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BLURB


I never asked to inherit my father’s bloody empire.

Just had to survive his cruelty, play the obedient daughter, and wait.

Then I killed him⁠—

The Russian Pakhan. My father. My monster.

Retribution was mine. So was the throne.

Now the bratva bows… but not willingly.

They whisper betrayal. They test my power. They want me dead.

Viktor Petrov, my father’s most loyal man, pretends to guide me⁠—

but I see the knife in his smile.

And Erik Izmaylov?

The lethal security advisor with a soldier’s soul and sins in his eyes.

He watches my every move.

Fights like a savage.

Touches me like he owns every breath I take.

He was never meant to be mine…

Because Viktor sent him to uncover the truth.

To prove I murdered the Pakhan.

To deliver my execution.

But Erik didn’t count on falling for the woman he was sent to betray.

And I didn’t count on trusting the one man who could end me.

This isn’t some redemption story — It’s a death sentence wrapped in forbidden desire.

But the Russian Godmother doesn’t go down easy⁠—

And Erik Izmaylov is no one’s pawn.

The question isn’t whether I’ll survive ruling this empire soaked in blood⁠—

It’s whether he’ll survive when I discover what he’s done.

Author’s Note: This dark mafia romance features a ruthless female don, a morally grey alpha hero, betrayal, secret pregnancy, power struggles, and dangerous attraction. For readers who crave high-stakes passion, emotional depth, and violent beauty—enter at your own risk. Not for the faint of heart.
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ANASTASIA


I’m going to kill them.

A drastic but singular option.

They never questioned my father the way they question me, never tore apart every idea he had simply because they respected him. That same respect didn’t pass to me after his death, although confronting the issue head-on would open me up to a worse problem because I know they’re just waiting for an excuse.

My father’s generals have always looked at me with disdain.

Being the only heir to the Remizova fortune should have meant I was raised to glide into my father’s shoes the second he kicked the bucket, but I never was. Not exactly. The generals who were supposed to aid me held out for my father to remarry because the very idea that I, Anastasia Remizova, could take over the Remizova Bratva empire one day was absurd.

I’m a woman.

I’m only suitable for marrying off and pumping out babies for the next archaic man in line for power.

But those same old laws that kept everyone looking down on me are the same laws that put me in power the very night my father was assassinated. It just didn’t come with the respect and guidance I had hoped for. Everyone eyed me with suspicion, expecting me to play the role of the grieving daughter until I passed on my power to someone else.

But I didn’t.

I kept it and started working on setting right everything he'd set wrong.

The only problem is, in the two months since I stepped into my father’s shoes, I have accomplished nothing. Meetings dissolve into tense back-and-forths, and my ideas and orders are met with unhappy glares or vocal disagreements. Everyone has a different idea of how things should be run, and more and more things happen behind my back.

I’m sick of it.

So tonight, it’s all about to change.

A flash of thunder from the passing storm lights up my room in a burst of brilliant white, sending a ripple of glitter across the sparkling emerald fabric of my bodice. An array of mismatched makeup lies scattered over the top of a dresser carrying the scars of age. My reflection ripples slightly in a warped mirror that’s undoubtedly seen a million different faces peer into it.

I’m told the antique furniture was my mother’s love, but having never met her, I will never know.

The green bodice tightening around me with every breath feeds into a deep velvet skirt that sweeps out from my waist and lightly kisses the floor each time I lean closer to the mirror to add just an extra swipe of concealer. The men I’m about to meet will roll their eyes and turn their noses up in disgust that I dare appear before them in a dress, despite the theme of tonight’s dinner being black tie. It’ll remind them undoubtedly that I am a woman, and I am the one in charge of their dusty, backward asses.

I’ve scooped my hair up on top of my head and it’s held in place with a handful of pins. Two thin, long strands curl from behind my ears and tickle my bare shoulders as I add sparkling diamond earrings and adjust the silver pendant around my neck. A dash of dark red lipstick to complete the look, and I’m ready.

Another flash of lightning turns the room into a glaring white square for a few seconds, and my heart jumps at the following roll of thunder. The weatherman talked about this storm for weeks as if his entire yearly paycheck relied on it, and now it thunders overhead as if preparing to cover up my actions tonight.

Most go about killing with a plan to never get caught, but in this world I won’t be keeping it a secret.

I’ve tried playing nice. I’ve smiled and shaken each wrinkled hand shoved my way, nodded and thanked each glaring face for their useless opinion, and sat at the head of the table while the family business is discussed like I don’t even exist.

Tonight, everyone will listen.

Stepping into black heels, I force a deep breath and as I reach for the handle, hesitation pulls at my limbs. In my room, when it’s just me, I feel safe. It’s my only port in a sea filled with snakes. The moment I step out that door, I have to slip on a mask that will never be taken off again.

Can I really do this?

My fingertips lightly cling to the door handle. I glance back and stare at my gorgeous reflection in the mirror. They say mirrors capture a fragment of every soul that holds its gaze. Is it crazy to hope that some fraction of my mother, a woman I’ve never met, exists in that glass and is staring back at me with pride in her eyes?

Maybe even love?

Deep down, I know it’s wishful thinking born from a child who grew up without her mother and existed under the cold, cruel eyes of her father.

I choose to believe it’s true. Only for tonight.

Another crash of thunder rolls over the top of the manor, and I grip the handle tightly.

Showtime.

No one greets me as I head downstairs. Many of the staff who work here have been berated into quiet submission over the years, and they’re the only ones who don’t look me in the eye. I suspect it’s misguided fear cloaked as respect. I’m a Remizova, after all. As a family, we’re incapable of a kind word.

The subtle scents of roast chicken, buttery mash, and something sweet drift through the halls as I head toward the dining room. Each step that carries me closer sends a fluttering pulse of anticipation through my chest. I’m not allowed to show weakness, knowing that the second I do, I will be met with cold glares of satisfaction and a mutter of I told you so.

Women can’t lead.

Women are weak.

Emotional.

They don’t understand how things are supposed to work.

The very thought of the excuses fired my way makes my stomach tighten, and I lift my head high as I reach the dining room.

A man dressed in black dips his head, eyes averted, and reaches for the door. I raise one hand, and he pauses, waiting for my signal.

Beyond these doors are my father’s eight generals, each as old as he was. Their laughter is thick, their spirits high. They think they’re being treated to an exquisite meal before my announcement, and I know each of them hopes I’m about to tell them that I’m stepping down. They’re likely sharing plans on how to get one of them into power and the glory they’ll take this family to.

I let them think that for a few more seconds. At the next clap of thunder, I nod my head and the doorman pulls the white sliding doors apart.

Rambunctious laughter slowly fades to snorts, huffs of amusement, and awkward throat clearing as eight pairs of eyes slowly lock onto me. A few contain a sickening hunger as they look me up and down in my expensive dress. Others carry open disdain as if seeing me as a woman for the first time. Only one man moves forward, and he nods briefly while his grey mustache twitches back and forth.

“Anastasia,” he greets me without a smile. “You’re late.”

“My apologies.” I smile as sweetly as I can. “You don’t want to know how long it took me to get into this dress.”

At the far end of the room, beyond the long table laden with green flowers, crystal glasses, and fine China, are two of the senior generals in charge of finance. The look they share is open and obvious.

A woman doing womanly things takes up time that is better spent furthering the business.

My smile doesn’t waver.

The mask doesn’t slip.

“I trust you have all been well entertained during the wait?” I lock eyes with the only general to greet me, and he struggles not to roll his eyes as he nods.

“Indeed. Can’t pass up a free dinner even if the hostess is late.”

“I’m sure.” As I smile, I catch some of my inner lower lip between my teeth and bite down as I walk further into the room and head toward my chair. “Please,” I add. “Sit.”

“You aren’t serious?” pipes up a deeper voice. One of the men who regularly sits near me grips the back of his oak chair and frowns at me. “You really expect us to sit here and eat, share a meal with you when more desperate things require our attention?”

“Your attention?” I reach my chair, and as I’m about to pull it out for myself, one of the servants melts from the shadows along the wall and does it before me. He holds the back until I’m seated, helping me adjust my posture to my dress, and then returns to the shadow. “Surely, it’s up to me where your attention goes, and if I recall correctly, we have no pressing matters. None that will crumble if you pause to eat for a few hours.”

“Security is a very serious matter,” the general continues. “It never rests. Never sleeps. While we’re here eating, heaven knows what our enemies could be up to.”

“Our enemies?” With a flourish, I remove the napkin from the placemat in front of me. The cotton is silky-soft against my fingertips and I toy with it momentarily. It’s oddly warm compared to the coolness of my dress against my bare legs. “Who do you think is choosing to move against us tonight? The Irish?” I lift one brow. “No, it can’t be them. With a storm this intense, they’ll be busy securing their ranches since we all know they tend to care about a lot more than their selfish desires on a night like this.”

The storm backs me up with several claps of thunder, and the room lights up like God has taken a picture of us all with the flash on.

“The Italians? They have more to be concerned with than us. After all, most of the other families are trying to act as unsuspicious as possible so we don’t accuse them of my father’s assassination. So I think we can afford ourselves one dinner.”

“Only she would think the Irish give a shit about their animals,” mutters a voice to my left, but it’s unclear which general said it.

I ignore it the best I can and smooth out the napkin on my lap. Then, I extend my hands to either side of the table and lift my arms. “Please. Sit. Tonight is important.”

That catches the interest of every man around the table. One by one, the eight generals take their seats. Napkins are unfurled, chairs creak under the weight of men who’ve eaten one too many pork rolls, and the storm rumbles through the world like a simmering rage the clouds can’t control.

I know the feeling.

“What is so important, then?” asks one general. He wears a flat cap to hide the hair he’s been losing in handfuls due to age, and I’m slightly amused that it matches his suit.

“Yes,” speaks up another. “You told us nothing, only that we were to be here tonight.”

“If I’m honest, I’m surprised any of you even heard that order,” I reply, resting back in my chair as I observe them. “I seem to remember telling you” —I point one long finger down the table to a bulky man with a thick, black beard— “that we were to stop distributing those sex tapes because I’ve closed down the website.”

He fixes me with a blank stare. “I did.”

“Did you?” I tilt my head, resting one hand on the table while the other adjusts my dress as I cross my legs. “Because I saw the newest video, the one I ordered to be scrapped, circulating on social media.”

“Someone must have downloaded it.”

“From where?” My eyes narrow slightly. “We never uploaded it because as I said two weeks ago, we are done with that shit. It was never uploaded, so how could someone have downloaded it?”

He shrugs. “Things like that don’t happen overnight.”

“Things like what?”

“You think you can just shut down all seventeen of our websites?” He scoffs sharply and leans forward in his seat. “Do you have any idea how much money we were making off those?”

“I do. I saw the numbers and I asked you to show me the contracts for all the actors you used to film that porn. Because I understand roleplay, I understand safe words and what people will get up to for the right kind of cash. Trust me, I do. But you couldn’t show me contracts confirming that every model is over the age of eighteen or that we were paying them fairly.”

“It’s the porn industry,” says another voice across from the bearded man. “No one gives a shit about that. People just want to get their rocks off.”

“I care,” I say coldly. “The people we’re exploiting care.”

“So?” remarks another in a tone that suggests my desires are as ridiculous as if I’d just asked for every attack dog to be dyed pink. “We aren’t some shitty corporation. People can’t sue us. Hell, they can’t do shit. So who the fuck cares? Those actors do what we demand and we make money. That’s how it works.”

“It’s not a hard concept,” another pipes up. “People still want the product, so why are we shooting ourselves in the foot?”

“Do you think I’m being ridiculous by seeking contracts for these people?” I ask.

“It’s porn,” says another. “You see a woman getting choked and think something sinister is going on.”

“The lack of a contract would suggest so, sure,” I reply. “I did say I had no problem just hitting pause until we made sure all of our actors were being paid fairly and taken care of, but every single one of you had a problem with that, which loops us back to the original concern that hardly any of them are over eighteen. None of you sees a problem with that?”

Glances are exchanged, shoulders roll, and one man buries his face in a glass of water.

No one speaks, but their answers are clear.

“Then the sites stay down. And if I see even a hint of another movie making the rounds, there will be hell to pay.”

Another round of glances makes its way around the table, all carrying the exact look I know too well. No one believes me. My threats carry no weight. They don’t respect me enough to care.

They will after tonight.

“Enough business talk,” I say, standing suddenly. “A toast.”

“With what drink?” scoffs a general.

Just as the words leave him, servants melt from the shadows of the room and approach the table. I study each man in turn as his drink order is taken and within two minutes, everyone has a glass in hand. My own is red wine, a simple classic, but it feels exceptionally fitting for tonight.

“Well, gentlemen, I have an announcement I feel like you will all be eager to hear.”

That gets their attention. They watch me like a pack of hungry cats cornering a little mouse, waiting for the first sign of life before they pounce.

“For two months, I have tried to fill my father’s shoes. His death left us all shocked, and while the culprit of his assassination remains at large, one thing became very clear to me.”

I meet every pair of eyes that gazes my way, seeing a mix of hope, greed, and satisfaction in each of them.

“I can’t do this. I can’t fill my father’s shoes. I can’t exist in his shadow because our morals and views on the future clash too harshly. We’re simply too different. Perhaps if I had been raised with a drop of love, then I would be more like him, but that’s the kicker. I wasn’t. So I’m not. It’s hard to even call him father because the only thing we shared was our eye color.” I chuckle humorlessly. “So, from tonight, I will no longer be in charge of any of you.”

“You’re stepping down?” three voices ask in unison.

“I will no longer be your boss, that’s correct,” I reply carefully. Thunder rolls above as each man glances at his neighbor with greedy delight. “So I ask that you all raise your glasses with me one last time and drink to the cold, calculated memory of my father. May he rest in peace and without shame for the different path I walk.”

Eight generals raise their glasses.

A mix of bourbon, whiskey, and vodka is gulped down past each parched man’s lips without a second thought. They’re far too caught up in their glee for the future. Free from a woman lording over them with judgment and the wrong morals, free from having to abide by archaic laws forcing them to accept me as the Godmother of this family.

They are free.

I retake my seat and very slowly sip my wine.

Lightning flashes brightly, illuminating the room, and for a moment, every single general looks as white as a sheet, like ghosts caught in a snapshot. As the room falls dark, a flurry of rain suddenly lashes against the tall windows lining the wall. The skies have cracked. The rain pours as the room fills with the wet, gurgling noises of choking, dying men.

The poison on the rim of each glass is fast-acting. One second, they’re savoring the taste of their desired drink. The next, their throat swells shut and cuts off all ability to breathe. Only mouthfuls of blood spurt past parted lips as each man claws at his neck and fights for air around me. Crystal glasses shatter on the floor, and the precious China plates are swept from their mats by flailing arms. Chairs tip over as men stand and try to flee the room, or even reach me, but they don’t make it more than a few steps.

Blood pours from the lips of dying men as rapidly as the rain lashes against the window. Thunder cracks, and the next snapshot of lightning in the room illuminates the dying moments of cursed men. I lock eyes with one man as he crawls toward me on the floor.

I drink my wine slowly and sigh deeply.

He makes it another inch, and one claw-like hand stretches out toward me with generations of malice flooding his eyes.

“In case it wasn’t clear,” I say softly, locking eyes with him as he takes his last breath, “I’m not stepping down. You’re all fired.”
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ANASTASIA
FIVE MONTHS LATER



“How many are there?” The urgency of my words matches the pace of my stride as I cross a large parking lot littered with cars from my people, ambulances, and a food truck.

“Sixteen.” Viktor Petrov struggles to keep pace beside me, his lack of litheness betraying his age.

“Sixteen?” The number is high, far too high. “You’re telling me all sixteen have been locked up here for the past seven months and no one thought to shut it down? I thought I was pretty fucking clear.”

“This one wasn’t on the books,” Viktor insists.

“Yeah, like all the others,” I mutter.

“Anastasia.” A few feet from the door into the building, Viktor catches my elbow and pulls me to a stop. “You have to understand that this is your fault.”

“Excuse me?” I spin to face him, causing the ends of my hair to whip around faster and sting against the side of my neck. “This shithole is my fault?” I wrench my arm free from his grip and my gaze hardens as he drops his hand to the side and sighs deeply.

“I don’t mean it how you think I mean it. When you slaughtered those generals, we lost a lot of information.”

“You were my father’s underboss,” I remark coldly. “Are you telling me they knew more than you?”

Viktor has been by my side for more years than I can count. He was my father’s underboss when he was still alive, and his advice has proven invaluable since his death. It’s the only reason I didn’t invite him to dinner five months ago and why he stands with me now as one of the few people I allow in my circle.

He knows more than I ever could, and while my slaughter of my father’s generals sent a pretty clear message that I’m not to be overlooked, I still need all the help I can get. Being thrust into this life with minimal training is hard enough and would be impossible without Viktor, but that doesn’t mean I have to stand for the implication that these people have been trapped here because of me.

“I’m one person, Anastasia,” Viktor replies. “The generals all had their own segments. You know that. You killed them without warning, so everything they knew died with them.”

“And the orders I gave?” I arch one brow. “To shut down every pornography site, to put an end to the disgusting sex slave trade my father set up? Did that somehow get lost in translation these past five months?”

“No, but…” Viktor lifts his shoulders and when he sighs, he looks a little older, a little more frayed around the edges. “In one night, you made yourself look like a monster to the people who fall under the Remizova name. Maybe those here just wanted some extra cash.”

“Not at the expense of other people,” I say. “I’ve made that clear time and time again.”

“Welcome to being in charge,” Viktor says. There’s a tinge of something in his words, something that resembles sympathy, but I get the feeling that it carries something a little more accusatory.

Maybe this is my fault.

I killed those generals to send a message.

To show people that I was just as big a threat as my father and that I wasn’t afraid to do things the hard way or get my hands dirty. But in the same breath, I made people scared of me. The rumblings of discontent have become less direct, but they still exist.

Shipments are late, people don’t pick up when I call, I face excuse after excuse, and people are digging their heels in at the changes I’m trying to make. Some think I spat on the old laws by killing the generals when something like that is usually put to a vote, and for a few weeks, I expected the other Russian families to come together and oust me as the laws allow.

But they didn’t. No one said a word.

It’s taken months to sift through everything the generals left behind, including the countless small businesses and side hustles each one had. My father built his empire by laundering money through nightclubs. Eventually, he expanded to loan sharks, black market human trafficking, sexual slavery, and the pornography market.

Humans are the largest commodity, he’d tell me when I’d voice my disgust. We will never run out.

Trying to change any of this has been like trying to pull teeth out of a tiger high on cocaine, but I won’t stop and I won’t give up.

My years of solitude as a child may have given me an icy exterior, but compassion and empathy burn inside me, and I refuse to make a dime off someone else’s back. Unfortunately, my determination to fix the messes he left behind means I haven’t been focusing enough on hunting for my father’s killer, which is another reason Viktor often looks at me like I just poured salt in his coffee.

He wasn’t just my father’s underboss. He was his friend.

Pushing those thoughts aside, I stride into the seemingly abandoned textile factory and follow the rise of voices down a long corridor to several rooms clustered together at the end. The air is sharp with the stink of chemicals and blood—a scent I’m far too familiar with. The first room we pass has three black body bags lined up next to each other, and my heart jumps into my throat.

“I thought you said sixteen,” I say tightly, pausing in the doorway.

Viktor stops just behind me. “Sixteen alive.”

“How many dead?”

“Eleven.”

Guilt weighs me with every step toward the next room. This one has a handful of thin, haggard-looking men and women in various spots around the room. Paramedics on my payroll mill about between them, checking people over and providing immediate medical care where needed. The signs of drug use are visible on their arms and in their empty gazes. I can only imagine what they went through here.

The next room is similar, although the people there are more awake and alert. I step inside, keeping my breathing shallow to combat the stale aromas of sweat, urine, and waste rising from several stained mattresses in one corner.

“You know the drill,” I say quietly to Viktor. “I want everyone given the best treatment we can buy. Get them clean. Safe. Into therapy.”

“I know,” Viktor replies, his voice heavy with familiarity with the situation. This isn’t the first ‘secret’ side business we’ve discovered, and it won’t be the last. “I’ll get your people on it.”

As I’m turning to leave, my eyes fall on a man sitting in one corner with his hands wrapped around a plastic bottle. His thin fingers struggle to grip the cap and his dry, chapped lips press together in frustration each time he weakly tries. My heart immediately goes out to him. The sexual slavery rings we’ve broken up in the past all share one thing in common.

The silence.

Every victim is deathly silent, with the noise and voices only rising from paramedics asking questions and chatting to help people feel at ease. The actual victims are alarmingly silent, though I tell myself it’s understandable. Kneeling in front of him, I offer my hand to the bottle.

“Can I help you with that?”

Dark, empty eyes lift to mine and he grips the bottle tighter.

“You can watch me the entire time,” I say, softening my voice. “I just want to open it for you and then you can drink as much as you want.”

Viktor shifts behind me, but I don’t even need to look at him to get him to stop. I don’t want Viktor scaring these people like he’s done in the past.

The man stares at me for a long time, and I hold his gaze, waiting for permission or rejection. Eventually, he hands the bottle to me, and I slowly crack open the seal and hand it back to him along with the cap. His hands tremble as he takes the bottle, but he doesn’t drink. Instead, he holds them both and stares at me with his face void of emotion.

“Who are you supposed to be?” A raspy voice drifts from my right. Looking over, I come face to face with a woman. Her black hair hangs in clumps around her face and her sunken cheeks create alarming shadows across her face in the low light.

“I’m no one,” I reply. “Just a friend.”

“There’s no friends here,” she hisses. “You’re one of them.”

“Them?”

“You know. Them.” She spits dryly at the ground in front of me. “You think you can come in here and act like the next place will be different, but I know how it works.”

“There is no next place,” I assure her. “There’s only the hospital and then whatever you want.”

“Bullshit.” She wets her lips, but they remain as papery-looking as they did before. “You shouldn’t have touched his water.”

Her anger is understandable because her fear shines through as clear as day. I’ve seen it before. It’s a constant in my life now. The family under me see me as unworthy and quietly push back at my direction and control, while my father’s victims simply see me as an extension of him. Or worse.

Giving them a face to hate is the least I can do.

The man beside me remains in the same position, simply holding the water bottle and the cap. My heart squeezes like a hand is reaching up from my gut and trying to drag it down into my stomach.

“I’m sorry,” I say. He doesn’t appear to hear me. Viktor’s hand lands on my shoulder, and the pressure is clear. Time to go.

Outside, I breathe in a deep lungful of cold night air and gaze up at the stars twinkling above. The lingering sharp aroma of that building coats the back of my tongue, and I shudder to think of what occurred there to create such a stink. The lengths people will go to in order to fuck someone who can’t say no or to find someone they can do literally anything they dream of to.

Therapy won’t be enough for some of those poor people.

Warmth stings behind my eyes. I place my hands on my hips and dig my fingertips into the soft flesh of my waist to calm myself as small stones skitter underfoot beside me. Viktor joins me. I send him a sidelong glance as he clears his throat.

“Anastasia.”

“I’m fine.”

“I wasn’t going to ask that.”

“Oh.” Of course not. In a sea of people all working under my name, I don’t have a single friend among them. “What, then?”

“Are you sure you’re doing the right thing?”

The warmth behind my eyes immediately fades, swallowed by the cold irritation that exists within me on a daily basis. “Are you kidding me? Did we see the same thing in there?”

“Of course we did,” he replies. “But this is like taking a meat eater to a slaughterhouse.”

“Excuse me?”

“Listen.” Viktor grabs my arm. “Have you really stopped to think about this in the long run? Every one of these rings you shut down is money out of our pockets. A lot of fucking money. On top of the medical care, the therapy, and everything else you offer these people. I understand you’re on some misguided crusade, but have you looked at our finances lately? The blow from the closure of the pornography was painful enough, but you keep closing down business after business and offer nothing in its place. Before long, we’re going to run out of money, and then you will be a Godmother of nothing.”

I wrench my arm free and glare up at him. “I’m not hearing a downside.”

“Then listen to this. The more you lose, the more aggravated and annoyed our people get. The more that happens, the more likely it is that they will turn to other families, or worse, come for your throat in your sleep. Then you will be powerless, and everyone you could have saved will end up making money for someone else.”

“So, what’s your solution? I let some of these businesses thrive to fund the safety of others?”

Viktor shrugs. “Sure. How else are you going to keep paying for all of this? Our nightclubs are not enough to hold up this family. You have to stop thinking with your heart and start thinking like the Godmother of the clan. Every Russian family looks to us for guidance, and right now, the message you are putting out isn’t one of confidence. And if you go down, I go down with you.”

“So you’re coming from a place of self-preservation, huh?” I glare at him. “How you can stand there and say that after the shit we’ve seen—the shit you helped my father do—is beyond me.”

“He saw the bigger picture, and so do I, Anastasia. You’re young. Inexperienced. And you want to save the world. Whatever. You can’t do that without killing a few cattle.”

It pains me to understand his concerns.

If I’m not careful, I’ll drive the clan into the ground, and someone else will take my place. Then all the good I’m trying to do will be overwritten by the next greedy Pakhan. But I don’t want to hear it. Everywhere I turn, there’s something ready to tell me I’m wrong, and just once, it would be nice to hear someone understand what I’m trying to do.

“Our people deserve to be taken care of,” Viktor calls as I stride away, flexing my hands into fists. “They should come first!”

“Not if their hands are dirty,” I call back, heading toward where my car is parked.

“You’re painting a target on your back!” Viktor yells. “I’m trying to protect you!”

“I have Igor for that!” I stop near the sidewalk and jerk my head toward my bodyguard who stands near my car with his face buried in his phone. “You just focus on the people in there and answer when I call, got it?”

Viktor throws his hands in the air and turns his back on me.

Part of me knows he speaks sense, but I refuse to knowingly allow another person to suffer under my rule. I will take care of my people and all of the families who exist under my name, but not off the backs of torture.

As I head toward the car, my phone suddenly vibrates intensely in my pocket. My steps slow and I glance through the messages to see that Cormac Gifford, the Irish Captain, has sent an apology donation to pay for the nightclub his people destroyed during the search for his brother’s killer. It’s an unexpected olive branch, considering the last time we were face to face, he was accusing me of that very murder.

“Interesting,” I murmur. “Igor, I think we⁠—”

The words are torn out of my mouth and carried in the wind as my car suddenly erupts into a gigantic orange fireball. The explosion rips the vehicle to shreds and expands upward as the echoing explosion shatters windows all along the nearby buildings. Flames claw their way into the sky as the shockwave of air knocks me clean off my feet. I fly backward with a scream that cuts off when my back collides with something solid. It knocks all of the air out of my lungs. My head snaps back and cracks against something hard, sending white spots dancing in front of my eyes. I hit the ground and a wall of heat washes over me.

My ears ring, my head swims, and in the distance, I briefly hear several more explosions pop through the parking lot just as the billowing fire and smoke from my car sweeps over me. I try to move, but hot pain radiates down my spine.

I can’t breathe. I can’t think. I can’t even move.

And then hands grab at me, dragging me across the tarmac so that my clothes ride up my body and the rough ground grazes against my skin. The smoke makes my eyes stream, and I gasp weakly, fighting against the hold in an attempt to get up onto my feet.

“Get her!” barks one distant voice.

“Quick, quick!”

“Hurry the fuck up, she’s trying to get up.”

“Stop her then!”

Something powerful slams into the side of my head, and the last thing I glimpse as my world goes black is a sleek silver car door being wrenched open.
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ERIK


“No, no, listen—listen!” I snort, unable to contain my laughter. “All I’m saying is that if you can get that drunk on just a couple of shots, then you should not be coming out drinking with us, okay? I need real people. People with substance, you understand?”

“You’re a dick,” replies Ryan, and his voice crackles slightly down the phone. “Honestly, I want to see you take those shots after two days of not eating, okay? Because then you’ll be the one falling headfirst into that fucking toilet and I’ll be filming it.”

“Not gonna happen.” I sigh gleefully. “One, I never skip a meal. And two, I have far too much responsibility to be playing silly drinking games with you.”

“Oh, really?” Ryan mocks. “Because being that bitch’s security adviser is such a tough gig.”

“It is,” I reply easily. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to map out secure routes and vet twenty-seven different men all because the ice princess decides she wants a frappe at three in the morning?”

Ryan laughs, and I chuckle along, but it’s a little forced.

I haven’t been in this position long. Sure, security adviser to the Remizova Godmother sounds fancy when you say it out loud, but I don’t see her as often as people assume I do. I mostly follow her at a distance as she moves from place to place and ensure that everyone on her rather small security team is up to date on their weapons training and medical history and aren’t going to slit her throat in her sleep.

That team currently consists of Igor.

Her requirements, not mine.

In my four months in this position, I’ve spoken to Anastasia maybe five times in total. Anything else I have to say goes into the weekly reports, which makes getting close to her pretty tricky.

Not from a lack of trying.

Ryan continues his rambling about what happened last night after I left, but his words fall into just background noise as across the parking lot, Anastasia comes striding out of the building with Viktor in tow. She pauses and stares upward, causing her platinum-blonde hair to cascade off her shoulders and pour down her back like liquid silk. Even this late at night, it stands out like a beacon in a sea of black. Her body is tense, and whatever discussion she’s having with Viktor doesn’t seem to be going smoothly. Not that it ever does. Anyone can see that she keeps him around because of his relationship with her father, as they’re both on very different tracks regarding the future of this family.

Maybe Ryan is right. Maybe this position will lead to nothing but my demise.

Then again, he doesn’t know what I know.

“I gotta go,” I say, cutting off Ryan’s tirade. “Ice Princess is on the move.”

“Frappe time?”

“Something like that.”

“Alright, catch you later. Asshole.”

“Uh-huh.” I end the call with a touch to my earpiece and reach for the car door handle.

Then all hell breaks loose.

Anastasia’s car is engulfed in a ball of flame and the explosion rocks the entire parking lot. I immediately start sprinting toward the fire, fearing that she was close enough to be consumed and I’ll forever be remembered as the security lead who let his Godmother die. I make it three steps before other random cars in the parking lot start exploding one after the other, like popcorn escaping the pan and rolling right into the fire. Viktor melts through some smoke and stumbles with blood pouring from the side of his head, then he’s grabbed by a member of his security and dragged to cover.

People yell and scream, fire and smoke consume the air, and the next car I pass explodes so suddenly that I’m swept right off my feet with a gasp. I land on the windshield of a vehicle thankfully safe from the explosions, completely winded. My body screams and aches, and the back of my neck tenses up like a rock. For a few precious seconds, I can’t move.

Embers and ash rain down on me, threatening to ignite my suit. Metal screeches, flames crackle and scream, and my heart pounds so violently in my chest that I can taste iron on the back of my tongue.

Get up, Erik. Get up!

I roll off the windshield and hit the ground on all fours. Small stones cut into my palms, but it’s a distant pain as I scramble up and resume my sprinting toward the source of the first explosion. People’s screams of terror mingle with loud yells and the sharp screech of car brakes. Darting around one of the ambulances, I stumble through a column of smoke and skid to a stop on the sidewalk when I spot a charred body lying a few feet away.

Oh, no.

No, no, no, no.

Crashing to my knees, I gingerly grab the figure by the shoulders and haul them onto their back, only to be met with a bulkier build than Anastasia's.

Igor.

Her bodyguard.

“Shit.”

Wiping sweat from my brow, I glance up and peer through the inferno in time to see three masked men dressed in complete black dragging Anastasia into the back of their silver car.

I’d recognize her hair anywhere.

And those aren’t my men.

“Hey!” I bellow, racing toward them. One man looks up at me, and then he throws himself into the backseat with her. The door slams, and the car races off down the street just as I reach the burned skid marks left in their wake. “Fuck!”

There’s no time to wait or to call anyone else. I have to get after her. I sprint back to my own car, which has mercifully survived the series of explosions, and throw myself inside so violently that the pain of clipping my elbow on the door doesn’t hit me until I’m speeding down the road chasing the kidnappers’ vehicle.

“Ow,” I groan softly as pain radiates from my elbow and sends a numbness fluttering across my forearm. “Fuck, fuck!”

It doesn’t take me long to catch up to their vehicle. They’re driving recklessly, likely just trying to escape, while I drive with a goal. My time in the military was short-lived, but it birthed my skills as a driver that Viktor put to use quite a few times when it came to robberies. That’s where I existed in this crazy Mafia world until he found a new job for me and a new goal.

That goal is Anastasia, and I’m not letting some ratty vermin take her from me.

It doesn’t matter that she doesn’t know who I am.

I manage the gears with ease, weaving through traffic with practiced skill until I’m right behind the kidnappers. They try to throw me off by taking side streets and crashing through several dumpsters, but I’ve driven these roads more times than I care to count. I know everything there is to know. Hell, I’d feel at home on any road in New York, but especially here. We race toward the highway, but just before they take the ramp, they attempt a one-eighty to trick me. I’m ready for them and as they spin past me, I quickly wrench my car to the side and nudge their back bumper. Their car shakes and sways, taking the next turn much slower than before as their driver fights to remain in control.

I take the turn much smoother, and soon, we’re racing toward the river. I have to be careful. The last thing I need is Anastasia ending up in the drink. This close, I ease on the accelerator and use bursts of speed to nudge into them just enough to jolt them forward and make the car unstable. A few taps here, a shunt there, and then I jolt my car to lurch them forward.

Their driver loses control, and the car starts swaying dangerously from side to side. My victory is short-lived as the car hits an incline, clips a low wall, and flips up into the air.

“Shit!”

The car spins, wheels screaming and horn blaring as it does a complete three-sixty. Thankfully, it lands upright and then proceeds to roll onto its roof and smash into the front window of a barber shop, where it finally comes to rest.

Snatching my gun from the passenger seat, I wrench myself out of my car once it’s barely come to a stop and sprint toward the wreck. One door swings open, forcing me to slow down. A man slides out like he’s made of liquid. He’s groaning and coughing, and a large red gash streaks across his chest. As soon as he hits the ground, I aim and shoot him clean in the skull. Then I run to the car and skid to a stop on broken glass and crumbling stone. Inside, another man is fighting to get to his gun after it slipped from its holster during the crash. I kill him as cleanly as I kill the first. The third is twisted up in the driver’s seat, and his eyes are full of panic as our gazes meet.

I lift the gun, ready to aim, when something gushes down from above. The smell is crystal clear.

Gas.

Killing that man takes a backseat in my mind as I move to the back of the upturned car where I find Anastasia unconscious and sprawled across the roof. Holstering my weapon, I reach for her while praying that none of her injuries will be aggravated by my dragging her from the wreck. Using her arm for leverage, I pull her close to me and then scoop her limp form into my arms.

“Help me!” the driver gasps, slamming his hands against the steering wheel that traps him. “Help me!”

“No.”

I hurry away from the car and make it to my own just as sparks from the barber shop’s broken electrical sign rain down on the upturned car. One spark is all it takes to ignite the gas pouring from the car, and it immediately erupts into an explosive ball of fire. I cradle Anatasia against me, shielding her with my body as I huddle beside my vehicle. Several things impact my back, but the pain is an afterthought when fingers suddenly curl against my chest.

I glance down, panting heavily, and Anastasia’s gorgeous, gemstone-green eyes gaze blearily up at me.

“I’ve got you, Miss Remizova,” I pant. “You’re safe.”

“Erik?” she croaks weakly.

Holy shit.

She knows my name.
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“Four broken ribs, severe internal bruising, but nothing that requires surgery… and a concerning headwound that I’d like to monitor.” The doctor adjusts her glasses, then closes the file in her hands and fixes me with a stern look. “You have to understand that if she wants to leave, she has to sign this.” She thrusts a sheet of paper at me. “She will be leaving against medical advice and we will not be responsible for anything that happens. Although…” She pauses and sighs. “If anything does happen, make sure you bring her back.”

Eyeing the form, I nod slowly and offer my most sympathetic smile. “Sorry. You’ve treated her before. You know how she can get.”

“And yet each time, she assures me it will be the last.” The doctor sighs again. “Have her sign the form. I’ll make sure she’s well supplied with medication.”

“Thank you.” As the doctor leaves, striding down the hall to tend to other patients, the door beside me suddenly feels daunting.

Anastasia is on the other side, waiting to learn whether she can leave. Not that permission would influence her decision, but she does follow some rules. A woman I’ve spoken to directly five times in my life is waiting on me, and that’s oddly scary. On one hand, she’s just a person who comes across as quite cold, especially since her father was murdered. On the other hand, she’s the Remizova Godmother, my boss, and the most powerful woman in the Russian hierarchy.

I can’t pass this chance up. So much is riding on my ability to get her to talk to me.

Taking a deep breath, I step into the room.

The light is low. Anastasia lies on the bed with her eyes closed and her hair spread out around her head like some kind of golden halo. Medical treatment has removed the makeup from her face, but that doesn’t change how strikingly beautiful she is. Like this, her face is soft and her plump, red lips look seconds away from breaking into a soft smile. Even the bruising across her forehead and injuries shadowing her neck do nothing to change how she instantly takes my breath away.

I hesitate.

If she’s sleeping, I should come back later. The form crumples slightly in my hands, but just as I turn to leave, her eyes snap open and I’m suddenly pinned in place with such force that I can’t breathe.

“What is that?” Anastasia demands. The soft look that was in her eyes when she was huddled against my chest after the explosion is long gone, but oddly, I can still feel her warmth against me. Her trembling grip in my shirt as I cradled her has left some ghostly version of herself attached to me, even if just for a second.

“This?” I glance down at the form. “The doctor wants you to sign it. It will let you leave, but you have to acknowledge that it’s against their advice.”

“Give it.” She sits up with barely a wince and holds out her hand. “Now.”

I obey, walking closer and handing the form over.

“Pen?”

After patting my pockets, I locate one in my back pants pocket and hand it to her. The silence between us is palpable. I feel like I should fill it. After all, how am I going to get close to her if I can’t even talk to her? But the more I think about it, the harder it becomes to think of anything to say. I watch her skim the form, and then she signs down at the bottom with a sigh.

“Good,” she says. “Now I can leave.”

“About that,” I say, and my words halt when her eyes flick up and lock onto mine. “You can’t leave yet.”

“Why not?” Her dark brows pinch together, and there’s a softer look on her face now, as if she’s trying to anticipate my words so she can prepare herself. “Another form?”

“No,” I say, and I smile softly. “I just need to assign you another guard and secure a safe route back to the manor.”

“You haven’t done that yet?” she asks sharply.

“I had my own check-up,” I reply just as sharply. “It ain’t easy to walk off an explosion, y’know.”

“Oh. Of course.” Her eyes flick down me. “You’re alright?”

“For the most part. Better than you.”

She doesn’t smile, but her eyes meet mine once again. “Can’t you just get Igor to take me home?”

My stomach twists as the sight of his burned body bursts into my mind. “I can’t. I’m sorry, Ma’am. He died in the explosion. Quickly, I gather, but he’s no longer with us.”

“Oh…” Her gaze falls away from me and for a moment, her mask slips. There’s pain moving across her face and her grip tightens on the pen.

“But don’t worry, Viktor is fine. Superficial wounds, mostly.”

She nods slowly but doesn’t say a word. Strands of hair escape their resting place on her shoulder and fall forward like a shimmering curtain. “Did anyone else die?”

“Just Igor and one of the paramedics.” My teeth catch on the inside of my cheek. “But don’t worry. I will assign you an entirely new security team this time, and we will make sure that what happened doesn’t happen again.”

“I don’t want a team,” Anastasia replies. “That’s too many people.”

“With all due respect, your demand for just one guard resulted in this. There’s only so much I can do from afar, and Igor… I’d really advise a team this time, Ma’am.”

“Anastasia.”

“Huh?”

“My name is Anastasia.”

“I know, but you’re⁠—”

“What?” She looks back up at me. “I’m the Godmother so I don’t get to have people using my name?”

“No,” I reply cautiously. “But it’s a mark of respect. You’re my boss.”

“Igor was your friend?” she asks suddenly, ignoring my words.

“To an extent. So I think it would be better for everyone if we secured a full team.”

“No.” She sighs and pushes back the blanket. “I don’t need a team.”

“But—”

“You.” She points at me with one long finger. “You can be my bodyguard. You survived and you rescued me. That’s the kind of protection I need.”

And just like that, my window of opportunity to get close to Anastasia Remizova flies wide open.
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ANASTASIA


Someone trying to kill me isn’t all that surprising.

I can’t count how many assassination attempts I witnessed against my father. There’s always someone smaller vying for more power and unwilling to work for it. Someone else always thinks they can do a better job or that they deserve to be in charge.

Not me.

When I was growing up, I never envisioned leading. My life was filled with solitude, so I passed the time by burrowing into every book I could find. When I got older, I tried to earn my father’s favor by learning what I could on the sidelines, but I quickly realized that he had no interest in showing me the ropes.

If only my lack of education in the family business were enough to keep the assassins off my back.

Outside, birds drift lazily through the air, turning the sky into a blue polka dot pattern that completely captures my attention. The painkillers the hospital gave me a week ago have softened the edges of my world, but I’m not complaining. They keep the pain at bay, which I am grateful for every morning when I wake up and become swallowed by the agony of my broken ribs.

The world doesn’t stop. Unlike the attempts on my father’s life, there were no flowers sent to my door, no words of sympathy or revenge from anyone near me.

Except Erik.

He stands by the window, staring at the passing patrol with a slight frown gracing his handsome features. I shouldn’t think that about someone who works for me, but it’s true.

He’s handsome.

Sweeping tufts of dark brown hair sit on top of his head, leading down to close-shaved sides that feed into an equally close-shaved beard that hugs his square jaw like the touch of a lover. With tawny beige skin, caramel brown eyes, and a fuller lower lip that makes each smile warm, it’s difficult for me not to look.

I shouldn’t.

But I do.

He saved my life.

Last week wasn’t the first time someone has tried to kill me, but it is the closest they’ve come. I barely remember my time in the car, although I do remember opening my eyes to find myself wrapped in Erik’s thick, muscular arms.

Safe.

If I close my eyes, I can still faintly feel his pounding heart against my cheek. Just thinking about it makes my stomach tighten, and my heart flutters slightly.

It’s pathetic.

He held me to protect me because he was doing his job, yet I’m so starved of any kind of affection that I can’t stop replaying that moment in my head. He was warm and for a few seconds, I truly felt safe.

What’s wrong with me?

This can’t be a normal reaction to something like this, surely?

“Anastasia?” The soft, sweet voice of my underboss, Faina, breaks through my thoughts as she places one hand on my bare knee and squeezes softly. “Are you alright?”

Faina is the only person I have in the world. We grew up together since she was the chef’s daughter in my youth, and then she remained with the family after her father’s death. Before the murder of my own father, Faina busied herself with running a few of the nightclubs, but it was our brief connection when we were younger that made me pluck her out of that life and bring her right to the top with me.

I needed someone unconnected to the dead generals, someone so far removed from my father’s dealings that they could give me impartial advice. She was the perfect choice, and she’s been running things while I lay in bed recovering.

Her question catches not just my attention but Erik’s, too. His eyes snap away from the window, and our gazes meet for a split second, long enough for my heart to flutter again. I glance away and flash a tight smile at Faina.

“Yes. I’m just tired.”

Faina smooths her hand over the files in her lap. “We can pick this up later if you want to rest?” Her brows knit together, and she tucks a strand of black hair behind her ear. “We’ve covered the important stuff already.”

“No, I’m fine. Keep going.”

Faina looks uncertain, but she resumes speaking. I should listen. After all, she’s been making sure all the victims from last week’s slavery ring are getting the treatment they need, organizing housing and therapy as well as trying to get in contact with any relatives. She’s been doing it all, and it’s important.

I should listen.

But I can feel the heat of Erik’s eyes on me, and it’s distracting. Out of the corner of my eye, I watch him lean one shoulder against the wall and cross his arms over his chest, never once looking away from me.

It was a moment of weakness when I asked him to personally take over as my security. I was chasing that momentary safety I felt in his arms while being high on painkillers and adrenaline. I don’t regret it, but I must manage whatever this is.

“Actually...” I cut Faina off, and she hesitates. “Can we pick this up later?”

“Absolutely.” Faina closes the files in her lap and reaches for my knee once more. “You know where I’ll be. Just call, okay? And get some rest.”

“Thank you.”

Faina leaves after flashing a smile at Erik, and a heavy silence fills my office. I want to check on the birds I saw earlier, but doing that would mean I have to look at Erik. Asking him to leave isn’t an option. He’s been glued to my side since I made my security request, and a selfish part of me enjoys his presence.

Even if it is residual relief from being rescued, is there any real harm in enjoying it?

“The kidnappers,” I say, breaking the silence and finally turning my attention to Erik. “Did we identify them?”

Erik straightens up and moves from his spot by the window. He stops just behind the couch I’m resting on and shakes his head. “No. There was nothing salvageable from that wreck. The fire burned up everything, including the barber shop, I’m afraid. The bodies were too charred and the car wasn’t registered to anyone.”

“Huh.” Faceless, untraceable assassins. Figures.

“I have a theory, though,” Erik says, placing both hands on the back of the couch. When he leans over, my air suddenly fills with the subtle woody scent of his aftershave, and I bite the inside of my cheek. I have to ignore how his arms bulge faintly when he puts weight on them to support himself and how his throat bobs slightly when he swallows after speaking.

“A theory?”

“What if they’re the same people, or connected to the same people, who killed your father?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Think about it. Someone assassinated your father and then you step into his shoes. The other attempts on your life weren’t this bold, so this reeks of desperation. They really wanted you, and given the lengths they went to, there has to be some sort of connection.”

“If there is one, I don’t see it.” Shifting against the cushions, I give Erik my full attention. “Whoever had an issue with my father can’t have an issue with me. We’re doing things so differently.”

