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FOREWORD


This novel contains strong themes.

Please see the full list of triggers on my website here:

https://brookwilder.com/books/beautiful-cruelty/


1


LACEY


"Come on!" I groan in frustration, but the engagement ring refuses to budge, a perfectly circular reminder of my imperfect life.

I guess that’s what happens when you catch your fiancé balls-deep in his secretary three days before your wedding.

Giving up on the ring for now, I pull into the parking lot at Mrs. Klossner's dry-cleaners, kill the engine, and stare at my reflection in the rearview mirror. My mascara's held up better than expected, even though I haven't been able to stop crying after catching my fiancé Nathan fucking his secretary Caroline on his desk last night.

Small victories.

Don't cry. I tell myself. Just open the door. Walk in, say hi to Mrs. Klossner, grab your dry cleaning, and get out.

I take a deep breath and push open the car door. The humidity hits me like a wall, making my cotton blouse stick to my skin, and I wobble for a second.

"Get it together, Lacey," I mutter, snatching my purse from the passenger seat. The leather strap has seen better days, just like everything else in my life right now.

The familiar whir of the automated rack greets me as I—eyes still fixed on my own shoes—push through the door. Hangers click along their metal track like a demented wind chime. The whole place smells like fabric softener and steam.

The smell usually comforts me, but today it just reminds me of pressing Nathan's shirts while he was working late.

Allegedly working late, I remind myself.

"I'm surprised to see you today. You usually send someone else to pick up your orders," Mrs. Klossner says to someone at the counter. "There was a piece of paper in your pocket. I saved it for you."

"That piece of paper is very important for the event I'll be attending." The voice draws me up short. It's deep and powerful, the kind that suggests old money and older connections.

"And what event is that?"

"The Vorobyov memorial retrospective. Unfortunately, it's not something that I'm allowed to miss."

At the mention of the event, I look up and my breath immediately catches in my throat.

The man at the counter towers over Mrs. Klossner's tiny frame. His broad shoulders stretch the fabric of his tailored suit, and blond hair falls across his forehead in a way that makes my fingers itch to brush it back. When he glances down to check his watch, the movement draws my attention to his sharp jawline and the rigid lines of his neck disappearing into his crisp collar.

My left hand falls to my side, the stubborn engagement ring I've been trying to wrench off now temporarily forgotten.

"Oh!" The sound escapes my lips before I can stop myself.

He turns and looks at me. The deliberate movement is fluid and graceful. Dark gray eyes—like storm clouds—meet mine as I gawk at him like an idiot.

With his attention turned towards me, his presence is even more overwhelming. He shifts slightly, and a light and spicy scent wafts to my nose, practically commanding me to lean in closer.

"I'll be at the Vorobyov event too!" I blurt out, and immediately want to crawl under the counter and die.

Real smooth, Lacey.

His gaze pierces right through me as he looks at me. Suddenly I'm focused on a small coffee stain on the fabric of my blouse. I can feel his eyes looking at my sensible black slacks and scuffed flats, before they travel back up towards my face with the kind of slow appreciation that makes my skin tingle.

Not uncomfortable, exactly.

Just... aware.

A smile tugs at the corner of his mouth and he points at my flats. "Those are custom-made, aren't they?"

"They are!" The words come out before I can stop myself. "Patent leather ballet flats with a memory foam insole.”

“And the vamp?” he asks. “Hand-stitched?”

“Yep!” My cheeks flush at his unexpected praise.

No one's ever noticed these technical details before, let alone commented on them with such precision. Even Nathan dismissed my shoe designs as a "cute hobby." He preferred that I focus on dresses while he promised to get me the starting capital to open my own store.

So much for those promises, I think bitterly.

He nods. "Are they an engagement gift from your fiancé?"

Huh?

Oh right! Ugh! That stupid ring.

"Made them myself, actually. And it's ex-fiancé," I correct him on both counts, fighting the urge to twist at the stubborn band of metal again. "The ring seems more committed to the relationship than he was."

"I'm sorry to hear that. Was it recent?"

"About eleven hours and..." I glance at the clock behind him, "twenty-three minutes ago. But who's counting?"

"Not you."

"Not me."

His lips curve into the shadow of a smile that transforms his stern features, sparking something dangerous and thrilling in those storm-gray eyes.

"Before you ask." I hold my hand up to stop him from speaking. "It was his secretary."

"I wasn’t about to." He pauses, those storm-cloud eyes studying my face. "But I was about to suggest that olive oil helps with stuck rings."

"Speaking from experience?"

"Let's just say I've had practice helping people out of... complicated situations. Speaking of which." Casually, he looks at Mrs. Klossner as she lays my dry cleaning down on the counter next to his. "Have you considered my offer for this place, Mrs. Klossner?"

Those words slam into me like a punch to the gut.

Wait, what?

"You can't sell, Mrs. K!" I protest before I can stop myself.

Both of them turn to look at me. I know I’m speaking out of place, but I can’t back down now.

Mrs. Klossner’s dry cleaner has always been a refuge for me. After I’d been forced to drop out of Seattle Pacific University to help save money for Mom’s chemotherapy treatments, Mrs. Klossner was more than happy to give me discarded materials so that I can still practice designing dresses and shoes. She’d offer me the use of her sewing machines, and would stay with me deep into the night to talk about anything, everything, and nothing.

When Mom lost her battle with cancer three years ago, Mrs. Klossner’s dry cleaner became almost a second home for me, and she a second Mom.

With my own upcoming marriage now circling the toilet bowl, I can’t bear the possibility of losing this place—and by extension—her as well.

I’ve already lost so much in the last three years.

"The price is fair." The man starts explaining before Mrs. Klossner can. "The store will offer more⁠—"

"Services? Enhanced value? Let me guess, 'synergy'?" I cut him off. "Save the MBA buzzwords. I've heard them all before."

"You seem to have a lot of opinions about business deals you're not involved in."

Whatever feelings I might’ve felt towards him earlier now disappear in an instant. I reach over the counter and snatch my dry cleaning, not caring that I'm probably wrinkling the hell out of it. 

"This place has been here for three decades!" I gesture around the shop. "It's not just a number on a spreadsheet!"

"No," he agrees, surprising me. "It's a business that's been operating at a loss for the past eight years, with outdated equipment and rising maintenance costs. Mrs. Klossner deserves to retire without worrying about bankruptcy."

"And I suppose you're just here to help? Out of the goodness of your heart?"

"I'm here because I see potential." His eyes lock onto mine. "In a lot of things."

"Does that line usually work for you?" I whisper as heat creeps up my neck.

"I don't know. Does pretending to hate me usually work for you?"

"Who says I'm pretending?"

"The fact that you're still talking to me." He pushes off the counter, stepping closer. "Most people who actually hate me can't wait to get away."

His scent teases at my nose, stronger than before, and I fight the urge to lean forward.

"Maybe I just enjoy arguing."

"Or maybe." His smile widens. "You just enjoy me."

I snort, but it comes out less dismissive than I'd like. "Wow. Your ego must be even bigger than your portfolio."

"And just how certain are you of my portfolio size?"

"From the bespoke suit, to that understated but expensive watch, to the way you walk around acting like you own the world." I pause for a moment. "I know what you are."

"And what am I?"

"An enemy."

I don't know why I chose those words. Maybe it's to hide the quiver in my voice now that he's so close to me. Maybe it's because of the blood rushing at my ears. Maybe it’s because he's the only outlet that I can focus all of my heartbreak and frustration at.

Or maybe…

No! Don't be ridiculous. I fight back the involuntary shudder, but the way his storm-gray eyes seem to glint tells me that he's missed nothing.

"Is that what you think we are, zvyozdochka?" He's definitely in my space now, and his heady scent is doing terrible, wicked things to my imagination. Like his suit, it must be bespoke. "Enemies?"

"We're nothing." I take a step back, bumping into the rack behind me. "And we're going to stay nothing. Don’t pretend like you know anything about me.”

"I know you desperately want the world to acknowledge you for the talent that you clearly have." He nods toward my feet. "I know you've been crying from the way your mascara is slightly smudged at the corner of your eye. I know you're a fighter because instead of drinking wine and deleting photos like a normal person, you're standing right here, right now, fighting for a dry cleaner—" He checks his watch again. "—Eleven hours and twenty-eight minutes after your engagement ended. But who's counting?"

I jut my chin out at him. "Not me."

"Not you." He smiles, reaches into his pocket, and pulls out a business card, offering it to me. "In case you want to continue not counting at Vorobyov's."

Everything about it screams money and power. From the thick cardstock, the embossed lettering, and even to the way he holds it out—like he's used to people scrambling to take things from him.

I should walk away.

I should focus on putting my life back together, not getting tangled up with a dangerously handsome stranger. A stranger that I have no right feeling anything for other than contempt for trying to buy out Mrs. Klossner’s dry cleaner.

Whatever I should be doing, it’s not taking that damn card.

But somehow, my hand reaches out, and I take it. His smile curves up ever so slightly, and both of us know that he just won.

"I'll see you there, zvyozdochka," he says as he grabs his dry cleaning off the counter. "One more thing."

"What?" I do my best to put some bite into my voice.

"Try coconut oil instead of olive. Works better on platinum."

He's gone before I can ask how he knew my ring was platinum.

I look down at the business card: heavy stock, letterpress printing, with his name, title, and number in clean typography:

Vadim Stravinsky, CEO: Svoboda Inc.

Understated but expensive, just like everything else about him.

"He's not what you think, Lacey," Mrs. Klossner says quietly.

"He's exactly what I think." I want to crumple the card up and throw it away. Instead, I stuff it into my purse. "A businessman who sees dollar signs instead of people."

"A businessman who's offering me enough to retire comfortably, and keep all my employees on staff with better benefits." She gives me a knowing look. "Sometimes things aren't so simple. People neither."

"Everything’s pretty simple to me right now, Mrs. K." I hoist my dry cleaning over my shoulder. "Rich guy buys up small businesses. Girl catches fiancé cheating. Ring won't come off. Tale as old as time."

"What about a handsome stranger offering some perspective and his phone number?"

"That's not—" I blow out a frustrated breath. "He's not—I'll see you next week, Mrs. K."

"Mhmm." She smiles that infuriatingly knowing smile. "Oh, and Lacey? Don't bother with any kind of oil. Use hand sanitizer. The alcohol breaks the surface tension. Ring should slide right off."

I pause at the door, looking back at her. "You couldn't have mentioned that ten minutes ago?"

"And miss all that quality entertainment? Please." She waves me off. "Go home. Put some ice on those feelings you're definitely not having, and I'll see you next week."

"I'm not having any feelings!"

"Of course not, dear. That's why you're blushing."

I push through the door, the bell's cheerful chime now sounding smug, and the business card burns a hole in my purse all the way to my car.

I definitely don't Google Vadim Stravinsky as soon as I slam the door shut. I definitely don't spend twenty minutes scrolling through one article after another about his acquisitions and investments. And I absolutely don't smile when I see he's quoted in Forbes talking about the importance of preserving craftsmanship in small businesses. 

The ring slides off easily with a drop of hand sanitizer, and I plop it down soundlessly in my palm before throwing it in my purse.

Small victories.

I thought I’d feel relieved, but instead I've become hyper-aware of how naked and empty my finger feels.

I turn and see the ring resting against Vadim's business card. My hand hovers over it, hesitating even though I know what I'm about to do.

Ugh!

Maybe it’s not such a bad idea to start drinking wine and deleting pictures. I need to do something—anything—except think about adding Vadim's number to my contacts.

I pick up my phone, then put it down. Pick it up again. God, I'm pathetic.

No... I decide. I can't. I won't.

But I do it anyway, my fingers trembling slightly as I type. The rational part of my brain screams that this is crazy. That I'm not ready, that I'm still raw, and that I'm probably just desperate to prove I'm still desirable after Nathan's betrayal.

The less rational part remembers how Vadim's eyes lit up when he noticed the details of my shoes. How he didn't offer empty platitudes about Nathan. How for a few minutes, arguing with him made me forget about the hole in my chest.

I'm here because I see potential. In a lot of things.

My phone suddenly buzzes, and for a moment, I dare to imagine it’s Vadim. No words can describe the hurt and disappointment when I see that it’s from the florist: asking me as delicately as a text can to confirm that Nathan really did just contact them to cancel the order for this Saturday.

Before I can respond, another text flows in. This time it’s from the venue, and their tone is much less delicate.

When the bridal boutique’s text arrives, asking if I’m okay and if I’d like to refund my dress, that’s when I lose what little composure I have.

Loud, choking sobs punch out from my throat as if they’re being ripped out from the pits of my stomach. Reality closes in on me. I squeeze my eyes shut and bang my hands against the steering wheel as I continue to ugly-cry.

But for the first time since last night, I don’t see Nathan fucking Caroline on his desk.

Instead, I see a pair of storm-gray eyes and an enigmatic smile. Broad shoulders that stretch the fabric of his tailored suit. And blond hair falling across his forehead in a way that beckons my fingers to brush it out of the way.

Maybe it's the way he noticed the details of my shoes. Maybe it's how he didn't offer me any empty sympathy about Nathan.

Or maybe I'm just desperate to feel something other than heartbreak.

Another text comes in, this time from the photographer jolting me out of my crying fit to inform me that he’s not refunding our down payment.

But I don’t care about that right now.

All I find myself doing is staring at Vadim’s newly-created profile in my phone as one text after another continues to pour in, requesting confirmations and updates that my wedding really is over before it even got started.

My finger hovers over the call button.

No… I decide. I can't.

I won’t.

But I'm a goddamn liar if I say I don’t want to hear that voice again, even if it's the last thing I should be doing right now.

Especially because it's the last thing I should be doing right now.
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LACEY


My phone rings just as I'm pulling out of the parking lot. My sister Megan’s name flashes across the screen, and I hit the speaker button.

"Hey Megan."

"Lacey! I'm so sorry, but I've got to work late tonight. My boss wants me to help fact-check everything before we upload the latest episode.”

"Since when did the Voice start fact-checking?" I merge into the right lane, heading north.

I can practically see Megan rolling her eyes on the other end.

The Seattle Voice, where Megan works, is a podcast that claims to be hard-hitting citizen journalists telling the truths that “the man” doesn’t want us to know about.

But from the few episodes Megan made me listen, it sounds more like the ramblings of multiple conspiracy theorists all trying to shout over each other in thirty-minute segments.

I guess that’s why it has over seven million listeners. Not for nothing else, it is pretty damn entertaining.

"Ha-ha, real funny," she says. "I'm just calling because I need you to check on Dad for me. I know Freddy's supposed to be there, but..." She trails off meaningfully. "Well, I don’t trust him."

My hands tighten on the steering wheel. "Yeah, of course. I was about to head that way anyway." A lie, but a small one. "Actually, I was planning on crashing there tonight."

"What? Why?" There's a pause, and I can practically hear her brain clicking into gear. "Everything alright?"

"Yeah, just..." I bite my lip, debating how much to tell her. Not about Nathan. Not yet. And definitely not about the gorgeous billionaire who's about to put Mrs. Klossner out of business. "Just one of those days, you know?"

"Lacey, the work day's barely just gotten started." She doesn't sound convinced. "Look, I'll pop over later, and you can tell me everything."

"Everything's fine⁠—"

"Don't even try it. I know that tone. That's your 'everything is absolutely not fine but I'm pretending it is' tone. Tonight. You and me. Spilling of guts. No arguing."

I can't help but smile. "Okay, Mom."

"Damn right. Text me when you get to Dad's?"

"Will do."

"Love you, sis. Can’t wait to get you married this weekend!"

The words hit me like a sledgehammer, and it takes me a breath before I can speak. "Love you too."

Two years ago, Megan had practically vibrated with excitement when I told her about meeting Nathan. She'd grilled me for every detail over coffee—how he looked in his suit, how he'd asked for my number, and whether I thought he might be "the one."

"Finally!" she squealed when I showed her the engagement ring. "Someone who can appreciate how amazing you are!"

My throat tightens. If only she knew how wrong we both were.

I grip the steering wheel tighter until my knuckles turn white. A horn blares as someone cuts me off, but I barely notice.

Mom would have loved Nathan, at least the version of him I met. The charming investment banker who promised to make my fashion dreams come true. But now... now I'm grateful she never got to meet him. Never had to watch her daughter get betrayed by someone who was supposed to love her.

[image: ]


I pull into the driveway of our yellow two-story house, and park behind Freddy’s beat-up Honda Civic.

The sage green paint on the front door is peeling. Another item on my endless to-do list. Mom would hate seeing the house like this—she always made sure everything was perfect, right down to the brass doorknob she polished every Sunday.

The key sticks in the lock like it always does. I have to jiggle it just right—up and to the left, then a sharp turn. The door creaks open, and I'm hit with the musty smell that's become a regular fixture in this house for the last six years.

"Dad?" I call out, stepping inside. "It's Lacey."

A thump comes from upstairs, followed by the sound of drawers being hastily shut. My stomach drops. I know that sound.

"Well, if it isn't Mom's favorite charity case." Freddy rushes down the stairs. He's wearing a wrinkled hoodie that looks like he slept in it, and there's a sheen of sweat on his forehead.

I scan the living room as I drop my purse on the entry table. "Where's Dad?"

"He's in the kitchen." Freddy grips the railing tightly. "You don't need to check up on him."

"Get out of my way," I push past him towards the kitchen, my voice hard. "Dad?"

The kitchen looks like a war zone: dishes stacked like precarious towers, crusty plates with molding food, and sticky spots on the counter that'll take hours to clean.

And in the middle of it all is Dad, sitting in stained clothing and staring at a cold cup of coffee.

"Dad?" My voice cracks. "Have you eaten anything?"

He looks up, his mouth drawn in a line. He hasn’t said a single word for over a year now. The doctors say he may never speak again as his dementia worsens.

I shoot a glare at Freddy, who's followed me into the kitchen. "What the hell have you been doing this whole time?"

"I had things to take care of." He crosses his arms.

"Like pawning off more of Mom's jewelry?"

"Shut the fuck up, Lacey McKinney. She was my mom, not yours."

The words hit like a physical blow. My hands shake as I start gathering dishes, trying to hide how much that stings. But he's right.

McKinney. Not Huang.

The name on my birth certificate, from parents who didn't want me. The name that marks me as different in every family photo, at every school event, and in every conversation whenever someone asks about my "real" family.

Each time I look at the family photos on the wall at Dad's house, I can't help but notice how I stand out—the only blonde in a family whose hair is jet black.

The worst part is, after Mom passed from her battle with cancer, Freddy’s words started to feel real. When he accuses me that I don't belong, I hear that little voice in my head agreeing with him. Maybe if they hadn't adopted me, they would have had more money for Mom's treatments. Maybe Dad wouldn't have gotten so stressed that his dementia started getting worse.

Maybe. Maybe. Maybe.

Walking over to the sink, I turn the water on, and start putting dishes inside. Water splashes my blouse, but I barely notice.

"If you’re not going to help, Freddy." I grip the edge of the sink, not turning around. "Then get out."

“Don’t tell me what to do in my fucking house.” Freddy's voice drips with contempt.

"If it's your house, then do your part and help clean it!” I spin around, water dripping from my hands. “Help Dad. Fix him a meal. Change him into some clean clothes. Spend some time with him, instead of coming here to steal whatever the fuck isn't bolted down to pay for your gambling fix."

“Yeah that’s what I thought.” Freddy sneers, and that’s when I realize my lips are still pressed in a line.

I didn’t actually say a damn thing at him…

I just stood there, staring, and imagined myself yelling.

“Two years you’ve been fucking that banker, and not a single goddamn penny to show for it.” He starts heading for the door. “I don’t know what the fuck he sees in you. Maybe he just likes having a fucking doormat to wipe his shoes on when he comes home at night.”

Freddy always knows how to hurt me, even if he doesn’t know the full truth.

“Don’t you ever talk to me like that again, Lacey," he spits as he rips the front door open. "He's not your father."

"At least I treat him like one!" I yell, for real this time.

But it’s too late.

The front door slams so hard the windows rattle. Through the kitchen window, I watch Freddy storm to his car and peel out of the driveway.

Once I calm myself down with a few deep breaths, I walk over the fridge, grab a couple of eggs, and bring a small pot of chicken broth to boil.

My hands shake slightly as I whisk them into the steaming chicken broth, watching golden ribbons form in the clear liquid. The familiar motions ground me: crack, whisk, pour in a slow stream, just like Mom taught me.

"Here you go, Dad." I set the bowl of egg drop soup in front of him. "Careful, it's hot."

Dad eats in silence. When he’s done, he sets his spoon down, and studies my face with that same concerned look he used to give me when I was little.

Even with his memory slipping away, he can still read me like an open book.

"I'm fine, Dad." I swallow hard against the lump in my throat and answer his questioning silence. "I’m just tired. I've had a rough morning. If you’re done eating, let’s get you into some clean clothes."

He lets me guide him up the stairs, one step at a time, watching me with concern in his eyes as I help him change. Then, I bring him back down into the living room, sit him on the couch in sight of the kitchen, and start cleaning.

Despite my efforts, a tear falls silently on a plate, and another follows. Soon they're streaming down my face, dripping onto the dishes I'm trying to clean. But I don't dare make a sound as I cry.

I grip the edge of the sink, shoulders shaking with silent sobs. Everything hurts. Nathan's betrayal, Freddy's words, Dad's silence, and the constant reminder of Mom's absence. It all crashes over me like a wave, and I can't hold it back anymore.

I want to bawl my eyes out—to scream and cry and shout that it's not fair. But I can't.

It doesn't take long for the dishes to finally be done, each one dried and put away where Mom used to keep them. My hands are wrinkled and raw from the hot water, and that's when I start on the rest of the kitchen.

I scrub every surface until my arms ache, working methodically from one end of the kitchen to the other like Mom taught me. The familiar scent of lemon cleaner fills the air as I tackle layers of built-up grime, letting the mindless work numb everything else away.

By noon, the kitchen's clean, and I take a seat next to dad on the couch. Despite my best efforts, my eyes close from exhaustion.

"Maybe I just enjoy arguing."

"Or maybe," Vadim's voice echoes in my ears. "You just enjoy me."

"In case you want to continue not counting at Vorobyov's, zvyozdochka."

My eyes fly open, and I realize my heart is racing. What the hell is wrong with me? What am I doing thinking about a stranger when my whole life is falling apart?

But he wasn't just any stranger. The way he looked at me, like he could see right through my brave face to the mess underneath...

The silence presses in all around me. I need to talk to someone before I explode, before all these thoughts and feelings consume me whole.

My fingers move across my phone screen almost of their own accord, and I type out a quick message to Megan.

I need to tell you something.




Her response is immediate.

What happened?




I take a deep breath and start typing.
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LACEY


"You better not be brooding in the dark," Megan calls out as she shoulders through the door, juggling her laptop bag and what looks like a bakery box.

"Not brooding. Just contemplating setting Nathan’s car on fire."

"Oh good, a felony. That'll help." She flips on the light and I blink against the sudden brightness.

"Here." She tosses the bakery box into my lap. "Three Birds' finest emotional support cupcakes."

"You're a saint." I peek inside the box. "Is that the one with real maple syrup?"

"Obviously. This isn't my first rodeo." Megan kicks off her shoes and collapses next to me on the couch. "Alright, deets.”

I take a bite of cupcake to stall. The sweetness helps, but my throat still feels tight. "Found Nathan last night in the office with his secretary Caroline.”

"Shit." Megan's eyes go wide. "Like, with her with her?"

"Legs spread and heels on." I lick frosting off my thumb.

"That absolute dick." Megan's voice has that dangerous edge it gets when she starts plotting about things that’ll never happen. "Want me to post something about him? I could probably come up with something⁠—"

"No." I grab her hand before she can reach for her phone. "I just want to be done with him."

"Fine." She squeezes my hand. "But I reserve the right to trip him if I see him in public."

That startles a laugh out of me. "Deal."

We sit in comfortable silence for a minute. Through the wall, I can hear Dad's soft snoring from upstairs.

"How's Dad?" Megan asks, picking at the edge of her cupcake.

"No worse than usual." I rest my head against her shoulder. "Freddy was here when I arrived."

Megan stiffens. "What did he take this time?"

"Not sure yet." I recall the flash of guilt on his face. “But I’m sure we’ll find out in a few days.”

"We could get a restraining order," Megan says, but her voice lacks conviction. We both know she doesn't have the heart to do it. Despite everything, he's still our brother.

Megan’s brother, not yours. Freddy's voice echoes in my ear.

Ugh!

"He'd just ignore it." I sit up straighter, rubbing my temples.

"I know, I know." Megan sighs, running a hand through her short bob. "But what else can we do? Change the locks again? He'll just come when Dad's confused and be let in the front door."

"At least he's not taking anything Dad needs day-to-day anymore."

"Small mercies." Megan's laugh is bitter. "Thanks for keeping an eye on him, I know it can't have been easy. What with Nathan and all. You won’t be here tomorrow night, right? Working that event? What was it again?"

"The Vorobyov memorial retrospective." I pick at my cupcake, remembering a pair of storm-gray eyes. "Actually, something else happened today. At Mrs. K's." I suppress a smile when Megan's eyes widen. "Nothing serious, but… I uh, kind of met someone."

"Wait, back up." Megan perks up, sensing gossip. "You met a guy? Today? Right after catching your fiancé cheating and in the middle of your emotional breakdown?"

"Not exactly met." That smirk of his flashes through my mind again. "More like verbally sparred with while he tried to buy Mrs. K's business."

"Details, Lace, details.” Megan sits up straighter. "How about we start with his name?"

"Vadim Stravinsky."

"The fashion mogul?" Megan's eyes go wide. "From Svoboda? That Vadim Stravinsky?"

"You know him?"

“I work for the Voice, Lace. It's my job to know who's who in this city.” She pulls out her phone, fingers flying. "Let's see. Svoboda was started fifteen years ago, and for the last ten, they've been buying up fashion boutiques left and right in Seattle. Usually they send representatives, not..." She trails off, staring at her screen for a moment before holding it up to my face. "Oh damn, he's hot."

I look on the screen and feel my heart skip when I see Vadim Stravinsky's face grinning back at me.

Does pretending to hate me usually work for you?

"I hadn't noticed." The lie tastes bitter on my tongue.

"Bullshit." Megan zooms in on whatever photo she's looking at. "That jawline could cut glass. And I bet if you strip that shirt off, you could grate cheese on those abs."

"Cheese-grater abs or not. He's arrogant and pushy and—" I catch myself. "And he gave me his number.”

"He what?" Megan practically squeals. "Well, have you called him?"

"No, I haven't called him." I toss the rest of my cupcake back in the box. "And I'm not going to."

"Why not?" Megan grabs my phone from the coffee table. "This is like, fate or something."

I snatch my phone back before she can start dialing. "It's not fate. He's just some rich guy who⁠—"

"Who's clearly into you. Why else would he give you his number?”

“Pump your brakes, Meg. He's not into me." I sink deeper into the couch. "Besides, I need some time to myself. Which is going to be impossible because he'll also be at the Vorobyov event tomorrow night."

"What?" Megan stands up so fast she almost knocks over the cupcake box. “How many times do I have to ask you for details before you start giving me details?”

"He'll be there as a guest." I pick at a loose thread on my sleeve. "Not serving up appetizers like me."

"Appetizers like you?” Megan winks. “You plan on serving yourself up to him on a platter?”

"Oh my God, can you get your mind out of the gutter?" I throw a decorative pillow at her head. “I told you, I’m not interested.”

"Sure." Megan dodges with practiced ease. "Not interested in the sexy, rich, and obviously interested billionaire with cheese-grater abs. You’re such a terrible liar."

"Do I need to remind you that I literally caught Nathan cheating on me last night?"

"Exactly. Perfect timing for some revenge success."

"Revenge success?"

"Did I say revenge success?" Megan wiggles her eyebrows. "Sorry, I meant revenge sex."

"You're impossible." But I can't help smiling.

"Impossibly optimistic." She smirks. "And that number isn't going to dial itself. Look, Lace, this Vadim guy is clearly loaded and at least cares a little bit about fashion. So you got common ground already. The two of you were arguing like an old married couple within thirty seconds of meeting each other. And he gave you his number? If you aren’t going to serve yourself up to him on a platter, I will!"

"Like you’d survive a night catering." I stand up, needing to move. "The last thing I need is to get involved with some arrogant douchebag who probably sees me as another number on his spreadsheet, Meg. It’s not proper!”

"Since when do you care about proper?” Megan fixes me with that look she gets when she thinks I'm being particularly dense. "Look, I'm not saying marry the guy. But he gave you his number for a reason. If nothing else, he wants you to call him. When was the last time you did something just for yourself? Something selfish?"

I snort. "I don't have time to be selfish."

"That's exactly my point." Megan reaches for my phone again. “You need to be selfish, for once in your life. You can’t spend all your time taking care of everyone else. Dad, Mrs. Klossner, your catering job⁠—"

"Oh shit." I tuck my phone safely in my pocket. "I need to get my dry cleaning from the car before I forget."

"Running away from this conversation won't make it go away!" she calls after me.

"Watch me try!" I yell back, but I'm smiling as I step outside into the humid evening air.

My dry cleaning is sitting in the backseat right where I left it this morning—a lifetime ago, before Nathan and Vadim and everything else that's made this day feel endless.

When I come back, Megan's already frowning.

"Lacey?" She points. "Are you sure that's your dry cleaning? You could fit two of you in here."

"What?"

I look and my stomach immediately drops.

Instead of the familiar black vest and slacks, I find myself staring at a full three-piece suit—charcoal gray, perfectly tailored, and definitely not mine. The shoulders alone are twice my width. There's no way I could fill this out.

One look, and I can tell the fabric isn't the polyester blend I'd dropped off the other day. I rip the plastic cover off and run my hand over it and gasp.

This is cashmere.

Real cashmere.

And the stitching… I marvel at the workmanship. Each seam is perfect. Each button is made of gleaming mother-of-pearl. This suit belongs in a museum, not balled up in my hands.

“Oh no.” My voice comes out small as memories of this morning flood back. Vadim standing too close. His scent making my head spin as he talked. The way his eyes crinkled when he smiled. And me, grabbing whatever was closest on the counter without even looking.

Quickly, I open it up and my world spins when I see the distinctive gold-threaded label stitched inside the jacket collar.

Svoboda.

"No." I close my eyes, willing the label to change. "No, no, no."

"What?" Megan peers over my shoulder. Her eyes go wide. "Is that…"

"I must have grabbed his dry cleaning by mistake when I left Mrs. K's." My cheeks burn as I speak. "Which means..."

"He has yours!" Megan's grin turns devious. "Well, now you have to call him."

"This isn't funny! This probably costs more than I make in a month. Maybe even a year!"

"Good thing you have his number then." Megan picks up my phone from the couch. "Want me to dial it for you?"

"Give me that." I snatch it away, my hands shaking slightly. "I can't believe this is happening."

I stare at my phone, heart pounding as I pull up the messaging app. My fingers hover over the keypad.

“Well?" Megan gets up off the couch and looks on my screen. “What are you waiting for?”

"I'm thinking!" But every possible line sounds ridiculous in my head. "What do I even say? 'Sorry I stole your suit'? 'Hey, remember me? The girl who yelled at you this morning'?"

“Just get started on something, you’ll figure it out.”

I start typing.

Hi, this is Lacey from Mrs. Klossner’s. I accidentally grabbed your suit this morning.

No, too formal.

Hey, we need to talk about our dry-cleaning situation.

Definitely not.

So funny story...

God no.

"You're overthinking this." Megan flops back onto the couch.

"It's not that simple." I run my fingers over the cashmere again, marveling at how luxurious it feels. "What if he's already noticed? What if he's already called the police?"

"For a dry-cleaning mix-up?" Megan rolls her eyes. "Pretty sure that's not a criminal offense."

"This suit is easily a few thousand dollars! If not a few tens of thousands of dollars!"

"Just tell him you have his suit and want to arrange a swap. Personally, I think you should put the jacket on in your birthday suit, take a picture, and send it to him.”

"Absolutely not!"

But what would his reaction be if I actually do follow through with Megan's suggestion? Will those storm-gray eyes widen as he opens a message from an unknown number. Will his confident smile falter for just a moment when he recognizes his own suit jacket on me, naked?

Will he look at every little detail in the photo while his free hand moves down to unzip his pants? Will he whisper that nickname he gave me at Mrs. K's? What was it? Zvyozdochka?

Will he send a picture back?

I bet he’s got a huge cock.

Whoa… where did that thought come from?

But now that it's in my head, I can’t dig it out.

I feel a flush rising on my cheeks.

"Earth to Lacey!" Megan waves her hand in front of my face. "You zoned out there for a minute."

"Just trying to figure out what to write." My voice sounds higher than I'd like, and I'm almost embarrassed to look Megan in the eyes.

And suddenly, all I can think about is Vadim. With a few hours separating me from finding out that he was buying Mrs. Klossner’s dry cleaner and fueled by cupcakes, my mind starts wandering about what lies underneath that impeccable suit of his. I am still excited about the possibility of seeing him again. His storm-gray eyes. His broad shoulders.

"Lacey, I can see you biting your lip." Megan tilts her head at me, smirking. “You only bite your lip when you’re nervous.”

She's right. I am nervous. Over a text message!

A text message to an incredibly wealthy, intimidatingly attractive man who probably thinks I'm insane.

No pressure.

"You know what? I'll just give it back to him tomorrow at the event." I lock my phone screen decisively. "He'll be there anyway."

"Are you kidding me?" Megan throws her hands up in the air in disappointment. "You're really going to pass up this opportunity?"

"It's not an opportunity. It's a dry-cleaning mix-up." I carefully fold the suit back into its plastic cover. "And I'm exhausted."

"Fine." Megan sighs dramatically but doesn't push further. "But if you don't have your catering uniform, then you should wear that red dress tomorrow. The one that makes your ass look amazing."

"I'm working the event, not attending it." I gather my things, ready to head home. "I'll pick up some black pants and white button-down from Kohl's in the morning. "

"Boring." She shakes her head. "But suit yourself."

"I'm going to bed. It's been a long day."

"Mmkay," Megan says. "Don't stay up too late fantasizing..."

"Megan!"

"Hey, I'm just saying." She wiggles her eyebrows. "Those fingers of yours might need some exercise. Especially after the day you've had and with the spank bank at your disposal."

"And on that note, Meg." I feel my cheeks burning as I head upstairs to my old room. "Good night.”

"Sweet dreams!" She calls after me. "And maybe a few dirty ones too!"

I shake my head, but can't help smiling as I walk into my old room, hang up Vadim's dry cleaning, and close the door.

Stravinsky.

Maybe Megan's right. Maybe I should text him. Who knows, maybe he'll help find a job in fashion, doing what I actually want to do.

And if nothing else, rebound sex with the most gorgeous man I’ve ever met might make me feel desirable again.

I wish I knew more about him.

What was it that Mrs. Klossner said?

There was a piece of paper in your pocket. I saved it for you.

I reach into the inside breast pocket and pull out the piece of carefully folded paper. I open it, hoping to see a business letterhead, but instead, it’s a price list of several items from other high-end boutiques. Nothing but a short item description followed by insane prices.

They look like typos with all those zeroes. 

I scoff at the million-dollar items crossed off the list. He must be drowning in money if he’s snatching up other people’s businesses as fast as he can write a check.

Curious, I pull out my phone and start typing in the names. Each one leads to a dead end of a discontinued line of products—and every one of them was sold only once.

Not a single search offers up any additional explanation for why the businesses are being sold.

Well… All except one.

Chrysalis Designs, a high-end accessories vendor, announced that their CEO was tragically killed in a car accident on the Pacific Coast Highway. I only know their name because Nathan had been working late on a deal with them a few months ago.

A chill runs over my skin and tingles flare over my scalp as I quickly slip the paper back into the pocket. I feel like I'm doing something wrong. Like I'm spying on something that I shouldn't be.

I check out my reflection holding the oversized suit in the little mirror in front of the bed.

Megan is right, I don’t have to fall in love again.

And what I’m about to do… it’s not love. It’s not even lust.

It’s about taking back some measure of control. To not feel so helpless after a day where every bit of control was stolen from me—from Nathan’s betrayal, to Freddy’s cruel words, and down to how helpless I feel every time I see Dad.

I might’ve lost control over everything else, but I can still control this.

Slowly, I strip my clothes off until I'm naked, and put Vadim’s suit jacket on. The cashmere wool feels like water against my skin. I run my fingers over the impeccable finish and stitching, and feel both my breath and heartbeat quickening at how reckless I’m about to be.

I line up my phone just enough to cover my eyes, and nothing else.

My heart races at the thought of what I'm about to do.

Reckless or not. It’s still my choice.

The camera shutter clicks, loud as a gunshot. With each picture, I feel myself growing bolder. I tease the lapel open to expose my breasts. I bite my lower lip to make it look like I'm in the throes of my own ecstasy.

But it still doesn't feel quite right.

It doesn't feel like it's enough.

I need something else.

Slowly, I lie back onto the bed and scoot up just a tiny bit so that all of me is visible in the mirror. With one trembling breath after another, I open my legs, thinking about the way he looked at me.

Have you considered serving yourself up like an appetizer to him?

I stick my index finger into my mouth and lick it, tasting the remnants of the cupcakes as my imagination starts taking over.

I suck my finger as I take one picture after another, wondering what Vadim might look like with his shirt off.

With those broad shoulders and powerful legs, he is yummy.

Wetness pools between my legs, and my breath starts coming out in small, ragged gasps.

Slowly, my finger moves from my mouth down to the gap between my legs, where my underwear is already damp. My lips part as I expose my pussy, and dip a single finger between its dripping folds.

The camera shutter clicks one final time.

And then, before I can stop myself from doing the most reckless thing I've ever done in my life, I text him that photo.

Putting my phone on Do Not Disturb, I throw it aside, close my eyes, and imagine Vadim slowly unzipping his pants as my fingers start dancing between my legs.
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I wake up to the insistent beep of my alarm, heart pounding as I remember what I did last night. My phone sits accusingly on the nightstand, still on Do Not Disturb.

"Please don't let that have been real," I whisper, reaching for it with shaking fingers and check my messages.

But there it is—the photo of me in nothing but Vadim's suit jacket, legs spread wide, and finger between them.

Oh God. What was I thinking?

I look at the bottom of my message.

Delivered.

Not Read, just Delivered.

I want to crawl under my covers and never come out. The confidence I felt last night is all but forgotten now. What kind of person sends nudes to a stranger? A successful, powerful billionaire at that.

He's probably used to getting nudes from models and movie stars.

Not catering staff playing dress-up in his clothes.

I close out the messaging app and scroll through my camera roll. The photos mock me with their boldness—each one more revealing than the last.

"Stupid, stupid, stupid." I tap my forehead against my phone screen.

The worst part is, a tiny voice inside me hoped he'd respond. That maybe he'd found me as intriguing as I found him. That the intensity in his storm-gray eyes when he looked at me meant something.

I'm here because I see potential. In a lot of things.

But clearly I was wrong. Just like I was wrong about Nathan. Just like I'm wrong about belonging anywhere.

My finger hovers over the delete button, ready to erase the evidence of my momentary insanity. But something stops me.

Whether Vadim responds or not, I still felt bold last night.

Desirable.

Free.

Even if he will never see them, these photos remind me that underneath all my insecurities, there's still a part of me that dares to want more.

A part of me that deserves more.

I leave the photos where they are and head to the shower. I have work to do, a life to get back to—even if that life feels emptier than ever—and a handsome billionaire whose path I'll have to cross again in the evening.
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I fidget with the new catering uniform I picked up from Kohl's, smoothing out nonexistent wrinkles as I walk through the striped tent to pick up a tray of champagne.

The polyester material feels stiff and scratchy against my skin—a far cry from the soft caress of Vadim's suit jacket. When I walk into the kitchen, the rest of the catering team is already busy at work.

The doors behind me swing close, and I pull out my phone to look at the message again.

Delivered.

All day, I've checked my phone off and on, hoping to see the message go from Delivered to Read.

And all day, nothing has changed.

Disappointment sits heavy in my chest.

I can't help glancing toward the entrance every few seconds, my heart jumping each time a tall blond man enters.

Stop it, I scold myself as I turn my gaze away towards the crowd. You're here to do a job, not moon over some guy who didn't even respond to your texts.

A banner staked into the ground outside shows a picture of Savin Vorobyov a few years before his death. With thick white hair and a dark mustache, Savin was from a Russian aristocratic family and grew up in Italy with his mother. He established himself as a couture designer in Europe before moving to Seattle nineteen years ago to start his luxury brand: Vorobyov Ensemble.

At least, that's what the sign says at the entrance.

I spare it nothing more than a passing glance.

My eyes are searching for something else.

No, scratch that, someone else.

For broad shoulders in an impeccably cut suit. For that knowing smirk that makes my stomach flip.

But Vadim is nowhere to be seen.

Maybe it's better this way. I'm not sure how I'd react if I were to see him now.

The weight of the tray grows heavier with each step as I weave through the crowd. A group of women in designer dresses beckon me over, their jewelry glinting under the chandeliers. They pluck flutes of champagne off my tray, and then go back to their conversation without so much as a 'thank-you.'

Which suits me just fine.

Just as I walk away, my phone vibrates in my pocket. I set the plate down at a nearby table, pull it out, and my heart stops when I see it.

A new notification in my message thread with Vadim.

Read today at 6:44pm.

But that's not what I'm focused on.

It's the tiny heart reaction on the photo.

Heat floods my cheeks as I gawk at the update underneath the photo of me wearing nothing but his suit jacket, sprawled across my bed with my legs spread open and pussy exposed.

Suddenly, three blinking dots appear.

He's writing something!

My mouth goes dry. The crowd's chatter fades to white noise as I wait with bated breath for his response.

When it comes, it's the last thing I expect.

It's a photo of Vadim.

To be specific, it's just his lips. In the photo, his mouth is curved up in a devious smile, his tongue is trailing slowly across those full, sensual lips, exposing a single canine tooth that's practically gleaming through the screen of my phone.

Somehow, he's managed to make a completely ordinary photo look insanely hot.

The dots start blinking again. And a second later, a follow-on text comes.

I hope you taste as good as you tease.




Oh fuck!

His words send wet fire pooling between my legs. Gripping the edge of the table to steady myself, I feel my cheeks searing. My head starts spinning, and I'm grateful that all of the other servers are too busy to notice me.

A couple walks by and I quickly lock my phone screen before they can see. But the image is seared into my brain—the deviously sexy smile, the predatory point of his tooth, and the way his tongue traces the sensual curve of his mouth.

Focus, Lacey. You're working.

Suddenly, my skin feels tight, and every nerve ending sings with awareness. Is he here somewhere, looking at that photo of me spread open for him? Thinking about tasting me?

My phone vibrates again. Another message. Another picture.

It's me. Mere moments ago and captured from behind when I steadied myself against the table.

The black uniform hugs my curves. My back is slightly arched as I lean forward, ass jutting out just enough to look suggestive without being deliberate about it.

The angle is perfect, and the slightly grainy quality tells me that he had to zoom in with his camera for it.

That last touch of voyeurism sends my pulse racing again.

He's here. Watching me. Hunting me.

I turn and scan the crowd, half-hoping to find him standing right behind me.

"Miss? Could we get more champagne?" A woman asks.

"Yes!" I snap my head up, face burning as I raise my tray towards her. "Right away."

Just then my phone vibrates again, making me jump.

Another text.

Keep working. I enjoy the view.




Heat crawls up my neck as I try to act normal, knowing he's tracking my every move from somewhere I can't see. Each time I bend to pick up another empty glass or used plate, I wonder if he's capturing another shot. My heart starts thundering against my throat, and my skin tingles with the weight of his invisible attention.

For the next few minutes, my phone stays disappointingly silent. But I know he's out there.

Watching me. Waiting for me.

The thought sends a shiver down my spine. I close my eyes and take a deep breath to steady myself when my tray is finally empty.

But the moment I do, I see myself lying back down on my bed in Vadim's suit jacket. His storm-gray eyes darken with desire as he steps closer, and his large hands start sliding the jacket from my shoulders to expose my breasts.

Stop it! I force my eyes open, and hurry back toward the kitchen, phone burning a hole in my pocket. Each step makes me more aware of how my uniform clings to my skin, how my heart won't stop racing, and how wet my pussy is.

As I start walking towards the back to get more champagne, my phone suddenly starts ringing.

I don't need to look to know who it is.

Then, for my second reckless act in less than twenty-four hours, I fish it out of my pocket, put it against my ear, and hear his deep rumbling voice.

"Turn around, zvyozdochka."
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I turn around and there he is, leaning against a marble column with his phone still held to his ear. His storm-gray eyes lock onto mine as a knowing smirk plays across his lips.

"I believe you have something that belongs to me." His accent wraps around each word like silk, and sends my heart thump-thump-thumping against my chest.

"Last I checked, I don't have a small business for you to buy." I try to keep my voice steady. "Unless you're talking about the suit? It’s in my car and⁠—"

"I was thinking of something else entirely." His lips curve into that same playful smile from the photo.

"I—" Heat floods my cheeks. "About the photo..."

"It was inspiring." His gaze travels down my body, making my skin tingle. "That jacket looked better on you than it ever did on me."

Heat flushes my face again, and I start chewing my lower lip. "I'm not usually so..." I gesture vaguely, searching for the right word.

"Improper?" His eyebrow arches.

"Bold," I correct him, lifting my chin. "And for the record, I didn't intend to steal your suit. But when you get caught up in the heat of the moment, who's really looking at what they're grabbing off the counter?"

"Not you." He steps closer.

"Not me." I breathe.

"I am a little surprised," he says. "That a woman with such an excellent eye for fashion is serving champagne at this event instead of being a part of it."

"Life doesn't always work out the way we plan." I shrug, trying to keep my voice light. "Besides, there's nothing wrong with being a caterer."

"No, there isn't." His eyes gleam with interest. "Especially not one with a portfolio as bold as yours."

"Is that what we're calling it now? My portfolio?"

"What else would we call it?" He steps closer. "If I know anything about an artist's portfolio, it's that she'll only ever showcase her best work."

My cheeks burn at his insinuation. "I'd hardly call last night's photos my best work. The lighting was terrible."

"Are you saying you can do better?" His eyes dance with amusement.

"That's not—I mean—" I stumble over my words as he takes another step towards me. Close enough that I catch a whiff of his light and spicy scent beckoning me to lean in closer. "A proper portfolio would have better composition. Better staging."

"In that case, I think I prefer an improper portfolio." His voice drops lower, sending shivers down my spine as he steps closer until I'm craning my neck up at him. "They're so much more intimate, wouldn't you agree?"

His hand rises, and for a dizzying moment, I dare to imagine that he's about to pull me in for a kiss.

But then his fingers—thick and powerful—plucks a flute of champagne from my tray, and I feel disappointment rush through me again.

Eyes never leaving mine, Vadim lifts the glass to his lips and takes a slow, deliberate sip. A drop of champagne lingers on his bottom lip before his tongue darts out to catch it.

My breath hitches. "I should get back to⁠—"

"Sit with me for a moment." He gestures to a nearby table with several people sitting around it already.

Panic seizes my throat at his offer.

"I'm working." I stammer. "I can't just⁠—"

"You can. And you will." His tone brooks no argument as he pulls out a chair. "And if anyone tries to give you trouble, I'll tell them that I made a special request."

Looking around, I see no one paying attention to us. The other servers are busy with their own sections, and the guests are wrapped up in their own conversations.

"Does that line usually work for you?"

"I don't know. Does pretending you don't want to spend time with me usually work for you?"

"Who says I'm pretending?" I say, setting down my tray on a nearby service station. "But why not? Five minutes."
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Vadim's hand settles on my lower back, warm and steady, as he guides me through the crowd. Even through the cheap polyester of my uniform, every brush of his fingers sends sparks dancing across my skin.

At his table, crystal glasses catch the light and designer labels peek out from every sleeve and neckline. I sink into the chair Vadim pulls out, hyper-aware of how my Kohl's uniform stands out among their cocktail attire.

"Irina Savinovna, I'd like you to meet someone," Vadim says to a woman as soon as I sit down.

Through my catering shifts, I've seen plenty of beautiful women, but Irina is something else entirely. Her scarlet hair cascades down her back in perfect waves, catching the light like spun fire. Her emerald eyes sparkle with intelligence and warmth as she turns toward me, and her smile lights up her whole face. Even in a room full of models and actresses, she stands out—not just for her beauty, but for the genuine kindness in her expression.

"And who might this be?" She turns to me with keen interest.

"Lacey McKinney," I manage, trying not to fidget under her appraising gaze.

"Irina Vorobyov." Her perfectly sculpted eyebrows rise and she takes a delicate sip of wine.

"Vorobyov? As in… are you related to Savin?"

“I am. And if it weren't for this man right here." She gestures to Vadim. "Daddy's final collection would never have seen the light of day." She leans forward conspiratorially. "So tell me, how do you know the savior of my family?"

"Actually, it's kind of funny..." I glance at Vadim, who's watching me with that knowing smirk. "I accidentally took his dry cleaning instead of mine."

"You should see her work," Vadim cuts in smoothly. "She has quite the eye for composition and staging that gives everything an impeccably intimate sensuality."

My face burns as I catch his hidden meaning. I want to sink into my chair and disappear.

“Really?” Irina's eyes light up with interest. "Are you a photographer when you're not catering?"

"More of a designer, actually," I mumble, fiddling with the edge of my uniform.

"Vadim has always had excellent taste." Irina's hand slides across the table to rest on Vadim's forearm. "In fashion. In business. In everything really."

Something hot and uncomfortable twists in my stomach as I watch her perfectly manicured fingers stroke his sleeve. The way she's looking at him, all bedroom eyes and knowing smiles.

I grip my champagne glass tighter, surprised by the surge of jealousy coursing through me. What right do I have to feel this way?

Vadim's eyes flick to mine, and his lips curve up slightly. He noticed. Of course he noticed.

"Would you care to dance, Lacey?" He stands abruptly, holding out his hand to me.

"I can't." I gesture at my uniform. "I told you, five minutes max. I need to get back to work. If my boss finds out…"

His eyes gleam with amusement. "Who do you think is paying for this entire event?"

My mouth drops open.

"That's right, zvyozdochka," he confirms, his hand still extended toward me. "Technically, I'm your boss this evening."

My heart thunders as Vadim guides me onto the dance floor. The weight of a hundred stares prickles across my skin—expensive dresses and perfectly coiffed hair swishing as heads turn to watch one of the caterers dancing with him.

"Everyone's staring," I whisper, shrinking into myself.

"Let them." His hand slides to my lower back, pulling me closer. "Look at me, zvyozdochka. And only me."

The first notes of a slow song fill the air. Vadim's other hand captures mine, and suddenly we're moving. His touch is firm but gentle as he leads me through the steps.

"That photo you sent," he murmurs against my ear, his voice thicker and rougher. "Do you know what it did to me?"

Heat floods my core, and I confess. "No."

"Seeing you spread open like that, wearing nothing but my jacket..." His thumb traces circles on my back. "I wanted to taste every inch of you."

I press closer and my breasts brushes against his chest through the thin fabric of my shirt. His cologne wraps around me, spicy and intoxicating, and makes my head swim with desire. The warmth of his body pours into mine, and I find myself craving more.

More of his touch. More of his whispers. More of him telling me how he wants to taste me.

But I don't want him to just taste.

I want him to devour.

The music swells around us as my mind races with possibilities. His hands are so warm, so steady against my back, and I can't stop thinking about what those fingers could do to me. How they'd feel sliding up my thighs, teasing me open.

"How would you do it?" The words slip out before I can stop them, breathy and eager. "Taste me, I mean."

"I'd start with your neck." His breath tickles my ear. "Right here." His thumb traces a spot just below my jaw that makes me shiver. "Then work my way down. Slowly. Until you're begging."

My breath catches. The world spins a little, and I grip his shoulder tighter to steady myself. "I don't beg."

"Is that a challenge, zvyozdochka?" The certainty in his voice makes my knees weak. "I promise that you'll be pleading for release before I'm done savoring your neck."

Images flash through my mind—his mouth trailing down my body, his hands pinning my wrists above my head while I arch beneath him. The weight of him pushing me into the mattress as he kisses his way along my body. The ease with which his big powerful hands part my legs. The searing heat of his breath against my soaking wet pussy.

"Your heart's racing," he murmurs, and I realize he can probably feel my pulse thundering against his palm. "Are you thinking about how I'd taste you?"

"Yes," I breathe.

"Tell me. Be specific."

Heat floods my face. "I'm imagining your mouth along my body. Your hands pinning me underneath you. And then you kissing your way down, spreading my legs, and eating me out until..." I bite my lip, unable to finish.

"Until you what?" His fingers press into my lower back, drawing me closer until there's barely space between us. "Say it."

"Until I come," I whisper, and feel him smile against my ear.

"Good girl."

Those two words send liquid fire straight to my core. I press my thighs together, trying to ease the ache building between them. His hand slides lower, stopping just above the curve of my ass, and I have to bite back a moan.

I shiver as his hand tightens on my back. My body tingles everywhere he touches, and my heart races at the promise in his motion. His scent—spicy and masculine—fills my nose until I'm dizzy with wanting him.

"What else would you do?" I ask.

"Let me show you."

"Oh!" The word tumbles from my throat as his thigh slides between my legs. My thighs clench reflexively, and all thoughts evaporate from my mind.

Get it together, Lacey. But it's hard to think straight when he's holding me like this, when his voice is doing sinful things to my insides. When all I can think about is how his hands would feel peeling away my cheap uniform, and how his lips would taste against mine.

"You're trembling," he murmurs.

"It's cold." The lie falls flat even to my own ears.

His low chuckle vibrates through me. "Is that why your cheeks are so flushed? Because you're cold?"

I bite my lip, trying to steady my racing pulse. But then his palm traces along my lower back, guiding me along his thigh until I'm riding the thick bands of muscle. Electricity shoots straight to my core, and my breath catches as memories of last night flood back.

I felt so bold sending that photo, imagining him seeing me spread open and wanting.

Now that here I am in his arms, and all that boldness has turned into desperate need.

I need his hands on me. His mouth against mine. His cock stretching me out as he fills me up.

Oh god.

"Tell me, zvyozdochka." His hand slides lower and gives my ass a squeeze that sends a fresh burst of wetness surging between my legs. "Did you come last night while you were thinking about me?"

"Yes…" I whimper.

"Was it enough?"

The warmth of his body against mine makes it impossible for me to think. Every brush of his thigh sends sparks dancing up my spine, and I can barely string two thoughts together.

"No," I breathe. "It wasn't."

"What would make it enough?" His hand moves from my ass and up my leg, each touch making me shiver.

"I—" The words catch in my throat as his other hand cups my face. His thumb brushes across my bottom lip, and my heart skips.

"Yes?" His storm-gray eyes lock onto mine, filled with hunger and something darker that makes my pulse race faster.

"The real thing." I swallow hard, gathering my courage. "Your hands," I confess, pressing myself against him. "Your mouth."

His possessive grip tightens deliciously against me.

"Your co⁠—."

Before I can finish the word, he leans down and claims my mouth with his.

The kiss starts gentle, almost tentative, but quickly deepens into something hungry and demanding. His tongue sweeps inside, tasting of champagne and heat.

My fingers curl into his lapels as desire floods through me. Every brush of his tongue against mine sets my core ablaze with desire. His hand tightens on my back, crushing me against the hard planes of his chest until I can feel his heart thundering in time with mine.

I arch into him, wanting—no, needing—more. More of his touch, his taste, the way he makes me feel like I'm burning up from the inside out. The world spins away until there's nothing but the slide of his mouth on mine and the growing ache between my thighs.

A soft moan escapes my throat as his teeth graze my bottom lip. Heat pools low in my belly, and my hips rock instinctively against his thigh, seeking friction. I want his hands on my bare skin. I want him to strip away my uniform and touch me everywhere. I want him to take me right here and right now, and not stop until I shatter around his cock.

His tongue sweeps deeper, dominating the kiss until my knees go weak. One hand slides down to squeeze my ass while the other tangles in my hair, tilting my head back to give him better access. The dual sensations make me whimper into his mouth.

"Ms. McKinney!" Reality suddenly comes crashing back as I turn to find my boss Allison glaring at me, arms crossed and face contorted in anger.

"A word?"

Oh God.

I'm at work. In my uniform. Dancing with a guest. Kissing a guest.

Breaking every rule that I can possibly break.

My cheeks burn as I disentangle myself from Vadim, already missing the warmth of his lips and his touch. The cool spring air now feels positively freezing, and I force myself to stand straighter.

Allison's eyebrows arch higher with each passing second.

"Ms. McKinney is dancing with me." There's an edge to Vadim's voice, and his tone hardens just enough to sound almost threatening.

"And Ms. McKinney is working for me." Allison's lips press into a thin line. "She needs to get back to doing what she's being paid to do. Not whatever this is!"

"I hired your company for this event."

"And we appreciate your business, Mr. Stravinsky. But you don't get to do whatever you like with my employees."

His jaw tightens. "Name your price."

"Excuse me?"

"For the company. Name it."

That doesn't deter Allison one bit as she glares at me. "The company isn't for sale."

"Everything has a price."

"Not. This."

My stomach twists as I look between them. Allison's expression makes one thing clear: stay with Vadim, and lose my job. And as tempting as Vadim is, I can't lose this source of income.

Especially not now.

"Well, Ms. McKinney?" Allison's words carry the weight of an ultimatum.

I meet Vadim's storm-gray eyes, seeing the hunger and the promise of pleasure. But behind that is something else—a flash of possessiveness that makes me shiver.

"I need to get back to work," I whisper. "I'm sorry."

"Stay." His hand catches mine, thumb brushing over my knuckles. "You don't need to listen to her."

"That's not how this works," I reply, even though everything in me wants to melt back into his arms. "You have the luxury to bend and break the rules whenever you want, and do whatever you want, but not me. I need this job. For a lot of different reasons."

Allison clears her throat pointedly.

Vadim's eyes narrow, but he releases my hand. "We're not finished here, zvyozdochka. I will find you later."

The promise in his voice makes me shiver. I hurry after Allison, feeling Vadim's gaze burning into my back with every step.

For a tantalizing second, I dare imagine myself telling Allison that I don't give a shit about this job and running back into Vadim’s arms.

But then I think about Dad, about the piles of dishes in the kitchen, about Freddy coming by every other day to steal something else, and about the way Nathan looked while he was fucking Caroline.

I can't.

I can't throw away my life just for a single reckless night of passion with Vadim Stravinsky.

No matter how much I want to.
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I scrub another plate clean, letting Allison's words wash over me like the scalding water. Something about propriety, about knowing my place, about how lucky I am to still have this job.

"I pay you to serve food and drinks to guests," she hisses. "And that's all I expect you to do, Ms. McKinney. So you can forget about getting paid for the time you spent entertaining Mr. Stravinsky."

My hands tighten on the sponge. Every dollar counts, especially with Dad's care and bills piling up, and my engagement to Nathan down the toilet.

Arguing with Allison will only make it worse, so I focus on a particularly stubborn spot of dried sauce.

The prep kitchen is quiet except for the clink of dishes and Allison's endless stream of criticism. Through the walls, I can barely hear the muffled music from the event. Each note twists something in my chest as I remember how it felt to dance in Vadim's arms.

How it felt to kiss him.

How it felt to fantasize about what else we might've done if we hadn't been interrupted.

By the time Allison finally releases me from my duties, the parking lot is empty save for my car and hers. I glance down at my phone screen as I get in, the sound of rain pitter-pattering against the roof of my car.

No messages, no calls, nothing.

I pull up Vadim's contact info and start typing: I'm sorry about earlier...

No, that sounds too desperate.

Heyyy...

Nope.

I wish...

Ugh! No.

I shove my phone back in my purse and get into my car. But when I adjust my rearview mirror and see his suit hanging on the backseat, I can’t help sighing bitterly.

