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Prologue




Walking into my father's office the smell of stale sex, cheap perfume, and sweat hung in the air. It was an assault to my senses. It made my nose itch. I fought the urge to cover it with my hand.

He was sitting behind his desk, with his secretary, a petite blonde, straddling his lap. She had her skirt hiked around her waist as she rocked her hips, grinding into him, meeting him thrust for thrust.

Seeing me, my father’s eyes widened for a fraction of a second before he regained his composure. If I didn’t know him better, I’d think he was ashamed, but he wasn’t. Never would be.

He lazily tapped the blonde’s thigh for her to remove herself from his dick. She straightened up, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear, before smoothing her hand over her clothing.

Everybody, including my mother knew of my father's extracurricular activities. He did whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted, with whomever he pleased. His infidelity had been a point of contention between my parents when I was younger, but mother had long ago given up trying to make him do anything he didn’t want to do or stop doing.

She stayed with him and kept her mouth shut because the lifestyle that he afforded her was worth more than her dignity or peace of mind. At least that's how I saw it.

Their marriage was a cold, transactional arrangement that I had never understood but had long since stopped questioning. It just taught me that I didn't want a marriage like theirs. I refused to repeat their mistakes.

To live a life so hollow, so devoid of real, genuine love. To be married and feel that it was okay to fuck your secretary in the middle of a business day, without even bothering to close the door — seemed sad to me.

The pretty blonde sauntered past me, a smile briefly flickering on her lips. I knew she was probably thinking I was like my brothers, but I would never share a woman with my father.

I waited patiently until my father fixed himself. He wiped his hands with wipes he pulled from the drawer, and then sprayed disinfectant, before giving me his full attention.

Clearing my throat to dispel the awkwardness, I began, "Papa, I need to talk to you about the task I was given. I had her investigated, she's got connections to Russo. I think she might be his wife’s sister. A sister that she doesn't even know she has. I've seen both, and she does look like his wife. I can't be sure that isn’t a coincidence though,” my voice stayed low and serious.

As I spoke, I watched my father's reaction closely. His eyes began to narrow and darken. He was very aware of how dangerous Russo was. If he was married to the girl's sister, and we did anything he didn’t like or deemed inappropriate, it would mean an all-out war between our families, and with Roman on his side, it would be a bloodbath.

I rotated my neck to ease some of the stiffness as I waited for him to respond. I could feel the weight of the situation heavy on my shoulders, but we needed answers, so there was no turning back.

The steady tap of his fingers started on the desk's polished surface and ceased abruptly in the same second. I could see his mind racing with all that could possibly go wrong.

"We can't afford to make any mistakes," he finally said, his voice steady and firm. "Keep watching her until you find out what we need to know but be cautious. We’ll tread carefully in this situation."

I nodded in agreement, knowing that this was one situation that could have grave consequences for both our families.

Her face flashed in my head, taking my attention away from my father. I did that a lot, got lost in thoughts of her.

“What aren’t you telling me, Son?” my father asked, drawing me back to the conversation, looking back at me with a face almost identical to mine, just with a few more wrinkles and gray hairs.

Swallowing past the unexpected dryness in my throat, I nervously adjusted the Rolex on my wrist before answering, “Nothing.” I should have told him the truth, so he could set me straight or put someone else on her. I was becoming obsessed with her. She was a beautiful enigma, and the more I learned about her, the more I wanted to know. I was in too deep. The pain in her pretty eyes had me feeling protective and wondering what if.

Papa leaned back in his chair, contemplating my words for a moment, then he nodded. I could tell he didn't believe me, evidenced by his next words. "Just remember, emotions are a double-edged sword. They can be your strength, but they can also be your downfall."




I simply nodded before leaving his office. 




I had always prided myself on being in control, and never letting anything or anyone get under my skin but she... she was different. And it was not just about her beauty or her body. It was something that drew me to her. But I told myself I would do what needed to be done for the sake of the family without jeopardizing us, even if it meant ignoring my own desire to get closer to her.


Chapter One




At five o'clock in the morning, a time when most people would be in bed, I found myself feeling trapped inside a room with my boss. 

My gaze stayed fixed on him as he sat behind his expensive mahogany desk. The air was stale and heavy, with the acrid scent of his cigarettes. It clung to every surface. He wore a scowl, trying to look imposing. His efforts fell flat, but the room still felt suffocating, tainted by his proposal.

I drew in a deep, steadying breath, feeling my chest rise and fall. As I exhaled slowly, I clenched my teeth together to keep from cursing him out as I watched him take a drag of his Newport. The smoke curled around his face and floated in my direction, making my eyes water. I hated cigarettes. The smell dragged me back to a past I had spent five years unfairly paying for and trying to forget.

He cleared his throat, his eyebrow raised. I realized he was waiting for me to answer him.

"No thank you again, Mr. Eddie. I sling bottles, not pussy," I was annoyed, and trying to keep the attitude out of my voice, but he was pissing me off. This was the third time in two days he had asked me to do some shit I told him I didn’t want to do, pressuring the fuck out of me. All because one of his clients came in and saw me and decided he had to fuck me. We were in a club full of strippers who had willing stamped on their forehead, but he had to have the one girl who wasn’t.

But that’s just how my luck was. I was vulnerable and he was pouncing.

Eddie leaned over, the gold chain around his neck sliding across the desk as the neon lights bleeding in from the single window in the room shimmered off his gold grills, accentuating the predatory gleam in his eyes.

Even in his early fifties, he still looked good. His skin was a rich, deep brown, and his body was athletic. His light brown eyes were the hard to ignore type, but there was an unmistakable sleaziness about him. You could see shadows of past sins, dark smudges clinging to his otherwise attractive exterior. He was not a good person, but really, who was I to judge? I had my sins too. Shades of gray colored us both.

"Are those bottles enough for you to keep a roof over your head? To keep paying on that nice little condo your sister left you?" his tone dripped arrogance. "How are you gonna keep up the mortgage and the bills paid slinging bottles? And what about a car? Are you gonna be able to get a car slinging bottles?"

Eddie shifted in his chair, the leather creaking softly under his weight as he leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. "This is a big client of mine. You should do this as a favor to me for hiring you," he said, gesturing to the stack of cash on the table.

He had the audacity of a pimp. Thinking he had some type of ownership over me and I should do what he said because he had given me a job when no one else would. I was grateful. I didn’t owe him anything though. But he was right about one thing. I needed the money. It would help me keep my sister's condo.

But was three thousand dollars’ worth my dignity? Dignity was all I had left of myself, all I had that was truly mine.

Not even glancing at the money, I gave him the same answer as before.  "No, thank you. I don't want to fuck anybody for money."

He scoffed, throwing his hand in my direction. “I know you ain’t no fucking virgin. Is fucking for free better?” He shook his head in disgust. “I couldn’t have no pussy and be broke.”

Tucking my lips into my mouth, I remained silent as he stared at me, waiting to see if his little pep talk would make me change my mind. It wouldn’t, and he realized that without me having to say a word.

"Suit yourself," he drawled, flicking ash onto the floor. "But I hope you're ready to face the harsh reality of having no job. What then?" He trailed off, smirking. “Where else are you gonna get hired with a felony?”

I glared across the desk at him, but his smugness never left his face. He knew he had me.

When I thought about it, I didn't really have a choice. I worked at Eddie's club, Blaze, under the table because it was hard to get a job anywhere else with a violent felony on my record. My head dropped, a feeling of defeat weighing me down.

"How about I think about it and tell you tomorrow?" I said, trying to buy myself some time.

He nodded, and I stood up to leave, ready to get the fuck out of his space.

"Good night, Monet." His eyes rolled to my exposed thighs, then up to my tits. The V-neck racerback t-shirt with Blaze in fiery red letters and the leather shorts did very little to hide most of my thick body. He licked his lips and his grills glowed ominously when he smiled.

I rolled my eyes.

He chuckled, "I hope tomorrow you see things my way and make my client a very happy man," he.

Fuck you, I thought but didn't say it.

I turned and I turned and headed towards the door.

“And Monet,” he called out.

I paused to hear what else he had to say without looking at him, “Stop calling me Mr. Eddie. It’s Eddie, just Eddie."

I said nothing as I walked out of his office. Fuck him, I’d be sure never to call him anything but Mr. Eddie.


Chapter Two




I took an Uber back to the neighborhood where my foster sister Lisa had resided. It was my neighborhood now, I guess. It was stark contrast to the dilapidated, terrifying two-story house we grew up in, that had been nestled between the projects and the city dump. Lisa and I became sisters there when I was six and she was eight, and we remained there until I was dragged out with handcuffs on my wrist days before I turned eighteen. Lisa was twenty at the time and had only stayed in that house of horrors while in college and working as a CNA because I was there. We were so close we even changed our last names to make our sisterhood official. She was Lisa Monet and I was Zara Monet.

Before I went to prison, Lisa had said she would make sure we never lived like that again, and she had really done everything she said she would for us. Too bad she wasn’t here to enjoy it with me. That’s the only thing I regretted about going to prison, losing so much time with her. While I served my five-year sentence, Lisa had become a nurse. She’d worked long hours for three years to set up a good life for me, then she left me. I’d give it all back if I could have just one more day with her.

Exhausted, I took the elevator to the fifth floor of the high-rise. My mind was heavy with thoughts of Eddie and the unresolved talk we had at the bar. I wasn’t exactly opposed to doing what he was asking, but it felt like rock bottom for me.

Entering my house, I did my ritual. It was silly, but I walked around touching everything, trying to feel Lisa's presence in her belongings. The place was very Afrocentric, with African wall tapestries, brown and green leather furniture she bought on a trip to Ghana, and handcrafted pottery on the coffee table from South Africa. It was all very odd considering my sister was a blond-haired, blue-eyed white girl.

Kicking off my Converses, I made my way to the sofa and sat down, sinking into the plush pillows. The box of her belongings was right where I left it on the coffee table. Her lawyer had given it to me along with her ashes and keys to the condo when I got out of prison. I had found out she passed three months before my release.

The box was full of pictures of us as children and her suicide letter, which I pulled out to read. I traced my fingers across the pink paper. It was so pretty you'd think it would hold more pleasant words. I read her words out loud, "Thank you for your sacrifice. The condo's in your name. I didn’t leave you a car because you drive crazy and I don’t want to be responsible for you killing yourself. Take an Uber. Smile! Don’t mourn me, Zara. I would have unalived myself a long time ago if it wasn’t for you. I’m tired now. I need to rest. I only ask one thing from you. Do you remember when we went to the beach in St. Pete with the nice social worker and her kids, the one where you can see the Skyway Bridge from? I want you to spread my ashes there, that’s it. Find love and be happy. I love you like Bugs Bunny loves carrots. See you on the other side, little sister."

I still needed to spread her ashes. But I couldn’t seem to make myself do it. They were sitting in the closet in my bedroom.

Tears blurred my vision. I cried until my sides hurt, then I pulled myself together. My mind immediately drifted to Eddie's proposal. In two years, I would own the condo Lisa left me if I were able to make payments every month. I made enough as a bottle girl to do that, but not enough for much else, like the fees that came along with it, electricity, and food. I could not lose it after all Lisa had done to get it. Leaning forward, I pulled my cell phone from my back pocket and dialed Eddie's number.

“Yeah,” he answered, his voice gruff.

"I'll do it," I forced myself to say, then hung up, angrily smashing my finger into the screen before he could respond. I didn’t want to hear any more of his bullshit. Curling up on the sofa, I closed my eyes and tried not to let my decision bother me.


Chapter Three




The sound of gravel crunching under the sharp heels of my shoes interrupted the quiet night as I stepped out of the Uber. Pausing, I ran my hand down the fabric of my white bodycon dress, smoothing its snug fit against my skin. The dress, sleeveless and off the shoulder, clung to my curves, ending midway down my thick thighs.

I checked my phone one last time for the instructions and began my walk up the long, winding driveway of the address I’d been given. I stopped at the gate and rang for entrance. Shifting my weight from one foot to the other, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath as I waited for a response. I was less than a block away from Clearwater Beach and could smell the salty water in the air. It reminded me of the summer when Lisa and I would disappear for hours and just lay on the beach in the sun. Nothing bad happened to us on the beach.

“Name,” a deep voice sounded over the intercom, cutting into my thoughts. “Zara Monet.”

Immediately, the gate buzzed and started to slide open, revealing the sight of a glass beach house. "Wow." It was fucking beautiful, with clean lines and a design I’d never seen in person, only in magazines. The sound of the waves crashing against the shore out back made me want to feel the water on my feet. I couldn't help but feel a sense of peace wash over me, despite the shady reason that brought me there.

It took me about twenty steps from the gate to the front door, and there was a set of five stairs I walked up. I had been told not to knock, so I pushed open the huge black door, letting myself in. Head high, back straight...

Upon entering, a deep voice called out, "I'm in the kitchen, walk straight back." I took a single step, then stopped, bent down, and stepped out of my heels... There was no way I wouldn't bust my ass trying to walk on the polished concrete. It felt cool against my feet.

I took in my surroundings as I did as the mystery voice instructed, heading straight back. The walls that led me out of the foyer were adorned with minimalist art in different shades of gray. The living room had a large leather sofa and a high-end entertainment system, with a massive flat-screen TV mounted on the wall as the focal point. I was impressed. I wondered what the mystery man did for a living. I didn't even know his name. I felt like I should be afraid, but I wasn't. It was because of all the monsters I had survived in my childhood.

The aroma of garlic and herbs hit me like a ton of bricks halfway through the house. The smell and sizzling sounds coming from the kitchen made my mouth water involuntarily. I should have eaten before I came, but I had been too nervous.

The first thing I saw when I exited the formal dining room and entered the commercial-sized kitchen was a head full of blond tapered hair and a wide, muscular back. My host, at least I assumed he was, had wide shoulders that were stretching the hell out of a simple white tee, while black pajama pants rode low below his tapered, muscular waist.

When he turned and his eyes landed on me, he gave me a slow appraisal from head to toe, then licked his plush lips like he could already taste me on them. My heart sped up. I had to admit he was a nice-looking man. His sharp cheekbones were perfectly complemented by a chiseled jawline. His teeth were bright white, skin clear. He looked about thirty or thirty-five years old. He could be considered very attractive, depending on what you liked. But it was his blue eyes that really stood out. They seemed familiar.

He held my gaze as he walked over, wiping his hand on the towel he was holding, then extended it in my direction. I took his hand in mine to shake. It was warm and softer than I thought it should be. As I began to withdraw my hand, his grip tightened, pulling me closer.

“You look beautiful tonight as always,” he breathed against my skin, making my spine tingle, before ducking his head. His soft lips brushed my cheek with a featherlight touch that felt too intimate. I took a giant step back so quickly that I stumbled. His hand wrapped around my wrist, keeping me upright. He smiled, pretending I hadn't almost broken my neck while introducing himself. “I'm Nikolai," he said, his grip staying strong as he stared down at me.

I blinked hard up at him. "Do I know you from somewhere?"

I swear I had never seen this man in my life, but I also felt like I knew him. Strange...

"No, Zara, you don’t," he said, finally letting my hand go to return to the stove. “I made dinner for us. I thought we could talk. I hope you don't mind," he asked, his voice dark chocolate rich.

I shook my head. “I’m not hungry," I declined.

“Relax, Zara. Sit," he persisted. The authority in his voice wasn't lost on me. He was no longer asking but telling me I had no choice but to comply.

 I sighed. I wanted to do what I had to do and go home, then I’d forget that I had done what I had to do, but I guess was eating first. He turned and gestured behind me. I turned and saw that the table in his dining room was already set with dishes. I took a seat next to the head of the table. Seconds later, he took his place beside me, standing, holding a covered dish.

He was silent until I looked up from my plate to him. He wanted my full attention and didn't speak until he got it.

"My mother is Russian, and though she’s been here in America for a long time, and I was born here, she likes to keep our family immersed in our culture. I wanted to display the skills she taught me, so I made us a four-course meal. I want you to taste a little of everything before I make us plates, so you know what you do and don't want. I chose this first dish to open our palates and set the tone for the evening," he explained, his voice low and inviting.

“Open,” he commanded. The demand in his voice made me comply before I fully comprehended his request. He gently placed a forkful of food in my mouth.

“This is caprese salad with fresh tomatoes, mozzarella, and basil, drizzled with balsamic reduction.” I chewed slowly, then licked the dressing from my lips. It was the best salad I had ever had. He then fed me butternut squash soup and Chilean sea bass, each bite had me ready for the next. I’d gone from a poor foster home to prison, I had never tasted food so good. I wanted everything. He plated my food, and we ate in silence, the clink of silverware against expensive China was the soundtrack to our awkward forced date. Dessert was lava cake with a scoop of homemade vanilla ice cream. He stared at me the entire time I ate, his gaze never leaving my face.

“Eddie told me you recently got out of prison,” he said as soon as I took my last bite of cake.

“Eddie talks too much," I said, pushing my plate away. Because of the food, I didn’t tell him to mind his own fucking business like I wanted to.

“I’ve eaten, now can we get to what I came here for?” I directed a bit of my hostility for Eddie at him and I didn’t feel bad about it.

He gave me a strange look but nodded and sat back in his chair, tucking his plump bottom lip between his straight white teeth before asking, “What is it that I can and can’t do to you?”

I was surprised by the question. He was paying me, but had fed me and was asking consent questions?

“Don’t kiss me on my lips.”

His gaze moved from my eyes to my mouth and back again. “But what if I want to, you have the most tempting lips.”

"Thank you, but still don’t kiss me."

He leaned back, appearing as if he couldn’t believe what I was saying. "How much?" he asked, his tone growing serious.

I shook my head. “No amount.”

“Everybody has a price; everybody can be bought,” he asserted confidently.

I shook my head, feeling my hair brush my shoulder. “Yeah, I can be bought, that’s obvious because I’m sitting here with you, but still no kissing.”

A smirk played on his lips. “Oscar Wilde said a simple kiss can unlock deeper feelings. Are you afraid you’d develop deep feelings for me, fall in love, maybe?” He teased.

The laugh that escaped my throat was harsh, almost mocking. “I don't know who Oscar Wilde is, but I'm not afraid of falling in love. However, with you specifically? No chance.”

A frown creased his forehead. “And what’s so wrong with me?”

“Besides the fact that I just met you, and by force. I don’t think I’ll fall in love with anybody, but you specifically because you seem like the type of man, I’d have to shoot to get rid of, and I’m not going back to prison for anything.”

It was his turn to laugh. His laughter rolled out, a rich, deep sound that filled the room. “You might be right about me,” he slid forward in his chair until he was at the edge of it.

The pads of his fingers made contact with my skin. I couldn't help but flinch slightly, his soft touch surprising me as he glided his finger gently up my fleshy thigh, leaving tingles in his wake, then they disappeared under the hem of my dress. “But I might be okay with you shooting me. You look like you have some to-die-for pussy.”

He was corny, but his hands felt good on me.

I forced myself to relax. I took a deep breath and exhaled. My body sagged against the chair. A gasp escaped my lips when he roughly pushed my legs apart, running two thick digits through my soaking slit. Liquid heat coursed through my veins.

He groaned, “No panties, just like I instructed.”

My breath got caught in my chest as my body reacted instinctively. I spread my legs further, giving him better access. He caressed and played in my pussy until my body began to violently shake.

I sighed, a sigh I’d been waiting to release. It felt so good to be touched by someone else's hand, so good that the circumstances didn’t even matter. I pressed my teeth into my bottom lip, trying to hold my composure. I was teetering on the edge of it. I needed something to hold onto. I clutched the table next to us to keep from reaching for him. The cool surface of the wood against my hand settled my nerves.

“You are fucking beautiful, you know that? You should see your face,” he breathed, working his fingers harder.

I closed my eyes, engraving the sensation his finger caused in my memory to conjure it up when I was lonely and by myself.

“My dick is so hard right now I could probably cum from just looking at you like this.”

A whimper escaped me as he pushed his fingers deeper and steadied his rhythm. I felt my wetness seeping out of me, saturating my thighs and his fingers; I sounded slippery. His thumb joined his fingers, massaging my clit in tiny circles. I couldn’t prevent my hips from joining and working with his hand.

A sudden tingle traveled from the tip of my toes to the top of my head, then settled in my pussy and grew.

My first non-self-induced orgasm made me feel like I was speeding backward in a race car on a busy highway. My heart was pounding erratically, sweat had formed on my brow and was dripping into my eyes, and every muscle in my body was drawn taut.

God, I needed that, I hadn’t realized how much.

“Stand, come here. Ride me,” he ordered. There was no room for negotiation in his tone, and he didn’t give me a chance to reply. A startled squeak escaped my lips as he leaned over, wrapped his big hands around my waist, and pulled me to sit in his lap.

“I want to kiss you so fucking bad,” A low moan escaped him, a sound that vibrated against the shell of my ear. It was followed by the unexpected sensation of his tongue tracing a line along it. My body tensed at the involuntary shiver that trailed down my spine.

Then he was kissing me on my nose, my eyelids, my cheeks, raising goosebumps on my skin. He was taunting me, walking a thin line between his wants and my boundaries. I didn’t care though, as long as his lips didn’t meet mine and he continued to make me feel good.