“You know how this world works,” Erik remarks. “All it takes is one wrong look for someone to want you dead. And we have no clues about whoever killed your father.” Erik pauses. “Unless you remember something else about that night?”

Talking about my father is the last thing I want to do. I turn away and shake my head. “No.”

“Alright. I’m sorry. I’m just trying to find a connection so I don’t have to pull you out of a car wreck again.”

“I understand. You’re just doing your job.” I appreciate that, especially since Igor was more of the strong, silent type who would pass the time gambling on his phone. The conversation is nice. “I’m just… I feel worn thin. I’ve been out for a week, and Faina is already swamped. There’s no time to breathe, y’know? I’m sick of being like this.” One hand skims down over the tight bandages hidden under my clothes. “I want to be helpful.”

Erik straightens up suddenly. “Then let’s go out.”

“What?” I stare up at him, and despite my best efforts, all I can do is admire how good he looks standing above me like that. “Where?”

“We’ll go get some food. Being cooped up isn’t good for recovery.”

“Don’t you have to make a dozen calls and set up a motorcade for me to go somewhere this suddenly? You were literally just concerned about assassins.”

“I’ll keep you safe.” Erik’s warm brown eyes lock onto mine, and when he smiles, the outer corners crinkle, making them sparkle. “Trust me.”

“Okay.”
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“So,” I say between mouthfuls of thick, juicy, greasy cheeseburger. “You were in the military?”

Erik, sitting in the driver’s seat, glances over at me with one brow raised and several fries on their way to his mouth. “You know about that?”

“It was in your file.”

“You have a file on me?”

“I have a file on everyone. Is that a problem?”

“No. Makes sense. I just didn’t think I was important enough to have a file on.”

“You’re now my only security, never mind that you’re my security adviser. You don’t see that as important?”

“After what you did to those generals, I don’t view titles as anything more than a badge to determine your paycheck.”

Something about the flat way he says it brings an unexpected snort of laughter from my chest. If I close my eyes, I can almost pretend we’re just two friends huddled in a car on the edge of an incline overlooking the city, stuffing our faces with takeout before we return to our dull, mundane jobs. In a world of assassination attempts, distrust, and my efforts to dismantle my father’s human trafficking circuit while trying to build my own sustainable businesses, normality is oddly welcome.

“Point taken,” I reply, taking another bite. “But tell me, why didn’t you see it through?”

Erik swallows and adjusts his grip on his burger. “Honestly? After my parents died, I joined the military because I didn’t see any other options. I lost my sister and I was alone, so the military seemed like the place where I could find family. Problem was, I have an issue with authority.”

“Me included?” I narrow my eyes. “Should I be concerned?”

“Depends. Will you yell in my face and wake me at three in the morning with a bucket of ice water?”

“I have no plans to.”

“Then we’re good.”

“Didn’t say I wouldn’t, though.” I smirk easily, and Erik laughs around his burger.

“So there’s a slim chance. Got it.” He bites and chews heartily, then shrugs. “They kicked me out, and I found my way into this life. It was the family bond I wanted without the militaristic rules. I like driving, so being a driver for those jobs and stuff just made sense.”

“Now you’re here. Eating a cheeseburger with the boss.”

“Exactly.” Erik finishes his burger in two bites. “How the world changes.”

Every time he looks at me, I feel seen. It’s a strange sensation, and deep down, I know that it’s merely my reaction to being rescued, but for the first time in my life, I feel like I exist as a person more than a name. In time, this feeling will fade and the strange pull I feel toward this man will be nothing more than a memory. But it’s a good feeling right now.

No one has ever taken me for a cheeseburger before.

“I’m sorry you lost your sister.”

Erik pauses his fries and a strange look passes over his face. He looks like he’s wrestling the lid down on some old pain. After a few seconds, he looks at me intently. “Sorry about your dad.”

We stare at each other in silence for a few long seconds. I take him in, truly take in the chiseled beauty of his face and the handsome structure that softens each time he looks me in the eye.

“Thank you,” I say softly. “Would you believe that no one has said that before?”

“No way.” His brow shoots up. “Seriously?”

“Yes.” I tear my gaze away, unable to look for too long in case the urges inside me deepen. “People express their shock, their disappointment. They ask me if I know who did it. How the family is. No one said sorry. I mean, don’t get me wrong. I hated my father. But he was still my dad.”

“I didn’t know you hated him,” Erik replies softly. “Why?”

That’s a can of worms I have no intention of opening, no matter how comfortable the air in the car is. I know my limits and my father is one of them. “Too long of a story.” I brush him off and return to my fries. “So, tell me, you used to drive for the family?”

The next hour passes with Erik filling me in on crazy, exciting stories of robberies, heists, and other events for which he was the driver. His skills speak for themselves, as he was able to save me from those kidnappers. Hearing how well-ingrained he is with people lower down the ladder is rather heartwarming. I learned quickly that none of the grunts under me will ever become anything more than soldiers. They look at me as the Boss, and that will never change.

Erik eventually drives us back home when night falls and sneaks us in the same way he snuck us out—by using the back garage. The food sits warm and comfortable in my stomach, and being able to do something like a normal person is an unexpected breath of fresh air. He takes me up to my room and says goodnight, promising to sneak me out again the next time I need breathing room.

I contemplate his promise as I slowly get ready for bed and toss a few painkillers in my mouth, chasing them with some ice-cold water.

One thing Erik said sticks with me.

He suspects the assassination attempt last week is linked to whoever killed my father. I know for a fact that can’t be true, but maybe there’s another connection I’m not seeing, someone else who wants me dead.

There are very few people I’ve harmed directly in my time as Godmother. Very few.

Eight, to be precise.

I drag a brush through my hair, then ease myself slowly into bed as one chilling thought worms its way into my mind.

Did someone survive the dinner party?
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ERIK


“Iwant people on the roof. Every roof, you hear me, Ryan?”

“I love it when you get all assertive, Erik,” Ryan replies, wiggling his shoulders at me on the screen. “Gets me all tingly.”

“Fuck off. This is serious.”

“I get that. Changing your whole security plan for the gala? Care to share why?”

“Not right now.” I drag another spreadsheet into our shared folder and watch the upload circle spin. “I’ve listed all the high rises along the route and I want men on each one. I don’t care how much it will cost, understand?”

“On it, Boss.” Ryan looks like he has more to say but as his mouth opens, the door to my makeshift office swings open and in strides Viktor.

I should request my own office in the manor, but it’s just easier for me to work out of the lounge. I end the call with Ryan in one click and straighten up from the table.

“Viktor.”

“Gala plans?” Viktor asks when he approaches my table. “You’re taking this seriously.”

“It’s my job,” I reply, adjusting some of the blueprints near me. “Do you want me to run through it with you?”

“I don’t care. The gala is three months away. I want Anastasia dealt with by then, so who knows if we'll make it that far?” Viktor fixes me with a piercing stare. “Tell me, how are things going with her? Do you have what I need?”

My heart skips a beat.

Anastasia.

She might be my boss, but Viktor has been a father figure in my life for as long as I can remember and that’s where my loyalty lies. He was there for me when my parents died and when my sister was taken from me. He paid for my schooling and even supported my brief stint in the military despite his preference for me to work for the Bratva. He’s my only family in the world, not that anyone knows. Viktor’s worked hard to be where he is, and he keeps his private life exactly that.

Private.

But the death of our Pakhan, Sergey, hit him like a ton of steel bricks. So when he asked for my help, I was more than happy to oblige. The only problem was that his request for me to get close to Anastasia was hindered by the woman herself.

Until now.

“She’s warming to me,” I say, picking a pen from the table and weaving it around my fingers. “Ever since the explosion a couple of weeks ago, I’ve barely left her side, and she’s starting to talk to me. Which, by the way…” I squint at Viktor as he paces away from me toward the bar at the far end of the room. “Was that you?”

“Was what me?”

“You know what.” Abandoning the pen, I hurry to where he’s pouring himself a drink so I don’t have to raise my voice. The last thing we need is someone overhearing. “The car explosion. Was that you?”

“What do you take me for?” Viktor gathers a handful of ice and crushes it into his glass. “I told you. I have no plans to kill Anastasia unless your investigation reveals that my suspicions are correct and that she did indeed kill her father. It doesn’t benefit me to kill her before then.” His face tightens, and his lips press so firmly together that his mouth all but vanishes from his face.

“Sorry. I had to ask.” Given his determination to find out the truth, I did suspect Viktor was briefly behind the attempt on her life. While Anastasia has been swamped with leading the family, Viktor has put most of his efforts into finding out who assassinated Sergey, and all of his suspicions direct him toward our new Godmother.

I can’t say I blame him. Viktor and Sergey were friends for decades. Their bond went beyond Pakan and underboss, and anyone with eyes can see how hard his death hit him. In all my years, I’ve never known Viktor to be an angry man.

Until now.

“You think I would show my hand so early?” Viktor flashes me a cold look that makes my stomach twist. “You think I don’t know how this world works? Anastasia may have gotten away with killing her father with no repercussions, but I will do things properly. With proof and court.”

“I’m sorry.” Leaning against the bar, I take over preparing Viktor’s drink. “I didn’t mean it like that. We haven’t talked in a while, so I didn’t know where your head was at. It’s taken me a long time to even get close to her.”

“Too long, my boy,” Viktor replies, his face softening as he stares at me. “I know you are trying your best. I appreciate you, Son.”

A warm sensation ignites beneath my ribcage as I pour the last drop and slide the drink toward Viktor. “I will find out the truth. If she is guilty, I will find out.”

“I know.” Viktor picks up the glass. “And I know she is.”

My head tilts. “But if she isn’t, then we need to focus elsewhere because every day we waste chasing this lead is a day the real killer gets further away from us.”

Viktor’s face hardens immediately. “You doubting me, boy?”

A pit opens in my stomach as I shake my head. “No, sir.”

“Good. I’m telling you that the entire night was suspicious. She might not have drawn the blade, but I know it’s her fault. Somehow.”

My stomach tightens. Viktor’s pain and anger are fueled, in part, by his distaste at having a Godmother standing in the place his friend used to be. Sometimes, I can’t help but wonder if he’s being misled. Anastasia is easy to blame because she was present the night her father died, but other than that, the evidence against her is minimal.

At least until I can find out more.

“I know,” I say after a moment of silence. “I’m in her inner circle now and she’s trusting me. At least enough to keep her safe. It’s a start.”

“Well, don’t be fooled by her,” Viktor murmurs. “She’s a sly one and we don’t have much time.”

“Time for what?” pipes up a softer voice.

Viktor doesn’t move, but I turn quickly to see Faina making her way into the room and catching the tail end of the conversation.

“Gala changes,” I explain smoothly. “Since the gala is pretty much set in stone, the only options I have are changing everything about the lead up and the journey.”

“And that makes Anastasia sly?” Faina asks sharply, her eyes narrowing.

“Perhaps savvy is a better word,” Viktor says, slowly turning away from the bar. “You know how women are.”

Faina rolls her eyes and keeps her attention on me. “That’s what I want to talk to you about. Why is Ryan calling me asking for fifteen extra snipers? Did you receive some sort of threat about the gala?”

“Not exactly.” With a wave of one hand, I usher Faina back to the table where I was working. “After what happened a few weeks ago, I want to switch things up. I mean, really switch things up. All old routines and plans are scrapped. I have four new routes that I’m working on, but I want all of them watched and then on the day, the one we take will be determined by a coin flip.”

“You’re putting the Godmother’s safety in the hands of a coin flip?” Faina’s tone drips with sarcasm and her eyes narrow into a glare. “You can’t be serious.”

“It’s the only way to ensure no one knows what route we’re taking until the day. Having every route covered means we don’t need to rush to make changes if something happens. So yes, I want every rooftop covered. I want men in the subway, I want every cop we control on each corner, and I want an overhead helicopter that will be armed to the teeth should we need it.”

Faina studies the blueprints and sheets in front of her, sucking on her teeth as she processes everything I present. “Fine,” she says eventually. “I’ll see what I can do.” As she straightens up, her eyes dart between me and Viktor. Her face is unreadable but there’s a glint of suspicion in her eyes. “You shouldn’t be drinking this early, Viktor. You’ve got a call with Japan in an hour.”

Faina turns on her heel and strides out of the room. Viktor glares after her and then finishes his glass in one single gulp. “Fucking bitch,” he mutters.

“Viktor,” I warn. “My investigation can only work if you keep control of yourself. The last thing we need is for someone to get suspicious.”

“It’s not me who looks suspicious,” Viktor mutters. “It’s you.”

“Me?”

“If you get caught, we might never learn the truth about what happened that night. And if you delay this any longer, Anastasia could destroy everything. She’s dismantling everything her father ever built, and for what? Some broken moral compass?”

This is where we differ.

Where we have always differed. As a teen, learning that human traffickers had snatched my sister was a hard pill to swallow knowing that the entire Remizova empire was built on precisely that. Learning that was also the real reason I threw myself into the military, unable to cope with knowing I now worked in the business that killed my sister. But Viktor made some good points and kept me away from most of that work. He raised me, paid for my schooling and my healthcare. He’s taken care of me.

I can overlook the family business, and I have no qualms about Anastasia doing everything she can to end it.

“She has her own plans and her own vision,” I say quietly. “You talk like you know for a fact that she’s guilty. Is there something you’re not telling me?”

“No.”

“Because if there is, it could end this investigation right here. We can take it to the families and have her ousted for her crime.”

“No,” Viktor mutters, slamming his glass down. “I have no proof.”

Viktor lifts his eyes to meet mine. His stare is hard and cold, but he has no rebuttal. Grief and anger drive him, but one thing is clear.

With Anastasia in charge, the skin trade is a thing of the past for us.

“Then you have to trust me. I will find out who killed Sergey, no matter the cost, and I will ensure they see justice. But you have to prepare yourself for the chance that she had nothing to do with it and this new direction for the family is our future.”
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ANASTASIA


Every year, the Remizova gala is one of New York’s largest—if not the largest—galas. It’s been a yearly tradition started by my great-great-grandparents and has served as a hub for my family to make significant charitable donations, gaining huge favor in the public eye.

My father always told me that it was one of our most essential duties because the only reason we’re able to operate so smoothly between other families is because, to the public, we’re a generous family. I’ve attended the gala every year since I was old enough to walk. Each year, I’ve shaken countless hands, smiled endless fake smiles, and answered too many questions about my dating status and how I’m running out of time to have a child.

Last year’s gala was the worst. Not because I had to field questions about when I would make my father proud and marry a good husband or because three tables ended up with food poisoning thanks to bad shrimp. It was the worst because I learned my father had sunk to unthinkable depths with the family business.

I overheard him on a call talking about the expansion of our empire and to this day, I can still recall the sickly chill that consumed me when I realized he was talking about trafficking children.

Children.

The skin trade is horrific enough, but learning that my father had no qualms about adding children to the mix completely destroyed my shaky faith in that man. So I started digging. It didn’t take me long to find the plans he’d laid out for this business expansion, and I made copies of them all. Once I learned who he was planning this with, I intended to present them to the other families.

Only, I never found out the identity of his partner, and the original plans were nowhere to be found.

And since his death, this mysterious partner has vanished.

I haven’t stopped searching because Viktor’s words from a few weeks ago ring in my ears. If I’m not careful, my family could crumble and someone worse will take our place, which leaves the world wide open for that mysterious partner to step in and implement my father’s twisted plans.

For all I know, they’re the ones behind the assassination attempt, so I can’t let that happen.

I need a plan.

“You busy?” Soft knuckles rap against the door of my office, derailing my trip down memory lane.

I push back from the desk and massage lightly at my temples. “Come in.”

Faina hurries in, closing the door behind her, and she shudders her shoulders in a wave. “Gives me the creeps.”

“Who does?”

“Viktor.” Faina stops when she reaches my desk. “Why do you even keep him around?”

“You know why. He’s a wealth of history and knowledge and he was my father’s underboss. No one knows more about my father’s dealings than him.”

“And you think that makes him trustworthy?”

Resting back in my chair, I study Faina and squint slightly. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“I don’t know. He just gives me the creeps, that’s all. Him and Erik too.”

That catches my attention more than Viktor and I lean forward, one elbow on the desk. “What about Erik?”

“He follows after Viktor like a puppy,” she remarks, dropping down into the seat before me. “It’s pathetic.”

“They’re close,” I say. “Besides, he saved my life.” Just thinking about that makes my heart flutter. “Like, really saved it. If anything, they’re probably the only two people in the entire world that I can trust.”

“I’m not so sure,” Faina murmurs, drumming her fingers against her thigh. “Maybe I’m too suspicious.”

“You’re my underboss. It’s your job to be,” I say gently, offering her a rare moment of softness. “This life makes you suspicious of everyone, but if either of them wished me harm, they could have done something countless times.”

“You’re right.” Faina sighs. “But that doesn’t mean I have to like them.”

“True.” I chuckle. “I’m only as sharp as you, y’know. You’re my second pair of eyes in this hellhole.”

“Speaking of hellholes.” Faina digs her phone out of her pants. “You remember the nightclub we lost to the Irish?”

“How could I forget?” A deep sigh rises in me. “Having to deal with all this shit on top of Cormac Gifford thinking I had time to murder his brother. If only I were that skilled.”

“Well, we’re halfway through the rebuild and they want your feedback on some of the designs.”

“Aren’t we just rebuilding the whole thing?”

Faina shrugs. “It’s your chance to put your own mark on the place, don’t you think? I mean, everything you’re working with right now is your father’s history. This is your chance to make something your own.”

“Not my only chance,” I say, taking her phone from her and typing in an address. “Have you seen these?” I handing the phone back to her, and Faina’s eyes widen.

“You didn’t.”

“I did.”

“You’re insane.”

“Maybe. But we meet with them on Friday, so read up on all that and see what you can do on your end. The sooner we find buyers, the sooner money starts rolling in.”

Faina’s smile widens. “I’m on it.”
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“Condos.” Three days later, Erik stands in front of me with his hands on his hips, staring around the largely empty building in the middle of being prepared for further construction.

“Yes.” I adjust the hard hat on my head. “The important thing is the construction side of things. I won’t bore you with the details, but all those men down there?” Approaching the makeshift balcony, I peer over the edge of the scaffolding. I’ve barely leaned an inch when Erik’s hand closes firmly on my upper arm as if he expects me to topple right over.

“I see them,” Erik says.

“Well, they now work for me. In fact, we have seven construction companies operating under the Remizova name and I’m hoping to secure more.”

“Construction,” Erik repeats, and his tone suggests he doesn’t quite believe in this new direction.

I lean back and pull my arm from his grip. “Don’t sound too enthusiastic. But I’ve been working hard on this. There’s a housing crisis, y’know, and construction is a much safer way to make money. Shutting down my father’s old businesses has left us with a hole I need to fill, and what better way to fill it than with luxury condos, housing extensions… well, anything we can get our hands on, really.”

“I’m not judging,” Erik says genuinely. “I’m just surprised. Out of all the routes you could have taken, I didn’t think you’d commit to something so… ordinary.”

“Why?” I challenge immediately, and my body heats up. “Do you think it’s weak? That my business ventures don’t hold the same weight because I’m not exploiting someone?”

“No, I’m not saying that at all,” Erik replies immediately, not shying away from my gaze. “I merely meant that I’ve seen the pressure you face from all sides. Crime is easy, that’s all. This is… decent.”

“Viktor doesn’t think so.” I sigh tiredly. “You should have seen his face when I told him yesterday.”

“Is that your way of saying sorry for going for my throat?” Erik chuckles, moving beside me as we head toward the stairs. “Because I’m on your side, remember. I’m just security, sure, but I think this is good.”

“I’m… sorry,” I say tightly, and the word is oddly hard to say. I spent so long saying it to my father that after his death, a part of me closed down and adopted his cold approach to everything, including being wrong. “I’m on the defense all the time because I’m so used to pushback the moment I make a suggestion.”

“You’re the boss,” Erik says, taking the steps down faster than me. “Don’t suggest. Order.”

“You forget that I’m a woman.” I snort softly. “My orders aren’t taken as smoothly as you might think.”

“Host another dinner.” Erik grins slyly up at me as we reach the next floor. “That’ll make people listen.”

“Are you suggesting I start killing more of my team?”

“Maybe don’t kill people this time.” Erik laughs. “But it couldn’t hurt to⁠—”

His words fail as a sudden boom echoes below us, shaking the entire building. Dust and cement drift down around our shoulders, and our eyes lock.

“Construction?” Erik asks, although his tone already betrays what he suspects.

“They’re on pause today,” I say tightly. “Because of my visit.”

“Who knew you were coming here?” Erik grabs my hand tightly and immediately starts dragging me down the stairs.

“No one,” I gasp, stumbling to keep up with him as he takes the steps down two at a time. “I have no one to tell.”

“We’re going out the back,” he says, his voice tight. On the next floor, Erik stops abruptly and I crash into his unmoving body. Clutching at his shirt to steady myself, I peer around his arm to see smoke pouring out from one of the vents high in the wall.

“Accidents happen in construction, right?” I say breathlessly.

Another explosion is my answer. A column of fire suddenly explodes through the open elevator shaft on the other side of the floor. Distant yells and alarms begin to blare through the air, and Erik pulls me closer against him.

“You stay right on my ass, you understand me?” he orders, turning to face me. “We’re going to run down to the next floor and then take a left. I saw scaffolding at the end on the way up. We run, okay?”

The floor beneath our feet gives a terrible shudder and the entire building—consisting of the bare shell outline of a towering condo block—sways.

“Okay,” I gasp, quickly erupting into a coughing fit as dust and dirt fill the air in a matter of seconds and flood my lungs.

Erik weaves our fingers together, unholsters his weapon, and we run.

Explosions pop off beneath us and the thick, black smoke from the spreading fire soon consumes the entire building. The stairwell we run down quickly becomes overwhelmed with smoke, and I’m barely able to see Erik despite his being right in front of me. All I have is his hand to guide me, so with streaming eyes and terrible coughing, I focus as hard as I can on his hand.

We make it to the bottom, but as we reach it, the next step I expect isn’t there. There’s nothing to greet me, and Erik yells out above me as the floor disappears and I fall down into darkness—abruptly stopped by Erik’s grip on my arm.

“Erik!”

“Hold on!” he yells, briefly visible as the smoke swirls around us. “Don’t you let go!”

My heart thunders in my ears as my stomach lurches upward like it’s trying to escape out of my body. I can barely breathe through the smoke, and while Erik’s grip is like iron, a wall of orange forms behind him. Dangling above a dark abyss and with more brick and cement crumbling around me, a sudden cold fear grips me.

“Erik, look out!”

I glimpse him as he turns his head, and his grip on my arm becomes painful as he takes in the growing fire behind him.

“Anastasia!” he yells, turning back to me. “I’m going to pull you up and⁠—”

Something heavy and warm suddenly wraps around my legs, adding an impossible weight to Erik’s arm. His eyes widen and his mouth opens in a yell as the sudden extra weight around me jerks my arm out of his iron grip.

I fall with a scream into nothingness.

By some stroke of luck, it isn’t far to fall.

I hit some rubble with a grunt and roll as the weight around my legs drags me down an incline that’s impossible to see in the smoke. Dust and ash clog my lungs, tearing up my throat with each desperate breath as I fall and roll down into the depths of the building. By the time I come to a stop, the smoke has somewhat cleared and I taste fresh air on my tongue.

I open my eyes and scream just as a masked man scrambles up from beside me and launches himself at me.

Is this the extra weight that dragged me away from Erik?

I roll to the side, narrowly avoiding the stranger’s fist. It slams into the cement where my head was half a second earlier. All thoughts of self-defense that try to rise in my mind are smothered by the gagging, choking need to breathe through the smoke and the dirt. I cough so hard that saliva dribbles out of my mouth while I crawl on my hands and knees, desperate to get distance between myself and the stranger. I follow the cool breeze drifting over my bare arms—air means outside and outside means people—but hands close on my ankle and drag me backward.

“No!” I yell, wincing as the impact of the stranger’s hands on my back flares up the lingering pain from my freshly healed ribs. He rolls me over and punches me so hard in the face that I see stars. I’m blinking through a dark haze when hands suddenly seal around my throat and all chance of breathing is robbed from me.

My hands lock around his wrists and I plant my feet, thrusting my hips upward to try and dislodge my attacker, but he’s much heavier than me and barely moves. His thumbs crush hard against my windpipe, and a sharp pain explodes through the back of my throat. My eyes flood with tears. His grip tightens further. I desperately thrust my hand up, catching him under the chin and sending his head snapping back.

Suddenly, I’m breathing.

Crisp air drags painfully down my throat like I’ve swallowed a thousand needles. I cough harshly, and the taste of blood floods the back of my throat. Rolling over onto my side, I continue to cough violently. One blink and the tears rolling down my cheeks allow me to see the masked stranger picking himself up and shaking his head as if my blow stunned him. I scramble across the ground, and my hand closes over a broken brick near the wall.

It’s all I have.

He launches himself at me, and I swing my arm out, catching him on the side of the head with the brick. He yells in pain and falls to the side, and when he climbs back onto his feet, he’s suddenly tackled into the wall by a figure that flies in out of nowhere.

Erik!

His fist collides several times with the stranger’s face, then he throws him to the ground and pulls his gun out from where he tucked it under his singed shirt.

“Wait!” I gasp out, struggling to get my knees under me. “I want him alive!”

“What?”

“I want him alive!”
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ERIK


“Let me look at you.”

Anastasia’s face is pinched with tension. Her brow knits close together as she sets down the bloodied knife, and when I reach for her shoulder, she immediately shrugs me off.

“I’m fine.”

I’m not taking no for an answer, not this time. “Anastasia.”

As she turns back to the bound and bloodied captive secured to a metal chair behind us, I catch her wrist and tug her a few steps closer to me. Her pulse races against my fingertips, and the flash of annoyance in her eyes when she looks at me melts into something unexpectedly soft when I place my fingers against her cheek.

“Stop.”

“We don’t have time for this,” she replies, her eyes darting back and forth between mine. “I want answers.”

“He’s not going anywhere. And he hurt you. Let me look at you.”

Her lips part slightly, and the hesitation is evident across her face. Even her wrist tenses under my grip as her fingers flex back and forth. But after a few seconds of staring at each other, she relents with a half-nod and her shoulders slump. Anastasia leans back against the table and places her hands on either side, gripping tightly until her knuckles turn white.

Gently, I skim my fingers over the rising bruise under her left eye from where the assassin struck her in the face. It’ll turn into a bad bruise within a day or two, but from the tender pressure from my fingertips, it doesn’t feel like the blow broke anything underneath. Her eyes close briefly, eyelashes sweeping across my thumb as I caress under her eye.

“Does it hurt?”

She makes a negative noise in the back of her throat. “Not right now.” Then her eyes open and she fixes me with an intense, bright-eyed stare.

This close, I can see even the finer details of her eyes. In all my time admiring her from afar, I never noticed the dark-green flecks in her irises that melt into the lighter green and give her eyes a unique glittering effect.

It’s beautiful.

She’s beautiful.

My heart gives a sudden powerful thump beneath my chest, and I tear my gaze away, focusing on the rising bruising around her throat. These kinds of thoughts are dangerous, especially about Anastasia.

She’s my boss.

Worse than that, she’s my target. Viktor would feed my balls to the hounds if he knew I found anything even remotely appealing about her.

Lowering my hands, I press both sets of fingers to either side of her jaw. Anastasia obediently lifts her head and exposes the dark shadow of bruising forming around her throat. There’s a darker streak in the middle of her neck where that bastard’s thumbs were digging deep enough to cause serious injury. The sight of it heats my blood, and the urge to pound his face into a pulp rises with each passing second.

“How does it feel to swallow?”

“Sore,” Anastasia replies tightly. “But I can handle it.”

I hate that. She shouldn’t have to handle it. He never should have gotten his hands on her, but yet again, I failed in my duty to protect her. These injuries are marks against my name, wounds of my failure. I tenderly brush over the bruises, examining her with what little medical experience I have. Her skin is soft to the touch and as warm as the first bursts of sun on a hot summer's day.

“See?” Anastasia lowers her chin and our eyes meet once more. “I’m fine.”

I can’t tell if it’s wishful thinking or my imagination that her pulse jumps beneath my fingers when our eyes meet, but I feel the ghost of that sensation when she steps away from me, and my hands fall back to my sides.

“We should take you to the hospital to be sure.”

“Not now.” Anastasia snatches up the hammer from the table. “I’m not finished.”

Admiration warms my chest while I watch her return to the bound and bloodied man. Never in a million years would I have suspected that the ice princess was capable of getting her hands dirty, but the evidence is undeniable. Under her instruction, we brought her attacker to a warehouse off the main road, and we’ve spent the past two hours simply breaking him down.

She’s gotten her revenge three times over for what he did to her, and still, she wants more. Watching her work is a thing of beauty, and when I questioned her after she broke all ten of his fingers with ease, she explained that being left to her own devices as a teen was how she learned. In a bid to impress her father, she read up on countless forms of torture from all over the world and practiced on a few rogue goons who made their way into her path.

She’s methodical and calm, which strikes up an alarming contrast to the man screaming himself raw as she peels back the skin on his thigh and pours another few drops of her perfume into the wound.

I don’t ever want to get on her bad side.

It’s admirable how well this man is taking the torture, but everyone has a breaking point. He finds his ten minutes later when she shreds his underwear and threatens to pulverize his cock into meat.

“Alright!” he screeches, his voice raw and wrecked. “Alright! Please! Stop, stop, you fucking maniac.”

“That’s not very nice,” I say as I walk closer. “You should speak to her with more respect.”

“Manners cost nothing,” Anastasia agrees, wiping away a bead of sweat from her forehead.

“Whatever!” The man gasps desperately. “I did it! I caused the explosion and I started the fire.”

“No shit,” Anastasia scoffs, and she moves closer, then drops down to her haunches in front of him and taps the hammer against his bloodied knee. “This is the moment you tell me something new.”

“L–Like what?”

Anastasia sighs. “If I knew that, then it wouldn’t be something new, would it? Is this really the kind of people they send after me?” She shoots me an amused look, and my heart jumps.

“Let’s start with who hired you,” I prompt. “Got a name?”

“Nah.” The man gasps and rapidly shakes his head. “I just got hired. They sent me two-fifty and a picture. Told me to make it look like an accident.”

“Bringing down a building is a pretty big accident,” Anastasia remarks.

“Well, it’s pretty simple.” He whimpers. “Big area, lots of damage. Lots of people get hurt. Easier to believe that it’s an accident.”

“But you fucked up,” she says.

His eyes dart down to her throat, and I can see the cogs turning. He’s playing out in his mind what would have happened if he’d just grabbed Anastasia tighter and snapped her neck instead of strangling her. My hands curl into fists and my teeth snap together as Anastasia stands up.

“So, who paid you?”

“I can’t,” he gasps wetly. A river of crimson drools past his bloodied lips.

“Who paid you?”

“I have a reputation⁠—”

“You think you’re walking out of here with anything like a reputation intact?” She scoffs sharply, using the hammer to lift his chin. “The only thing between you and survival is what I want. And I want to know who paid you.”

His refusal to answer turns into a twenty-minute session of Anastasia breaking his kneecaps, popping one of his balls—which was painful for both of us—and ripping out three teeth before he breaks. He crumples while weeping and slurs out his bank account details.

Stepping back, I type the details into my phone and log into his account where sure enough, the payment is there from yesterday.

“Лучик,” I read out.

“Sunray?” Anastasia translates. “What is that, a company?”

“No, it’s not a company account. It looks like a personal account.”

Anastasia walks up to me and peers over my shoulder, studying the details on the screen. “Wow,” she murmurs. “Dude, you order too much DoorDash.”

Our captive doesn’t reply.

“Can you find out who this account belongs to?” she asks, looking up at me.

I tap through to the details, but other than numbers, there’s nothing identifiable about the account. “Not through the app,” I reply. “But I can start digging.”

“Alright…” Anastasia sighs deeply. “Let’s end this.”

No sooner do the words leave her than a snap echoes through the room. Our captive lunges upward from his chair, wrenching his arms free from his bindings. Several things happen in the next few seconds.

He lunges at Anastasia in a weak, ruthless attempt to try and get to her. I turn and snatch my gun from the table, and when I turn back, Anastasia is already knocking the man to the ground and stabbing a scalpel repeatedly into his throat. Blood sprays like a fountain from the wounds, and his weak hands scramble against her chest and shoulders. From here, I glimpse the thumb he dislocated to help him escape.

Blood sprays over the floor and all over Anastasia, splashing over my shins as I lower my weapon. The man dies within seconds, gurgling out his last insults that sound more like water being dragged down the drain. Anastasia remains seated on him with the scalpel in her hand until he stops moving. Then she slowly climbs to her feet with a groan.

“He ruined my shoes,” she murmurs, turning to look at me.

Her entire form is drenched in blood, but her eyes stand out like bright lights in the dark. Then she smiles.

It’s a small smile of relief, perhaps born from finally having some kind of lead toward who is trying to kill her. What strikes me the most, however, is how beautiful she looks. Like life itself has suddenly been injected into her and there’s a new vibrancy in her.

Or I’m just seeing it for the first time.

Before, Anastasia was just the ice princess—my boss with no care for anything and the top suspect on Viktor’s list.

Now, she’s Anastasia with gorgeous eyes and a cute smile, and she makes my heart skip a beat.

Shit.

Am I falling for her? There’s no way feeling this strong is a crush. No way in hell.

Our eyes meet, and I search for something to say, but nothing comes. Anastasia steps away from the body but stumbles when her foot catches on his leg. My hand darts out to catch her, and a jolt of electricity snaps through my body the moment her hands touch mine.

Say something, you fool.

I can’t. She looks at me with hooded eyes and a gaze so intense it’s like she’s peeling me apart from the inside.

Then she stumbles into my chest and her lips crash against mine.
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ANASTASIA


It’s adrenaline, the thrill of the kill, the excitement of getting an answer—no matter how small—and the pure, animalistic surge of primal nature.

That’s all it is.

That’s what I tell myself while my lips are locked with Erik’s and my hands are tearing at his clothes while pushing him back toward the table laden with torture tools. My focus narrows to him and only him, and he doesn’t fight it.

His hands clutch at my waist with the same desperation while dragging his shirt from his muscular torso and dropping it somewhere on the ground out of sight. Our lips lock together, and when Erik’s tongue dares to slip into my mouth, I bite down hard.

He jerks back with a yelp as we hit the table. There’s a momentary pause where we stare into one another’s eyes and share the same air.

“Well?” I gasp, glancing down at his golden, muscular torso. “What are you waiting for?”

He has a tattoo on his chest, one I’ve never seen before. At a glance, it looks like an anchor designed to be an hourglass with sand pouring through an indentation in the middle. It rests on a bed of roses, and the splash of color is unexpected. There’s also a band tattoo on his right arm just below his elbow, and the ink surprises me.

Erik didn’t strike me as the kind of man to get inked up, but it just makes him infinitely hotter in my eyes.

I want him.

My entire body aches like a bruise in the seconds that pass, and I wait for him to decide whether making a move is worth it. My heart pounds, my head spins from my panting, and my core tightens as I graze my nails down his gorgeous abs.

Then Erik rips my T-shirt from my body and kisses me so hard that I see stars. His strong, rough hands stroke up my bare back and caress my ribcage. One strong arm wraps around my waist and pulls me tight against his body while his other hand gropes my breast through my lace bra. This time when he shoves his tongue into my mouth, I grant him access and allow him to explore as I drag my nails up his bare arms to his shoulders.

His pulse races under my palm when I cup the side of his neck, but before I can reach the thick strands of his hair, Erik suddenly pulls away and flips us around. He shoves me against the table, and I toss my head to the left, sending my hair down over one shoulder. With my neck now free, Erik’s mouth latches onto the back of my neck and he grinds his hips forward into my ass, showing off just how quickly he grew hard from kissing me.

I gasp, bracing myself against the table with one hand. His rough palms glide over my waist and caress around to my stomach. Then both sweep up to grab my breasts. He uses this grip to pull me back against his chest as his lips weave a path of open-mouthed kisses around to my jaw. I turn my head to greet him, and he devours me in a kiss as frantic as my own racing heartbeat.

I shouldn’t do this.

I shouldn’t give in.

And yet in this moment, it’s the only thing in the world I want.

To be touched and gripped, caressed and stroked and fucked like I’m something of worth. The blood smearing between us doesn’t appear to faze Erik, and it’s an afterthought in my mind when I fight with my belt and jeans to shove them down. The fabric clings to my skin, leaving streaks of pink and red as I shove them down and then jerk my hips back into Erik.

“Hurry up,” I gasp, breaking the kiss. “Unless you’re too chicken.”

Erik growls against the shell of my ear, and a sea of goosebumps rises across my back, sweeping down my arms as an explosion of tingling delight rushes through my gut.

Oh, my God.

Before I can say anything else, he shoves me down onto the table with enough force to send the torture instruments jumping and scattering across the wood. Some even skip a few inches and clatter to the floor while Erik shoves his pants low enough to free his cock from his clothing. My panties are dragged to the side over the swell of my ass.

My lips part, ready to taunt Erik further, but just as I start to speak, he presses the head of his cock against my pussy and plants one hand firmly between my shoulder blades, keeping me down.

“Not chicken,” he growls in a voice that rumbles deeply through his chest. “Just making you wait because I can.”

“You—fuck!” My insult melts into a loud gasp as his thick cock presses through my wet lips and slides deep inside me. The stretch is so sudden that it’s almost painful, but I drink up the sensation as arousal courses through me like my very blood has ignited. I’m so turned on that my clit aches in time to my racing heartbeat. I dig my fingers into the wood as Erik thrusts his hips once, twice, and then fully sheaths himself inside me on the third thrust.

“Holy shit,” I gasp, struggling to breathe around such a full sensation. It feels like he’s so deep inside me that if I’m not careful, he’ll be bumping into my lungs on the next thrust. I toss my head back and forth as my body adjusts to the size and length of his cock, and his restraining hand between my shoulders becomes a caressing comfort as he waits for me to adjust.

“Too much?” he asks, and there’s a note of caring in his tone that I hate.

“Just shut up and fuck me,” I gasp, pushing away that hint of affection. I don’t need caring. I need sex. Raw, animalistic, hungry sex that leaves me feeling sated and desired.

Erik obliges. His hand returns to my shoulders and he withdraws his cock, sending a spiral of aching want through my core. I clench down and adjust my stance, then he thrusts back in and my heart leaps into my throat.

Bliss washes over me. My blood turns to lava and heat flushes over my skin. I writhe against the table, desperate to escape the sensation, but since I can’t, it only amplifies the hungry noise rumbling in the back of my mind. The wooden table is too rough, the stink of blood is suffocating, and Erik’s hand on my back burns like a brand.

It’s perfect.

He pins me down and fucks me rapidly with short, hard thrusts. It’s impressive how much power he fucks with when his thrusts are so shallow. I drink it up like a parched woman, hungry for more and more. His hand moves from my shoulders to my hair and he grips a fistful to hold onto. His other hand moves from my hip to the table beside me, so I grasp onto his arm and dig my nails into the soft flesh of his wrist. Erik grunts, and each of his pants is laced with notes of subtle moans of pleasure.

I’m less subtle. My mouth hangs open. I gasp and moan loudly, rocking my hips back in time to his thrusts and clenching down around his pounding cock as often as I’m able. Sweat coats my body in a sheet, and the sensitivity of my body rises as each thrust drags me closer and closer to orgasm. I’m desperate. Hungry. Nothing has ever tasted this good before.

Nothing else matters except Erik’s cock.

Then he drapes himself over me. The heat from his bare chest burns against the skin of my back. His weight is comforting, which is oddly painful to the loneliness in my soul. He presses his lips to my bare shoulder and kisses along the line of my bra strap, then he uses the grip on my hair to turn my head and force our lips together.

We kiss hungrily, a clash of teeth and tongues battling for dominance, and my heart soars so high that I’m downright dizzy. He fucks me harder, pounding me into the table so the edge of the wood cuts into and numbs my hips.

It’s everything I crave and yet more at the same time.

I can’t speak.

I can’t think.

I’m driven purely by desire, and just as I’m certain my heart will burst right out of my chest, I come with a long cry. Pleasure cascades through me, rippling through every flexing muscle and sending me right over into a powerful orgasm. For a long moment, I’m simply suspended. Erik’s hips stutter, and he comes inside me with a breathy moan, repeatedly kissing my neck. My legs tremble like they’re about to shake apart and weakness pulls through my muscles.

It’s amazing.

He is amazing.

“Fuck.”

It takes us ten minutes to pull ourselves apart, dress, and head outside without speaking a word to each other. It’s hard to think about what to even say, and my head swims between satisfied desire and confusion over what I learned from my attacker.

The late evening sun beats down with an uncomfortable warmth as we approach the array of cars waiting for us. Erik’s security team, who followed us from the building site, all rest against their respective vehicles. As Erik instructs them to clean up the mess inside, I dig my phone out of my bloodied jeans and quickly message Faina about the name Sunray. She replies instantly with confirmation that she will also look into it.

Erik opens the door to my car, and our eyes meet. There’s a softness that shouldn’t be there, and I can’t tell if it’s new or if I’m just noticing it.

“Anastasia, should we—” he begins, but I quickly hold up a hand.

“No,” I say, quickly rebuilding the walls destroyed by adrenaline and lust. “That was a moment of weakness and will not happen again. Understand?”

Erik’s expression doesn’t change. “Understood.”

I’m not clear whether I’m telling him or myself, but as I slide into the car and my core pulls with the memory of his cock, my mind is set.

That cannot happen again.

Ever.


9
[image: ]




ERIK


Ican’t get her out of my head.

It’s going to be the end of me.

Every time I close my eyes, I’m struck with the vision of her standing over that body, drenched in blood and smiling at me like she’s happy to see me. The taste of her lips lingers against my own days later as I try once again to scrub the memory of her off my body.

She was clear.

It will never happen again.

But it’s all I can think about.

The scent of her floral, peachy perfume rising from her skin as I kissed her neck and nuzzled beneath her ear. The silky softness of her hair between my fingers as I held her down. The warmth of her skin against my chest and palms. The tightness of her pussy around my cock and the heat of her wetness against my thighs.

It consumes me. If I close my eyes and let my mind drift, I’m still with her in the warehouse fucking her as hard as I can just to hear every single moan and gasp from her lips.

I want her.

And I can’t have her.

It was a moment of weakness, and in the heat of things, I understand why it happened, but logic doesn’t calm the flutter of my heart each time she looks at me. It’s like a spotlight has appeared over her, and she has consumed me, body and mind.

Even the threat of Viktor isn’t enough to calm my desire for her. It simmers quietly underneath my skin, and no amount of scrubbing can remove it.

Water pours down around me, sending cascades of soap suds off my body as I take my cock in hand and stroke myself once again to the thought of Anastasia. I replay the softness of her lips against mine and her sharp teeth sinking into my tongue. She clawed at my skin, and while those wounds have healed, I still feel them as if she clawed right down to the bone. My hand is a poor substitute for her silken heat, but I make do, stroking myself faster and faster as I lose myself in that memory.

A burst of shame prickles my shoulders when I come against the tiles and reality returns in the form of lukewarm water and the sting of soap in the air. I breathe deeply and study the swirling pattern before me while the last tingles of pleasure fade from my body. I’m left, as always, with an emptiness that I can’t fill.

She will never be mine.

I shower off, and I’m in the middle of drying myself when an alert springs up on my phone from Ryan.

Red Alert.

With my heart in my mouth, I’m barely able to dress myself before concern drags me from my room and I sprint full speed through the manor, not stopping until I’m at the entranceway. Ryan stands with his hand on his rifle, and a look of relief sweeps across his face when he greets me.

“Thank God you're here.”

“What is it?” I gasp, panting heavily. “What’s the emergency?”

“Take a look for yourself.” He jerks his head toward the guard box next to the gate.

With my chest heaving and my heart hammering, I peer through the glass expecting to see something along the lines of the threats Anastasia has been facing these past weeks, so nothing prepares me for seeing Anastasia herself grumpily pacing about inside.

“What the fuck?”

“Right?” Ryan snorts.

“No, what the fuck is wrong with you?” Spinning to face him, I slap him hard on the back of his head when he tries to duck away.

“What the hell?”

“You texted me that it’s a red alert emergency so I sprinted all the way here, you fuck. My hair’s still fucking wet!”

“This is an emergency!”

Grabbing him by the collar, I shake Ryan so violently that his rifle slips from his hands. “A red alert is someone rolling up with a bomb strapped to their chest,” I snarl. “Not the boss!”

“Well shit, you told me to let you know if she was ever trying to leave without you.”

“Yeah, but this isn’t a— Fucking hell, never mind. Get out of here.”

Ryan jerks out of my grip and shrugs himself away, striding back up the path with a quiet mutter of “Asshole.”

Rolling my eyes, I open the door and head inside. Anastasia flies at me immediately, but she hesitates when she sees me instead of Ryan.

“Oh.” She sighs. “I was about to give that guy a piece of my mind. What kind of men are you training that I get manhandled in here for trying to leave my own home?”

Kicking the door closed behind me, I snort softly in amusement. “Well for one, you shouldn’t be trying to leave without me.”

“I left you a note.”

“Anastasia, you can’t be serious.”

“What?” She throws one hand out toward the window. “I had other members of your team in the car. What’s the problem?”

“You were the one who chose me, remember?” I lift one brow. “You don’t go anywhere without me.”

“Bit obsessive,” she mutters.

“If it keeps you alive, I don’t care. Don’t you understand? I’m not leaving your side even for a second, okay? The risk is too high. It’s for your own safety.”