What was I thinking? Of course he moved on the second I left. He's probably with Irina right now, those perfect red curls bouncing across his pillow while he's kissing her the same way he kissed me.

My eyes sting as tears start welling, and I squeeze the steering wheel until my knuckles turn white. I will not cry over another man who saw me as nothing but a temporary distraction.

I won't.

But as I start the car, and turn on the wipers, a tear slides down my cheek anyway.
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"Fuck." I slam my palm against the steering wheel as I speed away from the Vorobyov event in my Ferrari.

The memory of my kiss with Lacey courses through my blood like fire. Her soft lips yielding to mine, the way she pressed against me, that little gasp when I slid my tongue into her mouth. The scent of citrus and lavender that clings to her skin as we kissed.

I wanted to do so much more than kiss her. I wanted to tear that cheap uniform off her perfect body. Pin her against the wall and make her scream my name. Show her exactly what happens to women who send teasing photos of themselves in my clothes.

My grip tightens on the steering wheel as the picture Lacey sent me surfaces in my mind.

She'd been sprawled across the sheets. The phone positioned just enough to hide her face, but not before offering a hint of her golden messy hair. My charcoal suit jacket made for the perfect contrast with her pale creamy skin and breasts.

Her long legs had been parted in invitation and her fingers dipped into her glistening pussy while she bit her lower lip, trying to look innocent while being anything but.

She even positioned the lapel to give me only a teasing hint of her perky nipples.

The perfect mix of sweetness and sin.

She knew exactly what she was doing by sending me that picture.

She looked so natural wearing my clothes, as if they belong on her body. As if she belongs to me. The thought sends a thrum through my chest that I haven't felt in years.

It took everything in my power to not do everything I want to do to her.

Everything I will do to her if our paths ever cross again.

But for now, something more important is demanding my attention. Reluctantly, I force all thoughts of Lacey out of my mind, fish my phone from my pocket, and hit Demyon's number on speed dial.

He picks up on the second ring.

"What the hell was so damn important that you needed to see me in person?"

"Found someone trying to walk through the back door of one of Kirsan's clubs carrying a suitcase full of cash," Demyon says. "Currently having a friendly chat with him at the usual place about some of the deals he helped make."

I ease off the gas, letting the Ferrari cruise. "And?"

"I recognize a couple, but I'll need to check the rest against your list."

"Can't help you there." I drum my fingers on the leather steering wheel. "I don't have it anymore."

"What do you mean you don't have it?" Demyon's voice sharpens. "That list has every single one of that bastard's⁠—"

"I know what's on it." I cut him off as I merge into the right lane, taking the exit. "But someone else has it now."

"Blyat." Demyon exhales heavily. "Who?"

"No-one that you need to worry about." I reply. "Make sure our guest stays comfortable until I arrive."

Demyon's dark chuckle crackles through the speaker. "Oh, he's very comfortable hanging around. See you soon, Vadyusha."

And without another beat, the line goes dead.
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I park my Ferrari in the alley behind the safe house on 8th, and kill the engine. The familiar dark blue door waits for me at the bottom of worn concrete steps.

Harsh fluorescent lights cast everything in a sickly glow. The metallic tang of blood hits my nostrils before I see our guest—suspended from the ceiling by thick chains wrapped around his wrists. His suit jacket lies in tatters on the floor, and his once-white dress shirt is now stained crimson.

Demyon leans against the wall, cleaning blood off his knuckles with a rag. He gives me a nod as I approach.

"Who is he?" I circle our hanging friend, noting the Zelos watch on his wrist and the faux-Italian leather shoes. Everything about him betrays a desperation to live a luxurious life, but without the knowledge to do it properly.

"Investment banker by the name of Nathan Walker." Demyon tosses the bloodied rag aside. "Helped move quite a bit of cash for Chrysalis Designs. You remember their CEO."

"Kolzak Pavlenko." I snarl, balling my hand into a fist at the mere thought of that monster's name.

Pavlenko was one of the worst offenders who partook in Kirsan's services. Rapist. Murderer. Pedophile. His death was slow and drawn out, and I kept a steady drip of adrenaline and amphetamines in him to make sure he was awake until the very end.

Walker lets out a wet cough. Blood and spittle run down his chin. His eyes are nearly swollen shut from the beating Demyon gave him, but I can still see the fear in them as he tracks my movements.

I grab his neck and force him to look at me. "What other deals did you work on for Kirsan?"

"Who?" Walker's voice cracks. "I just move money around. I don't ask questions."

My fist drives into his stomach. The chains rattle as he swings, gasping for air. The sound echoes off the concrete walls.

Kirsan Kuular built an empire trafficking young women across Europe and Asia. He lures them in with promises of modeling contracts, only to sell them to the highest bidder at the first opportunity.

Fashion shows are his bread and butter, but lately, he's becoming more and more brazen—choosing to openly advertise his victims as exclusive bespoke fashion items.

Once upon a time, he was an ally and business partner to my father Pyotr.

But those times have long since ended.

I spent every single second of my time since becoming the pakhan of the Stravinsky Bratva dismantling the monstrous operation that Kirsan built with Pyotr. The trafficking rings, the shell companies, and all the infrastructure to support them. For ten years, I've been fighting what felt like an endless war.

No matter how many victims we save, and how many parts of it we take down, Kirsan's main operation continues to evade us.

Worse, it continues to grow.

Precisely because of scum like Nathan Walker who enables it.

"Listen carefully, Mr. Walker. You have two options." I wipe blood off my knuckles with my pocket square. "You can be honest with me and get a quick, clean death. Or you can keep lying, and I'll take my time ripping you apart piece by piece until you tell me everything anyway."

I lean in close, letting him see the promise of violence in my eyes. "The choice is yours. One way or another, you’re going to die. The least you can do is die with some fucking dignity.”

Walker's swollen eyes dart between me and Demyon. His hesitation costs him a blow to the gut. The chains rattle again as he swings. Another punch to his gut, and he starts rattling off names and numbers between labored breaths.

"How long have you been working on transactions like these?" I circle behind him, watching his shoulders tense.

"Three years. Please, that's all I know. I swear."

Anger tears through me like a hot knife. Three years. This piece of shit doesn't deserve a quick death.

"You're not telling me anything that I don't already know." I snarl. "Maybe I should just gut you and be done with it."

"Wait!" Walker's head lolls forward, his breath coming in wet gasps. "There's one more thing."

I wait, letting the silence build pressure.

"Each transaction included a ten percent donation to the Alexander Nevsky Cathedral in Paris. Account number ends with 4721, I remember because it was the same for every transfer."

My hand stills. That's something new.

"Why?" I force his swollen eyes to meet mine.

"I don't know." He coughs up more blood. "It was just part of every transaction. Standard procedure. Wire the main amount to the fashion house, then ten percent to the cathedral's account."

"Who ordered this arrangement?"

"I never met them. Everything came through intermediaries." Nathan's chains rattle as he tries to shift position. "Please, that's all I know. I just move the money where they tell me."

The cathedral donation nags at me. It's too specific, too deliberate to be random. But without my list, I can't cross-reference if this matches any of the other transactions we've uncovered.

I need that list back. Soon.

Nodding, I step back and straighten my cuffs. Walker continues to whimper, and I wait a moment before I start speaking again.

"Are you a family man, Mr. Walker?"

"En-engaged." Nathan's voice trembles.

"Does your fiancée know what you do? The kind of products you help sell?"

"No... please..."

"Do you plan to have children with her?"

Nathan nods weakly. "We... we want two..."

"Two children?" Red clouds my vision. My hand shoots out and grabs his throat. "And you still did these deals for Chrysalis Designs? For Kirsan?”

"I just move money!" Walker sobs. "That's all!"

"Just move money?" The words taste like ash in my mouth as my fist connects with his jaw. "You just move money that pays for women and children to be sold to monsters?"

Bone crunches under my knuckles. Blood sprays across the fetid air in the basement. Each punch lands harder than the last. I lose count of how many times my fists slam into his face, his chest, his stomach.

My pulse thunders in my ears, drowning out everything except Walker's wet gasps.

"Vadim!" Strong hands grab my shoulders, and yank me back. "That's enough!"

I wrench free from Demyon's grip and drive my fist into Walker's stomach one final time. His head lolls forward, body swaying limply in the chains.

"He's dead." Demyon's voice cuts through my rage. "Suka blyat! I could've worked him all night if you had just brought that damn list, but now we have to clean this up."

"Izvini." I rake my hand through my hair, forcing my breathing to slow. "Lost control there."

"No shit." Demyon shakes his head, but his eyes hold understanding rather than judgment. "At least he told us something before you killed him. Help me get him down."

We work in practiced silence, unfastening the chains. Walker's body thuds against the concrete floor. Blood pools beneath him and seeps into the cracks.

"Ten percent to a cathedral," I say. “That can’t be a coincidence. That's a deposit."

"You think Kirsan’s using it as a bank?" Demyon drags a black tarp out from behind a stack of crates, along with two pairs of surgical gloves.

"It’s the perfect cover. Who would ever question the money coming into a church?” I help him spread the tarp on the floor and then put the gloves on. "And Alexander Nevsky isn’t just any church. It’s one of the most important Russian Orthodox cathedrals in Europe. It’d be trivial for Kirsan’s to hide dirty money among the legitimate donations, especially with Paris as his home turf.”

“So, not exactly somewhere we can walk in guns blazing." Demyon grunts as we roll Walker's body onto the tarp. "And even if we did get in. We don't know what to look for.”

“Unfortunately not.” I shake my head, pondering Demyon's words as I pace around Walker's lifeless body.

But then again…

A place as a public as a cathedral means that not everyone in there—from the janitors to the tour guides to the security guards to the literal thousands of tourists that walk through its doors—can be on Kirsan's payroll.

Wherever Kirsan has hidden his ledgers, it must be a place that avoids being discovered by curious eyes. Where could that be?

A possibility floats to the front of my mind and I straighten up.

"I know exactly what we’d look for."

"Oh?"

"What's the only untouchable item in an Orthodox cathedral? The one thing that no-one else has access to, except a corrupt man of the cloth hiding dirty money in the House of God?"

"It is way too close to morning for you to be speaking to me in riddles, Vadim." Demyon sighs. "Why don't you just tell me?"

"The Archbishop's bible." I say.

"I don't follow."

"Think about it. The records need to be kept in a location that people won't stumble on it by accident," I explain. "And the Archbishop's bible is the only thing that fits the bill. No one would ask him to part with it. No one would look in it. And there are plenty of sections that never get read. It's the perfect place to hide it."

Demyon rubs his chin, trying to poke holes in my logic. After a while, he whistles.

"Well I'll be damned…"

"Now, tell me. " A bitter smile crosses my face. “When is the only time that someone other than the Archbishop gets a chance to lay their hands on it?”

“A wedding. The bride and groom," Demyon says slowly, catching on. "When the Archbishop leads them around the lectern during the Crowning."

"Exactly."

"What are you saying, Vadyusha?" He pauses, watching my reaction. "Do you intend on actually honoring the marriage contract Pyotr signed with Kirsan, and marry Sayanaa? All to steal from her father?”

"Fuck no." I let out a harsh laugh. "I didn't rip the cancer of human trafficking out of the Stravinsky Bratva just to welcome it back through marriage. Especially not to someone who enjoys hurting victims as much as her father does."

Sayanaa Kuular is every bit as evil as her father. Yet despite her best efforts at being an enthusiastic participant of her father's business to earn his love, Sayanaa herself had been sold a long time ago as part of the original agreement that brought her father into business with Pyotr in the first place:

A promise that she'd be wed to the heir of the Stravinsky Bratva.

In other words, me.

And every year that the marriage fails to materialize, she becomes just a little bit crazier and a little more obsessed at the thought of it.

"Then how else do you intend on stealing that bible if you won’t marry her? You think Kirsan would allow you to do that?”

"Every faithful Orthodox can be married in that cathedral," I say. "Kirsan can't stop us from that."

"And Sayanaa?"

"Sayanaa has her own part to play." I feel my heart racing as I talk. "You know as well as I do that she'll throw an absolute fucking fit at the most dramatic moment of the wedding. That’ll give us the distraction we’ll need.”

"So that's your plan?” Demyon whispers. “You're going to steal a bible from the most famous Russian Orthodox cathedral in Western Europe during your own wedding? On Kirsan's turf? While Sayanaa makes a scene? Do I have that right?"

“Pretty much.”

"Even for you, that's⁠—"

"Inspired?"

"Insane. Where are you going to find a woman who's as stubborn, reckless, and committed to the idea of justice and fairness as you, to do that?"

"I don't know yet, but I'll figure it out." I say, moving toward the storage closet. "Now help me process the body and we'll dump it in the Sound before daybreak."

"Like old times?" A ghost of a smile crosses Demyon's face.

"Like old times."

Demyon holds Walker's arm up and hands me a pair of gardening shears. One by one, we remove the fingers, then move on to the toes. The teeth come next—crucial to prevent identification. Once everything has been removed, I stab holes at regular intervals along the body. Twice on each lobe of the lungs, four times through the stomach, and then every two inches through the large intestine.

All to prevent gas buildup and ensure that the corpse would sink after it's tossed in the water.

We empty his pockets, and find a wallet with an address in Queen Anne along with a set of keys. There are several credit cards and a hefty wad of cash in there as well. I memorize the street number before tossing everything into our pile of items to burn. His phone joins it.

We'll destroy everything properly later.

Then, it'll be as if Nathan Walker never existed.

As I bend down to gather Walker's shredded clothes, a new scent catches my attention.

It's subtle, barely there beneath the metallic tang of blood, and oddly familiar—a light blend of citrus and lavender.

Suddenly, my mind is filled with the memory of gentle curves pressed against me. Amber-flecked eyes sparkling with hidden fire. The tantalizing way she looked wearing nothing my suit jacket.

The sweetness of her lips against mine.

And this time, a new memory joins those—her chin jutting out defiantly at me in a tiny run-down dry cleaner, as she claimed that we’re enemies.

I would very much like to see her again.

"Demyon." I straighten up, clothes bunched in my fist. "I need you to do one more thing."

"What?"

"Contact Allison's Catering Services and get a copy of the resume for one of her employees," I say. "Whatever price she names, double it. And make sure Allison understands that refusing isn't an option."

"Which employee?" Demyon asks.

"Lacey McKinney."
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The soft morning rain filters through Queen Anne's tree-lined streets as I pull up to Walker's address. The lights are off and there aren't any cars parked outside.

If Walker does have a fiancée, she's definitely not here.

Or, she's at the police station, filing a missing person's report right now.

I drive a block further down and park before walking back towards the apartment. The red Ferrari stands out like a sore thumb, but it's a damn sight better than parking right in front of it.

The key slides smoothly into the lock. Inside, cheap Ikea furniture and abstract art made to look expensive fill the space—all carefully chosen to project success and sophistication.

Silence greets me like an old friend, and I give it a few heartbeats before moving methodically through the living room.

But my thoughts keep drifting to Lacey.

I haven't been able to stop thinking about the way her eyes lit up when she saw me at the Vorobyov event. How eagerly and perfectly she fit in my arms as we danced. How irresistible she looked in that cheap uniform as she worked. The way her eyes darted all over the place when she looked for me in the crowd.

And that scent.

Her intoxicating scent of citrus and lavender seems to have followed me here.

I should've texted her, apologizing that I couldn't make it back. Would she have responded with attitude or another tantalizing photo of herself?

And just like that, my cock starts straining against my pants again.

Focus. I force my attention back to the search.

I walk deeper into the townhouse, and the home office yields more promise—a laptop, files, and a safe hidden behind a cheap Rothko print. It doesn't take much for me to crack it open.

Inside are more financial records, and I tuck them inside of my jacket. There will be a time and place to look at them later.

My phone buzzes, and I'm disappointed to see that it's not from Lacey, but two simple words from Demyon:

It's done.




I should feel satisfied that another piece of Kirsan's network is eliminated. But I'm not. Closing out Demyon's text, I open up Lacey's and stare at the photo she sent me.

Suddenly, the scent of citrus and lavender is filling my nose again.

Shaking my head, I stand up and pause when I spare a glance at the desk, noticing a framed photo.

In it, Walker is with a woman, both smiling at the camera. She's pretty in a generic way, but something about her seems familiar...

Wait… is that?

Impossible!

My hands tighten on the frame as I stare into a pair of familiar rich amber-flecked brown eyes.

The pieces click together as another wave of her scent—citrus and lavender—hits me.

I haven't been imagining the scent.

It's been here this whole fucking time!

Lacey's words from Mrs. Klossner's echo in my head:

"The ring seems more committed to the relationship than he was. Call it a perk of finding him balls-deep in his secretary eleven hours and twenty-three minutes ago. But who's counting?"

Her biting humor had caught my attention even then. The way she'd used sass to mask her pain. How despite everything, she still managed to find dark comedy in her situation.

Ex-fiancé.

My hands had just beaten that man to death. The same man who helped move money for human traffickers. The same man who was engaged to her.

I watched the light fade from his eyes as I struck him again and again. Felt his bones crack under my fists. Heard his final gasping breaths. Mutilated his corpse piece by piece to make sure nobody will ever identify him.

And now I'm standing in his home, staring at a photo of him with the woman I can't stop thinking about.

The irony twists my gut. She'd been hurt by his betrayal, never knowing the true depths of his depravity.

And I avenged her honor without even realizing.

The sound of a key sliding into the front door lock freezes me in place. Metal scrapes against metal, followed by the click of tumblers falling into place.

I move silently out of the office, positioning myself against the wall just as the door swings open to reveal Lacey stepping inside. She's back to wearing the same clothes she had the day our paths crossed at Mrs. Klossner's.

Even down to the same coffee stain on the front of her blouse.

Her brow furrows in concern as she surveys the darkened living room, probably searching for signs of Walker.

Or at the very least, an answer for why the front door was unlocked.

The morning light streaming through the windows catches on her blonde hair, making it glow like a halo.

There's no more point in hiding. And the faster I can control the situation, the better.

I step out and her eyes widen in recognition when she sees me. Her purse and keys fall from her hand in shock.

Her mouth drops open, and I close the distance in three long strides and clamp my hand over her mouth before she can draw a breath to scream.

Her skin is soft and warm against my palm. Her irresistible scent—citrus and lavender—is overpowering now. Her eyes widen even further as I press her against the wall.

“I told you I’d find you later, Ms. McKinney."
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What the fuck?

What the actual fuck?

My heart stops. The world tilts beneath my feet as I stare up at the last person I expected to find here.

Vadim towers over me, his large hand pressing firmly against my mouth and muffling any sound I try to make.

My entire body freezes at his proximity, but something else stirs awake.

His other hand rests at my waist, steadying me. The touch sends sparks dancing across my skin. My knees feel weak, threatening to give out, but his grip keeps me upright.

My pulse races beneath his palm, and I can't help leaning into his solid warmth.

I close my eyes, trying to regain control, but that only intensifies everything—his proximity, the heat radiating from his body, the way my own form seems to melt against his frame.

The rational part of my brain screams at me to pull away, to demand answers about why he's here in the apartment I shared with Nathan.

But my traitorous body has other ideas, responding to his presence and closeness in a way that make coherent thought impossible.

I feel the rumble in his chest as he speaks against my ear, and another shiver runs through me. My fingers ball into fists so tightly that my knuckles turn white, desperately trying to anchor myself to something solid as my world tilts on its axis.

"Are you going to be quiet if I remove my hand?" His low voice sends chills down my spine.

I nod quickly, desperate for him to let me go.

The second his palm leaves my lips, I unleash the loudest scream I can muster.

His hand clamps back over my mouth instantly. "That was very stupid, Ms. McKinney." His breath tickles my ear. "I won't ask again."

Pure instinct takes over. I bite down hard on the flesh of his palm. He jerks back with a curse, and I bolt for the bedroom. My legs feel like jelly as I sprint across the apartment, my heart thundering against my ribs.

I'm halfway through slamming the door when his foot connects with it. The wood splinters and crashes inward. Before I can react, his body slams into mine, tackling me onto the bed. The mattress bounces beneath us as he pins me down, his weight pressing me into the comforter.

"No!" I shriek, thrashing against him.

But he's too strong, too heavy.

I feel something silky press into my mouth. It takes me a moment to realize that it's his pocket square.

There's a weird metallic taste to it.

And despite my best efforts to spit it out, I can't. Terror grips me as he presses the full weight of his powerful body against me. He grabs my hands and pin them against my back, sending an unholy mixture of panic and excitement shooting through me.

The combination of his weight, the scent of his cologne, and both the heat and proximity of his body awaken something primal inside me.

Something that makes me want him to do more.

Something that I definitely should not be feeling.

Shame floods my mind at my body's response. An unexpected shiver rushes through my core, and wetness starts pooling between my legs.

I squeeze my eyes shut, mortified by the way my own body is betraying me. Even as terror still pumps through my veins, there's an undeniable pull. A magnetic draw that makes me want to arch into him rather than away.

And just then, a new dark thought claws at my mind and nearly makes its way to my lips were it not for the gag in my mouth.

Please don't stop!

I hear the sound of fabric tearing and squeeze my eyes shut in anticipation of his rough touch against my skin.

But to my disappointment, the touch never comes.

Instead, he ties my hands with what I can only guess is a strip of the bedsheet that he's torn. The movements are precise and practiced. He grabs my hair and yanks my head up just enough to tie a piece of fabric in front of my face, keeping the gag firmly secured in my mouth.

Then, his weight disappears.

And I almost beg for him to come back.

He pulls me back up to standing, his breath hot against my ear. "You're coming with me."

I struggle against him but it's useless. He's too strong. Too in control. With no other choice, I walk where Vadim guides me, toward the front door.

My thoughts turn to Dad. I left before he woke up this morning. Who's going to make sure he eats? Takes his medication? What if he wanders off looking for Mom again? What if Freddy comes back to steal again? The guilt and worry crush my chest even as Vadim marches me forward.

The wet morning air hits my face as we exit the building and down the block towards a red Ferrari that looks completely out of place in this neighborhood. He opens the passenger door and helps me inside with surprising gentleness that doesn't match the insanity of the situation.

The engine roars to life. As we speed away from the curb, I glance at Vadim's profile in the dull morning light, wondering what the fuck just happened.

My heart's still racing by the time we get on the highway, my wrists burning against the makeshift restraints.

Vadim reaches over, undoes the fabric holding the gag in place, and pulls the pocket square out of my mouth.

I gulp in fresh air, working my jaw to ease the ache.

"What the hell were you doing in my apartment?" The words burst out before I can stop them.

"Don't you mean your ex-fiancé's apartment," Vadim corrects, his eyes never leaving the road.

My mouth drops open. "How did you⁠—"

"You told me yourself, zvyozdochka, remember? What did you say? The ring seems more committed to the relationship than he was. And seeing as how you had a key to this place…"

Heat rushes to my face as I recall our first meeting. "That doesn't explain why you were here.”

"And what brings you back?" He ignores my question as he glances at me briefly, storm-gray eyes glinting.

"I—that's none of your business."

"You mentioned finding him with his secretary three nights ago. Most people either wait longer or don’t come back at all.”

I squirm in my seat, the restraints chafing against my wrists. "Stop acting like you know me."

"I'm just repeating what you've already shared." His lips curve into that infuriating half-smile.

"You still haven't answered my question. What were you doing in that apartment?"

"Perhaps I was expecting you to return my dry cleaning personally."

"At six in the morning?"

"You were there at six in the morning," he points out.

"That's different! It's my apart—" I snap my mouth shut, realizing what I'm about to say.

"Was your apartment," he corrects. "Past tense. Just like past fiancé. Now answer me. What were you planning to do there?" Vadim's question cuts through the tense silence.

"I didn't exactly pack a change of clothes when I left the other night." I try to keep my voice even, but the tremor in it betrays me. His gaze flicks to me for a brief moment, and I cave. "I just... I just needed to shower and change. Before I try and put my life back together."

Something in Vadim's expression shifts as it softens around the edges. His jaw unclenches slightly, and there's this look in his eyes I can't quite read, like he's thinking about something else entirely.

"Where did you go?" I ask, desperate to change the subject. "After we danced at the Vorobyov event?"

The corner of his mouth twitches. "I was busy."

"Fucking Irina?" The words tumble out before I can stop them. My cheeks burn hot the instant they leave my lips.

Vadim glances at me, his storm-gray eyes dancing with amusement. Then he throws his head back and lets out a deep, rich laugh that fills the interior of the car.

"Stop laughing!" My hands ball into fists behind my back. "It's a yes-or-no question."

"Are you jealous, zvyozdochka?" His voice drops lower, taking on that dangerous edge that makes my stomach flutter.

"Yes!" I snap, shifting in my seat to face him better. "I am jealous. She kept touching your arm, leaning in close, batting her eyelashes at you..." Heat creeps up my neck as the words continue pouring out. "Don't pretend you didn't notice. She practically marked her territory last night."

"So did you." His smile widens, showing perfect white teeth.

"That's different!" I shift against the restraints, frustrated I can't gesture properly. "You asked me to dance. Not the other way around."

"Then you should know that there's a reason I asked you to dance, and not her." His voice drops lower.

"Does that line usually work for you?"

"Obviously not last night." He glances at me, storm-gray eyes dancing. "Tell me how it made you feel. Seeing her hand on me."

"Like I wanted to break every one of her perfectly manicured fingers," I mutter before I can stop myself.

I hate how petulant I sound, but I can't seem to stop myself.

"Such violence." His deep chuckle sends shivers down my spine. "I almost didn't think you had it in you. But then again."

He holds up his right hand, and I see where my teeth have left their mark.

"Serves you right for trying to kidnap me."

"Trying? I think I was quite successful."

I bite my lip, suddenly aware of the fact that I am still tied up in his car after he broke into my ex-fiancé's apartment.

"Just answer my question. Did you fuck her last night or not?"

"I didn't."

Unexpected relief floods through me at his words.

Why do I care who Vadim sleeps with? He's practically a stranger—someone I met barely two days ago.

And, I remind myself, someone who just kidnapped me.

Yet here I am, feeling things for a man who probably has women throwing themselves at him everywhere he goes. Women like Irina—sophisticated, wealthy, and connected. Women who belong in his world of high fashion and luxury cars.

Not a fashion school drop-out who's working catering jobs while her ex-fiancé has been cheating on her for god knows how long.

"You're thinking too loud," Vadim says, breaking through my spiral of self-doubt.

"I'm trying to figure out why I care." The words slip out before I can stop them. "About you and Irina. About any of this."

His fingers tighten on the steering wheel. "Have you?"

"I don't know." I stare out the window, watching the city blur past. "I have no right to feel this way about someone I barely know. I mean, look at you. You probably date supermodels and movie stars. Someone...” My voice trails away.

"Someone proper?” Vadim finishes for me.

"Yeah, that.” The ease with which he says it shouldn't have hurt as much as it does. "And not..."

"Not what?"

"Not someone like me." The words taste bitter on my tongue.

Vadim stays silent, but I can feel his eyes on me during quick glances away from the road. I want him to say something in retort, something like he prefers the improper ones.

But he doesn't.

Instead, he asks. "Any other questions?"

I shift in my seat, the restraints still binding my wrists, and disappointment fills my heart.

"Did you plan on fucking me last night?"

He looks over at me, and that unreadable expression in his eyes still remain. In the morning light, his storm-gray irises look almost transparent.

"I did."

My heart skips. "And what about now?"

"I still do," he replies. "But I also want to protect you."

"From what?"

"It's better if you don't know." He says it so casually, like he's commenting on the weather. “Some answers can get people killed."

I fall silent, his words settling heavily between us. His response only spawns more questions, and I'm starting to think I might not want to know the answer to any of them.

He keeps his eyes fixed on the road ahead, jaw clenched. The speedometer climbs as we race down the highway, and silence stretches between us like a rubber band about to snap.

Curiosity and fear war in my mind until finally, a new question claws up my throat. When I speak, my voice comes out smaller than I intended.

"Are you going to hurt me?"

His head turns, and those storm-gray eyes lock onto mine.

"No." He pauses, and then his lips curve into a promise. "Not unless you ask me to."
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The Ferrari travels down the long-hidden road. Soon, the highway is far behind us as the rain fades to a light drizzle.

From the corner of my eye, I watch Lacey’s ghostly reflection in the window.

She tucks her legs together and leans forward, inadvertently showing off the graceful line of her calves. I tighten my grip on the steering wheel as I continue driving.

In the distance, the familiar sight of an ivory mansion rises from the misty pines into view. Gradually, her fear is replaced by curiosity as she presses her head to the glass and cranes her neck for a better view.

She has none of the thin and angular lines of the models on the runway, but soft curves in all the right places. Yet she still moves with a natural grace that imbue each motion with an effortless sensuality.

"Where are we?" Lacey's voice breaks through my thoughts, barely a whisper.

"My late father Pyotr's pride and joy." I guide the Ferrari past the gate and around the circular driveway. “Although 'ego trip' might be more accurate."

Her eyes widen as she takes in the sprawling Italianate palazzo, all pale limestone and soaring columns. The morning light catches on the carved balustrades, casting pale shadows across the façade that bears a resemblance to The Breakers of Rhode Island.

Despite its grandeur, the mansion would always remain a pale imitation of its inspiration. After all, Pyotr never saw the originals in person.

"It's beautiful," she mutters.

"I had the same thought my first day here. Pyotr built it to impress his rivals, not to nurture or care for his family." The car comes to a stop at the grand entrance. "He named it Pankration thinking it would give him the class he desperately wanted. I doubt he ever knew that it was just a fancy word without meaning."

Lacey's gaze darts between me and the mansion, disbelief clear in those amber-flecked eyes. I remember that same feeling of unreality when I first arrived—a bastard boy plucked from the mud suddenly thrust into this world of obscene wealth and power.

I kill the engine and step out of the car. "Welcome to my home, Ms. McKinney."

One of my men hurries from the garage to park the car for me, but I shake my head.

“Vasily.” My voice cuts through the morning air. "Fetch Lenka Feliksovna."

"Of course, Vadim Petrovich." With a quick bow, he hurries back inside.

Once we're alone, Lacey lifts her chin. Despite her bound hands, she meets my gaze directly. Even in the dull morning light of Seattle’s gray skies, light seems to dance in her expressive eyes.

"Well, you've brought me to your mansion. Just what do you intend to do with me now that I'm here, Mr. Stravinsky?"

Her question sends my discussion with Demyon in that basement rising back to the surface—about the cathedral, about the Bible, about how the only time someone other than the Archbishop can lay their hands on it, and about finding a woman who's just as stubborn, reckless, and committed to the idea of justice and fairness as me.

And like that, the solution to my problems crystallizes in my head.

The perfect means to an end.

And she’s standing right in front of me.

"What I intend, Ms. McKinney," I say evenly. "Is to marry you."

[image: ]


I expected a number of different reactions from Lacey. Laughter wasn't one of them.

It starts as a giggle, then builds into full-throated peals that echo across the mansion's façade.

"Marry you?" She shakes her head, tears gathering at the corners of her eyes. "That's—" Another burst of laughter. "That's the most ridiculous thing I've ever heard."

But when she meets my steady gaze, the laughter dies in her throat. Her expression shifts from amusement to dawning horror.

"Oh God, you're serious." Her voice drops to barely a whisper.

"Completely."

"No." She takes a step back, nearly stumbling. "Absolutely not. I just caught my fiancé cheating on me. The last thing I need is another man trying to⁠—"

"I'm nothing like Nathan," I cut in.

The color drains from her face. Her amber-flecked eyes widen as she stares at me.

"How did you know his name? I never mentioned it to you before." She swallows, breathing hard. "What were you really doing in my apartment?"

The morning breeze caresses my hand, and peppers it with light gentle rain. The wetness reminds me of the blood that stained them earlier.

Nathan's blood.

I curse at myself for mentioning that asshole's name. "That's a complicated question, Ms. McKinney."

"Then uncomplicate it." Her voice trembles but holds firm.

"I can't," I say, but even to my own ears the words ring hollow. "The less you know, the better. I'm trying to protect you."

"Protect me?" Her laugh holds no humor this time. "The only person I need protection from right now is you. You broke into my apartment, kidnapped me, and now you're telling me that you're going to marry me?" She shakes her head. "Abso-fucking-lutely not! I will never marry you. You can't force me."

Before I can respond, she spins and tries to run toward the tree line. But with her hands bound behind her back, she loses her balance on the uneven ground. I surge forward, catching her before she hits the wet gravel.

Time seems to stop as I hold her against my chest. Her rapid heartbeat pounds through the thin fabric of her clothes. That intoxicating blend of citrus and lavender fills my senses, making my head spin. Her soft curves press against me in all the right places, stirring something primal deep inside.

"Lacey—"

"Let me go!" She struggles harder. The raw fear in her voice cuts deeper than any knife.

There’s nothing to be gained lying to her. So, I opt to tell her the truth. Just not the full truth.

"Nathan was working for a man named Kirsan Kuular," I tell her. "For the last three years, he's been moving money through fashion companies to fund Kirsan's operations."

She stills in my arms. "What kind of operations?"

"Human trafficking." The words taste bitter as I say them. I loosen my grip but don't let go completely. "Operations that I've been trying to dismantle."

"Dismantle? How?"

"Through Svoboda," I answer.

I let her go and take a step back, giving her just enough space to make sure she won't bolt again.

"Your company? I don't understand."

"Fashion provide the perfect cover for traffickers. Models traveling across borders for shows raises few questions." My jaw clenches. "Kirsan takes advantage of this and uses modeling contracts to lure young women from Eastern Europe and Asia. He promises them fame and fortune, and then sells them to wealthy clients instead. We use that same cover to move the victims to safety."

"Svoboda," she whispers.

"Yes." I nod. “The word means 'freedom' in Russian. It's what I named my company because that's exactly what we do—we free people." I run a hand through my hair. "One half of the business produces high-end fashion. The other half helps victims of human trafficking escape and build new lives."

"And what happens after you help them escape?"

"We give them new identities, jobs, housing—whatever they need to start over. And for those that want it, we reunite them with their families." I meet her gaze directly. "Every collection we release funds another rescue operation. Every fashion show lets us reach victims where they’re held."

Her expression softens slightly. "How many have you helped?"

"Thousands." The weight of those we couldn't save settles on my shoulders. "But it's never enough. Kirsan has been expanding his operation. Specifically, he’s taking advantage of the fact that bespoke items selling for thousands are now a regular occurrence among the rich and powerful."

"Your suit jacket." She furrows her brows, and I can hear her mind turning as she takes in all of this information. "That piece of paper…"

"It's a list of fashion boutiques here in Seattle that are a part of Kirsan's network." I nod. "Each SKU is a victim they parade as models."

“You mean…” Her face pales. "All those insane numbers. They're prices?"

“Yes. But not for clothes, Lacey. For people."

She sways on her feet. "Two years ago, when I first met Nathan, we bonded over fashion. He promised..." Her voice breaks. "He promised to help me start my own company. Said he just needed time to arrange the funding..."

"He was grooming you to be a part of Kirsan's operation," I say bitterly. "He didn't see you for your talent or your passion. He saw you as an opportunity to make money."

She lurches forward, and I catch her as her knees give out. Her entire body trembles against mine as the reality of her narrow escape sinks in.

With a practiced motion, I undo the restraints keeping her hands pinned against her back and release her hands.

Lacey stumbles slightly as she regains her balance, and I steady her with a gentle hand on her elbow.

"But why a marriage?" she asks, rubbing her wrists. "Why do you need to marry me?"

"Ten percent of Kirsan's trafficking proceeds are being funneled through a church in Paris, the Alexander Nevsky cathedral,” I explain. "And I have every reason to believe that the transaction records are kept in the Archbishop's bible."

“That’s not answering my question.” Her voice is insistent even as it betrays a hint of cracking. "If you need to get into a church, surely there are other women you could marry. Women who are actually in fashion. Women who know what they're doing. Why me?"

"Because I know you'll fight and defend those who needs defending the most." The words come easily, just as they did at Mrs. Klossner's. "Because eleven hours and twenty-eight minutes after your engagement ended, you were fighting for a dry cleaner that you didn't need to fight for."

I hold up my right hand, showing her where her teeth marked me.

"When you were cornered, you didn't back down or beg for mercy. You fought even when you knew you couldn't win. That's why I need you, Lacey McKinney. That's why it can only be you."

"Can't you just break into the cathedral?" Lacey asks, her brows furrowing. "Wouldn't that be easier than... this?"

"The bible is usually kept on the Archbishop's person." I shake my head. "The only time it's brought out is during wedding ceremonies when the bride and groom are led through the Crowning ceremony."

She wraps her arms around herself, her eyes distant as she processes everything. "But how will we get the bible during the ceremony? Won't everyone be watching?"

For a moment, I consider warning Lacey about Sayanaa. About how I intend to use Sayanaa's obsession and jealousy to our advantage. And about the very real danger that we'll both be in as a result of that.

But the less she knows about that particular threat, the safer she'll be.

"Let me worry about the details," I say instead, keeping my voice steady.

"And is there a plan for how you intend on getting the bible out after you take it?" A small laugh escapes her throat, though it holds more nervousness than humor. "Am I supposed to stuff it under my wedding dress?"

My hand freezes on its way to running through my hair. The image forms instantly in my mind. The voluminous skirts of a wedding dress, the way the fabric cascades in layers that could easily conceal...

Brilliant.

I keep my expression neutral, not wanting to give away how perfect her offhand suggestion truly is. Somehow, she keeps finding new ways to impress me.

"That's not a bad idea," I say.

The nervous smile on her face falters when she realizes that I'm taking her idea seriously.

"This is insane," she whispers. "All of this is insane. Is there no other way?"

"There isn't."

She wraps her arms around herself. "So I'm just... a means to an end?"

The hurt in her voice makes me wince.

"No, zvyozdochka," I say. "You're much more than that. You're a chance to save countless lives. To help me bring down a monster who's destroyed thousands of families."

Lacey rubs her wrists, drawing my attention to the angry red marks left by the restraints. My chest tightens with regret. The urge to take her hands in mine, to press gentle kisses along those marks until they fade, nearly overwhelms me.

But I want to do more than plant gentle kisses along her wrists.

I want to do so much more.

There’s a wildness in Lacey McKinney, a savage desire that I’ve seen only a tantalizing glimpse of.

A desire that is practically screaming for release.

And from the way her body moved against mine, first at the Vorobyov event when we danced, and earlier at her apartment when I had her pinned—both against the wall and the bed—I know she can feel it too.

Especially when I saw how her cheeks burned when I told her that I wouldn’t hurt her unless she asked me to.

"I'm—" I start, but my housekeeper Lenka's footsteps on gravel interrupt me.

"Vadim Petrovich." Lenka dips her head in greeting under her umbrella, kind eyes darting between Lacey and me as she takes in the scene before her.

"Lenka Feliksovna." I straighten, grateful for the distraction from my thoughts. "Would you please show Ms. McKinney to one of the guest rooms? The blue suite."

"Of course." Lenka's voice carries its usual warmth. She extends her hand toward Lacey. "Come with me, dear. You look like you could use some coffee.”

Lacey hesitates, her amber-flecked eyes finding mine again. Questions dance in their depths—about Nathan, about the trafficking, about this marriage proposal and what I’m asking her to do. The dull morning light catches in her hair, turning it to spun gold in the rain, and my fingers itch to run through those silken strands.

But I force myself to remain still as Lenka gently guides her toward the mansion's entrance. At the door, Lacey glances back one final time. The lingering questions in her gaze make my heart flutter.

Only when they disappear inside do I realize I've been holding my breath. My pulse pounds in my ears, far too fast for someone who prides himself on always maintaining control.

She's means to an end, I tell myself. Nothing more.

But even in my head, that doesn't sound convincing.
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I follow Lenka through the winding corridors of Pankration, my flats shuffling against the intricate marble floors polished to a sheen. The enormity of the mansion makes my head spin and I fight the urge to look around and take everything in.

"Is he serious?" The words tumble out before I can stop myself. "About the marriage?"

Lenka's weathered features remain neutral as she leads me past a row of gilt-framed portraits. “Vadim Petrovich does not make idle statements."

My stomach knots. A man in an impeccable suit passes us, his scarred knuckles and hard eyes at odds with his polished appearance. He nods at Lenka but looks me over with calculation that sends chills running down my spine.

He's not the only one I notice. They're scattered throughout the house like sentinel statues. Rough and scary men who look like they'd snap me in half without blinking an eye.

Whatever they are, they're definitely not your average household staff.

"This is your room." Lenka opens a door to reveal a large suite decorated in shades of blue.

I step inside, but uncertainty roots me in place. The luxury surrounding me like a slap in the face. Everything screams wealth and power—from the hand-carved mahogany furniture to the silk sheets. Even the carpet looks impossibly plush.

"Why does Vadim need so many..." I wave my hand, gesturing in the general direction of the rough men standing outside. "People like them?"

Lenka's kind eyes sharpen with something that might be warning. "It's best not to ask too many questions, dear."

"That's not an answer." My voice comes out stronger than I feel. "What is he hiding from me?"

"Some things, once learned, cannot be unlearned." Lenka's voice carries the weight of experience. “Vadim Petrovich has not yet informed me what I may share with you. For that reason, I cannot answer your questions."

I let out a laugh that sounds hollow even to my own ears. "The way you talk about him makes him sound like some kind of mafia boss instead of a fashion executive."

The silence that follows my comment stretches too long. Lenka's face remains carefully neutral, but her lack of response has given me the answer I needed.

Oh fuck…

My mind starts racing, connecting dots I hadn't connected before.

Suddenly, I'm having a hard time drawing another breath.

"Oh God." My legs go weak and I sink onto the edge of the bed. The blue silk comforter rustles beneath me as pieces click into place. "That's exactly what he is, isn't it?"

Lenka's weathered features soften with something like sympathy, but she doesn't deny it. She doesn't need to. Her silence has told me everything.

"I need to leave." My voice cracks as I scramble up from the bed. "You can't keep me here."

Lenka's face remains gentle but unmovable. "I'm afraid that's not possible. Once Vadim Petrovich brings someone to Pankration, they may only leave with his permission."

"Brought me? He kidnapped me!" I stride toward the door, but Lenka shifts to block my path. Despite her age, she moves with surprising quickness and strength. "Please, can't you understand?"

"I understand that this is overwhelming." Her tone carries maternal concern that makes my chest ache. "But fighting will only make things more difficult. I'll return shortly."

"You'll return shortly? To do what?"

But Lenka is already stepping back, pulling the heavy door closed. I lunge forward but hear the unmistakable click of a lock engaging. I fumble at the doorknob, and find a keyhole instead of a lock.

What the actual fuck?

Who the fuck has a door that needs a key to unlock it from the inside?

A mafia boss, Lacey, that's who. I remind myself.

"Please!" I pound my fist against the wood. "You can't leave me in here!"

Only silence answers. I press my ear to the door, straining to hear her footsteps retreating down the hall. My heart hammers against my ribs as the reality of my situation crashes over me.

I'm trapped in a room that can only be unlocked from the outside, in a mansion full of killers in suits, and the only person who seems remotely sympathetic just walked away.

The room suddenly feels too small despite its immense size, and the air too thin. I slide down the door until I'm sitting on the floor, drawing my knees to my chest as I try to slow my frantic breathing.

And just then, I remember something else.

The photo.

Oh God, the photo I sent him. A strangled laugh bubbles up my throat. I sent a mafia boss a naked picture of myself wearing his stolen suit.

My fingers dig into my hair, tugging at the roots. "Stupid, stupid, stupid."

It's incredible just how thoroughly I've fucked up. I flirted with him. Danced with him. Let myself feel attracted to him. And now I'm locked in his mansion, being forced to marry him.

A hysterical giggle escapes me. Mom always said I had terrible taste in men, but this really takes the cake.

The memory of our dance at the Vorobyov event now takes on a sinister edge. The way he commanded me to join him at his table, the way Irina was fawning all over him, how easily he offered to buy out Allison's catering company, and the flash of possessiveness in his eyes when she dared to say no.

It wasn't because of wealth or charm. It was power.

Real, dangerous power.

And now he's going to make me marry him so he can steal a bible from a church? The room spins as I struggle to draw breath.

My fingers twist in my hair as his words echo in my head: "You'll fight and defend those who needs defending the most...You fought even when you knew you couldn't win."

Heat blooms in my chest at the memory. No one has ever talked about me like that before: someone strong and fearless. Someone worthy.

Stop it, Lacey. I press my palms against my eyes. He's manipulating you. This is what men like him do.

But the warmth of his words lingers. And the way he looked at me when he said those words refuses to fade. Like I was precious and fierce all at once. Like I mattered.

"Eleven hours and twenty-eight minutes after your engagement ended, you were fighting for a dry cleaner that you didn't need to fight for."

Another peal of bitter laugh escapes me. He admires me for standing up for what's right. Yet here he is, forcing me into marriage and I know there's no damn way he'll let me go against it.

He's using my supposed strength for his own agenda.

The confidence that his words gave me now curdles into something sour. Yes, he sees my strength. But only because he wants to use it.

To use me.

Just like Nathan…

The thought of Nathan hits me like a punch to the gut.

Nathan wasn't just cheating. He was grooming me. Setting me up to become—what, exactly? An enabler or another statistic in Kirsan's operation?

Does it matter? Nathan was using me, just like Vadim plans on using me.

Ah yes, an annoying little voice pipes up in my head. But at least Vadim is honest enough about it from the get-go.

I lean back against the locked door. Vadim's plan is insane. So many things can go wrong, and everything depends on chance.

And how do I know that Vadim is the one telling me the truth?

I need answers. I need to call Nathan. If nothing else, to make me accept that this is somehow the reality that I've landed myself into.

My hand automatically reaches for my purse and find nothing but air. And that's when I remember that I dropped it on the floor when I saw Vadim.

Another burst of hysterical laugh punches from my throat.

I'm completely cut off from everyone. No way to call Megan or check on Dad.

Dad. My chest tightens. He'll be waking up soon, and I hadn't prepared breakfast for him before leaving. I have no idea if Megan will have time to check on him today before work is over, or any guarantee that Freddy won't come by later to steal anything that isn't nailed down.

Tears sting my eyes as the reality of my isolation hits home. There's no way for me to contact anyone who. Just these opulent walls and men with scarred knuckles standing guard.

And Vadim, who claims he wants to protect me by forcing me into a marriage I didn't ask for.

For all his talk about protecting me and needing my strength, this isn't about what we want.

This is about what he wants.

What about what I want? What about what I need to do?

I know that whatever the answer is, it's not by staying here to play a part in someone else's game. I have people who depend on me. Dad needs me. Megan needs me. Even Freddy needs me more than Vadim Stravinsky ever will.

A wave of determination washes over me, clearing away the fog of confusion and fear.

I'm not some chess piece to be moved around at his convenience. I'm not some damsel in distress who needs his protection. I won't be an accomplice to whatever other insanity he's cooking up.

And I definitely will not be another trophy in his collection.

I need to get out of here.

I scan the room, searching for anything I can use.

The king-sized bed dominates the space. Intricate patterns are carved into the ornate headboard. Everything is done in shades of blue—from the silk sheets to the heavy drapes framing the beautiful large windows.

Freedom lies just beyond that glass.

I need something heavy enough to break that glass. The bedside lamps are delicate crystal affairs, more likely to shatter themselves. The mahogany furniture is too heavy for me to lift. And the decorative vases look like they weigh more than I do.

Everything in here is either too fragile or too massive to be useful.

My gaze lands on the walk-in closet. Maybe there's an iron in there.

I yank open the closet doors and flip on the light and gasp.

Rows of designer dresses greet me, each piece bearing the distinctive Svoboda label. The craftsmanship is exquisite—French seams, hand-rolled hems, the finest materials money can buy.

I can't help myself as I pull out a midnight blue cocktail dress, the fabric flowing like water through my fingers. Holding it against myself, I study my reflection in the full-length mirror. It's not quite right for my frame, but God, the color is perfect. If I took in the waist slightly, adjusted the shoulder line, maybe added some subtle beading to draw attention to⁠—

Not now! I throw the dress onto the bed and resume looking. You're planning alterations when you should be planning your escape.

Apart from these different beautiful dresses, there’s nothing else in here.

I move to the attached bathroom, and find nothing but luxury soaps and toiletries. Again. Nothing that can help me break the glass.

Walking back to the window, I study my reflection in the glass. The crystal chandelier above me casts a soft glow that makes everything look ethereal, like something out of a fairy tale. Even my own image seems transformed—ghostly and delicate against the backdrop of luxury.

The craftsmanship of everything in this room is undeniable. From the hand-carved moldings to the silk drapes, each detail speaks of wealth and refinement that I've only dreamed about. The kind of beauty I sketched in my notebooks late at night, imagining designs that would never see the light of day.

Stop it, Lacey. This isn't the time to feel sorry for yourself.

Then, as if to hype myself, I give the window a light tap.

And notice it jiggle.

My heart leaps at the unexpected movement and I grip the window frame in trembling fingers. But just then, doubt creeps in.

What if there are guards outside? What if they catch me? The consequences of attempting escape from a mafia boss's mansion probably aren't pleasant.

But will they be any less pleasant than what I might face if I were to stay? Am I really so naïve as to believe that he'll just let me go when it's all said and done?

I'd still be married to a mafia boss. Still trapped in this gilded cage, surrounded by men with scarred knuckles and hard eyes.

And just like that, the choice becomes crystal clear.

My fingers tremble as I give the window a push upward, and it opens soundlessly. The humid morning breeze billows in, beckoning me with the tantalizing taste of freedom amidst the soft falling rain.

I take one deep breath, swing my legs over the ledge, and drop, hearing the sound of my pants ripping when a thread snags against the rough stone surface of the masonry.

But I don’t care.

My feet hit the wet ground with a soft thud and I sever the thread with my teeth. Then, without waiting to see if anyone noticed, I bolt across the manicured lawn towards the line of trees.

And I don't dare looking back to see if anyone is chasing.
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VADIM


I push open my office door to find Demyon lounging in one of the leather chairs, feet propped on my desk.

"Get your boots off my desk."

He grins and drops his feet. "Good to see you too, bratishka. I've got that address you wanted for the McKinney girl⁠—"

"Nathan Walker's apartment. I know."

His eyebrows shoot up. "How did you⁠—"

"Because that's where I found her this morning." I pour myself two fingers of whiskey and take a slow sip. "She walked in while I was searching the place."

Demyon lets out a low whistle. "Talk about timing. What are the odds?"

"High, because she was engaged to him."

"Chto?" Demyon's eyes narrow. "Are you saying that⁠—"

"Yes. Nathan Walker was her fiancé." The whiskey burns pleasantly down my throat. “What are the odds?”

"Blyat." Demyon rubs his jaw. "Where is she now?"

"Here at Pankration." I set down my glass. "I've put her up in the blue suite."

"You brought her here?" He leans forward. "Why?"

I take another sip of whiskey, letting its burn ground me to stop myself from thinking about Lacey's face when I told her my proposal. The way her amber-flecked eyes widened in shock, then narrowed with suspicion. The delicate flush that crept up her neck when I explained why it had to be her.

She'd squared her shoulders and lifted her chin, defiant even in her fear. Not once did she ever beg me for mercy.

Of course not, I remind myself of what she said when I held her in my arms on the dance floor at the Vorobyov event. She told me she doesn’t beg.

"Vadyusha?"

I realize that I've been silent, lost in thoughts of Lacey's soft blonde hair and irresistible curves screaming for me to touch.

"I'm going to marry her," I say, watching Demyon's reaction carefully. "She'll help us get that bible from the cathedral."

His mouth drops open. "Have you lost your mind? She's an outsider! Does she have any idea what she'll be asked to do?"

"She knows about Kirsan, and she knows this won't be a real marriage. She's just a means to an end." I set down my glass. The words taste false on my tongue. "Nothing more."

"What makes you so sure she's the right one for this?" Demyon's eyes lock onto mine. "What makes her so special?"

I stand and walk to the window, staring out at the manicured gardens below.

"She came up with something brilliant without even realizing it." I turn back to face him. "When I told her about the bible, she asked if I planned on smuggling it out in her wedding dress. Joking of course, but⁠—"

Demyon's eyebrows shoot up. "Not a terrible idea."

"Exactly." I pick up my glass again.

"Once you've hidden the bible in your new wife's dress, then what?" Demyon asks, all doubt about Lacey temporarily gone as he starts thinking out loud with me about our upcoming heist. "Kirsan's men will be all over us the moment we walk out of the cathedral."

“We’ll use the traditional tour of the city after the ceremony as our getaway.” I pull out my phone and bring up Google Maps. "It's a thirty-minute drive from the cathedral to the Issy-les-Moulineaux Heliport, and from there, we make for Melun Villaroche where the jet will be waiting. We can lose anyone following us in the Bois du Boulogne, especially if we use decoys."

"Not if Kirsan gets the police to block the bridges over the Seine." Demyon shakes his head as he looks at the map. "We'll need something a bit more unconventional."

"What do you suggest?"

"The Champs-Élysées." He points. "I can have a speedboat parked under the Pont des Invalides."

"I like it." I nod as I follow the route Demyon draws. "The L'île aux Cygnes would provide us cover from any potential gunmen on the right bank. And it'll put us right next to the heliport. Then, it's a short helicopter ride, a dash for the jet, and we'll be in the air."

"Where Kirsan can't touch us." Demyon leans forward.

"Exactly." I say.

"Now, let's take a step back. How do you intend on stealing the bible when the whole cathedral is looking at you?" Demyon asks.

"That's where you and Sayanaa come in, Demyushka." I nod. "I need you to piss her off even more at the moment she tries to make a scene. Give her a distraction that she can't tear her eyes from."

"And in the chaos, you'll make the switch with the one hidden in your fiancée's dress." Demyon grins. "Clean and simple."

"As long as everything goes according to plan."

"How fast are you planning to pull this off?" Demyon drums his fingers on my desk.

"Two weeks." I swirl the remaining whiskey in my glass. "And that's if we start moving now."

"Two weeks?" Demyon's eyes widen. "Blyat. That's barely enough time to get the rings, let alone—" He pauses. "Wait. Who's going to make the dress? It needs to be perfect for this to work."

"Irina." The answer comes instantly and I set down my glass. "She understands what's at stake, given her past.”

But as soon as I say it, I can't help recall the way Lacey's eyes lit up when she talked about fashion at Mrs. Klossner's. The passion in her voice when she described the construction of her own shoes was palpable even then.

A part of me wants to let her design her own dress. To see what she can create, given the chance.

But this isn't about making her dreams come true.

This is about getting that bible and stopping Kirsan.

"Irina can incorporate what we need without compromising the design." I push away thoughts of Lacey's talent. "We can't risk any mistakes. No other outsiders."

"Then why not marry Irina?" Demyon's eyes lock onto mine. “If we need a bride, why not use her?"

My fingers tighten around the glass. "No."

“Like you said, she understands what’s at stake⁠—”

"I said no." The words come out sharper than intended. I set down my glass before I break it. "You weren't there that night, Demyushka. You didn't see what Kirsan did to her."

"But that was years ago⁠—”

"And what if she sees someone in the cathedral who causes her to freeze up at the critical moment?" I turn to face him. "One moment of hesitation is all it takes for everything to fall apart."

"You don't know that she'll⁠—"

"I won't risk it." The memory of finding Irina all those years ago, broken and bleeding, flashes through my mind. "She's suffered enough at Kirsan's hands. I won't put her through that again."

“So that’s it?” Demyon asks, a knowing smirk making its way to his face. “It has to be Lacey McKinney?"

“It does.”

“So you say.” Demyon's smirk grows just a little wider. "I'm sure the way she fills out her clothes has nothing to do with it."

"Watch yourself."

"Or what? You'll beat me like you beat Walker?" He spreads his arms wide. "Face it, Vadyusha. You want her. Not just for this plan of yours."

I grip my glass tighter, Demyon's words hitting too close to home.

The truth is, I do want Lacey. From the moment I saw her at Mrs. Klossner's, standing there in defiance with her chin lifted high, something inside me stirred.

And after that photo of her in my suit jacket, her legs spread invitingly.

I want to bury my face between her thighs and devour her, to taste her breaking on my tongue while she screams my name.

I want to possess her completely. To mark every inch of her soft skin. To hear her beg me—both for mercy and for more—to feel her shatter beneath me as I claim what's mine.

I want to bend her over my desk and fuck her until she forgets her own name. To tie her to my bed and use her for hours until she's begging me in a hoarse voice that she'll be my good girl and mine alone while my cum drips down her quivering pale thighs.

Even if she claims she doesn’t beg.

"This is a means to an end." I repeat myself. “As long as all of us keep that in mind, Lacey will not have her heart broken by me once this ruse is over."

"Do you really believe that? What if by the time this ruse is over, you realize that you can't let her go? What if by then, you've honest to God fallen for this girl? What then?"

“In two weeks? I doubt it.”

Before Demyon can say something else, a sharp frantic knock comes at my office door. I yank the door open to reveal Lenka, her weathered features twisted with worry.

"Vadim Petrovich!" She's breathless, clutching the doorframe. "The window—it's open. She's gone."

My blood runs cold. "What?"

"Ms. McKinney. I went to check on her and⁠—"

I'm already moving, shouldering past her into the hallway. My footsteps thunder down the corridor as I race toward the blue suite, Demyon close behind me.

I unlock the door and find the morning breeze stirring the curtains around an open window. On the bed lies a midnight-blue Svoboda dresses, carefully laid out as if she'd been considering it.

"Blyat!" I slam my fist against the wall. "How long?"

"No more than fifteen minutes." Lenka wrings her hands.

"Put up a drone to survey the grounds." I turn to Demyon. "She can't have gotten far."

"Vadim—"

"Now, Demyon!"

He nods sharply and strides out. I pull up Lacey's number and almost dial when I remember that I had left her purse at Walker's apartment. And even if I hadn't. There's no way she'd pick up the phone for me right now.

She's not stupid.

I move to the window and poke my head out. And that's when I notice it.

A tiny piece of thread that clinging to the rough stone surface. If I lean in close enough, I can almost imagine her citrus and lavender scent.

I drop down from the window, my expensive shoes squelching on the mud below. Another piece of thread catches my eye, snagged on a rough patch of stone several feet away.

Crouching down, I compare its position to the first one still clinging above.

And draw a straight line toward the tree line at the edge of the grounds.

Clever girl.

My pulse quickens as I imagine finding her. Will she try and fight me? Or will she come back willingly? Either possibility is making my blood sing in anticipation.

Without hesitation, I sprint toward the trees, my long legs eating up the distance. The familiar rush of the hunt floods my body, and I can't stop the grin spreading across my face at the thought of catching her.


12


LACEY


I freeze at the sound of a branch snapping behind me. My heart pounds against my ribs.

Another snap, closer this time.

Vadim. He's close. He has to be.

I squeeze my eyes shut, picturing him prowling through the woods like a predator. Those storm-gray eyes must be dark with anger now. The thought sends a shiver down my spine that has nothing to do with fear.

I will my feet to move, but for some reason, they remain perfectly still.

"Do you really think you could run from me?" I imagine his voice rumbling in my head, low and dangerous.

Heat floods my cheeks as unbidden thoughts surface. Powerful hands gripping my waist, and spinning me around to face him. Thick fingers digging against my hips as he pushes me up against a tree, until there's nowhere for me to run...

"Stop it, stop it, stop it!" I whisper to myself, trying to banish the images. But they persist, taunting me with possibilities that make my breath catch.

"I'll have to teach you what happens to people who don't obey my orders.” The imaginary Vadim of my mind purrs in my ear.

The footsteps draw closer. Leaves crunch under deliberate steps. My body trembles, wavering between the urge to run away and the traitorous desire to stay exactly where I am.

C'mon, Lacey! Move!

What the fuck is wrong with me right now?

