
        
            
                
            
        

    
 
 




SOCIOPATH'S REVENGE

V.F. MASON
 

Copyright ©
2016 by V.F. MASON

All Rights Reserved
 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing.
 
 This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
 
Edited by Hot Tree Editing
 Cover Design: Perfect Pear Creative Covers  
 Photography: Lindee Robinson
 Models: Andrew Kruczynski, Alyse Madej
 Formatting: L.J. Anderson, Mayhem Cover Creations






 

To the power of love.

Still.




Prologue
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Epilogue
Acknowledgments
Contact Me





 

Damian 

 Pain.
 Agonizing pain burning through my body woke me up. My lungs immediately filled with the smoke surrounding me.  
 Fire.
 Shaking the fogginess from my head, I tried to get up but my legs wouldn't move. No matter what I did, they didn't respond. As soon as my eyes adjusted to the haze around me, I spotted a huge piece of wood pinning my legs. I sat up and tried with all my strength to push it away, but it was useless.  
 Blood slowly dripped from my forehead to my cheeks and lips. My callused hands were covered in blisters. How could this happen?
 Sapphire.
 My eyes searched for her as the fire spread more rapidly. I saw her silky black hair lying across the bench. She appeared unconscious. The orange flames surrounding us moved dangerously closer, heading toward her body.
 No!
 "Sapphire." Her name came out as a hushed whimper. No matter how hard I tried to clear my throat, I couldn't speak any louder. After the accident five years ago, talking with more volume was a luxury I couldn't afford. How I wished to shout just then to make the woman I loved open her eyes so we could run with our little one.  
 Then the terrified scream filled the air, and my body froze in fear.
 "Daddy!" Kristina cried out somewhere from my right. "Daddy, help me! He wants to take me away." She started crying and kept screaming my name. A man's laugh echoed in the warehouse, and the familiar sound of flesh being slapped created a burning rage inside me. My hands fisted and once again, with a loud cry, I pushed the wood, but it didn't budge.
 He couldn't have her.
 He wouldn't have her.
 My little girl.  
 "See, boy? You can never win with me. Now your precious daughter will know what it's like to make me happy." Kristina whimpered, and in a second, I heard the door shut loudly, trapping us inside.
 My child.
 S had my child.
 No!
 "I'm sorry, baby girl," I whispered. "Daddy is so sorry."
 No matter what I did, she'd have those nightmares for the rest of her life.
 And unfortunately, I was powerless to stop them.  
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Sapphire 

 "Mommy."  
 "Yes, sweetheart?"
 "Don't be mad."  
 My hands stopped typing another chapter of my book, and I spun around in my chair to face my four-and-a-half-year-old daughter, who wore a guilty expression on her face. Her long amber hair tied back in a ponytail had leaves in it as her sapphire eyes—just like mine—widened in anticipation for my answer. The pink dress on her thin body was covered in dirt, and her hands held a small puppy. "What did you do?"  
 She blinked several times then raised the puppy in her hands to my nose. I came face-to-face with an adorable German shepherd puppy, whose tongue was hanging from his mouth as he studied my face, and then he gave me a quick lick. Wincing and cleaning my cheek with a nearby tissue, I glared at my child. "Kristina, what did you do?"
 "I found him in our yard."  
 My brows furrowed in confusion. "In our yard?"  
 She nodded then patted the puppy again. "He was running around the oak tree, and he is so cute, Mommy. We should keep him."  
 Taking a deep breath, I held my daughter's eyes. "Honey, we can't keep him. He probably wandered around, and neighbors are searching for him."  
 Kristina raised her chin stubbornly, and her eyes narrowed. "Then they shouldn't have left him alone. I'm claiming him, Mommy."  
 My breath stopped for a second; it always did when she reminded me of her father. Seriously, a shout out to all single mothers out there who take care of their kids all alone, because it's a damn hard job.
 Once I signed the papers for the Witness Protection Program, Connor and Melissa gave me a new passport with a different name and identity. I was Katrina Jackson, orphaned at a young age, and a single mom who decided to move to the small coastal city in the southern part of the States due to the economy. They bought me a house, a second-hand car, and gave me some cash to get by. They found me a job at the local library, and since no one wanted the job, no one minded my pregnancy.  
 They contacted me once a month to let me know nothing was over, and I suspected it never would be. The solitude allowed me to focus on my writing when I was going crazy from loneliness. I finally self-published my first novel, and surprisingly, my book did well and brought in good money.  
 A year ago, my baby fell in love with a house near the beach, and it was impossible to refuse her. I had to stay low, and no one would come looking for me here. Everybody already thought I was dead. We had a little piece of heaven here, and for the most part, I was happy. My life was good. I even had some friends in town and we were part of the community. The only downer in the whole scenario was my inability to meet my readers, who sent me constant e-mails asking if I would be present at different signings. All this was too dangerous; so every time, I had to refuse and keep my identity, in this case, a photo, a secret.
 The nights held nightmares, but I learned to deal with them.
 "Honey, you can't claim someone else's puppy."  
 "Yes, I can."
 "No, you can't—" The doorbell rang loudly, stopping me midsentence, and I gestured for her to sit on the couch. "This conversation is not over." She sat down on the floor instead—thank God, it was wooden—and put the puppy, who kept on licking everything that came in contact with him, in her lap. Was he thirsty? Great, now even I started to care for the animal. As a kid, I dreamed of having a dog, but it quickly died when my parents refused to let me have one.
 No. I shook my head. Memories of the past didn't belong in my new life.
 Making my way to the door, my eyes wandered around the living room, appreciating the view surrounding me. The overall color theme of our home was purples and whites, while photos of Kristina and me in different stages of her life decorated the walls. The kitchen was large with a round, wooden table in the middle covered by a purple tablecloth. The windows in there faced our yard, which allowed me to always keep a close eye on Kristina.  
 The breakfast bar opened up to the living room, with a huge couch, two chairs, and a flat-screen TV. While the furniture was white, numerous variations of purple blankets laid over them along with purple rugs. Roses in several vases were placed around the room. Their smell calmed me. Upstairs, we had three bedrooms and two bathrooms. We had a guest bedroom but rarely did anyone stay there.  
 While Kristina's princess-style room had all purples, my room had the same color theme as the rest of the house. Annie, my best friend, told me I was crazy to have all the white with a small kid who made it her mission to get dirty on a daily basis. While it was the truth, I wouldn't have it any other way, and I refused to decorate my house differently. The house was our home, part of the real us, and I wanted it to be perfect.
 Finally, I opened the door to a man who stood there with his back to me, and something inside me stopped.
 No men came over.
 Ever.
 "Hello?" I asked curiously, and his shoulders tensed. He slowly turned around, and my breath hitched. For the last five years, men had been the last thing on my mind. I never dated, never wanted to date, let alone notice if anyone was handsome. The Witness Protection Program and a small child didn't exactly provide the best circumstances for dating. I hadn't sworn off relationships. Someday, I wanted to get married and to have a father figure for Kristina, but it was too soon. Plus, every man I'd met here never sparked anything inside me. They were handsome, but they somehow appeared not dominant enough for me and lacked the strong masculinity my tastes preferred.
 But this stranger was nothing but manly. He was tall with broad shoulders, ripped and muscled, and I seriously had no idea a shirt could stretch so much. His face was covered with a beard and he had a shaggy haircut. The sunglasses on his face didn't allow me to see the color of his eyes, but mine didn't miss the scars around his neck, as though someone had sliced his throat open. His hands were in his back pockets as we faced each other, and an odd feeling washed over me, reminding me of the past.
 Before he could answer, Kristina crashed against my leg and gazed at the stranger with interest in her eyes. The puppy followed her shortly and, to my surprise, sat down beside the man's leg.
 "Lucky!" Kristina's voice held outrage.  
 "Lucky?" I asked dumbly.  
 My daughter nodded and pointed at the dog. "That's his name."  
 I closed my eyes and prayed for some kind of strength to deal with my kid. "Honey, you can't name a dog that doesn't belong to you." Then I looked up to the stranger, whose attention oddly focused on my daughter, studying her, and then he squatted down on his haunches in front of her and picked up the puppy, who immediately calmed down in his arms.
 "You like the puppy?" His voice was low, hoarse, and slightly scratchy. As if he learned how to speak all over again. Maybe those scars on his neck made him lose his original voice. Kristina nodded, and he put the pup in her hands as her mouth widened in a smile. "He's yours." She hugged the damn dog close.
 "Really?"
 "Yes, he is mine, but I think he prefers to live here more."  
 She squealed, unexpectedly threw her arms around him, and hugged him close with all her might. The man froze, and then gently, his hands returned her hug. He let go of her then and stood up. Kristina jumped excitedly.  
 "Mommy, we get to keep him." I opened my mouth to correct her, because no way had I given my permission to the man who disappeared from view, leaving us on the porch alone. "We do, right?" Kristina tugged on my pants irritably, and with a heavy sigh, I nodded, but my hands took him away from her. With a stern look in my eyes, I pointed at the bathroom. "Wash your hands and face, lady. Then change into clean clothes. I'm going to give Lucky a bath. And no running around in the house with the dog if his paws are dirty."  
 She pouted, but it was something I wouldn't budge on, so she followed my instructions.
 As I was walking to the bathroom, I wondered how in the hell in the span of ten minutes I ended up with a puppy and met my new neighbor.
 Or more importantly, why it still bothered me he left so abruptly, without saying a single word to me.
 

Later That Night
 
 After finishing my bathroom routine, I went to check on Kristina, and to my relief, she slept soundly, with Lucky on the corner of her bed. Shaking my head in amusement, I covered the pup with a small blanket and left the blue bedside lamp on so she wouldn't be afraid of the dark.  
 Closing the door behind me, I rested my back against it and took a deep breath. As exhausting as it was to raise a child on your own, the moments when she went to sleep somehow seemed the worst, because quietness overtook the house, and there was no running away from memories or demons. I went to my room, and to my surprise, the curtains were flying high from the wind as the room brightened in the moonlight. My hand removed the pins from my hair and allowed it to cascade down my back as the soft breeze ran over my skin, and the fresh, beach smell filled the air. Still wearing a towel, I grabbed body lotion and raised my leg on the bed as I applied it.  
 Suddenly the air changed around me, and instantly, the presence of another person registered in my mind. Strong hands grabbed me from behind, one covering my mouth to prevent screaming, and the other hand removed the lotion from my hands and threw it across the room. We both were breathing heavily, and from the strong chest pressed to my back, I understood it was a male. He spun me around, and to my shock, it was the stranger from the porch tonight. He pushed me against the wall, trapping me with his body and still covering my mouth with his hand. The position allowed me to have a better look at him.
 His eyes, the ones he hid from me.
 Amber eyes.
 Once I stopped struggling, he removed his hand from my mouth as my whisper echoed in the room.
 "Damian?"
 

Somewhere in Russia…
 The tall man stood on the balcony, admiring the view in front of him as people partied downstairs. He was completely naked, but he didn't seem to be bothered by it as he sipped his whiskey; the sound of ice clinking was the only noise that filled the room. His hands and back were covered in various tattoos, leaving barely any gorgeous tan skin to admire. He had a massive and ripped body, and rarely anyone looked at him without fear. The man's shoulder-length black hair lightened by the moonlight created a mysterious vision.
 He tensed as a soft hand touched his sweat-soaked back, and she gently ran her fingers over the tattoo that represented the Gemini sign. Any touch that didn't include sex as a physical release repulsed him and made him want to rip the hand away from his body. He was always up when the need came to wet his dick in any willing pussy; looks or anything else didn't matter. All women were faceless bodies that he used from time to time. The man's restless mood urged him to go for round two, which he rarely did, but the woman made the mistake of touching him, although he specifically instructed her not to. A jerking session under the shower would have to do.
 "We're done," his low and growly voice said, and the hand on his back twitched as the woman took a step back from him and, without another word, gathered her clothes. In a minute, she was gone, leaving him alone. He already hated the smell of her overly applied perfume.
 His phone beeped inside the hotel room, putting a stop to his solitude. He threw the empty glass on the rumpled bed, grabbed his cell, and opened up the message.
 

He's alive.
 
 His heart stopped beating for a moment and then started pounding rapidly as his eyes closed in relief.
 "Damian," he whispered, and his hands, as always, touched his very first knife wound, which always reminded him of his brother.  





 

John fired the gun, and in a second, I was flying down the cliff, not even feeling the pain of the bullet that stayed inside me. With a loud thud, I ended up in the water. My spine hit it like a motherfucker, and my body went down.

Nothing but silence greeted me.

I had to swim to survive but couldn't, not while waiting for John to make sure he'd killed me. My chest burned. Everything in me tried to ignore how fucking cold the water was and for some reason, my right arm fell asleep and didn't want to move. Finally, I swam underwater as long as my oxygen-deprived lungs allowed me, and then as quietly as possible, I surfaced and inhaled some much-needed air. 


With nothing but water around me, my body started to shiver and grow numb from the cold. My blurry eyes noticed the shore not too far away, so, taking a deep breath, I started to move toward it. Out of nowhere, my head hit a huge rock and piercing pain assaulted me. Blood slowly dripped into my ear then into the water, merging with the small, red circle around me created by the blood leaking from my chest. I could barely keep my eyes open. 


All this, along with the pain in my chest and my injured arm, allowed the dizziness to overtake me. Everything faded away as oblivion greeted me.
 I'm sorry, Sapphire. Even I'm not that strong.
 

Sapphire 

 This couldn't happen.
 He was dead.
 I saw his body sliding down the cliff as my father fired at him, and my heart shattered in tiny little pieces. He had to be a figment of my imagination.  
 Before I could ask any questions, his lips crushed against mine, and he took my mouth in a bruising kiss as his hands palmed my face, not allowing me to move.
 At first, I struggled, wanting to get away from him. How could he come here and expect me to kiss him while he'd kept the fact he was alive a secret? Where the hell was he all those years?
 He bit my lips, making me gasp in pain, which gave him the perfect opening to push his tongue inside my mouth. An electrified feeling ran through me as my eyes closed and my body leaned toward his. Our kiss was passionate, raw, and deep, but also clumsy as our lips learned anew to recognize each other. His hands slid down to my arms then to my waist, where he squeezed me hard. He reached my ass and picked me up, allowing me to circle my legs around his hips. His erection pressed against my towel-covered core, and a needy whimper escaped my mouth.
 "Mine," he whispered against my cheek, trailing his lips down my neck to bite it painfully, for sure leaving red marks.
 "Damian, wait." All this was madness. He ignored my words and kept shifting lower to my collarbone. He opened up my towel, exposing my breasts, allowing fresh, cold air on my hardened nipples, which sent delicious, painfully pleasant waves through me. The familiar tingle created panic inside me, jolting me from the frenzy his hands inspired. "We can't," I said, my voice slightly scared. He finally stopped, his body full of tension as the muscles on his neck strained. He raised his lust-filled eyes, which also held barely contained anger.
 God, I thought I'd never have the chance to have his gaze directed at me again.  
 "Why?" he snapped, and his hand pulled my hair back painfully. "Why can't we do this?" His harsh voice did nothing to calm my rapidly beating heart as I became wetter. He nipped at my lips again, but his eyes still held mine. "Answer me."  
 "You left me," I said, although other words occupied my mind. For some reason, only those made sense to share with him. My eyes filled with tears, which slowly started to slide down my cheeks. "You left me," I repeated, and for a second, it seemed like thousands of hands suffocated me as the agonizing pain I experienced all those years ago at the cliff rushed back. "How could you have done it, Damian?"  
 His confused eyes roamed over me; he raised his hand and wiped away my tears with his thumb. "I didn't have a choice, my Sapphire." My eyes shut as I tried to stop the pleasure that spread through me at hearing my name on his lips. "Do you really think I would have willingly left you?" His hot breath on my collarbone confused my mind, making it hard to control my desire, but I had to. "Has any other man touched what is mine?"  
 It took a few seconds for my mind to register his question, and then fury washed over me like never before. I pushed his shoulders hard, and he let me go, placing me gently on the floor and taking a step back.  
 We were both breathing heavily, the only sounds in the chilled silent night. The soft breeze blowing in through the window left goose bumps on my skin, but I didn't give two shits about standing naked in front of him.
 Who the hell did he think he was?
 "That's the first question you ask me?" He opened his mouth to reply, but my raised hand stopped him. "No, really, that's your question? Not 'How is my daughter?' or 'How have you been without me?' But no, you just want to know about other men in my life." I was so infuriated I didn't pay attention to his expression darkening at my mention of other men. "That's all you care about, Damian? Well then, you know what? It's none of your business if there was someone else or not. This body"—I ran my hands from my waist to my ass—"is no longer your concern, you possessive, obsessive, arrogant asshole!"  
 All those words seemed so stupid, considering just seconds ago my body was all over his, not to mention there hadn't been anyone since him. But he had some nerve asking me that. Quite honestly, I didn't understand myself at all. I acted irrationally but felt completely justified in doing so.  
 With my head held high, I turned toward the bathroom, but I hadn't even taken two steps before strong arms raised me up and threw me on the bed. With a loud squeal, I landed on my back, and before I could take a breath, Damian's muscled body was on me, my hands pinned by his above my head as his furious eyes focused on mine.  
 "Not my concern, Sapphire?" he asked quietly, and wiggled his hips more between mine, pressing his erection against my heat. "Your body doesn't belong to me?" With efficient movements, he bound my hands with his leather belt. When the hell did he have time to take it off? Although it wasn't painful, it didn't allow me any freedom. As he rose, his eyes filled with lust and primal need. He removed his T-shirt, allowing me to admire his muscular chest. I frowned at the sight of several new well-healed scars, and I yearned to run my fingers over them.  
 Instinctively, I wanted to kiss, soothe, and reassure him. Then down came his jeans along with his boxers, and he stood completely naked in front of me. I licked my lips at the sight of his rigid erection, and he growled, making me blush from head to toe.  
 Looming above me, his hands traveled down to my hips and then to the inside of my thighs where his fingers dug painfully—yet pleasantly. He spread my thighs wider as an unwilling moan escaped.  

Don't moan, woman! 

 Unfortunately, it was seriously freaking difficult to reason with my body when the love of my life was touching it, especially if it hadn't seen any action but a vibrator in the last five years. He licked my collarbone, trailed his lips down to my breasts, and gently nibbled on one nipple, causing it to harden into a painful peak.  
 "Why is your body responding to me, then?" Damian asked, right before he enclosed the tight bud with his mouth and sucked on it hard, making deep ripples of pleasure spread through me. My back arched off the bed only to be pressed down by his chest on mine. He licked my skin and then caught the other nipple in his mouth, giving it the same treatment as the first one. His lips trailed lower, leaving burning kisses and licks that ignited my desire even more. He dipped inside my belly button before he reached the place that ached the most. Damian shifted my legs above his shoulders as his thumbs opened me to his hungry eyes. Without any warning, he delved inside, causing me to moan softly.  
 He licked around my clit then closed his lips around it, pressing it. I swear to freaking God, I saw stars. Self-induced orgasms had nothing on his tongue. As he continued to focus on my clit, two of his fingers entered me, creating friction. My hips met each thrust as he pushed deeper and deeper. The ultimate pleasure was so close, but right before I could reach it, he stopped.
 "Damian!"  
 He ignored my outrage. His mouth landed on mine, allowing me to taste myself as his tongue made love with mine. He gripped my hips tight and entered me. I gasped in pleasure and pain.
 My pussy stretched to accommodate him, and my unused muscles protested.  
 He stopped moving at once. "Are you okay?"  
 The burning sensation was still present, almost like losing my virginity all over again. The sting was quickly replaced with restlessness. I nodded. "You have to move."  
 He frowned. I noticed droplets of sweat on his forehead and realized how hard it was for him to put my needs above his. Since he continued to stay still, I slowly wiggled my hips, and he gritted his teeth. "I'll fuck you raw if you don't stop."  
 My toes curled at the mental image. "Do it, then."  
 His control snapped, and he rammed home, breathing heavily against my ear. I wrapped my legs tighter around him. A loud and long scream was about to spill from my mouth when he covered it with his palm, allowing me to enjoy my pleasure without fear of waking our child. His lips latched onto my nipple again, as he pounded into me relentlessly. The headboard hit the wall softly with each thrust, and the sound was music to my ears, eliminating any other thoughts from my mind.
 Nothing existed in that moment but him and the connection our bodies shared. He took an ass cheek in each hand and pulled me closer to him, giving me just what I needed to reach the stars.  
 Suddenly, my back arched, my breath hitched, and my body stilled as a numbing climax hit me. A scream tore from my throat. I lay there breathlessly, as he kept pounding inside me until his head tilted back and he groaned in pleasure as he came. He lay on top of me, his weight slightly crushing, but I didn't want to slide away.
 Not yet anyway.
 I closed my eyes, but the calm I sought didn't come. As good as it felt to be in his arms, all I felt was disgust at myself for relenting so easily.  
 I wiggled from under him, even though he didn't want me to. But after my firm "Let go," he allowed me to get up without any questions. Grabbing the sheet, even though it was stupid considering he'd tasted and touched my body just seconds ago, I raced to the bathroom.  
 

