking it as I command her, "Touch your pussy. Push your pussy lips apart and show me where you want my cock."

She complies, her fingers trailing down her stomach, leaving goosebumps in their wake. She reaches her pussy, her fingers spreading her lips slowly, sensually. She's driving me mad with desire, her every movement a dance of seduction. She pushes her fingers into her pussy, a low moan escaping her lips as she shows me how much she's dripping for me.

"Please," she begs, her voice a whimper. "Push your cock into me. Fuck me until I'm crying."

Her words send a surge of lust through me. I step closer, my cock in my hand, but I don't penetrate her. Not yet. I stroke her pussy with my cock, coating myself in her wetness. She shudders, her hips bucking, trying to draw me in. But I resist, prolonging the sweet agony, stroking her clit with the head of my cock, making her writhe and beg for more. She's a canvas, and I'm the artist, painting her with pleasure, one stroke at a time.

My cock bumps against her clit and she releases a sharp cry.

“Oh my God.” I feel her breathy voice in my balls, prodding me to ruin her softness with my hard length. To make her scream my name until her throat is hoarse. But she doesn’t even know my name. “Please. I want you now, Daddy.”

She begs like a greedy brat, her eyes filling with tears. My heart tugs in my chest but I’ll have to prolong her arousal if I want her to orgasm hard.

“No.” The syllable comes out hard. She flinches, her round eyes and big lashes stilling. “I’m going to taste you first. Spread your legs. Daddy wants easy access to your cunt.”

She moves her legs apart without a protest. I gasp at the sight of her folds slippery with pussy juices, messy enough to be devoured.

I dive between her legs, her scent intoxicating, drawing me in like a moth to a flame. Her pussy is a masterpiece, pink and glistening, begging for my touch, my taste. I flatten my tongue against her slit, licking her from bottom to top, savoring her nectar. She tastes like sweet honey, her flavor exploding on my tongue, making my cock throb with need.

She moans, her hips bucking against my face as I suck on her clit, swirling my tongue around the sensitive bud. Her fingers tangle in my hair, pulling me closer, begging for more. I give it to her, licking and sucking, feasting on her like a starving man. Her moans grow louder, her body writhing beneath me, fisting the bedsheets like a lifeline.

I grab her thighs, my fingers digging into her soft flesh, stroking her inner thighs. The softness of my touch contrasts with the greedy hunger with which I push my tongue into her pussy. I fuck her with my tongue, my beard rubbing against her sensitive skin, adding to the myriad of sensations overwhelming her.

Her moans turn into screams, her body convulsing as she comes hard against my mouth. I lap up her juices, drinking her in, her taste driving me wild. As she's in the throes of her orgasm, I shove my cock into her, her pussy slick and ready, clenching around me like a vice.

She screams, her eyes rolling back as I pound into her, hard and rough. Her body is soft and curvy, her tits bouncing with each thrust, her flesh jiggling in a dance that makes my cock throb. I've never felt so hot for a woman, her fertility a siren call to my primal instincts. I know I'm taking her raw, without any protection, but the thought of my seed filling her, breeding her, makes my body burn with desire.

Her pussy squeezes around me, begging for my cum. I can feel the tension building, my orgasm threatening to spill over. The sensation of her, so soft and plump, so lush and fertile, is overwhelming. I want to fill her, to claim her, to make her mine.

Her moans turn into screams of "Daddy," her voice hoarse with pleasure.

The sound sends me over the edge. With a final thrust, I come inside her, my cock pulsing, filling her with my seed. Her pussy milks me, squeezing every last drop, our bodies slick with sweat, our breaths ragged.

I feel my sticky cum clinging to her pussy walls. A deep, taboo need fills me. The need to breed her. To impregnate her. To put a reminder of this night in her belly.

“Tell me you’re not on birth control,” I whisper, dragging my fingertips across her cheek.

She blinks, her plump lips parting in shock. “I’m not…and you didn’t use protection…”

It must be the truth because she starts to move but I pin her down on the bed, caging her wrists. Her eyes widen in panic. A deep flush covers her cheeks. She attempts to get up but I use my physical strength to trap her under me.

My cock is still jerking inside her, dumping load after load of cum into her unprotected pussy. I’m spraying her walls with seed that she’ll carry for me. The thought alone makes my orgasm stronger. I’m high. High on the taboo possibility of breeding her.

“Stay here like this,” I command, pressing the heel of my hands on her thighs. “Don’t move until I’ve filled your pussy with my seed.”

“But…” she whimpers.

“Be a good girl and listen to Daddy.” I bite her bottom lip, making her wince. “Daddy knows best.”

For the first time, she hesitates. But not for long. Her need to submit, to let me take control of her body overcomes her fears of pregnancy. “Yes, Daddy.”

I pump more cum into her pussy until it starts leaking out. I keep her plugged up with my cock, refusing to let her go.

To me, this is the ultimate domination. Her under me, sweaty and satisfied, taking every drop of my cum like the perfect breeding slut. I’ve dreamed of this—raw, passionate sex with nothing between us.

It’s my first time having unprotected sex. I was always careful with the women I slept with. But something about this woman makes my primal, masculine instincts long for more. She’s so innocent, fertile, and needy. I want to give her everything, fill her pussy with cum.

She’ll probably get a morning-after pill tomorrow. But for tonight, I pull her close to my body, holding her.

I keep my cock buried inside her for hours, refusing to let her go.

And with every second that passes, her soft body melts into mine, fitting against me like it was created for me. The quiet rhythm of her breaths feels soothing, familiar. Her thigh wraps around my hips as she seeks my warmth, her sleepy head slotting against my chest. My heart thumps. I’ve given plenty of women aftercare but this feels like something more intimate. Like connection.

As I cradle the back of her head, there’s only one thought in my mind: Mine.


THREE



Lena

The classroom is packed, bodies crammed into tight rows of worn wooden desks, but all I can think about is the way his calloused hands gripped my hips last night. The chalk squeaks at the front of the room where Professor Alder drones about European political revolutions, but his voice is nothing more than background noise. My thighs press together instinctively, aching from memories of a night I didn’t want to end.

The sharp scent of old books mixes with stale coffee. The tall windows of the history building frame the summer-blue sky, but none of it touches the heat thrumming between my legs. Even seated, I feel the phantom weight of his body on mine, the deep, bruising rhythm of his thrusts, the way his possessive mouth had latched onto my neck.

I shiver in my seat, ignoring the flurry of pens scratching across paper. I can’t focus. I haven’t focused all day.

Maybe it’s because I woke up this morning in his bed, tangled in sheets that smelled of him—woodsy, masculine, expensive. He wasn’t there when I opened my eyes. Only a woman, dressed in a crisp uniform, greeted me. Her voice was soft but her gaze had been firm, accustomed to obeying orders. She’d dressed me, offered me breakfast I could barely eat because I was still in a daze, and then the driver—who had addressed me by name—had driven me back to campus without a word.

No note. No number. Not even a first name. Just the lingering soreness between my legs and the imprint of his dominance tattooed onto my skin like invisible ink.

The bell rings and jolts me out of my thoughts. I shove my notebook into my bag, barely noticing Georgina appearing at my side with her signature high ponytail bouncing.

“You’ve been completely out of it all day,” she says, bumping her shoulder into mine as we leave the building and step into the blinding sunlight. “So… how was it? The mystery guy. You didn’t even tell me his name.”

I force a weak laugh, tucking my hair behind my ear. I can still see him in my mind—those jagged tattoos wrapping around his chest and arms, ink that told stories in a language I wanted to understand. I can still taste him on my tongue. I remember the rough scrape of his stubble against my inner thighs, the way his palm had pressed between my shoulder blades as he fucked me mercilessly.

But I say none of it out loud.

“Don’t know his name,” I mutter, tightening my grip on the strap of my backpack. “Anyway, I’ve got somewhere to be after class.”

Georgina’s mouth drops open. “Wait, you’re seriously not going to tell me? Not even a little detail?”

I smile, deflecting. “Maybe later. I need to stop by John’s place first.”

Her expression softens. “Right. Any updates?”

I shake my head. “Nothing. His lease is good until the end of the month. He shouldn’t have moved out. I have a spare key, so I’m going to check in. Just… make sure everything’s okay.”

Georgina hesitates, biting her lip. “Want me to come with you? Just in case?”

“I’ll be fine.” I give her a small smile, though unease coils in my stomach. “I just… need to do this alone.”

I’d sent John a text before my first class. No response. Not that I expected one. My gut tells me something is wrong. Something has been wrong ever since he stopped answering my calls, since the day he vanished from my life without a proper explanation.

The rest of the day passes in a blur. After my last class, I grab my coat and walk to the edge of campus, boarding the bus that heads toward the residential neighborhoods where the upperclassmen and grad students rent rooms in cozy, overpriced townhouses.

The ride is short, but every minute drags as I stare out the window, watching the scenery shift from crowded dorm buildings to quiet, tree-lined streets.

John’s townhouse is just like I remember—row upon row of identical buildings, freshly painted shutters, clean little porches with welcome mats. A picture-perfect neighborhood designed to make student life feel like suburban bliss. Only it feels off today. Too quiet. Too still.

The soft hiss of the bus doors opening makes my chest tighten. I step off, clutching my purse to my side as I make my way to his door.

No lights on inside.

No signs of life.

My sneakers crunch against the gravel walkway. The tiny garden plot by the door is wilted. I pull the spare key from my purse, fingers trembling slightly as I slide it into the lock.

It turns with a soft click.

I step inside, greeted by a faint musty smell, the quiet hum of an empty house, and an unsettling feeling that I’m trespassing in a life that’s no longer here.

“John?” I call, though I already know there won’t be an answer.

Not today.

Not the way things are going.

The moment I step further inside, the air shifts. It’s heavier, charged, thick enough to make my skin prickle. My fingers tighten around the straps of my bag as I tread deeper into the dim hallway. The floors creak beneath my sneakers. Dust motes swirl lazily in a shaft of light filtering through the blinds.

Then—

A scuffle.

The scrape of shoes against hardwood.

Before I can react, I’m slammed into the wall. My back smacks against the plaster, knocking the wind from my lungs. Rough fingers wrap around my throat, pressing just enough to make panic surge through my chest. My head jerks back against the cold wall, and for a brief moment, terror blinds me.

Tears sting my eyes.

My hands clutch the wrist squeezing my throat as I struggle to breathe. My blurred vision sharpens just enough to make out three imposing figures in front of me, all dressed in dark hoodies, broad shoulders crowding the narrow hallway. Men—older, tougher, dangerous.

I try to speak, my voice rasping. “A-are you… are you John’s roommates?”

The grip loosens slightly but not enough to let me go. The man pinning me down has cold eyes, dark and emotionless. His shaved head gleams under the weak hallway light, and when he speaks, his voice is sharp. “John’s girl?”

I shake my head frantically, swallowing around the pressure on my throat. My lips are dry, voice cracked. “No. I’m… I’m his friend. Like family. I don’t know where he is… that’s why I’m here.”

The man tilts his head, considering me. His hand releases my throat, finally letting me suck in a desperate gasp of air. I clutch my neck, coughing violently, every ragged breath scraping my throat raw.

“Who… who are you?” I wheeze, finally managing to get the words out.

Now that I’m not suffocating, I see them clearer. All three of them are built like brick walls, muscles stacked beneath black sweatshirts. Tattoos crawl up their thick forearms, wrapping around skin like chains. My eyes land on one man’s arm, and my heart stutters.

A double-headed eagle.

It’s a familiar symbol, one I’d stared at just last night. A flash of memory claws through my mind—when I’d been parched and my mystery man had gotten me water, his bicep flexing, revealing the same eagle perched amidst swirling ink.

My throat closes up for a different reason now. Is there a connection?

The bald guy crosses his arms. “What are you doing here?”

I steady myself, swallowing hard. “I’m… I’m a senior at Allister College. John’s my… he’s like a brother to me. I’m trying to figure out why he dropped out. Why he disappeared.”

The men exchange glances. The atmosphere thickens, an eerie silence stretching between us.

The atmosphere thickens, an eerie silence stretching between us before the bald one finally speaks, voice low and heavy.

“John was recruited.”

My brows furrow. “Recruited for what?”

Scar-Lips snorts. “By the bratva.”

My head spins. “Bratva… as in… the Russian mafia?”

They nod, like it’s the most normal thing in the world.

“He doesn’t need a degree anymore,” the bald guy continues. “Won’t need to grind away at some desk job, counting pennies and waiting for promotions. He’ll make more money than you can dream of… money that comes steady, guaranteed, for life.”

I swallow hard, bile rising in my throat. “In exchange for what?”

They all grin like sharks circling fresh blood. “Loyalty. Service. He belongs to the Griffin Society now. The Society trains boys like John to work for the Antonovs. He’ll serve the bratva, and the bratva will take care of him.”

The world tilts beneath my feet. I can barely breathe, let alone understand the words crashing over me like icy waves. My fists curl at my sides, nails digging into my palms.

“I’m not part of this world,” I whisper, more to myself than them.

“Exactly,” the bald man says. “You’re not. So stay away, girl. This isn’t your business anymore.”

But how can I?

My heart squeezes painfully in my chest. Memories flood my mind—a faded, sunlit afternoon in the orphanage courtyard. John, little more than a scrawny boy with a busted lip, had taken my hand after I got jumped by the older girls. His tiny fingers laced through mine as we sat on the cracked steps.

“We’re family, okay?” his voice echoed in my memory, fierce and full of childish determination. “We don’t leave each other behind.”

I can still remember how warm his palm felt in mine, the stubborn tilt of his chin, the unshed tears in his brown eyes. He’d promised me then and there—we’d get out together, survive together. I had no parents. Neither did he. All we had was each other.

And now he was becoming a gangster. A criminal. Trading in the last few months of his degree for a life shackled in loyalty to dangerous men.

I snap back to the present, my chin lifting. “I want to talk to him.”

Scar-Lips shrugs. “You can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because he’s gone. They’ve already shipped him out to one of the bratva operations.”

My heart stumbles. “Where?”

“Could be a casino,” Baldy mutters. “Or a port, a warehouse, a high-end hotel. We don’t know. Once you start working for the bratva, they assign you wherever they please.”

My throat is dry, my chest heaving. “Who would know his location?”

All three hesitate this time, tension vibrating through the room.

“Only Aleksei would know,” one of them finally mutters, almost like a warning.

I straighten. “Aleksei?”

“Aleksei Antonov. Founder of the Griffin Society,” Scar-Lips says. “High-ranking bratva. One of the Antonov brothers. They own Las Vegas, half the legal and illegal operations on the West Coast. They have influence in Moscow, too. KGB, politics, senators in their pocket etc. Ever watched the Godfather? The Corelone family would be small fry compared to the power the Antonovs wield.”

A shiver shoots down my spine. I’ve heard the name Antonov whispered around campus, always in cautious, terrified tones.

“You think bratva soldiers are scary?” Baldy chuckles humorlessly. “Aleksei’s the kind of man who doesn’t need to raise his voice to make grown men piss themselves. He’s dangerous, lethal, untouchable.”

“Runs this college like his playground,” Scar-Lips adds. “Runs half the damn city. Has enough power to make your life disappear in the blink of an eye. He built the Griffin Society from scratch, recruits the men with no money and nowhere else to go, hones their talent, molds them into decent soldiers. People follow him like he’s God.”

My knees weaken, a flush of cold dread swirling through my gut.

“If I could get into the society, could I meet Aleksei?”

Scar-Lips laughs. “You can’t join the society.”

Baldy’s grin turns wolfish. “They don’t take women.”

I stiffen. “Why not?”

“Because once you’re in… there’s no leaving. You take a blood vow. You don’t get to run when it gets hard, you don’t get to walk away when your hands get dirty.” He steps closer, his shadow swallowing me whole. “You’ll bleed for them. You’ll steal, lie, maybe kill. You’ll be owned. The bratva don’t want delicate college girls. You wouldn’t last a week.”

“I will do anything,” I say, voice cracking but determined. “Anything to see John again.”

Scar-Lips studies me for a long moment. His jaw flexes like he’s debating something. “You should go home, girl. This world…you’re not cut out for it.”

I may not be cut out for the bloody, brutal world of crime, but if that’s where I can find John, I won’t hesitate to enter it.

“Please. Can you at least tell me where the society meets so I can get in touch with them?”

This time, the three of them erupt into chuckles. “You’re funny.”

Their expressions tell me they’re not going to give up anything more about the Griffin Society. All I need to know is where they meet so I can approach someone who might know of John’s whereabouts.

They must have initiation ceremonies. They have to recruit new people, right? To keep pumping new blood to the bratva.

A memory burns at the back of my mind.

Janine. Her sharp, painted smile. The way she hosted last night’s party like a queen on her throne. The the guy I slept with, the one with the same double-headed eagle tattoo, had walked straight into her room. She’s definitely involved. And so is that guy. I have no idea where his mansion is because he never gave a name or location and I can’t remember the route.

My breath catches. “Janine,” I murmur to myself, a whisper of possibility taking root in my chest.

If anyone knows about the Griffin Society—or how to get to them—it was her.


FOUR



Aleksei

The warehouse smells like rust, oil, and fear. I’ve been here for less than twenty minutes, but the air’s already thick with blood.

The guy in front of me whimpers like a kicked dog, his nose shattered, mouth swollen. One of his ribs is cracked—I heard it snap beneath my fist five minutes ago. Now, he’s dangling by his wrists, strung up on a steel beam, his toes barely grazing the concrete floor.

“Where is it?” I ask calmly, shaking out my knuckles. The skin splits when I curl my fist again, blood dripping onto the floor.

“I—I don’t⁠—”

I cut him off with a jab to the gut, watching the air wheeze out of him. “That’s your last lie.”

Aleksei Antonov doesn’t waste time with theatrics. I don’t posture or threaten. My job is simple: punishment and payment. For those who owe us and think they can escape.

The man stutters something, broken teeth rattling, before finally choking out the location of the missing shipment. It’s always the same—cowards folding once enough bones snap.

I signal to the two foot soldiers standing guard. “Strip the apartment clean. Sell everything that’ll make a dollar, burn the rest. The debt’s settled when we decide it is.”

“Yes, boss.”

I don’t look back as they drag him out of the room, his sobs echoing. The bratva has no patience for cheats, and I don’t have time for liars.

The black SUV is waiting for me outside. Mikhail’s men are efficient—one hands me wet wipes and disinfectant the second I slide into the backseat. I wipe the blood off my knuckles mechanically, already zoning out.

A job well done, but routine. Breaking bones, collecting debts… it’s just business.

When I reach my estate twenty minutes later, the world shifts. My house isn’t in the same part of the city where our clubs and warehouses operate. It’s tucked away in a gated neighborhood for the wealthy—lavish mansions, pristine driveways, trimmed hedges. A place the bratva could play respectable.

The iron gates open without me saying a word. My security already knows the sound of my engine.

Inside, silence greets me. The housekeeper’s gone for the day, and the maids clean during daylight hours. But I’m not alone.

I smell the faint trail of expensive aftershave and hear the tapping of a laptop from my home office.

Dmitry.

I step into the office, flexing my sore fingers. My youngest brother’s perched behind the mahogany desk, dressed like some overpaid academic. Black hair combed back neatly, ink-blue eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses, a tailored charcoal button-down that makes him look more like a university professor than a bratva accountant.

His expression doesn’t shift when he looks up, but his sharp gaze drifts to my bruised, raw knuckles.

“Looks like someone had a productive afternoon,” Dmitry says, tone dry.

“Debt collection,” I grunt, walking toward the liquor cabinet. I pour myself a glass of whiskey, the good kind imported from Scotland, and swallow it down in one gulp.

“Did you crack the shipment location out of that dealer from Klev’s crew?”

I nod, pouring a second drink. “He cracked. They always do.”

Dmitry shuts his laptop, fingers lacing together. There’s not a drop of blood on his body, no violence in his hands, but he’s more dangerous than half our enforcers. He handles the money—cleans it, flips it, multiplies it. Keeps our business clean in the eyes of the law, so the Antonov empire keeps growing.

“Good,” he says simply, then leans back in his chair. “Don’t forget. Griffin Society’s meeting tonight.”

His gaze flicks to my busted knuckles, eyes narrowing behind those polished wire-rimmed glasses. “If you’re too busy busting skulls, I can go in your place. Lead the meeting.”

I let out a low scoff, grabbing the decanter and refilling my glass. “You have a good head for numbers, brat. But people? Not your strength. They need to see me. Someone they fear. You walk in there, they’ll think they’re attending a seminar.”

Dmitry’s frown deepens, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “I’m six-foot-two. I can look menacing.”

I snort. “You look like you’d lecture them about tax codes, not rip their fingernails out.”

He rolls his eyes, muttering under his breath before clicking his laptop shut. “Fine. But while you’re playing the terrifying enforcer, guess who’s getting called into the principal’s office again.”

I arch a brow. “Nikolai?”

Dmitry nods. “Caught drinking during lunch period. Again.”

“Leo’s job,” I say flatly, swirling the whiskey in my glass before knocking it back. “I don’t babysit our youngest brother. I handle our soldiers and our enemies.”

Dmitry exhales, frustration creeping into his normally cool tone. “Leo spends half the goddamn year in Moscow. You know that. When is he ever around to put Nikolai in his place?”

I shrug. “Complain to Mikhail then.”

Because if Leo was the ghost, Mikhail was the shadow running our empire from the legal front. The third oldest Antonov brother and the face of our corporate empire. Hotels, casinos, nightclubs, entertainment—especially in Vegas, our stronghold. Mikhail made sure our world stayed spotless on paper, funding the lifestyle while the rest of us kept the underground side breathing.

Dmitry leans forward, pushing aside some financial reports. “By the way, you brought a woman home a few nights ago. A girl barely older than me.”

I tilt my head, unimpressed. A growl brews in my throat but I don’t release it. I’m not giving Leo the pleasure of seeing me ruffled.

Apart from being a genius, his only hobby is surveillance. He keeps tabs on everybody. Especially his brothers. I have no idea why he gets such a kick out of it. Maybe he’s a voyeur.

“You’re keeping tabs on me now? Are the classes too easy? Maybe you should get your degree faster, then.” I cross my arms in front of my chest.

Dmitry scowls. He’s a sophomore, and the only Antonov to attend university so far. Due to his maturity and sophistication, he looks older than his twenty years. He’s definitely a lot sharper. Dmitry has been laundering money and playing with spreadsheets since he was born. Dad recognized his aptitude for numbers early on. He studied with the best in Moscow about manipulating figures and washing money. When our parents died, he was sixteen. Immediately, Leo put him to use, making him oversee our finances. He didn’t trust our father’s previous associate and wanted an Antonov in charge. So Dmitry attends college and runs the financial operations of the biggest criminal group on the West Coast.

He shrugs. “Hard not to notice. First time you’ve brought a woman back here, Aleksei. You usually rent out penthouses, hotel suites, fuck them and leave before sunrise. Bringing her here…” His sharp gaze lingers. “Feels… personal.”

“She wasn’t a prostitute,” I say gruffly. “Didn’t feel like taking her to a hotel, that’s all.”

Dmitry smirks knowingly. “Right. Just didn’t feel like it. Or maybe you’ve got a soft spot and didn’t know it.”

“Stay out of my sex life, Dmitry. Go get laid yourself if you’re that interested in gossip.”

“Funny you mention that.” He slides his laptop back toward him. “Janine asked for permission to bring a new face to the meeting.”

I lift a brow. “New recruit?”

“A woman,” Dmitry says, tapping a key. “Some chick desperate to join the Griffin Society.”

My jaw ticks. “Who?”

Dmitry smiles, a little too pleased with himself. “Lena Fisher.”

My fingers curl into fists, heart slamming against my ribs. A name I didn’t expect to hear. From the moment I met her, I wanted to know everything about her. I texted her photo while I was sleeping to Mikhail and asked him to dig up information on her. Everything that came up was clean.

She should be a forgettable fuck. But I can’t get her name out of my mind. Or the way she felt perfect as her pussy milked my cock, fulfilling every filthy fantasy and primal need that has been buried inside me for too long.

“Why?” The question makes my throat tense.

My younger brother shrugs, the picture of indifference. “Who knows? Janine said the girl’s determined. Maybe you should ask her yourself.”

My teeth grind together. I didn’t like this. A one-night fuck trying to crawl her way into our world? That was either ambition… or trouble. Either way, it didn’t sit right.

Dmitry reads my silence, then casually adds, “Relax. I already ran her background. She’s clean. Full scholarship student, orphan, senior year, top of her class. Harmless.”

Then he pauses, adjusting his glasses like he’s about to drop a landmine. “Except… she grew up in the same orphanage as John Landon.”

My head snaps up, every muscle in my body tightening. “Landon?”

Dmitry’s expression turns sharp, business-like. “Yeah. You recruited him last week from Allister, remember? He has been in the Griffin Society for almost four years. He was talented. He did everything we asked him to—stealing, lying, transporting drugs. We invited him into the society in his freshman year since he was broke and orphaned. You said it yourself that he’d make the perfect foot soldier. And you were right. He took you up on your offer when you offered him a way out of college and a job that would keep him in luxury forever. He was too deep into criminal shit to quit anyway.”

I lean back against the desk, jaw tightening as my mind connects the dots. John Landon. One of the newest recruits, quick with his fists but slower with his mouth. Desperate enough to follow orders, careful enough to not screw them up. He was a talented fighter, and he had completed every mission given to him during his time in the secret society. In other words, the perfect pawn.

And now the girl I’d buried myself in six nights ago is a part of this mess.

I down the rest of my drink and slam the glass onto the desk. I don’t like surprises. Definitely don’t like tangled threads in my world. I turn on my heel, heading for the stairs.

“Should I tell Janine to bring her?” Dmitry calls after me.

I pause at the door. My pulse is still thundering, jaw tight, but my voice comes out cold and sharp. “I’ll see her after the meeting. Give her the location of the secret library.”

I don’t have to turn around to feel Dmitry’s raised brow, the unspoken question hanging in the air. But he knows better than to push.

“Got it,” he says quietly.

I walk off, blood still thrumming, already knowing the night was going to be far more complicated than I intended.


FIVE



Lena

“I didn’t know there was a secret library at Allister,” I mutter, hugging my coat tighter as Janine strides ahead of me.

Janine glances over her shoulder, her designer heels clicking sharply against the cobbled path. The smugness I’m used to seeing on her face is absent. She looks… cautious. Almost humbled.

“You’re lucky Aleksei agreed to meet you,” she says curtly. “Most people don’t get an audience with him unless they’ve bled for the society… or killed for it.”

A chill skates down my spine. I follow her across campus, the familiar ivy-covered buildings feeling more ominous now. The soft glow of antique lanterns casts shadows along the narrow path, swallowing us up as we wind through a part of campus I’ve never explored before.

The path dips behind the science building, past locked faculty offices, and around a grove of ancient oaks. There’s a crooked stone wall half-hidden by overgrown vines. Janine presses her palm against a section of the wall, and with a faint click, a hidden iron gate creaks open.

I step inside, pulse pounding. “How did you get involved with… all this?”

Janine lets out a brittle laugh, her platinum ponytail swishing as she leads me down a narrow underground corridor. “Rich people like me can make requests to the Griffin Society… pay for things to get done.” Her voice turns colder. “My ex cheated on me. Humiliated me.”

I keep quiet, waiting for the rest.

“They made sure he was ruined,” she says simply. “He got arrested for dealing coke—set up, of course. Pictures of him with underage girls, doctored perfectly. Expelled. His future obliterated. And his family… well, they aren’t welcome in this state anymore.”

My stomach twists.

Janine’s lips curl. “Of course, they don’t do favors for free. They’ve got dirt on my father’s business, leverage over me. I wanted revenge, and they gave it to me… but it came at a cost bigger than I imagined.”

We come to a tall, wooden door. Janine presses another hidden button, and it clicks open.

Her eyes turn icy as she steps aside. “For what it’s worth, I don’t give a damn about poor girls like you. But even I know better than to get too close to the Antonov bratva. They don’t care how big your bank account is. You screw up… they’ll end you.”

I swallow hard and step inside.

The secret library is nothing like the bland, dusty campus library I’m used to. The walls are lined with dark oak shelves stacked with rare leather-bound books and glittering old world artifacts. Heavy chandeliers drip crystals from the ceiling, casting golden light over rich burgundy carpets. There’s a faint scent of aged parchment, wood polish, and something faintly metallic.

It’s beautiful… and suffocating.

Janine’s stilettos click against the marble floor as she steps back out. “Aleksei will be here soon. You can find your way back,” she tosses over her shoulder before disappearing down the corridor.

And just like that, I’m alone.

I try to steady my breathing. My heart is doing wild flips in my chest. The only sound is the steady tick of an old grandfather clock and the soft creak of the shelves settling. I wander between the aisles, fingers trailing the smooth spines of ancient tomes. My hand hovers over a book on Eastern European history. Before I know it, I’m perched on a leather chair flipping through it, trying to distract myself.

The thud of heavy footsteps breaks the quiet.

My head jerks up. My throat tightens.

The man striding into the library is as tall, broad, and terrifyingly gorgeous as I remember. Dark slacks hug his long legs, a fitted black button-down stretches across his thick chest, and under the warm glow of the chandeliers, the ink coiling around his forearms looks even more brutal… more mesmerizing.

My stomach drops. The book tumbles from my fingers, forgotten on the floor.

Our eyes meet. Piercing silver, cold and sharp… and yet, my body remembers the heat of his touch, the roughness of his hands on my thighs, the burn of his mouth on my skin.

I barely manage a whisper. “You’re… Aleksei?”

I watch him stalk toward me, every step like a slow, controlled threat. My mouth goes dry, my heart slamming against my ribs, but it’s not fear that floods me—it’s heat. A raw, pulsing heat that settles low in my belly, spreading through my veins like wildfire.

His broad frame blocks out the light overhead, and when his shadow swallows me whole, I have to tilt my chin back just to keep my gaze on his. His stare is unforgiving, sharp enough to cut me in half.

“Did you know who I was when you spread your thighs for me?” His voice is low, rough, dragging across my skin like gravel.

My lips part, my breath shallow. “No,” I whisper, swallowing around the lump in my throat. “I had no idea… not until now.”

The corner of his mouth twitches like he’s amused. He moves in closer, crowding my space, his scent wrapping around me—cologne and leather and something darker, more dangerous. It drowns my senses, makes my knees wobble, my thighs clench.

His hand lands on my hip, firm, claiming. Even through the layers of my clothes, I feel the burn of his touch, the brand of ownership. His thumb presses down, possessive, like he’s reminding me exactly who has the power here.

I try to gather my thoughts, but they scatter like ash in the wind. I wet my lips. “Where’s John?”

His eyes narrow. “Why do you care?”

“Because I want him to come back to college,” I say, lifting my chin. “I want him to finish what he started… not waste his life becoming a criminal.”

Aleksei’s grip tightens. “John made his choice. Just like you’re making yours right now, standing in front of me, trying to play games in a world you don’t belong to.” His gaze drips with warning. “You should make a wise choice and get out. I’ll consider this conversation never happened.”

I straighten my spine, ignoring the rush of desire pooling between my legs. “I’m not leaving without him,” I say, my voice steadier than I feel. “You can’t just take him. He’s my brother.”

He laughs, low and cold. The sound is deep, raspy, and hits me in all the right places. My stomach shivers as his laughter vibrates in my belly. He’s sexy even when he’s being evil. Then again, I’ve always had a weakness for villains.

“If you think I’m letting go of a foot soldier who willingly came to me just because you asked nicely, you’re naiver than I thought.” He steps even closer, until his chest nearly brushes mine. “In my world… everything comes at a price. Every request is a transaction.”

“Then I’ll pay it,” I shoot back. “I’ll join the secret society. I’ll do whatever dirty work you need me to do. I’ll earn John’s freedom.”

His hot breath ghosts over my neck, and I shiver at the sensation, even as my heart hammers. His lips are so close I can almost taste the danger on them.

“You think spreading your legs a few more times will buy John’s way out?” His voice is pure sin, wrapping around me like a noose. “I could fuck you a hundred times, kotyonok, and it still wouldn’t be enough to buy him back.”

His Russian accent thickens. The foreign endearment caresses my spine like a ghostly finger. My throat tightens, but I force myself to stand tall. “I can take his place. Let him finish college, and I’ll do what it takes to cover the money he’d have made for you in the meantime.”

His gaze darkens, and I see him calculating, weighing the offer. “Do you even know how much money we’re talking about?” he asks. “Three hundred grand isn’t pocket change. To earn that… you’d have to bleed for it. Steal, spy, maybe even kill. Though,” he adds with a smirk, “I wouldn’t trust you with a knife.”

A shiver races down my spine, but I grit my teeth. “Three hundred thousand? That can’t be how much it takes to cover his tuition for one semester. Or for one soldier to leae.”

“Breaking his blood oath will cost him his life, kotyonok.” Aleksei slides his finger over the flare of my hip, punctuating every word with a caress. “We’re talking about how much it’ll cost you to convince me to allow him to take six months off so he can get a degree. The organization will incur a loss if he goes back to school. But even after John graduates, do not be silly enough to think there’s any way out of the bratva. Once someone becomes a member, they only leave in a casket.”

“That can’t be…” I swallow as his hand leaves my hip. Shock explodes in my skull when he crushes my chin between his fingers. Pleasure mixes with fear. I bite my tongue, taste my blood. “We promised we’d be together for life. John and me.”

Aleksei’s grin broadens. His lips split, revealing sharp, perfectly white teeth. “John broke his promise to you so he could make a blood oath to me and the Antonov bratva. The promise he made to us is ironclad. Unlike your childhood vow.”

My throat burns. I know John had no other option. He didn’t have enough money for tuition and he was probably too deep into the secret society. Maybe he thought this was the only path left for him.

My heart breaks for my only friend, a man who was like a brother to me. I wonder if he’s happy being a thug. Even if he is, I want him to have other options. Options that don’t involve gambling with his life.

I shake my head, clawing at Aleksei’s hand to peel it away from my jaw. He only tightens it. I can’t even get him to budge, not even when I scratch him. The contrast between his strength and my weakness makes my blood fizzle with heat. I love how he can keep me under his control, make sure I never cross the lines he set for me. Surrendering to a force of nature like Aleksei Antonov is inexplicably arousing. Depraved sensations crawl through my belly. I want him to push me down on the carpet and fill me to the brim with his huge dick. To keep going until I see stars.

But right now, I need him to give John back to me.

Aleksei clears his throat, snapping me out of my dirty fantasies. “The only way for you to be together is if you join the bratva, too. Which is not possible. Because we don’t need women.”

“There must be women in the bratva,” I protest.

“They’re wives of comrades. Or daughters, or sisters. They don’t work for the organization. Unless they’re spies or informants. But even in that case, they don’t belong to us or take the oath of brotherhood. They are simply consultants that we pay as we see fit.”

“I can be a consultant.”

Aleksei guffaws like I cracked a joke. “Our consultants have experience and connections you can’t begin to dream of. It’s not a job for a sheltered college student. Why don’t you go back to college and complete your degree? Maybe you should focus on your own life. Get a job, save some money. Live like the good girl you are.”

Good girl. The term rakes its way through my skull. When he says it like that, like it’s an insult, it seems like one.

I’ve never considered a life other than one where I have a regular job, earn and save money, and hope to save up enough for retirement.

Aleksei makes me want to go to the wild side, to see what darkness can offer me. Part of me believes whatever I’ll find with him, in his shadowy world, will be more exciting that what I’ve had so far. And if I join the bratva, I can be with John.

Still, I can’t let go of my morals. I don’t want to dip my toes in a world that chews people and spits out their bones. Even if the prospect of being a spy for the mafia sounds incredibly appealing to my adrenaline-starved heart.

“I want to be a consultant. Please. I’m sure there’s something I can do.” The words burst out of me.

The more my mind tells me to stay away from Aleksei’s bloody world, the more my heart pulls me toward it.

Besides, I want to see John again, even if it’s as a fellow member of the bratva. He worked so hard for three years. “I want John to graduate, even if that’s all he has to remember me by in his new life. We dreamed of going to college together when we were young. Of defying the odds. I want us to graduate together.”

I realize I’m speaking to a brick wall. Considering everything I know about the bratva, their power, influence, and wealth, it might be impossible to bring John back into the world of civilians. But I want to say goodbye the way I had planned to.

“Then cough up three hundred thousand dollars, kotyonok. That’s my price,” Aleksei says, his tone brooking no dissent.

I touch his arm. “I don’t have that much money and you know it. I’ll have to borrow it from you if you don’t let me earn it.”

Aleksei scoffs. “A loan from the Russian mafia? The interest alone will keep you in a debt trap forever. Forget about having a normal life once you take money from me. Besides, I can’t lend you any cash because I’m not sure how you’ll repay it. You don’t even have a job.”

“Then let me join your organization. I’ll be useful. I’m smart. I could help with something.”

Aleksei’s jaw flexes, irritation swirling in his eyes. “Do you even understand what you’re offering? You’re risking your life. You could die.”

“Then at least I’d die knowing I tried,” I whisper. “No one’s going to hand me that kind of money unless I risk everything… or sell my body. I’d rather know what I’m getting into.”

His eyes narrow, studying me like I’m some stupid little girl who doesn’t understand the rules of the game. His nostrils flare. “I won’t pay you for sex.”

“Then what would you have me do? If I join… what’s my first job? I’ll do anything if you let John graduate with me.”

I already feel lonely without John. I haven’t made any friends in college. Once I graduate, I’ll have nobody on my side. I’ll have to navigate the world alone, struggle day after day with no one to complain to. I want to have my last six months with John, to know I have a family, even if it’s for a short time. I’m not ready to jump into the big, scary world all alone yet.

Also, I want John to have a degree that will give him options in the future. But more than that, I’m compelled to get close to Aleksei, to discover who he really is, what makes him tick.

His lip curls. “We’ve never taken women. But maybe… maybe when my brothers and I head to Moscow, we’ll use you. Send you into beds of powerful men, let you lure them in, drug them, collect secrets… turn them into our puppets.”

A wicked smile touches my lips. “Doesn’t sound so bad.”

“This isn’t some college thriller,” he snaps. “This is real life. You’re not meant for this life.”

“I might be more cut out for this than you think,” I whisper.

“Then prove it.”

He pulls a gun from his waistband, and my breath catches. It’s the first time I’ve seen one this close, but strangely… it doesn’t scare me. Maybe it should, but it doesn’t.

He steps forward, pressing the cold metal to my forehead. My skin tingles where the barrel meets it, and I hold his gaze, refusing to look away.

“Are you going to shoot me?”

Aleksei’s pupils dilate, his jaw ticking. I see it in his eyes—he wants to push me away, wants to scare me off, but he’s just as drawn to me as I am to him. To the idea of us being tainted by darkness, living in the shadows together.

“Prove it,” he growls. “Prove you can handle this world. That you can follow orders… that you can handle the price of failure.”

He forces me down to my knees, the barrel of his gun trailing along my skin as I drop.

I look up at him, breathing hard, my body humming, my pulse wild. I should be terrified, I should be running… but instead, I feel alive.

I’m stepping into a world darker than I ever imagined, and I know the man in front of me is poison.

But God… I want to drink every drop.

I catch the outline of his bulge. He’s aroused. Hard as a rock. He looks down at me. I feel small, like his captive, kneeling below him, staring up at a god of war.

“How do I prove it?” I rasp.

“Suck me and make me come,” he replies, pressing his clothed cock against my lips. My body trembles. Nerves explode into a heated dance. With that dominant command, he lit a flame in my core. His wicked grin is a prelude to his devastating words: “And if you can’t do that, I’ll blow your brains out. Consequences, remember?”


SIX



Aleksei

“If you can’t make me come down your throat in less than thirty minutes, I’ll kill you for wasting my time.” My voice feels distant, cut off from the rest of my consciousness. “Run away now if that scares you. This is your last opportunity. Leave, and we’ll forget this night ever happened.”

Her large blue eyes watch me, unblinking. Lena’s pupils small and dark at the center. Her lashes are thick and dark, framing those gorgeous eyes. She looks like a doll with her pale skin and plump pink lips, staring at me like I’m some kind of God.

I want to discourage Lena from getting involved with my family. She doesn’t need to throw away her life. I’ll take no pleasure in making her a solider, letting her get her hands dirty for Griffin Society and the bratva. She’s too delicate, fragile, and beautiful to be involved in violence. Just the thought of her seducing other men, even to benefit Leo and my family, makes me want to break something.

She needs to leave, needs to flee. Even I can tell I’m not good for her. But she has an appetite for danger. For the forbidden. That’s why she followed me that night even though I was a stranger.

And that’s probably why she doesn’t back down tonight, either. She kisses my dick through my pants.

A sharp current shoots up my spine. I feel my thoughts disappearing. When she presses her lips to my swollen cock again, my brain melts into a puddle of heat and ecstasy.

She sucks me through my clothing. Her hands efficiently undo my belt, throwing it on the carpet. She attacks my zipper next, pulling down my pants like a desperate druggie in need of her next fix. Her eagerness and the sheer hunger in her gaze charges the air with sexual heat.

“I’ll drink every drop of your cum,” she promises me, her feminine voice resolute. Goosebumps coat my skin when she drags her fingers up and down my naked thighs. The sensation of her nails raking over my skin makes my balls tighten.

Before I know it, my boxers are gone. Cool air kisses the inflamed, throbbing head of my cock.

I look down at Lena, her eyes locked onto mine, her lips parted, ready to take me in. The sight of her on her knees, eager to please, sends a rush of blood straight to my cock. I'm harder than I've ever been, my length pulsing with anticipation.

She starts with a slow, tentative lick up my shaft, her tongue soft and warm. A shudder runs through me, my breath hissing out between clenched teeth. "That's it, kotyonok," I growl, encouraging her. "Lick it like it's your favorite candy."

Her eyes flutter closed, and she takes a deeper taste, her tongue swirling around the sensitive head. I groan, my hips jerking forward involuntarily. She takes the initiative, her mouth opening wider, taking in more of me. Inch by inch, she slides down my shaft, her lips stretched tight around my girth.

She digs her delicate, feminine fingers into my thighs as my dick touches the back of her throat. Her windpipe clenches around me, eliciting a deep growl. The pain of her nails biting into my skin sends electric sparks through my veins. My balls vibrate with a rare mixture of pain and pleasure.

I feel the poison of her fruity scent curling into my nostrils, reminding me that I’m fucking a sweet, feminine, soft creature that’s easy to break. My hand skates up her scalp. I fist it around her hair, moving her head in rhythm to my thrusts.

I tangle my fingers in her hair, gripping tightly, guiding her movements. "That's good, Lena," I rasp. "You're doing so well, taking me so deep."

She moans around my cock, the vibrations sending shockwaves of pleasure through me. Her head bobs up and down, her pace picking up, her enthusiasm evident. She's not just doing this to prove a point; she's enjoying it, savoring the taste and feel of me.

I close my eyes, a sigh of pleasure escaping my lips. The sensation of her mouth, hot and wet, around me is incredible. She's not just sucking me; she's worshipping me, her tongue caressing every inch of my cock like it's a sacred ground.

Her fingers dig into my thighs, her nails scratching gently, adding another layer of sensation. I can feel the tension building in my core, my muscles coiling, ready for release. But I don't want this to end yet. I want to draw out this pleasure, this connection between us.

I open my eyes, looking down at her. Her cheeks are hollowed out, her lips glistening with saliva and pre-cum. Her eyes meet mine, and I see the desire burning in them, the need to please me, to satisfy me.

“You look like an angel taking my cock. Those pink lips are so pretty when they’re sucking on a hard dick.” I guide Lena’s head, my fingers still tangled in her hair, as she takes me deeper into her mouth. The sight of her lips stretched wide around my cock, her eyes watering slightly from the effort, is intoxicating.

The sheer sense of power of controlling her like this shoots to my head like a drug, dragging me into an oblivion. I thrust in and out of her mouth roughly, taking her in a way that is both forceful and dominant.

Yet, she doesn’t push me away. She’s submissive, endlessly receptive, accepting my huge dick into her mouth, swallowing every inch because she wants to please me.

She’s sucking on my hard length like an eager slut even as more tears drip from the corners of her eyes. She wants this as much as I do. Her mouth is wet and tight, perfectly fitting my cock like it was made to take me. Ecstasy rolls through me system as she licks the underside of my dick, teasing the crown.

“Fuck.” I rock into her throat, seeking the release that’s pressing against my groin like an undetonated bomb. Tight pressure curls low in my belly. I’m on the verge of coming apart. My arousal heightens as I imagine my seed slipping down her slender throat, pooling in her stomach.

Erotic heat flickers low in my stomach. The idea of her having my seed in her belly makes darker desires come to the surface. Desires like putting my seed in her womb and forcing her grow it into a baby. Seeing her belly swollen with my child. Leo’s right. I really need to start a family before I knock up a college girl because I can’t keep my breeding kink under control. But damn if the thought doesn’t get me rock hard.

“That’s it, kotyonok,” I growl, my voice rough with desire. “Take it all the way down your throat. Show me what a good little cumslut you are.”

She moans around my cock, the vibrations sending waves of pleasure through me. Her tongue swirls around my shaft, her lips suctioning tightly as she bobs her head up and down. The sound of her wet, sloppy sucks fills the air, mixing with the soft, desperate moans that escape her throat.

I press the gun harder against her forehead, a wicked thrill coursing through me at the power I hold. “Suck me harder, Lena. Make me come or I swear I’ll⁠—”

My threat is cut off as she takes me deeper, her throat relaxed and open, taking every inch of me. The sensation is electrifying, a surge of heat and pleasure coursing through my veins. The gun falls from my hand, clattering to the floor as I lose all semblance of control.

Lena’s mouth is heaven, her throat a tight, wet paradise that threatens to consume me completely. I grip her hair tighter, my hips bucking, fucking her throat with a roughness that makes her gag and tears stream down her cheeks. But she doesn’t pull away; she takes it, she takes me, her eyes locked onto mine with a mix of determination and lust.

“Fuck, yes,” I groan, my voice a low, guttural sound. “You look so beautiful with my cock in your mouth. Such a perfect little whore.”

Her lips are stretched taut around my girth, glistening with saliva and pre-cum. The sight is obscene and perfect, a symphony of filth and desire that pushes me closer to the edge. I can feel the tension building, my balls tightening, the pressure at the base of my spine coiling into an inferno of need.

I fuck her throat harder, my hips thrusting, my muscles tensing. “Swallow every drop, kotyonok,” I demand, my voice a harsh rasp. “Drink it all down like a good little cumslut.”

And then, with a final, brutal thrust, I come, my cock pulsing, spurting streams of hot cum down her throat. She swallows convulsively, her eyes watering, her cheeks flushed as she takes it all, not spilling a single drop.

I watch her, enraptured, as she licks me clean, her tongue tracing every vein, every inch of my cock and balls. She looks up at me with a gaze that’s both innocent and wicked, her lips swollen and glistening, her eyes filled with a mix of devotion and satisfaction.

“Did I do well, Daddy?” She bats her eyelashes. “I drank every drop of your cum.”

Her sweet voice undoes something inside me.

“Good girl,” I murmur, my fingers loosening in her hair, stroking her gently now. “You did so well.”

She visibly lights up at my praise. I’m dark and twisted but she’s still happy at receiving a compliment from me. She’s pure to her core. I don’t want to corrupt her. Don’t want to take away the glint in her eyes.

She trusts me. Maybe she’s even infatuated with me. But that won’t last once she discovers who I really am. I’ll make her do things so bad, seduce with men so evil, she’ll regret ever listening to me.

“Can I join the society now?” she asks. “I did what you asked.”

“You could have died.”

“I know. That heightened the thrill for me.” She spreads her legs for me. Her mini-skirt rides up, exposing white panties with a satin bow.

There’s a huge wet patch on them. “I soaked my panties because I was enjoying it so much.”