"You can’t run, zvyozdochka. Not when I’m already in your head.”

A twig snaps directly behind me. I hold my breath, frozen in place like a rabbit before a wolf. The air feels electric, charged with anticipation, and I realize I want him to catch me.

To pin me down.

To teach me a lesson on why I shouldn’t run from him.

"Fuck that," I snarl, and force myself to take one step forward, then another, and then another, until I start running again.

Branches whip past my face as I sprint between the trees. The sound of pursuit grows closer. Vadim's footsteps crush leaves and twigs in his relentless pursuit, closing the distance between us with every stride.

My lungs are on fire. I can't keep this pace much longer. But I have to try.

A flash of movement catches my peripheral vision. A dark shape moves parallel through the trees. My heart hammers against my ribs. He's trying to cut me off.

I veer sharply left, away from him. And that's when my foot tangles into something—a twisted root jutting up from the ground.

Gravity shifts, and the world tilts sideways as I pitch forward with a scream.

My world explodes in a burst of pain. The smell of wet earth fills my nostrils. And it is suddenly followed by the scent of Vadim's cologne—spicy and masculine. I roll over onto my back just in time to see him looming over me like the grim reaper come to collect his due.

I kick out wildly, aiming for any part of him I can reach. Fresh pain stabs through my ankle as my foot connects with him and I can't help crying out.

His hand wraps around my ankle, fingers pressing into the tender flesh. I try to jerk away but he holds firm, the pressure making me wince.

"Let go!"

Instead of releasing me, he uses his grip to keep my leg still while he shifts forward. In one fluid motion, he captures both my wrists in his other hand, stretching them above my head. The weight of his body presses me deeper into the damp ground.

I'm trapped. Completely at his mercy. One leg caught in his grasp, the other splayed helplessly to the side. His hips settle between my thighs and⁠—

Oh!

Heat floods my cheeks as awareness crashes over me. The hard planes of his chest are pressed against mine. His fingers flex around my wrists. The intoxicating scent of his cologne mixes with the scent of trees and damp soil.

My body betrays me, responding to his proximity in ways that make me want to scream in frustration. My heart pounds so hard I'm sure he can feel it. Every point of contact sends another current of electricity coursing through me.

I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to block out the inappropriate thoughts racing through my mind. But that only makes it worse – now all I can focus on is the sensation of him against me, solid and male and dangerous.

"Look at me," he commands, voice rough as he presses his hips close to mine.

A shiver runs through me at the command in his voice, at the dark promise in his tone. And without further resistance, my eyes open.

God help me. I want to obey.

He smiles savagely and pushes forward until I can feel him pulsing against my center through the fabric of our pants. And soon, I feel my own body betraying me as a familiar wet heat starts to pool between my legs. My body is reacting to his proximity entirely on its own, and I hate myself for it.

"Please…" I stammer, my voice coming out higher than I expected.

"Please?" The smile on his face widens as he looks down at me in satisfaction. "I thought you didn't beg."

"I wasn't begging!" I snap, finding my voice again. The words come out stronger than I feel. I twist against his iron grip, arching my back to try and throw him off.

Bad idea.

The movement only brings our bodies closer together, and makes me more aware of every hard muscle pressed against me. His thigh presses against mine, and his massive cock pulses between us. Heat floods my face as a small sound escapes my throat.

Not quite a gasp, not quite a moan.

His eyes darken at the sound. The storm clouds in his gaze swirl with something primal. Something hungry.

"No?" His voice drops lower, rougher. "We'll see about that."

Before I can respond, his mouth crashes down on mine. The kiss is brutal and possessive. His tongue sweeps past my lips, claiming me and demanding more.

Recklessly, I respond.

My body melts into his touch like it was made for him. My lips part wider, inviting him deeper.

I can't move my hands under his iron-hard grip. I can't push him away even if I want to. And with one leg still in his other hand, I can't even pull him closer. All I can do is feel—feel the way his body covers mine, the way his tongue strokes against mine, the way his hips grind against me, making promises my traitorous body desperately wants him to keep.

A whimper tumbles from my throat and he swallows it before it ever makes it to my lips.

I melt against him, my fingers curling helplessly above my head. His weight crushes me closer as if he can't get enough. As if he needs this kiss as desperately as I do.

What the fuck is wrong with me?

This man kidnapped me. Is forcing me to marry him. Literally has me pinned on the ground in a forest where he can do whatever he wants to me! I should be fighting this, fighting him. Instead, I'm kissing him back like my life depends on it, like he's oxygen and I'm drowning.

His teeth graze my bottom lip and rational thought abandons me completely. There's only the heat of his mouth, the solid strength of his body against mine, and the dangerous hunger building between us.

Just when I think I might combust from the heat building between us, he tears his mouth away. In one fluid motion, he yanks me to my feet.

"That was very stupid of you, zvyozdochka." His voice rumbles. "Running from me like that."

"I won't marry you." I wrench myself from his grip, twisting away. "You can't make me⁠—"

Pain shoots up my leg like lightning when I put it down. My leg buckles beneath me and I cry out in agony, my body pitching forward toward the ground.

Vadim catches me before I hit the dirt.

"You've hurt yourself." A massive hand slides beneath my knees while the other supports my back.

"Because of you!" But even as I say it, throbbing pain pulses through my ankle. "Let me go!"

"No." His storm-gray eyes lock onto mine. "And as much as I'd love to watch you crawl back to Pankration on your hands and knees, I don't have all morning. We have much to discuss."

I can't help but shiver at the way he says those words. My mind betrays me with flashes of what that might look like—me crawling toward him while those storm-gray eyes drink in every movement. Heat blooms across my skin at the thought of him watching me, commanding me...

I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to banish these dangerous thoughts. But all it does is intensify my imagination.

In my head, I see him leaning back in an expensive leather chair, loosening his tie as he orders me to crawl towards him. His voice drops lower, rougher, as he tells me to get up on my knees.

My heart pounds against my ribs. I shouldn't be thinking these things. But I can't help it. And the way he looks at me, like I'm precious and dangerous all at once, that makes me want to discover what else might please him.

Stop it, Lacey. I scold myself.

But even as I try to focus on anything else—the throbbing in my ankle, the wet morning air, and the sound of birds that I hadn't noticed while I was running—my thoughts keep circling back to him.

What else would he love to watch me do?

His hand slides down my back, leaving trails of fire in its wake. My breath catches. Anticipation wars with anxiety inside me. Heat pools low in my belly as his fingers trace lower and lower.

Before I can process what's happening, Vadim sweeps me up into his arms. The abrupt movement draws a surprised squeak from my throat.

"You bastard," I gasp, still breathless. "That was a dirty trick."

His lips curve into that infuriating grin I'm starting to know too well. "I never claimed to fight fair, zvyozdochka."

It's hard to maintain any semblance of anger when my body is still humming from his kiss, when my mind is still imagining the wicked things he can make me do, and when his arms feel so secure around me.

The spicy scent of his cologne fills my nose with every breath.

He starts walking, carrying me through the woods like I weigh nothing. Each step jostles me slightly against his chest, and I find myself hyperaware of every point of contact between us. The effortless strength of his arms under my knees and back. The warmth of his body seeping through my clothes.

I press my face against his chest, hoping he can't feel the heat burning from my cheeks. His scent fills my nose with each breath, making it impossible to think straight.

I want to be mad at him. I should be furious that he's carrying me back to my cage. Instead, I'm fighting the urge to curl closer, to rest my head against his shoulder and breathe him in.

So, for the second time, I ask myself that question that has never once stopped bouncing around in my head.

Just what the fuck is wrong with me?
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Vadim carries me into my room—my prison cell, I remind myself—and sets me down on the bed with surprising gentleness. Neither of us looks at the midnight-blue dress still on the bed, even though both of us are clearly aware of it.

He shuts the door behind us, and I feel my heartbeat quicken at what is about to happen next?

"Why does the door need a key to unlock from the inside?" I ask, not sure if I want to know the answer.

"Part of Pyotr's design." His jaw tightens as he says the name.

"Pyotr? Not father or dad?" I observe.

The moment the words leave my mouth, I see pain flash across his storm-gray eyes. He goes still, and I instantly regret bringing it up.

Whatever wound I've just prodded must be deep and raw.

I scoot higher on the bed, giving him space. "Never mind. You don't have to explain."

He bends at the foot of the bed to examine my ankle again. Suddenly, I'm hyper-aware of how close he is. His thumb traces a circle on my ankle, and a shiver shoots up my leg.

"You won't be making any more escape attempts on that ankle," Vadim says, his fingers still tracing circles that send sparks up my leg. "Not for a while."

"I don't know. Being carried around everywhere has its perks." The words slip out before I can stop them.

His eyes darken, and that knowing smile curves his lips. My heart skips, then races as his gaze travels over me.

"What are you so desperate to run back to, zvyozdochka?" His voice drops lower, rougher.

Dad's face flashes in my mind. The way he looked sitting in that kitchen, confused and lost, waiting for Mom to come home. The dishes piled in the sink. Freddy's latest theft. I bite my lip, fighting the urge to spill everything to him. One word from Vadim and all those problems would vanish. But I can't.

"If I agree to play this role you need me for," I say carefully. "What happens next?"

His storm-gray eyes lock onto mine. "First, an engagement ring. Next, you'll need to be fitted for a custom dress to carry our prize." His voice drops lower. "We'll rehearse the heist, and then travel to Paris for the wedding."

My heart speeds up at the intensity of his gaze. Heat spreads across my skin as he steps closer, and I have to remind myself to breathe.

"And what do I get out of this arrangement by the time it's over?"

"Whatever your heart desires, zvyozdochka." His lips curve into that dangerous smile. "But we'll need to look convincing for the crowd if we don’t want it to blow up in our faces before we can get our hands on that bible.”

"How hard can it be?" I say quickly. "I don't imagine most mafia weddings are all lovey-dovey."

"Bratva," he says.

"Excuse me?"

"Italians are mafia," he explains. "For us Russians, it's bratva."

"Bratva," I repeat the word, running it over my tongue slowly. "Just one more thing to add to the list. But who's counting?"

"Not you." There's a glint in his eye that makes my pulse race.

"Not me."

He moves toward me and my breath catches. My heart pounds against my ribs like it's trying to escape. My lips part in anticipation of another kiss as he leans in closer, and I close my eyes.

But the kiss never comes.

Instead, he takes my hand in his, and presses something cool and metallic into my palm.

I try to hide my disappointment when I open my eyes and look down to see a small key.

"This will unlock your door from the inside," he says. "I'll have Lenka bring you a pair of crutches. Pankration is yours to explore as you wish, zvyozdochka."

After he leaves, I stare at the tiny key in my palm. I know what my heart desires: becoming a real designer, and finding a way to care for Dad.

As I run my fingertip along the key's jagged edges, an unexpected thought creeps in.

When this charade is finally over, will there be something else that I want?

Or rather, someone.


13


VADIM


Queen Anne's tree-lined streets are still quiet by the time I return to Nathan's apartment. Lacey's purse lies where she dropped it, its content spilled out on the floor. Several notifications light up the screen of her phone—all from someone named Megan Huang. I make a mental note of the name before pocketing both items.

It doesn't take long for me to find her car and unlock it.

My suit jacket is sprawled across the backseat. When I look at it, all I can see in my head is the picture she sent me. Pale skin against dark fabric, her endless legs spread open, the way her fingers are splayed between them.

My cock stirs to life, recalling that she'd been pinned underneath me not too long ago. My fingers tighten on the car door until the metal bites into my skin.

Focus.

I snatch the jacket and fish through the pockets until I find my list. The paper feels crisp between my fingers as I tuck it into my breast pocket.

Back in the apartment, I conduct one final sweep. Nothing of note in the kitchen or living room. The bedroom yields no additional information beyond what I already discovered during my earlier search.

The gray sky rumbles overhead, portending the resumption of rain as I drive back toward Pankration. But my mind keeps drifting to Lacey, to the way she felt pressed against me when I caught her, and how her body arched into mine.
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Upon return to my office, I plug Lacey's phone into my laptop, fingers dancing across the keyboard as I launch the decryption program. The screen flickers and a few minutes later, it grants me access.

No other messages save for the ones from Megan Huang. My jaw clenches as I read through them:

Where are you?




Call me when you get this




Seriously, what's going on?




Getting worried, sis.




That last one gets my attention. Sis? I thought her name was Lacey McKinney?

Opening up Google, I type in Megan's name and phone number. The first result is a social media manager working for the Seattle Voice podcast.

Why the hell is a social media manager for a podcast calling Lacey sis?

Just then, another text from Megan comes in.

Are you going to Dad's tonight?




Whatever Lacey's relationship with this Megan Huang is, I can't have her poking around. Slowly, I start composing a message:

Hey, can't make it to Dad's tonight. I need some time to process everything that's happened. Thinking about just getting away from it all for a few weeks. Get my head on straight.




Megan responds almost immediately.

Are you sure? Where are you staying these days?




Growling, I continue the conversation. Slowly, I weave a convincing sounding enough story about Lacey returning my suit, and then going on a trip to Paris by blowing up her honeymoon budget.

Technically all truths, which means if Megan starts poking around, she won't find anything out of place.

Finally, I get the text I need to see:

Okay. Have fun and stay safe! Don't forget to take lots of pictures!




I put the phone down. That's one less loose end.

I dial Demyon's number, and within minutes, he appears at my office door.

"Got something you need to see." I turn my laptop screen toward him, showing the journalist's profile picture from the Seattle Voice website. "Megan Huang."

Demyon leans in closer, a slow grin spreading across his face. "Not bad looking at all. You want me to bring her in for questioning?"

"No." I scroll through more photos of the dark-haired reporter. "I need information on her connections to Lacey McKinney. They appear to be sisters, but the last names don't match."

"Adoption maybe?" Demyon's eyebrows raise.

“Maybe. But I need you to confirm it.” I close the laptop. "Get me everything. Background, family connections, daily routines. But observe only. No contact."

"You're taking quite an interest in Lacey McKinney." Demyon's tone carries a hint of amusement. "For someone who says she’s only a means to an end.”

"Just get me the information." My voice leaves no room for discussion. "And Demyon. I mean it about keeping your distance. Watch, but don't engage."

"Crystal clear, boss." He nods and heads for the door. "I'll have something for you by tonight."

"One more thing," I say as he turns around at the door. "If she tries to come anywhere near Pankration, discourage her."

Once I'm alone again, I close out all the messages and navigate to Lacey's photo gallery.

The photos she took wearing my suit jacket. My breath catches as I scroll through them. Each one more daring than the last.

The early shots are tentative, almost shy—just her in my jacket, covering what needs to be covered. But as the sequence continues, her confidence grows. She lets the jacket fall open, revealing the curves of her breasts. Her lips are parted, caught between desire and uncertainty.

And then I see that familiar final photo.

She's spread across the bed, legs open, her thin fingers dipping into her pussy. The jacket has fallen completely open now, framing her body like a gift waiting to be unwrapped.

My breath quickens as I stare at the image. The way she's positioned herself, how she's looking at the camera—she knew exactly what she was doing. What it would do to me.

Slowly, I reach down, unzip my pants, and free my cock.

I stroke myself slowly as I flick through each picture. I imagine her sliding further up the bed in the photos until her back is against the headboard. In my mind, her eyes close as she slowly shrugs my suit jacket off her shoulders.

"Do you like stripping for me, zvyozdochka?" I murmur, my voice thick with desire.

In my mind, I'm whispering dirty words of encouragement in her ear as I trail my fingers over her skin. I picture her biting her lip, a soft moan escaping as I circle her nipple, teasing it with my thumb.

"Do you like opening yourself up to me?"

In my fantasy, she nods, her eyes still closed as she arches into my touch. I imagine her breath quickening as I skim lower, my fingers dipping between her legs, finding her wet and ready for me.

"Admit it, you want me to do more than this." I growl, my cock throbbing in my hand as I stroke faster.

I imagine her surrendering to me, body opening further to my fingers circling her clit. In my mind, she cries out, body trembling as I bring her to the edge. I picture her legs wrapping around my waist as I plunge into her, claiming her as my own.

I grunt, my cock pulsing in my hand as I imagine how good it’ll feel to fill her, to mark her as mine. A single savage word rises in my mind like liturgy, and repeats again and again and again.

Mine.

With a final stroke, I spill all over my hand, my body shuddering with release as I imagine her nails digging into my back, her legs squeezing me to keep me inside, and her breath turning quick and sharp as she comes apart in my arms.

I lean back in my chair, my breath ragged as I stare at the phone screen. Slowly, I become aware of my surroundings again—the quiet of my office, and the faint scent of my cum.

I reach for a handkerchief, and clean myself up.
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I knock and enter Lacey's room, finding her perched on the edge of the bed. Her ankle is propped up on a pillow.

"Your belongings." I hold out her purse and phone.

She takes them carefully, her fingers brushing mine.

"Did you hack my phone?" Her fingers tighten around the device and her voice is steady without a hint of accusation, like she's stating a plain fact.

"Yes." There's no point hiding the truth from her.

"And what did you find?"

"A very concerned sister who now knows you’ve returned what belongs to me, and who now believes that you're going to be spending quite some time in Paris."

"You had no right doing that." Her jaw drops. "Lying to her!"

"What part of what I said is a lie?" I ask. "Go ahead and read the messages yourself. Every one of them is the technical truth of what happened after our paths crossed at the Vorobyov event."

"I'll be the one to judge that." Her eyes narrow slightly. "What else did you find?"

"Your photos. All of them."

Her breath catches, and a delicious flush spreads across her cheeks. The way she shifts on the bed, even with her injured ankle, draws my attention to her legs. Her fingers tighten on the phone as if she could somehow delete those photos through sheer force of will.

But it's too late now. I've seen them all.

There's something else in her reactions. A slight parting of her lips, her pupils dilating just a fraction. She's embarrassed, yes, but there's unmistakable desire there too.

The same desire I saw in those photos.

Her tongue darts out to wet her bottom lip, and the movement sends a shiver of desire up my spine. Unable to resist, I reach out and tuck a strand of her blonde hair behind her ear, and move my hand to cup her chin.

It's taking every bit of restraint in me to not go further, to not act on the urge of making my fantasy a reality.

"Did you like them?" she whispers against my palm.

I meet her gaze, tracing her lower lip with my thumb. "Very much so."

"What else did you do?" There's a challenge in her voice now.

"I looked at them very carefully." My admission is heavy between us. "And I touched myself imagining you recreating these photos, one by one, until I came all over my hand."

Her breath catches. It's the only reaction I manage to elicit from her.

"Was it enough?" she whispers.

"No." I step closer, mesmerized by her big innocent eyes. My hand slowly moves from her chin until it grips the back of her head, and my pants start to tent.

Lacey's eyes dart down for just a quick second, and her breathing quickens. "What would make it enough?"

With a start, I realize she's doing to me what I was doing to her at the Vorobyov event. She isn't just teasing me, but forcing me to confess.

To admit that I want this as much as her, perhaps even more.

To exert her power over me, even though she's my prisoner.

Clever girl.

"I want the real thing," I admit.

The fabric of my pants feels uncomfortably tight, and my cock is screaming to be let out of its restraint. My fingers tighten ever so slightly against the back of her head.

It would be so easy to bring her face forward.

Lacey's stare doesn't leave mine as her hand rises. Blood pounds at my ears, against my throat, and through my cock in anticipation.

But she doesn't reach for my pants. Instead, her delicate fingers find the tip of my tie and gives it a light stroke.

"The real thing." She tilts her head. "Do you think you deserve it?"

I lean in, close enough to feel her breath on my lips. "Don't you want to find out?"

Her fingers curl around my tie, tugging me closer. Just as I feel the heat of her body rising up towards mine, and just as I can practically taste her lips, the door suddenly swings open.

"I have some crutches and ice for you, dear," Lenka announces as she walks in, and stops short in surprise when she sees me. "Oh! Vadim Petrovich! I wasn't expecting you in here."

I pull back, straightening my tie where Lacey's fingers had curled around it. My heart hammers against my ribs as I try to steady my breathing. "Spasibo, Lenka Feliksovna."

"Of course, Vadim Petrovich." Lenka sets the crutches against the wall and places the ice pack next to Lacey. Her knowing look pierces right through me.

Without waiting for either one of them to respond, I walk out of the room, raking my fingers through my hair as I try and put as much distance between myself and Lacey as I can.

What the fuck am I doing?

I haven't lost control like this.

Not in a long time.

But as I walk away, I can't help think about the way Lacey challenged me so effortlessly, and the way she turned my own game against me with such ease.

She has real power over me, whether she realizes it or not.

Or perhaps because she realizes it.

I need to remember why I brought her here. This isn't about attraction or desire: it's about my war against Kirsan. Gaining access to that cathedral is all that matters.

This is strictly business.

But even as I tell myself this, I know I'm lying.

Because the truth is, I like the way my body responds to her presence. I like how easily she cracked my careful façade of control with just her eyes and a few whispered words.

I want to be next to her again. I want to feel my blood singing in my veins as I pull her into my arms. And I want to feel her breath—hot and needy—catching in her throat against my ear as she impales herself against me.

And more than anything, I need to feel her body take me in—warm and deep and desperate—until there's nothing left between us at all.
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LACEY


I lean back against the headboard, ankle propped up on a pillow with an ice pack. The crutches Lenka brought lean against the nightstand, but that's not what I'm focused on.

My heart still races from what happened just now.

What almost happened.

Thank God Lenka interrupted us. Another minute and I don't know what would've happened.

No… I think. I know exactly what would've happened.

His thumb had traced my lip, parting it with ease. His palm moved against my face, slowly shifting towards the back of my head as if to control the pace.

And I had reached up to pull him down by his tie down towards me.

I was about to kiss him.

Kiss? That tiny little voice pipes up in my head. You were about to do so much more than kiss.

The thought sends a fresh wave of heat up my face.

I should be outraged that he went through my phone and jerked himself off to my pictures. But instead, I feel something else—something I definitely shouldn't be feeling about him:

Desire.

Slowly, I part my thighs as my fingers start trailing down my legs.

Suddenly, my phone buzzes—a calendar reminder for my hair appointment before my cancelled wedding—and snaps me out of my moment of madness.

I clamp my legs shut, mortified at what I was about to do. Heat floods my cheeks as reality crashes back in.

What am I thinking? I can't let him get to me like this.

I grab my phone and start scrolling back through the texts that he exchanged with Megan.

Each one is exactly as he said: the technical truth of everything that's happened since our paths crossed at the Vorobyov event.

Vadim hadn't been lying.

And with a start, I realize that he truly has only ever been truthful with me. It's a refreshing change, that's for sure.

But just then, a new worry creeps in. If Vadim hacked my phone, what else does he know about me? He already knows about Megan.

Does he also know about Dad?

My heart pounds as I set the phone aside and glance back at the camera. He already knows about them. There's no way he wouldn't. And if he's serious about who and what he is, then they'll be safe as long as I play my part in his game.

A strange calmness washes over me.

I may be playing his game. But that doesn't mean I have to make it easy for him.

Rising carefully from the bed, I test my weight on my injured ankle. The ice pack is helping. It's tender but manageable. I grab the crutches and make my way to the door.

You want me to play? Fine. Let's play.

In the hallway, I spot Lenka directing a maid. "Excuse me," I call out. "Do you have an alteration kit I could borrow?"

She turns, eyebrows raised. "An alteration kit?"

"Yes. Those dresses in my closet are beautiful, but they don't quite fit. I'd like to adjust them."

"We can have someone do that for you," Lenka says, studying my face.

I shake my head. "I prefer to do it myself. I have experience." When she doesn't move, I add, "Please. I need something to keep my hands busy."

Understanding flickers across her weathered features. She nods to the maid, who hurries off and returns moments later with a wicker sewing basket.

"Thank you," I say, taking it from her. The familiar weight of scissors and thread brings an odd comfort. At least this is something I still have control over.

Lenka watches me carefully. "You know what you're doing?"

"Trust me," I say with a small smile. "Fashion design was my major before..." I trail off, not wanting to explain about Mom's illness. "Let's just say I know my way around a needle and thread."

Back in my room, I head straight for the closet. My fingers trail over the luxurious fabrics until I find it—the midnight blue dress that first caught my eye. The silk charmeuse flows like water through my hands as I hold it against myself in front of the mirror.

I start placing pins along the bodice where it needs taking in. The bust needs adjustment, and the waist could be more fitted. The hem should sit just above my knee instead of mid-calf.

As I work, everything else fades away. No more thoughts about Vadim. No more worrying about forced marriages or bratvas. Just fabric and pins and the quiet satisfaction of making something beautiful fit perfectly.

My hands remember every movement, every technique I learned in school. It's like muscle memory. Knowing exactly where to place each pin, how much fabric to take in, and which seams to adjust.

Without realizing it, I start humming "Moon River." Mom and I used to hum it together when I was little. She'd sit with me for hours, helping me make patterns and offering suggestions. The melody flows naturally as my fingers work, and for a moment I can almost hear her voice harmonizing with mine.

A peace settles over me that I haven't felt in years. This is what I was meant to do. Not catering, not pretending to be a bratva boss's wife: but creating something beautiful.

Something mine.

Holding the dress up one more time and satisfied with my plans, I take a pair of scissors to it and start to cut.
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Hours later, I set down my needle with a satisfied sigh. My fingers trace the careful pleating I added at the waist of the midnight blue dress—a detail that wasn't there before but adds just the right touch of sophistication. The bodice still needs work though. I've pinned it differently three times, but haven't quite achieved the perfect fit for myself yet.

A knock at the door interrupts my concentration, and I look up in surprise to see that night has fallen.

"Come in," I call out, as I adjust another pin.

"Ms. McKinney, Vadim Petrovich is requesting your presence for dinner this evening."

"I'm in the middle of something." My head snaps up. "I'd prefer to eat here, if it's all the same."

"It is not," Lenka says firmly. "Nor is it negotiable."

"I'm busy," I gesture at the dress. "Besides, I'm hardly dressed for a formal dinner." I'm still wearing the clothes I arrived in, now wrinkled from sitting cross-legged on the floor while sewing. "And I'm not done with my alterations."

"That is why I brought these." Lenka opens a garment bag to reveal a deep emerald cocktail dress and matching heels. "Vadim Petrovich insists on your company."

My jaw clenches. Of course he does. He's probably been watching me work all day through that damn camera, planning this moment when he can finally see me change.

"And if I refuse?"

"Then I will be forced to help you dress." Lenka's tone makes it clear she'd rather not resort to that.

I glance between the emerald dress and my half-finished alterations. The midnight blue silk seems to mock me now—a reminder that everything beautiful in this place comes with strings attached.

“Alright,” I say, setting down my pins. "Give me fifteen minutes."

I look at Lenka, but she makes no move to leave.

Fine.

Turning my back to Lenka, I slip out of my clothes. My blouse pools at my feet, and is soon joined by my pants. I run my fingers along the seams of the emerald dress, examining the construction. No manufacturer's tag, just a simple "Svoboda" label. The stitching is immaculate, the kind of detailed work that only comes from custom tailoring.

Taking a deep breath, I step into it. The silk slides against my skin, cool as rain, and settles perfectly around my curves. No pinching, no awkward bunching—it fits like it was made for me.

Did he have this made for me? When?

The matching heels gleam temptingly, but I leave them in their box. My ankle throbs at the mere thought of trying to walk in them. Besides, I need something to show him that he can't just control everything that I do.

I need something that reminds both him and myself that I'm still me.

So, opting to keep my flats on, I smooth down the dress and grab my crutches.

"I'm ready," I tell Lenka.

I expect her to object—surely Vadim specified that I wear the complete outfit. But she simply nods and with a mysterious smile, moves to open the door.

"Follow me, Ms. McKinney."

As we make our way down the ornate hallway, my crutches clicking against marble floors, curiosity gets the better of me.

"How long have you worked here, Lenka?"

"Decades. Long before Vadim Petrovich was born, when his father Pyotr ruled Pankration."

I catch the slight edge in her voice at Pyotr's name—the same tension I noticed in Vadim earlier. "What was he like? Pyotr, I mean."

"This place was a den of debauchery under the best circumstances." A shadow darkens Lenka's weathered features. "And a palace of pain and grief during the worst. Under Vadim Petrovich, it's taken on a shred of respectability that it never saw during Pyotr's time."

I can't help notice that she refuses to talk about Pyotr the person, but the effect he had on this place.

There has to be a story there…

"Is Vadim..." I hesitate, choosing my words carefully. "Is he anything like his father?"

"No." The answer comes quickly, definitively. "But he fears becoming like Pyotr. The very idea haunts him."

"Why?"

Lenka's steps slow. "That is not my story to tell. Only Vadim Petrovich can share those truths with you."

A wild thought suddenly strikes me as we arrive near a pair of doors and Lenka reaches out to open them.

"Lenka, are you... are you his mother?"

She stops completely and turns to face me.

"No, devushka. But I knew her when she was here." The mask of indifference finally cracks, and pain flashes across her face. "Of all the sad and cruel stories these walls bear witness to, hers was the saddest and cruelest of them all. Please, for the sake of both yourself and Vadim Petrovich, don't ask him to repeat it."
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VADIM


The click of crutches announces her arrival before I see her. When Lacey enters, my breath catches. The emerald dress hugs every curve, and makes her look even more alluring than before.

Her blonde hair falls loose around her shoulders, and those amber-flecked eyes lock onto mine with the unmistakable fire of defiance.

I notice that she's still wearing her custom-made flats instead of the heels I provided with the dress. And while this in anyone else would've annoyed me, somehow it only makes her seem more endearing.

She maneuvers to her seat on crutches, movement stiff yet graceful at the same time.

This woman is an enigma.

Lenka bows slightly and backs out, closing the heavy doors behind her. The soft click echoes through the formal dining room.

I remain standing until Lacey settles into her chair at the far end of the long mahogany table. A light spread of caviar and blini awaits us, along with chilled champagne.

"Why the distance?” Lacey's voice carries clearly across the distance. "Are you afraid I'll bite?"

"Given recent evidence, it's a legitimate concern." I show her the spot on my hand where her teeth left their mark earlier.

"Those were different circumstances." She picks up her champagne flute, studying me over the rim. "Unless you're planning to kidnap me again from this very table?"

"The night is still young, Ms. McKinney."

"And you're so far away." She sets down her glass with a deliberate click. "Is this some power play? Making me crane my neck to see you?"

I lean back, loosening my tie. "Maybe I enjoy the view."

"Do you now?" Lacey traces her finger along the rim of her champagne glass as she speaks. "Have you been thinking about me all day?"

"No,” I reply as I pour myself another glass, using the fizz to distract me from what her movements are doing to me.

"Really?" Her eyebrow arches in disbelief. "I find that hard to believe."

"I had other business to attend to." I take a slow sip. "Planning a heist takes time. I can't do that if I spend all day thinking about you, as tempting as it is."

"Right." She leans forward, and the emerald silk shifts enticingly. "I forgot that a mafia don has other responsibilities."

"Bratva." The correction comes automatically. "Not mafia."

"Oh, excuse me." Her lips curl into a teasing smile. "Is there a difference?"

"Several," I say. "I would never lie to you."

"Of course not." She rolls her eyes. "Because criminals are known for their honesty."

"I may be many things, Ms. McKinney, but a liar isn't one of them."

"So if I ask about Nathan..."

"I'd tell you exactly what you'd want to know." I meet her gaze steadily. "Even if you might not like the answer."

Her fingers still on the glass. "And if I asked what you plan to do with me?"

"I already told you—make you my wife so that you can help me take down a dangerous human trafficker."

"Am I supposed to believe that's all you want to do?"

I watch her reaction carefully, the way her chest rises and falls with each breath, and how her fingers tighten around the glass stem. She wants this as much as I do. That much I know for sure. Right now, in this moment, we both know exactly what this is about.

A struggle for power.

One where I'm supposed to be in control, but somehow she's the one holding the reins.

"What do you think?"

"I think." Her smirk carries a challenge. "You're holding back your truth. I think you're afraid to tell me because you're afraid that I won't be up for it."

"Is that what you believe?" My voice comes out husky and low.

"Isn't that why you invited me to dinner?" She leans forward. "So let's do away with these pretenses and be honest with each other."

"You want honesty?"

"Isn't that what you promised?"

"Fine." I rise from my chair, stalking toward her with measured steps as I speak. "I want to bury my face between your thighs. To devour you. To feel your dripping cunt quivering against my tongue as you come. To drink you dry and hear you scream until your throat is raw.”

Her lips part and her breath quickens, a light flush creeping up her neck.

"I want to possess you completely. To mark every inch of your soft skin with my mouth, my lips, my teeth, and my hands."

Her chest rises and falls faster now, the emerald silk shifting enticingly across her curves as defiant words die in her throat.

My hand slides along the back of her chair. "I want to take my time exploring you. I want to learn what makes you gasp and what makes you whimper. Those little sounds you try to hold back? I want them all."

She doesn't look away. Instead, she meets my gaze with that familiar defiant fire that drew me to her from the start.

But I catch the slight tremor in her fingers.

She wants to believe she's in control, when control is the last thing she has right now.

"I want to have you spread out beneath me, begging me to claim you. And when I finally do..." I lean down, my lips brushing her ear. “I want to make sure you never forget who you belong to."

She tries to maintain her composure, "You think I'll be that easy?" Her voice wavers.

"No." My fingers trail along her shoulder. "You'll fight it at first. But that's what I'm counting on. But in the end, you'll be the one asking—no, begging—for more."

Her breath quickens. "I don't beg. Remember?"

My hand cups her chin and feel her pulse racing from my touch. "Would you like to put that to the test?"

My thumb traces over her lower lip, and she parts them slightly. The tip of her tongue darts out, teasing against my skin. Heat rushes through me.

But something feels off.

This is too easy.

"What game are you playing?" I ask. "You're being deliberately provocative."

"Am I?" She tilts her head, eyes dancing with mischief as her tongue traces those tempting lips again. "Maybe I just want to see if the big bad bratva boss can handle a little teasing."

"Pakhan," I correct her. "Not boss."

"Pakhan," she repeats the word, tracing her tongue over the sound slowly as if it's something sweet. She shifts in her chair, the emerald silk riding higher up her thigh. "Well, my pakhan? Am I wrong?"

She is baiting me. And like a moth drawn to the flame, I rise to the challenge.

Even as something dark uncoils inside of me.

Something I’ve tried to keep suppressed for all these years.

Something that I’ve been running from.

"Careful." My voice comes out as a growl.

"Or what?" She leans forward, giving me a perfect view down her dress. "You'll do all those things you say you want to do to me?"

“Yes.”

"Then do it.” Her eyes flash with challenge. "Unless you're afraid?"

My control snaps. I grab her arm and yank her to her feet. She gasps—part surprise, part excitement—as she stumbles against my chest. The darkness unfurls with a savage satisfaction, and it urges me forward.

"Is this what you wanted?" I demand.

Her only response is a smirk.

I pin her wrists behind her back with one hand. Her skin burns hot against my palm. "I should throw you over my knee for this insolence."

"All talk and no action." She pushes back against me, her ass grinding deliberately.

With my free hand, I sweep the table clear. Crystal shatters. Silver clatters. The champagne bottle rolls off and explodes against the floor, leaving a trail of fizzing gold.

That familiar dark desire seeps through my bones, whispers at my ear, and tells me to hold nothing back.

To make her scream.

To leave her a wet whimpering mess.

To test her boundaries while obliterating every one of mine.

"That sounded expensive," Lacey taunts.

I bend her over the polished mahogany surface, pinning her wrists behind her back as I do so.

She gasps—a tiny little squeal that sets my blood on fire and sends my cock hardening in response.

Her dress rides up, exposing a tempting expanse of her creamy thigh. I can see the pulse fluttering at the base of her throat, tinging her skin with another deepening shade of pink.

Pressing my weight against her back, I lean over her. My cock strains against my slacks where it nestles against her exposed ass. She gasps, and then lets out a breathy laugh.

I yank her head back by a fistful of her hair to expose her exquisite throat.

“You think I’m afraid?”

“Aren’t you?” Her breath comes faster now.

My fingers tighten around the hem of her dress, pushing it higher to expose her round ass. "I won't be gentle."

"Promise?" She wriggles beneath me, managing to spread her legs wider despite her injured ankle.

Do it! The darkness within me snarls. Remind her who’s in charge.

As if acting on its own, my hand rises and comes down hard on Lacey’s exposed ass. The sharp crack echoes through the dining room, followed by her gasp of pleasure. Her skin flushes pink beneath my palm.

The darkness purrs with satisfaction, and my cock throbs against its restraint.

"Is that all you've got?" she breathes.

I strike again, harder this time. This time, she cries out—a sound that sends a thrill through me.

"That's more like it." Her voice comes out husky, wanting.

She arches her back, pushing her ass against my hand, silently begging for another blow. I can see the dampness growing between her legs, soaking her panties. I can smell her own arousal, thick and heavy in the air.

"Another…" she rasps.

The third blow lands, and she lets out a moan—a deep, guttural sound that reverberates through her body and shoots straight to my groin. My cock throbs painfully against my zipper, straining for release. I want to take her right here, right now.

I feel my control slipping away. Blood rushes at my ear. My heart drums against my ribcage. The red print of my hand on her pale skin, and the way her ass is spread so helplessly before me makes a heady combination.

Do it! The darkness urges me. Rip off her panties. Fuck her! Hurt her! Break her!

My fingers are clumsy as I rip at my belt, sending it clinking to the floor, but I don't care.

I yank her panties aside, baring her sex to the cool air. I'm struck by the sight of her—the delicate pink of her inner lips, puffy and swollen with desire, glistening with her arousal. Her clit peeks out from its hood, like a wildflower blooming just for me.

I pull her to the edge of the table, spreading her legs wide, as I grasp my cock in my hand.

"Remember, zvyozdochka," I whisper. "You asked for this."

Her breath catches and she looks back at me. "Is that what Pyotr told your mother?"

Those words send ice flooding into my veins. My hands freeze. The room spins and suddenly I can't breathe.

I flip Lacey over and step back, my hands shaking as I tuck myself back into my pants. The room, despite its immense size, now feels too small as I take sight of everything in front of me.

The smashed plates and glass all over the floor. Lacey sprawled across this table, her dress a crumpled mess around her waist. Her fingers clutch the edge of the table, knuckles white with tension.

All of them remind me of something awful.

Of the endless sounds of torment that once echoed in all corners of this vile mansion. Of the shrieks and tears. Of the way people and things were broken.

Of him.

My stomach churns. For a moment, I was about to take her right here on this table. Just like Pyotr would have done.

The thought roils my stomach. I take another step back, keeping my distance from Lacey. Rage builds inside me. Not at her words or what she said, but at how easily I succumbed to my own desires.

At how easily I almost became just like him.

My hands clench into fists as I fight the urge to put them through the nearest wall. To destroy something. Anything. To prove I'm different from him.

But wouldn't that just be more proof that I'm exactly the same?

I've spent years telling myself I'm different. That I'm better than him. That I would never become the monster that he was.

But I almost did.

The defiant spark that burned in Lacey's eyes mere moments ago extinguishes, replaced by something else.

She scrambles to sit up, and yanks her dress back down over her thighs.

The silence between us stretches, heavy and oppressive. A deep flush creeps up her neck—not from desire, but from something else.

“Where did you learn that?”

“Lenka said that your mother⁠—”

"My mother is not a topic for discussion." I reach for the champagne flute, needing something to do with my hands.

"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to—" She swallows hard, those amber-flecked eyes now unable to meet mine.

The softness in her voice catches me off guard. For a moment, I'm transported back, not to the cold day my mother refused to lift a finger as Pyotr ripped me from her arms, but to earlier memories. Faint impressions of gentle hands and a lilting voice singing lullabies in Russian. And a single old picture: the only one in which she ever smiled.

Before Pyotr extinguished that smile forever.

"I thought⁠—"

"You thought what?" I force myself to meet those amber-flecked eyes. "That you can bat your eyes at me, spread those lovely legs, and make me spill my heart to you? We're not that close, Ms. McKinney, arrangement or not.”

The words hang between us, raw and honest in a way I didn't intend.

I drain the flute with one gulp. The bubbles fizz against my throat, buying time to steady my voice.

"Be ready at nine tomorrow morning," I tell her. "We'll be visiting my jeweler."

"Another ring to get stuck on my finger?” Her attempt at our earlier playful banter falls flat, weighed down by the information of what we just shared with each other.

"You'll know how to remove it this time."

"Olive oil." She smooths the front of her dress, her eyes never leaving mine. "Coconut if it's platinum."

I'm acutely aware of every movement Lacey makes: from the way she tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, to the gentle rise and fall of her chest as she breathes.

But above all else, I'm aware of the way her eyes look at me. Not with disgust or anger or resistance, but with a genuine concern.

As if she cares about me.

Something is shifting between us. The playful spark from before has transformed into something deeper, something far more dangerous. Each shared glance carries a fresh weight—one that speaks of recognized pain and hidden wounds.

We eat in silence, but it's not entirely uncomfortable. Somehow, it feels… right.

Demyon's words echo in my head.

"What if by the time this ruse is over, you realize that you can't let her go?"

This was supposed to be a simple arrangement. A means to an end.

But now I'm not so sure.

Maybe I never was.
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LACEY


My ankle throbs with each step as Lenka helps me back to my room. The crutches clack against the floors, echoing through the empty halls of Pankration.

"I warned you to not ask about his mother," Lenka says, her weathered features tight with concern.

"I know." My voice comes out small. "I just thought... since we're supposed to be getting married..."

"Every marriage has boundaries, devushka. Fake ones most of all." Lenka helps me settle onto the edge of the bed, propping the crutches against the nightstand. "Some wounds run too deep to expose so carelessly."

I fidget with the hem of my dress. "What about Pyotr? Can you at least tell me about him?"

Lenka's face darkens. "Pyotr Stravinsky was a monster who delighted in causing pain. That is all you need to know."

"But—"

"No." Lenka's voice carries a sharp edge I haven't heard before. "If Vadim Petrovich wishes to share these stories with you, he will do so in his own time. Do not push him."

My chest tightens at her words. I want to ask more—about the alarm in Vadim’s eyes when he looked at me on that table, about the unmistakable pain in his voce when he said that his mother was not a topic of discussion, and about what kind of monster Pyotr truly was.

But the set of Lenka's jaw tells me I won't get any more answers tonight.

"I understand," I say quietly.

"Good." Lenka's expression softens slightly. "Now rest that ankle. Tomorrow will be a long day."

I stare at the closed door, finally alone with my racing thoughts.

My fingers trace idle patterns on the silk bedspread. In my twenty-seven years, I've seen plenty of pain and alarm—in Mom’s eyes during her final days, in Dad’s confused gaze as dementia erases more and more of him with each passing day.

But none of those hold a candle compared to what I just saw from Vadim.

A chill runs through me despite the warmth of the room. What kind of horror can make a man like Vadim Stravinsky—who exudes power and control with every breath—react so viscerally?

Lenka's words about Vadim’s mother echo in my mind: hers was the saddest and cruelest story these walls have seen. Coming from someone who's been here for decades, that has to mean something.

The luxury all around me feels like a thin veneer over darker truths. I shift on the bed, trying to find a comfortable position for my ankle, but I can't.

Like everything else in Pankration, the beauty masks a deeper pain underneath.

And something tells me Vadim's story is much darker than anything I can imagine.

There's real horror lurking in these halls, written in the tension of his shoulders in that dining room.

What happened here? What happened to his mother?

I shift against the silk sheets and shut my eyes, but it's no use. Every time I close them, I see Vadim looming over me. In Nathan's apartment. In the woods. On that table. I can feel his powerful body pinning mine beneath him.

The memory of his weight sends an electric current through my body.

Stop it, I scold myself.

But my body betrays me, remembering how his powerful hands felt on my bare ass, how his cock had pressed between my legs. The raw desire in his storm-gray eyes...

I squeeze my thighs together, trying to quell the ache building there. This is ridiculous. I'm supposed to be his fake fiancée, helping him steal some bible from a cathedral.

Not fantasizing about him taking me where he wants, when he wants.

But God, I want him to.

And I know he does too.

There's no way he didn't feel it. The current crackling between us, the tension thick enough to cut with a knife. Every time his eyes drill into mine, I see the same hunger staring back at me.

How can I prepare to walk away at the end when just being near him sets my body and blood on fire?

I swing my legs off the bed, wincing at the throb in my ankle. Sleep isn't coming anyway, not with my mind racing and my body still humming from Vadim's proximity at dinner.

The dress form stands in the corner with its half-finished alterations. My fingers itch to work, to lose myself in the familiar rhythm of needle and thread.

I ease myself onto the chair beside the dress form and pick up my needle. My hands move automatically, adjusting the drape of the bodice. The neckline needs to be lower, more daring. Would he like it? Maybe…

I stab myself with the needle and curse under my breath. "Fuck!"

This is temporary, I remind myself. We'll go to Paris, get the bible, and then...

My breath catches. Then what?

If he asked me to stay after Paris... If those storm-gray eyes looked at me with that same intensity and he told me he wanted more than an arrangement for a ruse…

Another pricked finger. Another muttered curse.

I press my palm against my racing heart. I should say no. I will say no.

Won’t I?

The scary part is, I'm not sure anymore.
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VADIM


I pour another glass of whiskey, watching the amber liquid catch the dim light. The burn of alcohol does little to erase the memory of what I almost did to Lacey before her question about my mother stopped me.

"She's back in her room," Lenka announces from the doorway.

I nod, expecting her to leave. But her footsteps don't retreat. When I look up, she stands with her hands clasped, watching me with that same expression she wore when I was a boy who'd done something foolish.

“You had no right to mention Pyotr or my mother to her, Lenka Feliksovna.”

"You owe her the truth, Vadim Petrovich. She is to be your bride.”

The crystal tumbler hits my desk harder than intended. "I don't owe her anything."

“No?” Lenka's weathered features harden. "You ask this girl to risk everything—her freedom, her safety, perhaps her very life—for your plan. Yet you give her nothing in return."

"She knows what she needs to know."

"Is that fair to her?"

My jaw clenches, but I don’t answer.

Lenka steps closer, her voice dropping to a soft whisper. "You can trust her with your truth. You can trust her knowing about Polina."

The mention of my mother sends ice through my veins.

"Some truths are better left buried,” I say.

"Are they? Or are you just afraid to face them yourself?"

"You forget your place." My words come out blunt and defensive.

"My place is to tell you what you need to hear, not what you want to hear."

I set down my glass harder than intended. "I'm doing what needs to be done."

"No. You're doing what's easy. Pushing her away before she can see the full depth of who you are. Before facing your own past.” Her voice softens. "You're not Pyotr, no matter what others have said to you. There is still a part of Polina inside of you. As long as that part remains in you, you will not become the monster that he was."

I rake my hand through my hair, the whiskey burning a path down my throat. "I almost crossed a line with her at dinner."

"What line would that be?"

"The same line that Pyotr crossed with my mother."

The confession burns like acid on my tongue. My fingers tighten around the glass, and I can't force myself to bring the real word of what Pyotr did to the surface.

“No, you didn’t, Vadim Petrovich.” Lenka's expression doesn't change, but her eyes soften with understanding, and her voice carries the weight of decades of witnessed horrors. “Pyotr broke people. He destroyed them."

"In that moment." The words catch in my throat. "I wanted to break her. The way he would’ve.”

"But you didn't." Lenka's voice carries the weight of decades of witnessed horrors. "That's what matters. You stopped yourself."

Her words settle heavy in my chest. But I can still remember the screams that used to echo through these halls. The sobs.

And the hollow look in my mother's eyes whenever she looked at me.

"What if next time I don't?" The question comes out barely above a whisper.

"The very fact that you ask that question proves that you won’t. It proves that you're not him." Lenka steps closer, her presence steady and grounding like always. "Pyotr never questioned himself. Never doubted. Never stopped. You pulled back. You gave Lacey a choice that Pyotr never gave."

I drain my glass, letting the burn match the disgust churning in my gut. "Choice? I dragged her here against her will."

"For a purpose greater than yourself." Lenka steps closer. "To save others."

"What if I'm just fooling myself? What if all of this is just delaying the inevitable day when I do take all choices from her?”

“Is that what you’re afraid of, Vadim Petrovich?" Lenka's question cuts straight through my defenses. “That you’ll forever walk in your father’s shadows?”

The question hangs between us like a loaded gun. I stare into my glass, watching the amber liquid swirl. My throat tightens.

“Shouldn’t I be?” I breathe life into the fear that's haunted me since I first took control of the bratva “This is my real inheritance. Not this house of pain, or this bratva, but his darkness." The crystal bites into my palm. "I don't deserve anything better. Least of all to be loved. To be trusted.”

"You think you don't deserve those things?”

"Do I? Look at what I've done already. I’ve forced Lacey into a marriage. I’m keeping her a prisoner behind these walls. I intend on using her for my plans. Is that the behavior of someone who deserves love and trust?”

"Everyone deserves love and trust, Vadim Petrovich." Lenka’s voice softens. "Especially the little boy who was ripped from his mother's arms to become heir to a monster."

"That boy died a long time ago."

"No." Lenka’s eyes drill into mine. "That boy is still here. He grew into a man who questions himself, who stops before crossing lines his father never hesitated to cross. A man who still remembers what it means to feel pain—his own and that of others. A man who knows right from wrong."

I stare at my empty glass, letting Lenka's words sink in.

"You underestimate her, Vadim Petrovich." Lenka's lips curve into a knowing smile. “But above all, you underestimate yourself.”

“Some things are not meant to be revealed.”

"What do you think will happen if you tell her?" Lenka's asks after a long moment of silence. “What are you afraid of?”

The question hangs in the air between us. Silence stretches as I wrestle with thoughts I've kept buried.

"If I tell her about what Pyotr did..." The words catch in my throat. "She'll understand exactly what kind of danger she's in by being here. By being with me."

"And?"

"And she'll see that there's no happy ending possible here." The truth claws its way out. "That everything beautiful within this house will inevitably be broken.”

"Is that what you're afraid of? That she'll run?"

“No.” The words scrape my throat. “I'm afraid that she'll stay. That she'll try to fix what's broken in me. And in doing so, it’ll inevitably destroy her, piece by piece"

The intensity of my response surprises even me and I stop myself, recognizing the dangerous territory my thoughts are entering.

The glass trembles in my hand. "I can't... I won't let that happen to her."

"You want to protect her." Lenka's voice carries no judgment, only understanding.

I nod, unable to voice the rest.
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LACEY


I fidget with the altered neckline plunging down my midnight-blue dress as I wait for Vadim. I might have gotten carried away with the neckline, making it dip as low as it does. The hem too. It now feels almost scandalously high on my thighs.

The fabric whispers against my skin as I shift my weight against the crutches. My ankle throbs less today, but I'm not ready to test it yet.

Last night's dinner plays through my mind on repeat—that moment when Vadim's carefully constructed walls cracked just enough to let me glimpse of what lies beneath.

A pain that feels oddly familiar.

"Don't be stupid," I whisper to myself. "There's nothing here between the two of you. You're just a means to an end."

I won't let myself catch feelings for him, no matter how much my traitorous body responds to his presence and touch.

The sound of footsteps pulls me from my thoughts, and I turn around.

Vadim walks towards me, and my breath catches. His bespoke suit fits him like a second skin, the dark fabric emphasizing his broad shoulders. A blue silk tie draws my attention to his throat, and he moves with purpose—like a wolf pacing the edges of his territory.

When his eyes meet mine, I feel a shiver rush down my spine as if I touched a live wire.

There's something different in his gaze this morning. Maybe it's because of last night. They seem just a little less playful, and a little more serious.

We've both caught a glimpse of what's beneath each other's masks, and there's no coming back from that.

"That's quite the alteration you've made to the dress." Vadim's voice slides over me like warm honey as he approaches.

Heat rushes along my cheeks. It felt so right to make the bold and provocative changes yesterday.

But now, they feel almost inappropriate.

"I had time on my hands." I try for my usual sass but my voice comes out softer than intended.

"It looks good." His eyes travel down my body, making my skin tingle. "Let's go."

A tall man with dirty-blond hair and light green eyes waits by a black Mercedes. His easy smile carries both warmth and danger as he holds the back door open.

"No Ferrari today?" I ask, trying to ignore how Vadim's hand hovers near my lower back as I maneuver toward the car with my crutches.

"The Ferrari's not practical with your injury." Vadim guides me into the backseat. "And with how short you've made that dress, I'd rather not give half of Seattle a free show while you try to climb in and out of my car."

My heart does a little flip at his consideration as I step into the car. How thoughtful of him to think about my comfort and modesty.

No. Stop it. This is exactly what I shouldn't be doing—reading kindness into his actions. First that reckless moment last night, and now this warmth spreading through my chest? If I'm trying to keep emotional distance from Vadim Stravinsky, I'm doing a terrible job of it.

He joins me on the other side, and closes the door. The car immediately starts moving.

"So," I start. "Jewelry shopping."

My mind drifts to Mom's diamond necklace, the one passed down from her grandmother, with its delicate chain and diamonds. The same one Freddy pawned off—probably for pennies on the dollar—to cover his gambling debts.

My hands curl into fists, nails biting into my palms hard enough to leave crescent marks. That necklace belonged in the family. It was meant to be passed down through generations, not sold off for a fraction of its worth.

It should have stayed with Dad, a precious physical reminder of Mom he could hold on to even as his own memories slip away, not disappeared into whatever dark hole Freddy's addiction created.

Even now, months later, the betrayal burns fresh, like salt in an open wound.

"Nervous?" Vadim's voice cuts through my anger.

I force my fingers to relax, finding my footing in our usual dance of words. "Why wouldn't I be? Last time I went shopping for a ring, I needed a stranger’s help to get it off."

"But you still got it off." His eyes flick to my hand. "Maybe this ring will also be more committed than your fiancé."

"In that case, I should pick something understated." I trace my finger along the leather seat. "Something that won't draw the attention of a stranger looking to help me get it off."

"A pakhan's wife with an understated ring?" Vadim's low chuckle sends warmth coursing through me. "That would draw more attention than any diamond."

"What are you saying?" I turn to him. "Subtlety isn't an option?"

"The ring must match expectations." His knee brushes against mine as the car turns.

I shift away from his touch, trying to ignore how my skin tingles where we connected. "And what exactly are those expectations?"

His storm-gray eyes catch mine. "That you belong to someone powerful."

Belong. The word hits me like a punch to the gut. "I don't belong to anyone."

"But you need to look like you do. For that reason, you need something ostentatious. Eye-catching." His voice drops lower. "Something proper."

"Didn't you tell me that you preferred something improper?" I can't help stop my lip from curling up into a smile. "I thought it was more intimate that way."

"Unfortunately for both of us." He leans closer, his thigh pressing against mine in the confined space of the car. "We can't afford to look improper on this matter, no matter how much I want you to."

A soft whir fills the car as Vadim hits a button. The partition rises between us and the front seat, sealing us off in our own private world.

"Soundproof," he murmurs before I can ask, his fingers trailing up my thigh. "Now, about your commitment to being improper."

My breath hitches as his touch leaves fire in its wake and sends sparks of electricity dancing up my spine. God, why did I make this hem so short? The fabric offers zero resistance against the heat of his skin, and my body shivers in anticipation with every brush of his fingertips. The thin material of my dress might as well be tissue paper for all the barrier it provides between us.

And I wouldn't have it any other way.

"My commitment," I manage to eke out as his fingers sip under the hemline. "Is helping you get into a church, and pretending to be madly in love with you while we steal a bible together.”

His hand moves upwards, pushing the hem higher along my thigh. "Just how much are you pretending right now?"

My heart pounds against my ribs as his thumb finds its way to my inner thigh, and traces slow torturous circles that make me want to squeeze my legs together. My chest rises and falls with each trembling breath. Every nerve ending is coming alive under his touch.

This is dangerous, I think. Not the scheme that I've agreed to, but this. The way my body responds to him. The way I want him to find every line I can draw in the sand, and obliterate them with his hands and mouth. The way that I want to know more about his true self hidden behind that carefully constructed mask.

I want to know how his mother's story is the saddest and cruelest of them all.

I shouldn't want to know, I shouldn't want to focus on anything other than how to pull off our dangerous game. But instead, all I can think about is piecing together the puzzle that is Vadim Stravinsky.

And how easily his touch sets my body on fire with want. How I crave for him to do more.

His hand slides higher, coming closer to the space between my legs that's rapidly turning damp each time his thumb makes another full circle.

Rational thought becomes almost impossible.

"You're thinking too much," he says against my ear.

"Someone has to." But my voice comes out breathy and weak.

"No." His lips brush my earlobe. "Right now, you just need to focus on being convincing."

Convincing? He wants convincing? I'll show him convincing.

Before he can react or pull back, I turn and capture his lips against mine. The taste of coffee and something darker, something dangerous and uniquely him, fills my mouth.

My fingers find his tie, using it to pull him closer. He responds in a heartbeat, and kisses me back just as fiercely.

A groan rumbles through his chest when I trace my tongue along his lower lip. His other hand tangles in my hair, angling my head to deepen the kiss. Heat pools between my legs as his tongue slides against mine.

I break the kiss. "Was that convincing enough for you?"

He responds by moving his hand higher up my thigh until it's feathering the edges of my panties. A single finger hooks underneath the soaked thin material of my panties, and I can feel cool air kiss my wet pussy before it's replaced by the searing heat of his finger probing along the slit.

I gasp. "Now who's being improper?"

"Not you." His lips curve into a victorious smile.

"Not me." I whisper as a finger, thick and hot, slips inside of me.

My body instinctively clenches around the intrusion, and I bite my lip to hold back a moan.

Oh my God, what am I doing?

My heart pounds in my chest, and my breath comes out in short, shallow pants. I didn't realize how completely, absolutely soaked I was. His finger pushes deeper inside of me, the sensation almost overwhelming. I feel my cheeks heat up as a gasp spill out from my lips.

I should stop. I should tell him to stop.

But I don't want to. I want him to do more. I want to feel his mouth on my neck, and his hands on my breasts. I want him to push me against the seat, force my legs apart, and shove his cock inside me. I want to feel the weight of his body crushing mine, and feel him thrusting in time with the beat of my heart.

I can't help but rock my hips, moving with his finger as it slides in and out. I'm so close to the edge, and I know if I let myself go, I'll shatter into a million pieces.

I shouldn't be doing this. I shouldn't want this.

But I do. I want him. I want all of him. And in this moment, I don't care about the consequences.

I reach instinctively for his belt buckle, my fingers trembling with need as I work the leather free from the buckle.

"Still trying to be convincing?" His voice is rough, strained. "There's no one watching us here."

"Good." I press open-mouthed kisses along his jaw, feeling his pulse race beneath my lips. "Because what I'm about to do to you?" My hand slides lower as his picks up the pace inside me, feeling him hard beneath his tailored pants. "I don't want anyone else to see."

He inhales sharply as I palm him through the fabric. His hips buck involuntarily against my touch. My eyes widen at how thick he feels in my hand.

He does have a huge cock.

"Just you and me," I whisper against his throat. "No audience. No pretending."

His other hand grips my waist, pushing me deeper into the seat until I'm practically pinned there. The new position makes my dress ride up even higher, and I feel the heat of him growing thicker in my hand through the fabric of his pants.

"Zvyozdochka," he growls, the word sending shivers down my spine as I start to unzip his pants. "You're playing with fire."

"Maybe I want to get burned."

The car door suddenly swings open and I yelp, yanking my hands back like I've touched a hot stove. My heart hammers against my ribs as cool morning air rushes in.

Vadim barks something in Russian, his voice sharp and dangerous. Though I can't understand the words, the tone makes me shrink deeper into the leather seat—not from fear, but from embarrassment. Through the open door, I catch a glimpse of his driver's face.

That easy smile now carries a knowing edge that makes my cheeks burn even hotter.

Oh God. He definitely knows what we were doing.