“Look, fine, okay? I have to be somewhere and you didn’t pick up, so I figured a note would be fine and you could join me later.” She sighs, dragging a hand through her hair and causing the strands to ripple across her shoulders. “Why is your hair wet?”

“I was showering and then… It doesn’t matter. It’s so late.” I glance down at my watch. “We have no meeting scheduled for tonight. What’s the rush?”

Anastasia’s gaze falls away and she takes a step back. “It doesn’t matter. Look, can I go?”

“Not without me.”

“I don’t have time for this. Fine. Can we please go?”

“Not until you tell me where you’re going.”
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“You could have told me we were going to the hospital.”

Anastasia glances across at me as the elevator sweeps upward. “I didn’t know I could trust you.”

“Excuse me?” My gut tightens immediately.

“I only told a handful of our people about my construction plans and that bastard still found me. So someone is talking. I don’t know who I can trust.”

“You think it’s me?” Despite the flames that burn inside me for her, a sudden coldness spreads through my chest. I haven’t forgotten my orders from Viktor, but if I don’t stay close to her, I will lose all chance of learning the truth. And at this rate, the more I learn, the more I’m certain I’ll have to prove her innocence.

“It could be anyone,” she mutters, turning her attention to the gold numbers highlighting each floor above us. “Besides, this is personal.”

Confusion knots my gut for the rest of the ride.

When the doors open, Anastasia leads the way out. I follow her down the corridor, trying to ignore how the antiseptic stink of this place drags me right back to my days as a child waiting to hear if my mother made it through surgery. That sensation of impending doom haunts me to this day. She eventually stops at one room and slips inside, turning into a shadow in the dull light.

A woman with black hair stands near the window, dressed in a paper gown with her thin arms wrapped around her body.

“Tanya?” Anastasia speaks with more softness than I’ve ever heard coming from her, and my stomach knots tighter.

The woman glances over her shoulder. Her tired look immediately hardens into hate when she locks eyes with Anastasia. “The fuck are you doing here?”

“I got a call that you’d been admitted. What happened?”

“The fuck you think happened?” She spins to face Anastasia, and venom drips from her tone. “Are you surprised? Do I disappoint you, huh? Are you here to fucking judge me?”

“No,” Anastasia replies, her voice still soft. “I’m here to help you. You know that.”

“Why can’t you just fucking leave me alone? Haven’t you done enough? I don’t want you here. I don’t want anything to do with you! Can’t you get that through your thick fucking skull?”

The hairs on the back of my neck bristle. No one in their right mind should be speaking to Anastasia that way. People have died for much less when it comes to disrespecting the Pakhan—or Godmother, in this case—but Anastasia doesn’t seem angry. Her face saddens and she remains where she is as Tanya stomps back to the bed.

“I want what’s best for you,” Anastasia says. “No matter how long it takes.”

“You just want to clear your guilty fucking conscience,” Tanya snarls. “I know all about you. I’m glad your scumbag of a father is dead, but if you expect me to be grateful that you saved me, you can get fucked. You’re just as twisted as he is. You think you can make yourself feel better by fawning over the slaves you rescued? Well let me tell you, every single one of us is praying for your death!”

There’s a subtle shift of tension along Anastasia’s shoulders. “They told me you overdosed,” she says, her voice free from any hint of her feelings. “I thought you got clean?”

“Maybe I prefer the world through the drug lens,” Tanya mutters, slumping back against the pillows. “What is it to you? Come to get your money back?”

“That’s not it at all,” Anastasia says. “I know you’re hurt and angry⁠—”

“You have no fucking clue, you cunt. I was fifteen when I was snatched from one of your clubs. They drugged me, and I’ve fucked more men than I can even count, so yeah, I’m fucking angry. I was sold like a piece of stinking meat. By you! So what if the drugs help? Huh?”

I want to correct her about Anastasia’s involvement, but it won’t do any good. Tanya is hurting and she needs someone to blame, a face to her trauma. I can see that clearly.

“Then let me get you drugs. Something safe that will help you. I told you I would do everything I could to help you, and I mean it.”

“Gonna pay my hospital bills, huh? And my therapy? And the pills to help me sleep, huh?” She yells louder and louder as Anastasia walks closer. “You ruined my life! You destroyed me and countless people like me! I hate you, you hear me? I hate you so much I’d add fuel to the fire if I saw you burning in the middle of the street! I don’t want this life and I don’t want anything from you!”

Tears stream down Tanya’s face by the time Anastasia stops in front of her. The situation is impossible, and I can’t decipher what she plans to do. Then Anastasia lifts her arms and pulls Tanya into a tight hug. Tanya fights it for a few seconds, then she completely breaks down and sobs loudly in Anastasia’s hug.

My heart breaks.

I had no idea Anastasia was going to such lengths to help the people she rescued. Visiting them personally, keeping tabs on every single one to make sure they get a good shot at life, and being there for them when they stumble. I recognize Tanya now as one of the women we rescued last month before the parking lot explosion. She’s almost unrecognizable now that she’s healthier.

To an extent.

I stand like a statue as Tanya sobs her heart out and Anastasia comforts her until she falls asleep. With Tanya resting against her, Anastasia refuses to move, but she finally looks at me. There’s such sadness hidden in her eyes that I want to reach out and soothe her, but it doesn’t come.

It can’t.

I need to keep my distance.

“Erik?”

And yet my heart still leaps when she says my name.

“I need you to call someone for me.”

“Anyone.”

“Cormac Gifford. The Irish Captain.” She looks back down at Tanya. “I need his help.”
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ANASTASIA


The cafeteria coffee, if I can even call it that, tastes like tar. It rests thickly over my tongue as I hold it in my mouth, debating whether I even want to swallow while my mind races.

Poor Tanya. She’s not the first I’ve seen like this and she won’t be the last. I don’t judge her. I can’t imagine the hell she went through, and how she chooses to cope is her own business, but I will do everything in my power to give her a real chance at a new life. It’s the very least I can do to make up for the horrors conducted under my father’s rule.

It’s a mercy that he’s dead.

But I am now the face of the family, so I am the one they hate.

I can take it.

Mostly.

Finally swallowing, my head falls forward and I press my fingers to the bridge of my nose while a tight ache pulls across my forehead.

“I know that look,” comes a familiar voice with a sharp tang of Irish curling over those words. “Not sleeping?”

Lifting my head, I come face to face with Cormac Gifford. The last time we saw each other like this we were at The Black Ox—a bar famous for being the only neutral ground in all of New York— and he was accusing me of murdering his older brother, Brenden.

How long ago that feels now.

“People like us don’t sleep,” I murmur, tipping the paper cup in my hands back and forth.

“They don’t drink shitty coffee either.” He lifts one hand and offers me a coffee bought from one of the local stores nearby.

“Is it poisoned?”

“You’re in the right place if it is.” He smirks. “But no. It ain’t.”

Abandoning the swill in my own cup, I accept his peace offering and we walk to sit at a nearby table. “I’m surprised you came.”

“Given how we left things the last time, I knew you wouldn’t reach out unless it was important.”

“And you came alone?” I lift one brow.

Cormac smiles slyly and drinks his own coffee. “As alone as you are.”

So he has guards nearby just like I do, hidden in the crowd and mingling around so as not to draw attention to themselves. I expect nothing less from Cormac. The man tore the city apart searching for his brother’s killer and then his girlfriend. I respect it, even if accusations flew in my direction for a while. Someone sending flowers along with death condolences didn’t help the matter.

“How long has it been?” Cormac asks. “The months feel like years these days.”

I shrug. “Six months? Give or take. I heard on the grapevine that the Italians were behind your issue.”

Cormac’s brow dips and he drags a hand through his auburn hair, sending it all on end. “In a manner, yes.”

“Unfortunate.”

“Indeed. So, what’s this about? You didn’t call me here to reminisce and I have to pick up Evelyn and Saoirse soon.”

“No, I didn’t.” I sip the coffee, an act that shows I trust Cormac for the moment. “How is your little girlfriend, by the way? She caused quite a stir.”

Cormac snorts and then laughs loudly. “She’s fine. Better than fine, actually. Thriving.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

“Which…” Cormac sets his cup down and his large hands clasp together. “She’ll want me to say this so… I’m sorry.”

My stomach knots slightly. “Huh?”

“I’m sorry I came down so hard on you all those months ago when I was sure that your loan sharks had something to do with my brother’s death. Without you, I never would have found Holly, so… I am sorry.”

“I can’t blame you,” I reply. “Our families have been at odds ever since my father snatched you off the street when you were little. So… I understand.”

“I heard what happened to him.” Cormac tilts his head. “Is that what you need help with? His killer is still out there, aren’t they?”

“Yes, but that’s not what I called for. I need something else.”

“Alright.” Cormac returns to his drink, watching me over the edge of his cup as he sips. “Talk.”

“Your family has a lot of dealings, I know that. I’m interested in your dealings with the pharmaceutical drug trade.”

“Maybe we do,” he says, lowering the cup. “Maybe we don’t.”

I fight the urge to narrow my eyes. “I want to make a deal.”

“Why? Drugs aren’t your thing.”

“No. They’re not. I’m not looking to move in on your market or anything like that. I need a supply.”

His eyes dart down me. “Personal?”

“No. Sort of.” Taking a deep breath, I grip the coffee cup tighter. “I’m sure you’re well aware of the changes that have been happening in my line of work.”

“Maybe.”

“Don’t play the fool. You know we’re moving away from the skin trade just like I know you’re buying up a bunch of motels.” My eyes narrow this time. “I’m not here for games.”

“Fine. Continue.”

“I can’t fix what my father broke, but I can help the people who come into my care. The problem is, a lot of them need expensive help and aren’t willing to stay in the hospital. I can cover medical bills and drugs, but sometimes it feels like it’s easier on the victims if they don’t have to have everything put on their record. So I want a direct supply to help those people with whatever they need. Painkillers. Medication. Some of these people will need help for the rest of their lives, and I need a way for them to be cared for that doesn’t leave a paper trail, as many of these people also want to disappear.”

Cormac is silent, studying me over the edge of his cup. Then he lowers it and fixes me with a steady stare. “You’re asking for a lot.”

“Too much for you to handle?” I challenge.

“Not at all. We can work something out. But I want something in return.”

“Naturally.”

“You’re getting into the construction game.”

“I am.”

“Well, as it turns out, those motels you mentioned need renovation and I need a good deal. A discount, if you will.”

His question, while hidden, is as clear as day. “I’m sure we can work something out,” I reply. “So, do we have a deal?”

Cormac glances at his watch and then nods. “I’ll have my people call your people.”

“Thank you.”

We stand, and he offers me his hand. “Be careful, Anastasia. I know better than anyone that change brings out the worst in people.”

I accept his handshake with a brief, tight smile. “I’ll be fine. Take care.”

Cormac leaves as quietly as he arrived, and the weight across my shoulders eases slightly. The finer details will be tough to hash out, but we have the makings of something good. I just hope it pans out.

I head back up to Tanya’s room where I left Erik to stand guard. His attention is glued to his phone, and I glimpse the hospital security cameras on the screen before he flips his phone away.

“How did it go?” Erik asks, running his eyes over me.

“You had a front-row seat,” I remark. “What do you think?”

“I don’t trust him.”

Humorless laughter escapes me in a huff. “I don’t trust him either, but it’s a deal that will benefit us both.”

“You think he will hold up his end?”

“Maybe.” A beat of exhaustion suddenly washes over me, and when I look back at Erik, his brows are pinched in concern. “I’m fine. I’m tired.”

“You’re doing a good thing here, Anastasia.”

“Am I? For each person I save, my father sentenced hundreds more to a lifetime of cruelty and I was complicit.”

“We all were,” Erik says quietly, and there’s something unfamiliar in his eyes. “But you aren’t him. He was a tyrant. You’re trying to change things.”

“Hard to do when he left behind such a disaster and overwhelming debt.”

“Wait, what?” Erik perks up suddenly, but I wave him off and open the door to Tanya’s room.

“I’m staying here tonight,” I say. “See you in the morning.”

I close the door on Erik’s puzzled face and spend the next ten minutes assuring Tanya that I will get her clean again, and I will set her up in a new life with all the medication she needs. I’ll even hold her hand through the entire thing. Tanya is, thankfully, less angry, but she doesn’t believe me. Only time will prove to her that I’m telling the truth.

I take up residence in the chair by the window and settle in for the night until a call buzzes through from Faina.

“Hey.”

“We’ve got a problem.”

Pressure sweeps through my gut. “What is it?”

“The Cartel. They’re sniffing around again, and this time, it looks like they’re here to stay. What do you want me to do?”

Shit.

As if things could get any worse.

All the money I’m scraping together to help these people, and start the new construction business, hinges on the people my father owned money to not chasing up that debt yet.

It seems I’ve run out of time.

“Put everyone on high alert,” I say. “Shit just got so much worse.”
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ERIK


“Anastasia, you have to tell me what’s going on.”

She sits before me at her desk, head bowed and pen scribbling rapidly over the paper in front of her. Ever since the Cartel moved into town, something’s been off. She’s been more tense than usual and her request to put security on high alert has alarm bells ringing in my mind. The only problem is she’s not telling me why. Something has made her clam back up just when I thought I was making progress.

And there’s a growing part of me that wants her to talk to me just so I can help her. I want her to look at me with trust in her eyes while she tells me what’s bothering her. I want to ease the weight on her shoulders and provide comfort and support. Instead, she’s keeping me at arm’s length when I yearn for so much more.

“What do you mean?” She doesn’t look up, entirely focused on her work.

“The Cartel have been breezing through town for a week and we have everyone on high alert. I respect that because the Cartel are known for making a mess of everything, especially with the Italians. But why do you have us acting like things are about to implode at any second?”

“I’m not.”

“Anastasia—”

“Erik.” Her head snaps up and her hair cascades over one shoulder. “Does your need to know every single detail affect your ability to protect me? Because if it does, I can find someone else.”

Despite the sharpness in her words, I can tell from the look on her face that she doesn’t really mean that. She’s pushing back against me, and it’s not a wise decision for me to meet her head to head. It’s difficult to resist the urge, though.

“No, but the more I know, the more thorough I can be.”

“You know what you need to know. The Cartel are a high threat and we need to be on the ball in case they try anything. I don’t see why you need to know any more than that.”

“Knowing why they will want to make a move helps me anticipate weaknesses that they could exploit,” I remind her. “Are they angry enough to charge in here, guns blazing? Are they annoyed enough to try a sneaky route? There’ve been multiple attempts on your life already.”

“I’m aware.” She scribbles something aggressively onto the paper.

“And the more I know, the more avenues I can cover.”

“If you can only protect me by receiving very specific information,” Anastasia says as she stands abruptly, “then maybe you’re just not very good at your job.” She folds up the paper and slides it into an envelope, then steps away from her desk and hands it to me. “Make sure Cormac gets this. Or do you need to know the contents in order to deliver it?”

The ice lacing her tone sends a shiver down my spine. Before I can reply, she strides out of the room and I’m left in silence.

Any other situation and I’d think she’s just being a raging bitch, the regular ice princess everyone else sees. But I see deeper. She’s nervous. Every time we go out, I see it in her eyes. I’d even go as far as to suspect that she’s scared, but I don’t know why, and that irritates me.

Anastasia retires for the night, and I head out to deliver her letter to Cormac. The sudden deal between her and Cormac seemed like a good thing until Viktor caught wind of it. In his eyes, such an alliance is useless, and it lets everyone know that we’re incapable of taking care of ourselves. I disagree. The Russians and the Irish have been at odds for as long as anyone can remember, and this might be the first time words have been exchanged without accusation.

It can only be a good thing.

Then again, Viktor’s been on my ass about the lack of proof regarding Sergey’s death, and I don’t quite have the heart to tell him yet that he’s wrong.

Anastasia didn’t kill her father.

I don’t know who did it, but I’m convinced of her innocence. Each attempt on her life leads me to believe something else is going on, but I can’t quite see what it is. There’s a connection I haven’t been able to decipher quite yet.

The trip to the Irish takes me a couple of hours, and when I return, Anastasia has retired to bed. The estate is quiet while I do my nightly check-in with all the patrols and ensure that everything is locked up tight and secure.

Then I should head to bed, but something makes me hesitate at the bottom of the stairs.

I need some answers.

Something to appease Viktor and my own mind. It’s in Anastasia’s best interests, really, and it’s my job to act in those interests. With my heart in my mouth, I leave the staircase and head down to Anastasia’s office. The door is locked. Hardly a problem. By the time I unlock it and slip inside, my heart is beating more frantically than usual and tension pulls tight across my shoulders.

If there are any answers, they’ll be here.

I start in the filing cabinets and cupboards, skimming through every file and document that I can reach. Nothing jumps out at me, though I’m not sure what I even want to find. Unexpected proof that she killed her father? Some strange connection to the Cartel?

Or nothing at all?

As the minutes trickle by, I grow more desperate in my search. If I find nothing, then I remain in the dark and I have nothing to calm Viktor and his ever-increasing desperation to avenge his friend. It’s loyalty I admire and share to an extent. Despite the terrible things that have happened under this family, it saved me.

Viktor saved me.

He gave me a chance at life and the strength to get revenge on the people who harmed my sister if I ever crossed paths with them. Money in my pocket and a roof over my head are a fair price to pay to turn a blind eye to everything else. The alternative is being dead in the gutter by twenty-one. So, the pull to help Viktor remains strong within my heart, even as everything I learn about Anastasia hints that Viktor is looking in the wrong place.

But if I can prove this, then there’s a chance I can get them to work together to hunt down the Pakhan’s killer. Then I’m certain the threats against Anastasia’s life will be quelled. There’s a connection there, I’m sure of it.

The filing cabinets tell me nothing I don’t already know.

Something makes me hesitate when I approach Anastasia’s desk. This is her space. Her fluffy pink pen sits in a cup holder next to her monitor, exploding with sparkles as the screensaver hides all information from me. An empty glass with a red lipstick stain sits on a dark coaster, and the keyboard badly hides an old nail polish stain.

This is her desk, and touching anything feels like an invasion of privacy that I can’t take back.

It’s for her own good.

Taking a deep breath, I rummage through her drawers and am met with the same lack of information as before.

Until I come across a small black leather book tucked at the back of the bottom drawer. Gold ink swirls across the cover in an intricate pattern that’s rather garish to look at. Resting back in the chair, I flip open the book.

The handwriting isn’t Anastasia’s. It’s too scrawly for that. Given the slight yellowing of the pages and the first handful of dates in the left column, this must have belonged to Sergey. There are countless numbers, money amounts, and then names that are somewhat illegible in the beginning. Dates going all the way back to the fifties. Each amount is scratched off. As I flick further into the book, it’s not until halfway through that the names become clearer and haven’t been scratched off.

What is this?

Gambling?

No, Sergey wasn’t a gambling man. At least not in the strictest sense.

The last entry is from a month before Sergey died. Before that, there are four pages filled with amounts that haven’t been scratched off and my heart sinks as the recent names catch my eye.

They’re all Cartel members.

“Shit,” I murmur softly. “You asshole.”

Anastasia let slip something about debt last week at the hospital and I didn’t think much of it, but the arrival of the Cartel in the city and this book make everything clear. Sergey was borrowing money. An eye-watering amount, from the looks of things, and he’s been doing it for decades. But for some reason, he stopped paying it back.

That debt now lands on Anastasia’s shoulders and if the Cartel are here, it’s clear they’ve grown tired of waiting.

Is this the connection I’m looking for?

A sudden murmur of voices in the hallway makes my heart jump. I shove the book back where it belongs, close the drawer, and leap from the chair. After a glance around the office to ensure everything is as it should be, I slip out into the hall and close the door just as Faina and one of the night guards walk around the corner.

“And I need you to make sure that the west—Erik?” Faina’s eyes narrow and she glances between me and the door to Anastasia’s office. “What are you doing?”

I shrug as casually as I can. “What do you mean? I was just passing by.”

“No you weren’t. I saw you come out of there. Anastasia is upstairs. What were you…?”

My mind races with an excuse and turns my pleasant smile into a frown. “The door was open. Given how high on alert we are, I had to check that nothing was amiss. The last thing we need is someone slipping in here and causing harm because someone took their eye off the ball. And if you’re directing the guards…” I glance coldly at the security member next to her. “It’s no wonder I’m finding open doors everywhere. Try and be more careful.”

Faina’s eyes widen in shock, and I’m not sure she completely buys my excuse, but it doesn’t matter.

I need to find Viktor.
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“The Cartel?” Viktor drags in a long, slow breath around his cigar. When he breathes, the smoke is carried away in the light breeze drifting through the patio. This late at night, the stars are out in force and the moon is so bright, I can see all the way to the back gate.

“Yup. Don’t you see what this means? Sergey was in debt. Pretty deep debt.”

“Yes.” Viktor nods, but he doesn’t seem all that surprised by my revelation.

“Did you know?” I ask, fighting to keep the slight accusatory tone out of my voice.

“Oh, of course not, my boy. If I did, I would have told you.” He drags on his cigar again and glances at me. “Although I know Sergey was searching for ways to expand the business. I simply thought he was being savvy in keeping us relevant in this race to control organized crime.”

“So you have no idea that he was so deep in debt with the Cartel that they would be pissed?”

“If we are in debt,” Viktor says, “and I’m not saying we are because that book could be anything, really, then I can see why the Cartel would be pissed.”

“Exactly. Look.” I step closer. “Anastasia let slip about the debt. She’s been keeping it a secret, probably because she doesn’t want to worry anyone. Now the Cartel are here, and she’s completely closed off.”

“Because she’s a cunt,” Viktor mutters.

I ignore that. “Don’t you see the connection? This is what we’ve been missing! They killed Sergey because he wouldn’t pay, and now they’re after Anastasia for the same thing. And each attempt has failed, so now they’re here openly.”

“No.”

My mind falters at his sudden denial. “No?”

“The Cartel wouldn’t kill their key to millions. That’s hardly a good business move.”

“You don’t understand. He’s owed them money for years, Viktor. It makes total sense that they got tired of waiting.”

“No.” He shakes his head again and turns to face me. “She’s blinded you.”

Frustration bubbles in my chest, and the chill of the wind is no longer enough to keep the heat from my skin. “No,” I snap. “You’re the one who’s blinded.”

“Am I?” He raises one bushy brow. “Tell me. What makes more sense? The Cartel kills their money maker, making it impossible for them to get a penny they owe, or she killed him for some pathetic power grab and now is faced with a debt she didn’t expect? Why didn’t the Cartel make a move sooner, if that’s the case? Did you even consider that Sergey could have had something in place to appease the Cartel? Something that hasn’t been upkept because he was murdered and the culprit had no idea?”

It frustrates me that Viktor makes sense. I have no answer for why the Cartel would wait so long, but something in my gut tells me he’s wrong. It’s not often we disagree, but I can’t stop the frustration from bubbling over.

“Or maybe they got tired of waiting, huh? The Cartel could have waited for any number of reasons,” I snap as my mind races. “I mean, the Irish were tearing up the city for a while and the cops were on high alert looking for a murderer. If I were the Cartel, I wouldn’t make a move until stuff has calmed down. And frankly, what is your problem? Again and again, I bring you things that suggest we’re looking in the wrong area, but you’re so hard focused on Anastasia. What do you know that I don’t?”

“Listen to yourself!” Viktor’s cigar falls from his lips and crumbles on the ground as he surges forward and grabs me by the collar. “You’ve fucking fallen for her, haven’t you?”

“No!” I grab Viktor’s wrist, attempting to wrestle free.

“You have! You’re blinded by her beauty, Son. I can see it clear as day!”

“That’s not what’s happening at all!”

“Bullshit!” He suddenly shoves me away, his face twisted with anger that melts quickly into a tired defeat. “Don’t you remember how much I sacrificed to raise you? Everything I did to keep you here under the safety of this family even when you tried to run away to the army? All I want is justice for my friend and I’m losing you to some bitch. No one sees her for what she really is, but I do.”

Viktor’s shoulders sag forward and guilt worms up amid my frustration. “Viktor… I’m not blinded. I don’t feel anything for her, I swear.” Lying is too easy.

“She’s on the brink of destroying everything Sergey and I spent decades building, Erik. Don’t you see? She’s dismantling everything we’ve worked for, shaking the stability of every family that serves under us and removing their safety nets. So you need to get your act together.” He turns to face me once more.

“I am. The Cartel⁠—”

“Enough with the damned Cartel! It’s these kinds of distractions that will ruin us, boy. How much longer are we going to do this? The world won’t wait forever, and before we know it, some other family will see how weak she makes us and rise up, wiping us out and taking our place at the top.”

My heart sinks. In some ways, he’s right. Not locating the killer of our Pakhan already makes us look weak. Have I really been that blinded?

“We need proof, Son. Or a confession.” Viktor’s hand cups the side of my neck. “The sooner you get hard proof, the sooner we can present it to the other families and execute her, reminding everyone that we are on top. Do you understand, Son?”
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ANASTASIA


Sleep escapes me tonight, much like it has each night since my father passed. Rest only comes when I’m so completely and utterly exhausted that not even my racing brain and anxious heart can keep me awake.

Tonight feels like one of those nights, and yet as I close my eyes and wait to drift off, nothing happens. I remain as awake and alert as ever, with my mind running over the family’s finances and the possible risks we face from the Cartel. They haven’t made contact, but the sum my father owed them verges on insanity. I can only imagine that he used the power in our name and his reputation to get away with not paying them for so long. That falls to me now, and I have no idea what I’m going to do. Between caring for the victims of the skin trade and getting the new construction investment off the ground, I don’t have enough for those debts.

For the first time since I stepped into this position, I feel the allure of easy money. Maybe Viktor was right. Maybe I should have kept some of the sex trade active for income purposes.

No sooner does that thought enter my mind than disgust worms its way through my gut and I sit up quickly, groaning.

I swore to be better. I won’t fall into that kind of trap.

And I’m not going to spend another night tossing and turning.

Throwing back the sheets, I slide from the bed and head barefoot down to the kitchen. The manor is deathly silent, and I enjoy it immensely. Times like these are rare, but they’re the only time I can pretend I’m just a normal woman walking through her house. There’s no Mafia responsibility, no guns and drugs, no security, and no threat against my life. Sometimes, I dream that I’m something important, like a lawyer or doctor. Other times, I imagine myself running a small grocery store with regular, elderly customers who always get my name wrong.

Although I’m not sure how long I would last in a customer service role. I sort of hate people.

The cold tile floor in the kitchen wakes me up a little more. I settle into a familiar routine of warming milk on the stove and grating chocolate onto a plate as I make hot chocolate. It’s a simple recipe taught to me by one of the various women who served as my nanny over the years. Each nanny I had was kind, but my father switched them out too often for me to grow a bond with any of them.

Suddenly, footsteps thump out in the hall. Erik sprints into the kitchen with his handgun raised. His thick, dark hair is messy like a bird’s nest, and he’s topless, wearing only black cotton joggers.

“Fucking hell,” he snaps. “Anastasia, what the hell are you doing?”

I casually glance up from stirring the milk. “What do you mean?”

He’s panting as he lowers the gun and rakes his fingers through his hair. “I thought we had an intruder.”

“In the kitchen?”

“I got an alert of movement in the kitchen, so yeah. Those doors lead right outside.” He indicates to the patio doors. “So of course, I thought it was an intruder.”

“You’re taking things too seriously,” I remark. “What would an intruder want with my milk?”

“That’s not…” Erik sighs wearily. “You could have been in trouble.”

“Oh, no,” I tease with a smirk. “Someone save me from overboiling the milk and catching my fingers on the grater.”

Erik rolls his eyes and sets his gun down on the counter. “I take your safety seriously.”

“Stalker much?”

“And yet you thank me each time I save your life.”

“Yes. Well, thank you, but as you can see, the greatest threat to my life right now is bacteria.” I resume my stirring, then pause and playfully narrow my eyes at him. “Actually, I was in here for quite a while before you appeared. Are you sure you have decent alerts?”

Erik huffs out a breath as he moves closer. Soon, he’s standing next to me with intense heat radiating from his bare torso. “I was asleep, so it took me a second. Which means you also should be asleep?”

“Oh, I totally am. This is all a dream.”

“Oh, really?” He looks at me, and I lift my attention to his eyes. In the dull light, his eyes look like pools of ink and shadows dance across his handsome face, highlighting just how angular his jaw is. Warmth curls through my gut and settles down between my legs.

“Yes.” All thought of milk and hot chocolate fades from my mind as a new, much more intense distraction presents itself. “And in my dream, I’m in control.”

“How so?” Erik’s eyes dart back and forth between mine, then they flick down to my lips.

My heart skips a beat. I told myself this would never happen again. It couldn’t. Erik is my bodyguard, security advisor, and technically, an employee. Any of those reasons should keep me away from dirty thoughts, but as he stands here, all I can think about is how sexy he looks.

And how effective an orgasm is in sending me to sleep.

“When did you get this?” I delicately press my fingers against the tattoo resting on his chest. His heartbeat thrums beneath my touch and excitement jumps through my arm.

“My tattoo?” He glances down at the hourglass anchor nestled among colorful roses. “After I left the army.”

“Does it have meaning? Or did you think it looked cool?”

“Both. I wanted a reminder that time is precious. Hard to forget after I lost my parents and my sister.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It happens. But I also wanted to remember to be strong and fair. Hence the anchor, and then the flowers.” His chest flexes faintly underneath my fingertips.

“It’s difficult to hold those values in this life.”

“True. So I focus on those close to me. I can’t save the world. I can’t even save myself, but I can make sure that I do what I can to keep true to myself and keep my people safe.”

“Including me?”

“Including you.”

“But I’m your boss.” I trace the tattoo lightly. “Does being paid to keep me safe fit in with those morals?”

“Sure,” Erik replies softly. “No reason I can’t benefit from my morals, right?”

Laughter rises in me, unexpected and soft. “I’m sure that’s how mercenaries sleep at night.”

“Helps me.”

“And this?” I touch his other tattoo on his arm just below his elbow.

“That one was to look cool,” Erik replies, flexing under my touch. “Nothing cool there.”

“Makes sense.” I smile briefly.

“What about you?” Erik leans in close suddenly and reaches past me to turn the heat all the way down on the milk.

My heart leaps into my throat and warmth flushes over my skin. “I have a tattoo, yeah.”

His eyes dart down me, taking in my silky nightie. “Where?”

“Find it and I’ll tell you what it means.”

“Is that a challenge?” Our eyes meet. “You said never again. Moment of weakness.” Erik leans so close that it’s a wonder our lips don’t touch as he talks.

“This is just a dream,” I whisper. “It doesn’t count.”

Then our lips do meet. The kiss is soft at first, and Erik is cautious, like he expects me to immediately change my mind. I tell myself over and over that this is just sex. It will help me sleep. That lie does nothing to calm how hard my heart flutters when his thick arms wrap around my body and pull me close to him. His warmth sears against me like a brand, and it’s almost suffocating, but I lean into it and slide my hands to the back of his neck. My body arches into him, and he deepens the kiss with a grunt.

Then I’m floating as his hands slide over my ass and grip tightly, then he scoops me up into his arms. I wind my legs around his waist with a soft moan, looping one arm fully around his shoulders while my other hand grazes up into his hair.

Heat ignites in my core, and Erik stumbles back, bumping into the kitchen table with a grunt, but as he turns to lay me down on the table, I have a slight change of heart and break the kiss. “This is my dream,” I gasp softly. “So I’m on top.”

His brow lifts, and I lose myself in the darkness of his sparkling eyes. “As you say,” he murmurs, his voice taking on a throaty, slightly rough edge. Instead of placing me on the table, he slides onto it himself and I slide naturally into his lap.

Pressing both hands onto his bare shoulders, I push him down flat onto the table and follow him with a kiss. His tongue dances along the seam of my lips, and as I part them, hardness rises beneath me as his cock stirs. His joggers do absolutely nothing to hide his arousal, which is exactly what I want. His hands caress my sides, sliding up to my ribs and then back down to my hips.

“Do I get a clue?” he gasps as our kiss breaks.

“A clue?” I push myself up, bracing my hands on his muscular abdomen while his hips shift underneath me.

“About where your tattoo is?”

Rolling my hips down, pleasure peaks as his cock hardens completely underneath me. “No. That would be cheating.”

His eyes roam over me, and I can tell he’s trying to work out exactly where I would get ink on my body. But I’m not going to give him the chance. I’m too eager to feel that delicious weight inside me again, too eager to follow the curls of lust in my gut to a fantastic end. Thanks to his joggers, it doesn’t take me long to free his cock from the fabric, but with no lube on hand, I have to be very creative.

Erik lies on the table, keeping his hands on my hips as I raise myself up just enough to wrap my hand around his thick cock and stroke just once, then press it down against his pelvis. Raising my nightie, I delicately align myself and when I sink back down, my pussy slides over his cock. Erik moans and his hips jerk upward, sending a thrill of pleasure through me. My core tightens and dampness warms my pussy as I grind back and forth over the thick ridge of his cock. My juices coat him while my eyes close and I focus on teasing my clit with my fingers.

Erik’s hands slide around to my ass, squeezing and caressing me, then he slides them up to my lower back before moving them back to my hips. My body heats up like a warming flame, my heart races, and each grind of my pussy over his cock sends a shock of desire through my core. Massaging my clit, I watch Erik’s head fall back. His eyes close, and he’s well and truly distracted.

“Fuck,” he groans, his throat bobbing harshly as he swallows. “You’re so devious.”

“What is it?” I tease breathlessly. “Does it turn you on that I’m just using you for pleasure? Does it… frustrate you?” Leaning down, I snap my teeth gently around one of his nipples and Erik’s entire body jolts. His grip becomes like iron on my hips, and a jolt of excitement spears through me.

“You can use me however you want,” he pants. “Just know I’ll get my own back.”

“Oh, really?” Slowly, I rise and adjust myself. “And exactly how will you do that?”

As I finally sink down on Erik’s cock and take him inch by deep inch inside me, his plan for revenge dissolves into breathy moans. He clenches his teeth, tenses his jaw, and then thrusts his hips up to fully sheath himself inside me. I moan loudly and smother a laugh as all he can do is playfully glare.

Riding Erik lights my skin on fire. Every nerve screams for attention as I bounce on his cock and tease my clit with familiar fingers. Having him below me is an unexpected turn-on. Using him is also a turn-on, and knowing he’s happy to take it just makes the pleasure all the more delicious. Each rise of my hips draws a moan from my lips, while each rock down sends pleasure coursing through my entire body. I’m too hot and yet at the same time, I can’t have it any other way. Even the electric contact of my thighs against his hips burns, telling me I should move away, but I can’t. The heat sears us together. Sweat prickles sharply down my spine, my core clenches, and my heart races as, with each deep rock of my hips, I fall closer and closer to orgasm.

Erik grips my hips tighter, crushing the silk fabric between his fingers. His moans deepen, and just as he starts bucking up his hips to meet my own, I come with a cry.

My head falls back, the ends of my hair cling to my sweat-slicked shoulders, my entire body trembles like I’m about to shake apart, and my pussy clutches at his cock like it’s the only thing giving me life. Nothing can tear us apart at this moment. My fingers dance rapidly over my clit, milking every last second of pleasure from my orgasm while Erik finds his end inside me and comes with a deep, low moan.

By the time the tingles of pleasure fade and his cock softens inside me, I’m breathless and boneless. Sleep is now a sure thing.

Slowly, I ease off his cock and he helps me down from the table, then as I step away, he grasps my wrist and pulls me back for a kiss.

“I never found that tattoo,” he whispers huskily against my lips.

“Shame.” I smirk, stroking over his beard-covered jaw with the back of my fingers. “Maybe you never will.”

“Because we won’t talk about this either?” he asks, leaning back and searching my eyes.

I smirk. “Isn’t it more exciting when it’s a secret?”
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ERIK


“Get out of my way!” Viktor’s yell carries across the driveway. I glance out the window in time to see him shoving Ryan out of his path and climbing into his car.

Where the hell is he going in such a hurry?

I pull out my phone while hurrying down the stairs, but just as I make it to the foyer, I glimpse Anastasia looking unhappy as she strides into her office at the end of the hall. Contacting Viktor takes a backseat, and I hurry after her, nearly getting hit by the door as she slams it behind her.

“Hey!”

“Hmm? Oh.” Anastasia turns to look at me, her face pinched tightly. “Sorry. Didn’t see you. What do you want?” Her words are snipped, like barely-constrained anger is threatening to slip through.

“Where’s Viktor away to in such a mood?”

“He didn’t tell you?” Her eyes narrow and she paces abruptly toward her desk. “Thought you handled all security.”

“I do,” I remark, closing the door behind me. “But the gala is two months away and I’m focused on that. And you. Ryan handles Viktor’s security right now.”

“Ryan?”

“Tall, skinny guy. Glasses.”

She shows no familiarity as she tosses down her phone on the desk.

“Guy who stopped you from going to the hospital.”

“Oh.” She moves to the small open globe that holds an array of drinks and spirits. My concern peaks. I’ve never known her to drink much, but she pours a straight bourbon and drinks it within thirty seconds.

“So,” I say casually. “Care to catch me up?”

“Oh. Right.” Anastasia sighs deeply and pours another drink. “Viktor’s away to meet with the Cartel.”

“What?” Immediately, I’m on edge. Given everything I know about the Cartel, sending Viktor to them doesn’t exactly seem like a wise move in my eyes. Especially since Anastasia’s been icing me out about how she plans to proceed with their presence. Other than keeping her safe, I’ve not been privy to any other details.

“They refuse to deal with me in person and I was going to force it because I don’t give a fuck about them and their sexist fucking views. I’m the Godmother. I’m the one in charge.” She takes a large gulp of her drink.

“Viktor advised against that, huh?”

“Yeah.” Her shoulders lift to her ears as she takes a deep breath and then holds it. When she puffs out her cheeks and breathes, she sounds slightly calmer. “He made some good points and suggested that he go in my stead since they’re already familiar with him through dealings with my father.”

“And that put him in a bad mood because?”

“Because I only agreed to it if he presented my terms and not his own ideas. So he got pissed off.”

“I can imagine. He’s probably familiar with that kind of debt, though, and that familiarity could be useful.”

“Hold on—” She points at me with the hand clasping her glass. “How do you know they’re here about a debt?”

My heart stalls momentarily in my chest and heat prickles at the back of my neck. “Viktor mentioned it,” I say quickly. “In passing. He was venting.”

Her eyes narrow, then she nods and seems to accept my reasoning. The last thing I need is for her to know I’ve been going through her stuff behind her back.

“Sure. He might have the experience, but there’s so much he doesn’t know. So much he doesn’t need to know anymore but acts like… like…” She drains her glass and smacks her lips together against the burn. “He acts like my fucking father is still around and I’m some kind of figurehead.”

I step closer to her, ready to speak, but she’s suddenly on a flow.

“And I get that his death was hard. It was hard on a lot of people. They were friends. I get that, trust me. But he knows what I know. He knows how monstrous my father could be and yet he doesn’t care. I know he judges me for not grieving, but how can I grieve a man like that? The years I spent trying to earn his fucking approval, to show I was good enough…”

She refills her glass, and it strikes me that I should probably stop her.

“I worked my ass off, and all he cared about was my value as a woman. Because that’s all people see. Viktor might be able to overlook the number of times my father smacked me around. It was okay for the time period or whatever, I get it.”

“What?” My knowledge of Anastasia’s upbringing is minimal at best. I wasn’t in the inner circle until Viktor needed me up here and I knew Sergey was cruel in some ways. But I never imagined him laying a hand on his daughter.

“Yes. It’s whatever. Taught me to take a punch. But I wasted so many years seeking approval for a man who would look at me and get drunk, then blame me for killing my own mother as if childbirth isn’t already fucking dangerous. Some days, I wondered if it was my fault and maybe that’s why all he cared about was marrying me off.” She snorts darkly. “Of course, I fucked up so many engagements, the only worth he ended up seeing was how much he could sell me for.” She raises her glass. “But sure, I’m the one who’s difficult to deal with because I’m a woman.”

It hits me like the first sharp burst of cold on a frozen winter’s day. Anastasia, the ice princess, isn’t cold because it’s in Remizova blood to be cold and aloof. She’s cold because she was raised without a drop of love. Viktor speaks of Sergey through the eyes of a friend, and the stories I know are humorous. Of course, I’m aware of his outside reputation as the cold, calculating, and untouchable Pakhan, but this is different.

This is his daughter revealing the ice palace she was raised in. Blaming a child for her mother’s death is insanity I can't even wrap my head around. Where she should have been raised with love, affection, and understanding, Anastasia was raised like a product. A woman to be married off like the old laws demand. Or, in this chilling case, sold.

Is this why she’s so determined to steer the family away from human trafficking? Because she nearly faced the same fate at the hands of her father?

“Anastasia.” I catch her forearm as she raises her glass for another drink. She tries to pull away, but I stop her gently.

“Let go.”

“You know you are not to blame.”

“Let go.”

“Listen to me.” I meet her eyes when she glares up at me. “You are not to blame. I’m so sorry your mother passed that way, but there is no scenario where you are to blame for that.”

The strength of her pulling fades slightly, and she blinks rapidly. “I know that.”

“Do you?” I say softly. “There’s a difference between knowing something and believing it. You didn’t deserve to be raised like that, and you don’t deserve any of the cruelty from your father that lingers in your mind.”

She blinks quickly again, fighting the rising shine of tears that fill her eyes. “People have been through worse.”

“It’s not a competition. One person’s trauma doesn’t negate another’s pain.” I relax my grip as she no longer tries to pull away from me, then I take the glass from her trembling fingers. “I’m sorry you went through that. No one can expect you to mourn someone who hurt you.”

“And yet he was my father,” she murmurs, and her gaze finally falls away. “I miss him as much as I hate him. And I hate this world he left for me.”

“Some things take time. The Cartel might be living in the past, but that doesn’t change what good you’re doing. Steering this family away from selling people like cattle is beyond admirable. Especially in this world.”

A shadow of disbelief clings in her eyes when she looks back up at me, then down to where my fingers still linger around her wrist. “You might be the first person to say that to me since all anyone else cares about is fast money.”

“Construction is a hard business, but it will pay off. You have a deal with the Irish which your father never managed to secure. You’re doing things differently. That doesn’t mean it’s wrong.”

“Maybe,” she murmurs. “But none of it will matter if the Cartel have their way.”

“Viktor will make sure that doesn’t happen.”

“Anastasia!” A distant yell distracts us from the topic at hand, and we step away from one another just as Faina bursts into the room. “Anastasia!”

“What is it?”

“It’s Viktor,” she gasps, clinging to the door handle. “He’s been shot!”
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ANASTASIA


“Where is he?” I leap from the car, hurrying across the parking lot while scanning each face in turn. “Viktor? Where is he? Viktor!”

News that Viktor had been shot hit with the force of a freight train. The last thing I needed was the man with incredible knowledge and experience to end up dead because I sent him in my stead. There was already far too much at stake and I couldn’t afford to lose him, or anyone, right now. It would put us at war with the Cartel, which is very much something I’d like to avoid.

“He’s over there. Around the back of the van,” Ryan explains as I hurry past him with Erik following close behind. My heart races and I half-walk, half-jog toward the black van parked near the outskirts of the parking lot.

“Viktor?” As I round the vehicle, my mind bursts open with a flurry of injuries that will greet me. To my surprise—and immense relief—Viktor appears fine at a glance. He sits on the bed of the van, holding his arm across his body while one of our doctors works on wrapping a thick bandage around his bicep.

“Anastasia.” He greets me with a firm, flat smile.

“What happened? Tell me everything.”

“What do you think happened?” There’s a flicker of bitterness in his tone. “I got shot.”

“I can see that.” My gut clenches rapidly, feeding into the guilt and anxiety that fuzzes through my chest. “Why?”

“Why?” Viktor jerks his arm away from the doctor, seemingly satisfied by the patch-up job. “Because of you, Anastasia. I got shot because of you.”

I step back as Viktor wobbles to his feet and snatches his jacket from one of his men standing close by.

“Some context would be helpful.”

“Look around you, Anastasia. I met with the Cartel as you instructed and it went as well as throwing a snake into a nest of wasps. They’re pissed. Really fucking pissed, and they want their money.”

“I’m well aware.”

“Are you?” He pulls the jacket on over one arm. “We owe them millions and you haven’t paid back a single penny since you became Godmother. In fact, all you’ve done is carve us up and shut down every money-maker we ever had, leaving us open to anything our debtors might want from us. Doesn’t that cross your mind at all?”

“Of course it does,” I snap back sharply. “I’m well aware of my father’s dealings with the Cartel. How it was them who helped him transport people around the county as if they were cargo. And I know he stopped paying them and relied on his reputation as currency to borrow guns, men, and even more money.”

“Then why aren’t you doing anything about it?” His voice raises as he pulls his jacket over his injured arm. “Why haven’t you been making savvy business decisions to get us out of this mess instead of playing savior to strangers?”

“Because people are not a product, Viktor. Not anymore.”

He scoffs roughly, slamming shut the back doors of the van. “Bullshit. Anything is cargo when the demand is high enough. And the Cartel are tired of waiting.” He slams the other door shut and faces me. “You have until the gala to pay them. Or they’ll take what they owe in blood.”

“The gala…” My stomach tightness, and an unfamiliar pressure squeezes through my skull. “That’s only two months.”

“Exactly. I took a bullet for you because this is a warning. They’re tired, and I don’t blame them. Look around you, Anastasia. Look at the men and women who work for you. Every single one of them no longer knows where their next paycheck is going to come from.”

“That’s not true,” I snap, and it’s difficult to keep my voice level. “Everyone is taken care of.”