My hands shook as I tugged at his pajama pants until his dick popped up. It was too much for one hand and hot to touch. Impatiently, I lifted and sank down on him, savoring the pain, the feeling of being stretched.

Exhaling slowly, I ignored his lips and teeth on my chin, tipping my head back, I focused on the ceiling tiles instead of his face. I didn’t want to remember how good he looked fucking me.

A low growl rumbled in his throat. He was irritated. His kisses were not getting the reaction he wanted. He thoughtlessly ripped the top of my dress down, pulling a breathy whimper from me. The sound of the material tearing was sharp and alerting.

He distracted me from his destruction by running a warm palm over my right breast, squeezing it firmly, then teasing my nipple before sucking it into his mouth, nipping and licking until I whined and my pussy fluttered around him.

My head bounced from one side to the other.

“Talk to me, baby. Tell me you want me to cum in your pussy,” he growled before leaving my breast and nipping my ear with his teeth while stroking upwards. He hit my spot, and my eyes rolled to the back of my head. I would have said whatever he wanted in that moment.

“Cum in my pussy, please.”

Gripping my jaw, he made my eyes focus on his. “Say my name, say 'Nikolai, cum in my pussy,'” he ordered roughly.

I held his eye contact. “Nikolai, cum in my pussy. I was so close, and his filthy mouth was helping get me there.

My next orgasm broke me completely. My entire body malfunctioned as I watched his face twist and grimace as he floated through his own. Is this what pleasure was supposed to feel like? Feeling his cum shooting through his dick deep inside of me had me pulling him closer. He kept stroking me until he was empty. My body went limp, and I slid from his lap to the floor. His cum leaked from my pussy, soiling my thighs and his carpet.

“I’m not done with you yet. Bend over the chair,” he instructed. That was fine with me.

Bending over the chair, using the back to steady myself, I watched over my shoulder as he got behind me and went down on his knees. The way his eyes were glazed over with lust made my stomach clench.

“Look at you. So obedient. Such a good girl.” He praised.

Lowly, I moaned.

My skin suddenly was too tight for my flesh as I felt his tongue swipe at my asshole, he licked and sucked it, bit into the globe of my ass. The sensation felt so good I was almost blinded by it, my vision blurred and sore pussy leaked. I could feel his hand working as he jacked his own dick, chasing another nut.

For the next three hours, we straight fucked, and I had no objections. I didn’t remember falling asleep, but I woke up in the softest bed ever, wrapped in a fluffy comforter with no remembrance of how I’d gotten there.

I wanted to go back to sleep, but the hand wrapped around my wrist was a reminder of why I needed to leave instead of sleep. Nikolai snored softly as I maneuvered my way out of his hold and bed without waking him. I didn’t even stop to use the restroom. I made my way downstairs then back to the dining room and found my clothes on the floor where I’d come out of them.

Smelling like him and sex, I pulled my dress back on, grabbed my cell from his dining room table, and retraced my steps back to the front and picked up my shoes while sending for an Uber.

The sun had already started to rise as I made it down to the gate I’d entered and waited for it to open automatically, but it never did. There were no buttons to push, nothing. My phone buzzed with the notification that my Uber was approaching.

“Fuck,” I muttered under my breath. My only option was to go back and ask for his help.

“You didn’t have to sneak out. You could have woken me. I would have arranged for my driver to take you home."

Startled, I jumped at the sound of his voice behind me.

I turned around to find Nikolai standing barefoot just outside his front door, in only his pajama pants again.

Our eyes connected.

Something in me recognized something in him that my mind didn't quite understand. I held his gaze for a moment, searching for what, I don’t know, and when I didn’t find it, instead of voicing my thoughts or asking him why I felt I knew him, I shook off the strange sensation. It didn’t matter. It would be the last time I dealt with him.

“I didn’t want to wake you, and I’m okay with using Uber,” I finally answered. I gestured toward the gate. “Which is waiting if you would just let me out. I’ll be out of your hair.”

He said nothing for a moment, only the chirping of early morning birds disrupting the silence.

"I can't convince you to stay for longer, can I?" He asked, his tone suggesting he already knew the answer.

I shook my head. "I don't think so, Nikolai." A part of me wanted to say yes.

"Alright," he replied tersely, pulling out his phone. After a few seconds of typing, the gate began too slowly open.

As I walked through the now open gate, I couldn't resist a glance back. He stood there, with rays of sunshine at his back, watching me.

After stepping into the Uber, I had to force myself to not look at him again. It was time to return to reality. A reality that didn't include rich dudes who paid for your pussy but fucked you like a queen instead of a hooker. As the house disappeared from my view, I rested my head against the seat and closed my eyes.


Chapter Four




My body sagged into the cool leather seat of the Uber. Exhaustion had seeped into my bones halfway through my shift. All I had wanted to do was shower and going to bed, but I had to finish the night and now I felt half dead.

Yawning, I removed my glasses and rubbed my tired eyes. It was three o'clock in the morning, and my night at the club had taken more out of me than usual. I needed a new freaking job.

The driver, a nice-looking Hispanic guy, older, kept stealing glances in the rearview mirror. His eyes skimming over my cleavage and exposed thighs. I was still in my uniform. I usually changed before leaving the club, but tonight I just hadn’t felt like it. I clenched my teeth, already guessing where the conversation he was about to start would go.

"You look like you had a long night. I heard strippers make a lot of money, so it’s worth it, right?" He chuckled, assuming my profession due to the pickup location. His judgment sparked my temper, but I swallowed the curse words that were on the tip of my tongue. I wasn’t trying to get put out of the Uber or have this strange man try to beat me up. "Not that it's any of your business," I replied, my tone even, "but I work there as a server. I don’t dance."

Luckily for me, he simply raised his hands in surrender, offering a mumbled apology. Returning his attention to the road, the ride home was less than fifteen minutes instead of thirty since the streets were empty. As we pulled up to my destination, my exhaustion was quickly replaced by shock. Standing on the sidewalk, donning an expensive black suit that clung to his muscular frame, was Nikolai. My breath hitched as my eyes met his familiar icy-blue gaze.

"What are you doing here?" I asked, stepping out of the Uber.

He walked right up to me, invading my space, close enough that I could feel the warmth radiating from his body.

Damn, he smelled good. It was distracting, making it hard for me to be indignant at his audacity for turning up at my doorstep uninvited.

He had a self-satisfied smile playing on his lips. “I came to see you. For the second time tonight. First at the club, but you know that. You pretended not to see me." he said, his voice a low rumble. Eddie made it clear you didn’t want any more propositions from me.”

I conceded with a nod. It was true. I had seen him, and I had pretended not to see him. Two weeks had passed since our encounter. I thought of him each of those days, and butterflies went wild in my stomach every time. A clear sign that I needed to maintain my distance. Life wasn’t a fairytale, or one of the urban fictions I read in prison. I wasn’t about to let myself fool around and catch feelings for a man that bought women like suits—thinking it would end in a happily ever after.

“I distinctly remember you saying you can’t be bought. I thought maybe you could be negotiated with.” He smirked as if he was clever. I refrained from rolling my eyes, barely as he continued. “I asked Eddie what you needed, being fresh out of prison and all.”

He raised a set of keys and pushed a button. A car beeped behind me.

I turned to see the lights flash on a BMW sedan.

“A car?”

“It’s yours if you want it. With stipulations.”

My jaw dropped as I turned to look again at the sleek black BMW. It was a brand-new fucking car.

If I wanted it? Was he crazy? Of course I wanted it.

I had to force my eyes away from my new car and back to Nikolai. "And what's the price for this 'gift', Nikolai?" I wasn’t going to even pretend like I was turning it down. I had never even driven in a new car, let alone owned one. I just needed to know what it would cost me and the time to mentally prepare myself to do whatever it was.

“A few no-strings-attached hours with you,” he answered.

I rolled my eyes at his reply, but deep down, I was giddy. A whole, brand-new car for some pussy?

“Basically, you want me to be at your beck and call until you get tired of me?”

He shrugged. “Basically.”

“Where’s the title?” I wasn’t anybody's fool.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out two pieces of paper.

I took them from his hand before he tried to hand them to me and read both. The title and bill of sale.

“If Eddie told you tonight, well after midnight, where did you get a brand-new car?”

“It was in my garage already. I bought it months ago,” he said, not even bragging.

I wanted to get in my new car and drive until I was too sleepy to drive anymore, then I’d fall asleep, wake up, and start driving again. I had never had anything new except the clothes I put on my back when I got out of prison.

I shoved the paperwork and keys into my purse and said, “Come in.” I took his hand, the skin on his palms were cool and dry. I held his hand through the lobby of my condo, up the stairs, and all the way to my front door, like I was scared he’d run away and take the car with him.

I closed the front door after letting him in, then peeled out of my work uniform right in front of him. His eyes were fixed on me the entire time, tracing the lines of my body as if he were committing every curve to memory. My heart raced, and my skin prickled. Moisture pooled between my shaky thighs.

“I need a shower. Make yourself comfortable,” I said, leaving him before he even sat down.

In my room, I took the extra time to braid my hair down into two cornrows and wrap it before the shower.

I waited to feel disgusted about what I was about to do for a car, but no dirty or bad feelings ever came. Probably because it was a brand-new fucking car, and if Nikolai would have shown up with nothing, I probably would have fucked him anyway. Simply because he felt good.

I lathered myself, washing away the lingering smell of the club, and stepped out feeling renewed. Slipping into my robe, I made my way back to the living room.

Seeing Nikolai holding the neck of my bottle of Black Girl Magic Rosé wine in his huge hand made me smile. His head rested against the back of the sofa, legs sprawled comfortably wide, his eyes closed. He looked worn. His eyes popped open when I stepped between his legs. I dropped my robe.

I covered my nervousness with humor. “I’m nice and clean now. Your wish is my command, car fairy. What is it that you want me to do?”

Locking his gaze on mine, then he slowly trailed down my body. Leaning forward, the bottle of rosé momentarily forgotten, with his free hand, he traced over the stretch marks on my hips, then up my slightly rounded belly until he cupped my breast.

He watched me with a hunger in his eyes that had never been directed at me. It made me feel light as a feather.

“I would like nothing more than for you to kiss me like you love me,” he said, flicking my nipple, distracting me from becoming annoyed. I knew he only wanted to kiss me because I told him he couldn’t. Men like Nikolai were used to women folding when they said fold.

“But I know that’s out of the question. I’ll settle for you wrapping those pretty little lips around my dick."

Drawing my lip between my teeth, my eyes traveled down to the bulge in his pants.

I wouldn’t protest or object. Grabbing the bottle from his hand, I raised it to my mouth and drank what was left, which wasn’t much, before dropping to my knees in front of him and sitting the bottle beside me, unbuckling his belt and unzipping his pants. I stuck my hand inside. I gripped him through his boxers. He was hard and warm to the touch. I slicked my thumb over the head and gathered the pre-cum leaking from his tip.

A sharp, almost inaudible hiss escaped from between his teeth. When I kissed the head, he groaned deep from his chest. Slowly easing every inch into my mouth, I took my time, eliciting all kinds of noises as I went.

“Zara,” Nikolai whispered my name as I started moving and found a good pace. His hips rocked up when my head bobbed down. I came up slow and went down again. He started throbbing, so I knew he was already getting ready. I sped up. He sucked in a deep, ragged breath and cursed. He pushed my head down further. I let him. He came without warning. I took all of it in my mouth and swallowed. When he stopped jerking, I sat back on my heels and waited for what came next.

My body was responding, creaminess saturating my thighs. My pussy so wet for him. I hoped he would be as passionate as he was that first night.

His head rested against the sofa. He was panting, his chest rising and falling rapidly as he tried to catch his breath.

He had barely composed himself when he ordered me to rise. I pushed myself from the floor, climbed into his lap, and lifted up enough to slide down onto his dick. He was so hard. His mouth hung open, and his eyes sagged closed as I did. My breath caught in my throat when he reached around; my body spilled from his hand as he spread me open, going deeper. “Oh my God,” I whispered. I was so wet, sloppy. You could hear every stroke he gave me.


Chapter Five




Sunlight bled through the curtains, snatching me awake. The first thing I did was check the clock on my phone because it felt like I'd been asleep for too short a time.

It was two in the afternoon. Nikolai was still asleep, snoring lightly. I was tired but couldn't go back to sleep, not with him lying beside me. I was itching to get up, but part of me also wanted to do some creepy shit like stare at him. I decided against it but ended up doing it anyway. I studied his face. His hair fell in soft waves over his forehead, and his long eyelashes cast shadows over his high cheekbones. His lips were slightly parted, naturally full. The urge to kiss them caught me off guard.

Was this what normal people did? Watch each other sleep? I shook my head at the ridiculousness of my thoughts.

I gently slipped out of bed, trying not to wake him, and tiptoed to the bathroom to freshen up.

After a shower and putting on a t-shirt and leggings, I wanted food but I didn’t have groceries. I sat at my kitchen island, scrolling through my delivery apps. As I browsed, an impulse took hold, and I got carried away, ordering Nikolai an all-black Nike tech suit, boxers, joggers, t-shirts, and expensive body wash. I figured something comfortable to wear home and a meal was the least I could give him after he'd given me a car and too many orgasms to count. A man couldn't live on sex alone...

I kept second-guessing myself, though, as I waited for it all to be delivered. Was I doing too much? Maybe. In the end, I did it anyway.

I was loading the dishwasher when Nikolai came walking into my kitchen butt naked. It was six at night. He eyed me suspiciously.

"Why didn't you wake me?" His fresh-out-of-sleep voice was deep and rich and made me want to ask him for a hug for some reason.

I shrugged. "Looked like you needed the sleep. You snore like a polar bear." I laughed, trying to distract myself from letting my gaze wander over his naked form, but my eyes had a mind of their own, rolling over and down his body. God, he was perfect. I wanted to sigh. I wanted to reach out and touch him, to feel his skin against mine.

He cleared his throat, and I quickly looked up from his dick, feeling a rush of heat flooding my face.

He whispered something in Russian, his voice low.

"What did you say?

"It's better if you don't know right now."

Now I really wanted to know what he had said so badly, but the way he was looking at me was too intense, so I decided to let it go. Changing the subject, I said, “You can shower in my bathroom. There are new towels, I bought something for you to put on. There's a brand-new toothbrush too, body wash, and cologne. I’ll have your food ready when you come out.”

“You bought me clothes and cologne?”

I nodded. “It’s the least I could do.”

He hesitated for a moment, just staring at me, as if trying to read my thoughts. Then, without a word, he turned and retraced his steps back toward my bedroom. I sighed in relief as he disappeared from my view. My heart was pounding. The situation felt unreal. I tried to shake off the feeling but settle for the distraction of cleaning when I couldn’t. if I thought about our arrangement too long, I might have freaked out. Foster care and prison hadn't prepared me for anything that was happening in my life at the moment.

Nikolai reappeared from the bathroom almost an hour later, freshly showered and dressed only in the joggers I'd bought him. His big, well-maintained feet were bare. His hair was damp. He looked like he belonged in my home.

He smelled better than I'd imagined, wearing the cologne I'd bought him. I had no idea what it would smell like when I ordered it, but Killian Black Phantom had sounded like something he'd wear. I wanted to strip him naked and ride him again. I was in too deep.

"Calm your ass down, Zara, this is a means to an end, not a love affair," I chided myself mentally.

He sat down at the kitchen island, his eyes on me. "You seem a bit flustered. Is everything okay?"

He was being a smart ass. He knew why I was flustered.

I nodded, my voice catching in my throat. I cleared it before speaking, "Yeah, I'm fine. It's just that... all of this, it's not something I'm used to, you know? But I’ll get over it."

I brought the food over to the table and sat it down in front of him. Salmon and shrimp Alfredo.

He looked up, his eyes settling on my face. “You’re not joining me?” he asked, disappointment lacing his words.

I shook my head. “No, I ate a while ago while you were sleeping.”

The look he gave me then was hard to read, a mix of understanding and something else—But I didn’t linger on it. I was feeling nostalgic, and I didn’t have to work. I planned to watch "Poetic Justice," "Love and Basketball," and indulge in Uber Eats later, then sleep until my body woke me up.

I left him in the kitchen.

"Poetic Justice" was at the part where Justice boyfriend was shot when Nikolai joined me in the living room. He lingered at the end of the sofa for a moment too long. I spared him a quick glance.

"Do you want to watch with me?" The words left my mouth before I really thought about them. I bit into my lip nervously. I'd die if he said no.

I was surprised when he said yes and took a seat on the sofa. Drawing my foot into his hand, he started massaging it, and my eyes rolled back into my head. That’s how we remained for the next four hours.

As the credits started, he suddenly spoke up. “I don’t understand how Quincy ended up with the girl. He was a narcissistic asshole,” Nikolai said, referring to the character in "Love and Basketball."

I turned to face him, tilting my head slightly “It was meant to be romantic.”

He visibly cringed. “Why?”

“It's romantic because it's about two people, who despite their flaws and the challenges they face, find their way back to each other.”

"The girl who doesn’t like to kiss and thinks she’ll never fall in love is a romantic?" he teased.

My lip curved into a smirk. “I didn’t say I don’t like to kiss. I said I didn’t want you kissing me. It's too intimate for what we are.”

His demeanor shifted to serious. “And what if we become more?” he asked.

"We won’t," I said, my voice just above a whisper. I fixed my eyes on the screen, unable to meet his gaze, afraid that he'd see all the broken pieces of me. I knew no one besides Lisa would ever love me.

"But what if..." he began.

I shook my head, cutting him off. "Look. I’m not some fairy-tale princess type, waiting for a happily ever after. My past... it's dark, filled with shit I try to rarely think about. Sometimes I’m a romantic. I want to watch and hear about women being rescued, loved, wined, and dined, and having meet-cutes, but I can’t see myself in their places. Too much bad has happened."

“Okay,” he replied simply. “What movie is next?”

I cleared my throat of the emotion clogging it.

“You don’t have anywhere to be?”

I could feel his eyes on the side of my face.

“Do you want me to leave, Zara. Just tell me?”

“No." I was embarrassed at how fast the no slipped out of my mouth, but I was being truthful. I was lonely.

“Then start the movie.” He said before giving his attention to the TV.

It was hard to keep the smile off my face as I started "Jason's Lyrics."

He was still there a day later when I was preparing to go to work at ten. We hadn’t even had sex, just watched movies, ate, and talked about random stuff.

Now he was lying on my too-small bed shirtless, his eyes were fixed on my thighs. “The Photograph” was playing in the background.

“I don’t think you want to go in. You shouldn’t if you don’t want to. I can call Eddie.”

I shrugged. “Okay.” He didn’t have to tell me twice. I never wanted to go to that place.

“If you can get Eddie to say it’s okay.” I started re-plaiting my afro.

He pushed up from my bed and made his way into the living room where his phone was. When he came back, I had taken his place on the bed in just my underwear, tucked in the sheet from the waist down. He stood at the door, looking in for a second before walking over and grabbing my hand. "Come shower with me."

I shrugged again. “Okay.” Though I had just showered minutes earlier. I let him pull me from the bed, and I followed him into the bathroom.

Being with him was starting to feel dangerously comfortable. I knew I was letting my guard down too soon. Life and prison had taught me that was always the wrong thing to do. But at the moment, I couldn't bring myself to care.


Chapter six




Nik had something to do and I couldn't get Eddie to let me take the night off again without a call from him, so I had to go to work and I was pissed about it. My jaw was clenched  so tightly it hurt my teeth as I weaved through the rowdy crowd.

Swerving to the right, I dodged a man who was reaching for me. These grabby motherfuckers would think I was in the wrong if I stabbed one of them in the hand, was my thought before I felt another set of rough fingers snake under my shirt and wrap around my waist. Before I could react, I was on the strange man’s lap. He held me in a death grip. No matter which way I moved, I couldn’t break free. The men he came with howled and cackled like it was funny. Since they wanted a show, I'd give them one. I reared back and drove my elbow sharply into his stomach. His grip loosened just enough for me to slip away.

“You fucking bitch!” He yelled loud enough to be heard over the music, drawing eyes in our direction. His pale face twisted with anger.

Standing my ground, I stared down at him. “Fuck you. Keep your fucking hands to yourself next time,” I yelled back, before bending and tipping over the two-hundred-dollar bottle of liquor he’d just paid for with my ten dollar press ons.  I didn’t take time to watch the contents drain to the floor. I walked away, head held high.

Over my shoulder, I called to the bartender, “Send another girl to their table.” I refused to serve that man another drink. He’d crossed a line, and I wasn’t going to be the one to cater to his disrespect. Fuck him.

I knew Eddie was going to have a fit when he found out what I’d done, but I didn’t care. He needed to enforce the no-touching rule, or he was going to have to fire me.

As punishment, Eddie kept me an extra hour, making me count inventory and help clean up. By the time I finished, I was the last one to leave the club. The bouncers had already left, and I wasn’t about to wait around for Eddie.

I navigated my way through the dimly lit parking lot. I knew something was wrong before I even got to my car. The smell of cologne was so strong it made my nose itch.