Vadim steps out of the car, straightening his tie with practiced motions before walking around to my side. My hands shake as I try to smooth my dress back down over my thighs, painfully aware of how wet my panties are and how disheveled I must look.

When Vadim opens my door, I keep my eyes fixed firmly on my lap. I can't bring myself to look at either of them right now. Not when just moments ago I was fully ready to jerk him off in the back of his car.

No, I correct myself. I was fully ready to fuck him.

The memory of how thick he felt in my hand makes my face flame even hotter.

"Your crutches," Vadim says, holding them out to me.

I take them without meeting his eyes, and use them to leverage myself out of the car. My legs feel wobbly, and not just from my injured ankle.

The chime of bells announces our entrance as Vadim holds open the door.

His hand rests on my lower back, steadying me over the threshold and into the gleaming interior. My face heats up again from his touch, and I focus on putting one crutch in front of the other across the polished marble floor and not on where his finger was and what we almost did.

And in that moment, two things become absolutely clear.

One. It's going to be very easy for the two of us to look convincing.

Two. It's going to be very hard to convince myself that any of this is pretend.
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VADIM


The cool air of the jewelry store is a welcome relief from the heat building between Lacey and me. My cock is still hard from our interrupted moment in the car, and I shift my stance to hide it.

Damn Demyon and his timing.

"Mr. Stravinsky, welcome." The jeweler glides forward to greet us, her professional smile unwavering. "I'm Aria Crestfield, and I'll be assisting you and your fiancée this morning. As requested, you'll have the store to yourself, so that this experience can be a completely private and intimate one."

At the word intimate, Lacey's eyes find mine, and that familiar electricity crackles between us. The memory of her wet heat around my fingers makes my jaw clench, and she quickly looks away.

"Thank you, Ms. Crestfield," I say, keeping my voice steady. "The first set, please."

Aria brings out tray after tray of exquisite rings and starts giving us the detail on each one. Princess cuts. Emerald cuts. Cushion cuts set in platinum and white gold. Five carats. Seven carats. Even a twelve-carat monstrosity. Each one is more stunning than the last.

And each one fails to capture Lacey's attention.

Her eyes keep drifting to a display case behind us filled with necklaces.

I follow her gaze and find her staring at one necklace in particular, one with a medium-sized center stone. On either side are two slightly smaller teardrop-shaped diamonds.

It's nothing like the ostentatious pieces a pakhan's wife should wear.

Yet there's a unique beauty in its simple elegance. Even from here.

Lacey's fingers absently touch her neck as she looks at it, and something inside me stirs. Not desire—though that hasn't faded—but a deeper need to understand just what is drawing her to that particular piece.

"Ms. McKinney?" Aria holds out another ring, but Lacey's eyes are still fixed on the necklace.

"Sorry." Lacey tears her eyes away from the necklace display. "What were you saying about the rings?"

"These three are our most exclusive engagement rings,” Aria says, presenting a new velvet tray.

Aria presents three stunning pieces. The first, a seven-carat oval diamond set in a double-twisted platinum band covered in smaller stones. The second, a rare pink diamond that could buy a small island. The third, a massive emerald-cut flanked by two slightly smaller diamonds.

"This one." Lacey points to the first one with an overly sweet smile. "It just screams belonging to someone powerful, don't you agree?"

I catch the challenge in her eyes. "If you're trying to irritate me by picking the most expensive piece, zvyozdochka, you'll have to try harder."

Her eyes flick to my face, gauging my reaction as she slips it on.

"Up close, though, it looks a little small." She wiggles her fingers, making the stone catch the light. "What do you think, darling?"

"You're absolutely right." I know exactly what she's doing. "Seven-carat might be too understated. Perhaps the ten?"

Her smile falters for a split second before she reaches for the large pink diamond. But her gaze drifts once again to the display case and that simple necklace.

"Ms. Crestfield," I speak up. "Might we look at your necklace collection?"

"Of course." Aria smiles as she leads me and Lacey—crutches clicking with each step—to the display case. "These pieces are all one-of-a-kind."

I notice how Lacey's breath catches at the understated piece, and see her fingers ghost over her collarbone again.

Up close, I can better appreciate the delicate craftsmanship of the necklace that keeps drawing Lacey's attention. The silver-white chain is embedded with small diamonds that get smaller as they move away from the center, like stars fading into the night sky.

"Would you like to try it on?"

"No. That one's not appropriate." She emphasizes the word I used earlier in the car. “For a pakhan’s wife.”

I lean closer, pitching my voice low. "And just which one would be appropriate for you, zvyozdochka?"

Lacey's eyes give me one last unreadable look before they turn to scan the display case.

I can tell from the slight lift of her chin that another challenge is coming. Those amber-flecked brown eyes of hers drink over every detail of every piece, until finally, she extends a single delicate finger toward an elaborate monstrosity.

"I want that one."

The necklace she points at looks almost too heavy to be worn. At its center sits a diamond the size of a quarter. Two rows of thick white gold chain flow like metallic rivers around it, studded with more diamonds that could each serve as engagement rings on their own. Teardrop stones dangle between them, glittering under the light.

It looks almost like a sparkling bib, with swirling metalwork resembling precious metal lace. Even the clasp is decorated with tiny diamonds.

"You're right." I match her saccharine tone. "That would be perfectly appropriate. Shall we have Ms. Crestfield take it out?"

"Oh yes, please." Lacey's smile is pure challenge. "After all, we wouldn't want anyone questioning my position, would we?"

The word position hits me like a shot of vodka, burning through my veins. My mind floods with images of Lacey on her knees, that delicate neck adorned with diamonds as she takes me in her mouth. Or bent over my desk, the heavy necklace swaying with each thrust.

I shift my stance, grateful for the counter between us as my cock stiffens painfully.

"An excellent choice." Aria beams as she unlocks the display case. "This piece was actually commissioned by⁠—"

"While we're looking at jewelry and rings. What about cock rings?" Lacey's innocent tone contrasts sharply with her words. "I would love my dear fiancé to have something that can match my own finger."

"Oh…" Aria's hands freeze on the necklace as pink creeps up her face. "Um…"

"Or maybe something more intimate?" Lacey taps her chin thoughtfully. "I've been dying to try out some new clit and nipple piercings." She turns back to me, smirking dangerously. "What do you think, darling? Would you like that?"

My breathing grows heavier as fresh images assault me—her perfect pink nipples adorned with platinum and diamonds, a tiny jeweled barbell glinting between her legs each time I spread her thighs.

"We... um..." Aria stammers, her professional demeanor cracking.

"No?" Lacey's disappointed pout is pure sin. "That's a shame. I was hoping to get everything to match."

The way she looks at me through her lashes makes my cock throb painfully. This little game of hers is going to drive me insane.

"Your ears aren't even pierced, zvyozdochka." I lean in closer, savoring her intoxicating scent of citrus and lavender.

"Since someone never buys me the jewelry I want." Lacey's eyes spark with mischief. "The holes have closed up. But the ones below haven't. Not yet, anyways."

My cock jerks against my zipper. The memory of her wet heat around my fingers and her delicate fingers scrambling to undo my belt in the backseat returns.

"Is that so?" My voice drops lower as I press my lips against her ear. "Because I don't remember any other holes from your photos.”

"Those photos weren't my best work, remember?" She slowly runs her tongue across her lips. "The lighting was terrible. Unless you'd like to conduct a more thorough inspection later?"

"Excuse me..." Aria clears her throat and steps closer, dropping her voice to barely above a whisper. "We do actually carry a discrete collection of intimate jewelry pieces. They're not on display, but I can bring them out if you'd like to view them in our private consultation room."

"Oh yes, please!" Lacey claps her hands together with exaggerated enthusiasm. "Let's see all of them! I'd love to try them on."

Her little performance might fool Aria, but I catch the slight tremor in her fingers, the way her eyes falter ever so slightly, and the telltale way she's not to bite her lower lips.

She's nervous. Which means it's time to show her exactly what happens when she pushes too far.

"Yes." I rest my hand on the small of Lacey's back, feeling her stiffen. "Bring them all."

"Of course." Aria brightens. "And if you so choose, we also have a private room where clients can try on these more intimate pieces. Would you like me to show you?"

Before Lacey can object, I answer smoothly, "Please do."

"I'll gather our selection and then we'll be on our way." Aria heads toward the back room, heels clicking as she leaves us alone.

"What the fuck are you doing?" Lacey hisses, her earlier bravado cracking. That slight quiver in her voice has my cock twitching in response.

In anticipation.

In victory.

"What am I doing?" I lean in close, breathing in her intoxicating scent. "I thought this was what you wanted, zvyozdochka. To try them on for my thorough inspection?"

Her eyes widen when she hears the steady tone of seriousness in my voice.

"You wouldn't dare." Her whisper comes out breathy, uncertain.

"I think both of us know that I would." My fingers trace up her spine, making her shiver. "What you should be asking is which ones should we start with. The nipples?" My hand slides around to brush the side of her breast before it moves in a line down her body towards the tantalizing wet patch of heat between her legs. "Or perhaps somewhere more... intimate?"

My fingers drift lower, tracing the smooth silk of her altered dress. The slit she added makes it dangerously easy to access what lies beneath. I should thank her for that later.

Her breath hitches as I press my fingers against her clit through the damp silk. "Vadim..."

"Yes, zvyozdochka?" I circle slowly, feeling her grow wetter.

"Aria is in the backroom. She'll be back any second," Lacey whispers, but her thighs part slightly as my hand slides between them.

"Then you'll have to be very quiet." The heat of her through the thin material of her panties makes my cock throb. "Won't you?"

Instead of answering, she reaches for my wrist—not to stop me, but to press me harder against her. Her head tilts back, exposing that delicate neck I've been dying to mark since I first saw her, and her teeth scrapes her lower lip.

"Someone could walk in," she protests weakly, even as her hips rock against my hand.

I slip my fingers beneath the edge of her panties, finding her slick and ready. "Have you forgotten I've booked out the entire place?"

A small whimper escapes her as I slide one finger inside. Her inner walls clench around me, pulling me deeper. When I add a second finger, her nails dig into my arm.

"We shouldn't..." But her body betrays her words as she grinds down on my hand.

"Shouldn't what?" I curl my fingers, finding that spot that makes her gasp. "Lie about the jewelry we want? Or about non-existent holes?"

Her only response is to bite her lip to keep from moaning as I increase my pace, feeling her wetness coating my fingers, and running down to pool in the palm of my hand.

"Vadim…" Lacey's voice turns thick and coarse. Her face flushes, and her breath starts to quicken into uneven ragged pants. "I'm… I'm…"

The click of Aria's heels sends me withdrawing my hand from between Lacey's thighs.

Lacey staggers back, catching herself on her crutches as her knees buckle. The flush across her face and her rapid breathing tell me exactly how close she was.

Shame.

I bring my fingers to my mouth, my eyes never leaving hers as I savor her taste. Lacey's lower lip quivers as she spares me one last glare, takes a deep breath to steady herself, and turn away from me.

"Here we are." Aria sets the case on the counter and opens it with practiced efficiency. "Our most exclusive collection of intimate jewelry pieces."

Inside, nestled in black velvet, lies an array of exquisite pieces that would make most respectable jewelers blush. Delicate gold bars studded with diamonds catch the light. Some feature intricate patterns of precious stones forming flowers or abstract designs.

"Remarkable." I pick up a set of matching nipple rings. The bars are white gold, with tiny diamonds arranged in a spiral pattern leading to a larger stone at each end.

I hold them up, watching Lacey's reaction. Her eyes widen and her throat bobs as she swallows hard.

"This one might be more your style." I select another—a more elaborate bellybutton piercing whose hanging chain is dotted with pink diamonds. "Or perhaps..."

My fingers drift to a different section of the case and pick up a delicate vertical barbell designed for the clit. Three diamonds cascade down its length, each progressively larger than the one above it.

Lacey's breath catches as I examine it, turning it to catch the light. Her thighs press together and her knuckles whiten around the handles of her crutches.

"The stones are internally flawless, of course," Aria explains, professional mask firmly in place. "And the settings are designed for maximum comfort during even the most vigorous of motions."

"We'll take them all." My voice fills the quiet showroom as I turn to Aria. "The necklaces, the pink diamond ring, and every piece in this intimate collection."

Aria's demeanor brightens considerably, her eyes lighting up at the prospect of the biggest commission check of her life. "Excellent choice, Mr. Stravinsky. Is there anything else you'd like to do?"

"Yes." I rest my hand on the small of Lacey's back, feeling her muscles tense beneath the thin dress. "I believe you said something about a private room to try these on?"

"I did." Aria nods excitedly. "Would you like to go now?"

"I would." My smile widens. "I would love to see how all the pieces complement each other."

"Of course." Aria gathers the items with practiced efficiency. "Right this way."

Lacey's crutches click against the marble floor as she follows Aria. Her steps are measured, controlled, but I catch the slight tremor in her lower lip the closer we get. The confidence she wielded like a weapon just minutes ago is cracking further with each step.

"Having second thoughts, zvyozdochka?" I whisper in her ear.

She lifts her chin, but her voice wavers. "Not at all, darling."

A dark thrill runs through me. She started this game, pushing and teasing until she thought she had the upper hand. But now she realizes she's in far deeper than she intended. And she can't back down without admitting defeat.

Me?

I want to see just how far she's willing to go.

The private room Aria leads us to is intimate, with plush seating and mirrors strategically placed to showcase the jewelry from every angle. A velvet-covered table sits in the center, ready to display our selections.

Aria sets down the cases and turns around. "Would you like me to bring anything else?"

"Yes, actually." I guide Lacey to sit beside me on the curved settee. "Do you have a piercing kit on hand? Like my fiancée said, some of her holes have closed up because I never buy her the jewelry she wants. And I would hate to leave before we have a chance to examine everything thoroughly.”

Lacey stiffens beside me, but she still refuses to say anything to stop this. Her chin lifts in that stubborn way I'm coming to recognize. Even now, she won't back down. Won't admit she was bluffing about those non-existent piercings.

I arch an eyebrow at her, giving her one last chance to confess. To yield.

Last chance, zvyozdochka.

She meets my gaze with fierce defiance. "Yes, darling. We wouldn't want to waste a trip, would we?"

"I... um..." Aria's professional composure finally starts to crack. "We have a piercing specialist on staff. I can call her and ask her to⁠—"

"No need," I say. "A kit will be sufficient. I won't have someone else pawing between my fiancée's legs."

Aria looks at me, unsure of what the proper response is. I level my gaze at her, refusing to budge from my position.

Finally, she stammers. "I can bring a kit."

"Please do." I turn my eyes towards Lacey's, watching as her confident façade slowly crack away.

"Right away, Mr. Stravinsky." Aria's heels click rapidly across the floor as she exits, leaving us alone.
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What the fuck? What the fuck!

What the actual fuck!

My heart pounds against my chest as I stare at the array of glittering jewelry laid out before us. What the fuck have I gotten myself into? I was only trying to get under his skin, to push back against his control.

Now look where that's landed me.

He can't be serious. Can he? But the determined glint in his storm-gray eyes tells me he doesn't joke about these things.

My eyes dart to his face, searching for any hint that this is just another power play. But his expression remains unreadable, those storm-gray eyes fixed on me with an intensity that makes my skin tingle.

Oh God. He's actually going to do it.

I should be horrified. And there's a part of my mind that is.

But then there's another part of my mind that stirs awake at the thought of his hands on me, fingers brushing against my nipples, the anticipation of the piercing needle prickling my sensitive flesh. Those same hands moving down to expose my clit.

It's so intimate, so close...

No! Stop it! Am I seriously getting turned on right now?

Think about the pain. Think about how much it'll hurt.

But somehow that only makes it worse. Because now I'm imagining him soothing the sting with a searing hot kiss, his breath hot against my skin...

What the fuck is wrong with me?

I should call his bluff. Tell him this has gone far enough. But my mouth won't form the words. Instead, I'm fixated on the careful precision he'd need, the attentive way he'd drink in the details of my body, and his touch—equal parts rough and gentle.

My thighs press together of their own accord, and I'm deeply aware of just how wet I am. If he notices… But I can't help it. Every time I try to talk myself down, my mind conjures new scenarios, each dirtier than the last.

Oh god.

There's a small, twisted part of me that wants him to do it. Wants to feel him mark me with these beautiful, dangerous pieces of jewelry. Wants to belong to⁠—

Nope. Not going there. This is just a game. Just like the marriage. Just like everything else.

So why can't I stop fantasizing?

"I can hear you thinking from here, zvyozdochka." Vadim leans close, his breath tickling my ear.

A shiver runs through me at his proximity. He smells intoxicating—spicy and masculine. His fingers start tracing lazy circles up my thigh, reminding me of what happened in the car and what we did when Aria had stepped away.

"I warned you that you were playing with fire." His voice drops lower. "And what did you say? That you wanted to get burned?"

I part my lips to fire back a retort, but quickly press them together. If I open my mouth now, I know exactly what sound will escape—and it won't be words.

The click of heels announces Aria's return. She carries a steel tray loaded with supplies: a piercing gun whose needle is gleaming under the lights, alcohol wipes, and a box of black latex gloves.

"Here you are, Mr. Stravinsky." She sets everything down on the glass table before us, her voice high and tight. "Will you be needing anything else?"

Vadim's lips curl into that dangerous smile. "Just privacy, thank you. Go talk to my driver Demyon, he'll finalize the purchase."

His eyes then turn towards mine again with a knowing look, as if he's giving me an opportunity to protest, to beg Aria to stay. My pulse races. This is it.

My one chance to back down while I still can.

Instead, a reckless heat floods through me.

I don't beg.

So, against my better judgment, I give Aria a quick, curt nod. She blinks rapidly and wrings her hand nervously. For a moment, I want her to say something—anything. But she doesn't. Instead, she walks to the door, opens it, and looks back one final time.

"Very well, then. Thank you, Mr. Stravinsky. And congratulations to you both.”

The door closes with a soft click behind her.

And just like that, we're alone.

Vadim rises to his feet and extends his hand out to me.

Against my better judgement, I take it, and he helps me up with an effortless pull of his arm. My breath catches as I rise to meet him.

With an unnerving gentleness, he guides me to the full-length mirror, positioning me directly in front of it. The reflection shows every detail of what he's done to me already—my flushed cheeks, my parted lips, the way my altered dress clings to my curves.

And the unmistakable embers of lust smoldering in my eyes.

"Stand still, zvyozdochka." His lips feather against my ear as he circles behind me. Heat radiates from his body, making me hyper-aware of the ever-shrinking space between us.

"What does that word mean? Zvyozdochka?" I manage to whisper, watching his reflection move closer to mine. "You've been calling me that since the moment you saw me."

"It means 'little star.'" His hands settle on my hips, thumbs pressing into the silk of my dress. "And by the time I'm done with you, you're going to shine like one."

My pulse races at his words. This is insane. I should be terrified of what he's about to do: letting a mafia boss—no, a bratva pakhan, I correct myself—pierce my most intimate places with jewelry worth more than all the money I've ever made in my life.

It's dangerous, reckless, and irreversible.

So why the hell does every cell in my body ache for it?

His fingers trace up my sides, and I can't stop the small gasp that escapes my lips. The mirror shows everything—the way his eyes darken as they roam over my body, how my chest rises and falls with each shallow breath.

I should stop this. I should tell him no. But the thought of his hands on me, reshaping me forever with those beautiful, dangerous pieces of jewelry. To make me shine and glitter like a star in the sky.

His star.

My thighs press together involuntarily, trying to ease the warm wet ache building between them.

This isn't just about the piercings anymore. It's about possession. About belonging. About letting him claim parts of me that no one else has ever claimed in a way that only he can.

And God help me, I want it all.

I close my eyes as a whimper escapes my lips.

I hear a metallic jingle behind me and my breath catches. This is it. My heart thunders against my ribs as I imagine the piercing gun's needle, cold and sharp.

But instead, something heavy and cold drapes across my throat. The weight of it makes me gasp.

"Open your eyes, zvyozdochka," Vadim whispers, his breath hot against my ear.

I do, and my mouth falls open at the sight in the mirror. The necklace lies against my skin like captured stars. The massive center diamond takes in every whisper of light in the room, throwing rainbow-kissed shadows across my collarbone. Two gleaming rows of white gold drape like liquid moonlight across my throat, supporting a cascade of diamonds that make me look as if I'm wearing the night sky itself.

His hands slide to my shoulders, fingers slipping under the thin straps of my dress. My nipples start hardening in anticipation of what is coming next.

"Do you see how the diamonds glimmer?" His lips brush my ear, the heat of his voice pouring down my neck. "Like stars scattered across your skin. But they're nothing compared to how you'll shine soon. A whole constellation to be mapped by my hands."

A shiver runs through me at his words, at the way his thumbs trace slow circles on my bare shoulders.

As much as the necklace captures my eyes, my mind keeps thinking about the other necklace in the display case—the understated one with its delicate three-stone design.

My heart aches at how similar it looks to Mom's necklace, the one that had been passed down her side of the family for generations before Freddy pawned it.

I remember Mom showing it to me and Megan before she got sick. "One day," she said, "this will go to one of you."

But like everything else precious in our lives, Freddy took that too.

Vadim's fingers trail down my shoulders, bringing me back to the present moment. The weight of this massive diamond necklace feels wrong against my skin. Too heavy. Too showy. Too much like everything I'm not.

"So beautiful," he murmurs against my neck, his breath hot on my skin. "But not as beautiful as what's underneath."

The straps slide down my arms, inch by torturous inch. My skin pebbles at his touch as he exposes my breasts.

"Soft and unbroken," he whispers, lips brushing my shoulder. "A perfect canvas waiting to be marked." His voice drops lower, darker. "I can't wait to pierce your pretty pink nipples. Can't wait to make them glimmer with light every time you move."

The silk bunches at my waist as he exposes more of me. He presses his lips against the back of my neck, without ever taking his eyes off me.

"And here..." His hand splays across my stomach. "A column of stars only for me."

His teeth scrapes along the sensitive skin towards the bend where my neck meets my shoulders as he rolls the silk past my hips.

The dress slips, dragged down by its own weight until it pools around my ankles. Even in the mirror, I can see my panties are soaked. Powerful fingers hook under the thin materials and start rolling them down until they join the dress around my ankles.

Cool air kisses my skin, and I feel my hips arching back instinctively to meet the pulsing heat nestled against my ass.

He pulls my legs apart just enough to exposes my pussy. The dark smile on his face widens when a finger starts probing at my wet entrance, drawing a gasp from my lips.

"Wouldn't that be something, zvyozdochka?" Vadim whispers. "To feel the weight between your legs with every step you take, reminding you just who this hungry little cunt belongs to."

I should be terrified. But all I feel is wetness weeping between my legs at his words.

My eyes lock with his in the mirror as his words paint vivid pictures in my mind.

Stars scattered across my skin, diamonds catching light with every breath. My nipples would glitter and shine, drawing his gaze whenever I move. Each time I wear anything that might expose my belly, I would see his handiwork.

And between my legs… I shudder.

I can practically feel the cold metal and precious diamond of the clit barbell.

A whimper escapes my lips as heat surges through me. My pussy clenches uselessly around nothing as his finger hovers just outside of it, catching every drop of arousal dripping from the aching need to be filled.

His personal constellation.

Zvyozdochka, I can hear him whispering in my head. My little star.

Shivers run down my spine.

"Tell me to stop now," he whispers, breath hot against my ear. "You still can."

I don't say a word.

"Have it your way, then."

My heart pounds against my ribs as he puts on a pair of black gloves from the box, rips open an alcohol pad, and picks up the piercing gun. The metal gleams under the lights, the needle sharp and waiting.

The cold wipe touches my right nipple, and a strangled gasp punches from my throat. He traces lazy circles around the sensitive bud, and I feel the cold metal of the piercing gun press against my heated flesh.

I imagine the sharp sting of the needle followed by the weight of diamonds—permanent, irreversible proof of what I'll let him do to me.

Would I scream?

Reality crashes through my lust-filled haze.

What the fuck am I doing? This isn't just some game anymore! These marks would be forever – a permanent reminder of this insane moment.

I agreed to help him rob a church, not for him to do this!

“No!” I gasp, reaching up to grab his wrist. “Stop.”

"Oh?" His eyes meet mine in the mirror, dark with triumph and he lowers the piercing gun.

"I admit it. You win." The words tumble out in a rush. "I was just trying to get under your skin. I didn't think you'd actually..."

My voice trails off as his fingers trace along my collarbone, just beneath the heavy necklace. "Please don't hurt me."

"I told you, zvyozdochka." His thumb and index finger pinch my nipple, sending a burst of pleasure circling out. "I won't hurt you unless you ask me to. And I certainly wasn't about to mutilate your perfect body without your permission."

Relief floods through me as Vadim's words sink in. My legs go weak and I sag back against his solid chest, heart still racing from what almost happened. What I almost let happen.

I watch in the mirror as he peels off the black latex gloves. The sound of snapping rubber in the air sends another dark shiver down my spine.

“Now…” His lips brush my ear, sending tingles down my spine. “If both of us are done pretending, you need to apologize for making me purchase all this useless jewelry."

"I-I'm sorry," I stammer, very aware of my naked body pressing against him.

His hands drift down my sides, fingers tracing patterns that make my skin erupt in goosebumps.

"Not like that." His hand slides past my stomach. "I want a proper apology from my very improper fiancée."

My breath catches in my throat as his fingers dip between my legs, and finds me soaking wet.

I’m so fucked. I keep repeating in my head.

I shouldn’t be this wet. I shouldn’t be so turned on by how easily he takes control of everything.

But at the same time, there’s an undeniable pull at what he’s doing. An inexplicable sense of freedom at how good it feels to surrender to someone like him.

A finger pushes inside of me and I whimper.

“Well?” He asks.

"I'm sorry, darling." I mew softly, embarrassingly aware of how easily his finger is moving inside of me.

Of how badly I want him to do more.

To show me just how much further I can fall.

"No, zvyozdochka, I said a proper apology." his voice hardens into a command. "On your knees."
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My knees buckle under the weight of his command. A heady mix of fear and desire pulses through me—not fear of him, but fear of how much I want this.

How much I want him.

I lower myself carefully to my knees, pulse racing at how exposed I am—completely naked except for the heavy necklace hanging around my throat.

Vadim's hand tangles in my hair, gripping firmly but not painfully.

"Look at me," he commands.

I tilt my head back to meet his gaze, finding his eyes dark with desire. The sight makes heat pool between my legs.

“Good girl.”

The praise hits me like it did at the Vorobyov event, sending sparks of pleasure racing through my body. My nipples tighten into aching peaks and my pussy clenches again. I've never reacted this way to those words before him, but something about the way he says them—dark and possessive—unlocks something primal inside me.

His other hand traces along my jawline, thumb brushing across my bottom lip. I fight the urge to take it into my mouth. The necklace shifts with each breath, a constant reminder of my nakedness, my vulnerability, how completely at his mercy I am in this moment.

"Is this what you wanted?" I whisper, my voice breathy and trembling slightly.

"Yes," he growls, tightening his grip. "Exactly what I wanted."

I reach back to unclasp the necklace, but Vadim's hand catches my wrist. His grip is firm but gentle as he guides my hand back down.

"Leave it on," he commands, voice dark with desire.

A shiver runs through me at his tone.

His fingers trail along the necklace. “I want to ruin something beautiful.”

Heat floods my cheeks at his implication. "These diamonds are expensive."

“I’m not talking about the necklace.” His thumb traces my bottom lip.

My heart races at his words. The weight of the diamonds against my throat reminds me of just how different our worlds are. How much power he has.

"Anything else?" I wet my lips. "Darling?"

"Just one." His eyes darken as his grip tightens in my hair. "Don't you dare look away. I want to stare into those big innocent eyes and see the moment I turn you into a hungry little cumslut."

Vadim's fingers move to his belt buckle, the metallic click echoing in the room. My mouth goes dry at the sight of him unzipping his pants. The heavy necklace shifts against my throat with each rapid breath.

When he frees his cock, my eyes widen. I knew it was big when I grabbed at it through his pants in the car, but seeing it in person makes my pussy clench with a new excitement and apprehension. The thick head is already glistening with precum as he wraps his hand around the base.

"Open," he commands, pressing the tip against my lips.

I part them obediently, heart racing as I feel the weight of him on my tongue. He's so thick I have to stretch my jaw to accommodate him. The taste of salt and musk fills my mouth as he pushes deeper.

"Good girl, zvyozdochka," he purrs, sending fresh shivers down my spine.

His praise makes me moan around his length, which only seems to encourage him. The diamonds of the necklace catch the light with each bob of my head along its length.

His little star.

The heart of his constellation.

My core throbs with need as I look up at him through my lashes, watching his face contort with pleasure. A new thought thrums through my body.

Even though I'm the one on my knees, somehow it feels like I have all the power over him in this moment.

I hollow my cheeks and take him deeper, wanting—needing—to hear more of those dark sounds of approval rumbling from his chest. His grip tightens in my hair as I work my tongue along the sensitive underside of his cock.

"That's it, zvyozdochka. Nice and slow and dirty."

His fingers tighten in my hair, and I whimper at how right it feels to be controlled like this. To surrender to someone who can corrupt me so effortlessly.

"This is where you belong. On your knees with my cock in your mouth. You were made for this. You were made for me."

His dark praise fills my mind with contradictions and I quicken my pace. I shouldn't be okay with falling to my knees in a jewelry store before a dangerous bratva pakhan like Vadim Stravinsky and letting him do whatever he wants to me.

I should be terrified. I should be fighting this. Instead, I find myself giving in to him. I stare up into his storm-gray eyes as I swallow him deeper into my throat, hoping to hear him praise me again.

And then he does.

"I bet nobody's ever told you what a good little cocksucker you are."

I moan against his cock as it pummels my throat. He's right. Nobody's ever told me that. And I wouldn't want anyone but him telling me that. Somehow, despite how wrong this is, it feels perfectly right—being called such filthy things while wearing nothing but hundreds of thousands of dollars in diamonds.

To be degraded and adored at the same time.

The contradiction makes my head spin. I'm kneeling before a bratva pakhan who a few seconds ago was pressing a piercing gun against my nipple with every intention of breaking skin.

And I feel safe.

I shouldn't feel safe, but I do.

Oh God, I do.

His fist in my hair grounds me, anchoring me to this moment where I can forget everything else.

Where I can just be.

The weight of the necklace reminds me of everything he represents—danger, power, control. Yet his touch remains gentle even as he commands me.

I've never realized just how badly I craved this.

"No one else gets to see you like this, zvyozdochka." He growls. "Just me."

His words tap into something primal inside me—a need to be claimed, corrupted, ruined. To be told I'm both pure and wanton. Innocent and depraved. His perfect angel and his filthy whore.

I'm a good girl on my knees doing very bad things, and I fucking love it.

He throws his head back, letting one muttered praise after another wash over me in dark waves. Each strained whisper of "good girl" sinks deeper into my core, igniting something I never knew existed.

And as his praise gets darker, more possessive, I can feel myself getting wetter.

Yes, I'm your good girl. Your perfect, precious star. The dirty little slut worshipping your cock on her knees.

The proper thing would be to stop this madness before it consumes me entirely. But proper feels hollow compared to the raw honesty of this moment—of finally letting someone see all of me, the light and the dark, the way that I've always wanted to be seen.

This is what we both wanted, right? The improper?

From our first meeting at Mrs. Klossner's, we've danced around those two words: proper and improper.

No proper lady should ever end up on her knees in a jewelry store.

And no proper gentleman would ever put her there.

Yet here we are.

Just as his perfectly tailored suits and cultured manners mask the dangerous man underneath, my defiance and bravado mask the submissive whore at his feet.

In this single moment, all the lies we’ve spun around ourselves have fallen away.

And I feel a wild freedom that I’ve never felt before.

His breathing turns ragged and shallow as those storm-gray eyes drill into mine. I can feel his cock growing harder in my mouth.

He's close, I realize. I raise my hand up, and caress the heavy orbs of his balls, feeling them swelling with cum as tears of exertion cloud my eyes.

"Lacey…" he rasps. In response, I give his balls a gentle squeeze.

His fist tightens in my hair, sending delicious waves of pain prickling along my scalp. His rock-hard cock trembles and twitches in my mouth. Once. Twice.

And then he cums.

Hot, salty ropes rush past my lips, my teeth, and my tongue until they flood down my throat. I want to close my eyes but I don't dare to. Not without his permission. My vision blurs with tears as I gulp him down as fast as I can.

But it's not fast enough.

Cum leaks from the corner of my mouth, rolls slowly down my chin, and drips down onto the diamonds wrapped around my neck. I swallow and gulp until blackness starts creeping into the edge of my vision.

And only when the world starts spinning to the sound of my pounding pulse do I pull away from him, trembling and gasping for air.

But even as I fight for each tortured breath, I feel like this is the easiest I’ve breathed for the first time in months.

Maybe even years.

My lips tingle and my jaw aches. My heart is still thundering against my ribs as reality of what we just did comes crashing back.

Heat burns at my cheeks and I wipe my mouth with quivering fingers. The weight of the necklace feels heavier now, as if each cum-covered diamond is a reminder of what I just did.

Vadim tucks himself away, reaches behind my neck, undoes the clasp of the heavy necklace, and dangles it before me to let me see my handiwork.

The beautiful diamonds are clouded with the mixture of my spit and his cum.

“Lick it clean,” he commands softly.

Without hesitation, I dart my tongue out, tasting the salt of him again. The diamonds catch the light as I lap at them, making them sparkle with each swirl of my tongue.

I feel his eyes on me as I work, watching every move I make. The weight of his attention sends fresh tingles running along my skin.

"Nice and slow." His voice drops lower, dark with approval. "Like a good little cumslut.”

Warmth bloom in my chest. I shouldn't love hearing those words from him this much.

I've never felt more degraded and more cherished than this moment. Like I'm something precious and filthy all at once.

And it scares me how much I love it.

Finally, my lips close around the massive centerpiece—tongue tracing the diamond carefully and reverently and cheeks hollowing with every motion like I’m slowly sucking the head of his cock.

With each drop of his cum I swallow into my mouth, it makes me crave more of everything.

"Perfect," he murmurs when I finish cleaning the centerpiece stone on the beautiful necklace fit for a queen.

But in that moment, I don't want to be a queen.

I'd rather stay here on my knees as his whore.
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VADIM
NIGHT


I pause outside the blue suite, the small velvet box weighing in my palm. Suddenly, I feel a nervousness that I'd never felt around her take over.

It's funny. You'd think that after I made her kneel before me, after I came down her throat, and after I made her lick those diamonds clean, I'd feel like I'm in control of the situation.

But if my racing heart is anything to go by, it's proof that control is the last thing I have over someone like Lacey McKinney.

Taking a deep breath, I raise my hand and knock gently on her door.

"Come in," she calls out.

Lacey sits cross-legged on the bed, having changed into something a bit more comfortable. Her hair falls loose around her shoulders, and my mind flashes back to how it felt wrapped around my fist.

"I brought you something."

Her eyes narrow with suspicion. "More piercings?"

"No." I hold out the box. "Though if you're interested..."

"I think I've had enough jewelry for one day." But she takes the box, her fingers brushing mine.

When she opens it, her breath catches. The understated necklace she'd been looking at gleams against the black velvet—the small teardrop diamonds shimmering like stars around the central stone.

"I noticed you looking at it the entire time," I say. "So, I bought it for you as an afterthought."

Lacey's fingers tremble as she lifts the necklace from its velvet nest. Something flickers across her face. Pain, longing, and gratitude all mixed into one. Her amber-flecked eyes shine with unshed tears.

"Why this one?" I ask softly, watching her cradle it like something precious and lost.

She bites her lower lip, turning the delicate chain in her hands. The small diamonds catch the light, throwing tiny rainbows across her skin. Her silence speaks volumes.

"We're about to get married, zvyozdochka," I remind her, settling beside her on the bed. "Even if the marriage isn't real, there should be some honesty between us."

The words feel strange in my mouth. I demand honesty from her, but refuse to give her the same when she asks it of me. But something about her vulnerability calls to me, makes me want to deserve her trust.

Makes me want to beg for it.

"It..." She takes a shaky breath. "It looks like my Mom's. My real Mom."

The way she emphasizes 'real' speaks of old wounds, still raw. But there's something else in her tone—a catch in the way she says 'mom' that makes my instincts prickle.

She stops abruptly, swallowing hard. Her knuckles go white around the necklace.

"You promised me honesty." Her voice low and soft. "So, here's my chance to be honest with you."

Something in her tone makes me look at her sharply. There's a familiar pain in her eyes, one that mirrors my own. I know that kind of wound well. It’s the kind that never quite heals right no matter how much time passes.

For a dangerous moment, I want to reach across the space between us. To offer comfort. To acknowledge this unexpected bridge of understanding.

But I don't know how.

I don't know if I can.

"I was adopted when I was a baby. My birth parents..." She swallows hard. "Well, they didn't want me. But the Huangs did. They gave me a home, a family, a sister."

"Megan?"

Lacey turns her face away, blinking fiercely, but not before I catch the shine in her eyes. Her hand tightens around the necklace and around my hand. Something protective stirs in my chest.

"All my life, people have asked me if she was my real sister." Her voice is bitter as she speaks, and she reaches up to wipes her eyes with her free hand. "Just like how they asked if Mom was my real mom."

Lacey takes a breath before continuing, her voice still thick and heavy.

I resist the urge to brush away the tear that escapes down her cheek.

"As a kid, I thought about looking up my birth parents." She stares at our joined hands. "But I couldn't go through with it. What if they still didn't want me? And then after my—" Her voice catches, pain flashing across her delicate features before she cuts herself off.

The sudden silence hangs heavy between us. There's more there, something raw and recent that she's not ready to share.

"She passed away, didn't she?"

A single tear breaks free, trailing down her cheek. Without thinking, I reach out and brush it away with my thumb. Her skin is soft, warm beneath my touch.

"Six years ago," she whispers. "Cancer. It's what made me drop out of fashion school. To give up my dreams."

"I'm sorry, zvyozdochka." My hand lingers on her face as more tears fall.

Each one feels like an accusation. It feels wrong for me to reach out like this, like I'm using her grief as an excuse to touch her again.

But I can't stop myself from wiping them away, one by one.

I watch as Lacey's fingers trace the delicate chain, each movement filled with a mix of love and loss that makes my chest tighten. It's almost as if she's treating it like it did belong to her mother.

"Mom's necklace looked so much like this one. Three diamonds, with the center one slightly larger. But it didn't have the row of diamonds along the chain."

"What happened to it?" The words slip out before I can stop them.

Her jaw tightens, amber-flecked eyes hardening with an anger I haven't seen before. "My brother pawned it."

"Why?" My hand curls into a fist at my side. The rage building inside me is unexpected and fierce.

"He's been stealing things from the house to pay for his gambling debts." She practically spits the words. "First it was small things. Dad's cufflinks, some silver frames. Then Mom's jewelry started disappearing."

"And no one stopped him?"

"How could we? He'd just come back when no one was around." Her fingers curl protectively around the necklace. "Of all things he could've taken... that one hurt the most."

The pain and fury in her voice mirrors what I felt when I discovered what Pyotr did to my mother. That same helpless rage at watching someone destroy what should have been protected.

"Did you try to get it back?"

"By the time I found out, it was too late. He already sold it to some pawn shop in Tacoma. I went to every shop I could find, but..." She shakes her head. "Nobody remembered seeing it. Or if they did, they weren't telling me."

Her hands tremble slightly as she holds the necklace. "That's why I kept looking at this one. It's not exactly the same, but..."

"It reminds you of her," I finish softly.

She nods, blinking back fresh tears. "I know it's stupid to get emotional over jewelry⁠—"

"It's not stupid." My voice comes out rougher than intended. "Some things carry more meaning than their material worth."

I watch the emotions play across her face as she clutches the necklace.

"Thank you for this," she whispers. "It's beautiful, but..." She takes a shaky breath and closes the box. "It's not Mom's."

Something stirs in my chest at the raw pain in her voice. I've spent years building an empire through violence and cunning, yet here I sit, helpless before her grief.

But am I really helpless?

"The pawn shop," I say. "You're sure it's in Tacoma?"

"Yes.” She looks up, confusion flickering across her tear-stained face. "Why?"

"I have people who can track it down." I reach out and take her hand, the one still holding the necklace. "Give me time, and I'll find it."

Her eyes widen. "You'd do that?"

“What's the point of marrying a pakhan if he can't pull some strings and get back something that matters to you?"

"But it's been months..."

"Then it's about time someone brought it home, don't you think?"

"You're serious about this?"

I squeeze her hand. "Absolutely."

Fresh tears spill down her cheeks as she looks away, nodding. But these are different from before. There's hope in them now, fragile as spring ice. The shift I felt at dinner the other night returns between us. In place of a surge of lust and the possessive need to dominate and control, a new desire surfaces.

A desire to kiss away the tears on her face, to make her feel protected.

Safe.

Mine.

"Look at me," I whisper, tipping my finger under her chin and turning her to face me.

For a moment, I see what this could be. Not just a means to an end, but something real.

She turns back to face me, and before I can stop myself, I'm kissing her. This isn't like our heated exchanges before. This kiss is gentle, almost reverent. Her lips part beneath mine, soft and yielding, and I can still taste the salt from her earlier tears.

When we break apart, I find myself sinking to one knee. The pink diamond ring feels heavy in my palm as I take her hand in mine. Her fingers start when she realizes what I'm about to do.

"Lacey McKinney," I start. "Will you marry me?"

The words stumble in my throat as I look up at her. This is supposed to be pretend—a performance for an audience that isn't even here.

But something about the way she's looking at me, about the way the diamonds at her throat mirror the tears in her eyes, makes it feel devastatingly real.

"Yes," she breathes, and I slide the ring onto her finger.

It settles into place, a perfect fit. Just like her hand in mine.

This isn't real, I remind myself. This can't be real.

But my heart thunders in my chest, betraying the lie.
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I sit in my office, staring at the dawn brightening in the eastern sky.

The door opens and Demyon strides in, manila folder in hand. "Got that information you wanted on the Huang family. They adopted Lacey when she was just a baby. The mother passed six years ago, and the brother⁠—"

"—has been stealing from the family to cover his gambling debts," I say without looking up. "I know."

Demyon drops into the chair across from me with an exaggerated sigh. "You know, it would save me a lot of time if you'd just tell me when you already know everything instead of sending me out on wild goose chases."

"Not everything, surely." I finally meet his gaze. "What else did you learn?"

"Those gambling debts?" He flips open the folder and slides it over to me. "They're owed to Kirsan's casinos. Every fucking penny.."

My hand stills on the desk. "How much?"

"Over half a million." Demyon replies. "He's been borrowing from one place to pay another. Classic desperate gambler move. And to his credit, it hasn't fucking blown up in his face yet. Whatever he's stealing from the family, it's enough to keep Kirsan's goons from breaking his legs."

I lean back in my chair, processing this new information. Kirsan's tendrils reaching elsewhere into Seattle isn't surprising—but having them so close to Lacey sets my teeth on edge.

"So," Demyon continues. "Still think it's a good idea to marry her?"

I shoot him a dark look, but he continues undeterred.

"I already put the ring on her finger, Demyushka." I sigh. "There's no backing out now."

"You know, for someone who insists this is just a means to an end, you're putting an awful lot of thought into this." He leans forward. "Almost as if you actually want to⁠—"

"Don't."

But Demyon's words have already hit their mark. Because he's right. I am paying attention to every detail. The ring, the necklace, the dress...

I have no good answer why.

No, that's not true. I know why. I just can't bring myself to admit it.

Because then it'll be real.

I drum my fingers against my desk and push that dangerous thought deep into the far recess of my mind.

"I need you to do something else for me."

"Another wild goose chase?" Demyon's eyes sparkle with amusement.

"It's about a necklace that belonged to Lacey's mom." My jaw tightens as I recall the pain in her eyes. "Her brother pawned it in Tacoma months ago. Three diamonds, the center stone is slightly larger than the rest. No diamonds on the chain. It looks similar to the second necklace I bought."

Demyon's expression shifts from teasing to serious. "You want me to track it down?"

"Every pawn shop in Tacoma." I lean forward. "Money is no object. If you find someone who remembers selling it, buy it back. If they've already sold it, find out who bought it."

"And if they're unwilling to part with it?"

"Make them an offer they can't refuse." My voice carries an edge that makes Demyon's eyebrows rise. "Do what's necessary, but no killing. This needs to be clean."

"Because it's for her?"

I ignore his knowing look. "Because it's for her."

"You're getting soft, Vadim Petrovich."

"No." I meet his gaze steadily. "I'm giving Lacey back something that was stolen from her. There's nothing soft about that. It's about fairness."

"I think some people would call it love."

Before I can retort, Demyon stands up.

"I'll start looking today," he says.
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LACEY
FIVE DAYS LATER


"Good girl." Vadim's voice rumbles as he slowly pulls his shuddering cock from my mouth.

I wake up with a start, drenched in sweat.

For the past five days, I've been dreaming about what happened between Vadim and me in the jewelry store.

Every time I fall asleep, I can feel his hands on my body, hear his voice in my ear, and taste his cock on my lips. I can feel the weight of that necklace around my throat, his fist in my hair, and the way he made me lick the diamonds clean after.

I press my thighs together in the dim morning light, trying to quell the ache building there. The pink diamond ring on my finger catches the light, a constant reminder of our arrangement.

Stop it, Lacey. There's nothing else here. Just a means to an end.

But I'm having a harder time believing that there's nothing there.

Every time I see him across the dining room table or passing in Pankration's halls, electricity crackles between us. His gray eyes darken when they meet mine, and I know he's thinking about it too. The way I looked on my knees. How I begged. What I let him do to me.

The worst part is how much I want it to happen again. How I catch myself watching him, wondering what other wicked things he might make me do. The power he has over me terrifies and thrills me in equal measure.

Every time I stare at the ring on my finger, I can remind myself of our arrangement. But whenever I see the delicate necklace he gave me—the one that reminds me so much of Mom's, my heart stutters.

That gesture that night felt real. The way he wiped away my tears felt real.

Maybe that's what scares me most of all.

I'm still lying in bed, mind racing, when a knock comes at my door.

"Come in," I call out, quickly sitting up and pulling the covers around me.

Lenka enters, her weathered features softening as she takes in my disheveled state. "Good morning, devushka. Vadim Petrovich requests your presence today. You will be going with him to select your wedding dress."

My heart skips at the mention of wedding dresses. For years, I'd sketched designs in my notebooks, dreaming of the perfect gown. But those were fantasies of real love, and not this arrangement of danger and lies.

"When?" I ask, fidgeting with the ring on my finger.

"In one hour." Lenka moves to the closet and pulls out a sophisticated cream-colored dress. "This should be appropriate for the occasion."

I catch my reflection in the mirror. Flushed cheeks, tangled hair, and memories of my dreams still lingering in my eyes.

"Thank you, Lenka."

She pauses at the door. "The dress you altered the other day. It was beautifully done. You have real talent."

"I used to dream of designing dresses and shoes,” I admit quietly. "Before everything changed."

"Perhaps some dreams don't die," Lenka says. "They just take unexpected paths to come true."

I look down at my engagement ring, thinking about the path that led me here. About Vadim's promise to find Mom's necklace. About the way he touches me like I'm precious while corrupting me like I'm his to ruin.

"One hour," Lenka reminds me gently. "Don't keep him waiting."

"I wouldn't dare to."

Lenka's only response is a soft knowing noise as she walks away.
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The elegant storefront looms before us, all gleaming glass and understated luxury. Vadim insists on helping me out of the car even though I no longer need my crutches.

My stomach drops when I spot a familiar flash of red hair through the window. And then I read the name of the store:

Vorobyov Ensemble.

"You didn't tell me we were coming to Irina's shop."

"Is that a problem?" Vadim's hand settles on my lower back, steady and warm.

"No, it's just..." I trail off, watching Irina move gracefully among the wedding dresses inside. The way she touched Vadim's arm at the event flashes through my mind. "I thought we'd go somewhere else."

"Irina is the only one I can trust to design a dress for our purpose." His fingers trace small circles against my spine.

"Right. The heist." The words come out sharper than I intend.

Vadim turns me to face him, his gray eyes intense. "Look at me, zvyozdochka. Irina is a friend, nothing more. She knows about our arrangement and has her part to play in it as well."

"Our arrangement." I touch the delicate necklace at my throat. "Of course."

"I need you to trust me." He tips my chin up. "Can you do that?"

The tenderness in his voice makes my chest tight. I nod, not trusting myself to speak.

"That's my girl," he murmurs, and heat floods my body at his words.

He guides me toward the entrance, and I try to ignore how perfectly his hand fits against my back. How natural it feels to lean into his strength.

This isn't real, I remind myself. Just a means to an end.

But as Irina opens the door with a bright smile, I can't help wondering why my heart is racing. Or if the intense feeling slashing at my heart is from jealousy or from Vadim's touch.

I paste on my best smile as Irina floats toward us, all elegance and grace in her designer outfit. Her scarlet hair catches the morning light, making it look like living fire.

"Vadim Petrovich! And Lacey." She kisses both my cheeks in greeting. The scent of her expensive perfume makes me dizzy. "I'd hoped I see you again after meeting you at Daddy's retrospective."

"Likewise," I manage, gripping her hand just a little tighter than I'd like.

"When Vadim called with the specifics, I knew exactly what to create." Her emerald eyes sparkle with genuine warmth. "He was very specific. And he also insisted that I incorporate some of your own design aesthetics as well.”

I blink in surprise, turning to look at Vadim. "My design aesthetic?"

Irina gestures for us to follow her deeper into the boutique. "He showed me some of your work."

My work?

"The dress you altered," Vadim explains quietly. "I had Lenka send it to Irina before this visit. Go. I’ll wait here.”

Heat floods my cheeks. I remember that the dress had been stained with both my spit and his cum after I put it back on. Did he have it cleaned before sending it out? Or did Irina see how we've ruined it?

"Please," Irina continues, leading me toward a private viewing room. "Follow me."

My throat tightens as I enter the room after her. There, displayed on an elegant mannequin, is a wedding dress that takes my breath away.

I can see echoes of my own designs in the silhouette. It's not quite what I would've done, but she's managed to capture some of the same thought processes I would've had.

But no matter how beautiful these dresses are, envy still claws at my neck whenever I look at Irina. I can't stop thinking about the way she fawned over Vadim at her father's retrospective.

And most importantly, I can't stop asking myself: Why me? Why not her?

"You seem to be very fond of Vadim," I say, unable to keep the jealous edge from creeping into my voice now that we’re alone. "Have you always been this invested in his life?"

"Why wouldn't I be?" Irina's emerald eyes meet mine in the mirror. "If it weren't for him⁠—"

"Your father never would've gotten the money to have a fresh start," I say. "I remember. You told me he saved your father's business."

"No, Lacey," she says quietly. "He didn't save Daddy's business. He saved Daddy. He saved me."

"What?"

Irina's perfect composure cracks, and pain flashes across her face. She looks away, and all I see is haunting sadness in her emerald eyes.

Those emerald eyes shut, and she take a slow shuddering breath before she starts speaking in a small quiet voice.

"When I was fourteen years old. Kirsan came to Daddy on Pyotr's orders."

What remains of my jealousy evaporates instantly.

"Kirsan worked for Pyotr?"

Somehow, Vadim left that part of the story out.

"Pyotr was the one who came up with the ingenious idea for their trafficking operations," Irina explains. "But he and Kirsan wanted to take it to the next level. To lend an air of legitimacy to their new brand and expand to a clientele with far deeper pockets. For that, they needed a designer. Someone who could make their twisted dreams come true."

My stomach churns. How many new models had I seen during my brief time in school? Have I ever paid attention to who they were?

How many disappeared without anyone noticing?

"Daddy didn't want to, of course. How could anyone with a heart agree to something as vile as this?" Her fingers tremble slightly as she reaches up, sniffling, to adjust the folds on the dress. "He said no to them. Refused to take their money, no matter how many zeroes they added. But the thing about a bratva pakhan is…"

"You're not allowed to deny them what they want."

"Exactly." Irina nods. "They threatened him in the one way that would break him. The one way they knew would force his hand."

Oh God...

"At first, it was small things. He'd get a phone call from my school about an emergency, and rush over there only to learn that the emergency never happened." Irina opens her eyes again and stares hard at the dress. "Then, cars started slowing down in front of our home. Always a black Cadillac." She pauses for a moment to gather herself. "And then the pictures came."

Her hands fall to the side and she crumples into a nearby chair. I rush over and kneel down before her as she resumes talking.

"Pictures of me at school. Pictures of me out with my friends. Pictures of me sleeping in my room. And on the back of each one was always a single word: choose."

I take hold of her hands. They're as cold as ice. She offers me a wan smile of acknowledgement, but her eyes are staring far away.

She's not looking at anything here, but at the memories of a horrific past that she could never escape.

"Daddy went to the police." Her voice was nothing but a strained whisper now. "Well, that was when we learned the police were already on Pyotr's payroll. Those monsters planned for us to look for help."

I gasp.

"They took us to Pankration, and Pyotr threatened to sell me unless Daddy agreed to work for them. With no other choice, Daddy agreed. But Pyotr was a devious monster. He never once got his own hands dirty."

"What do you mean?"

"He forced Daddy to make Vorobyov Ensemble the face of the trafficking operation." She shakes her head slowly, tears streaming down her face. "He put blood on Daddy's hands and kept his clean."

All I can do is I squeeze back at her icy fingers, wishing desperately that I can pour a shred—any shred—of warmth into them.

"For a while," she says. "He held true to his promise, and I was treated like a guest in Pankration. That was when I met Vadim.

"Vadim was the only good thing in my life at that point. He became the big brother I never had, and I taught him everything he needed to know about fashion."

"For two years, we dared to think that we could live like we were normal kids." She swallows. "Until Pyotr sold me anyways."

Horror slams through me like a physical blow at Irina's words.

"What? Why?"

"Why?" Irina's mouth purses in a line, and her eyes narrow in rage. "Because he could. Because it was a reminder to Daddy that he owned both of us."

The jealousy I felt towards her transforms into crushing shame. Here I was, acting petty over some perceived competition when she survived something unspeakably traumatic.

"When Vadim found out, he came looking for me." Irina continues. "But he wasn't fast enough. It took him two years to find me."

Irina's emerald eyes finally turn towards me again, shimmering with tears.

"By then, nothing could undo what my buyers did. All Vadim could do then was make sure that every one of them paid a price."

The weight of Irina's story crushes my chest until I can barely breathe.

"I'm so sorry," I whisper, my voice cracking. "I had no idea..."

Irina finally squeezes my hands, and I notice that her fingers aren't so icy anymore. “But now you do."

"That's why you worship him." I run my thumb gently over her hands, and blink away the tears that have started to well in my own eyes. "That's why you agreed to his plan, to design this dress for me."

"How can I not worship the man who gave me a chance at life?" She stands up, faces the dress, and smooths down the fabric with reverent hands. "How can I not help when he asked me to help him in this?"

"Thank you." I look at her. "For sharing that with me. I'm such an idiot for being jealous of you. I judged you without knowing."

"Your jealousy is natural, Lacey." Irina smiles warmly. “But trust me when I say that you have nothing to worry about from me."

The weight of what Vadim is truly fighting against settles over me. This isn't just about revenge or power. It's about stopping monsters who prey on innocent dreams.

Now I understand the protective fury I've seen in Vadim's eyes.

And finally, I understand why he chose me. It's exactly like he said when he took me from Nathan's apartment that rainy morning.

"Because I know you'll fight and defend those who needs defending the most. Because eleven hours and twenty-eight minutes after your engagement ended, you were fighting for a dry cleaner that you didn't need to fight for. When you were cornered, you didn't back down or beg for mercy. You fought even when you knew you couldn't win. That's why it can only be you."

This is personal for him. Deeply, viscerally personal.

"How long has he been doing this?"

"Five years before Pyotr's death," she says. "Fifteen years total."

Fifteen years. The weight of those words crushes me under the implication. Almost two decades of fighting these monsters. Of trying to save as many girls as he could.

"Svoboda." I start slowly. "He started it when Pyotr was still alive?"

"Yes. Though Pyotr never knew the true purpose behind it." Irina's lips curve in a small, sad smile. "Vadim used his father's own greed against him. Convinced him it was just another way to expand the operation."

I remember the night on the couch with Megan in what feels like forever ago, when she was furiously helping me google everything about Vadim Stravinsky.

Neither of us had any idea about this. He kept it a secret from the world.

My chest tightens as I think about Vadim carrying this burden alone for so long. Fighting these battles in the dark while pretending to turn a blind eye to the horrific business Pyotr conducted.

No wonder he refuses to call that monster his father.

"How many?" I ask.

"Thousands." Irina squeezes my hands. "There's nothing and nowhere in this world that's untainted by these monsters. That's why Vadim refuses to rest until he's taken them all down."

"Will he?"

"He will. Vadim has always wanted to do the right thing." Irina's fingers still on the fabric. She hesitates, choosing her words carefully. "He's trying to prove something to someone. About what he is... and what he isn't."

The way she says it makes my chest tighten.

"Of all the sad and cruel stories these walls bear witness to, hers was the saddest and cruelest of them all. Please, for the sake of both yourself and Vadim Petrovich, don't ask him to repeat it."

"Is it his mom?" The words slip out before I can stop them. “I keep hearing hints at this terrible story about her. And after what you just told me. I can't imagine what kind of horrors she experienced."

Irina's hands freeze on my dress. The silence stretches between us, heavy with unspoken truths. Her emerald eyes meet mine in the mirror, and I see worry flash across her face.

"Some wounds run too deep to expose to light, Lacey. Let him tell you in his own time. On his own terms. If he ever chooses to." She returns to adjusting the hem, but her movements are sharper now, less graceful. "You should try on the dress. We have work to do."

The silk whispers against my skin as Irina helps me step into the wedding dress. My mind keeps circling back to what she revealed, about the horrors that happened in Pankration's halls.

But above all, I can't stop thinking about the story of Vadim's mother.

The pieces are there, forming a dark picture I can't see.

A picture that I don't know if I'm ready to see.

"You think very loudly," Irina observes, adjusting the train. "Has anyone ever told you that?"

"Sorry. I just..." I bite my lip, swallowing the questions I want to ask. "I'm just thinking about what we'll need to do next."

"We'll get to that." She meets my eyes in the mirror as her fingers work at the buttons. "Does the bodice feel too tight?"

"No, it's perfect." I study my reflection, trying to focus on the dress rather than the questions burning in my throat. The beading catches the light, transforming me into something ethereal and otherworldly. Someone worthy of standing beside a pakhan.

No, not someone worthy of standing next to a pakhan.

Someone worthy of standing next to Vadim.

My hand drifts to touch the delicate necklace he gave me, the one that reminds me of Mom's. He'd promised to help me get the original back. Just like he helped Irina and her father.

From the corner of my eye, I spot Irina reach over and grab a bible off a bookshelf.

"There is a hidden pocket in the silhouette of your dress." Irina explains as she slips the bible through the pocket.

I feel it dropping into the folded material. But in the mirror, the dress doesn't change in shape at all. A flutter of hope rushes through my heart.

"Holy shit." I breathe. "I think this could work."

"It will." Irina reaches forward and makes another minor adjustment, tugging at the fabric. "I'm sure of it. Now come, we need to practice the swap."

I nod, but uncertainty gnaws at my insides.

As much as my own worries about what awaits us in Paris, as much as my heart bleeds for Irina and her suffering, I can't stop wondering about Vadim.

What kind of monsters did he grow up with? What other horrors shaped him into the man he is now?

What horrors continue to shape him?

And why does the thought of knowing his pain make me want to protect him, even as I try desperately to remind myself this marriage is anything but real?
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I step out of the fitting room, and my breath catches. Vadim is leaning against the wall, sleeves rolled up to expose his forearms, suit jacket discarded. His storm-gray eyes darken as they sweep over me, and heat rushes through my body at his intense gaze.