The filthy sight of her showing me her vulnerability is burned into my eyes. I’ll never forget this, even if I want to. I’ve never met anyone like her. She looks incredibly easy to break but I’m never able to break her.

I seem to have met my match. A girl who loves danger, who thrives on adrenaline as much as I do. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe Lena was created for this world.

I want to protect her, keep her innocent, but it might be too late for that already.


SEVEN



Lena

I can’t believe what happened was real.

I can still feel the fullness of Aleksei’s cock stretching my throat open. Him shoving his hard length deep into me until I gagged. Until my throat squeezed around it.

I still taste his salty cum when I swallow. It’s intoxicating, lingering on my taste buds, refusing to fade.

What we did at the library was unbelievable. It was the hottest, most thrilling sex of my life. I used to think scenarios like this didn’t happen in real life.

But not only did I prove my loyalty to Aleksei by giving him a blowjob a gunpoint, I also let him draw me into his world. I begged him for it, for an opportunity to be of use. He’s good at making me do that. Beg. Plead. His dominance destroys my pride, my walls, even my morals.

Now I’m twisted in his dark web. I have no idea what he’ll make me do, but I know it’ll be hard and criminal in nature.

The safe cocoon of the college library seems like a different world now. A world that might slip away from me soon.

I try to read, I really do.

The textbook is open in front of me. Something about international policy and trade regulations. I couldn’t care less. The words blur and dance in front of my eyes, and no matter how hard I stare, I retain nothing.

My fingers twitch.

I glance at the second phone.

It’s sleek, matte black, with no brand or logo. Untraceable. Only one number programmed into it. Aleksei’s.

He gave it to me last night after I knelt for him.

“This is how I’ll contact you,” he said, slipping it into my coat pocket like he was giving me something sacred. “Only I have this number. Only I call.”

I shouldn’t want it.

I shouldn’t feel this insane, dark thrill every time I see it.

But I do.

I’m twisted now. Caught in the web of a man who makes me forget everything I once believed in. The man who tasted my loyalty like a drug and promised nothing in return. Except power. Darkness. Purpose.

I stare at the phone for too long, willing it to buzz, heart thudding like it’s synced to the device itself.

And then it does.

I jolt.

The buzz isn’t loud, but it shoots adrenaline straight through my spine. I snatch the phone like it might vanish, press it to my ear with shaking fingers.

“Hello?”

“Printsessa.” Aleksei’s voice slithers down my neck like hot breath. Deep, gravelly. Infinitely male.

I clutch the edge of my desk. “Yes?”

“Pack a bag,” he says. No hello. No preamble. “You’re coming to Moscow.”

My breath stalls in my throat. “What?”

“You heard me.” He sounds bored. Or maybe amused. “You said you wanted to prove yourself. Now’s your chance.”

My heart pounds. “I’ve never even left the country⁠—”

“Good,” he interrupts. “It means you’ll be easier to control.”

A tremor runs through me, but it isn’t fear. Not really. It’s anticipation. Lust, maybe. For the unknown. For him.

“When?”

“Two nights from now,” he says. “Meet me tomorrow. I’ll give you the flight details and what cover story you’ll use. We’re not tourists. You’ll be working.”

“What should I bring?” I ask, my voice breathy.

“It’ll be freezing. Subzero temperatures. You’ll need thermal layers, gloves, scarf, hat. Nothing bright. Stick to black or grey.”

“Sexy or practical?”

There’s a pause.

Then, “Both.”

A hot flush spreads over my cheeks.

“Any… weapons?” I ask, trying to sound tough. “Knives? Pepper spray?”

Aleksei chuckles low and dark. “You’d probably end up stabbing yourself, kotyonok. No weapons. You’re not going to fight. You’re going to charm.”

I swallow hard. “What exactly am I going to do?”

“We’ll talk tomorrow. For now, you need to prepare your mind. Moscow is not Allister. No college campus. No professors giving you gold stars. Out there, one mistake can get you killed.”

I try to hide the way my stomach dips. “Are you warning me or trying to scare me off?”

“I’m doing both.” His voice is steel now. “Because I still think you’re not ready. And I need you to understand what you’re walking into.”

“Then why are you taking me?”

Another pause. A charged one.

“Because I want to see what you’ll do when there’s no safety net.”

I grip the phone tighter, chest rising and falling fast. “You’ll be with me… won’t you?”

There’s a small, cruel smile in his voice. “I’ll be watching.”

It’s not the reassurance I wanted, but somehow, it thrills me more.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he says, and before I can ask more, the line goes dead.

I lower the phone slowly, breath shaky, fingers tingling.

Moscow.

I’m going to Moscow.

Not on a class trip. Not with a tour guide or a study-abroad program.

I’m going with Aleksei Antonov. The man who owns me now. Body, soul, and whatever conscience I have left.

I stare at my textbook again. The words seem even more meaningless now. Who cares about tariffs and treaties when I’m about to fly into the heart of the Bratva?

When I’m about to prove to Aleksei that I can be useful.

That I can belong to his world.

Even if it kills me.
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The next day, I keep glancing around the campus, hoping to spot Aleksei’s bulky body. I’d easily pick him out from a crowd of students. He’s way too tall and well-stacked to be in his twenties. But it’s not Aleksei who comes to tell me about what the plan is.

It’s a wiry, pale man in a suit. He finds me at the library. My eyes fall to the griffin brooch pinned against his black jacket. He’s too clean-cut to be Bratva muscle, too sharp-eyed to be anything else. I assume he’s one of the old members of the Griffin Society who somehow didn’t end up being recruited into the mafia.

He gives me a subtle nod and I reply with a nod of my own.

I’m halfway out of the library when a tall man in a tailored charcoal coat steps in front of me.

He extends a sleek black envelope. “Miss Fisher?”

I nod slowly.

“I’m with the Griffin Society. Mr. Antonov asked me to deliver this.”

Inside is one first class ticket—not commercial, but embossed with a silver emblem I recognize from Aleksei’s office: a black griffin, wings flared over a shield.

Passenger: Lena Fisher

Flight: Griffin Private Air, Tail No. R685TA

Departure: December 16, 00:00 hrs

From: Las Vegas McCarran Private Terminal 5

To: Moscow Sheremetyevo VIP Terminal

The man continues in a neutral tone. “You’ll need your passport, driver’s license or student ID, and a signed customs clearance letter.”

He hands me the letter—it’s forged, official, and terrifyingly real.

“We’ve already arranged the visa. Dress warm. You’ll be gone for four weeks.”

Then he gives me a faint smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. “Pack carefully. And don’t be late.”

“What about mission details?” I ask, my heart thudding in my chest.

He shakes his head. “I don’t know about that. I believe Mr. Antonov will relay those to you once you’re in the air.”

I hold the tickets in my hands long after he disappears.

Russia. For a mission I know nothing about. With Aleksei Antonov.

It should scare me.

Instead, my blood thrums.
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It’s close to midnight when my phone buzzes beside my bed.

The screen flashes Unknown Number in stark white letters against the dark. My heart stutters. I sit up straight in bed, pulse hammering.

Is it Aleksei?

For some reason, I expect it to be. Maybe it’s the weight of the tickets on my desk. Maybe it’s the way his voice lingers in my head, low and commanding, like he already owns my next breath.

But when I answer, I don’t hear Aleksei’s cool drawl.

I hear John.

“Lena?” His voice cracks like a fault line, soft and hoarse. The sound brings back memories. Of our days together. Of the happier times, when we talked to each other without any worries.

My chest squeezes so tight I can barely breathe.

“John? Is that really you? Did you get my messages?” He releases a harsh exhale that floods my ears. I sense his helplessness and his anger. I know exactly how that feels because I felt the same way when I couldn’t reach him earlier. “I dropped by your place a few days ago. They told me…you’d been recruited by the bratva.”

“Lena, are you crazy? Is that why you made a deal with Aleksei Antonov?” He inhales roughly. “Why were you even at my place?”

I grunt, angry. “You weren’t replying to my calls or messages. I thought you’d been abducted. I was worried. You suddenly dropped out of college.”

“You always had a habit of sticking your nose in other people’s business.”

“Not other people. Just you, John.” I pause, letting the tension of the moment dissipate as the intimacy we once shared as friends blossoms in the short, punctuated silence. “How could you expect me to ignore you? We’re like siblings. You promised me that we’d graduate together and live respectable, normal lives. That we wouldn’t end up like them.”

I hear him gritting his teeth. I know John well enough to know that he’s holding back his emotions. He always did that, even as a kid. The orphanage we grew up in wasn’t a bad place, but it wasn’t a place we could show our emotions. Weakness was weaponized. Any crack was exploited.

We learned to hold our tongue. Make ourselves small. Push down our emotions. Disappear.

“You promised me,” I say. My voice comes out shaky. “We’d graduate. You said we’d get out together. You said we wouldn’t end up like the guys who⁠—”

“I remember.”

My throat tightens. “Do you?”

A silence stretches. I hear a distant sound on his end—music maybe, laughter—but faint, muffled, like he’s in a place where no one really listens.

Then his voice returns, softer now. Tired. “We were fifteen. You remember that night?”

I close my eyes, and it floods back.

The alley behind the rec center. The stench of stale beer and blood. The four boys who cornered him, all of them older, meaner—wannabe gangsters who were already running drugs and knives for the local crew. The ones the orphanage kids either feared or joined. There was no in-between.

They were beating the shit out of John because he said no to running for them. One of them broke a bottle on the pavement for flair. Another laughed as they kicked him.

I ran in screaming.

They knocked me down so hard I bit through my lip, but I scrambled back up and hit one of them with a broken plank, and that was enough to scare them off. For a minute.

I remember the sting of winter air on my bleeding face, the way John’s eye had already begun to swell shut. My hands were shaking as I tore open the little first-aid kit from my backpack and fumbled with disinfectant. My gloves soaked up blood as I pressed gauze against his cheek.

“I couldn’t even see out of my left eye,” John says now, trying to laugh. “I thought it was gone.”

“I remember touching it,” I whisper. “Your skin was hot. Swollen like a balloon.”

“You said I looked like a sad potato.”

I smile, but it hurts. “You did.”

We were huddled on the pavement, trembling, blood drying in patches on our skin. The snow started falling—just flurries—but I remember how it stuck in John’s hair like ash.

“You said we weren’t going to end up like them,” he murmurs. “That we’d finish school. Get out. Get jobs. Not be owned by anyone.”

“You vowed to be with me forever,” I say again. “To fulfill our dream of being free.”

“I know.” There’s something dark and heavy in his voice. A sharp intake of breath. “I’m sorry I broke it.”

He sounds like he’s crying, but trying not to let it show. My throat burns. A mixture of sadness and regret blocks my windpipe. I’ve never been the type to live in the past. I counted down the days until we could leave the orphanage and start our new lives. But tonight, I wish we could go back in time. “I wish we could go back to our time at the orphanage. If I could do it all over again, I wouldn’t go to Allister College. I knew even back then that you didn’t get a scholarship. I thought you’d be fine taking out student loans. I was so naïve.” I hiss out an angry sigh. “I wish I had gone someplace else with you, somewhere we could both have graduated from without worrying about money.”

John’s chuckle feels hollow and brittle, dripping with sarcasm. “There was no such place. You were always brilliant at academics, Len. But not me. Maybe being a thug is all I’m good for. At least now I can fight back. I’m not weak anymore. I can take on five people with no problem.”

His bravado is a weak attempt at denying the truth we both know.

My throat feels like it’s peeling from the inside. The pain trickles down to my heart, making it feel like a piece of lead glued to my chest. “Why, John? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t want you to see me like that. I didn’t want you to see what I became.” I can hear his heartbeat in the quietness. Its dull thud awakens a long-dormant ache in my chest. “I wanted you to be happy, even if I wasn’t. You were enjoying college life. It was everything you’d ever wanted. I didn’t want to pop your bubble.”

My eyes sting. Tears well up, leaking down my cheeks in ugly streaks. I close my eyes, trying hard to keep breathing. It breaks my heart that John went through hell for three years. And he never told me because he wanted me to have the college life he couldn’t have.

He’s so fucking selfness and all I’ve done for him is nothing.

“You’ll graduate, too, John. Aleksei Antonov promised me.” I hiccup as a sob breaks free. “I’m going to Moscow tomorrow. I’m going to buy your freedom. We’ll graduate as we planned. We’ll live the way we wanted to. An apartment in a big city. A job that pays the bills. Weekend brunches at local spots.”

Even as I paint idyllic images of working in the city in my head, they feel impossible. They’re faded teenage dreams.

John doesn’t say anything. Doesn’t have to. Because reality is a crushing weight that always makes its presence felt. Especially in moments like these. I’ve always lived under the shadow of that specter, waiting for the day I can escape its heaviness.

But it’s only getting worse. I can feel our dream life slipping away from my fingers.

“What’s done is done, Len,” John murmurs in a soothing voice. “You don’t have to go to Moscow. You don’t have to do anything. I’ll always be in the bratva. There’s no leaving it.”

“Then I’ll be with you.” I clutch the phone hard between my fingers. I want an anchor but there’s none. I’m drowning. “I’ll be a part of the same world as you are. If that’s the only way I can see you, if that’s the only way we can be together.”

“Lena, turn back,” he mutters. “Don’t do this. You can still have everything. Leave me behind. Cut me loose, and go live your life.”

I clutch the blanket around my waist, heart hammering. The room feels too small suddenly, like the walls are breathing.

His voice drops, lower, almost pleading. “You don’t belong in this life.”

“And you do?”

He doesn’t answer right away.

And when he does, it’s so transparently false that I don’t even have to think about it: “I’m okay here, Lena. I have... stuff. A nice apartment. Custom clothes. A girl who doesn’t ask questions.”

“But are you happy?” I press my hand to my chest, try to stay steady.

Silence.

“No,” he admits, voice cracking. “But it’s too late for me.”

“It’s not.”

“It is.”

He takes another breath. I can hear the tremble in it.

“I wish we could go back, too,” he says. “To that night. To when all we wanted was to be free.”

I nod even though he can’t see me. “Yeah.”

“You were the only person who ever gave a damn about me,” he says quietly. “And I betrayed that. You should hate me.”

“I don’t.”

I can’t. And maybe that’s the worst part. John is still the kind, loving boy who listened to my dreams when we were young. He stuck by my side when other kids didn’t. We were two loners, two misfits, but in each other, we found a safe haven. More than anything else, I can’t let that go.

“If you ever need anything when you’re in Moscow,” he says, “and I mean anything, get to a secure line and call me. This is my number. Doesn’t matter where I am or who I’m with. I’ll come.”

My throat closes.

“Promise?”

“I swear on that sad potato eye.”

I laugh. Or maybe cry. I don’t know anymore.

He stays on the line for a few seconds longer. Neither of us says goodbye. The silence between us stretches like an old scar, worn and tender.

And then the call ends.


EIGHT



Aleksei

Lena sits beside me in the jet’s leather-clad cabin, legs crossed, a glass of red wine glinting in the soft overhead lights as she stares out the window like we’re on a honeymoon flight to Paris. We’re somewhere over the North Atlantic, leaving her familiar little world behind, and she is already raising my blood pressure.

She’s too relaxed. Her attention is somewhere else, her fingers softly resting beside mine like she trusts me. She’s not even dressed properly for Moscow. My mind has been running a list of all the possible ways she could die the moment we step into Russia: poisoning, bullet wound, frostbite, kidnapping...the list of possibilities grows with every second until I can feel nausea climbing up my throat.

Her shoulders are soft. Relaxed. The way she trusts me so easily scares me.

I tap her fingers lightly, curling mine around hers with just enough force to catch her attention. “If you're this distracted in Moscow, devushka, you’ll be poisoned to death before you blink.”

Lena jerks toward me, her blue eyes widening. I take her wineglass, shaking the liquid inside. “I could have added poison or sleeping pills to that glass of wine while you were staring at the blue skies. You wouldn’t even know.”

She licks her lips, looking guilty. “I’m sorry. I thought the mission starts in Moscow.”

“The preparations start before we land,” I remind her. “You can’t keep being be your trusting, American self. Things aren’t the same in Russia. The Antonovs have endless enemies in the old city. They’ll all want to torture information out of you. If they get their hands on you, you won’t live. You can’t be spacing out when you’re around people. You have to be alert. Don’t ever let your attention drift from your drink. Better still, don’t drink at all.”

She scoffs. My strictness made her flush when we were having sex. But now, it inspires a different reaction.

She snatches her drink from me, downing the remaining liquid in one gulp. Traces of the pinot noir linger on her lips, painting them red, inviting me to bite on those juicy, wine-stained lips. We’re one hour into the flight and I’m already having a hard time restraining my baser needs.

Lena Fisher is a seductress. Maybe I should prostitute her to our enemies. She’ll get me their secrets in no time. I can’t imagine a single man who can resist a minx like her. She was crafted to drive men insane.

“This is my last drink,” she says, slurping the dregs from the glass. “Happy now?”

“No.” The hard syllable shoots out of me. “You have too much to learn.”

“Cool. Can you start teaching me how to fight then?” She rests her elbow on the armrest, tipping her chin up defiantly.

My cock stirs, loving her bratty attitude. My fingers itch to pin her down and put her in her place. But I’m no longer her lover or her dom. She’s under my command now. My soldier. My spy. Whatever I make of her. I am not going to complicate our already-messy relationship by confusing her. I may not have wanted her, but she could be a key player in our plot for revenge against the people who killed my parents.

“You won’t be fighting,” I tell her. “Not until I can be sure you’ll survive. First lesson: never leave your drink unattended. Not at a gala, not at a private table, not even next to someone you think you trust. Always be suspicious of all the people around you. They could be a carrying a gun. Or worse.”

“Ooh, I have a thing for sexy teachers. Especially the ones who lecture like this.” She lifts her wine glass theatrically and eyes me over the rim. “Maybe I’ll learn something useful.”

I suppress the heat that coils in my gut. She doesn’t even realize how fucking gorgeous she is, does she? She’s wearing nothing but a fitted sweatshirt and leggings, her coat tossed over the seat behind her, but the way that material hugs her curves should be illegal on this plane. On my plane.

But she’s not mine anymore. Not in that way. Not since she asked for this—asked to be used. She’s a spy now. A pawn. A woman with orders and consequences. No room for indulgence. I can’t afford weakness.

I reach across the seat, pick up the forgotten phone she left on the side table, and slide it into my pocket in one swift movement. “And never leave your phone out of your reach. This is how you get killed before you can even watch John graduate.”

“Hey!” She sits up straight, scowling. “You just stole that!”

“No,” I say with a smirk. “I proved a point. You think enemies come dressed like villains? They’ll smile at you while they poison your drink and send your location to their friends. You’ll be dead before dessert.”

She huffs and leans back, arms crossed. “Alright, teacher. I get it. No drinks, no phones, no trusting anyone.” She sighs. “Are fighting lessons still on the cards? Surveillance?”

“No.”

“What, exactly, will I be doing, then?” She licks her lips, dragging her tongue in a slow, deliberate caress across her plump lower lip. She’s doing it to taunt me, to tease me.

“Let’s talk about your mission instead,” I say, reaching into the drawer in front of me and pulling out a sleek folder.

She leans in, instantly alert. At least she’s quick when it matters.

“You’re going to a New Year’s gala in Moscow,” I begin. “Hosted by Grigorii Morenov, a former policeman turned political puppetmaster. You’ll befriend his daughter. Anastasia. She’s twenty-five, single, spoiled, and smarter than she looks. Befriend her without getting too close. Without getting attached.”

Lena frowns. “Why her?”

“You don’t need to know.”

“I’d like to know,” she presses.

I eye her. She’s stubborn. Clever. And maybe she deserves a little truth. Enough to keep her on the right side of fear.

“She’s important because her father took something from me.”

“What?”

I look out the window, stare at the endless black sky. “My parents.”

Her breath hitches. “He killed them?”

“He carried out the operation that took their lives but he wasn’t alone.” I lean back, voice clipped. “Morenov was a high-ranking official in the Moscow police. Head of Organized Crime Control. The kind of man who looked like a hero on television.”

I pause, jaw ticking as memories flood in like smoke curling from a long-extinguished fire.

“Our family owned a good part of Moscow’s underground trades,” I continue. “Weapons, luxury smuggling, pharmaceuticals. We had politicians in our pocket, bureaucrats, customs officers… Everyone had a price, and our parents knew how to pay it. They weren’t thugs—they were tacticians. Everything we did was calculated and clean. And we had more power than most sitting ministers.”

Lena’s gaze sharpens.

“Then Grigorii happened,” I mutter. “He played the clean cop. Said he wanted to wipe out criminal influence in the capital. Said he wanted to reform Moscow.”

A cold smile curls my lips.

“But it was all a lie. He wasn't trying to clean the streets. He was clearing them—for someone else. Our biggest rivals. The Sokolov Syndicate. Back then, they were nothing. Small-time, violent, sloppy. But Morenov gave them reach. Access. Intelligence on our routes. The moment he declared war on crime, our people started dying. Our safehouses were raided. Our partners disappeared.”

I exhale through my nose.

“My parents were killed in a staged car crash. Made to look like brake failure. Fire engulfed the car. No survivors. No questions. The state blamed ‘criminal retribution.’ And Morenov stood on a podium in a black suit, calling them a tragedy of the criminal age.”

Lena’s hand tightens around her wineglass. She’s silent.

“With my parents gone, alliances broke. Men we trusted fled or turned. The Sokolovs moved in and swept up what we lost. We were forced to abandon Moscow.”

She turns slightly toward me. “That’s when you came to Vegas.”

I nod once. “Leo took what remained of our assets—casinos, nightclubs, shell companies—and built the Antonov empire from the ground up in Vegas. We had a grip on the local drug trade already. He made it untouchable.”

“And the Sokolovs?”

“They used Morenov’s protection to grow. Now they run the drug ports in Stockholm, pushing synthetic fentanyl into half of Europe. Morenov still plays the clean politician. Public servant. Family man. But it’s all smoke.”

Lena’s throat works. “So he ordered the hit on your parents.”

I nod slowly. “For the Sokolovs. They were the ones who wanted us gone. They must have paid him handsomely. After the fall of the Soviet Union, Morenov pivoted—became a politician. But behind the scenes, he stayed a criminal. He worked with our rivals. Sokolov Bratva. They were nothing until he gave them power. He gave them legal immunity. And they funded his political campaign in return. Now he has more power than he ever did.”

Her eyes burn into mine. “And you’re sending me into his daughter’s world. Do you want revenge through her?”

“No. Anastasia isn’t the target. She’s the key. A way in. A way to bring the old man to his knees.”

Lena exhales slowly. “And I’m supposed to charm her?”

“She likes American girls. Thinks they’re trendy. Play into it. Let her underestimate you.”

“She’s never going to expect I’m there on orders from a Bratva enforcer,” Lena murmurs, her eyes darkening.

“Exactly.”

A beat of silence passes between us. Then she says, “You do realize I have, like, zero appropriate outfits for a Russian gala, right? Or Russian anything. My coat is from Target.”

I laugh. “Moya malen’kaya amerikanka.”

She narrows her eyes. “That better not mean anything rude.”

“It means my little American girl. You’ll be taken care of. Clothes, gear, everything.”

“And you?” she asks, quieter this time. “What are you going to be at the gala?”

“I’m not coming with you. It’s a solo mission.” I emphasize the word solo. “Nobody will babysit you. You’re on your own. Prove that you can get into Anastasia’s confidences using that pretty mouth of yours that you used to get into my bed. Otherwise, I’m putting you on the next plane and sending you back home.”

“Ouch. That’s harsh.”

“The world isn’t a bed of roses, zayka. If you think this is harsh, wait until you next mission. I won’t show you any mercy. You’ll have to prostitute yourself to criminal bosses, steal information, and show me you can handle real danger. I’m already letting you off easy on this one.”

She swallows. Her throat, slender, pale, and beautiful like the moonlight, bulges from the effort. A single bead of sweat appears at her forehead. I seem to have scared her enough for now.

“You’ll use your real name in Russia. Lena. You’ll pretend you’re here to find your biological parents. It’s the perfect sob story to get a sheltered Russian princess to warm up to you.”

Lena drops her eyelids. “Except I don’t know the names of my real parents, and they probably have no connection to Russia.”

“Make up a story. Did you expect me to do that for you, too?” I raise an eyebrow.

“Fine, I’ll come up with something.”

The plane’s engines whir loudly. The pilot announces that we’re beginning our descent into Moscow.

As I watch Lena silently calculating, I begin to wonder if I made a mistake by allowing her to come to Russia. She might not survive this trip. But if she does?

Then I’ll know she belongs by my side as my dark queen, my partner in crime.


NINE



Lena

Moscow is cold in a way that bites into my bones and settles behind my eyes. The kind of cold that humbles you. The kind that makes you feel like prey in a foreign land.

By the time we arrive at Aleksei’s townhouse, my fingers are numb, my thighs sting, and my breath feels like shards of ice against my lungs.

But the moment the door opens, I forget the cold.

Because this place… this place is breathtaking.

It’s not just wealth—it’s old power. Tastefully brutal and opulent. Dark polished wood, bone-white walls with intricate molding, oil paintings in antique gold frames. A winding staircase curls like a silk ribbon up to the second floor, and overhead, a chandelier sparkles like captured frost.

A fire roars in a sunken sitting room to the right, casting flickers of amber across the thick rugs and fur throws. The place smells like sandalwood, leather, and something faintly spiced—like him.

A maid greets us at the door with a deep bow and gestures me toward the second floor. Her name is Irina, and she speaks with a soft accent, polite but efficient. She leads me past gilded sconces and doors lined with crown molding until she opens one that reveals what I can only describe as a dressing dream.

Not a closet. A wardrobe chamber.

The room is bigger than my entire dorm suite back at Allister. Along three walls are racks of clothes—coats, dresses, silk blouses, thick knits, trousers tailored for a woman’s body. A towering glass shelf displays boots and heels in pristine rows. Burberry, Max Mara, Moncler, Balmain. I spot fur-lined gloves, wool scarves, and designer handbags still in their dust bags.

"This is for me?" I whisper, dazed.

Irina gives a polite nod. “Master Antonov instructed that you be prepared for Moscow’s winter.”

And then she’s gone, leaving me to the soft glow of the chandelier and the quiet hum of disbelief in my chest.

I take a few tentative steps forward, running my fingers across a cashmere turtleneck that probably costs more than my tuition. A pang of something sharp blooms in my chest.

I don’t belong here.

Except… I want to.

I’m still marveling at a camel trench coat when I feel it—him—before I hear him. His presence has the ability to suck up all the air from the room.

It’s heavy. Commanding. Quiet yet noticeable.

Then his voice, low and dark, curls around me like smoke. “Lift your arms.”

I turn, and Aleksei is standing behind me with a coat in his hands. Black wool. Belted. With silver hardware at the waist and collar.

I hesitate, just a breath, and his eyes narrow slightly.

“Up,” he says again, and I obey, lifting my arms like a marionette.

He steps forward and slides the coat over me—slow, deliberate. His knuckles brush my collarbone. His fingers tug the fabric down my shoulders, firm and unhurried. He fastens the buckle at my waist, then pulls the collar up around my neck, adjusting it until it frames my jaw.

I can’t breathe.

Not because of the coat.

Because of him.

The way his touch makes me forget the world outside. The way he moves like he owns my body and time itself.

“You’ll still freeze your ass off,” he murmurs. “But it’s better than whatever American nonsense you packed.”

He’s still standing behind me, hands resting on my shoulders, gaze fixed on mine in the mirror.

Then he says it—soft, almost fond. “This looks good on you, rybka.”

I blink. “What does that mean?”

He smirks. “Little fish.”

My heart skips.

He used an endearment. My brain scrambles to make sense of the word, the meaning, the tone he used. It’s not mocking. It’s… warm.

No, worse. It’s tender.

“You’re calling me a fish?” I ask, trying to deflect. “That’s not exactly flattering.”

His eyes darken with amusement. “You’re small. Slippery. Always trying to swim upstream where you don’t belong.”

I should be annoyed. I should shove him. Instead, I feel warm in places that shouldn’t be warm in front of him.

Aleksei looks different in Russia. Like a king in his kingdom. There’s a regality to his demeanor, an effortless polish in his look. This is where he was born. Where his family ruled. This is the kingdom that was stolen from him. And now he plans to take it back. And I’ll be playing a part in that.

“You look handsome in these clothes,” I blurt out, eyes fixated on him. I’ve only seen him in black suits. Now he’s wearing a thick sweater over a white button-down. It hides his muscles but not his strength. He seems softer, more domestic like this.

“Are you trying to flirt with me, rybka?”

Aleksei’s hand tests the curve of my back. He presses his palm against the swell of my ass.

My breath catches. “Would it work if I was?”

His gaze sharpens instantly, dark like the night air outside, but warmer—molten, almost. He drifts closer, his other hand brushing a lock of hair off my cheek, then tracing a slow line down the side of my throat. His touch is calloused and sure, but slow. Teasing. He knows exactly what he's doing.

“It’s dangerous to flirt with someone like me,” he says softly, fingers now skimming the hem of the coat he wrapped me in just minutes ago. “Men like me take what they want. They don’t always give it back.”

“I want you to take everything from me,” I whisper, leaning into his hand. “I came here willing to hand you all I have. Even my life.”

His pupils dilate. Something flickers in his eyes. His thumb presses beneath my chin, lifting my face up until there’s barely a breath between us. His mouth hovers just above mine, and I swear the air thickens with heat. With tension. With something feral and intimate.

“You’ll give me everything?” he asks, shocked.

“Yes. Everything.” I rise onto my toes, drawn to him like a tide to the moon.

And then I kiss him.

He stills—just for a moment.

Then Aleksei makes a low, feral sound in the back of his throat and cups the back of my head with one large hand, fingers threading through my hair.

His mouth claims mine like he owns it.

He kisses me the way he talks—rough and commanding, with a quiet thread of control that makes my knees buckle. But it’s not just heat. There’s tenderness beneath it. A cradle of warmth that contradicts the cold steel in his voice. His tongue strokes mine in slow, unhurried movements, making me melt against his chest. My hands fist in the fabric of his sweater, needing something to hold onto, needing him.

He kisses like he could devour me. And maybe I want to be devoured.

When he finally pulls back, I'm breathless, dazed, lips tingling. His thumb brushes my cheek, as if he's reluctant to let me go. As if he just remembered what this is—what we can’t have.

“Are we sleeping in the same bed tonight?” I ask, the question slipping out before I can stop it. My voice is soft. Hopeful. Needy, even.

He freezes.

The tenderness drains from his face like someone flipped a switch.

“No.” His voice is clipped, cold now. “You’re here to prove you can be useful to the organization. Not to warm my bed.”

The words hit me like a slap.

I take a small step back, trying to mask the sting in my chest. But it’s no use. He sees it. I know he does.

Our chemistry crackled like a live wire just seconds ago, and now he’s dousing it with ice. I don’t know what game he’s playing, what war he’s fighting inside himself, but it feels like I’ve just been yanked out of a dream and thrown into something sharp and real.

Still, I nod. I swallow the embarrassment. The ache.

He straightens his coat collar and steps back, face unreadable.

“Come. Eat with me,” he says. “We have things to discuss before you meet Anastasia.”

I turn, pulse still thudding wildly.

He takes my wrist, pulling me close to him, leading me down the hall to a breathtakingly spacious dining room. I follow him, but the air between us is different now. The fire he lit inside me still burns—but now it’s edged with confusion, and a dangerous curiosity.

I might be dressed in silk and wool now, wrapped in warmth and wealth, but none of that shields me from him.

And for the first time since I got on that jet, I realize something dangerous.

It’s not Moscow that will destroy me.

It’s Aleksei Antonov.
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I can’t sleep.

Every time I close my eyes, I hear something. A creak of the wooden floor. A murmur in Russian. Footsteps that don’t seem to belong. I jerk upright five times because a gunshot sounds in the distance.

The shadows move differently here. The cold digs its nails into my ribs.

Back in Allister, even in the worst parts of the city, I didn’t feel this level of unease. But Moscow feels… ancient. Heavy. Like secrets cling to the walls and ghosts sleep in the corners.

The townhouse is beautiful, yes—but beneath the polished wood and expensive marble, it feels like a predator’s den.

I curl tighter under the heavy blanket, eyes locked on the ceiling, heart thudding so fast I can hear it in my ears.

I have no weapons. No locks on the doors. I’m surrounded by Bratva men. I’m supposed to be working for them now, but I know the way this world works. Loyalty is as fragile as glass, and accidents happen when no one’s watching.

And no one is watching. Not for my sake.

I sit up, shivering. The air is colder at night, sharper. The silence outside my room is too quiet.

I need something. Water. Tea. Anything to soothe the knot in my stomach.

I pad across the room barefoot and slowly open the door. I can’t gold back my gasp as I see the gigantic figure pressed beside my door.

Aleksei is there. He’s in that same sweater, looking huge and imposing. Leaning against the wall beside my door, arms crossed, head tilted back like he’s half-asleep. He looks rumpled and exhausted, like he hasn’t moved in hours. The shadows under his eyes are no joke.

My heartrate accelerates as I realize what he has been doing.

My breath catches. “You’ve been here… all this time?”

He cracks his eyes open, gracing me with a grumpy smile. His eyebrows furrow in annoyance, like he’s irritated I caught him.

I stare at him, stunned. “You were guarding me.”

“Making sure you don’t run,” he says flatly. “You know too many secrets now.”

But I see it. The lie he thinks I won’t catch. He owns this damn place. He could have posted foot soldiers or guards or maids outside my room if he wanted to keep me from running. There was no reason for him, an Antonov, to be spend a night outside my room. Unless he wanted to personally make sure I was safe.

My chest warms. The knot in my stomach loosens, just a little. “You wouldn’t have to stand out here all night if you let me sleep in your bed.”

His eyes finally open. Sharp. Unamused. “No.”

“It wouldn’t be sexual,” I say quickly, holding up my hands. “I’m too tired after the flight. I’m too scared to even think about sex, Aleksei. I just… I’d sleep easier knowing you’re next to me.”

He growls low in his throat. Not angry—just annoyed. Frustrated. Torn.

“It’s a bad idea.”

“But it’s a practical idea. Your legs will fall off if you keep this up. And I’m going mad in my room all alone.”

He pulls back, shoulders stiffening. He’s still reluctant. I guess my behavior so far hasn’t been self-restrained. I kissed him on impulse earlier this evening. No wonder he doesn’t trust me. But after hours of tossing and turning, I’m not in the mood for sex.

“I swear, I’ll stay on my side,” I whisper. “No touching.”

He mutters something in Russian I don’t catch, but his jaw tightens. His hand runs over his face. Then he sighs and straightens, like he’s carrying the weight of a thousand sins.

“Come on then,” he mutters, opening the door across the hall. I scurry barefoot to his room, wrapping my arms around myself. Despite the heating, this house is old and there’s draft.

Aleksei’s bedroom is warm. Masculine. Dimly lit. Thick curtains drawn tight, a fireplace glowing low in the corner. The bed is enormous.

He gestures for me to get in. I climb into the plush covers, sinking instantly into the softness. The tension in my body begins to ease.

Aleksei doesn’t join me. He leaves. I sit up again, confused.

Five minutes later, he returns. With a mug in his hand. Steam rises from it. He crosses the room and hands it to me.

“Drink,” he commands.

I blink up at him. “What is it?”

“Hot chocolate,” he says, tone still gruff. “The only sweet thing in this house.”

I hide my smile behind the rim of the mug. His bossiness hits differently when he’s being nice. Gentle. Taking care of me in ways he doesn’t want to acknowledge.

I sip it, the warmth spreading through me instantly.

He watches me. Not like a man in control. But like a man trying not to care.

But he does. I see it in every clenched muscle. Subtle emotions bleeds through his lips as they twitch. He can’t stop a smile from stretching across them as I lick the foam off my lips.

When I finish, he takes the mug, sets it on the nightstand, and climbs into bed beside me. His body shifts the mattress easily—he’s massive, heat radiating off him like a furnace.

Then his hand slides over my waist.

I freeze.

He pulls me back against his chest. It feels like a brick wall and the world’s softest cushion at the same time. I can feel that he’s alive, feel his heart thumping beneath my back.

“I’m only holding you to make sure you don’t escape,” he mutters into my hair.

I don’t believe that for a second.

His big arms wrap around me, and I sink into his hold. His chest rises and falls behind me, steady and strong. He smells like cedar and dark spice and faint tobacco. Comforting. Dangerous. Familiar.

He’s like a giant, protective teddy bear I know I shouldn't be cuddling.

I’m not supposed to want this.

I’m not supposed to feel safe here.

I’m supposed to be paying off a debt. Doing a job. Nothing more.

But with Aleksei wrapped around me like this, everything blurs. I forget who I’m supposed to be. I’m left wishing. Wanting. Needing the comfort of a man whom I can never have a real relationship with. No matter how many times we sleep together, we’re from different worlds.

He’s the king of darkness and I’m just an ordinary girl, trying to be badass.

Sometime in the silence, as his breath slows and mine finally syncs with his, I whisper into the dark, “Did you live in this house… with your parents?”

A pause.

Then his voice, soft, rough. “Yes.”

“This room?”

Another pause. Then a faint nod against my head. “It was mine.”

My chest tightens. “You used to sleep here?”

His arm tightens a little around my waist. “I did.”

I shift slightly to look at him, needing to see his face even in the shadows.

“My mother tucked me into bed every night.” Aleksei exhales. His eyes stay open, fixed on the ceiling. “She used to hold me. Like this. Sing to me when I couldn’t sleep.”

The image guts me. Little Aleksei. Big-eyed and scared and maybe already sensing the danger pressing in around his world. Being soothed by a mother who wouldn’t survive long enough to see the man he’d become.

“Will you…” I hesitate, then press forward, heart thudding. “Will you sing to me?”

His mouth twitches. “They’re Russian lullabies. You won’t understand them.”

“That doesn’t matter,” I murmur, my cheek against his chest. “I just want to hear you.”

For a long moment, he doesn’t say anything. I think he’s going to refuse. Shut down. Go back to being the cold, untouchable enforcer.

But then—quietly, almost under his breath—he starts to hum.

It’s slow. Melancholy. Strange and soft in the dark. Like something carved from memory, carrying dust and love and grief. The sound vibrates in his chest, under my ear, and I cling to him like that hum is the only thing anchoring me to the earth.

I don’t know the words. I don’t need to.

The melody soothes something in me that’s been tense for weeks—no, months.

My lashes grow heavy.

He keeps humming. Fingers brushing slow circles against my side.

And I fall asleep in his arms, tucked into the same room where he was once a little boy.

Held in the same way he was once held.

By the same man who shouldn’t be soft.

But tonight, is.

And I don’t dream of fear. I dream of safety.

Of lullabies in a house full of ghosts.

Of a Bratva prince who doesn’t know how to stop protecting me.

Even when he says he doesn’t care.


TEN



Aleksei

Lena is still asleep when I open my eyes.

Soft. Curled into me like I’m some kind of safety instead of the monster everyone says I am.

My arm is thrown over her waist. Her breath is warm against my chest. Her hair is a mess of tangled silk on my skin, and her scent—sweet, like vanilla and something floral—clings to the sheets.

I don’t usually sleep.

At least, not like this.

But last night, for the first time in years, my mind was quiet.

Her body, her warmth, the lullaby I hummed from a place buried deep in my bones—it transported me. Back to a time when I was a boy in this same bed, protected and loved.

Before the fire. Before the blood. Before the world turned black.

I tighten my grip around her waist, pressing my mouth to her shoulder. She stirs slightly, a soft sigh escaping her lips. I don’t want to get up. I want to stay here, breathing her in. She makes the cold, hollow corners of this house feel... livable again.

I bury my nose in her neck and kiss the curve of it. She smells like sleep and silk. My hand glides down the line of her thigh, squeezing her a little, claiming her without words. I trail my mouth to her collarbone. I could get used to this.

But that’s the danger.

And the danger never sleeps.

My head jerks up at the sound downstairs.

A door. Voices. Too early for anything but trouble.

I slip out of bed without waking her, shrug on a black robe, and make my way downstairs barefoot, silent. I grab a gun from the drawer, just in case.

The scent hits me first—fresh syrniki frying in butter, black rye bread toasted over open flame, and the sharp aroma of strong Russian coffee. There’s also the faint, sour tang of pickled vegetables and something warm and sweet: kasha with honey and cream, steaming in a porcelain bowl.

When I step into the dining room, I find Leo exactly where I expect—seated at the head of the long, dark oak table like a king on his throne. The morning light filters through the tall windows, casting long shadows across his sharp features.

He doesn’t look up as he cuts into a golden cheese pancake, adds a spoonful of smetana, and takes a bite with the kind of measured grace only a man raised on power can wield.

Syrniki. Kasha. Toasted black bread. Caviar. Pickled tomatoes. The table is laid out like a czar’s private spread.

Leo drinks his coffee black, no sugar. I see a crystal carafe of kvass—fermented bread drink—on the table beside him, though I doubt he’s touched it yet. He never drinks before ten.

He lifts his gaze slowly when I enter. There’s no surprise in his eyes. Only calm calculation.

“I see you’re enjoying Moscow’s hospitality,” he says, voice dry, polished as ever. His deep baritone slips into Russian with fluent ease. Hearing him speak in our native tongue floods my nerves with a surge of familiarity and warmth.

My older brother. Pakhan of the Antonov Bratva. Leo is the pillar of both the organization and our family. Me and all of my brothers depended on him more than we should have. He’s six years older than me, but the responsibility he bears has always made him seem like a paternal figure to me and my brothers.

Forty-two, and the years have been good to him. He’s still handsome, still dangerous. There’s gray at his temples now, a quiet dignity in his posture. The way he wears his tailored suit this early in the morning would make most men look overdressed, but not Leo. He could pass for a gentleman, a thief, a politician, or a killer. Because he is all of those things.

He gestures at the seat across from him. “Join me.”

I sit. Say nothing. The maid offers me coffee, and I nod.

Leo studies me for a beat, eyes sharp. “You brought a girl here.”

My jaw clenches. “She’s not just a girl. She’s a link.”

“To who?”

“Anastasia Morenova.”

His expression doesn’t change. That’s Leo for you—ice on the outside, fire buried deep. He never shows more than what’s necessary.

“She’s friends with the girl?” he asks mildly.

“She will be. That’s her assignment.”

Leo slices through his omelet with quiet precision. “You’re in charge of personnel. Consultants, soldiers, spies, whores. I let you manage your corner of the empire however you see fit.”

“But?”

“But I don’t like surprises.”

Footsteps on the stairs interrupt us.

I glance over my shoulder.

Lena walks in.

Wearing her lacy top with its straps askew. There are red patches on her collarbone where my stubble prickled her skin at night. Her hair’s tousled, her lips swollen. Her skin glows with the kind of softness that doesn’t come from rest, but from being touched.

Leo lifts a brow.

I don’t say a word.

Lena pauses in the doorway, surprised. “Oh. I didn’t know we had company.”

Leo doesn’t smile. His eyes tighten, making the lines around them harsher. “We’re having a private breakfast.”

She looks between us. Then, slowly, she nods. “Of course.”

Leo turns to the maid without looking at Lena. “Bring her breakfast to her room.”

Lena doesn’t move until I speak. Her loyalty makes my possessiveness flare. She listens only to me, obeys only my command. My brother may be the pakhan, higher on the ladder of authority but she doesn’t bend to his will like everyone else.

“Lena,” I say, standing. “This is my brother. Leo Antonov.”

She straightens slightly, lips parting. “It’s… nice to meet you.”

Leo doesn’t answer. Just looks at her. As if weighing every secret she’s hiding. Distrust is apparent on his face. He sizes her up in three second and decides she’s nothing more than a regular American girl. He’s good at judging people. Nothing evades Leo’s eyes.

“Go upstairs,” I murmur to her.

She hesitates for half a second, then turns and walks out, head held high.

Once she’s gone, Leo leans back in his chair and exhales. “She looks like she’s been fucked.”

“She hasn’t.”

“She wants you.”

I say nothing.

“And you want her.”

Again, I don’t respond. Leo doesn’t need my confirmation. He knows he’s right. He always is.

He leans forward, voice lower now. “Don’t let your cock get in the way of strategy, Aleksei. We have waited too long to get our revenge. You want what they took from us?”

My jaw tightens. “Yes.”

“Then remember what’s more important. Power. Position. Payback. Not some American girl who sleeps in your bed. She might not even survive long.”

Leo’s eyes narrow in a cruel twist. The warning is clear: he can get rid of her whenever he wants. And he will, if she threatens to distract me.

Brotherhood, family bonds, and the organization are more important to Leo than anything else. The only reason we survived our parents’ demise is because of his cold, calculated nature and good decisions. He won’t let a stranger come between us or throw a wrench in his careful plans.

He hasn’t married despite the fact that he could have secured a powerful alliance through an arranged marriage with a powerful family. He is too cold to feel anything for anyone. Sometimes, he seems unattainable, untouchable, more a myth than a man.

But I think deep inside, he’s scared he’ll make the wrong decision and jeopardize everything.

I nod once.

But even as he speaks, I can still smell Lena. Still feel the curve of her ass in my hands. Still hear the soft way she sighed when I sang to her.

And I know. That Leo is right. That she has the chance to make me forget revenge and everything else that has propelled me forward every single day.

[image: ]


Leo left an hour ago to go twist the arm of a State Duma deputy who thinks he’s immune to Antonov pressure. I didn’t ask which one—Leo likes his secrets, and I like my plausible deniability.

The house is quiet now. Old bones and creaking wood, but they don't bother me. I’m used to it. I spent years here, closely listening to the whispering trees and wind whistling through the gaps in the floorboards. I even knew where the gaps are.

I climb the stairs toward Lena’s room, the third door on the left of the eastern wing. She makes contact with the target, Anastasia, in a week. I want to prepare her for life in the bratva. Even if she’s not an official member, she’s working with us, which means she doesn’t have the same immunity as civilians. No gang member would drag a civilian into their affairs but she’s fair game now. She’ll need protection. Yet, having men around her would be too conspicuous and attract too much attention. It’d be the same as announcing she was part of the Antonovs. Which will either get her killed or tortured.

I knock once, then twice. No response. I push the door open.

Empty.

The room smells like her now—sweet, soft, like the lavender shampoo she must’ve packed. Her boots are by the wardrobe. The covers are mussed from where she probably lounged after breakfast. But the silence inside tells me she’s gone somewhere.

My jaw tightens.

Then I hear it.

A faint voice floating up from below. Feminine. Clipped Russian syllables, broken but eager. Followed by laughter. Another voice—older, warmer.

I make my way down the curving staircase, boots echoing on the hardwood steps. The kitchen is down a long corridor past the grand dining room, a sprawling space with pale green cabinetry, a massive hearth, and copper pots that have hung there longer than I’ve been alive.

They’re standing by the prep counter. Lena, in simple jeans and a long-sleeved navy top, her hair a riot of untamed curls falling down her back. She’s barefoot. The soles of her feet must be cold on the chilled tiles, but she doesn’t seem to notice.

Galina, the maid—gray bun, red apron, stocky arms that have smacked more grown men than I’d dare count—is leaning on the counter beside her, eyes sparkling.

“Ya khotel-a—khotel... shit. KhOCHU uchit' russkiy,” Lena says carefully, tongue pressed to the roof of her mouth as she tries the pronunciation again.

Galina chuckles, correcting her gently. “Khochu uchit’sya russkomu. A tak, molodets. Snova.”

“Khochu uchit’sya russkomu,” Lena repeats, slowly but with confidence. She beams like she just won an award.

Something tugs inside me. Seeing her here—messy hair, no makeup, speaking my language with the help of my staff—it does something strange to my chest. A part of me wants to walk out and erase the feeling. But I don’t.