Before I could turn back, the dude from earlier stepped out from behind a Range Rover, looking so much bigger in the light than he had sitting in the club.

My heart kicked into overdrive. I took a step back, one single step.

Without a word, he lunged at me. His hands clamped around my neck. He dragged me toward the huge row of trash cans that lined one side of the parking lot. I clawed at his hands, struggling to free myself, screaming and fighting, but he was just so strong it was pointless. A punch to my jaw took most of the fight out of me as my head spun.

Behind the dumpster, he shoved me to the ground, kicked my legs apart with his foot, then collapsed on top of me, crushing the air from my lungs, securing my hands above my head.

His heavyweight was unmovable no matter how much I bucked. I prepared myself to survive whatever he was about to do to me. I zoned out, remembering the day with Lisa on the beach.

“Shut the fuc—" Suddenly, his words stalled. In one swift motion he was lifted off me. Through my tears, I saw Nikolas's familiar eyes. They were filled with concern and fury as he helped me from the ground, his warm hand wrapping around my wrist settled my nerves a bit.

He pulled me into him for a quick hug, then let me go. “Go home, Zara. Don’t tell anybody what happened here."

I was too shocked to respond verbally. The words just wouldn’t come out. Nodding gratefully, I stumbled away. My legs nearly went weak under the weight of my sadness, fear, and anger. I’d been put in the position to be hurt too many times. I was exhausted.

Before I left the alley, I turned back to look at my would-be attacker, who was now crumpled on the ground, surrounded by Nikolai and two of the men he was always with. A fleeting sensation of guilt pricked at my conscious, but I quickly reminded myself that he had intended to harm me. With that thought, I turned my back on him and hurried home, grateful for my rescue and escape.


Chapter Seven




I was drowning…

My nerves hadn’t settled since the incident and I had been drinking for hours. The alcohol kept my ghost at bay. I raised my glass for another sip of courage. The cheap gin burned the back of my throat as I took a swallow.

It was nine o’clock the next night when Nikolai knocked at my front door. I actually sighed a sigh of relief. With my free hand, I reached for the door handle, my fingers brushing over the cool metal. My hand was trembling, but I managed to maintain my grip on the glass I was holding and pull.

Summer walkers Riot leaked out into the hallways as I opened my front door for him, it had been on repeat all day. The first thing I wanted to do was ask him about the man in the club, was he dead? but I wouldn’t.

I was too tipsy to keep myself from touching him as he passed by. I dragged my hand down his back, feeling his tight muscle through his jacket.

He was in a suit again, it looked as if it was tailored just for him, without a wrinkle.

Inside, without uttering a word, he took off his gun and holster, placing them carefully on the table beside my couch. Then removed his jacket.

The way he did it, all smooth like was sexy. Everything about him was sexy.

He greeted me with a kiss on my forehead that made my stomach feel funny, before checking the bruise on my face. It was purple and angry looking. He frowned at it and shook his head.

Then he took a step back.

His chilling blue eyes assessed me more as much as I assessed him. Just like always the feeling of familiarity had me trying to figure out where I knew him from before now, despite the fact that I knew the first night I met him was the first night I’d ever met him. Maybe in another life, where I was a princess and he was my fairy prince.

when he finally spoke, he asked. "Where's your family, Zara? Who loves and protects you?”

"She's dead." I replied shortly, feeling a familiar spasm in my chest. It hurt thinking about Lisa. Tears welled in my eyes. I raised my hand and wiped them away.

I didn’t want to dwell on her, not now. I had to keep moving, keep living,

He opened his mouth to say something, but I cut him off. I hated platitudes. I changed the subject.

"What do you do? I know if you have business with Eddie, it can't be legal."

His vibe screamed Kingpin or mafia boss.

"I work," was all he offered, successfully dodging the question.

I didn't push him to answer, maybe it was best I didn’t know.

"Why don't you like to kiss?" he asked. "I know you like to fuck," he added.

I raked my teeth over my bottom lip, irritated at both his question and statement. 

" You with this again. Do you really need an answer?" We were holding this conversation standing fifteen feet apart in middle of the living room floor, his presence made the space feel too small.

He nodded. "Yes, because you have a mouth made for kissing and it’s a shame I won’t ever get to experience it. “

I hesitated for a moment to tell him but said fuck it, I’d tell him the truth. he had earned an answer. "My foster brother used to make me do bad things. He liked me to kiss him while I did them. He had really nice lips. I liked kissing him at first. Liking it made me feel ashamed. I don't kiss anymore."

"So why did you try and kill him if you liked it?"

My throat grew thick with emotions. “You’re nosey" I sniffed. “I said, I liked kissing him, but all the rest of the stuff he wanted me to do, I didn't like." I clarified, my voice shaking.

“And I only liked kissing him at first.”

For years I lived with shame for liking it. It took me five years of counseling to realize there was nothing wrong with me liking his kisses. That's the natural reaction to someone you find attractive kissing you well. “I hurt him because he threatened to start doing the same to my sister Lisa. Lisa wasn't strong enough to handle what he did to me. Luckily, he didn’t die or I wouldn't be sitting here having this rousing conversation with you, but I'm also sorry he didn't die. All I did was make him angrier at women and girls than he already had been. I heard he nearly killed two other little girls his parents took in after me. He got less times for hurting them than I did for hurting him. He was out of prison before I was. Too bad I didn’t kill him.

His expression didn't change, but I could see his jaw clenching. “You still want him dead?” He asked me.

I chuckled “Yeah.” I was too tipsy to take the conversation seriously.

" I'd stab him so many times this time, he wouldn’t survive. Then I'd take a souvenir. He always wore this chain with his initials. It used to dangle in my face when...” The rest I left unsaid. I was sure he could figure it out.

He looked at me with only understanding in his eyes, no judgment and in that moment, I felt okay with sharing my past with him.

Being able to tell someone outside of my therapist and the people who put me in jail —what had happened to me made me feel a little less alone in the world. I didn’t like the feeling of being vulnerable though. I needed another drink.

“You want a drink?” I asked “Have a seat” I offered. Glass in hand, I then turned to head for the kitchen, he stopped me wrapping his big hands around my waist and pulling me to him.

“I think you had enough. Your eyes are bloodshot and you can barely walk.”

He was wearing my cologne again. I wanted to bury my face in his chest and cry.

“You need a warm bath and sleep.”

I nodded. I didn’t feel like having to think so I let him. With a firm hand on my back, he led me to the bathroom.

The bathroom light felt too harsh against my alcohol-clouded eyes. I closed them and trusted him. I heard the water start. He helped me out of my clothes, the same ones I’d been wearing when leaving the club and into the warm water, all the while treating me with a gentleness that I wasn’t used to. I was silent as he washed me, barely breathing. His suit shirt became drenched in the process, the fabric clinging to his muscular form. He didn’t seem to care. His focus was solely on me, ensuring I was alright.

After the bath, he wrapped me in one of my large white fluffy towels, drying me off gently. His cool touch against my heated skin was soothing, grounding me in the midst of my drunken haze. Then he guided me to the bedroom, tucking me into the soft sheets.

I was silent as he sat down at the edge of the bed, looking at me with softness in his eyes that I had only received from Lisa. That's when the words spewed out, almost on their own volition.

I sat up, the covers slipped down leaving my breast exposed, my nipples grew tight. “You’re the first person besides my sister who ever tried to save me. The first person who fought for me. The first person besides her who cared for me. Kiss me and ill try to kiss you back.” I blurted out. My eyes were downcast, sweat on my brow. I was nearly in a paNiked state.

A lump formed in my throat, as I willed my tears away. “Don’t say anything, just do it before I lose it and start crying...” I managed to choke out, my voice barely above a whisper.

Something in me wanted to try to be normal for him. Normal people kissed the people they liked. They shared small intimacies without the world crashing down on them.

It was just a kiss, I told myself. Then why was my heart beating unnecessarily fast?

He moved slowly, like you would towards a wounded animal you didn't want to attack you. He cupped my face with his warm hand. Pressed a kiss to my forehead, then my right cheek, then the other. My breathing grew ragged with each touch of his lips.

When his mouth finally met mine, it was with the softest of contact. It wasn't like the kisses of the past. This was different. I didn’t want to put words to what I was feeling so I closed my eyes, immersing myself in the sensation. 

When he stopped kissing me, he laid us down, my head on his wet shirt, his fingertips grazed the skin over her spine as held me. Before I knew it I was asleep. When I woke up he was gone and I didn’t know what to think about that.


Chapter eight




I was daydreaming about Nikolai again. I had been avoiding him since the night we’d kissed, for about a week. 

I still couldn’t believe I had initiated it. And now I was terrified about what would happen next. I liked him, but men like Nikolai didn't really deal with women like me outside of sex. I had nothing to offer him.

 He was rich, educated, and had the world at his feet. And me? I was just Zara, the foster kid, fresh out of prison. The only things I owned worth any value— someone else had given them to me. 

All the above had me thinking it would be easier now to cut ties with him before like turned to something deeper and I ended up with my feelings hurt.

Someone tapping on my shoulder drew my attention from my sad thoughts.

I looked up to find Nichelle A.K.A. Chocolate Drop crowding me. Staring at me through my vanity mirror. She was gorgeous, with black velvet skin, a pretty round young face, big baby doll eyes, and a body most girls were paying for. It wasn’t surprising she was Eddie’s best dancer.

“Eddie said it’s your birthday, is that true?”

She was nice but kind of reckless. One night she got drunk, and a group of dudes tried to walk her out of the club while she was out of it. I walked her right back in after having to damn near fight them to let her go.

After that incident, she became persistent about us being friends. She didn’t think one of the other girls would have done the same. That made me sad because it highlighted just how cutthroat and lonely the world could be.

We’d gotten dinner before work a couple of times and she’d spoken up for me so her regular customers didn’t bother me and tipped well. 

We probably could have been good friends if she didn’t pop pills like they were vitamins and drink like a fish. I tried Molly once. The way it made me forget about my past was good, but dangerous. I saw what drugs did to people when I was in foster care, then prison. I had too many ghosts in my past to mess around with addiction. I kept my distance, avoiding temptation, which meant avoiding her. But I couldn’t help feeling protective over her. She had the same sad eyes I saw in Lisa.

“It is, why?” I turned around to look directly at her. The rest of the girls, about ten of them, minded their business. They didn’t really mess with me or Nichelle.

She pulled a box from behind her back, extending it towards me. “I got you a little something."

I stared at it. Lisa had been the only person to ever give me a birthday present.

I reached out and took it, just holding it, letting the weight of the box settle into my palm.

"You didn't have to," I murmured, tracing the edges of the pretty designs with my fingers.

Nichelle gave me a smile, a soft, genuine one that curved her plush brown lips into a bow.

"I know. But I wanted to. You’re so nice and respectful of everybody. When you made sure those guys didn’t walk off with me that first night you were here, I knew you were good people."

I wanted to cry.

Clapping her hands, she rocked back and forth on her heel feet. “Come on, birthday girl, don't keep me waiting," she sang. I liked listening to her talk when she was excited. She had a southern accent thick as molasses.

I carefully unwrapped the gift to find a dainty silver necklace with a pendant that were initials, ZM.

I was a second away from crying now.

"It's beautiful. Thank you," I managed to say without bursting into tears.

“You are more than welcome, Beloved. Now stop looking like you're about to hug me and go to your locker, put on the dress that's hanging in there, and we’re out. You’re not working tonight, but Eddie is paying you. We’re going to the club.”

“But we work in the club...”

Nichelle laughed, "Not a booty-clapping club, this is a lot different. Trust."

I was still hesitant, but I’d rather be anywhere but work or at home, alone.

After pulling on the dress, I stared down at myself. It was a sultry, brown strapless mini dress that stopped mid-thigh, hugged every curve, and was nearly the same shade as my skin, making me look naked — it was too attention-drawing. I wanted to take it off. I didn’t.

After finger-combing my puffs into my signature afro, I studied the reflection staring back at me. I looked happy. My eyes were bright. My skin glowed. When had this happened?

“You coming?” Nichelle broke me out of my staring contest with myself — we hit the streets. Nichelle drove us in her Land Rover. We rode for about twenty minutes before we reached an exclusive club downtown. The kind where the doors were always guarded, and money' was the only language that spoke. It was indeed a lot different from where we worked.


Chapter nine




My eyes were fixated on Zara as she left the club hand in hand with one of the strippers, one she had no business being around. Zara was too naive. She trusted people too easily.  I wanted to go after her, but I was there on business.

Flanked by my kid brother and cousin Lev, I couldn’t show my hand. “Lev, you and Anton go have the men start unloading the guns. I’ll speak with Eddie myself.”

Lev gave me a strange look but walked away to do what I told him. I tapped the shoulder of the waitress passing me. She was attractive, the shade of caramel with a small frame and a bald head. Eddie had some of the best-looking women in the city working for him. “Where are Zara and the other girl going?”

She looked up at me and smiled. “I know you. You come here with Eddie and Zara. That’s the only reason I’m telling you her business. It’s Zara's birthday. Chelle is taking her to Vincent's club to celebrate. She's hoping Vincent and Zara hit it off. Lucky bitch. I would give my left titty to fuck with his fine ass,” she said, then sauntered off.

“What’s wrong, Nik?” My brother Anton spoke loud enough to be heard over the music in the club. I hadn’t even realized he hadn't walked off with Lev.

"You looked like you were about ready to morph into the Hulk as soon as she said that guy's and Zara’s name in the same sentence."

"Nothing,” I spat. I was seeing red at the thought of Zara seeing another man, after spending a week dodging me at every turn.

“Oh God, what did you do? That vein in your neck is going crazy.”

I grabbed him by the coat and pulled him toward the back exit, then through it. I started pacing as soon as we were in the alley. The air was humid, making my underarms sweat.

Running a hand through my hair in frustration, I turned to face him. “I fucked up. I swear I was just watching her, then something in me needed to speak to her, hear her voice just once, and she never even looked at me whenever I tried to talk to her. Then one night I was downstairs and she was mopping the locker room and dancing to one of the girls' onstage music. She was fucking beautiful, and her eyes weren't filled with pain for once.

“I talked to Eddie about her,” My hands clenched and unclenched at my sides as I recalled the conversation. He said she was the strait-laced type that did her job and went home. He knew why I was asking about her. He said she wouldn't be interested in me. Before I knew it, I had offered him five thousand for a night with her. She said no, but then Eddie called me and said she changed her mind.

I gave her instructions, made her get tested. She came over in this tight white dress I had told her to get.” My eyes rolled to the back of my head, at the memory of her walking into my kitchen. 

 “I knew it would look sinful on her skin.

She ate mother’s food I'd cooked for her. She didn't nibble at it. She ate, at first from my very own fork.

Later she told me not to kiss her when I had been thinking about nothing else but kissing her, so I fucked her until my anger over it subsided, then I gave her a car, I paid her mortgage. She brought me cologne I don’t even like, but I wear it every fucking day because of her. I killed one of these club dwellers for daring to put his hands on her, and I want to kill this Vincent fucking prick.”

Anton threw up his hands. “Whoa, big brother, rewind to the part where you killed someone? Did you have a cleanup crew come, and how did you get them without Father finding out? You bought her a car?” He yelled the last part as if it was the worst part.

Technically. It was the one in the garage, and I've killed people before without Father finding out.

He just stared at me.

I could see Anton was struggling to keep up with what I was saying, but I couldn't slow down. “Take care of Eddie, then meet me in the morning to finalize everything.” I started walking towards the mouth of the alley. My guards were parked outside the front of the club.

Anton caught up with me. He grabbed my arm, forcing me to face him. He was my younger brother by ten years and looked like a young replica of me. He was just as strong. I would have had to use force to leave, so I gave him a minute to speak.

Anton chuckled nervously, “You can't just walk away from a business deal before it's done.”

I shrugged. “The half a million we made off Eddie is minuscule. We only dealt with him because of her. Fuck him, deal with it. Don’t do it at all. I don’t care” I barked.

“Damn, Bro. You should let me have a go at the pussy. It gotta be good if it has the good son acting like the fuck off."

Before I knew it I had him against the wall, hemmed up by his collar. "Say that shit again so I can break your fucking teeth." My glare was icy, daring him to repeat his words. When he just shook his head, I shrugged him away from me and resumed walking. I was going to find Zara.

Anton yelled behind me. "Be careful. Don't do anything rash."

I couldn’t promise him anything.


Chapter ten




The bouncer at the club Chelle took me to was fine as fuck. The didn’t make no sense type of fine. Even wearing a simple black button-up and black chinos, he looked like a model. His deep wave, low-cut Caesar seemed to have been freshly cut. His big six-foot-six-inch, at least two-hundred-pound body was cut to precision too.

 I had to crane my neck to look at him, and when he smiled down at me, all thirty of his teeth were bright white, and I could tell by a few crooked ones they were all his. He locked eyes with me, but it was Nichelle he spoke to. After some whispered words, he let us in with a nod.

Nichelle leaned close, speaking loud enough to be heard over the music; she smelled like honeysuckle. "You caught someone’s attention.”

“Who? The guy at the door? He’s the bouncer, every pretty girl probably catches his attention.”

She shook her head with a knowing smile curving her thick lips.. “No, that’s Vincent, the owner. And I doubt he entertains most of these hoes. He likes big, thick, fine women like you, so he definitely doesn’t fuck with everybody. And he gave us the best table; that wasn’t because of me, and I’ve been friends with him for years. He likes you.” She said before she grabbed my right hand in hers, then threw her free hand up. She started rapping along with the song as she pulled me through the crowd to a roped-off VIP section. We were let in without any trouble.

We took a seat on a plush black sofa in the corner, before we sat down good, a waitress popped up out of nowhere. “Can I take your order? Start you out with a bottle?” She smiled prettily, waiting for us to respond.

Before we could decide, Vincent stepped in. He properly introduced himself to me with a handshake before ordering for us. An Expensive bottle of wine I politely declined. I didn’t want to be fucked up with a bunch of strangers.

"Can I get a dance then?” He held out his hand for me to take.

I hesitated to say yes.

His attention was flattering, but every look from him, every touch laced me with guilt. I kept thinking about Nikolai. What had been developing between us. I liked him.

But the reality of the matter was that, he was not my man, and he hadn’t said he wanted to be, I shouldn't have been feeling any type of way about meeting someone new. I said fuck it, it was my birthday. I decided to dance. With bottle in hand, Nichelle had already excused herself and was grinding in the corner with one of her regulars from the club we worked at. I was going to enjoy myself too.

Vincent led me to the dance floor in the VIP area. The bass from the speakers sent vibrations through my body as I moved making me feel more alive.

Before I knew it Vincent's grip on my waist was tight. I don’t know how or when I went from dancing innocently with this man to being close enough to share the same breath. His hold on me was possessive and protective, as if he instinctively knew I was nervous and wanted to run away. I felt good in his arms. He smelled good, like expensive whiskey and cocoa butter. His body heat spread warmth across my skin.

His eyes lingered on mine, holding me hostage. I glanced away, breaking the connection that was being made. I didn't need another man to be in like with.

Vincent's hand gently tilted my chin, guiding my gaze back to meet his. Forcing me to look at him. “Who hurt you, Zara? You have a sadness about you, just underneath the surface,” he whispered, his voice soft. The intensity of his question caught me off guard. Was I that easy to read? The walls I’d built to shield myself felt momentarily transparent under his gaze. I didn’t like feeling see through.

"No one worth mentioning," I mumbled, trying to deflect.

“You should give me a chance, maybe I can help fix what’s been broken.”

I laughed. “You're a club owner and a therapist?”

He shook his head. “Ater what Nichelle has told me about you, something tells me I could love you in a way that makes you forget the pain,” he replied with so much conviction it sent shivers down my spine.

"Love doesn't fix broken pieces," I whispered, more to myself than to him, trying to attach an anchor to my emotions. Tonight had me in my feelings too much. I closed my eyes and buried my head in his chest.

He leaned in closer. "Maybe it can’t," he conceded, "but it can mold you into someone better."

I opened my eyes to respond, and they landed on Nikolai. Something visceral stirred in my soul as our eyes connected."

Two of his men were with him, the two from the night I was attacked at the club.

My heart dropped to my stomach. Instinctively I pulled away from Vincent's embrace. I was suddenly very aware of how close we’d been and how comfortable we looked with each other.

Nikolai, dressed in all black, was walking in our direction. He weaved effortlessly through the throng of people separating us. 

A mix of hurt, anger, and something undefinable had his blue eyes stormy. It was clear he'd seen the intimacy shared between Vincent and me and didn’t like it.

I went to walk off to meet him, but Vincent stopped me just as Nikolai reached us. Vincent hadn’t seen him yet. Nikolai tapped on his shoulder.

Vincent looked back, smiled, and greeted him like they knew each other.

I was a deer caught in headlights as Nikolai leaned forward and whispered something into Vincent's ear.

The smile on Vincent's face slowly slid away. He nodded understandingly, then turned to me.

“This you, Zara?” he asked, looking disappointed.

What the fuck was I supposed to say? Was I to dispute whatever Nik had told him? I simply nodded.

I hadn’t realized I was clutching my throat until Nikolai reached out to take my hand.