How many other girls had he saved?

How many can I help him save by doing this?

"I have a podium I can use as a stand-in for the lectern," Irina announces, breaking through my spiraling thoughts. "But it's the motion of slipping the bible in and out of the dress that's the most important part."

"Thank you, Irina Savinovna." Vadim's voice is low and rough. He hasn't taken his eyes off me.

"I'll go ahead and get it all set up," Irina says, gathering her things. "But please, take your time discussing any other details you need to."

She gives me a knowing look before slipping out, leaving us alone.

The air feels charged between us. Vadim pushes off from the wall and takes a step toward me, his movement deliberate and graceful. My heart pounds against my ribs as he approaches.

I turn to face Vadim fully, my wedding dress rustling with the movement. "Irina told me everything. About how you saved her." My voice drops. "About the girls you're rescuing."

His expression shifts, a flash of vulnerability crossing his features before his mask slips back into place.

"And?" His question hangs between us.

"What you're doing matters." I meet his gaze steadily. "If I can help save even one person..."

His hands come up to frame my face, thumbs brushing my cheeks. "Thank you, zvyozdochka."

The raw gratitude in his voice makes my chest tight. But a fresh question burns on my tongue. One about his mother, about the monsters still haunting him.

But something in his eyes stops me.

This isn't the time.

Instead, I reach up and squeeze his wrist gently. The moment stretches between us, charged with things unsaid.

"Ready." Irina's voice beckons us.

Vadim's hands fall away from my face, but his eyes linger on mine for a heartbeat longer before he steps back. "Shall we?"

My fingers intertwine with Vadim's as we walk to where Irina has positioned the podium. The silk of my wedding dress whispers against the floor with each step.

My heart flutters at how natural it feels to hold his hand, how perfectly our fingers interlock. The warmth of his palm against mine sends tingles up my arm, and I find myself squeezing his hand just a little tighter than I need to.

"The ceremony follows strict Orthodox tradition," Vadim explains. "We circle the lectern three times, and on the third circle, we place our hands on the bible to receive his blessing, that's when Demyon creates a distraction."

“And we make the swap?"

"Yes." His thumb traces small circles on my hand, sending goosebumps up my arm. "Speed is essential."

I study the podium, imagining the real lectern in Paris. "Is it your hand on the bible, or mine?"

He looks at me, an impressed smile curling at his lips. "Yours."

"We should have a signal, so you know exactly when I'm ready."

"What did you have in mind?"

"Something subtle." An idea strikes me, and I brushing my thumb lightly across his hand. "Like this. Quick, but clear."

He lays his hand on mine and repeats the gesture. My heart flutters at it. It feels so natural. So right. Like it's something he's practiced a thousand times before.

The warmth of his touch makes my cheeks flush. I focus on the podium instead of how he's setting my skin alight.

"Yeah," I breathe. "Just like that."

The hours blur together as we practice the swap over and over. Each time, I circle the podium with Vadim, our steps falling into perfect sync as we move. My wedding dress rustles with each turn, the hidden pocket Irina designed becoming more familiar with every attempt. Every time we finish the third circle, I place my hand on the bible, give Vadim our signal, and make the exchange.

At first, I fumble with the fake bible, my fingers clumsy and uncertain. But Vadim's patient guidance and Irina's quiet encouragement help me improve. The weight of the real bible becomes familiar in my hands, and I learn exactly how to angle my body to shield the swap from view.

Irina calls out our times, and with each attempt, the number gets smaller. Vadim's expression grows more focused, more determined. His hands steady me when I stumble, his touch lingering just a moment longer than necessary. The air between us is thick with intensity as we move together, our bodies working in perfect harmony.

By midnight, we've got it down to less than a second. The movement has become muscle memory.

My fingers know exactly when to move, and the precise moment to return.

It's like a dance now, one where Vadim and I are perfectly in tune with each other's rhythms.

Irina watches us complete another perfect exchange, her green eyes wide with amazement.

"Less than half a second!" She nods her head, red curls bouncing. "I think we'll really be able to do this."

My chest swells with pride at her words. Hours of practice have transformed our movements into something seamless and graceful. Each time Vadim's hand finds mine, each careful step we take around the podium, feels as natural as breathing.

"It's late," she says. "I need to get home soon. Lock up for me on your way out?"

"Of course," Vadim says. Irina offers us both a warm smile before she walks away.

And just like that, Vadim and I are alone.

His storm-gray eyes haven't left my face, and the intensity of his gaze makes my skin tingle. We're still standing close – so close I can smell his spicy cologne and feel the heat radiating from his body.

He circles behind me and spins me around to look at our reflection in the mirror. His presence fills the space, making the elaborate bridal boutique feel intimate and charged.

"You look..." His voice trails off as he looks at me in the mirror.

"Surprisingly well put together?" The words come out breathier than I intended. My heart thunders in my chest as his fingers brush against mine.

The dress rustles softly as I shift my weight, hyperaware of how the silk clings to my curves. Vadim's eyes darken as they follow the movement, and suddenly the room feels too warm, too small, too charged with everything unsaid between us.

"So much more than that." His hands settle on my shoulders, warm and steady through the delicate fabric. "We look right together."

I can't deny it—we do. His tall, commanding presence perfectly complements my softer curves. Like we were designed to stand beside each other this way.

"I can't believe it's all coming to an end soon," I admit softly. "I still don't know what to make of any of it. Or you. And yet…"

His thumbs trace small circles on my shoulders. "And yet?"

"And yet..." I bite my lip, watching our reflection. "I don't think I'm ready for it to end. I don't think I'm ready to go back to reality."

The confession hangs between us, more honest than I meant to be. His hands tighten slightly on my shoulders, and I see something flash across his face—surprise, desire, or maybe both.

"You don't have to," he murmurs, his breath warm against my ear. "Not if you don't want to."

I turn in his arms to face him, struggling to find the right words.

"I'm torn," I whisper. "It's like there are two versions of me fighting for control. One wants to run as fast and far as possible when this is over because you're dangerous and intense and everything I shouldn't want."

My fingers twist against his. "But the other part..." Heat floods my cheeks as I recall kneeling before him in the jewelry store. "The other part wants to stay because it craves things I never knew I wanted."

His eyes darken at my words, but he remains silent, letting me continue.

"When you put that ring on my hand..." My voice catches. "You looked at me like I was the most beautiful thing you'd ever seen. Almost as if you weren't whispering all those dirty things in my ear a few hours before. It was everything I didn't know I wanted. To be proper⁠—"

"—And improper at the same time." He finishes my sentence.

"Yes." I nod. "To look as regal as a queen while knowing that you used me like a cheap whore. To be free of guilt for daring to enjoy something for me."

"To be selfish." His hands tighten on my shoulders possessively. "For once in your life."

"And that terrifies me," I admit. "Because I've never felt this way before. And I know that sooner rather than later, I'll have to choose."

His fingers trail up my neck, and my breath hitches. "What do you feel right now?"

"I want to be here with you," I whisper, the words tumbling out before I can stop them.

He steps closer, the expensive fabric of his suit brushing against the delicate beading of my dress. His other hand finds my waist, and heat blooms wherever he touches. "And now?"

"I want to stay here with you," I repeat, my voice trembling. The scent of his cologne fills my senses—spicy and masculine and dangerously addictive.

His lips ghost over my ear, barely touching but sending electricity down my spine. His fingers tangle in my hair, tilting my head back. "Tell me again."

"I want to stay here with you." The words come out breathless as desire pools low in my belly.

His mouth hovers over mine, so close I can feel the warmth of his breath. "One more time."

"I want⁠—"

His lips capture mine before I can finish, and everything else falls away. The kiss is both tender and demanding, gentle yet possessive. His tongue traces the seam of my lips and I open for him with a soft moan.

This is what I've been craving. To be cherished and corrupted at the same time. To feel precious and filthy in the same heartbeat. His hands tighten in my hair and on my waist as he deepens the kiss and I can't help but moan into his mouth as he presses me against the mirror. The cool glass contrasts sharply with the heat of his body. His hands grip my hips, bunching the delicate fabric of my dress.

My heart pounds against my ribs as his fingers trace patterns on my thighs. The reverent way he touches me makes me feel precious, even as his darkened eyes promise me his rough desires.

"My bride," he whispers against my skin. "My accomplice. My little star."

Those words shouldn't affect me this way. This isn't how I should be feeling right now. But when he holds me like this—like I'm something rare and precious he wants to both protect and defile—I can't remember why I ever tried fighting these feelings.

His hand pulls me closer and I arch into his touch. The mirror is cool against my back through the dress. My fingers clutch at his shoulders, needing him closer.

"Tell me you want this," he demands softly, his voice thicker with desire.

"I want this," I breathe. "I want you."

His responding growl of approval sends shivers down my spine. When his mouth claims mine again, I surrender completely to the kiss, to him, to everything I've been trying so hard to resist.
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Vadim’s lips brush against the delicate silk of my dress, his breath warm through the fabric as he trails lower. My fingers fist in his hair, torn between pulling him closer and pushing him away. My heart hammers in my chest, the weight of his gaze kneeling before me making me feel both worshipped and exposed.

“Careful,” I breathe, my voice trembling. “We’ll need the dress for Paris.”

He looks up at me through his lashes, a wicked smile tugging at his lips. “I can ask Irina to make you another,” he murmurs, his hands sliding up my thighs, bunching the fabric of the dress as he goes. “As many as you want, as many as I can ruin.”

His words send a shiver down my spine, and I bite my lip to stifle a moan. “Is that a threat or a promise?”

“Both.” His fingers trace patterns on my inner thighs, making my breath hitch. “This is what you want, isn't it? To be proper and improper at the same time.”

"Yes."

His hands grip my hips, pulling me closer to the edge of the mirror. The cool glass presses against my back, contrasting sharply with the heat of his body. His lips find the delicate skin just above my knee, and I gasp.

“I’ve wanted this since the moment you walked into Mrs. Klossner’s, since the moment you sent me that tantalizing picture.” He confesses, his voice low and rough. “Do you remember what I said to you at dinner? What I wanted to do?”

I nod, my cheeks burning with every word.

"Say it." He commands.

“You want to bury your face between my thighs. To devour me. To feel my dripping cunt quivering against your tongue when I come. To drink me dry and hear me scream until my throat is hoarse."

“And I will.” His lips brush higher, his breath hot against my skin. “‘Right here, right now. On my knees to worship you like the queen you are.”

"While your mouth makes me moan and scream like the whore you want."

He remembers. He remembers every word, every moment between us.

“You can have everything that you want,” he continues, his lips grazing the inside of my thigh. “Because you're mine.”

His hands slip under the dress, and I whimper as his fingers brush against the lace of my underwear. The tension between us is unbearable, and I can feel myself trembling with need. His hands grip my hips, and I arch into his touch as he pulls the lace aside.

Every nerve in my body feels like it’s on fire, and I can’t stop the moan that escapes my lips.

“That’s it,” he murmurs against my skin, his voice dark and possessive. “Let me hear you. Let me taste you.”

His words are as intoxicating as his touch, and I feel myself unraveling beneath his hands and mouth. The weight of the dress, the coolness of the mirror, the heat of his body—it’s all too much and not enough at the same time.

“Vadim,” I gasp, my fingers clutching at his shoulders. “I⁠—”

“Don't think,” he soothes, his lips brushing against my skin. “Just feel.”

His hands tremble slightly as they push the delicate fabric of my wedding dress up my thighs. The silk whispers against my skin, and I feel exposed, vulnerable—but not afraid. Not with him. Vadim’s storm-gray eyes lock onto mine, and for the first time, I see something raw and unguarded in them. His usual mask of control is gone, replaced by something deeper, more desperate.

The weight of the moment presses down on us both. This isn’t just about desire. It’s about trust.

His hands grip my hips, steadying me, and I feel the faintest tremble in his fingers. It’s subtle, but it’s there.

His breath ghosts over my inner thigh, and I shiver. He hesitates for a fraction of a second, his lips hovering above my skin, as if he’s afraid to cross this line. Afraid of what it might mean. His hands tighten on my hips, and he looks up at me, his eyes fierce, possessive, and yet... uncertain.

Slowly, I nod, and he begins to kiss his way up my thigh.

Thick fingers push my legs apart to give him better access. I bite back a moan as his hands slide up my waist.

He growls, the sound possessive, and his mouth moves higher, hotter, until he finds the center of my need.

The first flick of his tongue steals my breath. He’s not gentle. Not in the way I expected. There’s an intensity to him, a raw, almost primal need that he’s finally letting himself feel. His hands grip me tighter, his mouth works me harder, and I can feel the tension in him, the way he’s holding himself back even as he devours me.

His name escapes my lips in a breathless gasp, and he growls in response, the sound sending a shiver down my spine. His tongue presses harder, faster, and I feel myself unraveling, my fingers clutching at his hair, my hips rocking against his mouth.

And then, he stops. Just as I’m teetering on the edge, he pulls back, his breath ragged, his eyes dark with need. He looks up at me, his expression fierce, vulnerable, and utterly undone.

“You’re mine,” he growls, his voice rough, broken. “Do you understand that, zvyozdochka? Mine.”

I nod, too breathless to speak, and he surges forward again, his mouth claiming me completely.

"Oh!"

Again and again, his tongue flicks against me, and I can no longer hold back the ragged cry of pleasure punching out from the back of my throat. My mind fades to a blissful emptiness and my legs tremble as he pushes me closer to the edge.

Sweat beads on my forehead, and I feel the tension coiled tight in my belly.

"Oh fuck!" I'm close. So close.

“Good girl,” he murmurs, his voice rough with approval. “Just like that.”

Those words send me over the edge, and I shatter against his mouth, my body trembling with the force of my release. He doesn’t stop, but closes his mouth around my soaked cunt, and greedily drinks every last drop of pleasure from me until I’m limp and breathless.

He presses a final, lingering kiss to my inner thigh before looking up at me, his storm-gray eyes dark with desire.

In that moment, I'm thankful that I'm still panting and breathless from the orgasm he left me with. I'm thankful that I can't bring a single coherent word to my lips.

Because if I can, there are only three words I want to say.

And those are the three most dangerous words I can say to him.
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I follow Lenka through the winding hallways of Pankration, my heart racing with each step. When we reach Vadim's office, she opens the door and announces my presence before leaving us alone.

Vadim stands behind his massive mahogany desk, backlit by floor-to-ceiling windows. "Come here, zvyozdochka."

My pulse quickens at the endearment as I approach. He reaches into his desk drawer and pulls out something that catches the light.

My breath catches. "That's impossible..."

In his hands dangles Mom’s necklace—the delicate three-stone diamond pendant on its fine white gold chain. The same one Freddy pawned months ago.

"How did you..." My voice cracks as I reach out to touch it with trembling fingers. The familiar weight and sparkle bring tears to my eyes.

"I told you I'd get it back for you." Vadim moves behind me, his breath warm against my neck as he fastens the clasp. "When I make you a promise, I keep it."

"But how? The pawn shop said they'd already sold it." The center diamond catches the light exactly how I remember, creating tiny rainbows that dance across Vadim's desk.

"Let's just say I can be very persuasive when properly motivated." His fingers brush against my skin as he adjusts the chain.

He lifts the delicate necklace from my hand. "May I?"

I nod, turning away from him. My hair falls to the side, exposing the curve of my neck. I should feel vulnerable. But I don't.

I feel safe.

His fingers brush against my skin as he works the clasp, and I can't help shiver at the warmth of his touch. When it finally clicks into place, his hands linger on my shoulders.

"Look," he whispers, turning me toward the mirror.

The diamonds catch the light, transforming into a constellation of stars against my skin.

I reach up to touch the delicate chain, remembering how it used to rest on Mom's neck.

The diamonds may not be as impressive as what a pakhan's wife is expected to wear, but they are far more precious.

"Vadim, I have a request to make."

"Yes, zvyozdochka?"

"I want to wear this to the wedding. I want to have a piece of my mom with me. For luck.”

His eyes soften as he studies my face. Slowly, his expression shifts from stern to understanding.

“Of course,” he says, his voice gentle in a way that makes my chest ache.

"Thank you," I whisper.

"You look beautiful in it, zvyozdochka," he whispers. "My little star."

"Your accomplice," I repeat his words in Irina's store. "Your wife. Fake as this marriage is."

"Do you still feel that this marriage could be fake?"

"Isn't it?" I turn. "Don't husbands and wives share everything between them? Aren't we supposed to carry each other's burdens? You promised me honesty, Vadim, and I've shown you mine. What will it take for you to show me yours? What will it take for you to tell me what haunts you?"

The words slip out before I can stop them, hanging heavy in the air between us. His hands go rigid against my waist.

His entire body stiffens, and the temperature in the room seems to drop. The warmth from moments ago vanishes as his face transforms into an expressionless mask.

But his eyes... God, his eyes hold such raw pain it makes my chest ache.

I've crossed a line. The realization hits me. This man who expertly wields power and control, who can make people disappear with a word, suddenly looks... vulnerable. Lost.

My hand moves of its own accord to cup his cheek. "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have⁠—"

"No." His voice comes out rough, almost strangled. He steps back, breaking contact, and my hand falls empty to my side. "You're right. I did promise you honesty. And I haven't held up my promise. So, what do you want to know?"

"Your mother." I confess. "Lenka told me her story is the saddest and cruelest one that this place has ever known. You yourself pulled away at dinner the other night when I mentioned her. And even Irina seems to know at least a hint of the awful things that must've happened to her. But not me."

My heart aches as I watch Vadim struggle with his pain. His shoulders are rigid, jaw clenched tight as he stares out the window.

My mother's necklace catches the light, reminding me of the lengths he went to retrieve it. He did that for me, twisted arms and probably broke a few to bring back this piece of my past.

Yet here I am, carelessly prodding at his wounds without considering the cost.

"Vadim..." I whisper, not sure what I'm asking for, but needing him to know I'm here.

The need to comfort him, to somehow ease that haunted look in his eyes, overwhelms me. I want to pull him close, to tell him it's okay to hurt, to let him know he's not alone.

But I can't move, can't breathe, can't do anything but watch as he wrestles with demons I don't yet understand.

When he finally speaks, his voice comes out rough, like each word costs him something precious.

"My mother Polina was sixteen when Pyotr first saw her." His hands grip the edge of his desk until his knuckles turn white. "She was one of Kirsan's girls."

The implications floor me. My stomach churns as pieces start falling into place.

"Pyotr paid for exclusive access to her." Vadim's voice grows hollow. "He brought her here, to Pankration. Behind these walls, he did everything in his power to remind her that she wasn't even a person to him."

He trails off, but I understand. The cruelest story these walls have witnessed.

"She tried to kill herself." His voice cracks. "Stole a letter cutter one day from his office, and opened her veins in the bath, but Pyotr caught her." He shakes his head, unable to continue. "He brought her back to life as a reminder that she didn’t even have the right to die without his permission."

I understand now. Why he keeps people at arm's length, why he reacts the way he does at the mention of his mother.

“Later, he laid her out before the entire household of Pankration, bloody and clinging to life, and raped her for all of them to see." His words come out barely above a whisper. "That was the night he made me."

Tears burn behind my eyes as I watch this powerful man laid bare by his past. I want to reach for him, to somehow ease the weight of this burden he carries. But I stay still, giving him the space to continue.

"She eventually did escape this place with the help of my stepmother Olga." Vadim's voice grows quieter, more pained. "Not because Olga cared for her, but because Olga wanted to spite Pyotr for his infidelity. But the damage was already done. Pyotr never stopped hunting her. Never stopped hunting for me. And for my entire life, she hated me. Every time she looked at me, all she saw was him. His face. His voice. His hands."

"You were a baby," I whisper. "None of it was your fault."

"One day." His hand shakes beneath mine as he continues. "He found us. And she could finally be rid of me."

He swallows hard. "I screamed for her to save me, to not let this stranger take me away. But she turned away. She couldn't even look at me."

The pain in his voice makes my chest ache.

"I tried reaching out to Polina throughout the years. Again and again." His voice cracks. "But she rejected me every time. The final time I reached out to her, she told me she wished I'd never been born. That I was nothing but a reminder of the worst moment of her life. That she wishes she could've died, or better yet, killed me in her womb when she still had the chance."

I can't bear to see him hurting like this. Without thinking, I cup his face in my hands, thumbs brushing away the tears from his cheeks. The same way he comforted me when I cried about Mom's necklace. His skin is warm beneath my touch, and I feel him tremble slightly.

Those storm-gray eyes that usually hold such power and control now shine with raw vulnerability. This man who commands an empire, who makes people disappear with a word, who can reduce me to begging with just a look—he's carrying such deep wounds.

I want to gather him in my arms, to somehow shield him from all that pain. To tell him that he's not the monster his mother sees. That he's nothing like Pyotr.

My heart aches as I think of a young boy screaming for his mother to save him, only to watch her turn away. No child deserves that. No one deserves to carry that kind of rejection.

I stare at this powerful man before me, seeing him truly for the first time. Not as the dangerous pakhan who kidnapped me, or the seductive force who made me beg in a jewelry store. But as someone who carries wounds as deep as my own.

My chest aches with an unfamiliar tenderness. This isn't the heat that floods me when he calls me zvyozdochka, or the thrill that races through me when he touches me.

This is something different. Something that makes me want to protect him, to somehow ease the pain he carries.

The realization hits me hard: I've fallen for him. Not for the pakhan, or the billionaire, or the man who made it his life's work to save thousands from a fate that his mother suffered.

I've fallen for Vadim.

For the man who retrieved something for me because it's precious to me.

For the man who survived all this pain and still fights to save others from similar fates.

My fingers intertwine with his, and I feel him squeeze back ever so slightly. The gesture feels more intimate than any of our heated encounters. This isn't about desire or power or our elaborate ruse. This is real.

For the first time since arriving at Pankration, I don't want to run. I want to stay. To understand. To help him heal, even as he helps me reclaim pieces of my own past.

I look up into those storm-gray eyes, seeing past their usual mask of control to the vulnerability beneath. My heart swells with an emotion I'm not ready to name, but can no longer deny.

My fingers trace the diamond pendant at my throat, feeling its weight.

The contrast hangs heavy between us. Where I found love after abandonment, Vadim found only more pain. The weight of it shows in the tight line of his jaw, the shadows behind his eyes.

"You were lucky," he says finally, voice rough. "To have found people who wanted you. Who chose you."

"I was," I agree, my heart aching for the boy who never got that chance. "But Vadim, what happened to you…" I struggle to find the right words. "That's not because you were unwanted. It was because you were being trapped. There's a difference."

He stares at me for a long moment, like he's never considered this perspective before. Like maybe, just maybe, his mother's rejection wasn't about him at all, but about her own trauma. The realization seems to hit him physically, making his shoulders sink slightly.

I want to tell him more. About how Mom's love helped heal the wound of my original abandonment. About how being chosen can mend what being left behind breaks. But I see in his eyes that he's not ready to hear it.

His wounds run too deep.

My hands cup his face, and before he can react, I press my lips to his. The kiss is gentle. It isn't about desire or power.

It's about comfort, understanding, and connection.

Vadim's body goes rigid for a moment before he responds, his hands gripping my waist. But then he tears himself away, breathing heavily.

"Lacey, stop." His voice is strained. "If you keep doing this, I won't be able to control myself."

I step closer, my heart pounding. "Maybe I don't want you to."

"You don't understand." He backs away, running a hand through his hair. "I'm afraid I'll hurt you. The things I want to do to you..." His eyes darken with barely contained desire. "I can't risk becoming like him."

The pain in his voice breaks my heart. Even now, Pyotr's shadow looms over him. But I refuse to let that monster destroy this moment between us.

"You won't hurt me," I whisper, moving closer. "You promised you'd only hurt me if I asked you to. Remember?"

His eyes meet mine, storm-gray clouded with conflict. "Lacey..."

"I trust you, Vadim." My fingers trace the line of his jaw. "Do you trust yourself?"
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LACEY


The hard wood of his desk presses into my thighs as Vadim crowds me back against it.

His height looms over me, blocking out everything else until my world narrows to just him. The raw vulnerability I glimpsed moments ago has transformed into something else—something hungry and fierce that makes my heart race.

His hands grip my waist, lifting me onto the desk's edge. Papers scatter to the floor, but neither of us cares. All I can focus on is how his touch sets my skin on fire, how desperately I want to heal the wounds we both carry.

"Tell me to stop," he whispers. "Tell me this isn't what you want."

But I can't lie, not about this, not to him. Not when every cell in my body craves his touch. Not when I want to show him that he deserves to be chosen, to be wanted.

His lips trace a burning path down my throat, and I arch into him with a gasp. The necklace he retrieved for me catches the light, reminding me of his kindness even as his teeth graze my skin.

How can one man be so many things at once? The dangerous pakhan and the wounded son. The man who threatens to pierce me in jewelry stores and the one who wipes away my tears. I want all of him, every complicated, contradictory piece.

"Vadim," I breathe as his kisses drift lower. "You're not him."

He freezes for a moment, tension rippling through his muscles. Then his mouth claims mine in a kiss that steals my breath. There's desperation in it, need and vulnerability and something deeper that makes my heart ache.

I want to wrap him in tenderness, even as his touch sets me aflame. Want to prove that he's worthy of gentleness even as he makes me crave his roughness. Want to heal his heart even as he makes mine race wildly out of control.

My body trembles as Vadim's kisses grow more urgent, desperate. His hands grip my waist tighter, pulling me to the edge of the desk until I'm pressed flush against him. Papers crinkle beneath me, but I barely notice, lost in the sensation of his touch.

"Let me show you," I whisper again between kisses, my fingers tangling in his hair.

His mouth traces down my neck, and I gasp when his teeth graze my skin. The necklace catches against his lips, and the metal warms between us. Such a simple thing, yet it revealed so much about who he really is.

"Zvyozdochka," he breathes against my throat, the endearment making my heart flutter. His voice is thicker now, rougher with need. One hand slides up my back while the other grips my thigh, and I arch into him instinctively.

I can feel him trembling too, holding back. Even now, he's afraid of hurting me, of becoming the monster his mother sees in him. But I trust him—trust the man who broke arms to retrieve my necklace, who gives me choices even when he could take them away.

My legs wrap around his waist, drawing him closer.

"I want this," I tell him, my voice husky with desire. "I want you."

His storm-gray eyes meet mine, dark with hunger but also a vulnerability that makes my chest ache. I frame his face in my hands, thumbs stroking his cheeks where tears fell earlier.

"You're nothing like him," I whisper fiercely. "Nothing."

"You can't know that," he whispers roughly, but his hands tighten on my waist. "You don't know what I'm capable of."

"I know exactly what you're capable of." My fingers trace the hard line of his jaw. "You protect women from monsters." I lean closer, breathing in his familiar scent. "You're giving me choices that he would never have given, even now."

A tremor runs through his powerful frame. His forehead presses against mine, and I feel his uneven breaths fan across my lips.

"Lacey..." He whispers.

My name comes out like a prayer and a warning wrapped into one. His voice thickens around the syllables.

"Show me," I breathe, sliding my hands down his chest. "Show me who you really are."

His control snaps. His mouth crashes into mine with desperate hunger, and I meet him with equal fervor. Papers scatter as he presses me back against the desk, and I welcome his weight, his heat, his need. My legs tighten around his waist.

I want to erase every scar his past has left on him. Want to replace memories of rejection with ones of acceptance. Want to show him that he deserves to be chosen, to be wanted, to be loved.

The thought should terrify me. Instead, it fills me with certainty as his kisses trail fire down my body.

"Vadim," I moan as his hands roam lower. "Please..."

The weight of him pressing me against the desk feels deliciously overwhelming. Every touch ignites another spark of desire that races through my body.

"Tell me what you want.” His hands squeezes my hips tightly enough to leave bruises if he wants to.

"You," I manage to whisper. "Just you."

He kisses lower. My fingers tangle in his hair, urging him on. His hands slide up my sides, leaving trails of fire in their wake. I arch into his touch, wanting more. Needing more. The desk's edge digs into my thighs but I barely notice, lost in the sensations he's creating.

"Zvyozdochka," he murmurs against my skin.

The endearment sends shivers down my spine. His touch is both possessive and reverent, like he can't quite believe I'm real.

"Tell me again," Vadim rasps. "Tell me I'm not like him."

My heart clenches at the vulnerability in his voice, even as his touch sets me ablaze.

"You're nothing like him," I whisper fiercely, tangling my fingers in his hair. "You're good, Vadim. So good."

He groans, the sound vibrating against my skin. The diamond at my throat catches between us as he trails lower. My legs quiver when his hot breath laves my thighs.

"Don't make me wait anymore," I breathe.

His storm-gray eyes look up from between my legs. They're dark with something that makes my chest ache with emotions I'm not ready to name. One hand cups my ass while the other slides higher up my thigh.

"Lacey," he growls, voice thick as he spreads my legs further apart. "If we start this..."

"Then do it," I whisper.

Vadim's mouth descends on me, his tongue tracing slow, lazy circles that make my entire body thrum with need. His hands grip my thighs, holding me open for him as he tastes me like I'm his favorite dessert.

"You're so sweet," he murmurs, his breath hot against my skin. "So fucking delicious."

I moan, my fingers tangling in his hair as I urge him closer. He eats me like he's savoring every taste, every touch, like he wants to brand me with his mouth. Like he wants to erase every trace of Nathan from my skin and replace it with his own mark.

"Lose yourself in me," I whisper, my hips arching off the desk. "I trust you, Vadim. Use me. Taste me. Make me scream."

He growls at that, the sound vibrating against my sensitive flesh. "Are you ready to fall apart for me, zvyozdochka? Are you ready to scream?"

"Yes!"

His tongue pushes deeper past the wet folds of my lips, his fingers digging into my thighs as he holds me open for his mouth. I cry out, my body arching into him as pleasure sparks through me.

"That's it, my little star," he murmurs, his voice thick with desire. "Let go for me."

I moan, my fingers tightening in his hair. "Vadim, please..."

"I want to hear you scream my name," he growls, his fingers tightening on my thighs. "Want to feel you come undone."

His tongue swirls against my clit. My hips buck against his mouth, seeking more of his touch.

"That's it," he growls, his voice rough with need. "Come for me, zvyozdochka. Let me feel you fall apart."

I cry out as pleasure sparks through me, my body arching off the desk. Vadim growls, his mouth claiming me. His tongue sweeps into my mouth to let me taste my own arousal.

His hands push my thighs further apart. My fingers tangle in his hair, holding him against me as I ride out the waves of pleasure.

"That's my good girl," he murmurs, his voice thick with satisfaction as his cock throbs against my entrance. "But we're not done yet."

I reach down, my fingers shaking as I undo his belt. I can feel his eyes on me, burning with a hunger that matches my own. His cock springs free, heavy and thick in my hand. A drop of precum glistens at the tip like a diamond.

My mouth waters at the sight. I want to taste him, to feel him on my tongue. I want to show him just how good I can be.

"You're so big," I breathe, stroking him. "I want you inside me, Vadim."

He growls at that, the sound sending shivers down my spine. "Say it again."

"I want you inside me," I whisper, pumping my hand faster. "I want to feel you stretch me open, fill me up."

"You'll have to earn it." His voice is rough with need. "Beg for it, zvyozdochka."

"Please," I whisper, my cheeks heating as I squeeze him tighter. "I need you, Vadim."

"Not yet." He bites his lip, his eyes darkening as he watches my hand pump him furiously. "Not until you beg."

"I am begging, Vadim." My voice comes out breathless, thick with need. "I need you inside me. Please."

"You know how I want you to beg." His voice is strained as he fights for control. "On your hands and knees."

"Vadim," I moan, pumping my hand faster. "Oh God, Vadim, please."

“Don’t stop, zvyozdochka." His voice is rough, his hand tangling in my hair as he pulls me closer. "Keep going."

I moan, my body trembling with need. "Vadim, I need you. Please, I can't wait any longer."

"Then don't." He presses a kiss to my forehead, his breath hot against my skin. "Take what you want."

Vadim's cock twitches in my hand, and I sink to my knees, my fingers wrapping around the base of his shaft as I take him into my mouth.

His hands fist in my hair. I can feel his eyes on me, burning with a hunger that matches my own.

I swirl my tongue around the tip, teasing him, before I take him deeper, my lips gliding over the velvety smooth skin. His cock grows harder in my mouth but his hand doesn't move, as if to remind both of us the amount of power I hold in this moment.

Slowly, I wrap my fingers around his length, stroking him from root to tip. His breath catches, and I smile against his skin, knowing I've affected him.

"You like me on my knees like this?" I whisper as I look up at him, my thumb brushing over the tip. "Worshipping your cock like the greedy little cumslut that I am?"

"Yes," he growls, his voice strained as he fights for control as his precum coats my fingers.

I smile, knowing he won't be able to hold back much longer. Slowly, I lean forward, my tongue swirling around the tip of his cock, my fingers stroking his length as I suck him deeper. I can feel his pulse throbbing against my tongue, his breath coming in harsh gasps.

I can feel him trembling as I tease him, his hands tightening in my hair.

He growls, his hands fisting tighter in my hair. "You're playing with fire, zvyozdochka."

"But this time." I plant a kiss on the wet salty tip. "You're the one who's going to get burned."

I take the head of his cock back in my mouth, turning my tongue around it in slow, lazy circles. His hands tighten in my hair, his hips arching toward me as he tries to set the pace.

But I'm the one in control here, and I won't be rushed.

I take my time, teasing him with my tongue, my lips, my hands while I watch him unbutton his shirt to expose his muscular body.

My breath catches at the sight of his sculpted torso, but it's the stories written on his skin that make my heart race.

A long scar traces his collarbone, pale against his flesh. Another cuts across his ribs on the left side—a knife wound? How much violence has he seen? How many battles has he fought and won?

But it's the tattoos that truly captivate me. An intricate cross spans his right pectoral, surrounded by letters that I can't read. On his left bicep, a roaring bear rears up, claws extended. The artistry is stunning—each hair and muscle rendered in stark black ink that ripples as he moves.

Near his heart, a small star catches my eye—similar to the endearment he calls me. The skin around it looks older, faded, like it was his first.

A sprawling design covers his right side—what looks like a cathedral with onion domes reaching toward stylized clouds. The detail is incredible. Every brick and every window is meticulously inked.

My fingers itch to trace each mark, to learn their stories. His body is a roadmap of his past, and I want to explore every inch.

A particularly wicked scar curves around his left side, disappearing behind his back. The puckered flesh speaks of a deep wound, one that should have been fatal. My heart clenches at how close he must have come to death.

"Enjoy the view?" His breath comes in harsh pants.

Shit. When did I stop?

Giving him a long sultry look, I run my tongue along the slit of his cock and resume sucking with renewed enthusiasm. His taste leaves warm salty trails on my tongue, and I moan with every bob of my head, the vibrations sending shivers through him.

"Fuck," he growls, his hips arching toward me. "You're going to make me lose control."

I release his cock with a playful pop, and run my tongue over my lips slowly as I look up into his eyes.

"That's the idea."

Before he can say anything else, I take him deeper inside, my lips gliding over his length until I can feel his pulse throbbing against back of my throat.

Reaching up, I place my hands on the hard ridges of his abs, and give him just a slight nudge. Obediently, he falls backwards until he collapses into the seat.

The entire time, I never let his cock slip out of my mouth. I push his legs further and open my mouth wider to give myself better access. My tongue feathers the smooth shaft while the sinful cocktail of precum and spit run down the corner of my mouth to coat my chin and his heavy balls.

His entire body tenses with need. His fingers tighten in my hair, and I know he's trying to pull me off, but I hold on, sucking him deep as I stroke his length.

"You're going to make me cum," he whispers, voice straining with exertion to keep himself in check.

I respond by speeding up my torture. He growls, his fingers tightening in my hair as he pulls me off his cock.

"Enough games, Lacey. I won't be satisfied cumming in your mouth."

I don't need to be told twice. I scooch up onto the desk, spread my legs to reveal my pussy, and dip my fingers down to find myself completely soaked.

"Is this where you looked through my photos?" I ask him breathily as I start playing with my slit.

"Yes."

"Was it enough?" I wrap my other hand around his thick hard cock, guiding him, groaning with need, to my entrance.

"No." He admits as I bring his tip inside of my weeping folds. Even just the tip feels impossibly large, and my heart skips at the thought of taking the rest of him inside of me.

"And what will be enough?"

"The real thing." He inches himself deeper, driving the air from my lungs.

"Then what are you waiting for?" I coo. "Take it. It's yours. It's always been yours."

"Mine." He pushes into me slowly, filling me with his length. "My zvyozdochka. My good girl."

I moan, my body stretching to accommodate him. Holy fuck, he's massive. My hands reach up to grip his shoulders, my fingernails digging into his skin as I throw my head back to let loose a long cry of pleasure.

I'm helpless to do anything but surrender to it until he's buried to the hilt. He stretches me beyond what I thought I could take, and still, I want more. I want to scream for him to go harder, faster, to never stop. But each thrust leaves me fighting for breath. Helpless, I squeeze, relishing in the bursts of pleasure rushing through my body at how perfect it feels to have him inside.

It's like I've been waiting for this my entire life, and now that he's here, I never want to let him go.

"You're so tight, zvyozdochka," he breathes, his voice thick with need as he starts to move. "So fucking wet. So fucking perfect. Like you were made for me."

"Yes," I moan, my fingers tangling in his hair as he starts to move. "Oh God, yes."

He groans, his hips setting a steady rhythm as he thrusts into me. "That's it, zvyozdochka. Take it all."

I cry out, my body arching to meet his thrusts. "Fuck me. Fuck me! Harder!"

He grips my hips tighter and starts to speed up, his cock spearing into me with relentless force and driving the air out of my lungs with every thrust. "Is this what you wanted?"

"Yes…" I cry out, half a whimper and half a scream, my body trembling with need. "Don't stop! Don't you fucking stop! Make me take that dick like the cock-hungry whore that I am."

He growls, his hips snapping forward as he pounds into me. Thick fingers interlock with mine, and his powerful inked arms frame me like twin pillars. The sound of sex fills the room. Ragged cries tumble from our lips and twist into an incoherent litany of need and desire. The sound of flesh on flesh echoes off the walls, a perfectly unrestrained counterpoint to the rhythm of the desk shaking beneath us.

My cries tangle with his growls. I'm aware of the wetness leaking from my pussy, coating my thighs, my ass, and the surface of the desk. His skin is hot against mine, and his muscles bunch and flex as he moves within me.

"Who do you belong to?" he whispers with every thrust.

"You!" I cry out, my body shaking and my voice hoarse from our passion

"What are you to me?"

"Your wife." I pant.

"What else?"

I feel the tension building inside me, a sweet ache that demands release, and I know, I know I'm close. So close. I can feel the warmth of his breath on my skin, his hands gripping my hips, his words—oh, those wicked, wicked words—spinning a web of desire around me.

"Your star." I cry. "Your queen."

"What else?" He demands, his motion growing faster and more erratic. His cock is getting harder.

He's close. And so am I.

"Your whore!" I scream.

"That's right, zvyozdochka." His cock is a relentless piston, ravaging me and reshaping me forever with every thrust. "Now be a good girl, look me in the eyes, and come like the filthy whore that you are."

And I do.

I cry out, my body shaking as pleasure overwhelms me like a wave breaking against the rocks. Vadim growls, his lips closing around my mouth to devour my screams and swallow my moans.

And then, with one final ragged cry, he cums inside of me, his strong hands pushing me into the desk as his cock twitches. My screams are muffled against his searing kiss. His tongue sweeps into my mouth. His body crushes against mine, and hot semen floods my cunt and my womb to possess me.

To mark me as his.

No-one has ever done that to me before. So raw, so primal, and so damn good. And as my pussy continue to milk him, I know that no-one will ever do that to me but him.

I feel branded and owned by his cum. The thought of it sends a thrill through my body, and another orgasm races to the surface, trailing in the wake of the first one that's still reverberating through my body.

He drains the air from my lungs as he deepens the kiss. His cock continues to move even as it twitches inside of me. All I can do is whimper helplessly underneath him as the pleasure ripples between us.

Then, and only then, does he break the kiss and both of us pant, gasping for air like we've just run a marathon.

His eyes find me, and he reaches up to caress my face as he slowly retreats from me, leaving me aching with emptiness and a need to be filled again. My heart flutters in my chest. I feel him dripping down silently to the floor but I don't move.

Because this is the only place that I want to be.
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VADIM


I help Lacey stand, steadying her as her legs tremble. My desk is in complete disarray—papers scattered, pens knocked over, and evidence of our intense coupling smeared all over the polished wood.

"You've made a mess of my workspace, zvyozdochka." I nibble her ear, enjoying the way she shivers.

"And I'd do it again if you ask me to," she quips back, but her voice still carries that delicious breathlessness.

I guide her toward the private shower attached to my office—a necessity given how many nights I spend here working. My fingers find the delicate chain of the necklace at her throat. With utmost care, I unclasp it and place it on the marble countertop. The small diamonds catch the light, and I notice how Lacey's eyes linger on it before she turns her attention back to me.

The shower springs to life with a twist of the chrome handle, steam quickly filling the spacious enclosure. I turn back to Lacey, who stands watching me with those amber-flecked eyes that hide nothing of what she's feeling.

"Join me?" I ask, extending my hand to her.

She puts her hand in mine and, smiling, walks in.

The moment she steps under the hot water, I capture her lips with mine, drinking in her soft gasp of surprise. Steam curls around us as hot water cascades down our bodies. Her hands slide up my chest, leaving trails of fire in their wake.

You're being selfish, my mind whispers. She deserves better than this. Better than you.

But I can't stop myself from deepening the kiss, from tasting every inch of her mouth as she melts against me. My hands find her waist, steadying her as she arches into my touch.

"Vadim," she breathes against my lips, and the sound of my name on her lips carries such trust that it makes my chest ache.

The more she learns about you, the harder it will be for her to walk away.

I know this truth deep in my bones. Every secret I share, every vulnerable moment between us, they're all chains I'm wrapping around her heart while pretending she has the freedom to choose her path.

My fingers trace the curve of her spine as water streams down her back. She shivers, pressing closer, completely unaware that each tender touch is another tie binding her to me.

"You're thinking too hard," Lacey murmurs, nipping at my lower lip.

I smile against her mouth, masking the guilt that threatens to overwhelm me. "Just appreciating the view, zvyozdochka."

But the lie tastes bitter on my tongue. Because while I make her believe she has options, I'm crafting a cage of intimacy around her—one she won't even realize exists until it's too late.

I trail kisses down Lacey's neck, tasting droplets of water mixed with the scent of citrus and lavender rising from her skin. My fingers memorize the curves of her body while guilt gnaws at my conscience. Every soft gasp she makes, every tremor beneath my touch, pulls me deeper into dangerous territory.

"Yes," she whispers by the time I kneel down before her feet, and that single word nearly breaks my resolve.

I shouldn't want her like this. Shouldn't crave the way she arches into my touch or how sweet her body tastes. This was meant to be a temporary arrangement. Yet here I am, on my knees before her in my shower, worshipping her body like a man possessed.

My lips brush across her stomach and she whimpers my name. The sound echoes off the marble walls, mixing with the steady drum of water against tile. I pause, resting my forehead against her hip, fighting the urge to confess just how deeply I'm falling for her.

Instead, I press another kiss to her skin, letting my actions speak what my words cannot. Her hands tighten in my hair as I move lower, and I'm lost. Lost in the taste of her, in the sounds she makes, in the knowledge that I'm crossing lines I never meant to cross.

You're going to destroy her, my mind warns. But I can't stop. Don't want to stop. Every kiss marks her as mine, even though I have no right to claim her.

The water cascades around us as I worship her with my mouth, each caress an unspoken apology for the pain I know I'll eventually cause her. Because that's what men like me do—we take beautiful things and break them, no matter how carefully we try to handle them.

Yet still I continue, addicted to her responses, to the way she trusts me so completely. And as she comes undone above me, I realize I'm falling harder than I ever thought possible.

I worship Lacey with my tongue, savoring her first shuddering gasp. Her fingers tighten in my hair as her hips buck against my mouth. The water streams down her body while steam curls around us, but all I can focus on is drawing more of those delicious sounds from her throat.

"Vadim, please..." she whimpers, and the desperate need in her voice spurs me on.

My hands grip her thighs, steadying her as she trembles. Every flick of my tongue makes her cry out louder, her inhibitions washing away with the falling water. I know I should stop this—I should pull back and restore the emotional distance that had been reduced to nothing.

But the way she responds to my touch is intoxicating.

Her body tenses as I drive her higher, my name becoming a breathless mantra on her lips. I can feel her getting close, her thighs quivering against my palms. When she finally shatters, her release hitting her in waves, I hold her steady as she rides it out.

The sight of her coming undone because of me fills me with equal parts pride and self-loathing. I'm marking her as mine in ways that go beyond the physical—creating bonds she won't be able to break when this is over.

Each intimate moment between us is another link in the chain I'm wrapping around her heart. Another piece to the trap keeping her next to me while pretending she has the freedom to choose.

I rise to my feet and pull her against my chest. Her breathing slowly steadies. She fits perfectly in my arms, her wet skin sliding against mine. The trust in her eyes as she looks up at me makes my chest ache with guilt.

"That was incredible," she whispers, pressing a soft kiss to my throat.

I tighten my hold on her, hating myself for how much I crave her touch, her trust, her affection. Because I know that the deeper she falls, the harder it will be for her to walk away when the time comes. Yet I can't bring myself to push her away.

I can't bring myself to a reality where she's not here in my arms.

"I want you against the wall."

Lacey's eyes widen, but she doesn't hesitate. She spins around, bracing her hands against the tiles, her head tilted back to look at me over her shoulder. Her breasts are flushed, nipples tight with desire.

I step closer, pressing my body against hers. Her breath hitches as I reach between her legs, sliding my fingers through her slick folds. "You're so wet for me," I murmur, my lips brushing her ear as I tease her clit.

She gasps, her hips rocking back against my hand. "Vadim..."

"You like this, don't you?" I ask, my thumb circling her sensitive bud. "You like knowing that I can make you come with just my fingers and mouth."

She moans, her body trembling as I stroke her. "Yes..."

I lean down, my mouth claiming hers in a hungry kiss as my fingers move faster, my thumb pressing against her in tight circles. "Come for me, zvyozdochka. Let me feel you fall apart."

Her breath comes in sharp pants, her body tensing as she teeters on the edge. "Vadim, please..."

"Let go." I suck her earlobe into my mouth, my fingers working her relentlessly.

With a strangled cry, she shudders, her body convulsing around my fingers as she climaxes. I hold her through it, my mouth on her neck, tasting the salt of her skin as she rides out the waves of pleasure.

When her trembling subsides, I spin her back to face me and lift her into my arms. Her legs wrap around my waist to steady herself in my embrace.

I press her back against the wall, my mouth finding hers in a hungry kiss as I thrust into her. She moans into my mouth, her fingers tangling in my hair, pulling me closer.

Stop this! You fool! Stop it while you still can!.

But I can't. I won't.

Her nails dig into my shoulders as I move within her, my hips snapping forward, driving us both closer to the edge. Her breath comes in short gasps, her body arching to meet mine with each thrust.

"You feel so good, zvyozdochka," I whisper, my lips brushing hers. "So tight around me."

She whimpers, her head falling back as I thrust deeper, claiming her completely.

With one final thrust, my release crashes over me as I empty into her for the second time. I rest my forehead against hers, fighting to catch my breath as I cum.

For a moment, we stand there, our bodies still joined, our hearts pounding in unison. Then, slowly, I lower her back to the ground, my hands sliding down to grip her hips. I lean in, my mouth finding hers in a soft, lingering kiss.

She tastes of passion and desire, and I dare to forget everything except the feel of her lips against mine.

When I finally pull away, her eyes are dark with longing, her chest heaving as she struggles to catch her breath.

"Is this how it'll always be?" she pants. "Between us?"

"What do you mean?" I ask.

"First, you treat me like a queen, treasured and adored." She motions her head towards the door as steam rises all around us. "And then, you close the door and fuck me like a whore."

"And if I do, would you be opposed?"

"No." She closes her eyes, smiling as she presses a tiny kiss to my shoulder. "Because it's exactly what I want."
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LACEY
DAYS LATER


My heart races as we speed along the empty streets toward Boeing Field. Even at this early hour, Vadim's presence beside me in the Ferrari fills the car with an electric tension. Neither of us has spoken much since leaving Pankration.

The day is just starting to break when we pull up to a sleek Gulfstream G650. Its polished white exterior gleams like fresh snow.

"Your private jet?" I whisper, though I don't know why I'm surprised. Of course the pakhan of the Stravinsky Bratva would have his own plane.

"More comfortable than commercial." Vadim's hand finds the small of my back as he guides me up the stairs. "And more private for what we need to do."

Inside, Irina sits surrounded by the white fabric of my wedding dress. Her fingers move with practiced precision as she goes over every little detail. She barely glances up when we enter.

"I've made some final changes in case the Archbishop's bible is heavier than expected," she says, her voice tight with anxiety. "The seams have been reinforced here and here." She points to areas that look identical to the rest of the intricate beadwork. "And I've reconstructed the entire thing in stretch velvet in case the dimensions aren't completely right."

"You're sure it'll hold?" Vadim's question carries the weight of everything at stake.

"It will." Irina nods, but I see the tremor in her hands as she folds the dress. "One minute. That's all you'll have."

One minute to pull off the heist that will help Vadim take down Kirsan's trafficking operation. One minute that could change everything—or destroy us all.

"Once we land in Paris, I'll stay with the jet," Irina says, her fingers still moving over the beadwork. "Everything will be ready for immediate departure."

"And I'll be with you two at the church," Demyon adds from his seat near the cockpit. "Once you step out of the church and get into your car, it's straight to the Seine where the boat will be waiting."

I glance between them, these people willing to risk everything. "Irina, you don't have to be here. It's too dangerous."

She finally looks up from the dress, her emerald eyes blazing with determination. "I want to be here. After what Kirsan and Pyotr did to me..." Her hands still on the fabric. "What Kirsan is still doing to others.”

My chest tightens at the pain in her voice. I think of the necklace Vadim returned to me, of Mom’s memory, of all the things we fight to protect. Of course Irina wants to help stop the man who nearly destroyed her life.

"Besides," she continues with a small smile. "Someone needs to make sure this dress stays perfect for your big day."

Vadim's hand finds mine, squeezing gently. The weight of his touch grounds me, reminds me why we're really doing this. It's not just about us anymore. It's about all the people Kirsan has hurt, all the lives we might save.

But looking at the determination on Irina's face, feeling Vadim's strength beside me, I know we have to try.

I look at Irina as she carefully smooths the dress. "What happens after all this?"

"We'll go home." Her emerald eyes sparkle. "I'm starting a new line. Something different from what I've done before. Something inspired."

"That sounds wonderful." The tension in my shoulders eases slightly as we drift into more familiar territory. Fashion. Design. Things that made sense before my world turned upside down.

"You should come work with me," Irina says, reaching for her bag. "I brought some preliminary sketches. We could look them over on the flight back to Seattle when this is all over."

My heart skips. "You're serious?"

"Of course." She pulls out a leather portfolio. "You have an eye for design, Lacey." She shakes her head in admiration. "It's what Vadim said about you the first time he introduced us. I haven't forgotten."

"I'd like that," I whisper, surprised by how much I mean it. "Thank you."

The distant ring of Vadim's phone cuts through our discussion. He answers with a curt "Da" before switching to English. "Perfect timing. Have them board."

His hand finds mine before he stands. "The stylists are here. They'll transfer to a commercial flight for their return home after we land. They know nothing about what we're going to do. So, from this point forward, no more discussion of Paris beyond what is necessary for the ceremony itself." His gaze sweeps over each of us, lingering longest on me. "Understood?"

We all nod. Irina quickly folds the dress and tucks it into a garment bag while Demyon moves to help her clear away any evidence of our planning.

The cabin door opens and three women in crisp black uniforms file in, rolling cases of equipment behind them. Their practiced smiles remind me of flight attendants.

"Ladies, welcome aboard." Vadim's voice shifts seamlessly into the role of gracious host. "You'll find your work station prepared in the rear cabin. Let me know if you need assistance with anything."

The women bow slightly and move toward the back of the plane. I watch them go, struck by how easily we've switched from plotting a heist to playing the parts of an ordinary wedding party.

Vadim returns to his seat beside me, but maintains a proper distance now. His public mask is firmly in place—the wealthy businessman preparing to marry. Not the man who just spent hours planning how to steal a bible from one of Paris's most famous cathedrals.

The lead stylist pokes her head back in. "We'll begin setup now, if that's acceptable?"

"Of course." Vadim nods. "We'll take off as soon as you're settled."
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A few hours and a quick nap after reaching cruising altitude, the stylists descend upon me like a well-choreographed dance troupe. One starts on my feet while another begins prepping my face with expensive serums that smell like jasmine and spring rain.

"Close your eyes, miss," the lead stylist instructs as she massages something cool and silky into my skin. "This Cle de Peau mask will give you that perfect bridal glow."

I obey, letting myself drift as multiple hands work their magic. Someone starts sectioning my hair while another focuses on my cuticles. The methodical touches are almost hypnotic.

"You're going to look stunning," Irina says from somewhere nearby. I hear the rustle of the garment bag as she likely checks the dress one final time.

I'm being transformed into a different kind of bride altogether. Not the blushing innocent in white lace that I imagined, but an accomplice in an elaborate heist. My throat tightens as I think of how quickly everything changed.

"Are you alright, miss?" One of the stylists pauses her work on my hair. "You're trembling."

I try to respond but tears start spilling down my cheeks instead, ruining the expensive products they've just applied.

"I'm sorry," I manage to whisper, but more tears follow.

Through my blur of emotions, I hear Irina quietly asking the stylists to give us a moment. Soft footsteps retreat toward the back of the cabin.

Suddenly, Vadim is beside me. His fingers brush against my cheek, wiping away tears.

"What's wrong, zvyozdochka?"

I try to smile, to show him I'm fine, but my lower lip trembles. "Nothing. Just... wedding jitters, I guess."

His eyes search mine for a long moment before he stands, offering his hand. "Come with me."

I let him guide me toward the back of the plane where a private suite awaits. The space is intimate—all cream leather and polished wood. A small bed takes up one wall while a curved sofa lines the other.

Vadim closes the door behind us. "The noise from the engines will keep our conversation private."

My legs give out and I sink onto the sofa.

"I'm terrified," I whisper, the confession spilling from my lips before I can stop it. "What if something goes wrong? What if someone gets hurt because of me?"

He kneels in front of me, taking both my hands in his. "Listen to me carefully, Lacey. I promise you that no one will get hurt. Every detail has been planned. Every contingency accounted for." His thumb strokes my palm. "And most importantly, I will keep you safe."

"How can you be so sure?"

"Because I have spent my entire life planning operations like this. The only difference is that this time, we're working to save lives rather than take them." His grip tightens. "Trust me, zvyozdochka. Can you do that?"

I meet his steady gaze and nod slowly. "I trust you."

His lips capture mine, soft yet insistent. The tight knot of anxiety in my chest begins to loosen as I lose myself in his kiss. When we finally break apart, I'm breathing heavily, my earlier tears forgotten.

"Remember something, zvyozdochka." Vadim's thumb traces my lower lip. "You're going into war. Your makeup, your dress, all of your jewelry—they're not just for show. They're your armor."

"And you?" I whisper, unable to resist touching his face. "Are you my knight?"

The smile that spreads across his face takes my breath away. It transforms his entire countenance, reaching his storm-gray eyes and making them sparkle. I've never seen him look so unguarded, so genuinely happy.

Before I can process this new side of him, he's kissing me again. This time it's deeper, hungrier. My hands fist in his shirt as heat pools low in my belly. His tongue sweeps into my mouth and I moan, pressing closer.

But just as my fingers start working on his buttons, Vadim pulls back. Both of us are panting.

"There will be time for this after," he says, his voice rough with restraint. "Right now, we need to focus."

Despite the protest of every nerve ending in my body, I nod. "You're right."

When I return to the main cabin, the stylists descend on me again with fresh products. "We'll need to start over," one says, dabbing at my tear-stained face with gentle strokes. "But don't worry, we have plenty of time."

I close my eyes and let them work, focusing on keeping my breathing steady. The methodical touches of brushes and sponges help calm my racing thoughts.

"There," the lead stylist announces after what feels like hours. "Now for the dress."

Irina appears with the garment bag, her movements precise as she helps me step into the flowing white fabric. The material whispers against my skin as she works each button with careful fingers.

"Hold still," she mutters, adjusting the hidden compartment as she shoves the decoy bible inside. "Everything must lay perfectly."

I catch Vadim watching from his seat, his stormy eyes intense.

"Isn't it bad luck to see the bride in her dress before the wedding?" I tease, trying to keep my voice light despite the weight of what we're about to do.

"I make my own luck," he replies with that dangerous half-smile that makes my heart skip. Then his expression softens. "Besides, some traditions are worth breaking."

Irina clicks her tongue as she fusses with the train. "The beading here needs one final adjustment." Her fingers work quickly, securing something I can't see. "Now it's perfect."

I turn to face Vadim fully, letting him see the final result. His sharp intake of breath sends warmth flooding through me despite my nerves.

"You look beautiful." He stands and crosses to me, his voice dropping low. "Like everything I never knew I wanted."
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The fading lights of Paris twinkle below us as our plane begins its descent through the pre-dawn sky. My stomach does a nervous flip that has nothing to do with the change in altitude. Vadim's hand tightens around mine, his thumb brushing across my knuckles in slow, soothing strokes.

"Remember to breathe, zvyozdochka," he murmurs.

I inhale deeply, focusing on the steady warmth of his touch. The weight of Mom’s necklace against my throat grounds me further—a reminder of everything we're fighting for. Of all the other daughters and mothers Kirsan has torn apart.

Through the window, I watch the Eiffel Tower growing larger, its jutting structure piercing the brightening sky. In just a few hours, I'll be walking down the aisle of Alexander Nevsky Cathedral. Not as the blushing bride I once imagined, but as someone stronger. Someone who can help make a difference.

Vadim's promise echoes in my mind: I will keep you safe. Trust me.

And I do trust him, I realize. Despite everything—how we met, why we're here—I trust him with my life. The thought should terrify me, but instead it fills me with a strange sense of calm. His presence beside me is steady as a heartbeat, as certain as gravity.

The plane banks slightly, and I curl my fingers tighter around his. He responds by lifting our joined hands to his lips, pressing a kiss to my skin that sends warmth spreading through my entire body.

"One minute," I whisper, more to myself than to him. "We can do this."

His gray eyes meet mine, full of that quiet intensity that never fails to make my breath catch.

"We will," he says simply. "Together."


29


LACEY


The dawn Parisian air hits my face as we descend the steps from the jet. The stylist team waves goodbye, their chatter fading into the morning breeze. My muscles ache from sitting still for so long, but the thrill of being in Paris makes me forget my discomfort or the reason why we're here.

"This way," Vadim says, his hand settling on my lower back as he guides me toward a sleek black Mercedes.

Demyon opens the door and I slide in, the leather seats cool against my skin. Vadim follows, his thigh pressing against mine in the spacious backseat.

"The Peninsula Paris," he tells me as soon as the doors close. "It's close to the cathedral."

I peek out the window as we pull away from the tarmac. "How close?”

"Five minutes." His fingers drum against his knee. "I've arranged for complete privacy. The entire hotel is ours."

"The entire hotel?" I turn to face him. "That seems..."

"Excessive?" A ghost of a smile plays on his lips. "Perhaps. But my boeviki need somewhere to stay while they ensure our safety."

The word 'safety' sends a shiver down my spine. This isn't just a romantic getaway. It's a heist. A dangerous one. My hands twist in my lap as reality sinks in.