Bratva Headquarters, Moscow, Russia
 "Dominic, we have a situation here." Michael appeared in the doorway and groaned when he noticed my naked state. "Man, maybe you should cover yourself up, huh? All this male beauty is too much for my innocent eyes," he drawled.  
 I turned to him and raised my brow. "I think you forget yourself, Michael."  
 He rolled his eyes, leaned his side against the doorjamb, and folded his arms. "You can stop the whole threatening stare now. You'd never do anything to me. I'm too pretty for that," he joked and then feigned removing nonexistent hair from his forehead and batted his eyelashes at me.  
 Michael wasn't a typical Bratva member. He was easygoing, had a sense of humor, too softhearted for half of the jobs we did, and he was gay.
 Gay was the most unusual part.
 I found him on the streets of Irkutsk, Siberia one night when he tried to steal my wallet from my back pocket, and I caught him. How fucking ironic that history wanted to repeat itself? He was only fifteen years old, and from somewhere deep within me, I felt pity for the boy and took him under my wing. The man cringed at any show of violence and half of the time puked at the sight of blood. He acted more like a personal assistant who took care of all my meetings and houses and didn't annoy me much. The situation was a win-win considering it allowed him to be busy with something without it being questioned by anyone else. We didn't run a charity here.  
 Bratva, or in other words Russian Mafia, was a crime organization, which raised generations and generations of people with the same values and loyalty code. We lived, fought, and died for the brotherhood. There was a specific hierarchy that could never be broken or questioned, and everyone had to know their place.  
 Bratva didn't like him, but since I was in command, they listened. You didn't have much choice when Пахан—Pakhan, 'the boss'—made decisions. Unfortunately, the little punk, who was now twenty, thought he was entitled to flash his sexuality left and right and even propositioned some of the guys. He got his ass kicked a few times, and those few times, I never stepped in. He had to learn the limits of his freedom. Fuck whomever you want, but don't fuck with Bratva.  
 Any other time, I'd ignore his innuendoes, but my mind was still fresh from the message I received just a few seconds ago, and the meaning of it. The last thing I was in the mood for was Michael and his fucking antics.  
 "Michael." His name said with a warning tone cut any humor from his eyes, and he straightened his spine. Everyone knew not to fuck around with me when they heard this voice.
 "Like I said, we have a situation. Three men arrived ten minutes ago; they are downstairs and want to speak with you." He cleared his throat. "Some big guys from the States with some kind of deal." And by big, he meant wealthy and powerful.
 "How did they find me?" Not that it was unusual; many rich American men came to Bratva to do some type of dealing that usually involved illegal activities. Pakhan Vasya was famous for it, and since his organization was one of the biggest in Russia, the big guns came to us.
 However, for the last year and a half, the throne belonged to me, and I became exceptionally selective with whom I dealt. Half of the business with the Americans didn't bring as good revenue as it used to. Some of the laws Bratva had were archaic, so I made it my mission to stop them. This created some uprisings among smaller organizations in the small cities here, but I stopped them quickly. No one and nothing could go against the system.  
 "Apparently through Sasha."  
 I angrily zipped my pants at those words. Sasha was turning into a pain in the ass. You fuck a woman once, and she starts to think she is the head of the Bratva instead of you. No, I wasn't the one who did the fucking, but Vasya's son, Boris, an annoying, good-for-nothing piece of shit, was. They both felt entitled to the power after Vasya's death, but Bratva didn't work that way. You had to be voted and approved, and no one fucking approved of a druggie and alcoholic to rule an empire who had an angry bitch for a woman along with it. Who could trust a man who was led by his dick? Wives, girlfriends, and bitches had no access to information and learned to keep their mouths shut.
 "Give me fifteen minutes. Keep them in the waiting room."  
 Michael nodded and rushed downstairs.  
 I took the sweater from the closet and put it on, along with my loafers. Black was the only color in my wardrobe. I appeared a rather dangerous creature with my amber eyes, tanned skin, and black hair. I picked up my phone, deleted the last message, and put it in my back pocket. Conversations and messages with Connor could never be tracked down as he used special anonymous IP addresses, but the safety of my brother wasn't something I wanted to risk.
 The thought of the FBI agent brought back memories from almost seven years ago when the earth tilted on its axis for me.  
 

Bratva Headquarters, Seven years ago

I knocked at the door and after a second, and firm "Войдите," I pushed open the massive door of Vasya's office as requested and entered where he sat on his usual chair drinking tea.

I found Pakhan’s love for tea hilarious. He collected different flavors from all over the world and never shared them with anyone else.

"Want some tea, парень?" Well, except me. Somehow, he always invited me into his sacred ritual. I couldn't stand anything but water, coffee and alcohol, so as usual, I declined politely. He rolled his lips together and motioned for me to sit. Choosing the chair right in front of him, I tried to think of a reason for his sudden call for me. I hadn't done anything wrong, and all my missions as Boevik were successful. "Есть разговор, парень." We need to talk. My brows furrowed and I lifted my chin at his request for us to talk. 


"Какой?"(What kind of talk?) I asked. He opened the drawer next to him, picked up a manila folder, and threw it on the table. 


"Прочиай это и сам реши что с этим делать. Я приму любое твое решение." His request for me to read it and to make the decision for myself filled me with dread. 


Fear washed over me as I realized he'd found information on my brother when I asked him not to. What was the point in searching for a stranger? Yes, he was my brother. My twin. Connection never went away. But I couldn't imagine having anything in common with him anymore. I lived the life of crime. Was it fair to get him into it? Wherever he was, he probably lived a better life than me and had since moved on.

Or at least I hoped as much, even if for some fucking reason the thought filled me with resentment. Locking my gaze with Vasya's, I told him in an even tone that I didn't want to know anything. 


"Проспись, и подумай," he instructed. Even though there was nothing to "sleep on," as I doubted I'd change my decision, I nodded and left the room. My legs almost ran toward my bike as my hands itched to grab the handlebars and enjoy the fucking ride.

I wouldn't read it.

I'd burn all the files. 


Of course, I did neither. On the hill where my ride took me, I discovered that he lived as Dominic and Damian, and enjoyed his fucking life as a rich heir. Learned how our parents had left us money. How he probably didn't have to care for anything.

How easily he replaced me. 


Vasya's private investigator had done a good job because probably half of the information was classified. I also got to read about the twins who escaped. 


Later that night, I burned the file, although I'd memorized all the names and photos and I locked all the information within my mind.

Until one day two years later, when I woke up feeling as though I was drowning with intense pain in my chest.

That was the day I reached out to Connor and the perception of what I thought I knew changed forever.
 

Present
 
 I scanned the room one last time to make sure nothing important was left behind: a small closet with clothes, a balcony that allowed me a view of the main side of the house, a king-sized black bed with rumpled sheets, and a modest nightstand with a white bedside lamp, which was the only source of light in the room. I never had the desire to study women or take my time with them; fucking from behind was preferable. The room was reserved strictly for hooking up with women. I would never fucking take anyone to the master wing of headquarters. Those perfumes would have never washed out of my sheets. One reason for carpet on the floor was so the sounds of their clicking heels on the marble wouldn't grate on my nerves. As a result, the room was nicknamed by my men the "hotel room," and everyone knew not to disturb me if I was in it.  
 Once I was in the dark hallway, lit by moonlight coming from a massive window on my left, I pressed a button on the wall to open the secret passage to my office. The passage had stairs, gray and rusted walls that smelled like yesterday's shit, and sometimes rats. But it allowed me to move to every corner of the big headquarters without being noticed. No one knew about it except the Pakhan of Bratva. He had to know how to protect his people, and more importantly, his family in case danger came home.  
 No fucking family of my own for me, though, even the concept of it seemed laughable. What the fuck would I do with a wife and kids? No one needed a messed-up monster like me for a father.
 Finally, I entered my office and turned on the light. I sat in the chair, leaned back, and pressed a call button for Michael.
 Time for business.





 

A gentle hand touched my forehead, placing a wet cloth on it, as another hand pressed something onto my chest, making me wince. My eyes snapped open despite my lids feeling heavy as bricks. I heard the sound of wood crackling as it gave heat and soft light into the room. At first, my vision was blurry, and I could barely see anything in the dark room, but soon my eyes adjusted. It appeared to be a wood cabin with a few chairs, some blankets, and a wooden table. The smell of chamomile and mint filled the air, and at last, the woman kneeling in front of me came into focus.

Scars.

Somehow, it was the first thing that caught my attention as my eyes roamed over her face. She had high cheekbones, tanned skin, cat-shaped black-as-night eyes, and her hair fell down her back in straight lines. She would have been considered an exceptionally beautiful and exotic woman had it not been for the two long scars that marked her face. One long line, seemingly from a knife, went from her right ear to her full lips, and another line spread across her forehead to her left ear. The scars seemed angry and red. Their location emphasized that whoever did this to her hadn't been kind and had purposely caused her a lot of pain.

Despite not knowing much about her, rage filled me, and I squeezed my fists hard, only to groan when agonizing pain shot through me from the action. Only then, my mind registered bandages on my hands and chest, and most probably head. 


"Don't move," she said in hushed voice, which irritated me. But then again any voice that didn't belong to my woman caused this reaction in me. 


Sapphire.

Where was she? And why was I in bed with some strange woman tending my wounds?

"My woman," I said, or at least I thought I said it. However, no sound came out, but I knew my lips moved. "My woman," I repeated, but zero reaction came from her and no sound registered in my ears. I understood the second attempt was as unsuccessful as the first. 


What the fuck was going on?

I arched my chest up, wanting to fucking sit up and to understand what was going on, only to be pushed back by surprisingly strong hands. 


"Lie down. You are weak. You got tangled in the fish net." Then she pressed some kind of weird-smelling cloth on my nose, and in a few seconds, I was out. Only one thought was on my mind.
 Where is my woman?
 

Sapphire
 I closed the door behind me and leaned against it, holding the sheet tightly to my front and fighting the sobs that threatened to erupt from my chest.  
 My body was sore in those unused places, and my legs shook a little, but I couldn't sit down. Sitting would make me remember his tight grip or see the marks on my wrists from his restraints, and I didn't want to.
 My emotions were all over the place, and I couldn't understand it. Shouldn't I be happy he was alive and here? Shouldn't I long to be in his arms after the lovemaking that for those past five years only occurred in my dreams? Shouldn't I share everything that had happened to me without him, tell him how difficult it was to live in the world where he was considered dead? Why wasn't I doing any of it? Why did my body crave him and his touch, but my heart and soul rejected it?
 Taking a deep breath, I let go of the sheet and stepped into a hot shower. The warm water soothed all my sore muscles and created a steamy cloud, closing me off from the outside world. I rested my forehead on the cool tiles and let go of everything.  
 The tight knot in my chest opened and released quiet sobs. Tears poured down my cheeks and instantly slipped away with the hot water. I'd built a good, peaceful life for my daughter and myself here, and Damian would destroy it. Maybe part of me wept for the woman I'd become in all our years apart and for the crushed dreams I used to have about us.  
 Why was him being alive making me miserable?
 Eventually, the numbness of my body started to ease, and my mind registered how cold the water was. I quickly shut it off, grabbed the nearby white robe, and wrapped it around me, sighing with pleasure at the feel of the fluffy fabric. With my sleeve, I wiped the fog from the mirror and studied my reflection in it. My ebony hair fell down my chest; droplets of water from it dripped onto the floor. Despite the tears and anguish inside me, my skin was flushed; my blue eyes sparkled and seemed uncharacteristically vivid. My lips were red and swollen from all the kissing, making them look fuller than usual. Overall, my reflection showed a woman who was well-fucked just minutes ago. So why the tears?  
 Confusion, anger, frustration.  
 Those emotions didn't begin to cover how I felt at the moment. However, the one thing I was certain of was that hiding in the bathroom and wallowing in self-pity wouldn't help anything. Time to put on my big girl panties and face whatever was there.  
 With a frustrated sigh, I dried my hair with a smaller towel, wrapped it around my head, and taking a deep breath, opened the door. The light from the bathroom and the moonlight shining in the room were the only sources of light that allowed me to locate Damian, fully clothed near the window, gazing at the shore with a wistful expression. Ignoring the pang in my chest and the voice inside me telling me to run into his arms and never let go, I cleared my throat, and his beautiful yet tortured eyes shifted to me.  
 "We need to talk," I said, surprising even myself with how calm my voice was. He nodded, took a step in my direction, but I raised my hand to stop him. My body was a betraying, two-faced bitch who couldn't think straight in close proximity to Damian. It was best to keep some distance. "Let's go downstairs and have some tea." God, I sounded like some old, English lady from a historical novel. "I just need some distraction from the headache." The excuse was lame and untrue, but it would make him do whatever I asked.  
 His jaw ticked, his face grim, but he nodded once again and followed me. I stopped by Kristina's room to make sure she was fine. Thankfully, she slept soundly as the puppy kicked his paws, obviously fighting someone in his sleep. Damian's eyes softened at the sight of our daughter, but still he said nothing.  
 When we entered the kitchen, I gestured for him to sit at the table as I filled the kettle with water. A heavy silence fell over us, the only sounds made by the machine. He was never the talkative one, so it seemed as though even his conversation, his story, was in my hands to start.
 I spun around and leaned against the counter, arms folded, my brow raised at him while his gaze focused on me. Nothing new really, his eyes always focused on me when we were in the same room with each other.  
 "Damian, how about explaining to me how you were alive all these years and never bothered to contact me?" He winced at my accusing tone, but I didn't care. Did he imagine hearts and flowers during our reunion?
 "I couldn't find you." I didn't expect to hear those words from him. "I woke up in a cabin near the Hudson River. It took a few months for a healer to fix me with the limited options she had. Once I was finally able to contact Connor, I sought professional help, but it still took a year and a half of rehabilitation.  
 "Connor wouldn't budge, no matter how hard I tried to learn your location. He refused to jeopardize your safety, as though I would." His hand fisted and he growled furiously. "My appearance was drastically changed, and no one would expect to find you here. S forgot all about you; he never took you as a serious threat to begin with. Finally, about a year ago, Connor disclosed your address and living arrangements." This information told me nothing. It seemed like all Damian did was share bullet points with me instead of telling me his story. Except, I didn't ask for the outline; I asked for the manuscript. The nerve he had after all this time to… wait, he located Kristina and me about a year ago?  
 "You found us a year ago, and only today showed up? Were you deciding on whether you wanted to meet Kristina and see me?" Sarcasm poured from me. I didn't know why it hurt so much, but it did. One freaking year without any effort to reach out to us! While I still sobbed into my pillow at night like an idiot, mourning his "death." My eyes widened in shock when he stood abruptly from his chair, almost knocking it to the ground, but then catching it in time, probably for Kristina's sake.  
 "Don't. Just fucking don't," he said dangerously, his face darkening in anger and… pain? "Yes, I left you alone in this mess. Scared and pregnant, you had to make certain decisions and had to live with the knowledge I was dead. I know it hurt you, and I know you're angry. But fucking don't, Sapphire. I had to live with the fact that you were somewhere out there, and I could do nothing but wonder if everything was all right.  
 "I had to use everything in my power just to get your address. And I had to watch you and our child, my baby, for a fucking long year to make sure I didn't endanger your lives. Think how hard it was before snapping and lashing out at me in pain for all this time." He breathed heavily, while we both faced each other. The kettle whistled loudly, signaling it was ready. Instant relief washed over me because I had something to focus on instead of commenting on what he'd said.
 I spun around and, with shaking hands, picked up two cups from the cupboard then filled them with mint tea. Taking a deep breath, I was ready to face him again when his hard chest pressed against my back and his hands ended up on either side of my hips, gripping the counter, blocking my exit. His hot breath on my cheek made goose bumps flash through me as my body instantly reacted to his closeness; my nipples hardened, and my core tingled. God, why did my body react so strongly to him? Shouldn't it have dulled after all those years without him? He didn't even look the same!  
 "Forgive me. Take me back. Please, Sapphire," he whispered, pushing aside the few hair strands from my neck that peeked through the towel and pressing his cool lips against my skin. My eyes closed and a raspy breath left me. His hand traveled up to my breast, and he enclosed it, squeezing gently, but it was enough for a moan to escape my throat. "Leave the stupid tea and come with me upstairs. One time with you is not enough." His other hand cupped my chin and turned it so he could lean down and take my mouth in a passionate and hot, yet soft kiss.
  Pleasure and yearning made me easily forget all my reservations. All my fears and doubts. All the lonely years without him. I almost gave in, when the sound of sirens in the background brought me back to reality.
 Sound of sirens.
 The sound always brought all the memories of that fateful day back: my father kidnapping me, shooting Damian, Damian falling off the cliff.
 Everything.
 And just like that, all the desire running through my veins transformed into ice, and my body froze. Damian felt it, stopped any movements, and when I shifted away from him, he let me.  
 I removed the towel from my hair, allowing the strands to fall freely down my back, and ran my fingers through it so my hands would be busy with something as I paced back and forth.
 What was I supposed to do? I used to have all those dreams about him staying alive and us having this amazing life with each other and kids. White picket fence, barbecue Sundays, and attending high school plays together. Those nights were sleepless because I cried all the freaking time over the future that wasn't meant to be. Every time anyone wanted to ask me on a date or my friends tried to introduce me to someone, I refused, because I just couldn't imagine any other man in those dreams. It didn't feel right. Wasn't I supposed to drown in happiness and euphoria at the possibility I could still have all this with Damian or that my future held more than constant memories of him?
 "Sapphire!" His commanding tone snapped me out of my stupor, and I stopped abruptly, looked at him, and then the realization hit me hard.
 Despite my dreams, I couldn't do it.  
 Not now.
 Maybe not ever.
 "Damian, I—I don't think I can do this with you," I whispered. He took a step back as though I'd hit him and my heart bled for his pain. I resisted the instinct to go to him and soothe him. "You barge in here in the middle of the night, making demands and proclaiming your wishes. The worst part is that you expect me to listen to them and do as you want." My eyes held his when I said my next words. "I have a life here. I built a life here. My friends, my job, my home, and my child. We are happy, and you want to destroy it."  
 He shook his head. "No, baby. I want to make us a family and live the dream. I'm not here to destroy your life."  
 I licked my dry lips, which were still swollen from the kisses, and then took a deep breath. "Five years ago, you promised to save me too. You promised we'd be together and deal with that problem. But you left me alone, shattered, and pregnant. I can't allow you to do it again. It's not about me anymore. I have to think about Kristina." He swallowed and didn't even try to mask the expression of hurt on his face.
 "It's different now. We can have—"  
 I didn't let him finish. "Tell me you aren't planning revenge. Tell me you aren't after S. That you put your past behind and can move on with me and Kristina." Realization and regret in his eyes answered any question I had. "See, you can't do that because we both know what you need to do. You don't need me for revenge, Damian. I love you, but I just can't be with you if that's your plan," I said, a heavy ache in my heart, because everything in me screamed not to hurt the beautiful man I loved, but I had to think about my baby and our life first. His jaw ticked, and his chest rose and fell in what I suspected was barely-contained anger.
 "You don't want me to be a part of our daughter's life?" he asked harshly, and my stomach flipped at his accusations, which weren't fair at all.  
 "No, Damian. That's not what I'm saying. You can tell her you are her dad if you are positive about her safety. She'd be thrilled to have a daddy, and I won't ever keep her away from you. But when you go off chasing bad guys, at least she'll have me here in her safe harbor. Us being together, it's just not possible right now." I hoped he would see the rightness of my decision, the reasoning behind it. I wasn't saying no, I was just saying not right now. Not until he was free of his past.
 We stood there for several seconds, and then he conquered the distance between us in three short steps, and his lips landed on mine. The kiss bruised my lips. It was filled with anger, desperation, and pain, and before I could open my mouth to say something else, he let go of me and disappeared into the night, leaving through the terrace door I hadn't even noticed was open.
 My finger touched my puffy lips as tears slowly slipped down my cheeks. My knees weakened, and I slid to the floor. I wept with all my might into the sleeves of my robe.
 He was gone.
 He listened to my words.
 He made the right call for our child and me.
 Why then did it hurt so freaking much? It hurt more than that day on the cliff.  
 All those years, I thought he was dead, and oddly enough, I took comfort in his death knowing there was no choice.
 But how could I take comfort in shattering my heart once again for a greater good, when the only man I ever loved came back to me, and I sent him away?
 

Bratva Headquarters, Moscow, Russia
 The massive brown, wooden door in the middle of the office opened, and Michael entered first, followed by three American men, two older ones and one around my age. I motioned with my hand for them to sit on the chair—I needed to know who was in charge among them. One of them came forward with a dry smile and sat down comfortably on the leather chair. He had thinning gray hair, a large build, wrinkled hands an aging face, and wore a brown suit. He reeked of money and sleaziness.  
 Lesha and Serega, the Bratva's byki—my bodyguards—stood on each side of me with crossed arms and practiced scowls. Already, the man was disrespectful by failing to greet me properly. Another older man joined him on the chair next to him and sneered at Michael. This one had shoulder-length bleach-dyed hair, pale skin, and a rather shiny complexion. He wore jeans and a shirt and sat with a relaxed posture. It seemed as though he thought everybody owed him something. There was something familiar about him, but I couldn't quite catch what. Had I seen him before with Vasya? The hair on the back of my neck stood up as an unsettling feeling flashed through me.
 Sixty seconds.
 That was how long it took me to decide that any business with them would be impossible.  
 My gut never proved me wrong.  
 "Since when are faggots hired by Bratva?" His voice made everything around me freeze, as an angry fog enclosed me, and all my attention focused on him.  
 The voice.

Take it like a good boy, toy. 


Suck it harder.

Scream in pain, toy.
 The voice of my nightmares.
 The source of my humiliation and deepest pain.

Richard.
 Most of the times when he requested me on his service, he wore a mask to enhance the whole master-slave play. On the rare occasions without it, I tried to block my mind from what he was doing to my body, so I barely focused on his face. The only things vivid in my mind about him were his striking, cold green eyes and a snarling smile. Right then, though, they were pitch-black, probably from lenses, but his voice was unmistakable. Somehow, he seemed more dangerous when I kneeled in front of him begging for mercy, but at that moment, only my self-control stopped me from taking out my gun and pulling the trigger right against his forehead.
 Michael cleared his throat, snapping me back to reality. I realized everyone watched me—my guests with interest and my men with worry. The deep fury from within me must have shown in my face. There was no way to mask it. I knew everyone was ready to attack the newcomers, but I couldn't allow them to do it.
 Not when my brother spent his whole life looking for them.  
 Not when Damian's revenge became my revenge.
 Just like that, the rules of the game changed, and with it, my plan. However, I was the Pakhan, so his insult at my man wouldn't be tolerated.  
 "I suggest you choose your words wisely next time you address members of my brotherhood. Don't forget whose territory you are in."  
 My cold and detached voice made his eyes widen, but the stubborn expression on his face didn't allow him to let go. His mouth opened in protest, but he was stopped with a hand on his shoulder by a younger man behind him. Only now, my attention shifted to him as my eyes scanned him from head to toe. He wore navy blue jeans and a shirt, showcasing his bulky figure. Various tattoos covered his neck, and I suspected his chest, while his cold green eyes studied the men in front of him. Bold with tanned skin, something about him seemed familiar, but I couldn't make the connection, and that irritated me even more. What the fuck was wrong with my eyes?
 "Dad, come on. You know why we're here. Uncle?"  
 Richard tensed at those words, but nodded and then pointed his hand at us, yet looked at his brother.  
 S.
 All those years spent in the cell with my twin brother washed over me—those brothers raped us and did whatever the hell they wanted, crushing our spirits in the process. Each of them had their favorite. S favored Damian, so at some point, he fucked him exclusively, while Richard did the same with me. Truth be told, I wouldn't have even recognized S had it not been for Richard. He fucked me in the early years of our captivity when we were about seven years old, and I had very vague memories of it.
 S sat more comfortably on the chair, lit up his cigar, and exhaled a smoky breath. "My name is Benjamin, and that's my brother, Richard, along with Robert, his son. We came to you with a proposition." The fuckers didn't even suspect who they were talking to. His fucking voice unnerved me, but I grabbed the arm of the chair and squeezed it with all my might.  
 Name. We had his real name; a task that had seemed almost impossible throughout all those years.  