Galina notices me first. Her eyes narrow playfully.

“Your man is watching,” she murmurs in Russian, nudging Lena’s side.

Lena turns with a grin, cheeks flushed. “Caught me red-handed.”

“What are you doing down here?” I ask, my voice rougher than I meant.

Lena arcs her head, pushing up her chin in a gesture of defiance. Fire burns in her eyes. “I didn’t realize I was a prisoner.”

“Stay inside the house.” I curl my fingers into fists. “If you’re spotted outside, Anastasia’s father will know you’re working with us and our plan will be done for.”

“Relax. I’m not going outside. I haven’t even drawn the curtains or opened my window yet.” The heels of her palm meet the kitchen counter. She leans against the marble effortlessly, giggling at Galina.

“Also, don’t gossip with my staff or bother them while they’re working. I’d think that was basic etiquette.” I put my hands on my waist, glaring at her like a schoolteacher scolding a troublemaker.

“She said she had time,” Lena looks to Galina, silently pleading for backup. “I decided to learn some Russian. Watched a few YouTube videos while eating. Then came down here and asked Galina to help. Figured it’s smart to learn basic phrases. Especially words I might need, you know—dengi, pistolet, ubiytsa, blin.”

“Ah. The essentials,” I grunt, rubbing a hand across my jaw. “Should’ve figured I’d turn a top student away from Western Civilizations and straight into a crash course on crime slang.”

“I’m nothing if not adaptable,” she says, a wicked gleam in her eye.

She turns to Galina. “Spasibo, babushka. Ya vernus' skoro.”

Galina gives a delighted gasp. “Babushka! Sladkaya devochka.” She kisses Lena on the cheek and mutters something about finally having someone around who’ll binge-watch "Kukhnya" with her.

I sigh, wondering how long it’ll be before Lena starts discussing the plots of Russian TV soaps with me. The maids love talking about those on their breaks.

Even though it’s a terrifying thought, it sends a slow shiver down my spine. It’s both odd and comforting to imagine Lena adapting to life in Moscow, speaking the local language and blending in with the people. Hearing her speak Russian makes my body vibrate with a need that’s not sexual but emotional.

I want her to understand the words that only make sense when I say them in Russian. I want her to say words to me that mean nothing in English, but are deeply affecting in my native language.

I’ve always wanted to return to Moscow permanently, like my brothers. America is safer and more developed, but it’s not as beautiful or culturally rich as Moscow.

There’s something about this city, about it intrigue, danger, and historical weight that fills a void in my heart. This is home.

I gesture with my head. “Come on. I’m going to train you today.”

“More history lessons?”

“Self-defense. It’s not enough to know how to curse in Russian. You need to know how to break a man’s nose if he grabs you.”

Lena smiles, tilting her head. “Thank you.”

Then she adds softly, with deliberate care, “Spasibo, lyubimyy.”

The word hits me like a punch to the sternum.

Lyubimyy.

My jaw tightens. My pulse spikes. That word isn’t casual. It’s not a throwaway compliment or a flirt. It means beloved. A word women whisper to their men when no one else is listening. Wives murmur it in the dark after years of marriage. Lovers say it when they want you to know you belong to them.

No one’s ever called me that.

Not even once.

I stare at her, trying to piece together what the hell I’m feeling—shock, hunger, confusion, the ache of something I don’t want to name.

“What did you call me?” I ask, my voice menacing.

She blinks innocently. “Lyubimyy. Galina said that’s how I should address you.” Her smile is mischievous, like she knows exactly what she’s done.

I whirl on Galina, scowling. “You’ve been watching too many damn TV shows.”

Galina just shrugs, a glint in her eye. “I thought it suited you. You shared the same room last night.”

Thank goodness Lena doesn’t understand enough Russian to understand what Galina just said. I can’t believe my maid thinks Lena is my lover. She’s teaching my ‘girlfriend’ all kinds of words. My house staff thinks I’m a romantic fool now, a joke. All because I brought a girl home. Maybe Leo was right. Maybe this is more than I bargained for.

Galina claps Lena’s back, telling her that she did well remembering that.

“She said it would help me blend in,” Lena says, eyes wide with false sweetness. “If I want to seem like I belong here.”

Galina starts laughing. A full, hearty sound that echoes off the kitchen walls. “Ona umnaya, eta devochka.” This girl is clever.

I mutter a curse under my breath and shake my head, then turn to Lena with a sharp gesture.

“Enough Russian lessons for today. You—come with me.”

Lena grins as she follows, throwing a cheery “Poka, babushka!” over her shoulder.

Galina is still laughing when we disappear down the hallway.

And I’m still trying to get the sound of lyubimyy out of my damn head.

Lena steps beside me as we head down the hallway toward the private gym on the lower level, past the wine cellar and the weapons room.

“You think someone’s gonna grab me in this house?”

“I think anyone who tries will lose a hand,” I say calmly. “But I’m a pessimist.”

The gym is tucked beneath the old servants' wing, a modern contrast to the rest of the house. Rubber flooring, reinforced walls, mirrors, heavy bags, and a rack of weights that could crush a man if dropped wrong. A matte black mat dominates the center.

As I close the door behind us, Lena gives the room a slow, skeptical look.

“Of course the Antonovs have a secret gym beneath a palace.”

I cross my arms, raising a brow. “You have a problem with my taste?”

“No,” she says. “Just shocked there isn’t a sauna with gold-plated towels.”

I smirk. “That’s upstairs. Next to the indoor shooting range.”

She gives me a look. “Sure, lyubimyy.”

My blood pressure spikes. “If you call me that one more time, I’ll shoot you myself. Forget you know that word.”

“Too late,” she says, toeing off her shoes. “And it’s not my fault. Galina already thinks we’re dating. I figured I might as well make her day.”

I roll my eyes. “This is how Bratva empires fall. One maid at a time.”

“And here I thought I was infiltrating Russian upper-crust society for the sake of revenge.”

“Revenge, rybka, doesn’t usually involve watching soap operas with kitchen staff.”

“I was learning the language,” she says sweetly. “And bonding. You should try it sometime.”

I step closer, just a breath away now, lowering my voice. “Careful. I might start to think you like it here.”

Her lips twitch. “And you might start to like having me here.”

The air shifts. But I let the tension simmer, stepping back just as her cheeks begin to warm.

“Let’s begin.”

The gym’s colder than the rest of the house—sharp air, steel surfaces, and the soft thump of my boots on padded flooring. The mirrors catch every move, every twitch in my face I don’t want to acknowledge.

Lena stands near the edge of the mat, arms crossed, chin lifted. Her leggings cling to her legs, the oversized black tee sliding off one shoulder like she doesn’t even realize. Her hair’s messy, her eyes too bright. She doesn’t belong in this world, but she’s trying to claw her way in anyway.

Good. She needs to.

I motion her forward. “We’re starting with the most common attack. From behind. You get grabbed—around the throat or arms. That’s how they control you.”

She smirks. “Sounds like a date in Moscow.”

I don’t smile. I move behind her fast, wrap one arm across her throat, pin her arms down with the other. My body is flush against hers, every inch of me holding her still.

“This is what it feels like.”

She freezes. Her breathing changes. I lower my voice, right by her ear. “First thing you do is drop your weight. Don’t freeze. Sink down. It makes you harder to lift.”

I ease up and demonstrate, knees bent, center low. “Then, hit with your elbow. Ribs, stomach—wherever hurts. Twist hard. Step behind him, slam your foot into his shin or knee. Then you run.”

Lena watches closely. She’s soaking it all in like a sponge. I nod once. “Your turn.”

She blinks. “You sure? I might break something.”

“I’m not that fragile.”

That earns a tiny grin before she says, “Alright, fine. Come at me, Bratva Brick Wall.”

I grab her. Hard. She reacts fast—better than I expect. Drops her weight, elbow slams into my ribs. It’s solid. She spins, catches my knee, and suddenly, I’m falling back onto the mat with a grunt.

I blink up at her.

She stands over me, beaming like she just won gold.

“Well?” she says, breathless. “Am I terrifying yet?”

I climb to my feet, ignoring the way my ribs ache. “Again.”

We go over it again. And again. Her instincts sharpen. Her aim improves. She starts getting cocky. I let her.

Until the last round. She’s resetting when I come at her hard, fast, from the side.

She yelps, caught off guard. I sweep her off her feet and take her down with me. Her back hits the mat, and I land on top of her, both arms braced to keep my weight off her—but we’re close. Too close.

Her body is hot beneath mine. We’re both sweating. Her lips are inches from mine, parted and trembling. My thigh’s between hers. Her chest is rising fast.

Fuck.

This isn’t how it’s supposed to feel. She’s a disposable asset. But right now, with her pinned under me and not even pretending to be angry about it, it feels like something else. Like a line I want to cross and never come back from.

Memory is a bitch. Because at this moment, images of her naked body under me flash in my mind, dragging me back to the night when I first tasted her. Her body, lush, fertile, and so receptive beneath mine. I even remember how hard I came inside her, how good it felt to release every drop of my seed into her pussy instead of a condom.

My cock stars to swell. Heat thrums through my blood, flooding my senses with sharp arousal. And something more dangerous. Something I’ve tried to bury since that night, but it surfaces every time I’m touching her—I want to breed her. Fill her with my seed until she’s dripping. Until her belly is stretching with my baby. Her curvy body would look so delicious carrying a child. I close my eyes, pained.

My throat constricts from the effort to clamp down my taboo desires. I shove them in the back of my psyche where they belong.

I push off her, standing quickly. “Break.”

Lena stays on the floor, propped up on her elbows. Watching me like she’s seeing something new. Heat pounds my skull, diffusing into every pore.

I walk to the mini fridge, yank it open, grab a bottle of water, and toss it to her without looking.

She catches it. Opens it. Drinks. I do the same, trying to quiet the thoughts in my brain. Trying to keep my swollen cock from turning into a hard-on. The cool liquid trickles down my throat, soothing the relentless ache in my chest. Her presence fills me with adrenaline, makes me want to act. To fuck. To feel her submitting to me.

“I liked that move,” she says between sips. “Very immersive teaching style.”

I don’t respond. My jaw’s too tight.

“You’re not sleeping in my room tonight.”

She freezes. “What?”

“Leo doesn’t like it.”

She tilts her head. “So Leo gets to decide where I sleep now?”

“Leo decides everything. He controls my life. And yours.”

Her brows knit together. “Even if you don’t like it?”

I stare at her. “If he thinks you’re a threat, he’ll have your brains blown out in the time it takes him to light a cigar.”

Her face pales slightly, but she holds my gaze.

“I thought he was your brother.”

“He is.” I cross my arms. “But he’s the pakhan first. Brother second.”

She bites her lip. “If you were the pakhan, would you see me as a threat? Would you kill me?”

I open my mouth to answer.

My phone buzzes in my pocket. I check the screen. Leo.

Of course.

I answer. “Da?”

Leo’s voice is curt. “The port. One of our shipments wasn’t cleared. I’m heading down. If customs give us trouble, I need you with me.”

“On my way.”

I hang up and slide the phone back into my pocket.

Lena’s still watching me.

“Keep practicing,” I say, walking to the stairs. “You’ve got one week to be convincing.”

And maybe, in a week, I’ll figure out whether I want her on my team—or gone.

But right now, I need to remind myself who the hell I am before I crawl back on top of her and ruin both of us.


ELEVEN



Lena

The smell of butter sizzling in the pan fills the kitchen, mixing with the earthy scent of fresh dill. It’s barely seven in the morning, but Galina moves around like she’s been awake for hours. Her deft hands crack eggs into the pan, whisking them with sour cream and salt until they fluff into soft, steaming curds. A pot of kasha simmers quietly on the stove, the thick grains releasing a faintly sweet aroma as they bubble.

I’m at the counter chopping tomatoes, trying to mimic Galina’s speed without cutting off my fingers. The blade hits the cutting board with uneven thunks.

“Medlenno, Lena,” Galina scolds me gently in Russian. “Slowly. You have all the time in the world.”

“Vremya,” I echo the word, proud of myself for remembering.

She glances over and gives me a small smile, her plump cheeks softening. “Da. Vremya. Time.”

We fall into easy conversation about a TV show she’s obsessed with—something about a cheating husband and his wife’s dramatic revenge. She describes it with wild hand gestures, laughing under her breath. I understand only half the words, but her tone is contagious.

Then the doorbell rings, its sharp chime cutting through the warm kitchen atmosphere.

Galina freezes. “Kto eto v takoye vremya?” Who is it at this hour?

Before I can answer, we hear a high-pitched voice call out from the foyer. “Galina! Where’s my favorite lady?”

She groans. “Bozhe moi. It’s Nikolai.”

“Who’s Nikolai?” I ask, wiping my hands on a towel.

“The youngest Antonov brother,” she explains, rolling her eyes. “A scamp. A rascal. He was only two when their parents died. Now he is seventeen and thinks he is king of the world. He should be in America, not here.”

As if on cue, raised voices filter in from the entry hall.

“You have some nerve showing up here unannounced,” a deep, commanding voice booms.

I edge toward the doorway, peeking out. Leo stands there, severe in a black wool coat over perfectly pressed black pants, his broad shoulders tense. He looks every inch the authoritarian, the kind of man who could intimidate a courtroom, a boardroom, or a room full of soldiers without saying a word.

Across from him, a boy—no, a young man—leans back casually, hands shoved in his pockets. Nikolai is tall for his age, slim and wiry, with dark hair that curls slightly at his nape and sharp, mischievous blue-gray eyes. He has the same features as Aleksei but softer, untouched by the hard lines of adulthood.

“Relax, Leo,” Nikolai says, grinning lazily. “It’s Christmas break. Thought I’d surprise you.”

“You’re not welcome here,” Leo snaps. “Your principal called me. Drinking at school? Do you think I have time to deal with your childish games? I run a business, Nikolai. I don’t babysit.”

“I’m practically grown,” Nikolai mutters, rolling his eyes.

“You’re under eighteen,” Leo thunders. “That means I’m still your guardian. You will follow my rules.”

Nikolai smirks. “Oh, like sending me to Dmitry? He’ll lock me in a room with spreadsheets all day.”

“That’s exactly where you belong,” Leo says. “This house isn’t safe for you. You’ll go back to Mikhail’s in Las Vegas if you hate Dmitry’s company so much. Maybe he’ll let you gamble in one of his casinos and get this recklessness out of your system.”

“Boring,” Nikolai drawls. “I came for Galina’s cooking, not lectures.”

He glances past Leo and spots us peeking out from the kitchen. “Galina!” he shouts, darting toward her.

She opens her arms despite herself, and Nikolai hugs her tightly, his boyish grin softening into something genuine. Then his eyes land on me.

“Who’s this?” he asks, releasing Galina and sauntering closer.

I straighten. “Lena. I’m a member of the Griffin Society. Here for a mission.”

He tilts his head. “Then why are you staying in the Antonovs’ house?”

Before I can answer, Leo grabs the back of his collar and drags him backward. “Enough. I’ll put you on the next plane out of here, even if I have to send you back in chains.”

“Chains? Really? Overdramatic much?” Nikolai protests, thrashing like a cat.

That’s when Aleksei steps through the door, a cold blast of air trailing behind him. He takes in the scene with a flat expression.

“Aleksei, tell Leo I can stay,” Nikolai pleads. “He’s being insane.”

“You shouldn’t even be here,” Aleksei says, voice firm.

Nikolai pouts. “You’re all so boring. I just wanted to spend time with family.”

Leo glares. “Family isn’t a shield from reality. Get him out of here, Aleksei. Take him to the airport.”

Nikolai makes a break for it, but Aleksei is faster. He catches him around the waist, lifting him clean off the ground like a misbehaving child.

“No! Galina, save me!” Nikolai yells, kicking his feet.

Galina just crosses her arms. “You made your bed, mal’chik.”

Aleksei kicks the door open with one boot and strides out, Nikolai slung over his shoulder.

The front door slams shut, and Leo exhales sharply, his jaw flexing. He looks older in this moment, like the weight of everything rests on his shoulders.

I can’t help but wonder if Nikolai does this just for attention. It’s obvious he loves his brothers, even when he drives them crazy. And equally obvious that they love him, even when they hide it behind hard words and harsh discipline.

Leo mutters something under his breath and turns on his heel, the edge of his coat sweeping behind him.

But then he stops. Slowly, he pivots back around, and for some reason, the act alone makes the tiny hairs at the back of my neck rise.

He strides toward me with unhurried steps, his polished shoes tapping the hardwood floor. The closer he gets, the colder the air around me seems to become.

“What are you doing?” His voice is low, sharp.

Goosebumps explode across my arms. I force my chin up, but his presence suffocates me. His cologne is strong—dark and expensive—and it hits me like a physical force. It’s the kind of scent that clings to you, leaving you powerless to forget it. My chest tightens, and I swear I can’t breathe.

Leo stops a foot away. He’s the same height as Aleksei, a little leaner, but his gaze slices into me like a blade. There’s something in his eyes, that cold blue-gray, that makes me feel like he could slit my throat and not think twice about it.

“I’m learning Russian,” I say quickly, my voice barely above a whisper. “And helping Galina with breakfast.”

His eyes sweep over me, unimpressed. “I don’t understand why Aleksei picked you. I read your file. You haven’t even been through the Griffin Society’s initiation rituals yet. You haven’t proven your loyalty to the Antonov family.”

My stomach flips. He doesn’t trust me, that much is obvious. But what’s disconcerting is the way he looks at me like I’m a bug he’d like to quash. Like he’s plotting to get rid of me in his head. I remember what Aleksei said to me in the gym.

If he thinks you’re a threat, he’ll have your brains blown out in the time it takes him to light a cigar.

A shiver snakes up my spine. Leo’s gaze is intent. He doesn’t break eye contact until I feel my heart slamming against my chest. Just being watched by him makes me want to crawl out of my skin.

When Leo’s fingers drum against the gun at his hip, I blurt out, “How can I make you trust me?” My voice is trembling so bad it’s clear I’m terrified. But that doesn’t pacify the pakhan. He looks like a bored devil, eyes gleaming with lust for more suffering.

Leo’s lips twitch, but it’s not a smile. “The usual ritual. Members slice their palm with a knife and bleed for me while taking the seven oaths.”

The knife I was using to chop vegetables feels suddenly heavy in my hand. My stomach churns as bile rises to my throat. The thought of blood makes me want to vomit. And the idea of willingly harming myself, cutting my own hand…it paralyzes me.

My legs feel like they’re locked into place by an invisible force as the pakhan of the Antonov bratva drags his hand up the side of my face. My skin feels like ice where he touches it. Aleksei’s touch is warm, tender.

But Leo’s is cold, punishing.

Leo steps closer, looming over me, tapping his foot like he’s waiting for me to obey. His presence is a wall, towering and immovable.

“Do it,” he says, voice like ice.

I hesitate. Galina steps forward, putting a warm hand on my arm. “Lena,” she whispers in Russian, her voice tight. “Leo becomes cruel when he’s in a bad mood. Nikolai irritated him this morning. Please, don’t⁠—”

But I know there’s no way out. We both do.

Leo Antonov is the most powerful criminal boss in Moscow. I’m on his turf. It’s like being in a warzone. I thought this would be easy because Aleksei gave me a sense of security. He was like a shield, protecting me from the worst of it.

But I’m alone now. With a man whom the devil would fear.

I’m in the presence of a dangerous criminal. Leo’s eyes tell me he has done unspeakable things to people.

I clasp my hands behind me, trying to ground myself. Begging my nerves to calm down so I can think clearly.

“If I do this,” I manage to say, voice shaky, “will you accept me as a member?”

“I will,” Leo replies.

“Aleksei said women couldn’t join,” I say, desperate.

Leo’s expression doesn’t change. “I can bend the rules. I’m the pakhan.”

“I don’t want to sign up for a life in the bratva,” I blurt. “I’m just here to pay off John’s debts so he can graduate.”

Leo’s gaze hardens, and he cracks his knuckles slowly, one by one. “If you don’t want to live this life, stop seducing my brother.”

The words cut sharper than any blade.

“I’m not⁠—”

“Yes, you are,” he interrupts. “I see the way you tempt him. I want you gone from this house, Lena. You’re not going to be part of this world, so you have no business with Aleksei. He will always be a part of it.”

He takes out a cigarette and lights it, inhaling deeply. The first puff of smoke hits me in the face, making me cough, but he doesn’t seem to notice or care.

“If you can’t keep your legs closed, I have the perfect job for you,” he says, voice razor-sharp. “There’s a businessman who enjoys girls like you. I could gift you to him for a night, in return for his cooperation. Maybe I’ll ask Aleksei to take you to him. If you can’t bleed here, you’ll have to bleed there. Otherwise…” He shrugs casually. “You’ll be following Nikolai back to America.”

My heart pounds so fast I can barely hear. For the first time since I agreed to this life, I feel the full weight of the danger I’m in.

“Slashing my hand will invite questions from Anastasia when I meet her later,” I say hoarsely. “I’d rather… I’ll sleep with that businessman.”

Leo smiles then, and it’s full of teeth. Predatory. He’s satisfied because he has terrified me and humiliated me. I’m nothing more than a pawn, a body he can use to his advantage, and he’s not above making that known.

“Good. I’ll arrange it,” he says, his voice like a death knell. “Be ready this evening.”

He turns and walks away, leaving me trembling. The moment he’s gone, my knees give out and I drop to the floor, my entire body shaking uncontrollably.

Galina is at my side in an instant, rubbing my back. “Oh dear,” she whispers. “You have gotten yourself on Leo’s bad side. That never ends well.”

I clutch the edge of the counter to steady myself, but it feels like the ground is tilting beneath me.


TWELVE



Aleksei

“What the fuck, Leo?”

I slam the door behind me, my voice echoing through the cavernous hall. The rage in my tone vibrates through the air like a gunshot, but Leo doesn’t even flinch. He sits at the massive mahogany table, a black wool coat still draped across his shoulders, a glass of vodka in his hand like he’s got nowhere to be.

He doesn’t look up. Doesn’t move. Just radiates that effortless dominance that’s been carved into his bones since the day our parents died and the weight of the Antonov empire landed squarely on his back.

“You can’t be serious,” I snap, striding across the room. “You want to prostitute her? To Viktor Malenkov?”

Leo finally lifts his gaze, slow and deliberate. He’s all icy composure, no crack in his armor. “Malenkov was one of our parents’ most important associates,” he says, voice even. “Getting him back on our side will change things for us here.”

I plant my hands on the table, leaning forward. “He’s been working with the Sokolov Syndicate for years. You think he’s just going to jump ship?”

Leo lights a cigarette, taking his time, the flare of the match lighting the hard planes of his face. He exhales a ribbon of smoke lazily, and the smoke curls around his face, lending him the look of an otherworldly monster. His pale skin, smooth like glass, bears no scars unlike mine. “He’s not happy with the terms the Sokolovs are giving him. He approached us, not the other way around. If we can offer a better deal, he’ll change sides.”

I grit my teeth. “That’s suspicious as hell. He’ll have to face consequences for abandoning the Sokolovs. They don’t forgive betrayal. You know that.”

Leo shrugs, as if betrayal and bloodshed are minor inconveniences. “He hopes we’ll protect him from those consequences.” He takes another drag, smoke curling upward in a slow spiral. “Offering him a night with an American whore is the right way to begin a partnership. We meet him tonight, get to know him, figure out what he wants. Then we give him a gift.”

I feel the anger rising in my chest like a storm. “Hire a proper whore then,” I bite out. “Don’t send Lena.”

“She needs to prove her loyalty,” Leo says flatly.

“She already has,” I shoot back, sharper than I intend.

Leo arches a brow, studying me like he’s dissecting me. “Has she? She hasn’t even been through the Griffin Society’s initiation. She hasn’t bled for us, Aleksei. She hasn’t sworn the oaths. You dragged her into this, but you never made her prove anything. What if she’s not on our side? What if she blurts out everything to Anastasia Morenova the moment she gets close to her?”

“That won’t happen,” I say, jaw clenched.

“You can’t be sure of that. You barely know the girl yourself.” Leo’s eyes harden, narrowing dangerously. I can sense the disappointment radiating off him. It makes a lump form in my throat. Displeasing Leo always has consequences. More than that, it makes me feel I’m in the wrong.

“Our plan of getting to Grigorii Morenov must be ironclad. And this is my way of making sure that the girl you found is fit for the job.” Leo plucks a pen from the pen stand and signs a document in his hand. The pen is a Montblanc, black with gold. It was a gift from Papa to Leo. He still holds onto to it. Like he holds onto this house. And everything else that Papa left him.

I swallow my protest. Leo has a brilliant mind, even sharper than Dmitry’s though he’s not as talented with numbers. He learned from our father, a brilliant tactician himself, who managed to conquer the smuggling trade in Moscow at a time when the communist government made everything hard.

He doesn’t trust in gut feelings. Only facts, contracts, and blood oaths.

I knew he wasn’t going to make it easy for Lena. He doesn’t hate foreigners, but he also doesn’t trust them. Distrust is his default response to everybody he meets.

“Lena can prove her loyalty in other ways.”

Leo lifts an eyebrow, irritation simmering under his gray-blue eyes. “She already refused to take the blood oath. Maybe she was scared of getting scarred.”

“She has only been in Moscow for three days. She barely speaks Russian. How will she understand Malenkov if she asks her to do something in bed?”

Leo scoffs. “I doubt Malenkov understands or believes in concepts like consent.”

“We can’t put her in danger. If he hurts her, what happens to her meeting with Anastasia?” Guilt scratches my throat. I knew I should have denied Lena the night she begged me to let John come back to college. But I couldn’t refuse her. I wanted her near me, wanted to understand the woman who lived rent-free in my head.

“If she gets hurt, we’ll postpone the meeting with Anastasia. Ms. Morenova attends a lot of social events. It won’t be hard to find another opportunity.” Leo twirls the pen between his fingers, looking disinterested. “Why do you care so much about what happens to Lena? She’s only here to be useful. I’m making her useful.”

Because she’s pure. Because she doesn’t belong in this world. Because my heart aches any time she’s in pain. And I can’t explain any of that to my brother because I don’t even want to admit to to myself.

“She’s a civilian,” I say, quieter now but no less furious. “Not like us. She’ll have to go back to her world one day. You can’t give her this kind of trauma and expect her to move on with her life.”

Leo’s expression doesn’t soften. “She’s not going back.”

My head snaps up. “What?”

“She knows too much,” he says simply, like he’s reciting an absolute truth. “You shouldn’t have dragged her into our plans with the Morenovs. Now she’s a key player, and I can’t have her quitting halfway through. I need leverage. I need her scared, not pampered. I need her to understand what she’ll face if she ever defies us—or talks.”

I take a step back, my stomach twisting. He wants to break her. Shatter her so she’ll fall in line.

Leo’s voice stays cold and steady, cutting through the silence. “You’re too soft with her. I’m not. She needs to know where she stands. If that means letting Malenkov put his hands on her, so be it.”

I want to put my fist through the wall. Or through Leo’s face. But I can’t. Because he’s the pakhan, and in our world, that title is absolute.

Inside, I’m a storm. Turbulent. Guilt gnaws at me, sharp and relentless. I knew when I pulled Lena into my clutches that she wouldn’t be able to leave. I told myself it was for John, for the mission, for the Antonovs’ survival. But deep down, maybe I wanted her trapped in this world.

Trapped with me.

Even if she has to be broken to be kept.

“Fine,” I say at last, voice like gravel. “I’ll go to the meeting with you.”

Leo leans back in his chair, victorious, and taps his ash into the crystal tray. “Good. We’ll meet him at the Ritz-Carlton. Private suite. No prying eyes.”

He smirks, like he’s already won the game. Like Lena’s fate is sealed.

And maybe it is.

“I’ll tell Lena to come dressed appropriately.” The words feel like acid in my mouth. I hate the thought of another man, especially one as old and perverted as Malenkov, touching what’s mine. There are no rumors about him hurting any girls. But still, Lena is too good for him.

“By the way, get some sleeping drugs from the boys downtown.”

My brows knit together. “Why?”

“Because Lena will be putting Malenkov to sleep.”

“I thought she’s sleeping with him.”

“It’s a ruse. Catch up, Aleksei. Why do you think I’m offering Malenkov a night with a gorgeous American prostitute knowing he wouldn’t be able to refuse?” Leo calmly drags a hand through his dark hair. “I don’t trust his motivations behind leaving the Sokolov Syndicate. Once she’s alone with him, she can seduce him, and put him to sleep. Then, I want her to go through his phone, read his messages, see if there’s anything shady going on. Give her a device to download all the data from his phone. I’ll have our men check it, too.”

The relief that slams into my chest is so visceral, I feel like the entire room is shaking. Lena doesn’t have to go all the way with Malenkov. She can give him a drink once they’re alone, pretend to seduce him, and maybe, she can get away without him touching her.

I hiss at my older brother whose face is cloaked in sunlight. Even so, he looks like a creature of the darkness. “You couldn’t have told me about this earlier?”

The corners of Leo’s lips lift up in a shadow smile. “Then I’d have missed watching you squirm.”

“You’re evil.”

Leo kisses his pen. “Thank you for the compliment. You can leave now. Unless you have more compliments to give?”

“You fucker. I hope you rot in hell.”

Leo whistles. “Hopes and wishes are for victims, Aleksei. Men like us only make decisions.”

There’s no point in arguing with Leo. He always has a comeback.

I slam the door behind me loudly as I march out of his study.
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I hear her before I reach the door. Soft, muffled sobs that slice through me like a blade. I pause in the hallway, hand tightening around the doorknob. Every instinct I have is screaming at me to go in, to hold her, to tell her she doesn’t have to do any of this. But I can’t. Leo made the call, and I can’t protect her from everything, no matter how much I want to.

I open the door quietly and step inside. Lena’s sitting on the edge of the bed, shoulders shaking, her head bowed low like the weight of the world is crushing her.

She startles when I enter, wiping her cheeks furiously with the back of her hand. “What… what do you want?”

I force myself to keep my tone steady, detached. “I need you ready for tonight.”

She blinks at me, wide-eyed and hollow. I reach into the garment bag slung over my shoulder and pull out the dress. Red silk, plunging neckline, slit up one thigh. It clings to the hanger the way it will cling to her body. “This is what you’ll wear. Malenkov prefers red.”

Her eyes flick to the dress, and I see the flash of pain she tries so hard to hide. It kills me.

I set it down gently on the bed, beside her. “And this.” I take a small vial out of my coat pocket, holding it up between two fingers. “Sleeping drugs. Use them quickly so you won’t have to… you know.”

She looks up at me then, and I see the wet tracks of her tears. I want to reach out, thumb them away, pull her against me until she feels safe. But I don’t. I can’t give her hope when I’m about to push her into a den of vipers.

“Malenkov is old,” I tell her. “Not big, not dangerous. He won’t hurt you.”

She blinks at me, holding the red dress against her chest like it’s armor. “What am I supposed to do once he’s asleep?”

I reach into my coat again and pull out a small black device, no larger than a credit card. I hold it out to her, my fingers brushing hers for the briefest second as she takes it. “Copy everything on his phone. Every text, call log, email—everything. If you can, read his messages, see if there’s anything about him scheming with the Sokolov Syndicate against us.”

Her face tightens with determination, but her voice is soft. “I can do that.”

The certainty in her tone tears me apart. She doesn’t belong in this life, yet here she is, ready to walk into the snake pit I’m shoving her toward. I should be proud of her resolve. Instead, I feel like the worst kind of bastard.

I clench my fists at my sides.

Her voice is so soft I almost miss it. “And you’re okay with this?”

My jaw locks. “Are you?”

She stands then, shoulders squared despite her trembling hands. “I’d do anything you asked of me,” she whispers. “Because I’m yours. Your submissive. If you want me with another man… I’ll do it. Without hesitation.”

The words gut me.

“Don’t,” I rasp, stepping closer, close enough to feel her breath. “I don’t want that. Do this for me, Lena, but I don’t want you sleeping with Malenkov. Use the drug fast.”

A sad, knowing smile curves her lips. “You don’t want to share me.”

I meet her gaze head-on. “I never share.”

She draws in a slow breath, her voice shaky. “Am I yours, then?”

I want to say yes. I want to claim her, mark her, make her mine in every way possible. But I can’t give her a promise I’m not sure I can keep. “I want you to be,” I admit, the words tasting like fire. “But it might be too much for you.”

I turn to leave before the heat building between us ignites into something I can’t stop. Before the guilt in my veins turns into the fuel to act. I want to kiss her, to feel her lips against mine, to reassure her that everything will be alright. I’m going with her. I’ll protect her.

“Aleksei.”

Her voice freezes me mid-step.

“I like you,” she says quietly.

I spin around, heat blazing through my veins, anger and longing twisting in my gut.

“You’ve lost your mind,” I say roughly. “Why the hell would you like a mobster like me?”

She takes a step closer, her chin tilting up. “Relax. I’m not falling in love,” she says with a little shrug, like she’s trying to make this easier for me. “But I like talking to you. I like being around you. I like learning from you. Even when you’re rough with me, you’re still kind. I like both sides of you.”

She swallows hard. “The only reason I don’t feel lost here is because I know I’ll see you again. I can go through this mission as long as I know that when it’s over, you’ll be there. And you’ll… you’ll be proud of me.”

My throat tightens. “I’ll reward you,” I tell her. “Whatever you want.”

Her eyes glimmer. “And if I want you inside me?”

My body reacts instantly, heat coiling low in my gut. I can already feel her soft and tight around me, already taste her moans on my tongue. “If that’s what you want,” I say, voice low and hoarse, “I’ll make it a night you’ll never forget.”

Her cheeks flush, and I see it—the spark of determination, the edge of resolve that wasn’t there a moment ago. She nods, taking the dress from the bed and clutching it against her chest. “I’ll be ready soon.”

I take a step back, but the words tear out of me anyway. “I regret bringing you here. I should have refused your request to help John.”

She shakes her head, the faintest trace of a smile on her lips. “I like Russia. I’m happy I came. I’m happy I got to see what your childhood was like.”

I can’t breathe.

“Maybe,” she says quietly, “if I complete this mission successfully, I might start to find a sense of belonging here. In the bratva. With you.”

I swallow hard. “You could never belong in such a dark, dangerous world.”

She tilts her head. “Is that what you want to believe?”

I leave the room because I can’t answer. I can’t tell her that what I believe doesn’t matter. The moment she does something like this, she’ll never be able to leave. The real world would seem too pretty, too fake for a girl who has been through the depths of hell. She wouldn’t be able to relate with normal people anymore, just like I haven’t been able to do for years.

She’ll always search for someone with the same hunger in their eyes, the same darkness that runs through her blood.

The door clicks shut behind me, and the weight in my chest only grows heavier.

I don’t care what Leo says. I’m not letting Malenkov touch her.

Even if I have to put the bastard in a coma myself.

Maybe Leo won’t even know.


THIRTEEN



Lena

The hotel is the kind of place I used to imagine in fairy tales. Its towering marble columns gleam beneath glittering chandeliers, polished until they reflect every speck of light. The floors are white-and-gold mosaic, so pristine it feels like a crime to step on them. Plush carpets soften our footfalls as Leo walks several paces ahead, his black coat flowing behind him like a cloak of power. He doesn’t look at me or Aleksei. He doesn’t need to. Leo commands attention simply by existing.

Aleksei is silent at my side, broad shoulders brushing mine every so often, his presence both a comfort and a reminder of what’s at stake. I’m in the gown he gave me, a low-cut red dress that hugs every curve like it was custom-made for me. The silky fabric slides over my hips when I walk, the slit in the skirt whispering along my thigh. My makeup is flawless—deep red lips, a smoky shimmer around my eyes that makes the green in my irises glow. For the first time in my life, I feel sexy, like a woman who could stop a man in his tracks.

Too bad this gown won’t be torn away by the man I dream of.

Instead, I’m meant to drug an old man and steal the contents of his phone.

The device and vial of sleeping drugs are tucked safely in the small clutch clamped tightly in my hand. My stomach churns with every step. I’ve never done anything like this before, and every second that passes feels like a countdown to failure.

We’re met in the hotel lobby by one of Malenkov’s associates, a tall, wiry man in a tailored gray suit. He appraises me with a flick of his gaze, his expression unreadable, before gesturing toward the private elevator.

The elevator doors slide open with a chime. Leo steps inside first, striking up a low conversation with the associate, his tone calm, measured, professional. Aleksei lingers behind until I enter, then follows me in. I can feel his fidgetiness in the way his body tightens next to mine. When the doors seal us in, he moves closer, pressing his large palm firmly against the small of my back.

“You’ll be fine,” he whispers, leaning down so his lips nearly brush my ear. His voice is so deep, so protective, it makes me shiver. “Your reward is waiting for you, rybka. The moment you get the data from Malenkov’s phone, I’m tearing this dress off you and taking you until you can’t stand.”

My breath catches. The words ground me, burn away some of the fear clawing at my chest. I nod, clutching my purse tighter.

The elevator dings, and the doors part to reveal the suite.

It’s opulent, like everything else in this hotel. The space is enormous—floor-to-ceiling windows with a panoramic view of Moscow’s icy skyline, thick rugs that swallow my heels with every step, a chandelier dripping with crystals hanging above an expansive living room furnished with soft leather couches. A dining table glitters with fine china and a bottle of champagne chilling in a silver bucket.

Malenkov rises from an armchair as we enter. He’s older than I expected, his graying hair slicked back, his small eyes calculating behind a veneer of friendliness. He wears a navy suit with a gold tie, his watch glinting with every movement.

“Leo Antonov,” he says warmly, moving forward to shake Leo’s hand. “And Aleksei. It’s good to see you both.” His gaze slides to me, lingering. “And this must be the gift you mentioned.”

Leo smiles thinly. “A gesture of goodwill. We understand you’ve been disappointed with the Sokolovs.”

Malenkov grunts, gesturing for us to sit. “Disappointed is putting it lightly. My margins keep shrinking, and my costs? Higher every quarter. The Sokolovs’ incompetence is costing me money, and I’m sick of it.”

Leo nods, sympathetic. “We’ll see what we can do about that.”

Malenkov moves toward the champagne and plucks the bottle from its bucket. “Then we toast,” he says, flashing a tight smile. “To a more profitable future.”

He pops the cork, and everyone’s attention snaps to the sound. Everyone’s except mine.

I glance past Leo and Aleksei toward the associate who guided us upstairs. He isn’t toasting. He isn’t even looking at the champagne.

He’s holding a gun.

And it’s pointed at Aleksei.

Time slows. My breath catches in my throat.

The pop of the champagne cork masks the click of the trigger, but I see it, I know. Instinct surges through me before thought has time to form.

I throw myself forward.

The gunshot explodes through the suite, louder than anything I’ve ever heard. Pain rips through my shoulder, hot and sharp, stealing the air from my lungs. Blood sprays, warm and sticky, as my knees buckle and I crumple to the rug.

Pain sears through my skin, spreading across my shoulder like rot. Agony digs through my bones, paralyzing me with waves of numbness. Shattering my bones to pieces.

I can’t feel a single muscle in my body. My consciousness has narrowed to the excruciating ache from the gunshot wound. I can feel blood trickling over my skin, soaking the red dress I’m wearing.

“Lena!” Aleksei’s voice roars through the haze.

I close my eyes, unable to stand the rush of pain tearing through my chest. My heart feels like it’s going to stop beating. My ears pick up Leo saying something in Russian.

When I crack my eyes open, it’s to the sight of Leo drawing his gun and firing before the associate can shoot again. The man drops instantly, blood pooling beneath him.

Aleksei is already on Malenkov, slamming him back into a wall, teeth bared. “What the fuck are you trying to pull?”

Malenkov stammers something, his face white with fear, but Leo cuts him off with a cold, lethal voice. “I should have known you were still working with the Sokolovs.”

Leo fires once. Malenkov’s body slumps to the ground, lifeless.

I can’t move. My entire body trembles as the reality of what just happened crashes down on me. I’ve never seen men die before. Never heard the final gasps leave their lungs. It’s horrifying. It’s the bratva in its rawest form. Death doesn’t wait. It just happens.

Aleksei is suddenly beside me, his eyes wide with panic as he takes in the blood soaking my dress. “Rybka,” he breathes, his voice breaking. “You saved my life. You saved my brother’s.”

I want to tell him I’d do it again, but my lips barely move.

He scoops me up in his arms like I weigh nothing, his hold iron-strong, his scent grounding me even as the world spins. “I’m taking her for medical care,” he barks to Leo, already striding for the door.

My head lolls against his chest. He looks down at me, his expression carved from anguish and rage.

“I’ll protect you with my life,” he murmurs in Russian, a vow I feel in my bones.

And then everything goes black.


FOURTEEN



Aleksei

The car rockets through the Moscow streets, engine growling as it cuts past traffic like a knife. My knuckles are white around the headrest in front of me.

“Faster,” I bark at the driver. My voice is so sharp it makes him flinch.

“Da, boss,” he says, foot slamming harder on the accelerator. The tires screech when we take a hard corner, but it’s still not fast enough.

Lena’s in the backseat with me, slumped against my arm, her head cradled in my lap. Blood soaks through the makeshift bandage I pressed to her shoulder, spreading in a slow, unstoppable bloom. Her lips are pale, her breathing shallow, and she hasn’t stirred since we left the hotel.

I smooth my fingers over her hair, soft as silk even matted with sweat and blood. “You’re so fucking stupid,” I murmur, voice rough. “Jumping in front of a bullet like that. Do you even know what you did?”

She doesn’t answer. She doesn’t even twitch.

Fear claws at my gut like a wild animal. I’m not used to it—this helplessness, this hollow burn in my chest every time I picture her slipping away from me. I’m Aleksei Antonov. I don’t beg, I don’t pray, but I find myself whispering a silent promise to whoever might be listening.

Stay with me.

The car hits another bump and her body jolts. I wrap an arm tighter around her, holding her close as if I can shield her from the world. “You saved my life,” I tell her quietly. “But you shouldn’t have. Not like this.”

I’ve seen men shot before. I’ve seen bodies pile up until you stop counting. But seeing her bleeding all over me—it’s something else entirely.

Anger cuts through the fear like ice. I want to put a bullet in every member of the Sokolov bratva, every man who dared to conspire with Malenkov. I want them to choke on their blood. They tried to take her from me. They’re going to pay.

The car jerks to a halt in front of a nondescript building tucked deep into a back alley. No signage, just a steel door and a single flickering light above it. The kind of place you only find if you know where to look.

“We’re here, boss. Should I carry her⁠—”

“No, I’ll do it.” I cut off my driver before he can say more. He rushes to open the car door for me. I gather Lena’s fragile, bleeding body in my arms. I can still feel a pulse so she’s not gone yet. But she is silent. Unconscious.

I scoop Lena into my arms and walk into the seedy clinic. The air inside smells of antiseptic and something bitterly medicinal.

Dr. Anton Ivanov is already waiting, his wiry frame rushing forward, white coat flapping around his legs. His hair is grayer now than I remember, but his eyes are still sharp, still capable of assessing a wound in a single glance.

“What happened?” he asks briskly, motioning for a nurse to take the bandages from me.

“Gunshot wound,” I say, my voice low, steady even though I want to shout. “Upper shoulder. She’s been unconscious for thirty minutes.”

“Lay her on the stretcher,” Ivanov orders.

I do as he says, hating the way her head lolls when I ease her down. Nurses swarm her, cutting away the ruined red dress, fitting her with tubes and wires.

“I’ll need to operate immediately,” Ivanov says. “She’s lost a lot of blood.”

“Then do it,” I snap.

They wheel her through swinging doors and I’m left standing in a hallway that feels too small, too quiet. My hands are slick with her blood. I rub them against my pants, but it doesn’t come off.

I pace. My pulse is a drumbeat in my ears. All I can see is Lena’s face, pale and still, and the way her body collapsed into me when the bullet tore into her.

I can still feel the phantom weight of her hair brushing against my fingers, the memory of touching her still so fresh.

If Lena doesn’t survive this, I’ll burn Moscow to the ground.

I collapse onto one of the metal seats outside the operating room. It’s eerily silent in here. Not even a television to keep me company. I can’t hear anything from inside the operating room. There’s no one except me here. Not even a receptionist.

There are wards to the left and some of our soldiers are lying there right now, recovering from injuries. This clinic specifically caters to the Antonov family.

My father bought it in the old days when Dr. Ivanov was a young, bright surgeon operating without a license. He doesn’t have one to this day. But it doesn’t matter because he’s the best.

He has seen hundreds of gunshot wounds, saved men from the brink of death. If there’s anyone I trust with Lena, it’s him.

I close my eyes. Hopelessness crushes me like a weight, and I find myself wondering if she’ll ever look at me the way she looked at me the first time we met—unafraid, lustful, and open. This will leave a scar on her, both physically and emotionally. A week ago, she was a sheltered student. Then she got shot saving a member of the Russian mafia. I wonder if she’ll ask to go back to the United States once she opens her eyes. Maybe she’ll decide she’s had enough.

My hands close into fists. I don’t want her to leave. I was just getting used to her presence. Starting to crave the softness of her voice and presence at the end of a hard day. Lena adds something to my life, something undefinable that I need more with every passing day.

And I’m getting addicted to it.

To the sound of her voice as she speaks Russian and calls me lyubimyy. Her soft breaths as she lies against me, asleep. Her determined eyes when she’s practicing self-defense. I like watching her grow, watching her become a sharper, more capable version of herself.

It was starting to feel like she could fit into my world, handle the horrors of this life.

But now I’m not sure if she’s brave enough to stick it out.

The sharp chime of my phone makes me jerk. I growl at the name of the caller. Leo.

I answer, bringing it to my ear while my blood rushes to my head. “What?”

“Cleanup’s done at the hotel,” Leo says, voice calm as ever. “The bodies are gone, the scene sanitized. No loose ends. How is Lena?”

My voice catches. I grind my teeth and force it out. “She’s in surgery. We’re at Ivanov’s clinic.”

Leo exhales, like I’m inconveniencing him. “She’ll survive. Ivanov is good.”

“She almost died tonight,” I say harshly. “Because of you.”

It’s an unfair accusation. Leo didn’t know we’d be ambushed. Or maybe he did, and this was all a part of his strategy. I can never tell with him. He’s impossible to read.

A beat of silence. Then, calm as ever, Leo says, “Don’t whine. This is a dangerous and unpredictable world. Things happen beyond our control. You’re not a kid.”

I rake a bloody hand through my hair. “I’m not whining. I’m telling you that you put her in danger and nearly got her killed. Was that worth it? Are you convinced she’s not a traitor now?”

“No,” Leo says bluntly. “I’m not.”

I clench my jaw. “What the hell⁠—”

“But I’m convinced of something else,” he interrupts. “That she has feelings for you.”

My heartbeat slows at Leo’s pronouncement. My brother has a keen sense for people’s feelings. He’s a good judge of character.

“If it had been me standing there instead of you, she wouldn’t have thrown herself in front of that bullet,” Leo finishes. His sigh curls into my ear, long and deep. “In fact, I’m sure she’d have done nothing if that gun had been aimed at me.”

“She would’ve,” I bite out. “She’s not vindictive.”

“She wouldn’t have because what she did was not even a conscious reaction. It happened in a split second. She saw you in danger and her body moved on its own,” Leo says calmly, and I hate how certain he sounds. “And you know it. The only reason she reacted the way she did is because she likes you. Aren’t you a lucky bastard.”

I know it. Somewhere deep inside, I’ve suspected it. Lena shows all of herself to me, is honest with her feelings, and most of all, she seems to like hanging around me. She said it herself, before we left to meet Malenkov that she likes me. But does she know her feelings are deeper than even she can perceive?

I laugh, sharp and humorless. “Jealousy isn’t a good look on you, brother.”

“She’s strong,” Leo says. “She’ll pull through. But you need to come back. We have plans to make and revenge to get. The Sokolov Syndicate knows by now that we’re alive and moving against them. It’s only a matter of time before they retaliate. We’re both in danger.”