“Are they? For how long? Until you uncover another deal that you decide is amoral and then we’re back to pouring millions into fucking strangers while our own family and people suffer?” He surges forward and grabs my shoulders. “This is why they call you weak. A woman who can’t stomach the difficulties of this job because you turn soft the second someone turns on the waterworks.”

“That’s not true and you know it,” I yell back, jerking out of his grip. Around us, guards try to look elsewhere as if they’re not watching an argument break out. “I could have stayed in that sickening business and people would still call me that. At least my conscience is clear.”

“Oh, great!” Viktor yells. “We’ll all become Cartel fodder but it’s fine so long as your fucking conscience is clear.”

“No one else will ever be sold under the Remizova name, Viktor. You should have made peace with that by now.”

“I haven’t made peace with your throwing away millions in revenue while murderers breathe down our s looking for the tens of millions we owe them. Instead of taking care of the problem, you created another one that amplified the first, and now look!” He indicates to his arm. “How many more of our people will suffer before you wake up for this bad path you’ve taken us on?”

“I have stuff in the works⁠—”

“Oh, the fucking construction,” Viktor snarls. “Which you’re already discounting for the fucking Irish!”

The louder he yells, the louder my head buzzes. A sickly warmth prickles down my spine and spreads out at my tailbone, sweeping around to add to the nauseating tightness in my gut. I can’t tell whether I’m about to throw up or worse.

Maybe it’s the alcohol.

“You watch your tongue,” I snap. “I am still your Godmother and I deserve your respect! It’s not my fault we’re in this fucking mess. Maybe if you’d advised my father better or told him to pay off those damn debts, then the Cartel wouldn’t even be an issue now!”

“Why you little⁠—”

“Stop!” Erik suddenly surges forward, grasping my arm and pushing me backward as he presses his other hand into Viktor’s chest and shoves him back. “You watch your tone when speaking directly to the Godmother, do you understand? You may have been the old underboss and you may have taken a bullet for this family, but you are crossing a line!”

I stumble back from Erik’s push, but the ground remains unstable beneath my feet so I stumble backward again. And then again. The pressure in my mind becomes overwhelming and I briefly close my eyes.

It’s impossible to open them again.
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“Am I dying?”

“No, dear.” The doctor laughs, scribbling on the clipboard in her hands. “Far from it. Your blood sugar and iron levels are very low, which is likely the reason you fainted. We’ve got you on this” —she taps the line running into my arm— “to get your levels back up, and I’m going to prescribe some supplements. Managing your stress levels will also be beneficial.”

“My stress levels?” I roll my eyes with a soft groan, glancing around the hospital room I woke up in an hour ago. “That’s going to be impossible.”

“I’m afraid you’ll need to find a way, dear. Because when we were running the blood tests, we found something else. Anastasia, are you aware that you are pregnant?”

“What?” My eyes snap back to her as my stomach feels like it’s about to plummet out of my ass. “Pregnant?”

“Pregnant?” Faina stands in the half-open doorway with two cups of coffee in her hands.

I can’t look at her. I’m too focused on the doctor.

“I’ll take that as a no,” she murmurs, adjusting something on her clipboard. “Given the alcohol levels in your blood, I suspected this would be a shock.”

“Oh, my God,” I whisper. Trembling fingers press to my lips. “I have no idea. I was—I was drinking earlier tonight!”

“It’s okay.” The doctor reaches out and touches my shoulder. “This early, it’s common when a pregnancy is a surprise, but I would advise against alcohol consumption in the future. You’re around five weeks along, nearly six. So again, you need to manage your stress levels and I’ll prescribe a few prenatal meds to help get your levels back up to where they need to be.”

She says more to me, and I watch her lips move but the words mean nothing.

Pregnant.

How am I pregnant?

Well, I know how.

I just didn’t think anything of it. My periods have been so infrequent since my father passed due to stress that I stopped thinking about it. I stopped thinking about anything in regard to myself because it felt selfish.

And suddenly, I’m here.

Pregnant.

“Thank you, doctor,” Faina says, setting the coffee cups down on the tray that stretches across my bed. “We’ll be in touch.”

“Of course.” My doctor smiles warmly and steps away, closing the door behind her.

“Anastasia!” Faina hisses, clutching at my hand and perching on the edge of my bed next to me.

“Faina.”

“Pregnant!”

“I know.”

“You’re pregnant.”

“Please stop saying it.”

“I can’t believe this! I didn’t even know you were—oh, God, do you know who the father is?”

“Of course I do.”

Faina’s face scrunches up. “Do I know?”

“Erik,” I murmur, meeting her gaze. “I’ve been sleeping with him since… since the construction accident, actually.”

“Oh, my God.” Faina’s face scrunches further and then she smiles. “Do you like him?”

“It’s just sex,” is my default answer, but it oddly feels like a lie.

“Is it?” Faina tilts her head. “Look at you, breaking all the old traditions.”

“Did you think I would just wait until the perfect moment and then marry myself off into some other family?”

“Maybe. I contemplated your choosing someone from one of the higher families, but not your bodyguard.” Her lips press together. “It’s kind of sexy.”

“Stop it.” I shove at her lightly. “Fuck. I never thought this would happen. I mean, I guess it’s obvious, but with everything else going on I just…” Shaking my head, a sudden impending sense of dread washes over me.

A baby.

How can I be responsible for a baby with everything else going on? The Cartel? My new businesses? The people I’m trying to help? Finding out who is trying to kill me?

I suddenly grasp Faina’s hand. “You can’t tell anyone.”

“I won’t.”

“I mean it, Faina. The last thing I need is for this to get out.”

“Well, aren’t you going to tell Erik?”

“No.”

“No?”

“He’s—it’s just sex, like I said.” As if he isn’t the sweetest person who’s ever paid attention to me. “I’m sure he just signed up for some good fucking. Stress relief. Not fatherhood.”

“You didn’t sign up for motherhood either,” Faina points out. “These things happen.”

“He can’t know. No one can know. If people find out, it will be just another way to look at me like I’m the weakest person in power.”

Faina frowns. “I hate how true that is.”

I close my eyes and will away the churning dread in my gut. “Viktor is furious at me, and he got shot for us. A warning, I’m sure. We have until the gala to pay back tens of millions to the Cartel. My new businesses are babies and barely scraping even. This is quite literally the worst time for this to happen.”

“There’s never a good time,” Faina murmurs. “People just say that to act like their lives are together.”

“Maybe,” I sigh. “But this doesn’t leave this room, okay?”

“You can’t keep it a secret forever.”

“I just…” My grip tightens on her hand and I briefly close my eyes again. “Put it out of your mind until after the gala.”

“That’s still two months away.”

“I don’t care.”

“Anastasia, you can’t ignore this.”

“I can and I will.” I force a small smile. “I know you’re worried.”

“Of course I am,” she replies, her eyes darting over my face. “I’m here for you. You’re not alone. And if you reached out, then you would have more here with me.”

“I can’t afford to look weaker. I need to put on a strong front until the Cartel are dealt with. Then we can deal with this.”

Faina sighs but nods. “Alright, so how do we deal with the Cartel? Can we reach out for assistance?”

“No. The Italians closed ranks after the business with Brenden Gifford, and I can’t contact the Irish for more. It’ll become a beacon that I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“I don’t think that’s true.”

“I do.” Retracting my hand, I run both my hands down my face. “We’re all alone in this.”

And worse than that, I’m alone.
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ERIK


“Are you trying to make everything go up in smoke?” I can’t contain my anger as I storm into Viktor’s office.

He leans near the fireplace with a brandy in hand and a look of thunder on his face. When our eyes meet, there’s a coldness in them that I’ve never seen before. “Where do you get off thinking you can speak to me like that?”

“How else am I supposed to speak to you,” I hiss, “when you cause such a fucking scene that Anastasia ends up in hospital and you put all eyes on yourself!”

“Then why aren’t you at the hospital if you care so much?” Viktor mutters bitterly.

“She sent me away. Do you see what you’ve done? You can’t keep your big mouth shut!” I throw my hands up in frustration, trying to expel some of the anger that bubbles through my veins. “Every time—every time I get close to opening her up, you pull some shit and she clams back up.”

“Then push her.” Viktor knocks back his drink. “I’m done. I’m tired of waiting. We’ve put this off for too long and I’m sick of it. You get back to that hospital and you question her.”

“I’m working on it.”

“Are you?” Viktor glares at me. “Because your sneaky method only works if you’re coming back with information or evidence and you’ve done neither. So tell me, what is the point of relying on you?”

“I’ve gotten closer to her than you ever have, and one thing she’s good at is locking herself up. Do you really think if we start forcing this, she’ll suddenly tell you everything you want to hear? What if you can’t handle the truth, huh?”

“I know the truth.”

“Do you?” Boldly stepping forward, I poke Viktor in the chest. “You’re so convinced that she had a hand in her father's death. What are you going to do if that turns out to be false? You’re already burning the bridge with her. Do you value your position here so little that you’re going to jeopardize everything just because you can’t accept that maybe she had nothing to do with his death?”

“You weren’t there!” Viktor yells suddenly, shoving past me with his drink in hand. “You didn’t come home and find Sergey slumped in that chair with his throat wide open. You have no idea how horrific it was to see the blood all over the desk and up the walls, to see his face twisted like that. I never should have left him alone that night. I never should have—” His voice breaks suddenly, and just like that, my anger depletes a fraction.

“Viktor…”

“He was my Pakhan and my friend. And I left him alone. I went out drinking and he was alone, and then you expect me to believe that someone broke in and slit his throat? And then ran?”

I press my lips together in a momentary pause. “Viktor… the window was broken, remember? The guards reported that the hounds had been alerted. It all points to an intruder.”

“And Anastasia heard nothing?” Viktor spins to face me. “Someone broke in here, fought with and murdered her father, and she heard nothing?”

“Her room is on the other side of the estate from his office,” I reply as softly as I dare. “You blame her because she was here and you weren’t. But I don’t think you actually believe she had a hand in this.”

“I know she did,” Viktor mutters, acid flooding his tone.

Just like that, we’re back to square one. “I’ve spoken to her. Spent time with her. I honestly think⁠—”

“Think what?” Viktor spins to face me, interrupting me with a growl. “Are you telling me that you’ve remained impartial? That her pretty face hasn’t swayed you?”

I hold his gaze as the lie burns through me. He’s right. I don’t know if he can tell just by looking at me, but my heart beats for her and my skin burns for her touch. Seeing her collapse in the parking lot felt like someone was ripping my heart out with talons and being sent away from her is torture. I want to be by her side, helping and protecting her.

Instead, I’m here fearing that, once again, she’ll close herself off from me.

“I am impartial,” I lie smoothly. “I know how important this is. I know what the other families say about it because we haven’t presented anyone as the killer. I know his death hurt you, but do you not see how blinded you are? Your guilt for not being here is making you blame the one person who was here, and in the meantime, the real killer is out there running around. And they’re likely the one behind all the attempts on Anastasia’s life.”

“Attempts that have been meaningless,” Viktor mutters. “I wouldn’t put it past her to have orchestrated those herself.”

“Viktor—”

“Son, you don’t see her like I do. She’s a snake. I know she is.” He drains the rest of his glass and smacks his lips together. “You don’t understand. You don’t see things like I do. I’m watching the family I spent decades building crumble right underneath me because of a little girl, and now we have the Cartel ready to kill and skin us alive just for the fun of it. And our Godmother?” He scoffs sharply. “She refuses to go where the easy money is. Mark my words, my boy. When the bodies start piling up, she’s the only one to blame.”

I want to tell him he’s wrong, that he’s misguided. After all, Anastasia is working hard to set us on the right path, but the more Viktor talks, the more I fear she’s not acting fast enough. I need to get him on her side as soon as I can, which means I need to find Sergey’s killer and end his suspicions once and for all.

“You have to trust me,” I say. “Otherwise, all of this is for nothing, and she’ll have your head for being a traitor.”

“We don’t have time.” Viktor’s hand lands heavily on my shoulder. “I’ll give you one last chance to finish up your investigation, Son. But I’ll be forced to step in if you don’t do it quickly. I’ll get answers out of her one way or the other.”

His grip tightens briefly and my heart falters.

That’s what I’m afraid of.
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ANASTASIA


Everything feels different when I return home from the hospital. I can’t tell if it’s because of the argument with Viktor or the fact that I now know I’m carrying a baby.

Despite my best efforts to put it out of my mind, something like that is hard to forget. Faina promises to keep my pregnancy a secret and I have no choice but to trust her. She’s given me no cause to ever doubt her, but there’s a constant irritating thought in the back of my mind that somehow, people will find out just by looking at me.

The night I return, Viktor avoids me. I don’t expect him to apologize. He’s too proud for something like that and I’m too exhausted to follow it up. Logically, I know I should since his display in front of all those guards puts me in a weaker light than I was before. I can’t have people yelling in my face and talking down all my hard work. That plus fainting in front of them definitely makes me look like I’m losing my marbles, and I need to get control of everything quickly.

I let Faina tell people my iron was low due to sickness, not stress. At least this way, most people believe that it was an outside reason as to why I collapsed. I double down on the construction plans and have two very loud phone calls with the newest company I’ve acquired to make sure anyone deciding to listen in gets the full picture. Money will be flooding in in no time. I learned from my father that sometimes you want people to overhear things. No one spreads info faster than the gossip in your own organization.

Since Viktor won’t apologize, I send him to a meeting with the Irish. It’s just a brief discussion about their construction plans, but given Viktor’s injury and his apparent dislike for our new direction, putting him right in the middle of it brings me a small note of enjoyment.

And then there’s Erik.

Sending him away from the hospital was partly because I didn’t trust Viktor alone for too long. I didn’t want to get home and discover he’d changed the locks. But since learning I’m carrying his baby, things are different. It’s either my new hyper-awareness of my actions, or he’s able to tell that something is wrong because in the week following my hospital visit, he’s more attentive than usual. He cooks me dinner and fills me in on every little detail he overhears. When he learns that I collapsed due to stress and overworking, he suddenly goes into overdrive with taking care of me. Cups of tea just spawn when he’s around. He’s on top of phone calls and three steps ahead of me with security plans when it comes to travel. He kits out the limos with fresh fruit and food while making sure I take regular breaks to eat and rest.

He even threatens to carry me upstairs if I don’t stop working at a decent time just to get me to stop working.

I don’t doubt that he’ll do exactly that if I don’t pause, so I’m always willing. The more time he spends with me as my shadow, the more I notice about him.

He’s gorgeous, that’s never been a problem, but lately, it feels like I can’t look away. I want to keep staring at him like he’s some kind of work of art out for display. Every time he talks, I find questions to keep him talking just so I can listen to the thrum of his voice. He’s explained the new security plan for the gala to me at least a few times and I’m constantly tempted to ask again just to hear his lengthy explanation. My heart skips a beat when the doors open and it’s not him. When my phone buzzes with an alert, I find myself looking for his name among the messages.

This is more than a crush.

It shouldn’t be.

It should just be fun.

But it’s more than that. And now I’m carrying his baby. What kind of future am I setting up for myself?

I don’t even know if I want to keep the baby. It hardly fits into my plans for the family, and everyone will look at me differently the moment I become a mother. Not only will it be a beacon to my womanhood, but I’ll literally be birthing my weakness into the world, bringing in a child who will forever be a target simply because of who I am.

Thinking it over while tucked under blankets in the conservatory, surrounded by papers, I wonder if my mother had the same thoughts about me. My father forever blamed me for her death in childbirth, so I have no way of knowing whether she was excited to have me or if she dreaded it. From the way my father treated me, he definitely didn’t seem happy about my existence, but still, I tried to earn his approval. He was the only parent I had, the only source of that kind of love.

I was denied.

Did my mother stare out of these windows and gaze across the same garden picturing what it would be like to see me playing among the flowers? Or did she hold the same uncertainty that exists in my heart when thinking about the life that I would have?

Pain tightens deep in my chest. How can I miss someone I never met? My mother is just a story. I know more about my tutor than I know about her, and I’ll never get my answers.

But still, I wonder.

The pen between my fingers lowers down to the paper and then nearly falls as it slips from my lax fingers. Luckily, it doesn’t roll too far away as it’s stopped suddenly by another hand and a shadow falls over me.

“Anastasia?”

Erik’s warm voice fills my ears and pulls me back from my distraction in the garden. I blink quickly and glance up at him. His handsome face warms with a smile and he holds out a steaming mug.

“Tea,” he says. “You need it.”

“Thank you.” Accepting the cup, I warm my hands against the porcelain and sip the tea while staring up at him. “Erik?”

“Yes?” He tucks my pen into the crease of a nearby binder.

“Why are you doing this?”

“Oh. I thought it would be safe here so it doesn’t roll away again.”

“Not that,” I scoff gently. “Why are you doing so much for me? This past week, you’ve been non-stop with cooking and cleaning, bringing me tea, and making sure I rest while never being late with my medication.” I squint up at him as the warmth of the tea spreads through my body. “Why?”

His brows raise and he drags one hand through his hair. Several strands slip forward and dance along his forehead when he shrugs. “It’s my job.”

“Your job is to make sure I don’t die,” I correct. “Not to make sure I’m getting my five a day.”

“Only you would see it so black and white.” Erik chuckles. “It’s my job to take care of you, Anastasia. That doesn’t just mean stopping people from trying to harm you. It means I take care of you in the ways you need so you’re at your best for the things you need to do. That’s my job. Sometimes, I have to protect you from yourself.”

“Do you think I’m a danger to myself?” I sip my tea once more.

Erik moves around me, gathering the papers and clearing himself a space to sit next to me. As he lowers down, he sighs deeply and my eyes drift to the buttons straining over his muscular chest. One large inhale and they would surely pop free.

I swallow hard.

“Yes,” Erik says. “Unintentionally, though. Which I think is fine because the stress of what you have to do on top of keeping literally hundreds of people happy is kind of insane. I know that…” He pauses, and his brow wrinkles. “Viktor said some pretty terrible stuff last week.”

I roll my eyes. “He’s stuck in the past.”

“I agree,” he says. “But he’s also passionate. I’m not excusing him at all, I just mean that with that kind of pressure from the ones who are on your side, to launching new business ventures, keeping people safe, rescuing the ones we’ve harmed, all while the Cartel breathes down our necks… It's a lot for one person. Kind of makes sense why your father had eight generals to help.”

“Is that what I’m missing?” I snort softly. “I need to find myself some generals.”

“It’s up to you, really. But it’s why I’m here to protect you from yourself because while you’re dealing with all of that, you’re not kind to yourself. I’ve seen you go almost all day without eating. You sleep maybe three hours a night. And sure, you are the boss.”

“So what changed?” I stare at him over the lip of my cup. “I’m still the boss.”

“True. I just adjusted my job perspective.” Erik’s smile widens. “You can’t pay me if you end up dead from your own actions, so I’m going to make sure you’re taking care of yourself. And I always will be.”

There’s something incredibly meaningful in the way he says that. I’m under no illusions that Erik sees this as any more than a job with some sexy benefits, but if I squint, I can pretend that his words come from a place of real affection.

“What if I fire you?”

“You’d miss me too much,” he replies immediately. “No one makes your tea the way you like it except me. Not even Faina. You really want to fire that?”

He waggles his brows and finally pulls a small laugh from me. “Alright, fair point.”

“Plus, I like taking care of you,” Erik says, leaning forward to adjust some of the papers on the table before us. “It’s nice.”

I study the sharp angles of his face, which soften in the sunlight streaming in through the windows. His eyes sparkle, and when he glances at me, his smile widens a fraction.

My heart skips another beat and a bubble of giddiness flutters under my ribs.

Then I make a move.

When he leans back into the seat, I curl my fingers into the silk creases of his shirt and kiss him.
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ERIK


She’s kissing me.

Again.

All thoughts of keeping my distance out of respect for her while working to get Viktor the answers he needs fly right out of my mind, just like every other time she’s this close to me. She’s intoxicating, and I throw myself down willingly at the mercy of her poison because I’m addicted.

I shouldn’t be.

But I am.

Everything about her utterly captures me, and the more I learn about her, the harder I fall.

It might have started as curiosity and lust, but something more profound is forming inside me. I find myself eager to make her flash that small, hidden smile. I want to find the softness in her eyes and warm myself with the knowledge that she’s fed and watered because of me. I want to stare at her while the wind drifts through her hair and the sun warms her cheeks. I want to hear her voice in my ear like my own inner thoughts. I want to hear her talk about the things she enjoys, which seem so few in her current life.

All of that collides fiercely with my loyalty to Viktor and his own desires.

How do I make peace with my feelings for Anastasia while trying to bring satisfaction to the man who’s been like a father to me?

Right now, she’s winning.

The soft press of her lips against my own makes me float. I breathe in, and her slightly creamy, fruity scent nestles into my lungs like some kind of aphrodisiac. My temperature immediately shoots up, and warmth curls across the surface of my skin, mainly radiating from where her hand curls into my shirt and grips like some kind of lifeline.

I close my eyes and touch her cheek. Her skin is soft underneath my fingertips and warm to the touch. Strands of her hair brush against the back of my knuckles as I cup her face and slide my fingers into her hairline in order to firmly clasp her jaw. Sliding my hand down until the edge of my palm rests against her neck, I thread my fingers around her ear and tilt my head to deepen the kiss.

She doesn’t let me go. She kisses me harder and then her lips part, inviting me in.

I can’t resist. I don’t want to.

My tongue slides past her lips and into the warmth of her mouth, chasing the lingering heat left from the tea she was drinking. The cup clinks slightly to my right as she sets it down somewhere, and then her body melts against mine while our tongues weave and dance together. She presses up so I press down. She goes left, I go right. We curl together, massaging and tasting the depths of one another until the desperate, small breaths through my nose aren’t enough.

We part quickly, gasping for air. I open my eyes.

Anastasia’s cheeks are flushed red and saliva shines against her lower lip. With her lips parted and her eyes slightly glazed over, she appears stunned and happy. Then her lips press together and as I slide my thumb down the length of her throat, I feel her swallow.

“I…” She tries to speak, but her voice is already throaty, so I lean forward and kiss her, hushing her.

“Let me take care of you.”

She meets my eyes and nods.

I kiss her again, but this time I use pressure and my own body to press her down onto the couch and into the pile of cushions she’s been resting against. A soft gasp escapes her when our lips part and I move my mouth to the sharp line of her jaw. Her head falls back, and her hands move from my shirt to my shoulders. When her fingers dig into my muscles, I graze my teeth lightly against her throat and draw another gasp from her parted lips.

I take my time. Each kiss is soft and tender. Each nibble against her jaw and throat is gentle enough to leave a subtle mark but bring no pain. I map her out, from jaw to collarbone, until I’m certain I can redraw her from memory. She’s panting and gasping by the time I reach the juncture of her shoulder and neck. Bracing my bodyweight on one arm planted next to her shoulder, my other hand caresses her breasts and then follows the rumpled lines of her T-shirt down to the soft hem of her leggings.

I’m about to ask her if she wants more, but just as I part my lips and take a breath, her hips suddenly jerk up into my touch and it’s all the answer I need. Dipping beneath the waistband of her leggings, my fingers slide into the warmth built between fabric and skin. Anastasia’s hands cup my face and she pulls my head up to press a kiss to my lips just as my fingers reach her panties.

A subtle flash of pain throbs across my lower lip as she bites down just enough to get my attention. My revenge comes in sliding my hand deeper into her underwear until my fingers press between her soaked outer lips and I’m lost to the searing heat of her pussy. Anastasia arches up against me and a deeper, more sultry moan rolls from her lips as I press my fingers between her soaked folds and stroke across her clit.

A jolt moves through her body. One hand remains gripped on my shoulder while the other slides up into my hair. She winds strands around her fingers and grips on, but it’s nothing too tight.

My fingers work through her folds, stroking and caressing around her clit, then through her inner folds and gently pressing inside her. Each time I’m knuckle deep, I retract and tease her clit once more. Anastasia’s moans deepen, and her face utterly enraptures me.

Her brows repeatedly knit together. She stares up at me but then eventually closes her eyes and presses her head back into the cushions. I study the subtle flickers of pleasure that dance across her features, from the parted lips to the constant swallowing, the shallow breaths and the way she rocks her head from side to side each time my fingers slide inside her. She’s like an instrument, and I’m playing her to the sound of her beautiful moans. Her fingers tighten in my hair, and she pulls me down an inch, then uses the grip to pull me back like she can’t decide where she wants me.

Higher and higher she whimpers with her body rolling up against me. Our legs are tangled together but they shift back and forth, seeking purchase in order to thrust her hips up further. I watch it all.

Suddenly, her eyes fly open and our gazes lock.

“Erik!” she gasps sweetly, then her eyes roll back in her head and she comes with a breathless moan.

Her pussy clamps down around my fingers and her chest rises to meet me while her back arches. Each rippling pull of her muscles draws my fingers a little deeper inside her, and I continue my attention to help her through her orgasm. I don’t pause until she slumps back against the cushions, panting.

“Holy shit,” she whimpers, licking her lips with a dart of her pink tongue. “Wow.”

“I’m not finished yet.” I kiss her again, trying to catch a flick of her darting tongue, and then I detangle her hand from my hair and move down her body. She’s rather boneless as I remove her leggings and panties, and it isn’t until I press a kiss to the inside of her silky, warm thigh that she speaks again.

“You don’t have to,” she says in a scratchy voice.

“I never do anything I don’t want to do,” I assure her, though a small voice in my head highlights how blurred our lines are considering she pays me. Settling down on the couch, I slide her legs over my shoulders and immediately press my face against her swollen, hot pussy.

Anastasia jolts and gasps. Her thighs tighten about my head, and something about the way she grinds up against my face when I slide my tongue through her soaked folds sends a spear of pleasure straight to my dick.

But my focus remains on her. Burying my face against her pussy, my tongue delves against her folds and seeks out her clit. Hardening my tongue to a point, I’m flicking back and forth as the muffled sound of her louder moans drifts down around me. Hands land on top of my head, and she can’t seem to decide between pressing my head down or gripping my hair and holding on. One of my own legs slips down to the floor, but the new angle allows me to thrust my tongue deep inside her alongside my fingers. I alternate between that and licking over her clit and sealing my lips around it to suckle hard in between strokes.

The heat she radiates is enough to sear me down to the bone, and I love it. Her sweet taste bursts over my tongue, and I tongue-fuck her harder just to drown myself in her juices. My mind calms, and nothing else matters but the sounds of her whimpers, gasps, and moans. Her thighs repeatedly flex around my head, and the heels of her feet tap-dance down my back with each roll of pleasure that takes her.

This time when she comes, it’s loud, but it’s muffled in some way. Her legs crush me, sending a thrill of arousal straight through me, and I moan myself as I continue to eat her out until the last tendrils of orgasm have faded.

When I pull away, Anastasia has her fingers stuffed into her mouth to muffle herself. It’s easy to forget that this is a secret.

“See?” I say with a sly smirk. “I’m here to take care of you.”

She huffs out a laugh and looks utterly beautiful with rosy red cheeks, a flushed throat, and sparkling eyes. “Maybe I should faint more often.”

“Maybe,” I tease. “Though you really should get some proper rest.”

“Not yet,” Anastasia says, and her eyes drop down to the tent in my slacks as I stand. “Come here.” She reaches out to me with one hand, and when I accept it, she pulls me down onto the couch next to her and slides on top.

“Take off your pants.”
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ANASTASIA


Erik obeys instantly, although he’s slowly removing his clothing like he’s putting on some kind of show. I study his body as he reveals it to me, like I’m seeing him for the first time despite the other times we’ve fucked. This feels different, but I can’t put my finger on why. Maybe it’s the way he’s made my body feel from his attention or the way he holds my gaze like he’s cradling every part of me.

It’s strange.

This is just sex.

And yet thinking that feels like a lie.

Naked, he lies back down, and I glance at his hard cock standing proud from his body. My mouth waters and my body aches at the sight, then I turn my attention to his handsome face and slide into his lap. Grazing my hands over his muscular abdomen, I brace myself just below his chest and adjust my hips to align with his cock. Our eyes meet, and I sink down slowly onto his cock with a deep, low moan of satisfaction. His hands immediately shoot to my waist, and the nerve at his jaw tics when he clenches his jaw.

“Fuck,” he gasps roughly, his eyes fluttering.

I close my own eyes and tip my head back, enjoying the blissful sensation of his cock sliding deep inside me. He reaches deeper than anyone I have ever slept with in the past, and he’s familiar now. In this moment, nothing else matters.

Not work.

Not security.

Not the baby.

Nothing but me and him.

“Fuck,” I whimper, adjusting myself from side to side. I don’t ride him yet. Enjoying the weight of him inside me is enough, and I caress his abdomen, then slide one hand up to the gorgeous ink over his chest. Such powerful meaning is behind his tattoo, and I replay his explanation in my head. A reminder to be tough but gentle. Honorable words to live by.

Soon, my hips take on a will of their own and I start rocking back and forth, grinding myself against this pelvis. Erik watches me with hooded eyes, and I lose myself in the honey-warm depths of his brown eyes. His thumbs move in circles at my hips and one hand moves to stroke my thigh. He caresses me like I’m something fragile, and emotion swells in my chest.

This is what I like.

It’s fun to fuck hard in the spur of the moment like we’ve done before, but this is where my true enjoyment lies. I like to feel everything.

Every inch of his cock inside me.

The strength and heat of his thighs beneath me.

The ripple of his abdomen when he tenses.

The swirls of hair across his chest and the way they tickle my fingertips.

The heat of his gaze.

The list goes on, and I rarely have the chance to soak up what I enjoy, but Erik lets me, without question or complaint.

Pleasure builds like a slowly warming flame in my gut. After two orgasms, I’m already sensitive, but I’m just as turned on as I was before. Soon, my T-shirt becomes smothering so I tear it from my body and toss it into the pile of abandoned clothing. As I finally start to lift off his cock and drop back down, I remove my bra too, and Erik’s eyes immediately narrow.

He slides both of his hands up to cup under my breasts. Then he grasps at them and slides his thumbs up over my stiff nipples, drawing a shuddering breath from my parted lips.

“Beautiful,” Erik murmurs, his voice tight. Then something catches his eye. “Fearless.”

My hidden tattoo is a single crawl of ink just beneath the curve of my left breast. “You found it.”

“Hidden,” he murmurs, tensing as I continue to bounce slowly on his cock. “Beautiful.”

“Was cool at the time,” I admit, leaning into the roughness of his palms as he massages my breasts, pulls on my nipples, and caresses the tattoo. “But I try live by it now.”

“I like it.”

“Really?” As I lean down, sliding my hands over his pecs, I tighten my pussy around his cock on my next rise and Erik dissolves into a deep, throaty moan. He tries to speak again, but I don’t let him. Feeling in control is a rush and so I play him like that. Every time he tries to speak, I clench around his cock and rock down harder to drive his pleasure higher. I feel every ridge inside me since I’m already over-sensitive, and the relaxed pace is undoubtedly a challenge for Erik, given how long he’s been turned on.

But he doesn’t complain. He continues to caress my body like he’s mapping out every detail. His eyes roam over me, leaving paths of heat in their wake, but he always looks back at me. The pleasure is open and honest on his face, and I study him until my own pleasure takes over and then nothing else matters. My hands return to his abdomen while I bounce. I tip my head back and focus on the building heat that forms a ball in my core while the ends of my hair tickle my lower back.

“So close,” I whimper, picking up the pace. “So close… close…”

My third orgasm hits with the force of a punch. Every pleasure nerve inside my core and across my body dials up to a hundred, and heat bursts across my skin like the prick of a thousand burning needles. My pussy clenches tight around Erik’s cock while I moan and whimper. His grip tightens on my waist, and he holds me as he reaches his own end inside me in a rush of liquid heat. His cum floods me, and a deep sense of satisfaction washes over me while I pant and whimper.

Then I collapse forward against this chest and he wraps both his strong arms around my body, panting at the same pace as me.

“Wow,” Erik gasps. “I should go down on you more often.”

“No complaints from me,” I reply wearily, cuddling into him as the air around us gradually cools the sweat against my skin. Erik keeps me warm with just his body, and even as his cock softens, it doesn’t slip from me immediately. I don’t move to allow that either, so we remain connected as our racing hearts slowly find a calm sync with one another.

I listen to his with my ear pressed to his chest. He strokes my hair and keeps one hand flat against my back in some kind of soothing touch.

It’s almost romantic.

Would this be so bad? If I chose to pursue this, and assuming Erik wouldn’t run for the hills the second he found out I was pregnant… could I do this?

It would break our traditions. People in power always marry other people in power.

Those traditions are what put me in power over my father’s generals, so I can’t take them lightly.

But as Erik holds me and it feels like we become one and the same, I can’t help how my mind runs with the possibility of more.

Having a relationship—and a baby—with someone considered lower down the ladder would be a scandal, but why does it sound so good?

Is it because of Erik? Or because I enjoy breaking the rules?

Erik’s fingers curl and stroke down my cheek while he murmurs a contented sound in the back of his throat.

My heart flutters and warmth spreads across the back of my neck. It’s definitely Erik.

Maybe I do have a future here.

After the gala, I’ll tell him.


19
[image: ]




ERIK


“Drink.” Faina strides across the dressing room and presses a glass of something pink and bubbly into my hands.

“I’m not entirely sure this is my ideal drink,” I reply, tilting the glass slightly.

“It’s part of the experience,” Faina remarks. “So drink it. It’ll help her relax.”

“Anastasia will relax if she sees me drinking pink champagne?”

“Men,” Faina mutters, striding away with her own glass in hand. “Playing into this whole day will help her relax. We’re trying to take her mind off everything, remember?”

I remember.

The gala is a little under a month away, so to try and give Anastasia some breathing room, Faina has brought her dress shopping. I have no complaints about having to sit through the countless gorgeous gowns that Anastasia appears in because each one makes her look like royalty, and there’s a special sparkle in her eyes each time she admires herself in the mirror.

She just hasn’t found the perfect one yet.

I set my drink down. Alcohol while I’m working is hardly advised, and being out in town puts us at risk. Things might be quiet on the assassination front, but I’m taking no risks this close to the gala. Between keeping the smaller families happy with the shift in business, accepting the first flood of cash from construction, and keeping the Cartel off our backs, it’s been a tough few weeks.

Anastasia needs this.

I need this. I need to see her happy since everything in my power so far has been unable to help. On one hand, I’m just her bodyguard and security can only do so much. Protecting her from the Cartel is easy, but things are still tense with Viktor and the Cartel has threatened to start slaughtering the smaller families if they don’t get what they want.

A war is not something we will survive right now, so appeasement is all we have.

And if a day of dress shopping is what we need to perk Anastasia up, then I am all here for it.

The deep blue curtains part once more and Anastasia steps out of the changing room in a floor-length golden yellow gown that hugs every single gorgeous curve of her body. The heart-shaped neckline amplifies her bust, and as she steps onto the stage and turns, the dress is backless with some beading sparkling along the hem above her ass.

“What do you think?” Anastasia asks, looking at Faina as she walks around her.

I can’t take my eyes off her. She’s utterly stunning in every dress and I can’t pick a favorite. She could wear a trash bag, for all I care.

I think I’m falling in love with her because she looks like she’s glowing, and that has to be me. She makes me laugh without trying. She listens to me beyond just appeasing me, and the way she makes my heart flutter every time our eyes meet is unlike anything I’ve felt before.

And the sex?

Slow and sensual has never been so amazing.

I should have better control. Viktor would kill me if he found out.

But as she turns to face me and gives me a nervous smile while smoothing her hands down the bodice of the dress, I know it’s the truth.

“I love the detail,” Faina says. “Do they have this in anything that’s not yellow? With your hair, the colors might blend too much, and we want you to stand out.”

“Blue,” I say as Anastasia’s eyes lock onto mine. “If they have that dress in blue, you would kill everyone with one glance.”

“Blue,” she repeats softly.

“Oh, yes.” Faina nods quickly. “A cornflower or sky blue would be amazing. Let me go check!”

As Faina hurries away to find someone who works here, I’m left alone with Anastasia and the moment presents itself in a way that I could give her a thousand compliments.

If only my phone didn’t ring at that exact moment.

Viktor.

“Sorry, I have to take this.” I flash her an apologetic smile and stand, then hurry out of the room and step through one of the glass doors so I can talk while keeping an eye on her. “Hello?”

“Where the hell are you?”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve been trying to contact Anastasia for twenty minutes and she hasn’t picked up. Now I’m having to call you just to find out where she is.”

“Didn’t you read the note I left? We’re shopping.”

“Shopping?” Viktor nearly chokes on the word. “At a time like this?”

“What’s the issue?” I hiss. “The gala is a month away and we’re working toward solving everything, right? So she’s going to need a dress unless you want everyone in New York to hear that the Remizova gala crashed and burned because the guest of honor turned up in jeans?”

“If she even gets that far,” Viktor mutters.

Of course. He’s so convinced of her guilt that he’s certain she’ll be dead or arrested before gala night.

“Viktor, you need to start looking at things more clearly. Every day we waste on this pursuit is another day the real killer gets away from us and is free to target someone else. And that includes you.”

“Why are you so sure she’s innocent?” he spits.

“Why are you so sure she’s guilty?” I snap right back. “You never told me how these suspicions started. You just asked me to trust you and I did. But I’ve been around her. I’ve been involved in her day to day for months now. I know her, and I’m telling you that you’re looking in the wrong place.”

“A great pair of tits is all it takes to turn your head, huh?” Viktor snarls. “Do I mean nothing to you? Have I not slaved away to provide for you and support you through all your endeavors in life? You wouldn’t even be in this position if it weren’t for me.”

My grip on the door handle grows painful. “Viktor, I am always grateful for everything you have done for me, and this doesn’t change anything. I know you miss Sergey and I understand your desire for revenge. It’s a desire I support, trust me. Someone killed our Pakhan and has been trying to kill our Godmother. I am right there with you on all of that, but this time, I need you to trust me.”

The curtains part once more and Anastasia appears in the same dress, but this time, it’s a gorgeous light blue.

“Anastasia is not your killer.”

“Bullshit.”

“Then tell me what you know!” I hiss, fighting to keep my voice low. “Tell me why you’re so convinced because if you don’t… I’m done.”

“What?”

“I’m done. I’m not doing this anymore. I’m not investigating her, I’m not spying. I’m done with it. It’s a waste of time and has been from the start.”

“Sergey was a great man,” Viktor says, his voice changing to become ice cold. “You should watch your mouth, boy. The only reason it’s still moving is because of my good graces.”

“I respected him. I respect you,” I reply. “And I understand what a painful blow it was for you on a personal level. But Viktor, you’re placing blame on the wrong person and I’m not helping you with these delusions anymore. Your anger would be better directed at the Cartel⁠—”

The line beeps and falls silent.

He hung up on me.

Sighing deeply, I run my hand through my hair and press my fingertips firmly against my skull to try and ease the tension building in my head.

This is the right choice. All this time chasing after ghosts because Viktor needed someone to blame. Meanwhile, the real killer has been fleeing for months.

Shaking my head, I head back into the room just as Faina helps Anastasia down from the stage.

“Well?” She smiles briefly at me, her usual soft flicker as if she’s scared of giving anyone a full smile. “In blue?”

“Much better,” I reply, giving her the strong smile she lacks. “You look beautiful.”

“Indeed,” comes an unknown voice.

I spin on my heel, placing one hand back against Anastasia as my other removes my weapon from my hip holster. We’re joined by a woman dressed in a pencil skirt and a fluffy peach blouse. She walked through the door I just came through, and I kick myself for not looking over my shoulder before I came back in.

Her sharp eyes drop to my raised handgun and she smiles.

“You won’t be needing that,” she says. “I’m here to make a deal.”
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ANASTASIA


“Cartel?” I ask cautiously, placing my hand against Erik’s lower back. Later, I’ll have to unpack how hot it was to see him rush to my defense so quickly. Right now, though, my focus is on the woman who seems completely unfazed by Erik’s gun and my presence.

“Oh, please.” The woman suddenly smiles. “My name is Tatiana Yegorov.”

“Yegorov?” While the woman’s face isn’t familiar, that name definitely is.

The Yegorovs are another large family just as old as my own. To my knowledge, they’ve never fought for the top spot like my grandfather did. Instead, they’ve sat comfortably down the ladder and focused on their money laundering business, as well as being the family that hands out countless loads to people in power such as celebrities and government officials.

Like most Russian families, they keep to themselves beyond the annual appearance at the gala to quietly remind everyone that they are still here and still as successful as ever.

My stomach knots suddenly, and I step out from behind Erik. “Yegorov. Are you related to Ivan?”

“I am his wife.”

“You know them?” Erik glances at me as I place my hand on his elbow to lower his gun.

“Yes. She isn’t a threat.”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” Erik replies, but he reholsters his weapon. “You came here yourself?”

“I asked my people to wait outside,” Tatiana replies. “I thought it would be best.”

She carries a sharp Russian accent, and the way she holds herself somewhat stiffly suggests that she isn’t here as much as her husband. While I haven’t met him in person for quite some time, I see his name crop up often.

“Please, take a seat,” I say, indicating to the surrounding couches. “I must change.”

“Can I get you something to drink?” Faina steps up to play hostess while I step away after a glance at Erik. I need to get out of this dress if I’m going to find out anything about why Tatiana is here and what sort of deal she is after.

As I undress, my mind races. I don’t have any issues with the Yegorovs as far as I’m aware. Their name wasn’t in any of the business documents, and my steps away from the skin trade shouldn’t have affected them at all. They’re old money, like my family was before my father squandered the majority of it.

By the time I’m back in my jeans and shirt, Tatiana is on the couch with a half-drunk glass of pink champagne in her hands. Faina sits across from her while Erik stands by the door, watching her like a hawk. Ever since I recognized my feelings for him, I see his protection in a different light.

It’s rather thrilling.

“Sorry about that.” I take a seat next to Faina and clasp my hands together with my elbows resting lightly on my knees. “What brings you here outside of a regular appointment?”

Tatiana smiles. “First, I’m so sorry I couldn’t attend Sergey’s funeral.”

Her words catch me off guard and the polite mask across my face slips. I barely remember my father's funeral. Lots of people in black, a sea of faces expressing confusion, and the pressure from my father’s generals to step down.

“I had just given birth and Ivan didn’t want me to stress myself.”

“Understandable,” I reply. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you.” Tatiana’s face softens immensely. “They say you don’t know true joy until you hold your baby in your arms. While I don’t think that’s fully true, there is a unique happiness that comes from holding your child in your arms moments after they’ve been born.”

My thoughts turn to my own belly and the child secretly growing in there. Is that a happiness I’m destined for? Will I be hindered for not telling Erik?

I briefly glance at him. His focus is on Tatiana with his brows knit in suspicion as she talks.

“Anyway.” Tatiana sips her drink. “Since having a child, my focus has shifted and so has Ivan’s. I want us to be a proper, safe family so that my children will grow up with security that I never had. Given some of the business ventures that we’ve dabbled in, I have some concerns, and we’ve been watching you closely.”

A sudden weight settles over my shoulders and I swallow hard, straightening my back like a board. Am I about to hear how I destroyed their life by affecting money flow with the changes I’ve made? Or perhaps some of the businesses I shut down were actually part of their money laundering. Sweat flushes against my upper lip and I fight to keep my gaze on her. It’s one thing to stare down men telling me I’m wrong, but quite another to face a mother who has come at me so gently.

“Is it true?” Tatiana asks. “You’ve been dismantling all human trafficking operations across the entire estate? Even the smaller businesses?”

I press my lips together and nod. “Yes, it’s true. It’s still a work in progress, but I have been ending everything my father had in place. Even the ones I don’t know about won’t be lasting long. We remain a strong family with a common goal.” I add the last part just in case Tatiana gets the impression that we’re weak because that certainly isn’t the case.

She doesn’t strike me as the kind of woman to be threatened by what I did to those generals.

There’s a tense moment of silence as we wait for her reaction.

“Good,” Tatiana says suddenly, and she smiles wider. “Good. I’m pleased to hear that. Indeed, I did wonder if it was just another show of power after your dinner party and that you would simply be reinstating those routes once the dust settled.”

“No,” I say firmly. “We’re headed for brighter pastures.”

“Indeed,” Tatiana says. She drains her glass and coughs slightly, then sets it down. “I’ll be frank with you, Anastasia. I’m not here for any kind of power grab or a threat. I’m here with an offer.”

“An offer?”

“Yes. Ivan would have brought it himself, but given how you’ve been running things, I thought you would respond better to me.”

It’s hard for me not to laugh. Tatiana, it seems, sees me for who I truly am. She sees me as a woman in power who has been taking a stand against the men preaching their archaic values, and it seems she agrees.

“Then I will gladly hear your offer.”

“Excellent.” Tatianna reaches into her purse and pulls out a small booklet that she hands to Faina. Faina glances it over, then passes it to me, and I look it over as Tatiana speaks.

“I heard about your intentions to send your construction companies after the huge, lucrative contracts for things like condos and mansions. A competitive business, but I also noticed that rather than compete, you simply bought up the companies that would bid against you for those projects.”

Nodding, I open the booklet. Inside looks like an advertisement for some kind of film premier with the number of pictures and names of everyone who currently walks a red carpet.

“As you know, my family already secures loans and money to the kind of people who would die for an exclusive condo built to their exact specifications. Even those who can’t afford it would do anything to get one, including taking out an obnoxious loan that I am also happy to provide.”

I think I get where she’s going with this.

“I’m proposing an alliance.” Tatiana threads her fingers together. “I can make sure that my clients only know the names of your construction companies when it comes to crafting their ideal holiday home, and in return, you can offer payment plans on the ones already constructed while making sure they are through my loan companies. It’s beneficial to both of us. You will get unfiltered access to the elite, those snobs with more money than sense, those who think owning thirteen homes is a sign of success. And since most of them can’t afford it without loans, I’ll be there to lend them a helping hand.”