Vincent stepped in front of me, blocking him. Pulling me into a hug, I hugged him back without thought. My eyes never left Nikolai’s.

Vincent whispered against my ear. “It was nice to meet you, Zara. Call me anytime and buy yourself something pretty for your birthday. I’ll tell Nichelle you left and are safe." Vincent pressed something into my hand. Then pulled away, letting his fingertips graze my skin before disappearing into the crowd.

Nikolai was eyeing me, his jaw tight. I gave him my empty hand and walked by his side out of the club.

The night was still and quiet once the heavy door blocked the music from spilling out. The SUV Nikolai always came to visit Eddie in was parked at the curb. He didn’t say a word to me, just opened the car door. Before he let me in, he pulled what I was holding from my hand. I got a glimpse of a card and a wad of money. He dropped it all to the ground, then helped me into the car, fastening my seatbelt for me. He didn’t speak until we pulled out of the club's parking lot. At a stop sign, he asked, “What did he say to you that made you look like you wanted to cry?”

I looked over at him. His voice was calm, but his eyes weren’t.

“He said he could love me well enough to fix what’s broken in me,” I told him, not feeling the need to hide the conversation.

Nikolai's grip on the steering wheel tightened to the point I thought it might snap. "Zara," he began, his voice thick and restrained with something deeper than anger. "You don’t need to be fixed. You're not a project or some broken toy. You deserve love that sees and values you for who you are, as you are.”

He paused, running his tongue across his teeth.

“You've faced more than most people ever will, and you're still standing. That doesn't mean you're broken. It means you're resilient. And anyone who doesn’t see that is fucking blind." He cursed in Russian, or at least it sounded like a curse word.

He said nothing else after that, leaving me to think about what he said and what Vincent had said. I agreed with Nikolai. I didn’t want to be anybody’s project; I wanted to be loved and accepted for who I was, scars and all.

“You’re right. I agree with you,” I said, stealing a glance at Nikolai. His eyes were focused on the road, his grip on the steering wheel not as tight.

I zoned out as we drove in silence, not realizing we were driving for a longer time than it would have taken to get me home.

When the SUV pulled to a stop, without a word, Nikolai got out and came around to open my door. I hesitated for a moment before taking his offered hand.

I didn’t know where we were, but the weight of the silence between us was so thick and suffocating it made the hair on my neck stand on end. I didn’t want to be the one to break it, so I let him help me out of his car and then followed him toward a sleek, modern house set back from the road, hidden behind tall trees.

He led me inside, quietly. The heavy front door he let me into closed behind us with a thud that echoed in the silent hallway. The interior was dimly lit, with shadows casting dark silhouettes against the minimalist decor.

He paused and finally turned to face me. “Why did Vincent give you his card and money?"

I knew why he was asking, and I wasn’t even offended, not with how we met.

“He told me to call him, and the money was a gift for my birthday.”

His eyes narrowed. “Why didn’t you tell me it was your birthday, Zara? Oh never mind, you couldn’t when you’ve been avoiding me.”

I swallowed hard. “I didn’t think you-”

He raised his hand, cutting me off. "What you’re about to say will piss me off further. It doesn’t matter.  He changed the subject.

"This is my home, Zara." He motioned to our surroundings.

"Make yourself comfortable. And if you want to find me, I’ll be upstairs. The master bedroom is to the right as soon as the steps end but give me a few minutes. I don’t like that you’ve been avoiding me and when I do track you down, you're in another man's arms."

He took a step back, “I’m not a man that does well with jealousy and uncertainty. I thought there was something between us, even if we never put a label on it. But I might have been wrong" His voice wavered, a rarity for the usually composed Nikolai.

I swallowed, trying to find the right words. "Nikolai, I..."

He held up his hand again. "You don't need to explain. Just... give me a few minutes." His already deep, raspy tone had changed to an even darker one.

I watched him ascend the staircase, without another word, then disappear into the darkness of his home, leaving me with the thoughts of what he said.


Chapter eleven




I sank into Nik's plush sofa, my mind raced with so many thoughts. How long should I give him? Why was he so mad? What had I gotten myself into? 

I sat there for a while, but ultimately, I couldn't find answers to any of my questions. I needed Nik to answer them, but first, I needed to set a few boundaries between us..

I got up and made my way up the staircase in search of Nikolai. I hesitated outside the master bedroom, briefly considering calling an uber and going home. I didn't owe Nikolai anything. If I wanted to deal with Vincent, I would. Instead of walking away as I felt I should, I took a deep breath and knocked.

When he didn't respond after the second knock, I took the initiative to open the door myself. I pushed open the door and perched myself against the doorframe, narrowing my eyes in his direction, my plush lips to curled up into a sneer. 

I watched Nikolai as he observed me from his bed. He had heard me knocking. He was being spiteful. His gaze bore into mine, rigid and indignant.

He had removed his shirt, exposing his chest; his pants were unbuttoned. That little 'v' that led to his dick drew my eyes. I forced my gaze not to drop lower.

I didn'’t know if I could be turned on and say what needed to be said at the same time.

Tilting my head back, I ran my tongue over my bottom lip, wetting it before I spoke. "I don't like the way you just popped up without any warning tonight. You can't just show up places where I am and make me leave."  My tone was not laced with enough frustration for me. I wanted him to know I was serious but wasn’t as mad as I should have been and it was obvious.

But this conversation had to be had. Men like Nikolai thrived on control, and I wanted him to know I couldn't be controlled. It was especially important after how we’d met.

"Why not?" He countered, his voice dripping with a blend of confidence, cockiness and aggression.

My eyes narrowed further as he held my gaze. "Why not? I am not an object. You seem to be under the impression that because you gave me some money and bought me a car that I belong to you. I don't belong to you, Niko," I replied. It annoyed me that my voice barely raised above a whisper when I wanted to sound defiant.

In response, he leaned in closer my way, his bed squeaking under the weight of him. His voice a low, velvety murmur when he lied. "I didn't make you leave, Zara. You did that on your own."

"Because you looked like you were ready to commit murder," I half-shouted back at him.

A chilling smile tugged at the corners of his lips, followed by a deep, unsettling chuckle that echoed in the room. "I imagined it. He was too close to you, Zara. I would have felt nothing watching him taking his last breath." He admitted, his tone devoid of emotion, as if he were discussing the weather.

So this was the Nikolai I hadn't seen yet? Did I like it? I didn't hate it.

"We were just dancing." I rebutted.

"I know, but like I said, I'm not good with certain emotions. And secondly, are you sure you don't belong to me?" He raised his hand to stop me from answering as he continued.

"And this question has nothing to do with how we met or me buying you a car. It has everything to do with how you feel about me as a man you desire." He challenged, his words dripping from his plush lips. The question hung in the air, a challenge that demanded an answer. "Do you feel that you belong to me, Zara? Do you want to?"

Nope. I wasn't going there. "I need a shower," I changed the subject. It was a weak attempt to remain detached, to shield myself from the dangerous territory he was trying to tread on.

"Can I use your bathroom?"

He smirked but pointed me to the door on the far side of the room. I quickly walked in that direction, trying to put some physical distance between us. His eyes on my back had me moving in what felt like slow motion though.

The bathroom was startlingly white when I turned on the light. I headed for the glass-enclosed freestanding shower. I turned on the hot spray after making sure the door was locked and did everything to try to keep my hair from getting wet. The weight of Nikolai's question followed me to the bathroom.

Behind the closed bathroom door, locked away, I let myself think about what he had asked me. Something was happening between us that I didn't want to put words to. I wanted him and I did indeed feel like I belonged to him, but I didn't exactly know why. I didn't understand what it meant to like or love someone as an adult. It was an alien concept to me, and I didn't want to get it wrong. What if I was just lonely and sad and clinging to the first person who embraced me after prison? I didn't know much about him, but I did know Nikolai wasn't the kind of man you walked away from unless he allowed it once you committed to him. I needed to be sure.

Cold air on my back alerted me to Nikolai entering the shower with me. He slid the door closed, then stood about five feet from touching me. He didn't say a word. He pushed a button, and another showerhead started to rain down on him. Water danced against his skin. He washed in silence, while I watched him in silence. His movements were deliberate and taunting. it was the most erotic shit I'd ever observed. His body was perfect. I was panting and soaking wet, and it had nothing to do with the water raining down on me.

Eventually, he stepped away from the water, left the shower. Leaving me alone under the spray. I watched as he left the bathroom, dripping water back into the bedroom. It took me a minute to compose myself. This man was trying to kill me, and he was doing it softly.

When I left the bathroom, he was already in bed. The storm in his eyes was still turbulent. Why was I scared? Not that he'd hurt me or anything. It was the uncertainty of what lay between us. The unspoken tension that hung in the air, that had my stomach muscles tight.

He pointed to a chair in the corner of the room where a shirt was draped over it. I slept naked usually. He knew that, but I obediently made my way over to the chair and slid into one of his t-shirts, it smelled like him. I also put on the new panties that fit me perfectly. I wondered where they'd come from but didn't dare ask.

He held the cover for me to slide under, then whispered goodnight against the nape of my neck.

I waited for a touch, a kiss, something to reassure me that we were okay. But nothing came. Was this some type of punishment? I could barely sleep, my mind racing with thoughts that I had upset him enough to leave me alone for good. I wanted to cry a little bit, but instead, I lay as still as possible and listened to him snore.


Chapter Twelve




It was still dark out when Nikolai shook me awake. I felt like I’d only been sleeping for minutes. He whispered my name. My eyes fluttered open to meet his. He was standing at the edge of the bed, looking down at me. His posture was rigid as always. He was dressed casually in a pair of grey sweatpants and a white t-shirt. I immediately noticed the rimless glasses on his eyes. He looked like a very attractive college professor.

"I need them to read," his deep voice cut into my sleep haze, answering my question, leaving me to wonder if I had asked out loud or not.

"Get up, Zara, get dressed. I want to take you somewhere," his gaze lingered on me a moment longer than necessary, taking me in.

Stretching my arms above my head, my voice still thick with drowsiness, I asked, "Where are we going?"

"Do you trust me?" His question was simple but complicated all at the same time. He tilted his head slightly as he awaited my answer, his eyes locking onto mine.

Without a second thought, I nodded.

"Then get dressed. I've left you clothes in the bathroom. Meet me downstairs." His instruction was direct, and he turned to walk away, leaving me wondering if he was still mad. He was so hard to read.

I hurried to get dressed. It didn’t take me long. The thing about wearing a wild afro with my 4b textured hair was all I had to do was pick it out and let it do whatever it wanted. I didn’t know what to think about the fact that he had grey sweatpants, a white t-shirt, and white Nike slides in my size awaiting me. Nikolai didn’t come off as the matching outfit type, but there we were, matching as we left the house. The two men who always seemed to be with him were waiting for us in an SUV. We drove in silence, the atmosphere in the car thick with unsaid words that needed to be spoken, but neither one of us said. I knew we’d eventually need to talk. In the end, I found myself drifting in and out of sleep.

When the car finally stopped, I blinked my eyes open and found that we were at an airfield. A sleek, private jet awaited us not far from where we had parked.

My heart leapt to my throat. I’d never been on a plane before, and I was scared of heights. I could barely ride across the Howard Franklin bridge without freaking out. But I didn’t want to show fear. I attempted to keep a calm facade, but every muscle in my body was tense as we made our way onto the plane. I noticed his men didn’t get on the plane. I wondered if he was safe without them; he went everywhere else with them, but I didn’t open my mouth to ask. Inside was luxurious, looking like a living room in an upscale apartment.

Nikolai helped me strap myself in. My anxiousness about flying had all types of crazy thoughts going wild in my head. What were we doing? Where were we going? And why did I trust this man so implicitly? Nobody in my life had been worth trusting except Lisa. What in the heck was it about him? I didn’t know, because I really didn’t know anything about him, except he saved me. He’d probably killed for me. But was that a good thing? I felt bad about even thinking about judging him. If I would have aimed better, I would be a killer too.

Nikolai seemed to sense my unease. He glanced over at me, his eyes searching my face for a moment, drawing my attention from my thoughts.

“I would you like to tell you a love story?” He asked.

I frowned. “Why a love story?”

He took my hand. “Because it’s one of the many stories my grandmother told me when I was young, but the only one that I can remember. Even though I was adamant as a child about love stories being for girls.”

My eyes darted nervously to the plane's small windows. Tightening my hand in his as the plane started to move, I told him to go ahead. I would do anything for a distraction.

"This is the love story of Anya, an orphan who sold wildflowers in the unforgiving streets of St. Petersburg, and Czar Nikolai, a ruler whose soul had been turned black by power and solitude.

Their first encounter was the one that changed both their worlds forever. He’d seen her on the way back to his palace. It was her eyes that captivated him; he saw life in them despite her having nothing to live for. He had one of his men discreetly go back and get her.

Anya wanted nothing to do with the Czar; he was known to be cruel and uncaring, but she was promised money that would change her family’s life, so she agreed. She was brought to the Winter Palace.

Her dirt-streaked face and clothing were out of place among the gold leaf and silk tapestries. But Nikolai had her cleaned up and dressed in the finest of clothes. They got to know each other. Nikolai found in Anya a reflection of everything his life wasn't—raw, kind and emotional. She taught him about the sorrows of the common people, the everyday tragedies that unfolded outside of his palace, and he gave her everything she had never dreamed of having. She had jewels and clothes; her family’s bellies were full. Anya thought she could stay in the palace hidden away forever and be happy with all her material things and the attention of the Czar, but she quickly learned that it was a world where all could be and was traded for power and status.

As Anya and the czar's affection deepened, the whispered judgments and hidden disdain became louder and louder. The nobles saw Anya as a blemish on the royal legacy, while whispers of political unrest began echoing through the halls. Yet, against all odds, they dreamed of a future together.

Anya knew what was going on but had faith in the man she now loved. They made love under the stars every night for five days, declaring their devotion to one another.

"Finally, the tensions came to a head. Nikolai was made to make a choice that would not only affect him but the future of Russia. But it was also a decision that could also relieve him of the weight of an empire he no longer knew if he wanted to carry."

Anya knew he hadn’t chosen her —when instead of him showing up to their secret meeting place, she was met with guards. He had her thrown into the streets with a letter that simply read, ‘You could never truly belong in this world, I could never belong in yours.’ Those words had left scars on Anya’s soul. Anya was too proud to beg him to take her back, so she left without a word. Though Nikolai had cast her out, he made sure she was taken care of, sending her an allowance monthly.

"Nikolai returned to his throne, a ruler hard-"

I cut Nikolai off. “How is this a romantic story?”

He smirked. “If you let me finish...”

I rolled my eyes. “Go ahead.”

“The next time the Czar saw Anya was ten years later. She was in the town square. She looked happy and he was happy. Until a little girl about eight pulled at her skirt. His eyes had zoomed in on the ring on her finger just as a man came out of nowhere and kissed her.

Watching it had sent the czar into a frenzy. He thought his money had bought him time; he had always thought she would wait for his return When he was no longer obligated to his country.

He tried to have Anya kidnapped and put a contract on her husband's life.

One of the maids from the palace had warned Anya and her husband because just in time because Anya had been so kind to her. They escaped to Germany, then to the US using the money the Czar had been sending her.” He stopped talking abruptly.

I stared at the side of his face, waiting for him to finish. When he didn’t, I asked, “Where’s the rest? The end, the moral? The happily ever after.”

He said, “The moral is, even love, in all its glory and beauty, sometimes carries the weight of unbearable sorrow.”

“That wasn’t a love story though.”

“It depends on who you ask. My grandmother Anya thinks it is. Ask her when you meet her what her favorite love story and she’ll tell you her story.”

"Really? Anya is your grandmother?" I questioned in disbelief.

"Yes," he smiled, a genuine smile. "She raised me on that story. She's always said that love isn't about possessing someone or changing them or changing the world for them, but it’s about touching their soul in a way that leaves a mark. The Czar left a mark on my grandmother. He led her to my grandfather, the love of her life."

Suddenly, part of the story rang loud in my head. “You’re named after the man who broke your granny's heart?”

He frowned while shaking his head. “No, why would anyone do that? My father's name is Nikolai,” He shrugged. “Lots of Russian Nikolais. We’re here.”

I blinked. “The flight's over?”

He nodded. “Yes.”

“How long was the flight?”

“A little more than two hours,” he answered.

I couldn’t believe I had flown for two hours without having a heart attack.

“Why are all the windows now closed?” I wondered out loud.

“It’s a surprise.”

A man came from out of nowhere holding sweaters and jackets. I took it from his hand after Nikolai did.

“It’s cold here,” he volunteered.

I got more and more anxious to know where we were as I put on the extra layer of clothes. Then Nikoli helped me put on a pair of boots. Then he grabbed my hand and pulled me to the exit. When the plane opened, there was snow all around us.

I was in awe.

“Where are we?”

“In upstate New York.”

“You flew me to New York on a private plane, for my birthday?”

He nodded, his gaze never leaving mine. "You said you wanted to see snow one day. Today's the day. Happy belated birthday.”

I wanted to kiss him so badly, but I didn’t know if I was allowed to or even if I was brave enough to. Instead, I released his hand and made my way down the stairs, feeling the soft snow crunch under my boots.

Like a child, I sat down on the ground and let the white flakes rain down on me. The air smelled fresh and wet. For the first time in what was forever, I felt carefree. I wanted Lisa to be there with me, her not being able to hurt my chest. I didn’t dare cry though. I played in the snow until the sky darkened, and the temperature began to drop. Nikolai came for me. He took my hand again.

“We have somewhere to be.”

I was freezing, so I didn’t object.

He led me to an awaiting car, helped me into the passenger seat, then took the wheel. A short drive through winding roads and thick forests brought us to our next destination. As we pulled up, I saw it—a stunning glass cabin. I could see my birthday balloons and decorations from the drive.

"You did all this for me?" I was touched beyond words.

“Yes,” he said simply.

“Why?”

He cocked his head. “Honestly? Because I don’t want you to even think of another man without comparing him to me and finding him lacking."

Well damn.

He was doing an excellent job at doing just what he set out to do.

I had no idea how to respond, nor could I make sense of what I was feeling, and he didn’t give me a chance to do either. He got out of the car and walked around to the passenger’s side, helped me out, and led me to the cabin.


Chapter Thirteen




Sitting in the only room we had besides the bathroom, with a glass of scotch in one hand, I took a swallow. The liquid burned the back of my throat as I watched Zara run around in the snow. It made my heart beat too fast, the pain previously evident in her eyes now gone.

I hated having to call her in as though she were a child, but she had been outside for over an hour and was at risk of getting sick.

Rising to my feet, the cold wood floor chilled my soles as I made my way to the door. Opening it, the frigid outside air quickly stole the warmth from my body.

"Zara," I called, and she turned, smiling at the sound of her name.

"You’re going to get sick if you stay out much longer, regardless of how much clothing you're wearing."

"I could stay in and take some off," she flirted, surprising me by rising to her tiptoes to kiss me, her tongue intertwining with mine. Her mouth tasted of the hot chocolate she'd had earlier. This was different; I couldn't resist kissing her back. As she dragged her nails down my chest to the waist of my pants, the cold touch of her palms sent goosebumps across my skin.

I grabbed her hands, pinning them behind her back as the crackling of the wood fireplace filled the room.

"No," I said, then continued to kiss her.

She pulled away, looking at me intently.

“Why not?”

That was the moment I decided to address the shift in our relationship.

"I want the next few days we spend together to be special," I began, watching her eyes meet mine. "I need you to understand that you're not here because of any prior arrangements or because of the car. You're here because I wanted to celebrate you, with you. You don’t have any obligation to be intimate with me."

Her lips turned into a frown. "But I want to," she said, biting her lip and letting her eyes wander from my waist up to meet mine. “I need to,” she pouted and moaned, a pretty sound. "Touch me, Nikolai." I watched her unzip her jacket, revealing that she was bare underneath. She had the most exquisite teardrop-shaped breasts I'd ever seen. Taking my hand, she placed it on her breast, her skin warm to my touch.

"Please, Nikolai."

A groan escaped me, her full lips wrapping around my name in a way that was torturous, especially since I could imagine spending the rest of my life making love to her. Yet, I refused. When it came time for her to make hard decisions, I wanted her to know I was serious about us. In such a short time, I had fallen for her and wanted our relationship to extend beyond physical attraction.

“There’s nothing I'd like more than to pleasure you, but I must insist on restraint.” Her hands were cold when I took them in mine, leading her to the sofa. She sat with a soft pout on her face.

I zipped her jacket back up, the zipper protesting loudly. Sitting across from her, I met her confused, tilted brown eyes.

"I know you don’t like talking about certain things, Zara, but I want to know about your family."

Immediately, I regretted asking as a shadow fell over her face, her eyes darting away. “Why?”

“Because your experiences in foster care are a part of who you are. I want to know you, and for you to know me.”

Her lips pressed into a thin line before she spoke. “I can’t tell you anything about my parents. I was just dropped off at a fire station as a baby. Mrs. Daily, a social worker, tried to find something about them but hit a dead end every time," she paused, clearing her throat. "Sometimes, I wonder about them so much I break down and call DCF, hoping someone has been looking for me.”