Show no emotion.  
 The words were like a fucking mantra in my head.
 "And you think I'll find it interesting because…?" My voice was firm and steady, giving nothing away of my inner turmoil.
 "We have something you want." His words brought a chilled and humorless laugh from me.  
 "Really?" My brow rose, and I leaned forward. "Name it." We held each other's stare, S and I, for a few seconds, and then he took something from the inside pocket of his jacket and threw it on the table.
 The picture showed a beautiful young girl, barely legal I would say, with silky, dusky hair and the deepest brown eyes I'd ever seen, and they were filled with so much pain. Everything inside me shouted to reach out to her and soothe it. At the same time, though, my body hardened at the unexpected image in my head of her spread on my bed to do as I pleased, while her skin glowed from the candlelight. The unfamiliar emotions that ran through me were unnerving because I'd never fantasized about anyone. Plus, it made me sick considering how young she probably was.  
 "Her name is Rosalinda Giovanni. She's the only daughter of Emmanuelle Giovanni, the center of his universe." The surprise at this information was so huge it was impossible to mask my reaction from the men.
 Emmanuelle Giovanni, aka Don, was the head of the most powerful Italian Mafia in the United States. He controlled the drug and gun dealerships, and everyone had to ask his permission to enter New York where his main headquarters were located. No mafia, be it Russian or Irish, wanted to cross the man. Fifteen years ago, he had lost his beloved wife when one of his business associates hit her with a car on the sidewalk. She died instantly, and Don lost it. By himself, he destroyed an entire organization for her, by torturing, killing, and then ripping the bodies apart, piece-by-piece, as a form of revenge. He was a lethal motherfucker who had no mercy for those who betrayed or didn't obey him.  
 Emmanuelle had only one weakness: his daughter. She seemed almost like a ghost because no one had ever seen her. Mafia usually didn't touch family, one of the sacred Cosa Nostra rules, but Don simply had too many enemies and too few allies to ensure the safety of Rosalinda. Lately, however, Emmanuelle almost never attended the meetings. Enrique, his second-in-command, handled the majority of his business. Not that any man was stupid enough to ask where the Don was or why he hadn't shown up.  

Rosalinda. I slowly said her name in my mind and ignored the pleasure that spread through me. "She was kidnapped a few years ago, right from her Catholic school." His lips lifted in a smile that always made my stomach flip during my childhood; S shared it with his brother. "And she was delivered to us."  
 His words stopped me cold, but he hadn't noticed my reaction, and continued, "I had plans to marry her off to my son, Erik. Giovanni blocked my major business and didn't want to deal or be persuaded to join in anything I had to offer." Considering what kind of business he liked, it didn't surprise me. Don had one golden rule. Nothing was off limits except kids and unwilling women.  
 "So you traded her for money?" I barely contained my impulse to grab his collar and choke the life out of him. S shook his head and again exhaled a heavy stream of smoke.  
 "Erik was supposed to fuck her so she would lose her virginity. Giovanni, you see, is a big traditionalist. Virginity is sacred to good Sicilian girls and their fathers." Michael's eyes widened in horror at those words, and he swallowed loudly.  
 Bratva, created by Vasya, consisted of dangerous men who had no problem in eliminating whoever stood in their way. We kill, steal, beat the shit out of people, and induce fear. The words mercy or second chance didn't exist in our vocabularies. You fucked up, you paid with your life. Usually, I held the gun and pulled the trigger to end someone's life.  
 However, once I came here, I made sure of one thing. We never raped or forced ourselves on anyone. If anyone did, they paid for it with their life like our enemies. First, they would have their dick cut off and then die a painful death. Whores at the headquarters had the right to say no, to whomever. No one was raped on my watch.
 "But then the cunt escaped with her virginity intact, smacking Erik on the head with a bedside lamp," Richard said disapprovingly. "The only thing he accomplished was to cut her face with a kitchen bread knife, leaving two long scars." Richard chuckled as fury like I'd never felt before washed over me, threatening to snap my control and kill the fucker with my bare hands. "Point is, we don't know where the stupid girl ran to and we need you to find her."  
 Keeping the mask on my face, I took out a cigarette and lit it. "And I would do it because…?"
 The minute those fuckers left my office, I'd be contacting Connor about it and sending my people on a rescue mission. The girl must be terrified out of her mind with everything that had happened. Benjamin shifted on his seat and snarled.
 "Because it's been five years."  
 I almost choked on the smoke. "Why now, after all these years?" Disbelief colored my voice.  
 Richard frowned and answered, "We don't need Don as our enemy right now." Rosalinda had been missing for five fucking years. Dread and a deep ache inside my chest shifted painfully. She was dead; hope was a stupid thing. If no one could find her, then her corpse was probably in some river or under a bridge. Just one more thing to get revenge for. Not aware of my thoughts, Benjamin continued with a nod of agreement. "If you can find her or at least give us a clue where she might be, we will sign a business deal with you."
 "Deal?" Why in the ever-loving hell did these people feel confident enough to propose business to the head of Bratva? I hated them with everything in me, but those fuckers weren't stupid and never did anything without a purpose. Benjamin placed a piece of paper on my desk.
 "The one Vasya wanted. Human trafficking." He shared a look with Richard. "Child prostitution. We used to have a bigger business back in the States, but then Sociopath ruined it. We had to close it, considering he killed off everyone but me and Alfred." Benjamin's hand hit the table hard as his face reddened with hatred.

Way to go, bro. 

 The bitter taste of betrayal in my mouth was hard to swallow. Vasya Konstantinov gave me a second chance in life when he found me all those years ago on the streets of Austin. He took me in as his son and taught me all the important lessons about Bratva and the code. I'd never in a million years imagined he would consider being involved in human trafficking, especially when children were involved. The only father figure I'd ever known. This information ruined some of my memories, and the disappointment required a bottle of whiskey to deal.  
 "Why would he spare you?"
 I never understood all those years why Damian kept them all alive. Was he saving them for last? Or why would he even consider letting them breathe after everything they had done to us? If it had been me, I would have killed them first using all the torture methods known to man.
 Soon.
 "He didn't get the chance." Richard smiled his fucking sinister and dirty smile. "John killed him before he could get to us. And then John was killed by his own daughter because she fell in love with Sociopath."  
 "Where is the girl now?" I might never have met Sapphire, but she was the mother of my niece and the love of my brother's life, so she got my loyalty and protection by default. Connor kept her somewhere safe thanks to the WPP, but I preferred to know what kind of information these bastards had on her.
 Benjamin waved his hand dismissively. "Who cares? She'd never talk because she has no information. She probably hides somewhere; after all, she was his whore," he said with a disgusted grimace. "I don't give a fuck about her. What I want back is my business." And "fuck boys" too, for you and your brother to play with.
 As long as I lived, they wouldn't get the chance to ruin any more lives. With a wide grin on my face that didn't reach my eyes, I grabbed the contract and nodded in fake agreement.
 "You've got yourself a deal."





 

The sound of glass breaking snapped me out of my sleep, and I opened my eyes quickly, searching for the gun I always kept beside my bed. It wasn't there, and I shook my head to clear it. The woman kneeled down to pick up the shattered pieces and throw them away in what I assumed was the trash can. She glanced behind her and frowned.

"You should sleep," she said, displeasure in her voice, but she picked up the bowl from the table and sat down on the corner of the bed where I was lying. She placed it to my dry lips and ordered, "Drink." If it weren't for my thirst, I would have argued with her tone. 


I became familiar with the routine, even though it drove me crazy. I would wake up thirsty and disoriented; she would either feed me or apply more bandages and then do something to my nose so I would fall asleep. Anytime I whispered something about Sapphire, she couldn't hear it, because my voice had disappeared. I constantly felt throbbing pain in my chest and neck, despite the heavy painkillers she kept giving me. She never answered any questions, and mostly stayed away from me. My body rebelled at the idea of another woman touching me, but I couldn't do much in the situation. I needed my strength to understand what the hell was going on and get away from here to find my woman. 


My pregnant woman.

Pleasure unlike any other and fear spread through me at the idea of Sapphire pregnant with our baby. When she took more time than necessary in the bathroom, I knew something was wrong. Then I thought about her lack of period and the constant food cravings. Only one conclusion came to mind, and when she emerged from the bathroom with that excited but scared look on her face, I knew we were pregnant. However, Connor waited for me in the bar, and for our safety, I had to go and leave the discussion for later.

A discussion that never happened. I think that was the most difficult thing for me to handle.

After we got out from the human trafficking ring, it turned out Ben and Beth's mother wasn't as great a mom as their child's imagination described her to be. The woman had serious drug problems. Although she never abused the kids based on the reports Luke had, it was clear her environment was not a good one for raising them. They were considered dead anyway, and the mom accepted it with grief and sank more into her addiction. One year later, she died in some street fight over a dose. She wasn't a bad woman. She just never got the chance to do better. By the time we located her, it was too late to do anything about it. 


Getting their birth certificates proved they were, in fact, nine years old and not six as I initially thought, which was pretty fucked-up considering their size. Luke kept them with him and homeschooled them to get on point for high school. Beth—now known as Frankie—had some artistic talents. She loved being a social butterfly and dreamed of designing clothes for a living. But Connor—formerly Ben—on the other hand, proved to have an analytical mind and some exceptional skills in school, which allowed him to graduate at fifteen due to his high intelligence. He got his Bachelor's Degree in Computer Science by the time he was nineteen and had this dream of joining the FBI, but they couldn't recruit until a person was twenty-three years old. However, Luke had had used his previous military contacts along with Connor's excellent skills and they'd recruited him. We'd needed him on the force so he'd have access to all their information and help us along. Not that he had any idea that was our intentions or the stuff I was into. He was never part of my plan, and I didn't want him to be. They both deserved second chance at life, but few months ago I gave him all the information he needed for their case to protect my family. 


Sapphire was somewhere safe. I made a good deal with Connor so he'd keep his promise, but I didn't give a shit about it. I had to get to her and reassure her I was alive. Sacrificing my life for her was worth it, but for some strange reason, I was granted a longer stay on Earth, so I planned to spend it with her and our baby. For that, I needed answers.

"Sapphire," I whispered again, and she exhaled in frustration. The first sign of emotion I'd ever seen from her.

"Look, I have no clue whose name you're whispering. Your voice is almost mute. Why, I don't know. It makes no sense why the bullet in your chest would affect your voice so much. I think because of the waves, you hit your head on the rock. Plus, your arm and leg seem to be broken. I understand you are longing for someone you love, but it's not happening, buddy. Let me heal you as much as I can in this cabin, and then you can be on your way." 


Despite the pain in my head, I raised my brows, making the bandage on my forehead slide down a little, so she had to adjust it again. 


"Don't worry. I'd almost finished my science prerequisites for a premed major and was about to start university to study medicine. Can you imagine? Before those monsters did this!" She pointed at her face and applied something like honey to my neck. How much could she have learned in high school though? "Hate them," she whispered, as a single tear slid down the bridge of her nose and she glanced away. "Sleep," she said in a much calmer tone and got up to sit on the chair.

No matter what, I'd be forever in her debt for nursing me back to health.

And a man like me never forgot tears in innocent eyes.

Whoever hurt her would get my wrath too.

Another promise I intended to keep. 

 

Sapphire
 "Mommy." Kristina's melodic voice snapped me out of my thoughts, and I turned my head toward the chair where she sat eating her breakfast.
 "Yes, munchkin?" She crammed a big spoonful of cereal in her mouth and chewed on it loudly, still trying to talk through it, no matter how many times I'd repeated that it wasn't pretty or polite.
 "Can we go to the mall after Aunt Annie's party?" During the summer, Annie always hosted barbecue parties on Saturdays and invited the whole neighborhood. Because the food was good, rarely did anyone decline an invitation.
 Annie was the closest person I had to a friend. Back when we'd just moved into the city, she greeted us with home-baked muffins in our old neighborhood and sort of barged into our lives. Annie and her husband, Greg, owned the local bakery that had been in Greg's family for generations, and their stuff was tasty as hell. For that reason, I decided to join the local gym; otherwise, my curves would have been too much for me to handle. Annie had no clue about my past, and the only thing she did know was that I was in love once, and it didn't work out, so Kristina and I created a new beginning here.
 Once I'd bought this house, my friends sold theirs. They used some money they had to buy a house a few blocks down the road from mine, even though it wasn't exactly in their price range. According to them, they loved the neighborhood as much as I did, and it was a good place to raise kids. They didn't have any at the time, but they tried for a few years. I felt uncomfortable, so I never really brought up the subject, but then it suddenly hit me, and the cup I was holding almost fell into the sink.
 Annie and Greg. Always in my business. Always helping. No kids. No attachments. Always close.  
 Freaking hell! Why didn't I see the connection sooner? They were fucking FBI. Why else would they care so much about Kristina and me? No one moved anywhere just because their friends did. And for all their talk about wanting kids, I never really saw any evidence that backed it up.  

Okay, Sapphire. Take a deep breath and think rationally. Don't get paranoid for any reason other than your inner turmoil after seeing Damian again.
 Calming myself didn't help, so I mustered a smile for Kristina's sake. "Sorry, munchkin. I don't think we have time for that. Mommy needs to finish a few chapters before going out, and we usually stay late. Can it wait until tomorrow?" I tried to focus on what on earth my daughter wanted to buy at the mall, which was better than wondering if my close friends were some government agents who'd spied on me all this time.  
 Kristina exhaled heavily and pouted her lips as Lucky barked loudly for another bite of the bacon she kept feeding him under the table, obviously thinking I hadn't noticed. When would kids learn that when their parents really loved them, it was impossible to fool them? "I wanted to buy some presents."  
 I furrowed my brows. "For who?"  
 She rolled her eyes and gave me the look. My little drama queen. "For the neighbor who gave us Lucky. Shouldn't we thank him for the gift, Mama?" And just like that, the subject of Damian came up again.
 Neighbor.  
 How strange it was to hear my daughter talk like that about her father? I ignored the pang of guilt in my heart. I was doing the right thing by cutting us off from him until he figured out his revenge. What if he was dead again as a result? Kristina would be crushed, and I never wanted her to experience such pain. In addition, if he told me it was safe to introduce him as her father, I would do it right away. I was hesitant about our relationship, but not about his place in our daughter's life. My heart would have to accept whatever choice he made. After all these years, I'd mastered weeping into a pillow, so no one heard or knew. Misery didn't love company in my case.
 I patted her head gently, grabbed a napkin to remove the leftover milk on her upper lip, and smiled softly at her. "Of course, sweetie, it's a great idea actually. Let's buy him something tomorrow, all right? We can go to the mall, eat some ice cream, grocery shop, and find a gift for him. How does that sound?" If there was one thing my girl loved more than candy and puppies, it was shopping.
 Kristina squealed in delight and stood up on her chair to circle her arms around me. "I love you, Mommy." I sighed and held her just a bit tighter than usual, soaking up all the warmth and softness I could get. In moments like those, our life in hiding and everything I went through was worth it, because it gave me her. I never understood how selfless love could be until I had a baby. Someone on your mind constantly, and from the moment your child was born, you were never alone in your heart or mind. Moms didn't have time off.  
 "Now go wash your face and brush your teeth. Wear the clothes I put on the bed, and you can watch cartoons for—" I glanced at the big, white clock on the wall. "—an hour. Then you'll read a book, okay? Mommy has to work, and then we can go have some delicious barbecue," I said, tickling her lightly on the ribs. She giggled and with a nod, sprang to go to her bedroom. Lucky would have followed her if I hadn't grabbed him. "Not so fast, little man. Time to go potty." I pushed my finger into his muzzle as we faced each other. "No shitting in my house." He whimpered at my pointer finger, but I wouldn't budge. I let him go to the small alley behind the house, and I stopped in the doorframe to block his reentry. Sneaky little thing. "Lucky, you aren't entering this house until you do your business." He barked but then ran toward the grass, made a few circles around the bush, and finally raised a hind leg and started peeing. Seriously, I never felt stupider in my life. The last thing I ever expected in life was to stand there watching closely to see if a puppy peed on the grass, considering dogs had always been out of the question. Finally, he ran back to the house. I wiped his paws and let him follow the noises Kristina was making.
 After I cleaned up the kitchen, I went to my office, sat on my chair, opened the laptop, and forgot myself in my characters.
 Somehow, their stories silenced my inner voice, which called me all kinds of names for ignoring the man I loved.
 A romance writer whose real life love story sucked.  
 Oh, the irony of it.
 

Damian 

 My elbows rested on the sink as my eyes gazed out the window, studying every part of Sapphire as she waited for Lucky to finish his morning routine. She wore a white sundress that highlighted her tanned skin. Her ebony, wavy hair was in a thick braid, and she had on big, black-framed glasses that gave her a sexy librarian look.  
 My cock hardened at the idea of her riding me while wearing them, and I shook my head to concentrate on something else.  
 Sapphire pushed me away and asked me not to ruin her life. My chest still burned from the hurt and yes, betrayal. She was supposed to be the one person in this world who would never refuse to be with me. But I forgave her because she had good reason.
 Kristina.
 God, what a beautiful little angel. I was amazed at how something so exceptionally pure could have come from the seed of a man such as me. My hands twitched to scoop her up in my arms and never let go, to protect her from all the evil in this world, so she'd never know fear. The idea of her being hurt made me want to destroy everything in my sight.  
 So I understood Sapphire's desire to protect our daughter from my revenge, from the promise I intended to keep. S and his brother had to pay for what they had done to me and so many other innocent children. The lid of the cup in my hand cracked when I squeezed it too hard as Connor's words from last night's conversation came back to me.

"According to my source, they want to open another business. We finally have the names, Damian." The boy wronged so many years ago rose inside me and roared with fury. 


"Who?" I barely contained the desire to crush the phone in my hand from the power of my emotions. Connor exhaled heavily and then groaned in frustration.

"You know I can't tell you that, man. You'd go after them." What the fuck? 


"Fuck yes, I would go after them. They deserve nothing but death." How could Connor even try to withhold such vital information from me? He was one of the kids they'd screwed, although not literally. At least he was lucky in that department.

"Damian, we need to catch them in action. We need to know their partners, how they operate, get the bigger picture. They probably already have some kids to play with. We need this information, and you going after them and killing them will not bring good to anyone right now." Was he fucking kidding me? Allowing those guys to do their dirty work while we did nothing brought only despair to humankind. I laughed, but it lacked humor. It probably would have frozen the air even in the hottest places on the planet.

"Names, Connor. You've fucking lost your mind if you think I'll sit and do nothing."
  Connor growled, "Damn it, I knew I shouldn't have told you about it. Why can't you put your feelings aside and think rationally like Do—" He stopped abruptly, and my senses went on high alert. What wasn't he telling me? "Like my informant. He was one of us too, but he will work for the greater good." Something wasn't adding up here, with his voice and the almost slip of the name. "Think about Sapphire and Kristina, Damian. They need your presence now. I give you my word, when the time is right, and it will be pretty fucking soon, I can guarantee you will have your revenge and do to those sick fucks whatever you want," Connor stated, and if he hadn't mentioned my woman and daughter, I wouldn't have listened to a damn thing.

But they came first, no matter what Sapphire thought.

"Fine. But it better be soon, Connor. You don't want me to go Sociopath on your ass."
 Lucky's loud bark brought me back to the present, just in time to see Sapphire close the door as she cleaned the puppy's paws.  
 Gorgeous.
 I barely restrained myself from going after her. I had visions of pushing her into the nearest tree, hiking that poor excuse of a dress up, and wrapping her legs around me, as I entered her hot, tight pussy in one hard, swift move. She would moan and groan in pleasure, her nails would leave marks on my back, but I wouldn't give a fuck as long as I was inside her. My lips would trail down to her collarbone, right above her perky nipples, and then….
 "You weren't home last night." A soft voice interrupted my thoughts, and my eyes focused on the young woman standing nearby, resting her side on the doorjamb. My brows rose as I pushed myself back and sat on the couch in the living room.
 "I don't have to explain my actions to you." She huffed and then joined me on the couch with a big jump. She landed with a solid thud and giggled loudly. I had to roll my eyes at this. Seriously, she acted like a five-year-old instead of a twenty-two-year-old woman. She punched me on the arm.
 "Aww, don't be such a grump, Damian. Did you have some hot sex?" She wiggled her eyebrows at me as I felt my cheeks heat up. Blushed. I fucking blushed! "Was she happy to know you're alive?" She propped her chin on her hand and looked at me expectantly, awaiting my answer.  
 "Rosa, why in the ever-loving hell do you think I'd share with you?"  
 She sighed in annoyance. "Damian, really, you're the only human conversation I have. I'm dying to know something about sex. At least then I can live vicariously through you."  
 "What?" Her words were disturbing on so many levels.
 She gestured her hands chaotically as she continued to babble. "I'm a twenty-two-year-old virgin, and with all the protection and restrictions you have for my safety, I can't get laid or go to a bar to get rid of it." Her voice rose in pitch. "Do you know how frustrating that is? No one stays a freaking virgin that long!" The idea of her having sex with anyone made me nauseous, and my hand fisted with the desire to punch the future fucker who would do it. No fucking way was Rosa going to have sex on my watch. The kid became my little sister, so automatically no fucker was good enough for her in my opinion.  
 "You're still not old enough for this."  
 Her eyes widened. "Are you insane? I'm too old." She folded her arms and glared at me. "I'm never going to have sex as long as I live under your roof, am I?"  
 Fuck, how did my life come to this? Arguing with a young girl about her sex life, when I was Sociopath who tortured and killed men who deserved it? The woman I love refused to be with me or allow my daughter to know me.  
 Connor had better fucking give me those names soon, or I'd do what was necessary without his permission.  
 Rosa continued to speak about chauvinistic ways and unfair situations, but I just ignored her. Here she had more freedom than with her dad, and we both knew it. She'd never leave my side, and she was another thing I needed to talk about with Sapphire.  
 Rosalinda became my responsibility the day she saved my life. No matter that we had a strictly platonic relationship, and she was like a kid sister to me, I dreaded talking about this fucked up situation with my woman. Mine wouldn't be happy about it.  
 