“What’s the catch?” Closing the booklet, I look up at Tatiana. “I can see that this is an incredible deal on the surface, but there must be some kind of catch.”

“Why?” Tatiana tilts her head. “Because every other deal within our family is shady? Because there’s no good blood in the Russian Mafia?” She snorts softly. “You’re not the only one in the construction business, and I’d rather we help one another rather than give that money to someone like the Italians.”

My eyes narrow. There’s something more. Something she isn’t saying, so I remain quiet.

Tatiana glances between myself and Faina, then sighs. “Woman to woman?”

“Absolutely.”

“I’m a mother now. And I know having a child shouldn’t be the reason my moral compass shifted, but frankly, it was. I see the world differently now. Knowing the blood that coats the money we all make is hard to stomach each night I look into my baby's eyes. I want her to grow up in a world that isn’t going to hurt her. I don’t want her to risk being sold off somewhere because someone wants to make a play for power. I want to build beneficial alliances with people who share my values so that my kids will face a decent future.”

“Are you sure Ivan is the family head?” Faina chuckles softly. “I can’t imagine it that way now.”

“We’re a team,” Tatiana replies. “We both know where our strength shines.”

Her words are powerful, and from the way her voice trembles faintly when talking about her children, I know this is important to her. And having Tatiana drip-feed us clients would not only boost my own income, but it would remove the hassle of bidding on projects. She’s handing me clients on a silver platter while I funnel payment plans through her loan companies.

It’s a really good deal, but I can’t appear too eager.

“Oh, and everyone in that booklet?” She points with one delicately manicured finger. “They’re already lined up and waiting.”

I glance up at Erik, and even he looks impressed. Our gazes lock for a brief moment, then I stand and hold out my hand to Tatiana. “Thank you for coming here today. I can’t give you an answer right now, but if I can have some time to think it over?”

“Of course.” Tatiana smiles. She stands and grasps my hand with warmth. “Take your time.”

“Thank you. Will I see you at the gala?”

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
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ERIK


Tatiana’s turning up at the dress shop a few days ago with such an incredible offer feels too good to be true. Perhaps it’s my natural suspicion about anyone around Anastasia, given everything she’s been through, but I can’t help but feel there’s something I’m missing.

So in the days between that meeting and today, I investigated. I dug as deep as I could into their history and found that while the Yegorov family is similar to the Remizova family, they seem clean. As clean as one can be in our type of life. They’ve quietly kept to themselves, never stepped out of their lane, and other than some trouble about a marriage some ten years ago, there’s nothing to justify my suspicion.

Maybe this is a good thing. A real good thing born from Anastasia’s work to change the direction of the Russian Bratva. After all, without her decisions to do what she’s been doing, Tatiana never would have approached her.

This offer is legit.

With the result of my investigation rumbling around my mind, I seek out Anastasia in her office where she’s bent over her desk fiddling with the back of her monitor.

“IT troubles?” I say, closing the door behind me.

“Yes,” she sighs, slightly strained. “Why do we not have a tech adviser on hand or something? Is that something we should have?”

“Closest we have is the weapons expert.” I chuckle, approaching her desk. “What’s wrong?”

“I was working away fine and then this monitor just randomly turned off. I can technically get all my shit done on the other monitor, but…” She peers up at me through the curtain of her hair with a slight pout. “I like having two.”

“Want me to take a look?”

She slides back from the desk and sighs, pushing her hair away from her face. “Be my guest.”

Adjusting the back of the monitor to face me, I start pulling out the cables to test how each of them feels. It has power, but the display is dead.

“Did you find out anything about Tatiana and her family?” Anastasia drops into her chair and reclines back.

“Nothing that we don’t already know,” I reply. “She’s clean. She had some complications with her pregnancy, so that might have spurred her onto the path of good morals, but there are no skeletons in her closet that are a threat to us. If anything, she’s taking the risk since the Cartel are on our backs.”

“Hmm.” Anastasia hums softly, seemingly deep in thought while I troubleshoot her monitor. Taking the cable from her working monitor, I switch some things around as a test.

“I know you’ll keep this deal quiet,” she says after a moment. “But what do you think? As honestly as you can.”

“What do I think?” The broken monitor flickers to life as the other one dies. “I think you need a new cable for your monitor. And I think Viktor might have more insight on a deal this big.”

“No.” Anastasia leans forward. “I want your opinion.”

“I’m not your business advisor.”

“So?” She stares at me intently. “Please?”

How am I supposed to resist that? “Okay. Well, I think it’s a good deal. Rich people need money to cover up their mistakes, and we all know that around here, the money those people lose to gambling is eye watering, but none of them ever show it because they just borrow more. And those people like fancy homes to show that they are wealthy. So what does it matter if they get those homes from us?”

I set her monitors back up and turn the working one back toward her.

“This is New York, after all. People use condos and ranches to show off their wealth, and it will be honest money. Well, more honest than before.”

“I was thinking the same,” she agrees. “But it’s one thing for me to deviate like this. Having other families deviate from tradition could cause some trouble. I mean, organized crime is part of our tradition. We’re not supposed to be blue-collar.”

“I’d hardly call it blue-collar.” I chuckle. “You’re still selling to people in debt with more money than sense, and I’m sure it won’t be a credit union chasing those repayments. It’s just money in our pockets rather than some other dick’s. And traditions are important, I won’t deny that, but some rules can be bent.”

“You think so?” She looks up at me and her eyes are like saucers.

I walk around the desk, nodding. “It’s tradition that put you in charge despite the pushback from all of those generals. And it’s tradition that gives you the power to make changes for the good of the family.”

“Those traditions also require me to marry another leader from another Russian family.”

A sharp pang of jealousy moves through my chest, and before I can stop myself, I reach for her wrist and pull her to her feet next to me. “See? Not every tradition is good,” I say.

Her eyes close briefly as we stand chest to chest, breathing each other’s air. “Jealous?” she asks softly when her eyes open. “You don’t think I should honor that one?”

“Not at all.” Clasping her jaw between my fingers, I tilt her head upward and press a slow, lingering kiss to her lips. “After all, doesn’t tradition also mean you need to keep away from someone as low down the ladder as me?”

Anastasia gasps against my lips as I push her up against the desk. Within two kisses, my other hand is buried in her pants while she clutches at the desk and gasps against my lips. The kiss breaks when my fingers slide gently against her pussy and her eyes flash dark with desire.

“It’s true,” she gasps. “You shouldn’t be touching me, let alone fucking me. You’re just security.”

“How terrible,” I groan, sinking my fingers deep into her heat. “We’re breaking all sorts of rules, so what’s one more?”

“You think you’re worth breaking rules?” A moan of surprise punches out of Anastasia and she lifts one hand to cling to the side of my neck.

Our mouths clash together once more as the air around us becomes electric. I fuck her slowly, focusing on reaching deep inside her while teasing her clit with the pad of my thumb. She rocks down onto me with soft moans and her words are lost to the dance of tongues in her mouth.

Fuck anyone who thinks they can marry her.

She’s not mine, and yet she is. In my mind, she belongs to me, and I belong to her.

She’s off limits, but knowing that she comes to me—and only me—makes it all the hotter. I thrust my fingers deeper, and Anastasia moans loudly, then she comes with a cry and buries her face into my neck as she trembles and gasps through her pleasure.

“Fuck tradition,” I murmur. “You’re the Godmother. We follow you and trust you. Remember that.” I seal my promise with a kiss.
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Leaving her office after further discussing the deal and setting up the new cable I found buried in her drawer, my heart jumps into my throat when I run smack bang into Viktor.

“Fuck. Were you just hiding outside the door?”

Did he overhear us?

“What are you playing at?” Viktor hisses, grabbing me by the collar and dragging me a few feet down the corridor. Then he shoves me into the wall and his eyes blaze with fury. “You’re throwing away this entire family for some pussy?”

Shit.

“Viktor, it’s not like that,” I snap, shoving him away.

“Isn’t it? I heard you. Screw tradition, we’re loyal to her. I heard all that crap.”

Thankfully, it looks like he didn’t hear everything. “Am I wrong?”

“Of course you’re wrong!” Viktor balls up one hand but after a moment, he lets it fall with a deep sigh. “Do you not care about me anymore?”

“Huh?”

“Am I not the man who raised you?”

My chest tightens when I look him in the eye. “Of course you are.”

“Then why is your loyalty not to me? Why is it not with the man who is working himself to the bone to find the Pakhan’s killer? Why are you so blinded by a pretty face and some woeful words?”

“I’m not,” I insist, pushing him away a little. “But you refuse to tell me why you’re so certain it's her and why you think she’s guilty.”

“Because she was the only one here,” he snaps.

“Among the countless other guards, sure,” I hiss, trying to keep my voice low.

“You know…” Viktor steps away and his expression grows cold. “You’ve spent so long questioning me and telling me to think of her innocence, but have you even spared a moment to think about what happens if I’m right? If she is guilty? You’re letting her drive us to ruin because you’re so certain that you’re right.” Viktor adjusts his tie. “And you’ve never stopped to wonder what will happen if you are wrong. Whereas, me? If I’m wrong, then at least the family knows they have a strong leader.”

As he strides away with his head held high, my instinct to defend Anastasia is strong, but something about his commitment ignites something in my mind.

What if I really am wrong? Can I stand the guilt of this family crumbling around me?
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ANASTASIA


Father’s office is off-limits.

It has been ever since he died, unless we need something really important regarding past businesses that weren’t grabbed when his office was quickly scrubbed after his death at my request. Becoming the Godmother was one thing, but I couldn’t inherit his office like he did from his father. He died in there, and the thought of spending my working hours in the same place he was killed turned my stomach.

So, I had the place cleared out of the majority of files and made it a no-go zone. I heard the whispers that people thought it was because I wasn’t strong enough to handle my grief or that there was some weird superstition involved.

That’s never been it.

The handle is cold to the touch, and despite my need to step inside the one place I never wanted to visit again, something holds me back. The memory of him in that chair with his arms limp, his head back and his throat slit wide open like a letterbox, is hard to ignore. It rests constantly on the edge of my mind, haunting every step I take toward my future.

I hold the handle until the metal grows warm under my touch. Outside, wind and rain howl together like a dangerous symphony. The lights flicker, and a pinch of nervousness trickles down my spine like the scrape of a long fingernail.

I just need one file. An old file, if it even exists. In and out.

It’s not like his ghost is going to be waiting for me.

Swallowing hard, I turn the handle. The office door opens with a familiar creak, followed by the familiar snap of the stiff upper hinge snapping free from its resting place. His door has always been like that, and as a child, the sound of his door opening was always as scary as a gunshot.

It was the sign that I was to be on my best behavior since my father was no longer confined to his office and nine times out of ten, he was in a bad mood.

Pushing the door open, the scents of leather, old books, and faint alcohol sting my nose just underneath the sickeningly sharp chemical smell from when we cleaned up his body and all of the blood.

I blink as the lights flicker once more. My father’s body appears in the chair for a split second.

His skin is pale, his eyes wide open and his mouth parted in a scream that escaped through the large slit in his throat. Blood sprays up the window behind his chair, across the surface of his wooden desk, staining all the important papers he was working on, and down onto the floor in an arc.

I blink and the memory is gone, leaving my heart to skip nervously in my chest.

“Come on, Anastasia,” I murmur softly to myself, closing the door. “Don’t jump at ghosts.”

I need information on the Yegorovs, if there is any that even exists.

I don’t recall my father ever joining with another family, for business or otherwise, which is why it’s alarming to me that he had some kind of business partner for the sickening advancement of his precious business. The fact that Tatiana has come to make a deal fills me with a quiet concern I can’t share with anyone.

Is she here because she really wants us to work together on the condos like she said, or is it for another reason? Does she want to be close to me in any capacity because she or her husband are that partner my father was working with, and she wants whatever he left behind?

I need to check before my suspicious mind ruins what could be a crazy good deal for me.

My father’s filing cabinets line the right-hand wall behind his desk. As I make my way toward them, it’s difficult not to notice all the little things about the office that made it one of the worst places from my childhood.

Countless hours sitting on that hard leather sofa waiting eagerly to show my father something cool I did with my tutors, only to be met with anger that I was even in there. Even more hours were spent waiting outside, hoping for a glimpse of my father beyond the silence at dinner if he ever turned up.

Outside, the rain lashes against the window with enough force to make the glass panes shake. The wind howls down the chimney, escaping through the fireplace with a loud whistle as if trying to blow out the nonexistent flame.

I pause and skim my hand along the wooden mantelpiece to a small chip in the edge of the wood from where my forehead bounced off it as a child. My father had slapped me so hard in anger that I lost my balance and almost fell into the fire. In a bid to stop myself, I had tried to fall away from the fireplace and ended up cracking my forehead against the wood, chipping the antique, much to my father’s further anger.

The chip has smoothed with age, but the memory still stings.

Turning, I step around the small leather seat next to the drinks table and walk over a rather ugly olive-green rug. Just glancing at it makes my gut clench and my hands throb in memory.

I’d tried to act like a grown-up and had been so excited about how fancy and elegant I felt holding a wine glass. Until I got too excited and spilled the wine all over the wooden floor. My father had been furious and made me scrub for days to clean up the stain with unknown chemicals that merely burned my hands and stripped the wood of all color.

The chemical burns on my skin took weeks to recover, and even now, extreme temperatures make them ache and throb. My father took some twisted glee in watching me suffer while berating me the entire time about the destruction I'd caused.

If I could, I’d burn this entire fucking office to the ground.

I make it to his desk and hesitate.

The filing cabinets are a few feet away, but I’m suddenly rooted to the spot. I close my eyes, and I’m right back in that moment with his dead body slumped back in his chair and the scent of death in the air.

The very last conversation I had with my father wasn’t one of love.

It was an argument.

He called me in here, and like every other time he did, I stupidly got my hopes up thinking that finally, this was the time when I would get to do something useful. That he would finally see my potential and realize the terrible, abusive way he'd treated me all these years was just part of some twisted training to harden me into someone who can survive in this world.

I was wrong.

He made me stand in front of his desk while he drank and gleefully told me that I was to be sold off. Not engaged. Not married.

Sold.

I was a money sink, in his words. I had no worth. No use. No family was worth marrying into because no family would want someone like me.

I was a bad deal waiting to happen and he couldn’t stand it anymore. He didn’t have time to worry about what I was up to when he had more important things to focus on, and he wanted nothing more to do with me.

So he was selling me.

He held his drink up and laughed that he would probably need to be the one spending money and paying someone to take me off his hands.

I thought he was drunk and joking, but when he listed all my failed engagements to much smaller families, something clicked in my mind. He had only ever tried to wed me to smaller, insignificant families because he didn’t want a union with a family that could become a threat.

In some ways, he saw me as a threat. His own daughter. The one he beat and berated, blamed for the death of my mother while she was in childbirth, the one who only ever just wanted to be seen. Something snapped in me that night and I argued back.

I told him I knew all about his plans to traffic children and that I was going to stop him. I was going to go public and present the foul change to the other families so that he would finally know what it felt like to feel like the whole world was against him.

Looking back, I ran my mouth without much thought as to how I was going to do that, but it felt good at the time.

In fact, it felt amazing.

I’d watched his face relax in shock and the realization that I finally had some kind of power over him. I knew his secret. His filthy secret that would mean his end.

Staring at his desk, a tremble shoots down my arms and legs. I close my eyes, and the last conversation I had with my father floods my mind.

He threw his drink at me and it smashed against the fireplace. He cursed my existence and everything about me, told me how often he’d thought about smothering me in my crib as revenge for what I did to my own mother. He told me he was going to sell me for a penny to the highest bidder and no one would ever hear from me again.

When I laughed in his face, he lunged at me with such fury that for a few seconds, I was certain I was going to die.

The rest is a blur. I think the letter opener ended up in my hand through pure desperation and when he flew at me, I just reacted.

I had no idea a letter opener could do so much damage to someone.

It slit his throat like a hot wire through ice.

We stared at each other for what felt like an eternity, then he stumbled back into his chair and blood spurted from his throat like a fountain. It all happened so fast that it still doesn’t feel real. But I did it.

I killed my father.

I murdered him to save myself, and then I tried to make it look like a break-in and assassination to save myself further.

I ran outside, broke the window, and even scuffed up the back gate to make it look like someone had snuck past security. I wiped security cameras in the house and looped them to compensate for the lost footage. Thankfully, my father didn’t have a camera in his office because he was too paranoid.

But I did it.

I killed him.

And the entire family has been scouring the city for months in search of his killer.

Coldness envelops me as the storm rages outside, and my father’s chair sits empty, still stained with blood that couldn’t be scrubbed out.

Nausea warms my gut, sending hot tingles all over my skin, followed by a flush of goosebumps.

I swallow hard and step past his desk to the filing cabinets where the remainder of the files are kept, and as I open them and search for anything regarding the Yegorovs, it dawns on me how limited my time may be.

Every step I take to move the family forward and advance my own business involves risk, but if my father did have dealings with the Yegorovs, then I’ll need a good excuse to decline their offer. I can’t take the risk that they are my father’s mysterious, unknown business partner.

But declining has its own risks. Viktor is watching me like a hawk, and the last thing I need is to give him another excuse to probe deeper.

Without a scapegoat, I’m on borrowed time.

The laws of our family, and every other Bratva family in New York, are absolute. Murdering the Pakhan, the leader of the Russian Mafia, is a death sentence.

Even for his daughter.

Some rules are absolute. In a perfect world, I would have gathered evidence and presented it to the heads of the other most powerful Russian families in the city, and they would have dealt with him.

Instead, I murdered him.

And if anyone ever finds out, it will be my neck in the guillotine.
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ERIK


This is a bad idea.

Despite being the one who tasked me with the investigations, Viktor just can’t let things take their natural course. We’ve not been seeing eye-to-eye lately, so maybe this is my fault, but walking into the emergency meeting with him, Anastasia, and Faina has my guts twisting into painful knots.

I asked Viktor to let me do my job and find out the truth. It’s something that’s been a challenge with everything else going on in our lives, but his impatience knows no bounds, it seems.

But I need more time.

I need to make him see that he’s looking in the wrong place and that Anastasia is not the person he thinks she is. Grief blinds people. I know this down in my soul, but Viktor is like an old dog with a bone and I can’t help but feel like this is one big plot to keep her distracted and ensure that suspicion remains within our upper ranks.

“This had better be good,” Anastasia snaps, smoothing down the edge of her skirt against her bare knee. “I was in the middle of a very important call.”

“Nothing is more important than this,” Viktor snaps. “So for once, will you just shut up and listen?”

“Hey!” Faina snaps back indignantly. “Don’t talk to her like that. You might have the respect of being the previous underboss, but don’t forget to show respect when addressing the Godmother.”

Viktor stands abruptly and begins pacing back and forth in front of the couch Anatasia and Faina are sitting on. I walk around Viktor, trying to catch Anastasia’s eye, but she’s focused completely on Viktor. Her head is tilted slightly to the left and her eyes narrow as Viktor grunts softly to himself and then comes to a halt.

“I’m not going to beat around the bush with this. We need to cancel the gala.”

“What?” All three of us have the same shocked reaction, though I quickly catch myself because it isn’t my place to have an opinion here. I’m here to protect Anastasia, not comment on business plans unless asked. Still, I never envisioned a world where Viktor would ever want to cancel the single most important event in our calendar.

“We need to cancel the gala,” Viktor repeats.

“No,” Anastasia replies simply. “We’re not going to do that.”

“Enough, Anastasia!” Viktor barks. “Enough of trying to show everyone that you’re the boss and that everything is normal. It isn’t normal, okay? We can’t do this.”

“Why not?” Faina cuts in, placing a calming hand on Anastasia’s knee as her eyes narrow further.

“Don’t you see?” Viktor puffs out his cheeks and then points at Anastasia. “Don’t you see how stupid it is to put yourself and every other important member of our family and other families into the same building at a time like this? Have you any idea how easy it would be for someone to wipe us out?”

“No one is trying to wipe us out,” Anastasia sighs. “I thought we talked about this already⁠—”

“No, you talked. I’m done watching you toddle about acting like you know how everything works. Like the world owes you nothing. There’s far too much unanswered right now, and it would be suicide to let the gala happen.”

I can’t tell where Viktor is coming from. He sounds genuine, but I don’t entirely buy that he’s suggesting this out of concern for Anastasia’s well-being. It would be quite the thing if Anastasia didn’t manage to host the annual gala in her first year as Godmother. Nothing would scream a lack of control louder than that.

But in the same vein, I share his safety concerns. Having Anastasia, as well as the heads of multiple families, all in the same building could spell disaster. Security for that event is usually overkill, and Anastasia has been instructing me to make sure everything goes smoothly, but doubt still whispers at the edges of my mind.

“Are you suggesting I won’t be able to do my job?” I ask tightly, thickly cloaking my irritation at his constant nitpicking at my work as the security adviser and his spy. “Do you not think I have every avenue covered?”

“I don’t know, do I?” Viktor remarks sharply. “We are sitting here in the lounge of this great estate that was built on the back of your grandfather.” He points back at Anastasia. “And yet, in the time you’ve been in charge, we haven’t been able to find the monster who killed your father. Oh, but we did help the Irish find out who murdered their Captain. On top of that, we don’t know who has been trying so hard to kill you⁠—”

“Not my immediate concern,” Anastasia cuts in, her voice like ice. “There hasn’t been an attempt in months and Erik has been doing an excellent job in keeping me safe.”

Her words shouldn’t warm me the way they do, but it’s impossible to control the surge of warm affection that flows through my chest. I bite the inside of my cheek to remain calm.

“The Cartel are now circling like sharks and we have done nothing to avert them,” Viktor continues. “And now I hear the Yegorovs are sniffing around like they smell our impending doom in the water.”

Tension snaps across my shoulders and I glance at Anastasia. Will she come clean and tell Viktor the truth?

It’s a tough cycle. The more she closes him out, the more suspicious he gets and then he acts out like this. And the more he acts like this by talking down to her, the more she closes him out. Listening to his speech and the apparent genuine concern in his voice makes my heart tighten, and I want to reach out to him.

This man raised me.

He saved me from what was sure to be a terrible, painful life.

He’s given me everything and he’s hurting because his best friend was murdered in this house. Now he’s watching the family and business he loves so much slip away from him, and he just can’t see that if he told Anastasia how he was feeling, she would let him in.

At least, I hope she would.

In our time together, she’s never struck me as a cold or vindictive person and of all four of us in this room, they are the only two who share the same pain.

I watch as her face pinches slightly and she presses her lips flat together.

She doesn’t say a word about the Yegorovs.

Instead, she shifts in her seat and her brows pull slightly together before she speaks. “I’m not concerned, Viktor. I understand that you are, but I’m not, okay? Erik, who you appointed, by the way, is doing an excellent job at keeping me safe.”

The glare Viktor shoots at me tells me all I need to know about how he feels. He thinks I’m blinded by her, which just isn’t true. I see the truth far more clearly than him.

“My plans for this family are all in motion. We’re on our way to greater things and the money will be flowing sooner than you think. And like I said, there hasn’t been an attempt on my life in months. Frankly, I don’t want to give them the attention. If they’re still watching me, then they aren’t going to watch me run away scared, cancel the gala, and lock myself up in here like some kind of eighteen-forties maiden.”

“Anastasia—”

“No, Viktor.” She stands abruptly. “Enough of this! You have been loyal to this family for more years than anyone cares to count, and I am deeply grateful for that. Your knowledge and wisdom in the day-to-day running of the businesses have helped us keep afloat even as we’ve shut down every disgusting source of income my father treasured so much. But you need to stop whatever this is! I see you approaching this through concern for my safety, but I see right through you!”

My heart begins to race. What does she mean by that?

“You don’t trust me to lead. You don’t believe that I’m capable. I don’t know if that’s because we’re from different generations or because you don’t think I can do it because I’m a woman. Maybe it’s because you’re stuck in the same backward values that my father believed in. I don’t know. But I am tired of your questioning me. I am the Godmother of this house. I am the leader of this family, and it’s about time you show me the respect I deserve.”

Silence falls.

I watch Viktor like a hawk, praying he will say the right thing and tell Anastasia the truth. If he told her how much pain he was in over the loss of Sergey, then she would understand. I know she would.

But as always, Viktor acts like a bull charging through a crowd and does the exact opposite.

“Because you don’t deserve my respect,” Viktor hisses. “You’ve been in charge for what, eight or nine months now? And all I have seen is the finances plummet, morale crash, and don’t even get me started on the sheer disregard for the murder that occurred here. Your father died, for fuck’s sake, Anastasia, and what have you done to find the killer, huh?”

“What more do you want me to do?” Anastasia suddenly yells. “I have every assassin we have scouring for clues. I have all our minimal contacts in the police ready to hand us information as soon as they have it. I’ve waited for someone to make a move and scoured his files for clues or hints as to who could have done this, and I have nothing. Do you want me to bring the entire family to a halt to look for his killer? Do you really think all these sharks you’re afraid of will stand by and let us remain on top while we do nothing but scour the lands for his assassin?”

“It’s better than what you’re doing right now! We’ve had to dip into our savings to pay wages. You’ve shut down seventy percent of our empire.”

“Shut up about the fucking money!” she screams, throwing her hands up. “Money is coming, okay? The Yegorovs you’re so worried about? I don’t know how you found out about them, but surprise! They’re going to be our allies. Do you understand? They will be our friends. I know my father never once allowed alliances—believe me, I checked—but they came to me with a good offer and I’m taking it. We’re going to work together on the condos and the penthouses. I build them and they’ll provide the clients. We’ll be making real money, decent money, Viktor, and⁠—”

“You can’t be fucking serious,” Viktor yells back.

But something is wrong.

Anastasia’s stance wobbles and despite the anger burning in her eyes, there’s something else too. Pain. She stumbles slightly and her lips part, then she takes a step forward and prods Viktor on his chest. “Not every dollar needs to come from selling someone. We can make money in other ways. We can grow in other ways. There’s plenty of fucking crime in this city, Viktor. It’s New York, for crying out loud. We expand and grow with the times. We’re in a city full of reckless gamblers and nepo babies desperate for the hottest new apartment to show off how well they are doing. That is our market!”

“Loans and debt? Gambling? We’re not the fucking tax man,” Viktor roars.

“Hey!” I snap, striding forward. “Maybe we should take a step back and calm down—Anastasia?”

She gasps softly and her hand latches onto my back, curling into the fabric of my shirt. She gasps again, and when she looks up at me, there are tears in her eyes as she cradles her abdomen.

“Anastasia!” Faina is suddenly on her feet, gripping Anatasia’s arm and helping support her.

“Something—” She gasps. She stumbles back with a pained cry, her face contorting in pain. Then she looks at Faina, and something passes between them. “Faina⁠—”

“I know,” she says. “I know.”

“What the fuck is that?” Viktor snaps. I follow his eyeline down to Anastasia’s bare legs, where a few streaks of crimson roll down the inside of her leg.

My blood turns to ice.

“What the fuck?” The argument flies out of my mind and all my focus hones in on her. “Shit, we need to get you to a hospital.”

“I’m fine,” she gasps, her voice trembling. “I just need—Faina, I need⁠—”

“I know.” Faina wraps one arm around Anastasia’s waist, but a roll of pain makes her sag forward, so I dart into her hold to help her.

“I’ve got you,” I say. My heart pounds as my mind races. Is this poison? Something I missed? Something worse?

“No, fuck this,” Viktor snarls. “I’m not having some dramatic womanly moment get in the way of this very important⁠—”

“Viktor!” I yell, shoving past him as we hurry Anastasia to the door. “This isn’t the time!”

“This is exactly the time!” He grabs my shoulder as Anastasia whimpers in pain once more, and a red fog descends over me as rage blooms up hot and fast. Faina takes Anastasia with her, and together, they stumble out the door as I spin to face Viktor, then I punch him squarely in the face.

He stumbles back with a bark of surprise.

“Enough!” I hiss. “This isn’t working, don’t you see? You’re so blinded that you can’t even see that something is wrong with her. She needs a doctor, and all you fucking care about is your vendetta!”

Viktor grabs my arm, hauling me into him with fire blazing in his eyes. “It’s your vendetta too, Son,” he snarls fiercely. “Or did you forget that while you were falling in love with her?”

“It’s not mine,” I say, ripping myself free. “This is all you. You’re like a father to me, Viktor, and I was eager to help you because you were in pain. But this?” Disgust worms through my chest as all my concern pulls toward Anastasia. “Who even are you anymore?”
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ANASTASIA


Viktor’s distant words ring in my ears as Faina drags me down the hallway.

The pain is incredible.

Like my period cramps, only ten times worse. The hot pull of tight muscles radiates out from my lower belly, and walking becomes a struggle. Gasping for air, I clutch at Faina’s arm and struggle to see through the tears flooding my eyes.

“Faina—”

“We have to get you to a hospital,” Faina insists.

“No—”

“We do!” Erik is suddenly on my other side with his strong arms around my body to help me walk. “You need a hospital.”

“No!” I gasp, struggling to keep steady. “Not a hospital, I’m not going to a hospital. Out in the open like that? No. I’m not doing it. No.”

Going to a hospital would be bad, because deep down, I’m terrified of what this is. All the stress and the panic, the constant fights and arguments.

Is something happening to my baby?

I don’t want to go to the hospital because then I would know for sure that something is happening to my baby, and if I stay here, then there’s a chance that it’s okay. There’s a chance. I know there is.

“Anastasia—” Faina tries again as we reach my office and tumble inside. “You need to go to the hospital. This isn’t a choice, you know what this could mean⁠—”

“No!” I snap, sniffling through my tears. “Have the doctor come here.” I catch Faina’s hand as she helps me onto the couch and gaze up at her. “Please. It’s the only way. Please.”

She exchanges a glance with Erik, who shrugs in her direction and moves around me to try and make me comfortable. Then she nods. “Alright. I’ll call the doctor.”

“Thank you.”

“This makes no sense,” Erik mutters. “You’re bleeding and you’re in pain. What’s so important that you can’t go to the hospital?” he asks, moving around to the front of the couch they placed me on. “Did you hurt yourself? Is this some kind of illness or something?”

I briefly look in his eyes, and the moment I do, all I can hear are Viktor’s words.

‘It’s your vendetta too, Son—or did you forget that while you were falling in love with her?’

What did he mean by that?

“It’s nothing,” I say quietly, biting on the inside of my cheek as another wave of powerful, painful cramps squeezes through my abdomen. “I’m fine.”

“Anastasia…” Erik’s voice softens and his eyes flood with worry. “You’re not fine. What’s going on? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I snap. “You can go.”

“I’m not leaving you here,” he scoffs.

“Me neither,” Faina remarks.

“Well, someone has to get the doctor!” I remind them.

“I don’t have my phone,” Faina murmurs, glancing over at my desk. “Shit. Fine. I’ll be right back.” Faina gives me one more concerned look, and then she hurries from the room, leaving Erik and me alone.

Vendetta.

“What did he mean?”

“Hmm?” Erik’s attention is on my legs where blood stains the insides of my thighs. Sliding the blanket from the back of the couch, I cover myself quickly so he looks up into my eyes.

“What did Viktor mean?”

“He didn’t mean what he was saying,” Erik sighs. “He’s… stressed. And it hardly matters when you’re bleeding, Anastasia. What is going on?”

“Nothing,” I say coolly. “But that’s not what I’m talking about. What did he mean about a vendetta?”

Erik’s gaze falls away for a second, and a strange look passes over his face, like he didn’t quite realize I’d heard them. “He… It’s nothing. He feels ganged up on.”

“Bullshit.” My chest squeezes tightly like my heart is clasped in the palm of a hand. “He said you had a vendetta. That you both do. What the fuck?” Each word makes my heart race faster and faster as all sorts of possible scenarios flood my mind.

I trust Erik. In fact, I’m pretty sure I’m falling for him, but the venom in Viktor’s voice when he spat out those words about a shared vendetta scares me more than the blood does.

Please don’t tell me I made a mistake.

Please.

“You heard wrong,” Erik says, and his tone wavers. “In all the commotion, I mean, you just started bleeding and you’re in pain. Anastasia, this isn’t normal.”

“Don’t change the subject,” I say tightly, fighting to keep my voice steady through the increasing cramps and the heat of upset bubbling in my chest. “What did he mean?”

Erik looks me right in the eye. “Why are you bleeding?”

So that’s how it is. He won’t tell me the truth, just like I won’t tell him the truth.

My baby is still a secret, which is part of the reason I don’t want to go to the hospital. Hospitals keep records, and all it takes is for the wrong person to see me.

And I don’t want Erik to find out.

So we fall into a quiet stalemate where our own thoughts fill in the secrets.

And then the pain gets worse. It feels like someone has thrust a molten rod up inside me and is churning up my insides. The pain makes me sob and I fall from the couch. Blood soaks into the cushions, and Erik is right there with me, begging me to go to the hospital.

I refuse.

But panic sets in.

I hadn’t fully decided on what to do with this baby, but the sudden prospect of losing it terrifies me. I don’t want this decision made for me.

“Anastasia.” Erik cups my face. “You need to breathe for me. You’re panicking and if you won’t let me take you to a hospital, then you need to get a hold of yourself, okay? Breathe for me. Please!”

I try.

God, do I try.

But I can’t get my lungs to obey my thoughts, and my heart beats so widely that it feels like it’s dislodged from my ribcage and rattling around inside my torso.

Then Erik says something that shocks me so completely that it’s like hitting the reset button.

“Fuck,” he gasps. “Anastasia, I’m working for Viktor. And I have been ever since he appointed me as your security adviser.”

My body freezes and my panicked thoughts screech to a halt like a record scratch. “Wh–What?”

“Viktor. He was the one who got me this job because he raised me, sort of. He…” Erik sighs tightly. “He was the one who was there for me when my parents died and my sister was taken. She was just a kid, but… It doesn’t matter. He gave me this job because he needed someone to get close to you, to find out what really happened to your father because he’s convinced that you killed him.”

I take a breath.

And then another.

Erik’s words are like blades against my skin, cutting in deep to the love I hold for him in my heart as my entire world crumbles around my ears. “But,” I say hoarsely, “I chose you to be my bodyguard.”

“You did.” He nods. “Before that, I was working on getting close to you. That’s why Viktor said we had a shared vendetta.”

I slowly pull myself to my feet with Erik’s help, and as soon as I’m standing, I draw away from him.

“Did it work?” he asks softly. “I thought… I thought my confession would shock you enough that you could breathe properly again.”

It worked. I can breathe.

As my heart breaks and an icy sensation spreads down my limbs, I can breathe. “You…” I say weakly. “All this time?”

“Wait.” He holds up his hands. “Wait. Okay, I know it sounds bad and I did that intentionally because I wanted to shock you, but you have to believe me when I say he and I do not share the same thoughts, okay? He’s… he’s blinded by grief and anger and he blames you purely because you were there that night. And at first, I was just doing what he wanted because he’s like a father to me and he’s in pain. But then I got to know you and I saw that his blame was misplaced. So I’ve been trying to find the real killer while keeping you safe and trying to show Viktor that he’s focusing on the wrong person.”

The wrong person.

“This whole time,” I say tightly, struggling to find the words through the pain shattering in my chest. “This whole time, you weren’t here for me. You were here for him? What, were you investigating me? Spying on me? Reporting back to him?”

“I…” His mouth hangs open for a moment, then he shakes his head. “In the beginning. Yeah. But then I got to know you.”

“Like that makes it all okay!” I yell, and a sob catches in my throat. I press a hand to my trembling lips, then down to my chest where my heart races fiercely. “I–I trusted you.”

“You still can!” Erik steps forward earnestly. “Like I said, when I got to know you, I saw that he was so wrong about you.”

“All this time,” I whisper.

Every kiss sours in my memory. Every touch turns to ash. Every look and romantic thought becomes a point of humiliation, and my cheeks burn as tears fall. Then the pain in my abdomen rears up and I laugh coldly, humorlessly. “I’m bleeding because I think I’m losing your baby.”

“What?” Erik’s eyes widen like saucers and he looks down at my belly, then he surges forward. “You’re pregnant? You—how long? What do you mean? Shit. We have to get you to the hospital⁠—”

“Don’t touch me!” I jerk away from him, stumbling back against the wall. “Don’t you dare. You… You don’t get to be concerned about me. Not now. Not when all this time, you’ve been spying on me! Getting close to me because of Viktor. Playing with me and my heart because why, because Viktor doesn’t trust me?”

Erik looks visibly torn between his secret and mine. His hands curl uselessly, and his lips part repeatedly, but he doesn’t come any closer. “It wasn’t like that.”

“Then what was it like?” I snap, tears rolling down my cheeks. “Because it fucking feels that way!”

“In the beginning, that was my job. Get close to you to find out the truth. But I was only following our laws. Viktor made good points about why he suspected you, but I quickly learned that it was all because he was grieving. He’s misguided, and I’ve been doing everything I can to show him that he’s wrong. That it wasn’t you and you’re just a victim.”

“How long?” I bite out. “How long? Was it after I fucked you? Or the second time? How long before you saw me as a real fucking person and not just a target of Viktor’s, huh?”

“Anastasia, it wasn’t like that.”

“Wasn’t it?” I laugh coldly, the only thing I can do through the tears. “I trusted you. I thought you were really here for me. I thought you actually liked me, and this whole time…”

“Not the whole time.” Pain flashes across Erik’s face. “But you… Please, we have to talk about this, but the baby… my baby… I can’t even think. You need help.”

“No,” I remark stiffly, backing up further from Erik. “I don’t need anything from you. Not anymore.”

“Anastasia.”

“I trusted you!” I yell as the pain of betrayal consumes me. “You have no idea how hard that was, and you were investigating me this whole time! Because of stupid laws that you yourself called archaic!”

“I know, I know, but I⁠—”

“Well, here’s one more tidbit for you before you get the fuck out of here,” I snarl. “You’re wrong.”

“What?”

“I did kill him. I killed my father. I killed the Pakhan. And I’d do it again in a heartbeat!”


25
[image: ]




ERIK


“What?”

No. No, this can’t be true. Anastasia’s words aren’t making sense and as I stand there in shock, like someone has just dunked me backward into ice water, my mind races.

There’s no way what she’s saying is true.

It can’t be.

Anastasia isn’t a murderer.

She’s not the kind of person to make a grab for power or to break all of the laws that prevent families from falling into a constant bloodbath until one remains on top. If these laws didn’t exist, then brothers would be slaughtering each other constantly for the top seat in the house. There’s no way.

“No,” I say hoarsely. “You’re just saying that to get a reaction out of me.”

“Am I?” Her eyes are wide and wild, her makeup streaked down her face, and one hand is planted permanently on her lower abdomen. Because she’s pregnant.

I don’t know where to focus first. “You’re lying.”

“Is that what you think of me?” she snaps loudly. “You don’t think I’m capable of something like that, huh? You don’t think I could do something so cold and cruel?”

“You couldn’t! You’re not like that.”

“How the hell would you know?”

“Because I know you.”

“No, you don’t,” Anastasia snarls, and tears cling to her eyelashes. “You only know what I let you see, what your little investigation uncovered, but you don’t know me. Not really. Not the true me!”

Is it meant to hurt this much? I lived in hope that Anastasia would never find out the truth, and my only reason for coming clean was to shock her out of what looked like an impending panic attack. Since she insists on not going to the hospital, it was the only thing I could think of in the moment.

“I do know you,” I say, struggling to keep myself calm. It’s like my intestines have come alive and all my insides are writhing about with panic and uncertainty. “I know how you like to burn your toast a little because it tastes better. I know how you like your tea and that if you fall asleep late, then waking you before ten is a death sentence. I know you so well that you asked for my opinion on Tatiana, so you know that I know you. And you wouldn’t do something so reckless that would put you on a path to be executed.”

“You don’t know shit,” Anastasia snaps, then she winces and almost doubles over.

“Fucking hell, we need to get you to the hospital. Everything else can wait!”

“No,” she growls. “You don’t get to tell me what to do. Not anymore! Even now, you’re standing there not even listening to me! I did it! I killed him!”

I expect Viktor to suddenly crash through the door in delight at hearing her confession. Luckily, he doesn’t.

“It was in his office and it was me, you hear me?” She steps away from the wall, walking toward me with one arm moving animatedly as she talks. “We were talking business and then arguing because he was talking about selling me. Not marrying me off this time, no. I was too much hassle for that. This time, he was going to sell me to the lowest bidder to get rid of me, so I did what I had to do! I grabbed something from his desk and I slit his throat!” She grows more animated the closer she gets to me. “I killed him. There was blood everywhere, and he looked as shocked as you look now. And then he died in that fucking chair of his, so I made it look like a break-in and everyone fell for it!”

“Anastasia!” I yell her name, grabbing her shoulders as she stumbles wildly into me. “Stop it!”

“What?” she yells back. “Can’t handle the truth? Maybe you should run on back to your precious Viktor and see how much he’ll struggle to believe me.”

“Why?” Struggling to lower my voice, I search her swimming eyes for the truth. “Why would you do something so monstrous? Do our traditions and laws mean nothing to you? Did you really have such little loyalty to your own father, the man who raised you? How could you?”

“How could I?” She wrenches herself out of my grip and stumbles away. “He was going to sell me, doesn’t that mean anything to you? Is that not a good enough reason to defend myself?”

It is.

Of course it is.

But my born-and-bred loyalty to the laws that gave me a new chance at life are woven tight into my soul and I’m struggling to connect how Anastasia could even do such a thing. “You could have told someone.”

“Who?” she screeches, spinning to face me. “Who on earth would I tell? For someone who was investigating me, you seem to have missed the very key fact that I am alone. Before Faina and before you, who did I have to tell, huh?”

“Other families⁠—”

“Other families!” She cuts me off. “Someone out there was helping him, working with him to expand the business, and do you know what it was going to be?” She strides forward and jabs one sharp finger into my chest. “Children. He was going to be trafficking children after he sold me off, and I couldn’t allow that to happen. What we did as a family was terrible, I know that. But we never harmed kids. Ever. And he was changing that because of how much money was involved. I couldn’t let either of those things happen, so I did what I had to do!”

She moves away from me again and a sob escapes her. Running one hand through her hair, she brings her trembling fingers to her lips and gasps softly. “I did what I had to do.”

Conflict clashes like swordsmen in my chest and a cramping pain radiates out from my breastbone with each breath.

Children.

Part of the reason I could overlook this family’s business was because when traffickers snatched my sister and Viktor saved me, he swore that was a line this family would never cross. As a teen, it made sense and as I got older, I could make my peace with it because adults as a whole are terrible, cold and cruel and calculating. But children?

Children are innocent.

Can I really judge her when my reaction might have been the same? My understanding of her actions fights against my loyalty to Viktor as I realize he was right all along. It was Anastasia. I fought against him for months, talked down to him and told him he was crazy for looking in the wrong place.

All this time, he was right.

Loyalty to Viktor clashes with my strong, overwhelming affection for Anastasia. I want to take her in my arms and soothe her, tell her I’d never let anything happen to her and that I understand now why she’s worked so hard to close down the old operations.

But when she looks at me, there’s nothing but cold hate in her eyes.

“So?” she snaps. “Are you going to arrest me, huh? Drag me in front of Viktor? I’m sure he’ll be over the moon to be proven right, to see that his little spy worked, and then to find out I’m pregnant? Well, I can only imagine what he’ll do.”

“It…” My attention drifts to her abdomen. “It’s mine, isn’t it?”

She hesitates and sniffles. “Doesn’t matter.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

Her eyes narrow like blades. “Because I knew how it would make me look. People in our world don’t look at pregnancy as a strength, especially with the condition this family is in. I didn’t know if I could really trust you or if there was any kind of future for us where things would work out.”

A future.

In a blink, I see it. Anastasia’s beautiful, smiling face. The wind in her blonde hair and the sun making her eyes dazzle as she plays with our child out on the patio. Laughter rings in my ears and a new ache sweeps through my chest.

Longing.

“I… I never would have judged you,” I say quietly. “You have to believe me. While I started here working for Viktor, you showed me how decent you are. The things you’ve done for people, including the people we’ve rescued. That kind of decency and dedication is admirable. I’m sure if we explain to Viktor⁠—”

“Do you really think there’s any way he can learn the truth that won’t end in my death?” Anastasia cuts in with a sneer. “I was right not to tell you about this baby because look at you. I can see your loyalty is with him, not me. I see it in your eyes. Even now, knowing that the truth will endanger me and the baby, you’re still looking for a way to soothe him rather than keep me alive.”

“That’s not it⁠—”

“Fuck the laws. He deserved to die. I’m glad I did it. And you?” She rolls her eyes and stalks away from me toward the window. “You’re just like everyone else. A fucking snake that got too close.”

“Anastasia, that’s not true. Please, if you’d let me explain.”

“There is nothing you have to say that I want to hear,” she snaps. “Unless you’re going to tell me that you will keep this secret?”

I straighten up as warmth tickles behind my eyes. “I have to tell him,” I say softly. “For his peace of mind. You don’t understand⁠—”

“I understand enough. You want to put the noose around my neck but hope we can still be friends,” she spits out. “Get out of my sight. I never want to see you again, you hear me?” She glares daggers at me. “I hate you. Get the fuck away from me. And don’t you ever come near me again.”
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ANASTASIA


“You and the baby are fine.” My doctor flashes me a strong smile as she finishes packing up her equipment. “I understand that it was scary, but it’s deceptively common. You need to lower your stress and take better care of yourself, okay? I will prescribe a mild sedative to help you sleep, but I highly recommend that you take a step back from work and focus on taking care of yourself.”

She speaks from a place of wisdom and care, and I know I should listen to her.

But I can’t.

There’s simply too much to do.