Her eyes fell. “Nobody ever is, but I still call once or twice a year. I even did it while I was in prison.” Her voice cracked. "It makes me feel small and pathetic, you know? Knowing nobody ever wanted me, even as a baby."

The sadness in her voice tightened my throat. I wished I hadn't asked.

“I’m sorry.”

Slowly, I moved closer to offer some comfort, but she shifted away, her posture stiffening.

Her response hit me hard. I took a deep breath.

“I don’t need your pity or apologies. I'm okay with sharing, but delving into the deepest, ugliest parts of me won’t always get a good reaction.”

She stood abruptly, knocking the coffee table with her knee, but she didn’t react. “I’m going back out,” she said, walking away and gently closing the door behind her.

I resisted the urge to run after her, knowing somehow that the snow was doing more to numb her pain than I could at that moment.

Returning to my earlier spot, I watched her again. She sat in the snow, shoulders shaking with sobs, but not for too long. Only a few minutes past before she lay back and began making snow angels, her resilience showing in her ability to rebound from any setback.

After dinner I watched her sit at the window, gazing into the distance, lost in her thoughts. Tension filled with unspoken words and emotions was like a physical barrier neither one of us tried to pass. The urge to try and bridge the gap was overwhelming, but I knew it wasn't the right time. Forcing her to open up would only push her further away. That was the last thing I wanted.

My intention to learn more about her and her adoptive sister was set aside. I realized that what didn't come out naturally wouldn't come out at all. I wanted to promise her a future free from the shadows of her past, but there were things I needed to say first. I just didn't know how it would all turn out when I did.


Chapter fourteen

Looking out at the turbulent waters of Tampa Bay, I realized I wasn’t nervous. Riding over the bridge usually made my palms sweat. Knowing how vast and expanse the ocean was— was usually ominous as fuck, but today I was too lost for it to bother me

I inhaled a big breath, trying to calm my nerves.

It was about to storm. I could smell the deep earthy aroma in the air.

"Are you okay?" I heard. Pulled from my thoughts, my eyes drifted over to Nikolai's cool gaze.

I made an effort to smile, even though I wasn’t feeling it. "I'm good," my voice was barely above a whisper.

He frowned. He knew I wasn’t.

I wasn't good. Guilt gnawed at me, and my mind was filled with thoughts of the half truth I had told him. When I said I called DCF once or twice a year. I lied. I used to, but since Lisa had left me, I'd been calling once a week. I hated how it felt like a compulsion.

I had even done a mail in DNA test to see if any long-lost relatives popped up. I couldn't help it. It felt like I needed somewhere to belong, and soon. I needed a tether. I needed Lisa.

Actually, I needed to go back to the therapist, but I wasn't ready to actually go back to the therapist. I hadn't been since I'd gotten out. Which might have been stupid. I was having a harder time coping now than when I was locked behind bars. That was easy. You just endured, waited. But out here, in the real world, every day felt like I had missed too much to catch up to normal people.

Before Nikolai could call me out on my lie, we were pulling into my complex. He put the car in park, pushed to stop the engine, and then was in the process of unhooking his seatbelt before I got the courage to say, "I need a minute. I'm going to go up alone and rest until it's time for work. Can I call you later?" I had six hours until my shift began. I needed time to build myself back up from my breakdown.

Immediately, a shadow fell across his face, and a pang of guilt tightened my stomach. I rushed to explain and... I had gotten over him bringing up my absent parents, so I didn't want him to think I was mad or punishing him over it.

"A lot happened in the last few days. I told you I'm not used to any of this. I'm not mad or sad or avoiding you. I just need a minute to unpack," and break and cry and berate myself. I left the last part out.

His features pulled into a frown anyways. He did that staring thing he always did as he searched my face. After a few seconds passed, his grunt echoed through the car, letting me know he was relenting, but not happy about it.

"Okay, Zara. See you later." He leaned in, gripping my chin, pulling me close, pressing his lips to mine. He kissed me with such conviction I melted into him. He kissed me until my eyes were hooded and a little hum raced through me. He wasn't playing fair. We hadn't had sex our entire trip, and I was feeling the need to cum right in the center of my belly.

I pulled away.

His jaw tensed, but I couldn't worry about what he wanted, my hormones and what I needed mentally at the same time, one had to take priority . I didn't feel good about pushing him away, but I slid out of the car.

I could feel Nikolai watching me as I made my way into my complex. I knew he wouldn't drive away until I was inside. Stepping on the elevator, my chest tightened. Being at home alone sounded good in theory, now that closer I got to my front door, the more I dreaded it.

My phone vibrated in my hand, then hit the elevator floor. Damn, I had forgotten I was holding it. It had been off while I was away. I bent to grab it and answered Nichelle's call.

"You should come get drinks with me. I'm sending you the address."

Nichelle hung up before I could reply, Her message came in seconds later. I stared at it, ran my tongue across my teeth. The address was to Vincent’s place. Twisting my mouth, I chewed at my bottom lip. A drink with Nichelle sounded good, better than going inside. Plus, I wanted to apologize for ditching her and not answering her previous calls.

But would Vincent be present? I know Nikolai wouldn't like it.

“Fuck it.” As soon as the elevator ding opened, I pushed to go back down. I had a duffle bag with work clothes in my car. I could shower and change at work before my shift started.

----

I was faded, no, I was twisted. Twisted was way more fucked up than faded. I'd drank a whole lot of drinks. The little pretty ones sneak up on you.

Dropping low, I rocked my hips to the beat, tongue hanging out. The sting of Nichelle's hand meeting my ass egged me on.

“You better throw it, throw it... throw it, throw it, friend.” Her voice echoed over the music. Her eyes were low, sweat beaded her forehead, and her expensive lace front was lifting. She was still the baddest female in the entire club.

We were in the roped-off section of the strip club we worked at, taking attention from the strippers trying to earn their money, but nobody was really tripping since Eddie was present. He and Vincent were leaned into the sofa about ten feet away, eyes low and lustful, watching Nichelle, me, and a few other girls act up.

Vincent was a fun guy, goofy, really. Which was surprising because he was so fine and successful and had big dick energy. He wouldn’t be good for me, though. I recognized he’d enable me by allowing me to treat my past as a crutch.

The first night I met him and got all wet and tingly must have been a fluke because I really didn’t feel any of that attraction now. Maybe it was because of what he'd said about me being broken and how Nicolai had rebuked it so easily. I didn't know. He was going to be my friend, though. I could feel he was good people, and I wanted to surround myself with them.

My work shorts rode up my thighs as I snaked my body up from the ground. I had changed to work, but instead of serving drinks, I was drinking them.

Somehow, through my drunken haze, I managed to see Eddie nudge Vincent and point to the other side of the club. The way Vincents smile turned down had me craning my neck to see who he was frowning at. Because nobody could fuck with my friend without hearing my mouth about it, I thought. Alcohol fueling my bravado.

My eyes landed on Nikolai. He was draped out over one of the sofas, amongst the regular people, looking like royalty.

“I’ll handle this,” I yelled above the music to nobody in particular. Nichelle's pretty brown face creased as she took a step in my direction. I waved her off. “I’ll be right back,” I slurred, throwing up a church finger.

My feet were heading in Nikolai’s direction before I could stop myself and realize the gravity of the situation. One of the club strippers came out of nowhere and blocked my view of him as I made my way over. I sped up, my feet slapping against the concrete floor. Being barefooted in the club was a testament to how fucked up I was. I had taken my shoes off to dance better. Yeah, I was gone.

I stepped between Nikolai and the encroacher.

“Damn, Candy. You know the nigga only come here to see me, move.” I waved her off.

Sucking her teeth, she sauntered away. I replayed what I said in my head but was too fucked up to realize why I felt the need to analyze it. My finger landed center on Nikolai's chest. “Keep them bitches off of you and fix your face. Stop glaring at my friend like you’re gonna kill him. He aint did nothing to you, and my coochie don’t even like him... "at least I think I said that.

Nikolai smirked, almost smiling, but in a sinister way that made my nipples hard. “It’s time to go home, Zara.”

“Nooooo, nigga, noooo.” I dragged out. My hair brushed my neck as I shook my head. I wasn’t letting him ruin my fun. I turned to walk away. His arm tightened around my waist. I ended up in his lap. He pulled me to him so my back was flush against his chest.

“I wanna dance.” I whined and tried to rise. His fingers sank into my thigh, digging deep, holding me in place. “Dance for me, then.” He breathed, his lips brushing my ear. He smelled like temptation and sin.

With my eyes lolling shut, my head eased back onto his chest in bliss as he began massaging my flesh, his lips found that spot on my neck that I liked his tongue flicked over it sending a. I would have done anything he asked in that second.

“Ok.” I whispered back after I had already started gliding my ass up and down his third leg in slow motion. My pussy was sloppy. It didn't take much to get me where I needed to be. The friction had me feeling like I was getting ready to soar. Nikolai's hand snaking up my shirt and cupping my breast added to the buildup.

"Where's your fucking bra?" He growled angrily.

"Somewhere. “I had taken it off sometime during the night.

He pinched my nipple and a fresh gush of cream oozed from my pussy. I was so close.

Feeling heat on my skin that wasn’t coming from Nik had my eyes flying open. Vincent was watching me, us. His teeth were sank into his bottom lip, his eyes filled with envy. I had forgotten where I was. I went still.

Nikolai grabbed a fistful of my hair, gently yanking my head back. I hissed through my teeth from the burning in my scalp. “You keep staring at him, but I can assure you, he can’t afford you,” he whispered nastily.

I felt like a pitcher of ice-cold water had been thrown on me. I was embarrassed.

I pushed up off of him and headed straight for the exit. He caught me just outside the door. Wrapping his arms around my waist, my feet dangled off the ground as he carried me to the side of the building. His men took over guarding the alley. . He sat me on my feet, my back hit the wall. He trapped me against his hands, blocking me in with his body.

His face was flushed with anger.

"You don't get to be here with him, or in his club earlier, after feeding me some nonsense about needing to be alone!" He spat out the words, each word accusing.

“You don’t get to make me feel like a whore, because I’m not.” I yelled back, “Move, I tried to shove him off of me. He didn’t budge. All I could do was glare at him. My heart was beating so fast.

“Why the fuck won’t you stay away from him?” He forehead dropped to mine. “Please stay away from him.” His voice had dropped an octave. He was practically pleading with me.

“No.” At that point, I was just being defiant, because who was he to dictate who I could be friends with?

“Then I’ll make sure you will.” he threatened.

“Are you alright, Zara?” I turned my head to find Vincent being blocked by Nikolai's bodyguards. I was officially sober, my chin dropped to my chest. Without a word, Nikolai was headed in Vincent's direction. His jacket slipped between my fingers as I tried to stop him.

He took long hard strides that covered the space between them in seconds. I had to run to catch up. The guards parted like the sea for Nikolai, I barely made it past them in time to position myself between the two men. It was a reckless move. I was not a small girl, but I was petite sandwiched in between the two of them.

“I told you to stay away from her,” Nikolai yelled at Vincent.

A slow easy smile curved Vincent's lip. “And if I don’t? There was a threat in Vincent's question. And before you answer, remember I’m not Eddie. You can’t manage me like you handle him. Fucking with me brings war to your front door.” Vincent didn’t even raise his voice and had me wondering who in the fuck he was or who he knew that had him so confident.

Nikolai chuckled darkly. “Atticus knows your name and now you’re suddenly made man. You got mob ties? Or are you hiding behind somebody else's trigger finger?” Nikolai's nose flared.

I didn’t know what the hell was going on or who Atticus was, but everything was getting out of hand. Half the club was outside.

“Let’s go, Nikolai. I pulled at his coat...Nikolai's gaze remained locked onto Vincent, a dangerous fire in his eyes.

Vincent didn’t back down. "I don't need anyone to hide behind, Nikolai. Your family ain't as big and bad as you want it to be.” Didn't they see all these people with phones. Why in the fuck were they telling all their business? I needed to end the situation all together.

I stepped from between the two men. “I’m leaving.” I decided to walk off. I knew Nikolai wouldn’t let me get far. I took a few steps before Nik's hand wrapped around my arm. “Get in the car.” He didn’t give me a chance to cooperate, he nearly dragged me to the SUV that was pulled on the curb.

A third guy I hadn't ever seen was driving. Where the heck had he come from?

I pulled away from Nikolai's grip and hefted myself into the car.

"Take us home," Nik barked the order when he slid in next to me. Just to annoy him, I gave Nichelle and Vincent a slight wave before he shut the door.

Nikolai glared at me, his expression darker than midnight.

"You find this amusing, Zara?" He asked, his voice dripping with annoyance.

"Just meeting you on your level, Nikolai," I spat back and moved, shoving myself close to the door.

The ride was a quiet one. The silence was so thick that it felt like it would choke me. I was surprised when the driver pulled up in front of my place, since Nikolai had called it home. I didn't dwell on it though.

As soon as the car stopped, I got out on my side and headed straight for the building. I knew Nikolai would have to instruct his men before he could follow. I took the stairs two at a time. He pushed my front door open just as I was about to slam it shut and lock him out. I wanted to scream. I would ignore him instead.

I needed a shower. I walked in that direction. His grip on my arm was firm, possessive, as he pulled me to him and spun me to face him. My lips were pressed so tightly together they hurt. Our bodies were inches apart, breathing the same breath.

His intense stare bore into my eyes. His voice was tinged with desperation, "What have you done to me?" The answer was easy. "The same thing you did to me." We were telling each other something very important without actually coming out and just saying the words. We had created a tangled mess.

I wasn't ready.

"We should take some time. I don't know anything about you, nor do you know me." I said, gently pulling my arm from his grasp, I turned to walk away. I kept thinking about his exchange with Vincent. The mob and war, trigger fingers. Who in the heck was this man?

"No." He pulled me back, slamming his mouth against mine. Despite my words just seconds earlier, I kissed him back for minutes that felt like hours. The feel of his lips cause goosebumps to prickle my skin and make my nipples stiffen.

When his mouth snatched away from mine I was hot and aching.

He pressed his lips to my forehead. "I'm sorry, I lost it. The way he made you laugh, made you smile..." He mumbled against my skin. "You were dancing for him. He can’t have my any part of you. My anger is irrational but fuck rational. I don't want him looking at you like he was."

"Again, it was just dancing." s trying to reassure him.

He continued like I hadn’t spoken. "I won't lie. I'll probably react the same every time another man looks in your direction and you notice."

Something was wrong with me because despite everything that had happened, a part of me couldn't help but be drawn to his possessive side.

I didn't stop him when he took the hem of my shirt and raised it over my head. I let him pull it off of me.

His head dropped and he sucked my nipple into his mouth. I tangled my fingers in his hair and moaned his name, earning a groan from him. My back hit the wall behind us a few seconds later. We kissed, all tongue and teeth, saliva as he worked quickly to unbuckle his pants. My shorts and panties were slid to the side. I was forced to my tiptoes, one leg dangling over the crook of his arm. He pushed his dick into me. We both let out gasps. He fucked me hard and fast while making demands. "Give me what I need, Zara. Please. Tell me this pussy is mine alone. This body. Your laughter. All mine."

I bit my tongue. I wouldn't dare let those words slip from my mouth, not with how he'd acted tonight.

He groaned, "fuck." then he pulled away abruptly. "Okay, so you need me to make you say the words.” I didn’t get a chance to respond before he spun me.

“Put your hands on the wall, arch your back, Zara.” He ordered aggressively.

I didn’t move quick enough, his hand came down on the meaty part of my ass, gaining my cooperation. He dropped to his knee’s behind me, bringing my shorts and panties down with him. I gasped and my head lolled forward when I felt him slip his tongue into my pussy hole from behind. My first orgasm started in my belly and spread like a virus. My knees nearly buckled, but he didn't let up. I was in for a long night.


Chapter Fifteen




Zara's laughter, light and carefree, bounced off the walls as I navigated the staircase with her wrapped in my arms."

Stop playing, Nik. Put me down, because if you drop me..."

Just as we reached the bottom step, an unexpected voice boomed from the living room "Oh, hello. What do we have here?"

The sound of my brother's voice made me do exactly what she told me not to. I dropped her. She landed with a thud on her backside, her thick thighs sprawled opens, exposing her pussy. Before I could think to block her, In a blur of motion she scrambled off the floor and ran. The sound of my office door slamming echoed throughout the house.

Sighing, I turned. My hands clenched into fists at my sides, to face Anton and found Lev with him.

"Get the fuck out of my house," I snapped,

I should have never given him a key for emergencies.

Anton unfazed, met my gaze with a steady one of his own. "You've been missing for three days, not answering calls. He glanced towards my office “I see why. Did you tell her everything? You told father you would. They're waiting for her response."

My eyes darted towards my office door before I took a few steps forward, closing the gap between us. "Keep your fucking voice down." I whispered.

Zara's voice rang from behind me. "No, don't keep your voice down. Does what he says you need to tell me have anything to do with why you have files on me and my sister in your office?" 

My heart sank.

“Shit!” I needed more time.

"I'm sor— " Anton began, a look of regret written all over his face. Lev looked confused. He had no idea what was going on.

"Get out," I growled through gritted teeth, cutting  Anton off. I was livid. If he had just stayed away. It wasn't the first time I disappeared, and when did, everyone knew I didn't want to be bothered.

I turned to face Zara. She was reading through one of the files. I could see on her fact that she was trying to make sense of everything. I knew there was no lie or excuse that would make things better for me, so I decided to finally tell her the truth.

"If you have a seat, I can—"

Her head snapped up, eyes ablaze and filled with silent accusations. "I don't want to have a seat. Fucking talk."

I wished I had more time. We had just barely gotten over my behavior from a few nights earlier at the club, and this would just compound our issues. I couldn't lose her.

"Say something," she pled, her voice cracking with desperation. I could see tears dancing in her eyes.

I paused, gathering my thoughts, then cleared the emotion from my throat before beginning, "Lisa, your foster sister, is actually my sister Anastasia, Anton's twin.”

I paused again, my gaze dropping to the floor. I couldn’t look at her, the hurt in her eyes was killing me.

“My mother was told Anatasia had died during birth, and we all were devastated, but we buried the baby they told us was Anastasia, and we healed. I was nine when she 'died' the first time, and I didn't understand death. My mother made it sound nice, like she was riding clouds in the sky.

Fast forward to twenty-plus years later, and my father gave my mother one of those ancestry tests, she took it. It came back that she had a daughter who had taken one. My Anastasia, your Lisa, committed suicide two days before we found out she hadn't died at birth."

My voice cracked. “We wanted to know why, what happened. How had this happened?”

I hesitated before continuing, my voice barely more than a whisper. I knew the next part Zara would take offensively. "We hired an investigator," I continued. He came back with what's in that file. It appears a doctor from the hospital where my mother gave birth participated in a baby-trafficking ring. Sometimes the families the stolen babies were sold to would change their minds or find out the babies had diseases, and the babies would be dropped off anonymously at safe places, like exchanging unwanted gifts. That’s what happened to Lisa. "Your name was mentioned frequently associated with Lisa’s.

When we found out about the incident where you stabbed your foster brother. We spoke to him directly. He claimed that you used Lisa. That you manipulated her, and when you tried to exchange her body for favors, he declined, and you stabbed him. He said you used to abuse her and had a hold over her that no one could break. We thought maybe she left you her place and money because..." I trailed off.

"You all thought he was telling the truth? I saw that you have the court transcript. You must have read them. Did you not see where Lisa said he lied?" A tear trailed down her cheek.

Dragging my hand down my face, I struggled to find words that could somehow make everything better. "My parents wanted to know for sure. They sent me to watch you."

She laughed bitterly, the hollow sound making my chest ache. "So now what do you believe?"

"That you were my sister's family when her real one failed her," I replied.

She shook her head. "I can't believe this shit..." She started pacing, allowing the files to drop to her feet. "Everything was a fucking lie, everything between us a lie..."

"It wasn't a lie, but there's more."

She stopped, tilted her head to stare at me. "What more could there be?"

"You were one of the babies the doctor sold. You have a brother, Cedric, who's your fraternal twin, and an older sister, Nova."

Tears welled in her eyes. " Lies, all lies... There’s no way you wouldn’t tell me. Why wouldn't you tell me this if you knew the entire time? I told you about wanting somewhere to belong. I cried m heart out to you. You obviously figured out I hadn't done what my foster brother said, or I wouldn't be here now."

I watched the tears that she had been holding back finally escaped, tracing a path down her cheeks, one after another. Guilt weighed heavily on me. I never wanted her crying because of me.

"Honestly? I kept telling myself to tell you. I planned to that first night, then everything happened, and it just got more complicated." I wanted her so badly after that first night I didn't want her to have any other options but me, for a while. But I kept that part to myself.

She shook her head and swatted at the tears in her eyes. "I want to see them. What are their addresses?"

"Your brother is in rehab again. Your sister is married to Demarco Russo. Nobody goes to his house uninvited. It's dangerous."

She dove to the ground and grabbed the folders. "I'll find out the address myself." As soon as she found the paper with the address on it, she rose and started for the door as if I wasn't even standing there.

"Where are you going in only my shirt, Zara?" I called behind her. She wasn't listening.