Vadim's hand covers mine, stilling their nervous movement. "You're safe with me, zvyozdochka."

The endearment makes my heart flutter despite everything. I look up at him, finding those storm-gray eyes fixed on me with an intensity that steals my breath.

"Your men," I say. "They'll be disguised as hotel staff?"

He nods, thumb tracing circles on my palm. "Among other things."

Just then, Demyon's phone rings. He answers in Russian, his expression darkening with each word. When he hangs up, he turns to look at Vadim.

"Olga Romanovna is already at the Peninsula Paris," Demyon says. "She demands to know what's going on and refuses to leave until you explain yourself."

Vadim's hand tightens around mine. A string of harsh Russian curses escapes his lips.

I study his profile, noting how his jaw clenches. "Your stepmother?"

"Yes." The word comes out like ice.

She sounds terrifying, and I haven't even met her yet.

"What do we do?" I ask.

"We face her." Vadim's thumb traces my engagement ring. “The only way to get past this is to get through it.”

“There’s no other way?” The word comes out squeakier than I intend.

“No other way.” His eyes meet mine. "Unless you'd rather wait in the car while I handle this?"

The challenge in his voice stirs something in me. "No. I won't hide."

A ghost of a smile plays on his lips. "Good." His fingers trail up my arm. “Nothing will infuriate her more than seeing us united."

The way he says 'united' sends shivers down my spine. Before I can respond, the car slows to a stop outside an elegant building with cream-colored stone and wrought iron balconies.

The Peninsula Paris looms before us, its elegant façade a stark contrast to the tension crackling in the air. As we step through the gilded entrance, my heart nearly stops.

A woman stands in the center of the marble lobby, surrounded by men in dark suits. Even from this distance, I can tell she's beautiful in the way a marble statue is beautiful—cold, perfect, untouchable. Her silver-streaked dark hair is pulled into an immaculate chignon, her tailored Chanel suit looks impeccably pressed, and rings decorate every single one of her fingers.

But it's her eyes that make my breath catch.

They're an icy blue, and completely devoid of warmth.

My fingers tighten around Vadim's arm as we approach. His muscles are taut beneath my touch, though his face remains impassive. I force my spine straight, channeling every ounce of grace I can muster. I won't let this woman see me trembling.

"Olga Romanovna," Vadim says, stepping forward to greet her. "I wasn't expecting⁠—"

The crack of her palm against his cheek echoes through the lobby. I flinch at the sound, but Vadim doesn't move an inch. A red mark blooms across his skin where her rings have caught him.

My fingers dig into Vadim's arm, but he remains stone-still beside me. Only the muscle ticking in his jaw betrays his tension.

"Olga Romanovna—" he begins, his voice level.

Another crack splits the air as her hand connects with his face again. The red mark deepens on his cheek.

"Tell me, bastard." Her icy blue eyes narrow. "Just what do you intend by bringing this—" she waves a dismissive hand at me "—into the family?"

Something snaps inside me. All the fear, all the uncertainty about my place here evaporates in a surge of protective fury. Before I realize what I'm doing, I step forward.

"You have no right to speak to him like this!" My voice rings through the marble lobby. "He's the pakhan. Not you."

"And what," she sneers. "Makes you think that you have any right to speak to me like this, devushka?"

"I have every right." I lift my chin. "I'm going to be his wife."

A predatory smile curves Olga's blood-red lips as she studies me. The air seems to grow colder under her frigid gaze.

"Wife, devushka?" she says, extending one perfectly manicured hand. "In that case, let us speak privately, one Stravinsky's wife to another."

Vadim's storm-gray eyes search mine and his arm tenses beneath my fingers. "Lacey⁠—"

"It's okay." I squeeze his arm, surprised by how steady my voice sounds. "I can handle her."

I rise on tiptoe and press a kiss to his cheek, right where Olga struck him. His skin is warm against my lips, and I feel him inhale sharply at the contact.

Olga's smile turns razor-sharp. "Follow."
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I release Vadim's arm and follow after her, my feet silent against the marble floor while her Louboutin heels echo with every step as she leads me toward a private sitting room off the main lobby.

The door closes behind us with a soft sound that reminds me of a prison cell door locking. Olga gestures to an elegant seat, but I remain standing.

I won't give her the height advantage.

"You certainly have spirit." she says, circling me like a shark. "But spirit alone won't be enough to survive in this world."

I meet her icy stare. "I'm not afraid of you."

"It's not me that you should be afraid of, devushka." She stops directly in front of me. "It's his fiancée."

My heart stops. "What do you mean, his fiancée?"

"Has he not spoken a word about Sayanaa?" Olga's smile grows cruel.

I shake my head, unable to form words as she circles closer.

"Sayanaa Kuular." Her rings catch the light as she gestures. "Was promised to the Stravinsky heir since she was a child. A bratva princess through and through. She is not one who will take your slight to her honor so graciously."

Kuular. The name sounds familiar. And then hits me.

Kirsan Kuular.

Is Sayanaa… Kirsan’s daughter? Suddenly, Irina's words during my dress fitting come rushing back—about how Kirsan and Pyotr were once partners. About how they perfected the awful system that took advantage of the never-ending stream of girls who dreamed of joining the world of fashion.

I try to speak but can't find the words as I digest Olga’s revelation.

His fiancée. Why didn’t Vadim tell me he was engaged to Kirsan’s daughter? Did he think that if I knew, I wouldn’t have agreed to this heist?

But what would he have gained by keeping me in the dark?

And although I don’t want to, my mind keeps circling back to that night at Nathan's office—walking in to find Caroline perched on his desk, her legs wrapped around his waist. The betrayal burns fresh in my chest.

Did he do this so that I wouldn’t think I was the other woman?

Did he think I would say no if I knew?

"It's not too late," Olga says, her voice softening to a silky purr. "Tell me what you're really doing here with Pyotr's bastard, and I can help you get out before you face the consequences of his deceit."

My fingers tighten around the back of the chair, feeling the rich velvet beneath my touch. The offer sounds tempting.

But something about Olga's words leaves me feeling suspicious of her intent.

The way she struck Vadim. Twice. The cruel curl of her lips when as she calls him 'bastard.' The calculated gleam in her eyes as she watches me now, allegedly offering me her help.

No, I decide. I can't trust her.

"I appreciate your concern," I say, straightening my spine. “And thank you for telling me about his fiancée. But I know exactly where I stand with Vadim. And I know what I’m doing.”

"Do you, devushka?"

Those perfectly shaped eyebrows arch and she steps closer, and her perfume becomes almost suffocating as she boxes me in. The rings adorning her fingers catch the light as she reaches for my face.

I step back before she can touch me.

“I won’t change my mind.”

"No?" She lets out a bitter laugh. "Then why are you here?”

I meet her icy stare. "I'm here because I choose to be."

“You misunderstand me. Why Paris?” Her perfectly manicured nail traces the edge of my jaw. "Why the same city where Sayanaa lives? Why not a ceremony in Seattle where your family can attend?"

My heart pounds against my ribs as I process Olga's questions. The real reason we're in Paris sits like a lead weight in my stomach. One wrong word to her and I know she can unravel everything.

So, I hold her gaze steady. "We wanted something intimate."

"Intimate?" She spits the word like poison. "In the Alexander Nevsky cathedral? Nothing about any of this is intimate. You're lying to me. And not very well. What game is he playing that requires such an elaborate charade? That inspires such devotion in you?”

“No game.” I stand a little taller. “You can believe what you want. About me. About him. About this."

"Listen carefully, devushka.” Her fingers grip my chin, forcing me to look at her. "Whatever game Pyotr's bastard is playing, whatever scheme he's wrapped you up in, it will end with blood on your hands. That's what they do, the Stravinskys. That's what he does."

I wrench away from her grip. "You don't know him at all."

"I know him better than you ever will." Her smile turns cruel. "After all, I watched him become exactly what his father needed him to be."

My fists clench at my sides as I stare at this elegant monster of a woman. "Vadim isn't⁠—"

"Isn't what? A killer? A criminal? A rapist?" Olga's laugh drips with disdain. "I guarantee you, he will become all of those and more in due time. Perhaps you think you can change him. Perhaps you've deluded yourself into thinking you can save him from himself. But you're wrong. The rotten apple doesn't fall far from the tree."

Her eyes slowly drift to my neck, stopping when she catches sight of Mom's necklace.

"Everything else about you screams money trying too hard. The dress, the makeup, that ridiculous ring. But this..." Her finger traces the delicate chain. "This is different. Why this?"

"Because I wanted it." I keep my voice steady, even as my heart pounds.

I won't tell her about Mom, about what this necklace really means. I won't give her any more ammunition than she already has.

"If I can spot this little inconsistency." Olga's finger traces Mom’s necklace again. "Others at the wedding certainly will too."

I resist the urge to touch the necklace protectively. My heart pounds against my ribs as her words sink in. A chill runs down my spine despite the warmth of the room.

The way she says it makes it sound less like a warning and more like a threat.

"Every lie you tell me incurs a debt to the truth." Her voice drops lower, becoming almost intimate. "And sooner or later, that debt must be paid."

Her perfectly manicured hand cups my cheek in a mockery of maternal concern. "Pray, devushka, that whoever pays that debt isn't someone you care about."

My mind flashes to Megan, to Dad sitting alone in his house. Even to Freddy, who for all his faults, is still family. The weight of what I'm doing—what I'm risking—settles over me like a lead blanket.

I want to step back from her touch, but my feet feel frozen to the marble floor. Her ice-blue eyes bore into mine, searching for any crack in my composure that might reveal the truth she's hunting for.

"Such bravery," she purrs, releasing my face. "Standing up to me. Defending him. Almost admirable, if it weren't so foolish."

I force myself to hold her gaze despite the way my heart hammers against my ribs. She circles me again, heels clicking softly against the marble floor until she stops directly behind me.

Her breath tickles my ear as she leans in close and presses an ice-cold kiss to my cheek.

"Remember. Sooner or later, Pyotr's bastard will put blood on your hands. It's only a matter of time."

Her words slither down my spine like a frozen snake. I want to argue, to defend him, but the absolute certainty in her voice steals my breath away.

And for a moment, I dare to believe her.
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VADIM


I watch Lacey and Olga return from their private conversation. My heart clenches at the haunted look in Lacey's amber-flecked eyes. Her usual spark has dimmed, replaced by something darker. More troubled.

My hands ball into fists at my sides. Every protective instinct screams at me to go to her, to chase away whatever shadows Olga has planted in her mind.

I watch Olga saunter toward the exit, her parting words hanging in the air like poison. "I will see you both at the wedding, bastard."

The moment we are alone, Lacey whirls on me. Gone is the haunted look—replaced by blazing fury that makes her eyes spark like amber catching sunlight.

"Who is Sayanaa?"

My jaw clenches. Of course Olga would tell her about Sayanaa. "It's not what you think⁠—"

Lacey backs away from me, shaking her head. "What else haven't you told me?"

"Lacey—" I reach for her but she jerks away.

"You promised me honesty, Vadim." Her hands tremble as she touches Laura's necklace. "Instead, I find out from Olga that you were engaged to Kirsan’s daughter. Did you keep that from me because you think that I wouldn’t agree to this if I thought I was the other woman?”

My chest tightens at the pain in her voice. It's the same raw hurt I saw that first day at Mrs. Klossner's, when she stood there with Walker's ring stuck on her finger, fresh from finding out about the betrayal.

She's right. I promised her honesty, and I've been everything but completely honest.

The engagement to Sayanaa might have been arranged before I drew my first breath, but that's no excuse.

I should have told her everything from the start.

All I've done is drag her into this dangerous game without giving her all the pieces. Made her an unwitting player. Kept her in the dark under the excuse that it was the only way to keep her safe.

“Yes.” I step closer, and feel my heart squeeze at the way Lacey’s jaw drops to my response. “But also no. It’s complicated.”

“Then uncomplicate it.”

“I didn’t want to tell you about Sayanaa, not because I believed you would back out at the thought that you were the other woman.” I take a deep breath. “But because I wanted to keep you safe from knowing just what kind of person Sayanaa was. What kind of threat that she could pose to you.”

“And this whole time, you didn’t think that maybe I might want to know that?”

“I was trying to keep you safe.”

“If you wanted to keep me safe, you would’ve told me everything that I was up against.” She steps closer. “Everything that we would be up against.”

“You’re right. And I’m sorry for keeping that from you.”

“So.” Lacey’s eyes level at mine. “Will you tell me now?”

I draw in a deep breath, steadying myself, and nod. The weight of everything I'm about to reveal sits heavy in my chest.

"Pyotr and Kirsan were partners years ago." I start slowly.

"I know," she says. "Irina told me. Among other things."

My jaw tightens at the words.

Of course Irina told her. She must have told Lacey everything—from how her father was forced into Pyotr and Kirsan's service, to how she'd been sold anyways, and to how I saved her later, after it was too late.

The thought of Lacey knowing these dark chapters of my past fills me with an odd mixture of relief and shame.

Relief that she understands more of who I am, shame that I wasn't the one to tell her myself.

"Then you'll know that the two of them quickly recognized that the future of their operations was too precious to be split between two separate bratvas." I meet her gaze. "They needed to combine their empire in a way that would ensure a lasting alliance. But neither man wanted to give up their position as pakhan. So they came up with a compromise."

"Marriage." Lacey's voice is barely above a whisper. "They wanted to bind their families together through marriage."

“Exactly.” I nod. “But there were complications.”

"What kind of complications?"

“Olga had trouble conceiving. After years of trying, she finally gave birth to a boy. Slava."

"Slava?" Lacey's brow furrows. "But I've never seen him around Pankration. Or anywhere else for that matter."

The familiar rage burns in my chest as I force out the next words.

“Because Slava has been in a coma for decades.” My fists clench at my sides. “Pyotr caught Slava kissing another boy at the age of ten and beat Slava so severely that he’ll never leave that hospital bed.”

"His own son?" Lacey's hand flies to her mouth, her eyes wide with horror.

"Pyotr cared more about having the perfect heir than being a father." I force myself to relax my fists. "With Slava no longer able to be his heir, Pyotr became obsessed with having another son. Especially after Sayanaa was born. He started taking mistresses. But none of them gave him children either. The fool should've realized the problem was never the women, but him. That didn't stop him. He kept trying, believing that he needed someone younger with every woman he went through. Until…"

"Your mother." Lacey's voice turns softer.

“After Pyotr found me, he took me from her and brought me to Pankration. Raised me himself, grooming me to be exactly like him." My lip curls in disgust. "Every lesson, every punishment, every test was designed to shape me into his image. When I failed to live up to his image, he concluded that it was because I was being corrupted by someone soft. Someone that needed to be removed."

Lacey steps closer, her hand reaching for mine. "Is that why he sold Irina?"

I nod as the memories of that night rise to the surface of my mind. Pyotr demanded my presence in his office. When I arrived, he told me with a smile on his face that Irina had been sold so that I would no longer be held back by the weakness she inspired in me.

The whole time he talked, that self-satisfied smirk on Pyotr's face grew wider and wider.

As if he did something clever, and not something monstrous.

Lacey's fingers intertwine with mine, but she remains silent, choosing to give me the space to keep talking.

"That was the moment everything changed," I admit. "I couldn't stand by anymore. I couldn't become the monster Pyotr wanted me to be. I couldn't ever agree to fulfill the one purpose for which he created me."

"To marry Sayanaa," she says. "To be the heir that Pyotr needed you to be."

"Yes." I squeeze her hand back. "But I refuse to. Not when I knew the kind of person Sayanaa is."

"And what is that?” she asks softly.

“The worst monster of them all.” I force myself to meet her questioning gaze. "Sayanaa doesn't just actively participate in her father's trafficking operations. She enjoys it. Everything from stalking the victims, to kidnapping them, to the inevitable breaking to prepare them for sale. She takes pleasure in their pain and their tears. The more they beg her for mercy, the crueler she is to them."

Lacey's fingers tighten around mine, her face paling. "That's horrible."

"And each year, her obsession with me grows stronger. She sees it as her divine right—her obligation to her father to produce the heir that would unite two bratvas under a single bloodline."

“And she’s coming to our wedding, isn't she?" Lacey's voice quivers slightly.

"She wouldn't miss it." I keep my tone even, controlled. "In fact, I'm counting on her being there."

“What?” Lacey's eyes widen with disbelief. "Why?"

“Because if she’s there, it’ll draw the attention of everyone else in that cathedral onto her." My thumb traces circles on the back of Lacey's hand. “And if everyone, you included, focused on her, then I could take the bible without anyone else noticing. That’s why I didn’t want you to know. I needed you to be just as surprised as everyone else.”

“You should’ve told me.” Lacey’s voice is soft. "I deserved to know what I was really getting myself into. What you were really getting me into.”

She’s right.

Those final words hit me harder than any of Olga's slaps. I should’ve told her everything from the start, let her know just how dangerous things could get.

“I know.” I take her hand in mine. “I was wrong to keep that from you.”

She nods slowly, her fingers still intertwined with mine.

“No point in getting mad at you now. Wedding is in a couple of hours.” Lacey sighs. “But don’t you dare think you’re off the hook yet.”

I let a wan smile curve up on my lips. “I know I’m not.”

“If she's as unhinged as you say." Lacey's free hand drifts to her necklace again. "What's stopping her from shedding blood in the cathedral?"

"Because Kirsan won't let her." I shake my head. "The cathedral is the heart of Kirsan's cash flow. The last thing he wants is for Parisian police to start an investigation and poking around it. No matter how unhinged Sayanaa might be, Kirsan keeps her on a tight leash."

"But—"

“The safest place you’ll be is in that cathedral,” I tell her solemnly. “Next to me.”

She looks at me, mind turning as she processes everything I just said. Slowly, the uncertainty fades from her eyes until it’s replaced by that spark of determination I've come to admire.

“Okay.” She takes a deep breath. “Okay. We can do this. I can do this. This is fucking insane, but we can do it.”

“We will do it.” I give her hand a squeeze.

Together, we cross the lobby, hand-in-hand. The sound of our footsteps echoes off the ornate walls, mixing with the subtle whispers of the fountain nearby.

The elevator doors slide open with a soft chime. As we step inside, I catch her studying my reflection in the mirrored walls. Understanding replacing the hurt that was in her amber-flecked eyes mere moments ago.

"Thank you," she whispers. "For finally telling me the truth."

Not the whole truth, my mind reminds me.

The image of Nathan Walker's final moments flashes through my mind.

His terrified eyes, his desperate pleas, the way his body went limp. But above all else, how a savage satisfaction rushed through me at the prospect of hurting him.

Am I truly any different from Sayanaa? From Pyotr? From Kirsan?

I push the thoughts away and focus on the warmth of Lacey's hand in mine. The way she leans slightly into me as the elevator continues to rise.

She trusts me, and I don't intend on destroying that trust.

Not now.

The elevator arrives, and I push open the door to reveal our bridal suite with a clear view of the glittering Parisian skyline against the rising sun.

Tell her, you coward! My mind screams. She deserves to know everything.

But the words die in my throat each time I try to open my mouth. If she knew what I did to Nathan... what Demyon and I did to the body... she would never look at me the same way again.

She would never trust me again the way she does now.

She would leave, and the thought of her walking away makes my chest constrict painfully.

I've never feared losing someone before. Not like this.

When did she become so essential to me? When did the thought of losing her become more terrifying than anything Sayanaa or Kirsan might do?

"Vadim?" Her soft voice pulls me from my thoughts. "Are you alright?"

"I'm fine." I force a smile and walk her to the window, where the Eiffel Tower stabs through the morning fog. "Just thinking about what’s about to happen soon.”

It's the first lie I've ever told her.

I try and excuse myself. I try justifying it that it's all to protect this fragile thing growing between us.

But I know that it's just another secret that can shatter everything if she ever discovers it.
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The heavy wooden doors of the Alexander Nevsky Cathedral creak open before us. My heart pounds against my ribs as Vadim's warm hand steadies mine. The weight of the fake bible hidden beneath my wedding dress feels like it's dragging me down with each step.

"Ready, zvyozdochka?" Vadim's whisper tickles my ear.

I nod, not trusting my voice. The smell of incense fills my nostrils as we enter. Pale light streams through stained glass windows, casting colorful shadows across the marble floor. My legs feel like jelly beneath yards of white silk.

The Archbishop stands at the altar, his ornate robes gleaming with gold thread. An ancient bible rests on a velvet cushion at the lectern in the front.

The one we're here to steal.

The one that could bring down Kirsan's entire trafficking operation.

What if we get caught? What if someone notices the switch?

Vadim's thumb strokes my palm as if sensing my rising panic. The small gesture grounds me, reminding me why we're really here. This is so much more than a heist.

This is about saving lives.

Still, my stomach churns as I think about the insane thing that we're about to do.

I focus on putting one foot in front of the other, trying to look like a blushing bride instead of a terrified thief. The replacement bible feels impossibly heavy against my thigh with each step. How did I end up here? Two weeks ago, I was just a caterer with a cheating fiancé. Now I'm about to help a pakhan steal a bible from a church.

The congregation rises as we approach the lectern, each one of them with a stony look on their face. I spot Olga's cold stare from the front pew, watching us like a hawk. My grip tightens on Vadim's hand. The Archbishop smiles benevolently, completely unaware that we're about to deceive him.

Please let this work. Please don't let us get caught.

My heart pounds like a drum as we take our places before the altar, and I'm terrified that someone in the audience will know what we're up to. We'll have to execute our plan perfectly or face consequences I don't even want to imagine.

The Archbishop gestures for us to place our hands on his bible. My palm settles over Vadim's larger one, and I feel the warmth of his skin through our light touch. The ancient leather binding feels cool beneath our fingers, so different from the fake one pressing against my thigh.

The Archbishop intones something in Russian and we begin to walk.

He leads us in a slow circle around the lectern, our joined hands never leaving the bible. The hem of my dress whispers against the marble floor with each careful step.

Movement catches my eye. Demyon and another of Vadim's men approach from the side, each carrying an ornate crown in their arms.

The golden bands glint menacingly in the colored light filtering through the stained glass.

Vadim's thumb rests on mine, a tiny gesture of reassurance. I focus on that point of contact, using it to ground myself as we complete another circuit. The fake bible seems to burn against my leg with each step as we finally both kneel before the lectern.

I force myself to keep breathing steadily as we take our final circle around the lectern. Behind us, the twin crowns rise high above our heads like executioners' blades ready to fall.

My neck prickles at the thought. One wrong move, one misstep in our carefully choreographed plan is all it takes.

The heavy doors suddenly swing open and slam against the walls, the sound echoing through the cathedral.

My heart nearly stops as a tall woman in black strides down the aisle like a vengeful angel, her high heels somehow gliding soundlessly over the floor with deadly precision.

Sayanaa. It has to be.

My breath catches in my throat as I take in her appearance. Her jet-black hair flows behind her like a war banner, a stark contrast against her alabaster skin. But it's her eyes that freeze me in place—piercing blue like Arctic ice.

They stare at me with intensity.

And they hate.

She moves with a fluid grace, each step precise and purposeful in sharp stilettos that can easily double as weapons. Her black dress hugs every curve, and somehow makes her look more dangerous than seductive. Her chin is lifted with the absolute certainty of someone who's never heard the word "no" in her life.

The congregation parts before her, no one daring to meet her gaze or block her path.

An aura of raw power radiates from her presence. My skin prickles with goosebumps despite the suffocating warmth within the cathedral.

Behind her, men in dark suits fill the doorway, their hands suspiciously positioned beneath their jackets.

"You bastard!" Her voice rings out, rich and accented. "How dare you do this to me?"

The congregation erupts in shocked whispers. I feel Vadim tense beside me, his jaw clenching.

"I was promised to you!" Her eyes flash with fury. "My father and yours made an agreement. You belong to me!"

I lean forward slightly, edging the wedding dress forward to give Vadim easier access to the pocket that contains our replacement bible.

"You think this little nobody can replace me?" Her laugh is cruel and sharp. "Look at her. She's nothing! A whore playing dress-up in clothes she doesn't deserve!"

The Archbishop starts stammering, but she cuts him off with a stream of harsh Russian words. Her men being spreading out along the walls, their intentions clear by the murderous look on their faces.

My heart pounds so hard I can barely breathe, but I force myself to stay still.

Vadim promised me that I'd be safer than anywhere else in Paris. That Sayanaa wouldn't be this crazy. But I'm having a hard time believing that right now.

I feel the weight of the real bible still on the lectern under our joined hands, even as its replacement hidden in my dress presses against my thighs trembling in fear.

"Stop this wedding," Sayanaa demands, her voice dropping to a dangerous purr. "Or I promise you will regret it."

My heart nearly stops as Demyon suddenly laughs behind me—a sharp, mocking sound that cuts through the tension.

He holds the ornate crown high, letting candlelight catch its jewels.

"Is this what you want so badly, Sayavochka? Then have it!"

The crown spins from his fingers, hitting the marble with a musical ring as it rolls toward Sayanaa's feet.

"Pick it up like the yapping dog that you are," Demyon mocks her. "And then get the fuck out."

Gasps echo through the cathedral. Several older women cross themselves. The Archbishop mutters something that sounds like a prayer.

In that moment, everyone's attention remains fixed on the crown spinning to a stop at Sayanaa's stilettos.

Her ice-blue eyes narrow at the golden band, hands clenching into fists at her sides. The muscle in her jaw ticks as she stares down at the symbol of everything she believes should be hers.

This is it! This is our chance!

Quickly but deliberately like we practiced in Irina's store, I give Vadim's hand a light brush. Our signal.

He springs to action, fingers moving with practiced precision as he reaches beneath my dress, pull out the fake bible from the hidden pocket, lay it on top of the real one for a brief second, before taking our target and shoving it inside. The weight of the fake bible shifts against my thigh. My pulse thunders so loudly I worry it will give us away.

Then, Vadim's hand rests back on mine, and gives it that same light brush. I glance at him from the corner of my eye, and see the tiniest nod that tells me it's done.

We did it!

Holy shit!

We actually did it!

"Enough!" Olga's voice cracks like a whip through the tension. She rises from her pew, her elegant figure radiating aristocratic disapproval. "This is a house of God, Sayanaa Kirsanovna. Whatever grievances you have with Pyotr's bastard, they will not be settled by blood within these walls."

My heart pounds as Sayanaa's face transforms into a mask of contrition.

"Forgive me, Olga Romanovna." She bows her head with exaggerated deference. "You are right—this is not the place for such unpleasantness."

The way she says 'this' sends chills down my spine. She raises her hands, and her men begin backing away from the walls, their hands leaving from their jackets.

The entire congregation seem to breathe a long sigh of relief.

But Sayanaa isn't finished. Her gaze locks onto me, and I fight the urge to shrink back against Vadim.

"My sincerest congratulations to the happy couple." Her voice drips with honey-coated venom, and she kicks the crown back towards us. "I believe this belongs to you, little thief."

Those piercing blue eyes travel slowly down my body, examining every detail of my wedding dress as if memorizing it for later. When her gaze reaches my throat, she pauses.

The smile that spreads across her face makes my blood run cold.

The necklace suddenly feels like it's choking me. Olga's warning echoes in my mind: "If I can spot this little inconsistency, others at the wedding certainly will too."

And the look in Sayanaa's eyes tells me that she's seen the same thing as Olga.

Without another word, she turns on her heel and strides back down the aisle, and her men fall in behind her like a funeral procession.
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The heavy cathedral doors close behind us as we step outside.

Lacey's hand trembles in mine, but her steps remain steady despite the weight of the Archbishop's bible beneath her dress.

A line of black Mercedes waits, three abreast, at the bottom of the steps. I guide Lacey into the nearest one. As soon as the door closes, I open door facing away from the church and the door to the middle Mercedes.

Demyon stays in the one we just exited. He'll serve as the decoy meant to throw off anyone following us, and rejoin us at the airport in Melun Villaroche.

The rest of my men arrange themselves in formation, blocking potential sight lines from surrounding buildings while we complete the ruse.

"Almost there," I whisper to Lacey. "We'll be alright."

She squeezes my hand in response, a ghost of a smile playing at her lips. The cathedral bells toll overhead as we descend, marking what should be a joyous occasion.

But all it does is send my pulse racing with controlled urgency.

As soon as our doors close, I tap the partition. "Champs-Élysées. Keep it fast, but smooth."

Through the bulletproof glass, I watch the Alexander Nevsky recede behind us. Lacey's wedding dress rustles as she shifts closer. The scent of her perfume, citrus and lavender, fills the space between us.

"Did anyone notice?" she whispers.

"No." I brush my thumb across her knuckles. "You did well in there."

Traffic moves surprisingly well along the famous avenue. Tourist buses and taxis fight for their space in the lanes, providing the perfect excuse for our car to weave through them towards the Seine.

Lacey peers out the window at the Arc de Triomphe rising before us. "It's beautiful."

"We'll come back someday," I say, surprising myself with how much I mean it. "When this is finished."

The boat is exactly where Demyon arranged it, tucked against the riverbank under the bridge. It's hidden in plain sight among the tourist vessels. Just a few more minutes and we'll be free of this place.

I watch Lacey's face as she takes in the view of Paris on both sides of the Seine as I put the boat in motion.

Her beauty in the soft light of day makes my chest tighten. The engagement ring catches the glow from the riverbank, and her blonde hair flutters in the wind.

For a moment I dare to let myself forget why we're really here.

A flash of movement catches my eye. Three boats trailing us, keeping pace but trying to look casual about it. Lacey notices too. I can see it in how her shoulders tense.

"Kirsan's men?" she whispers, leaning closer to me.

"Most likely." My hand slides inside my jacket, fingers wrapping around the familiar grip of my Glock. "Stay down."

The boats edge nearer, their wakes creating ripples behind them. I push the speedboat faster, and they keep pace. I count six men on each. Too many to be tourists out for a cruise.

Looks like Sayanaa is acting exactly as I predict she would.

Whatever blood she intends to spill, it sure as shit wasn't going to be inside of that church.

"Vadim..." Lacey's voice wavers slightly. She's scared but trying not to show it.

"It's alright, zvyozdochka." I draw my weapon, keeping it low and out of sight from the shore. "I won't let anything happen to you."

The nearest boat surges forward, coming alongside us. I can see their weapons now, poorly concealed under jackets. A bloodbath is about to start.

The first shot comes from our left.

I drop and push Lacey down to the deck with me as bullets crack over head. The acrid smell of gunpowder fills my nostrils.

"Stay down!" I shove Lacey behind the helm station and slam the throttle forward. The boat lurches beneath us.

A heavy thud rocks the deck. One of Sayanaa's men has landed on our boat. His boots scrape against the fiberglass as he regains his balance. I don't give him time to steady himself.

I surge up, catching him in the jaw with my elbow. He staggers but manages to grab my jacket. We grapple, trading blows in the confined space. His knife flashes in.

I catch his wrist before the blade finds my throat, and fire two shots into his abdomen before kicking him into the water.

Lacey gasps behind me. I can't let her see this, but I have no choice.

Her hands cover her mouth, eyes wide with horror as the body disappears behind us.

The Seine swallows him without a trace, dark waters closing over yet another secret. When I turn back to Lacey, her face is pale as moonlight, but there is no fear in her eyes. She's stronger than she knows.

More shots ring out from the pursuing boats. I aim at the nearest one and fire back, but there's just too damn many.

I whirl back toward the helm, but Lacey has already beaten me there.

"I'll drive!" she shouts over the gunfire. "You focus on shooting back!"

For a split second, I hesitate. But there's steel in her eyes and her tone brooks no argument.

I give her a sharp nod and shift to cover her as she takes control.

The boat surges forward under her command. She handles it with surprising skill, weaving between the tourist vessels while I focus on the threats closing in from behind.

Two more of Sayanaa's men leap aboard. I meet the first one before his feet touch the deck. His body crumples as a pink mist of blood and brain appear in the air from a single bullet.

The second attacker slashes at me with a knife. I dodge, feeling the blade whisper past my ear. He's good. But I'm better.

I catch his arm on his next swing and slam him against the rail. His head cracks against the metal. Before he can recover, I snap his arm and send him to join his friend.

A third man lands behind me. I spin, but I'm not quite fast enough. His fist catches my jaw. Pain explodes through my skull. I taste blood.

Then the boat jerks hard right. The man stumbles, thrown off balance by Lacey's expert timing. I don't waste the opening. One precise strike to his temple drops him, a shot to the stomach stuns him, and a kick dislodges him.

Finally, the pursuing boats fall back. Whether they've run out of men willing to die or simply lost their nerve, I don't care.

Lacey cuts the engine, breathing hard. I cross to her in two strides and pull her into my arms. Her lips crash against mine, fierce and wild. She tastes like adrenaline and victory.

When we break apart, she's grinning. "We actually did it!"

"Not quite yet, zvyozdochka." I brush my thumb across her cheek and then point into the distance. "There's a car waiting at that dock. From there, it's a straight shot to the heliport at Issy-les-Moulineaux."

She nods, determination replacing her triumph. We dock quickly and make our way to the waiting vehicle.

As we get in, I can't help but admire how her wedding dress, despite everything, remains pristine white.

The city blurs past as we speed toward the heliport. Lacey shifts beside me, the rustle of her wedding dress filling the silence.

"This feels familiar," she says, a hint of mischief in her voice. "But last time, you were much less gentle about getting me into the car."

"You weren't exactly as cooperative as you are now." I can't help but smirk. "Or carrying such precious cargo."

"And now look at us." Her hand finds mine in the darkness. "Me, willingly sitting next to you after we just stole from a church."

"Technically, we borrowed a bible and left a replacement." My thumb traces circles on her palm. "And you looked just as beautiful fighting me as you do now as my accomplice."

She doesn't say anything, but leans closer, her citrus and lavender scent teasing my senses.

The car turns onto the private road leading to the heliport. Through the windshield, I can see the helicopter's blades already spinning, ready for our arrival.

"Come on," I say as we pull up to the tarmac. "Our ride awaits."

I help Lacey from the car, supporting her as she gathers her dress. The wind from the rotors whips the fabric around us as we make our way to the helicopter. Once inside, I secure her harness while the pilot runs through his final checks.

"Irina's waiting with the jet." I tell her over the headset. "Twenty minutes and we'll be on our way home."

She squeezes my hand as I help her into the helicopter. Even through the thundering blades, I catch her whispering the word "home."

The helicopter lifts off, carrying us away from the chaos we've left behind. Lacey's hand remains firmly in mine as the city shrinks beneath us.
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The helicopter touches down at Melun Villaroche. Through the windshield, I spot Irina standing by the jet's stairs, her red hair whipping in the rotor wash. Relief floods through me.

We're almost there.

I help Lacey down from the helicopter, her wedding dress billowing around us as we rush towards the jet. The tarmac stretches empty and long before us.

Suddenly, the sound of engines cuts through the air.

Multiple black SUVs screech onto the tarmac. My heart drops—Sayanaa's men. They must have figured out that this was where I'd be and radioed ahead to cut us off.

"Run!" I grab Lacey's hand and sprint toward the jet. Gunfire erupts behind us. Irina pulls a pistol from beneath her jacket and starts firing back, providing us cover.

Lacey stumbles in her wedding dress. I wrap my arm around her waist, half-carrying her as we race across the concrete. I can feel the bible bouncing against her with each step.

We're almost there!

A bullet cracks past my ear. Another pings off the jet's fuselage. Irina's gun barks steadily, keeping the attackers at bay as the two of us rush up the stairs. There's a triumphant smile on her face when she sees us.

"You did it!" she cries out as she keeps firing.

Then I hear it.

The unmistakable sharp crack of a rifle, louder and more terrible than the other weapons.

As if in slow motion, Irina jerks backward, red blooming across her chest like a grotesque flower. Her emerald eyes go wide with shock as she stumbles, and the pistol slips from her fingers even as the smile on her face remains.

"No!" Lacey's scream is piercing.

She breaks free from my grip and rushes towards Irina's crumpling body. Blood stains the pristine white of Lacey's wedding dress where she cradles Irina to her.

"No! No! No!" Lacey sobs, pressing her hands against the wound. Blood seeps between her fingers, staining them crimson. "Please! Please stay with us."

More bullets strike the jet around us. I need to get them inside, but Lacey won't let go of Irina.

The blood keeps spreading, soaking her wedding dress in a dark nauseating red.

I drag both women behind the jet's armored door, and slam it shut as bullets ping off the fuselage. "Take off! Now!" I bellow to Demyon in the cockpit.

The jet engines roar to life, drowning out the gunfire outside.

Turning back, my heart clenches at the sight before me. Lacey kneels on the floor, her once-pristine wedding dress now marred with crimson. Her hands press desperately against Irina's chest, trying to stem the bleeding.

"Stay with me, Irina!" Lacey begs, her voice breaking. "We'll get you help, just hold on."

But I recognize the vacant stare in Irina's eyes, and the way her chest has stopped moving.

I've seen that look too many times before.

The woman who helped me save so many others, who survived Kirsan's cruelty only to find freedom through my organization, now lies lifeless on my jet's floor.

"Lacey." I touch her shoulder gently. "She's gone."

"No!" She shrugs off my hand, continuing her futile efforts. "We can save her. We have to save her!"

Blood covers Lacey's hands, stains her wedding ring, and seeps into the delicate lace of her dress. Each press of her palms against Irina's wound sends another wave of red across the white fabric. The sight burns itself into my memory.

This is what happens when I let people get close to me. This is the price of my protection.

"Zvyozdochka." I wrap my arms around her from behind, pulling her away from Irina's body. "Let her go. There's nothing more we can do."

Lacey struggles against me for a moment before she collapses into my chest, her body wracking with sobs.

I hold her tighter as the jet lifts off, leaving Paris behind.
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The jet's engines hum as we reach cruising altitude, but I barely register the sound. My hands tremble as I stare at them—crimson staining my skin, soaking into the delicate lace of my wedding dress.

Irina's blood.

I can't tear my eyes away from where Vadim kneels beside her body, his fingers gentle as he closes her eyes. His lips move in what sounds like a prayer, the Russian words soft and mournful. The tenderness in his touch makes my chest ache.

"I tried..." The words catch in my throat. "I tried to save her."

My fingers had pressed desperately against the wound, but her blood had pumped out between them anyway. Her final smile flashes in my mind, when she congratulated us as we rushed up the stairs—triumphant and undying even as the light faded from her eyes.

Olga's warning echoes in my head: "Sooner or later, Pyotr's bastard will put blood on your hands."

I look down at my stained palms and dress, bile rising in my throat.

The metallic scent of blood fills my nostrils, making my head spin. My wedding dress—Irina's final masterpiece—is ruined. Dark crimson blooms across the pristine white fabric like spilled wine.

We had talked about what we could do together when we returned to Seattle. She brought preliminary sketches for her new line. Promised that we'd look them over on the flight back home.

Together.

"I should have..." My voice breaks. Should have what? Run faster? Fought harder? Never agreed to this insane plan in the first place?

Irina died protecting us. Protecting me. The weight of that truth settles heavy in my chest, threatening to crush me. My hands begin to shake harder as the reality of what just happened crashes over me.

This isn't just some elaborate game anymore. This is blood and death and consequences I never imagined when I agreed to this plan.

What else will this cost?

Who else will bleed because of the choices we've made?

I stare at my blood-stained hands, unable to look away.

Olga was right. There's blood on my hands now. And I have a sickening feeling this is only the beginning.

"Zvyozdochka." Vadim's voice cuts through my daze. He extends his hand toward me, his expression gentle despite the steel in his eyes. "You need to change out of those clothes."

"I can't..." The words catch in my throat. "This was her last..."

"I know." Vadim's fingers brush against my cheek, wiping away tears I hadn't realized were falling. "But she wouldn't want you sitting here in blood-soaked clothes."

He's right, of course. The rational part of my brain knows this. But my body feels frozen, locked in place by the horror of what just happened. By the weight of Irina's final smile before she slipped away under my desperate hands.

Vadim's hand remains extended, patient and steady. A lifeline in this storm of chaos and death. My fingers tremble as I reach for him, letting him pull me to my feet. My legs feel weak, unsteady.

"Come." His voice is soft but firm as he guides me toward the back of the jet.

I let him lead me, grateful for his solid presence. My mind keeps replaying those final moments like an endless repeating nightmare. The gunshot, Irina's body falling, my hands pressing uselessly against her wound.

My hand tightens against Vadim's, anchoring myself to the present through his grip, keeping me from drowning.

The door clicks shut behind us as Vadim guides me into the private cabin. My hands won't stop shaking. The blood has started drying, turning brown and flaky on my skin.

"Arms up," Vadim murmurs. His touch is achingly gentle as he helps me out of the dress. The fabric clings to my skin where the blood has soaked through, making a horrible peeling sound as he lifts it away.

"She made this for me." My voice cracks as I keep repeating myself as if it'll change reality. "I can't…"

"You have to, zvyozdochka." His fingers trace down my spine, leaving trails of warmth against my cold skin.

The dress pools at my feet in a ruined heap of crimson-stained white. I can't look at it. Can't bear to see Irina's work destroyed like this. Vadim's hands cup my shoulders, steadying me as I step free of the fabric.

"The water's warm." He guides me toward the small bathroom. Steam curls from the faucet he must have turned on while I was lost in my thoughts. "Let me help you."

I should feel exposed standing in my bra and panties. Should feel something beyond this hollow numbness. But all I can focus on is the dried blood coating my hands and arms. Even my hair is matted with it.

Vadim's fingers work at the clasp of my bra, and then slips my panties off my hips. His movements are clinical and careful. There's nothing sexual in his touch, just a steadying tenderness that makes my throat tight. He helps me into the shower, holding my elbow as my legs threaten to give out.

"You're in shock," he says softly, reaching for a washcloth. "Breathe. It'll pass."

Warm water cascades over my skin, but I barely feel it. My eyes stay fixed on the pink-tinged rivulets swirling down the drain. Irina's blood mixing with water, washing away like she never existed.

Vadim's hands are gentle as he runs the washcloth over my shoulders, down my arms. His touch anchors me to the present even as my mind threatens to spiral. The washcloth moves in steady circles, methodically cleaning away the evidence of what happened.

"Look at me, zvyozdochka," he murmurs when my gaze refuses to tear itself away from the drain and the pink ribbons swirling around it.

I try to meet his eyes but my legs suddenly feel weak, unable to hold me up anymore. I start to sink down and his arms catch me immediately, pulling me against his chest. The expensive fabric of his shirt soaks through as he holds me under the spray.

My eyes drift closed, seeking escape from reality. But the moment darkness falls, I see it again—Irina's body arching backward, that final serene smile, the blood seeping between my desperate fingers.

My eyes snap open with a gasp. "I can't! I keep seeing!"

"Don't dwell on it." His voice rumbles through his chest against my cheek. "Focus on me. Just me."

Something breaks inside me then. The sob tears from my throat before I can stop it, raw and primal. My fingers clutch at his ruined shirt as the tears come faster, harder. Each gasp feels like it's being ripped from deep within my soul.

Vadim just holds me tighter, one hand cradling the back of my head while the other supports my weight. He murmurs soft words I can't hear or understand, but the gentle cadence of his voice wraps around me like a blanket.

I cry until I can barely breathe, my whole body shaking with the force of my sobs. Through it all, Vadim's arms stay steady around me, letting me fall apart while he holds the pieces together.
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The warm water shuts off but I barely notice, lost in the hollow emptiness that's settled into my bones. Vadim's hands remain steady as he wraps a plush towel around me, methodically drying my skin. I let him guide my movements like a doll, lifting my arms when he tugs the soft cotton shirt over my head.

"Here." He helps me step into a pair of black leggings.

I'm grateful for his clinical and impersonal touch in this moment. I don't think I could handle tenderness right now.

Once I'm dressed, Vadim bends down to retrieve my ruined wedding dress from where it lies in a bloody heap on the floor. His fingers work carefully at the hidden pocket, and extract the bible.

The leather binding is still pristine, untouched by the violence that destroyed everything else.

I watch him examine it, turning it over in his hands. The sight of it makes ice spread through my veins.

That book, the whole reason we're here, the reason Irina... My throat closes up before I can finish the thought.

"I need to move her to the cargo hold,” Vadim says quietly, tucking the bible into his jacket. "We can't just leave her on the floor outside." He pauses, jaw tightening. "She deserves a proper burial. In Seattle."

I manage a small nod, unable to form words. The cargo hold. Like luggage. Like she wasn't just alive not so long ago, helping me into my wedding dress with excited hands and bright eyes.

Like she hadn't promised me that we'd look over her latest work together, dreaming of more hopeful things.

Vadim's lips brush my forehead briefly before he turns away. I hear the cabin door open and close, leaving me alone with the empty shower and my blood-stained wedding dress crumpled on the floor.

I sink onto the small leather seat, my damp hair dripping onto the soft cotton of the shirt. The reality of what just happened—what I've gotten myself into—crashes over me like a tidal wave.

This isn't just some elaborate heist anymore. This isn't a game of dress-up and pretend marriage. Irina is dead. Actually dead. Because of me. Because I agreed to this insane plan.

My hands start trembling again as I remember Olga's warning. Blood on my hands. Just like she said. And now that I'm in this deep, is there even a way out?

Sayanaa knows my face.

She knows who I am.

She's seen me wearing Mom's necklace.

What if… what if that's enough for her to follow it the way that Vadim had?

Even if I wanted to run, where would I go? Back to Seattle? To catering jobs and looking over my shoulder for the rest of my life? Wondering if every stranger on the street works for Sayanaa?

And what about Megan? What would happen to her if Kirsan's people found out about her? Or Dad?

I press my palms against my eyes, trying to stop the spiral of panic. But the thoughts keep coming, faster and darker. I'm in so deep now. There's no going back to my old life. No pretending this never happened.

The blood on my hands may have washed away, but I can still feel it. Still see Irina's final smile. Still hear Olga's words echoing in my head. Is this what my life will be now? Running? Hiding? Watching more people die because they tried to help me?

My chest feels tight, like I can't get enough air. The walls seem to close in around me. I'm trapped—not just on this plane, but in this life I've stumbled into. And I'm starting to realize there might not be a way out.

The door opens and Vadim steps back in, his shirt still damp from holding me in the shower. His movements are measured, controlled, but I catch the slight tremor in his hands as he shuts the door.

"Try to get some rest," he says quietly. "We still have several hours before we land."

The thought of being alone makes my chest tighten. "Stay with me?" The word comes out barely above a whisper. "Please?"

He studies me for a long moment before nodding. Without a word, he settles beside me on the small leather bench. His arm wraps around my shoulders, drawing me against his chest.

I curl into him instinctively, seeking the familiar comfort of his embrace. But something feels different. Where his touch usually radiates warmth that seeps into my bones, now there's just... nothing. The solid press of his body against mine feels hollow, mechanical.

His heart beats steady under my ear, but the rhythm brings no comfort. His fingers pull me closer to him, but the touch feels distant and disconnected. It's like there's an invisible wall between us now, built from blood and death and consequences neither of us fully understood when this started.

I close my eyes, trying to find that spark of heat that usually ignites whenever he holds me. But all I feel is cold emptiness, matching the hollow look in his eyes when he'd knelt beside Irina's body.

His lips press against my damp hair, but even that gesture feels automatic, like he's following a script of what he should do rather than acting on genuine impulse.

The man who'd made me feel alive with just a touch now feels as numb as I do.

We sit in silence, his arms around me, my head on his chest. Two broken people holding each other together while falling apart inside.
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VADIM


I sit in the chair outside of the bedroom suite after Lacey has finally fallen asleep, thumbing through the bible, but the names and numbers blur together even as I commit them to memory.

My hands refuse to stay still.

The weight of Irina's death presses against my chest like a stone.

"We'll be landing in thirty minutes, Vadim Petrovich." Demyon's voice cuts through my thoughts. "I've arranged for the discrete transport of Irina's body."

I close the bible and press my palms against my eyes. Irina's final moments replay in my mind—her triumphant smile, the bloody flower blossoming on her chest from that single shot. The sound of Lacey's scream.

"She deserved better than this." My voice comes out hoarse. "After everything she survived..."

"She died protecting what she believed in." Demyon's hand grips my shoulder. "The same way she lived."

My gaze drifts to the cabin where Lacey rests. Her blood-soaked wedding dress is still there, crumpled in the corner. I remember how she trembled in the shower as I washed Irina's blood from her skin. The way she couldn't stop staring at her hands.

"I promised to protect her." The words taste like ash in my mouth. "Instead, I've stained her with blood."

"Vadim—”

"Look at what I've done to her, Demyushka." I gesture toward the cabin. "She was innocent."

I've put blood on Lacey's hands. My entire life, I've tried to fool myself into believing that I'm different from Pyotr. But now?

A familiar self-loathing rises in my throat.

"The only thing you need to do right now," Demyon says quietly. "Is make sure that Irina's death wasn't in vain."

But as I stare at the pages of the leather-bound book in my lap, I wonder if any of this was worth the cost.

If I had any right to drag Lacey into this darkness with me.

The plane begins its descent, and Seattle's lights glitter below us through the ever-present rain like fallen stars. Somewhere in that glittering web is the life Lacey left behind. A life I tore her away from, just like Pyotr tore my mother from hers.

I open the door quietly. Lacey lies curled on her side, still wearing the clothes I helped her change into. Dark circles shadow her eyes, and her chest rises and falls in shallow breaths.

"Zvyozdochka." I touch her shoulder gently. "We've landed."

She jerks awake with a gasp, her eyes wide with fear. My heart clenches as she scrambles back against the seat before recognition floods her face.

"C'mon," I whisper, withdrawing my hand. "It's time to go."

Lacey nods, but her movements are mechanical as she stands. I steady her when she sways, and guide her toward the exit. The air hits us with a blast of cold soft rain under Seattle's telltale clouds.

It's fitting for what we've endured.

Two black SUVs idle on the tarmac. Demyon opens the rear door of the first one while men in dark suits approach the cargo hold where Irina's body rests.

"This way." I try to lead Lacey to our waiting car, but she plants her feet.

"No." Her voice is raw but determined. "I want to go with her."

"Lacey—"

"Please." She meets my eyes, and I see the same fierce protectiveness that I've come to love in her. "I can't just leave her now."

My objections die in my throat. This is the woman who faced down Sayanaa in that cathedral, who refused to break even with blood on her hands. Who am I to deny her this?

"Alright." I signal to Demyon to take the first car. "We'll go together."

She squeezes my hand. As we get into the SUV with Irina's body, I wonder if there's still hope for forgiveness.
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The funeral home's fluorescent lights cast harsh shadows across Irina's lifeless face. Lacey stands beside the metal gurney, her fingers trembling as she smooths down the fabric of a dress Demyon retrieved from Irina's shop—one of her final designs.

"I want to help dress her." Lacey's voice is quiet but firm. "Please."

I nod, unable to find words as the mortician leads her through the swinging doors.

"Vadim Petrovich." Demyon approaches from the shadows.

My jaw clenches as I think of Sayanaa's face in the church.

"The Golden Crown on Fifth and Pike. And Club Medusa in Pioneer Square." I recite the two entries I saw in the bible we'd taken. "Both with hidden basement levels where they keep their victims. I want them gone."

"Now?"

"Now." I watch through the window as Lacey gently lifts Irina's arm. "Get the victims out. And then kill anyone associated with Kirsan. Show no mercy."

"You're not thinking clearly."

"I am thinking clearly." My voice drops to a dangerous whisper. "And I'm doing what you said: making sure Irina's death wasn't in vain. Get this done. Eto moi prikaz."

Demyon studies me for a long moment before nodding. "It will be done, Vadim Petrovich."

As he turns to leave, I catch a glimpse of Lacey carefully brushing Irina's hair, tears streaming down her face. My heart constricts at the tenderness in her movements.

"One more thing." I grip Demyon's arm. "Make them hurt."

I step through the doors, my footsteps echoing in the stark room. Lacey's hands still as she finishes arranging Irina's hair, each auburn strand perfectly placed against the silk pillow.

"Would you like to say something?" Lacey's voice breaks the silence.

I step closer to Irina's body, my chest tight with grief. All I can see is the same terrified girl forced to kneel beside her father in front of Kirsan and Pyotr in Pankration.

In the years since her escape, she transformed that pain into purpose.

Used her talent to save others like her.

My throat tightens. She looks so peaceful, as if she might wake any moment to share another secret about her designs or tease me about my inability to appreciate haute couture. I lean down, my lips close to Irina's ear.

"You were the first person who believed that I could be more than Pyotr's son," I whisper in Russian, my voice rough with emotion. "Where everyone else saw a monster's shadow, you saw something else. Someone worth believing in."

"Remember how you used to tease me about my 'boring' suits?" A sad smile tugs at my lips. "Yet you never stopped trying to teach me. About haute couture. About the difference between batiste and voile..."

The words catch in my throat as old memories flood back from a more innocent time. The sound of her infectious laugh, the fire of her fierce determination, and the way she'd light up when describing her latest designs.

But most importantly, the way she channeled every bit of her own suffering into creating beauty and hope for others.

"I'm sorry." I brush a strand of hair from her face. "I'm so sorry I couldn't save you in the end. But I swear on my life, I will destroy every piece of Kirsan's empire. Every trafficker, every enabler, every single person who helped him. They'll all pay. I swear it. His entire world will burn for what he's done to you."

Grief turns to rage as I think of how her body crumpled and collapsed under that single bullet. My fingers curl into fists.

"Your fight is over now, Irinochka. Be at peace, and give my best to your father when you arrive."

I straighten and step back, giving Lacey space.

I watch as Lacey's shoulders tremble. Her fingers trace the delicate lace patterns on Irina's dress.

"You showed me what real strength looks like," Lacey whispers, her voice thick with emotion. "Not just in how you died protecting me, but in how you lived. The way you turned your pain into something beautiful, helping others escape..." She swallows hard. "Every stitch you made carried hope. Every pattern weaved a story of survival."

My chest tightens as Lacey adjusts Irina's collar with trembling hands. The same hands that tried desperately to stop the bleeding just hours ago.

"You didn't just measure fabric, you measured hearts." Lacey continues softly, her voice breaking. "And now I understand why Vadim trusted you so much. Why everyone who knew you loved and treasured you."

"I wish…" Lacey's tears fall freely now, dotting the silk of Irina's dress. "I wish I'd had more time to know you. To learn from you." She gently adjusts a strand of Irina's hair. "But I promise you this. I'll carry forward what you stood for. Your courage, your compassion." She draws a shaky breath. "The way you fought to give others a chance at freedom."

The raw honesty in Lacey's words makes my throat constrict. She sees Irina exactly as she was. Not just as a victim who survived, but as a warrior who never stopped fighting for others.

"Thank you," Lacey whispers, pressing a final kiss to Irina's forehead. "For everything."

The mortician wheels Irina's body toward the crematorium doors. Lacey's fingers interlace with mine, squeezing so tight that I can feel her entire body trembling. Her other hand presses against her mouth, trying to hold back the sobs I can feel building in her chest.

The doors open with a mechanical hiss. Heat radiates from within, and I'm transported back to the way Irina's body felt when I lifted her into the cargo hold—still warm, as if some a part of her spirit lingered, unwilling to leave this world where she'd fought so hard to make a difference.

Lacey's grip tightens as Irina disappears into the flames. A guttural cry rips from her throat—raw and primal, filled with all the anguish I've been struggling to contain.

She turns and buries her face against my chest, her body wracked with violent sobs.

I wrap my arms around her, pulling her closer as my own tears finally break free. In this moment, holding Lacey as she grieves, all my carefully constructed walls crumble. Every emotion I've suppressed since watching Irina fall crashes through me like a tidal wave.

Rage, guilt, and devastating loss.

Irina was more than just an ally. She was living proof that someone could emerge from darkness and create light for others.

Now she's gone, and I've dragged another innocent soul into my blood-soaked world.

Lacey's fingers clutch my jacket as she weeps. Her pain mirrors my own, pure and tainted by the violence that's shaped my life.

I press my face into her hair, letting my tears fall freely. Together we stand, clinging to each other as the flames claim what remains of a woman who still dared to believe in beauty despite having seen the depths of human cruelty.
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The city lights blur past as we drive through Seattle's empty streets. Lacey's head rests against my shoulder, her breathing still uneven from crying. The scent of smoke clings to our clothes, a bitter reminder of what we've lost.

My phone vibrates. A message from Demyon: "First location secured. Twenty-three rescued."

I slip the phone back into my pocket. The car turns onto the winding road leading to Pankration, and my chest tightens as I think of the bloody trail that led us here.

Nathan. The bible. Irina.

Each death adds another layer of darkness around Lacey's light. How many more before that light is extinguished forever?

"Stop the car," I tell the driver. He pulls over, just outside of Pankration's gates.

The mansion's lights are visible through the trees ahead.

Lacey lifts her head, confusion crossing her tear-stained face. I take her hand, running my thumb across her knuckles where Irina's blood has left invisible stains.

"Your part in this is over," I say quietly. "If you want to leave, I won't stop you."

Lacey lifts her head, her amber-flecked eyes searching mine in the darkness. "What do you mean?"

"You've done more than enough." My voice sounds hollow even to my own ears. "There's no reason for you to stay involved in..." I gesture vaguely at the looming mansion. "Any of this."

"Vadim—"

"I won't force you to stay in this darkness with me." My fingers tighten around hers before letting go. "Not after what happened to Irina. So if you want this to end. Just say so."

Lacey's hand finds mine again in the darkness.

"No."

The single word carries more weight than I expect.

"No?"

"I'm not going anywhere." Her voice is quiet but firm, carrying the same steel I heard when she stared me down in Mrs. Klossner's dry cleaner. "For better or worse, I'm already involved in this."

"Lacey—"

"Let me finish." She shifts in her seat to face me fully. Even with tears staining her cheeks and exhaustion shadowing her eyes, there's a fierce determination in her expression that makes my breath catch. "Someone needs to continue Irina's work. Everything from her designs to the work she does with Svoboda."

My chest tightens at the mention of Irina's name. "You don't have to."

"But I do." She tightens her hold on my hand, fingers still trembling slightly. "What Irina did, using fashion to save trafficking victims, giving them hope and a fresh start. That wasn't just a job for her. It was her life's mission. Her purpose."

The passion in her voice reminds me so much of Irina that it physically hurts.

"It's dangerous work." I remind her.

"I know, but I don't care." Lacey's grip tightens. "Irina made armor from cloth. And now she's gone.” Her voice catches. "But her work, what she stood for? That can't die with her."

"You could have a normal life."

"After everything I've seen and lived and learned?" She shakes her head. "I can't just walk away and pretend none of this exists. Not when I can help you make a difference." Her other hand reaches up to touch my face. "You'll need someone with an eye for design."

The echo of Irina's words in Lacey's determination strikes me speechless. Where I expect to find fear in her eyes, I see only resolve.

"For better or worse," Lacey whispers, "I'm already part of this. Let me honor her memory by continuing what she started."

My heart swells at Lacey's words, at the unwavering conviction burning in her amber-flecked eyes.

"Are you sure?" I cup her face, searching her eyes for any hint of doubt. "Once you step through those doors, there's no going back to your old life."

Lacey's hand slides to the back of my neck, pulling me closer until our foreheads touch. The scent of lavender and citrus and something uniquely her fills my senses.

"I've never been more sure of anything." She leans into my touch, her hand coming up to cover mine.

The raw honesty in her voice breaks something loose in my chest. Before I can stop myself, I pull her closer and capture her lips with mine. She responds instantly, her fingers threading through my hair as she deepens the kiss.

It's different from every kiss we've shared before. There's no pretense now, no calculated moves in a dangerous game. Just raw honesty and shared grief transforming into something else.

Something that terrifies me.

Her lips are soft against mine, yet I can't stop tasting of salt from her tears.

My heart thunders against my ribs as an unfamiliar warmth spreads through me. She responds with equal fervor, pressing closer until I can feel her heartbeat racing in time with mine.

I can't tell anymore where I end and she begins.