Bratva Headquarters, Moscow, Russia
 My hands methodically, with well-practiced movements, cleaned the guns and put them back in holsters. Each one of them was a thing of beauty and required special attention. I glanced back at my collection on the wall, and my mouth widened in a smile.  
 The room, lit with bright lights, had a pool table in the middle, black marble floors, and soundproof walls covered in red and black velvet. Against two walls in the far corner stood glass cabinets, and within each were close to a hundred guns. I found them in the oddest places: sometimes during gunfights, on the black market, or bought from people who collected them. No one refused me; everyone valued their life too much. Near the pool table was a small bar with easily accessible glasses and things to make a cocktail should I feel the need.
 After Vasya died, I decided to claim the basement as mine and redecorated immediately. Before that, everything here had to do with Vasya's hunting hobby, all his trophies and photos. His hobby repulsed me, so I ordered everything to be burned and stopped all hunting on my property. Only my trusted men knew the password to enter here, one I changed daily because you never knew who would come to stab you in the back. Bitches or business associates had no access, even though Sasha tried.  
 At the thought of the blonde woman, I frowned and almost spat on the floor. The whore came to my office earlier, right after my American "friends," wearing nothing but a short dress hiked up to show off her legs. She propositioned me again, and her screams of rage when I tossed her out roughly were heard in almost every corner of the mansion. Fuck, but the woman had one annoying-as-fuck voice.  
 Women generally didn't interest me unless I needed to relieve some tension. I didn't much care if they got off. Once it was done, it was done. Sasha had some huge plans for my dick, but she repulsed me so much I could never have fucked her stupid ass.  
 She agitated my already foul mood. Usually during those I had to fuck, but there would be no fucking until I found my Rosa. Hence the solitude in the basement.
 A deep possessive feeling I had never felt before swept over me. I let go of the gun in my hand and rested my elbows on the table, trying to control the desire to hunt down and kill everyone who had hurt her. I needed to hold her in my arms, to touch her, and be consumed by her. I didn't know how it had worked for my brother, but if he'd felt the same emotions for his Sapphire, no wonder the man kidnapped her and impregnated her within a month.  
 "You aren't seriously considering this deal with child trafficking, right?" Michael's careful yet angry voice snapped me out of my thoughts about my beautiful Rosa, and I leaned back on the chair, studying him.
 Michael held two cups of steaming coffee in his hands. He put them on the table and sat on the nearby chair. "Drink, man, you spent the whole night here. It's morning." Since windows were out of the question, I never knew what time it was when I was lost in thought. Michael had on a cotton shirt and some shorts, along with pink flip-flops. I just shook my head and took a sip of the heavenly drink. I closed my eyes for a second, enjoying the taste, and then I answered his question.
 "Michael, you don't question me about business."  
 He slammed his fist on the table. "Fuck this. We're talking about kids, man! No kid deserves to be on the receiving end of their fucked-up desires! With all the money Bratva has, you can just kill those pieces of shit and move on to something else." He traced the lid of his cup with his finger as he exhaled harshly. "No one deserves to be someone else's whore if he or she didn't ask for it," he whispered, as a single tear ran down the bridge of his nose.
 Fuck.
 When I found him on the streets all those years ago, I never asked about his past. I pretty much could predict it the way he begged for money and stole things. However, I never considered he had rape and abuse in his past just like me. Michael was family to me, but I couldn't comfort the kid at the moment. The plan was in motion, and as much as I trusted him with my life, I couldn't risk that his emotional nature might get the better of him. He could also blab something he shouldn't.
 "Michael, let's just focus on finding the girl first." Connor already had the information about Benjamin and their plans but until he gave me the green light, my hands were tied. I didn't share about Rosa, mostly because I didn't want to wait for his fucking permission. And as much as I understood his actions considering his workplace, his constant "safe" approach started to really piss me off.  
 I wouldn't ask for what was mine.
 "She's most likely dead," he said grimly. "Sheltered in her real life, almost raped, beaten up, along with scars, she wouldn't know the first thing about surviving in this brutal world or—" He swallowed loudly and looked away.
 "Or what?" I asked as he shook his head, but we both knew what he wanted to say.
 Or she was selling herself to get by. You either begged or sold yourself out on the streets; otherwise, you'd starve to death.  
 Before we could continue our conversation, Vitya entered the basement and quickly sat near Michael, glaring at him. "When I wake up, I prefer to see your face, beautiful one."  
 Michael's cheeks heated, he became all red, and then laughed nervously. He and Vitya had dated for the last three years, ever since the scarred man joined our ranks when he moved back to Russia from Europe. Tall, dark, and broody, Vitya instantly protected Michael, which fascinated me, considering no one paid him much attention.  
 Unfortunately, I got a live show of them screwing each other's brains out in this very room, confirming my suspicions. A shudder ran through me at the memory. I had nothing against gays, but I didn't need live shows of my friends having sex. They never touched or kissed in my presence or acknowledged their couple status, but I suspected everyone knew about them. You couldn't be openly gay here. "What's up, boss man?" He grabbed the cup nearby and almost choked on the drink. "Blyat, too sweet. Beautiful?" he asked, and without saying anything, Michael stood up to get him a cup from the kitchen.  
 He glanced back and pointed a finger at me. "The conversation is not over, man!" And slamming the door, he left the room.
 All traces of humor left Vitya's face, and I instantly knew everything was fine with the coffee. "Tell me what's really going on, my friend. We have no secrets." He was the closest thing I had to a friend here, and Vitya could actually handle the truth.
 With a heavy sigh, I explained the plan to him.





 

Life in the cabin sucked big time, but at least every time I opened my eyes the piercing pain from every corner of my body didn't assault me. I started to eat better. I got used to all of Rosalinda's bandages and routines. She shared her name with me a few days ago. I still couldn't move my arm or leg without pain, but at least I had a clear head.

I still asked for Sapphire in my sleep. She stayed with me wherever I went. Always.
But my constant ramblings stopped. I couldn't afford to waste what little voice I had. To save and protect her, I needed to heal.

"So imagine this. She came to me and actually said, 'We don't take chubby girls. Get lost.'" Rosa's voice imitated some high-pitched girl. Probably one of the schoolgirls she kept yapping about for the last thirty minutes, and then she switched back to her normal voice. "Who does that? I swear it turned me off cheerleading for good. Plus, Dad wasn't happy about my hobby, so it was a waste of time anyway." She took a big bite of the Italian risotto steaming on her plate—she'd cooked it a few minutes ago—and continued to talk with her mouth full. "To think about it now, Daddy didn't really like anything I did if he couldn't control the process." She exhaled a heavy breath. "I still miss him, though." Her head turned toward the window, and she sniffed.

Did I say all the pain had gone? Yeah, the permanent headache from her constantly running her mouth started to reappear. After that first conversation she shared with me, the girl wouldn't shut up. The minute my eyes snapped open, she started telling me stories about her previous life or would describe every detail of her cooking as if it mattered to me. With my background, food was just the means to get my strength or survive. Never had favorites and never would. 


However, I never once acted disinterested or asked her to calm down. I recognized her behavior for what it was. Loneliness. I could relate; loneliness was a fucking bitch in solitude.

Although, all those years back in the cell, I always had Dominic with me. A different kind of burn ached in my chest; no matter how much time had passed, the pain and regret of losing my twin didn't go away. No one could understand the connection between twins unless you were one. Sometimes I wondered if my path would've been different had he been alive. Maybe revenge wouldn't have been on my radar.

Maybe life would've been normal.

Maybe I would've met Sapphire under different circumstances, and right now, she'd be walking down the aisle toward me.

It was pointless to think about what ifs. 


Dominic was dead, and he was never coming back, no matter how much I dreamed about a day where he made it out with all of us.

But the love of my life, Sapphire, was alive, and I would do anything in my power to get her back. Rosalinda rose and sat next to me on the bed. She lifted a cup of water to my mouth, and just a sip soothed my sore throat. I nodded in gratitude, and she suddenly said, "She must be special if you love her so much." Her eyes were looking down, and then her soft whisper was barely audible. "No one will ever love me like that." She rubbed her fingers over the scars on her cheeks, probably unaware she was doing it.

And just like that, I knew Rosa would be one more person in my life I had to take care of. She had no one, but she had saved my life.

So she would get Damian Scott and everything that came with him. 

 

Sapphire
 "The Millers will be there," Kristina chanted as we walked toward Annie's house. She wore a pink rosette tulle dress, and her two pigtails swayed rhythmically as she walked. Lucky ran around us happily, his tongue hanging out the side of his muzzle, and he licked our toes every few minutes.  
 Annie's barbecue included several new families and some old ones, but mostly it consisted of the same company: Amanda and Cormack Millers, Mika and Jeb Smith, Mary Wilson who was a single mom of two, Cormack's unmarried brother, Peter, and some random people they invited from work. At least I didn't have to worry about spending the day with strangers who made me uneasy.  
 "Yes, sweetie, they will." Jason was my girl's first crush. Seriously, Amanda's boy wore glasses and went nuts for Superman comics, claiming someday he'd be a superhero. No one had the heart to tell the boy that those superheroes didn't exist in real life, so he kept on dreaming.
 One day, Kristina came to my study and asked me about Lois Lane. She wanted to be like her since she was Superman's love interest. Needless to say, it cemented my belief and my worry about her little crush. Although the glares she kept on giving him and Ruby, Mary's little girl, when they played together were hilarious.  
 Kristina smiled and winked at me, and then she started bouncing on the way, clearly eager to reach our destination faster. Finally, we made it. Everyone had arrived already, and the air was filled with laughter, delicious smells of freshly grilled meat, and kids screaming. Kristina ran immediately toward Jason, who frowned at her and turned back to explain something to Mika's son, Alan. Ruby and Regina kept bouncing on the trampoline and screamed at my girl.
 "Kristina, come here!" She shook her head and kept listening to the boys. I seriously hoped she'd grow out of this crush because only hanging around Jason didn't seem healthy in my opinion. Especially when he didn't seem that eager to be in her company to begin with.
 Amanda laughed as she came closer and hugged me briefly, giving me a kiss on the cheek. She was a petite woman with long brown hair, and green eyes filled with compassion for everyone. "I think your girl has a crush on my boy."  
 I rolled my eyes and chuckled. "You think? She's practically glued to him," I mused. "It worries me a little bit, to be honest."  
 Amanda waved her hand dismissively. "They're just kids, hun. Her obsession will move to something else."  
 However, I didn't feel her confidence. She had obsessive and possessive tendencies from her father, and the last thing I needed was for my daughter to take some young boy hostage.  
 No joke.
 "Amanda, I need your help. Hey, Kate!" Cormack called from the barbecue, flipping steaks on the grill while pouring water on them, creating lots of steam and delicious smells. I waved at him as he winked. Cormack was slightly on the short side with a little belly, but had such a sense of humor that you always wanted to have him around.
 "Coming!" Amanda yelled back, then apologetically said, "Sorry, the man can't do anything without me." We both laughed as she left to tend to her husband. Sometimes I wished I had someone who could share my burdens with me and create a normal family. No matter how much Damian and I loved each other, our relationship would always be a hectic one with danger lurking around every corner. It was no way to live. At least, not until he fixed the evils that destroyed both of our lives.  
 I was about to join the rest of the women on the porch discussing the latest neighborhood rumors when a hand on my arm stopped me. I glanced over my shoulder to see Peter giving me a huge smile, his eyes lighting in pleasure.  
 "Glad to see you here, gorgeous," he drawled in his rugged, sexy voice as his hand gently removed the lock of hair from my eyes, hesitating a bit before letting it go. Uneasiness swept over me, but I tried to control it because Peter was a great guy. He was handsome, six feet tall, with James Dean short blond hair, blue eyes, and a lean but muscled body. He had an easygoing smile that instantly made you like him and the kindest eyes I'd ever seen on a person. He worked as a construction manager in Cormack's company and owned a house nearby. According to the small town, he was quite the catch and all the single ladies dreamed of snatching him up.
 All but me. Unfortunately since day one, he paid me more attention than everyone else and constantly asked me out on dates. "Hi, Peter. How are you?"  
 He chuckled. "Good, actually. What single man who has no clue how to cook feels bad at a barbecue, huh?" he joked, and it eased my mood. Maybe he wasn't here to ask me out again. Refusing him became an uncomfortable situation for me. He cleared his throat, straightened his spine, and asked, "Do you want to go out on Friday and check out the new restaurant on the coast? They have your favorite seafood."  
 I hoped the disgust on my face didn't show at his words because loving seafood was part of my WPP story. I couldn't stand anything that had to do with the sea, not since the time I was ten and got food poisoning at one of the most expensive restaurants in New York.  
 "I don't think so, Peter. Kristina is at home and—"  
 He didn't let me finish. "We can take her with us." Surprise got the better of me. Blinking a few times, I clarified, "To the restaurant?"  
 He nodded. "Sure, why not? She already knows me, and I don't mind." What man didn't mind inviting his date's daughter on their first night out? I had to give it to the guy, he was persistent and didn't give up easily, but if he wasn't an option before, then after Damian's appearance, he didn't have any chance at all.
 As pathetic as it sounded, I belonged to only one man, even if I couldn't be with him.  
 "Peter, I—" My words were interrupted. God, would people let me finish my sentences?  
 "Man, calm your tits," an amused female voice said from behind Peter, and we both turned our gazes to check out who it was. My jaw almost hit the floor.
 Damian was standing there holding a case of beer, wearing rugged jeans and a tight shirt emphasizing his buff physique. I wanted to run to him and lick every drop of sweat that slowly dripped down his neck from the heat outside. Instantly, my body went on alert, sensitive to every brush of air surrounding me as I focused on the man in front of me. When my eyes rested on his face, fear ran down my spine. The expression of anger and rage was clear for everyone to see.  
 Why would he be angry?  
 Only then, I realized that Peter, at some point, in a measure of protection, had put his hand on my waist in a territorial move. I quickly took a step back from him. He furrowed his brow, but I didn't pay much attention to Peter's displeasure when I noticed the woman, the one who spoke earlier, next to Damian.
 Stunning… young… woman.
 A wave of fury washed over me like cold water on a bright sunny day, and my fists clenched. I shook my head to remove the haze as my eyes narrowed on her hand on his bicep, and he did nothing to remove it. The pain in my chest at the idea of him in bed with someone so stunning, stunning in a way I could never measure up to, intensified when the different images of them naked popped in my head. However, the pain could be easily ignored due to the outrage that made me want to clock both of them.
 The nerve the man had, asking me about my devotion to him when he was screwing someone else!  
 "Henry, you made it!" Annie's excited voice penetrated the angry red fog around me as she and Greg joined our little group.  
  Henry?
Why would he need a fake name? S knew him only by the nickname Sociopath, and no one had ever seen his face and lived. Except me, which didn't make me feel very special in that moment considering the company.  
 "I'm so happy," she continued, taking the dish of pasta from the woman's hands.  
 Oh, she cooked too? He got himself a nice package!
 "Thank you, Italian food is one of my favorites. You've met Kate and Peter, right?" Annie laughed nervously and acted all weird. Sure, she was always happy to greet her guests, but it seemed like she feared Damian. Annie turned her attention on Peter. "They are our new neighbors. Moved in a few days ago, their house is next to Kate here. Peter, this is Henry and Anita. Anita, Henry, this is Peter."  
 Peter still eyed Damian suspiciously but extended his hand in greeting. A second passed, and Damian returned the handshake, but it didn't escape my notice how Peter winced; most probably, the jerk wasn't gentle. "So are you guys a couple or married?" He asked the question that interested me too, but suddenly, I couldn't listen to what they were to each other.
 Because the idea that he was involved with someone or worse, married when he spent the night with me? I couldn't stomach it, and I had to leave.  
 "Annie, keep an eye on Kristina please?" I glanced at my daughter who still happily listened to whatever Jason said. "I need to run to the bathroom."  
 Peter softly touched my arm. "Are you okay?"  
 "Yes," I said cheerfully, too cheerfully. "It's so hot I need to refresh my face." Only years spent in all those high society classes that my mother dragged me to allowed me to leave with dignity, and to plaster a smile on my face when I addressed her. "It's very nice to meet you."  
 Without waiting for anyone else to comment on my departure, I quickly made my way toward the bathroom on the second floor. I practically ran up the stairs, wiping the tears that kept falling. I reached the bathroom door, pushed it open, and closed it after me. Breathing heavily, I tried to control the sobs. I turned on the water and rested my hands on the sink, begging myself to calm down.
 I was so engrossed in my feelings that I hadn't registered someone else's presence until the click of the lock snapped in place, and a tight, firm, hot chest pressed me closer to the counter. My whole body rebelled at the touch.
 Freaking prick!
 "Let go of me."
 "Look at me."
  I shook my head, refusing to raise my eyes to the mirror and give him the satisfaction of seeing my tears.
 "Damian, leave the bathroom. Respect my privacy."  
 What more did he want from me? Maybe I had no right to react with such intensity to him having a woman. Maybe five years was a long time to ask a man to be faithful to me.  
 But last night? He came to me, made love with me, and then he wanted me back, all while he had another woman waiting for him at home? This couldn't be forgiven.
 "Sapphire," he whispered into my hair.  
 After taking a shaky breath, I was washed in a wave of deep anger, and instead of being a crying mess, I transformed into one furious, scorned woman. Why should I take the high road and not show him my emotions? He was the one in the wrong here, not me.
 Fuck this!
 I spun around so fast Damian had to take a step back so I wouldn't stumble on his feet. I regretted not wearing high heels; maybe then he'd feel an ounce of the pain I felt, even if it was only physical.
 "Did anyone touch you, my Sapphire?"  
 My voice lowered to imitate his pitch, and his eyes darkened. "You know what, Damian? How fucking dare you ask me this, when you have a woman living with you!" His jaw ticked and his scowl deepened, but I was too far gone to notice the alarming signs. "Now, I can understand that men have needs, so probably expecting fidelity from the man who claimed to love me is a stretch, but fuck you." I pushed hard on his chest in frustration, even though he didn't budge. "You had no right coming to me last night, demanding answers, and having sex with me. And you know what… fuck you for cheating on me, because needs or no needs, you knew I was alive! So even if there was a man"—his eyes became brown pools filled with an expression I couldn't name—"I'd have all the fucking right in the world to be with him because you were supposedly dead. You and that woman, though? It's like the ultimate betrayal," I finished, almost screaming, and then my cheeks flushed from the memory of where we were. Thankfully, the water was still running in the sink, and the bathroom was at the far end of the house; no one would hear a thing. I still planned to walk away from this cookout with my dignity intact.
 Or what was left of it, anyway.
 "Are you done?" His voice held barely-contained rage, but I stood my ground, raised my head high, and nodded curtly. "Good. Now it's my turn, so keep your mouth shut." My eyes widened at his words, or rather his unpleasant tone. I gasped when his hands squeezed my hips and then swiftly sat me down on the vanity. I hissed from the cold marble touching my skin, but he ignored it. He pushed himself between my legs, holding my thighs open as his fingers dug into the skin, for sure leaving bruises on my already marked skin. My betraying body heated up as my nipples puckered, and my breath hitched. His eyes held mine as he slowly started to speak, emphasizing every world.
 "The first time I saw you was six years ago. You wore a golden dress that hugged this body perfectly." Of all the things he would say, this was the last I would have expected. "I wanted you for myself instantly. Nothing would have stopped me. Six years. Two thousand one hundred ninety-one days. Not once did the thought of another woman enter my mind. I'm yours." My eyes watered at his admission. With just words, he calmed the inferno inside me, but at the same time, the doubt lingered. He came with a woman!  
 "You showed up—" My argument seemed invalid to him as he captured my mouth with his in a deep, probing, toe-curling kiss. He was exceptionally gentle, his tongue slowly caressed mine, and my hands circled his neck, bringing him closer. But before I could take it any further, he let go of me, and I groaned in annoyance. Why did he take his lips away from mine? "I said keep your mouth shut. Rosa is something not to be discussed here, but you'll get an explanation about her soon enough." Then out of nowhere, he grabbed my neck and squeezed it gently, not so hard that I wasn't able to breathe, but enough to slow it down a little. He was asserting his dominance. "The fucking man touched what is mine. Who is he?" I had to blink a few times to remember about Peter, but it was a little too long for Damian because his hand closed tighter around me. "Answer me!" he whispered harshly in my ear, and then he bit lightly on the lobe, sucking it immediately, soothing any sting.  
 "He is just a guy, Cormack's brother." My voice shook from anticipation and desire.  
 Damian's hand slowly lifted the hem of my dress, as he left burning touches all over my thigh. "Why did he feel he had the right to touch you?" he growled, then licked the side of my neck, sucking on it harshly, for sure leaving a mark. I tried to jerk my head from his embrace, but he wouldn't let me move. "No, I mark what's mine, so no man will think he has the privilege to touch this body. My body." His hands hiked up my dress and pushed my panties to the side as his finger probed inside. I leaned back in pleasure. "Mine to touch." He raised his glistening fingers with my wetness to his mouth and sucked them dry. "Mine to taste." Then he pushed my thighs wider apart and unzipped his pants. After pulling out his erection, he entered me, and I gasped. He could have taken more time getting me ready; it stung, and I couldn't help but wince a little. "Yes, you'll feel it for a long time so you won't forget again." He pulled back completely and then pushed in hard. I moaned loudly, but his lips muffled any sounds I made.  
 Why was the lovemaking always at inappropriate times where I couldn't freely express my pleasure? I wasn't a quiet lover, and I loved to have the freedom he'd taught me.  
 The bathroom was filled with the sounds of running water, flesh slapping against flesh, and muffled moans. He held my hips tightly, tilted me up slightly for a better angle, and that resulted in him hitting the one secret spot that drove me crazy. My core pulsed and then clenched around his cock as I came. He kissed me again so my shouts of euphoria wouldn't be heard. With a groan against my mouth, he came inside me, connecting us once again in a powerful bond that I wasn't sure anything could break.
 God, how could I say no to this?  
 