"Shut up talking to me. Stay out of my way, liar," she warned, sweeping up her purse and keys from the entryway table.

She slammed through the front door. I thought about restraining her but I didn't want to make things worse. Only wearing the bottom half of my pajama pants I waited until she backed out of the driveway before following her.


Chapter sixteen

He had the same eyes and aura as Lisa. That's why his eyes looked so familiar and felt he felt so comforting.

My hand hurt as I gripped the steering wheel tighter. I was sitting just outside the gate of what could be my first blood family, and I was a mess. All I had to do was pull up twenty feet, and I could find out so much about myself. Where I came from. I wanted to laugh because now that I was thinking about it, since I'd been out of prison, at least three people had mistaken me for this Nova woman. I had even met her husband. I auditioned to be a cabaret dancer at his club and he said I looked familiar but hadn’t elaborated and I never received a call back.

I heard my passenger door open. I didn't startle. I knew Nikolai had followed me, he made it obvious. Some of the anxiety in my chest loosened. I was angry with him but glad he was here for me.

"I'll never forgive you for keeping this from me for so long," I said without looking at him. If I looked at him, I might have broken down and died right there. My heart hurt so much. I was losing my first love before telling him I loved him. That was too much like right in my life.

I heard him sigh. "I know. Pull forward. They already know you're here."

I hesitated for a second before doing as he said.

We came to an unoccupied guard station. There was a talk box. I pushed the button, and a gruff voice answered. I had no idea what to say, so I just blurted out, "I think my sister lives here. She doesn't know I'm her sister. Her name's Nova. I want to speak to her, please." I cringed at the awkward desperation in my voice.

"Now, what? Say what you said again" A woman's voice came through, and my heart sped up.

I briefly explained to her what Nikolai had told me. Instead of talking to me directly, the woman and the man started conversing. "It's the girl from the club. She asked for a job. She does look like you. Watching her dance made my dick hard," the rough voice said. "Why would you say that Demarco?" She sucked her teeth. "Move, let me see her," the woman I assumed was Nova nearly yelled. I should have known I was on camera. The gate buzzed open.

"Drive straight back." She said.

There were guards and men in black everywhere behind the gates. Who were these people?

"Are you okay?"

I jumped slightly. Momentarily I had forgotten Nikolai was in the car. I looked down, and my hand was shaking. My entire body felt like it was vibrating. "My life is about to change, isn't it?" It was a rhetorical question, and he realized that, so he remained silent.

The driveway was a long one that led to a house that looked more like an estate. When I pulled up to the end, a woman with wild hair like mine, wide hips like mine, a body like mine was coming out of the front door. I didn't have my glasses or contacts in, so I could barely see her face. But I needed to see her face. I parked the car and got out without hesitation, my steps determined. My heart raced as I approached the woman who could be my sister. The anticipation of finally meeting a blood relative after a lifetime of uncertainty had me feeling like I would explode.

I came to a stop about ten feet in front of her. Our eyes locked, and time seemed to stand still for a moment. She already knew. I could see it written in her eyes. Tears welled up in my eyes, and a lump formed in my throat.

She raised her hands and reached towards me. "You have our momma's face, Cedric's eyes. How is this possible?"

She took a step, and I watched her legs buckle under her, overcome with emotion. Her sobs filled the air. Without a second thought, I rushed forward and knelt beside her, wrapping my arms around her; she smelled like honey and roses. We sat on the ground, crying for what felt like an eternity.

Her husband practically lifted both of us and took us into the house. I woke up the next morning in a bed with my sister beside me. We had talked for hours, and she was everything I had hoped for. She even threatened to sue the hospital and kill the doctor.

Demarco was gruff. He watched over us like a centurion all night, as if he were afraid I'd steal her and run away. He grunted a lot. Seemed very protective of her. I liked him for her. The world was too harsh for Black women without someone willing to do anything to protect them. I even got to speak with my brother on the phone. He said he used to talk to me in his head because he was told I was in heaven watching over him. I lost it. I cried until I was dehydrated.

After composing myself, Nova told me about her childhood. Told me our mother hadn't been the best, at least not to her. I Googled my attempted murder trial for her, and we both agreed that I would have been better off with our mother.

Things got uncomfortable when I asked about our father. I learned that we didn't share the same one, but nobody mentioned where he was. Nova and Demarco simply exchanged a look, and I dropped the subject. I couldn't miss a man I never knew. Nova had called my nieces and nephews and introduced them to me. They were away with their godparents and would be back soon to meet me. I had an instant family.

Throwing the covers off my legs, I eased out of bed and made my way to the bathroom. It wasn't until I splashed water on my face that I remembered Nikolai had come with me. What did the fact that I had so easily forgotten about him mean?

It didn't mean anything. After breakfast, he was all I could think about. I ended up going to my car to call him.

He answered, sounding tired. "Do that thing you do with words and spin this so I can forgive you."

It sounded pathetic, but I really wanted to forgive him and pretend he hadn't lied to my face since the moment I met him.

He sighed. "I could say that I kept what I knew from you to protect you. The life Nova and Demarco lead... it's not simple, and I didn't want to thrust you into it without preparation. But I'd be lying. I was being selfish," he continued. "I understand if you can't forgive me, and I'm not sure I deserve it. But I really fucking want you to."

I sat in my car, my grip on my phone tight enough to break it, trying not to cry. "If I'm being honest, I can't even be as angry as I should be with you. Everything you’ve done for me. The good far outweighs that bad" I confessed, voice shaky, "but I don't trust you anymore and it makes me feel stupid to think that I ever did trust you. Try again, talk me through these feelings like you did on my birthday. Tell me something poetic. Say something that’ll make me instantly forgive you, please." I was desperate for him to fix what he had smashed between us.

The silence on the other end of the phone stretched too long and I knew he wouldn’t be able to.

Tears wet my eyes. "Goodbye, Nikolai."

"I can't think of anything, but I love you, Zara," he rushed to say.

My heart felt like it floated from my chest. Nobody but Lisa had ever loved me. My hand shook as I pressed 'end' then scrolled to block his number. Love meant nothing without trust. I rested my forehead against the steering wheel, letting my tears fall freely. In the car, crying, is where Nova found me. I told her everything, then she told me how she and Demarco met, and it actually made me feel better about my situation.


Chapter Seventeen

"I will call as soon as I get home," I promised Nova as I backed out of her driveway. She stood outside, wrapped in a big fuzzy white robe, with Demarco practically attached to her hip, waving like a crazy woman. She didn't want me to leave her sight. I wasn't used to the hovering. I don't think I would ever be. As soon as I was out of their driveway and out of sight, I dropped my smile. The huff of breath coming out of me left my chest feeling deflated. I had spent six days with my newfound sister and her kids, and I was exhausted.

I felt bad for thinking that staying with her had been like being back in prison. A very positive, loving, smother-you-with-attention type prison, but a prison nonetheless, and Nova and Demarco were the wardens. If I ate, Nova wanted me to eat more. If I was cold, she bought me two blankets. It was strange, all the hovering and support. Growing up in foster care had left me fiercely independent; it would take time to adjust to this new kind of love and attention coming from someone other than Lisa. Isn't that fucked up, having to adjust to being loved and wanted?

Demarco was even nice in his way. He offered to kill Nikolai for hurting me when I cried, and I cried a lot. To say Nikolai's betrayal hurt me would be an understatement. When I had to hang up on him after he confessed he loved me, it felt like my heart had been ripped out of my chest.

But I wasn't going to think about Nikolai or the hurt.

I think offering to kill for me meant Demarco liked me, though he never really spoke to me aside from that one time and eyed me like I was suspicious all six days I was in his house.

I had a new job. I don't know how fair it was for Nova to make me floor manager in Demarco's club, but I wasn't turning it down. I was happy to be able to quit Blaze, and I was doing it ASAP. Instead of going home like I told Nova I was, I headed to Blaze for the last time.

Pulling into my ex-place of employment didn't cause me a sense of dread this time because I knew it would be the last time I was there. I needed to talk to Eddie about it. I didn't want to, so I wasn't going to. It was ten AM, and Eddie left around six. I wondered why he'd called me so many times. I wasn't going to dwell on it though. I was just going to pop in, grab my stuff, and be out. I'd talk to Eddie when things died down. Fuck it, I was even going to send him an edible arrangement as a thank you for the job. There were no hard feelings. I just didn't want to work for him.

My phone buzzed on the seat next to me, jolting me from my thoughts. I glanced at the screen – a text from Nova.

Drive safe. Love you.

The words brought a smile to my face. She had just met me, but I truly believed she loved me; it radiated from her. Maybe in time, I'd get used to it.

"So you're just gonna sneak in here, pack your shit, and leave?" I jumped at the sound of Eddie's voice behind me as I tried to stuff everything from my locker into my duffle bag. I would have left it all behind if my Fendi sneakers and Drunk Elephant skincare weren't in there. It cost too much waste.

I turned to find Eddie blocking the locker room door. Not standing in front but blocking the shut door. He never shut that door. His hands and feet were spread apart as if he was ready to attack. A scowl curved his lips. He was wearing Nike slides, basketball shorts, and a T-shirt. It was the first time I'd seen him without his grill. It looked like he had rushed over. The bartender or Nichelle must have told him I was here.

"What's going on? Why is that a problem?"

He narrowed his eyes. "The problem is, I have some very dangerous people asking me questions about their boss, and I haven't seen him since the night he said he was going to talk to you about getting the same arrangement Sokolov had with you."

Sokolov was Nikolai. I had learned from Demarco that Nikolai’s family used to be tied to the Russian mob, but since Nikolai and his brother had taken over the family, they'd gone legit and were in the trucking industry. They didn't even go by their father's surname, Sokolov, anymore. In the public eye, they were the Morozov, five brothers building a family legacy. The fact that he was working with Eddie illegally made me think it was all just to get close to me. And I figured the dangerous guy's boss was the man who attacked me.

I kept my features schooled when I said, "I have no idea who you're talking about."

I raised a finger, pointing it in his direction. "And furthermore, I don't appreciate you trying to pimp me out to your clientele," I said, trying to sound unfazed. Now that I knew this motherfucker had set me up, it was hard to not react or lash out at him.

He chuckled. "I know you're lying. I have cameras in the parking lot. Was it Nikolai who saved you? I couldn't see who came to your rescue.” The look on his face I had seen all too many times on my foster brother.

He rubbed his hand together. “I don’t care who it was. I can keep it quit. If you do something for me. I need a dancer who looks like you, but I want to test you out first."

He took a step closer and gave me one of his slow appraisals from head to toe.

I took a step back. "I don't know what you're thinking about doing, but just know my sister is Nova Russo. I know you've heard of her husband, Demarco. I told them I was coming here to get my shit and go. If anything happens to me..." I let the rest of the threat hang in the air, hoping the weight of my information was enough to change Eddies mind. I flashed him my phone with a pic of me and Nova, with Demarco sitting in a chair in the background in the living at their house. You could see the obvious resemblance.

The smirk on Eddie's face faltered for a moment, then was replaced by a glare. "You think just because you drop a name, you can just leave me with the mess you made, nothing in return? After everything I've done for you?"

My heart was beating so erratically in my chest I thought I was going to stroke out. "I'm grateful for the job, Eddie," I replied cautiously. "But I don't owe you anything. And I don't know who the guy you're referring to is. So, it isn't my mess."

He started walking towards me again.

The room felt smaller with every step he took towards me. I took steps back until my ass hit one of the vanity tables.

I realized I was really trapped, when suddenly Eddie lunged at me. He grabbed my arms, trying to pull me closer, his hands twisting the skin on my wrist, his fingers digging painfully into my flesh.

I managed to shove him away, my duffle bag hit the floor with a thud as I ran towards the door, screaming for help. Eddie covered my mouth and tore my hand away from the doorknob before I could turn the knob. He raised his hand, and his fist came down, connecting with the side of my face. He kept me from falling, turning me to face him. His eyes were crazed.

"There's no point in struggling," he whispered, his tongue trailing along my cheek. I realized I wasn't going to be able to get away, so I had to think calmly. Eddie dragged me back to the vanity, trapping me. With one hand, he ripped my borrowed tank top. He massaged my breast through my bra. Out of reflex, I swung, trying to get him off me. My hand connected with the side of his head. He roared like an animal. His free hand wrapped around my throat, squeezing until I started to choke, and my vision starting to blur.

I heard and saw Nichelle before Eddie felt her. Without hesitation, she raised a heavy liquor bottle she had been holding and swung it hard, The sound it made when connecting with his skull was sickening.

Eddie instantly let go of me, stumbling backward, he raised his hand to his head. He brought it down to look at it. Blood stained his fingers. His eyes went wide in horror. Then he dropped to the floor.

I gasped for breath, my throat burning and my head spinning. Nichelle dropped the bottle. For a second, I became mesmerized, watching it roll across the uneven floor.

Then Nichelle was at my side. It was a terrible time to notice how young and innocent she looked in her college sweater and a pair of jeans with her hair pinned back. She seemed so out of place. She looked like she should be on a campus somewhere, studying for finals, not here in the midst of this grimy fucking world that tried to break and kill women like us.

"Are you okay?" she panted. "I knew his ass was up to something devious when he ran his ass up in here after the bartender called him."

I nodded, still trying to process what had just happened. "Thank you," I managed to whisper, my voice raspy, my throat burning. She hugged me until I pulled away. Finally, we both looked down at Eddie. There was a pool of blood around his head. Too much.

“I can’t fucking go to jail,” Nichelle whispered, realizing seconds later what I had realized. Eddie was dead, or near death.

“I’m not going back.” We had to figure out our next move, and fast.

Fifteen minutes later, Nikolai came into the bar with his men. All I had done was call him and said I needed him and here he was. That would count for something, down the line.

He glanced at Nichelle, who had tucked herself into the corner, then at Eddie. "What happened?" he asked, his face blank.

"He tried to attack me, I hit him in the head with a bottle," I replied, leaving out the part of the missing boss. I'd tell him that in private. I wouldn't ever tell anybody what really happened. Nikolai's eyes scanned the scene, then came back to meet my gaze. He didn't believe me. I could read his look now that I knew he shared some of the same tells as Lisa.

He studied my face with sad eyes. "Are you hurt?" he asked, his voice a low rumble.

I shook my head, the lingering shock making it hard for my brain to form words.

"Good," he muttered, then shot a glance at Nichelle, who looked as if she was about to freak out.

One of Nikolai's men, who had been silently watching everything, moved to his side and spoke low so only he could hear. With a nod from Nikolai, the man moved to check Eddie's pulse, then turned to whisper something into Nikolai's ear.

"I can't be in here any longer," Nichelle's voice trembled. She was about ready to freak out.

"Both of you go home. Don't tell anyone what happened here," Nikolai instructed. He turned his gaze to Nichelle. "Nobody, not even your rapper boyfriend. I'd hate to have to do something bad to you, Nichelle, but I'll protect Zara at any cost, and it seems as if she has the same affinity for you. Remember that before you open your mouth." He paused and waited for some type of response from her. Nichelle hesitated for a moment before nodding reluctantly.

Nikolai gestured to one of his men. "Igor, take Nichelle home and make sure she stays there tonight, alone. Pavel, you know who to call and deal with the bartender," he ordered the other man in the room. He turned away from me. "Go home, Zara. Expect me later." He didn’t look at me.

Was he mad at me? He sounded mad.

I walked around Eddie's body, fighting against the urge to look down. Just before I walked out the door, I turned back. Nik was watching me. "Why did you come?"

He locked eyes with me. "Because I love you, Zara. Why didn't you call your sister and Demarco?"

I hesitated to tell him the truth but did anyway. "Because I know I can trust you with my life. It's just... everything else I'm not so sure about," I whispered. I left it at that and walked out.


Chapter eighteen

My entire home was covered in darkness, except for the sporadic flashes of lightning that tore through the night sky. Rain pounded relentlessly against my windowpanes. The heavens were crying tears. I wanted to cry too. I wanted to rant. I wanted to scream.

Why had Nikolai told me to expect him when he wasn’t going to show up? Two days had passed, and I hadn't heard from him. My chest hurt.

I picked up my phone on my nightstand, half-tempted to call him, just to hear his voice. To ask him if he was alright.

Yesterday, the news reported that Blaze went up in a blaze, and the owner was the only victim, a gas leak. Why hadn't he come to me that night, after I left him in the club? But why would he? I had blocked his number, left him on read when he texted me from another number, ignored his messages when it suited me, then called him when I needed him again.

I was selfish, immature, and indecisive, and maybe he had figured it out. I wanted to tell him I regretted it, regretted everything I'd done after the moment I found out he betrayed me. That was only a small part of our relationship. He had killed for me. Had saved me. I could have let him explain it away. Smoothed over his lies because as messed up as it was, I understood why he'd done what he'd done.

Lisa would tell me to forgive him.

Tears welled up, threatening to spill over. "Alexa play Peace of mind. I could always find solace in music, and the song was apropos for my current situation.

"He takes all my energy, trapped in my memory. Constantly holding me, constantly holding me." I sang along with Lauryn Hill before reaching for the bottle of gin occupying the empty space next to me, I removed the top, put it to my lips, and tipped it back, taking it to the head. I needed to stop drinking away my problems before drinking became one of my problems. I’d do that tomorrow though.

Fifty-two minutes later, all sung out and tipsy, holding an empty fifth of gin bottle, I picked up my phone to call my sister, but that somehow turned into me texting Nikolai - "You feel like fiction I made up in my mind. Are you real?" I pressed send then immediately wished I hadn't. I waited for him to text me back. I fell asleep waiting.

He abruptly pulled me from my sleep. I knew he was in the room before the flash of light illuminated his handsome face. His hair was slicked to his forehead and his shirt was wet and molded against his abs. He’d brought the rain inside with him. His expression was distant, pensive. His eyes dull.

His voice was low and gravelly when he spoke. "I'm real, real enough to hurt. Like right now, my chest is so tight I can barely breathe, has been since you hung up on me after I told you I loved you." he answered the question from my text from the darkness.

"I wasn't going to come here again, Zara, because you don't know what you want, and I can't blame you. I've made your choice difficult."

My bed dipped as he sat down. "I was going to give you time. Let weeks, maybe months pass before I came for you and tried to get you to see reason. But really, I have nothing else to say. I already pled my case. I begged your forgiveness and it all fell on deaf ears.”

He ran his hand through his hair. “I lied, yes, but out of obligation to family. But have I not been kind to you? Giving? Showed that I love you." He didn't wait for me to answer, just continued. " And as soon as you called me, without question or expectation I came running. I feel as if I've earned some type of understanding. As far as I’m concerned all should be forgiven. He tone dropped an octave.

“So know this, next time you call me or text me, I'll be back, but I won't be leaving. I will not be without you, even if it takes me breaking you, manipulating you. I will take your will. Demarco will have to make good on the threat, the one he dared to bring to my doorstep, or I'll come out on top and his wife will be buying a black dress.

He sighed. “I wish things were different. Simpler..."

His voice held something I had never heard before from him. I should have been scared, but I wasn't. I knew he was telling me his truth. He would make up my mind for me if I couldn't.

For a few prolonged, heightened seconds, we sat in silence.

He broke it. "You do understand, Zara?"

"What if I just want—" My words were cut off by him abruptly and roughly standing. Flashes of lightning showed him removing his shirt. "I'm tired, and I miss you. I don't want to hear about what you want right now. I’m sick of it. I want to touch you."

I didn't stop him when he snatched my covers away, exposing my naked body and wedged himself between my thighs.

He brought his mouth to my breast and sucked the nipple between his lips. I gasped when he bit down. He roughly massaged the other breast.

A shiver flowed through me causing a relentless ache between my legs, as I squirmed underneath him.

His fingers dug into the soft flesh of my hips, holding me still as his dick slipped between my slick folds. He pushed into me, with no remorse, slamming our body's together. I arched my back so he could go deeper into me.

My eyes rolled into the back of my head when he did.

He moved excruciatingly slow.

His mouth left my breast.

A flash of light showed his lower lip tucked tightly between his teeth as he moved in and out of me. Euphoria was written all over his face, probably mirroring mine.

We held hands as he pushed into me, stroking each other's palms.

“Ooh, baby. You feel so good.”

When we switched positions, his arms were hooked underneath my shoulders so he could support me while I rode him. 'Damn, my pussy's wet,' he huffed into my ear.

'Kiss me,' I whined as he swirled his tongue over my pulse point, driving me crazy.

'No. You have to earn them again.' He whispered while kissing my ears, then his teeth sank into my shoulder, cutting off any protest. The pain pushed me over the edge. I came with my mouth hung open, wetting his lap. Seconds later I felt his cum shooting deep inside of me.


Chapter Nineteen

When I woke up the next morning, he was gone, and I had a new perspective on life. I needed to stop living in the past. I needed to start making decisions for myself. I needed to start saving myself. I grabbed my phone and texted Niko. 'This time don't count against what you said.' Then I sent him instructions."

Just before sunset the same day, I met Nikolai on Saint Pete Beach with his entire family. The day before had been as gloomy as gray. Today was bright, almost as bright as sunrise. It was perfect. There were at least fifty of them. I could see they were rumored to be part of the Russian mob. They all had that look. They were all dressed impeccably, and expensively.