“Anastasia?” She leans forward and lightly touches the back of my wrist. “Are you listening?”

“Yes.” I lift my head and force a deep breath. “I understand. No work. No stress.”

“Precisely.” She smiles again, although it doesn’t fully mask the concern in her eyes. “And I’m a phone call away.”

“Thank you.”

My doctor leaves the bedroom, escorted out by Faina, who returns within fifteen seconds and closes the door firmly behind her. “I bet you could use a drink.”

“If only.” Stroking my abdomen, I push myself back into the plush pillows lining my bed. “I’m not risking anything.”

“You don’t mind if I do, right?”

“Not at all.”

Faina groans softly and pulls a miniature vodka from her pocket. The seal cracks as she opens it, then she drinks it in one gulp. Smacking her lips together, she tosses the bottle into the trashcan near the door and then approaches the bed. “How are you feeling?”

I lift my gaze from my abdomen. “Is it wrong to be devastated?”

She shakes her head. “No. I don’t think so. I could see the two of you were close.” She glances briefly at my stomach. “I’m sorry.”

“You know, I think the worst part is that he must have told me thinking I would forgive him right off the bat. He told me the most shocking thing he could think of to stop my panic attack and then afterward, it was as if he expected me to understand.”

Faina’s eyes narrow. “Understand what? That he was loyal to someone else? Viktor…” She shakes her head and drums her fingertips on one knee. “This entire time, he was spying on you for Viktor because they thought you capable of murder. And not once in all the time that you two were close did he speak up. That fucker.”

“He wasn’t wrong, though.” My gaze lingers on Faina’s puzzled face. “About the murder.”

Her eyes widen. “What do you mean?”

There’s no point keeping it a secret. I’m surprised Viktor hasn’t already kicked down my bedroom door to drag me out in front of the other families and order my execution. What could he be waiting for?

“I did it.”

“You didn’t.”

“I did.” My lips press flat together. “I killed my father.”

“Anastasia…” Faina’s mouth falls open, and then to my surprise, she smirks. “You know, I had my suspicions.”

“What?”

“I saw you after the funeral. You were so…” She clicks her tongue behind her teeth. “It was like you were a different person. Like the Anastasia I briefly knew in passing was gone. And then you made me your underboss. Not Viktor. I wondered if something was up but then decided I didn’t care because the change you’ve been bringing meant so much more.”

“I can’t tell if you’re serious,” I remark. “Does everyone around me suspect me of murder?”

“No,” she replies quickly. “Just… you’re my friend. I know you. And I knew him, so you won’t hear any complaints from me. Your father was a tyrant. A monster. And I don’t really need to know the reasoning, but I know you. You’ve protected me ever since you gave me this position, so you have my loyalty and my friendship. Hell, I’ll help you host a private dinner party for Viktor if you'd like.”

She waggles her eyebrows and an unexpected laugh escapes me.

“That won’t be necessary.”

“Are you sure? Because if that rat Erik has scurried back to his master, then it’s only a matter of time.”

“I know.” My eyes drop to the blanket covering my legs. I trace the pattern with my fingertips, following the raised braiding along the edge. “I wonder if he has already.”

“It’s been a few hours.” Faina sighs. “What reason would he have to keep it a secret? The fact that he was spying is enough to show where his loyalty really lies.”

Her words, while truthful, cut through me like a razor blade and my throat thickens as emotion wells unexpectedly behind my eyes. “I think I liked him,” I say hoarsely. “That was the worst part. I was so ready to open myself up to him properly and then he stood in front of me and told me I was just a task. And then he tried to justify it by acting like he’d realized I was a different, better person.”

“And then you told him the truth.”

I nod. “And now… I have no idea. He has no reason to keep his mouth shut. I just don’t understand why Viktor isn’t here already.”

“Maybe part of him was telling the truth?” Faina suggests. “Maybe he really does care about you and right now he’s at war with himself. Deserved, if you ask me, but…”

When our eyes meet, I can see the hope in her eyes. She doesn’t really believe that about Erik, but she’s trying to make me feel better, I can tell.

“I hope it eats him up,” I reply bitterly. “I hope it drives him to his grave.”

“So, two dinner parties.” Faina snorts softly. “Although, speaking of…”

I study her face and for a moment, she can’t meet my eyes. When she does, she inhales deeply before speaking. “I know it was Viktor’s idea, but I am in support of canceling the gala.”

“What?”

“Look at the state of you, Anastasia. Your blood pressure is so high that your body is literally bursting. All that bleeding wasn’t good for you or the baby. I know the Doc says you’re fine, but she’s right, you need to lower your stress levels and this entire fucked up situation is not helping.”

“Faina—”

“No. You need to listen. There’s far too much at risk, including your life, and I can’t lose you, you understand? And I don’t think you want to lose that baby, either. You can’t let this gala happen.”

“No!” Faina’s agreement with that plan irritates me so greatly that the blanket I’m under suddenly feels suffocating. Pushing it off, I slide from the bed and pace away toward the window just to expel some of the surging, irritating energy inside me. “How can you even suggest that?”

“How can you not?” Faina asks, remaining on the bed.

“I need this, okay? My every move has been watched since I took power from my father. Not because people are waiting for me to do something great, but because I’m a woman. I spent hours with my father’s generals and they constantly spoke like I wasn’t there. Every idea and deal I’ve made since then has been a battle. Even buying up those construction companies… the number of people thinking I’m just running around with Daddy’s money. This is my chance, don’t you see?”

I pace back to the bed with my mind racing.

“This is my chance to prove to everyone watching that I know exactly what I am doing. That all the questionable business decisions and dismantling of my father’s empire were worth it because this new one I’m building will be ten times better and cause a fraction of the harm. We’ll be hurting rich, obnoxious people making their own stupid decisions rather than innocents snatched from the street. I’ll be announcing our first ever alliance with another family and…” My chest tightens as I struggle to get all of my ideas out in one breath.

“I understand,” Faina says. “But⁠—”

“No. No, you don’t. Because if you did, you would never even ask me. There hasn’t been a gala cancellation in decades and I’m not letting one happen in my first year as Godmother. I would look so weak. Insanely weak. But no one would bat an eye if I were a man. They would say he was making a smart, savvy business decision. But me? Under the microscope of every family around us waiting to see what I’m really made of? They’d scoff at my inability to lead. So no. There’s too much riding on this. The only thing that can cancel the gala is if I die!”

“And if you do?” Faina’s eyes flood with sadness. “If you push yourself too hard? Or Erik tells the truth and Viktor comes for you? What then? What will you do to protect yourself and your baby?”

“Let him come,” I snap. “I’d like to see him fucking try.”

Faina stands and approaches me, taking my hands in hers. “I’m not against you,” she says softly. “Remember that. I just want you to take care of yourself.”

I meet her gaze. “I’ll be fine. Trust me.”

It’s a request to myself as much as it is to her. As Faina moves into the ensuite to prepare a bath for me, the silence in her absence creates space for me to think.

Tonight was a scare in more ways than one. I’m so stressed that it’s affecting my pregnancy, one I hadn’t even been sure I wanted to keep. As the weeks slipped by, I tried not to think about the life growing inside me, but the pain and the sight of all that blood made one thing clear.

I was scared of losing it.

Coming to terms with that was relatively easy until Erik announced his betrayal. He’d never been with me for me. He’d always been spying for Viktor.

Every sweet moment. Every romantic thought. Every second I felt safe in his arms.

It was all a lie.

I suddenly feel very alone.

Closing the curtains against the dark world outside doesn’t alleviate the sensation. I’m walking on eggshells, waiting for Viktor to smash down my door.

Somehow, the waiting is worse.

Every creak of the floorboards outside my door makes my skin jump. My heart races constantly, running a marathon around my chest with ease. Even the subtle shifts in the manor due to age spikes my nerves like a jolt of lightning.

Would it be ridiculous to move the dresser in front of the door?

Maybe.

Especially after telling Faina I was okay.

She stays with me while I bathe, a quiet warmth in the corner just keeping an eye on me. It helps keep the loneliness at bay for a little while as I wash away the chemical taint left behind by my doctor and her kit, as well as any lingering dried blood on my legs.

Once I have been bathed, Faina helps me to bed and tucks me in. She offers to stay until I fall asleep, but I send her away with assurances that I will take care of myself.

Then there’s just me in the vast, empty darkness of my bedroom.

Tears come quickly. Tears of pain and grief, tears of fear and betrayal.

I’d always struggled with feeling alone, but Erik was supposed to be on my side. He was supposed to be someone I could turn to, someone unexpected in a sea of hyenas waiting for me to make a mistake. I thought I’d made a good choice by choosing him to be at my side, and an even better choice when I started falling for him.

He seemed like a good, strong, decent man.

My heart hurts.

Rolling onto my side, I curl around one of my pillows and bury my face into the fabric while I sob.

His betrayal hurts more than anything else. He’s made me look stupid, and I can never forgive him for that.

All this time, he was working for Viktor.

All this damn time.

I sob myself into unsettling dreams of blood, babies, and constantly running away from something chasing me. My dreams are so unsettling that when I wake the next morning to Faina bringing me coffee, I feel like I haven’t slept a wink.

“That’s decaf, by the way,” Faina says, perching on the edge of my bed as the sunlight trickling through the gaps in my curtains streaks across her face.

“You bitch.” I snort softly. “I need all the help I can get.”

“If you won’t take care of yourself, then I’ll do it for you,” she says with a tight smile. “But Anastasia… there’s something you should know.”

My hands tighten around the cup, coffee resting on my tongue as our eyes meet. My stomach twists.

What on earth has happened now?

I swallow and lick my lower lip. “Out with it.”

“It’s Erik. I looked for him last night to give him a piece of my mind, but I couldn’t find him anywhere. And then this morning, I woke up to a letter.”

“A letter?” Lowering the cup, my heart begins to race once more. The inside of my chest feels so raw from yesterday that each beat feels like raw pressure against a bruise.

Faina nods and pulls an envelope from her pocket. “Erik’s gone,” she says. “But he left this and it’s addressed to you.”
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ERIK


The Black Ox is empty.

Soft jazz music plays from the ancient jukebox near the door, the lights are down low, and the city sleeps while I drown my sorrows with another Scotch.

The Black Ox is the only neutral bar in New York City. No one fights here, regardless of what family you’re from, so it's the safest place to go when you need to lose yourself. And I really need to lose myself.

Anastasia killed Sergey.

Viktor was right all along.

For months, I resisted his suspicions, convinced he was looking in the wrong place because his grief was driving him toward the one person who could have answers. I was sure he was just looking for someone to blame, and Anastasia was unfortunate enough to be in his firing line.

But he was right.

All this time. All these months.

And it was her all along.

It doesn’t sit well with me. I attempt to drown out the swirling, confusing sensation in my gut with the rest of the alcohol in my glass, but it only makes the feeling burn hotter.

I was completely and utterly convinced that she was innocent. I called Viktor crazy. I told him again and again to look elsewhere.

But it was her.

“Fuck.” My head sags forward into my hands while my mind races with the new truth. She killed him to save herself.

Can I fault her for that?

And children. He was going to traffic children. My stomach rolls at the thought.

There’s an illusion that exists in our world created by the belief that no one is innocent, so the crimes we commit, regardless of what they are, are mostly deserved. Adults are evil people, our family included, so it was easy to justify how we made our money. Even I got behind it after Viktor showed me a better way of life after my sister was snatched and killed.

That illusion protects us, but it only works for one reason.

No kids.

Kids are innocent. They’re fragile and kind, sweet and unproblematic. Which is why they are off-limits in all aspects of our world. There’s an unspoken rule to never go after someone’s kid, although that doesn’t always pan out.

But trafficking children? I can’t wrap my head around how Sergey thought that was a good idea. Surely, there would have been pushback from his own men if not for the other families? Are we all truly so blinded by greed that there was no one around to stop this from happening? No one except Anastasia.

I can get behind her reasoning. Sergey shouldn’t have been allowed to continue with such a diabolical plan.

But killing him?

Nausea curls hotly in my gut as I stare down at my empty glass, then my eyes close.

Anastasia should have brought her proof forward and presented it to the heads of the other top families, then a vote would have been cast about how to move forward. It’s one thing to unseat a Pakhan. That’s happened before when choices were detrimental to the survival of a family. But outright killing him?

That’s bad.

It’s like killing a king.

To some, there’s absolutely no excuse, regardless of how evil that person is. And if anyone were ever to find out…

Dragging my hands down my face, I groan softly.

To make matters worse, Anastasia is pregnant. With my baby.

Everything about her now is a rule break. Murdering the Pakhan, taking his place, and then having a baby with a lowly security guard instead of the son of some other wealthy, powerful Russian family. So much is stacking against her.

What the hell am I supposed to do? The look on her face when I told her the truth haunts me every time I close my eyes. I’d hoped that everything I had done for her these past months would stand out and show her that, despite my origins, I did care for her.

I see now that instead, my truth called into question every drop of loyalty I’ve ever shown her.

She hates me. So does Viktor.

How did I let this happen?

My thoughts jumble together, tripping over one another until I almost can’t breathe. Then the clink of a glass catches my attention. I drop my hands to face Hazel, the owner of The Black Ox, as she refills my glass.

“You look like you need it,” she says, topping me off.

“I think I need the whole bottle,” I groan. “Thanks.”

“You wanna talk about it?” Hazel leans against the bar and squints slightly as she eyes me. “You know the rules. Nothing that happens out there comes in here. And nothing said in here goes out there.”

I tilt my head and sigh deeply, deflating like a paper bag. “I don’t have a clue where to start.”

“Start at the beginning.” She pushes away from the bar and sets the bottle back down on the rack behind her. “Trust me, I’ve heard it all. Ain’t nothing you can say that will shock me.”

“Alright.” Challenge accepted.

I tell her everything. From my rough upbringing, the death of my parents, the kidnap and murder of my sister, and how Viktor was there for me through it all. He supported my time in the army and gave me a home and love beyond what I deserved.

Then I tell her about Anastasia and Viktor’s orders, and how those orders blurred when my feelings for Anastasia surfaced. I detail how my life became about her and making her smile, keeping her safe and providing all the stress relief she required. Then I tell her about the pregnancy and remain vague on the details of Anastasia’s confession.

By the time I’m finished, I’m parched and Hazel is kind enough to pour me another drink.

“You’re screwed.” She snorts.

“I know.” Lifting the glass, I take a sip. “I have no fucking clue what to do.”

“Yes, you do,” she replies instantly.

“What?”

“You know what you have to do. In fact, I’d go as far as to say that you’re already doing it.”

I frown deeply. “The hell are you talking about?”

Hazel lets the bottle rest in her hands, then she tilts it toward me and tucks one thick curl behind her ear. “Look, I’m not one to get too involved. It’s part of the rules, you know that.”

“Sure.” I nod.

“But from what I can tell, traditions are bullshit. They’re old for a reason. Now, I’m not saying they’re all bad. After all, it’s tradition that keeps this place running with Irish, Russians, and Italians walking through my door each night. So some tradition?” She kisses the air. “Perfection. But you? And Anastasia? The shit her father got up to was twisted. It’s an open secret. But those traditions are only traditions because they benefited those people at the time. That doesn’t mean they should remain in place forever. Honestly, it sounds like Anastasia has a good head on her shoulders and she’s well on her way to creating a new era for Russian blood.”

“Sure, but that doesn’t change what she did.”

“Doesn’t it?” Hazel’s eyes narrow. “If you were in her shoes, would you have done it the right way? If you faced down the people who kidnapped and killed your sister, would you follow the rules laid out by the family?”

“No,” I reply immediately.

“Exactly. Because I guarantee a rule like that is only in place to stop people from getting rid of shitty leaders. Claiming you need proof like some kind of court case works in some places, I’m sure. But Sergey?” Hazel’s face twists.

“For someone who remains impartial, you sure have some opinions.”

“I’ve heard a lot of shit in my time.” She shrugs. “My point is, traditions benefit a certain criteria of people, and Anastasia, bless her heart, is going against that. And you’re sitting here, draining me dry, because you’re a coward.”

“Ouch.”

“It’s true!” She swats at me with a smile. “You already know what you have to do.”

“I don’t,” I insist. “And if this is your advice, it’s cryptic and it sucks. How the fuck am I supposed to choose between my father and the woman I love?”

“The woman you love, huh?” Hazel lifts one dark brow. “You sure about that?”

I pause.

Do I love her?

Is that why this is so fucking hard? Why seeing her face in my mind makes me feel like someone is trying to scoop out my insides with a hot poker?

Because I love her, and I hurt her. Badly.

“Yes,” I say after a moment of thought. “I do. I’ve never loved someone before, not truly. Not like this. But I do. I love her.”

“I know you do.” Hazel smirks. “You just needed to say it out loud so you’d understand.”

“Understand what?”

“Fuck me.” Hazel laughs loudly then, tipping her head back. “Men are so dumb sometimes, I swear.”

Warmth prickles at the back of my neck as my mind struggles to catch up to what on earth Hazel is talking about. “Huh?”

“Honey.” She fixes me with a serious look. “You’re so tangled up that you don’t even see it.”

“See what?”

“You’re not here drinking because you don’t know what to do. You’re here because you’ve already made your choice and you feel guilty about it. And as much as it’s good for my business, alcohol isn’t going to make that guilt any lighter. After all, if you had made any other choice, you wouldn’t be here.”

She’s right.

Of course she’s right.

Underneath the churning nausea in my gut, the pain in my tight chest, and the exhausted rush of thoughts in my mind, the truth is alarmingly clear.

I’m not here because I can’t decide where my loyalty lies.

I’m here because I know exactly where it lies.

And despite my certainty with that choice, it still feels like a total and complete betrayal.

I chose Anastasia the second I walked out of that estate without talking to Viktor.

And he’s going to hate me for it.
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ANASTASIA


“You fired Erik?” Viktor’s bellow is so loud that the glass in my hand slips from my grip and smashes down against the sink, spraying little bits of glass into every corner.

“Fucking hell,” I gasp, whirling to see Viktor striding through the kitchen toward me. “I’m right here, you don’t have to yell.”

“Is it true?” he snaps. “You fired him?”

Interesting. Viktor storms in here full of rage and he’s angry that Erik is gone, not that I killed Sergey. Does he not know?

Did Erik not tell him?

“Yes, it’s true,” I say carefully, studying his face as I move away from the sink now filled with broken glass.

“Why?” he demands. “What the fuck is going on?”

“You really think after his display the other night, I would keep him here?” I raise one brow, trying to appear as casual as possible. “I don’t need a security advisor who goes around punching my own people.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“I thought you would be pleased?” With my glass gone, I move to the fridge and take out a bottle of water while sending a quick text to get someone in to clean up the broken glass.

“Why on earth would I be pleased?” Viktor throws his hands up. “I’m sick and tired of all your strange decisions and none of them making any sense. Don’t you have any critical thinking skills?”

“I’d be very careful about where you’re going with that thought,” I warn softly. “I’m on edge, Viktor. The gala is fast approaching and I still haven’t settled on a color theme for the staff. I have three new business ventures primed for launch and I’m tired, so I don’t have time to coddle you and make you feel important. Yes, I fired Erik. That’s all you need to know. So if you don’t mind…”

Bottle in hand, I try to walk past him, but Viktor catches my upper arm in his hand and stops me. “And the baby?”

My heart jumps into my throat while I fight to keep my face calm. Turning to face him, I meet his gaze. “What baby?”

“Don’t play dumb with me. I caught the doctor leaving the other night and I didn’t let her go until she told me the truth. You’re pregnant.” Viktor doesn’t even attempt to hide the sneer of disgust as his eyes flick down my body. “Whose is it?”

I grit my teeth. Of course he knows. It’s not surprising, but it highlights exactly how little privacy I have left in this place. If I’m not careful, Viktor will discover the truth about Sergey without Erik’s help.

“No one’s.”

“Bullshit.”

“It hardly matters.” Twisting out of Viktor’s grip, I take a step back. “All that bleeding the other night was me losing the damn thing, so it’s not a problem anymore.”

“Oh.” For the first time in a long time, Viktor appears to be at a loss for words. His eyes linger on my stomach. “Sorry.”

“It’s not a loss,” I say cooly. “And if there’s nothing else?” With my head held high, I leave the kitchen and head out into the garden where Faina waits for me among the rose bushes. With a book in one hand, she leans over a particularly voluminous bush and plucks out a rose as I arrive.

“Ew,” Faina sighs softly. “I’m tired of greenfly.”

“Something messing with your roses?” I ask as I reach her.

“Yes.” She tosses the rose down onto the ground and nudges it back into the soil. “Think I need a new pesticide.”

“Go for it.” The seal of my bottle cracks sharply as I open it, then I close my eyes against the warm sun and drink deeply.

“You okay?” Faina asks while we begin to walk deeper into the garden. “Your phone call earlier sounded urgent.”

Drinking my fill, I wipe the corner of my mouth and gaze out across the garden. Flowers bloom brightly in the sun, bees buzz nearby, and the hum of distant garden machinery reaches my ears. We should be able to talk secretly here. “We need to talk about Viktor.”

“Has he said something?” Faina’s tone is alarming and she clutches at my arm. “Do I need to get you out of here?”

“No, no. Not yet. It’s been a couple of days and he hasn’t said anything, so either he doesn’t know or he’s playing the long game. Either way, we need to do something about him. With Erik gone, it’s only a matter of time before Viktor snaps and takes matters into his own hands, regardless of what he knows.”

“Do you think he’s dangerous?”

“He’s loyal to my father, even after all these months. I don’t think he has my best interests at heart.” We move from the gravel path to the thick grass, slowing our pace so I can admire some of the flowers. “And it’s clear he’s been working against me. I mean, he was the one who hired Erik in the first place. He moved him from a grunt role to my security adviser not long after my father passed and I brought you up. If he’s been investigating me since then…” Puffing out my cheeks, I shake my head. “Then he’s never been on my side.”

“I used to think he acted the way he does because he wanted to keep you on your toes,” Faina remarks. “It all looks so different now, in hindsight.”

“Agreed. So, I think I need help.”

“What do you need me to do?”

“I need more help than you can provide, Faina. As much as I adore you, I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

“I can take care of myself.” Faina chuckles. “And by that, I’m hoping the security team I’ve been paying will want to continue to get paid and thus keep me alive.”

“That’s one way to look at it.” We wander under a wooden trellis and I run my fingers through flower petals and soft leaves. “But this time, I need something more. I just don’t know what I’m supposed to do. Erik’s lies have made me realize that I’m actually quite alone.”

“You have me,” Faina offers, but the look on her face shows me she understands.

Me and her against the world? We wouldn’t last five minutes.

“What about Tatiana?” Faina suggests. “It would be in her best interests for you to remain alive. Otherwise, she’ll lose the deal the two of you have crafted.”

“True, but I haven’t fully secured that deal yet and I’m not even fully convinced of her legitimacy. I found no record of my father ever having done business with the Yegorovs, but that doesn’t rule them out of being his secret partner.”

“True,” Faina murmurs. “And there’s hardly enough time to build that kind of trust.”

“Exactly.”

“What about the Irish?”

“The Irish?”

“Yeah.” Faina guides me toward the stone fountain in the middle of the garden where our words are swallowed up by the rush of water spouting from beautiful swans. “You helped them catch Brenden’s killer. At least in some way. Surely, they owe you?”

“I…” Hesitation stops me. Cormac is already helping me with medication and insurance for all the people we’ve rescued from my father’s schemes. Can I really reach out for more? Would that just make me look weak?

I sit down on the edge of the fountain, perching on the cold stone and dipping my fingertips into the water.

“Anastasia?” Faina joins me, crossing her legs at her knees. “It’s not weak to ask for help.”

“But from another family? An outside organization at that.” A chill runs up my arm. “It wouldn’t be the first time a family was swallowed up by the enemy.”

“True,” she replies. “But we’re not at war. At least not an external one. It can’t hurt to ask.”

My attention remains down on the ripples moving through the water as I dance my fingers back and forth. “You’re right. If I can’t trust Viktor, then I need to make sure I have someone on my side. Even if it’s just because I’m paying them. Maybe Cormac will grant me an alliance for the gala, and some security.”

“Plus,” Faina adds with a warm smile, “it will make you look good. You get on that stage and you can announce to all the other families about your plans to move forward while showing exactly what kind of leader you will be. Someone who makes deals and alliances, not someone who starts war and feeds on greed.”

“You think?” I lift my gaze to her.

She nods. “I do. Besides, the worst Cormac can say is no, right?”

“Yes. True. Alright, I’ll reach out to him…”

“But?” Faina prompts, catching my further hesitation.

“Viktor. We need to get rid of him. Permanently. I don’t need him launching any more investigations into what happened that night.”
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I find myself at a crossroads later that night. It’s clear that Viktor’s age and wealth of experience dictate a lot on this estate. Many of the people working under my name carry a loyal torch for Viktor due to his association with my father, and that’s not something I can shake. It also means that if it came down to it, I’m not confident that my people would rally behind me.

Especially if Viktor were my opponent.

Sitting on the balcony outside my room, I gaze out over the estate and try to piece together how things crumbled so quickly. Maybe they weren’t even secure in the first place. Erik was never here for me. He was just doing Viktor’s work for him. And Viktor, it seems, was never even on my side. He just respected the rules enough to let me step into power while waiting for my downfall. Faina is loyal, but the two of us won’t hold up against the might of this family.

Have I failed?

Should a leader really be this concerned about loyalty? It seemed effortless for my father, yet it’s a constant worry in my mind.

Did I make a mistake all those months ago when I slaughtered those generals? Maybe that secured my fate.

My thoughts drive me to the files Faina brought me after dinner. I requested all the details of every family that serves under the Remizova name. A lot of them are smaller and they’re scattered all over the city. It’s my only option, though. If I can’t trust the people I have here with me, then I need some new blood.

I scour the files, cataloging family after family while sorting them into a list of who would be the easiest to bring under my wing versus those who would be most willing. Without speaking to any of them directly, it’ll be impossible to know for sure, but it’s a start. I’m neck-deep in family history when my phone rings and I answer it immediately, stuffing the device between my shoulder and ear.

“Yep?”

“Anastasia?”

My back straightens like a board. “Cormac.”

“Sorry to call at this late hour.”

“No, you’re fine,” I assure him, moving files out of my lap as if that will help me hear clearer. “What can I do for you?”

“I’ll keep it short. I can’t help you with your situation.”

My heart drops like a rock, alerting me to just how hopeful I’d been that he could help me.

“But,” Cormac continues, “I can put you in touch with someone who can. I trust them, and I’m certain you’ll be able to negotiate something that works for you.”

“Alright,” I reply cautiously. “Who is it?”

“You’ll see,” Cormac replies. “Just make sure you go alone if you want their help with everything.”

“You’re kidding.”

“I’m not. If you’re serious about what you need, then go alone.”

“To where, exactly?”

Cormac reels off an address. “Be there in an hour.”

“An hour?” I gasp. “That’s at the other end of the city.”

“Then you'd better hurry,” Cormac replies, swiftly ending the call.

I can’t go.

I’d never make it.

Leaving here without security would be suicide. I’d be handing things over to Viktor without any kind of struggle. But the more I mull it over, the more my choices seem limited. Whoever Cormac wants me to meet clearly has some terms they’d like to set.

This has to be some kind of test.

Rising from my lounge chair, I head inside my room and cross to my jewelry box on top of my dressing table.

Inside the secret drawer, hidden right at the back, is the letter opener I used to kill my father.

Throwing it away felt like a bad idea, considering how good this family is at finding evidence, so I held on to it with the plan of getting rid of it later.

Much later.

But later never came.

The dried blood on the blade is dark brown now, and the scent of iron is sharp. Briefly closing my eyes, I’m suddenly back in my father’s office while blood spouts from his neck.

I have no choice. If I have any hope of surviving, I need to do this.

With the weapon secure in a plastic bag and my phone tucked into my pocket, I slip out of the estate.

I just hope I get there in time.
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ERIK


“You’re late.” Viktor glares up from the table as I arrive.

“You’re lucky I’m here at all,” I reply sharply. “I have better shit to be doing.”

“Better than sitting down with me?” Viktor’s eyes narrow. “You’ve been dodging my calls for days.”

“I’ve been busy.”

“Doing what?”

I shrug, sliding my jacket from my shoulders and placing it on the back of the wooden chair. “Stuff.” I won’t go into detail.

The last thing I want to talk about is how I’ve spent the past few days trying to follow Anastasia and keep her safe from a distance, but it’s been a struggle. Being banned from the estate means I’ve been resorting to snippets of information leaked from the few friends I still have on the security team. Other than that, Anastasia hasn’t been leaving the estate.

She’s scared. She must be.

She’ll be waiting for me to tell Viktor the truth, but I’m not going to.

“Can I get you anything to drink?” calls Hazel from the bar.

“Not tonight, thanks.” Taking my seat, I lean back slowly. “So, what’s so urgent?”

“Are you serious?” Viktor’s eyes narrow. “You don’t call. You don’t write. I was beginning to fear that Anastasia had you killed! Did it bring you joy to worry me so much?”

My eyes narrow a fraction. “You were that worried?”

“Of course I was! I have no fucking clue what’s going on. She fired you and you didn’t immediately come to me?”

My eyes drop to the coaster sitting in front of me and I twirl it between my fingers. “I had some things to figure out.”

“Like?”

“Viktor, do you remember all those months ago when the parking lot was blown up?”

Viktor’s attention immediately moves to the beer in front of him. “What about it?”

“And the attack on the construction site.”

He doesn’t reply.

“Do you know who that was? Who was behind those attacks?”

“Why would I?” Viktor lifts the bottle to his lips.

“I figured you might have an idea,” I say, leaning my elbows on the table. “Because the more I thought about it, the more I realized that it was weird how those attempts on Anastasia’s life stopped after I got close to her.”

“So?” Viktor raises his wiry brows. “You want to complain because you did a good job?”

“No, I just thought you might have had some insight given how good you are at cleaning up messes.”

“No, I have no clue. Not that it matters because they forced Anastasia to trust you and you got closer to her than anyone else ever has. I hardly see it as an issue,” he replies. “Besides, that has nothing to do with why I wanted to see you.”

“I know,” I sigh. “I just hoped there was something I was missing, y’know? That maybe we got whoever was responsible but didn’t realize.” In truth, I was hoping Viktor would have some answers because the lack of a threat on Anastasia’s life worries me. The gala will be here soon, and there will be no better opportunity to take her life than when she’s on stage, unprotected.

“If I had to take a guess, it was probably a relative of one of the generals she slaughtered,” Viktor replies. “So do you want to tell me what the hell went down with you two and why it feels like months of investigation just went up in smoke?”

The truth dances on my tongue as Viktor and I look at each other. I could tell him the truth right now. I could let him know that everything he suspected and feared was true, that he was on the right path, and that if he so chose, he could get the justice he desires.

But I won’t.

Because Anastasia is doing well. She’s messy at it, and it will take time, but she’s done more good for this family in seven months than her father did in seven years. So I settle on a version of the truth.

“We talked about Sergey,” I say.

Viktor’s face lights up like a cat that’s spotted a mouse. “And?”

“She didn’t do it, Viktor. She had absolutely nothing to do with her father’s death. You’ve been looking in the wrong place for months. But I do have a lead.”

“Bullshit!” Viktor slams his fist down on the table, making his bottle jump and earning a sharp warning cough from Hazel.

“Listen, Viktor,” I say quickly. “I have a lead. He had a partner for some kind of secret deal.”

“What?” Viktor’s eyes snap to me. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

“He was about to send this family crashing into a future that involved child trafficking.” The words taste like bile in my mouth. “And he was working with someone else to do it. Now, I don’t know who he was working with, but it’s pretty plausible that something went wrong with the deal and he was killed for revenge.”

“No,” Viktor growls.

“No?” Confusion twists like fog in my chest. “What do you mean, no?”

“Exactly that. It wouldn’t have been his partner,” Viktor says. “This sounds like Anastasia trying to get you off her scent.”

“Viktor—”

“No!” He slams his fist again and this gets Hazel’s full attention.

She glares daggers at the both of us and when I catch her eye, she taps the shotgun behind the bar. I flash her an apologetic smile.

“Viktor, listen to me. There’s more at play here than just her, okay? For one, this new deal he was working on is so unbelievably twisted that it opens him up to a whole new host of people who could have targeted him, including this mysterious partner. We have no way of knowing.”

“I know,” Viktor hisses sharply and he gulps down his beer. “I’m sick of this shit. We get so close, and then she spins you some kind of tale, and you immediately believe her!”

It dawns on me slowly, like all my muscles have been stretched thin and are slowly relaxing. Viktor is blinded. No matter what information I present to him, he will never change his mind. He’s so set on blaming Anastasia that even if she were truly innocent, he wouldn’t care. It pains me, but I won’t let her go down for this.

“Show me, then,” I say coldly. “Show me how you know. Show me whatever the fuck it is that has you so convinced because I am telling you right now that she didn’t do it, and we have new suspects, and you are like a fucking dog with a three-day-old bone!”

“Did you know she was pregnant?” Viktor asks suddenly.

My heart skips a beat in my chest as his question completely derails my thought process. “I…”

“Is that why you left?” Viktor asks. “Were you jealous that someone fucked her?”

My lips part wordlessly for a few seconds, trying to work out how he even knows this. Then I sigh. “No, that wasn’t why she got rid of me. That baby is mine.”

“Was,” Viktor corrects.

My heart stalls in my chest. “What?”

“Was yours,” he says, sounding oddly gleeful. “She lost it. That night we all argued? She was bleeding because of a miscarriage.”

The world falls away from me. Suddenly, I’m floating. The bar and Viktor seem incredibly far away from me and a strange roaring sweeps through my ears while sharp pain cracks through my chest as if my ribs are just eggshells.

A miscarriage? She lost the baby?

My baby?

“How?” I gasp, and my voice sounds distant. “What happened?”

Viktor shrugs. “Doesn’t matter. You dodged a bullet for sure. We all did. If she spewed out an heir, it would make all of this a hundred times more complicated.”

“Was it stress?” I ask. “Is she okay?”

Is this my fault? Did my confession push her over the edge?

“It doesn’t matter,” Viktor insists. “Look, the important thing is, she isn’t going to complicate this with a baby. I’m sorry, Son. I was too hard on you. I put you in a terrible position and asked too much of you. No wonder she was able to get her claws into you.”

“No,” I say quietly. “That’s not…”

Nothing feels real in this moment. I learned about that baby only a few days ago and I wouldn’t have expected to have any kind of connection to it. Yet as I sit here processing the news, it’s devastating. Like something has been snatched right out of my soul.

“Don’t worry, I’m going to take care of everything,” Viktor says, his voice still distant. “I will take care of Anastasia, and then I will return this family to his former glory. We will be the top dogs and we will fucking act like it.”

“Wait, what?” I lift my gaze and blink quickly as unshed tears blur my vision. How can I cry for something that barely existed?

“Listen, Son. While Anastasia has been fucking around acting like our criminal empire can survive on the debts of the wealthy, I’ve been doing the real leg work.” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out his phone. “Sergey had already laid the groundwork to deal with the Cartel. He always knew they would come looking for their money. He just enjoyed making them beg. He liked having that kind of power over dangerous people, but Anastasia was clearly too preoccupied with making babies to look deeper into his finances.”

Viktor passes over his phone, and I take it numbly. Half of his words don’t even make sense.

I want to know how Anastasia is coping. Is she well? Is she sad? Does she feel the same aching loss in her chest that is blooming in my own?

I blink slowly and the tears fade. Viktor’s phone screen comes into view and I refocus on his words.

“So if she’d just paid attention, she never would have had to worry about money.”

“What is this?”

“It’s one of Sergey’s offshore accounts.”

“I…” Breathing deeply, I shake my head. “I thought they were all closed down because Anastasia couldn’t get access. She didn’t have the passwords and stuff.”

“She also didn’t know about them all.” Viktor smirks. “If she’d just asked me, I could have pointed her in the right direction. But regardless, all the money there will go to the Cartel once I’ve taken care of Anastasia. Two birds, one stone.”

I’m about to pass the phone back when something catches my eye. The name on the account is familiar.

Лучик.

Sunray.

Where have I seen that before?

“You… you’re the only one with access to these accounts?” I lift my head and meet Viktor’s gaze.

He nods. “So don’t worry, that money isn’t going anywhere until she’s taken care of.” Viktor takes his phone back. “I’m sorry I asked so much of you, my boy. But I will fix this, once and for all.

Sunray.

Why do I know that?

Watching Viktor pocket his phone, it hits me like a ton of bricks.

The assassins.

The one from the construction site. He had been paid from an encrypted account that no one could get into, and that was the name on the account.

Sunray.

It was… Viktor? All this time, all the attempts on her life, even from the beginning when I hadn’t even had a chance to get close to her, it was him.

“Viktor…”

“What?” He narrows his eyes at me. “What is it?”

Is it all him? If Sergey trusted Viktor enough to give him access to his encrypted accounts that even his daughter can’t get into, then they were close.

Really close.

Close enough that Sergey surely would have run any business plan past him. My thoughts tumble back over our conversation right back to where Viktor immediately deflected the topic by mentioning the pregnancy. Viktor spoke with such confidence that Sergey’s mysterious business partner wouldn’t have killed him.

Because it’s him.

My eyes widen and my heart pounds up into my throat, and I’ve never been more thankful that I agreed to meet at The Black Ox.

“What is it, Son?” Viktor prompts again.

“Viktor, listen to me,” I said firmly. “Anastasia is innocent, do you hear me? She did not kill Sergey.”

Viktor snorts. “Whatever.”

“I can prove it,” I say earnestly. “I can. I can prove she’s completely innocent.”

Viktor looks me in the eyes and his look doesn’t change. He doesn’t care. He’s so hungry for revenge and power that blaming Anastasia for Sergey wasn’t because he was grieving. It was because he wanted to rule.

And he still does.

“It doesn’t matter,” Viktor says stiffly. “It’s too late for that, anyway.”

“What? Why?” Coldness seems down my limbs, sending shivers curling across my back. “Viktor, what have you done?”

“Anastasia will die at the gala,” Viktor says calmly. “And no one can stop it. You should be grateful since she killed your baby.”

“You son of a bitch!”

“What?” Viktor yells back. “Did you really think I would take this lying down? I trusted you to help me and instead, you were fucking her! You were like a son to me and you stuck your dick in that cunt like family meant nothing to you!” Viktor stands abruptly. “Well, now you’ll see. She’s going to get what’s coming to her, and me? I will take my place as Pakhan where I belong!”

“I won’t let that happen,” I snarl, rising just as quickly.

“What are you going to do?” Viktor sneers. “You left her. She’s all alone, without a soul in the world to protect her. That seat is as good as mine!”
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ANASTASIA


Cormac’s address brings me to a park on the edge of the city, where half the street lights lining the sidewalk aren’t even lit. It isn’t the safest place to be, by far, especially for a woman alone at night, so once I park my car, I keep the doors locked and remain seated.

The parking lot is deserted. An overflowing trashcan creaks slightly in the wind. A paper bag drifts lazily across the ground, and the street light across from me flickers from time to time. Sitting in silence, I rub my hands together against the chill creeping into my car and peer through the darkness.

I left a note for Faina so if anything does happen to me, she’ll know where to look. She won’t be able to do anything to save me, but at least she will look for me.

I’m taking a huge risk trusting Cormac. For all I know, he’s led me here to assassinate me, or worse, and given the history between our families, I can’t say I’d blame him. My father snatched him from the street when he was just a child, and something like that can never be forgiven. Would he hold that grudge against me too? Or is my mind just too suspicious?

Drumming my fingers against my thigh, my attention repeatedly flits back to the clock on my dashboard. The agreed time to meet arrives and passes.

Did I really rush all the way here just to be stood up?

My teeth graze my lower lip as I worry at the skin, debating what to do. I could leave. After all, I’m here and whoever I’m meeting is clearly late. Or is this part of some kind of test to see how desperate I am for help? Knowing my luck, it’ll end up working against me like everything else in this fucking world. Tiredness pulls tight behind my eyes so I lift one hand and rub at them, fighting back a yawn.

I’ll wait ten more minutes.

The softest hum fills the air. It’s so gentle that I don’t notice it for a few minutes until it suddenly grows incredibly loud. A few seconds later, a motorbike screeches into the parking lot and skids to a stop a few feet away from my car.

My heart punches against my ribcage.

The driver is clad in black road leathers, their face hidden by an oval helmet with red piping around the visor. It’s as black as their clothing and there’s nothing distinguishable about their features. The driver kills the engine on the bike, then removes their leather gloves and sets them on the handles on the bike. Their helmet tilts slightly as they glance around, and the moment they clock me in the car, suddenly, their entire stance shifts from tense and tight to relaxed.

Sliding from the bike, the man removes his helmet in one swift move and sets it on the seat of his bike, then he pats the top of it and starts striding toward my car.

The light above flickers on and his face glints into view.

I know him.

Rocky Barati.

How on earth is this Cormac’s friend?

“Anastasia?” Rocky calls as he approaches. “You gonna stay in the car all night?” He holds up both hands as a cheeky smile creeps across his face. “I’m not against it, but I’d rather not be chatting to a windshield, y’know?”

I don’t know much about Rocky other than a few stories. People call him reckless and complain about his lack of interest in family matters. Some say that’s the reason his father, Matteo, hasn’t passed the empire on to him, but I suspect differently. Matteo gives the same vibes as my father—in it until death takes him.

Taking a deep, calming breath, I open the door and slide from the car, but I keep the door open as a barrier between me and Rocky.

“You’re late.”

Rocky’s face crumples as he lowers his hands. “I know, I’m sorry. It’s the bike, I swear. Ever since I got it, I think I can get everywhere in thirty seconds so I left late and traffic was weirdly heavy for this time of night. Who knew so many people have places to be at this time on a Thursday?”

His relaxed way of speaking reminds me of a simple conversation between friends, not a Russian Godmother and an Italian heir. It throws me off because in an instant, he seems relaxed and easy while I’m used to a much more cagey approach to negotiations.

“So!” Rocky moves forward and leans against the hood of my car, crossing his arms over his chest. “Cormac filled me in on your little predicament.”

My eyes narrow slightly. “He told me you could help me.”

“Absolutely.”

“Why?” Suspicion spikes in my mind. “Why would you help me?”

Rocky shrugs one shoulder higher than the other. “I owe Cormac a few favors here and there, and I’ve been keeping an eye on you.”

“Why?”

“I’m drinking buddies with a few of the guys from Ivan Yegorov’s family. They talk. I listen. I heard rumors of a deal between the two of you and naturally, I got curious.”

“You…” He’s so open with the information that it’s almost alarming. “You’re drinking buddies with Ivan’s men?”

“Sure. Just because they do the grunt work doesn’t mean they stop being people. Besides…” Rocky smiles brightly, and there’s something charmingly handsome about how happy he looks. “People like Ivan run their mouths freely around their grunts. And after a few drinks, those grunts get talkative. I’m not saying I pry for information, but if I do hear something interesting, I keep an eye on it, y’know?”

“You’re not what I expected,” I say, finding myself relaxing in Rocky’s easygoing presence.

“Did you think I’d turn up here with threats and demands?” He arches one brow.

“Sort of.”

“Fair.” He laughs softly. “Nah. I know how this shit works and I’m not here for that. Cormac needs a favor, and I can help with it, so I’m here. Tell me what you need.”

If this is part of some trap or nefarious scheme, I don’t even see it. Rocky speaks openly as if we’ve been friends for years, and he’s so relaxed in his stance that I have no doubt about his abilities. Someone like him can only be this relaxed if they're confident in their ability to handle trouble.

“I need security,” I begin to explain. “For the gala.”

“Ah.” Rocky grins. “The famous Remizova gala. Y’know, I’ve always wanted to attend that. You guys make it look fucking fantastic.”

“I can’t claim credit,” I say as an unexpected chuckle rises within me. “This is my first year.”

“Well I’ve seen the invitations.” He lets out a low whistle. “Looks pretty amazing so far.”

“I’m trying.” The urge to spill all my secrets wells up suddenly, then it hits me. Rocky appears relaxed and easygoing because it creates a sense of safety and security. That doesn’t make him any less dangerous.

If anything, it makes him more.

“So, you need some extra security?” he asks, watching me intently.

“Not exactly. I need security that people won’t know are security. People who are there for me because I’m paying them to be and will have my best interests at heart.”

“Okay.”

Words fail me for a few seconds. “Okay?”

“What?” Rocky shrugs lopsidedly once more. “You need that, and I can provide it.”

“I didn’t expect you to agree so easily. I thought there would be questions. Negotiation.”

Rocky laughs warmly. “Look, I wouldn’t be here if I weren’t already committed to doing what you needed. Like I said, Cormac filled me in a little and you’re giving me a chance to attend one of the most elite parties in the history of parties. I’d be a fool to say no. I don’t need to know the details because I know Cormac wouldn’t have called me if there were a risk of blowback onto my family. So whatever you have going on…” He waves one hand at me. “I’ll help you deal with it.”

“This is weird,” I murmur.

“Would it make you feel better if I demanded extreme monetary compensation?” Rocky grins.

“Maybe. I just…” Puffing out my cheeks, I rub anxiously at the back of my neck. “I’m used to everything being such a battle.”

“Such is life,” Rocky says. “But you don’t need to worry. I’ll get some of my guys together. You let me know when and where you want us and we’ll be there. But you’ll owe me one, understand?”

I don’t know if he truly means that or if he’s saying it to make me feel better, but it definitely makes me feel better. “I understand.”

“Excellent!” Rocky pushes up from my car and stretches his arms above his head. “Anything else?”

Should I ask him? Rocky’s already easily doing so much for me that the prospect of asking him for more feels like I’ll be overstaying my welcome, but he seems friendly, happy to help.