Moscow Bridge, Moscow, Russia
 "This is a dangerous game you're playing, my friend," Vitya whispered right before the Americans arrived at the meeting point on the bridge to seal the deal. He knew about the arrangement, and why I did what I did, but he still disagreed with me. Vitya preferred to kill them on the spot and then just find my brother.  
 No one understood that no matter how much I wanted to, I just couldn't do it. Richard would be mine, and he would die a painful death. I still played variations of it in my head, coming up with one hideous plan after another.  
 But S? Revenge belonged to my brother, and no one but me understood why he needed it. "The only kind I've played my whole life." My answer made him chuckle for a second, and then a scowl replaced the humorous expression.  
 The driver emerged from the front seat, quickly ran to the back door, and opened it. First, one brown leather shoe peeked from the door, and then Benjamin, known to Damian and me as S, got out of the car wearing a mahogany suit and holding a cigar in his hand. When the wind knocked the ember off his cigar, he cursed and threw it in the river.
 Fucker.
 Richard joined him. He wore similar clothes and held a cane in his hand. For the first time, I paid attention to the limp in his right leg.
 Well, well. This information had me imagining one more plan in which I could painfully break him like he used to break me repeatedly from the time I was six years old to fifteen.  
 No pleas, no cries, no begging, or whimpering would help him.
 They never helped me.  
 "Control," Vitya said next to me. Only then, it hit me that my hands were fisted and ready to grab my knife from my back pocket, and my foot had stepped forward to stab the dirty fucker.
 Not yet.
 "Спасибо."
 He shook his head at my gratitude, enough for me to see, but not enough for the guests to catch. "Не за что." Then all conversation ceased as the men reached us and Benjamin extended his hand toward me. I gave him a short nod of acknowledgment. His eyes narrowed in displeasure, but he hid it well.
 The motherfucker was crazy if he thought his hands, or Richard's for that matter, would be touching me.
 "Konstantinov," he greeted.  
 "Hill," I answered, but didn't say more. He'd be the one to bring up the contract.  
 He rested his hand on the rail of the bridge, admiring the view. "Always loved the architecture in Russia. Impressive considering the regime the country lived in, or still lives in for that matter." He chuckled, and the air around me cooled a little as my men tensed, and me along with them. Americans always had primitive thoughts about Russia and the Russian people, and it pissed all of us off. Those prejudices only kept growing with the years, and the insulting things just continued popping up in the news. It felt like being a Russian was almost a crime, which was one of the reasons I always had a Jeguli, a typical Russian car, ready for me in the States and drove it around to point out where I came from.
 Childish? Yes, but fuck it. I might have come here from the States, and it was my motherland, but Russia gave me something America failed to do.
 Home, family, legacy.
 And fuck if I allowed anyone else to insult it in front of me. "Maybe then you shouldn't do business with people of the 'hard regime,'" I said calmly and gestured for my men to get in the car. I barely restrained myself from smirking when he quickly apologized.
  "I didn't mean it as in insult. I always liked the country, just not the people. But I can't stand most people in my country, so it's nothing personal." His attempt at a joke made the situation worse, not better. "Have you thought about the business?" he finally asked, while Richard studied me, a frown on his face. Not that I gave a fuck. 

 I wore black shades, and the rest of me was unrecognizable to him. Nothing in my bulky build, beard, or power could remind him of the skinny, hungry, and dehydrated boy who cried from his whips or chains. "I did." At my answer, the brothers tensed and looked at me expectantly. "I'll accept it with conditions."  
 Benjamin eyed me with suspicion. "What kind of conditions?"  
 "The girl, she stays with me. I'll decide what to do with her."  
 They shared a look, and then Richard shrugged. "Fine with me, the bitch is useless anyway if she's with us." Benjamin nodded and then asked, "What else?"
 "I want the names of everyone involved. The clients, the muscle, places, prices. Everything."  
 Richard jerked his head, and his cane hit the granite hard. "You have to be fucking kidding us. It's our business," he spat, but I just raised my brow.
 "Really? You won't have a business without me. And if you think I will make a deal on something and not have all the information about it, you're a bigger fool than I thought." His eyes glazed with a familiar sense of power as he lifted the cane and, with all his strength, jabbed it in my direction. My hands caught it and pushed it back at him. He fell down with a cowardly yelp followed by a groan of pain.
 Fuck, but it felt good inflicting even the slightest bit of torture on him. I focused my eyes on a pissed-off Benjamin. "That just cost you 5 percent of your business."  
 At my icy-cold voice, his jaw clenched as he glanced back at his brother groaning in pain. Their men ran quickly to help him stand. Then his eyes traveled back to me, and I noticed a hint of appreciation in them. Benjamin liked this display of violence. "I understand," he replied. "I agree to your terms. We'll hold the gala dinner with the major benefactors and clients in New York in two weeks. You're invited. You'll get all the information then."  
 As much as I didn't want to go into his territory, it was a necessity. United States laws meant shit here. For Connor and the FBI to shut this all down, they needed to be there. Once I had all the information, it would send everyone involved to prison for good. "I accept. You have yourself a deal, on the condition that my men come with me." He nodded once again.
  "Understandable. I think we will make a great team," he proclaimed, glancing back at his brother. "The way you handled Richard just proved it to me." With those words, they got into their car and left. 

 The minute they were out of sight, I took out my phone and dialed the number.
 "Yes?" Connor's sleepy voice replied. Considering the ten hours difference between us, it wasn't surprising.  
 "He's in. I'll be in the States in two weeks." Connor cursed, and then a female's displeased groan was heard. I couldn't help but take a jab at him. "Finally getting some, huh, kid?"  
 "Fuck off, Dom." Then the water ran at the other end of the line, and finally, Connor's voice was steady, without any traces of sleep. "We'll be ready. I have to tell Damian."  
 "No," I said. "He'll go ballistic and want to get S immediately."  
 "Dom, he is already up my ass about it, and he won't wait long. He agreed to back off, but based on the information I get, and the trouble in paradise he is facing there, his control could snap soon."  
 I shook my head, despite the fact that he couldn't see me. "It's dangerous. He could ruin the entire operation; his emotions are involved."  
 Connor snorted. "They were always involved."  
 "It's different now. They're a constant threat to his woman and child, so he wants to eliminate them for his family." My brother's revenge was always personal, because those people wronged us, but add his woman to this, and yeah, he might act stupid. Connor was quiet for a few seconds, and then he said the words that made me freeze. I closed my eyes to contain the feelings that threatened to overpower me.
 "It was always about family, Dom. He became Sociopath to avenge you. It's still about you."





 

"Where do you get food?" My voice, although quiet, finally allowed me to speak. I had been in this place almost three months, but I still stayed mostly in bed—unless I needed to relieve myself, then I'd use a cane. For the fucking life of me, I couldn't understand why my arm and leg wouldn't heal. I was embarrassed in the beginning because she had to empty the piss from the box she cleverly created under the bed. Later on, she helped me out of the bed, but turned her head and left me alone, and once my pants were zipped, she came back to help. By the time I was ready to lie on the bed, my body dripped sweat by the gallon from the fatigue, and I'd fall back to sleep instantly. 


Her honey tea with some kind of flowers in it tasted like shit, and I barely restrained my gag reflexes while I swallowed it down each time, but to my fucking shock, it had helped. The pain in my sore throat eased and speaking gradually became easier. She spun around, her eyes wide open, and the spatula she flipped pancakes with dripped some of the batter onto the floor, but she ignored it. My brows furrowed at her reaction, but then it hit me.

I'd never spoken to her unless it had to do with Sapphire. Even with my voice back, she talked enough for both of us. Considering how much time she spent tending to my injuries, the guilt I felt was inevitable. 


"From Dorothy," she answered happily then glanced down. "Crap." She grabbed the dishcloth and quickly wiped the floor. "Dorothy's grandfather owns this cabin and was nice enough to allow me to live in it. They own the diner, and she always gives me some of their extra food to eat. Plus, old Quinn has a garden here." She wrinkled her nose in displeasure. "In the beginning, I didn't know what to do with it, but then I remembered my grandma's knowledge of herbs and stuff," she babbled on again, but I decided to focus on the crucial information she had given me.

"How did you meet them?" 


"They helped me out when I was living on the streets for a few days, and they took me in. It was dangerous for me to stay with them, so they offered me this cabin on the Hudson River. They are good people," she said defensively. 


"Why would it be dangerous for you to stay with them?" She tensed instantly, and the babbling girl from just a second ago was gone, and in her place, stood a closed-off, scared little girl. "I can't tell you." Her silence displeased me, but I had enough experience with people's reactions to know how useless my questions would be. 


"Do you have the means to call anyone?" With my voice back, I needed to contact Connor. He would know everything, not to mention it would allow me access to all my accounts and money. 


Sociopath might have died on that cliff,
but Damian and Dominic Scott were still very much alive. I'd left specific instructions with Connor, Juanita, and Luke should anything happen to me.

Rosa shook her head and then looked at me worriedly. "You can't leave. You're weak." She pointed at my chest and head bandages. "You can't even walk for long." Her words made me chuckle. 


"Rosa, that's why I need to contact my people to get me out of here so I can heal faster. As much as I'm grateful for what you've done, you don't have the knowledge or the means to completely mend me, and we both know that." 


"I know. I just—" she started and then exhaled heavily. "I liked not being alone." 


Those words put me on high alert.
The last thing I wanted was for her to develop some kind of connection with me and have it transform into attraction. My body, mind, and soul belonged to one woman. 


Before I could say anything, she continued, "I can get a cell from Dorothy. She wouldn't even know I'd stolen it for a second." She fumbled with her hands. "I understand you need to leave for her. It's just nice not being alone," she repeated. If I had any say in it, she wouldn't. The connection I felt for her reminded me of the one I had with Beth all those years ago in the cell. Rosa was just a little kid who needed protection, and it looked like there was no one else to provide it but me.

"Get me the phone, Rosa, as soon as you can."

The time had come to get the hell out of this cabin, claim my woman, and destroy the evil once and for all. 

 

Sapphire
 My fingers worked desperately to work the knots out of my hair created by Damian's rough hands while he tugged on them, but without a comb, it seemed impossible. My dark, wavy, heavy locks didn't want to cooperate. Not to mention my wrinkled dress and the major hickey on my neck. "I can't believe you marked me for everyone to see. How am I supposed to cover it up?" The bruise was like a vivid sign on my pale skin. Damian zipped his pants and tucked his shirt back in, and it freaking annoyed the hell out of me that from his appearance, no one would even suspect anything. Not that anyone had any idea about us in the first place, but I was paranoid like that.  
 He ignored my whining and unlocked the door, but not before grabbing my chin and lifting it up to his lips. His kiss was bruising, brutal, and so hot it made me want to crawl back on top of him and experience his dominating desire once again. As though we didn't make love just a few minutes ago. He let go, but not before harshly whispering in my ear, "Next time another man puts his hands on you or tries to mark what belongs to me, I won't be so understanding."
 "Next time someone touches you like she did, I won't be so understanding either," I hissed. If he decided to utter ultimatums here, then he sure as hell would get one from me as well. Apparently, rationality didn't work with us.
 "We need to talk." With those words, he exited the bathroom, leaving me standing alone.
 With a frustrated sigh, I gave up on my hair, glanced one last time in the mirror, and opened the bathroom door only to bump chests with none other than Rosa.
 Peachy.
 Despite Damian's claims, my insides were still raw from the sting of pain and jealousy I felt in the yard. She must have read all my feelings on my face because she raised her hands in defeat. "I'm not sleeping with him." She made a gagging sound. "Just gross, girl." Either she was a really good actress or the idea of Damian and her really repulsed her. Who could be repulsed by my handsome man, I had no clue, but whatever.
 I knew nothing about her, so her reassurances meant shit to me. "Good," I replied. "Let's keep it that way."  
 She cocked her head to the side as her eyes narrowed. "You hurt him last night."  
 My heart stilled at her implication, and I immediately had a deep need to search for Damian and soothe any hurt I'd inflicted with my words last night. Not that they weren't true, but the idea of him being hurt by me in any way didn't sit well.
 It never did. However, Rosa was the last person I wanted to discuss it with.
 "It's none of your business." My feet dragged toward the stairs, but she stopped me with her hand on my elbow and turned me toward her.  
 "Maybe. But FYI, I've been hearing your name almost every day for the last five years. So you better live up to the fantasy he created. Otherwise, I'll kick your ass for hurting him again. Don't use him for sex. He is not a toy."  
 Anger rose inside me. "Excuse me?"  
 She folded her arms and stubbornly lifted up her chin. "Last night, today. Don't use him for sex when he loves you. Let him go."
 "So he'd be yours?" Damn it, why couldn't this jealousy go away? This whole conversation was so not me, and I hated it.  
 Rosa shook her head. "No, he'll always be yours. But if sex is the only thing you are willing to share with him, stop." She cast her eyes down, but then they traveled back up to me. "He's the only family I have now." With those shocking words, she left me standing in the hallway as she disappeared inside the bathroom.
 Rosa was annoying.  
 Why?  
 Because she told me the truth.  
 

Damian 

 Fucking my woman in the bathroom wasn't exactly the plan I had in mind when I came to this party, but thank fuck I did; otherwise, nothing would have calmed me down after that idiot touched my Sapphire.
 Irrational? Yes, probably. Did I give a shit about it? No.
 She belonged to me, despite all her bullshit about not being able to be with me. She had some reservations and needed to think, fine. But while she did that, she had to remember who her body answered to.
  "Did you really have to do that?" Greg asked from the kitchen, where he grabbed one more six-pack of beer. 

 Leaning on the door, I raised my brow. "Do what?"  
 He rolled his eyes. "Remind her who she belonged to." The bathroom was at the other end of the house, so how could he have known about it? I growled, displeased with the idea of him hearing the sounds my woman made while she reached her pleasure. "Relax, man, I'm not stupid. No one saw or heard anything. But trust me, Peter got the message loud and clear if that's what you were aiming for."  
 "He'd better." Not that I'd given two shits about the guy when I was balls-deep inside Sapphire.  
 Greg chuckled. "I'm not sure she agrees with you. She never dated any guys here, and now she's disappeared inside the house with one. The girls will bug her about it."
 "But not Annie," I pointed out, knowing she was the only close friend Sapphire had or whose opinion she cared about. Moreover, soon she wouldn't have to be scared about keeping a low profile and living the identity of Kate. The name, in my opinion, didn't suit her at all.  
 Greg nodded, taking a sip from the bottle. "Not her. She knows the story after all."
 "I knew it." Sapphire's voice behind me froze us as she came closer and poked her finger in his chest. "After he showed up the other night, I wondered about you and Annie. You guys always were close to me, even though I tried so many times to push you away. You spied on me!" She waved her hands chaotically, a sign of her distress.  
 She was about to race out of the house, but Greg's hand stopped her. "Listen, no. She had no clue. I don't even work for the FBI anymore." Sapphire furrowed her brows in confusion. "Connor asked me to keep an eye on you, but Annie wanted to be friends with you on her own. She didn't befriend you on my behalf. She only recently learned about all this. Please, don't be mad at her."  
 "I just—" She sighed heavily. "I just don't understand. All these secrets around me… it's like everyone decides what's best for me without even asking!" She took a deep breath. "Fine, I won't tell her I know. I value her friendship and don't want to ruin it because of you guys. God knows I can't afford to lose any more friends." She glared at me too, but why the hell was it my fault? I wasn't the one who placed her in this city to begin with. "Do you think she'd mind if I left now?"  
 Greg scratched his chin. "She'll understand, but I'm not sure your girl will want to go." I followed his gaze through the window, and sure enough, she'd scooted closer to the nerd kid, listening to everything he said with fascination while he barely noticed her.  
 Even though I understood he was just a kid, my hands still were eager to grab his collar and point to where the real gem was, instead of his stupid superhero toys. Just how long did little girls have crushes?  
 To my utter surprise, Sapphire touched my arm and asked, "Could you bring her home, once she is done? I need a moment to think." I searched for some explanation in her eyes, but they gave nothing away. Leaving our baby with me seemed out of character, and although it worried me, I understood she needed space. The last thing I wanted was for her to have some kind of mental breakdown because of me.
 I nodded, and only then, I noticed Greg had left the kitchen, giving us privacy. "To think about us?"  
 She hesitated, but then replied, "Yes." She tried to walk past me to the door, but my hand wrapped around her wrist, bringing her back to my front. She gasped.  
 Pushing her hair to one side, I whispered into her ear, "Remember how I gave you the choice back in New York all those years ago? I'm giving it to you now too. Choose what you want. I can't screw you and then act as if nothing happened. I deserve better. You deserve better, and we sure as fuck deserve better." Then I let her go and went to the yard to keep an eye on our daughter, and I hoped like fuck she'd come to a conclusion satisfying to both of us.  
 

Bratva Headquarters, Moscow, Russia
 Once we were back in the Bratva headquarters, I made it to my room and closed the door behind me.  
 No one dared to enter here without my permission beforehand, even Michael.
 My apartment wing consisted of three rooms, two bathrooms, and a huge balcony with one big window, which opened up to a view of the whole mansion. The suite also had a secret passage that led to all the important places, something Vasya made sure to explain and show to me.  
 The wing had marble floors with small squares on it, which glistened under the crystal chandelier. Expensive leather couches and chairs, and a flat-screen TV dominated the living room that also had a small bar with golden glasses. An expensive Persian carpet was in front of the fireplace, which was rarely used these days. I walked to the small office containing a huge, black oak desk with a computer on it. I dropped all the important files inside the safe, closed it, and checked for e-mails from Connor. Once satisfied with everything, I shut off the light and finally ended up in my room.
 Vasya had lived in these rooms for thirty years, and needless to say, the last thing I wanted was to move in here, but once you were Pakhan, you didn't have a choice. Changing anything in the other two rooms was senseless; all the furniture was already antique, and I didn't spend enough time there to care.  
 However, the master bedroom was a different story. I rearranged everything. I threw away the massive bed, couch, all the Dominant crap Vasya had. I got rid of the red satin sheets and curtains, expensive clocks, and artwork. The bathroom was cleared of all the feminine necessities— who the hell would use them anyway? Instead, a single black mattress was on the floor with a woolen blanket. Several candles were placed in different corners of the room. A curtain hung to the side of the balcony door that allowed the cool breeze along with bright moonlight inside. Because of the size of the window, the room didn't really need any lamps or chandeliers, so I'd removed them too.  
 Canvases and paints were scattered on the floor, against the wall, everywhere. The single thing I had for myself in this life. My hands twitched with longing, so I toed off my shoes, took off my shirt, and with a ribbon, put my hair back. I lit several candles, dipped a brush in the water and then black paint, and without a thought, started to paint.
 My hand moved flawlessly on the canvas as sweat slowly dripped on my lower lip, but I couldn't take a break from my task.
 The images in my head had to live somewhere; otherwise, they would drive me crazy.
 I painted until my back became sore, my arms could barely lift the brush, and the first hint of dawn broke inside the room as a bird signaled the new day coming. Only then, did my exhausted body plunge to the mattress, and I allowed myself to sleep for a few hours before facing yet another hard day.
 The single painting of a black-haired beauty lulled me to sleep, and for the first time, my useless life had meaning and purpose besides surviving.  

I will find you, Rosa. 






 

"Son of a bitch, Damian!" Connor shouted from the doorway of the cabin. "You lying piece of shit. You could have called me months ago." He quickly came to the bed, his eyes assessing all the bandages and damage as he scanned the surroundings as well. "This cabin is no place to treat your injuries!" 


Before I could reply, Rosa was up in his face with her fierce stance and her hands on her hips. "Stop screaming in my cabin, mister." Connor blinked several times as though just noticing the young woman in front of him. "Especially at my patient who needs rest." 


Connor snorted. "If you call this care"—he motioned with his hand to the side of the room—"then it's not the care he needs. Those"—he pointed at my neck and chest—"won't heal with your herbs or any other shit you used to help him." Some bravado left her as her shoulders slumped, and if not for my weak body, I would have strangled him for what he said to her. 


"I just—" she started, but Connor cut her off.

"You what? Decided to play nurse, live out some fantasies or what?" She blushed even more at his stare and kept her head down, not wanting to face him.

Enough with this fucking shit already.

"Connor, she saved my life. So instead of scolding her like a child, thank her, and finally listen to me." My voice was hoarse, low, and still fucking hurt from overusing it. Would I ever get my normal voice back?

Connor exhaled a heavy breath, pinched the bridge of his nose, and tried to smile at Rosa. "I apologize. This guy brought real havoc." He then turned his attention to me. "We need to talk. Alone."

"I'll go outside," Rosa replied softly, and a second later, the door shut quietly behind her. Connor sat on the edge of my bed, his elbows rested on his knees and ran his hands through his hair.

"We need to get you the hell out of here, man." 


"Really? What a shame, because I'm having a blast in this place," I replied sarcastically. "I wasn't able to call you before, didn't even have my voice or consciousness for that matter. I need to get help and revenge." My tone grew colder on the last words, and Connor's head snapped to me. 


"We'll wait on the revenge." 


"Where is Sapphire?" That was the only question I really wanted answered by him. 


"Safe."

"Where?" He shook his head, as his serious eyes held mine. 


"No, man. You don't get that information."

"Are you fucking kidding me?" I raised my voice, and it got scratchier. This resulted in a long cough, and a curse from Connor, who gave me the cup of hot, disgusting-smelling tea. I pushed it aside. "Why won't you tell me where she is?" The fucking pain in my throat could wait. 


"You're in no condition to protect her, and we both know it. You'll only bring attention to her. Do you really want to endanger not only her life but your daughter's too?" 


His words froze everything inside me.

Daughter.

Did he say daughter? We would be having a little baby girl? The image of a mini Sapphire running around spread warmth through me as my arms longed to hug the girl in my imagination. Waves of protectiveness washed over me, fiercer than ever before.

My family.

"Did you find anything on S?" 


Connor's jaw tightened. "No, the fucker laid low, and there are no traces of documents or any merchandise. They must have shut everything down, and John's wife is not talking."

S was still out there, and the very possibility of him getting to my woman, yet alone my child, had rage boiling inside me.

"Take me to the best rehabilitation facility you know, Connor." 


He nodded but then hesitated. "What about the girl?" 