And they all had an air of authority and power that seemed to hang around them like a cloak.

I wondered why Nikolai was the only brother without tattoos. His body was perfectly unmarked. Speaking of Nikolai. He and I kept our distance as I was introduced to his family, Lisa's family. Lisa's siblings and their daddy all had the same eyes. Her daddy was a flirt, her mom's feisty like Lisa. His one brother who had seen my vagina apologized to me, and I assured him he didn't have to.

I even met that infamous granny who'd escaped the Russian Czar. She was tiny and soft-spoken, and I imagined her and Lisa looking just alike when they were the same age. She held my hand most of the time I was there. I think she wanted to feel close to her only granddaughter, and somehow, I made it possible. We didn't talk about her love story that night, but I promised I would hear it at one of the Sunday dinners they always had.

I was surprised I didn't cry as I stood with my toes buried in the wet sand, watching as Nikolai and his family waded into the water, holding Lisa's ashes. Each one took turns filling their hands with her before letting the water wash them clean.

Are you ready?' I had called Nova. She had been watching in the background, lending me quiet support. I told her to leave Demarco home due to his recent threat towards Nikolai, but he came anyway.

'I'm ready.” We had thirty minutes to get to dinner at the drug facility our brother was in. It felt weird, knowing I had shared a womb with another person. Weren't you supposed to feel the separation, what they were feeling? Maybe that was only if they were identical. I was nervous. What if we didn't get along? Nova said he was an asshole who had been in and out of rehab. That kind of scared me because of my penchant for trying to drink my troubles away. Nova linked our fingers as we walked to the car.

When I went to slide in, I looked up and found Nikolai watching us from the shore. He was too far away for me to see, even with my glasses on, but I knew his eyes were probably telling me, this wasn't the end, and sixty percent of me hoped it wasn't. The other forty percent didn't even want to leave him on the beach.

Demarco spoke out of nowhere as he drove.

"Love takes experience and time." He said looking at me threw the mirror.

I frowned. "Okay, and?"

"That's it." He turned up the radio and hummed along with Hozier.

What an odd man.


Chapter Twenty

Most of the people walking around probably thought Anton and I were on a date, sitting on a bench, sharing ice cream, not that we were reminiscing about a deceased woman. Anton handed me my ice cream cone back. He shook his head. "I don't like it." I didn't think he would. "Butter pecan was her favorite. She said vanilla was for white people." I laughed as I handed him his vanilla cone back.

Thinking about Lisa made me sad. She should have been the one eating ice cream with her twin.

Anton rolled his eyes, which reminded me so much of Lisa. Many of his mannerisms did, but that's where the similarities ended. Anton came off exactly as he presented, if that makes sense. He was a tattooed bad boy with connections to the Bratva. He bragged about being a womanizer. Supposedly, men like him weren't meant to settle down. He cursed like a sailor, was cocky, and spent money like water.

The first time we met up, he closed down a restaurant so it would just be the two of us. I told him nearly everything I could remember about Lisa that night. He admitted that his family had been involved in a criminal organization, but not which one. He said he and his brother, along with the rest of his family, were trying to make a change. He told me that after his family found out that Lisa had been trafficked, they went completely legit. They had too many ties with people who were in the business of peddling flesh, and that didn't sit right with them. I could admire that.

I dropped my cone into the trash before going into my fanny pack and pulling out a baby wipe to clean my face, but really to wipe the few tears that had leaked from my eyes as if they weren't under my control. Anton had the decency to pretend not to notice.

"My mother is expecting you for dinner. You telling her soon won't keep her from coming and looking for you, and as you know, people in my family can be very persistent."

I cut my eyes at him, ignoring his attempt to bait me into talking about Nikolai. I said, "I promise it won't be much longer."

"They think you favor me."

I did. When he called me to ask questions about Lisa, I had been so enthused to hang out with him. We had been meeting for lunch or dinner, or just to talk for weeks. I actually liked Anton better than my own brother. Nova had warned me that Cedric was an asshole, but I didn't believe her until he called me asking to borrow money the day after I met him. He called me a bitch and hung up when I said I didn't have it to give. He had left rehab without permission that same day. Nova said she was done with him. I wasn't. I would at least give him a few more chances.

"I do, for now because I know you better, well, sort of."

"You know a lot more about Nikolai."

I rolled my head in his direction. "Is he giving you something type of payment to mention his name a thousand times every time we meet?" As if I didn't think of him enough on my own. I even dreamt about him.

He shook his head, his face going serious. "He's threatening me with physical violence. Why won't you just call him?"

I chuckled. "Did he tell you he said if I call him again that I'm stuck with him? I don't want to have to shoot your brother just because I just want to say hi. I miss you."

He grinned. "So you do miss him."

"Yes." I missed the fuck out of him.

"Well then, write him a letter or something. All he does is mope around right now, but you'll be sad when he rebounds and is happy with another woman. Nikolai is a wanted man. He could have any type of woman he wanted but he's waiting for you." He taunted.

I snatched my whole body around to glare at him. "He's talking to other women?" I asked a little too loudly and angrily for my taste. Just the mention of another woman irritated me.

Anton’s head dropped back on his neck as he lost himself in laughter. "No, but if I tell him about your reaction to just the mention of it. He'll probably give me a reprieve from the threats and demands," he said when he finally composed himself.

I stood shaking my head. "I don't care what you tell him," I lied. "I have to go meet Nichelle. You should come meet her."

Nichelle and I had met up a few times since the night she saved me from Eddie. It was like she had done a complete turnaround in life, or maybe a half one. She wasn't stripping anymore, though there were clubs in the area offering her basically anything she wanted to come dance for them, and she had stopped using drugs, except weed. She said seeing all that blood had scared her sober. Now her goal was to open her own dance studio with the money she had made when Reddit hacked the GameStop stock, whatever that meant.

She had more than mid six figures in her bank account. I don't judge her for being a stripper. I just didn't understand why she continued if she had money. The rush, I guess. But I wouldn't ask her. That was her business.

"The stripper from Eddie's club?" Anton looked hesitant before agreeing. We walked the three blocks to the restaurant.

I spotted Nichelle as soon as I walked into the restaurant, even though it was crowded. She was in the back, a man standing over her with his back to me. I realized it was Vincent a second later. I smiled. I had also been developing a relationship with him. Anton and I bypassed the hostess station and headed directly to them.

"You didn't tell me he would be here," Anton nearly growled next to me.

I slapped his arm. "Behave. I didn't know, and he's harmless." When we arrived at the table, drawing their attention. Both Vincent and Nichelle stared at Anton for a second before greeting me.

Nichelle rose from her seat. "So, you traded in the middle-aged one for the younger model," Nichelle joked while hugging me.

I laughed but didn't acknowledge her. Then I hugged Vincent. He gave me a sweet kiss on the cheek before I moved from his embrace. I turned to Anton, "This is Anton; he'll be joining us for lunch."

Vincent spoke to him, his hand reaching out for a handshake, but I don't think Anton noticed, he was staring at Nichelle, or rather, he was lost in her.

"I didn't realize that you were so beautiful," he complimented her. She really was beautiful, wearing a yellow sundress that hugged her curvy, thick body and flared out around the legs, with white sandals on her pretty feet. Her hair was in a goddess braid that wrapped around her head like a crown, and she was glowing.

My eyebrow rose at the interaction between the two. Well, okay.

Nichelle's mouth curved into a smirk. "I am beautiful," she acknowledged, then she raised her hand to her full lips and swiped her tongue across her thumb, wetting it. Then she invaded Anton's space. I'm talking they were breathing the same breath close. "And you have ice cream on your mouth," she used her thumb to clean the corner of his mouth, then brought it to her own cherry-red lips and sucked it. "Mmm," she practically moaned, "butter pecan, my momma used to love her some butter pecan, sad story of how that flavor came to be."

Anton was practically salivating as she continued.

"Did you know during Jim Crow, it's rumored that Black people came up with it because people who looked like you would not let them have plain vanilla, for some stupid reason. Jim Crow is exactly one of the reasons why I don't mess with white boys." She paused to sigh. "I've seen the look you have on your face enough times to know you're already plotting on me, so I'm trying to save you the trouble.

I’ perpetually mean. I don't want your flowers or money. I don't like bad mafia boys, and your pretty blue eyes ain't enticing enough to change my mind. Don't call my phone, don't show up at my house. I won't find you stalking me romantic or endearing, and you'll be damn near the hundredth man to do it." She laughed in his face.

I could see Anton slowly processing her words in his head. She laughed louder when he frowned. I expected him to be mad or call her a name or something. Instead, he said something in Russian. I swear I'd heard his brother say the same thing to me before. I would ask him later what it meant. I think Nichelle's little speech had done the opposite of what she intended. He looked at her with possession in his eyes. I think she had challenged a hungry wolf to play a game of chase.

"You should have dinner with me one night. We can talk about it. I have a Black sister. You met her.” He paused to nod towards me.’’ I’ll have Black nieces and nephews if my brother has his say.” He nodded towards me again. "Now, one day, I plan to have a Black wife," he chuckled almost sinisterly, staring at her like he could see her soul.

Nichelle's demeanor quickly changed. She took a step away from him, then another. She turned and grabbed my arm and pulled me to the other side of the table with her. She pulled me down into the seat next to her.

"So it's not just his brother who's crazy," she whispered. I could hear it in her voice. she was flustered.

"You should have just said thank you." I laughed

"I should have. You have to talk him out of whatever he's about to do."

I looked across the table. Anton had taken a seat. He was leaned into his chair, watching Nichelle. Nichelle was in trouble. The lord himself probably couldn't talk him out of the pursuit he was planning in his head.

I had forgotten Vincent was there until he took a seat next to me. "Are we still on for tonight?"

I nodded. "Yep, see you at eight, bring your appetite. I'm cooking my entire serving menu for you to taste."

He clapped then rubbed his hands together. "I'm ready."

Vincent liked food. I liked cooking. When Nova asked me what I wanted to do with my life and said she would finance it, my dream of catering parties flew out of my mouth. Demarco fired me from his club. In less than a month, she had already set me up. I was perfecting my recipes. So much had changed in such a short period of time.

"Can I get you all drinks to start off dining experience? We have a brunch special on mimosas," the waitress interrupted my thoughts. Everybody ordered drinks, then we fell into comfortable conversation.

Thirty minutes later I was cutting into my chicken and waffles when a shadow blocked out my light. I looked up to find Nikolai standing over me. He had oil on his face and smelled of gasoline. He had once told me he had an old car called a Lada he was working on restoring himself. Looked like he had rushed away from doing that to show up where I was.

I glared across the table at Anton, who dropped his head and looked at everything but me.

"Can I speak to you privately, Zara?" There was barely leashed anger in his tone.

"Yes, right after you acknowledge my friends and your brother. I was purposely being annoying." I had made it clear already that I didn't think him showing up to places I was and snatching me up out of them was cute.

He grunted out a greeting.

Before I rose, I made a show of speaking to Vincent. "If your girlfriend, Victoria, stops by to pick up her food and I'm not back, please tell her I look forward to seeing both of you at my house tonight for the tasting."

Then I looked pointedly at Anton and then Nikolai. Vincent had options. He was not waiting around pining over my ass. He had started back up with an old girlfriend as soon as he realized I wasn't interested.

Vincent smirked in my direction. "I'll make sure to let my girlfriend know."

I grabbed Nikolai's hand and pulled him away from the table after gathering my purse and phone. We had to pass the restrooms before we got to the exit. I pulled him into the family one.

I locked the door and set my stuff on the sink. Nikolai was rubbing his eyes and forehead, shaking his head. "I'm sorry, but he sent me a picture of you and him sitting there smiling, and I lost it. I-."

I cut him off, while bending to pull my thong from under my dress, I shoved it in my bag, then stepped into his space, pulling at the button on his jeans. He grabbed my hand, stopping me, finally looking at me. "What are you doing, Zara?"

"I want you to fuck me right here."

I missed him so much, and he looked and smelled so good. Like a fucking man. His brother had given me the perfect excuse. I turned and bent over the sink, watching him from the mirror. I raised my skirt over my ass and arched it in the air for him. He looked so confused but went about setting his dick free. When he was ready, I watched as he shoved his hand between my thick thighs. His fingers slid through my folds. "You're so fucking wet," he said as he rubbed my clit.

"Please," I needed to feel him inside.

In the next second, I was watching and feeling him ease himself into me. His face looked tortured. My toes curled against my sandals. "Ooh, fuck," I moaned as I rolled my hips, urging him to fuck me faster and harder.

"Fuck," Nikolai grunted with his eyes closed tightly as our skin slapped together. My orgasm came quickly, nearly buckling my knees. Nikolai's back went stiff as I milked him of his release.

Both of us were panting. I disengaged us before either of us caught our breath. Nikolai leaned against the wall, breathing heavily, his pants around his ankles. His cum dripping from the head of his dick had my mouth watering.

The scene looked so dirty and seedy. I wanted to do it again. I looked away. My hands shook as I washed them and then my face. Then, I grabbed my stuff. I knew not to give Nikolai enough time to recuperate. He opened his eyes when the door opened. He glared at me, "Where are you going, Zara?"

"That didn't count against what you said. I didn't call you. Your brother did. Have a nice rest of your day, Nikolai," I said before closing the door.

What Demarco had said about love needing experience and time finally made sense to me. Love was more complex than what I'd found with Nikolai. Yes, I loved him. But I couldn't fully grasp what that meant until I experienced different types of love. Hell, I needed to learn to love myself before I could commit to Nikolai. It wouldn't be fair if I didn't. Which was exactly why I was going to take myself back to counseling. I wasn't going to let past trauma ruin what I knew deep down Nikolai and I could have.


Chapter Twenty one

“I'll go get ice cream. You get steaks, and we'll meet in the middle in produce, Nova said before turning and rushing off.” The day had been long and tiring. She was in a rush to get home.

We had spent half the day talking to lawyers. We were one of the eight families, including Nikolai's, who were involved in a class-action suit against the hospital where Lisa and I and the other children had been taken from. Eight of us had been found. They had twelve families who suspected that their kids had been part of the trafficked kids —who were permanently placed. Nobody knew for sure because the doctor who was responsible committed suicide as soon as everything had been exposed a month back, and nobody knew what agency he was using, so there was no way to contact the clients.

I stood in an empty aisle of the grocery store, searching the overhead signs for the frozen food section.

"It's been a while." I immediately recognized the voice. The blood in my veins turned to ice. I snapped my head in the direction of it. Murky brown eyes stared down at me. My breathing got choppy. My eyes scanned his light brown face. They say the devil was handsome, and so was Dorian, deceptively so. The Jesus piece with his initials on it rested against his chest on his white T-shirt. His breath smelled like Newport’s. He was the reason I hated the smell of cigarettes. It triggered me. He liked to smoke one after...

Dorian was the spawn of a white momma who didn't believe racism existed because she fucked Black men. His daddy was one of those self-hating Black men who thought he was better than the other Black folks around him, though he lived and worked with them.

I never understood how they were approved for children, and at least twelve had entered and left by the time I was arrested.

I had told myself that when I met up with Dorian face to face again, I would make him regret everything he'd done to me and all the other little girls he hurt.

I had been prepared to go back to prison to make sure no other girls were hurt like me, but in that moment, I couldn't move. My palms were sweaty around the cart.

"How have you been, Zara? I heard about Lisa. I'm sorry. I know you loved her." He chuckled. When I didn't answer and took the needed steps to position himself behind me, pressing his hardness into my back, making sure I could feel it..

"I missed you, Zara." His warm hand traced the curve of my hip. I kept telling my body to move, but I couldn't. I was stuck back in the past.

I was fourteen the first time he touched me. He woke me up from sleep, massaging my breast and touching himself. He started out being gentle and making what he did to me feel good. Sometimes he'd give me money. But then, when he started escalating and I didn't want to do what he wanted, he would hit me. Punch me in places clothes could hide.

He held a knife to my throat once when a male classmate came by the house for me. Sometimes, he would make me have me have sex with him in front of his friends. They would pay him. He tried to give me drugs, and I realized he was probably trying to get me hooked so his friends watching would turn into them partaking for the right amount of money. The closer it got to my eighteenth birthday, the more I started to fight him.

That's when he threatened Lisa. That same day, I waited until his parents were gone, and when he started in on me, I tried to put a knife through his black heart. I was determined that he never put a finger on Lisa. She was still living in that house, paying his parents' rent because of me.

“Hey! What are you doing to her?” The sound of a woman's voice brought me out of my stupor. I swung my elbow back into his stomach as a tall, dark-skinned girl came running down the aisle in our direction, her afro bouncing as she did. She stepped between us. I tried to move her. I didn’t want her to get hurt. She couldn’t have been more than sixteen, though she was tall and thick. But she wasn’t scary like me “What were you doing to her?” She shoving him and was yelling at Dorian and so loudly it, she was drawing everybody in the store to us. Two women and a man boxed Dorian in, keeping him from running. He was yelling at them, threatening violence.

Nova came out of nowhere. She reached out and gently held my face in her hands, concern etched into her features. "Why are you crying, Zara?" I hadn’t realized I was crying. “I, I, he was...” I stuttered, trying to find the words, attempting to explain the situation. The girl spoke up. “She was standing there frozen, looking like she was about to pass out, and he was touching her. Right here in the aisle. I called the police.”

I heard the distinctive sound of Nova's baton sliding open. I recognized it because I had one too. Demarco had been teaching me how to defend myself and had even given me an identical baton with my name engraved on it, just like Nova's. I grabbed Nova’s arm. “Don’t. It’s him. You'll get in trouble,” I knew he would spin it so he would get off scot-free again because I was involved. He had made me look like a monster during my trial. He would do it to Nova.

The anger that crossed her eyes scared me. The sound of the baton hitting the tiled floor echoed. She reached into her purse, and I knew she was going for a deadlier weapon. Luckily, the store security came before she got her hands on it.

They quickly separated us from Dorian. They dragged him towards the front of the store. I watched it all as if I was outside of my body. Nova took all the money from her purse, it had to be at least two thousand dollars, and shoved it into the girl with the afro’s hand. The girl attempted to refuse, but Nova simply walked away, pulling me along with her.

She had her phone to her ear as she spoke urgently. The police arrived before Demarco, taking statements from both the girl who had intervened and the other witnesses.

Nova handed them her lawyer's card, and we left without giving a statement. Demarco and she argued the entire ride to their house. He told her she knew better than to go anywhere without her guards. It was my fault they hadn’t been there. I insisted I could drive her, and she wouldn’t have to call them. I messed everything up.

Three days later, I hadn’t left the room Nova had put me in, scared to face the world. Dorian had been arrested but released on bail. So, he was free in the world, and I was trapped. Living my own Groundhog Day movie. I’d wake up just to relive what happened with Dorian in my mind. Replaying scenarios of what I should have done until it was time to go back to bed. Why had I frozen?

“Because you're weak, Zara, and honestly, it's a bit pathetic. I thought because you had stabbed him before — that when he came for you for revenge that, you’d finish him off and be asking me to bury the body. But you just froze. It was infuriating to witness when I watched the recordings. You’re like your sister, soft. But she grew a spine, and eventually, you will too.

I hadn’t realized I asked the question out loud and wished I hadn’t. Demarco never knocked. “It’s my house; I don’t have to,” he’d told Nova when she admonished him for it.

He threw a box wrapped in red shiny paper onto the bed. “Pretty boy dropped this off,” he said before leaving and closing the door behind him. He was so harsh all the time, but his words rang true. I was weak. I would change that.

I stared at the package that he’d left and concentrated on not falling into another crying fit. When I composed myself, I unwrapped the package and opened the small box. My heart sped up, and a huff left my mouth, carrying all the air from my lungs. Inside was Dorian's Jesus piece with his initials on it and a note: “Sleep well tonight. The monster's dead. I love you.”


Chapter Twenty two

Life has a way of showing you that you aren't in control at all. I’d fucked up.

The night Eddie attacked me, I had forgotten to tell Nikolai that Eddie had security footage of him saving me. The guy Eddie had tried to pimp me off to turned out to be a Capo in the Italian mob. I didn't know what a Capo was, but I understood enough to fear for Nikolai's life. There was a hit put out on him. Demarco had somehow caught wind of it. Nova had to damn near break down in tears to make him give me the details. Then I had to tell them all that had happened, everything. Nova was livid that I hadn't called her to help with Eddie. She was really in big sister mode.

It felt like I was suffocating in my cramped apartment, as moonlight snuck through the blinds, keeping the shadows dancing around me. Anxiety clawed at me from underneath my skin. My head hurt. I'd been calling Nikolai all day. I knew with everything in me, the only reason he wouldn't answer me was because something was keeping him from doing it.

My feet hurt as I paced. When he didn't answer, I finally broke down and told Anton what was going on, and he'd called their father. Nobody had seen him for two days. I knew his family probably hated me. It was probably why nobody had called me back. I was pacing back and forth when suddenly, I remembered something. Nikolai had said he could track my location on the phone he'd given me to replace my cheap prepaid phone. I wondered, could I track his phone? I rushed to my laptop to google it. After a tense few minutes of figuring out how to track it, I located Nikolai's phone.