Where would be the harm in trusting someone just this once?

“Actually,” I say cautiously, “there’s one more thing I could use your help with. You’ll be compensated handsomely, of course.”

“Shoot.”

“Viktor Petrov.”

“I know him.” Rocky’s face tightens slightly. “Guy has a reputation.”

“Yeah.” I nod slowly. “Could you keep an eye on him when he appears at the gala? And… intervene if you see anything…” I trial off, seeking the right word.

“Anything detrimental to your reputation?” Rocky offers.

“Yes, exactly.”

“Easily.” Rocky smiles. “He won’t be able to piss without one of my guys cataloging how much.”

“Ew.” I snort. “Thanks.”

“No problem.”

“Uhm…” I’ve asked too much already, but the urge is there and Rocky makes it feel easy.

“Ask,” Rocky says, leaning back against my car. “What is it?”

“There’s something else you might be able to help me with.”

Rocky’s head tilts to the side. “Which is?”

Bending back into my car, I rummage quickly in the glove compartment and pull out the bag containing the bloodied letter opener. I present it to Rocky, and his brows knit together as he studies the object in my hands, then his eyes flick up to mine.

“Can you help me with this?” I ask.
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The lights are low, and the estate is asleep by the time I sneak back inside. My meeting with Rocky didn’t go the way I anticipated. He was much friendlier than I expected, which must have been Cormac’s way of doing things. I can’t imagine the heir to the Italian Mafia being that friendly to a stranger. His willingness to help should be suspicious, but not long after we parted, I received a call from Cormac, who wanted to make sure things had gone well.

Part of me wants to trust it. I want to believe that these decisions will help me and that I finally have someone in my corner, but the thought makes my chest squeeze and not even a long, hot shower can remove the sensation.

I trusted Erik. And Viktor.

Both of them have been working against me this entire time, and that betrayal runs deep.

So I can’t trust Cormac and I can’t rely on Rocky. Not completely. I need to be prepared for the gala to be a failure or a danger to my life.

The only problem is, I have no idea how to be prepared. How many backup plans will I need before it gets ridiculous? How long until my broken trust reduces me to a hermit who never leaves the house and exists only in contingency plans?

By the time I’m showered and in bed, the thoughts haven’t calmed. Despite exhaustion lingering in the corner of my mind, sleep feels impossible. I settle against the pillows and stare up at the ceiling, willing something to come out of nowhere and calm me down.

Nothing does.

As I lie there, something tightens slightly in my abdomen and I press a hand against my tummy.

Is my baby okay? Should I be worried? What if the stress of the gala and more results in something worse than the bleeding?

Too many questions, but as they spin around my mind, one other thought strikes me.

Erik.

The letter he left me sits in my bedside drawer. I haven’t been able to read it because I can’t stomach anything he has to say to me, but as the minutes tick by and another uncomfortable sensation worms through my gut, I can’t stop thinking about it.

It’s like the words are calling out to me from the paper.

Eventually, I give in.

The letter rests heavily against my fingertips with Erik’s writing scrawled over the envelope, weaving around my name. It’s a request for me to open it and read it before I do anything else.

Will this explain why Viktor hasn’t come for me yet?

Or is there a threat in these words that will warn me that my time is already up?

Drawing my legs up under the covers, I slowly peel back the envelope and open the letter.

Anastasia,

If you’ve made it this far then I’m praying you will read a little further. I understand that you hate me right now, and you’re well within your right to do that. I want to explain myself, hoping you will understand.

I’m sorry.

I’ve broken your trust, and I will never forgive myself for that.

When I was first placed in your employ, I knew nothing. Viktor has been like a father to me so I thought nothing of his orders. When he asked me to keep an eye on you, I thought I understood why. I saw my father grieving deeply and I wanted to help him, so yes, I accepted and yes, I spied on you.

It was the biggest mistake of my life.

The months we’ve spent together have been amazing and I’ve fallen for you. Where I first saw an ice princess, I now see who you truly are. A kind, warm, generous person with so much love to give, dedicating your life to helping those hurt by your father and bringing this entire family on a new business venture to keep the blood from our hands is beyond anything anyone else has done.

And I admire you for it.

You’re the best person I know. And I’ve hurt you.

I thought I was doing what was right. I wanted to help Viktor, to guide him to the truth because in my eyes, there was no way it could be you. Looking back, maybe it was terrible of me, but I also don’t regret it.

Because if I hadn’t followed his orders, I never would have gotten to know what an incredible woman you are.

I don’t know what I’m going to do. I don’t want to see you hurt, but I also want to help Viktor. There’s no easy path here, and I think I deserve that after hurting you so deeply.

And the baby? I can’t imagine how scary this is for you, but I want you to know that if you had told me, I would have stood by you. I would do anything for my baby. I will.

I don’t expect you to forgive me, but I hope you can understand that my actions were never malicious. I care about you, Anastasia, and I’m so sorry.

If you ever need me for anything, day or night, just call me on this number.

I’ll always be here for the both of you.

Erik

My tears blotch down onto the paper and it partly crumples under my shaking grasp.

How can he write such things? A storm of emotions clashes in my chest, raging between anger and hurt and an aching loss that he’s not here.

I miss him.

I shouldn’t because he betrayed me.

But I do. I want him next to me, telling me everything will be alright. That he’ll protect me and keep me safe.

Even though I know I won’t trust those words. I’ll just be waiting for him to hurt me again, unable to trust the truth in his actions.

Then again, Viktor hasn’t kicked down my door. Does that mean Erik hasn’t told him the truth? Or is he just waiting for the right moment?

My heart squeezes painfully in my chest and I close my eyes, letting the tears fall.

I cared for him so much. Too much.

And it hurts.

Fuck, it hurts.

A sob tears its way out of me and I cover my mouth with my hand, opening my eyes and staring at his written words until they blur beyond recognition.

I want him to mean it. I want to believe that he was just placed in a terrible position and did what he thought was right, but that doesn’t change how much it hurts.

Yet, the temptation is too great.

In the low light, with tears streaming down my face and a sense of aching loss in my chest, I reach for my phone and dial the number scrawled at the bottom of the letter.
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ERIK


Aweek ago, Anastasia called and hung up.

I immediately called her back, fearing Viktor got to her, but I got no response.

He’d escaped from The Black Ox only because I was severely outnumbered once we got outside, but I haven’t forgotten his threats.

I’ve called her every day since, praying she’d pick up and speak to me, but each time, it went to voicemail, and I died a little more inside. Out of all the mistakes I’ve made in my life, this is the worst. After my terrible discussion with Viktor, I tried to get into the estate to talk to her and warn her about Viktor, but I couldn’t even get close.

I’m lucky it was Ryan who caught me. Otherwise, I’d most likely be dead. So calling her was all I could do, but she never called back.

Until today.

She called and reeled off an address, then hung up on me without a word. I don’t blame her.

I know I’ve hurt her deeply.

It could be a trap. I’ve done enough to warrant Anastasia demanding my head on a pike, but I turn up anyway. I’ll face anything for one last chance to see her again.

The address Anastasia gave me is the construction site of the club the Irish destroyed nearly seven months ago during their hunt for their Captain’s killer. The place is nearly back on its feet, but dust lingers in the air as I walk over freshly placed floor tiles and around lingering scaffolding. Seven months ago, I was here to assess the damage and the risk to our finances if we chose to reconstruct.

Today, it’s my own life that needs reassessment.

Anastasia is by the bar, perched on one of the stools with two empty crystal glasses in front of her and a bottle of something pink and sparkling.

My heart skips a beat at the sight of her. Her blonde hair drapes over one shoulder, exposing the backless dip of her black dress. Knee-high boots gleam under the soft lighting above, and she taps her fingers lightly on the bar until she hears my footsteps and tenses like the snap of a board. Looking over her shoulder, she only glances at me once.

“You’re late.”

“You didn’t give me a time,” I reply cautiously as I approach her, keeping an eye on my peripheral for any guards she might have lying in wait. “You just told me to get here.”

“The urgency was implied.”

“I got here as quickly as I could.” Given her irritation, she must have been here already when she called me. “Are we alone?”

She finally looks at me with sharp eyes, and the anger in them is clear. “Why, do you think you finally have a shot at killing me?”

“Anastasia…” My stomach ties itself into knots, and the ripples are so intense that I almost double over. “It’s never been my intention to harm you.”

“Could’ve fooled me,” she mutters. Her attention snaps back to the bottle of non-alcoholic sparkling wine. She pours two glasses as I sit down next to her.

The air between us feels electric. I’m on edge, like one wrong move will draw whatever this is to a close and I’ll lose my last chance to be near her. I want to touch her, to kiss her, to hold her. I’d even get on my knees and beg for her forgiveness.

“Did you read my letter?”

Her hands pause, hovering over the glasses for a second. Then she picks one up and places it down in front of me. “Yes.”

“Is that why you called?” I already know the answer. The number I gave in the letter differs from my usual number, but I want to hear her say it. For my own sanity, at least.

“Why didn’t you tell Viktor the truth?” Anastasia dives right in while avoiding my own question. Her directness catches me by surprise, but it’s the intense way her eyes lock onto me that renders me silent. I have so much to say about Viktor that I don’t know where to start. How do I even get her to believe me?

“I couldn’t,” I reply slowly. Honesty is all I have left. “I won’t lie, I thought about it. Part of me wondered that if I gave him the closure he was seeking, maybe he would be happy and he would understand why you did what you did. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t talk to anyone.”

She doesn’t reply. Her fingers linger on the rim of her glass as she watches me, so I continue to fill the silence.

“I was in shock. Not only had I told you the truth, but your confession was so raw and I didn’t know what I was supposed to do. And then the baby on top of that…” My throat closes, cutting off my words as I think back to Viktor’s oddly gleeful news that she lost the baby. Maybe I shouldn’t mention the baby at all, but I can’t help it. “So I needed to think. And process. All I knew was that I was really fucking sorry for what I did. I never went into this with the intent of hurting you, you have to believe me. You were just the boss and I was helping Viktor. And then I saw you. And you saw me.”

Anastasia’s gaze doesn’t waver, pinning me to the spot with a calm look. Then she picks up her glass and drinks slowly.

“So I was thinking about how I was going to make it up to you, how I could show you that everything from me was real, and then Vitor wanted to meet with me, so I did.”

“And you told him?” she asks quietly.

“No. I didn’t. I… considered it, sure. But only because I thought he needed help to see that he was spiraling. But then I realized that he didn’t care either way. So I told him I found out the truth and that you were innocent, and he didn’t care. Not even a little. He was adamant that you were guilty, and I realized that he didn’t want me to investigate to find out the truth. He just wanted me to be close to you so he would have access. And…”

I reach for her hand without thinking.

“Anastasia, you have to be careful. He’s trying to kill you. Do you remember Sunray, the name on the account that paid the assassin who attacked you at the construction site?”

She nods, quickly retracting her hand from my grip. “What of it?”

“Sunray is the name of an offshore account your father set up and Viktor has access to. He paid that assassin. He’s determined to kill you, by any means. You have to shut him down, or get away from him or something.”

Oddly, Anastasia doesn’t seem surprised at the revelation. “I can handle Viktor,” she says quietly. “I have things in place. I just…” Her shoulders rise briefly. “I wanted to look into your eyes while you told me the truth to see if I could tell whether you were lying or not.”

Her words spear me like a knife. “I never lied to you,” I say softly. “Not directly.”

“You weren’t honest either,” she replies.

“My feelings were. They are. I know I came to you under false pretenses, but everything else is real, you have to believe me! And I know it must be so hard for you right now, with the gala and losing the baby and the⁠—”

“Wait.” Anastasia cuts in. “What are you talking about? I didn’t lose the baby.”

“What?” For a moment, the world falls away from me and all that exists is Anastasia perched on the stool in front of me. “Viktor… he–he said the night you were bleeding, you miscarried.”

Anastasia’s eyes widen and she shakes her head rapidly. “No, Erik. I didn’t. I told him I did because he cornered my doctor and forced the truth out of her. But I promise, the baby is fine.”

“Are you sure?” My voice quavers as I look down to her stomach. “Are you positive?”

“Yes,” Anastasia replies confidently. “Erik, the baby and I are fine. I promise.”

“Oh, my God.”

“You…” She squints at me and her head tilts slightly. “Are you crying?”

Her words alert me to the warmth in my eyes, and I swallow hard around the unexpected flush of emotion. “No, I… well, maybe. I’m sorry. I just spent the past week or so thinking I’d lost out on my chance to be a father to a baby I’d only just learned about, and I was gutted that something so precious had been given to me and taken away within the space of a day. I just…” Clearing my throat, I quickly wipe my eyes with the back of my hand. “I’m sorry, Anastasia. I’m really sorry I hurt you, but I’m so fucking glad the baby’s okay.”

To my surprise, Anastasia sets down her glass and reaches for my hand. When we touch, a shock of energy darts up my arm followed by a flush of tingles right down to my palm. She takes my hand and gently lays it on the swell of her abdomen.

“The baby is fine. Nearly three months.”

I can’t speak. Warmth radiates against my palm as her body shifts slightly with every breath. There’s a baby in there. Growing inside her.

My baby.

Our baby.

“Three months?” I murmur, thinking back to the first time we slept together. Surely, that means it was fate?

I look up at her and when our eyes meet, warmth spreads out across my chest and the urge to weep tickles behind my eyes once more. I’ve hurt her. The one thing I swore never to do, and I did it.

“Anastasia—”

“Shh,” she murmurs, her own eyes misting over. Then, without a word, she surges forward and her lips collide with mine.

I don’t deserve a kiss.

But I’m so greedy for her that I’ll take it and more. I’ll take everything she wants to give me and I won’t stop until she has all of me.

Maybe it was the conversation, or maybe it was just the touch, but something drives Anastasia into my arms, and I can’t turn her away. We kiss like it’s our first and last kiss, all at the same time. My hands roam her body and pull her close when she slides off her stool. Her hands tug at my T-shirt, then slide up into my hair and pull hard enough to make me gasp.

I tell myself it’s just a kiss.

But it’s so much more than that. Her kisses turn desperate and when she pushes her body against me, I’m powerless to resist. She’s in my arms pushing up against me, then she’s hopping up onto the bar and dragging me between her legs. Each kiss begins soft but quickly dissolves into warring tongues and a flash of teeth. Her fingers turn to claws against my neck and as her teeth nip my lower lip, she tugs insistently at my shirt.

I should ask her what this means.

Maybe I should even stop this to make sure it’s the right move.

But I can’t.

She’s a drug and I’m so addicted to her. The taste of her lips, the softness of her skin underneath my fingertips as our clothes rumple and shift, the warmth of her thighs as she pulls her dress up and wraps her legs around my waist, the silkiness of her hair as I twist it in my palm and force her head back.

When I kiss her throat, her pulse races against my tongue and she moans loudly. When I pull her panties aside, she curses me. When I thrust into her tight, slick heat and pound deep inside her where I want to belong, she pulls my hair and bites at my shoulder to muffle her sounds of pleasure.

I was made for her. Every piece of me was molded for her, and I’ll gladly give myself to her over and over again, even if she just wants to throw me away afterward. Our kisses are a war for dominance and I don’t give up without a fight. She scratches down my back as I pound into her, fucking her harder and faster as she tightens her legs around my waist and demands more, more, more.

I give her everything I have.

I ache to fuck so deep inside her that I stay there, exactly where I belong. That way, I can care for her the way she deserves. My thighs ache, my back throbs from her scratches, and each time she bites my lower lip, my thrusts falter in their rhythm. I’m pounding into her like each thrust is the next lyric in my apology.

I love her.

I fucking love her.

Before long, Anastasia is screaming out her pleasure across the bar as she tightens her grip on me and pulls me so close that we become one. We come together, gasping and trembling with each powerful surge of pleasure that passes and rebounds between us.

For a few minutes, I forget everything.

It comes back in a rush when I move to kiss her again and this time, she turns her head away.

The moment is over.

She pulls away completely, pushing at my chest, so I take a step back and my softening cock slips out of her. Anastasia hops down from the bar and passes me my T-shirt as she adjusts her dress, then she looks up at me with a sad smile.

“Erik.”

“Anastasia,” I say, clutching my shirt in my hands. “Please… I’m so sorry that I hurt you. Let me make it up to you. Let me prove to you that I meant everything I said because I will do that. I will do that until my last breath.”

She wavers. I can see the debate raging in her eyes as she sorts herself, and then she sadly shakes her head.

“You broke my trust,” she says quietly. “And worse, you broke my heart. I thought you cared about me for me.”

“I did,” I say desperately. “I do.”

“No,” she says softly, and her voice cracks. “Forget about me, Erik. From now on, I’m no longer your concern. Move on with your life.”
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ANASTASIA


“My dearest friends and honored guests. It’s my aboslu— Frick. My dearest friends and honored guests. It’s my absolute pleasure to welcome you all here tonight to the annual Remizova Gala. For years, this celebration hath—fuck!”

Lifting my gaze from the small cards in my hand, I stare at myself in the mirror as the heat of frustration warms my bare shoulders and sends a prickling of anxious sweat down my back.

This is terrifying.

A few feet away, beyond the wooden double doors hiding me from the world, is everyone who is anyone in the city of New York. From celebrities and government officials to the heads of every important Mafia family across the board, this hotel is heaving with the who's who of life in New York. And in twenty minutes, I have to give a speech that will speak to both sides of the coin. Those who come from the luxurious walk of life will interpret my words as acts of charity and decency within my family. Those from the same organized life of crime as myself will know the truth and recognize what I say in the right way.

So I have to make sure I say everything correctly.

How is the speech the scariest part of tonight? I’ve had to deal with caterers, designers, artists, and more, all hounding me for the slightest thing. Rocky’s people are out there, hidden among the crowd as my security, and my own men line the walls and patrol the hotel under my instruction. But I don’t know for sure that they are my own men.

Viktor has been uncharacteristically silent this last week leading up to the gala, which puts me on edge. In a sea full of people, I feel terribly alone.

The Cartel haven’t responded to any of my calls for negotiations.

And I miss Erik.

Cutting him off felt like the right thing to do at the moment, but as I stand here alone in this suite, I ache to hear his voice. A word of comfort. A note of encouragement. Anything.

Instead, I told him to stay away, and it pains me that he listened. Part of it was because I wanted to keep him safe, and I held no illusions about Viktor. There’s no way he would hesitate on Erik if it came down to it, but part of me wanted him to fight me on it.

Instead, he stood next to the bar and told me he would do what I asked, which I respect.

I just wish he’d refused.

Breathing deeply, I place one hand against the bejeweled blue corset that hugs my body, shoves my breasts up to my chin around a heart-shaped neckline, and hides any hint of a bump around my abdomen. The skirt kisses my legs with each subtle movement I make while the beading around the waist elongates the bodice and makes me appear taller.

I will look amazing on the stage. I just have to get through this damn speech.

“Knock, knock!” comes Faina’s soft voice as she squeezes in through the door, closing the door on the burst of music and lively chatter that seeps in through the gap. “How are you doing?”

“I feel terrible,” I admit, turning to face her. “I can’t get my words out. My tongue feels too fat in my mouth, and I’m terrified it’s not worded correctly so I’ll end up confessing to something terrible.”

“Oh, honey.” Faina hurries forward and snatches the cards from my hand, then pulls me into a brief cuddle. “You’ve got this. I know you’ve got this. We’ve been through this a hundred times. Everything is perfect.”

“You say that, but I’m terrified.” My trembling hands clutch at her arm. “I think I’m more scared of this than Viktor.”

Faina laughs softly, adjusting the diamond necklace glittering against my collarbone. “Your speech is perfect. Trust me. Those who know will know. Now, recite the main points to me.”

I reach for the cards and she holds them out of reach. “Faina!”

“Come on, you know it by heart. Don’t rely on these cards.”

Pouting slightly, I hold my breath for a few seconds and then release it slowly. “Okay. I’ll be announcing the small partnership with the Irish in regard to the drug deal we have to help the remaining victims of my father’s regime.”

“Ahh, yes, the charitable donations to tackle drug poverty, correct.” Faina repeats the veiled version back to me.

“I’ll announce a friendship with the Italians, and I’ll give Tatiana the spotlight for our new deal.”

“Your expansion into Italian cuisine and welcoming some extended family into the business with open arms.” Faina smiles. “See? You know it. You’re just getting worked up. So take a few deep breaths, read over these cards one last time, and then get out there, okay? You look utterly divine and you should not be hiding here!” Faina kisses my cheek, then glances at her phone with a soft groan and hurries away.

She’s right.

I know she’s right. “My dearest friends and honored guests…”

After repeating the speech once more, I tuck the cards into my purse and take several deep breaths. Then I head out into the party.

Classical music dances through the air, weaving between the silk banners displaying my family name and the year. Crystal chandeliers glitter above as hundreds of people mill around the dance floor, waiting for the speeches to start. Wait staff wander among high society, offering drinks and cigars to anyone who likes to dabble. Snacks and refreshments flow too, with dinner to be served in an hour. I walk the crowds, greeting anyone who flashes me a smile, but my eyes constantly move. I scan faces and suits, seeking out the subtle red handkerchief in people’s pockets that Rocky told me to look out for.

That’s how I’ll be able to tell friend from foe.

As I wander past a drinks table, a hand brushes over my arm as someone passes by me. Glancing up, my eyes meet briefly with Rocky Barati. He flashes me a cheeky smile and then melts into the crowd as if he were nothing more than a ghost.

He told me he would be here, but I didn’t trust it. In truth, since our meeting, I’ve been waiting for the cops to turn up at my door or even Viktor to learn the truth another way because I had no idea whether Rocky would keep his word.

I explained to him that I needed that letter opener destroyed because of what it was linked to, and Rocky agreed at first until I told him what I had done. He didn’t appear to judge me and instead presented a different idea. The Italians are well known for their connections in the police department, and Rocky offered a plan that sounded easy in theory.

All it would take is one phone call and the letter opener would end up in the evidence box of the police cold case file on my father’s murder. Furthermore, Viktor’s fingerprints would mysteriously appear on the letter opener, shifting all blame away from me. While the police opening a file on my father’s death all those months ago was merely for show, considering how the family hindered the investigation, this new evidence would spur them into action to make an arrest.

If Rocky is here, does that mean his plan worked?

Trusting an outsider with this is huge. Especially when Rocky asked for nothing in return. All he wanted was for me to owe him a favor, which I agreed to easily.

Maybe too easily.

I search for him in the crowd but am unable to find him, and before I know it, Faina is leading me up onto the stage for my speech.

Silence falls, the lights dim, and a spotlight centers on me as everyone in the room focuses on me.

This is my moment.

This is my time to present everything I have worked for these past months, to show the other Russian families that they should keep their faith in me, and to show everyone else that I mean business. We are still a force to be reckoned with.

I take a breath and begin.

Surprisingly, as soon as I start, the words flow easily and I grow in confidence with each sentence that makes it past my lips. I present the new path for the family, masking it as charitable contributions. I announce the new partnerships with other families that will carry us into an era of working together where we can and bury generational hatchets of hate. And I announce the new bond with Tatiana.

Just as I’m about to bring her on stage, the front doors to the hall crash open and police pour in. The lights come up swiftly, and after the initial surge of police stride into the room, a woman with blonde hair and square glasses walks right into the middle of the crowd and holds up her badge.

“Ladies and gentlemen, can I have your attention, please! My name is Sarah Cogs. I’m a Detective with the New York Police Department and I’m here looking for one man, and one man only! I’m looking for Viktor Petrov in connection with the violent murder of Sergey Remizova! Viktor, please step forward and turn yourself over to one of the many officers pouring into this room right now!”

My heart begins to race.

I haven’t seen Viktor all night. Is he even here?

The crowd breaks out with murmurs of shock and accusation. I blink slowly, and like a ghost, Rocky melts out of the crowd to stand in front of the stage.

Our eyes meet, and he gives me the briefest of smiles.

Suddenly, several terrifying explosions rip through the building, consuming the wall and the stage in a gigantic ball of fire. The floor beneath me vanishes, and the last thing I glimpse is the sight of several of my own men opening fire on the crowd.
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ERIK


She told me to stay away.

But I can’t.

I’m drawn to Anastasia like a moth to a flame and nothing but chains can keep me away. I’ve followed her at a distance the best I can ever since that night in the club, but her security tightened and she became completely off-limits in the days leading up to the gala.

So all I can do is turn up where I think she will be and hope I can be useful.

Being denied entry to the gala was expected. With no invitation, my name was absent from any list, and the men at the door did not recognize who I was. It was lucky that I got away with my life. I’m sure Viktor would have ensured otherwise had he caught wind of my presence.

I saw Anastasia once, just after she arrived.

She climbed out of the limo looking absolutely stunning in that blue dress, and my heart ached for her. I wanted to run after her and beg her to let me in to protect her, but I knew it would never happen. Revealing myself too soon could hinder me if I were needed later on, so I retired to the cafe across the street and settled in to watch the countless rich snobs and Mafia heirs pour into the venue.

With any luck, my presence won’t be needed at all.

Three coffees deep, the police arrive. Countless squad cars flood the street, blinding everyone with their flashing red and blue lights but not a single siren, which tells me they’re trying not to alert someone to their presence. As they pour out of their cars and hurry up the steps to the gala, I throw down a handful of dollars to pay for my coffee and sprint out of the cafe. I only make it to the edge of the sidewalk before a cop holds up his hand and grabs my arm as I rush past.

“Hold on a moment, sir,” he says as I wrench my arm free. “This area is currently unavailable.”

“What does that even mean?” I snort, adjusting my jacket. “It’s a free city. I can walk where I want.”

“Not right now, you can’t,” he continues, stepping in front of me when I try to walk around him. “This area is closed for⁠—”

His words are drowned out by a deafening explosion that sends the majority of the officers ducking and running for cover. The ground shakes. Countless windows in the building shatter, and thousands of shards of glass rain down on me and the surrounding cop cars as a fireball bigger than I’ve ever seen in my life tears right out the front of the building. Clumps of brick and stone fly across the street, smashing windshields and wounding unsuspecting cops who don’t react fast enough to the boom. The explosion is so strong that all the windows of the neighboring buildings, including the cafe across the street, crack and shatter. In half a second, the street is covered with glass that glints like all the fallen stars in the world have landed here.

The cop beside me tries to shield me with his body as a second explosion booms deeper inside the building. People scream and yell, the flames curl up into the sky, and my heart pounds so violently it drowns out the words of the officer in my ear.

Anastasia!

I have to get to her!

I push the officer away, and he stumbles backward with a grunt. As soon as I’m free, I sprint up the steps toward the inferno blazing out of the front doors. Luckily, the fire is currently contained to the upper part of the building and the ceiling. Several other officers have the same idea as me, only their goal is different. It’s their job to save their colleagues and civilians, but I only care about one person.

Shouldering open one of the doors not destroyed by the first explosion, I stumble into the foyer and am immediately blinded by smoke. It fills my lungs, burning my nose with each frantic breath, but the pain is an afterthought. Inside, underneath the crackling of flames, creaking of metal and snapping of splintered wood, is another sound.

Gunfire.

Distant pops play like music underneath the sounds of carnage, coming straight from the ballroom where the main event is being held. At this time, Anatasia was likely on the stage giving her speech.

Officers pour in after me, yelling all sorts of instructions and orders, but I hear none of it as I run at top speed toward the main ballroom. The foyer is a graveyard filled with the motionless bodies of the police and staff. I try not to look at the warped, terrified faces locked mid-scream as they died or the charred limbs being licked at by flames that creep across the floor like rising floodwaters. My focus remains on the white doors with gold handles.

Several of them hang open, and screams of terror grow louder as I reach them. Suddenly, a few of the remaining closed doors fly open and several people swarm out. Beautiful gowns are ripped and charred. Expensive suits are frayed and stained with blood. Men and women from all families across the city are scrambling for safety, yelling for their loved ones and cursing out the night. I lock eyes with a man whose mouth opens to tell me something as he runs past.

Two bullets thud into his back. He stumbles a step and then halts before collapsing into my arms as I skid to a stop. I don’t recognize him, but I hold his gaze as the light of life fades from his eyes, then his deadweight brings us both to the floor.

“Shit,” I murmur, pushing his body to the side and jerking my gun out of its holster. Back on my feet, I sprint into the ballroom and my racing heart flies into my throat.

There’s a gigantic black hole where the stage should be. One of the crystal chandeliers is on the floor, crushing several screaming people underneath. Tables are upended, and bodies of Mafia and police alike litter the floor. Gunfire spits in all directions as guards fire wildly, uncertain of who the culprit is while the remaining police try to shoot back and get people to safety.

I scan every ash-covered, tear-streaked face in search of Anastasia as people push past me like I’m not even here.

I don’t see her.

Where the fuck is she?

Where the fuck⁠—

Someone collides with me in a panic, sending the two of us crashing to the floor. As we scramble away from one another, a hand grabs my collar and drags me backward, ruining my attempts to get to my feet. I twist around and glimpse Ryan. I haven’t seen him since he became attached to Viktor’s hip. He raises his gun toward me while fighting to maintain a grip on my collar. I twist in the opposite direction, slipping out of my jacket and lashing out with my leg. My foot collides with his ankle and he stumbles with a cry. The gun goes off and the bullet flies past my head, missing by an inch.

“Fucking hell!” I gasp, making it to my knees. I raise my handgun and fire three shots into the bastard's chest. He falls down dead as I clamber to my feet.

“Ryan… you idiot.”

So, Viktor’s men are here and they’re not friendly. Got it.

Stepping over his body, I hurry toward the stage. Hands of fallen people grab out to me, but I kick them aside, ignoring everyone who isn’t the woman I love. I don’t see her anywhere, not a single flash of her hair or her gorgeous dress.

She’s not under the stage, is she?

Running toward the splintered, cracked remains of the stage, I leap over a table and run a few feet before someone calls my name.

“Erik?”

I stumble to a stop, feet sliding on the blood-stained floor, and turn to see flames streaking across the ceiling. The door I came in is consumed by fire and fallen beams now, blocking all escape. Through the building smoke and embers, I see Faina.

“Faina!” Making a beeline for her, I reach her in time for her coughing to affect her footing and she falls into my arms, gripping me tightly. “Faina, where’s Anastasia?”

“I don’t know.” She coughs harshly, gagging on the smoke. “She was on the stage and then everything exploded, and I lost her, Erik. I lost her and I can’t find her!”

“I’ll find her,” I assure her, helping her regain her footing. “I’ll find her. You need to get out of here, Faina.”

“But—”

“No! Go!” I shove her toward where the remaining party members are fighting their way through a fire door. “Get out of here! I’ll find her!”

Doubt flashes across Faina’s face, swallowed by another violent coughing fit, and then she stumbles away toward the exit.

My goal becomes the stage. Sprinting toward it, it’s a battle to keep my thoughts quiet. Fear builds inside me like trapped gas, creating pains in my chest as I breathe in smoke and making my gut twist like a corkscrew.

What if she’s dead?

What if I’m about to find her charred, mutilated body caught between stage lights and I could have stopped it?

What if I’m too late?

I run until my heart feels like it’s about to burst right out of my chest. Reaching the stage, I overbalance near the edge of the gigantic hole ripped through the floor. An inferno blazes below, with flames clawing up the edge trying to set me alight just for looking.

“Anastasia!”

Nothing. It’s getting harder and harder to see, harder and harder to breathe. Screams are dying down as people succumb to the fire and the smoke. The ceiling creaks and a beam above snaps, sending another wave of debris down on those trying to escape.

Then something glints at the corner of my eye.

I peer through the smoke behind the stage and glimpse the sparkling blue of a gorgeous dress I could paint from memory with how often I’ve thought about it and her.

“Anastasia?”

It’s her! She’s stumbling against the back wall, visibly coughing into one hand while her other arm is held in the grip of a man I don’t recognize. He’s dragging her along, barely pausing as her coughing affects her steps.

Who the fuck is that?

Fear gives way to rage and the burning urge to protect. I break into a sprint, gritting my teeth as my feet pound the wooden floor toward Anastasia and the stranger forcing her through the back door toward the kitchens.

Away from everyone else.

“Anastasia!” I yell, barging through the door.

She’s against the wall, coughing violently while the stranger stands over her. The air is cooler in this corridor and free from smoke and flames, not that I care. The second I see that stranger straighten up, I throw myself at him and tackle him with my arms around his waist and my shoulder driving into his gut. My gun slips from my hand on impact and clatters across the floor.

“Whaa—” The man yells out and then grunts as we both hit the floor.

“Where the fuck do you think you’re going, huh?” I straighten up quickly and punch the stranger in the face once, twice, three times, then he clips me on the chin with his elbow. I fall back but scramble forward, trying to punch him again, but he’s fast. He rolls to one side and kicks me swiftly in the ribs as he stands up, then he jumps back a few steps.

“Hold on⁠—”

“You fucking bastard!” Rage explodes through me as I climb back to my feet. Whoever the fuck he is, I’m going to kill him for daring to put a hand on Anastasia, never mind trying to kidnap her amid all this carnage.

“Erik, no!” Anastasia yells as I lunge forward, wrapping a strong hand around the man’s neck. “Rocky’s a friend!”

Rocky and I hit the wall, my fist raised and poised to smash into his face.

“Listen to your girl, man,” he gasps through the blood pouring from his split lip. “I’m not the bad guy here.”

“Erik!” Amid her coughs, she grasps my shoulder. Her touch is like the first touch of a cool wind on a hot summer day. The anger in me subsides, replaced once more by fear as I release Rocky and turn to Anastasia.

Her dress is ruined, her skin stained with dirt and ash. Several cuts and scrapes cover her chest and bare arms amid light pink and bright purple bruises forming with each passing second. Blood streaks down the side of her face from her hairline where some of her platinum blond hair has turned pink from a head wound. Her makeup streaks down her face, and tears cling to her lashes as she looks up at me.

I touch her as gently as I dare. “Anastasia.”

“What… what are you doing here?” she gasps.

“You didn’t really think I’d stay away, did you?” I say softly, catching her chin between my thumb and forefinger, then tilting her head to the side. “Fuck. We need to get you out of here.”

“I’m fine,” she says weakly. “Just a—a bit stunned, I think.”

“You’re absolutely not fine,” I snap gently.

“I am,” pipes up Rocky as he paces away from us, rubbing his belly where my shoulder winded him. “In case you care.”

“Who the fuck even are you?” I glare over her shoulder to him.

“Rocky Barati.” He introduces himself with a cheeky smile, then a wince.

“Barati…” My eyes drift back to Anastasia. “Why are the Italians here?”

“Long story,” she says, her voice distant. “I was giving my speech and then the cops turned up and the next thing I know, I’m trapped under all this rubble and all I can think about is how expensive this dress was. Rocky got me free. He was helping me, trust me.”

“I do.” It’s an immediate answer. “But I need to get you out of here before this place comes down.”

“All those people,” Anastasia gasps. “All those poor people…” Her voice cracks sharply and she lifts scraped, bruised fingers to her lips. “Oh, my God.”

“It’s okay.” Instinct takes over. I wind my arms around her and pull her close against me, cuddling her tightly as if my touch could erase every lick of damage that touched her tonight.

“This hall leads to the kitchens. We can get out the back way,” Rocky explains. “Then we can—argh!”

A gunshot blasts through the air. I immediately curl around Anastasia to protect her as Rocky crumples to the floor like a freshly popped balloon.

Behind him stands a panting gunman with blood pouring from a deep laceration on his chest visible through his torn white shirt.

“Miss Remizova?” he gaps. “It’s time for you to come with me.”

“She’s not going anywhere with you,” I growl, scanning the ground for where my gun fell when I tackled Rocky.

The gunman steps forward, aiming his weapon at me. “It wasn’t a request.”
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ANASTASIA


My head hurts.

Everything hurts, from my brow right down to my toes. It’s been a blur since the explosion.

I barely remember Rocky dragging me out from underneath the rubble, never mind the commotion with the gunman. Everything passed me by in a daze. Erik tried to fight, I think, but it was useless. The gunman wasn’t afraid to shoot Rocky again, and the sound of the gunshot rings in my ears even now as Erik and I cuddle together in the trunk of a car being driven to God knows where.

“Anastasia?” Erik whispers softly in my ear.

“Yes?”

“Oh, thank God.” It’s impossible to make out his features in the dark, but I feel his body aligned with mine and his arms tight around me. “I hadn’t felt you move in so long, I was scared.”

“Sorry, I’m just…” I have no words. It doesn’t even feel like I’m really here. Maybe I died under the rubble and this is some kind of passive hell that I’ve woken up in.

“It’s normal to be in shock,” Erik murmurs. “But I promise, I’m going to get us out of this.”

He speaks with confidence I don’t share. Everything is falling apart in ways I never even imagined. Viktor was supposed to get arrested at the gala and I was supposed to start my new future as a Godmother without snakes in my garden.

Now all people will remember me for is the Godmother who got countless people slaughtered at her gala. The noise of the explosions still rings in my ears, and if I breathe too deeply, I can still feel the wooden beam that landed on my chest and crushed me. My entire body throbs like a bruise in time to my heartbeat, and even Erik’s comforting touch isn’t enough to keep the looming sense of dread at bay.

“I don’t think we'll make it out of this one,” I whisper. “Not this time.”

“Don’t say that.” Erik’s grip around me tightens as the car rumbles and lurches. “We will.”

“To what life?” Warmth surges behind my tired eyes. “Anyone who was on my side was in that hall, and now they’re all most likely dead. All those cops are dead too, and Rocky… God knows if he’s even still alive. You know the Italians will hunt me to the ends of this earth for hurting him.”

“I will protect you,” Erik insists.

“You can’t protect me from everything. Not this time.” A sob forces a wobble into my voice, and I screw up my eyes, tucking my face into Erik’s neck as if I’m even deserving of such comfort. He curls around me like a shell, as if his very body can protect me from whatever’s going to happen to us. Despite his lies, despite how he came into my life… I’m glad he’s here.

“Why were the cops there?” Erik asks, caressing the back of my head. “Tell me.”

“I…” There’s no point keeping it a secret now. “Cormac put me in touch with Rocky, and I took a risk. I needed help, and Rocky… well, you know how the Italians have the cops in their pocket? I still had the letter opener I used to kill my father. He was going to plant it in evidence and make sure the prints pointed at Viktor. I thought if he were publicly arrested, his reputation would be ruined even if he got out of it.”

Erik chuckles softly. “Wow. I’m impressed.”

“Hardly matters now, though. Viktor clearly had his own plans for the gala. Or the Cartel. I don’t even know who did this.”

Erik murmurs softly in the back of his throat. “I know you won’t believe me, but I am going to get us out of this. I promise. I’m going to protect you, even if it’s with my last breath. And then I’m going to make sure everyone knows that Viktor holds the blame. Especially if the Italians need someone to blame.”

“Don’t say that.” I curl one hand into Erik’s shirt and grip tightly, soaking up the warmth from his body.

“Say what?”

“Until your last breath. Please. I saw so many people die tonight and I can’t… I can’t even think of anything happening to you.”

“I thought you hated me,” he murmurs, his lips lightly skimming across my forehead.

“Hurt, yes. Hate? Never. And if this is the last moment we get to spend together, then I need you to know that I like you the most out of everyone.”

“Oh, wow.” He huffs out a soft laugh. “I like you the most, too.”

The car rumbles and creaks, then suddenly falls silent. All motion comes to a dead stop and fear curls its cold fingers around my heart.

This is it.

This is the end.

Even together, we don’t stand a chance against whoever has kidnapped us. Reaching up through the dark, cramped space, my fingertips skim Erik’s jaw. His head tilts down into my touch, and I tilt my head up to meet him. Our lips skim over one another, seeking each other out and after the first touch, we lock together in a deep, needy kiss.

I pour everything I have into the kiss. All my adoration and love that I can’t voice, everything I wish I could say but we don’t have the time, every good feeling I’ve ever felt about him and an apology for being the reason he will die.

Erik’s kiss is just as intense, and it lasts until the trunk is opened and Erik is ripped away from my arms.
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Viktor stands before me on the roof’s edge, staring out at the city stretching out from the skyscraper like a sea of twinkling lights. Sirens fill the air as emergency services rush toward the scene of the gala disaster, where the fire still blazes out of control blocks away. From this high up, it looks like someone has smudged the skyline with orange paint.

So it was him.

I almost hoped for the Cartel.

My heart throbs with each beat. So much blood. So much death.

I couldn’t prevent it. I couldn’t save anyone.

Erik is a few feet away from me, forced to his knees with several men armed with rifles standing around him. He shoots me an apologetic look, then glares across at Viktor who remains with his back to us. Cold wind drags its long fingers across the rooftop, weaving between us with enough strength that it feels like one wrong step and I’ll be whisked right up into the sky.

Someone steps up behind me, and pain explodes through my back as they drive the butt of their rifle into my kidney. “Kneel!”

I fall to my knees with a cry and a gasp as a roar of anger escapes Erik. He surges up toward me and is immediately restrained and dragged back by his guards.

“You son of a bitch!” he roars. “I’m going to kill you!”

“Enough.” Viktor turns slowly to face us. “I am sick and tired of you.”

Before I can react, before I can even blink, Viktor raises his gun and shoots Erik right in the chest.

He collapses forward without a sound.

“NO!!” I fight to get back onto my feet under the heavy hand of my captor. “Erik! Erik! No, no, no! Erik!”

Tears well up thick and fast in my eyes and pour down my cheeks as an unbelievably sharp pain splits across my chest. It’s like my heart is trying to break free of my ribs and fly over to Erik to give him what little life I have left in me.

“Erik!”

He doesn’t move. He doesn’t reply. One of the guards nudges him with their foot.

He remains motionless.

“Oh, my God,” I gasp, hyperventilating. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“Me?” Viktor taps the barrel of his gun against his temple, then aims it at me. “What the hell is wrong with you, hmm?”

“You! I hate you, you hear me! I hate you. And I’m going to kill you!” I try once again to get to my feet, but as soon as I do, the guard strikes the back of my knee and brings me back down to the ground with a cry. “I’m going to kill you!”

“Oh, dear.” Viktor sighs dryly. “I almost want to see you try.”

“How could you kill him? He looked up to you like you were his own father!”

“He was like a son to me,” Viktor snarls suddenly. “Don’t speak of matters you know nothing about!”

“Who kills their own son?”

“Who kills their own father?” Viktor snaps back. “I suppose Erik would have tried had I given him the chance. You have that effect on people, Anastasia. Patricide runs in your blood, it seems. Maybe from that nasty thing between your legs corrupting my boy.”

“Corrupting?” I scoff through the tears. “You’re one to talk. You poison everything you touch. It’s a wonder someone as good and kind as him could even exist in your fumes!” I don’t hold back. There’s no point. I’m powerless and outnumbered. Erik is gone. Rocky is gone. Faina… I pray she died quickly.

There’s just me. And maybe, if I can get close enough, I can take Viktor with me.

“I did what I had to do,” Viktor grits out. “Including killing my own son. Because I understand sacrifices.”

“Sacrifices?” Rolling my aching shoulders, I shrug off the touch of the guard but remain kneeling. “You mean like those children you and my father were planning on selling?”

Viktor takes a few lazy steps away from the roof’s edge. “Ah.”

“Ah? The fuck you mean, ah?”

“I suspected you knew about that but I hadn’t been able to confirm it.”

“I know everything!” Despite the grief carving me up inside, anger floods through me so I cling to it. “With everything going on, it didn’t take me long to work out that the only person my father would have trusted with such a disgusting scheme was you. So yeah, I know you were his partner in those twisted, twisted plans to start trafficking children, you disgusting roach! I know you’re the one who’s been trying to kill me ever since I stepped into power. I know you’ve been pushing back against everything I’ve been trying to do, and I know you’re the one who just slaughtered everyone at the gala!”

Viktor slides his gun back into his hip holster, then loosely begins to clap his hands. “Well, well. You really think you have it all figured out. Do you really think I’ve spent this entire time just trying to kill you?”

“Yes!” I yell. “I know the truth!”

“No,” Viktor snaps, suddenly advancing toward me. “You only think you do.”

“Then correct me,” I spit out. “You love doing that.”

“It’s true, I am the one behind the attempts on your life, but it wasn’t because I wanted you dead. Well.” He pauses and clasps his hands together. “I did. But I wanted you humiliated and then brought before the other families to be executed. How else was I easily going to step into your role? So the attempts on your life were only for one reason. To drive you into Erik’s arms. He was doing a terrible job at getting close to you, so I orchestrated a few scenarios that would force you two together. And it worked!”

“Why?” I blink furiously, trying to clear the tears as Viktor’s truth becomes clear. “Why not just kill me and take power?”

“You forget, Anastasia, how close I was with your father. The deep respect I had for that man…” Viktor breathes deeply. “I owed it to him to make sure you were completely and utterly humiliated, and then killed fairly. Proving you killed him, however, was more difficult than I imagined.”

“And this?” I cast an arm toward the city, fighting to ignore Erik’s nearby body. “Is this just another thing to blame me for?”

“Naturally,” Viktor replies. “You should have just admitted things and taken a clean execution. Now hundreds are dead because of you. Which will make it easier for me to take control. No one will care that you are dead.”

“And how do you suppose you’ll be able to lead with the police on your tail? Not exactly good for business.”

Viktor scowls. “I can fix that.”

“Can you? Your trigger-happy guard ensured that the Italians will do everything they can to put me in the ground, to put all of us in the ground.”

“What?” Confusion passes over Viktor’s face. “What are you talking about?”

I laugh humorlessly. “You don’t know? Oh, that’s just perfect! Are you really so in the dark?”

Viktor closes the gap between us and grabs me by the throat, drawing me to my feet. “Speak plainly, girl.”