The sensation scares me more than any bullet or blade ever has. I've spent years building walls around myself, keeping everyone at arm's length. Yet somehow this woman has broken down every defense.

I break the kiss, resting my forehead against hers as we both catch our breath. The realization hits me like a physical blow.

I don't just want her body or her skills.

I want her.

All of her.

I don't want to let her go. Not tomorrow, not ever. The thought of her walking away now feels like someone reaching into my chest and trying to tear out my own heart.

This wasn't supposed to happen. She wasn't supposed to become more than a means to an end. I wasn't supposed to feel this crushing need to protect her, to keep her close.

But I do.

Because she's mine.
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LACEY


My legs feel like lead as we climb the grand staircase of Pankration. Every step brings fresh memories of Irina flooding back—her smile, her kindness, the way she worked the needle through fabric with such care. The weight of the necklace at my throat feels heavier than ever.

Vadim's hand rests at the small of my back, steadying me as we reach the landing. He turns toward the blue suite, but I catch his wrist.

"No." My voice comes out hoarse. "I want to be with you."

"Lacey..." His gray eyes cloud with conflict. "The marriage was just for show. You don't have to⁠—”

"We're married now." The words catch in my throat but I force them out. "Real or fake, I'm not sleeping alone tonight. Not after..." The image of Irina's body flashes through my mind and I squeeze my eyes shut.

When I open them again, Vadim is studying my face with an intensity that makes my heart stutter. His thumb brushes across my cheek, wiping away tears I didn't realize had fallen.

"This isn't what you signed up for," he says softly.

A bitter laugh escapes me. "None of this is what I signed up for. But here we are."

His jaw clenches as he wars with himself. I can see the moment his resolve crumbles—the slight softening around his eyes, and the way his shoulders drop just a fraction.

"Here we are," he echoes, and there's something raw in his voice that makes me shiver.

We both know this stopped being fake somewhere between the jewelry store and the cathedral. Maybe it was never fake at all. The realization should terrify me, but after everything that's happened today, it feels like the only real thing I have left to hold onto.

My legs feel shaky as I accompany Vadim into his bedroom. Moonlight streams through tall windows, casting long shadows across a space that feels both elegant and austere. Like him. A massive four-poster bed dominates one wall, dark sheets pulled tight with military precision.

My heart pounds as I turn to face him. His eyes are stormy with barely contained emotion that matches the tempest in my own chest. Without thinking, I rise up on my toes and press my lips to his. He responds instantly, one hand tangling in my hair while the other pulls me flush against him.

The kiss deepens, desperate and hungry. I pour everything I'm feeling into it—the grief, the fear, the overwhelming need to feel connected to something real. His tongue sweeps into my mouth and I moan, clinging to his shoulders.

We stumble toward the bed, shedding clothes along the way. The back of my knees hit the mattress and I fall backward, pulling him with me. The weight of his body pressing me into the sheets anchors me to this moment.

"Please," I whisper against his mouth. "Make me feel something. Anything but this emptiness."

His hand cups my face, thumb stroking my cheek as he studies me with those intense gray eyes. For a moment, I see my own pain reflected there, raw and vulnerable.

His lips trail down my neck, my collarbone, leaving a path of fire in their wake. When he reaches my breasts, I arch into him, my fingers tangling in his hair. But he doesn’t stop there. His mouth moves lower, over my stomach, until he’s kneeling between my legs. My breath hitches as he spreads me open, his gaze dark and possessive.

I should feel exposed, vulnerable, but instead, I feel seen. For the first time, I’m not hiding behind a mask.

I’m just me, raw and unfiltered, and he’s looking at me like I’m everything he’s ever wanted.

His tongue flicks against me, and I gasp, my hands gripping the sheets. The sensation is electric, sending shockwaves through my body. I try to hold on, to keep some semblance of control, but it’s slipping through my fingers like sand.

And I don’t care.

Control has always been an illusion. I’ve spent my life trying to hold everything together—my family, my dreams, my heart—but it’s never worked. I’ve always been at the mercy of forces I couldn’t control. Nathan’s betrayal, Laura’s death, Freddy’s cruelty, even Vadim’s proposal—none of it was in my hands.

But this? Letting go? This is something that no-one can take from me.

This is something that is one-hundred fucking percent mine, even if it might not seem that way.

And it feels right.

His mouth works me with a precision that leaves me trembling. My hips lift off the bed, chasing the pleasure he’s giving me. My thoughts scatter, replaced by a single, all-consuming need.

I’m falling, unraveling, and I don’t want to stop.

When I come, it’s with a cry that echoes through the room. My body shatters against his mouth, waves of pleasure crashing over me. For a moment, everything else fades away—the pain, the fear, the guilt.

As the aftershocks subside, I open my eyes to find him watching me, his expression unreadable.

“It’s not enough,” I whisper, my voice trembling.

He tilts his head, his gaze sharp. “What would be enough?”

I get up on all fours, turn around, brace my hands on the bed, and look back at him over my shoulder.

"Use me," I demand, my voice low and needy. "Fuck me like you mean it."

His eyes darken with lust and something else, something primal. His hands grip my hips, fingers digging into my skin as he pushes into me.

The force of it drives the air from my lungs in a sharp gasp.

It’s the kind of pain that makes me feel alive.

The kind that frees me from all other emotions warring for control inside of me.

And I need more.

"Yes," I moan, pushing back against him as my fingers clutching at the sheets. "Harder."

He hesitates, his rhythm faltering for just a moment, and I can feel the question in him. He won’t hurt me. Not unless I ask him to. But even then, I’m not sure he will. He’s too careful, too controlled, too... good.

And that’s the problem. I don’t want him to be good. Not right now. I want him to be cruel, to make me feel the weight of everything I’ve lost.

“Please,” I whisper, my voice breaking.

His jaw tightens, and for a moment, I think he’s going to pull away. But then his hand slides up my thigh, his grip firm, almost bruising. His thrusts become rougher, more erratic, and I can feel him teetering on the edge of control. But it’s not enough. Not yet.

“Do it,” I urge, my voice trembling. “Do it and don't you fucking stop.”

He hesitates again, his skin hot against mine. I can sense the struggle in his soul, the battle between what I’m asking and what he’s willing to give. And I know, deep down, that he won’t cross that line. Not unless I make him.

“Fuck me like a slut,” I plead. “Fuck me like a whore. Choke me. Pull my hair. Make me hurt so that I can’t think of anything else.”

That’s when I realize what I’m really asking him to do. It’s not just about the pleasure, the connection, the escape.

It’s about the pain.

I want him to hurt me. I want him to punish me, to make me feel like I deserve this—like I deserve the guilt that’s eating me alive. Irina’s blood will always be on my hands, and no amount of scrubbing will ever wash it away.

But maybe, just maybe, if he hurts me, it’ll feel like justice.

Like I’m paying the price for what I couldn’t stop.

I tilt my head back, exposing my throat. “Harder!”

For a moment, I’m scared that he won’t oblige me.

But then, his hand wraps around my throat, tenderly at first, as if he’s not sure that he should.

I rock my hips back, meeting him with a desperation that surprises even me. The bed creaks beneath us, the sound raw and primal, matching the rhythm of our bodies. His breath comes in ragged gasps against my neck, and when I arch my ass back him and squeeze my pussy around his hard throbbing cock, he realizes that I am certain.

That's when his fingers begin to tighten, and my heart blooms in triumph.

My vision starts to blur at the edges, but I don't want him to stop. I want to be consumed by this, by him.

“Yes,” I moan, my inner walls clenching around his cock, my heart aching to escape reality. "Harder!"

Vadim's hand fists in my hair, yanking my head back as he pistons into me. The sharp sting makes me cry out, but I don’t want him to stop. I want him to take everything from me, to leave me raw and broken and remade.

He leans over me, his lips closing around my earlobe. Fresh pain mixes with the pleasure as he fucks me harder, punctuating each syllable with another hard thrust. “Is this enough, zvyozdochka?”

“No.” I confess.

He releases my throat and hair, pushes my face down into the bed with one hand, and grips my hips with the other—hard enough to bruise—as he pulls himself almost completely out.

Before I can beg for him to return, he buries himself to the hilt, giving me just a moment to cry out before he pulls all the way to my entrance again.

Only to bury himself completely inside of me again.

"You want me to fuck you like a slut?"

“Yes…” Tears of shame and pleasure stream down my face as he thrusts.

"You want me to fuck you like a whore?"

“Yes!” I shout.

"Then say it,” he snarls above me with every thrust, keeping his thrusts deep but measured. “Beg for me to fuck you like the whore that you are. The slut that you want to be.”

“Please!” I beg loudly. “Please fuck me like a greedy slut! Please fuck me like I'm a worthless whore! Your worthless whore! It's what I want, so don't make me wait anymore. Don't make me beg anymore! Please! Please! Please!”

And it’s true.

It is what I want.

I want him to turn me into nothing but a set of holes—a toy for him to use and discard. I love the way he makes me feel small and powerless, like I’m nothing but a vessel for his pleasure.

It’s the only way to erase the waves of guilt lapping at my mind.

I know I’m just chasing a temporary high.

I know that this depravity, this degradation...it's nothing but a band-aid on a gaping wound in my heart. But I don't care.

He sets a brutal pace that has the headboard slamming against the wall. The sound of skin slapping against skin fills the room, punctuated by my wanton cries.

It's rough, almost painful, but it’s exactly what I need.

I feel a scream of pleasure bubbling in my throat. When it tears out of me, it leaves my throat raw and ragged. Before I can gather the strength to collect myself, another one punches from my throat.

“That’s it, zvyozdochka!” Vadim grunts as his movements become faster and more erratic. “Scream for me. Come for me and only me!”

“Yes! YES! YES!” I shriek, voice hoarse and breathless.

His hands grip my hips, fingers digging into my skin as he pulls me closer. Then, one hand slides up my body, cupping my breast, thumb brushing over my nipple. The other finds my clit, his touch rough and demanding until I am dizzy with pleasure.

He growls against my neck, body tensing.

He's still holding back.

I cry out, my back arching as pleasure crashes through me and I convulse helplessly against him, hands clutching at the sheets.

It’s a dangerous path to walk, I know.

A slippery slope with no guarantee of a safe landing.

But I don't care anymore.

“Please cum inside of me. Please make me yours,” I beg, my voice trembling. “I need it. I need you!”

I need him to break me completely, to shatter me into a million pieces and put me back together.

Only then will I be alright.

Only then can I even start to forgive myself.

Before I can demand anything more, before I can urge him on, he gives one final powerful thrust. With a guttural roar, he crashes headlong over the edge and flood my depths with his cum, hot and intense.

I moan, my own climax washing over me in waves in response.

He collapses against me, his weight pressing me deeper into the mattress as he continues to empty himself into me. I squeeze back, and milk him clean of every drop.

Vadim's breath is hot against my skin, and I can feel his heart pounding through his cock buried in my weeping cunt.

For a moment, everything else fades for just long enough away that I can pretend to ignore them—the pain, the fear, the guilt. The bedsheets bunch in my trembling fingers, and I fight bitterly to cling to the feeling of him and nothing else.

Because it's the only thing keeping me from falling apart.
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VADIM
HOURS LATER


Lacey's gentle breathing fills the silence in my bedroom. Her blonde hair fans across my chest as she sleeps, one hand curled against my heart. The distant rising sun paints a pale dawn through the clouds.

My fingers trace idle patterns on her shoulder. Every touch reminds me of how she writhed beneath me, how she begged me to claim her, to mark her as mine.

To hurt her.

That word tears through me like a knife. I know what she truly wants—a way to forgive herself after what we'd done. She wants me to save her from the guilt with pain.

But I can't.

I've already stained her hands with blood. I've dragged her into a world where even breathing wrong could get her killed. The we she begged me to degrade her and use her is proof enough of how deeply I've already hurt her.

Lacey stirs slightly, pressing closer. Her lips part in a sigh that makes my chest ache. I want nothing more than to wake her with kisses, to lose myself in her warmth again.

To pretend, just for a moment, that I deserve the trust she's placed in me.

But I don't.

Because I'm Pyotr's son.

Everything I touch turns to ash eventually.

But I can't help the fierce protectiveness that surges through me as I hold Lacey against my chest. Her soft curves fit perfectly against my body, like she was made to be here. When I press my lips to her forehead, she smiles in her sleep, and my heart clenches.

This feels right. Too right.

I press my lips to her temple, breathing in the citrus-lavender scent of her hair. She deserves better than a man whose love is more dangerous than his hatred.

A warning voice screams in my head, reminding me of the danger.

Sayanaa is still out there, angry and vengeful. The shot that killed Irina was meant for Lacey. I'm sure of it. And more than anything, I'm sure that it was Sayanaa who pulled the trigger herself.

Getting close to Lacey now, letting myself feel this... it's selfish. Dangerous.

But I don't want to let her go. I can't let her go.

Her warm breath fans across my chest, and I memorize every detail, from the silky strands of her hair between my fingers, to the delicate flutter of her eyelashes, and count the gentle rise and fall of her chest against mine as the sky outside grows brighter.

I watch Lacey's eyes flutter open, still heavy with sleep. A soft smile curves her lips as she stretches against me like a contented cat..

"Hi," she whispers, voice husky.

All my dark thoughts evaporate. In this moment, there is only her radiance, her warmth, her inherent goodness that still remains in spite of the violence I've brought into her life.

My chest tightens as she gazes up at me with those amber-flecked eyes that hide nothing.

Her fingertips trace my jaw, feather-light. "You're thinking very loudly."

I capture her hand and press a kiss to her palm. "Not anymore."

She rises up to meet my lips in a gentle kiss that makes my breath catch. Her mouth is soft, yielding, yet there's an underlying heat that makes my blood surge. When her tongue teases the seam of my lips, I groan and pull her closer.

Her hand slides down my chest, leaving trails of fire in its wake. Lower and lower until her fingers wrap around my cock, coaxing it to hardness with practiced strokes. I break the kiss to catch my breath as pleasure ripples through me.

"Lacey..." Her name falls from my lips like a prayer.

Her hand tightens around me, and I groan as she strokes me to full hardness. I can’t help the way my hips buck into her touch, craving more. She shifts, her thighs straddling my hips, and I feel the heat of her against me. My hands grip her waist, but she slaps them away with a smirk.

“I told you last night,” she whispers, her voice low and teasing. She leans down, her lips brushing my ear. “I want to feel something.”

“Haven't you felt enough, zvyozdochka?”

Her teeth sink into my neck, sharp and sudden. When she pulls back, her eyes are dark with desire.

“Not nearly enough."

Before I can respond, she sinks down onto me, taking me in one smooth motion. I groan, my head falling back against the pillow as she starts to move. She rides me fast, her hips rolling with a reckless abandon that leaves me breathless. Her hands brace against my chest, her nails digging into my skin as she leans down to bite my collarbone.

“Lacey,” I growl.

But she doesn’t slow down. Her teeth find my chest next, and I gasp, pain mingling with the pleasure in a way that drives me wild.

She’s relentless, her movements desperate, as if she’s trying to lose herself in this moment.

Her breath comes in short, sharp gasps, and I can feel her tightening around me. My hands move to her hips, and she slaps them away again.

“No,” she says, her voice firm. “I want to feel. Don't deny me this.”

I let her take control, my body surrendering to her rhythm. She bites my neck again, and I groan, my hands fisting in the sheets. Her pace quickens, and I can feel her trembling, her body on the edge.

My hand tangles in her hair, yanking her head back sharply. Her gasp is music to my ears.

"Is this what you wanted, zvyozdochka?" I growl against her throat.

"Yes," she breathes, her hips stuttering for a moment before she finds her rhythm again. I match her movements, thrusting up into her as she rides me. My lips find her neck, teeth grazing the delicate skin. She shivers, her nails digging into my chest in retaliation.

I slap her ass hard, the sound echoing through the room. She moans, her pace faltering for a moment before she picks it up again, harder, faster. Her nails rake down my chest, leaving trails of fire in their wake.

My hand reaches up again, tangling in her hair and pulling her head back once more. Her eyes meet mine, dark with desire and something else—something raw and unfiltered.

"Tell me what you want," I demand, my voice rough.

"You," she gasps, her hips rolling against mine. "Just you."

I kiss her hard, swallowing her moans as she rides me. Her nails dig into my shoulders, and I relish the pain, knowing she does too. Our movements become frantic, desperate, as we chase the release that’s just out of reach.

In one swift motion, I flip us over, pinning Lacey beneath me without breaking our connection. Her back hits the mattress, and I trap her wrists above her head. Her chest heaves, her lips swollen from my kisses, and eyes dark with need.

"Is this what you were looking for, zvyozdochka?" I growl, my voice low and rough.

Her answer comes in the form of her teeth sinking into my lower lip, sharp and demanding. I groan, the sting only fueling the fire burning through me. I thrust into her harder, deeper, my pace relentless. Her back arches off the bed, and she lets out a scream that echoes through the room.

Her legs wrap around my waist, pulling me closer, urging me on. Her nails dig into my wrists, and I can feel her trembling beneath me, her body tightening around me as she teeters on the edge.

"Look me in the eyes when you cum inside me,” she commands, her voice breathless but firm.

I pause for a moment, my hips stilling as I stare down at her. "Do you think you have the right to command a pakhan?" I ask, my voice a dangerous whisper.

Her answer is immediate. She tightens her legs around me, her hips rolling as she retakes control. Her movements are desperate, demanding, and I can’t help but groan as she fucks me back with a ferocity that leaves me breathless.

Her eyes lock with mine, unyielding, and I can feel myself coming undone inside of her again. But she doesn't stop, and keeps up her relentless rhythm until she pulls me down into her and—screaming—takes every drop I have left to give.

When I finally prop myself back up on my elbows, and brush a strand of hair from her face, she looks at me seriously, amber-flecked eyes flashing in the morning light.

"Vadim..." she begins, her voice husky. "I⁠—"

I shake my head, my thumb brushing her swollen lower lip.

"Don't, zvyozdochka. Don't."

I know what she wants to say. I want to say it, too.

But she can't. I can't.

I can't let her fall deeper into this hell I've dragged her into.
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LACEY
ONE WEEK LATER


I smooth down my skirt and try to focus on Irina's elegant sketches spread across my desk, but my mind is still piecing itself back together from the heat of Vadim's touch minutes ago.

My skin tingles where his hands gripped my hips and where his lips traced paths down my neck. I'm acutely aware of the tiny smear of his cum on my thigh. And with each slow trembling breath, I can practically still taste his scent on my tongue.

This has become our new normal—me working through Irina's final collection during daylight hours while he wages his war against Kirsan. And finding release with each other when darkness falls.

Or sometimes, like today, whenever the tension becomes too much to bear.

But underneath this veneer of routine, something feels...off.

Like the calm before a storm. The hair on the back of my neck stands up at odd moments, and I catch myself holding my breath, waiting for a non-existent hammer to fall.

I pick up my pencil again, tracing over a copy to one of Irina's dress designs, my heart clenching as I do so.

She had such vision, such talent. The way she could make fabric flow like water, and the way she understood how to accentuate without revealing. I have to get this right, have to honor her legacy.

But before I can return to my work, my phone rings.

Megan's name flashes across the screen. My heart skips—I haven't spoken to her since Vadim took me. Before everything changed. I stare at her name as my phone keeps ringing, guilt twisting in my stomach.

I can't ignore her forever.

Taking a deep breath, I answer.

"Meg?"

"Where the hell have you been?" Her voice cracks.

"Things have been..." I trail off, not sure how to explain everything that's happened.

"Lacey, something happened. It's Nathan."

My heart stutters.

"Nathan? What about him?"

"The police came to Dad's house this morning, looking for you. Apparently, they found Nathan's body a week ago. Washed up near Alki Beach."

The pencil slips from my fingers, clattering against the desk. "What?"

"I'd rather not talk about this over the phone, and I don't have all the details. But from what they told me, they put the time of death to around three weeks ago."

My hands start trembling. Three weeks. Right around when I caught him with Caroline.

When Vadim found me in his apartment.

The same Vadim who told me that Nathan worked for Kirsan when I asked him what the hell he was doing in Nathan's apartment.

Three weeks ago.

"Lacey? Are you still there?"

"Yeah," I whisper, gripping the edge of the desk. "I'm here."

"We need to talk. In person. Can you meet me?"

I look down at the sketches scattered across my desk, then at the door where Vadim disappeared minutes ago. The room starts spinning. I press my hand against my mouth, bile rising in my throat.

"Lacey?"

"Where?" My voice sounds hollow even to my own ears.

"Three Birds," she replies quickly. "How soon can you be here?"

"Give me a few minutes to figure it out. I'll let you know as soon as I can."

I push back from the desk, my legs shaking as I stand. I stumble into the hallway and nearly collide with Lenka.

"Lacey, dear? What is going on?" Her weathered hands steady me. "You look like you've seen a ghost."

"I need..." The words catch in my throat. "I need to see my sister."

"Why?" Lenka's sharp eyes study my face.

"It's been three weeks since I've arrived," I tell her. "And I haven't talked to her at all. Usually, we don't go for more than a few days without speaking. She's worried."

"Ah." Lenka nods, her expression softening into understanding. "I see. Perhaps she can come here? I'm sure Vadim Petrovich would not oppose his sister-in-law's presence here in Pankration."

"No!" The word bursts from my lips before I can stop it. Lenka's eyebrows shoot up at my outburst, and I force myself to take a steadying breath. "I mean, I can't have her come here."

"Why not? Pankration is your home now, dear."

"Megan doesn't know about the marriage yet," I say, latching onto the closest truth I can find. "I haven't told her anything about any of this." I gesture vaguely at our surroundings. "I need to explain everything to her in person first."

"Ah." Understanding softens Lenka's expression. "Then let me arrange a car⁠—"

"No," I cut in again, gentler this time. "Please. I need things to seem normal. If I show up in one of Vadim's cars with his drivers, or god forbid, a guard..." I shake my head. "She'll have questions I'm not ready to answer yet. She needs to hear about all of this from me, not piece it together from what she sees."

"You wish to protect her," Lenka says slowly.

"Yes." The word tastes like ash in my mouth. "Exactly."

Lenka studies my face for a long moment. "Very well. Follow me, dear."

I follow Lenka down a spiral staircase into Pankration's underground garage. The lights flicker on automatically, revealing a collection that would make any car enthusiast weep. Ferraris, Lamborghinis, and Aston Martins gleam under the fluorescent lights like predatory cats waiting to pounce.

"I can't take any of these," I say, waving at the rows of luxury vehicles. "They're too flashy. She'd notice right away that something's different."

"You don't approve?" Lenka's eyes crinkle with amusement.

"It's not that. My sister knows I drive a beat-up Honda. If I show up in one of these..." I gesture at a midnight blue Maserati. "How am I supposed to explain it?"

Lenka nods thoughtfully. "Perhaps something more practical, then?"

She leads me past the exotic cars to a far corner where a silver Prius sits, looking almost apologetic next to its glamorous neighbors.

"Perfect," I breathe in relief. "This is exactly what I need."

"Lacey." Lenka's tone turns serious as I open the door and find the keys are already in the ignition. "The streets are not safe right now. Vadim Petrovich's actions against Kirsan have stirred up dangerous forces."

"I know." I twist my hands together. "But my sister's worried sick about me. And I need to make sure my family's okay without me there."

My voice cracks.

Dad… I think. I haven't seen him in three weeks. It's been too long. I hope he's alright. I hope they're all alright.

Even Freddy.

Lenka studies me for a long moment before nodding. "Very well. I'll tell him you're resting with a headache if he asks. But please be careful, dear. Don't stay out too long. If you do, he will come looking for you, and the cars have trackers in them."

"Thank you." I squeeze her hand in gratitude. "And I'll return soon. I promise."

I slide into the Prius and take a deep breath. My hands shake slightly as I grip the steering wheel. Even this practical car feels too luxurious compared to my old Honda with its cracked leather seats and temperamental AC.

Pulling out my phone, I dial Megan's number. She picks up on the first ring.

"I'm on my way," I tell her before she can speak. "Should be there in about an hour."

"Good. I'll grab us a table in the back." Her voice sounds tight with worry.

"See you soon." I end the call and pull out of the garage.

Familiar rain patters from the murmuring gray sky against the windshield as I get onto the road.

Soon, the distant skyline of Seattle comes closer through the gentle rain, familiar yet somehow different after these three weeks. I keep checking my rearview mirror, scanning for anything that might suggest I'm being followed.

Not that it matters, I remind myself.

Lenka told me that the car has a tracker in it. If Vadim wants to find me, he can and he will.

Still, my skin prickles with unease. Each red light feels like an eternity where I'm exposed. Every turn could lead to an ambush.

But above all else, the weight of what just I learned about Nathan squeeze against my chest, making it hard to breathe.

Three weeks…

The timing can't be a coincidence. But I push that thought away before it can fully form. I can't start jumping to conclusions. Not yet. Not before Megan can tell me more information.

A car honks behind me and I realize the light has turned green.

I press the gas, heart racing as I make the turn toward Three Birds.
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LACEY


I slip into Three Birds with my ring turned to hide the massive pink diamond. I scan the mostly empty café until I spot Megan in our usual corner booth. Her face lights up when she sees me, but worry creases her brow as I slide in across from her.

"You look different," Megan says, studying my face, as she passes me a cup of coffee.

"A lot has happened since you last saw me."

My hand instinctively rises to touch my necklace and Megan's eyes narrow when she sees it, her coffee cup freezing halfway to her lips.

"Is that Mom's necklace?" She leans forward, squinting. "The one Freddy pawned months ago?"

I curl my fingers around the delicate chain. "Yes."

"How?" Her eyes widen. "Where did you get that?"

"Vadim got it back for me." The words tumble out before I can stop myself.

"Vadim? Vadim Stravinsky? The fucking billionaire whose suit you took by accident from Mrs. Klossner's?" Megan's voice rises. "What the hell is going on?"

I take a deep breath. "I married him. In Paris. About a week ago."

"You what!?" Megan grabs my left hand, forces it open, and gasps when she spots the massive pink diamond and my wedding band. "Lacey, what the fuck?"

"It's complicated⁠—"

"Then uncomplicate it for me. Because I thought you were in Paris to take some time to yourself by blowing up your honeymoon budget." Megan's voice rises, drawing looks from nearby tables. She lowers it to a fierce whisper. "Instead, you tell me that you married a billionaire fashion mogul who can afford diamonds the size of fucking golf balls? What the fuck is going on?"

"Nothing is going on!" I yank my hand back. "You have to trust me."

"Lacey, I want to trust you." Megan's voice drops lower as more eyes start looking at us. "But you can't be serious if you think that I believe you when you say that nothing is going on. The police are treating Nathan's death as a homicide. And you're being named as a person of interest."

My stomach plummets. "What? Why?"

"Caroline put out a missing person's report two and a half weeks ago. When the body washed up last week, they called her in to identify it." Megan sighs. "And she did, despite the advanced state of decomposition."

Ice spreads through my veins. "How did she do that?"

"She recognized him by a cluster of moles on his inner thigh. And then brought in a toothbrush he left at her place for a DNA match."

My stomach lurches. I know exactly which moles she means. A little triangle formation high up on his leg that used to make me laugh because it looked like a tiny face.

But it's the mention of the toothbrush that hurts me the most, and my hands start to shake.

Megan notices the way my hands are shaking and slowly reach forward to take my fingers into hers, trying to calm me.

But it's no use.

Anger and shock courses through me, and even though I should focus on the fact that I'm being named a person of interest in Nathan's death, all I can think about is how long he'd been cheating on me with Caroline.

How many nights had he spent with her for him to have a fucking toothbrush at her place? That asshole. That fucking asshole!

I'm fucking glad he's dead.

The savage thought tears through me, and it shames me as soon as it materializes in my head.

"What else did the police tell you?" I force myself to speak as evenly as I can. "Why am I being treated as a person of interest?"

"Caroline told the police that you trespassed into Nathan's office right before he disappeared." Megan's fingers tighten around mine. "She said you were screaming at him and threatening him."

That lying bitch!

The room spins, and I'm having a hard time drawing another breath. "I didn't—I found them together, Meg! She was the one⁠—"

"I know, Lacey. But she got to the police first." Megan nods. "And let's be real, you were fucking pissed that night."

"I was just⁠—"

"Angry? Hurt? Contemplating setting his car on fire?" Megan's eyes drill into mine. "Those were your exact words, Lace. You told me yourself that night."

"I didn't mean it literally!"

"I know you didn't." Megan cuts me off. "But Caroline is painting this picture of you as an obsessed and unstable ex-fiancée. She told them that Nathan tried to end the engagement two weeks before he disappeared. But you refused to take no for an answer. And then you started harassing him."

The world around me spins at the audacity of Caroline's lies.

How dare she! How fucking dare she!

"Also." she leans closer. "The police told me that one of your neighbors heard the sound of someone screaming for help in Nathan's apartment right around the night of his disappearance."

The memory of Vadim's hand over my mouth, and the way I tried to scream for help in Nathan's apartment flash through my mind.

"You know something, don't you?" She asks softly, eyes fraught with worry.

Slowly, despite myself, I nod.

"Lacey, what's really going on?" Megan squeezes my hand. "Please. Just tell me."

I pull my hand away from Megan's, and fidget with my coffee cup, avoiding Megan's concerned gaze across the table. The truth about Nathan burns in my throat more than my own need to clear my name from Caroline's accusations.

How do I even begin explaining that Nathan was involved in human trafficking? Where do I even start explaining that he was instrumental in helping monsters destroy so many lives?

The weight of knowledge crashes down on me.

All of it is entangled together in a web I can barely comprehend.

And I'm caught in the middle, with no good options no matter what I choose..

I look up at Megan's worried face and make my decision. I can't lie to her. Not about this.

"Meg," I whisper, leaning forward. "What I'm about to tell you... you can never repeat it to anyone. Do you understand?"

Concern deepens the lines around her eyes. "Wh⁠—"

"I mean it, Meg." I grab hold of her hand, squeezing them harder than I'd like. "Knowing what I'm about to tell you is fucking dangerous. And if the wrong people find out that you know..." I swallow hard, remembering Irina's blood on my hands. "I can't bear the thought of something happening to you."

"Lacey, you're scaring me."

"Good. You should be scared." My knuckles turn white. "Because what I'm about to tell you is the scariest fucking thing you've ever heard of."

"Wait." Megan pulls her hand from mine and stands up. "If this is as dangerous as you say, then we should talk somewhere else. Somewhere where nobody can hear us"

"Good idea." I nod and follow suit. "Where?"

"My car."

I slide into Megan's car and wait for her to start the engine and pull out of the parking lot. My hands tremble in my lap as I gather my thoughts.

"Nathan wasn't just cheating on me with Caroline," I begin, my voice barely above a whisper. "He was working for a man named Kirsan Kuular who trafficks women through the fashion industry. Those modeling contracts you see advertised everywhere? Most of them are fake. Kirsan uses them to lure girls in, promising them a chance to enter into the industry, and then sells them to the highest bidders."

"Holy shit." Megan's eyes widen. "How do you know all this?"

I touch Mom's necklace to steady myself before continuing. "Vadim told me."

"When?"

I twist my hands in my lap, staring at the diamond ring that now feels impossibly heavy. "I went back to Nathan's apartment morning after the Vorobyov event I was working at to get my things."

Megan shifts in her seat to face me, silent but attentive.

"Vadim was already there. He was looking through Nathan's files, trying to find more evidence linking Nathan to Kirsan's operation." My heart pounds as I remember that moment. "I didn't know it was him at first when I walked in and saw someone inside. I panicked and tried to scream for help."

"So the scream your neighbor heard." Megan's eyes widen. "That was you?"

I nod. "

"Remember Vadim's suit that I accidentally took from Mrs. Klossner's?" I ask and she nods. "There was a piece of paper in the pocket. At first, I thought they were just inventory numbers—SKUs and prices. Well, they were." My voice cracks. “Not for clothes. But for people."

"Are you sure? That's one hell of an accusation."

"I recognized one of the names on the list—Chrysalis Designs. Nathan had talked about doing a deal with them months ago."

"But how do you know Vadim isn't part of this?" Megan's eyes bore into mine. "I mean, he had a list of people and prices in his suit jacket. That sounds pretty damning to me."

"Because his company, Svoboda, frees those victims." I twist my ring, remembering Irina's fierce pride when she told me about the company's mission. "One half of Svoboda is the brand that gains him access to fashion shows, and the second half helps trafficking victims escape and build new lives."

"And you believe him?" Megan's voice carries an edge of skepticism that makes my chest tighten.

"I've met some of the women he's saved."

"Jesus." Megan slumps back in her seat. "But why marry you? Why drag you into all this?"

"He said it had to be me after we crossed paths at Nathan's apartment," I reply. "He said that I was the exact kind of person he needed. Because I'll fight and defend those who needs defending the most."

I recall what he said to me the moment he brought me to Pankration for the first time.

"He said that it's because I won't back down, even if I'm cornered. And because less than twelve hours after my engagement ended, I was arguing with him in an attempt to stop him from buying out Mrs. Klossner's dry cleaner."

Megan gawks at me. "Don't you think everything sounds just a little too convenient?"

I close my eyes, recalling how everything came together. Everything happened so fast.

But now, hearing Megan say it out loud...

"Think about it," she continues, her voice growing more intense. "He just happened to leave that list in his suit pocket? The same suit you accidentally took without him saying one goddamn word? And he just happened to be at Nathan's place right when you showed up?"

She's not wrong. The timing does seem perfect. Too perfect.

"And then he's telling you that you're exactly who he needed?" Megan shakes her head. "I mean, I'm not saying he's wrong about you. But you have to admit. It's too fucking convenient."

Olga's words echo in my mind: Sooner or later, Pyotr's bastard will put blood on your hands.

And in many ways, he did.

Irina's.

But the thought of Irina restores the spark of faith I have in Vadim. The way she lit up talking about Svoboda's mission. How she believed in Vadim's mission completely. The fierce pride in her voice when she told me about all the women they helped.

"No," I say firmly, cutting Megan off. "You don't understand. Vadim is doing real good in this world. He's saving people. I told you, I've met some of them. One of them died protecting me in Paris."

"Right, Paris…" Megan huffs. "You still haven't explained why he needed to marry you. In Paris of all places."

I take a deep breath, steeling myself for what I'm about to reveal.

"All of Kirsan's transactions was kept in the Archbishop's bible at the Alexander Nevsky Cathedral in Paris." I start twisting the ring on my finger. "But there was a catch. The only time anyone besides the Archbishop can touch the bible is during a wedding ceremony. That's why he needed to marry me."

"So it was all fake? The marriage?"

I hesitate, remembering Vadim's tender kisses, the way he held me after Irina died, how he makes me feel protected even in the midst of all the darkness looming in around us.

"It started that way," I admit softly. "But now... I don't know anymore, Meg. Everything's gotten so complicated."

"This is insane." Megan shakes her head. "People need to know about this, Lacey. The public deserves to know what's happening right under their noses."

"Weren't you listening to me?" My voice rises sharply. "You can't tell anyone about this!"

"But the Seattle Voice could⁠—"

"Kirsan is dangerous!" Panic seizes my throat. "You have no idea what he's capable of. What his people will do to anyone who threatens his operation. Especially someone who can threaten him so publicly like this! For all we know, he's the one who killed Nathan!"

"Which is exactly why we need to expose him!" Megan's eyes light up with that familiar determined gleam. "If we could get this story out there, bring attention to what's happening⁠—"

"Absolutely fucking not!" I grab her arm, squeezing harder than I mean to. "I watched someone die because of this, Megan. Someone who was trying to do the right thing! I will not let you put yourself in danger just to chase a fucking story."

"Lacey, you're hurting me⁠—"

"Listen to me!" My fingers dig deeper into her flesh as memories of Irina's blood flood back. "If anything happens to you because of this. Because of me! I won't be able to live with myself. Do you understand? I will not let you do this."

I've never spoken to her like this before, never grabbed her this roughly.

Megan stares at me, a panoply of emotions flickering in her eyes. But the one that overpowers all of them is an intense fear while she stares at me.

Like I'm someone she doesn't recognize.

Like I'm someone dangerous.

I release her arm immediately, horrified at myself. At how much I'm starting to sound like Vadim. Starting to act like him.

"I'm sorry." My voice shakes, but the edge refuses to leave. "But I need you to promise me that you'll stay away from this story."

"Okay! Okay!" Megan's stammers. "I promise."

"Thank you." Relief floods through me and I release her.

"Fuck." She rubs her arm where I grabbed her. "You landed yourself in one hell of a mess, didn't you?"

"Yeah." I let out a mirthless laugh. "I have."

"Lacey." She turns to face me fully. "You still need to go to the police. Caroline's accusations aren't going to go away on their own. The longer you stay silent, the more suspicious it looks."

"I can't⁠—"

"Yes, you can." Her voice softens. "You don't have to tell them everything. Just explain that you found Nathan with Caroline, and that her story is bullshit. Give your side of what happened that night. Just to get it on record."

I twist the ring again, considering her words.

"And if you're telling me the truth about Vadim's work. Having the police sniffing around him is the last thing either of you need."

She's right. If the police start investigating me as a suspect, they could uncover everything. It'll compromise Vadim's mission.

And by extension, everything that Irina died for.

I can't let that happen.

"Okay." I nod slowly. "Let's go to the station."

"Now?"

"We're already in your car, aren't we? Unless you have something else more important to do?"

"Fair enough." She starts her car, and pulls out of the lot. As we wait at a red light, movement in the side mirror catches my eye. A black sedan three cars behind us.

How long has that been there?

I look over at Megan, but she seems oblivious to it. I debate telling her about it. But if I do, then that might freak her out. And if she freaks out, she might do something unpredictable.

And if that sedan belongs to Kirsan, then we'll both be in trouble.

So, I stay silent for now, watching it from the side mirror.

The light changes. We turn left.

And the sedan follows.
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VADIM


Tap. Tap. Tap.

My finger drums against the latest intel report from Demyon. Six more locations to hit, each one promising to free more women and children from Kirsan's clutches. The familiar weight of exhaustion settles over me as I study blueprints and security details.

A sharp knock at my office door breaks my concentration.

"Come in," I call out, not looking up from the papers spread across my desk.

The door opens to the cadence of footsteps that I haven't heard since the first days I arrived at Pankration.

I raise my head to see Olga standing before me, her face a perfect mask of composure.

"Why are you here?" The words come out harsh, exactly as intended.

"Believe me, bastard, I take no pleasure in being here." Olga's lips thin into a line. "But the bratva must be protected."

"Protected from what?" I lean back in my chair, studying her. Something in her expression sets off warning bells.

"Sayanaa is here in Seattle." Olga's words hit like ice water down my spine. "She arrived three days ago with a dozen of her own men."

My hand stills on the desk. "What does she want?"

"I have to commend that pretty little wife of yours, bastard." Olga's eyes narrow. "She kept your secret well enough from me when I questioned her. But if you thought that Kirsan wouldn't know about your thievery… If you thought that Sayanaa wouldn't jump at the chance to get it back for her father, and in the process, remove the obstacle between her and you."

The thought of Sayanaa anywhere near Lacey makes my blood run cold. I remember the way Sayanaa looked at Lacey in the cathedral, how her eyes lingered on Lacey before she left. And the dangerous smile that ghosted her lips just before she did.

"How do you know this?" I demand.

"Paris is still a city of rumors." Olga's voice carries no warmth. "And you can always count on Sayanaa to be very vocal about any slights against her family, real or imaginary."

"If she's only here with a dozen of her own men," I say, dismissing Olga's warning with a wave. "Then she's not a real threat. Not one that matters."

Olga's lips curl into a cold smile. "When that crown landed at Sayanaa's feet, the insult did not go unnoticed."

"That was theater, just like her little show of power with her men inside the cathedral." But even as I say the words, unease crawls up my spine.

"She chose her theatrics well that gave you a chance to back down, bastard." Olga's voice hardens. "You, on the other hand, humiliated the Kuulars before everyone and anyone who mattered. Kirsan has given Sayanaa full authority to restore their honor. More of them will be coming, if they're not here already."

I grip the edge of my desk, knuckles whitening. "Kirsan would never empower Sayanaa like this."

"He will and he has." Olga cuts me off. "So I ask again. Where is your pretty bride?"

"She's in her office," I say. "I was just there."

Immediately, memories of our earlier encounter flashes through my mind. Lacey perched on her desk, her fingers tangling in my hair, her soft gasps echoing in the space between us.

I force the memories away. Now's not the time.

"Take me to her." Olga's command cuts through the air. "Now."

"Why the sudden concern?" I rise from my chair, studying Olga's taut expression. "Last I checked, you made your feelings about her quite clear in Paris."

"Don't mistake this for concern about her." Olga's eyes narrow. "I care about the stability of the Stravinsky Bratva. And like it or not, bastard, your wife's fate is a part of that stability now."

I move around my desk, jaw clenching at Olga's words. She falls into step behind me as we exit my office, her heels clicking against the hardwood floors.

When we reach the door, something feels wrong.

I push the door open, and my stomach drops. The room is empty. Irina's sketches are still spread across Lacey's desk, but her chair is pushed back as if she left in a hurry.

"Where is she?" Olga demands.

"Lacey!" My voice echoes through Pankration's halls as I stride past the library.

But she's not there.

I walk into the dining room. Empty.

The sitting room. Empty.

The kitchen. Empty.

Room after room I search. And not a single one of them contains Lacey.

"Lenka!" I call, changing my tactic.

"Vadim Petrovich." Lenka appears at the top of the grand staircase.

"Where is Lacey?"

"Your wife has retired with a headache. She asked not to be disturbed."

"Liar." Olga's voice cuts through the air like a knife before I can respond. "I know that look, Lenka Feliksovna. You used to wear it every time you tried to buy Polina a few hours of respite from Pyotr's relentless assaults."

Lenka's composure cracks for just a moment. "Olga Romanovna, I⁠—"

"Silence." Olga steps forward. "Where is she really? And don't you dare lie to me again."

Watching Olga berate Lenka, I'm suddenly transported back to being that small boy hiding in Pankration's shadows when I first came here, powerless against the cruel machinery of Pyotr's world. The familiar tightness grips my chest, but I force it down.

"Lenka," I say, gentler than before. "Where is my wife? Tell me the truth."

"Vadim Petrovich, I told you⁠—"

But Olga is already ascending the stairs, her heels thudding on each step like hammer blows. I follow close behind as she strides toward my suite. The door flies open under her hand.

Empty. The bed is still unmade from this morning.

"Well?" Olga turns to Lenka, triumph glinting in her eyes. "Care to try again? The truth. Now!"

Lenka's shoulders slump. "She left to meet her sister in Seattle. Personal matters, she said."

"Why didn't she have her sister come here?" I demand, though I already suspect the answer.

"I asked her the same thing." Lenka wrings her hands. "But she insisted on going out. Said she needed to speak with her sister alone."

"How convenient." Olga's voice drips with venom. "Your wife runs off right as Sayanaa arrives in Seattle. Tell me, bastard, just what have you told her about the bratva?"

"Everything she needs to know." The words taste bitter in my mouth.

"And what haven't you told her?" Olga's eyes bore into mine. "What secrets are you still keeping from your precious bride?"

Nathan Walker's bloody face flashes through my mind. The sound of bones breaking under my fists. His final gasping breaths. And the slow and methodical way Demyon and I disassembled him after he finally passed.

It's the final truth I've kept from Lacey. The one sin I couldn't bring myself to confess.

"How did she leave?" I demand, my voice tight with emotion.

"The Prius," Lenka replies. "She wanted something inconspicuous."

Without another word, I storm toward my office, my footsteps echoing through Pankration's halls. Quickly, I pull up the tracking program, and scroll down until I find the Prius.

A red dot pulses on the screen. Three Birds Bakery.

I pull out my phone, and dial Demyon's number.

"Three Birds Bakery." The words come out like bullets. "Lacey is there and I need her back, now. Keep it clean. Keep it quiet."

I hang up before he can respond.

"My, my." Olga's voice slides through the air as she settles into the chair across from my desk. Her lips curl into that knowing smirk I've hated since childhood. "Just what are you hiding from your precious bride, bastard?"

My jaw clenches. "Nothing that concerns you."

"No?" She leans forward, eyes glittering. "Then why such panic when she slips away? What truths are you so desperate to keep buried?"

The memory of Nathan Walker's face floods my mind—bloodied, broken, eyes wide with terror in his final moments. My hands curl into fists.

"I killed him," I say finally. "Her ex-fiancé. The one who helped Kirsan move his money."

"Ah." Olga's cruel smile widens. "And tell me, are you afraid of her discovering this truth?"

The question hangs in the air between us. I think of Lacey's fierce defense of Mrs. Klossner, her unwavering belief in my goodness, and the way she looks at me like I'm someone who deserves her love.

And I know the answer.
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LACEY


My heart races a mile a minute as Megan pulls into the police station parking lot. Every breath feels like I'm drowning.

One wrong word and I risk putting everyone in danger.

But I have to do this. There's no other choice.

Taking a deep breath to steady myself, I reach for the door handle.

Megan grabs my wrist. "Wait."

"What now?"

"Your ring." Her eyes fix on my left hand. "That massive diamond on your finger is going to immediately raise some questions you don't want to answer."

My stomach drops. She's right. I'd gotten used to the weight of it around my finger ever since Vadim slipped it on my finger that night.

I twist the ring around my finger, feeling the heavy diamond scrape against my knuckle. Each turn makes my heart ache a little more.

When I slide it off, my finger feels impossibly bare.

It shouldn't feel this way. It's just a prop, part of an elaborate ruse.

"Here." I drop it into Megan's outstretched palm. "Keep it safe."

She tucks it into her purse, but I can't tear my eyes away from where it disappeared. The pale band of skin where it sat feels exposed, vulnerable. Wrong.

This isn't how it's supposed to be. A wife shouldn't have to hide her ring. But then again, most wives don't marry bratva pakhans in whirlwind ceremonies that end in death and bloodshed.

My fingers reach instinctively for the necklace, and my breaths come out shallow and labored.

"You alright?" Megan squeezes my shoulder.

"Fine." The lie tastes bitter. I rub my thumb over the naked spot on my finger. "It just feels... strange without it."

"Do you still have Nathan's ring?"

"What? Why would I need that?"

"Because it'll play a lot better if you're Nathan's grieving fiancée." Megan's voice drops lower.

My stomach churns. She's right. Of course she's right. I wrap my arms around myself.

"I can't, Meg. I won't."

"Lacey..." Megan's voice softens. "You have to. Do you still have it?"

"I don't know, I threw it in my purse after I got it off the other night."

"Is it still there?"

I look at her and then at my purse. Is it? And that's when I realize that I haven't actually looked through my purse after my arrival to Pankration. With trembling fingers, I dig inside until my hand closes around something cold and metallic.

The sight of Nathan's ring roils my stomach. The simple band and modest diamond now look dark and twisted. It's as if I'm looking at a physical reminder of everything that he was involved in.

The trafficking, the lies, the betrayal.

Knowing what I know now about him makes my skin crawl.

The thought of putting that ring back on my finger makes me feel physically ill.

"Put it on," Megan insists. "Just for this. Just pretend."

Pretend…

The ring feels like it's burning my skin as I slide it onto my finger. My stomach lurches again and I fight the urge to rip it off and throw it across the parking lot.

"You can do this," Megan whispers, squeezing my shoulder. "Just breathe."

We walk through the sliding glass doors into the police station. The fluorescent lights buzz overhead, making everything feel harsh and clinical. My heart pounds so hard I'm sure everyone can hear it.

At the front desk, a uniformed officer looks up from his computer. "Can I help you?"

"I'm..." My voice cracks. I clear my throat and try again. "I'm Lacey McKinney. I understand you wanted to speak with me about Nathan Walker?"

His expression shifts subtly at the name. "Yes, Captain Rutledge has been waiting to speak with you." He looks at Megan. "Are you her lawyer?"

"Her sister," Megan says quickly. "I'm here for support."

"I'm afraid only Ms. McKinney and her legal representatives can go make a statement," he says. "Department policy."

My fingers instinctively find Megan's hand and squeeze. The thought of doing this alone makes my chest tight.

"I'll be right outside," Megan promises, pulling me into a quick hug. "You've got this, sis. Just tell them what you know about Nathan. Nothing more, nothing less."

I nod, not trusting myself to speak. The officer gestures for me to follow him down a long hallway lined with closed doors. Each step feels heavier than the last.

Nothing more, nothing less.
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Alone, I'm shown to a door marked "Captain E. Rutledge" and knocks twice before opening it.

Behind a weathered desk sits an older man with sharp eyes that seem to cut right through me. Despite his age showing in the lines on his face, there's nothing frail about him. He rises as I enter, and I notice that he stands perfectly straight, like someone who's spent a lifetime commanding respect.

"Ms. McKinney," he says, extending his hand. "I'm Captain Elwood Rutledge. Please, have a seat."

I shake his hand and lower myself into the empty chair in front of him, keeping my eyes fixed on the captain's desk. The nameplate gleams under the fluorescent lights, and I focus on that instead of the way Nathan's ring feels like it's burning into my finger.

"I know this must be a big shock to you," Captain Rutledge says, settling back into his chair. His voice carries a gentle tone that somehow makes me more nervous. "We have quite a few things to discuss regarding Mr. Walker's death."

He offers what I suppose is meant to be a sympathetic smile, but those razor-sharp eyes never stop studying my face.

"What do you mean?”

Captain Rutledge leans forward, resting his forearms on his desk. Those piercing eyes never leave my face. "We believe Mr. Walker's death is connected to a larger criminal network. The body shows all the hallmarks of professional processing."

"Professional…” My throat goes dry. “Processing?"

"The body was systematically altered to make identification difficult," he explains, his tone clinical. "All the teeth were removed, along with fingers and toes. Methodically too, I might add. It’s usually done when the perpetrators want to prevent identification through dental records or fingerprints."

I fold my fingers together in an attempt to steady myself.

"There were also regular puncture wounds throughout the body, around the lungs, stomach, and intestinal cavity," Rutledge continues. "This prevents gas buildup in the body, ensuring that it sinks rather than floats. We were very lucky that he washed up at all."

I keep my eyes fixed on Rutledge's nameplate, trying to process what he's saying while I remain silent.

"This level of methodical mutilation." Rutledge says, shuffling some papers on his desk. “Is likely indicator of Russian Mafia involvement.”

But I barely hear him anymore. My mind races to connect the dots. Kirsan. It has to be. Nathan was working for him, moving money through fashion houses. Maybe Nathan knew too much, or tried to back out...

"I'd like to ask you a few questions about the night of Mr. Walker's death if you don’t mind,” Captain Rutledge says, pulling out a notepad. “Starting with where you were.”

"At the Vorobyov memorial retrospective." My voice comes out steadier than I expect. “A charity event."

"And why didn't you file a missing person's report when Mr. Walker disappeared? Why was it Ms. Riley who did so?"

"I was in Paris." I twist Nathan's ring around my finger, hating how it feels as I remember what Vadim had texted Megan on my behalf. "Taking time away to process Nathan cheating on me by blowing up my honeymoon budget."

"Ms. Riley indicated in her missing person’s report that Mr. Walker tried to break things off with you two weeks prior to his murder,” Rutledge says, his eyes never leaving my face. "What's your version of the story?"

“I caught them in his office the night before he died." My hands clench in my lap. "Up until that moment, I had no idea he was cheating on me."

"That's not what Ms. Riley told us." Rutledge's voice takes on an edge. "Are you saying she's lying?"

"Yes." The word comes out sharp and clear.

"What is your version of the story?"

"I told you already." I meet his gaze steadily. "I caught them together in his office. Did I yell? Of course I did. What woman wouldn't yell when she finds her fucking fiancé balls deep in his secretary, three days before her wedding? But if you are insinuating that I had anything to do with Nathan's death, or that I might know anything about the bratvas⁠—"

"Bratvas?" Rutledge's eyebrow cocks up. "How do you know that term?"

My heart slams against my ribs. Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! One stupid word and everything's falling apart.

"I... I read about it." The lie sounds unbelievable even to myself. "In a book."

"What book?" Rutledge's eyes bore into me.

"Some crime romance novel." My palms are sweating, and I wipe them on my skirt. "I don't remember the title."

"Ms. McKinney, I will be very frank with you in the hopes that you extend me the same courtesy." Rutledge's eyes look down at my hands for a brief moment before he leans forward, his voice hardening. "In the week since Mr. Walker's body was discovered with telltale signs of Russian Mafia involvement, we've seen an unprecedented surge of violence across Seattle. Multiple clubs and businesses have been hit. Almost every one of them burned to the ground. And do you know what they also all have in common?"

I try to keep my breathing steady, but it's hard. He's talking about what Vadim is doing.

"Every one of them has connections with the Russian Mafia."

He spreads photos across his desk—buildings with shattered windows and smoke-blackened walls.

"We're looking at what could be the biggest gang war Seattle has seen in decades."

My throat feels like sandpaper. I can't tear my eyes away from the photos.

"And unprompted, you bring up the word 'bratva,' a word that only law enforcement and the Russian Mafia themselves use. Do you really expect me to believe that you learned this from some crime romance novel?" Rutledge's voice drops lower. "Criminal conspiracy, Ms. McKinney, is a felony charge. And the penalty can be as high as multiple decades in prison."

I feel the blood drain from my face. Prison. The word echoes in my head like a death sentence.

"So I'll ask you again. How do you know about the word bratva?"

My mind races as I try to come up with an explanation that won't sound like a lie. The fluorescent lights suddenly feel too bright, making me dizzy. Sweat trickles down my back.

"I..." The word catches in my throat as Captain Rutledge's eyes drill into me. Every excuse I think of sounds hollow, manufactured.

My fingers twist Nathan's ring frantically. The metal band feels like it's choking my finger, a constant reminder of everything I'm trying to hide. I want to rip it off, but I can't move.

"Well, Ms. McKinney?" Rutledge's voice cuts through my panic. "I'm waiting for an answer."

My mouth opens but no words come out. All I can think about is Vadim, about Irina's blood on my hands, about everything that could come crashing down because I let one wrong word slip out of my mouth.

"Ms. McKinney." The door suddenly swings open. "Stop talking."

A man in an impeccable charcoal suit strides in, his presence immediately filling the room.

"Dirty trick, officer." His voice is jovial as he places his briefcase on the desk. "Talking to my client without me present. You are aware that she has rights? And that any information you've coerced from her will be inadmissible in a court of law?"

The tension in the room shifts instantly as Captain Rutledge's expression hardens at the sight of the newcomer.

"Aleksey Sterling-Wright." Rutledge's voice drips with disdain. "Still defending the indefensible, I see."

"Elwood Rutledge. Still trying to interrogate witnesses without proper representation, I see." Aleksey's smile never wavers as he fires back quickly at Captain Rutledge. "Some things never change, do they?"

I look between them, my heart racing. Something in the confident way he carries himself screams of Vadim's influence.

"Ms. McKinney is here voluntarily," Rutledge says, shuffling his papers. "She's not under arrest."

"Really?" Aleksey's smile grows wider, and his voice seems to laugh with every word. "Because before I walked in, I could've sworn I heard you threatening her with criminal conspiracy."

"What the hell are you doing here?"

"Was I speaking too fast, Elwood?" Aleksey wags his finger. "I'm her lawyer. As an employee of Svoboda, Ms. McKinney is entitled to legal representation through her workplace."

"According to Ms. Riley's statement." Rutledge's eyes narrow. "Ms. McKinney is a caterer."

"Ah yes, the secretary." Aleksey nods. "The same one caught in flagrante delicto with her boss? That Ms. Riley?" He shakes his head. "I wouldn't put much stock in anything she has to say, Elwood."

"And when exactly," Rutledge says, his razor-sharp gaze moving between us. "Did this career change occur?"

"I don't see how my client's employment history is relevant to this procedural violation you're committing," Aleksey replies. "So, if you're done interrogating my client—illegally, I might add—I think it's time for both of us to leave."

The two men stare each other down and I sit perfectly still, afraid that even breathing too loudly might shatter whatever delicate balance is keeping this situation from exploding.

My heart pounds as Captain Rutledge leans back in his chair, his sharp eyes never leaving my face.

"Very well." Rutledge's voice carries a note of resignation. "Ms. McKinney, if you wish to tell us anything, anything at all, my door is always open." He slides a business card across his desk. "You can come speak to me directly."

I reach for the card with trembling fingers, but Aleksey smoothly intercepts it.

"I'm sure if my client has any pertinent information about whatever wild goose chase you're on, she'll contact you through the proper channels." His smile remains perfectly pleasant. "Now, I believe there's something you're supposed to say at this point?"

Rutledge sits back down, sighing. "You're free to go, Ms. McKinney."

Aleksey helps me to my feet, his hand firm but gentle on my elbow as he guides me toward the door.
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The fluorescent-lit hallway seems longer than before. Each step echoes against the linoleum floor as we make our way back to the lobby. My mind races with questions about Aleksey's sudden appearance.

We walk out into the waiting room, and I know something is wrong the moment we do.

Where's Megan?

My heart pounds against my ribs as I scan the room for her face. But she's nowhere to be seen. Aleksey's hand remains tight on my elbow as he guides me outside.

In the parking lot, Megan's car is nowhere in sight.

The spot where she parked sits empty, mocking me. Overhead, thunder rumbles as the rain starts coming down harder.

My chest tightens and Olga's warning echoes in my head: Pyotr's bastard will put blood on your hands.

I think of Irina bleeding out in my arms. Of her final gasping breaths. Of her blood soaking my dress and my palms.

No. Not Megan. Please, not Megan.

"Where's my sister?" I turn towards Aleksey. "She was supposed to wait for me."

"Ms. McKinney." All joviality leaves his voice, and it takes on an edge of urgency. "It's time to leave."

"But I have to find my sister⁠—"

"No, you do not, Ms. McKinney." His voice drops lower, urgent. "You're lucky to not still be in there right now. Don't push your luck any further. We need to go. Now."

Panic claws at my throat as I scan the empty parking lot again. "I can't just⁠—"

"You can and you will." Aleksey's pleasant demeanor fades entirely. "I have my orders from your husband. And right now, his order is to bring you home."
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LACEY


Thunder crashes overhead as I step through Pankration's heavy doors. The darkness inside swallows me whole, broken only by occasional flashes of lightning through the windows. My wet clothes cling to my skin, but the chill I feel has nothing to do with being soaked.

Vadim stands in the foyer. His broad frame rises like a darker shadow against the gloom. His hands are clasped behind his back, and even without seeing his face clearly, I can feel the fury radiating from him.

"You went behind my back." His voice cuts through the silence like a knife. "To the police."

"I can explain⁠—"

"Shut the fuck up." Each word drops like a hammer blow. "Do you have any idea what you've done? The damage you may have caused?"

"Megan's missing," I whisper. "She was supposed to wait for me and⁠—"

"I said shut the fuck up!" He advances on me, roaring, and I stumble backward until my spine hits the wall. "What the fuck were you thinking? Everything we've worked for. Everything we sacrificed! And you risk it all by walking into a police station?"

Lightning illuminates his face for a split second. His features are twisted with rage. His eyes burn with an intensity that makes my breath catch. The mansion feels impossibly empty around us, as if the very walls are holding their breath.

"I'm sorry," I whisper, my voice small and trembling. But Vadim just keeps coming closer, boxing me in with his body until I can feel the heat of his anger against my rain-chilled skin.

"Sorry? Sorry doesn't begin to cover this."

My throat constricts as I try to form words under Vadim's burning gaze. My heart pounds against my ribs as I search for words, any words, to explain myself. But Vadim's rage presses against me like a physical force, stealing the air from my lungs.

And his eyes... God, his eyes are different now. Where there was once warmth, even tenderness, now there's only cold fury in their stormy gray.

And for the first time, I see him for what he is: a cold, ruthless pakhan.

Powerful.

Dangerous.