I paused, taking a deep breath to steady my trembling hands before dialing. "Anton,” I yelled into the phone the moment he answered, "I found Nik's location."

I gave him the address.

He warned "GPS says I'm forty-five minutes away. Don't go there, Zara. I'm heading that way now."

I was already walking down the stairs, heading to my car. In the car, I checked my bag for the baton and the pistol Demarco gave me. I didn't know what I would find at the address I was going to, so I sent Nova a text. I hated to get her involved, but I knew she would send Demarco to help me. I swear I would make it up to her.

I pulled up to the address, and it was a warehouse. Next door to it was a warehouse that had been turned into a lounge. There were people everywhere. I could smell food in the air, hear voices. My heart slowed a little. Maybe everything was okay.

I should have stopped there and waited, but instead, I made my way to the warehouse door. I tried the lock, and it was open. I said a prayer before opening the door. Immediately, I heard muffled voices. People laughing. My heart raced, urging me to turn back, yet I pressed on. I passed two rooms that were empty. I came to a door with only a small window to see in. I peeked into it. Four men were sitting watching TV, there were guns everywhere, and I mean a lot. I decided then that I needed to leave. I had choked up when Dorian confronted me. What in the hell would I do with four men who were probably killers if they caught me?

I suddenly heard footsteps. I looked back over my shoulder at the door, then in the direction the sound came from. I didn't have time to make it out. I slipped into a side room, dimly lit and reeking of body odor. I covered my nose and slid down next to the door. I looked around; there were boxes everywhere. A familiar scent had me curious enough to be crawling on the floor on my bare knees. I should have changed from the graphic tee and biker shorts I'd been wearing. My purse dragged along next to me.

The sound of someone moaning had me snatching my head in that direction. Then I realized why the smell in the room was familiar. There, behind so many boxes, I found Nikolai. He was laying on his back. His mouth was gagged. His white button-up shirt was bloody. I almost screamed, but raised my hand and slammed it over my mouth before I did.

A slight whimper slipped out, drawing his attention. He blinked rapidly, then his eyes went wide when he saw me. He gestured for me to leave. There were ropes on his feet, his hair was sweaty and slicked to his forehead. I was pulling down the piece of fabric that covered his mouth before I even realized I'd moved. The relief I got from touching him made me feel like everything was normal, and he wasn't tied up and beaten up in a warehouse.

"What in the hell are you doing here, Zara?" He slurred. "Go." He tried to nudge me.

"No," I whispered. "I'm waiting here with you. Everybody knows you're here. They should be here in a moment."

"How?"

"The phone you gave me. I logged into the account and traced your GPS thingy." I pulled his head into my lap before he could say something. I slammed my hand over his mouth, then brought my finger to my lip. He needed to be quiet. He glared at me but remained silent. Grabbing my phone from my purse, I texted Anton and Nova that I had found Nikolai and what I saw. We needed to be quiet for as long as we could. After texting everyone, I untied the rope around his legs.

"Who are you?"

I jumped and screamed so loud my own ears rang. I turned around and a man about my age stood with a gun pointing at my head. Seconds later, he was joined by the four other men. They all had guns.

My hands shot up instinctively, my whole-body quaking with fear. Trembling, I tried to shove Nikolai behind me. He didn't look like he could take another beating. My bag with all my weapons was behind me too, but they were no good. It was five against two, one really, just Nikolai.

One of the men, with a crooked smirk, chuckled, breaking through the terrifying silence. He reminded me of John Travolta if I squinted. He nudged one on the arm. "It's her." He shook his dark head, his brown eyes zeroing in on me. "We were just planning to pick you up and lookie here, you came to us. That’s a streak of good luck." His voice was laced with a mixture of amusement and menace.

"Why?" My voice quivered.

"You know why, it's because of you Lorenzo's dead."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

He rushed me, and I couldn't react, he moved so fast. My scalp burned as he dragged me up from the ground, forcing me to my tiptoes. He didn't look so tall from the ground. For the first time in my life, I wished I didn't have so much hair. His fingers dug into my chin as he forced me to look at him. "Tell me that lie to my face," he demanded, his breath hot on my face.

I shook my head no, scared mute.

"So, you know what I'm talking about now?"

I nodded.

He sneered. "Good, you remember the truth when we're calling your family for your ransom. You and he owe Lorenzo's widow and five kids a lot of money."

He had a wife and five kids but was trying to rape me in a dirty alley? His wife was probably better off without him. I nodded. I didn't think he knew who my family was, or he wouldn't be expecting anything from them. I was sure Demarco would be there before any ransom calls were made, though.

My ass hit the floor just as the warehouse door burst open, and in poured Demarco and five of his men, their own weapons drawn. Anton, his father, two of his brothers, and four other men followed Demarco's entourage. I almost screamed again I was so relieved.

The men snatched around to find themselves being surrounded. Nikolai, sighed in relief, leaning heavily on me, managed a weak grip on the small gun I handed him. He frowned when he looked at it, like he was annoyed it wasn't bigger. I held him at my side. No need to run in between the crossfire.

"Demarco, what are you doing here? This has nothing to do with them."

He responded in the unbothered way he always did. "It kind of does, since that's my wife's sister." Demarco's eyes landed on me, then slowly moved to Nikolai. He shook his head as if he was annoyed by the fact he had to be there, and he probably was. All he ever wanted to do was be up under Nova.

The revelation seemed to suck the air out of the room.

"Aye man, we didn't know. You can take her and go," the leader rushed out.

Demarco shook his head and his gun at the same time. "He comes with her. That's her soon-to-be husband. So, he is also family."

The man protested. "We can't let him go."

"The hell you— " Anton started. Demarco cut him off by raising his right hand. Anton dragged his palm down his mouth but remained quiet.

Demarco's phone rang. "I assure you it's all good to let them both go." He handed his phone to the mountain-sized blond at his side. He took it and handed it to the man who'd dropped me.

"Yeah, I understand, but." He paused to listen. "I'm following orders. The order to let him go has to come from my boss. No disrespect, but you're out, your words mean very little." He paused again, then nodded. "Thanks for understanding, Roman." He said into the phone.

He handed the phone back to the blond, who handed it back to Demarco. Demarco put it to his ear. He laughed a genuine laugh. It was startling. For the first time, I realized how handsome he was. Who was Roman?

"I told you, you should have let me do what needed to be done from the beginning. But I have to handle this. Tell AJ I'll pick him up from the airport tomorrow. Nova will probably be sleeping in late. I have a feeling it's going to be a long night." He ended the call with a dark chuckle.

He turned to his men. "Kill all but one."

Four shots rang out, and four of the men's bodies hit the floor before I even processed the orders he'd given. I held on tight to Nikolai and slammed my hand over my mouth to stifle the scream that threatened to escape. There was blood and the smell of blood everywhere.

Demarco turned around with a sinister grin on his face, assessed the damage, then spoke to the one man who remained standing. "You," he pointed at the youngest. The one who had found me. His gun was at his feet. His entire body trembled. Demarco pointed his gun at him. "Go run and tell your boss that the Sokolov family is now a part of mine, therefore a part of Roman's, and as untouchable as us. Remind them what happened the last time they came for us. They will, however, be sending the widow a big check."

He turned to Nikolai's father for confirmation. Nikolai senior nodded. Demarco turned back to the guy. "Run, tell that,”He ordered.

The guy didn't move. He was stuck.

"Go," Demarco yelled. He took off running.

I sighed at the fact that it was all over. Demarco's next order froze me in place.

"Take her back to the house. Carry her if you must." I heard Demarco say.

"Who, me?" I got out before the blond rushed me. I was thrown over his shoulder and moving. Demarco tisked and pointed his gun at Nikolai when he tried to help me. Demarco's men pointed their guns at Nikolai's family.

"No, you stay. You two have caused enough trouble for a lifetime. You have three days, Niky boy, to send Lorenzo's widow and the three men lying here wives seven-figure checks and to plan a wedding before I come for you." I heard Demarco threaten as I was being carried away. "Google shotgun weddings for ideas. Nova said that's what we're having since you knocked her sister up.

It took me a minute to process what had been said and I was incensed at the accusation. 'I'm not pregnant,' I yelled. I started struggling to get down off the beast who was carrying me, but it was a futile attempt.

"The doctor you went to for food poisoning said you are." Demarco yelled back, telling my business.

"I'm not pregnant," I refuted again, but by the time I was carried to the car, I remembered that it had been well past three months since my last Depo shot in prison. When I started having unprotected sex with Nikolai, in my mind, I was protected.

I might be pregnant. The emotions that had hit me had me feeling like I was on a roller coaster. I had never had a mother. How in the hell was I going to raise a child?


Chapter Twenty-three

Cars zoomed by me as I sat in my car, watching Nikolai wait for me inside the coffee shop, I had called and asked him to meet me at earlier that morning. Even from the car, I could see his face was still healing, and he looked stressed. I was scared to go in. I had left the doctor an hour ago and I was still reeling from the news.

Even after taking nearly ten home pregnancy tests and having the doctor I went to when I thought I had food poisoning —confirm it. The reality of me being pregnant only sank in after I removed my clothing from the waist down and allowed my new OBGYN to slide the ultrasound probe inside of me.

The exam had gone by in a blur. I walked out of the doctor's office knowing 100% that I was pregnant and everybody else did too.

Nova had signed onto Quest diagnostic for my test results. I’d gone to the doctor because I thought I had food poisoning or something. I wish I would have never given her permission. What she knew, Demarco knew. How embarrassing that had been. To have him reveal it to Nik's entire family.

I think each one of his siblings and parents had called me at least thirty times, wanting to know if it was true.

My phone rang, jarring me from my thoughts. It was Nova, again. I hadn’t seen her since the day I was carried out of the warehouse. As soon as Demarco's bodyguard pulled into their yard, I jumped out of their SUV into the Uber I had waiting and was gone. I checked into a hotel for a week. I hoped they really didn’t think I was going to stick around while they bullied Nic into marrying me.

That day had already been too much all at once. I had never been held hostage, seen so much blood, or been pregnant before. I needed time. I would talk to her when Nic and I figured out what we wanted to do. I hoped that my excluding her and her crazy husband from me.

Sighing, I closed my eyes, then I gave myself a pep talk before getting out of my car. "Time to man up, Zara."


Chapter twenty four

Sitting across the café table from Nicolai, I kept my eyes low, scared to meet his. With a shaky breath, I nodded. “It’s, um, I’m pregnant.” I cringed at how shaky my voice sounded as I slid my ultrasound picture across the table to him.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do.” I confessed.

“Do you mean you... You want to get -” Nik’s voice cracked and I realized what he thought I meant.

“No,” I shook my head, interrupting him before he could say it.

His relief was audible.

“I don’t know how I’m going to raise a child.” I said, then quickly changed the subject. “You don’t have to marry me because my sister and Demarco said so. They’re ridiculous, living in their own little lala land.” I laughed.

Nik licked his lips. “Demarco couldn’t make me marry you if I didn’t want to. I wanted to marry you. I would have married you that night you let me kiss you for the first time, for the record.”

He pushed a few buttons and slid his phone across the table for me to take.

"I would have married you four days ago if you showed up. Demarco's threats meant nothing. My family doesn't need his protection."

My eyes ballooned at the sight of the backyard wedding on the phone. There was an altar under a wooden arch adorned with a cascade of white and soft pastel flowers. The next picture was everybody dressed in white, sitting, waiting, even Nova, Demarco, and their kids were there. I didn’t want to see what came next. What I'd missed. I pushed his phone away.

“You really were going to go through with that crazy forced wedding?”

Our gazes met across the table. Nik's eyes held mine as he answered. "Crazy? Maybe. But when it comes to you, Zara, I don't mind a bit of crazy or a bit of force. I've known since that first night I was with you that you were the one for me. Everything else... it's just noise."

I sat there, stunned, the ultrasound picture between us. I was pregnant. He would have married me. This is the life I imagined when I was a little girl.

I was about to cry, I dropped my eyes and blinked back the tears.

"I... I don't know what to say," I finally murmured, my voice barely above a whisper. “This is a lot to process.”

"You don't have to say anything right now," he replied softly. "In about ten minutes you can say I do.”

I cut my eyes at him. He was wearing a devilish smile. “What?"

“What did I tell you that night in your room? Next time you call me...” he waited for me to fill in the blank.

I frowned. “You said if I called you again, no matter what, we were together forever. You were serious?” Part of me hadn’t really thought he was.

"I've never been more serious about anything in my life, Zara. I meant every word. You called me knowing the consequences."

He set a Black velvet ring box on top of the ultrasound. I shook my head. I was speechless, my heart pounded in my chest fast enough to make me dizzy.

This was not how I had imagined today going. I balled my hands under the table to keep from touching the box. I really wanted to see the ring inside.

“Don’t do this, Nik, take it back. It's so fast. I have plans, and I need counseling. I just met my sister and gotta get to know her. I love you but this is—."

He cut me off. “Say it again.”

“Say what again.”

“Say you love me again.”

“I didn’t—” I started, but then ran back what I said in my head. Oh my gosh. I had just confessed without even thinking. I slapped my hand over my face.

Nik reached across the table, pulling my hand away.

“You fucked up. Now I’m really never letting you go,” he chuckled.

I took a deep breath, looking into his eyes. "I... I need to think about this, Nik."

"Take all the time you need, Zara. You have five minutes."

"Five minutes?" I started to panic. "You can't just put a timer on a decision like this.”

“I just did.” I have two judges waiting. Judge Scarpetta doesn’t care if you’re under duress. This is me pressuring you, Zara.”

“I’m leaving.” I stood up. My chair scraping the floor. I looked around to see who was paying attention, then realized the restaurant was empty. Had it always been? I was so anxious, I couldn’t even remember. Hadn’t there been a lady to direct me to the table?

“The doors locked.” He warned.

“What?”

Nikolai's actions were calm and measured as he stood, smoothing the wrinkles out of the teal suit he was wearing. He took a step closer, his presence dominating, he was trying to punk me.

"You already missed one wedding I planned. Didn’t want you to miss this one. There's nowhere to run,” he teased.

I backed away from him. Putting my hands out between us to hold him off. “Okay, this isn’t funny. Are you trying to tell me you want us to get married in this coffee shop?”

“Yes.”

“You are really fine for a psycho and I love you, but no.”

He leaned in towards me, his voice dropping to a whisper. "But Zara, isn't this what you want? Deep down? What would Lisa tell you to do?"

My mouth dropped open. “You’re going to use Lisa?”

He nodded. “Yes, this is me manipulating you. Besides, she told you she wanted you to be happy. Don’t I make you happy? Don’t I protect you? Do you think you’ll find this much intensity or passion with anyone else? I killed for you, I’ll do it again if necessary. I'm devoted to you, to us. Isn't that what every woman wants? Someone who would do anything for them?"

He paused, a flicker of something crossing his face, frustration maybe. He had the right to be frustrated, I'd give him that. "I just want you, Zara. I want us to be together, no matter what. Is that so wrong?"

“I don’t even know what to say or do.” I needed a moment. I was about to cause more drama. I hurried and dialed my sister. I needed her to save me. A smirk curved Nik's mouth. I found it odd that he didn’t move to stop me. The phone rang in my ear, then I heard it ring in the restaurant.

“You kind of have to marry him, Zara.”

I jumped at the sound of my sister's voice and spun around.

Nova was about twenty feet behind me dressed in a white lace dress, Demarco stood beside her in a black suit. He got my sister and Demarco in on his ambush? I couldn’t believe it.

"You're in on this too?" I wasn’t exactly mad, just felt she could have called and warned me. But maybe she had. I ignored her phone call just before I walked in.

Demarco cut whatever else Nova was about to say off. “He’s either family or he’s foe.”

“Is judge Scarpetta still back there?” Nik raised his voice to ask. Anton stepped out of the kitchen area of the shop. “He is.” He answered giving me a goofy grin.

I wondered who else was in the back room.

“Shotgun wedding it is,” Demarco barked.

He was serious as hell.

The whole scene felt like some twisted game show where I was a reluctant player in. My heart was thumping so loud, I could swear it was echoing off the walls of the coffee shop.

My gaze flicked to Nikolai, then to the ring box still on the table, and then rolled to the expectant faces of Nova, Anton, and Demarco. "Decisions, decisions," I muttered under my breath, a half-laugh, half-sob stuck in my throat. The choice before me felt fucking impossible.


I’s married now. Epilogue

I couldn’t believe I was married. I had a family. It all felt so surreal. Like a trick my mind was playing on me. I kept thinking I would wake up and it would all be gone, and I’d be back in jail.

"You may kiss the bride." Those words kept echoing in my head. I had officially been married for three hours, not under duress. I'd chosen the real officiant because I had already made too many mistakes where Nic was concerned. It would have been stupid as hell to start our life together —with him thinking I didn't actually want to marry him—when just the thought made my heart nearly burst.

I left the white slip dress I’d gotten married in hanging across the sink after I’d squeezed into the gift Chelle had given me for my wedding night, then made my way out of the bathroom.

“Damn,” slipped out of Nic's mouth as he sat up in bed to stare at me. His eyes affixed to me and scanned my thick body that was covered in a red lace bodystocking. It clung to my flesh like a second skin, barely covering anything. When I’d seen the small, thin piece of material, I just knew there was no way I’d fit into it, but I did, and it looked obscene on me. To make it better, I’d picked my hair out, and it was wild on my head like Nic liked it, and I smelled good too.

Nic was still wearing his suit but was starting to unfasten the cufflinks.

“You like?” I teased, executing a slow spin in front of the bed, displaying myself. We were in a three-bedroom hotel suite across the street from the airport. We’d be flying to Ghana the next day for our month-long honeymoon.

“Yes,” he muttered, letting his cufflinks fall to the floor. I watched as he started unbuttoning his shirt, his eyes never leaving mine.

“You know what I was thinking about?” I asked as I crawled onto the bed. It was a huge bed, so I was able to sit at his feet. My legs spread, giving him a view of my wet, puffy pussy.

“What?” Abandoning the task of removing his shirt, he sat up and reached for me, running his hands up my laced leg, then up my thighs. He massaged the thick exposed flesh.

"First. What is it that you always whisper to me in Russian?"

He blinked hard as if he had to focus to remember before answering "My forever."

"Oh." That was the only response that I could think of that didn't throw off my plans. I asked the next question.

“Second. You remember that night in the cabin when you turned me down for sex?”

“What about it?” he replied, distracted. He was damn near drooling.

“This is me returning the favor,” I said, just as a knock on the door interrupted us.

“That’ll be your mother and father. They’ll probably let themselves in since I left them a key at the desk.”

Nic snatched his hand away from me as if he’d been burned.

"What?" he looked confused.

I nodded. “Yes, your mother. She called me, and I invited her and your father to have dinner and drinks with us before we left, in the room. This room.”

The look of sheer disbelief and frustration on his face was priceless. I couldn't help but laugh as I pushed up from the bed and sauntered towards the bathroom, looking back over my shoulder.

“I just wanted you to see what I’d been wearing under my dress while we talk with your parents.”

He groaned and started rebuttoning his shirt.

“This is something you will make up to me,” he threatened.

I laughed as I slipped into the bathroom. I could hear the muffled sound of Nic letting his parents in.

I quickly freshened up, looking at my reflection in the mirror. I was so fucking happy I could have cried, but I couldn't lose it at the moment. I'd wait until I was alone. I got dressed in a long maxi dress that covered most of the bodystocking.

Exiting the bathroom, I found Nic waiting for me. He grabbed my hand and pulled me into him. "You owe me big time," he grumbled. “Say the words again and I’ll forgive you though.”

I knew the words he wanted me to say. “I love you.”

He smashed his mouth into mine, kissing me with a hunger that bordered on desperation. I returned his energy because I was just as desperate for him.

“Zara,” a voice echoed from outside the bedroom.

He snatched his mouth from mine at the sound of his mother calling my name. His mouth was all frowned up. I smoothed my hand down his bruised and battered face. He was healing, but not fast enough for me. His messed-up face kept reminding me of what I could have lost in that warehouse.

“Sooner we finish this, the faster we can consummate our marriage, husband” I said, pulling out of his arms I grabbed my dress from the closet, a maxi, that stopped at my ankles before he could protest and left him in the room. He joined us just before his mother nearly pulled my arm off trying to see the ridiculously big diamond her son had put on my finger.

As I sat around the table with Nic's mother and father, waiting for Demarco, Nova, Chell, and Vincent to show up, a tear slipped out of my eye. The first years of my life were only filled with love because of Lisa, and now, because of Lisa, the rest of my life was set to be even better. I sat there, surrounded by my new family, I found myself regretting nothing. Not even the bad parts.


'Chelle- a Zara Monet spin off. Coming February 30th

From the moment Nichelle saw Anton, she knew to keep her distance. He might look charming and smooth as silk on the surface, but she saw something others didn't, danger. She wanted nothing to do with him because her daddy had been just like him and he had drove her mother to madness. She would not end up like her mother. However, after spending just one night inside her, Anton didn't care what Nichelle wanted anymore. He was determined to have her, regardless of what it might cost him.
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