“I’m not leaving,” I say flatly. “You should go. Leave for Los Angeles until things die down. I’ll take care of things here.”

“I’m not running away,” Leo snaps. “The Sokolovs will think I’m scared of their power. I can’t afford that, not now.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. “You don’t need to be here to keep control. Our network in Moscow is still strong⁠—”

“No,” he cuts me off. “I’m staying. I’ve already got Malenkov’s phone, and there’s information on it we can use. We’re going to seize his business and assets, transfer everything into one of our holding companies. If we move fast, we can take everything he built and use it to rebuild our empire here. I’m about to pay Malenkov’s accountant a visit and ‘convince’ him to cooperate. You want to join me?”

“No,” I say immediately. “I’m not leaving her side until I know she’s fine.”

Leo exhales, like I’m a disappointment. “She might like you, bratishka. But you know better than to get attached.”

I stare at the swinging doors the nurses took her through, the sound of surgical equipment faint in the distance. “I’m not answering that,” I mutter.

“She’s just a girl,” Leo says, his tone softening for half a second. “We use girls like her for a purpose and then let them go. That’s the way it has to be. Getting attached will only hurt her, and you.”

I keep my mouth shut.

“Once we’ve seized Malenkov’s assets, it will be far easier to do business in Russia,” Leo continues, brisk again. “We’ll be able to work with other big players, too. Maybe her sacrifice wasn’t for nothing after all.”

My blood boils. “Don’t talk about her like that,” I snarl. “And you need to apologize to her.”

Leo actually laughs at that. “You want me to apologize to a recruit? You must have lost your mind. I’m the pakhan, Aleksei. Our soldiers have all sworn to lay down their lives for me.”

“Leo,” I growl, “she nearly died because of your order. She deserves your respect at the very least.”

“She’s alive and I’m paying for her surgery. That’s all the respect she’s getting,” he says coldly. “My authority is absolute. You know that. The moment I start bowing to a new recruit, I will look kind, like I have a heart.”

“Sometimes, you’re so unlikeable.” I breathe into the phone hard.

I can almost see Leo shrugging on the other side, unbothered. “I’m not a politician. I don’t need people to like me.”

I squeeze the phone so hard it creaks. “Don’t call me again today,” I say finally. “Handle your side. I’ll handle mine.”

“I’ll be disappearing for a few days until I can complete seizing Malenkov’s assets. I’m sure the Sokolovs will want his business, too. But I have an edge over them—Dmitry.” Of course, our younger brother is a genius with money laundering and these types of things, though I don’t understand the intricacies of business ownership myself. “Think you can handle Anastasia Morenova yourself?”

“It’s just a party. And I’m not sure Lena will be in a position to go.”

“She must go,” Leo barks out, unyielding. “That’s her mission in Moscow.”

I’m so fed up with Leo pushing Lena so I hang up before he can say anything more.

The hallway is silent again. My fists are shaking, and not just from anger.

I lean my head against the cold wall, trying to shove down the guilt clawing at my insides. I brought Lena into this world. I knew it would consume her.

And now that she has had her first taste of danger, I need to know whether she’s the brave, reckless girl who made me take her home the first night we met or whether she’s a delicate, sheltered woman I expected too much from.


FIFTEEN



Lena

I wake to the low hum of machines and the smell of antiseptic. The ceiling above me is white, the paint chipped in a few corners, and faint daylight seeps through the blinds of a small window. My body feels heavy, like my bones are made of stone. Pain burns through my left shoulder when I try to move, and I suck in a sharp breath.

My gaze shifts, and that’s when I see him.

Aleksei is sitting slumped in a chair next to my bed, one big hand wrapped around mine like a lifeline. He’s asleep, head tipped slightly forward, dark hair falling over his forehead. There’s something so vulnerable about the sight that my chest tightens. He doesn’t look like the terrifying enforcer everyone fears. Right now, he looks almost… angelic. Like a child clinging to something precious.

The door creaks open softly. A woman in scrubs enters, her auburn hair tucked neatly into a bun, a faint smile on her face as she sees me awake. She’s in her thirties, with gentle brown eyes that soften as they settle on me.

“You’re awake,” she whispers, glancing at Aleksei. “He hasn’t left your side since you came out of surgery. He was going out of his mind when we were operating on you.”

My throat is raw, and my voice cracks when I ask, “Surgery?”

She comes closer, holding a small clipboard. “Yes. You were shot in the shoulder. Do you remember?”

I nod weakly, memories flashing like fragments: the hotel, the gun, the pain searing through me.

“On a scale of one to ten, how much pain are you in now?” she asks softly, brushing my arm as if to comfort me.

“Seven,” I whisper. “Maybe eight when I move.”

“That’s normal after a gunshot wound repair. We’ll keep you here for at least a week to monitor for infection and make sure the sutures hold. You didn’t lose as much blood as we initially feared, which is a good sign. We’ll start you on antibiotics today. Do you feel dizzy? Lightheaded?”

“A little,” I admit.

She nods approvingly. “We’ll manage that, too. You’ll be fine. You’re lucky.”

I glance around the room, taking in the simple setup, the faded wallpaper, the heavy curtains. “Where am I?”

“It’s a hospital run by the bratva,” she explains softly. “Not official, of course, but safe. You’re in good hands.”

I absorb the words in silence. The bratva. Of course. My mind goes over the incident again, the images coming in fragments. The champagne cork popping. The glint of a gun. Aleksei. I glance at him again and feel relief flood me. He’s safe. That’s all that matters.

The nurse leans in closer, whispering, “He was terrified for you.”

As if hearing her voice, Aleksei stirs. His eyes open slowly, narrowing with sleep as he blinks at me. For a second, I catch the raw emotion in them before he schools it away.

“She’s awake,” the nurse tells him with a knowing smile. “She needs to eat. I’ll bring something for her. You, however, need to go get some rest. Or at least get out of my clinic for a bit.”

“I’ll feed her,” Aleksei says immediately, his deep voice vibrating through the quiet room.

The nurse rolls her eyes. “You’re a very devoted boyfriend, but this is my job. You’ll be gone when I come back.”

I can’t help the faint smile that curls my lips. Aleksei ignores the nurse, leaning closer to me. His hand tightens around mine, and he brings it to his lips, pressing a slow kiss against my knuckles.

The intimacy of the gesture makes my breath hitch.

“How do you feel?” he asks, voice low, his eyes searching mine like he needs the truth.

“Like I got shot,” I whisper, and it pulls a ghost of a smile from him.

He stays close as he catches me up on everything. “We cleaned it all up. Malenkov and his associate are gone. Dead. My brother handled it. He also found Malenkov’s phone. We’ll comb through it, see if there’s anything linking him to the Sokolov bratva. This was a setup. They wanted Leo and me dead.”

My heart lurches. “You killed both of them?”

“Yes,” he says simply, his tone unreadable.

I stare at him, stunned. “And… you can just clean it up? Like it never happened?”

“That’s the life,” he says quietly. “It’s a regular day in this world.”

The air between us grows heavy with vulnerability. I swallow hard. “Are you… scared? That they’ll come after you again?”

His gaze darkens. “No. But I am asking you if you’re scared. If you want to leave, I won’t stop you.”

I hold his stare. “Have I done enough to pay for John’s freedom?”

He hesitates. “…No. But if you leave, I’ll see what I can do to help him. I won’t keep you here against your wishes, Lena.”

“I’ll stay,” I say softly. My heart, though weak, hums at my decision. The reason I’m staying is not because of John. I think it stopped being about John the moment I stepped into Aleksei’s townhouse and realized the life I could have with him here. When I heard the story of his parents and what had been through, it stirred something inside me. Even if it’s for a few weeks. I want to steal every second I can get with him, in this beautiful place he calls home. I want to be by his side. His allure is intense, and I want more of him. I crave his tenderness, his harsh teaching style during self-defense, and our banter. I want him so much it scares me what I’m willing to throw away for a few more days with him. “Besides… I’m not as shaken as I thought I’d be. I’m glad they’re dead. I didn’t like them anyway.”

A flicker of something passes over his face. Pride, maybe, or something darker.

I take a breath. “Can I still go to the ball? Meet Anastasia Morenova? That sounds less dangerous than what just happened.”

“You can’t in your state,” he says firmly. “You’ll recover first. We’ll find another event for you to attend.”

I nod slowly, but he’s watching me with the intensity of a predator. He can see it—the pull I feel toward this world.

“It could get worse,” he says. “You could be in greater danger next time.”

“I know,” I whisper. “But I’m not scared. You’re with me, and that gives me courage.”

“I’m in the bratva, Lena. You have a life to go back to.”

But I don’t want to. Not anymore. Not now that I know it’s like to sleep curled next to Aleksei, to eat breakfast with him every day, to share his life. What waits for me back in the United States is a boring, monotonous life of routine.

“I’ve always had a thing for dangerous men,” I say. “I read a lot of mafia romance, you know. But now that I’ve seen the real thing, I think I have a thing for this life, too. It’s glamorous, opulent, exciting.”

“It’s suicide,” Aleksei says. “Don’t romanticize it.”

“I’m not,” I reply. “I just…I wonder how I’ll feel when I’m writing boring emails knowing I could have been doing something so much more interesting.”

Aleksei shakes his head. “You don’t understand.”

I take his hand, rubbing my fingers across his knuckles. “I do. I understand that you live with constant fear and paranoia, a hair’s breadth away from death. Anybody around you can be an enemy, a traitor. And if you fail to see it, you will bear the consequences. Seeing how much responsibility you carry on your shoulders first-hand makes me feel closer to you.”

He swallows hard, making his Adam’s apple bob.

His eyes soften, just a fraction. “Why did you save me?”

“My body moved on its own,” I admit.

Silence stretches between us, filled with meaning neither of us wants to voice.

He flinches almost imperceptibly. “You shouldn’t go around saving monsters like me, Lena.”

“You’re not a monster,” I whisper. “You’re the man I dream about. I want your hands on my wrists, pinning them as you fuck me.” I wish I could say my pussy was feeling this, but it must be the aftereffects of surgery. My mind has recovered but the rest of my body feels numb.

Aleksei guffaws, dragging his thumb over my bottom lip. “Your filthy mouth has recovered from the ordeal, I see. But your body can’t handle me right now. Rest up, rybka.”

“But you’ll keep your promise?” I bite my lip.

He nods, a sly smile shifting the corners of his lips. “I always do.”

He presses his fingertips against his scalp, massaging his head. I guess he has a headache from worrying about me too much. I can see the shadows under his eyes, the deep lines on his forehead and between his brows. My heart skips a beat, knowing he was fretting about me.

He cares about me deeply even if he doesn’t show it or admit it.

He can’t fight this pull between us, the bond that’s growing stronger every day.

“I thought you’d break down after something like this,” he says. “But you’re stronger than I gave you credit for.”

“I’m not the type to break,” I tell him quietly. “Maybe this trip is teaching me things about myself I never knew. Like how quickly I can pick up languages. How resilient I am.”

“If you fall in love with this world too much, you won’t be able to leave it,” he warns.

I hold his gaze. “Maybe I don’t want to.”

He doesn’t answer. He just squeezes my hand and stands, clearly reluctant to go.

After he leaves, I stare up at the ceiling, the steady hum of machines the only sound in the room.

“I can’t leave this place anyway,” I whisper to the empty room. “Because you’re here. And I need you.”
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“You’re going to get dry eyes if you keep staring at me all day,” I murmur, shifting slightly on the hospital bed. My shoulder protests the movement, sending a sharp ache down my arm, but I refuse to let him see it. I want to sound playful, not pitiful.

Aleksei looks up from the book resting in his big hands, his silver-gray eyes narrowing slightly. Then, unexpectedly, he laughs—a low, rough sound that makes my pulse jump. “Dry eyes?” he echoes, closing the book with one hand. “That’s your biggest concern right now?”

I can’t help but smile, even though my chest squeezes. He’s sitting across the room in a chair, his legs spread lazily, broad shoulders draped in a black sweater and worn leather jacket. He looks so different like this, in soft knits and dark jeans instead of his usual brutal uniform of tailored suits. Less like the feared enforcer of the Antonov bratva and more like… my wet dream.

“You’re the one staring at me now,” he says, a faint smirk curving his lips as he tosses the book onto the nightstand and pushes to his feet.

I blink, heat rushing to my face. “I was just noticing how different you look. That black leather jacket looks so hot on you. You’re like—” I hesitate, then blurt it out, “—like my wet dream.”

Aleksei chokes on absolutely nothing, coughing hard as though the words have sucker-punched him. “Your… what?”

I bite my lip, trying not to laugh. “You heard me.”

He recovers quickly, but his ears are faintly pink as he crosses the room, adjusting the blanket over me with casual familiarity. “You’re delirious,” he mutters, his deep voice rougher than usual. “Must be the pain meds.”

“Nope. I’m very lucid,” I say sweetly, biting back a grin. “And you can’t be mad at a girl for knowing her type. Mine’s bad boys with tattoos and black leather jackets, by the way. Bonus points for a menacing scowl.”

Aleksei suddenly realizes he has been giving me a menacing scowl and schools his expression into an impassive mask.

“I don’t need to know about your sexual preferences,” he says flatly, drumming his fingers against the cover of the book restlessly.

“Why not?”

“Because now, every time I see a bastard in a leather jacket, I’m going to wonder if he’s making you wet. And I’ll want to kill him.” A cold, low, sound erupts from this throat, something like a possessive growl. “Thanks to you, tattooed guys with black jackets might go extinct.”

The laughter bubbling in my throat explodes, reverberating across the walls. I never thought I’d laugh like this. Three days ago, I was fighting for my life. Aleksei’s presence makes me forget about everything. When he’s here, my entire world is bright and all that matters is the spark between us.

The spark that has been growing stronger. I know I have feelings for him. He’s everything I’ve ever wanted in a man. When he carried me to the hospital, I knew he was more than a cold-hearted gangster.

He could have left me at the hotel to bleed to death. I had served my purpose to Leo and him. I have no doubt his older brother, the pakhan, wanted to do exactly that—let me die and bury me with Malenkov. I’m not an important member or useful to the bratva. I am not an asset. My life doesn’t have any value to the organization.

But Aleksei carried me in his arms, brought me to this haven and now he makes sure every day that I’m healthy. That I survive.

My throat burns with unrequited love. I have no idea if he’s spending all this time with me because he, too, enjoys my company and feels something for me. Or if it’s just the ghost of his regrets making him stay here.

A flicker of amusement touches his eyes as he tucks the blanket snugly around my shoulders. He tucks me in like it’s the most natural thing in the world, like he does it daily. It’s such an intimate, tender gesture, and I can tell our relationship is evolving, becoming more than sexual. Maybe even more than criminal associates.

“Seeing you like this, so chirpy, talking like you normally do…” He stops himself, his gaze softening as it roams my face. “It makes me feel better,” he admits quietly. “The third night you were in ICU, you were… drenched in blood. I thought I’d never get to see you like this again. Alive. Looking at me.”

I swallow hard, my heart clenching. “Did that make you sad?”

His expression turns serious as he nods slowly. “I felt like I’d lost something. You are mine, Lena, and when he shot you, I felt it keenly. I was angry.”

“Angry at the guy who pulled the trigger?”

“Everyone. The world. Myself,” he says simply, adjusting my pillow like it’s the most natural thing in the world.

“Aleksei… it wasn’t your fault,” I tell him softly, but his jaw flexes and he doesn’t respond.

I clear my throat, changing the subject. “Are you sure it’s okay for you to be here? What if people from the Sokolov bratva are looking for you?”

He snorts, leaning one broad shoulder against the wall. “They won’t find me here. Nobody would think to look for me in a bratva clinic. And I need to protect you. I’m not leaving.”

A tiny thrill runs through me at his words, even though I try to tamp it down. “You say that like I’m helpless,” I tease.

“You’re in a hospital bed with stitches,” he deadpans. “So yes. You’re helpless.”

“Wow. Romantic,” I mutter, rolling my eyes. Aleksei’s eyes return to the pages of the book he’s reading. It’s in Russian so I have no idea what it says. I’ve been practicing Russian and learning new medical terms from the nurses here, but I can’t read or write yet.

I swallow, until my throat feels dry. I can’t do anything but lie down. I can’t even use my phone because holding it hurts my shoulder so I’m forbidden from using one until my wounds heal.

“I’m bored,” I whine. “There’s only so many hours of staring at ceiling tiles I can take.”

Aleksei arches a brow. “You want to play a game?”

I perk up. “What kind of game? My phone’s dead.”

“Doesn’t need a phone,” he says, sitting down at the edge of my bed, his presence overwhelming. “It’s called Two Truths and a Lie. You tell me three things about yourself, and I have to guess which one’s the lie. Then I go. Whoever guesses wrong has to…” He pauses, then smirks. “Has to answer a personal question. Truthfully.”

“Are you sure you want to give me so much ammo about yourself?” I tease.

He folds his hands in front of his chest, glaring at me. “I have a better poker face than you, rybka.”

“I see right through you, though.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Fine,” I say, biting my lip. “But only because you’re the one who suggested it.”

I think for a second. “Okay. One: I’ve read War and Peace twice. Two: I can drive stick shift. Three: I can juggle.”

He watches me with those sharp silver eyes, and for a second I feel like he’s reading my soul. “You can’t juggle,” he says flatly.

I groan. “How do you know?”

“Because I know you,” he says simply, and the words make my stomach flutter.

He leans forward. “My turn. One: I hate caviar. Two: I have a scar on my ribs from a knife fight. Three: I can play the piano.”

I study him closely. The sweater clings to his broad chest and I can’t help imagining the scar he just mentioned. “You definitely have a scar,” I murmur, my voice going soft. “But I think… you hate caviar. That’s the lie.”

Aleksei’s smirk deepens. “Wrong. I hate caviar. Can’t stand the taste. The lie was the piano.”

I gasp. “You mean you can’t play? That’s disappointing.”

“It was obvious.” He shrugs. “How many gangsters do you know who can play the piano? My parents didn’t think music was something I needed to learn to survive in the criminal underworld. So I never did.”

Well, now that he says it like that, it makes perfect sense.

“Do you wish you had learned to play an instrument?”

“No. What would I do with that? It’s not like I’d have the time or occasion to play.” He chuckles, the sound warm and low. It bristles against my insides. I haven’t seen Aleksei laugh much. He’s always so serious, so guarded. Every time I watch him smile or laugh, it’s so precious. I want to bottle the sound and keep it safely tucked away in a locker. I want to make him laugh more, to see this lighter, more fun side of the man who fascinates me so much.

Here, now, Aleksei is human. He’s as normal as any other person. And even though it has to be my delusion, when he’s like this, he looks attainable. Like he can love me the way I love him. Like his heart will accept me.

“You lost so I get to ask you a personal question,” he says. His lips return to their stiff line, erasing the memory of his smile.

“Ask away,” I say, curious about what he’d ask me.

“How many men have you slept with? Were any of them better than me? If yes, then tell me why.”

“That’s three questions, not one,” I point out.

He grits his teeth. “Just answer them, kotyonok.”

I can’t help but giggle. Aleksei is a tank, a human powerhouse, but I guess deep inside, he’s insecure. Insecure that he can’t please me in bed. I never thought he’d have so much pride in his sexual prowess.

“I’ve slept with ten guys. Most of them were one-night stands. None of them were better than you. You’re my fantasy, Aleksei Antonov. I always dreamed of being fucked rough and submitting to a tattooed, dangerous bad boy like you. Is that good enough?”

He puffs out his chest, gray eyes twinkling with pleasure. He looks like a teenager who got laid for the first time. Seeing him like this, seeing one more vulnerable part of him, I realize he’s such a complex man. He lost his parents, is assailed by grief every day, lives in a web of danger, can be strict and unforgiving. But he’s also gentle, kind, playful, and sometimes, immature. He’s three-dimensional, and every part of him makes me wish for more.

“That’s…good,” he agrees.

“You know what would be better? If you gave me the reward you promised.”

“You have to recover first.”

“Aleksei…” My voice is hoarse. “I want to feel your fingers in my pussy. Please.”

“It could hurt you,” comes his immediate answer.

“It won’t. I need pleasure. I need an orgasm to cut through this pain. Just once, lyubimyy.”

He closes his eyes, shuts his book with an exasperated sigh. That word always has an immediate effect on him.

“I told you to stop calling me that.” He comes to his feet, and the air in the room suddenly crackles with a mixture of explosive danger and passion. I can see the hungry look in his eyes, like a predator seeing a challenge he cannot resist.

I watch as Aleksei stands, his large frame towering over me, those piercing silver eyes locked onto mine. He grips my ankles, not hard enough to hurt, but firm enough to send a jolt of electricity straight to my pussy. I gasp, my body already responding to his dominance.

"Look at you—shivering from just a single touch," he murmurs, his voice a low growl that vibrates through me. "You think you can handle a finger-fuck like this, kotyonok?"

"Yes," I whisper, my voice barely audible. "Don't stop."

His hands are gentle yet rough as he explores my leg, caressing every inch like it's a sacred ground. He kisses my toes, my feet, my knees, each touch sending shivers up my spine. His fingers rub circles on my inner thigh, teasing and tantalizing, driving me mad with desire.

"You're not wearing any panties," he growls, his gaze darkening as he lifts the hospital gown. "Such a pretty little slut, so wet for my fingers."

His words send a rush of heat through me. I bite my lip, trying to suppress a moan. He strokes my slit, his fingers drawing out a gasp from deep within me. "So wet, so ready," he murmurs, his voice thick with desire.

He teases my clit, his fingers circling and rubbing, sending waves of pleasure through me. "You like that, don't you?" he growls. "You like being my little whore, begging for my touch."

I nod, my breath coming in short gasps. "Yes, please," I whimper.

He pushes two fingers inside me, and I moan, the sensation overwhelming. His rough fingers against my velvet pussy walls feel divine, the contrast driving me wild.

He curls his fingers, finding my G-spot, and I cry out, the pleasure mixing with the pain from my shoulder. The rough scape of his fingertips against my silky pussy walls sends jolts of electric pleasure up my spine.

My toes curl as I grow lightheaded with overwhelming ecstasy. Being fucked here in this room, where anyone could walk in on us, activates the part of me that lives for danger. My senses are heightened, my ears sharp. And due to those heightened senses, I feel every intrusion of his fingers keenly. Every whisper of his skin against my sensitive inner flesh makes my blood pulse with heat and longing.

He fucks my pussy hole like he means in, sliding in and out.

More moisture oozes out of me, lubricating the path for his fingers. I moan, softly at first, but when he presses his blunt fingertips against my G-spot, stimulating that sensitive bundle of nerves, the moans turn into a loud growl.

"Keep your voice down, unless you want everyone to know what a filthy slut you are, begging for my fingers while in this state," he warns, his voice a harsh whisper.

I bend my knees. My hips move on their own, seeking his domination, urging him to explore me deeper. I meet his thrusts eagerly, pleasure thrumming through me when his fingers explore deeper, hitting places in my pussy nobody has ever touched before.

Aleksei fucks me roughly with his fingers, his thumb rubbing my clit, overstimulating me until I'm a hot mess, ready to explode. My pussy throbs and grips his fingers, the pleasure building to an intense crescendo.

"Tell me to stop if it hurts," he commands, his voice firm yet laced with concern.

"I can't," I gasp, my voice choked with tears.

He thrusts into me harder, his fingers turning my pussy into a wet, sopping mess. "You can't because you want the pain," he says, his voice a low growl.

I shake my head, opening my eyes to meet his gaze. "No," I whisper. "I want you."

Something in his expression shifts, a flicker of emotion crossing his face before he schools it away. He thrusts into me harder, his fingers curling against my G-spot, sending me over the edge. I surrender to the overwhelming pleasure, my body convulsing as I come hard around his fingers.

He pulls his fingers out, his eyes locked onto mine as he licks off my pussy juices. "You taste so sweet, kotyonok," he murmurs. "I want more of you."

"I can give you more," I whisper, my voice hoarse with desire. "I can give you everything."

But as the words leave my mouth, I see his face shutter, his expression turning cold and distant. He steps back, putting space between us, and I can't help but feel a sense of loss, a longing for the connection we just shared.

"You should rest," he says, his voice devoid of emotion. "I'll be back later."

“Aleksei—”

“Sleep, kotyonok,” he interrupts gently, brushing a stray strand of hair from my face. Then he turns and leaves the room, the door closing softly behind him.

I lie there in the quiet, staring at the door long after he’s gone, my chest tight. My body feels numbed and charged at the same time.

All I know is that I need him on a level so deep, it scares me.


SIXTEEN



Lena

The wind bites at my cheeks as I step outside the clinic, my body still fragile from the wound. My left shoulder throbs dully beneath the thick wool of my borrowed coat, but I grit my teeth and push through it. Two broad-shouldered men in heavy coats flank me like shadows, their gloved hands steady as they help me into the back seat of a sleek black SUV. Their presence is both intimidating and oddly reassuring.

The car door shuts with a quiet thud, sealing me in from the wintry chill of Moscow. The scent of leather and faint cologne fills the cabin as we pull away from the clinic, the tires crunching over ice-packed pavement.

I watch the city pass by through the tinted window, my breath fogging the glass. Moscow is a different creature in the winter. Snow blankets the streets in a soft, deceptive purity, muffling the sounds of life. Ornate churches with gilded domes glitter faintly under the gray sky. I spot men and women bundled in fur coats, their faces flushed from the cold, trudging through wide squares lined with bare, skeletal trees. There’s a haunting beauty to it, a starkness that makes me shiver.

The last two weeks replay in my mind with vivid clarity. Maybe it was the forced rest, the constant quiet of the clinic, that made me process everything more clearly. Or maybe it was Aleksei.

I can still see him slumped in the chair outside the ICU on the first night, head tipped back against the wall, his powerful body folded uncomfortably as he refused to leave. The nurses whispered about him—the terrifying enforcer who looked like a caged animal every time they wouldn’t let him in. When I was finally moved into a private room, he didn’t go back to his mansion. He stayed, sleeping in a chair or dozing lightly on the edge of the narrow bed, his presence like an anchor that kept me tethered.

We didn’t speak much. He isn’t a man who fills silences with meaningless words, but I could feel his care in everything he did. The way his hand would ghost over my hair, brushing it back from my face with a tenderness that made my chest ache. The way he’d adjust my blankets in the middle of the night, thinking I was asleep.

One morning, he sat me upright against the pillows and picked up a comb. My hair had become a tangled mess of knots and waves from neglect, and embarrassment burned in my cheeks. But Aleksei only gave me a quiet look and said, “Hold still, kotyonok.” His big hands were impossibly gentle as he detangled the strands, his knuckles grazing the nape of my neck, sending shivers down my spine.

“I’ve never done this for any woman before,” he admitted gruffly when I tried to thank him, like the confession itself made him uncomfortable. But I saw it in his eyes—the strange softness as he smoothed the comb through my hair, taking his time until it gleamed down my back again.

The memory twists something deep inside me. Was it guilt that made him stay by my side? Or… could it be something more?

Yesterday, when I was finally allowed to eat a proper meal, he was the one who fed me. Patiently. Carefully. Like I was something precious. The nurse had smiled knowingly as she passed, muttering, “That can’t be Aleksei Antonov… not the one I know.”

I press my palm to my thigh now, needing the grounding pressure. Does he only treat me this way because I nearly died? Or because he cares?

My wounds have healed a bit and the doctor removed my stitches yesterday. Despite how much I bled, the bullet didn’t damage any of my nerves or bones significantly, so I’m expected to be healed in a few weeks.

The car slows, jolting me from my thoughts. My heart kicks up as I peer out the window. We’re pulling into a gated drive. Aleksei’s townhouse rises ahead of us, elegant and severe against the wintry backdrop. Snow piles neatly along the stone steps leading up to the dark wooden doors, and icicles glint like glass daggers from the eaves. It’s beautiful in a cold, imposing way, like its owner.

One of the guards opens the door and offers me a steadying hand as I climb out. The air is sharp and dry, stinging my lungs as I inhale. My boots crunch over the fresh snow as I’m ushered up the steps, my shoulder aching with every movement.

The door swings open, and warmth rushes over me. “Lena!”

Galina, Aleksei’s maid, hurries toward me, her gray-streaked hair escaping from the bun at the nape of her neck. Her lined face is alight with relief as she fusses over me, taking my hands and kissing my cheek. “Bozhe moi, look at you. I was terrified when I heard what happened. A gunshot! This is like something from a soap opera!”

I can’t help but laugh, though the sound is cut short by a sharp stab of pain in my shoulder. I wince, clutching it as Galina immediately slides an arm around me, her small but sturdy frame surprisingly strong as she supports my weight.

“Careful, careful,” she scolds softly, guiding me inside. “You are not healed yet. Come, we will get you settled.”

I nod, letting her help me down the hall, my eyes adjusting to the warm light of the townhouse. My gaze drifts instinctively toward the dining room—and freezes.

There, seated at the long oak table, is Dmitry. I’ve seen him around campus before, always looking a little out of place among the students. Today, he’s in a charcoal button-down, wire-rimmed glasses perched on the bridge of his nose as his long fingers type rapidly across a laptop keyboard. Even dressed like an academic, there’s a sharpness to him, a calculating edge in the set of his jaw that makes me think sinister.

Before I can even greet him, a familiar voice carries from behind. “This is all I could find in the kitchen, man. You seriously need to tell Galina to stock up.”

My heart seizes in my chest.

He steps into view carrying a plate of food, and time seems to slow. Scars etch faint lines across his once-boyish face. He’s dressed in a fitted black suit now, the cut sharp and professional, a far cry from the hoodies and worn jeans I remember.

“John,” I breathe.

He freezes, the plate trembling in his hands as his head snaps up. Our eyes meet across the room, and for a moment neither of us speaks. The years of shared history, the months of unanswered questions—all of it swirls in the space between us.

“Lena…” he says softly, his voice breaking like a crack in ice.

John’s eyes drop immediately to the bandage wrapping my shoulder, his jaw tightening. “What the hell happened to you?” he asks, his voice taut with barely restrained panic.

I open my mouth to answer, but Dmitry speaks first without even glancing up from his laptop. “She got shot,” he says casually, as if he’s commenting on the weather. “Trying to protect Aleksei.”

John’s head jerks, his wide eyes snapping to mine. “You… what? Lena, you—” He drags a hand through his hair, disbelief painted across his face. “You didn’t have to go that far for me. You could’ve⁠—”

“Take this conversation elsewhere,” Dmitry cuts in smoothly, the click of his keyboard never slowing. “Your melodrama is distracting me.”

I bite my lip, my gaze flicking from John’s stricken face to Dmitry’s unbothered expression, then back again. The air feels heavy and awkward until Galina bustles in, clapping her hands together. “I’ll prepare some snacks for you two,” she says brightly, though her eyes flit to John with a motherly warning. “Take her to her room. She needs to rest.”

John doesn’t argue. He just steps forward, his hand light but firm on my back as he steers me away from the dining room. The silence between us is taut, full of words neither of us dares to speak as we climb the stairs. His presence is comforting and yet brimming with tension, and I can feel the anger simmering beneath his quiet exterior.

When we reach my room, he shuts the door behind us and wheels around, his face dark with frustration. “Stop doing this,” he says, voice raw. “You could’ve died, Lena. Do you get that? You could have—” He cuts himself off, his fist slamming into the wall with a dull thud. I flinch at the sound.

“I’m not going to stop,” I tell him quietly, meeting his stormy gaze. “Not now.”

He freezes, the words seeming to knock the breath out of him. “Is this about me? Are you… are you doing all of this for my sake? Because if you are, you don’t have to.”

“No.” My voice is steady, firmer than I feel. “I’m doing this because I want to. Because… I finally understand you better now. Why you chose to become a member of the bratva.” I draw in a shaky breath. “When I saved Aleksei, when I saw that gun and stopped it before it could kill him, I… I felt like a hero. Like I did something that mattered. Like I was smarter and more resourceful than I’d ever given myself credit for. And that’s something I’ll never feel at an office job. It raised my self-confidence in a way I can’t even explain.”

John lets out a hollow laugh, shaking his head. “That’s exactly how it was for me in the beginning,” he admits. He leans back against the wall, his shoulders sagging as if the weight of the memory is heavy. “My first mission with the Griffin Society was hacking into some rich guy’s computer. I almost got caught, but I didn’t. And when I pulled it off… it felt incredible. Like I was unstoppable. They paid me so much money that night, I thought I was dreaming. That’s when I knew—college couldn’t give me that. Not the excitement, not the sense of purpose.” He gives me a bitter smile. “And that’s why I dropped out.”

“I get it now,” I say softly. “I just got a taste of this life and… I already feel like I’m addicted.”

He shakes his head, but I laugh lightly, despite the sting in my shoulder. “Maybe we were both meant to be in crime. Maybe running from it was just our pride talking.”

John’s expression darkens, his jaw working. “Lena, you know things could go wrong at any time. You’re romanticizing this.”

“I don’t care.” I reach for his hand, lacing my fingers through his. “Because at least now, we’re together again.”

He squeezes my hand tightly, searching my face for something I can’t give him. I caress his skin, but it already feels so different from when we were children. His skin is rougher, with scars. We look at each other, conveying our love and affection wordlessly. Being here with John feels like a blessing.

I loved having Aleksei by my side at the hospital, loved his gruffness and the steadiness of his care. But I never knew what Aleksei felt for me. He was an enigma, a man whose motivations I had to constantly wonder about. John is familiar. I don’t have to scratch my head about what John is thinking, if he’ll come back tomorrow, if he’ll ever fall in love with me or break my heart.

With John, I can be sure of what I’ll get—brotherly companionship and a friendship that transcends time and space.

We’re kindred spirits. It’s clear now. As John opens up about his life in the last three years, the dangerous missions he carried out for the Antonov bratva, how he fainted at a warehouse and woke up three days later at a hospital he didn’t know about, I become more and more engrossed in the reality of a criminal life.

I listen carefully, knowing this could be my reality soon. But the more I hear, the more my respect for John grows. Some of the stuff he did, while dangerous and illegal, sounds like something out of an action movie.

Adrenaline shoots through my system. I find myself wanting to experience the sense of accomplishment that he did after completing a precarious operation.

Is this how people become addicted to being a gangster?

I always denied the dark mass of longing in my belly, always pushed it down. But now it’s free and it won’t be contained anymore.

Going to that hotel with Leo and Aleksei unlocked something. I saw something, felt something, that cannot be un-seen or undone.

It was so clear all along. My psyche was always craving this kind of life, this kind of world. My obsessive desire for bad boys. The way I fucked Aleksei the night I met him, unprotected and without a second thought. How I always erred on the side of danger, desperate for the slightest sniff of excitement.

I’m a thrill-seeker, a risk-taker, someone who wants to be a hero, wants to be wild, free, and dark.

I’ve suppressed that side of me so long. Aleksei unleashed it when he touched me, when he branded me with his darkness. No matter how much I try, I can’t go back to the girl I was before I met him.

He has changed me. Transformed me. And now darkness, blood, and crime is a part of my soul.

“I think Leo assigned me to be Dmitry’s guard on purpose,” John mutters after a moment. “He wanted you to see me, to… feel better, maybe.”

My stomach twists at the mention of Leo. Bitterness flickers, but I push it down. He couldn’t have known what would happen. He wouldn’t have put Aleksei in danger like that. Maybe this is his way of apologizing.

“What if we never leave this world, Lena?” John asks softly, his voice barely above a whisper. “What if this is it?”

I take a deep breath, letting the weight of his question settle over me. “Then… I guess that’s becoming more and more real,” I admit. “But in a few weeks, I’ll probably have to head back to college. At least for now.”

Even as I say it, I know my heart isn’t in it. Deep down, I want to stay here—in Moscow, in this house I’ve somehow grown to love. This place where I can watch TV and cook with Galina, where John is just down the hall, where every glimpse of Aleksei sends a thrill through me that I can’t explain.

Being shot should have made me want to run. But instead, it’s revealed parts of me I didn’t even know existed. My morals, once so rigid, feel… flexible now. And the truth is, I don’t feel alone anymore.

Here, with the Antonov brothers, with Galina fussing over me, with John at my side… I’ve found a family. One I never want to lose.


SEVENTEEN



Aleksei

I pace the length of Leo’s office, the tension coiling in my chest like barbed wire. It’s been weeks since Malenkov’s death, and the pressure hasn’t eased for a second. Every hour feels like a fist tightening around our throats.

“I had to threaten three cops and bribe two more just to get through yesterday without a warrant landing on your desk,” I growl, raking a hand through my hair. “And the Sokolovs aren’t letting up. They have half the precinct in their pocket, Leo. You think we’re going to keep this quiet forever?”

Behind his desk, Leo is the picture of icy composure. He doesn’t rise, doesn’t even flinch. He sits in his black leather chair like a king in a throne, a pen rolling idly between his fingers as he studies me with that piercing gaze. The faint blue glow from his laptop screen casts hard shadows across his sharp cheekbones, making him look even more unapproachable.

“I’m well aware of the situation,” he says calmly, his deep voice cutting through the air like a blade. He flips the pen once, catching it easily. “I’ve spent the last seventy-two hours calling in favors and leaning on our political allies. Morenov’s connections run deep, but so do mine. For now, we’re… contained.”

“Contained?” I bark out a humorless laugh. “We’re one phone call away from being dragged out of bed in cuffs. The Sokolov bratva won’t stop until they find a way to bleed us for Malenkov.”

Leo finally sets the pen down and leans forward, forearms resting on the desk. “We need Morenov out of the picture. He has too many connections in the police, and he’s the best pawn the Sokolov Syndicate have. With him gone, the Sokolovs won’t be able to make any big moves that involve the police,” he says evenly. “But that’s not going to happen unless we have leverage. The one thing that man loves more than power is his daughter. Anastasia is our way in.”

A chill runs through me. “You’re saying we kidnap her? Hold her hostage?”

His lips twitch in what might have been the ghost of a smile. “That won’t work. Morenov will only get worked up and start hunting us down,” he says, voice softer, deadlier. “We don’t have the luxury of time. We’ll have to go for something more drastic.”

I stare at him, trying to read the shadows in his expression. “Are you planning to kill Anastasia?”

“No.” He shakes his head, deliberate and slow. “She stays alive. But Morenov…” He clicks a button on his laptop and swivels the screen toward me. A security feed shows Morenov leaving a government building, bodyguards swarming. Leo’s jaw tightens. “He dies. We make it look like a car accident. Something clean. Something no one can trace back to us. He’s a thorn in our side, Aleksei. It’s time we pluck it out.”

The weight of his words settles heavy in the room. “You want to use his daughter to get to him.”

“Yes. He’ll come running if she calls him. We just need to make sure Lena uses her to lure him into our trap where we can safely take care of him.” Leo leans back in his chair, stretching out like a predator at ease. He picks up his phone, scrolling lazily, as if he hasn’t just ordered the death of one of Russia’s most connected men. “We have an opening in two weeks. Anastasia will be at a party—a charity gala full of diplomats and politicians. Lena will attend. She’ll make contact, build trust. Then we move in.”

I freeze. “It’s too soon,” I bite out. “She needs more time to recover.”

Leo’s gaze snaps up from his phone, cold and unyielding. “We don’t have more time.”

I know he’s right. But my gut twists anyway, an ugly churn of anger and protectiveness.

Leo steeples his fingers, resting his elbows on the desk. “If Lena can’t do it,” he says, voice like steel, “then we’ll make someone else do it. And you’ll send her back to America where she belongs.”

The thought makes my throat tighten. Sending her back would be the right thing to do. It would spare her the danger, the blood, the life that’s already claimed too much of me. But the idea of her leaving this world, leaving me, is like having something vital ripped from my chest.

And I know Lena. If I tell her about the mission, she’ll accept without hesitation. She’ll do it, not because she owes me, but because she’s fearless—and because she wants to matter.

I drag a hand over my jaw, trying to steady the storm raging inside me. Am I a monster for even considering it? For keeping her close, knowing damn well I’m asking her to carry the weight of something she’s not ready for?

Or am I just selfish?

Because the truth is, I want her here. I want her in Moscow, in the house where I can see her every day. I want to show her more of my country, my world, even if it’s twisted and violent. I want her near me, where I can touch her when the urge becomes unbearable.

“Two weeks,” Leo says, his voice final. He picks up the pen again and twirls it between his fingers. “Prepare her. If she fails, we move forward without her. I will brief her on the plan myself once we’re close to the date.”

I nod stiffly, though every muscle in my body screams in protest. I tell myself this isn’t about keeping her close. That it’s about the mission. That it’s about survival.

But as I leave Leo’s office, I know I’m lying.

And it makes me feel exactly like the monster I am.
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I push the heavy oak door of Leo’s office closed behind me and rub a hand down my face, the echo of Leo’s voice still clinging to my thoughts. His plans, his strategies, his cold certainty—it all presses like a vise against my skull. We need Morenov neutralized. We’re running out of time.

By the time I reach the second floor, the tension in my shoulders hasn’t eased. But when I stop at Lena’s door, some of that weight shifts. There’s light spilling out from the crack beneath it, and the faint, tinny sound of a video playing in Russian.

I knock lightly.

Her voice floats back, soft but hesitant. “Come in.”

I step inside and stop.

She’s perched on the bed in leggings and one of the soft T-shirts Galina bought her, her laptop propped against her knees. Her pale skin glows faintly under the warm lamplight, the sharp edges of her collarbone more prominent than they should be. The bandage peeks out from beneath the shirt, stark against her shoulder. She’s thinner now, the effects of surgery still evident, and there’s a delicate fragility about her that makes my chest tighten.

Beside her, a tray of food sits untouched.

I shut the door behind me, brow furrowing. “You didn’t eat.”

Her lips press into a frown as she pushes a strand of hair from her face. “I’m not hungry.”

I step closer, eyeing the untouched bowl of soup and the slice of bread Galina left for her. “You need your strength back. That means eating.”

She folds her arms, tilting her chin stubbornly. God, she looks adorable. Her expression so fierce and bratty, ignites a spark of lust in me. “I don’t like it. It’s bland. It’s been ages since I ate anything good, and Galina treats me like I’m still in the hospital.”

I stop at the edge of her bed, leaning in slightly. “If you eat this tonight,” I tell her evenly, “I’ll take you out to one of the best restaurants in Moscow tomorrow.”

She blinks, surprised. “You’d really take me out?”

“Yes,” I say simply.

“Like… a date?”

I sit on the edge of her bed, close enough to feel her body heat. My gaze rakes her. Am I asking her on a date? My heart thuds, and I know the answer instantly. Spending time around her at the hospital, I’ve realized I enjoy her company. I feel a bond with her, an emotional connection that I’ve never felt with anyone else. She makes me laugh, makes me see the easier side of life. She is the light to my darkness, the hope I desperately need. Every moment I spend with her makes me crave more. Maybe that’s why I want her to stick around in Moscow.

“Yes, it’s a date,” I say again. “Now be my good girl and eat.”

The words hang in the air between us, deliberate, heavy. Her breath hitches almost imperceptibly, but she doesn’t look away. Instead, she picks up the spoon, hesitates, then sets it back down. “I… I can’t,” she says softly. “It tastes worse than it smells.”

I pick up the spoon myself, dip it into the soup, and hold it out to her. “Open your mouth, kotyonok,” I murmur. “I’ll feed you.”

Her lips part slowly, obediently, and the sound she makes when the spoon slips past them sends heat crawling through me. Her eyes flutter closed for a second, lashes trembling, before she swallows and looks at me with a faint, almost shy smile.

“There,” I murmur, holding another spoonful up. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

She shakes her head, lips curling slightly. “You’re… very bossy when you want to be.”

“I like when you listen,” I counter quietly. “Eat for me, Lena. Be good.”

She obeys. Spoonful after spoonful, I feed her, my voice low and steady, until the bowl is half-empty and her shoulders have relaxed just enough for me to see the flicker of warmth in her eyes.

When she’s finished, she sets the spoon down and looks at me curiously. “So… you’re admitting this is a date tomorrow? That you’re into me for more than just sex?”

I study her face, pale and beautiful and far stronger than she knows. “I’m admitting,” I say slowly, “that the moment you saved my life, you became someone important to me. I like women with guts, and you… you’re exactly that.”

Her lips part as though she doesn’t know what to say. I reach up and brush my knuckles lightly along her jaw, then to her hair, tangling my fingers gently through it. “Moy angel,” I murmur in Russian, leaning down to press a soft kiss to her bandaged shoulder.

She shivers, a tiny sound escaping her throat. “What does that mean?”

“My angel,” I translate softly, pulling back just enough to meet her eyes. I brush her hair away from her forehead, planting a kiss between her eyebrows. I love how soft her skin feels under me. I can’t stop kissing her. I kiss along the bridge of her nose, pressing my mouth on hers, then lower, to her chin.

“You’re my angel, too. That kiss took me straight to heaven. Moy angel.” She tries to repeat it, her accent terrible, and I can’t help the small smile tugging at my lips.

“Teach me more,” she says, eager now. “No—wait. Teach me dirty words.”

My brow lifts slowly. “Dirty words?”

“Yes,” she says, grinning. “You know… the good stuff.”

I chuckle low in my throat, leaning back just enough to see the flush rising in her cheeks. “You’d misuse them. Get us both arrested.”

“Please?” she presses, and I shake my head, unable to resist the faint amusement curling in my chest.

“You’re dangerous,” I murmur.

She bites her lip. “You like dangerous.”

I do. Too much.

Her expression softens suddenly. “Thank you… for assigning John to guard Dmitry. It means a lot to me.”

“If you want, I’ll make him your guard,” I offer.

Her face lights up. “That’d be great.”

But the words taste like something I don’t want to say, because the thought of anyone else near her more than me… it unsettles me.

She notices my expression and frowns. “Are you okay?”

“There’s a lot going on at work,” I admit, my voice lower now.

She hesitates. “You’re not… you’re not going to get arrested for killing Malenkov, are you?”

“Leo hopes not. He…he asked if you could make contact with Anastasia in two weeks. I didn’t want to bring it up. I don’t want you thinking about dangerous mission while you’re in recovery.”

Lena doesn’t hesitate before she says, “Yes, I’m going. I want to help you in any way I can, Aleksei. Every day, I worry you’ll be arrested for murdering Malenkov. I know you killed him because he shot me…it all feels like my fault. If I wasn’t here, maybe…”

I reach out, brushing my thumb gently along her lower lip. “Stop,” I say firmly. “This isn’t your fault. The Sokolovs set us up, and I’ll sort it out. Do not guilt yourself for nothing.”

She nods, but I can see the worry flickering in her eyes. She’s my angel, my kitten, the woman who lives in my thought rent-free. I’m used to living a live where I don’t consider other people’s needs or welfare. But since she came into my life, all I think about is how I can make her life easier, how every decision I make affects her.

“Sleep easy, babygirl.” I cup her face, rubbing my finger along her jaw. “I’m protecting you. Always. All you need to focus on is eating and finding the right outfit for our date tomorrow.”

She stares at me, chewing on her bottom lip. “But⁠—”

“No buts,” I murmur, tucking the blanket up around her shoulders again. “You’re my angel, Lena. Heal first. The rest will come later.”

Her eyes soften, and when I stand, she catches my wrist. “Aleksei…”

I turn back.

“Thank you,” she whispers.

I don’t answer. I just brush my fingers once more through her hair before I leave, because if I stay a moment longer, I won’t be able to keep my hands off her.


EIGHTEEN



Lena

I stand in front of the mirror, fidgeting with the hem of the crimson dress Galina insisted I wear. It’s fitted in all the right places, the neckline dipping scandalously low and baring more cleavage than I’ve ever shown in my life. My cheeks burn as I shift my weight, tugging lightly at the fabric.

“Galina… don’t you think this is a little much for a first date?”