“I invited the Italians to the gala,” I croak through his grip while winding my hands around his wrist. “They were there. Rocky Barati was there, and your fucking guard shot him. How many Italians do you think lie dead in that rubble, huh?” I gasp as his grip tightens further. “You’re fucked.”

“You little—” A sudden buzzing cuts Viktor off, and he releases me in favor of answering his phone.

I hit the ground hard, and pain shoots up my knees. The strangulation aggravates the tender inflammation in my throat caused by the smoke inhalation and I erupt into a sharp coughing fit, bringing fresh tears to my eyes.

“What is it?” Viktor barks, his phone on speaker.

“Mr. Petrov,” drawls an unfamiliar voice with a Mexican twang. “Our deal is off.”

Viktor goes rigid. “What?”

“When we agreed to blow the gala, you didn’t tell us the police would be present. You’ve brought too much heat to this entire shitstorm,” the voice continues. “The cops are onto you. You’re on the Most Wanted list and that shit ain’t good for business. So the deal? It’s off. Keep your tainted money. We want your fucking head instead. You’ve fucked us around enough.”

Money? Is he talking to the Cartel?

So, he made a deal with them behind my back. Is that why my recent request to meet with them went unanswered?

Catching my breath, I glance up as Viktor stumbles over himself. While he’s distracted, I subtly slip off one of my shoes and reach under my skirt to grasp it. The moment it’s in my hand, I surge upward with a cry and slap the heel hard into Viktor’s shoulder. Unable to tell whether it did damage or not, I throw my whole weight behind shoving it into his body. Viktor yells in pain and stumbles backward, the phone falling from his hand.

As we tumble together, I snatch up the phone and scramble to my feet.

“My name is Anastasia Remizova. I am the Godmother of the Remizova family and I have your payment in full, with interest. I’m not on the wanted list and I don’t want a war. The cops are working for me. You need to contact Tatiana Yegorov, and she will pay you in full as long as you kill⁠—”

“Wrong move, bitch!” Viktor snarls. His fist collides with my face with the power of a truck.

My head snaps to the side as a sharp ringing bursts through my ear. My jaw snaps upward, crashing my teeth together, and hot pain explodes across the right side of my face while the phone falls from my hand.

It was a desperate attempt, my last chance to make sure Viktor will meet his end when he’s done with me.

It’s all I have left.

I regain my balance, and Viktor is suddenly in my space with his hand around my throat. Our eyes meet, and he smiles coldly as something hot and painful impacts my abdomen.

Every muscle inside me tenses and I’m frozen, locked in place. Warmth spreads out from the pressure and as my heart beats once, the pain grows.

It becomes searing. My lips part as I struggle to breathe.

I look down, and my entire world dims around the edges.

Protruding from my stomach, clasped in Viktor’s hand, is the hilt of a knife. The blade is embedded deeply inside me, radiating hot agony with every terrified beat of my heart.

“I knew that fucking baby was still alive inside you,” he growls, applying further pressure to the blade.

I can’t speak. I can’t breathe. A smothered wail rises in my throat, followed by several choked gasps.

My baby.

Not my baby.

No.

Not like this.

Not like this.

“I’ve changed my mind.” He brings me close until scarcely an inch exists between our foreheads. “I’m going to keep you. And I’m going to make you watch as I burn down everything you’ve tried to create. Businesses? Gone. Alliances? Dust. I’ll keep you locked up in my basement, powerless to do anything but witness how great I am in power. And if you’re lucky…”

His cold gaze drifts down my body.

“Maybe I’ll put another baby in you.”

I still can’t speak. It’s like the blade turned off my ability to think, breathe, or move. I’m utterly frozen, and as Viktor reels off the horror of my future, cold tears roll down my raw cheeks.

I blink sluggishly, and someone crashes into Viktor, sending the two of them flying away from me. They land on the roof, rolling together while Viktor’s guards surge forward and take aim. Only, they can’t shoot. The two figures are too intertwined, grunting and grappling with one another. Fists fly, blood sprays, and then the shadow pulls Viktor to his feet.

No.

Not a shadow.

Erik!

Blood soaks his shirt, seeping from the gunshot wound on his chest. His skin is ashen and his smile lopsided when our eyes meet. Pain bleeds across his face as he glances down to where my own hands circle the knife plunged into my body. My legs wobble.

“E–Erik…”

“Anastasia.” He continues to grapple with Viktor, who yells obscenities and demands for his men to open fire. None of them can risk taking the shot and killing Viktor, so they merely stand with their guns raised.

“I’m sorry,” Erik croaks, and our eyes meet. “I love you.”

Erik wraps both arms around Viktor and with a trembling cry, he throws the both of them off the edge of the roof.

“No!”

Erik and Viktor vanish from sight as my scream fills the night air. The ground rushes up to meet me as my legs give way, and I’m deaf to the sound of a door crashing open and guns firing.

Death greets me warmly, a final comfort as I fall into darkness.
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ERIK


“This is a dream.”

“Do you think so?” comes Anastasia’s gentle voice. “How can you tell?”

“I’ve never been to the beach.”

Opening my eyes, the bright light forces me to squint. Blinking quickly clears the glare and warmth beats down on my naked body. I’m reclining back on a lounger, basking in the hot sun’s rays while resting underneath a square cabana. Sheer white fabric drapes over the top and down the sides, lazily drifting in a light breeze that kisses across my sunbaked skin. White sand warms under the single foot I have resting down on the ground, while the music of the rolling ocean waves reaches my ears.

Anastasia stands near the entrance, wrapped in a light pink robe that hangs loosely from her shoulders. The wind catches in her hair and lifts the strands like the caress of delicate fingers.

“How have you never been to the beach?” She turns to face me, leaning back against one of the wooden supports. “Everyone has been to the beach.”

Her eyes glint like gemstones. The sight of her draws an unexpected pulse of tension across my chest and I glance down at her abdomen, expecting to see… something. The thought is gone as soon as it appears.

“Never had a reason to go to the beach.”

“That’s so weird.” She laughs softly. “I love the beach.”

“Do you?” Pushing against the pillows, I rise from the lounger and approach. My toes sink into the sand and just beyond Anastasia’s head, I glimpse the deep blue, rolling waves of the ocean. “You never said.”

“Didn’t I?” She tilts her head. “I’m sure I did.”

“I would have remembered,” I murmur. “I remember everything about you.”

“You’d have to know everything to remember everything.” She tilts her head back slightly to look up at me, and a gentle smile plays across her plush lips. “You don’t know everything.”

“Tell me, then. Tell me every detail.”

“Why?” Anastasia lifts one hand and skims her fingers against my cheek. “It doesn’t matter in a dream.”

“So this is a dream.”

“It must be because I’m the woman of your dreams, right?” Her brows lift playfully, and I can’t hold myself back any longer.

In one move, I catch her in my arms and press her up against the wooden support. Kissing her deeply, peacefulness overtakes my soul and every other lingering, uncertain thought in the background melts away. Nothing matters but Anastasia.

Her soft lips part against mine, inviting me into the heat of her mouth. Her body radiates warmth through the thin robe, so I run both my hands around her waist. I keep one sliding around to the small of her back, bringing her close against me while the other lightly cups the side of her neck. Her pulse races under my touch, and we kiss until the burning need for air forces us apart.

“Wow,” she breathes out, panting slightly. “Are you alright?”

“Never better,” I whisper. “Why?”

“I don’t know. You’re kissing me like you haven’t seen me in forever.”

“Feels like I haven’t.”

“But I’m right here.” Both of her hands caress my cheeks and she looks me right in the eye. “I’m always right here.”

“I know.” And yet as the words leave me, it feels like a lie. As soon as the uncertain thought rises, it fades into nothing so I kiss her again. My tongue dances with hers, weaving together as if we are one. She moans softly, pressing into me, and as she adjusts herself, her stiff nipples peek through the fabric and brush against my chest.

“Anastasia,” I say, breaking the kiss with a gasp.

Her face flushes red, and her swollen lips glisten with saliva as she licks her lower lip and nods. “Yeah?”

“I love you.”

“I know.” Her smile is so warm that my heart aches.

Lifting her into my arms is effortless. She wraps her legs around my waist and tightens her thighs against my hips, then grips my shoulders as her robe falls away to reveal her beautiful, naked body. I turn and walk through the sand, lowering her down onto the lounger I woke up on. Her long, sleek legs fall open, exposing her pussy to my wandering, hungry eye, and who am I to resist?

“Erik?” Anastasia caresses my cheek as I shift over her and settle between her legs.

“Hmm?”

“Don’t ever leave me.”

“I won’t. I promise.”

I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life. Her head tips back into the pillows and she stretches her arms above her head, elongating her body.

I kiss every inch of her like she’s a work of art and I’m the brush. From her collar down to the swell of her breasts, I lay open-mouthed kisses with every breath. My tongue swipes over her nipples and I take each one into my mouth, sucking until they’re reddened and flush. She gasps, panting heavily by the time I kiss down her abdomen, but something at her navel makes me stop.

Something I feel like I’m forgetting.

My hesitation lasts until she thrusts her hips up against me with a whine of need, and the moment passes. I kiss over the angular rise of her hips, nibble along her pelvis, and kiss down the curve of her thigh until my face is between her legs.

Her sweet, earthy scent fills my lungs. I intend to tease her, but as I kiss her outer lips, that urge dies. I can’t resist anymore.

Anastasia moans loudly and arches her back hard, burying both hands in my hair as I shove my face against her pussy and devour her. My tongue seeks out every inch of her slick, wet pussy, lavishing attention over and between her folds until her clit is swollen and sensitive. Each nudge with the point of my tongue makes her gasp. When I seal my lips around her clit and suck, she whines loudly and digs her heels into my back. She’s an instrument that only I know how to play.

And I never want to stop.

Her body rolls and rocks as I eat her out, drinking down each gush of juice that floods from her and driving her pleasure higher and higher. Her fingers turn to claws, and each sharp tug of my hair drives heat down to my own tight core. My cock, already stiff from just a kiss, rubs against the pillows beneath me and soon, I’m panting and moaning against her pussy just as eagerly as she’s whining and gasping above me.

She comes with a scream, convulsing under me and lurching forward as the pleasure is almost too powerful for her. Ripple after ripple of ecstasy moves through her like the rolling waves outside, then she collapses back onto the lounger, panting.

But I’m not finished.

I want more.

I lift myself up, licking my lips as her juices cling to my skin and paint me with ownership. She looks down at me through her lashes and then spreads her legs wider, giving me a full view of her gorgeous, swollen pussy.

“Fuck me,” Anastasia demands. “Fuck me like you own me.”

“You already own me,” I whisper, crawling up to her face. “Every single inch of me.”

“Good.” She cups my face and kisses me, then gasps and whimpers as I thrust my aching cock into her tight, wet heat.

Her pussy grips me like she never wants me to leave. She wraps her legs around my waist, winds her arms around my shoulders, and grips on as I fuck her with all the power I have in my thighs.

“Fuck!” Anastasia cries out. “Fuck, fuck!”

I fuck her hard and fast, pounding into her as if I can imprint myself inside her where I belong. Her slick pussy is a dream, wet and comfortable, yet she flexes around me and tightens rhythmically, pulling pleasure right to my core. Peppering kisses over her throat and shoulders, I close my eyes and focus completely on her breathy moans, her body against mine, and the sweet way in which her moan lilts every time my thrusts reach exactly where she wants me to go.

This is my heaven.

My thrusts increase in pace until my lower back aches, then I wrap my arms around her and lift her from the lounger. Keeping my cock inside her, I place her back down in a seated position where I can get better leverage against the ground. With her ass hanging off the lounger, Anastasia releases me so she can brace her arms on the lounger to support herself. I resume fucking her with my knees planted in the sand and my hands tightly gripping her thighs, keeping her body exactly where I want it.

Her head falls back and I admire the slope of her kiss-bitten throat, the arch of her lips, and the glazed, dark lust in her eyes.

I can’t think. I can barely breathe.

I want to stay here forever, inside her, watching pleasure contort her face and feeling this constant peace in my soul.

She reaches for me with one hand, and I clasp it, lacing our fingers together. The moment she tightens her grip, her pussy clenches around me and she loudly cries out as she comes for a second time. I find my end inside her at the same time, slamming my cock as deep inside her as I can reach as pleasure courses through my body.

“Fuck!” I gasp, grinding against her with a deep moan. “Fuck…”

“Ain’t that the truth,” Anastasia gasps, panting heavily.

I lean down and kiss her, then ease her fully back onto the lounger. As my cock slips from her, I stand up and take a step to lie down next to her.

Only, it never comes.

Suddenly, darkness sweeps in from all angles and my gut pulls south as if I’m rapidly falling down into the depths of nothing.

I blink, and Anastasia vanishes.

I blink again.

This time, I don’t wake up.


36
[image: ]




ANASTASIA


Tick, tock, tick, tock.

The slow swing of the pendulum of the grandfather clock fills the air as I walk the near-abandoned hallways of the estate.

Everyone is gone.

I sent everyone away the day I got home from the hospital. Those who remain are incredibly loyal to me, like Faina, but I’ve made it clear that I don’t want to see a single soul. All of the guards, the kitchen staff, and even the gardeners have been let go. The estate is completely locked down, and no one is allowed in or out.

The only time the gate opens is when Faina takes me to see Erik.

But even those trips are beginning to feel useless. He’s been in a coma for a month now, with no sign of recovery.

I’m alone.

That night on the rooftop will haunt me for the rest of my life.

I continue to walk slowly through hallways void of life and light. The hanging paintings have lost their luster, curtains haven’t been opened in weeks, and a layer of dust is beginning to cover everything. Faina tries to keep on top of it, bless her soul, but I don’t have the heart to care.

Only one room remains filled with any kind of life, and it’s where I now spend ninety-nine percent of my time.

My office.

With a fireplace, several guns on standby, and some books to read to try and occupy my time, it’s the only place I spend my time. I’d sleep there most nights if Faina didn’t interrupt and drag me to bed for the good of my baby.

The baby I nearly lost.

It’s been a month, and to this day, I can still feel the sharp pressure of that impacting knife, followed by the sickening, cold terror that Viktor had killed my baby.

For a few moments, he almost did, but thanks to the incredible doctors by my side, my child was unharmed. The knife missed my child by mere millimeters, puncturing a minuscule hole in the amniotic sac that sealed itself rather quickly. I had surgery to confirm that everything was fine, but no matter how often the doctor explained to me that small holes in the amniotic sac can heal by themselves, especially after things like fetal surgery, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was terribly wrong with my baby.

Countless scans and tests all came back clear, though I insisted on multiple repeats until Faina asked if I was forcing such an issue to remain in the hospital close to Erik.

Maybe that was a part of it.

Reaching my office, I slowly open the door and slip inside. Remaining by the door, I scan the room to make sure everything looks exactly as it was when I left, then I lock the door and move to the couch. Easing myself down, I place one hand over my swollen belly and murmur softly in the back of my throat.

“Easy there.”

I haven’t felt my baby move since that day.

Doctors tell me it’s normal and warn me about my stress levels, but this is a worry I can’t shake.

Same as my worry about Erik.

What if he never wakes up? Is this my punishment?

He saved my life by giving me his.

The thought causes tears to pool warmly at the back of my eyes, so I close them and try to focus on happier thoughts for the sake of my baby.

It’s impossible.

A month ago, I was high on the possibilities of the future and how to further ensure that my family became great.

Now, I have the Italians vying for my blood because Rocky was nearly killed at the gala. The detective, Sarah, who burst in to arrest Viktor, is why he’s alive. She found him bleeding out in the hallway and saved his life. He’s called a few times, but I don’t take his calls.

I don’t need to hear how badly the Italians want my head.

The Cartel have gone silent. I sent them the money to cover my father’s debt and it wasn’t sent back. The last I heard, they’d crossed back over the border.

Closer to home, things are incredibly tense with Tatiana after Ivan was severely injured in the explosion. She blames me, of course. And I understand her. She trusted me with business, and instead, I nearly got the love of her life killed.

Despite his death, Viktor has still managed to destroy everything I’ve built.

Hopelessness wells in my chest, and a soft sob slips past my lips.

I’m lost.

Even when things were terrible under my father, I still looked for a way out.

Now, I’m tired.

Caressing my baby does little to soothe me, and I cry quietly into my other hand until the lock clicks on the door and it slowly opens.

I tense and reach for the handgun on the side table, only for Faina to walk through the door with a tray of tea and some sandwiches.

“Do you really need to lock that door?” she says, nudging it shut behind herself. “I have the keys, y’know.”

“You tell me that, and all I hear is that someone needs to steal those keys to get to me.”

Faina’s face falls, then her brows knit together with worry. “Anastasia? What’s wrong?” She hurries closer and sets the tray down on the table, then sits beside me. “Is it the baby?”

Shaking my head, I lower the gun back onto the table and dab at my eyes. “I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine.”

“I am. It’s just hormones.”

She clearly doesn’t believe me. Sighing, Faina leans toward the tray. “I made you tea. You need to eat something.”

“I’m not hungry.”

She shoots me a sharp look. “Then eat for the baby. You’ve both been through hell and need all the energy you can get.”

I want to ask her what the point is. How am I going to protect this baby when I couldn’t protect myself or the man I love?

The words don’t come so I accept the sandwich she presses into my hand and force myself to bite. It tastes like cardboard, but I chew while she watches me like a hawk.

“Tatiana called again,” Faina says. “I wish you would talk to her.”

My heart skips a beat. “I can’t. I don’t want to hear the deal I worked so hard for go up in smoke.”

“Technically, if it’s already up in smoke, then the call won’t make a difference,” Faina replies.

“You know what I mean. If I don’t hear it, then it’s not real.”

“Anastasia.” She pours me tea from the ornate teapot and sets the cup down on a delicate saucer. “I’m really worried about you. I understood at first, why you closed yourself off. What happened between you and Viktor was awful.” Her eyes dart down to my belly. “But you’re continuing to shut yourself off from the world and I’m concerned. You shouldn’t be alone.”

“I have you.”

She narrows her eyes at me. “You barely let me in here as it is.”

“Who else is there?” I scoff, setting the half-eaten sandwich aside. “Erik? He’s in a coma after falling all those floors and landing on the window cleaning lift. It’s a wonder he didn’t bounce and roll off like Viktor did or he’d be dead on the sidewalk miles below. Hell, at this point, it’s basically the same thing.”

“Anastasia—”

“Or the Italians?” I continue angrily, latching onto the one emotion that doesn’t cause me pain. “They’re furious because Rocky nearly died, and quite right. He was helping me quietly, and it almost killed him. The Irish? They’re doing damage control for putting me in touch with Rocky in the first place. My own people? The ones who weren’t blown up at the gala are wary to trust me, and good for them! Look at the mess I’ve caused.”

Faina listens to my rant and then gently touches my knee. “You’re accepting responsibility for things that aren’t your fault.”

“Well, who else is there to blame?” I yell. “Viktor? He’s fucking dead. Erik, maybe, for letting it get this far? Well, he’s in a coma. He left me too, so that idea is in the ground.”

“You’re ignoring the good that came out of this. Everyone knows Viktor tried to kill you. The police also did their job perfectly, and everyone knows that his fingerprints were found on the weapon that killed your father. To anyone daring to look, it looks like he was so hungry for power and greed that he tried to frame you, and then he tried to kill you when his plan failed. This paints you in a good light, don’t you see?”

“And is it worth it?” I ask softly as the tears well again, blurring Faina’s worried face. “If what you say is even a fraction of the truth, then is it even worth it? I love Erik and he… he’s in a coma. He’s so far away from me. My business is in shambles, my family name barely holds any weight, and I’m about to have a baby that I have no clue how to raise, never mind protect. So what does it matter what people think about Viktor?”

“Sweetie, you’re missing my point⁠—”

“Get out.”

“Anastasia.”

“Get out. I want to be alone.”

“I…” Faina clearly wants to say more, but she stops herself and stands. “I understand you’re in pain, and I’m here for you. You’re not as alone as you feel.”

I turn away, gazing into the flames of the fireplace until my eyes burn. The door clicks closed as Faina leaves and another wave of tears consumes me.

I’m scared.

Terrified.

The strength and boldness that have driven me for the past year died on that rooftop.

How can I raise a baby like this?

The plate slides off the edge of the couch, clattering on the floor and sending the sandwiches scattering across the floor, which makes me cry harder.

Faina is wrong.

I am completely alone.


37
[image: ]




ERIK


“Lift your arm for me? Excellent. And the other? Good. Any weakness here? No? Excellent. Can you tell me, if Amalie has a white cat and a ginger cat, how many cats does she have in total?”

It’s difficult to keep a straight face as the doctor runs through countless tests to examine my cognitive capabilities and physical functions after being in a coma for over a month, and that last question makes me chuckle.

“Two. She has two cats.”

“Excellent.” The doctor smiles at me and scribbles something on her pad. “Did the nurse explain to you the extent of your injuries when you arrived here?”

“Yes. Broken ribs, dislocated shoulder, internal contusions, bruised kidney, cranial trauma resulting in a small brain bleed, and, uh, this.” I pat the bandage covering my bare chest where the nearly-healed gunshot wound rests underneath.

“Exactly. Minimal, given how you ended up here. You are one very lucky man, Erik Izmaylov.”

“Thank you. I practice good Karma.”

My doctor chuckles and closes her pad. “I’d like to keep you here for another day or two just for observation, but other than that, I don’t see any reason you can’t go home at the end of the week.”

The end of the week.

That’s too long.

I need to get home now.

It was surreal to wake up here and learn that I’d been in a coma for six weeks when tackling Viktor off that roof felt like it happened only moments ago. Even now, I still feel the fabric of his shirt in my clenched fists, the wind in my hair, and the sickening flip of my stomach as we fell off the roof.

How can that be six weeks ago?

What the fuck have I missed since then?

The doctor takes her leave, and I scramble out of bed. Just as I reach the drawers holding my clothes, the door opens and footsteps stumble inside.

Looking up, my heart lifts as my mind goes to only one person. Anastasia.

Face to face with Faina, it’s difficult to hide my disappointment.

“So it’s true,” she gasps, her cheeks flushed from rushing here. “When I got the call, I almost didn’t want to believe it.”

“Surprise.” I force a smile, then resume rummaging in the drawers for clothes. There are some fresh, clean clothes in here that I recognize. Did Anastasia bring them? Or Faina?

“We thought you were dead. I was kind of looking forward to pulling the plug?”

“Sorry to disappoint you.”

“After what you did to Anastasia, maybe I should have.”

Tension jolts across my shoulders and our eyes meet. “I don’t regret how that started,” I say as calmly as I can manage. “But it didn’t make my feelings or my loyalty to her any less real. Do you think I would have done what I did if I weren’t completely head over heels for her?”

“You threw yourself off a roof,” Faina replies sharply. “How does that protect her?”

“Viktor shot me,” I snap. “When I woke up, I thought I was dead for good and God was giving me one last chance to save Anastasia, so I took it. What the fuck else was I supposed to do?”

Faina’s eyes narrow slightly. “And yet you’re back in the land of the living.”

“Luck was clearly looking out for me.”

“Six weeks too late.”

“Are you just here to twist the knife deeper?” I snap, shrugging on a T-shirt. Tension pulls across my chest, radiating a low ache from my gunshot wound. “Or will you tell me what the hell is going on? Where’s Anastasia? Is she okay? Is the baby?”

The irritation on Faina’s face fades and her shoulders slump down. “Anastasia is fine. Physically. So is the baby. Viktor’s knife missed by half a centimeter, and the tip did nick the sac, but the wound was so small that it closed up.”

Relief pours through me like liquid gold.

But why does Faina look so unhappy?

“There’s a but coming, isn’t there?”

Faina nods. “She’s shut down. Not just her. Everything. She’s convinced that she’s living on borrowed time because so many people were injured or killed. Ivan nearly died. Rocky nearly died, and the Italians are pissed. She’s completely closed herself off and I’m worried about her. I can’t reach her. She’s protective over her baby, but that’s it. I’m really worried I’m going to lose her.”

“Shit.” There’s a lot to unpack. More than I can process at the moment, but it’s clear that staying here until the end of the week is not an option. “I need to see her.”

“She might not even let you in.”

“She will. Can you drive me?”

Faina looks me over with an arched brow, then sighs. “Fine. But if you stress her out, I’ll kill you myself.”

“Don’t worry about it. I know what I’m doing.”
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Faina fills me in on every detail on the drive back to the estate, but her words become more impactful when she lets me into the estate and a deadly silence greets me. There really is no one here. The entire place looks abandoned from the outside, and it’s painful to think that Anastasia is just wandering around this big, empty house by herself.

Given what she’s been through, I don’t blame her.

Six weeks.

I can’t believe it’s been that long.

Taking the steps two at a time, I track Anastasia down to her bedroom where warm air drifts out from the ajar bathroom door. Steam pours through the gap. I breathe in, and despite the rooftop feeling only days ago, the scent of her perfume and vanilla soap creates an ache in my chest like I haven’t seen her in years.

As I step forward, the bathroom door opens and Anastasia walks out, wrapping a large, fluffy towel around her damp body. She stumbles to a stop when she sees me, and her mouth falls wide open.

“Hey,” I say softly, torn between looking into her wide, gorgeous eyes and the huge bump swelling from her stomach.

Anastasia makes a soft, pained noise and then immediately bursts into tears.

“Hey!” Darting forward, I throw my arms around her and pull her close with one arm, then cup her damp cheek with the other. “Anastasia, what’s wrong?”

“You’re… you’re not real,” she sobs, shoving her fists into my chest. “You can’t be real!”

“I’m real,” I say firmly. “I’m really here. I’m okay.”

“No. No, no, no! You’re in the hospital. Oh, my God, you were in a coma!”

“I was. I was. But I woke up yesterday. Faina told me you refused to see her so she couldn’t tell you. So she came to get me. I’m here. I’m here.”

A deep, painful wail rises past her lips and she sags into my hold, sobbing in deep, powerful waves. “I-I never… never thought I’d see you again!”

“I’m sorry,” I gasp, and her heartbreak brings tears to my own eyes. “I’m so sorry. I never should have left you. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

“You died,” she gasps, weeping against my shoulder and continuing to push me away with her fists, then drag me back with desperate hands. “I saw you fall and I saw your body lying there and I thought⁠—”

“I know.” I hush her softly. “I know. I know. But I’m here. I’m right here. And I’m not going anywhere.”

“You bastard, you left me!”

“I know, I know.”

Each rough sob that tears from her cuts through me like a blade, but there’s something amazing about hearing those noises. Having her in my arms, hearing her voice, and feeling the emotion pour from her makes me feel alive for the first time since I opened my eyes.

“Are you okay?” She lifts her head and gazes up at me with tear-filled eyes, then she glances down at my body. “You’re not hurt anymore?”

“A little, but nothing I can’t handle. But you… oh, my God, look at you, Anastasia.” I don’t dare touch her belly after Faina made it very clear how protective Anastasia has become over her body. In my mind, watching Viktor stab her only occurred a few days ago, so it’s a struggle to see her standing here, completely fine.

I’ve never known terror like I felt in that moment.

“You left me,” she whimpers, fat tears rolling down her pale cheeks.

Before I can reply, her lips crash against mine and all thought of explanation and reason flees from my mind.

I want her.

Every fiber of my being aches to be reunited with her, as if her touch will bring me into the present and prevent my mind from lingering in the past. Conscious of her swollen belly, I cup her face with both hands and kiss her back hard, swiping her tears away with my thumb. Each kiss is wet and short as her sobs keep bubbling up. In between gasping for air and kissing, she slowly gets a handle on her grief as kissing me becomes more important.

We should talk.

Talking becomes pointless as my desire for her overflows any other sense of reason. She pushes me backward continuously, walking with me until my legs hit the bed, and gravity takes care of the rest.

I fall backward and she immediately crawls over the top of me. The towel falls away, and suddenly, I have a lapful of naked Anastasia. Her skin is damp and dewy from her back, her hair remains dry and piled on top of her head, and as she kisses me deeply, I slide my hands cautiously down her body until I can grasp her waist.

Then she sits up and stares down at me with both her hands planted on my abdomen.

It’s impossible not to look.

A thin, pink scar runs a few inches up on her belly. Our eyes meet for a brief second, then I move my thumb gently over the swell of her belly and caress the scar.

“I’m so sorry,” I whisper. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t stop this.”

Sniffling slightly, she slides one of her hands over the top of mine, then moves her other hand up my chest to hover over where my gunshot wound is hidden beneath clothing and bandages.

“I couldn’t save you either.”

“Hardly comparable,” I murmur.

She prods my chest. “Don’t. I should have saved you.”

“No,” I say firmly, caressing up her arm until I’m cupping her face with my palm. “It’s my job to save you, and I failed. I’m so sorry.”

“You’re here now,” she whispers, nuzzling into my palm.

“So are you,” I remind her, distantly aware of what Faina told me about how reclusive Anastasia has become. “So are you.”

Those are the last words we speak. With joined hands, my clothes quickly end up on the floor and our lips lock together in a dance of constant kisses. Highly aware of how heavily pregnant Anastasia is, we end up on our sides with my body wrapping around her from behind. She grumbles slightly about the position, but those quiet complaints are muted the moment my cock slides inside her, and suddenly, everything is alright.

It’s like two Lego pieces clicking into place or the brief moment when the sun and the moon pass each other and fit together perfectly. We belong with one another.

And being intertwined sets the world back on its correct axis.

Fucking Anastasia is like wrapping my cock in satin. She’s exactly as I remember, exactly as I crave and yet somehow, she’s hotter and sweeter than ever. I’m quickly addicted to kissing her constantly and thrusting into her with slow, controlled movements just so I can hear the sweet, soft moan pull from her throat like a strand of silk. My arms wrap around her and she clings to me, rocking back into my thrusts the best she can in her condition.

I remain careful and controlled, lavishing attention over her swollen lips and hot, kissable neck. Her body slots against me perfectly, and each thrust drives me to reach deeper and deeper inside her, where I belong.

I will never leave her again.

When we come, we come together, and all tears are forgotten as Anastasia loses herself to the pleasure that consumes her. I fuck her through her orgasm, rocking into each rhythmic clench of her pussy around my cock as I fill her up to the brim.

Then we collapse, panting and breathless in each other’s arms.

I hold her close, stroking her hair and kissing her forehead as she nuzzles into me. This is where I belong.

I no longer feel like I’m walking in a weird dream where the world left me behind.

“Thank you for coming back,” Anastasia whispers against my neck.

“I’m always here,” I say softly, catching sight of my phone lighting up with a message on the floor. “You’re not alone, Anastasia. I’m here.”
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ANASTASIA


We fuck all night.

We sleep all day.

And fuck the next night.

It feels like a dream, like I’ve died and joined Erik in heaven, away from all the stress and pain of the past year. For the first time in a long time, I feel safe.

The day after, we talk.

We talk about Viktor and everything Erik did for him, right down to investigating me for clues as to whether or not I killed my father. Erik lays out every moment of doubt he had, as well as how quickly he fell in love with me. He describes how often he spoke up for me and tried to balance what he thought was Viktor’s grief. Knowing now that it was pure greed and malice doesn’t change how Erik did what he thought was best for both of us.

Then, I forgive him.

Trust will take time to rebuild, but watching Erik fly off the roof with Viktor cemented one truth in my heart that I never thought I would get to voice.

I love him.

Everything about him.

Erik’s working for Viktor didn’t change all the things he did for me as my bodyguard. It didn’t change how he protected me, how he cared for me or how sweet he was each time I needed him. All of that was still real.

Telling Erik I loved him was overwhelming, and I cried more than I should have. It had to be hormones. Then, for the first time since the gala, I felt like I could breathe.

Like air had returned to the halls of the Remizova estate.

Erik clasps my hand in his and leads me toward the lounge, where sunlight pours in through the bay windows. Life has returned to the estate a little, with some of the guards returning and Erik ensuring the entire place is cleaned from top to bottom, and child-proofed with the impending arrival of our little one. He’s really taking it upon himself to make sure everything is perfect, and I finally feel like I can take a moment to enjoy being pregnant.

Until I step into the lounge and am met with a sea of faces staring at me.

My stomach immediately somersaults and my heart begins to race as I take in each familiar face. Rocky stands near the window with a drink in hand. Tatiana is on the couch with a magazine in her hand while she lounges back against the cushions. Faina is next to her, Cormac stands by the fireplace on a phone call, and even Hazel from The Black Ox is here.

“Erik,” I say in a strained voice. “What is going on?”

“Do you trust me?” he asks softly, looking back at me with warmth flooding his gorgeous eyes.

It feels like a trick question considering everything we’ve been through, but after a moment of staring up at him, I nod cautiously. “Yes.”

“Then trust me when I say you’re not alone.” He tightens his grip with a comforting squeeze and leads me toward everyone.

Cormac is the first to react. “Love you too, Evelyn,” he says into the phone, then he smiles brightly at me. “Anastasia.”

Everyone looks up and my heart stops. Sweat prickles down my spine, sending a sweeping rush of heat through my body, and I clutch tighter at Erik as my heart beats wildly. “Cormac.”

“It’s good to see you up and about,” he says, walking forward. “After the gala explosions, we were concerned.”

“Why?” I ask without thinking.

Cormac looks confused. “Did you really think that after what happened with Brenden, and our drug deal, that I wouldn’t be concerned about what was going on with you?”

I have no answer.

Cormac is the Irish Captain. The fact that he’s even here is strange enough, but hearing he was concerned about me just doesn’t make sense. I never saw us as friends, but as we eye one another, I realize maybe I was wrong. Being on the defensive for so long had me create walls around everyone, but Cormac is here, looking at me with genuine concern.

“I… I’m sorry,” I say. “I, uhm… I’ll be honest. I thought that was purely a business deal.”

“It was.” Cormac nods. “But the gorgeous woman in my life made a point of highlighting how much better it is to deal with friends. That was why I had no issue in sending you to Rocky when you needed help, but it didn’t mean I didn’t care. You’ve been making waves, Anastasia. And it benefits us both.”

I glance at Erik for support and he gives me a strong smile.

“Thank you,” I say. Speaking of Rocky, he has my attention next.

An easygoing smile slides across his handsome face as he pulls up his shirt and displays the gunshot scars that nearly took his life. “Another two for the collection.”

“I’m sorry,” I blurt out. “I never intended for you to get hurt.”

Rocky immediately waves one hand. “Don’t. I had a good time at the gala. And sure, my father’s pretty pissed at Russian blood, but I want you to know that I don’t care. And my men don’t care. I know that explosion wasn’t you, and that’s all that matters. So if you ever get a hint of Italian trouble, you call me, alright?”

“I don’t understand.” Glancing between Rocky and Cormac, my confusion deepens. “Isn’t this the perfect opportunity for you two to team up and wipe out the crumbling, weak third leg?”

“Weak?” Rocky scoffs. “First of all, your underboss has been working double since the gala.” He jerks his head toward Faina, who rolls her eyes. “And besides, your businesses are as strong as ever.”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to talk to you about.” Tatiana speaks up. “But you’ve been avoiding my calls.”

“I heard about Ivan,” I say, my throat running dry. “He lost his leg and nearly died. I can’t imagine you want anything to do with me after that.”

“Viktor is to blame for that,” Tatiana mutters. “But Ivan is alive. My children still have their father, and our alliance is booming. While you were… unavailable, I continued working. Needed, since Ivan is out of things for a while. Construction is booming, especially since I was able to secure the contract to rebuild the venue Viktor blew up, and I put your construction companies on it immediately. It was a lucrative contract and has caught the eye of so many more potential clients. I wanted to share the good news and my idea to expand to some of the smaller families who are very open to an alliance after Viktor’s hand in your father’s murder was revealed.”

Oh. Right.

I glance briefly at Rocky, who winks at me.

The world thinks Viktor killed my father. Which means I am truly safe.

“And I have another family lined up, with Erik’s help, who may be perfect to fill the gaps in security that Viktor’s traitorous men left.”

“So you see” —Cormac chuckles— “You’re not as weak as you think you are, and Rocky and I have no interest in moving in on you. Despite our differences, we have a lot in common. Being thrust into power is hard, and I don’t know about you, but I am intent on avoiding the bloody wars our history is filled with.”

“Agreed,” Rocky murmurs. “Can’t speak for my father, though.”

“I don’t know what to say,” I gasp, scanning the room.

“Say you’re going to come back for a drink,” Hazel says. “To clarify, I’m here to keep this a neutral ground since Erik was sure he couldn’t get you to the bar. Not that I’m sensing any hostility here.” She laughs, and it’s a warm, gravelly sound. “But that being said, I’m more than happy to put the word out that Anastasia Remizova is back in top form.”

The support is unexpected and incredibly overwhelming. I lose my battle with the tears, though everyone is understanding, given my heavily pregnant state. Apologies and promises are exchanged, and we spend a few hours chatting about a few details, as well as discussing the heavy losses the Russian families suffered at the gala. Deep down, I know that it’s lucky Cormac and Rocky are my friends. Anyone else would have swooped in for the kill by now.

By the time everyone leaves, I’m exhausted, and Erik is by my side as we lie together on the couch.

“I’m sorry if you felt bombarded,” Erik says quietly. “But I knew you needed to see that you’re not as alone as you thought. You’ve had impact, even if it got lost in the crisis.”

“I was alarmed,” I admit, resting back against his warm, broad chest. “But… it's strange and nice to see how wrong I was. When I was alone and scared, closing myself off felt like the only way I could protect myself and my baby.” One hand glides over my belly. “And I see now that after everything with Viktor, my own suspicions were acting against me.”

“No one can fault you for that,” Erik murmurs. “And again, I am so deeply sorry I played a part in that. Those feelings of betrayal cut you deeply, I know. I fell so hard for you, so quickly, that I didn’t even consider that aspect of the truth. I just knew I wanted to protect you and soothe Viktor. Of course, I was wrong about his motives.”

“Because you have a big heart.” I tilt my head up and stare at him from below, then cup his jaw and lean up to kiss his chin. “You saw a man grieving for his lifelong friend. I understand that.”

“As long as you know that everything I have ever felt for you is true,” he says, staring down at me. “I love you, Anastasia. And I have for a long time. And I will continue to love you for the rest of my life because nothing else in the world feels more right than this right here, with you.”

“I love you too,” I say, tears warming my eyes.

We will work on trust. We will work on family.

His lips gently press against mine and my heart soars.

Life is not so dark, after all.
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ANASTASIA


“Now, if you turn your attention to slide four, I think you’ll all agree that the swimming pools need a little more oomph. We’re selling to the elite here. We want them to brag about how luxurious their pool is, plaster it all over their socials, spend their entire time in the water until they look like raisins. The more shriveled they get, the better we look and then the more we can—ahh!”

Everyone around the table jumps in alarm as I double over, slamming one fist down on the table as white-hot pain lances through my abdomen.

“Anastasia?” Erik appears at my side and places his hand on the small of back, though I shove him off immediately.

“I’m fine.”

“Your contractions are getting closer together. You’re not fine.”

“Let me get through this,” I hiss through gritted teeth, unsure whether I’m speaking to Erik or the baby inside me who’s desperate to make an appearance. As the wave of agony passes, I straighten up and puff out my cheeks. “Anyway, where was I?”

“Swimming pools.” Someone to my left speaks up cautiously. “You want obnoxious luxury?”

“Exactly. I want it so that they can’t afford it because then who do they go to for money? Tatiana. Do you all see what I mean? These designs are good but I need sickening—ahh!”

“That’s it.” Erik slams the laptop closed and grabs my arm as I pant and yell against the table. “We’re taking you to the hospital.”

“Not yet!” I gasp, but I have no strength to fight him.

As the contraction passes and I straighten up, Erik’s brow is pinched with worry. “I know you’re scared,” he says, cupping my sweaty neck. “But you’re going to be amazing and I’m going to be right there with you.”

I labor for sixteen hours.

Despite their painful insistence, my baby seems less inclined to leave when I reach the hospital. Erik stays by my side through every second. I crush his fingers in my grip, yell obscenities at him when he makes suggestions, groan under the soothing touch of his massaging hands, and eat my body weight in ice chips.

Still, our baby doesn’t move.

Pain after pain, hour after hour, time drags by slowly and with each painful, stabbing muscle ache, my doubts about being a good mother fade from my mind. In the days leading up to my due date, I feared I would repeat my father’s mistakes, that some part of me would be terrible because it’s in my blood, and I even asked Erik to take our baby away from me.

Luckily, he just laughed and assured me that he knew I would be a fantastic mother because I take care of everyone.

Now, with pain radiating like a hot whip around my abdomen, I make a hundred prayers to be the best mother in the universe if this baby would just get out of me.

Hours pass, pain worsens, and I nearly dislocate one of Erik’s fingers before, finally, my baby makes an appearance.

“Fuck!” I scream loudly, tossing my head back and forth as every muscle below my waist feels like it’s being shredded in two. Erik is beside me, holding my hand and trying to keep my hair out of my face while a doctor rummages about between my legs.

“You’re almost there,” she cheers. “One more push, Mama. One more push!”

“I can’t,” I gasp as all strength leaves me. “I can’t, I can’t!”

“You can.” Erik catches my eyes. “I’m right here. You can do it. One more push, baby. One more. Think of everything it took to get to this moment, how close we got to missing out entirely. All that anger, all that rage. Use that.”

I’d rather not think of Viktor at a time like this, but surprisingly, it works. The thought of him ignites one last ember of strength inside me and I grip Erik’s fingers, then roar out my pain as I push and push and push.

My baby is born in a hot, slippery rush that feels like rug burn, and I sag on the bed like an empty paper bag. Erik praises me constantly, peppering kisses over my forehead and holding me close.

A second later, a rough cry erupts in the room and tears spring into my exhausted eyes. My heart swells with love as I peer past my raised legs, seeking a glimpse of my baby.

“It’s a girl.” The doctor grins, bundling up the screaming infant in a blanket. “You’ve got a beautiful baby daughter.”

“A girl!” I gasp, gazing up at Erik. “A girl.”

“Holy shit,” he breathes out, then he falls silent as the doctor brings the baby closer and gently eases her into my arms. She’s the smallest thing I’ve ever seen in my life, with red skin and a wrinkly face and a wide mouth showing off her impressive lungs as she cries.

“My baby,” I cry, cradling her as gently as I dare. “Oh, my God. Oh, my God.”

“You did amazing, Mama,” the doctor says, and she vanishes from view to clean me up.

Nothing else matters to me, though. This tiny human in my arms suddenly becomes my world, and a new strength surges through me with every tired beat of my heart. “Hey,” I whisper down at her. “Hey, baby. Hey.”

Then I look up at Erik who is staring down with utter wonder in his eyes.

“Marry me.”

“What?” He blinks owlishly and tears his gaze away from our baby.

“Marry me,” I repeat breathlessly.
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My darling daughter, Clara, sleeps soundly in the cradle next to my bed. Drugs keep the pain of delivery at bay and warmth closes around my hand as Erik runs his thumb over my knuckles and chuckles softly.

“Morning.”

“Is it morning?” I croak softly, turning my head to face him. “How long was I asleep?”

Erik glances at his watch and then back at me. “Only a few hours. The nurse will be here soon to help you with breastfeeding but for now, our daughter sleeps as soundly as you.”

Our daughter.

It’s surreal to hear those words, and even more surreal to look beside my bed and see a small bundle of baby sleeping.

“Is it weird that I can’t wrap my head around how that came out of me?”

“Isn’t nature beautiful?”

“No, it’s weird.” I chuckle softly. “An entire person grew inside me and then popped out of my vagina.”

“Pretty amazing.”

“Stop.” I groan softly, a smile playing on my lips. “You’re just saying that.”

“Given everything we’ve been through, our baby is the least weird thing about this past year,” Erik replies, keeping his voice low. “How are you feeling? Do you need anything?”

I shake my head, turning my hand in his grip to lace our fingers together. “I have everything I need.”

“Please remember that when your nipples are raw from breastfeeding and you’re so tired that my own breathing makes you want to commit murder.”

“I’ll remember.” My heart swells and my smile widens. “We really did it.”

“Yes.” Erik slowly licks his lips. “Did you mean it?”

I frown softly, meeting his eyes. “Mean what?”

“When you asked me to marry you.”

Oh.

I’d briefly forgotten about that in the chaos of delivering my baby, but the memory surges through my thoughts in a rush.

“Yes, I meant it,” I say softly. “I… I’ve spent the past year, maybe my entire life, being days away from disaster. Walking on eggshells, fighting for respect and worth, and focusing on everything that isn’t me. But this?” I glance over at my sleeping baby. “This is mine. Ours. I want to be selfish. I want something for myself. I want you.”

A wide, warm smile spreads across Erik’s face when our eyes meet once more. “Ask me again.”

“I’m the Godmother,” I say softly. “I don’t ask. I command.”

“Command me,” he whispers.

“Marry me.”

“Yes.” Erik leans up and brings his face close. Our noses brush together and then his lips claim mine in a gently passionate kiss that sends my heart racing. Tingles of excitement shoot all up and down my body as a soft waking gurgle rises from the crib.

“I will marry you,” he murmurs against my lips. “I will be the best husband and father that I can be. And nothing will harm us ever again. I swear it.” He kisses me deeply.

“I love you,” I whisper against his lips.

“I love you too,” he replies.

Clara squeaks in her crib, gurgling softly and drawing smiles from both of us. Erik moves away from me and very gently lifts her out of her crib. I shift against the pillows to make myself more comfortable, and then Erik puts our tiny baby into my arms. He sits on the bed next to me, wraps an arm around my shoulders, and kisses the top of my head.

“Welcome to the world, Clara Remizova.” I beam down at her.

In an instant, she changes everything.

With her to protect, the Remizova clan will be a force to be reckoned with.

We’re back on top, exactly where we belong.
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