"Caroline was lying to the police about me." My voice quivers as I force the words out. "I had to clear my name, I had to⁠—"

"Clear your name?" Vadim snarls. "Irina died to get us that bible. She gave her life so that we could destroy Kirsan's operation. And you risk throwing it all away because you wanted to clear your name?"

"I..." The words stick in my throat.

Everything's spiraling out of control and it's all because of me. If I hadn't screamed at Nathan when I caught him with Caroline, she wouldn't have lied about me.

If I hadn't gone back there, I never would've gotten involved with Vadim's plan.

If I hadn't agreed to the heist... Irina would still be alive. And now Megan…

Megan is gone, and it must be because I went to see her instead of calling her to come here where it's safe.

It's all my fault. Every person who's suffered. Every person who's about to suffer.

All of it was because of me.

Lightning flashes again, casting harsh shadows across Vadim's face as thunder starts rumbling outside. My back is pressed so hard against the wall I can feel each ridge of the stone surface digging into my spine.

"What did you tell them?" His voice drops lower, more dangerous.

"I... I..." The words tangle in my throat. All I can think about is how different he looks right now—like a stranger wearing my husband's face.

"Answer me! Eto moi prikaz!" The Russian words crack like a whip through the air.

I don't understand the meaning, but I can hear the command in his voice. The tender man who held me after Irina's death, who promised to protect me, is gone. In his place stands the pakhan of the Stravinsky Bratva, and I am nothing more than a liability to be dealt with.

My fingers curl against the wall behind me.

"Nothing they didn't already know." My voice comes out small, barely a whisper.

"You're lying." His palm slams against the wall beside my head, making me jump. "Tell me the truth!"

"I... I..." My heart hammers so hard I can barely breathe. "I said the word bratva."

The silence stretches between us, broken only by the rumble of distant thunder.

My legs tremble as the reality of my situation crashes over me. There's no Aleksey to interrupt this time. No one waiting outside to rescue me. It's just me and Vadim, alone in this massive house with its painful secrets and dark shadows.

I turn my face away from him, unable to keep looking into his eyes.

"Look at me." His fingers grip my jaw, and forces my face back towards his.

Even in the darkness, I can see the intensity of his gaze. My skin burns where he touches me, but the heat doesn’t chase away the cold from the rain clinging to my clothes.

Captain Rutledge's words echo in my mind: The teeth, fingers, and toes removed... punctures in the stomach... typical of the Russian Mafia...

My heart pounds against my ribs as the pieces click into place. The timing of everything. Vadim in Nathan's apartment. The methodical disposal of the body.

"Did you kill Nathan?" The words slip out before I can stop them, barely a whisper against his palm.

His grip on my jaw slackens for just a moment and this momentary flash of tension confirms everything. The air leaves my lungs in a rush as the full weight of this revelation crashes over me.

All strength drains from my legs and I slip down the wall, my wet clothes dragging against the stone surface. The floor is cold beneath me, but I barely register it through the numbness spreading through my body.

Nathan is dead.

Vadim killed him.

I wrap my arms around myself, trying to stop the violent trembling that's taken over my body. My soaked dress clings to my skin like a second layer of guilt.

Suddenly, I remember the metallic taste of his pocket square when he shoved it in my mouth back in Nathan's apartment.

Olga's words echo in my head: "Sooner or later, Pyotr’s bastard will put blood on your hands."

But the blood was already there, wasn't it?

Bile rises in my throat and I press my palm against my mouth, fighting the urge to be sick.

I thought Kirsan had killed Nathan. But it was Vadim. My husband. The man I've been sharing a bed with. The man I've been falling for...

I feel like I'm drowning, like everything I thought I knew is being stripped away piece by piece. My world narrows down to this single moment—me on the floor, soaked and shivering, while my husband towers over me.

"Don't you look away from me." Vadim's voice comes from somewhere above me, but I refuse to lift my head. I don’t want to face those storm-gray eyes that I've lost myself in so many times.

The same eyes that were the last thing Nathan saw before he died.

"Murderer," I whisper.

"What did you just say?" Vadim's voice drops dangerously low.

Something inside me snaps. Maybe it's the weight of all the lies, maybe it's the horror of realizing what he's done. Whatever it is, it gives me the strength to finally look up and meet his gaze.

"Murderer," I say again, louder this time. My voice echoes off the marble floors.

"Murderer? Because of Nathan Walker?" Vadim snarls. "He helped traffick women and children. He helped Kirsan turn innocent lives into commodities to be bought and sold. He deserved what happened to him."

"That doesn't give you the right to kill him!" I scream, my voice cracking. "You had no right to⁠—"

"I have every right!" His fist slams into the wall beside my head. "Every person who willingly participates in this business deserves to die. Every single one of them. And I will not stop until they are all dead."

He leans down, his face inches from mine. "But now, because of you, that mission is at risk."

"Get the fuck away from me." The words come out as a terrified whisper, but Vadim doesn't move. If anything, he presses closer, hemming me in against the wall.

My heart pounds so hard I can barely breathe. Every instinct screams at me to run, but there's nowhere to go. His arms cage me in, his massive frame blocking any escape.

I try to slide along the wall, but he shifts with me, maintaining the suffocating closeness. His eyes burn into mine with an intensity that leaves me shuddering.

Without thinking, I draw my leg back and kick as hard as I can. My foot connects with his stomach, and the impact sends a shock through my whole body. Vadim doubles over with a grunt, stumbling back just enough to give me space.

I scramble to my feet, my wet dress clinging to my legs as I bolt for the front door. Freedom is just steps away⁠—

A hand grabs for me and I hear Vadim's growl behind me. Pure instinct takes over and I change direction, darting away from his grasp. My feet carry me deeper into Pankration's darkness, away from the exit and into the labyrinth of hallways I still don't fully know.

Lightning flashes through the windows, casting wild shadows that make the mansion feel alive and hungry. My wet shoes slip on the marble floors as I run, each footfall echoing off the walls. Behind me, I hear Vadim's heavy steps giving chase.

I dash up the grand staircase. My lungs burn as I push myself faster, desperate to reach the second floor. Just a few more steps...

A hand grabs my ankle and I scream, kicking out wildly. My foot connects with something solid and I hear Vadim grunt again. His grip loosens just enough for me to wrench free.

I scramble forward on hands and knees, marble cold and slick beneath my palms. But I only make it a few steps before his weight slams into me from behind, crushing me against the floor. All the air leaves my lungs in a rush.

"You betrayed me." His voice is a dangerous growl in my ear. “After everything we did together! After everything I told you! Why?”

I try to push up, to squirm away, but he's too heavy, too strong. His hands pin my wrists to the floor and I can feel the heat of his body through my rain-soaked dress. My heart pounds so hard I think it might burst.

That's when I feel his grip on my left hand tighten. His thumb brushes over my ring finger and he goes very, very still.

I squeeze my eyes shut, knowing exactly what he's found—Nathan's engagement ring, the one I put on at Megan's suggestion before going to the police station.

"What the fuck is this doing on your finger?" Vadim's voice drips with venom against my ear.

"The police would've asked questions if—" My words cut off in a gasp as he yanks my hand up.

"I don't give a fuck what questions they were going to ask!" He wrenches the ring off my finger with such force that I cry out in pain. "You are mine! Not his."

The ring clatters somewhere in the darkness, the sound echoing off marble. My body trembles beneath his weight, but not just from fear anymore. Heat pools low in my belly, shameful and undeniable.

"I had to look the part," I whisper, but the words sound hollow even to my own ears.

"The part of what? His grieving fiancée?" Vadim's breath is hot against my neck. "Is that what you still want to be?"

His grip tightens on my wrists, and I bite back a moan. What the fuck is wrong with me? I should be terrified. I should be fighting harder. Instead, I'm arching up against him, seeking more contact.

"No," I gasp out.

"Then what do you want?" His words rumble through his chest and into mine.

Maybe I'm reacting this way because I'm about to get exactly what I deserve: punishment for my part in all of this. For getting Irina killed. For putting Megan in danger. For betraying Vadim's trust.

The weight of my guilt crashes over me, and suddenly I understand.

I've been seeking absolution since Paris, and there's only one way to get it.

And maybe, just maybe...

I've known all along this is the only way I can get it.

"Answer me, zvyozdochka!"

"I want you to hurt me," I whisper, the confession tearing from somewhere deep inside me.

Somewhere honest. Somewhere that I've always known existed. Somewhere that I've done my best to keep from the world.

Somewhere that only he can reach.

The heat from his body seem to envelop me completely, and I feel the unmistakable hardness of his cock rising at my words.

"Don't lie to me, zvyozdochka," his breath burns at my earlobe as one hand grabs the hem of my dress and starts hiking it up my thigh.

"I'm not," I reply, as he exposes my ass and tears away my panties with a practiced stroke. "I want you to hurt me. I need you to hurt me."

"You want me to hurt you?" His belt jingles as it comes undone. “Is that really what you fucking want?”

I squeeze my eyes shut and shudder involuntarily at the sound of him unzipping his pants. Cool air kisses my exposed ass, replaced quickly with the unmistakable heat of his cock.

"Yes…" I admit, arching my back towards him until the angry throbbing head inches inside of me. "Hurt me. Use me. Punish me. Make me pay for all the things I've done."

Then, I turn around, stare into his storm gray eyes, and whisper, begging. "Please."
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LACEY


He enters me in one savage thrust and I cry out, both from pain and pleasure. His cock fills me completely, stretching me wide.

But even through his rage, I can feel him holding back. Like he doesn’t quite believe me that I want him to hurt me.

And when he starts moving, the motions are controlled, measured—and nothing like the brutal force I expected.

It's not enough.

Not nearly enough.

It urges me to fuck myself back onto his cock with desperate abandon. Each thrust drives me harder against the unforgiving floor, but I want more.

I need more.

I need him to break me apart so I can maybe, finally, be put back together.

"I told you to hurt me," I snap. "You promised you would if I asked."

"Not like this." He snarls by my ear, voice straining as he keeps himself in check.

"Why not?"

"Because you don't deserve to be hurt like this."

Frustration explodes through me. "I don't need you to tell me what I deserve! I don't need you pretending you're anything but the monster keeping me in this mansion. Stop holding me like I'm made of porcelain. I need you to fuck me until it hurts. Make the physical pain match the guilt tearing at my mind since Paris!"

"You don't know that!"

I slam my hips back against him, taking him deeper. "You don't get to tell me what I know!" I snarl as I start fucking him mercilessly. "I betrayed you, remember? I went to the cops behind your back. If anyone else did this, you wouldn't hesitate to hurt them. Why not me?"

"Because you're my wife!"

His words hit me like a slap. I let out a bitter laugh.

"I'm not your wife. I'm just a means to an end." My voice cracks but I force the words out anyway.

"If you're not my wife, then what are you?"

"Just a woman whose fiancé you killed."

His rhythm falters for just a moment. Then his hand fists in my hair, yanking my head back as his thrusts quickens until it starts to near the punishing pace I need it to be.

His control is starting to slip.

Good.

Recklessly, I keep talking. I goad him forward, knowing that it's only a matter of time before I finally push him over that edge.

"What, you can kill my fiancé without hesitation," I pant. "But fucking me is somehow crossing a line?"

"That's different."

"No, it fucking isn't. You took all my choices away." Even as I say it, I know it's a lie.

"I gave you the choice to leave after Paris." Vadim slams into me with bruising force. But even as his control balances on a knife's edge, I can feel his restraint. "You chose to stay."

He's right. I did choose this. All of it. But I can't admit that. If I admit it, he'll stop fucking me like this. He'll sweep me up into his arms, he'll kiss away my tears and tell me just how much I matter to him.

It'll be everything my heart wants to hear, but everything that my guilty conscience is unable to bear.

"Fuck you," I say instead. "I never chose. You chose for me. You took me from my life and my family. You made me play your games only to put blood on my hands. And now you're taking this final choice from me too."

"And what choice is that?"

"The choice to get hurt!” I shout. “It's the only choice I have left in this place and you won't even let me have that. I gave you what you wanted. The least you can do is give me what I deserve.

“You think this is what you want? What you deserve?”

“Isn’t it?”

“You want me to hurt you? I will. But remember, zvyozdochka, you asked for it."

“Shut the fuck up.” I shake my head. “Shut the fuck up and fuck me like you mean it.”

My words finally break through his iron control. His hips snap forward with bruising force, giving me exactly what I've been begging for.

His cock stretches me impossibly wide as he pounds into me. The marble floor scrapes my knees raw with each savage thrust, but the pain only heightens my arousal.

My body trembles, caught between pleasure and agony. The sensations war within me—the burning stretch, the delicious fullness, the sharp bite of his fingers digging into my hips hard enough to leave marks. Each brutal thrust drives me closer to the high I've been desperately chasing.

His pace turns punishing. The sound of flesh striking flesh echoes through the halls of Pankration. I can feel him losing himself to his rage, to his need.

My inner walls clench around him greedily, drawing him deeper. The angle changes slightly and I cry out as he hits that perfect spot inside me.

Lightning races up my spine with every slam of his hips. My arms struggle to brace against the cold floor. Sweat drips down my back despite the chill. Pain blurs with pleasure until I can no longer tell them apart.

This is what I need—to be used, to be punished, to atone through suffering—and only he can deliver it.

His rhythm grows erratic, primal. The force of his thrusts has me sliding across the polished marble. Only his iron grip on my hips keeps me in place as he claims me with savage intensity. My mind fragments, splintering under the onslaught of a panoply of sensations.

Nothing exists beyond this moment—the stretch of him inside me, the bruising grip of his hands, and the sweet agony of getting exactly what I asked for.

"Is that all you got?" I taunt him as he drives the air from my lungs with every thrust. "Fuck me, you bastard! Stop treating me like a queen and start fucking me like a cheap whore."

My breath catches as Vadim suddenly withdraws. The loss of him leaves me aching, empty. A whimper rises in my throat but I swallow it down, refusing to beg. Before I can react, he flips me onto my back, the cold marble shocking against my heated skin.

Looking up at him, my heart clenches. The raw anguish etched across his face makes me want to reach for him, to take back every cruel word I said.

I can see how much this hurts him to treat me this way. Tears well up in my eyes unbidden, but I blink them back furiously. I've come too far to stop now. The guilt churning inside me demands this punishment.

His voice comes out rough and dangerous. "You want me to fuck you like you're a cheap whore? Like you're my cheap whore?"

The tenderness hidden beneath his harsh words nearly breaks me. But I can't let him be gentle. Not now. Not after everything.

"Did I fucking stutter?" I spit the words at him like venom.

Something dark flashes in his eyes. His hand wraps around my throat. "Then shut the fuck up and take that cock like a good fucking whore."

His cock drives into me again and I shriek at how exquisite it feels. My eyes flutter closed as waves of ecstasy wash over me.

A sharp sting across my cheek makes my eyes fly open.

The slap wasn't hard—just hard enough to shock me.

It doesn’t scare me that he slapped me. It scares me how good being slapped like that felt.

I had no idea how desperately I'd been craving him to do something like that. It’s like a hidden part of me knew I wanted it, but never dared to breathe life into that request.

"Open your fucking eyes," Vadim growls. His hand around my throat tightens ever so slightly, thumb pressing against my pulse. "If you say that I've taken away every one of your choices, then I'm taking this one as well. You don't get to close your eyes and imagine that I'm making love to you."

My body betrays me, clenching around him at his words. He feels it too. I can see it in the way his jaw tightens, the slight hitch in his controlled rhythm. His grip on my throat tightens enough to make breathing an effort, but not enough to truly restrict it.

Each thrust drives me higher, closer to that edge I'm teetering over. I don’t look away from his face, don’t hide from the intensity burning in his eyes. He may think he’s the one who forces me to stay present and acknowledge exactly who is fucking me.

But I’m the one who’s forcing him to give me this sweet torment I begged for.

The pressure builds, pleasure coiling tighter and tighter until I can barely breathe. My body trembles on the knife's edge of release, every nerve ending electrified. The cold marble beneath me, the heat of his body above me, the bruising grip of his hands—it all blends together into a swirling chaos of sensation, impossible to disentangle.

"I'm coming," I gasp, my voice breaking. "Oh god, I’m⁠—”

The orgasm hits me like a tidal wave, more intense than anything I've ever felt before. A scream tears from my throat as my inner walls squeeze and flutter around him.

His hand clamps over my mouth, muffling my cries.

"Shut the fuck up!" He roars. "Shut the fuck up and keep taking that cock."

My body convulses beneath him as waves of pleasure crash through me. I can't think, can't breathe, can only feel as he fucks me through the most intense orgasm of my life. Tears stream down my face, soaking into his palm still pressed firmly over my mouth and scream uselessly against it. My nails rake down his back as I come.

I shake my head frantically, desperate to scream. My body is still quaking from the first orgasm when I feel another one building impossibly fast. His relentless pace drives me higher and higher.

“Come!” He growls. “Come like the desperate fucking whore that you are."

The words send me flying over the edge. My back arches off the marble as the second orgasm crashes over me with devastating force. Stars burst behind my eyes, and indescribable pleasure sets my body on fire.

My lungs burn for air. His hand is still clamped firmly over my mouth, denying me the release of screaming. Something primal takes over and I bite down on the meat of his palm. Hard.

The metallic taste of blood floods my mouth.

A savage growl tears from his throat, but he doesn't pull his hand away. Instead, his fingers dig deeper into my cheeks as he holds me in place.

I force my eyes open, meeting Vadim's gaze. The sight of unshed tears in his storm-gray eyes nearly breaks my resolve. But I can't let him see how much it affects me. I pour all my anger, all my guilt, and all my pain into my glare, wielding the unspoken emotions between us like a weapon.

I know what I'm doing to him. I can feel it in the way his fingers are trembling around my cheeks.

I can hear it in the uneven rasp of his hot and heavy breath with every relentless thrust. And I can smell it from the drops of sweat dripping from his brow onto mine.

I'm asking him to become the ghost of the monster haunting every corner of this mansion.

I'm forcing him towards the edge of becoming something he hates.

And I know that once I bring him to the edge, I have every intention to push him over it until both of us are falling headlong into that darkness.

My teeth sink into his palm again, harder this time. The taste of blood fills my mouth again.

His hand jerks away and a scream finally rips free just as another wave of pleasure crashes through me.

"Fuck you!" The words tear from my raw throat as I come, spitting them out like poison. Each repetition punctuates another unrestrained pulse of my orgasm. "Fuck you, fuck you, FUCK YOU!"

This is exactly what I wanted.

A sweet agony that makes me forget everything else.

My body convulses beneath him as the pleasure washes away every other sense. I keep screaming those two words until my voice gives out. Until the waves begin to ebb and my throat feels like sandpaper.

His mouth crashes against mine, stealing what little breath remains in my lungs. The metallic tang of his blood mingles on our tongue, marking me as surely as he's marked every other part of my body.

His hands find mine, fingers intertwining, and the slick warmth of his blood coats our palms.

The irony isn't lost on me. After everything that's happened, I'm the one who drew his blood. I put it on his hands before he can put it on mine.

My legs wrap around his waist, pulling him deeper to deny him the right to cum anywhere but inside. His thrusts grow desperate, uneven. Gone is the measured control from before. This is pure animal need, primal and raw. I lock my ankles behind his back, using the leverage to drive him impossibly deeper, urging him toward his own release.

His lips tear away from mine. I hear his ragged breathing and feel his body tensing above me. His hands grip mine, fingers tightening as his rhythm grows erratic. I squeeze my ankles around him and clench my pussy, urging him on. A low groan tears from his throat as his hips snap forward one final time.

Warmth floods through me as he releases deep inside. The sensation triggers another small aftershock that has me crying out beneath him in a hoarse whisper through my aching throat.

His forehead drops to rest against mine, and our harsh breaths mingle in the space between us while thunder rumble outside of Pankration's walls.

I barely notice the cold marble floor against my back or my wet clothes clinging to my body. I’m lost in the feeling of being so completely claimed, so utterly filled.

Vadim’s body covers mine like a shield, protecting me even now when I've done everything to push him away.

I want to hate how right this feels. How perfectly we fit together, even in our brokenness.

But I can't.

“Fuck you, Vadim Stravinsky…”

Hot tears spill down my cheeks as reality crashes back. This was what I wanted—to be used, to be hurt, to feel something other than the crushing weight of guilt.

But the cost...

I forced him to become everything he hates and fears. Made him act like the father whose shadow he's spent his whole life trying to escape.

His hands still grip mine, our fingers interlaced, sticky with drying blood from where I bit him.

More tears flow as I realize just how deeply I've wounded him. Not with my teeth or my nails, but with my words. With the way I used the vulnerabilities he showed me against him.

I got exactly what I wanted. But I had to break him to get it.

A sob catches in my throat as the full weight of what I've done hits me. How can I face him after this? How can I look into those storm-gray eyes knowing I deliberately pushed him toward his darkest fears?

His body still covers mine, but the intimacy feels wrong now. Tainted by the realization of what I made him do.

"Look at me, zvyozdochka…" he begs, and I obey.

Above me, Vadim's eyes remain locked on mine, filled with an emotion I'm not ready to name.
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VADIM


I pull myself from her, my cum trailing down her thighs. My legs are watery as I stand, my mind reeling at what I've just done to her. The marble floor must be cold underneath her, but she doesn't move.

Just trembles.

This felt wrong. All of it. The way she begged me to hurt her. The way I gave in. The blood on my hand where she bit me.

I'm no better than Pyotr.

Wordlessly, I bend down and scoop her into my arms. She curls against my chest, her tears soaking my shirt.

The gesture feels like absolution I don't deserve.

I'm just some woman whose fiancé you killed. Her words echo in my head. You took all my choices away.

She's right. I did. I took everything away from her. And now I've taken her dignity too. Made her beg to be hurt when she deserves to be cherished.

My arms tighten around her slight frame.

Was she always this small, this fragile? What have I done to break her spirit like this?

"I'm sorry, zvyozdochka," I whisper into her hair, but the words feel hollow.

She doesn't respond, just presses closer. But her silence cuts deeper than any of her earlier words of hate.

I carry Lacey into our bathroom, her body light in my arms. The memory of washing the blood off her hands in the shower on the plane while we fled Paris comes rushing back.

I can see the same broken look in her eyes. The same defeated slump of her shoulders.

How many more times will I do this to her? How many times do I need to wash away the consequences of my choices from her skin to accept that she shouldn't be trapped in this place with a monster like me?

Steam fills the massive shower as I step in, still holding her. The hot water hits her back, and she shivers against me. Her dress clings to her curves, water darkening the fabric.

I want to tell her I'm sorry again. That I never meant to hurt her like this. That everything I've done was to protect her.

But the words die in my throat.

She turns in my arms, water streaming down her face. Those amber-flecked eyes meet mine, filled with an emotion I can't name. Before I can stop myself, I bend down and capture her lips with mine.

Her teeth clench at first, resisting. But slowly, achingly slowly, they part. The kiss deepens, and I taste salt—whether from tears or blood, I'm not sure.

My hands cup her face as the water pours over us both. Her lips are soft despite the violence earlier, despite everything that's happened between us. I shouldn't want her like this. Not after what I just did to her.

But I do. God help me, I do.

And I hate myself for it.

I reach for the straps of her dress, pausing before touching her. "May I?"

Her slight nod breaks my heart. Even now, after everything I've done to her, she still trusts me with her body.

The wet fabric peels away slowly, revealing inch after precious inch of her skin. My breath catches at the marks I've left on her—each one an accusation and reminder of how I lost control.

I stare at the angry red fingerprints on her thighs, the beginning of bruises on her neck from the imprint of the necklace still around her throat, my hands shaking as I drop to my knees before her.

What have I done?

Without thinking, I press my lips to each mark, begging for forgiveness as if my kisses could somehow erase the evidence of my violence.

A small gasp escapes her as I kiss a particularly dark bruise on her inner thigh. Her fingers thread through my wet hair, neither pushing me away nor pulling me closer.

And that's when it hits me.

I love her.

Not as a means to an end. Not as my fake wife. Not even as a woman who was willing to face unimaginable danger by my side.

I love her because she's her.

I love her so completely, desperately, with an intensity that terrifies me.

She trembles under my touch, her body responding even as her mind must be trying to piece together at what just happened between us. I don't deserve this tenderness from her. I don't deserve anything from her.

But as I look up at her face, water streaming down her cheeks mixing with what might be fresh tears, I see something in her eyes that mirrors the ache in my chest. No words pass between us. None are needed.

"I'm sorry, I shouldn't have⁠—"

Her fingers press against my lips, silencing my apology. Her touch is gentle, and it beckons me to stand until she’s gazing up at me again. The shower continues pouring over us as she stands on her tiptoes and kisses me. Her lips are soft and tender, nothing like the biting fury from before.

Her hand slides down my chest, wrapping around my cock. Despite everything, my body responds instantly to her touch. She strokes me with the same tenderness as her kiss, coaxing me back to hardness. Steam swirls around us, making everything dreamlike and hazy.

When she breaks the kiss, her amber-flecked eyes meet mine. "Make love to me," she whispers.

The words strike something deep in my chest. Not fucking. Not punishing her body with mine. Making love.

Love.

The word echoes in my head as I stare into her eyes. I don't deserve her tenderness, her forgiveness, or her love—if that's something she ever felt for me.

And if she did feel love for me once, I know that it's gone now.

Especially after what I just did to her on the stairs.

The water streams down her cheeks, washing away the tears and makeup. She's beautiful like this—bare, vulnerable, trusting.

And that's what hurts the most.

How can she still look at me with anything other than abject hate after I used her the way I did?

After I proved that I'm no better than Pyotr?

I swore I would never become him. Yet here I am, having just fucked my wife mercilessly on cold marble while she screamed, and left bruises on her delicate skin.

No. I don't deserve love. I never have.

But Lacey... she deserves everything. She deserves gentle touches and soft kisses. She deserves someone who can cherish her properly, not a monster who puts blood on her hands and forces her to beg for pain.

For now though, I can give her this one thing she asks. I can make love to her the way she asks, even if I don't deserve the privilege.

Her fingers trace my jaw, drawing me back to the present. To her. To us.

"Please," she whispers against my lips.

Gently, I press her against the shower wall, letting the water cascade over both of us. She's so small against me, so delicate despite her earlier fire. My cock slides between her thighs, finding her still wet and ready.

I enter her slowly, savoring every inch. Her body welcomes me, soft and warm. She gasps against my neck as I fill her completely. This is different from before—no anger, no punishment. Just us.

Her legs wrap around my waist as I start moving inside her. Gentle thrusts that make her sigh with pleasure rather than pain. Her hands cup my face, thumbs stroking my cheeks. The tenderness in her touch nearly undoes me.

"Like this?" I whisper against her lips.

"Yes," she breathes. "Just like this."

The water beats down between us as I move inside her, each slow gentle thrust an apology for earlier. The pain in my hand throbs where she bit me—a reminder of the monster I became.

I ignore the pain in my hand.

I deserve a pain that's much worse than this.

She feels impossibly soft against me now, her body yielding and warm. So different from the angry desperation before. Her hands cup my face and draws me in for another kiss.

I try to focus on her pleasure, on making this good for her. My thumb finds her clit, circling slowly as I continue my measured pace. She gasps against my mouth, inner walls fluttering around my cock.

"That's it, zvyozdochka," I whisper. "Let me take care of you."

Her breath hitches as I hit that spot inside her that makes her tremble. I do it again, maintaining the same gentle rhythm. Her nails dig into my shoulders, but the pain feels right.

It's penance for my sins.

I can feel her getting close, her thighs starting to shake. She buries her face in my neck, muffling her soft moans against my skin.

"It's okay," I murmur into her hair. "I've got you. Let go for me."

Her walls pulse around me as her orgasm builds. I keep my strokes slow and deep, thumb still working her clit. She's so beautiful like this—vulnerable and trusting despite everything I've done.

"I've got you," I promise again. "Let go."

She shudders against me, so different from the violent crescendos earlier. Her body trembles in my arms as she cries out softly against my neck. The sound pierces straight through my heart.

I capture her lips with mine, pouring everything I feel into the kiss. She responds with equal fervor, but I keep myself in check, making sure she has room to pull away if she wants.

She doesn't.

Shifting my grip, I lift her higher against the wall, steadying her with my body. The new angle draws a gasp from her lips. I start moving faster, but still gentle. Still careful.

"Yes," she breathes. "Yes, yes..."

Her whispered encouragement spurs me on. Water streams down her face, making her eyelashes glitter like stars.

"You're so beautiful," I murmur. "So perfect, zvyozdochka."

She shivers at my words, her inner walls fluttering around me. I kiss her neck where the necklace left its mark, trying desperately to replace the memory of violence with tenderness.

"That's it," I praise as she rocks against me. "Just like that."

Her fingers tangle in my hair as I continue making love to her, each thrust an unspoken apology, each kiss a silent promise.

"Don't stop," Lacey whispers, her voice a fragile thing against my lips. "Please don't stop."

I can't deny her anything right now. Not when she's asking with such raw vulnerability. Steam curls around us, making the air thick and heavy with moisture. Water streams down her face, her neck, between her breasts until every inch of her skin is glistening.

My thrusts stay measured and gentle—everything I wasn't before. Her body responds beautifully, her warm slick inner walls gripping me with each stroke.

"Never," I promise, though I know it's a lie.

Everything ends eventually.

Her hands slide over my wet shoulders, down my back. No scratching, no biting now. Just soft touches that leaves my heart aching for more.

I can feel my release building, pressure coiling tight in my core. "I'm close," I warn her, slowing my pace. "So close, zvyozdochka."

"Me too," she breathes, amber eyes locking with mine. "I'm going to⁠—"

I capture her lips in a deep kiss, swallowing her words. Her body tightens around me as her orgasm hits. The sensation of her pulsing around me sends me over the edge. I spill inside her with a groan, our releases perfectly synchronized.

The shower continues to rain down on us as we share the moment, bodies trembling together. Her lips move softly against mine, and I pour into the kiss everything I don't deserve to say to her.
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LACEY
THE NEXT MORNING


I trace my fingers over the angry marks on my thighs, each one a reminder of yesterday. The bed feels too big, too empty without Vadim here. My body aches in ways that should make me recoil, but instead send shivers of desire through me.

What terrifies me most isn't what we just did on the stairs.

It's how desperately I wanted it. How I begged for it.

I close my eyes but immediately snap them open again. The images are too vivid—my teeth drawing blood from his hand, his tears as he tried to resist hurting me, and the way his control finally shattered.

"You knew," I whisper. "You knew exactly what you were doing to him."

I goaded him, pushed him, made him hurt me. I forced him to become everything he fears and hates about his father.

After everything I learned about him… I thought I would want to protect him from his own dark past.

Instead, I used it—and him—for my own needs.

I can't help the tears leaking from the corner of my eyes. Deep down, I know the truth.

The monster isn't Vadim.

It's me.

Our time in the shower afterwards proved that. His gentle touches, him asking permission, and his lips tracing over every mark he left in apology. There was a tenderness in his eyes that I didn't deserve.

He made love to me like I was something precious, and not the manipulative bitch who forced him to cross a line he never wanted to cross.

I roll onto my side, burying my face in his pillow. His scent surrounds me—that mix of spice and something uniquely him. The same scent had filled my nose when he held me under the shower spray, whispering praise I didn't deserve as he moved inside me with such excruciating gentleness.

More tears slide down my cheek. I don't deserve his tenderness after what I made him do.
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It's noon by the time I emerge on shaky legs and nothing but a robe, my skin still flushed and tender. My body is still thrumming from the memory of everything that happened yesterday.

The hallway feels too bright, too exposed.

I wrap my arms around myself, trying to hold the broken pieces together.

My heart nearly stops when I see Olga waiting in the hallway, face arrayed into an unreadable mask. Her eyes drill into mine with an intensity that makes my skin crawl.

My heart stutters in my chest and fear coils in my stomach.

"Come," she commands in that cold, aristocratic voice.

Every instinct screams at me to run. But where can I go? Defeated, I follow her through Pankration's maze of corridors. My bare feet make no sound on the polished floors behind her. Each step feels like walking to my own execution but I don't dare to stop.

All along us hang paintings of stern-faced men. Their eyes seem to follow me, judging.

She leads me to an ornate sitting room I've never seen before. Heavy curtains block most of the light, and everything is enshrouded in shadows. The furniture looks like museum pieces, nothing but dark wood and deeper shadows.

By the looks of it, nobody's been in here for years.

"Sit." She gestures to an antique chair across from her chosen seat.

I perch on the edge of an antique settee, pulling the robe tighter around myself and feeling small and exposed under her piercing gaze.

She studies me for a long moment, eyes cataloging every inch of my skin. When she finally speaks, each word hammers at my heart:

"Pyotr's bastard raped you."

It's not a question, but a simple statement. But I'm stunned at how easily she says it. For a moment, I can't breathe. My mind turns back to the memory of yesterday.

The stark difference between how we hurt each other in every way possible on the stairs and how he held me tenderly in the shower is playing hell on my mind.

Even now, I can feel the ghost of his touch—at times careful and loving, and at times rough and bruising.

That contrast. That goddamn contrast.

It hurts worse than any physical pain could.

"No," I finally whisper, my voice hoarse. "He didn't."

"I know what I heard yesterday." Olga's voice cuts through me like winter wind. "The entirety of Pankration heard. For a single moment, it was as if this place's old master had returned."

I wrap my arms tighter around myself, fighting a shiver. The silk of my robe suddenly feels too thin, too revealing.

"He didn't rape me. I asked him to do those things that you heard."

No. I didn't ask him. I forced him to do it.

"Asked him?" Her laugh is bitter, hollow. She leans forward. "Pyotr would tell us the same thing. That we asked him to do the terrible things he did to us."

"Vadim's not Pyotr!" My stomach twists at the comparison. "Vadim wouldn't do that to me without asking."

"You believe those words?" Her eyes sweep over my bruises, and she points to my neck. "Even after that?"

"Even after this." My voice shakes but I force myself to meet her gaze.

Olga's lips curl into a cold smile that doesn't reach her eyes. "Do you think that makes him better? That just because he waited for you to ask, it makes him different from Pyotr?"

"Doesn't it?" I ask, unsure if I'm asking her or trying to convince myself.

She leans forward, her voice dropping to a whisper. "Do you remember what I told you in Paris?"

I swallow hard. "You said he would put blood on my hands."

"Did he?"

I remember Irina's death with painful clarity—the way her blood soaked through my trembling fingers and stained my dress as we fled Paris on the jet.

But I also remember the way Vadim's blood filled my mouth yesterday. As much as he may have put blood on my hands, I did the same to him.

But Olga is expecting an answer, and so I take a breath and admit. "He did."

She nods, a small sound tumbling out of her nose as she does so.

"That was just the beginning." Her words slice through me like knives and she points at my bruises. "And so are those."

Silence falls between us for a few heartbeats as Olga lets me mull over her words.

"Do you know why I brought you here?" Olga asks, her eyes never leaving my face.

I shake my head, trying to suppress another shiver. Something about this room feels wrong. The shadows seem darker, more menacing. The air itself feels thick with old pain.

"This is where Pyotr's bastard was conceived." Her words hit me like ice water. "This very room."

My eyes dart around, taking in the heavy curtains and antique furniture with new horror. Everything suddenly feels tainted.

"I know the story," I whisper, though my voice catches. "He told me already."

"Do you?" Olga's lips curl into that dangerous smile again. "Because there are parts even Pyotr's bastard might not know about his own creation." Olga's voice drops lower, more intimate. Like we're sharing secrets. "But you? You've suffered like Polina did. It would be irresponsible of me not to tell you the full truth, one Stravinsky’s wife to another, so you might know exactly what you've married."

My heart pounds against my ribs. Part of me wants to run from whatever horror story she's about to reveal. But another part needs to know.

To understand.

Wordless, I nod.

"Two days after Polina was brought back from death's door, Pyotr told her that he had a surprise for her." Olga's lips twist into a cruel line. "He dragged her from her bed in chains like a dog to this very room where the entire household was forced to wait. And then he brought out her little brother."

My eyes dart to the antique carpet beneath my feet, and my stomach roils in anticipation of what fresh horrors Olga is about to reveal.

"She screamed when she saw him, and begged Pyotr to let the boy go." Her words slice through me. "She promised she wouldn't try it again, promised to be good, promised to let him do whatever he wanted to her."

My hands tremble and I reach slowly for my throat, remembering the way Vadim's fingers felt as they tightened around it.

The way I begged him to hurt me.

"Pyotr didn't, of course. He slit the boy's throat in front of Polina. And then..." Olga's voice turns to ice. "He raped her with her brother's blood still warm on his hands."

I barely make it to a potted plant in the corner before my stomach empties itself. The acid burns as I heave, sending fresh tears down my face. When I finally straighten, trembling, Olga's eyes drill into me with a terrifying intensity.

"I haven't heard screams like that for thirty-six years until yesterday, devushka," she says softly. "And that was proof enough that Pyotr's blood runs hot in the bastard's veins."

I continue to retch until nothing comes up but bitter bile. My throat burns, my eyes stream with tears. Olga doesn't move to help me. She just watches, her silence more devastating than any words could be.

When my stomach finally stops heaving, I slump against the wall, wiping my mouth with a trembling hand. The robe has slipped off one shoulder but I can't find the strength to fix it.

The shadows in this room feel alive now, writhing with the ghosts of past horrors. Every surface seems tainted by what happened here.

"I can help you escape." Olga's voice cuts through my spiraling thoughts. "Just like I helped Polina. You're not the first girl I've saved from a Stravinsky, and you won't be the last."

"But..." My voice cracks. My heart pounds against my ribs. "Where will I go? What about my family?"

"I will help you forge a new identity, a new life, far away from all of this." Her eyes drift to my neck. "Far away from him. This is your chance to start fresh. A chance to be free before Pyotr's darkness can take him."

"You don't understand," I whisper, more to myself than to Olga. "He didn't want to do it."

"It doesn't matter that he didn't want to," Olga replies. "It only matters that he did in the end."

The image of his face haunts me—the anguish in his eyes when I demanded he hurt me, the tears that fell as he tried to resist. And still I pushed him, knowing exactly what buttons to press.

I'm just some woman whose fiancé you killed.

Those words ring in my head now, a testament to my cruelty. I knew mentioning Nathan would hurt him. I wanted it to hurt him.

You took all my choices away.

Another lie. I made my own choices. I chose to stay after Paris. I chose to help Svoboda. And yesterday...

Yesterday, I chose to make him cross that line.

My stomach churns with fresh nausea as understanding crashes over me. If Vadim becomes like Pyotr, it won't be because of his father's blood running through his veins.

It will be because I pushed him there.

I forced him to embrace the very darkness he's spent his whole life running from. I made him act out his worst fears about himself.

And for what? Because I couldn't handle my own guilt? Because I needed someone else to punish me when I couldn't punish myself?

Tears slip down my cheeks as self-loathing rises like bile in my throat. This is all my fault. Everything—from Nathan's betrayal to Irina's death to the pain in Vadim's eyes.

It's all because of me.

I did this.

I broke him.

I push myself up from the floor, legs trembling. The solution hits me with crushing clarity—if there's any hope of saving Vadim from becoming like Pyotr, I need to leave before I can tempt him further into darkness.

"When?" I manage to ask.

"Tonight. After midnight. Pack nothing. Everything you need will be provided when you escape." She stands smoothly, straightening her immaculate dress. "Meet me in the conservatory. Don't tell anyone. Don't leave any signs."

My mouth goes dry as she moves toward the door. "Why are you helping me?"

Olga pauses, her hand on the ornate doorknob. "Because I know where your story will end if you stay. But unlike Polina..." She turns back to me, her eyes gleaming in the dim light. "You still have a chance to change it."
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VADIM
LATE AT NIGHT


The wipers slash back and forth across my windshield as I pull up to the safe house in Monroe. Rain pelts down in thick sheets, matching my dark mood. Demyon waits under the overhang, his broad shoulders hunched against the weather.

"She's inside," he says as I step out. "Pain in the ass getting her here without being followed."

I nod in acknowledgment. My hand is wrapped under a roll of bandages, and still throbs where Lacey bit me. But I welcome the pain.

It sharpens my focus, and reminds me just how quickly everything has moved in the last thirty-six hours.

"Need me to go in with you?" Demyon asks.

"No." I open the door. "This won't take long."

Inside, Megan Huang sits in an armchair, arm crossed. Her posture is rigid but unafraid. Her chin juts out in the same defiant way as Lacey's. And when she sees me, her dark eyes narrow with the fierce determination.

Despite looking nothing alike, only a fool can claim that the two of them aren't sisters.

"Ms. Huang," I greet her. "I trust these accommodations are to your liking?"

"Comfortable enough for being kidnapped by your blond boy toy outside." Even her voice carries the same sharp edge as Lacey's. "I'll leave you a five-star review when you let me go."

I can't help but smile.

Yep. Definitely Lacey's sister.

"Where's my sister?" Megan demands.

I think about Lacey confronting me yesterday, about the concern in her voice when she told me that Megan was missing, and about the marks I left on her body. Guilt washes over me, but I shove it away.

I sink into the chair across from her. "She's safe."

"That's not what I asked."

"She's home," I answer, and then add. "At my home. Does that satisfy your curiosity?"

"What happened to your hand?" Megan's gaze zeroes in on my bandage.

The wound throbs, a constant reminder. I flex my fingers, feeling the sting where Lacey's teeth broke skin. "Your sister bit me."

"What did you do to her?" Megan launches forward in her chair, voice sharp with fury.

Her protectiveness reminds me of how Lacey defended Mrs. Klossner's dry cleaner from me. God, was that really only three weeks ago? The same fire burns in both sisters. But where Lacey's flames dance with grace, Megan's blaze with raw aggression.

"Nothing you need to know about." I keep my tone neutral, measured.

"Like hell I don't!" She slams her palm on the armrest. "If you hurt her⁠—"

"Ms. Huang." I cut her off. "There's much we need to discuss."

"Why did she bite you?" Megan's eyes narrow with suspicion.

I study the bandage, and the answer comes surprisingly easy. "Because she wanted to hurt me."

That draws a smirk to her lips. "You probably deserved it."

"Probably." I nod. "But again, we have much to discuss. Specifically about you, Ms. Huang. I know you're the social media manager for the Seattle Voice. I know you have a degree in journalism. I know that you were quite the prolific writer during your college years. And I think I speak for both of us when I say that you want to do more than manage a podcast's TikTok accounts."

Her aggression tamps down just slightly and her eyes widen as I rattle off details about her life. Good. She understands I've done my research.

"Is that why you brought me here?" she asks. "Are you going to threaten me into silence? Make me disappear if I don't?"

I think about how keeping secrets from Lacey is what led us to the awful events yesterday. The taste of her tears is still fresh on my tongue. I won't repeat that mistake this time.

"No, Ms. Huang," I say. "I intend to work with you."

"Work with me?" She barks out a laugh.

"Lacey must've told you everything about me."

"She told me enough, yes. About Nathan being in human trafficking. About some guy named Kirsan who uses fashion to lure in his victims." I can see the questions burning in her eyes. "Is any of it true?"

"Yes." I nod. "Every word."

Megan's face remains impassive at my revelation, showing nothing to betray her thoughts. Most people flinch when confronted with the reality of human trafficking. But she maintains her composure, letting the silence stretch between us. I'm impressed.

After a few seconds of silence, she breaks the quiet.

"How do you intend to work with me?"

"The Seattle Voice could help expose Kirsan's activities," I explain. "Force him into the light where he's most vulnerable."

"That's exactly what I told Lacey!" Megan leans forward, eyes bright with vindication. "But she insisted I stay out of it. Said it was too dangerous."

"Your sister is right." I flex my injured hand, feeling the sting. "Kirsan won't hesitate to hurt you or your family if you expose him."

"I can keep my identity hidden," Megan argues. "Use anonymous sources, protect⁠—"

"It won't matter." I cut her off. "Your brother Freddy owes substantial gambling debts to Kirsan's illegal casinos. Over half a million dollars."

The color drains from her face. "What?"

"The moment you get involved, Kirsan will know exactly who to squeeze. He will come for your family through those debts." I let my words sink in before continuing. "Right now, the only reason your family remains safe is because Lacey never took the last name of Huang."

A bitter laugh escapes Megan's lips. "Well isn't that fucking ironic?" She shakes her head. "The one thing Freddy always used to hurt Lacey ends up being the very thing keeping him—and the rest of us—safe."

I don't say anything, and she keeps talking.

"I saw that necklace on Lacey, by the way. Mom's necklace." Megan's voice softens, her earlier aggression melting away slightly. "It felt like having a small piece of Mom back with us. Especially after Freddy fucking pawned it."

The pain in her voice mirrors what I've heard in Lacey's when she first told me about the necklace.

"Mom used to wear it every day." Megan wrings her hands. "Even during chemo. When everything else felt wrong, that necklace was the one constant. The one piece of normal we had left." She swallows hard. "Why did you get it back for her?"

"Because it was important to her." I flex my injured hand, remembering the way Lacey's tears fell when she first mentioned the necklace.

"Just that?" Megan asks. "No other reason?"

"No other reason." I meet her gaze steadily.

"You know?" Megan's posture relaxes slightly and she stares at her hand as she talks. "It actually makes me feel a bit better knowing you did that for her."

When she brings her eyes back towards me, whatever softness at the thought of her mother's necklace evaporates.

"But tell me this," she starts. "Did you kill Nathan?"

The question hangs between us. I think about telling her she doesn't need to know this, but I can't. Hiding the truth about Nathan is what led to this mess in the first place.

But confessing to murder to someone outside of the bratva so openly poses other dangers.

I'm still pondering whether I should speak when Megan holds up her hand. "Don't bother. Your silence told me everything."

She leans forward, her voice barely above a whisper. "Final question."

"Go ahead."

"Do you love my sister?"

"Yes." The word slips out instinctively.

It's the fucking truth.

I love the way she stands up to me, refusing to be cowed even if she is aware of the power difference between us. I love how she fights for others, putting their needs before her own. I love the way she loses herself in everything she does.

The truth of it settles in my chest with the weight of certainty: I love Lacey McKinney. And nothing, not even my own demons, can change that.

"Then listen carefully, Mr. Stravinsky." Her voice hardens. "If you love my sister, then don't you ever hurt her. She's been hurt enough by this world. I don't care if you're a billionaire mob boss with an army of killers at your beck and call. If I find out you hurt my sister, there's nothing that will stop me from making you pay."

Megan's words cut deeper than Lacey's teeth ever could. The wound in my hand throbs, a stark reminder of how I've already failed that.

I think about Lacey's screams echoing through Pankration yesterday. About the way she begged me to hurt her. About how I gave in to that request, and became everything I swore I would never be.

Silence stretches between us. What can I possibly say? That I've already failed to live up to her request? That while the marks I left on her body might fade, but the emotional scars will never heal?

Megan, however, interprets my silence as acceptance.

"Now that's settled." She straightens in her chair. "Tell me how the Seattle Voice can help expose Kirsan."

"I can feed you every bit of information about Kirsan's operations," I explain. "Names, locations, financial records. A drip at first, but more and more as you build engagement on social media. We'll keep everything in the news cycle until it becomes impossible for people to look away."

"And my family's safety?" Megan asks.

"Give me some time to figure something out. Until then, you'll need to stay here." I gesture at our surroundings. "The safe house is well-stocked with everything you might need."

She smirks. "I'm sure your big blond boy toy will be thrilled to play babysitter."

Despite everything weighing on my mind, I can't help but smile at her words. "I'm sure he will be."

She sighs. "He could've at least bought me dinner first."

"I'll be sure to let him know."

"Oh," Megan says. "Before I forget."

She gets up, walks to the corner of the room, and picks up her purse. Reaching into it, she pulls out Lacey's engagement ring.

"I believe this belongs to my sister."

"Thank you." I rise from my chair and accept it from her. My fist close around it gently, and I extend my un-bandaged hand to her. "Good night, Ms. Huang."

"Good night, Mr. Stravinsky." She takes my hand in a firm shake. "And I mean it about what I said. About what I'd do if you hurt my sister."

I nod and, without another word, step back out into the rain, eager to return to Pankration.

To Lacey.
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The rain pelts against my windshield as I pull up to Pankration's gates. Through the downpour, I spot a figure standing there—a woman, her blonde hair darkened by the rain.

It takes me a moment to recognize her, but my heart stops when I do.

Mom.

I kill the engine and step out into the storm. Water immediately soaks through my suit, but I barely notice. My feet carry me forward of their own accord.

"Mom?" My voice comes out softer than I intend "What are you doing here?"

Polina turns at my voice. But when she sees me, she flinches, taking a half-step back. Fear creeps into her storm-gray eyes, and her lips start trembling.

Even after all these years, she still can't bear to be near me.

She still can't escape the deep wounds Pyotr left on her mind.

"It's me," I say gently. "Not him."

She shakes, whether from cold or fear I can't tell. Her eyes remain fixed on me as she blinks fiercely.

"Mom," I whisper. "Please."

Slowly, so slowly, she raises her gaze to meet mine. Recognition floods her face as she truly sees me for the first time tonight. The mask of terror cracks and crumbles.

“Vadim…” Her voice breaks.

She stumbles forward and I catch her as she collapses against my chest, her thin frame wracked with sobs. I hold her close, hardly daring to breathe. How long have I dreamed of holding my mother like this? Of her seeing me as her son rather than Pyotr's shadow?

"I wouldn't be here if... if I had any other choice." she chokes out between sobs. "But I don't. I don't know where else to go."

"What's wrong?" My heart starts racing. "Tell me what happened."

Her fingers dig into my arms with desperate strength. Rain streams down her face, mixing with tears. The sight of her like this—broken and terrified—rips open wounds I've spent decades trying to heal.

"He took her!" The scream tears from her throat, raw and primal.

"Who?" My mind races through possibilities, each worse than the last.

"Serena! My baby girl. My daughter." Her voice cracks. "Kirsan took her this morning!"

The world tilts sideways. Daughter?

I have a sister. The revelation lashes at me as fierce as the wind and the rain, leaving me struggling to breathe. But there's no time to process this.

Not when Kirsan has her.

"Come inside and get warm," I say, trying to guide her toward the house. "We'll figure this out."

"No!"

She jerks away violently, shrieking, when I start moving towards the gates of Pankration. Her eyes widen as she gazes at the mansion's looming façade in terror.

"Don't make me go back there. Please don't make me get any closer than I already have!”

My heart breaks at her terror and the way she recoils at the very sight of the place where Pyotr destroyed her life.

"Okay, Mom." I promise quickly, reaching for her trembling hands. "We can talk here."

She lets me take them, but her fingers are ice cold. Whether from the rain or her panic, I'm not sure. Probably both. I want nothing more than to shelter her from this storm, but I won't force her anywhere near that mansion.

"Look at me, Mom," I whisper. "I'm not him. I will never be him."

The words sound unconvincing in my mouth after what I did to Lacey yesterday.

But I push that guilt aside. This isn't about me.

Mom's eyes finally meet mine. There's recognition there now, mixed with decades of pain I couldn't protect her from. She searches my face as if making sure that it's really me standing before her.

And not him.

"Please," she finally whispers in the rain, begging. "Bring my baby back. Bring her back before that monster can do to her what he did to me!"

The raw desperation in her voice slashes at my heart. Gently, I give her cold hands a reassuring squeeze.

"I'll get her back, Mom," I promise. "I swear it."
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LACEY


The door to the conservatory is unlocked, and Olga is waiting for me, dressed impeccably in spite of the rain. A knowing smile plays at her lips.

"Close the door," she says in that silky voice of hers.

My hands are steady as I push it shut.

"I need..." The words stick in my throat. Admitting this makes it real.

"To leave?” Her smile widens. "Like Polina did?"

I nod, unable to form the words. My chest feels too tight to breathe.

Olga rises gracefully, her heels silent as she approaches me. Her perfectly manicured fingers brush my cheek. The gesture would seem motherly if not for the predatory gleam in her eyes.

"Sweet girl. You're making the right choice."

Tears spill down my cheeks. "I can't stay here anymore."

But not for the reason that Olga believes. I can't stay here because I can't be what causes Vadim to fall.

"Of course you can't." She drops her hand and turns away. "Come with me. Quickly, before he returns and realizes that you're missing."

I follow her toward the back door into the rain. My heart pounds so hard I can barely hear anything else. This is really happening. I'm really doing this.

"Where are we going?" I whisper.

"Somewhere far away." Olga opens an umbrella over both of us. “A place where he can never find you."
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The sleek black car glides through Seattle's empty streets, streetlights casting intermittent shadows across my lap while rain pitter-patters against the roof of the car. Olga sits beside me, her hands neatly folded in her lap.

I expected to head east, toward the mountains, but we're moving deeper into the city instead.

My stomach lurches as we take another turn. "This isn't the way out of the city."

"Patience, devushka." Olga's blood-red nails tap against her knee. "We need to make a brief stop first."

The familiar outline of shipping containers looms ahead, stacked like Lego blocks against the night sky. Salt air mingles with diesel fumes among the rain as we approach the docks.

"Why are we here?" My voice sounds small, even to my own ears.

"Insurance." Olga's smile doesn't reach her eyes. "Did you think leaving would be as simple as driving away?"

The car slows, gravel crunching under the tires. Through the tinted windows, I spot several dark figures emerging from between the containers. My pulse quickens as I look at them.

"What kind of insurance?"

"The kind that ensures cooperation." Olga's hand closes around my wrist, her grip surprisingly strong. "Kirsan will be very pleased."

My blood runs cold. The name hits me like a physical blow.

Kirsan?!

And that's when realization dawns.

"You weren't helping me…" Panic seizes my throat. "You were working for him. For Kirsan!"

"You should've listened to me more carefully, devushka." Olga's perfectly painted lips curve upward. "I told you that unlike Polina, you still have a chance to change how your story ends. And unfortunately for you, this is the ending you chose.”

The car door opens and cold air rushes in. I try to pull away but Olga's grip is unrelenting.

"Welcome to your new life, Lacey McKinney. I'm sure you'll fetch quite the price."

My heart hammers against my ribs as reality crashes in. "No, no, this can't be happening." I yank my arm free from Olga's grip. "HELP! Somebody⁠—"

The words freeze in my throat when I see Olga reach into her purse with her free hand and pull out a sleek black pistol. The gun's barrel gleams in the dim light as she points it at my chest.

"Stop screaming." Her voice is hard as ice, and utterly devoid of emotion.

She slides gracefully out of the car, never lowering the weapon even as she opens her umbrella again. The rain, driven by the wind, whips at her perfectly styled hair but she doesn't seem to notice.

"Out," she orders.

I stay frozen in place, mind racing. If I run, she'll shoot. If I scream, no one will care. The reality of my situation is starting to set in.

I walked right into this trap.

Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!

"I won't ask again, devushka." Olga gestures with the gun. "Don't make me have my associates drag you out. And you better believe that I won't do a damn thing if they decide to do more than drag."

Dark figures lurking by the containers shift closer. Terror claws up my throat when I realize that these are all Kirsan's men.

Two figures—a man and a woman—emerge from between the containers, and the others part to let them through.

The man moves with a fluid grace that sends ice through my veins.

The man stops first. His expensive suit seems to absorb the shadows around us, making him appear more wraith than human. But it's his eyes that pins me in place.

They're pale and predatory, like a snake sizing up its prey.

My breath catches in my throat when I recognize the woman behind him.

Sayanaa.

"Kirsan Evdokimovich. Sayanaa Kirsanovna." Olga's voice drips with honeyed respect as she inclines her head to them both. "The bastard's bride, just as you requested."

My legs threaten to give out as father and daughter look at me. This is the monster behind it all? The trafficker who destroyed so many lives? Who killed Irina? Who sold Polina to Pyotr?

"Excellent work, Olga Romanovna." His accent is lighter than I expected, cultured and precise. "You worked fast."

Olga gestures toward me with her gun. "You may inspect her if you like."

"There will be time for that later." Kirsan's gaze slides over me with clinical detachment, as if assessing livestock at auction. "She'll make an excellent addition to our premium collection."

Nausea roils my stomach. The way he talks about me—like I'm nothing more than merchandise to be cataloged and sold—makes my skin crawl. I think of all those girls Vadim tried to save through Svoboda. Is this what they felt, being sized up and categorized like objects?

A cold smile spreads across Kirsan's face as he steps closer. His cologne—expensive and cloying—fills my nostrils.

"Come now, Ms. McKinney. You and I are going to take a little trip together."

My stomach churns as his words sink in. This can't be happening. But the gun trained on me and the men surrounding us make the nightmare all too real.

"Mr. Walker was right about you," he continues, reaching out to brush a strand of hair from my face. I flinch away but there's nowhere to go. "You are beautiful. Worth far more than the pittance he was willing to sell you for."

The casual mention of Nathan sends ice through my veins. All those late nights at the office, the suspicious phone calls, the way he'd fuss over my appearance before events.

He'd been sizing me up.

For sale.

"As you know, Ms. McKinney." Kirsan's pale eyes rake over me again, lingering in ways that make my skin crawl. "Your husband has something that is precious to me. So, it is only fair that I take something that is precious to him."

He licks his lips slowly as his grubby fingers cups my right breast and gives it a painful squeeze. I fight the urge to vomit.

Behind him, a savage smile spreads on Sayanaa's lips as she watches.

"Sayavochka!" He turns to her and smiles. "Daddy's brought you a new toy to play with. Now be a good girl and put her with the rest. But don't break this one just yet." He turns his snake-like gaze back towards me. "Not until Pyotr's bastard gives me what I want. Ponimayesh?"

"I understand, papochka." Sayanaa says as she steps closer and seizes my arm. "Hello, little thief."

I gaze back into her piercing blue eyes, my mouth pressed into a firm silent line.

Sayanaa's cold fingers trace along my neck, pushing my hair aside as she examines the bruises on my neck. Her touch makes my skin crawl as she examines the marks Vadim left.

“Such a pretty thing.” Her fingers drift to Mom's necklace still around my neck, and her lips curl into a cruel smile. “Far too pretty for cheap merchandise like you.”

Before I can react, she yanks hard, and snaps the delicate chain in the process.

No!

My heart leaps to my throat as I watch her throw it carelessly to the ground.

And before I can stop her, she slams her heel down onto it. In one fluid motion, she grinds apart my last reminder of Mom with a sickening crunch.

I bite my tongue until I taste copper, fighting back tears. I won't give her the satisfaction of seeing me cry.

"You don't deserve him, little thief." She leans in close, her lips brushing my ear as she grips my arm with her free hand. "These love marks on your neck from my Vadyusha? They're nothing compared to what I'll do to you."

Sayanaa pulls away, her grip on my arm tightening as she drags me toward the maze of shipping containers. The rain has soaked through my clothes, and I can’t help glance at Mom’s shattered necklace on the ground.

My feet slip, but Sayanaa doesn't slow her pace.

Behind us, Kirsan and Olga's voices fade against the steady drumbeat of rain on metal.

The shipping containers loom overhead like dark monoliths, their surfaces slick and gleaming under the harbor lights.

My heart pounds against my ribs as we pass one container after another. Some have numbers stenciled on their sides, others are completely blank.

All around me, I can hear the sound of muffled wailing coming from them.

The hinges of a shipping container scream open. I catch a glimpse of over a dozen terrified pairs of eyes staring back at the suddenly influx of light.

But that's when I see her—a teenage girl with dirty-blonde hair standing in the middle of them all. There's something familiar in the way she carries herself

Despite her circumstances, she's the only one who refuses to shy from the light. Refuses to cower from Sayanaa. There's a fierce defiance in her gaze that reminds me so much of him.

And her eyes…

I blink as I stare at those eyes.

Yes… there's no mistaking them.

They're the same storm-gray as Vadim's.

But before I can say anything, Sayanaa gives me a shove and I tumble inside.

Then, the shipping container doors are slammed shut and I'm plunged into a world of infinite darkness.

END OF BOOK 1
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