Galina, perched behind me with a comb in her hand, clicks her tongue in disapproval. “Too much? No, my dear, it’s perfect.” She steps forward, tugging the bodice up just a fraction before smoothing it against my skin. “You look like a goddess. Aleksei won’t know what hit him.”

“That’s kind of the problem,” I mutter.

She chuckles softly, adjusting the straps and giving me a sly look in the mirror. “Aleksei doesn’t take women on dates, Lena. Ever. The fact that he’s taking you tonight? He must be serious about you. You should lock him down, have fun, and let loose.”

My blush deepens, and I glance down at my reflection. The dress hugs my curves like it was made for me, the color making my pale skin glow. “I don’t know…”

“Trust me,” Galina says, patting my arm. “Men like Aleksei need a reason to settle. And you, my dear, are that reason.”

I bite my lip as she picks up the comb and begins working on my hair. She smooths it into soft waves, twisting the top layers back and pinning them with delicate gold clips that catch the light. Then she applies makeup with a careful, practiced hand—flushed cheeks, a rosy tint to my lips, mascara that makes my lashes look like they could flutter away.

As I sit there, letting her fuss over me, I can’t help but feel something warm in my chest. She’s not just helping me look pretty—she’s looking out for me. Like family. And for the first time in a long time, I realize how much this house feels like home.

Galina meets my eyes in the mirror and winks. “You could marry Aleksei, you know. Make this your home permanently.”

I laugh softly, shaking my head. “He’s not the type to propose so easily. He’s… guarded.”

Galina snaps her fingers as if she’s just solved the world’s biggest problem. “Then the solution is simple: get him to knock you up tonight. He’ll marry you for sure.”

My face goes hot, and I stammer, “G-Galina!”

She just smirks knowingly, but the words plant a seed I can’t quite shake. The idea of Aleksei breeding me, of carrying his child, sends a rush of heat straight to my core. I picture him with his large, calloused hands stroking my swollen belly, his silver eyes soft as he looks at me like I’m everything he’s ever wanted.

The image lingers as Galina puts the finishing touches on my look, giving me a final once-over and nodding in approval. “There. You’re perfect.”

I take a steadying breath and step out of the room, my heels clicking softly on the polished hardwood floor.

Aleksei is waiting in the hall, and when his gaze lands on me, it’s like the air thickens. His eyes rake down my body slowly, deliberately, and the hunger in them makes my knees weak.

“You look…” He trails off, his jaw flexing as though words aren’t enough.

I clutch the small fur wrap around my shoulders, adjusting it so it hides the scar from my wound. “It still shows,” I murmur.

“It doesn’t bother me,” he says, his voice low and rough.

“I don’t want eyes on me,” I admit, clutching the wrap tighter.

His expression softens just slightly, and he steps closer, his presence overwhelming as always. Tonight he’s dressed simply—black button-down, dark trousers—but the way he fills out the shirt makes my breath catch. He looks like every dark romance hero I’ve ever secretly fantasized about.

Aleksei places a warm, steadying hand against my lower back. “Shall we?”

His touch feels like a brand, but it’s also gentle. The way in which he leads me, supporting my back, giving me space, makes my ovaries heat. He’s the leader, the man in the relationship; that’s clear. He takes charge, but he doesn’t do it in a way that makes me feel stifled. I feel feminine, needed, desired, when I’m with him.

As he leads me toward the sleek black car waiting outside and opens the door, I can’t help blurting, “Guys in college only wanted hookups and one-night stands. They never… treated me like this.”

He glances down at me, his hand tightening ever so slightly on my back. “Like what?”

“Like I’m… precious,” I whisper. “Like I’m a woman, not just a convenient hole they want to put their dick in.”

He stops at the car door, turning me so I have no choice but to look up at him. “That’s because you are precious,” he says firmly. “And it’s time I showed you what kind of treatment you deserve for being a good girl.”

Him calling me a good girl never fails to makes shivers erupt along my spine. My pussy warms, anticipating a night of proximity, intimacy, and deep conversations with my tattooed gangster. I slide into my seat and he kisses my cheek, whispering in my ear, “You look good enough to eat, kotyonok.” He massages one of my breasts. Then he squeezes it hard, making my nipples go taut. One breast pops out of my dress. My rosy, hard peak is on full display. I’m so turned on by his touch, by the way he makes my body come alive. Aleksei bends down, licking circles around my hard bud with his tongue, savoring my flesh like it’s the most delicious thing in the world. Heat crashes into me. I moan, feeding him more of my boob, needing him to suck on my tit. Because god, that feels amazing. His forceful suction at my breast makes an electric bolt sizzle my core. He makes wet sounds as he devours my nipple, grazing it with his teeth before soothing the pain with patient flicks of his tongue. When he removes his mouth, my areola is throbbing and red from his lavish attention. “Fuck, your tits are gorgeous. I want to suck on this pretty nipple all night. But we have a restaurant to get to.”

My pussy clenches when he rubs his finger along my sensitive, wet bud. His thumb caresses the spot where his tongue was moments ago. He tucks my boob into my dress again, but I know how easy it’ll be for him to pull them out again and claim them the way he did.

“I want you to see that I’m about more than violence, crime, and sex,” he says, hands on the wheel. “You deserve that.”

The sincerity in his voice makes my heart clench. For a moment, I forget about the world outside, the mission, the danger. All I see is Aleksei—the man who’s been protecting me, watching me, making me feel more wanted than anyone ever has.

And tonight, I think, maybe I’ll let myself believe in that.

“I know you’re more,” I whisper. “You are kind and you care, even if you don’t like admitting it.”
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The city is alive as we drive through Moscow’s nightscape, and it’s impossible not to be spellbound. Snow flurries drift lazily from the sky, catching in the amber glow of streetlights. The roads glisten like black ice under the soft shimmer of holiday lights strung between lampposts. Luxury cars purr past us, sleek and powerful, gliding over the snowy streets like predators.

Aleksei sits beside me car, one hand on the steering and the other caressing my hips at every chance he gets. When we stop at a red light, his attention always turns to me and he palms my breasts, promising me in a wicked rasp, “Daddy’s going to make sure your pretty titties are sore by the end of the evening.”

With his arm gathering flesh from my hips, the warmth of his presence curling around me like the fur wrap I’m clutching, I feel so safe, protected, and treasured. Every time I sneak a glance at him, my heart gives a ridiculous little flutter. He looks devastatingly handsome in his black button-down shirt and tailored trousers, the kind of man who belongs in this glittering city, not someone like me.

When we pull up to the restaurant, my breath catches. It’s tucked behind tall wrought-iron gates, a private, upscale place that practically oozes exclusivity. Inside, the space glows with warm light bouncing off crystal chandeliers, gold-accented marble floors, and white linen-draped tables. The women here are all stunning, draped in designer gowns, their hair and makeup flawless.

Suddenly, I feel painfully aware of my curves, the scar peeking from beneath my wrap, the fact that the red dress hugging my body isn’t couture.

Aleksei must sense my unease because he turns to me, his gray eyes darkening. “You’re the most beautiful woman in the room,” he says quietly, as if it’s a fact, not a compliment.

Before I can argue, he steps closer, his hand curling around my waist. He tilts my chin up with the other, lowering his head to press a soft kiss against the edge of my scar, his lips lingering there like he’s sealing away any insecurity I might feel. Then, without any shame, he trails his mouth down to the curve of my breast just above the dress’s neckline, pressing a slow, deliberate kiss there, too.

My breath stutters. “Aleksei,” I whisper, mortified.

He squeezes my hips, leaning in so only I can hear, though I feel the eyes of other patrons on us. “Your curves make me hungry,” he growls softly. “I love how soft and generous your body is, Lena. You’re perfect. Don’t forget it.”

I can only nod, dazed, as he leads me to a secluded table near the window.

The menu is a work of art—and completely incomprehensible. I stare at the long names filled with consonants and accents, not daring to even try. “I can’t pronounce any of these,” I whisper, holding the menu like it might explode. “I can’t even tell what half of it is.”

Aleksei smirks. “I’ll order for you.”

He speaks to the waiter in fluid Russian, his deep voice making me blush for no good reason. I don’t know what he ordered, but the way the waiter nodded reverently made me feel like I was in the hands of someone who knew exactly what he was doing.

When the waiter leaves, I muster the courage to ask, “Why are you dating me, Aleksei? Is it just because I saved your life?”

His expression softens, but there’s a weight behind his eyes. “No,” he says simply. “I want to enjoy the finer things in life, Lena. But it doesn’t feel the same if I’m alone at a restaurant or bar. You’re… great company. Your banter makes me feel alive.”

My heart does a ridiculous little flip at his words.

He reaches across the table, his fingers brushing under my chin as he tips my head up. “I love how feminine you are,” he murmurs. “It brings out this… masculine desire in me. To protect you. To cherish you. And that dress…” His eyes darken as they sweep down my body. “It’s borderline scandalous, showing off my favorite parts of you. I can’t wait to take it off you later.”

Heat floods me, making it impossible to meet his gaze.

“I mean it,” he continues, softer now. “You’ve surprised me at every turn. Your dedication, your courage, your commitment… I didn’t expect any of it, but I’m grateful.”

The sincerity in his voice makes my throat tighten. “I always wanted to avoid a life of crime,” I admit, the words spilling out before I can stop them. “John and I… we were bullied by boys in gangs growing up. It was awful.”

His expression hardens instantly, jaw clenching. “Tell me their names.”

My eyes widen. “Why?”

“Because I’m going to make them pay for hurting you.”

“Aleksei,” I whisper. “It was a long time ago.”

“I don’t care.” His voice is sharp, lethal. “Nobody gets to hurt you and walk away.”

There’s something darkly appealing about his protective instinct. I’ve been alone for so long—nobody ever stood up for me at the orphanage, nobody ever cared. But Aleksei does. He’s not like them, and I love him for it.

I used to think it was me and John against the world, but now I have a hot bratva enforcer on my side, too. And it makes me feel stronger, like I can take on anything and win. Like he’ll always have my back and I have nothing to fear anymore.

His presence wipes away the loneliness deep in my soul. I clung to John because I didn’t want to be alone. He was the only person who I could depend on, cling to. But now Aleksei is giving me hope that perhaps, I can have someone else who will never leave me. Someone who can take John’s place as John becomes more enmeshed in his current job.

“Anyway, back to what I was saying earlier⁠—”

“Their names,” Aleksei insists.

I shake my head, laughing. “I don’t even remember their names. It was so long ago. But you know, growing up around guys like them strengthened my resolve to stay away from gangs and live a squeaky clean life. Except—then I met you.”

Aleksei scoffs, but he’s listening attentively, not interrupting or judging. He’s genuinely interested in what I have to say. He eats up every morsel of my past like it’s a treat. I can sense he has a genuine desire to know me deeply, to find out what I went through in life.

And maybe someday, I’ll tell him all of it.

“Meeting me made you want to come over to the dark side?” he asks.

“It made me realize that I had denied a part of myself. I was always intrigued by adventure. And this life offers plenty of it. I know you want me to go back and graduate, but I’ve grown to love Moscow and the people I’ve met here. What if I want to stay and be useful to you and your brothers? Would you let me?”

Aleksei growls. “I’ll let you stay, but I can’t see you put yourself in danger.”

“What will I do here, if I don’t work for the Antonov bratva?”

There’s a short silence. “Be my girlfriend. Be spoiled. Shop at designer stores. You could enjoy the life of a mob boss’s wife if I end up putting a ring on your finger.”

My heartbeat escalates at the word ‘wife’. It feels like an intimate promise, even though Aleksei doesn’t say it with any particular intention.

“Come on, that’s never gonna happen.” I drag my gaze away from his face because the thought of him being my husband, being the man who puts a ring on my finger, makes my throat burn. A mixture of agony and soul-deep desire stirs my chest, making my ribcage lock around my heart. I’ve always wanted to get married and have children young. That’s why I worked hard on my education so I could be in a good place soon. I’ve wished for a man like him, a man who is mature, older, has stability, and knows what he wants.

Having grown up as an orphan, I long for children of my own and a partner I can love wholeheartedly, a man I can sleep with at night, share my life with, and call my own.

Aleksei has everything I want in a husband. He’s hot, fierce, protective, caring, and he even takes me out on dates to places like these. But I know I cannot lose myself in a fantasy. He’s not promising me anything. If I start building castles in the air and this thing between us doesn’t work out, I’ll be left heartbroken.

“What’s never gonna happen?” His voice is low and sensual. His gaze dips to my chest, and he can’t miss my chest inflating and deflating. I’m breathing hard. Hanging on his every word. “You becoming my wife?”

“Yeah, that. Aren’t marriages in the mafia arranged? Would Leo let you marry me?” Even as I ask those questions, I feel like I’m on the precipice of an icy rock.

“If I want to marry you…” Aleksei clears his throat. “If I decide to marry you, nobody will be able to stop me, least of all Leo. And trust me, he won’t even try. He might not like you, but he respects my decisions.”

I swallow visibly, going quiet as I consider his words. Aleksei reaches out his hand, smoothing his fingers down my throat. His tone is both dominant and gentle when he says, “Don’t overthink it, Lena.”

“I’m not. I know you didn’t mean anything by it.”

“I did mean what I said. We just started dating. But I want you to know that if things go well between us, you should be ready to get married and have my children.” He pauses and brushes his thumb down the side of my neck. His touch, coupled with his words, injects rapture into my veins. “I’m a very traditional man. I don’t date unless I see can myself marrying the woman. And if I marry you, I’m going to breed you the moment you’re mine.”

“How many?” I blink.

A puzzled look dawns on his features. “How many what? How many dates until I can be sure? Ten at most. I’m a very decisive man, kotyonok.”

“No, I meant how many kids?”

“Oh.” He purrs and the sound is sinfully dominant. He licks his lips, lightly pressing his fingers around my throat. “I can’t say. All I know is that I’m not stopping until you hit menopause. I’ll keep you pregnant all the time when you’re my wife. You’ll be swollen right after giving birth to a child. People might even whisper about how you can’t stop getting pregnant. Your body is so fucking fertile I can smell it from here. You’re going to glow when you’re carrying my babies.”

I feel like I’ve been zapped by a bolt of lightning. His words stir a flare of heat in my belly. My pussy is cramping from convulsing so hard. Damn. Why does he look so sexy when he talks about keeping me pregnant? When he promises to breed me until I’m too old to be bred.

Maybe because I want exactly that. I want to give him all the babies he wants, to make a big, happy family with the man of my dreams. I knew I wanted a lot of kids because I never got to have any siblings. And Aleksei has four brothers, so he’s used to a big family.

“Okay.” I reach for the glass of water because my tongue feels dry. I gulp it, but it does nothing to bring down my body temperature. The spot between my legs is burning like an inferno. My cunt is so wet and my panties are getting soaked just from sitting across a man who just promised to get me pregnant. “I’m down for it. I’ll have all your babies, Aleksei Anotnov. As many as you can out in me.”

He smiles. “That’s my girl. You can never say no to a challenge.”

“Well, I don’t think you’ll actually marry me,” I say.

“We’ll see, won’t we?” Aleksei’s cryptic eyebrow raise doesn’t say much.

The food arrives, and I almost laugh because it’s so beautiful it looks fake. My plate is an arrangement of perfectly seared duck, truffle mashed potatoes, and delicate seasonal vegetables drizzled with a sauce that smells divine. Aleksei’s is some kind of aged steak, served with a glass of dark red wine.

As we eat, the conversation drifts into lighter things, but I find myself speaking more honestly than I ever have. “Moscow feels like… such a lovely place,” I tell him softly. “Galina, you… John, even the nurses at the hospital. Everyone I’ve met here has taken care of me even though I’m a foreigner. Even though I might be gone soon, this place will always hold a special place in my heart.”

He watches me intently. “Then I’ll show you more of it before you leave,” he promises. “You haven’t seen the famous spots yet. Red Square. Gorky Park.”

I smile shyly. “Are you already promising me a second date?”

He smirks. “I’m promising you the third and fourth, too. We can’t see all of Moscow in a single day.”

The way he says it makes my heart stutter. “You… really want to get to know me, don’t you?”

“Yes.” He holds my gaze, unflinching. “And I want you to know me, too.”

We eat in companionable silence. We don’t talk during the meal because we’re both too busy enjoying the delicious food in front of us. The best thing is that even the quietness feels special when I’m with Aleksei.

His presence doesn’t impose even though it’s unmissable. I don’t feel awkward when we’re quiet, or when we’re each doing our own thing. It’s a level of comfort that I’ve never felt with anyone besides John. I don’t feel the urge to talk, to say something interesting and make an impression on him, even though it’s our first date.

Aleksei is observant. He sees me, even in the moments when I’m not loud or trying to impress. And that is the best feeling in the world. The feeling of being seen, being studied without having to prove that I’m worthy of being seen.

When we finish dinner and I push my chair back, I feel his eyes on me. As I rise, the top of my strapless dress shifts slightly, and suddenly I’m aware of cool air on my breast.

My heart jumps.

I look down at one nipple that has slipped over the neckline of my dress. It’s hanging out, hard, ripe, and naked. Screaming that I’m aroused to everyone in the restaurant. Heat floods my senses, inflaming the arousal in my core as my nipple hardens in response to the cool air.

I hear muffled gasps. Tension tightens in my core. Somehow, being exposed like this in front of people makes me horny. I love that Aleksei is watching me.

Aleksei’s gaze drops like a predator’s. Then he notices the men at the surrounding tables watching me, and something snaps in him.

A low growl rumbles in his chest as he strides to me, tugging my fur wrap firmly into place and covering me up. But he doesn’t stop there—he leans down, his mouth grazing my neck before sucking at the soft skin, hard enough to leave a mark.

I gasp, clutching his shoulders as heat floods me.

“I’m leaving my mark so every man in this room knows you’re spoken for,” he murmurs against my skin, his voice dark and possessive.

And then I see it, the red mark on my neck. It’s going to be a bruise by tomorrow, but that thought makes my pussy shiver with happiness. I want to be marked by Aleksei, to know that he wants me so badly he can’t help but act like a caveman even though we’re among people.

My blood sings in my veins, and for the first time all night, I don’t feel out of place.

I feel claimed.


NINETEEN



Aleksei

I can still see the looks those men gave her as we left the restaurant—hungry, covetous, like they could strip her bare with their eyes. It makes my blood run hot even now.

The second we’re in the car, I don’t even start the engine. My hands are already on her, pulling her fur wrap away from her shoulders and tossing it into the backseat.

“Aleksei,” Lena gasps, startled, but there’s no fear in her voice, only that sweet breathlessness that drives me insane.

“Mine,” I growl, my mouth descending on hers.

Her soft lips part for me instantly, and I kiss her hard, taking everything she’s willing to give. My hands slide down her back, gripping her hips through that scandalous red dress that has been torturing me all evening.

“Do you know what it did to me,” I murmur against her mouth, “watching those bastards stare at you like they wanted to take you from me?”

She shakes her head, dazed, as I trail kisses along her jaw and down to the curve of her neck. “I—I didn’t notice,” she whispers.

“I did,” I snarl, sucking at the spot just above her collarbone, harder than I intend, but I want the mark there. “And I hated it. I hated every second of it, Lena. You’re mine. Every inch of you.”

Her breath hitches as I cup her breast through the thin fabric of her dress, my thumb brushing over the sensitive peak until she shivers. I can feel her heartbeat thudding against my palm, erratic and wild.

“Aleksei…”

“I want to see you,” I demand roughly, sliding the strapless neckline down just far enough to bare her breasts. She makes a soft, embarrassed sound, but I’m already leaning in, kissing her scar first—gently, reverently—before taking one perfect nipple into my mouth.

Her back arches, fingers tangling in my hair as a moan spills out of her.

“That’s it,” I murmur, licking a path across her chest, my free hand gripping her thigh and pulling her closer until she’s straddling my lap. “You don’t even know how beautiful you are like this, Lena. This dress… this body… it’s mine to enjoy. Not theirs. Mine. And I’m going to fill you with cum so you can feel it, too.”

Her hands clutch at my shoulders, nails digging in through the fabric of my shirt. “Yes, breed me. Stuff me with cum, Daddy,” she whispers, and the words almost undo me.

I press my forehead to hers, breathing hard. “Say it again.”

“Breed me with your big, virile cock,” she repeats, louder this time, her eyes glassy with arousal.

I slide my hand up her thigh beneath the hem of her dress, fingers brushing over the soft lace of her panties. She jerks against me, but I hold her steady with one big hand at the small of her back.

“You’re wet,” I murmur, pushing the lace aside and stroking her softly. “You’ve been like this all night, haven’t you? Dripping for me while you smiled so sweetly in that restaurant, imagining what it’d be like when you’re swollen with my babies. You want to have children so bad, don’t you, kotoyonok? You can’t even hide it.”

She gasps, clinging to me, and I know I’m right. My angel’s pussy is throbbing for my seed, and she’s ready to give me everything I’ve always wanted. I can barely see through the primal possessiveness that glazes my eyes.

She looks so fucking delectable—her tits capped with rosy nipples that demand to be bitten into, her mouth wet and plump, and her cunt sopping wet, ready to take a fat cock.

“Do you know what it does to me?” I growl, slipping a finger inside her, then two, curling them until her hips roll helplessly against my hand. “Knowing I’m the only man who gets to have you like this? Knowing that I could make you my wife, put my ring on your finger and fill your belly with my baby and all it’d take would be for my seed to start growing in your womb. I’m going to fill you until you’re dripping all over the backseat, until your body knows what it craves is my cock and nobody else’s. No one else will ever touch you, Lena. No one.”

Her breathless moan is the only answer I need.

I yank the dress up around her waist, the fabric bunching as I free myself, too far gone to care about being slow. “Wrap your arms around me,” I order, my voice rough. “I want to feel you cling to me while I remind you who you belong to.”

The second she obeys, I free my cock, pumping it. Pre-cum beads at the tip. Nothing gets me as hard as jealousy. Seeing that my woman is so desired, so sought after does weird things to me biologically.

I stroke her folds, hearing her breaths become uneven as I press my thumb against he clit. I rub circles around it, loosening up her body, her pussy for my assault. When she sighs in relaxation, I push into her in one deep stroke, filling her completely. She cries out, muffling the sound against my neck as I grip her hips and hold her in place.

“That’s it, angel,” I murmur, my lips brushing her ear as I move inside her, hard and unrelenting. “Take me. All of me. I need you to remember who you belong to every time you feel me deep inside you.”

She moans my name, soft and desperate, and it’s the sweetest sound I’ve ever heard. Her pussy is so fucking tight. It’s like a velvet vice grip, choking my cock, making me see stars. It takes all of my self-control to restrain the urge to spill all my seed inside her right now.

I drive into her until the car rocks, my mouth at her ear, whispering Russian endearments she can’t possibly understand but will feel in her bones. She clings tighter, her soft curves pressing against me, and I know I’m lost. Her nails rake down my back.

She bites into my shoulder when I thrust deep enough to bump against her cervix. Her pussy clenches around me. My gaze blurs as ecstasy rushes through my system. My cock swells more every time I pound her pussy and feel her needy walls gripping my cock. Her desperate desire to keep my dick inside her wet channel ignites something primal.

I flick my finger against her clit and she bites into my shoulders again. The pain, coupled with the exquisite slide of my cock into her channel fills my veins with rapture. I am ploughing into her cunt like a randy teenager in the backseat of my car. It’s deliciously taboo, filthy, and deeply satisfies my masculine needs.

I love natural, honest sex like this. No pointless seduction or artifice. No transactions or money to be exchanged. No masks. This is pure fucking the way nature intended it to be.

Unprotected. Loud. So satisfying that I can feel my bones liquefying every time my cock bumps against her cervix.

“Your womb feels like heaven against my cock. Babygirl, I’m going to push every drop of my cum straight into this spot, make sure I impregnate you.” I bite her ear. Her nails bruise my back, but I don’t mind. I’ll be her rock, her punching bag, her solace while she accepts every inch of my dick into her. I know I’m stretching her pussy, that I’ve filled her to the brim, but it’s still not enough. “I bet it’ll feel even better when you’re carrying my baby in it.”

“Aleksei…you’re in so deep…” Lena loses her voice to a moan of ecstasy.

“Come for me,” I demand, one hand slipping between us to circle her clit with slow, deliberate pressure. “Show me, Lena. Show me you’re mine.”

When she shatters in my arms, crying out my name, I follow with a guttural groan, holding her to me as I spill inside her, claiming her in every way a man can. I can feel my stick cum coating her unprotected walls. Her pussy takes every load I put inside it.

Lena’s chin rests against my shoulder, her tits pressing into my chest as she gives more of herself to me, allowing to me keep stuffing her with seed. Even when her cunt is overflowing and her thighs are sticky with semen, I don’t stop. I give her more, until my balls are completely drained. Until I’m sure she’s been bred, that she has no choice but to get pregnant from all that sperm inside her pussy.

For a long moment, there’s only the sound of our ragged breathing in the enclosed space of the car. I press soft kisses to her damp temple, her cheek, her mouth, unable to stop touching her.

“You’re mine,” I whisper one last time, more gently now.

Her arms tighten around my neck, her lips brushing the scar at my jaw. “I know,” she whispers back.

And for the first time all night, I feel something close to peace.
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The drive home is quiet, but Lena’s soft, warm weight in my lap is a constant reminder of what just happened. Of how close I came to losing control of myself completely.

She’s asleep by the time I park outside the townhouse, her head nestled against my shoulder, the faintest smile playing on her lips. I adjust her dress, covering her completely before slipping out of the driver’s seat with her cradled securely in my arms.

The house is still and silent—no lights but the glow of the entry hall. I’m halfway through the foyer when a voice cuts through the quiet.

“Well, well.”

Dmitry steps out of the kitchen, an apple in one hand and his phone in the other. His sharp blue eyes narrow as they take in the sight of Lena in my arms.

“Looks like big brother’s parading his whores through the house now,” he drawls, biting into the apple with deliberate nonchalance. “Leo won’t like it.”

I stop dead, my jaw tightening. “Say that again,” I warn, my voice like steel.

Dmitry raises a brow, unbothered.

“One more time,” I repeat, my tone low and dangerous. “And I’ll break your jaw.”

Dmitry whistles softly, stepping back. “You must be serious about her.” He smirks, backing toward the hall. “Don’t let me interrupt, lover boy.”

He takes another exaggerated bite of the apple and saunters away, clearly enjoying himself.

I grit my teeth but keep walking. Lena stirs slightly in my arms as we start up the stairs, her eyes fluttering open.

“Was that Dmitry?” she mumbles, her voice still heavy with sleep.

“Yes,” I mutter.

She tilts her head up, the hint of a smile on her lips. “Did he call me something bad?”

“Don’t worry about it,” I tell her, though my tone leaves no room for argument.

“I don’t care what people call me,” she says softly. “You know that, right?”

“I care,” I snap, meeting her gaze as I reach the top of the stairs. “I won’t tolerate anybody disrespecting the woman I’m dating.”

Her lips curve into a sleepy, teasing smile. “That’s very… boyfriend of you.”

I don’t answer. But in my mind, I add: And the woman who could be the mother of my child soon.

Lena lets out a little laugh. “Can you imagine me showing up to college classes with a big pregnant belly? I’d look hot, wouldn’t I?”

I glance down at her, arching a brow. “Then I’ll make it happen.”

She laughs again, shaking her head. “We’re joking, right?”

“Maybe,” I murmur, and I’m not even sure I would hate it if it did happen.

Because as young as she is, Lena feels… right. Being with her feels right in a way I can’t explain, and I can already see her as the mother of my children—wise, sassy, strong.

I push open my bedroom door and set her gently on the bed. She blinks up at me as I begin loosening my shirt.

“Lena,” I say slowly, “are you on birth control?”

Her eyes widen slightly. “I… I haven’t been taking my pills since I got shot,” she admits. “I forgot even before that, the day we first… you know.”

A slow smile spreads across my face. “That’s exactly what I wanted to hear.”

Her blush is instant and deep. “Aleksei…”

I lean over her, bracing my hands on either side of her head. “You don’t need to think about the consequences tonight,” I murmur, pressing a soft kiss to her lips. “I just want you to be mine. All of you.”

She wraps her arms around my neck, pulling me down to her, her body arching into mine like she was made for me.

And in that moment, drunk on the passion between us, I don’t want to think of anything else, either.

I scoop Lena into my arms again and carry her into the bathroom adjoining my bedroom. The space is warm and inviting, lit softly by recessed lights that gleam off the black marble walls and deep soaking tub. She nuzzles against my neck as I set her down on the cool stone bench.

“Aleksei… what are you doing?” she whispers, still a little dazed.

“Bath,” I murmur, twisting the taps until steaming water fills the tub. “You’re filthy, angel. Smeared with my cum all over.”

I caress her inner thighs where dried steaks of cum paint her pale skin. She looks so good when she’s marked. When I know I’ve just been inside her and there’s no denying it. My cock twitches, needing the tight heat of her pussy again.

This woman is going to turn me into a sex addict if I’m not careful.

“I…I loved the feeling of you come inside me. It was different. I enjoyed it. I’d totally do it again.” Her lips twitch into a sleepy smile as she watches me. I kiss her pussy. She moans. “You’re really spoiling me, you know that?”

I glance over my shoulder and meet her gaze. “Good. I want you spoiled.”

When the tub is full, I return to her and slowly peel the red dress from her body, revealing every inch of her soft, pale skin. She shivers as I trail my fingers down her arms, her stomach, the curve of her hips, as if reacquainting myself with her body in the quiet light.

“You’re beautiful,” I murmur, leaning down to kiss the edge of her scar, just above her shoulder blade. “Do you believe me when I say that now?”

She nods, her breath catching, and I lift her into the warm water. She sinks into it with a soft sigh, tilting her head back against the edge as I slide in behind her, pulling her back against my chest.

For a while, I just hold her there, one hand resting on her stomach as the water laps softly against us. The world outside feels far away.

“I could get used to this,” she murmurs, tracing idle patterns on my thigh beneath the water.

“You should,” I reply softly, brushing damp strands of hair away from her face. “I want you to feel at home here. With me.”

Her hand stills, and I feel her body relax fully against mine. “I already do,” she admits quietly.

I kiss her temple, and my chest tightens in a way I’m not used to. “Good.”

I take a few pumps of shower gel and scrub between her thighs, making sure to erase the traces of me. It pains me to do so, but I want her to feel clean and comfortable when she sleeps.

Besides, I know a lot of my semen is inside her pussy, and that’s where the real magic happens.

I worship her, cleaning her skin until I can smell the body wash on her. She stays still and she’s perfectly submissive, allowing me to treat her like a pretty doll. My pretty doll, whom I get to bathe in my own bathtub

When the water starts to cool, I help her out of the tub, wrapping her in a thick towel before carrying her back to the bedroom. The room is dim, lit only by the soft glow of the bedside lamps. I lay her gently on the bed, her hair damp and spilling over the pillows, and for a moment I just look at her.

She looks up at me with wide, expectant eyes. “You’re staring.”

“Yes,” I admit. “Because I can’t believe you’re here.”

She blushes and tries to look away, but I catch her chin, tilting her face back to me. “I meant what I said downstairs, Lena. No one disrespects you. You’re not… you’re not someone I’ll ever allow to be treated like less than what you are.”

Her throat works as she swallows. “And what am I?”

I lean down and kiss her slowly, savoring the feel of her lips parting beneath mine. “The woman I’m obsessed with,” I whisper against her mouth. “I think about you all the time, rybka. I wonder what you’ll surprise me with when I get home, what new Russian phrases you’ll have learned, how sexy you’ll look in those sleep shorts of yours, and most of all, how much better you’d look if you’re wearing nothing.”

She exhales softly, and I can feel her melt under me.

I shed the rest of my clothes and ease onto the bed beside her, pulling the towel away from her body. She’s warm and soft beneath my hands as I kiss her again, deeper this time, my hand cupping her jaw as if I’m afraid she might disappear.

This isn’t the raw, desperate claiming of the car. This is slower, deeper—every touch deliberate. I trail kisses down her neck, across her collarbone, pausing to nuzzle the faint mark I left earlier before moving lower. Her fingers thread through my hair as I worship every inch of her with my mouth, my hands exploring the curves I can’t seem to get enough of.

When I finally sink into her, her gasp is soft and sweet, her body arching to meet mine.

“Aleksei…” she whispers, her voice trembling.

“Shh,” I murmur, my lips brushing her ear as I move inside her with steady, measured thrusts. “I’ve got you. You’re mine, angel. Always.”

Her hands clutch at my shoulders as I lose myself in her completely, every slow grind of my hips a promise I can’t quite say out loud.

And as her breathy moans fill the room, I can’t help thinking—if she ended up carrying my child from this, I wouldn’t be angry. I wouldn’t be afraid. I would be happy. Because deep down, I want to tie her to me.

Her skin against mine, her pussy wrapped around my cock...it feels more right than anything else in my life.

She’s so beautiful, so fragile like a fairy, I’m afraid she’ll disappear tomorrow and this is the only night I’ll have with her. I want to keep the memory of our intimate union forever, solidify it into a child who’ll always remind me of how it felt to deeply love a woman and embraced by her femininity.

Because having Lena as the mother of my child feels more right than anything else in my life.


TWENTY



Lena

I wake slowly, the soft winter light filtering through the heavy curtains, and for a long moment, I just lie there, soaking in the warmth of Aleksei’s body pressed against mine. He’s still asleep, his arm draped possessively across my waist, his face relaxed in a way I rarely see.

It makes my heart ache a little—how vulnerable he looks like this. No steel in his jaw, no sharp glint in his gray eyes. For this moment, he’s only mine.

I shift slightly, and the ache between my thighs is a delicious reminder of last night—of the way his possessiveness wrapped around me like a tether, of how I felt claimed, cherished, and completely undone. We connected on a deeper level than we ever have before, and I know it wasn’t just sex. Aleksei showed me sides of himself I’d never seen, more romantic, more open, and I loved everything I saw.

He stirs beside me, his arm tightening instinctively. “Stop moving,” he mumbles into my neck, his voice gravelly with sleep.

I smile, running my fingers lightly through his messy hair. “I thought you were asleep.”

“Not when you’re wiggling like that,” he mutters, cracking one eye open. His gaze softens immediately, and he kisses my shoulder lazily. “Morning, angel.”

I melt. “Morning.”

I shift slightly, feeling the unmistakable press of Aleksei's erection against my stomach. A thrill runs through me, knowing that even in his sleep-rumpled state, he's aroused. I press against him, rubbing my stomach against his hardening cock, and feel a surge of power as he grows even harder. The knowledge that I affect him this way, that I can make him desire me so intensely, is intoxicating.

He groans, his fingers digging into my waist. "Keep that up, and you'll find yourself with eight inches of cock buried in your pussy," he rasps, his voice thick with sleep and desire.

I smile, dragging my fingers up his clothed dick, feeling the outline of his hardness. "Maybe that's exactly what I want," I tease, my voice a sultry whisper.

His eyes darken, and he pins me with a look that sends a shiver down my spine. His rough hands skim over every inch of my naked body, igniting a fire beneath my skin. He pinches my nipples, rolling them between his fingers until they're hard peaks, but I don't stop pressing against his cock. The mix of pleasure and pain is exhilarating.

"You're playing with fire, kotyonok," he growls, his lips finding my collarbone, kissing and sucking the sensitive skin. His mouth moves up to my neck, his teeth grazing gently, sending electric shocks through my body. He sucks on my pulse point, and I gasp, my hips bucking against him.

"I like the heat," I whisper, my voice hoarse with desire.

He chuckles darkly, his mouth moving to my shoulders, his teeth sinking in just enough to make me moan. "You're a greedy little thing, aren't you?" he murmurs, his hands roaming over my body, squeezing and stroking every inch of me.

I can feel his cock throbbing against me, and I know he's close to the edge. His breath is ragged, his muscles tense. "You're going to make me come, and then I'm going to punish you," he says, his voice a low growl.

He slaps my ass, the sting making my pussy clench and leak more. The mix of pleasure and pain is overwhelming, and I can feel my wetness dripping down my thighs. He manhandles me, sitting up and picking me up as if I weigh nothing. His cock is erect, throbbing, and veiny, the head engorged and red. I lick my lips, eager to feel him inside me.

He positions me over him, and then, with a swift movement, he pushes my pussy down onto his cock. The sensation of his thick length tearing through me is exquisite, a mix of pleasure and pain that makes me cry out. He's so big that I feel stretched to the limit, filled completely.

"Ride me," he commands, his voice harsh with need.

I begin to move, my hips rising and falling as I take him deeper with each thrust. His hands grip my waist, guiding me, his fingers digging into my flesh. Each time I come down, his balls press against my ass, the sensation sending waves of pleasure through me.

He smacks my ass, the sound echoing through the room. "Harder," he growls. "Faster."

I comply, my movements becoming more frantic, more desperate. His cock slides in and out of me, the friction driving me wild. I can feel the pleasure building, the tension coiling in my core.

He leans forward, his mouth finding my nipple. He bites down, the pain sharp and sudden, and at the same time, he tweaks my clit between his fingers. The combination of sensations sends me over the edge, and I come with a scream, my body convulsing around him.

"That's it, kotyonok," he whispers in my ear, his voice dark and dominant. "Come all over my cock. Take every inch of me."

He continues to thrust into me, his movements forceful and demanding. His fingers find my clit again, rubbing circles as I ride out my orgasm. The pleasure is overwhelming, my thoughts blurring as rapture takes over my cells.

"You feel so good," he groans, his voice strained. "So tight and wet. I'm going to fill you up, breed you like the little slut you are."

His words send another wave of pleasure through me, and I can feel his cock throbbing inside me, ready to explode. He slams into me one last time, pushing deep, and then he comes, his hot seed spraying into my raw, unprotected pussy. I feel every pulse, every spurt, as he fills me to the brim.

I collapse against him, my body trembling with the aftershocks of my orgasm. He wraps his arms around me, holding me close, his cock still buried deep inside me. I can feel his cum leaking out, dripping down my thighs, and the sensation is filthy and perfect.

"Your pussy feels the best when it’s overflowing with my cum, Lena," he whispers, his voice hoarse. "I’m going to keep you plugged up until you get pregnant."

His words, so dominant and self-assured, send a ripple of nervousness through me. I’ve been fucking him raw because it feels good. Because having nothing between us is dangerous and intimate. I’m addicted to that feeling of vulnerability, deep trust, and wild abandon. But I’m a fertile, twenty-one-year-old. I could really get knocked up.

The thought makes my heartbeat spike, but not in panic. I am about to graduate anyway, and I wanted to start a family soon. If I get pregnant by the time I graduate, I’ll be fine. I’ll have the child and be able to start my new life with a person to care about, a person who will always be mine.

My heart warms as Aleksei rakes his fingers over my stomach. He’s probably thinking the same.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” I ask, pressing my fingers over his, keeping his hand on my belly where he can feel the heat radiating from my womb.

Aleksei growls into my ear. “I need to put food in your belly. I’m hungry. And so are you.”

My stomach makes a noise that proves his theory. He laughs, and again, the sound hits me straight in my core, pooling like liquid silver. Every one of his laughs is so precious and he’s giving me more and more of them. He’s really opening up to me on an emotional level.

Aleksei’s hand slides away from my skin, leaving me cold and needy. He grabs his phone off the nightstand and texts something.

“Galina will bring us breakfast in bed,” he says when he spoons with me, clutching my belly possessively, like his child is already growing inside it. I close my eyes, imagining a life where I get to keep this man forever and bear his children. It sounds perfect, idyllic. The more I picture him caressing my swollen belly, holding our baby in his arms, kissing their small forehead, the more I want it. Aleksei can be so gentle when he wants to be. Plus, he’s always protective. He’ll be an amazing dad.

The desire to see him holding and teaching our children balloons inside me. I cannot imagine any other man in his place. He’s the only man whose babies I’d want to carry, whose hands I’d want on me when I’m full of a child.

He has etched himself into my psyche. I crave only him, can see a future with only him.

A knock on the door tears me away from my fantasies. Galina strides in her, maid outfit and apron impeccably ironed. She gives me a knowing smile as she sets down the breakfast tray on my nightstand.

“I made a lot,” she says to Aleksei. “Thought you’d need it to recover your…stamina.”

Aleksei blushes as she clears her throat and pads away, closing the door behind her.

“She’s going to gossip,” he announces, sitting up. “The whole house will know by afternoon. Including Leo.”

“Is that why you look so worried?” I trace the frown between his brows, then the deep lines marring his forehead.

Aleksei sighs, a bone-deep sigh that clings to the walls. He squeezes my breast, kneading it as he turns me around to face him.

His expression turns thoughtful. “Can I tell you something?”

I press my hand on his chest, nodding. “Of course.”

“I’ve always wanted a family,” he says quietly, his fingers playing with the hem of the blanket. “Kids. A wife to come home to. But I’m afraid they’d always be in danger because of who I am. That I’d lose them.”

His words hit me in the chest, raw and vulnerable. I’m well-aware of the dangers his profession exposes his family to.

“I can’t stand the thought of that,” he admits. “Of loving someone that much and losing them.”

I reach for his hand, lacing my fingers through his. “You won’t lose me, Aleksei,” I whisper. “I’ll be strong. I’ll learn everything I need to survive in this brutal world so you don’t have to worry about me.”

His gaze softens, but he shakes his head. “I’ll always worry. That’s what happens when you love someone.”

The words make my breath catch. Love.

I can’t trust myself to speak, so I just let him pull me closer. He kisses my hair, then my temple, then my jaw, his lips traveling over every inch of me in slow, reverent kisses.

“You’re being very romantic this morning,” I tease, trying to lighten the mood.

“Get used to it,” he says, smirking against my skin.

I laugh softly, brushing my fingers along his jaw. “Can we just stay in bed all day like this?”

He leans back, giving me a wicked smile. “No.”

I pout, and he chuckles. “But,” he murmurs, crawling on top of me, his body covering mine completely, “I’ll give you something before I leave.”

I gasp softly as he pins my hands gently above my head, his lips brushing my ear.

“Consider it… motivation to stay in bed until I get back,” he whispers, and the promise in his voice makes my heart race.

Then he buries himself in my chest, sucking and kissing, and leaving hickeys all over.


TWENTY-ONE



Aleksei

I don’t know when it started, this constant need to watch her, to keep her in my line of sight at all times, but it’s become a habit I can’t shake. Our date unlocked something inside me. I gave so much of my vulnerability to her, so much for the romantic heart I’d kept locked up, and now I can’t take it back.

The thought of her being my wife, wearing my ring on her finger, has become a disease spreading through my brain. Every time I see her bare ring finger, the urge to put my ring on it grows. I want to make her mine officially, but it’s too soon. She deserved to be courted more, lavished with luxuries, and treated like a princess before I ask for her hand in marriage.

I won’t be the man who expects her to say yes after one measly date.

But waiting for her feelings to grow, waiting for the right time, is torture. Watching her smile every day, knowing she’s not my wife yet, is torture. Feeling her against me at night, wondering when she’ll be gone is agony.

I have never felt so strongly about another woman. Lena has stolen a piece of my heart and she keeps stealing more pieces with every passing day.

When Lena is in the kitchen with Galina, sleeves rolled up as she helps chop vegetables, I linger in the doorway just out of view. She laughs at something Galina says, her head tipping back, the sound warm and unguarded, and I swear my chest aches at the sight. She looks… happy. Like she belongs here. Like she belongs with me.

When she’s curled up in the study, a book propped on her knees, I stop on my way out and lean against the doorframe, just watching the way her lips move when she whispers a line she likes. She never notices at first. Then she’ll glance up and catch me staring, and her cheeks will flush that soft, pink shade that makes me want to drag her onto my lap and ruin her focus completely.

And at night… at night is the worst. Because she’s defenseless when she’s asleep. I lie beside her and trace my fingers through her hair, tuck her against my chest like she’s a piece of me I can’t afford to lose. Sometimes I press a kiss to the top of her head before I slip out for work, leaving her warm and safe while I walk into the shadows.

She’s becoming an irreplaceable part of my life.

And that terrifies me.

Because the thought of her getting hurt again—the memory of her drenched in blood that night—still makes my hands shake if I dwell on it too long.

The day when she has to make contact with Anastasia is fast approaching. Anastasia might be a spoiled princess, but she’s not without teeth. Her cruelty, her spoiled behavior, and temper tantrums have been whispered about often in high society. She doesn’t have any friends because he treats her friends like slaves, hurts them, and then they leave.

I’m scared that’s what awaits Lena, too. The thought makes my blood boil. I want Lena to have an easy, comfortable life, where she can just cook, relax, and look pretty. I don’t want her stressing about anything. I definitely don’t like the idea of her being in constant peril.

But that’s the only way Leo will let her stay. That’s the only way I can keep her around me.
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One afternoon, Lena sits perched on the wide window sill in the living room, her knees tucked up under her chin as she watches the snow fall outside. The winter light makes her skin glow, her hair catching in the soft breeze that sneaks in through the glass.

I rake my fingers over my thigh, gathering my thoughts, before stepping closer. “I want to give you something,” I tell her.

She glances back at me curiously. “A gift?”

I nod and hand her a sleek black case. She opens it, her eyes widening when she sees the gun inside.

“Aleksei…”

“You’ll need it,” I say simply, sitting down beside her. “The world we’re in… I can’t be everywhere all the time. I want you to be able to protect yourself if I’m not there.”

She stares at the weapon like it might bite her. “I can’t even use one of these.”

“I’ll teach you,” I promise, reaching out to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. “I’ll teach you everything you need to know.”

She hesitates, then leans in and kisses me softly, her hand brushing my jaw. “You worry too much about me,” she whispers.

“That’s what I do when I like someone,” I murmur back, brushing my thumb over her lower lip.

Our eyes meet, and I know we’re both thinking the same thing. This is deeper than we’ve admitted.

“I’m glad I met you,” she says quietly, “and started dating you. You’ve… you’ve made all my dreams of romance come true.”

I huff out a small laugh, unable to help it. “Your dreams of romance including getting a gun as a gift? That’s very specific.”

“Yes,” she insists, smiling. “I told you I like danger.” She takes the gun in her hand, admiring it. “This is way better than some useless bouquet of roses that will wither in a few days.”

Her sentiments are so different from any woman I’ve met. Back when I was thinking of marriage and seeing women Leo set me up with, they always expected me to send flowers to their home, to buy them jewelry and designer bags. It felt like they wanted a shallow, immature version of romance, an illusion to convince them that they were dating a businessman, not a gangster.

But Lena is a realist. Romantic, but not delusional. She’s mature for her age.

I shake my head, grinning despite myself. “I haven’t even shown you around Moscow yet. How’s that for romantic?”

“I’ve already seen the best thing in Moscow—you. So it doesn’t matter.” Her smile widens, and I feel something in my chest loosen.

“Are you free in two days?” I ask. “I’ll take you around in the morning. Show you everything you’ve missed.”

“I’d love that,” she says immediately, and before I can say another word, she’s standing and wrapping her legs around my waist, her arms tightening around my neck.

“Good,” I growl, sliding my hands under her thighs to hold her up. I dig my fingers into her soft ass, massaging her cheeks.

She leans in, her lips brushing my ear as she teases, “Did you clear your schedule for me, boyfriend?”

I squeeze her just enough to make her squeal softly. “You’re my schedule, angel,” I murmur. “Now stop teasing me unless you want my handprints on that perky ass of yours.”

“Why do you always know what I want? That’s not fair.” She laughs breathlessly against my throat, and I know in that moment: this woman isn’t just my sanctuary. She’s my future. She’s the warmth that I’ve always sought, the calm presence that I need in my chaotic life. She grounds me.

Her presence makes me feel like I’m a man again, like I’m human again. All the darkness inside me dissolves when I’m around her light.

I keep a tight grip on Lena’s ass, pushing her body against the wall beside the window. I lean into her, inhaling the scent of lavender as I lick her neck. She moans for me like the perfect submissive, tightening her legs and grinding her pussy against my hardening cock.