"She's coming with me." He furrowed his brow and scratched his chin, wincing slightly. "Are you sure, man? Because that girl might create problems for you. She's young and could easily have some sort of crush on you."

"She saved my life. I owe her protection." Then I told Connor something I figured out a few days ago when my eyes studied every little detail about Rosa, about why she seemed so familiar. "She's Don's daughter. The princess of the Italian Mafia empire." 


He groaned, covering his face with his palm. "Are you fucking kidding me? I'm fucked."

There was truth in his words because no one wanted to cross a man as dangerous as her father. Unfortunately, she'd left me no choice.
 

Sapphire

You're a good parent. You're a good parent. You're a good parent.
 However, the words sounding like a mantra in my head didn't really help to diminish the guilt inside me for leaving my baby girl alone at Annie's place while I needed time to think.
 Funny how, for the second time in my life, it felt like life as I knew it crashed in front of me.  
 I thought I had friends, a career, and a good existence for myself where I didn't really want more. The idea of loving someone else never even crossed my mind, because what feeling could be stronger than a once-in-a-lifetime kind of love, right?
  I was okay to be Katrina and not Sapphire because somehow I could be myself. But what if all this was a lie? A figment of my imagination as a way for me to cope with Damian's death? 

 All those thoughts rushed through my mind, and since sitting in the house was out of the question, I grabbed my car keys from the cupboard near the door and drove toward Atlantic Beach, which was thirty minutes away.  
 On the way, I bought a bottle of cold water, a sandwich, and a blanket. Once I reached my destination, I parked in the parking lot and removed my shoes. I wanted to enjoy the tingling, and slightly painful, massage from the hot sand on my feet. Choosing the right spot several feet away from the water, I spread the blanket and sat down, inhaling the fresh salty air.  
 I watched in amazement, admiring the beauty of the wide-open beach, blue-green waves pushing into the sand, huge rocks. The sounds of birds and a breeze. Digging the heels of my feet into the sand, I tried to understand myself. Since Damian had showed up, I displayed nothing but confusing emotions to him. God, was it just yesterday? But if my heart desperately protected itself, why couldn't my body do the same? Even now, remembering everything he did made me tremble and anticipate it more.  
 "I knew I'd find you here." A soft voice from behind surprised me, and my eyes widened as I turned my head to see Annie standing next to me with her own blanket. Her red locks flew all over her freckled face as the wind hit and she sat down, her green eyes focused on me. Annie always looked like a pixie, with her pointed nose and petite height.
 "What are you doing here?" I asked. Didn't she have guests to attend to? In addition, I wasn't sure I needed company while deciding what to do with my complicated life.
 "My best friend needs me. Moreover, I heard your conversation in the kitchen. Greg should really learn to stop keeping stuff from me, as I always find out the truth," she replied simply. I looked away, not wanting her to see doubt in my eyes. After hearing the earlier conversation between Greg and Damian, I didn't know what to think about their friendship. Although Greg said everything was genuine, after all those new discoveries, I was doubtful.  
 Annie must have felt my hesitation, because she placed her hand gently over mine and said softly, "I just wanted to help you back then. You were pregnant and alone. I couldn't imagine leaving your whole life behind and moving on from the loss of the man you loved. You seemed like you needed a friend." I slid my hand from under hers, pulled my knees up, wrapped my arms around them, and placed my cheek on top, facing Annie as our eyes held each other's.  
 Like paintings in a gallery, snippets of my years with her family flashed through my mind. Little gatherings, shopping trips, how they picked me up from the hospital when Kristina was born, and girls' nights out when Greg watched Kristina, which allowed me some time to forget the burden I carried. I couldn't remember my life in North Carolina without them; they became a part of my family. "Why then did you never ask me about Kristina's father? You just accepted my explanation and never pushed it."  
 She assumed the same position as me and sighed heavily. "Based on the little bit of information Greg gave me, I knew you were grieving. I wasn't sure I should bring it up, not when I saw the sorrow in your eyes." She paused and then said, "He is here now, though." And just like that, we came to the current problem.
 "Yeah, he is." My voice was quiet and thoughtful. "Is he still there?"  
 Annie's mouth widened in a smile. "Yep, his eyes were glued to Kristina the whole time. Occasionally, he would glare at Jason to send daggers his way. Clearly, he doesn't appreciate the fact that she tries to win his attention so hard." A laugh escaped me, despite my heavy heart.  
 "He wouldn't." Licking my lips, I blurted, "We had sex. Twice." My mind needed someone to share the burden with, and who better than the woman who was by my side through all the milestones here? She wouldn't judge, nor would she leave me alone, as she'd proved by coming here. Plus, I wasn't sure being alone with my thoughts was a wise idea to begin with, as they flew chaotically around inside my head.
 "Once in my bathroom, probably," she teased. "FYI, hot."  
 My cheeks heated up at her words, but I pushed past it. "Yes. Apparently, we're both jealous jerks."  
 She chuckled. "Rosa and Peter, huh? Just so you know, he introduced her as his sister. So I don't think you have to be worried on her account, considering she flirted shamelessly with Peter right before I left."  
 My brows rose in shock, but I didn't comment on it.  
 Then all traces of humor left Annie's face, and she asked, "Tell me."  
 Taking a deep breath, words started to spill from me without restraint. "He showed up last night. I couldn't resist him; I never could. My body recognizes only him. He can light it up just like that." I snapped my fingers. "But once it was over, I just couldn't help but fear all this and told him to leave. Then he showed up again today. There was all this jealousy on both sides and as a result, hot bathroom sex." I groaned, covering my face in my hands. "It's like I have no brakes when it comes to him. Then Rosa-Anita gave me a speech about using him for sex even though it happened only twice, and he told me before I left to make a choice. So here I am." Silence dropped over us; only the sounds of waves crashing on rocks could be heard in the distance. Finally, she spoke, her voice tentative and supportive at the same time, if such a thing were possible.  
 "Do you still love him? Or just react to him physically?"  
 "I—I don't think there will ever be a day when part of me won't love him. Of course, I love him, which probably isn't healthy either."  
 She furrowed her brows. "He doesn't want more?"  
 I shook my head. "That's the problem. He wants everything as it used to be, as though all those years didn't happen, and I can't do it. He still has his mission to accomplish, and I don't want our daughter and me to be collateral damage again."
 "In other words, you gave him an ultimatum? Either his family or the thing he wants to do, whatever the hell that is?"  
 "No, I told him we can't be together until he fixes it. Which might never happen."
  She stood up, stretched, and then plunged her toes into the sand, gazing at the beach. "To be honest, babe, I'm a bit confused here. So you do want to be with him, but not until he sorts it out?" No wonder she couldn't understand me; half of the time I was confused myself.  
 "Everything inside me screams to run into his arms and face whatever we have to together, but I can't. I'm not that twenty-two-year-old girl who fell in love with a villain. There are other priorities now."  
 Understanding dawned in her expression. "Kristina?"  
 I nodded. "Exactly. If I let him in now, what will happen once he disappears? She doesn't even know him yet. But once she does, and he dies—" My breath hitched at the last words, because I so didn't want my mind to wander there. "She'll have to go through all the pain I could have avoided. I don't want her to live in grief with a memory that can never be replaced." I finished, even though the guilt was eating me from the inside. I never supported mothers who tried to keep their children away from their fathers, unless those fathers were abusive assholes. But here I was, doing the exact same thing to Damian and Kristina. Was I wrong, even though it was for the greater good?
 Annie extended her hand to me, and I grabbed it, yelping as she yanked me upright. She dragged me closer to the shore as the waves tickled our feet.
 "Are you insane?"  
 She shrugged and then pushed me knee-deep in the warm water. "Probably."  
 Before I could say anything else, she jumped on me, and we both fell into the water. We went under, and since I wasn't prepared, I gulped tons of water, but then she pulled me up so I could breathe. I coughed fiercely, and as I removed wet hair from my face, she laughed. She enjoyed playing in the water and occasionally splashed some my way.  
 "Seriously, babe?"  
 "I think a little bit of the ocean will do you good."  
 I stood up but immediately sank down as my body shivered in the cold breeze. "In your great plan, did you miss the fact that we have no spare clothes?"  
 "We have blankets." She captured my hands and then said, "If you had the chance to turn back time and not meet Damian, would you do it?"
  Narrowing my eyes at her, I tried to swim back, but she wouldn't let me. "Let's not give me the whole 'It's better to love and lose' and all that jazz, okay? Plus, I don't really see the point of doing all this here."
 "That's not what I'm trying to do. I'm just trying to explain that if he dies, both of them deserve to have known each other. Be honest with yourself. I'm not saying you don't care about Kristina and her feelings, but you're the one who's afraid to let him in and have to face his death again." She wrapped her arms around me, and whispered in my ear, "I'll leave you to it. You have to be fair, even if you are afraid for your heart." With those words, she swam back to the shore, wrapped herself with a blanket, and left the beach.
 Several people glanced my way as I sat in the water dumbstruck, but I seriously didn't care.
 She was right.
 At the end of the day, this was, again, all about me.  
 Selfish.
 Turning my face to the sun, I enjoyed the beautiful sunset and came to the decision that would forever change my life.  
 I just hoped it was the right one.
 

Damian
 "If you glare at the kid any more, you'll kill him," Rosa joked, popping another grape in her mouth as we sat on the white plastic chairs in the yard, watching the kids play in the sandbox. "Seriously, you've been doing it for the last two hours. Don't you get bored?"  
 Jason put some plastic Superman figures there as the girl I learned was named Ruby squealed and took out hers as well. Kristina bit her lip but held her Barbie doll close. I had no fucking clue why my kid even bothered with all those toys, considering the bored expression on her face only brightened when the stupid kid paid attention to her.  
 What was there about him for her to become obsessed to begin with? Now my Sapphire… she was someone worth the obsession.
 "I'm not in the mood, Rosa."  
 She rolled her eyes. "Come on, he isn't harming her. So your little girl has a crush? Good for her. Speaking of crushes…" Her eyes focused on Peter, who emerged from the kitchen with a big glass of lemonade and searched for something.

Or someone. 

 His gaze stopped on Rosa, and she stood up quickly, winked at me, and sauntered toward him. Had I not been there to keep an eye on my child, I would have stopped all her nonsense at once. But Peter was harmless, and even if I still wanted to smash his face over a brick for touching my woman, I preferred Rosa to be occupied rather than talking my ear off.  
 "Daddy," Adelaide screamed and ran toward Jeb, who picked her up, spun around, and hugged her close as she burst out laughing. "Again," she asked, and he repeated the action.
 "Hey, Jason, want to come here and help your old man out?" Cormack called, as he flipped yet another batch of burgers. I'd fucking go nuts if I had to stand the whole day and grill. Jason sighed, but packed his toys into his case and ran to his dad as Cormack gave him the water to pour on the meat.
 That left Ruby and Kristina watching Jeb, who was still having the time of his life with his girl. Then Ruby searched for her mom, jumped on her lap as Mary sat on the porch swing, and demanded, "I want to see Daddy."  
 Mary gently patted her hair and replied, "Next weekend, baby." Satisfied, the little girl joined Jason and Cormack. It took me a second to realize my possessive daughter was nowhere near them, and I glanced back to the sandbox where she sat holding her doll close to her chest, watching the other kids with interest, confusion, and pain on her face. She grabbed a small bucket and shovel, and played alone as Lucky barked and then nuzzled her neck as she rested her head on his shoulder.
 I'd endured a lot of fucked-up shit in my life.  
 Cells, raping, kidnapping, death even.
 But never, ever was the pain in my heart as much as in the moment I understood my daughter hurt from the lack of a father figure in her life. Mostly, when I thought about the years I'd lost with my family, it was all about me: me missing the first years of my child, me missing Sapphire, me not being able to be with them. Fucking me all the time, and in that moment, it made me feel ashamed. Parenthood was about selflessness, not selfishness. Why did I never wonder what my little girl thought or felt? Especially around all those couples with full families.
 Without thinking it through, I ended up kneeling in front of her as she raised her beautiful yet curious sapphire eyes to mine. "Hey, baby girl. How are you?" I spoke through the tightening in my throat, as my neck muscles strained from the tension running through me.  
 She blinked a few times then cocked her head to the side, studying me. "You brought me my puppy!" She poked her finger in my chest as her eyes lit up with happiness. "Thank you so much!" To my astonishment, she leaped into my arms, and I wondered if she was open like that with every man around her, which instantly made me want to kill someone. She leaned back and added, "I wanted to buy you a present, but Mama said we had to wait until tomorrow."  
 Slightly taken aback by her babble, considering she was sad just minutes ago, I clarified, "You asked your mom to buy a gift for me?"  
 She nodded eagerly. "As a thank you for the puppy." She placed her sand-covered hand on my cheek. "He's the best gift I got in forever."  
 Fuck, why the hell did a grown-ass man like me feel like crying? However, the joy that spread through me at her admission pushed back all other emotion. I cleared my throat. "No need to buy me anything, baby girl. I'm glad you like him."  
 She lifted her chin stubbornly. "I still want to get you a present." Her eyes scanned the yard for Sapphire. "Mama!" she shouted, and then her brows furrowed. Shit, she hadn't noticed Sapphire's absence before. "Where is Mama?"  
 Running my fingers through my hair in frustration, I answered, "She went out for a little bit."  
 Her lower lip wobbled as her eyes watered, and fear washed over me, crushing me. "Mama left me here alone?" she whispered, and now those tears were sliding down her cheeks in big droplets.
 Fuck.

What do you do when your daughter cries? Considering I'd never been around kids, I had no fucking clue.  
 "You're not alone. You're with me," I replied fiercely, and she paused for a second, her tears stopping instantly.  
 "I want to go home." She put all her toys in the bucket, dusted her knees as she got up, and patted Lucky.  
 I had whiplash from Kristina's mood changes, so with no other choice, I just nodded. She raised her hands. "Can I ride on your shoulders?"  
 "Sure, baby girl, you can do whatever you want." I picked her up squealing, placed her on my shoulders as her small feet dangled on either side of my chest, and held her as I felt the bucket in her hand dig into my skull.  
 Out of nowhere, Rosa appeared in front of us, her mouth wide in a smile. "I was about to call for you." She winked at me and flipped her hair over her shoulder. "Pete was a bit boring. What's up?"
 "We're going home." I decided it was wiser not to comment on the guy and just be grateful for her not making a fuss about leaving the so-called "party," which in truth was a fucking chore.  
 Rosa took the toys from Kristina as I called to Greg, "I'm taking the girls home." He nodded and saluted me with his hand, although it wasn't hard to miss the smirk on his face. For some reason, he found it hilarious that I got stuck with three women to please.
 "So, Kristina, why are your cheeks wet?" Rosa asked curiously, although worry flashed through her eyes.
 "Mama wasn't here, so I was sad." Then she leaned down and cocked her head so her face would be next to mine. "Ice cream makes me happy," she said and gave me those puppy eyes that were about to water again. Rosa coughed, which sounded suspiciously like muffled laughter. "Can we go to Danny's and have ice cream, please?"  
 The last thing I wanted to do was go to yet another place and socialize with people. I'd had enough of it for today. But my girl had a craving for ice cream; what other choice was left?
 I'd have to talk with Sapphire about this whole trusting-strangers-on-the-spot thing. As much as I enjoyed the openness of my kid, I didn't want anyone taking advantage of it.  
 That being said, it all hinged on her allowing me to be a part of my daughter's life.
 

Two Hours Later
 

Sapphire
 Parking in the garage of my house, I rested my head on the steering wheel, bracing myself for the conversation to come. A text from Annie let me know Damian and the girls left the party, so they probably lounged at home.  
 I took the keys from the ignition, didn't bother checking my appearance, considering my hair and dress were still wet from the "swimming" my best friend provided for me, and slowly dragged my feet toward the house. As I opened the door, no voices echoed from inside. It dawned on me that no one was home. Looking through the window at Damian's house confirmed no one was there either. Although it was only seven o'clock, it didn't stop fear, worry, and anxiety from settling in the pit of my stomach as my heart hammered loudly in my chest.  
 Where the hell were they? What if something happened? What if S found out and—
 "Stop!" My loud voice somewhat settled the darkness in my mind. Losing my shit over them not being home was stupid and crazy. I decided back at the beach to act differently, so I opened my cell and checked if I had any new text messages or calls after leaving the beach.
 Some were from stupid salespeople who tried to give me something I had no need for, advertisements, one from my editor about the upcoming book, and finally the last one from an unknown number.  
 

Kristina wanted an ice cream. Ended up going there and to the toy store. Should be home by eight. Don't worry.
 
 I almost burst out laughing at the silliness of my earlier panic. Damian wouldn't have left me hanging. That thought stilled me for a moment as I allowed the knowledge to sink in. He wouldn't ever intentionally harm me; that had to count for something, right? With an hour to spare, I ran upstairs to take a shower and make myself presentable.
 

Damian
 "Lucky, go do your business," I said sternly, as I prayed for more patience in my life. Rosa danced to some song called "Counting Stars" that she had on loudspeaker until I lost my patience and barked for her to put on headphones. Kristina's face and shirt were dirty with strawberry ice cream. She wore a big pink tiara that slid down her face, and she had some princess stick in her hand, or whatever the hell that shit was called. She bounced up and down, her face filled with happiness. Her ponytails had fallen a bit and she looked a mess.  
 The trip for an ice cream turned into one big getaway. As I discovered, Danny's was in the mall, so we had to drive there, but since I had no fucking car seat for my kid, I had to make the trip there first and buy it, return for the girls and the damned dog—because who could resist his sad expression, right? Nope, not the girls.
 In the mall, of course we had to stop by the toy store, where Kristina spent forever choosing different kinds of toys, while Rosa participated in tea parties with some other kids like some inner Disney princess had awoken within her. After that, we finally had ice cream, followed by French fries, and one more ride in the kids' playground near the mall.
 Having a kid was fucking exhausting, but at the same time, I never knew more happiness than seeing the shining eyes of my child who was enjoying herself—except those moments with Sapphire.  
 As we walked toward the house, Rosa's face turned serious as she poked her finger at me and sang, "Damian, dance!" And then with a smile, she danced, waving her hands above her head and shifting her hips from side to side as Kristina giggled and joined her, although she couldn't hear the music. Lucky happily ran through their legs, barking as though he was singing along. Was I in a fucking cartoon all of a sudden?  
 Into this picture, Sapphire opened the door, her hair in a perfect braid, as her black glasses slipped to the edge of her nose. She wore jean shorts and a T-shirt, which showed off her curves. I barely restrained myself from kissing those pink lips and forgetting for a moment about this whole madness.  
 Her mouth widened in a radiant smile as she watched the girls, and then she turned her gaze to me. "You bought her a tiara?"  
 Leaning on the doorjamb, I returned her smile with a chuckle. "And tons of other stuff. She ate ice cream."  
 She nodded. "I see the stains quite clearly." The girls noticed us, and with a gasp, Kristina darted to Sapphire, who picked her up just before she plastered herself all over her momma's knees.  
 Our baby wrapped her legs around Sapphire's waist. "Mama!" She squeezed her tight and I wanted so fucking badly to be part of their embrace. "You left, and I worried. But Henry"—the annoyance that rose inside me was almost impossible to hide because nothing in me felt good about my own child calling me by some fake name—"took me shopping and bought me lots of stuff."
  Sapphire put her down and then urged her inside the house. "Honey, go brush your teeth, wash your face, and put on your pajamas, okay?" Kristina nodded, spun around to give me her attention, but before she could open her mouth, Sapphire interrupted, "Henry and Anita will stay a bit longer, so you'll get the chance to say goodbye." With that, our girl disappeared inside the house as my body tensed.
 Did Sapphire have enough time to think? Or more importantly, what decision did she make? Rosa glanced between us then sighed dramatically. "Are you guys gonna fight or screw each other's brains out again? Because FYI, I'm not staying for that."  
 "We won't do either," my woman replied.  
 The savage part in me, the one who kidnapped her all those years ago, had the desire to do that again and prove that "screwing" was definitely on the agenda, but I calmed it down. She didn't need a Sociopath; she needed a husband and a father for her baby. "Rosa, there's carrot cake in the kitchen. Feel free to help yourself. I need a moment with Damian."  
 She blinked a few times in surprise then snatched Lucky up into her arms, murmuring, "Well, the lady sure as shit has mood swings going on. One second, she hates me, and the next invites me in. However, who says no to carrot cake? Not me, buddy, not me."  
 Sapphire closed the door, leaned back against it, and exhaled a heavy breath. "I'm sorry."
  I did a double take at that, considering I had no fucking clue what she apologized for.
 "Since the moment you showed up, I haven't exactly been acting like a rational human being. But to be fair, you didn't give me time to think either." She licked her lips, and my cock stirred; even such an innocent gesture fired my desire for her. "I shouldn't have kept you from Kristina, even if it was only for a day. You have a right to see your child, revenge plan or no revenge. She is yours as much as she is mine. Even if everything goes to shit—" Fear filled her eyes, but she quickly covered it. "Kristina and you have the right to a father-daughter bond. Truth be told, my own fears stopped me. You didn't deserve it."  
 "What are you saying?" I asked, my voice hoarse and low from the strength of my emotions.  
 She placed her hand on my chest where my heart beat loudly. "We need to tell our daughter the truth. Tonight. Right now. So you guys won't lose another second of your connection. All I could think about was that I had years with her, but denied you this right."  
 Without thinking of the consequences, I grabbed her by the nape and locked us in a passionate, open-mouth kiss. She groaned, and her hands fisted my shirt, bringing us even closer—if it was possible.  
 The kiss ended quickly. Breathing heavily, she replied, "I can't give the green light for us yet. That wasn't what I thought about today."  
 Giving her one more kiss, I rested my forehead on hers as our breaths mingled. "Thank you for granting me this." With one last peck on the lips, I let go of my woman and entered the house in sweet anticipation of claiming my child.  
 About fucking time.  
 

Warehouse on the edge of the city, Moscow, Russia
 The man on the floor groaned from the impact of the blow he received by my hand to his abdomen. The blood dripped from his nose and mouth, where my fists had connected a few seconds earlier. "Please, Pakhan. I wouldn't do it again," he begged, as he spat more blood on the floor and coughed violently. "I promise it was the last time." My shoe connected with his legs, making him cry out in pain.  