I watch the pebbled outlines of her nipples poking through her thin T-shirt. God, it looks worthy of feasting on.

I push her T-shirt up, hungrily drinking in the sight of her pink, swollen tips. They look like rosebuds, dainty yet erotic. I touch them and she makes a low, breathy sound.

“What am I going to do with you, my little slut? You keep tempting me. You’re going to be sore between your legs by dinnertime.” I press a kiss to her fat nipple before trapping it between my lips. My tongue loves the hard texture of her bud. I flick it over her swollen tit, relishing in the low, deep moans Lena rewards me with.

I push Lena harder against the wall, her back thumping softly against the solid surface. Her breath hitches, and she arches into me, offering her breasts up like a sacrifice. I take her nipple between my teeth, biting just hard enough to make her gasp, before soothing the sting with my tongue. Her moans are like music, urging me on.

“You like that, don’t you?” I growl against her skin, moving to the other nipple, giving it the same rough treatment. “You like it when I’m rough with you.”

“Yes,” she whimpers, her fingers digging into my shoulders, her legs tightening around my waist. “Please, Aleksei…”

I can smell her arousal, the sweet scent of her pussy filling the air. It drives me wild, makes my cock throb with need. I grind against her, my jeans rough against her thin leggings, and she moans loudly, her head falling back against the wall.

“Please what, kotyonok?” I taunt, trailing kisses down her neck, biting and sucking on her sensitive skin. “Tell me what you want.”

“I want your cock dumping cum in my fertile pussy,” she gasps, her hips moving against mine, seeking friction. “I want you breed me so good, I can’t walk properly. I want everyone to know you’ve been inside me and you’ve claimed me.”

A dark chuckle escapes me. “Oh, I’m going to fuck you, angel. I’m going to fuck you so hard you’ll feel me for days.”

I set her down just long enough to strip her of her leggings and panties, my eyes never leaving hers. She’s flushed, her eyes glazed with desire, her lips swollen from my kisses. She looks debauched, and it’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.

I free my cock from my jeans, stroking it slowly as I step back towards her. Her eyes widen at the sight of me, hard and ready for her. I press her against the wall again, lifting her up and wrapping her legs around me.

“Hold on, baby,” I murmur, positioning myself at her entrance. She’s so wet, so ready for me. I can feel her heat, her need, and it’s intoxicating.

With one swift thrust, I bury myself deep inside her. Her back arches, her mouth opening in a silent scream as I fill her completely. Her pussy is tight, gripping me like a vice, and I have to pause for a moment to keep from coming right then and there.

“Fuck, Lena,” I groan, my forehead pressing against hers. “Your pussy is exquisite.”

She whimpers, her nails digging into my back, her hips moving against mine. “Please, Aleksei,” she begs. “Move. Fuck me. Breed me.”

Her eyes are big and pleading as she asks me to impregnate her. She wants this as badly as me. Her cunt clenches around my hard length, choking my cock, desperate to milk my dick for seed. Her body is craving to be impregnated. It’s a primal need for her, the need to have her womb filled with a baby. The need to carry my child inside her.

Her begging triggers my animalistic side. I plow into her pussy in hard, unrelenting strokes, reaching deep to bury my seed all the way inside her. She closes her eyes and locks her legs around me tighter, pulling my dick even deeper into her wet channel.

I pull out almost completely before slamming back into her. Her back thumps against the wall with each thrust, her tits bouncing, her breath coming in short gasps. The sound of our flesh meeting, the wet slap of my balls against her ass, fills the room.

This isn’t just sex, or even rough sex. It’s pure, animalistic breeding. Sex for the purpose of filling her belly with a new life. She receives every thrust with eagerness, opening her legs wider to allow me entry into her raw, vulnerable channel. Letting me hit the most forbidden parts of her.

I bump against her cervix, and it generates a storm of primal masculine desire. My cock swells further as my balls tighten with tension, growing heavier with seed. I lose myself in her feminine softness, in the welcoming heat of her pussy as it embraces me.

All I can think of is: breed, breed, breed.

It’s a compulsion. The heat rampaging through my system has obliterated every other thought. The warm pulse of Lena’s velvet pussy walls around me, the soft moans and breaths ticking my ears, the friction of my organ ramming into her cunt…that’s all that keeps me going.

My world narrows to her pleading eyes, to the desperate words spilling from her lips, “Please, Aleksei, knock me up. I want it so badly.”

Intense desire laces her tone. Her voice is tight and needy. She’s my submissive, my breeder who only wants one thing from me: my seed planted in her womb.

I suck on her breasts as I fuck her, biting her nipples, leaving marks, claiming her as mine. She cries out, her pussy clenching around me, her body trembling with pleasure.

“You’re so damn tight,” I growl, my hips moving faster, my cock plunging deeper. “You look so hot when you take my cock.”

Her eyes meet mine, and I see the pleasure, the pain, the need reflected in them. It’s a heady mix, and it spurs me on. I fuck her harder, my grip on her tightening, my teeth marking her skin.

“I’m going to ruin your cunt, breed you until you’re crying,” I grunt, my cock throbbing inside her. “You’ll never forget the day you conceived because it’ll be the best sex of your life.”

She moans at my words, her eyes rolling back, her body convulsing as her orgasm hits her. Her pussy clamps down on my cock, milking me, urging me to come with her.

I can’t hold back any longer. With a final, brutal thrust, I bury myself deep inside her, my cock pulsing as I fill her with my seed. I can feel it, hot and thick, coating her walls, marking her as mine.

“Fuck,” I groan, my body trembling with the force of my orgasm.

She clings to me, her body shaking, her breath coming in ragged gasps. I can feel her heart racing, her pulse pounding against my skin. We stay like that for a long moment, our bodies joined, our breaths mingling.

As I pull out of her, I see my cum dripping from her pussy, and the sight is so fucking erotic that I can’t look away. I reach down, gathering it on my fingers, and push it back inside her. She moans softly, her eyes fluttering closed.

“I like when you do that,” she says, her lashes softly grazing her cheek. “When you act all dominant and push your cum inside me, as if you’re forcing me to take your seed and get pregnant.”

“You will get pregnant, my pretty little breeder. Because deep down, you want to get pregnant. You want to carry a part of me in your belly and watch it grow, don’t you?” I whisper, pressing a soft kiss to her lips.

She nods. “The thought of having a big belly, knowing you put a baby in me...it makes me tremble with pleasure. I want you to be less lonely, Aleksei. I want to be less lonely, too. And our child could give us both what we need.”

“I’m keeping you forever.” I hold her gaze as I make that promise. Intense. Unwavering. “You can’t escape me now. You caught the eye on a monster and the monster has no intention of letting you go.”

Her eyes narrow. She understands what I mean.

She knows I’m telling her that our fates are intertwined now. I’m making a bloody vow with my semen inside her. I’ll be by her side forever, cherishing her pregnant body, giving her my cock, my devotion, and my heart every night.

Because she’s meant for me. And I’m meant for her. We found each other through a twist of date and now we’re destined for a life together.

Nobody else could ever take her place. She has unraveled me, crushed my walls, and showed me what real love is.

She sacrificed her life for me. She took a chance on a monster, unafraid of getting swallowed by the darkness. Lena is brave and feminine, smart and submissive.

But most of all, I know she loves me, too. Her love doesn’t need words.

I can see it in the way she gets shy when I’m watching her, the way she blushes when I touch her. She looks at me like I’m the center of her world. She accepts every part of me, even the bloody, brutal parts, and embraces them without judgment.

I used to think girls like her only existed in movies. Girls who love villains, who crave the darkness, who are capable of seeing beyond the surface-level.

No woman has given me what she has given. So it’s only fair that I give her everything she deserves and more.
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Lena’s body is still soft and pliant against mine as I carry her down the stairs. She buries her face against my neck, murmuring something incoherent, and I smile despite myself. I dressed her, even though she was begging for round two.

“We have more important things to do,” I say, loving the weight of her in my arms. She’s so small, so curvy. She’s just right. Her small fingers play at the buttons of my shirt as she kisses my chest, still trying to change my mind about round two.

I growl. “Stop that, rybka or I’ll drop you.”

“No, you won’t.” A sly smile graces her pretty face. “You care about me too much to hurt me.”

I can’t deny it. She knows, especially after what I said. I promised to keep her forever. To claim her with my seed. To trap her with my ring. And I fully intend to do all of that.

“I care about you,” I confess. “That’s why I need to make sure you can protect herself. I’m going to teach you how to handle a gun.”

She inhales sharply, her fingers stilling on my buttons.

“Aleksei…” she groans. “I can barely move. I’m still high from the orgasm you just gave me, and you’re dragging me to gun training?”

“That’s the best state to learn in,” I murmur, tightening my grip on her as I descend the last step.

We reach the heavy reinforced door on the lower level of the house, the one I mentioned weeks ago when she first came here. She tilts her head as I punch in the code. “This is the shooting range you told me about, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” I confirm. “And I’m going to teach you how to shoot. If any fucker tries to attack you, I want you to blow his brains out first.”

“Pfft!” She scoffs. “That sounds brutal.”

“This is a brutal world, rybka. You have to be cold and heartless to survive.”

The door clicks open, revealing the soundproofed underground range. The walls are lined with polished black acoustic panels, the floor smooth concrete. Targets are set at varying distances, and racks of guns and ammunition line one wall like a private armory. The space smells faintly of gun oil and steel—a scent I know too well.

I set Lena down carefully and step toward one of the racks, selecting a compact 9mm pistol. It’s small, manageable, perfect for someone new to shooting.

She eyes it warily. “You’re sure about this? I’m not exactly… coordinated.”

“You’ll learn,” I say firmly, checking the magazine before handing it to her. “And I’ll be here. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

Her brow furrows. “My shoulder’s still not fully healed, you know.”

“I do know,” I reply, my voice softer. “Use your other hand for now. I don’t want you straining the one that was shot.”

She nods, taking the pistol gingerly as I step in close behind her. “Feet shoulder-width apart,” I murmur, nudging her ankles with my boot until she’s properly aligned. “Knees soft. Lean slightly forward. Good.”

She swallows hard, and I feel her shiver as my hands settle over hers, adjusting the way she grips the gun. “Relax your fingers,” I tell her. “But keep your wrists firm. The recoil will surprise you the first time. Don’t fight it—just control it.”

“You make it sound so easy,” she whispers, her breath hitching as I guide her arms up, the front sight aligned with the target.

“It will be,” I say, close enough now that my lips brush her ear. “Because you’re going to listen to me. You always do, da?”

She tilts her head back slightly, catching my gaze with a smirk. “Not always.”

I suppress a smile. “Now isn’t the time to be difficult, angel. Squeeze the trigger gently—don’t jerk it.”

She takes a deep breath and fires. The shot jerks her back slightly, and the bullet lands wide, missing the target entirely.

“Damn,” she mutters. “That was awful.”

I cover her hands again, drawing her close so her back presses against my chest. “It was your first shot. You’ll do better.”

“I’m not sure about that,” she sighs.

I dip my head and kiss the top of her hair, letting my lips linger. “I am.”

I feel her relax, just a fraction, and we try again. This time I keep my hand over hers as she squeezes the trigger. The recoil rocks her slightly, but the shot lands just on the edge of the target.

Her head whips toward me, eyes wide. “I hit it!”

“Yes,” I murmur, my pride slipping into my voice. “You’re learning.”

She beams up at me, and I don’t think—I just cup her face and kiss her.

It’s deep and consuming, her soft gasp muffled against my mouth as I back her gently against the shooting booth’s partition. My hands frame her face, then slide down her sides, memorizing the shape of her. She kisses me back like she needs me as much as I need her, her fingers clutching at the back of my shirt.

I break away only to rest my forehead against hers, breathing hard. “I’m proud of you, Lena.”

She smiles softly, brushing her thumb along my jaw. “Good. Because I want you to be proud of me. I’m going to make sure I stay by your side, no matter what.”

Her words hit me deep, warm and steadying in a way I can’t explain.

Because I feel her love in everything she does—the way she looks at me like I’m more than just the enforcer everyone else sees, the way she listens even when she’s stubborn, the way she trusts me with her safety, her life.

And every day, I grow more certain: I want to marry this woman.

We haven’t even had our second date yet, but Lena is addictive. She soothes a part of me I never thought could be calmed, the part that’s always restless, always angry. She makes me feel… normal. Like the life I want—a wife, a family, a home—isn’t just a dream I’ll never touch.

I kiss her again, slower this time, savoring the taste of her lips as I whisper against her mouth, “You’re mine, angel. Always.”

Her arms loop around my neck, her voice warm in my ear. “I know. And I want to be.”

And I believe her.

Because Lena doesn’t say things she doesn’t mean.


TWENTY-TWO



Lena

The morning air in Moscow is crisp and clean, nipping at my cheeks as Aleksei and I step out into the city. He’s warm and solid beside me, his gloved hand wrapped around mine, and for a moment I feel like we could be any other couple in love, just two people out for a day together.

Except I’m not any other girl, and he’s not any other man.

He’s Aleksei Antonov.

And I can feel myself falling for him harder with every passing second.

He looks like a prince out of a fairytale today. He’s dressed in a white shirt, for a change, and his gray pants and jacket bring out the color of his eyes. He’s wearing a long black coat, boots, and a furry ushanka hat that covers his dark hair entirely. He looks every inch the Russian gentleman, if I ignore the tattoos.

When he touches me, desire whispers through my veins. I want him, I want to spend time with him. I never imagined he’d take me on dates like this, treat me like I’m valuable. It must be hard for him to do this, given how precarious his situation is.

The first place he takes me is Red Square, and my breath catches the moment we step into the vast open space. The snow underfoot glitters like diamond dust, and beyond it, the grand architecture rises like something out of a storybook—colorful onion domes of St. Basil’s Cathedral, the imposing red-brick walls of the Kremlin, and the pale winter sun glinting off the spires.

“It’s beautiful,” I whisper, tightening my hold on Aleksei’s hand.

He glances at me, his eyes softening. “I knew you’d like it,” he says. “I came here a lot as a kid. It felt… bigger back then.”

I try to imagine little Aleksei here, probably more serious than most children, his silver-gray eyes already taking in everything. My heart aches a little.

“Can we take a picture?” I ask, only half-joking.

He arches a brow. “You think I’ll pose?”

“Please?” I tease, tilting my head up at him.

He sighs, muttering something in Russian under his breath, but when I pull my phone out, he obliges—standing behind me with his arms around my waist as I snap a selfie.

I glance at the photo and smile. His expression is predictably stoic, but his hand is splayed over my stomach possessively. “We look like a couple,” I say softly.

“We are a couple,” he says simply, and the bluntness of his tone makes my cheeks flush.

We walk through Gorky Park next, the winding paths covered in snow, the frozen river glittering like glass as children skate on a small rink nearby. I cling to Aleksei’s arm, feeling absurdly safe, like the world could fall apart and I’d still be okay because he’s here.

“Are you cold?” he asks.

“No,” I say, shaking my head. “I’m… happy.”

He squeezes my hand and kisses the top of my hair without saying a word, and my chest warms so much it almost hurts.

When we pass a small vendor stand, I stop abruptly. “Ice cream,” I breathe, spotting the colorful little tubs displayed behind the glass.

Aleksei glances at me like I’ve lost my mind. “Ice cream. In the middle of winter?”

“Yes,” I say, stubborn. “I want one.”

His lips twitch. “You’re impossible,” he mutters, but then he’s letting go of my hand and striding to the vendor.

And it hits me then, as I watch him.

He’s only a few meters away, speaking in Russian as he buys the ice cream, but my heart aches with the distance. I want him back at my side, close enough to feel the warmth of his body through my coat, close enough to hear his low, rumbling voice in my ear.

And I realize—I’m in love with him.

I knew I would fall. He was always dangerous like that, with his protectiveness and his quiet tenderness and the way he sees me like no one else ever has.

But now that I have, I don’t know how to deal with it.

I can’t tell him. He doesn’t look like the kind of man who would react well to declarations of love. If I say it too soon, I might push him away.

The dilemma makes my stomach twist, and I force a smile as he returns, holding out a chocolate-coated ice cream bar to me.

“Happy now?” he asks dryly.

“Yes,” I say, taking it from him and biting into the cold sweetness. “Thank you.”

He shakes his head but his eyes are amused. “You’re going to catch a cold, angel.”

“Then I’ll be your cold angel with a leaking nose.” I lick the ice cream, smiling at him.

And it’s a testament to how much he has changed because he smiles back.

Later, we stop by a small, hidden restaurant down a narrow alley, the kind of place you’d never find unless someone brought you. The interior is warm and rustic, with worn wooden tables and the smell of fresh bread and roasted meat wafting through the air.

“This is where I used to come when I was younger,” Aleksei tells me as we step inside. “The owner… he’s like family. I wanted to bring you here.”

The older man behind the counter lights up the moment he sees Aleksei. They exchange rapid-fire Russian that I can’t follow, but the affection is obvious. Aleksei even jokes with him, his face relaxed in a way I rarely see.

I love it.

I love seeing this lighter side of him, the side that isn’t weighed down by responsibility and danger.

When the owner disappears to the kitchen, I ask softly, “So we’re eating here?”

“Not yet,” Aleksei says, shaking his head. “We’ll come back. There’s something else I want to do first.”

My curiosity flares, but I don’t push. Instead, I follow him back outside, my hand slipping into his instinctively as we step once again into the snowy streets of Moscow.

And with every step, I feel my heart falling deeper, hopelessly tethering itself to him.

The streets of Moscow glisten as if dusted with powdered diamonds, the late-afternoon sun low and golden as Aleksei leads me further away from the restaurant. His stride purposeful yet unhurried, as though he has no intention of letting me go. I glance up at him, drinking in the sharp lines of his profile: the strong jaw shadowed with stubble, the focused set of his silver-gray eyes.

Every time he looks down at me, my heart does a little somersault. I’m deeply affected by him. His hand feels natural when it’s holding mine. I soak in his warmth, cherish this small, tiny wonder. When I first met him, I could never have imagined we’d be going on cute dates.

Every day, he shows me a glimpse of something that expands my world. He has broadened my horizons, not just in sex and romance, but about the world, too. I am more capable, more resilient, and more fluent in Russian than I was before meeting him. In such a short time, he has changed me in a significant way. I love this new Lena, this new version of me that’s badass, brave, and follows her heart. I used to crave the wildness and freedom that bad boys and dangerous men represented. But now I can have that for myself. Aleksei doesn’t make me dependent on him; he’s teaching me to be independent while still showing me love.

We round a corner into a quieter street, the cobblestones old and uneven beneath my boots. Nestled between a florist and a tiny bakery is a jewelry shop, its display window glowing softly with the shimmer of delicate gold and silver.

“Aleksei…” I murmur as he gently nudges me inside. “What are we doing here?”

“You’ll see,” he says, a faint smile tugging at his lips.

The shop is small, warm, and filled with glass cases displaying rings, necklaces, and charms. The air smells faintly of lavender and old wood. An elderly woman behind the counter greets Aleksei warmly in Russian, her eyes darting between us with curious affection. He murmurs a few words back, and she disappears into the back room, leaving us alone.

I trail my fingers over a display of intricate pendants, pretending to study them, but really I’m just trying not to melt at how domestic this feels.

“Do you see something you like?” Aleksei’s voice is close behind me, his breath warm against the shell of my ear.

I shake my head, unable to speak because I’m afraid the sound of my voice will give me away.

He steps around me and picks up a small, delicate locket shaped like a heart. The silver gleams softly in the light, its surface etched with fine filigree patterns. He holds it up between us. “This,” he says simply, “is what I want you to have.”

My breath catches. “Aleksei…”

He brushes his thumb over the locket as if it’s something precious. “I want you to have something that ties you to me. To this place. Even if you leave, you’ll carry a part of Moscow with you.”

My chest tightens painfully, and I can only nod. He’s usually possessive but it’s not jealousy I detect in his voice. It’s fear. He’s afraid I’ll go away and forget about him and about the time we spent together in Moscow.

That will never happen, but the haunted look in his eyes tells me he has lost too much to believe otherwise. So I let him have what he needs. I take his hand, kiss it, and squeeze his fingers, saying, “I would be honored to wear something you bought me. I want to remember you, Aleksei..”

He pays for it quickly, then turns to me and steps closer. “Turn around,” he says softly.

I do as I’m told, and the cool brush of the chain kisses my neck as he fastens it. His fingers linger against my skin for a beat too long, and I shiver. His touch feels right. Like it belongs on my skin. The gesture of him putting on a necklace is so intimate. It charges the air with crackling tension.

“Perfect,” he murmurs, his voice rougher now.

I glance down at the locket resting just above my heart. “Thank you,” I whisper. “I love it.”

Our eyes meet in a dance of warmth and passion. I know he feels it, too, this gradual deepening of affection between us.

“I feel like a spoiled girlfriend,” I chuckle. “My boyfriend is buying me jewelry. We’ve crossed that line.”

“It’s not even real diamonds.” Aleksei says it in a flat tone. “It’s just a sentimental trinket.”

“It’s more precious than a diamond,” I whisper, taking his fingers and pressing them to my throat. “I feel possessed, Aleksei. I feel like you just collared and claimed me. And that’s the best feeling.”

“Fuck, Lena. What am I going to do with you? You’re such an amazing sub. You make me feel dominant even when I’m trying to be sweet.”

Emotions swell in my chest, followed by the familiar tightening. I love him so much it makes me feel helpless. And he might never know

“Come on.” I tug his hand, changing the topic. If I don’t break eye contact, I will start crying or drown in the emotion of having him treat me like the center of the universe. He makes me so emotional. I feel every single emotion when I’m with him—fear, joy, happiness, nostalgia, desire, love. “I’m hungry. Let’s eat.”

He doesn’t protest. But I watch his gaze settle on me. He has been looking at me periodically throughout the date, but this is different. His eyes are glued to me. he doesn’t even look at the streets or the window displays of the quaint shops lining it. He’s hyper-fixated.

I bite my lip, worried he’ll see through me.

We’re approach an alley when Aleksei’s voice breaks the quiet.

“You’ve been tense all day,” he says, his hand tightening around mine. “What’s wrong, rykba?”

I blink, startled. “No, I—no, I’m not.”

He gives me a look that says he doesn’t believe me for a second. “Are you not enjoying the date?”

“Yes, I am,” I insist quickly.

“Then why the hell do you look like you’re about to cry every time I take my hand away from yours?”

I open my mouth, then shut it again, fumbling for words. “It’s… nothing.”

He tightens his grip around my wrist and pulls me into the narrow alleyway now, the soft snow crunching beneath our boots. Aleksei steps in close, so close I can feel the heat of his body even through my coat. “Don’t lie to me, Lena,” he murmurs.

I try to turn away, but his hand shoots up, bracing against the brick wall beside my head as he pins me gently but firmly in place. His strong presence smothers me. I’m enveloped in his dark miasma, trapped by his dominance.

His gaze bears down on me, unyielding. He knows something is wrong. He sensed it. And now he wants answers. “Out with now.”

He cushions my shoulder with his palm, making sure he doesn’t push too hard. That small measure of consideration, even while he pushes his knee between my legs, makes electricity jolt through my body.

I’m small and powerless before his physique, trapped against the wall. It’s exciting and unnerving. “Aleksei⁠—”

“Don’t test my patience,” he orders, his eyes dark and unyielding. “Tell me what has you feeling like this.”

“I…”

When I still hesitate, his other hand slides under the hem of my dress, warm and possessive as it brushes the bare skin of my thigh.

My breath stutters.

“Do I have to get it out of you by force, angel?” he murmurs, his voice low and dangerous. “Because I will.”

My defenses crumble in an instant.

“I love you!” The words burst out before I can stop them. My voice trembles. “I realized it when you were buying ice cream, but it has been simmering for a while now. I’m not trying to pressure you or anything by saying it, but… I can’t imagine a life without you anymore.”

Aleksei freezes, his eyes widening slightly. His grip on my shoulder eases.

“Are you sure?” he asks, his voice husky now, almost disbelieving. “You love me? A gangster.”

“Yes,” I whisper, my heart pounding so hard it hurts. “I’m certain. It’s you. And you’re not a gangster to me. You’re Aleksei Antonov, the man who made all my dreams come true.”

I reach up and kiss him, pouring everything I can’t say into the press of my lips against his.

When I pull back, I rest my forehead against his. “I don’t need you to say it back if you’re not ready,” I murmur. “I just… needed you to know.”

He exhales, long and slow, then cups my face in his big hands. “Lena…”

“Yes?”

“I love you, too,” he says, and my heart stops. “I’ve been holding it back because I thought it would look bad if I proposed too soon. I want you to get the whole dating experience, be courted properly. I don’t want you to feel like you were shortchanged.”

I can barely breathe. “Aleksei…”

He leans in, kissing me softly, reverently.

“You don’t have to marry me immediately,” I whisper against his mouth. “I know I love you. That’s enough. We can think about the rest after I graduate. For now… I’m happy to just be your girlfriend.”

A slow, rare smile curves his lips. “You are more than my girlfriend,” he says quietly. “You’re my safe space, my home, Lena. You’re the woman who will wear my ring someday and carry my babies in her belly. You’re the most important person to me.”

His words ignite a flare of hear low in my stomach. I can tell from his reverent gaze that I’m more than just a girl to him. He looks at me like I’m a goddess, like I’m a fairy who came from another world.

Like I’m his angel.

“I love you, rybka.” His eyes narrow, simmering with intense lust. “Never doubt how far I’ll go to keep you. I’ll burn down the world to make you stay with me for life.”

He cradles my face. Then he kisses me deeply, thoroughly, until I’m weak in the knees and my heart feels like it’s about to burst from my chest.

And for the first time all day, the tension in me melts away completely.
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Aleksei

Two weeks have almost passed, and I can feel the clock ticking down. In two days, Lena will have to make contact with Anastasia Morenova at the charity gala. She knows this—Leo told her the moment she moved into my townhouse—but I haven’t brought it up.

I don’t want to.

Life with her has been blissful. Every night she’s in my arms, her soft body clinging to me as if she’s afraid I’ll disappear, and every day I take her out, show her more of Moscow, watch her eyes light up like the world is new. It’s everything I never thought I’d have—normality, romance, the kind of quiet domestic happiness I’d given up on a long time ago.

And I want it to stay this way.

But reality is waiting, whether I’m ready or not.

And that reality starts with my brothers. I know Leo isn’t going to accept my relationship with Lena. I don’t need him to. He’s the pakhan of the Antonov bratva, but not the king of my life. I live how I choose and my private life will never be run by him.

I’m sure of Lena. I know she’s the woman I want as my wife.

I swallow, watching my brothers discussing business. I’m sitting at the long dining table with Dmitry and Leo, though my mind is upstairs, imagining Lena eating alone in her room again. She never joins us when Leo is here; the first time, he made it clear she wasn’t welcome, and she’s avoided the dining room ever since.

I hate it.

Dmitry is on his tablet, skimming through spreadsheets. “Malenkov’s assets are cleanly transferred to our shell company,” he reports, barely glancing up. “I used Volkov Holdings—the one that’s already registered in Cyprus. It’ll be a while before anyone notices a shift in ownership.”

Leo nods slightly, his sharp profile illuminated by the low chandelier light. “And the accounts?”

“Done,” Dmitry says. “I’ve merged them with our existing structures. No one will trace the funds back to us. It’s airtight.”

They’re meticulous about everything, my brothers. Dmitry handles the digital trail, Leo the legal and political leverage. Between the two of them, Malenkov’s empire is now ours, neatly folded into the Antonov network without leaving a fingerprint.

Dmitry sets the tablet down and looks at me with a sly smirk. “You’ve been… busy lately.”

I arch a brow. “Busy?”

“Don’t play dumb,” he says. “The house is buzzing with gossip. You and Lena. Late nights. Closed doors. Everyone knows.”

“It’s not gossip,” I say evenly. “And it’s not an affair. I’m serious about her.”

Dmitry’s brows shoot up, but before he can speak, I see her.

Lena slips out of the kitchen with a plate in her hands, clearly heading for the stairs. She catches sight of me and freezes like a startled deer.

“Lena,” I call, my voice sharper than I mean.

She turns slowly. I crook a finger at her, inviting her to come to me.

“Sit at the table,” I tell her.

Dmitry’s eyes widen. He slams his fist on the table, hissing. “What are you doing?”

Leo sets his fork down with a quiet clink and folds his arms across his chest. “Aleksei,” he says, his voice low, authoritative. “Do you know what you’re asking?”

“Yes,” I reply.

Lena hesitates, clearly torn, her gaze flicking between me and Leo. Leo is like a sculpture carved from ice. He’s as unfriendly as a feral coyote, his eyes narrowed at her, warning her to stay away and yield to his authority.

But I won’t let another man look down on my woman, even if it’s my brother.

“Lena, come here and sit down.” My voice crackles like a whip. Lena is weak to that tone of voice, to the dominance I ooze. She scurries toward the table, conflicted.

I rise from my chair and pull one out for her, deliberately, directly challenging Leo’s authority. “Sit,” I say gently.

She obeys, perching beside me.

Leo’s jaw cracks as he clenches it, and for a second I think he might throw her out on principle. But he doesn’t. He simply picks up his fork again and resumes eating with icy precision, ignoring everything around him.

It’s not acceptance, but the fact that he’s not actively using his authority is a good sign. I think. With Leo, you can never tell. He might go behind my back and do something devious later, and he could just be biding time.

“Hi, I’m happy to join you for dinner.” Lena, brave and optimistic, pastes a smile on her face, looking at Dmitry hopefully.

Dmitry snorts, rolling his eyes and ignoring Lena.

It’s my turn to tap the table now. The sound makes Dmitry pay attention. “She might be family soon. Don’t you think it’s time you start treating her that way?”

The words hang heavy in the air.

“Family?” Dmitry’s voice is sharp now. “Is that true?”

I don’t answer.

Lena swallows and nods, her voice small but steady. “I love Aleksei. We’re dating seriously. I want to be a part of this family too,” Lena says softly. “I almost feel that way already. Everyone has been so kind to me.”

Dmitry snorts, eyeing her suspiciously. “It’s time you got married, Aleksei,” he says, though his tone isn’t warm. “But did you consider that Leo might have other plans? An arranged marriage with a family that could benefit us?”

He looks at Leo, who doesn’t so much as blink. My older brother is being very cryptic and stubborn today. He hasn’t even looked at Lena. He’s pretending she doesn’t exist, eating as if this is a normal family dinner.

I don’t like it. I want Lena to be treated with respect, not neglected.

“I’ll pick who I spend the rest of my life with,” I say flatly, aiming that statement squarely at Leo. “Leo never had a say in my personal life and never will.”

I see Leo stiffen and straighten. He looks wary as she raises his eyes from his plate and fixes them on Lena. There’s no warmth in them. Or friendliness. His eyes look like a knife ready to slice somebody open.

The tension in the air is so thick, I feel it smothering me. Lena feels it, too. She shivers beside me. Goosebumps paint her arms.

“Lena,” Leo says, his voice deceptively soft, “can I talk to you alone later?”

Every muscle in my body tenses. “No,” I snap before I can stop myself. Leo is manipulative. I don’t know what he might tell Lena. He will probably try to change her mind, get her to leave.

Lena places a hand lightly on my arm. “It’s fine,” she says softly. “I’ll talk to him.”

I grit my teeth but don’t argue.

We all eat in silence after that. There’s no warmth at this table, only the weight of old power and new loyalties. Dmitry’s gaze is sharp, distrusting; Leo’s is colder still, unreadable.

I think of Nikolai, who would have made a joke and accepted Lena in a heartbeat, and Mikhail, who would have smiled and welcomed her with open arms. But they’re both in America, far away, and the brothers I’m left with will not make this easy.

I glance at Lena beside me, the locket I bought her glinting softly against her collarbone, and my jaw tightens.

They’ll have to accept her.

Because I won’t let her eat alone in her room anymore.

And I won’t let anyone—not even my brothers—make her feel like she doesn’t belong.
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Lena

“Are you pregnant?” Leo’s question, loaded with authority, penetrates through the dense silence in my bedroom.

His voice is deep, with an edge of roughness. But unlike Aleksei’s voice, which has heat simmering beneath the surface, promising ecstasy, Leo’s voice is cold—only promising pain and suffering.

The pakhan clasps his hands behind his back and strides across my room. It’s impossible to read his face. It’s expressionless.

But the weight of his authority is clearly felt, even in the slightest twitch of his jaw.

He’s the patriarch of this family, one of the most powerful men in the criminal underworld. Just being in his presence makes me feel like I’m being judged by the father I never had. He’s older than Aleksei by a few years, but he’s been at the helm of the family for so long, he acts like someone much older.

“No,” I reply. “I’m not pregnant.”

I knew he was going to interrogate me after dinner.

His dark eyebrow inches up. “Are you sure about that?”

Sweat beads on my neck, sliding down my back. My breasts have been sore lately, and my period is late, but the doctor who stitched me up said it could happen since I got shot and it was a major shock to my system.

“Yes,” I say, more firmly this time. “I would know.”

Leo stops pacing and turns to face me, folding his arms. His posture is relaxed, but there’s a sharpness in his eyes that slices through any illusion of calm.

“I don’t need this right now, Lena,” he says smoothly. “The Sokolovs are moving aggressively. So are the police. Aleksei needs to stay sharp and you’re…I’m not sure he can do that with what you both have going on.”

“I’m not a distraction,” I snap before I can stop myself. “And Aleksei will never let me affect his work. He loves his family.”

The room chills, like the temperature has dropped ten degrees. Leo shifts, his shoulders dropping slightly. I’m not sure if that’s a good sign or not.

“I didn’t ask for his feelings,” he says. “But they’re here. And now, I have to work around them.”

I want to be angry. I want to throw something. But I keep still. I know men like him don’t respond to emotion—they see it as weakness.

“I love your brother,” I say instead. “I didn’t plan for it. But I do. And I’m not going to apologize for that.”

Leo’s eyes narrow. “And what does that love mean to you, exactly?”

I blink. “What do you mean?”

He takes a step closer, and I suddenly understand why even grown men fear him.

“Do you understand the world Aleksei belongs to?” he asks softly. “Do you understand what it would mean to be his wife? To raise his children? To live in shadows, to always look over your shoulder? There is no exit in this life, Lena. Not for any of us. Are you ready for that? You can’t get a divorce when things get hard.”

His words settle on me like cold ash. The thought of not being able to get a divorce should scare me, but it doesn’t. I don’t want a way out of this. I know in my gut that Aleksei and I are destined for each other, and even if our life together turns out to be bloody and difficult, I wouldn’t exchange him for any other man. I want to protect my children, but I don’t want to raise them with another man. Besides, given how Leo and his brothers all survived despite their parents’ mafia affiliation, I’m hopeful that things aren’t as difficult as he is making them out to be.

He’s trying to scare me away, get me to leave his brother.

“I don’t know if anyone can be ready,” I admit quietly. “But I’m not afraid of it. Because I’ve already lived a life where I was alone and unprotected. At least here… I feel like I belong.”

Leo studies me for a long time, his gaze unreadable.

“I heard about the shooting,” he says finally. “How you saw the gun. How you shielded Aleksei. That was either reckless or brave. I’m not sure which.”

I lift my chin. “It was instinct.”

He nods slowly. “And you’ll need more of that instinct. Because if you fail at the gala with Anastasia… if you hesitate or let your feelings get in the way, we could lose everything. That includes Aleksei.”

My dinner has barely digested. I can feel it trying to come back up as nausea hits me. Fear churns my stomach. I was avoiding thinking about the gala. It’s only my second mission and I already feel nervous. The pressure to impress, to get everything right is greater now than it was before. I have to show Leo that I’m capable as a member of the bratva. I need him to respect me, see that my abilities can be an asset to the organization.

“I’ve been preparing. I’ve learned some Russian and I can use a gun now.”

“Good. Carry on. Nobody can say what will happen where Morenov is involved. The information I have suggests he doesn’t know that you’re with us yet, but he has a deep information network. Your cover could be blown at any time. Aleksei won’t be there to save you. You’ll be on your own.”

The mention of Aleksei sends a tremor through me. I know that the brothers cannot go out, especially in circles where their enemies gather. I’m going to be alone in a den of vipers. My stomach tenses with growing dread. I want to succeed, but I’m so unfamiliar with this world and its customs that I keep expecting the worst. After my traumatic shooting, I’m jittery. What if I get shot at again?

I shake my head, forcing myself to snap out of my wild imagination.

“I won’t fail,” I whisper, staring straight at Leo. His gaze is as still as a lake. “I know what’s at stake.”

Leo is silent again, but there’s something in his eyes now—maybe the faintest flicker of respect. Or maybe it’s just tolerance.

He walks toward the door but doesn’t open it. He turns around.

“For what it’s worth,” he says without looking at me, “he’s softer now. More human. That’s your doing.”

“He was always human,” I say. “He just feels safe enough to show it around me.”

Leo studies me again with that deadpan expression. His voice is colder when he speaks next.

“If I offered you one million dollars to leave Aleksei… would you take it?”

I blink. The audacity makes me let out a short, breathless laugh. “You’re trying to buy me off now?”

“I’m giving you a deal that will be advantageous to you,” he says simply. “That’s how we do things in this world.”

“I figured.” I cross my arms. “Then let me make this easy for you—no.”

He cocks his head, not in the least discouraged. “Two million,” he offers, his voice lower now, with a cocky curve at the edge of his mouth. “Tax-free. A flight back to America. A new identity, even.”

I stare at him, amazed. “I don’t want your money, Leo.”

“Everyone wants money.”

“Not me.” I stand straighter, my voice clear and firm. “I’m an orphan. I’ve lived without a home, without love, without security. I’ll graduate from Allister, one way or another, and I’ll make money on my own. But I can’t have the family I’ve always dreamed of without Aleksei. That’s worth more than a billion dollars.”

A flicker of something crosses Leo’s face—doubt, maybe. Or something harder to name.

“And what about the rest of this family?” he asks. “Could you really consider Aleksei’s brothers your own?”

I smile a little. “I like Nikolai. He’s chaotic in a good way. And I think Mikhail would be easy to love. Dmitry… well, we’ll see.” I meet Leo’s gaze evenly. “You might take some getting used to.”

Leo snorts quietly, the closest thing I’ve heard to a laugh from him. He clasps his hands in front of his chest, straightening. “Never mind about that. Now let’s talk about your upcoming mission.”

I walk over to the drawer by my bed and pull out the slim folder Aleksei left with me. The one with Anastasia Morenova’s files. I flip it open and offer it to him.

“I’ve read everything about her. I know she’s cautious, closed-off. I get that my job is to get close to her—but what happens after that?” I look up at him. “What am I supposed to do?”

Leo doesn’t move, doesn’t blink. “I can’t give you the whole plan,” he says finally. “Because I still don’t trust you.”

That stings. “I got shot protecting your brother.”

“And I respect that,” Leo says. “But loyalty under fire doesn’t always mean loyalty in the shadows. You say you want to help, but I need to know if you're willing to go the distance.”

I feel ice in my stomach. “What does that mean?”

Leo takes a step closer. “Would you be able to kill Anastasia if we asked you to?”

My breath catches.

“I would do it for Aleksei,” I say softly. “But I don’t think that would accomplish anything. Grigorii Morenov is the man who ordered the hit on your parents. If revenge is what this is about, he’s the target.”

Leo’s face remains unreadable. “And you think you’ll get to him how, exactly?”

“You said Anastasia is the key,” I reply. “I can make contact with him through her. I’m sure she’ll invite me to her family’s house eventually.”

“Don’t hold your breath. Her dad is very elusive. He will never agree to meet any of her friends.” He shakes his head, and it makes me feel like I’m a student who failed at his subject. “Start by exchanging contact information at the gala. Stay in touch. Make her feel comfortable. Tell her you want to see more of Russia. She might invite you to one of their vacation properties.”

“I’ll try,” I promise. “But it might take time. She’s not the type to open up overnight.”

Leo tips his head back, staring at the ceiling. “Sure, but you might not be able to return to college this semester. Winter break is ending, and you’ll be here—working.”

I know exactly what he’s doing. Another test. He wants to see if I’m willing to give up something I’ve worked so hard for.

I think of Aleksei. Of our mornings. Our nights. Of the life I never imagined I could have. Of the warmth I’ve never known until I walked into this frozen country and found a man like him.

“I’ll inform the school,” I say quietly. “I’m not enrolling for classes this semester.”

For the first time, Leo’s expression shifts. It’s not approval. Not quite. But it’s something close. A nod. The subtle tilt of his head.

He turns to leave but pauses at the door. His hand grips the frame for just a second longer than necessary, as if something is weighing on him. He looks back over his shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” he says stiffly. “For sending you into danger with Malenkov. I didn’t know it would go that far.”

I stare at him, surprised. I hadn’t expected an apology.

“It’s okay,” I say, because what else can I say to the pakhan of the Antonov Bratva?

He gives one last look, then leaves, the door closing with a soft but final click behind him.

And I’m left alone, with the weight of a mission that might cost me everything… and the man I’m doing it all for.
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Later that night, the soft creak of my bedroom door pulls me from the edge of sleep. I don't need to look to know it's Aleksei—I can feel his presence like a gravitational pull, the way the air shifts when he enters a room.

The mattress dips as he slides in behind me, his strong arms immediately wrapping around my waist, pulling me back against the solid warmth of his chest. I can feel his erection pressing against my lower back, hard and insistent, and my pussy immediately responds with a rush of heat.

"I need to be inside you," he murmurs against my neck, his voice rough with desire. "Need to have you one more time."

I shiver as his hips press forward, his clothed cock rubbing against me through the thin fabric of my pajamas. Moisture pools between my legs, my body already preparing for him.

"I'm sorry my brothers are such assholes," he whispers, pressing soft kisses along my shoulder.

I can't help but laugh softly. "Actually, Leo apologized to me. For getting me shot."

Aleksei goes completely still behind me. "He what?"

"You heard me. He said he was sorry for sending me into danger with Malenkov."

"That's... a first for Leo," he says, genuine surprise coloring his voice.

"I figured," I reply, turning slightly to meet his silver gaze in the dim moonlight filtering through the curtains. "Are you afraid something might happen to me during the mission?"

His large hand comes up to cup my face, thumb stroking over my cheek. "I'm always afraid something bad will happen to you," he admits quietly. "That's the price I pay for loving you. It keeps me up at night."

My heart clenches at his vulnerability, but I'm determined to lighten the mood. I slip my hand under the bedsheet, finding the hard outline of his erection through his boxer briefs. He hisses when my palm makes contact, his cock growing even harder under my touch.

"I'd rather you stay up at night fantasizing about me," I whisper, stroking him slowly. "Craving my pussy, not worrying about me."

The moment my fingers brush against the hot, velvety skin of his cock, Aleksei lets out a low, guttural groan. His breath hitches in his throat, his muscles tensing beneath my touch. I can feel his pulse racing, his body responding to me with a raw, primal need.

"Two can play this game, kotyonok," he murmurs, his voice thick with desire. His hand slides under the waistband of my pajama pants, his fingers finding my wet, aching pussy. I gasp as he strokes me, his touch rough and possessive, sending waves of pleasure through my body.

The sensation of his skin against mine is electric, a delicious filthy sensation that makes my breath come in short, ragged gasps. His fingers are calloused, rough against my soft, sensitive flesh, and the contrast is intoxicating. He circles my clit, his touch firm and demanding, and I can't help the moan that escapes my lips.

"You're so wet for me, rybka," he growls, his voice low and rough. "So ready for my cock."

I nod, my body trembling with need. "I am," I whisper, my voice barely audible. "Please..."

His fingers slide lower, pushing inside me, and I cry out at the sensation. He curls his fingers, finding that sweet spot inside me, and I can feel my orgasm building, the tension coiling in my core.

"Beg for it, baby," he commands, his voice dark and dominant. "Beg for my cock."

"I need you, Aleksei," I gasp, my hips moving against his hand, seeking more friction. "Please, fuck me. Breed me with your baby-making cock."

He groans, his cock throbbing against my hand. "You love being my cumslut, don't you?" he murmurs, his voice thick with desire. "You love it when I give you cum to protect and grow in your pussy."

"I want to grow your baby in my belly," I whimper, my body trembling with need. "I want to feel my womb heavy with your seed."

He doesn't make me wait any longer. With a swift movement, he climbs over me, his large body covering mine. He takes my legs, throwing them over his shoulders, and positions himself at my entrance. I can feel the head of his cock pressing against me, and I can't help the moan that escapes my lips.

He thrusts into me, his cock filling me completely, and I cry out at the sensation. He's so big, so thick, and the feeling of him stretching me, filling me, is overwhelming. He holds me down, his hand pressing against my mouth as he fucks me hard, his hips moving with a brutal, demanding rhythm.

"Your pussy is milking me good, Lena," he growls, his voice dark and possessive. "I’m going to drown you in cum."

I nod, my body trembling with pleasure. His hand moves from my mouth, trailing down my body, finding my clit. He rubs circles, his touch rough and demanding, and I can feel my orgasm building, the tension coiling in my core.

"Come for me, baby," he commands, his voice dark and dominant. "Come all over my cock."

I do as he asks, my body convulsing around him, my orgasm hitting me like a tidal wave. I cry out his name, my voice hoarse with pleasure, and he follows me over the edge, his cock pulsing inside me, filling me with his seed.

I can feel it, hot and thick, coating my walls, marking me as his. He groans, his body trembling with the force of his orgasm, and I can't help the smile that curls my lips. I love the feeling of him inside me, the feeling of completeness, of being bred by the man I love.

"I can't wait to see you bred with my child, Lena," he murmurs, pressing a soft kiss to my lips. "Carrying my baby like you were made to do."

I nod, my body still trembling with the aftershocks of my orgasm. I collapse, breathing heavy, knowing I’m with the man who will be the father of my children someday.

But before that, I have to make sure he can get revenge for his parents and erase that sad look from his eyes forever.


TWENTY-FIVE



Aleksei

I will never get tired of watching her.

She’s wearing a dress that makes her look like a queen. It’s a long, elegant gown in a rich shade of emerald green, the fabric shimmering under the soft light of the chandeliers. The bodice is fitted, hugging her curves, and the skirt flows around her like liquid silk. Lena’s hair is styled in loose waves, cascading down her back, and her makeup is soft and elegant, enhancing her features without overpowering them.

She’s in a grand ballroom, the walls adorned with intricate gold detailing and the ceiling glittering with crystal chandeliers. The air is filled with the soft murmur of conversation and the clink of glasses, the scent of expensive perfume and cologne mingling with the rich aroma of food and wine.

I watch her with my binoculars, perfectly positioned from a rooftop across the street. Leo told me not to come tonight—said the area would be crawling with Sokolov soldiers and high-ranking politicians loyal to Morenov. But this isn’t my first time in enemy territory, and it won’t be my last. I’ve positioned myself between two massive HVAC units, their dull hum covering the sound of my breath. A tactical rifle rests by my side—just in case—and I’ve got a clear line of sight into the ballroom through the towering arched windows.

My coat flutters slightly in the winter wind, but I don’t feel the cold. All I can focus on is her.

She’s standing at the center of a glittering crowd, and all eyes are on her—but she only has eyes for Anastasia. I watch Lena tilt her head, laughing easily, her hand lightly touching Anastasia’s arm. I didn’t expect the ice queen to thaw so quickly. Anastasia Morenova is known for being guarded, cagey. But somehow, Lena is chatting her up like they’re old friends.

Pride swells in my chest.

My girl.

She’s crushing this mission already, charming Anastasia like it’s second nature. Leo thought it might take weeks for them to bond. Hell, I half-believed that myself. But watching them now—Lena leaning in, Anastasia laughing at something she just said—I wouldn’t be surprised if she gets invited to Lake Baikal by the end of the night.

That’s where Anastasia always retreats with her elite circle just before New Year’s Eve. A private property, heavily guarded. That’s the window we need. If Lena gets inside, we can use her to get to Anastasia’s phone and call her dad. Once we get Morenov on the road, staging an accident won’t be a problem.

I thought Anastasia would be more reluctant to talk to a strange foreigner, but she seems to be chatting away with Anastasia like they’re besties.

I scan the room. Champagne glasses glitter like diamonds in manicured hands. The crowd is filled with women in couture gowns and men in tailored suits. Power brokers. Ministers. Oligarchs. More snakes in one room than in a pit.

Lena moves like she belongs here—graceful, confident. She leans toward Anastasia again, and the other woman laughs, tilting her head back. She’s engaged, open, maybe even enjoying herself.

And then I see him.

Grigorii Morenov.

My body goes rigid.

He steps into the circle, joining Anastasia and Lena. He says something to his daughter, then turns to Lena with a brief smile. It’s the kind of smile a predator gives before deciding whether to pounce.

Fuck.

I lower the binoculars for a second to steady my pulse. Then I look again.

He says something to Lena, and she answers with ease, her expression poised. She doesn’t falter. Doesn’t flinch. Whatever she says must pass inspection, because Morenov chuckles, pats his daughter on the back, and walks away toward a cluster of government officials.

I exhale, tension leaving my body in a heavy rush.

She handled him. Goddamn.

But the fact that I felt that much fear—that my throat locked up, my chest squeezed like I couldn’t breathe—just proves how deep I’ve fallen.

She isn’t just someone I’m fucking anymore. She’s the woman I want to marry.

And once we finish this—once we take Grigorii off the board—I’ll do exactly that. I’ll never let her risk herself like this again. I’ll buy her a house by the sea, give her anything she wants. No more guns, no more missions, no more Bratva politics. She’ll get to live the life she deserves—safe, soft, filled with love.

My hands tighten around the binoculars as I see Anastasia pull out her phone.

Holy shit.

Lena’s doing it.

They exchange numbers. A quick swipe, a smile, a nod.

I blink, stunned. That was too easy.

Anastasia never gives out her contact details to anyone, let alone a stranger she just met. I know her type—spoiled, cynical, skeptical of everyone. She’s not the kind of woman who trusts easily.

Something about their effortless camaraderie and Anastasia’s behavior makes alarm bells go off in my head. It’s suspicious. Does Morenov already know who Anastasia is? No, if he did, he would never let her get close to his precious daughter.

But then again… I fell for her quickly, too.

Lena had me wrapped around her finger within minutes of our first meeting. I’d never brought a woman home. Never kissed one like I kissed her. Never stayed up at night listening to someone breathe beside me and thought, Please stay forever.

Maybe it’s her magic. Her softness. Her fire. That perfect combination of stubborn and sweet.

Leo will be impressed. Hell, he’ll be shocked she got the number so easily.

Still, I can’t fight the feeling that I’m going to lose her. I’ve finally found the love of my life, and fear has become a constant companion. I’m always worried about the worst-case scenario, waiting for the other shoe to drop, for her to be taken away from me.

Maybe I’m just being paranoid. Or maybe I just can’t accept that someone else is falling for my girl the way I did.

I lower the binoculars again, my breath fogging in the cold night air.

She did it.

I smile.

And the second this is over… I’m putting a ring on her finger.
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She walks in like a vision.

I’m already in her room, leaning against the windowpane, waiting in the shadows. I’ve been here for twenty minutes—maybe longer. I lost track of time, imagining her face, thinking about how proud I am and how close I came to losing her just weeks ago.

But now she’s here. And she’s mine.

The second Lena opens the door, I straighten up.

Her emerald dress hugs her body like a lover’s hands. The slit that cuts high up her thigh, the way the bodice cradles her breasts, the soft sheen of the fabric catching in the light—all of it makes my blood thrum in my veins.

She sees me and gasps softly, then smiles.

I don’t say a word.

I cross the room in three strides and wrap her up in my arms, lifting her slightly off the floor, burying my face in her neck. Her arms lock around my neck, her lips brushing mine in a kiss that immediately turns hungry.

"I’ve been waiting to do this since I saw you in that dress," I murmur, voice hoarse against her throat.

I reach for the zipper on the back of her gown. My fingers find the little clasp, and with one pull, the silky fabric begins to slide down her shoulders.

Her breath hitches as the air kisses her skin.

She shivers.

“You don’t want to know how things went?” she whispers, kissing the corner of my mouth.

“I already know,” I reply, nosing along the curve of her throat. Her vanilla perfume is warm and sweet—home. “You crushed it.”

“You didn’t even ask.”

“You gave your report to Leo downstairs, didn’t you?” I murmur, my lips brushing the soft dip of her collarbone.

“Yeah… I did.” Her fingers slide into my hair, curling tight.

“Then I don’t want to talk about business right now.”

“I got Anastasia’s number.”

“I figured.”

“She said she’ll text me, and I’m going to reply every day. She even invited me to her father’s vacation house just outside Moscow for a weekend after New Year’s.”

That makes me pause.

I lean back slightly, studying her face. “Outside Moscow?”

She nods, undoing the final clasp of her heels and letting them fall to the floor. “She said it’s just for a weekend. Nothing huge.”

My brow furrows.

That’s strange. Anastasia always throws her big New Year party at Baikal. She invites all her acquaintances there. It’s possible that since Lena isn’t a part of her inner circle yet, she was excluded from the event. But I’ve never heard of Morenov owning a property outside Moscow. It’s possible; he has a dozen houses in Russia. I’ll have to ask Leo about it later.

That familiar ominous feeling from before returns, prickling against my stomach. I know things are going well, but they’re going too well. My brothers and I have waited to get revenge on Morenov for years. How could it be so easy?

“Anastasia is acting weird,” I say slowly. “I think she’s hiding something.”

Lena tilts her head. “You think it’s a trap?”

“Maybe not a trap. But definitely something Leo will want to dig into.” I sigh, brushing my fingers over her bare arm. “I’ll go over the details with him tomorrow. We’ll plan carefully.”

“Okay.” She kisses my jaw, soft and sweet.

“Enough about that,” I say, trailing my fingers along the slope of her shoulder, the delicate strap of her dress falling completely now. “I didn’t wait up here all this time to talk about her.”

“No?” she teases, eyes sparkling.

I kiss her nose, then her cheek, then her mouth. “No. I waited for you. For this.”

She smiles against my lips.

Her dress pools around her feet.

“You’re beautiful,” I whisper, brushing my hand down the length of her spine. “And you’re the woman I am going to ruin tonight.”

“I can’t wait for it. Your dominance makes me feel alive, Aleksei. I love surrendering to you, giving you everything I have.”

“Tomorrow,” I say, before I get too passionate and forget about the reservation I made. “I’m taking you out for lunch. A real one. No missions. No lies. Just us.”

“I’d love that,” she whispers, her voice breathless now.

I slide my hands behind her thighs and lift her up into my arms. She laughs softly, her arms looping around my neck again.

I carry her to bed, the sheets cool beneath her as I lay her down gently, like she’s made of something rare and breakable. Her hair fans across the pillow like a dark halo.

I climb over her, one hand sliding up her leg, the other cupping her cheek.

“You have no idea how much I needed to see you tonight,” I murmur.

“I missed you too.”

I lower myself, kissing her softly. Her lips part under mine. Her hands drift over my chest, fingers curling against my shirt.

I worship her the only way I know how—with my mouth, my hands, my heart.

For tonight, she’s not just the girl doing missions or playing spy. She’s not someone I have to protect from the world.

She’s my lover, my future.

And I’m hers.


TWENTY-SIX



Lena

I wake up with my face pressed into the warm, solid plane of Aleksei’s chest.

His arm is heavy around my waist, legs tangled with mine beneath the sheets, and there’s a peaceful stillness in the air that only exists in early mornings—when the world is quiet and nothing matters except the rise and fall of the man breathing beside me.

His scent—cologne and sex and something uniquely him—wraps around me like a second skin.

I smile into his chest.

I should get up. Wash up. Get dressed before the house stirs.

But when I shift, trying to gently slide out from under his arm, his grip tightens instantly.

“Where do you think you’re going, ptichka?” he murmurs, voice deep and sleep-rough.

“I was just—” I start.

He flips me onto my back like I weigh nothing, and his body covers mine, pinning me into the mattress. His head drops between my breasts and he exhales like this is the only place in the world he wants to be.

“You’re not leaving this bed yet,” he says, voice muffled against my skin. “I want to bury myself in these tits for at least another hour.”

I burst out laughing. “You’re ridiculous.”

He groans, rubbing his face against my chest like a cat. “Ridiculously in love with these soft pillows. God, I never want to get out of this bed again.”

“We can’t stay here forever,” I tease, combing my fingers through his hair.

“We can today. I’m not in the mood to see Leo or Dmitry’s faces. I want to see yours. Just yours.”

“They might be offended,” I murmur, amused.

“They know they’re not beautiful,” he deadpans.

I giggle again, wrapping my arms around his shoulders, loving the feel of him, the weight of him, the way his energy always grounds me. We playfully wrestle under the covers, a tangle of kisses and teasing hands and muffled laughter. I try to push him off me, but he grabs my wrists and pins them above my head with one hand, his mouth trailing down my collarbone.

And then—his hand brushes over my breast.

I flinch.

He notices immediately.

“What is it?” he asks, lifting his head to study me. His eyes narrow. “Did I hurt you?”

“I—” I pause, biting my lip. “I think my breasts are just a little sore. Maybe my period is coming.”

His brow furrows. “But didn’t you say you were supposed to get it last week?”

I freeze.

“I… yeah. It’s late.”

“How late?”

I swallow. “More than a week.”

His eyes darken, something unreadable flickering behind them.

Before he can say anything else, I sit up and try to smile. “Let’s not panic. It’s probably nothing.”

Aleksei grabs his phone and taps out a quick message. “Texted Galina. She’ll bring us breakfast in bed. I’m not letting you leave this room.”

I nod. But suddenly, the room feels a little too warm. My stomach churns. There’s a strange weight low in my belly—something twisting and queasy.

I clutch at his hand.

“Lena?” he says, instantly alert.

“Just… give me a second.” I close my eyes, hoping it passes.

But it doesn’t.

It only gets worse. When Galina bustles into the room, cheerfully wishing me good morning, carrying two plates of greasy, strong-smelling breakfast, my stomach does a flip.

And I know then that it’s inevitable. What I’d been fearing all along is going to come. The second the scent of eggs and cheese and herbs hits my nose—too rich, too heavy—I gag.

Panic rises in my throat. I throw the sheets off and run to the bathroom.

“Lena!” Aleksei shouts after me, already moving.

I barely make it to the toilet before I’m vomiting.

My body trembles as I retch, stomach twisting violently. My head hurts, but Aleksei is soon behind me, holding my hair back, making sure I’m comfortable as I throw up everything I ate at yesterday night’s party.

His presence never fades. Strong, steady. He’s behind me, lifting my hair, rubbing my back in slow, firm circles, telling me all the things a woman needs to hear when she’s feeling sick and unattractive.

“It’s okay, angel,” he murmurs. “Daddy’s here. Take your time.”

I grip the toilet bowl, humiliated, but he doesn’t flinch. He stays right there, grounding me with his warmth, whispering quiet things in Russian I don’t understand but feel down to my bones.

When the nausea subsides, he gently wipes my mouth with a cloth and lifts me into his arms, carrying me to the sink.

He helps me rinse, then grabs a soft robe and carefully eases it over my arms. I wince when the fabric brushes my chest.

He notices.

His arms come around me, pulling me into his chest.

“It’s okay,” he says softly, kissing the top of my head. “We’re going to figure it out. Together.”

I blink up at him, heart thudding. “Do you think I’m pregnant?”

He doesn’t hesitate. “I think there’s a good chance you are.”

I exhale shakily, curling into his chest.

“We’re going to the doctor today,” he adds firmly. “We’ll find out for sure.”

He strokes my back, over and over, as if he’s calming both of us down. And maybe he is. Because the idea of being pregnant—of carrying Aleksei’s child—both thrills and terrifies me.

But right now, all I can focus on is the steady rhythm of his heartbeat and the way he holds me like I’m already carrying something precious. His scent calms me, relaxes my rampaging hormones.

I feel better now after throwing up. Him being by my side makes this experience so much better. The panic in my chest subsides when he rubs my belly, whispering in my ear, “You look beautiful carrying my child, rykba. I can’t wait for you to grow bigger.”

I cough. “We don’t know that for sure.”

“I know,” he says, hugging me tighter. “I have a gut feeling you’re growing my child inside you right now.”
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His gut feeling turns out to be right.

The drive to the clinic feels nothing like it did the first time.

Back then, I was in pain. I was bleeding, trembling, scared I might die before I got to live. But today... there’s something different humming beneath my skin. Something bright and terrifying and beautiful.

Hope.

I glance at Aleksei from the passenger seat, fingers laced tightly with his as he drives with one hand on the wheel. His other hand is mine. Firm. Warm. Steady.

“You’re quiet,” he murmurs.

I rest my head against the seat. “Just thinking.”

“Thinking what?”

“That... maybe I want this. Really want this. I mean, I know it’s too early to be sure. Maybe the nausea is something else. Maybe it’s stress or food poisoning or hormones. But… if it is what we think it is…”

He doesn’t interrupt. He lets me speak.

“I want to be pregnant,” I say, my voice soft, trembling from the force of the admission. “I want to have a baby. I want something that’s mine. Someone I can love forever. Someone I can protect. My family.”

He squeezes my hand.

“Then we’ll make that happen,” he says simply.

I look over at him. “But the mission⁠—”

“The mission doesn’t change anything. You come first. Always.” His voice is final, like steel cloaked in velvet. “If you’re pregnant, you’re not an inconvenience, Lena. You’re a miracle.”

Tears sting my eyes. “You really think so?”

He glances at me, his gaze softer than I’ve ever seen it. “I was going to wait. After Grigorii. After everything. I was going to take you to a jeweler and ask you to marry me the right way. But I don’t want to wait anymore. Tomorrow. We’ll pick out the rings.”

I blink rapidly, breath caught in my throat. “But… I don’t want to get married until we’re done with the mission. Until Leo accepts me. I want this to be right. For you.”

He kisses the back of my hand. “Then we’ll wait. But I still want to take you ring shopping. Just to see you try them on. Just to imagine it.”

I smile so hard my cheeks ache.

The car pulls into the underground parking of the same clinic where I once arrived soaked in blood. My stomach flutters for entirely different reasons now.

Inside, the same nurse from my gunshot wound is working the front desk. Her eyes widen when she sees me.

“Well, I was hoping we’d see you again,” she says warmly. “You look much better.”

“I feel better,” I say truthfully, glancing at Aleksei beside me.

The doctor—Dr. Mikhailov—steps out from his office and does a double take when he spots me.

“Miss Fisher. I’ve been expecting you for a follow-up. You missed your appointment last week.”

Aleksei clears his throat. “We’re here for something else, too.”

The doctor raises an eyebrow, glances between us, and nods. “Let’s get her checked, then.”

I’m taken to a private room, where a kind nurse offers me a pregnancy test. My hands tremble as I hold the tiny plastic stick in the bathroom stall, but something inside me already knows.

This is real.

Five minutes pass. The longest of my life.

When I return, Aleksei’s sitting in a chair, one ankle resting on his opposite knee, his hand tapping against his thigh. He stands when he sees me.

“You okay?”

I nod. “Yeah. Just nervous.”

He wraps an arm around me, pulls me down into his lap, even though it’s ridiculous and awkward in the tiny waiting room chair.

“You’re doing great, angel,” he whispers into my ear. “No matter what happens, we’ll handle it.”

The nurse returns, a wide smile stretching across her face.

“The doctor would like to see both of you in his office.”

My heart pounds.

We follow her into the doctor’s office. Dr. Mikhailov is reviewing the chart on his tablet when we sit down.

Then he looks up.

“Congratulations,” he says, placing the tablet on his desk. “You’re pregnant.”

Silence.

Total, stunned, electrifying silence.

I turn to Aleksei, who’s staring at the doctor as if he just declared war and peace in the same breath.

Then he laughs—a rough, low, stunned sound.

“You got pregnant the first time I came inside you?” He turns to me, his eyes gleaming. “Fuck, you’re fertile.”

“Aleksei,” I whisper, wide-eyed, mortified and euphoric all at once.

He pulls me to my feet and into his arms, buries his face into my neck, then drops to his knees right there in the doctor’s office and presses a reverent kiss to my belly.

“Thank you,” he murmurs. “Thank you for giving me this.”

My throat is too tight to speak. I just stroke his hair, overwhelmed by the softness in his voice.

Dr. Mikhailov clears his throat gently and begins listing out next steps—prenatal vitamins, an early ultrasound in the coming weeks, follow-ups, dietary suggestions, and precautions.

I nod along in a daze, barely hearing him.

When we finally exit, the nurse catches my hand and grins. “I knew something like this would happen,” she says. “The way he treated you that night—like you were the most precious thing in the world. I can’t wait to deliver your little one here.”

My chest swells.

Not from hormones or nausea or fear—but from something warm and golden that pulses through every vein.

This is real.

I’m pregnant. With Aleksei’s child.

I have a man who looks at me like I hung the stars, who touches me like I’m the most fragile, priceless treasure on earth.

I have a home now—a place that doesn’t just shelter me, but welcomes me. A purpose. A family. A future.

It’s everything I never thought I could have. Everything I used to dream about when I was a lonely little girl staring out the window of the orphanage.

And now?

Now it’s all mine.

I glance at Aleksei in the parking lot. He’s leaning against the car, watching me with a tender look on his face.

“You look beautiful,” he says softly, as I walk up to him. “Pregnant suits you.”

I grab his face, pull him down, and kiss him hard.

Because there are no words big enough for what I feel.


TWENTY-SEVEN



Lena

I find John in the kitchen, scarfing down what looks like the remains of a roast Galina must’ve made for dinner. He’s barefoot, his hair a little longer than usual, and wearing one of Dmitry’s old sweaters that hangs on him like a sack.

“John,” I say softly.

He looks up, mouth still full. “Mm?”

Dmitry is leaning against the fridge, munching on a pickle and watching us both with a raised brow.

“I need to talk to you,” I tell John, grabbing his sleeve. “Alone.”

Dmitry snorts. “What is this, a teenage drama?”

“Stuff it,” I toss over my shoulder.

John follows me, chewing the last of his meat as I pull him up the stairs. I don’t stop until we’re in my bedroom and the door is shut tight.

He raises his eyebrows at the urgency in my face. “What’s going on? Did Aleksei do something?”

“No, no,” I breathe out, pressing my palm against my belly. “Actually, it’s the opposite. This is… really important. And you’re the first person I’m telling this to.”

His face falls serious, concern flooding his features. “Okay. I’m listening.”

I suck in a breath. “John… I’m pregnant.”

Silence.

His jaw unhinges, eyes widening in pure shock. “What?”

I nod, biting my lower lip to keep from smiling too hard. “Yeah. I found out today. We went to the clinic—the same one as last time.”

He stares at me for a second longer, then blinks fast like he’s trying to catch up with the words.

“Wait. Wait. You and Aleksei—you guys are serious?”

I laugh under my breath. “Yes. It’s not some fling, John. He’s the man I love. He’s taking me ring shopping tomorrow.”

He rakes a hand through his hair, visibly overwhelmed. “You’re getting married? Holy shit.”

I nod. “Eventually. I want to finish what I’ve started with the mission first. But yes. I want to be his wife. I want to be the mother of his children. I want to build a life with him.”

“You’re really not coming back to college, are you?” he asks, voice hushed.

I shake my head. “I’ve found something else. Something that feels more me than sitting in lecture halls. I want to focus on nurturing the child in my belly. On being a mother. That’s what I want more than anything right now.”

He exhales shakily. “Wow.”

Then he does something I didn’t expect.

He walks forward and wraps me in the tightest, warmest hug, his arms trembling around me. I hear him sniffle against my shoulder.

“John…”

“You’re having a baby,” he says, voice wet with emotion. “I’m going to be an uncle.”

Tears sting my eyes. I squeeze him back.

“I love you so much,” I whisper. “You’re going to be in our lives forever. Even if you don’t finish college. We’ll still be together. You’ll always have me.”

He pulls back, rubbing his face with his sleeve. “Sorry. I’m putting pressure on you, aren’t I?”

“No,” I say, smiling. “You’re being you. It’s perfect.”

He nods, wiping his eyes again, trying to pull himself together. “Okay, but… what about the mission? What happens now?”

I take a deep breath. “I’m meeting Anastasia again next weekend. At their Moscow property. She invited me. I need to get closer to her.”

He frowns. “You’re going alone?”

“I’ll have surveillance. Leo’s planning everything.”

John shakes his head. “Give me the address.”

“What? No, John⁠—”

“I’m not asking. I’m going to be there. I’ll disguise myself as a gardener or a trash collector or something. You’ll never even see me unless you need me. But I’ll be close. In case something goes wrong.”

“You don’t have to⁠—”

“Yes, I do,” he cuts in. “Because I failed you once already. I let you walk into Malenkov’s trap. And now that you’re carrying a baby… my niece or nephew—I won’t let anything happen to either of you.”

Emotion clogs my throat. “John…”

He offers a lopsided grin, though his eyes are still glassy. “Besides, I can’t wait to meet this kid. Spoil them rotten. Teach them how to swear in five different languages.”

I laugh, swatting at his arm. “You’re the best guy ever.”

He shrugs. “I try.”

I hug him again, tight and long, and for a moment, we just stand there, holding each other like the world is safe and still.

I don’t know what’s waiting for me at the end of this road.

But with Aleksei in my heart and John at my side, I know I won’t walk it alone.


TWENTY-EIGHT



Aleksei

There’s something about walking into a high-end jeweler’s store with the woman you love on your arm that does things to a man.

Something primal.

Possessive.

I keep my hand firmly around Lena’s waist as we step into the boutique, my palm brushing the gentle curve of her belly. She’s wearing a thick coat, but I know exactly what’s underneath—her soft sweater stretched just a little tighter now, the way her jeans fit more snugly around her hips. She’s only a few weeks along, but I already see her differently.

Not just as my woman.

But as the mother of my child.

My woman, carrying my baby.

I don’t know how the fuck I got so lucky.

The boutique is full of glittering light and pristine glass displays. The walls are matte black and ivory, lined with tasteful gold accents. Every surface gleams like a diamond. And speaking of diamonds—there are hundreds of them. Lined in velvet trays, perched atop pedestals, each ring is art.

Lena’s eyes go wide with wonder as she takes it all in, clutching my coat sleeve like she’s afraid someone will tell her she doesn’t belong here.

But she does.

She belongs everywhere with me.

A young male attendant—tall, smiling too hard—approaches us.

“Welcome. Congratulations,” he says smoothly. “You must be here for engagement rings?”

“Yes,” I reply, flat.

He turns to Lena. “Would you like me to show you our most recent designs? We have a few from the Paris collection—just arrived this week.”

His eyes drop to her lips. He lingers.

I slide my hand lower over her hip and tug her against me. “She’ll see everything with me. Bring the best of what you’ve got.”

The smile on the attendant’s face stiffens. “Of course, sir. Right this way.”

I don’t let go of her once. Not even when she sits down. My hand remains at her back, my thumb brushing her spine as trays of rings are brought out. Lena leans forward, breathless, her fingers hovering over the diamonds like she’s afraid to touch them.

“You’re allowed to like them,” I murmur into her ear. “Pick the ones that catch your eye.”

She glances at me. “They’re all so shiny. I feel like I’m at a royal auction.”

“You are royalty,” I say. “You’re carrying the heir to my throne, princess.”

She grins, cheeks flushing pink. “You’re ridiculous.”

The store clerk picks up a cushion-cut ring with a halo setting. “Would madam like to try this one?”

He reaches for her hand.

I slide mine over hers and take the ring from him. “I’ll do it.”

The clerk gives me a look. I don’t care.

I slowly, deliberately slip the ring onto Lena’s finger.

Her breath catches. “That’s… huge.”

I smirk. “You deserve huge.”

She wiggles her fingers. “It’s beautiful, but…”

I can tell she’s not feeling it.

We try a few more. A marquise cut. An emerald with a gold band. A vintage piece with an elaborate filigree design. One by one, she shakes her head, uncertain.

Then, the clerk pulls out a smaller, daintier ring. An oval diamond, nestled between two tiny leaves carved into the band. The design is simple, but it glows like it was made for her.

Lena’s lips part. She stares at it.

I don’t even wait for the clerk.

I slide it onto her finger myself.

She goes still.

“This one,” she says softly.

My throat tightens. “You like it?”

She lifts her hand, the diamond catching the light. “The leaves… they remind me of the willow tree at the orphanage. I used to sit under it when I wanted to cry in peace. It felt like it was shielding me from everything.”

I blink, my chest cracking open. I take her hand and kiss her knuckles. “Then this ring is fate.”

Her eyes shine. “I think so.”

The clerk clears his throat awkwardly. “Shall I take your measurements and reserve this one for final fitting?”

“Make it fast,” I grunt. “We need it as soon as possible.”

“The setting will take a few days because of the complexity of the design. It’ll be ready by the end of the week.”

I curse under my breath.

Lena rests her hand on mine. “It’s okay, Aleksei. We’ll come back and pick it up. We’ve still got time.”

But we don’t. Not really.

Her trip to Morenov’s estate is in less than a week.

I wanted the ring on her finger before she stepped anywhere near that bastard’s house.

Still, I nod. I don’t want to worry her.

“Fine,” I say. “But it better be ready early.”

Then she surprises me.

She turns to the next tray—wider bands, more masculine designs—and picks up a simple platinum ring with a brushed matte center and sleek polish along the edges.

“What about this?” she asks.

“For me?”

She bites her lip. “Yeah. I want you wearing something, too. So people know.”

My heart clenches.

I offer my hand, and she fits the ring on my finger. It doesn’t even matter that it’s too loose.

“It looks good on you,” she says.

I tug her against me and kiss her forehead. “You always know what I need before I do.”

After our sizes are measured and the rings are secured, we leave the store hand-in-hand.

It’s snowing outside. The light kind. Just enough to dust her eyelashes in white. She turns her face up, smiling, and I swear she’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

And she’s mine.

I slide my hand back around her waist and brush my palm across her belly.

Soon, I’ll put a ring on her finger.

Soon, she’ll have my name.

And no one will ever touch what belongs to me again. But the perpetual fear coiling under my ribs whispers dark things in my ears.

What if everything goes wrong? What if Morenov figures out our plan? What if he does something to Lena? What if I lose her forever?

The thought is unbearable. Even imagining a life without her makes my chest constrict with agony. I need her more than I need oxygen. The bed feels empty without her next to me. Her subtle weight, pressing against me at night, is the purest form of love and comfort. I have so much I want to do with her, so much I want to experience with her. I can imagine us growing old together, spending time in one another’s company.

“What are you thinking?” Lena strokes the hand that’s resting on her belly. “Baby names?”

I grunt. “No, I was thinking about how I’m going to grow old with you.”

“Oh, Aleksei. That’s so romantic.” Lena squeezes my hand. I feel her warmth seeping through my skin, branding me with a sense of belonging. We belong to each other, and the baby in her belly is proof. She feels like home, and even doing mundane things with her brightens my mood. She has always had that effect on me. “I’ve been thinking of the same, you know. I bet you’ll look handsome with white hair, too.”

“Not as pretty as you’ll look with white hair.” I tease the strands of hair falling on her face, tucking them behind her ear. “Wrinkles will only make you prettier, my angel. I’ll kiss every line on your face, because they’ll be a testament to how long we’ve been together. Like rings inside a tree trunk. You can tell how old a tree is by how many rings it has when you cut the trunk horizontally.”

Lena giggles. “Are you comparing me a to a tree now?”

“You’re more gorgeous than a tree,” I tease. Emotion wells in my chest at her playful laughter. She looks so carefree, so happy right now. I want to freeze this moment in time. I never want her to be hurt or cry. I’m afraid she’ll resent me for pulling her into a world where such emotions can only be short-lived.

I sandwich her face between my palms, leaning in and kissing her. I brush my lips against hers lightly, not deepening the kiss because we’re in public and I know I won’t be able to stop talking her against the alley if I go any further.

I pull away, sparks dancing across my mouth from being in contact with hers. “You looked a little pale and cold. Thought I’d warm you up,” I say.

I put my hand back around her waist, pressing my fingers to her womb, trying to feel the faint pulse of the life she’s growing inside.

“It’s only eleven. Too early for lunch.” I kiss the top of her head. “Come on, let’s look at some strollers for the baby.”
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We walk into the baby boutique with hands intertwined, her small, warm fingers tucked securely in mine. I never thought I’d be the kind of man to shop for baby strollers, let alone want to do it. But here I am. Voluntarily. Proudly.

The moment the door opens, we’re hit by soft pastel colors and the faint scent of baby powder. Shelves lined with tiny clothes, bassinets, toys that make ridiculous sounds—shit I would’ve walked right past in another life. But now, every item feels like a promise.

Lena squeezes my hand as she looks around, wide-eyed and radiant. She’s glowing today—more than usual. Maybe it’s the knowledge of our child growing inside her. Maybe it’s the way she looked at rings this morning. Or maybe it’s just Lena being Lena. Magical, beautiful, mine.

“I can’t believe we’re here,” she whispers, glancing at the rows of strollers. “This feels so… surreal.”

“It is,” I murmur, kissing her temple. “But it’s real. We’re building something, you and me.”

We move slowly between the models. I watch her—how she touches the handles, tests the push, inspects the little cup holders like they’re a sacred detail. Her curiosity and care make my chest tighten. She’s going to be the best mother.

“Try this one,” I say, motioning to a sleek black stroller with caramel leather accents and matte gold fixtures. “Looks solid. Strong. Safe.”

“Stylish, too,” she adds with a smile, running her hand over the canopy. “Our baby’s going to roll up looking like royalty.”

I chuckle. “Naturally.”

A woman, maybe in her forties, walks by and pauses when she sees us. Her eyes sweep over me, then Lena, then the stroller.

“You two look good together,” she says with a kind smile. “Your baby’s going to be absolutely gorgeous. With genes like that, it’s inevitable.”

Lena blushes furiously, her hand flying to her stomach. I feel her body lean into me, just slightly, like the compliment made her bashful in the best way.

“Thank you,” she says shyly.

I nod at the woman, protective and proud. “Appreciate it.”

When she walks away, Lena looks up at me, her eyes soft and shimmering. “I like it when people think of us as a couple,” she says. “A real couple. Husband and wife. Soon-to-be parents. It feels… right.”

“It is right,” I say without hesitation. “I didn’t know I could have this. A woman who loves me for who I am. A child made from that love. A home. But you gave me that.”

Her eyes brim with tears, and she bites her bottom lip.

I reach up and cradle her cheek with one hand. “You’ve made me want things I didn’t even believe in, Lena.”

“You’ve made me feel safe,” she whispers. “Safe enough to dream again.”

I pull her into my chest and hold her there, right between the rows of pastel pinks and powder blues, between shelves of tiny socks and pacifiers and impossibly small onesies. My hand rubs slow circles on her back, grounding us both in this moment.

She pulls back and touches the stroller again. “I really like this one. It’s sturdy. Elegant.”

“Let’s get it,” I say without thinking. “I want our child riding in the best.”

Her smile brightens, and I can see her picturing it already. The future. The walks through snowy Moscow streets. The way she’ll coo at the baby while I carry the diaper bag over my shoulder like some sort of Bratva dad cliché.

And you know what?

I want it.

I want all of it.

We test out a few more, even though we both know we’ve already picked our stroller. Still, I let her go through them, watch her geek out over adjustable handles and shock-absorbing wheels, and I don’t say a word—because every second of this is fucking sacred.

When we finally place the order, Lena turns to me and says, “This stroller… it’s more than a stroller.”

I raise a brow. “Yeah?”

“It’s the beginning of something. A life. A family. Our family.”

I take her hand and press a kiss to her knuckles, right where the ring will sit.

“We’re going to do this right,” I promise. “We’re going to give our kid everything we didn’t have.”

She nods, eyes glassy again. “And we’ll have each other.”

“Always.”


TWENTY-NINE



Lena

The moment we get back to the house, to my room, Aleksei’s mouth crashes onto mine. His kiss is fierce, demanding, and filled with a hunger that matches my own. His hands are everywhere, tearing at my clothes as if they offend him, desperate to get to the skin beneath. I moan into his mouth, sinking my fingers into his hair, pulling him closer.

Once he has me naked, he steps back, his gaze roaming over my body like a wildfire. I shiver under his scrutiny, suddenly self-conscious. My belly is round, my breasts are fuller, and my thighs have thickened. But Aleksei's eyes darken with desire, and he steps closer, his hands gently cupping my swollen belly.

"You're even more beautiful now," he murmurs, his voice thick with awe. "Knowing that you're carrying my child…" He strokes my belly, his touch reverent. "It makes you so fucking precious to me, Lena."

Tears prick at the corners of my eyes. I was afraid he'd lose interest in me as my body changed, but his words, his touch, make me feel more desired than ever.

He massages my flesh, his hands moving over my hips, my thighs, his touch possessive and appreciative. "All this fat, it's because of me. Because I bred you. It makes me even more possessive, Lena. You're mine. Every inch of you."

“Am I your good girl now?” I ask, voice trembling. The need for his approval, his validation is so intense, it’s clawing at my stomach. My pussy trembles with anticipation, needing his words, needing his voice.

Aleksei pats my head. He leans into me, whispering in my ear, “You’re my good, pregnant slut. I’m going to keep you like this forever once we’re married.”

The intense surge of heat that pours into my pussy cannot be described in words. My body shakes on the inside. His words are so powerful. I drink his filthy praises like a thirsty whore. He feeds something deep in my psyche when he starts to act dominant.

His hand pins me to the wall. He presses his mouth on my collarbone, sucking gently. That turns into a trail of licks and kisses until he reaches my naked breasts. He scoops up one breast in his hand, kissing the swollen tip.

“I can’t wait to see milk leaking from these tits.” He wraps the tip of his tongue around my distended bud, then seals his mouth over my hard nipple and sucks hard. “You’ll look so sexy feeding our baby. I wonder if I’ll be able to stop myself from having a taste, too.”

I gasp, not from shock, but from the painful clench of my pussy. My cunt throbs at his words, needy to make his vision a reality. I never knew that him sucking on my lactating tits was something I’d be into. But I am.

The taboo thrill of having him enjoy the nectar I make for my baby ignites a primal fire inside me. He bred me, gave me a child to bear, and filled my tits with milk so I could nourish his baby.

And I’ll be happy to share the deep intimacy of feeding him at my breast, giving him the same love, nurturing, and safe space that I’ll give my child.

“I wouldn’t mind that.” I wink at him. “Sounds like a good idea.”

“Fuck, Lena, you’re as depraved as me.” He kisses my other breast now, sucking harder this time. My pussy convulses every time the forceful suction of his mouth pulls at my boob. The sensation is incomparable, like a tornado spinning inside my pussy.

My breasts are so sensitive and swollen from pregnancy that any touch makes my pussy leak. Aleksei stimulates my engorged tit with his tongue, drawing circles around my sensitive peak. I moan, wrapping my arm around his head, pushing his mouth closer to my trembling chest. I want to feed him. I want to give him the nourishment his soul needs. I want him to need my body, my tits, my comfort in the same way my child will need me. I want my pregnancy to strengthen the intimacy and bond between us.

I’ll share every part of my body with him, especially the ones that motherhood changes.

When he’s latched onto my breast like this, I feel at peace. I feel like a woman nurturing the man she loves, giving him what her body makes. He flicks his tongue on my breast, sending a current shooting through my core. Every contact of his tongue against my aching nipple produces enough friction to short-circuit my brain.

“More…please…” I beg.

He presses me against the wall, using his strength to pin my shoulders. “You taste so fucking sweet already. I’ll never be able to keep my mouth off these titties once they’re filled with milk.”

His words heighten the tension building in my belly. I feel the phantom weight of the child growing inside me, feel a deep sense of satisfaction from having my baby daddy worship me while I’m carrying his child.

Aleksei kneads my other breast while he continues to such hard, drawing deeper moans from my throat.

My thighs are slippery from the arousal dripping out of my pussy. Rubbing my legs together feels uncomfortable.

“I need you inside me,” I say. “I want to feel your cock against my womb. Our baby should know how much his daddy wants his mommy, even when she’s pregnant.”

Aleksei pops my breast free with a wet sound. He laughs. “You want our baby to feel me? Is that what you’re asking for, angel?”

I nod. “I want them to know they have parents who are still deeply in love with each other.”

“Oh, babygirl. That’s such a sweet sentiment.” Aleksei’s fingers work on his belt, undoing it. The rustle of his clothes increases my heartrate. I know what’s coming—a brutal, rough claiming. Aleksei’s possessiveness has intensified since he discovered I’m pregnant. He always has his hand around me in public, as if he’s trying to warn off all the other men in the city.

Now, his eyes are soaked with that same hunger. His pupils are wide, nearly eclipsing his silver eyes.

“Ready to be fucked, rybka?” His fingers slide down to my pussy, pushing inside me, playing with my clit. I gasp, my hips bucking against his touch. He curls his fingers, hitting that spot inside me that makes me see stars. The sensation is overwhelming and I feel disoriented as I grab onto his shoulders to keep myself from collapsing. “Your pussy is warm and ready for my cock. I’m going to keep my dick inside you all night.”

“I’ll be your warm cocksleeve,” the words leave my mouth before I can make sense of them.

Aleksei’s eyes narrow but his grin widens, showing a glimpse of his lovely white teeth. “That’s what I like to hear.”

The energy in the room shifts suddenly, becoming charged with a primal, electric intensity. Aleksei's gaze darkens, and he growls, "Get on your knees, rybka."

I comply, sinking to the floor, my heart pounding with anticipation. He circles me like a predator, his eyes never leaving mine. He's still fully clothed, while I'm naked and vulnerable, a stark contrast that heightens the power dynamic between us.

"You look so beautiful like this, Lena," he murmurs, his voice a low, rough rumble. "Submissive, ready to take whatever I give you."

He unzips his pants, freeing his cock. It's hard, thick, and intimidating. I lick my lips, eager to taste him, but he has other plans. He walks behind me, grabbing my hips and pulling me up so that I'm on all fours.

"Arch your back," he commands, his voice firm. I do as he says, presenting myself to him. He runs his hands over my ass, squeezing and massaging, before delivering a sharp smack. The sting makes me gasp, but it's quickly followed by a rush of pleasure.

"Good girl," he praises, his voice thick with desire. He positions himself at my entrance, rubbing the head of his cock against my wetness. "You're so ready for me, aren't you?"

"Yes," I moan, pushing back against him. "Please, Aleksei..."

He thrusts into me without warning, filling me completely. I cry out, my body trembling with the force of his entry. He's so big, stretching me to the limit, but it feels incredible.

"Good girl," he groans, his fingers digging into my hips. "Take me all the way in, babygirl. I’m going to bury my big dick inside your pregnant pussy and stuff you all night."

He starts to move, his hips pistoning against mine with a brutal, relentless rhythm. Each thrust sends waves of pleasure through me, building towards an intense climax. I can feel my orgasm approaching, my body coiling with tension.

Suddenly, he pulls out, leaving me gasping and empty. Before I can protest, he flips me onto my back, spreading my legs wide. He enters me again, this time with my legs over his shoulders, allowing him to go even deeper.

"Look at you," he growls, his eyes roaming over my body. "Being taken on the ground like a filthy whore."

He leans down, capturing my mouth in a fierce kiss. His tongue invades my mouth, claiming me completely. At the same time, he reaches between us, finding my clit and rubbing it in tight, fast circles.

The sensation is overwhelming. I can feel my orgasm building again, my body on the edge of explosion. I moan into his mouth, my nails digging into his back.

He pulls away, his eyes locked onto mine. "Come for me, Lena," he commands. "Let me feel your pussy squeezing my cock."

His words are my undoing. I push my hips back, meeting his thrusts with fervor. He pushes deeper into me. My vision blurs. He’s stretching my pussy and filling me to the brim. His cock ravages my insides. Friction sparks as his rough skin presses against my soft pussy walls, injecting a wave of pleasure into my needy body.

I’m on the edge, so close to the end. I close my eyes, making incoherent sounds. Aleksei rocks into me, slow at first, then he grabs my hips and launches into me harder. He drives his cock with wild passion, forcing my pussy to mold around him. His length tickles the deepest recesses of my pussy, filling me with an overwhelming rapture that feels close to drowning.

I cough when he finally hits my cervix. My womb contracts, feeling the powerful press of his cock against my pregnant vessel.

“Feel that, little one?” Aleksei’s voice is raspy. “That’s your Papa fucking your Mama like the whore she is. That’s how he bred her fertile womb and created you.”

His cock jerks inside me. He pulls back slightly before ramming into my cervix again. My bones feel the vibration. My brain starts to shut down.

When he penetrates me again, sliding every single inch into the pussy he bred, I can’t contain the pressure in my belly. It detonates, undoing the tension that held my body taut.

My orgasm crashes over me, my body convulsing with pleasure. I cry out his name, my vision blurring as wave after wave of ecstasy hits me.

“Aleksei…oh my God, that was so good…”

Through my haze, I feel him thrusting harder, his body tense with his own impending release. With a final, brutal thrust, he comes, his cock pulsing inside me, filling me with his seed.

"It feels fucking good to come inside you when you’re already pregnant," he groans, his body trembling with the force of his orgasm. "You feel perfect."

He stays inside me, his cock softening slightly but still filling me. He leans down, pressing soft kisses to my lips, my neck, my breasts. His hands roam over my body, gentle and worshipful.

"I love you," he murmurs, his voice filled with emotion. "I love you so much, Lena."

Tears prick at the corners of my eyes. "I love you too, Aleksei," I whisper, my voice choked with emotion.

He pulls out of me, gathering me into his arms. He carries me to the bed, laying me down gently. He climbs in beside me, pulling me close, his hand resting on my belly.

"Never leave me, Lena," he says softly, his voice filled with awe. "I want to see your belly grow, to feel our baby kick. To marry you and call you my wife as you waddle in my house, cradling your pregnant belly."

I smile, snuggling closer to him. "I'm yours, Aleksei," I say. "Forever."

My love for him is intense right now. We’re more than lovers. Our relationship is more than passion. We’re joined at a level so deep, I don’t think anybody can break us apart now.

But at the same time, there’s a nagging fear in my mind. The meeting with Anastasia and the end of Aleksei’s revenge approaches. What if that changes things forever?
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The ride out to Anastasia’s vacation home is long and winding, taking me deeper into unfamiliar wilderness until even the last signs of suburban Moscow vanish behind frost-covered trees. The air grows colder as we leave the city behind. Outside the tinted windows of the luxury car, snow dusts the dark, empty roads. Pine trees rise like silent sentries on either side, and I can’t help but feel like I’m entering a different world—a secluded, gilded cage.

Anastasia’s driver doesn’t speak a word. He merely nods when I thank him before stepping out, my heeled boots crunching on the gravel driveway. I take in the house—if you can call a palatial, glass-and-stone estate a house. It’s modern, sleek, with floor-to-ceiling windows and sharp angles, perched on a cliffside like it owns the forest. There are no neighboring properties, no signs of life for miles. Even if I screamed, no one would hear.

I smooth my coat down and adjust the emerald green knit dress clinging to my body. Aleksei picked it out for me. Said I looked like a goddess in it. The memory of him cupping my growing breasts this morning, teasing me for how fertile I am, flashes through my mind and I feel stronger. I can do this.

The door opens, and Anastasia steps out, radiant as ever in a white cable-knit sweater dress that hugs her lithe figure and tall suede boots that scream understated money. Her platinum blonde hair is twisted up into a loose bun, and her flawless, porcelain face lights up with a smile that doesn’t quite reach her eyes.

“Lena!” she exclaims, arms opening wide. “I’m so glad you could come.”

I smile and let her pull me into a quick hug. Her perfume is faint—jasmine and something sharp underneath, like steel. “Thank you for inviting me. This place is beautiful.”

She leads me inside. The interior is all white marble, dark wood, and minimalism. A place too clean to feel truly lived in. There are no maids in sight, no guards—just me and her. I try not to show the shiver that runs through me.

“I’m glad you’re here,” she says, guiding me into a sunken living room with plush leather couches and a roaring fireplace. “You’ve been so much fun to talk to this past week. I feel like I’ve known you for years.”

We’ve been texting every day. I told her about my past—about the orphanage, the bullying, how alone I used to feel. She opened up in turn, saying her father’s always too busy hosting people, making deals, and parading her like a prized doll. She confessed how lonely it makes her feel.

“I know how that is,” I said on one of our calls. “To feel like you belong to someone and still feel invisible.”

She liked that. I could feel her walls lowering.

“Sit,” she says now, gesturing to the couch. “Let me get us something. Snacks, maybe wine?”

“Wine sounds amazing.”

She disappears into the sleek kitchen, heels tapping against polished floors.

This is my chance.

I spot her phone on the coffee table—screen lit, unlocked.

My heart pounds. My fingers tremble slightly as I grab it and do exactly what Leo instructed. I open her messages, search for Papa, and type the message Leo dictated:

Come quickly. I’m in danger. Come to the dacha. Please.

I hit send.

Then I text Leo from my own phone: Message sent from her phone. Waiting.

I try to breathe normally, wiping my palms discreetly on my dress. The door clicks. She’s back.

Two glasses of red wine in hand, she glides over and places one in front of me. But her smile has changed.

She cocks her head to the side, her voice sweet but sharp. “What were you doing with my phone?”

Shit.

I blink. “Your lock screen. It’s so cute—your dog, right? I was just admiring it.”

There’s a beat of silence. Her eyes narrow. She doesn't sit.

“You’re lying.”

I force a laugh. “No, I⁠—”

“I knew you wanted something from me the moment I met you,” she interrupts, setting her wine glass down with a soft thud. “The way you inserted yourself into my life. So eager. Too eager.”

I tense. My fingers twitch toward the purse at my side.

“You’re not just some orphaned student, are you?” she asks softly.

“Anastasia, I came here as a friend⁠—”

She draws a gun from beneath her sweater with practiced ease. Her hand is steady. Her smile is wicked. Gone is the lonely heiress. In her place stands a predator.

“I know who you are. Aleksei Antonov’s lover. My father will pay me handsomely for your body.”

The world spins for a moment. My lungs forget how to function. “Your father will pay you for my body? What does that mean?”

Anastasia’s face twists into a mask of contempt. “He hates the Antonovs. Knowing I killed Aleksei’s girlfriend will make him consider sending me to America like I’ve always wanted.”

“Anastasia, no.” Panic is flooding my senses. I reach behind me, into my purse, trying to find the fun Aleksei aske d me to carry. “You can’t kill me. You’re not a killer. You’re just a⁠—”

“Just a naïve, innocent heiress?” Anastasia laughs, a high, cackling sound. “You fell for that act? Then again, I guess everybody does.”

My blood turns to ice. This isn’t just her talking shit. She looks confident. Her posture, her body, the way she moves like a cat—it reminds me of Leo at times. She’s no stranger to violence. She probably has some training, too.

Shit. I bite my lip as fear nearly paralyzes me. What am I going to do?

“You lured me here?” I whisper. “Knowing who I was?”

Her eyes glint. “I’ve killed for my father before. I’m not the helpless little debutante people think I am. I’m Grigorii Morenov’s most valuable asset. His secret weapon. That’s why he hasn’t married me off even though I’m old enough. I infiltrate. I extract. And sometimes…” She shrugs. “I eliminate.”

She lunges just as I’m coming to terms with the fact that the pretty blonde in front of me is a lethal assassin with kills to her name.