"Конечно, это было в последний раз." At my confirmation of his statement, he raised his tear-filled eyes, and the familiar smell of urine filled the air. The fucker had pissed himself.
 Disgust filled me at the sight of his wet pants. Why could none of them hold it in like a real man? I was embarrassed on their behalf.  
 "Дай мне второй шанс. Я зделаю все что ты попросишь."  
 My mouth lifted in a mocking smile. I leaned closer to his ear and whispered, "Even though the idea of you doing anything I ask is tempting, there are no second chances with me, Ivan."  
 "I have a family. They need a father." My head shifted toward Vitya who nodded, confirming the fucker's words.
 Unfortunately for him, though, that changed nothing.
 "They will be taken care of." I took the gun from my holster and pointed it right between his eyes.  
 He put his hands against each other, raising them to me, begging me one last time. "Пожалуйста Пахан."
 For a second, I thought about his family and how they would no longer have him to take care of them. My mouth filled with acid, as disgust threatened to push up to the surface. Emotions were a weakness. The moment quickly passed, and I pulled the trigger. With a thud, his body hit the floor, putting an end to the situation.
 My men stood around us, and at my curt nod, they spurred into action, searching his pockets and removing anything that had to do with his identity or Bratva. Once they were done, a little man in glasses came forward with a black suitcase. He smiled at me, as his white-gloved hands inspected the body. "Pakhan, you can go. It's my job from here."  
 He was the cleaner, after all. Whenever we needed to get rid of a body or anything else, he was the one to do it. Misha Sukin. You didn't want to cross this man on the street despite his fragile appearance. He knew the human body better than anyone. How to kill it, shred it, and dispose of it so no one would ever find it or recognize it. Cleaner was a person who made sure no traces of evidence were left at the crime scene, so cops could never connect anything to us.  
 Sick motherfucker, but what a gem for Bratva.
 "Money will be transferred tonight." He nodded and gave me a disinfectant cloth to wipe off the traces of blood left on my hands.  
 Vitya, Anatolii, and I walked out of the warehouse where a black Range Rover waited for us.  
 "Find out everything you can about his family and give me the file. Talk with Yuri." Yuri was our Kaznachey. He collected from all the businesses run by Bratva, and he was in charge of spending it. His authority concerning money was only overridden by mine. "We need to set up an account for them."  
 Vitya raised his brow skeptically. "Really? The fucker sold drugs to kids. I don't think we owe his family anything," he stated with a harsh glare.  
 I put on my shades and snapped my fingers, indicating the conversation was over. He was my friend, but questioning my decisions in front of anyone? No one had such power, not even Vitya.  
 "I won't repeat myself, Vitya." I got in the car, drove off, and ignored the image of black, haunted eyes staring back at me.

Rosa wouldn't have been proud.
 Too fucking bad. Rosa would have to get used to it.  





 

"This hospital is the shiiit," Rosa squealed and bounced toward the flat screen TV inside the VIP private patient room. She jumped on the couch, grabbed the remote, and put on some shit with music that made my ears bleed. 


Dr. Andrews raised his brow and then turned to me. "Does everything excite her?" I almost laughed at his words, but my damn leg hurt so much I was afraid to make any unnecessary movements.

"Pretty much, yeah," I replied gruffly, as the nurse helped me place my leg on the prop, allowing it to be up in the air. Turned out, Rosa fixed my leg when it broke from the fall, but the bones didn't rebuild properly, resulting in my limping. Same shit with my arm. The orthopedic surgeon broke it again and bandaged it in a cast. The wound on my head wasn't really serious, and whatever Rosa had put on it worked enough to prevent infections. My chest had healed well after the bullet came out, but they explained the lack of my voice or at least why I couldn't really afford shouting anymore. The netting I was caught in had damaged some of my vocal cords, resulting in my voice being affected, especially as it wasn't treated immediately. At this point, they couldn't do anything with the scars either, but I didn’t care. 


Relief washed over me, allowing me to take a deep breath. She gave me a cup with water and some painkillers, but I pushed them aside. Andrews' eyes narrowed. "Take the pills, Dominic. Your body can't be under stress all the time. I already have enough work with you as it is." I decided to enter the hospital under Dominic's identity, mainly because he had enough connections in the right places. Damian Scott was an introvert who rarely showed up anywhere; people knew next to nothing about him.

"Hey," Rosa exclaimed. "No offense, Doc, but I didn't have much training under my belt to do a better job." 


Sometimes, I couldn't believe the transformation of the girl from the quiet healer to a never-shutting-up female. Her only excuse was her age. She was about to turn eighteen, but she needed to get serious and know the boundaries. Seemed like we needed to have a talk.

Andrews sent an annoyed look her way. "Young lady, please lose the attitude here." His eyes traveled back to me. "You want to be back on your feet? You follow my orders." Then his whispered words were meant for my ears only. "And between me and you? You'll be damn lucky to ever walk without a limp." With a nod to the nurse, he checked my vitals one last time and left the room.

As I gazed at the ceiling, the air conditioner running loudly and the sounds of machines beeping all around me, I closed my eyes, imagining my Sapphire beside me.

Had she been here, her hands would slowly stroke my chest as she kissed every cut and every scar. Her head would have been nestled in the crook of my neck as she breathed in my scent, allowing me to keep her enclosed in my arms.

Sapphire.

My Sapphire.

Andrews was wrong.

Luck had nothing to do with my fate, never did. Based on my past, luck didn't welcome me much.

Who the fuck cared, though?

Whatever I wanted in life, I got.

And I wanted nothing more than to walk toward my woman as she greeted me with love in her eyes.
 

Sapphire
 My body still shook from his touch as shivers ran down my spine. My lips were swollen from his kisses, and my skin felt like it was on fire. I couldn't imagine a woman who could resist a man like him, especially since I discovered I totally dug his beard, which felt heavenly against my skin.
 Calming my rapidly beating heart and wiping my sweaty hands on my shorts, I started for the living room, where Damian sat on the couch listening to Kristina sing upstairs. That meant we had approximately five minutes before she showed up here, racing like crazy with her dog on her heels. Funny how Lucky was only a part of our routine for one night, but I could pretty much predict his crazy ways.  
 "What's with you and purple?" Rosa questioned, as her fork snagged a bite of cake. Swinging her leg back and forth, she occupied the kitchen chair, one leg on the floor while the other was under her. "Literally everything is that color."  
 Shrugging my shoulders, I poured myself some soda. "That's my favorite color, and since it's my house," I emphasized, "I do as I please."  
 She raised her hands in defeat. "Okay, okay. Geez. Chill. You're almost as bad as mister grumpy here. You should have seen him when I nursed him back to health. Freaking annoying." I blinked several times, and my jaw almost hit the floor with her admission.  
 Damian was by my side in an instant. "Sapphire."  
 I took a step back, crossing my arms across my chest. "She did what?" So it meant the chick saw him naked because that was involved with tending wounds, right? She touched his skin, slept next to him?  
 The green-eyed monster that took me hostage earlier came back viciously, just when I decided to accept her presence in our lives despite the less-than-warm welcome from her. God, what was going on with me being possessive and obsessive? Was it rubbing off on me from Kristina and Damian? How did they live with those crazy feelings?  
 "Yes, she was the one who saved my life." His jaw ticked as his eyes narrowed on me. "Would you have preferred me to die?"  
 His words were like a bucket of cold water poured on me, and we both stilled. His hand tried to touch me, but I leaned away from it. "For me, you did die, didn't you?" I whispered, and something like agony and regret flashed through his eyes, but we were interrupted by Rosa yet again.
 "'Sapphire.' That's what he kept saying while both unconscious and conscious. You were all he thought about all the freaking time. Nothing much has changed now. But as I look at you, you're both crazy." She chewed her cake and murmured, "Your kid is here by the way." We both turned to Kristina at the stairs, her eyes watching us curiously.  

Okay, you aren't a scorned woman right now. You're a mama, so act accordingly.
 Plastering a smile on my face, I walked to her, picked her up, and placed her onto my hip, smelling the toothpaste in her mouth. "All done?" She nodded, and we plunged onto the couch as she giggled. Damian still stood in the kitchen, so I motioned with my hand for him to come closer, and in an instant, he was there, settling on the chair at Kristina's other side. Wrapping my arm around her shoulders, my fingers raised her chin so we could hold eye contact. "Honey, there is something we need to talk about with you." Nervousness hit me like a ton of bricks, and I withheld the desire to bite my nails. I wasn't sure how people advised breaking news to your child, but knowing my kid, telling her the truth straight up was probably best. "Munchkin, this is Henry." Using his fake name for now would do; we couldn't risk our safety no matter what. Once she got to know the truth, we could be open with her as much as we wanted. She rolled her eyes.  
 "I know, Mama; he's the good neighbor who gave us Lucky and bought me toys." His face darkened, clearly not liking his description much.  
 "Right, baby. But you see… he isn't just a neighbor." Taking a deep breath, I found the strength for this conversation, fully knowing how important and life changing for my child it was. "He's your daddy." She froze, her sapphire eyes widening as her gaze shifted from me to him, confusion written all over her face. "Remember how I told you that Daddy had to go away? Well, he did, and he is back. And he would love to be your daddy." Silence fell over the house after my words. Even Lucky whimpered and lay down at my feet, his paws covering his muzzle.

Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock.
 The sound of the kitchen wall clock grated on my nerves, and I was ready to hit it with something when Kristina spoke up at last. "Where were you all this time?"  
 Damian gulped, kneeled in front of her, and answered gently, his watchful eyes catching any reaction she had. "I had to fix some things before I could come back to you and your mama, but I missed you every day." Their eyes were locked on each other for several moments while I was afraid to breathe, not really knowing how to support my baby in this. It was hard to come up with the perfect solution for a situation you never anticipated.  
 Kristina leaped at him, circling her small arms around his neck and clutching him tightly, while he wrapped his arms around her middle. His hands fisted behind her with the depth of emotions he was experiencing. I barely held my tears at bay, because what mother didn't secretly dream of seeing her daughter being loved so much by the man who helped create her? "Don't go again, Daddy. Everyone thinks I'm a freak."  
 My brows furrowed; my anger spiraled at this information. "Who thinks you are a freak, munchkin?"  
 She rested her cheek on his shoulder and shrugged. "Ruby and Adelaide said everyone has a daddy when I told them I didn't. They think it's impossible not to have one, so they called me that. Even Jason." She wrinkled her nose in distaste. Who had a crush on a boy who said such things? "What does it mean, Mommy?"  
 Damian's face transformed to murderous as he rose with her in his arms and looked at her. "I won't go away." Then his eyes briefly met mine. "Not again." Another promise he intended to keep, but I looked away, not ready to talk or think about us.  
 "Could you read me a bedtime story, Daddy?"  
 His mouth spread in a happy grin when she called him that, and he nodded. "Sure, baby girl."  
 She wiggled in his arms, so he put her back on her feet, and she hugged me. "Mama, goodnight. Daddy will put me to bed." Then she waved to Rosa. "We can go shopping again tomorrow!" She high-fived her in the air and then dragged Damian upstairs, an eager Lucky on their heels.  
 I settled deeper into the cushions, closed my eyes, and rubbed my forehead to soothe the tension still running inside me. That was it? No tears, no further questions? She just accepted it and immediately decided to make him part of her routine. Was it normal? And more importantly, why hadn't I noticed that she somehow suffered from the lack of a father figure in her life? Why wasn't there a book that taught you how to be a perfect parent? This situation felt anticlimactic for sure. I'd expected another reaction.
 "Overthinking." Snapping my eyes open, I almost jumped in place when Rosa crashed next to me on the couch, holding a cup in her hand and placing her feet on the table. "The kid is happy she has a dad."  
 I huffed in annoyance. "And who are you? A voice of reason?"  
 She grinned. "Well, I've been called that before, but sure, AVR for short." She burst out laughing, and I couldn't help but join her. Something about this chick made me like her a bit; at least when jealousy didn't fog my mind. "So are you guys having hot sex tonight? Because I'll just leave now, although your place is way cozier. Our house has nothing but lame-ass furniture." It was easy to believe, considering Damian's apartment back in New York didn't have much decor either.  
 "He'll go home."
 "Okay." Then she suddenly sprinted to my bookcase, clasping her hands in front of her. "You have paperback editions of S. Victoria Fray?" She took out my latest novel and ran her fingers over the glossy cover. "I've been dying to read this one! It's not even out on Kindle yet. How did you get it?" Well, shit.  
 Back in the day, I really dreamed about becoming a children's book writer, and all the stories in my head had to do with adventures. However, when I was still pregnant with Kristina, a story popped into my head about a woman private investigator who fell in love with a villain. It's not hard to guess where I got my inspiration, and from that, my popular series erupted. So although I did publish kids' books, half of my time was spent on romance thrillers. The book in her hands would be published in a month, but my agents sent me several copies to have in my collection.  
 Rosa studied my face tentatively, then looked back at the books and then me, and it was like a bulb lit up in her head. "Noooo," she exclaimed in disbelief. "You're the writer? God, I love this series." She waved the book in her hand. "Keeping this one. You made me wait five months for it."
 "Technically, it was the publisher."  
 She dismissed my argument. "Whatever. S stands for Sapphire, right? But why Victoria?" This girl had to be seen to be believed, asking me so many questions, but what the hell? I ended up answering her anyway.
 "That's my grandmother's name. Fray was her maiden name."  
 She cocked her head. "You liked her or something?"  
 A chuckle escaped my mouth. "No, she was awful. I just couldn't come up with a good pen name and, in the last moment, decided to use it. It turned out okay." She grinned again. Half lying on the chair, her knees resting on the arm, she opened the book and forgot herself in my story.
 My world went completely crazy in the span of twenty-four hours. Pressing my head deeper into the soft pillow, my eyelids heavy, my mind drifted away as exhaustion drained me.
 

Damian
 With my back against the headboard, Kristina half lay on my chest as we read Beauty and the Beast. "And then they lived happily ever after." I finished for the second time, and she sighed happily.  
 As I had discovered for the last thirty minutes, it was her favorite story, and half of her room was decorated with Belle, the Disney version of this princess. The story had to be read twice with no breaks, and half of the time she retold the stuff that happened with excitement in her face. I couldn't help but see some parallels between the Beast and me, although all he had to do was build a fucking library for his girl and she relented. Had I known it worked for wooing, I'd have built Sapphire one a long time ago. "Will you go now?" her tiny, curious, yet scared voice asked, and I looked down, noticing for the first time real fear in her eyes.  
 Her reaction to the news of me being her dad was surprising at best. For sure, I wasn't expecting such a warm welcome, not to mention the deep contentment that rose in my chest every time she called me daddy. Lying with her and putting her to bed was a dream come true for me. Picking her up and placing her on my lap, I raised her chin high. "I have to go so you can sleep. But I promise tomorrow we will spend the day together, okay?" She nodded eagerly. "And even if I have to go somewhere, I'll always come back." S wasn't getting me or taking away my chance at happiness ever again. He could go fuck himself.  
 Kristina frowned and then grimaced. "Why would you have to go?"  
 I had no fucking clue how to handle this tricky parenting question. "Daddy has something to take care of, and then I'll be with you and Mommy all the time." Her mouth gaped open as excitement crept in.  
 I wasn't sure it made me happy, and my assumption was proved right with her next words. "Does this mean you and Mommy will get married?" Patting her head gently, I flipped her onto the bed, which made her giggle, and tickled her stomach a bit.  
 "Hopefully. First, I need to convince her to give me a chance." She threw the book at me. "Daddy, build her a library. Belle loved that." I laughed, covered her with a blanket, and pressed a kiss on her forehead.  
 That's when the flashback assaulted me.  

"Boys, it's time to go bed." Dominic and I shared a look and tried to run away, but Dad caught us around our middles and rose, spun around, and dumped us on the bed to our delight. "Your mama won't be happy if you are awake. And if the wife ain't happy, ain't nobody happy." He nodded and then kissed both of us soundly. "Sweet dreams."

"We love you, Daddy," we said in unison, like half of the stuff we did. He winked as his soft eyes scanned the surroundings, making sure everything was fine. "Love you too, boys." He turned off the light, closed the door, and his footsteps were heard on the marble floor as he probably went to the living room to sit with Mommy a bit longer.

A few hours later, loud screams woke us up, which was the beginning of the end.
 "Daddy, are you okay?" Kristina's voice snapped me out of my memories, the memories my mind had tried so desperately to forget, but couldn't.
 Not when they proved my parents did love us. If my dad felt even a fraction of the emotions for Dominic and me as I do for Kristina, then no wonder Mama couldn't live without him and us. I used to get angry with her for taking her life because of her grief, from losing hope. But was it possible to keep your sanity if the man you loved died and your two boys were presumed dead as well? Smiling down at my kid, I caressed her cheek softly and reassured her, "Yes, baby girl, I've never been better. Sleep tight." She nodded, instructed me to leave the bedside lamp on, and I left the room as sleep claimed her instantly.  
 Walking down the stairs, I came to a halt when I saw Sapphire asleep on the couch, her face innocent as her chest rose and fell, her hand under her head. The position didn't look comfortable, and she'd probably have a sore neck in the morning if she stayed that way. With a fascinated expression, Rosa eagerly flipped the pages of some book. "She has been out for about thirty minutes."  
 Without reply, I scooped her up in my arms, went to her bedroom, and gently placed her on the bed. I kissed her on the lips, and she gasped but went back to sleep, clearly attuned to my touch even in her sleep. And that pleased me greatly. Checking the house a few times to be certain that it was locked up, and my girls would be safe, we left the house as Rosa bitched about having her reading interrupted because she couldn't take the book without Sapphire's permission.  
 As I lay in bed that night, I cherished the fact that I could freely give affection to my kid, but I wondered if her mother would let me back in her life for good.
 

Sapphire
 "But can I—"
 "No."
 "But, Mommy—"
 "Kristina, it's a no. You've had enough sweets today."
  She scowled at Damian, who stood in the doorway, watching our argument with interest. "Tattletale," she hissed at him, and I had to clasp my mouth with my hand so she wouldn't hear my laughter. "You promised not to tell Mommy about ice cream two days in a row!" 

 Amusement crept in. "He didn't, baby girl. He just mentioned cake and candy." Her eyes grew huge at my stern look, and she opened her arms wide. "What can I say? I can't resist tasty treats!" She was so freaking cute in her neon dress and two braids that it was almost impossible to withhold my reprimand, but I couldn't budge here. Allowing our daughter to eat candy from time to time was one thing. But without anything healthy in her stomach all day long? Nope.
 "Me neither," Damian murmured, but his focus was on me, and his eyes filled with heat, indicating he didn't mean the sweets at all.
 Well, at least a different kind. "Go wash your hands. Dinner is ready." She huffed but agreed and then turned to her dad. "Thank you, Daddy, for the trip!" Kissing him on the cheek as he leaned down, she snatched the bag from his hand, almost shaking it with excitement. "These are my presents, Mommy!" With a triumphant shout, she ran to her room followed by our chuckles.
 Damian decided to take her out somewhere today, and although he invited me to go with them, I declined. They needed some time alone, and I understood it; plus, it allowed me time to finish several chapters for the book, which my hectic mind wouldn't let me sit still to do before. They went to the zoo; she sent me several pictures from there from his phone. Then apparently, they stopped at every good treats parlor. Popcorn, cotton candy, and ice cream, no wonder she was so hyperactive through their trip. They were gone nearly seven hours, and the sun was about to set. Come bedtime, she'd probably be out quicker than usual.  
 "How are you?" he asked. It didn't escape my notice the way he searched my face for some clue, but he would find none.
 I just wasn't ready. "I'm okay." Clearing my throat, I continued, "You're probably tired too. I'm sure Rosa got lonely as well." This was a flat-out lie, because the minute they left, she came over and bugged me about the plot for my new book. I refused to give her any information, so she stuck around, rereading some oldies, and then she even looked over my shoulder for some clues as I was writing. No sense of personal space, no joke. Finally bored, she declared she wanted to watch the soaps and went back to her house.
 We had a weird relationship with the girl; she was almost like an annoying little sister. You didn't really like the intrusion, and she annoyed you, but at the same time, you didn't want to get rid of her either.
 He tensed but stepped back with a curt nod. "I got it. I'll stop by tomorrow, and then I need to leave." My breath stopped at his words. "The time has come." He closed the door from the outside, leaving me standing there dumbstruck.
 He was leaving on a mission? Against his biggest nightmare? To deliver one last blow to the men who took everything away from him.
 Pressing my forehead against the door, I desperately tried to control the raging inferno inside me at the idea of him putting himself in danger again—even though I knew it was coming soon. He had to leave. He didn't even ask me to make a choice. Would he be able to come back to us, even without the knowledge of me waiting here for him? And was it worth it to keep the man I loved away from me if I felt the pain anyway?  
 Unfortunately, standing there in silence brought me no answers.
 

Rosa
 Sapphire was unbelievable. From the corner of my eye, I could see Damian pacing the living room, back and forth like a caged animal, probably pissed about his upcoming trip. As much as he wanted to go, I doubted he liked the idea of being away from his family again. "I'm gonna go to bed now," I declared. He grunted, which pretty much described all his responses for the last three hours, ever since he came back from the zoo trip with his angel. Eh, it was impossible not to love the girl, although her mother left a lot to be desired.  
 Secretly tiptoeing to the back door, I grabbed my iPhone, the laptop, and put on my flip-flops. In a few minutes, I conquered the distance between our houses, entered through their back door, and came face-to-face with Sapphire holding a baseball bat high. "What the hell, woman?" I whispered loudly, holding my chest, not wanting to draw Damian's attention with screaming, since the man had the hearing of a bat, or to wake up Kristina. "Your scared me shitless."  
 She frowned. "Why are you sneaking into my house in the middle of the night?" She let go of the bat and folded her arms.
 "So you could go and calm your man."  
 Something flashed in her eyes. "What's wrong?"  
 I raised my brow at her, and she looked down.
 Why were people in love so stubborn and weird? If I had a guy who was nuts for me, I would have been all over him. Too bad, no one was interested in obsessing over me. All those romance novels had possessive heroes. Had it not been for Damian, I would have thought they didn't exist.  
 "Well, geez, I don't know. Maybe the fact that he needs you?"  
 I expected an argument or some other pissed-off remarks; the woman had some jealousy issues, but then she suddenly asked, "Could you stay the night here with Kristina? Please? You can take the guest room, second room on the left upstairs."  
 I pointed at my phone and laptop. "Kind of had it in mind." She grinned, kissed me on the cheek, and disappeared into the night.
 Like I said, those folks in love were freaking weird.
 Well, at least they had sex.
 I was going to die a virgin it seemed.
 