I roll off the couch just in time to avoid a gunshot. Her shot misses by inches, shattering the vase behind me. I reach into my purse, adrenaline roaring through my veins. My fingers close around the cold metal of my gun. I pull it out, hands trembling.

Anastasia circles me slowly, like a lioness. We both have our guns pointed at each other.

“Can you even use that?” She raises her eyebrows, looking cocky and sure. “Is that even a real gun?”

I pull the trigger, just as Aleksei taught me to. She evades the shot, but it shatters the mirror next to her. The shards of glass explode, and a few of them bury themselves into her neck and face. Blood trickles from the wounds.

Anastasia hisses under her breath. “You bitch!”

I scan the hallway, the door, the staircase. No sign of John. Did they catch him? Was he never here?

My vision tunnels, but I grip the gun tighter.

“I won’t die here,” I whisper. “I have a child to protect.”

I raise my weapon just as she cocks hers again.


THIRTY



Aleksei

The sky is the color of steel—flat, gray, oppressive. Clouds hang low, heavy with unshed snow, and the chill seeps into my bones even beneath my wool coat. But it’s not the cold that’s making my skin feel stretched and tight over my skull. It’s the anticipation—the bloodthirst I’ve been nursing for years.

Across the room, Leo stands with his arms crossed, his jaw set as he watches the multiple surveillance feeds flickering across the screens. We're in a dark monitoring room located beneath an abandoned printing facility we’ve used as a safehouse. The hum of electricity is low and constant, broken only by the occasional crackle of a radio or the hiss of static on one of the older monitors.

On the primary screen, Morenov’s estate is visible from every angle. A dozen strategically placed cameras, installed last week by our tech team, now feed us real-time footage. Morenov, unaware of the eyes on him, paces in his office like a man whose empire is starting to slip through his fingers.

Then his phone buzzes.

He checks it—and his whole posture changes. He freezes, blinking down at the message. I already know what it is.

Lena’s bait worked.

He tries calling Anastasia.

When she doesn’t pick up, he paces faster, then dials again. The second time, his voice raises. I can’t hear the words, but I know panic when I see it.

Next, he calls the underboss of the Sokolov Syndicate. That line connects.

“Here we go,” Leo mutters.

“They’ll deploy a response team,” I say. “They won’t send their best—they’ll think it’s a routine protection call.”

“That’s all we need.”

We watch as Morenov leaves the study, barking orders. A few minutes later, he gets into the back of a black Mercedes S-Class. There are two other cars tailing him—standard security vehicles, filled with mercs in black coats, grim expressions, and enough weapons to wipe out a small village.

But we’re ready.

“I’m going,” I tell Leo, grabbing my jacket from the back of the chair.

Leo doesn’t even look away from the screen. “Don’t do anything stupid. Just make sure there’s nothing left.”

“I’ll do more than that,” I growl.

I’ll bury him for what he’s done.
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I drive a different route, staying ahead of the convoy, cutting across forested lanes known only to our scouts. The men we’ve planted along the icy road are already in position—six cars, three trucks, a few off-roaders. Armed. Trained. Hungry for blood.

The location is perfect. The road winds along the edge of a frozen ravine, trees clustered thick like sentries. The forest here is quiet, ancient. It won’t remember what we do to Morenov today.

Snow has started to fall when I reach the overlook and park behind a copse of bare birch trees. From here, I can see everything.

The convoy comes into view, crawling along the road like black beetles. The lead vehicle crosses the marker point.

My radio crackles. “Ready on your call, sir.”

“Take them out.”

The first explosion hits like thunder.

The lead car erupts, flame licking the windshield before the entire chassis folds into itself. The second car brakes too late, swerving into the forest where it’s met by a hail of bullets. The last SUV tries to turn back—but one of our trucks slams into it from the side, shoving it over the edge into the tree-lined ravine below. The crunch of metal is deafening.

Screams, gunfire, smoke.

But Morenov’s car doesn’t accelerate.

Instead, the bastard does something I didn’t expect.

He stops.

He gets out.

Dressed in a camel wool coat and leather gloves, he looks like a man used to giving orders, not running for his life. His white hair is combed back neatly, not a strand out of place. His face, sharp and aristocratic, carries no fear—only calculation.

“Antonov!” he calls out, voice hoarse from the cold. “I know you’re here!”

I step out of the shadows, my boots crunching on the icy gravel, gun in hand.

His eyes meet mine and he raises a phone in the air. “Let’s make a deal.”

“No deals,” I snarl.

“You’ll want to see this.”

He presses something on the screen. A video begins to play.

It takes half a second to register what I’m seeing.

Lena. My Lena. And Anastasia.

They’re locked in a vicious struggle—guns drawn, the polished minimalism of the dacha behind them. Lena’s hand—fuck—her hand is bleeding, the blood dark against her skin. Anastasia’s face is twisted in a snarl, a thin gash across her temple. They’re screaming, but there’s no sound.

Then Anastasia lunges forward and fires.

Lena jerks backward, her body arching.

“No.” The word tears out of my throat like a dying animal.

The video ends.

My world tilts.

Everything goes silent.

The gun in my hand trembles—not with fear, but with rage. A grief so deep it feels like it’s shattering my ribs from the inside.

I lost Lena. I lost the woman I loved. And our child. Deep anguish tears through my soul, paralyzing me momentarily. My muscles turn to lead. I know I should probably kill Morenov, but I can’t find the energy to move. My life feels meaningless.

Destroyed in one second.

“My daughter can still save her,” Morenov says. “She will take her to the hospital—if you let me go. If I call her and tell her I’m okay. If you don’t⁠—”

The bullet rips through his skull mid-sentence. His body collapses like a marionette whose strings have been cut.

I fired a shot—straight into his head. He goes limp in seconds, just like Lena did on the screen, bleeding out like a dead fish. His blood soaks the asphalt underneath.

I didn’t want to listen to him. “I don’t need your daughter to save Lena. I will do it myself,” I say to Morenov’s dead body.

The man who plotted and executed my parents’ murder is dead before my eyes. This moment should feel triumphant, cathartic. It doesn’t feel like a victory. It feels like the greatest disappointment. My chest feels empty. There’s nothing where my heart used to be.

A pressing sense of urgency calls out to me. I need to find Lena. I’m sure she can be saved. Anastasia wouldn’t put another bullet into her. She must be waiting for her father’s call. I need to move fast.

Discipline and years of efficiency overcome the weight of sadness burrowing itself into my chest, dragging down my limbs with its heaviness.

I click a picture of Morenov’s corpse and send it to Leo.

I stand over him, blood pounding in my ears. The phone slips from his fingers.

“Burn the car,” I bark into my comms. “No body. No traces.”

“Yes, sir.”

Two men rush to drag his corpse into the car, dousing the interior with gasoline.

I don’t watch it go up in flames. I’m already sprinting to my own vehicle, the keys shaking in my grip.

She’s not dead.

She can’t be dead.

My woman. My child.

I press the accelerator so hard my tires scream.

The road is a blur.

Every second that passes, the monster inside me screams louder.

Hold on, baby, I think as the trees whip past me.

Daddy’s coming.


THIRTY-ONE



Aleksei

It takes too damn long to get to the dacha.

The world is a blur of snow and sorrow.

I drive like a man possessed, the engine growling beneath me as I fly down the icy backroads, fingers white-knuckled around the wheel. Trees whip past, skeletal and pale against the dull gray sky. The road narrows the closer I get to the estate, winding through a forest that feels more like a graveyard now.

I can’t stop seeing it—her.

Lena.

The blood.

Her body jerking from the shot.

I slam the steering wheel with my fist, teeth clenched so hard it feels like they’ll shatter. No. No. She’s not dead.

I yank my phone out and hit Leo’s number.

He answers on the first ring. “Aleksei?”

“It was a trap,” I bite out, my voice raw. “Morenov had a video. Lena was shot. She and Anastasia were fighting. She’s bleeding, Leo. I saw it. I saw it with my own eyes—she went down.”

Silence.

“She’s pregnant, Leo.” My voice breaks, barely above a whisper. “She was pregnant with my child.”

Leo exhales. “Fuck…”

“I’m going to the estate now. Get a medical chopper in the air. Now.”

“Aleksei—”

“Do it!” I snarl.

There’s a pause, then Leo says quietly, “Alright. I’ll handle it. But—don’t assume the worst yet.”

“I won’t. I can’t.” I tighten my grip on the wheel until the leather creaks. “It could have been edited. It could’ve been a delay in the video. She could still be alive. She has to be alive.”

Because if she’s not—there is no me left.

I hang up and toss the phone to the passenger seat, pressing the pedal harder.

I see her face, the way she smiled that morning, the way her hand curved protectively over her belly. My woman. My baby. The thought that I might never see either again makes my throat close.

Hold on for me, Lena. Please. Just hold on.
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The estate looms ahead, nestled in the woods like something out of a ghost story. It’s too quiet. No guards. No vehicles. No Sokolov presence.

Something’s wrong.

I pull up a few meters out and kill the engine, drawing my gun and slipping through the snow like a shadow.

Still nothing.

The front door is ajar.

I push it open, every muscle in my body taut, my instincts screaming.

The inside is chaos.

Blood pools on the marble entryway, streaked across the floor like someone tried to crawl away. Broken shards of ceramic litter the hallway, and in the living room, a shattered vase lies in the center of a scarlet puddle. Glass sparkles under the pale light from the chandelier above.

I step over the wreckage, breathing hard.

“Lena!”

No answer.

I search every room—kitchen, lounge, hallway. The dining room chairs are overturned, one of them splintered as if someone crashed into it. A trail of blood leads toward the hallway near the guest bedrooms.

I follow it.

“Lena, answer me!”

My voice cracks against the walls, echoing back empty.

The guest room is worse. A coffee table lies on its side. More blood. Bullet holes in the wall. A lamp crushed underfoot. A smear of red handprint on the doorframe.

She was here.

She was here.

I fall to my knees in the room, chest heaving, palms to the floor. I can feel the blood soaking into my jeans. Her blood. My woman. My baby.

“Lena…” My voice is a broken whisper now. “Don’t do this to me…”

I crawl toward the bathroom, the last place left unchecked.

Empty.

The tub is pristine, untouched.

She’s gone.

I drag myself back into the hall, shouting again. “LENA! PLEASE! IF YOU CAN HEAR ME—ANSWER ME!*”

I wait.

Silence.

Only silence.

I shove my hand through my hair, fingers trembling. My heart is splitting open in my chest, a wound deeper than any bullet could ever leave.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper to no one. “I should’ve protected you. I should’ve never let you come here. I just wanted a family. I just wanted you.”

The front door opens with a slam and heavy boots echo against the tile.

Leo.

He takes one look at me—on my knees in the blood—and rushes over.

I’m not even crying. I’m past tears. Just… hollow.

“She’s gone, Leo,” I say hoarsely. “They took her. Or she’s dead. Either way, I—” My voice shatters. “I killed her.”

Leo grabs my arms. “No. Don’t you dare say that.”

“I brought her into this world. I let her believe she could survive in it. I told her she’d be safe. I fucking lied. I killed her and our baby.”

His jaw tightens. He pulls me into a tight embrace. Leo doesn’t give out hugs freely. He has hugged me once before, and that was after our parents died. He hugged me and told me that we’d survive, that he’d take over the family business and make sure we all lives good lives.

I believed him then.

But I don’t believe him now. Because I know he cannot fix this. If Anastasia took Lena’s body with her, she’ll never let her live, especially now that her father is dead.

“We have to find Anastasia,” I tell Leo. “She’s the only person who knows where Lena’s body is.”

“I already have men working on that,” Leo replies, patting my back. “Aleksei, you did great with Morenov. You avenged our parents. You killed the man who took their lives. I’m proud of you⁠—”

My disgusted laugh cuts through Leo’s words. “You’re proud of me? I’m not. I had to pay a high price for revenge, Leo. I lost my wife and my child. I lose all my hopes for the future. I no longer have anything to live for, not even revenge.”

My words, explosive and loud, make Leo stiffen. “You have your brothers. We’re your family. We’ll always be by your side.” His tone, even and unaffected like always, doesn’t ground me the way it did years ago after our parents’ death. His dispassionate, emotionless voice irritates me. He never cared about Lena. He could be secretly happy she’s gone.

“Do you even care that she’s dead?” I scream at him. “Or is your mind busy calculating something else?”

“She meant a lot you.” Leo evades an answer. “And I’ll do everything to locate her.”

“You don’t know what it’s like to lose the person who you loved…” I ball my fingers into fists. Leo hugs me again, and that shocks me. I must look terrible if Leo is offering me so much comfort. He’s usually as comforting as a cold knife.

Or maybe he’s scared I’ll wring his neck if he doesn’t hug me and defuse my temper. It’s a valid fear. My hands are shaking from anger. I don’t know what I’ll do. I could kill anyone who gets in my way.

But there’s no target for my anger anymore. Unlike in the past, when I focused all my rage into Morenov and the Sokolov bratva, my enemies are already dead. Anastasia will be dead soon, too. What happens then? Who am I supposed to hate and resent after that?

“I’m sorry, brother,” Leo says quietly. “But we don’t know anything yet. Not for sure.”

I want to believe him.

But the blood on my hands says otherwise.
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Four months.

One hundred and twenty-four days since I last saw her.

Since I watched that grainy video with her blood painting the floor, her body falling back from Anastasia’s bullet, her hand trembling as she clutched her gun.

And every single day since then, I’ve died a little more.

The Las Vegas heat presses down on me, but I can’t feel it. Can’t feel much of anything. It doesn’t matter that the sun blazes outside, or that the sky is painfully blue—too bright for grief. Nothing cuts through the cold that’s settled in my bones.

I sit on the couch in the villa Leo bought for me years ago, surrounded by silence. The leather creaks under me as I lean back, a half-finished bottle of vodka resting against my thigh, condensation dripping onto my jeans. My other hand hangs limp, holding a glass I haven’t lifted in over an hour. The television is on, some meaningless news broadcast murmuring in the background, but I haven’t heard a single word.

I stare ahead, unblinking.

I don’t sleep anymore. Not really. I close my eyes, and I see her—bloodied, broken, silent.

Dmitry says I should move on.

The last time he said that, I threw a vase at his head.

The shards of it still lie scattered across the marble floor, untouched. Like the rest of the house—unlived in, cold, forgotten.

Dmitry doesn’t tease me anymore. Doesn’t joke. Doesn’t pry. Not since I told him I’d carve his heart out if he ever said her name with anything less than reverence.

Even he knows.

I’m not the same man.

I’m barely a man at all.

I’ve stopped going to Bratva meetings. I’ve stopped attending briefings. I’ve stopped being.

Leo tried to keep me in Moscow after the funeral. Tried to get me back on my feet. He sent women to my hotel suite, thinking they’d distract me.

They didn’t.

No one looks like Lena.

No one smells like her.

No one sounds like her voice when she whispered my name in the middle of the night, breath hitching as I held her belly and imagined the life we were going to build.

They found Anastasia’s corpse three weeks after the incident, buried a few miles away from the estate. Shot once in the head.

We never found Lena’s body.

But the forensics team confirmed the blood at the scene—most of it was hers. Enough of it to assume she couldn’t have survived.

But I still wake up every morning clinging to the desperate fantasy that she’s out there, somewhere, scared and hiding, waiting for me to find her.

If she were alive, she would’ve called. She would’ve crawled through hell to get to me.

Just like I would’ve for her.

“Brother?”

Dmitry’s voice breaks through my haze. I blink, looking toward the hallway. He stands there awkwardly, hands shoved in his hoodie pockets. His hair is a mess, and there’s a slight tension in his shoulders like he’s bracing for another flying object.

“What?” I rasp. My voice is hoarse from drinking and disuse.

He clears his throat. “Isn’t it time for your… morning outing?”

I glance at the wall clock.

10:07 a.m.

Shit.

I push myself off the couch. My legs are heavy, joints stiff. The world tilts slightly from the vodka in my system, but I force myself toward the bathroom.

I brush my teeth. Wash my face. Shave.

The man in the mirror looks like a stranger—haunted eyes, hollow cheeks, beard shadows darkening his jaw.

I dress in black. I always do, now.

I step outside. The heat hits me again, but I barely register it.

My driver is already waiting, engine running.

“Same place?” he asks.

I nod.

He doesn’t ask questions.

Nobody does anymore.

Because they all know where I’m going.

To the cemetery.

To sit by a headstone that doesn’t bear her name. Because there is no grave. No coffin. No remains.

Just a small, unmarked marble slab beneath a tree, where I imagine she would’ve liked to rest.

Every morning, I go there. And I sit. And I talk to her.

Because it’s the only way I can keep breathing.
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The cemetery lies on the outskirts of Las Vegas, hidden away from the garish excess of the Strip, far from the noise and neon. Here, everything is quiet. Still.

The wind carries the faint scent of desert sage and dust. The sun blazes overhead, its heat relentless, but the sky is a shade of blue so deep it looks almost like it’s grieving too.

I walk past rows of headstones, their granite faces catching the sunlight, each one a monument to someone else’s sorrow. In the far corner of the cemetery, beneath the only large tree on the grounds—a gnarled and ancient mesquite—I find them.

Lena Fisher-Antonov

& Baby Antonov

Beloved. Brave. Ours.

There’s no body beneath this stone. Just ashes I couldn’t bear to look at. Just a name. Just a lie I keep telling myself is the truth.

I sink down slowly, my knees hitting the dry earth as I lower myself into the dirt. I brush off the grass, straighten the photograph I placed weeks ago—one of her laughing on our date in Moscow, her hair caught in the wind, her smile wide and blinding. I remember that day. She had just told me she loved me for the first time.

I reach into the pocket of my coat. The velvet box feels heavy in my hand.

Too heavy.

I open it. Inside, the ring we picked out together glints in the morning light. Rose gold and vintage-cut, delicate vines etched into the band—the design had reminded her of Moscow’s frost-kissed iron balconies. She told me it looked old and romantic.

I thought she'd wear it forever.

Trembling, I place the box gently on top of the grave.

“I brought it for you, baby.” My voice cracks like ice. “I was going to slip it on your finger and kiss you until you couldn’t breathe. I was going to give you the life you deserved. But now…”

I trail off, throat tightening.

“What the fuck am I supposed to do with this when you’re not here to wear it anymore?”

My breath shudders out of me. I rub my face with both hands, like it might erase the pain.

“I still wear mine,” I whisper. I lift my left hand, the silver band she picked out for me catching the light. “See? I put it on the day they gave it to me. Haven’t taken it off once. It’s all I’ve got to tie me to you now. I don’t care if people call me crazy. I’m your husband, Lena. Even if I never got to say the vows.”

I glance at the stone again. Her name beside Baby Antonov.

“I thought you'd want to be buried in Moscow,” I murmur. “You loved it there. You said it felt like a fairytale. Like the past and the present were holding hands. I wanted to take you to the ballet, remember? To the Pushkin museum. To Saint Petersburg, maybe, someday.”

My voice breaks. I swallow the lump in my throat, but it refuses to go down.

“I know this isn’t home. But it’s warm here. And I couldn’t stand the idea of you being cold in the ground. So I brought you somewhere the sun always shines.”

I close my eyes.

And there they are.

Her. And our baby.

She’s standing in the breeze in that same green dress from the gala, her hair glowing gold in the sun. In her arms, a bundle swaddled in white, its tiny head tucked under her chin. She’s smiling at me. Waving.

I blink, and the vision fractures.

Gone.

My chest caves. The pain is unbearable. I crumple forward, my palms hitting the soil. I press my forehead against the grave.

“I’m sorry,” I rasp. “I’m so fucking sorry, Lena. You gave your life for me. For my cause. My revenge. I should have never dragged you into this world. I should have left you alone. You were too good for me. Too pure.”

The wind rustles the branches above. I imagine it’s her voice. Whispering forgiveness I don’t deserve.

“I was going to give you everything,” I continue. “A house. A family. A quiet life. I was going to keep you safe. That’s all I wanted. And now⁠—”

My mouth dries. My voice vanishes. I stare at the name etched in stone, and all I can do is feel.

I shift slightly, lowering one hand to the grass. My fingers spread out across the soil.

“I don’t know if you were a boy or a girl,” I whisper to the earth. “If you’d have had my eyes or her smile. But I know you were going to be loved. Fiercely. I was already dreaming about rocking you to sleep. Teaching you to shoot. Watching you run through the hallways of our home.”

I swallow down a sob.

“Would you have been a ballerina like your grandmamma? Or maybe a scientist who saves the world with her genius. Lena would’ve been so proud of you. She already loved you more than anything.”

Tears spill over. I don’t wipe them.

“I wanted to hold you,” I whisper. “Just once.”

I kneel there for hours. Just talking. Just being. Pretending she’s listening to me. Pretending she’s alive and our baby is sleeping peacefully in her arms.

Because if I stop, the silence will swallow me whole.

If I stop, she’ll be gone again.

And I can’t lose her a second time.


THIRTY-TWO



Aleksei

It has been eight months. Eight hollow, godless months since I last saw her smile.

I stare at the mirror in Mikhail’s guest bathroom, barely recognizing the man looking back at me. My once-hard body has gone soft, padded with grief, alcohol, and guilt. My eyes are sunken, my cheeks hollowed, and my jaw no longer carries the sharp angles she used to trace with her fingers.

Every morning I wake up in this fucking mansion, surrounded by polished marble floors, oil paintings, and polished silverware, and I feel like an intruder in my own life. This isn't home. My home died with her.

Mikhail is trying, I’ll give him that. After he found me passed out cold three months ago, slumped against my kitchen counter with three empty vodka bottles and a splitting headache, he dragged me to the hospital himself. I think he was scared I was going to die, too.

Leo banned me from the Vegas villa after that. Said I needed "constant supervision." So now I live in Mikhail’s mansion, watched over by his staff like I’m a mentally unstable patient they’ve been ordered to babysit. I guess I am.

Mikhail is only two years younger than me, the middle Antonov sibling. He watches over our legal businesses in Las Vegas, comprising of entertainment companies, record labels, casinos, and hotels. He’s too busy making money for Leo and laundering money from our illegal trades to indulge me in my grief.

Every night, I sit in the dark with a bottle in my hand and my phone in the other, scrolling through the photos I took of her in Moscow. The ones where she’s laughing, cheeks flushed, eyes bright with mischief. I replay her voice in my head like a lullaby I’m afraid I’ll forget.

Today, like every week, I visit her.
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The cemetery is quiet. A warm breeze flutters through the tall oaks, rustling the leaves in a whisper I pretend is her voice.

I bring lilies this time. I don’t know if she likes lilies. Now I’ll never know.

I kneel before the grave, hand resting on the cold stone. “It would have been soon,” I whisper. “You’d have been so close to meeting our baby. I should’ve been at your side. I should’ve been holding your hand while you screamed at me for doing this to you.”

My throat tightens. “You would’ve been beautiful giving birth. Fierce. Brave. Just like you always were.”

I press my forehead against the stone.

“I still wear the ring,” I say. “The one you picked for me. And the one I got for you? It’s still in its box. I left it here. I didn’t know what else to do with it. I wasn’t supposed to put it on your grave—I was supposed to put it on your finger.”

I bury my face in my palms. “You were everything, Lena. Everything.”

The tears overcome me quickly. I used to be such a strong guy. Nothing could make me cry. Nothing could break me. But Lena’s death shattered me completely. I’ll never recover from it. Leo can Mikhail can try, but they can’t turn me into the man I used to be. That man belonged to a woman who is now dead.

“Please come back to me, baby. I’ll do whatever you want. I’ll worship you for the rest of my life. I’ll give you whatever you want. Please let me hold your hand once more.”

But there’s no answer to my fractured plea. Nothing except the silent, cold whoosh of the breeze that mirrors the emptiness inside me.
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Later, I return to Mikhail’s house. The place reeks of luxury—high ceilings, velvet couches, glass sculptures on every table—but it’s cold. No warmth. No laughter. No Lena.

Mikhail is in the living room, going through some paperwork. He looks up when I come in, his expression soft.

“You went to see her again,” he says quietly.

I nod, too tired to speak.

He sets the papers aside. “You should come down to the casino tonight. Play a few hands. Might lift your mood.”

I scoff. “Not in the mood to gamble.”

He frowns, then tries again. “Dmitry was saying Lena’s roommate packed up her things. Brought them to campus.”

I freeze. My fingers curl into fists at my sides.

“She did?”

Mikhail nods. “Said he’s been meaning to give them to you.”

Something inside me stirs. A sharp pain—or maybe a spark. Her things. Her scent. Her notebooks, maybe. A piece of her I can touch.

“I’ll go,” I say hoarsely. “Tomorrow.”

Mikhail walks over, placing a hand on my shoulder. “You know we all miss her. But this… watching you waste away like this—Lena wouldn’t have wanted it.”

I jerk my shoulder away, silent. Because he’s right. But he also doesn’t understand.

I leave without another word.

Because no one will ever understand.

She was my future. And now, I’m just a shadow waiting for the past to swallow me whole.
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Allister looks different this fall.

Maybe it’s the weather. The sky is steel-gray, and the trees lining the campus roads are already shedding their leaves in brilliant shades of red and gold. Everything looks like it’s dying, and yet… everything is alive.

Last fall, I met her.

Now I walk past that same building and feel like someone gutted me with a blunt blade and left the wound open to rot.

I don’t stroll around the campus for too long because Dmitry is not a patient man. I drive to our house that’s away from the college, to the home we used to share, the home where I first fucked Lena and made her my submissive. I’ve been dreading returning to that place. It’s steeped in memories of her, and my heart is too weak to bear being exposed to memories of the past.

I hesitate, kicking the ground and sighing, avoiding going inside where I’ll have to face ghosts of the past.

But finally, the greed for Lena’s belongings, for another, tangible part of her, overcomes my resistance. I walk to the doorstep.

Dmitry opens the door before I can knock.

He looks… cautious. Tense. Like he’s standing in front of a wild animal he’s not sure is still caged. Maybe he’s right to be. I threw a lot of things at him every time he suggested I forget Lena. Once, it even scratched his cheek. That scar has healed now, but I’m sure the fear that I’ll strike him again hasn’t gone.

“Come in,” he says, stepping aside, giving me a wide berth.

The house smells like coffee and lemon-scented cleaning spray. Too clean. Too… sterile. Like no one actually lives here anymore. Just survives.

“I made tea,” Dmitry offers, handing me a mug.

I grunt my thanks and take a seat at the kitchen island. He stays standing, sipping his own cup like it’s armor between us. He is clearly putting a lot of physical distance between us. The ease with which we used to coexist is gone. There’s a wariness in his eyes, a worry that I hate. And I’m the reason for it. My behavior has made Dmitry walk on eggshells around me.

“How are you?” he asks, eyes flicking up to meet mine.

“The same.” My voice is hoarse from all the cigarettes and vodka. “Existing.”

He nods slowly. “You asked about Lena’s things. I got them from her roommate.”

I straighten, gripping the cup tightly. “Can I see them?” A tendril of hope unfurls in my chest. I want to feel closer to Lena. Having a physical, tangible item that belongs to her will help. It’s all I can hope for now. I couldn’t find her body, so I have to settle for her old belongings.

“But before that…” Dmitry clears his throat. “I have something to say.”

I raise a brow.

He doesn’t look at me right away, just stares at the swirling steam rising from his mug. I see him swallowing, reconsidering his words. Is he afraid I’ll throw this mug of coffee at him if he tells me something about Lena?

“I’m sorry,” I say, the words grating my throat like sandpaper. “For throwing the vase. For… everything. I haven’t been the man I should be. Lena would hate to see me like this. Bitter. Violent. Cruel to my own brother.”

Dmitry finally looks at me. His expression softens. “It’s okay.”

“It’s not. I’ll try to be better,” I say. “For her. She would never forgive me for treating you like this.”

A beat of silence. Then, he sets his mug down.

“I found John.”

The name punches through me like a shot of adrenaline. I blink. “John? You mean… Lena’s friend from the orphanage?”

Dmitry nods. “Yeah. He was my bodyguard back in Moscow. He disappeared that night, remember? We couldn’t find him after what happened at Anastasia’s estate. I thought… I thought maybe he didn’t want to be part of the bratva anymore. Maybe losing Lena broke him, too.”

I run a hand over my jaw. “Fuck. I wish I’d seen him. He had no one but her. He must’ve been…”

I’m not the only one Lena meant something to. John had nobody except her. He must have been going through the same hell as me. Misery loves company. I suddenly find myself wishing I’d tracked him down sooner, but I was so devastated after losing Lena that a soldier disappearing was too trivial to care about. I didn’t want to exhaust myself looking for him when I was already doing everything to search for her.

Dmitry holds up a hand. “Let me finish.”

I fall silent.

“Four months ago,” he continues, “I got a call from an unknown Russian number. I didn’t pick up. I thought it was a scam. Then more calls came over the next few months. Different numbers, but all from the same rural region in Russia I’d never even heard of. Yesterday, I finally answered one of them.”

My breath catches. “Where was the call from? Moscow?”

Dmitry shakes his head. “No. Not even St. Petersburg. It was from somewhere remote. A tiny village, barely on the map.”

“And it was John?”

Dmitry nods. “He chewed me out for not picking up sooner.”

I laugh—dry and brittle. “Sounds like him.”

I can’t imagine why he’d stay in Russia. He doesn’t even speak the language. Surviving in rural Russia on his own must not be easy.

“He told me… he disguised himself and went to the estate that day. Because he was worried about her. About Lena. She told him about her pregnancy and he felt protective as the uncle of your unborn child. He thought he would follow her.”

I swallow hard and lean forward involuntarily. This story is getting interesting. Something tells me this could be the breakthrough I’ve been looking for.

“He waited near the bushes, away from prying eyes. Until he heard gunshots,” Dmitry says, his voice tightening. “He rushed in immediately, worried something bad had happened. He found Lena. And Anastasia was standing over her, with a gun. She was bleeding but she was still conscious.”

She was…conscious? The words seem like an illusion as they pass through my ears. Am I dreaming or did Dmitry actually say that Lena didn’t die after getting shot by Anastasia?

My hand curls around the mug so tight I feel the ceramic begin to crack. “What did he do?”

“He shot Anastasia from behind,” Dmitry says simply. “Killed her before she knew he was there. Then he buried her. That’s how we found her a few miles from the house. It was his work.”

My heart slams into my ribs. “And Lena?” I whisper, the name catching on my tongue like a prayer. “Did he… what did he do with her body?”

Dmitry’s mouth twitches.

He rubs his hands together slowly, like he’s preparing me for something big. “About Lena…”

I lean forward, blood roaring in my ears.

“It seems,” he says, meeting my gaze with a trembling smile, “that she’s alive.”


THIRTY-THREE



Lena

My baby girl is perfect.

She’s latched onto my breast, drinking quietly, her tiny hands curling against my chest like she knows she belongs there. Her little lips make soft, suckling noises and her lashes flutter as she stares up at me with gray-blue eyes that I swear carry the soul of the man I love.

She looks so much like Aleksei. Same brow, same sharp cheekbones softened by baby fat, and the same pouty lips that already seem to form into a stubborn frown when she doesn’t get her way.

The house smells of milk and wood smoke. It’s small, but cozy—whitewashed brick walls, wooden beams on the ceiling, a worn couch covered in handmade quilts, and a fireplace where John keeps the logs stacked high. A basin sits in the corner near the stove, filled with laundry from this morning. There are baskets of baby clothes, cloth diapers, herbs drying near the window. Chickens cluck outside. It’s not much, but it’s peaceful. Safe.

My body still aches from labor. The midwife was old, with gnarled hands and a calm voice. She knew exactly what to do, even when I screamed and begged for the pain to stop. Now, when I look at this little miracle in my arms, I know every moment was worth it.

After Anastasia shot me, I remember the pain, the burning in my shoulder and my side. Then darkness. I woke up in this house, feverish, with a bearded doctor hovering over me and John pacing in the corner like a man possessed.

John told me later that he drove me through the woods, whispering prayers and curses, bleeding and terrified. He brought me to this village in the middle of nowhere because it was the first place he found. He paid the old doctor everything he had to save me. Then he found us a house. He chopped wood, worked odd jobs, and made sure I had everything I needed.

I didn’t remember anything at first. My mind was a blur. Names and places floated through my dreams, but when I woke up, they vanished like smoke. It wasn’t until my belly started to swell, until I felt the fluttering of life inside me, that pieces of my heart started snapping back together.

I remembered Aleksei.

The sound of his voice. The weight of his arms. The way he looked at me like I was the only thing keeping him alive.

I asked John. Again and again. But he always said the same thing.

“That world’s too dangerous for you now, Lena. You almost died. I don’t want you to go back to that life until you’ve had this child. What if something else happens? You’re so close to giving birth. It’s dangerous for you to move around at this time. Besides, isn’t this what we dreamed of? A quiet life away from crime? Let’s enjoy it while it lasts.”

I know John meant well. I know he loves me, in his own way. He wanted us to live a quiet life. He even said he’d raise my child like his own.

But she’s not just my child. She’s Aleksei’s, too. And she deserves to know her father. To have his arms wrapped around her, to grow up knowing how fiercely she was loved before she ever took her first breath.

That’s why John tried again. He managed to get in touch with Dmitry at last.

And now, as I sit rocking my daughter in this creaky old chair, her lips still latched to my nipple, I hear it.

The front door creaks open.

At first, I think it’s John. But then I hear the heavy, familiar cadence of boots. A thump. Another.

My heart stutters.

I look up.

Aleksei stands in the doorway.

He looks… like a ghost. His frame is broader, bulkier, but not in a healthy way—like he hasn’t seen a gym in months. His face is more hollow, his cheekbones prominent, his beard overgrown. His eyes are rimmed in red, dark shadows carved deep beneath them.

He’s wearing the same jacket he wore in Moscow. His ring gleams on his finger—the one I picked out for him.

His eyes drop to the baby, to my breast, to her tiny fingers curled into my chest.

His mouth falls open.

The world stands still.

“Come here, lyubimiy,” I whisper, voice trembling. “Sit with me. Keep us company while she drinks.”

He moves as if in a dream, crossing the small room, his boots loud against the wood floor. When he reaches me, he doesn’t sit immediately. He just kneels in front of me, his eyes wide with disbelief, like he’s afraid I’ll disappear if he blinks.

Then he touches my knee.

Then my arm.

And then he falls forward into me, pressing his face to my shoulder, sobbing with the sound of a man who has shattered and finally found the broken piece that kept him from being whole.

I cradle him with one hand while the other supports our daughter.

“I missed you,” he chokes out. “So much. I thought I’d lost you. I thought I lost both of you.”

My own tears fall onto his hair. “We’re here. We’re right here.”

His hands wrap around my waist, his head buried in my neck, holding me like he’ll never let go again.

And this time, I know he won’t have to.
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By the time I finish nursing her, my shoulder is soaked with Aleksei’s tears.

He hasn’t let go of me once. He kneels there beside the rocking chair, his arms wrapped tightly around my waist, his face buried against my neck, as if anchoring himself to me. His whole body trembles with the force of grief and relief crashing into each other, and my own heart aches watching him unravel. My strong, dangerous Aleksei, broken open.

I rise slowly, cradling our daughter to my chest, and he stands with me, his hand instinctively settling on my lower back.

I gently shift our daughter to my shoulder, beginning to burp her. The soft thumps of my palm against her tiny back fill the room. Aleksei finally lifts his head, his tear-streaked face turned toward us, watching every movement with awe and reverence.

I glance down at myself—my hair is messy, my face bare, my nightgown rumpled and stained with milk. I look like a wreck.

“Do you regret coming here?” I ask quietly, rocking back and forth. “I mean… seeing me like this. No makeup, hair undone, completely unkempt.”

His brows knit together in disbelief. “Lena,” he says, voice rough. “I’ve never seen you look more beautiful.”

I snort softly. “I look like I’ve been hit by a freight train.”

“You look like the woman who gave life to our daughter. Who survived being shot. Who built a home in the middle of nowhere and kept fighting. You’re breathtaking.”

I blink back emotion. My fingers tighten slightly on Anechka’s back as she lets out a soft burp and a sigh.

“I didn’t contact you for a while because… I was scared,” I admit. “Scared you’d moved on. Found someone else.”

His body stiffens. “Never,” he growls. “You think I could replace you?”

“I don’t know. I just— I couldn’t remember much for the first four months. I was in bad shape, and I barely knew enough Russian to get by. Every day was survival. And by the end of that, I looked…well, not exactly pretty. My body was scarred. I was gaining more weight every day. My body will never look the same again. I started doubting you’d want me in this state.”

“Lena.” He reaches over, cupping my cheek. His hand is warm, rough, grounding. “I’ll always want you, no matter what your body looks like. I have scars, too, and they don’t make me less than. You’re so damn brave. You hear me? I thank God every night you didn’t die. That you didn’t leave me.”

“I thought I had,” I whisper, meeting his eyes. “And even when I was alive, I was so lost. I didn’t know what to do. I was afraid the police would come and arrest me someday, blame me for Anastasia’s death. I lived in fear. Only memories of you gave me hope. But sometimes, I wondered, you know.”

“I never even considered another woman,” he says firmly. “No one else could ever give me what you did. You gave me a home. A place where I could be myself. Nobody else could give me that.”

His voice breaks and he tries to laugh, but it comes out half-sob, half-chuckle. “Besides… I was too busy drinking and crying every night. That didn’t leave much time for dating.”

I laugh too, but my heart squeezes painfully. We’re laughing through a wound that still bleeds. And yet—here we are. Alive. Together.

I cross the room to the small bed against the wall and gently lay my daughter, Anechka, down on the pillow. She fusses for only a moment, her tiny mouth puckering before she exhales and falls back into sleep, full and warm.

The blankets around her are old but clean, the little onesie she’s wearing embroidered by the neighbor woman down the road. Her cheeks are flushed pink, her lashes dark against soft, pale skin. She looks like a miniature version of her father—her brow already furrows like his when she’s displeased.

I glance at him.

He’s frozen at the edge of the bed, as if afraid to get too close. His eyes are wide, like he’s staring at something divine.

“You can touch her,” I whisper, gently taking his hand. “She’s yours.”

Aleksei sinks down onto the edge of the bed, his shoulders stiff, his breathing ragged. He reaches out, trembling, and brushes one calloused finger along our daughter’s chubby cheek.

His hand is so big beside her. He could cup her entire body in his palm. The sight undoes me.

His voice breaks. “I’m so sorry. For missing your birth. For not being there to protect you both.”

I blink back tears as he lowers his head and presses a soft kiss to the back of her hand.

“She’s so small,” he murmurs. “My hand’s bigger than her whole torso.”

“She has your nose,” I say softly.

He smiles faintly, voice thick. “And your mouth.”

I sink down beside him, and he turns toward me, pulling me into his arms again. His hand tangles in my hair as he presses his lips to my temple, then down to my jaw, then to my lips—kiss after kiss after kiss, like he’s making up for all the ones we lost.

“Was your labor… was it okay?” he asks, brushing my hair from my face as he studies me with pained eyes.

I nod. “The midwife was experienced. Old, but kind. She helped me through it.”

His eyes drift back to our baby girl. “What did you name her?”

“Anechka,” I whisper.

He looks at me sharply.

“It means ‘grace’ or ‘the one who survived,’” I explain. “The midwife suggested it when I told her what happened. She said my little girl was meant to live.”

Aleksei swallows hard, nodding as if his throat’s too tight to speak.

“Anechka,” he repeats finally, voice hoarse. “That’s the perfect name for our little princess.”

I lean into him, and we both stare at her, watching the steady rise and fall of her chest.

After a moment, he turns to me again, eyes haunted. “Why didn’t you tell me before, Lena? Why did you let me think you were gone? I would have moved heaven and earth to get to you.”

“I tried,” I whisper, laying my hand over his heart. “We tried. John and I both tried to contact Leo and Dmitry, but it never worked. And then the pregnancy got harder. I was confined to bed for weeks. I… I was afraid. Afraid if I reached out, I’d put her in danger. I just wanted to deliver safely. I didn’t want to risk losing her.”

He rests his forehead against mine, breathing deeply. “You’re never risking anything again. No more missions. No more games. No more bratva politics.”

I arch a brow. “And what am I supposed to do now, Mr. Antonov?”

“You,” he growls playfully, brushing his lips over mine, “are going to be a spoiled housewife.”

I laugh, surprised by how much the idea makes me melt inside. “A spoiled housewife?”

He kisses the corner of my mouth, then the tip of my nose. “Yes. You’ll have silk robes and breakfast in bed. Bubble baths. Staff. Books. Time to nap. Whatever you want. I’m going to give you the quiet life you deserve.”

“I kind of like the sound of that,” I admit softly.

His kiss deepens. His hand slides behind my neck as he pulls me closer, his mouth pressing against mine with a mixture of urgency and reverence.

“I’m going to make you my queen,” he murmurs into the kiss. “And it’s time you went back and sat on your throne.”

We both look over at Anechka, her soft breaths barely audible beneath her blanket.

“I’ll protect her,” he says fiercely. “And you. No one will ever hurt my girls again.”

This man—my man—has carried so much pain, so much guilt. And yet, in this moment, all I feel is his love.

“I love you,” I whisper.

His arms wrap around me, his voice cracking as he holds me tight.

“And I’ll love you until my last breath, Lena Antonova.”


EPILOGUE



Lena

Four years later…

My life is a dream I never imagined I’d get to live.

Sunlight pours into the sprawling bedroom of our estate nestled on the outskirts of Las Vegas—a modern palace of white stone, glass, and quiet luxury. The breeze dances through sheer curtains, and I stir from bed, my belly heavy and full with our third child.

My back is cushioned against plush velvet pillows as I sit propped up in our massive king-sized bed, silk sheets pooled around me, my maternity nightgown stretched over my round belly. I stretch lazily, my hand instinctively caressing the swell that is home to our growing daughter.

Life has changed so much since that snowy Russian winter.

After the chaos ended, we lived in Moscow for two years, giving Anechka a taste of her heritage, and letting Aleksei reconnect with parts of his soul he'd buried. But eventually, we returned to Las Vegas, where our roots as a family truly bloomed.

Now, we live in a sprawling mansion built on the edges of Antonov territory. Marble floors. Art-deco design. High glass ceilings that flood the space with light. A sunroom where I drink tea and read while the kids nap. A nursery that overlooks our private garden, where Anechka often picks wildflowers and gives them to me as “wedding presents.”

John visits every weekend, sometimes bringing gifts and stories from the outside world. He’s still part of the Bratva, but he’s a constant presence in my children’s lives—an uncle, a protector. And Leo… even that cold-hearted pakhan has turned into a doting uncle, sneaking them rare collectibles and sweets from Switzerland, like he’s not the most feared man in the hemisphere.

But it's Aleksei who’s their world. He reads to them at night. He’s patient, tender, playful. He still gets misty-eyed when Anechka calls him “papa”.

He kisses my belly every morning. He cooks when I’m tired. He worships me like I’m something holy, something sacred.

And I feel it—every single day.

Speaking of the devil…Aleksei enters the room like a dream in motion, shirtless, sweatpants low on his hips, his dark hair messy from the morning. Even now, at thirty-seven, he looks like a man sculpted by war and softened by love. Still broad-chested, powerful, tattooed—but there’s peace in his eyes now. Love that has settled deep.

In his hands: a tray. Eggs, toast, berries, tea.

“For my queen,” he murmurs, placing it on my lap.

“Thank you,” I beam, brushing my fingers along his stubbled jaw as he leans in to kiss me—first on the mouth, then on the bump.

“Good morning, little one,” he whispers against my stomach. “Daddy’s here. I hope you’re not kicking your mama too much.”

I giggle, resting one hand on his head as he lingers there, kissing the bump again and again.

My long hair is still messy from sleep, my eyes puffy. But he looks at me like I’m made of gold. My maternity glow is real, I guess—but it’s happiness, more than hormones, that lights me up from within.

Then—footsteps. Thunderous, chaotic.

Anechka bursts through the door with the force of a hurricane. Four years old, all wild dark curls, expressive hazel eyes, and an oversized unicorn pajama shirt she insisted on wearing every night this week.

“Mama!” she shouts, launching herself onto the bed, crawling up between us. “Papa said you were gonna eat in bed without me!”

“I said no such thing,” Aleksei says, pulling her into his arms with ease. “I said you had to let Mama rest. And what did you do?”

“Didn’t rest,” she says cheekily, giggling as he mock growls and tickles her.

Hot on her heels is our son, Konstantin—two years old and already as serious as his namesake. Blond hair, pale skin, and big blue eyes like Aleksei’s. He toddles in with a stuffed lion in one hand and a lopsided grin.

“Up!” he demands, arms raised.

Aleksei lifts him with one hand like he weighs nothing, then settles the kids in our bed, one on each side of me. Konstantin snuggles into my lap, resting his hand on my belly. He peers up. “When’s baby come?”

“Soon,” I smile, stroking his soft curls.

Anechka leans forward, resting her chin on my belly. “Will we get more babies after this one?” she asks, looking up with wide-eyed innocence.

Before I can answer, Aleksei slides behind me in bed, wrapping his arms around me and our kids, his hands settling over my belly.

His eyes meet mine, and they gleam—dark, mischievous, and filled with the kind of promise that makes heat curl between my thighs despite the three of them in my lap.

“We’ll see,” he murmurs. “But if Mama’s up for it, I’d like a whole army.”

I laugh. “Let me birth this one before you start breeding me again.”

The kids laugh even though they don’t understand, and Aleksei kisses the side of my neck, whispering, “You were made to be a mother. My wife. My everything.”

My heart trembles at his words. I have the love of my life, his ring on my finger, his children in my arms, and his soul forever entwined with mine.

We were forged through blood and fire.

And now, we live in peace.

Because love like this…

Was always destined to survive.

Aleksei leans closer after his last kiss, the weight of his arms comforting around me as the kids begin to wriggle out of bed, eager to play. He helps them down gently, planting kisses on their foreheads as they scamper off, leaving the two of us tangled in the morning calm.

The sunlight catches on the ring I wear—the one he put on my finger three years ago in a quiet, tearful ceremony in Moscow after Anechka was born. I bring my hand up, studying the way the gem glimmers in the light, the subtle gold band still as perfect as the day he gave it to me.

Aleksei notices and threads his fingers through mine, pulling our joined hands up to kiss the ring. “I still remember the way your hand trembled when I slid this on,” he murmurs. “I thought my heart might explode just looking at you in white.”

“I was trembling because I couldn’t believe someone like you wanted me forever,” I whisper. My throat tightens with emotion. “But now I look at this ring and think… of how safe I feel. How loved. How I never have to be alone again.”

He brushes his knuckles across my cheek. “You’ll never be alone. Not in this lifetime. Not in any other. You hear me?”

I nod, smiling through the warmth gathering in my eyes. I curl into his side, resting my head against his bare shoulder as his fingers trail over my stomach again, tender and reverent.

This is what home feels like.

Not a place.

Not bricks or land or gold chandeliers.

But this man. His heartbeat beneath my ear. His voice in the quiet morning. His hands protecting what we’ve built.

I think back to the girl I was at Allister—the orphan who didn’t know where she belonged, who felt like she was always on the outside looking in.

That girl no longer exists.

Because now, I have everything I ever dreamed of. A family. A husband who worships me. Two beautiful children who fill our days with laughter and chaos. And a third little soul growing inside me, kicking gently, reminding me that love like this only grows stronger with time.

“I love you,” I whisper, kissing the ring once more before lifting my gaze to meet his. “You gave me everything I never thought I could have. And I promise I’ll spend the rest of my life giving you the same.”

His smile is soft. Awed. “You already have, Lena. You gave me a reason to live.”

We stay like that a while longer, wrapped in warmth, the hum of our children playing in the background, and the promise of more joy to come.

Through fire and blood, fate carved out this life for us.

And we survived—together.

It’s not the prettiest love story. There’s too much blood for that.

But it’s ours.

THE END
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