Sapphire
 Taking a deep breath, I knocked on the door as my heart beat loudly in my chest and ears. My palms were sweaty, so I wiped them on my nightgown right before the door opened swiftly, revealing Damian on the threshold, looking exceptionally dangerous in the moonlight.  
 His eyes darkened as he scanned my body. He probably saw every detail as my attire left little to the imagination, and finally, his eyes captured mine with a question in them. "Sapphire. What brings you here?" His voice, low and husky, sent shivers down my spine that I tried to cover by rubbing my arms, pretending I was cold.  
 "It's cold."  
 Before I could blink, his hands grabbed my arms, pulled me inside, and closed the door. I leaned back against it as he towered over me, his body close to mine.  
 "I—" My voice trembled. I cleared my throat. "I came here tonight, because—" Damn it, why was it so hard to say it?  
 "You came here tonight?" he probed. By the rise and fall of his chest and the fists tightly clenched at his sides, I knew he was restraining himself from grabbing me.

"Remember how I gave you the choice back in New York all those years ago? I'm giving it to you now too. Choose what you want. I can't screw you and then act as if nothing happened. I deserve better. You deserve better, and we sure as fuck deserve better."
 We both knew I wouldn't have come here if I hadn't chosen him. My heart belonged to him, so what was the point of denying us both?
 None.
 "I came here tonight to tell you I love you, and I want to be with you. No matter what. No matter the consequences. Whatever decision you make. The only thing I care about is keeping Kristina safe. My baby, our baby, has to come first for you too."  
 He was silent for several beats, and then the ghost of a smile appeared on his face.
 "You can't come to me without conditions, can you?"  
 I shook my head. "It wouldn't be me then."  
 Then he came at me fiercely, his mouth crushing mine as we kissed, devouring each other. His hands palmed my ass and scooped me up. I wrapped my legs around his waist as my fingers dug into his scalp, making him moan in pleasure. Needy whispers drifted from my lips as his erection pressed into my heat, and he pushed slightly forward. His lips left my mouth, trailing down to the sensitive spots on my neck and shoulder, leaving burning licks along the way. His hand grabbed my hair painfully, exposing my collarbone for his hungry mouth. He spun us around in the direction of the bedroom, I assumed. Each of his steps created friction, and I shamelessly ground my hips against him as he kept leaving small kisses all over the skin he could reach. Once we reached the bedroom, which was lit with moonlight shining through the huge window, I saw a single bed with nothing beside it.
 "Why do you—" He didn't let me finish. His tongue probed, and he sucked on my tongue greedily, sending tingles of desire along my nerve endings, taking my breath away, and leaving me needy for more. He threw me on the bed, where I bounced quickly to my knees as he removed his shirt and jeans in one swift movement, leaving himself gloriously naked for my hungry gaze.
 I licked my lips as my eyes narrowed on his erection with its bulging, blue veins. I wanted to trace it with my tongue and then suck that little bit of cum from the head. My body was restless, and even before he demanded, I pulled off my nightgown that was irritating my burning skin. "I want you, Damian," I throatily whispered, running my hands over his hot flesh. He groaned as I sucked on the side of his neck. When my hand closed over his rigid length, he jerked forward. I trailed kisses down from his superb shoulders to six-pack abs that had only gotten better through the years, and finally, I came in direct contact with his cock.  
 My mouth watered, remembering what it was like to taste him. Immediately, I sucked on the large, glistening head as my hand stroked the length of him. His hand fisted in my hair as he grunted, "Fuck," while thrusting carefully. My mouth opened wider, and I took him deeper as I moaned around him. My pussy throbbed, and I could feel it getting wet, needing something to satisfy my all-consuming desire.  
 "Don't even think about using your hand to get off. You've had enough of it. Tonight, the only thing making you come will be my fingers, my tongue, and sure as fuck, my cock." Another moan came effortlessly from me as I sucked him deeper, enjoying the overwhelming power of bringing this man to the point of pleasure only I had given him in life. Allowing me to go down on him was one of the privileges of trust he had given me all those years ago. He thrust a few more times, and right before I thought he'd come inside my mouth, he stepped back, and his cock left me with a popping sound. Damian flipped me onto my back. His hands pushed my legs wider, bending them, and I felt his hot breath on my core as his fingers spread my lower lips.

Oh, no. He had his control back.
 

Damian
 "My beautiful Sapphire," I whispered against her flushed skin, as my thumb gently rubbed her clit, only to be replaced with my lips. When I sucked on it hard, she thrust her hips up restlessly, but I didn't move away from my task. I didn't want her to come too soon, so to give her a moment to catch her breath, I kissed the inside of her thighs, nipping the pale skin as my beard left light, barely visible marks, and that pleased me enormously. A well-loved woman should have love marks and bites all over her body. Finally, I came back to my tasty treat, moving my tongue all over her pussy, enjoying the sweetness that only Sapphire had. Such an intimate act should only be shared with the woman you loved; at least, to me, it only brought pleasure with her. My tongue dove inside, in and out, and she whimpered loudly, closing her thighs around me. By the way her pussy clenched around my tongue, I knew she was close.
 At the last second, before she tumbled over the edge into the bliss, I decided I wanted her to have her first orgasm on my cock. I rose to soothe her distress. "Damian, please. I need—" I licked around her nipples and kneeled in front of her, opening her hips wider than before so she could accommodate me. Our eyes locked, hers heated with desire and lust, mine probably no better, and without another thought, I shoved home and almost came on the spot from the hot, welcoming greeting I got.  
 My hands gripped her hips as she sobbed, and I plunged right back inside, harder than before. She arched her back, her head on the bed, and I couldn't just look at the pointed peaks of her nipples. Leaning forward, my mouth closed over one, sucking savagely as her nails dug into my head, scratching my scalp, igniting my desperate need for her. I started pumping my hips faster, which increased her pleas and screams of pleasure, as she got tighter and tighter around me.  
 Nothing existed but her and me in this world. "Damian," she sobbed, and then grabbed my head and fused our mouths. Our tongues made love while she hugged me closer. I felt a tingling sensation at the base of my spine as my breath huffed, and she grew even tighter if it were at all possible.  
 I couldn't keep it up much longer, nor did I want to. We had the entire night and a whole lifetime for more orgasms. It was cruel to withhold it from her and me, especially this first time since she told me she wanted me back. "Come for me, my Sapphire," I said against her lips, licking them and catching her whimper. "Show me who this body belongs to."  
 Our gazes locked for a second as she replied, "You. Only to you." Then she clenched around me; her eyes rolled back, and she came with a loud scream that probably could have woken the dead, not that I cared. I pushed a few more times and then came with a loud roar, almost blacking out from the thrill and satisfaction she had given me. I lay over her; our bodies spent and my sticky cum between us. We needed to clean up, yet neither of us wanted to move away.  
 She rubbed the back of my neck as she whispered into my ear, "I love you." And my heart stopped beating for a moment.

Fucking finally.
 Now that felt like coming home. I finally claimed my woman back. Without her, there was no life for me.  
 Sapphire.
 My Sapphire.  
 

Dominic's House, Irkutsk, Siberia, Russia

"Please, no," I begged, as excruciating pain ran from my spine to my legs, making me fight to stay up on my knees. Blood dripped from my neck as the leather collar with spikes broke my skin. A heavy smack landed on my cheek, briefly taking my attention away from everything else. 


"Quiet, toy. You don't get to speak." He moved behind me, pushed me onto my hands, and I heard the sound of a zipper being pulled down.

He would do it again.

After so many years, why hadn't I learned to block it all out? My breath stilled, my eyes closed, and I swallowed back the vomit threatening to spill on the floor. He wouldn't like it, and he would inflict punishment for it. My body couldn't take it anymore.

Wasn't it easier to push him so he would finally do it? End my misery. The minute those thoughts entered my mind, Damian's face appeared in front of me. No, I couldn't leave my brother alone. He was worth all this.

Richard's disgusting breath landed on my ear as he whispered harshly and sadistically, "Get ready, toy."
 "Noooo." My eyes snapped open as I breathed heavily, the sheets soaked under me. On instinct, my hands took the gun from under the pillow. My whole body shook, and the familiar bile in my throat made me rush to the bathroom. The next few minutes were spent throwing up my whole dinner.
 After flushing the toilet, I cleaned my teeth and face. My eyes zeroed in on my reflection in the mirror.
 Nightmare.
 Again.  
 I rested my arms on the sink, trying to get my panic under control.  
 "You're not the small boy. You're not a toy," I kept whispering, and hated myself for it. I was a grown fucking man still having panic attacks from my memories. Usually, nightmares appeared when I wasn't exhausted enough when my mind could still function, so I rarely went to sleep unless my body completely demanded it.
 I must have fallen asleep reading business reports. With a roar, I threw all the toiletries on the floor. Everything shattered and spilled.  
 Rage for the injustice done to my brother and me.
 Anger for still being affected by it, and because those who deserved punishment lived as if nothing ever happened.
 Fear that never went away.
 Images of those eight long years in the cell, used and abused by greedy, old men who treated us like nothing.
 Just a toy to inflict their sick desires on.  
 Their eyes filled with uncontrollable lust as they made me bleed.
 Their groans of pleasure as they tore my flesh.
 Tears that always slid down my cheeks when they were done.
 And the humiliation when they led me back to the cell.
 It all came back like one crushing wave, so I had no other choice than to get on my knees as my hands covered my face.
 Breathe in and out.
 In and Out.
 After few minutes, I got up on shaky legs, lit a cigarette, and breathed the fresh air on the balcony.  
 The peaceful view of Baikal Lake calmed me a little; the lake was powerful, a clear green-blue color, and contained around twenty percent of the world's unfrozen fresh water.
 Before going to the States, I decided to visit one place where I felt like I belonged.
 Irkutsk, Siberia.
 Now it was tainted by memories of Richard and those horrible years.  
 With one last look at the view in front of me, I threw away the cigarette and went inside to get ready.
 It was time to get our revenge.





 

My muscles ached in protest as I pulled up on the bar once again, but I gritted my teeth and breathed through the pain. Sweat dripped from my body, and I almost felt nothing of the air conditioning in the room. 


Up.

Down. 


I got used to the incredible pain that came with the workout. My insides were actually thrilled because no one gave me a challenge I couldn't win.

"Damian, don't you think you're overdoing it?" Connor asked breathlessly, as he jumped off the treadmill. 


"No." I pushed the word out and exhaled heavily. He sent me a skeptical look but said no more. For a few minutes, the sounds of his machine and my pained breaths filled the gym. 


"Hundred," I whispered and let go, hopping down. I grabbed the small towel on the floor, wiped my face and neck, and drank some room temperature water, which provided much-needed relief to my body. 


"You okay, man?" Connor was suddenly by my side, his hand on my shoulder. 


"Yeah." My mouth lifted in a half smile. "Nothing a good massage or a hot bath won't fix." As much as I liked pushing my body to new limits every day, sore muscles were a fucking bitch, so I learned to like all those baths.

"Are you cleared for such an intense workout though?" His questions and concern got on my nerves. I faced him as my voice lowered in pitch, displaying how I felt about the whole situation.

"Connor, instead of worrying about my exercise sessions, how about telling me where my woman and child are? If you care so fucking much about my well-being, that's a hint where to start to highly improve it." No matter how much I tried, my anger at Connor didn't go away. 


It had been almost two years since the accident, but he hadn't given me any information about her whereabouts. So many times I wanted to say fuck it and find her myself, but any traces I might have left could have endangered her or the baby's safety. I was going insane thinking of her hurting because of me when I actually lived and breathed.

Although life without her was not living, the only thing it could be called was existing. So every time Connor refused to speak about her was one more motivation to drive me forward with my rehabilitation. Having control over my body again after the medical treatment I'd received calmed some of the hopelessness that ate at me from the inside. I still took medication and checked with the doctor once a week, but mostly I was back to my normal self. 


Connor exhaled heavily but shook his head stubbornly. "I can't, Damian. Now is not the time. If S finds her—"

"He won't! He doesn't even know who the hell I am. She needs to know I'm alive. That she isn't alone. That I kept my promise. Let me soothe my woman, and I'll be back in New York first thing." The possessive and obsessive sides of my personality longed to gather her in my arms, to give her my safety and warmth. I knew my woman; this whole thing was destroying her heart. 


"She is doing well, Damian. Sapphire writes books, raises her child, and works. Her life is stable, and she has friends. You show up and what? For one night, shatter the peace she has and then disappear into the night. Where do you think it'll leave her, huh?" 


"She is a writer?" 


Connor cursed, probably realizing he had already said too much. "Yes, she is. Damian, she is moving on, okay? I understand you are obsessed with her. But she wasn’t obsessed with you, right? Let her live her life." 


"Are you telling me to give up on my woman?" I growled, taking a step toward him, but he didn't even budge.

"I'm telling you to put her needs first like you always did. Both of your girls are healthy and protected." His words calmed some of the rage running through me until he added more. "Plus, she might meet someone, Damian, and fall in love. Other men—" Just like that, the beast inside me awakened, roaring loudly in my ears so that I barely heard what Connor said.

No man was touching what belonged to me. Mine. She was mine.

Mine. Mine. Mine.

Without thinking, I pulled my arm back and punched Connor right in his fucking surprised face. His nose made a cracking sound when my fist connected with it. He stumbled back, blood spilling from it, and then he punched me too.

In a second, we were both struggling for power on the floor, each of us pounding blows to the other.

It was hard to win when both men were pros at street fighting where there were no rules. I tried to remember he was my friend, but the idea of some man touching Sapphire wouldn't let me stop.

Female screams stopped our movements as we both turned our heads toward the door where Rosa stood, holding an apple and some medical book in her hands. The short break allowed me to feel the pain running through me for the first time, and an unwanted groan slipped from my mouth. 


Connor quickly glanced at me and distanced our bodies. "Shit, man, I'm sorry." He rose to his knees, as I lay on the floor. He helped me to lift myself up. Heavy footsteps sounded, and then Luke's frame filled the doorway, his eyes narrowed as he snarled in disgust.

"Two grown-ass men fighting." Connor and I tensed, neither of us wanting to hear his speech. Shit, no matter how old we were, fear of disappointing Luke never went away. "Fix it." He pointed his finger at us, and then his eyes softened as they landed on Rosa. "Come on, sweetheart. We have that cake to finish." She watched us dumbly, and then her eyes filled with excitement.

Fuck.

Not good.

"Can you teach me how to fight like that?" Luke sent us one more dirty look, took her by shoulders, and escorted her downstairs.

Connor had been a little tattletale and called Luke immediately after I arrived at the hospital. The old man wasn't happy with everything that happened, said he retired for a reason but told us we would live with him anyway. He preferred to stay in Houston; there, he had a huge-ass mansion with one of the best security systems in the world. The man made enough enemies through the years as a mercenary, and although I didn't have much love for the town, I couldn't disrespect him by saying no. Plus, with me healing, it was safer for Rosa to stay with him than endanger Juanita, with whom I'd had a long talk on the phone. The woman wanted to drop everything and rush to me, but I wouldn't let her. With all the scolding I got from them, you'd think Luke and Juanita considered themselves my parents.

Truth be told, I had no business hiding, but it was better to get strength first.

"Of all the people who helped you, it had to be some crazy chick," Connor complained.

"Hey." 


He rolled his eyes. "Please, you know I'm right. Last week, she wanted to learn about using knives. The chick needs to get some friends. Send her to a university; no one would recognize her now." His words held truth, but I didn't want to talk about Rosa. 


"Never mention another man and Sapphire in the same sentence." He opened his mouth, but I cut off whatever he wanted to say next. "Never, Connor. I'll play by your rules for my girls." He finally nodded, and then winced as his fingers inspected the bridge of his nose.

"Fuck, man. Did you have to break my nose?" I didn't even bother covering up the smug smile on my face.

"Absolutely."
 

Damian 

 Sapphire shifted once again at my side as my hands played with her silky locks. God, how I missed these moments with her, where there was only me and her in bed, and the outside world didn't exist. I craved them more than sex; this was the real connection.  
 "What's wrong, baby?"  
 She placed her hand on my chest and pushed up with the other. Her crystal-blue eyes held nothing but adoration and love, something I'd missed during all her hostile greetings. "What are we going to do now?"  
 I dreaded her questions, but I couldn't lie to her. "You're going to stay here and take care of Kristina. Rosa will be with you too." I searched her eyes for an uncomfortable reaction, but none was given. Thank God, because the girl was like a sister to me. "Once everything is over in New York, I'm all yours." I expected tears and a fight, so I had to blink in surprise when she leaned forward, and her mouth landed on mine.  
 Her kiss was soft and gentle and finished too soon for my liking. "I agree with you," she whispered, nipping my jaw. "Taking Kristina and Rosa there is dangerous and unnecessary. Evil like this can't touch their lives." She licked my neck and then bit me lightly, not enough to leave a mark, but enough to send shivers to my cock. It hardened more and more with her displays of affection. "But I'm going with you." Before I could protest, she kissed me again. Once we were breathless, she let go of me and climbed on top of my thighs. The sheet she held slid down, leaving her full and mouthwatering breasts open for my adoration. "I don't want to hear any protests, Damian. You know with me, it'll be easier to find him, and no matter how much you want to keep me safe, I'm never safer than when I am with you." She started to play with her pink nipples, pinching them as little moans escaped her.  
 "That's doubtful, considering I didn't protect you the last time." My words came hoarsely, as I grabbed her hips and lifted her up, closer to my mouth, but she protested.  
 "No, Damian I want you inside me."  
 "Oh, you'll have me, honey. Grab the headboard," I said, scooting down a bit to have a better position to savor my treat as I latched my mouth to her wet heat, almost coming from her taste as she gasped above me. Her thighs closed around my head as I gently nipped and then sucked on each of her lower lips, while my tongue dipped inside, licking and probing as she pushed against me to get better friction. My hands traveled up to her perky nipples, touching the sensitive peaks gently, and came back to grip her perfect ass cheeks.  
 She rocked above me, pushing back onto my face as I rubbed my beard against the inside of her silky thighs. My cock leaked, as it painfully waited for its turn to have her. Without being able to wait any longer, I focused my attention on her clit, sucked it deeply, and she came all over my face as I licked her clean. I spread her legs open and moved into position to thrust my cock into heaven. "Yes," she moaned, thrashing her head on the pillow from side to side.
 "Do you like when your man gives you pleasure?"  
 She moaned, but I gripped her hips harder, drilling deeper, until she sobbed, "Yes."
 "Yes, who? Who do you belong to?" I increased my thrusts, her legs wrapped around me tighter, and I felt the familiar tingling sensation in my spine, signaling my body had reached its limit.  
 "You," she gasped, clenching around me so tight I had no choice but to follow her.  
 Afterward, I cleaned her up, tugged the blanket around us, and we slept peacefully until morning.  
 

Airport, Moscow, Russia
 My hair and coat flew up from the wind as I moved toward the private plane. Vitya and Michael strolled next to me, each one of them holding suitcases. I didn't bother bringing anything with me but a laptop, as my apartment at our destination had everything I needed.  
 "Why the hell did you bring so much, Michael? We aren't going to explore the city," Vitya bitched, not that I could blame him, considering Michael took five suitcases. I chuckled, and Michael glared at us both.  
 "Laugh all you want, but I didn't take clothes with me. Half of it is my photography equipment."  
 Vitya's mouth snapped open. "Blyat, really? We could have bought it there."  
 "No," Michael argued. "No need to spend money on something I already have." We weren't known for being cheap, and rarely did anyone count their money. Whatever Bratva members wanted, if they had the money, they bought it, even if it meant having identical items in several different countries. Michael was another story; he saved every penny he made and spent it wisely. The only indulgence he had was his photography.  
 My phone vibrated inside my pocket, distracting me from the couple's argument, and I pushed forward for more privacy to talk. The caller ID didn't really surprise me.  
 "Connor, my flight to New York is not negotiable. So save us both time and keep to yourself whatever you want to say to change my mind." The man on the other end of the line huffed annoyingly and, of course, didn't listen to my advice.
 "What's with both of you? You shouldn't come now. It's ten more days before the grand ball. The last thing we need is their suspicion and distrust." I quickly entered the plane and lifted a chin to the captain who saluted me. Throwing my jacket on the seat, I ignored the brightly smiling stewards and marched right into the cabin. Closing the door was a neon sign to my crew to leave me the fuck alone.
 "I have unfinished business in New York." The strained laugh grated on my nerves
 "Don't we all? We're not ready."  
 "I didn't mean the gala. No one will assume anything because they were the ones who delivered the information to me on a silver platter."  
 "What is it?" Connor's voice grew suspicious.
 "None of your business, Connor."
 "If it has to do with the investigation—" God save us all from those FBI agents who thought they ruled the world.
 "Connor, whatever you need to know, you already do. This is a personal matter. I decided to help you, but don't think you will control me. I won't deal well with it." My voice became cold and harsh. Connor took a deep breath and agreed.
 "Fine. Fuck, you and Damian give me a headache." Somehow, the idea of having similar qualities as my brother despite the seventeen years we'd spent apart brought warm feelings to my chest and a smile spread on my face.
 "We're twins after all, aren't we?"  
 Connor laughed. "That you are," he agreed, right before hanging up.  
 Once the call ended, I allowed myself to return to the main cabin in time to fasten my seat belt before the plane took off. My heart beat rapidly and a shiver ran down my spine.
 It wasn't the first time I traveled abroad on business. In fact, I'd seen half the world. Earth was beautiful, but I found planes exhausting. All the unsettling thoughts and feelings jumping through me had to do with Damian and Rosa.

I hope you are ready to see me, brother. We'll get our revenge. But before that, I need to find my girl.





 

The massive doors opened, and I walked in, ignoring the cold stares of guards on either side. 


Simply put, the office of the head of the Italian Mafia in the States was luxurious.

Expensive carpets, velvet walls with attached crystals, antique artwork, which he probably got on the black market. Many museums would kill to have those exhibits in their hands, and truthfully, it was a shame they belonged to a private collection. The massive, square, brown desk was filled with small golden statues of wolves, pumas, and other wild creatures. There was also a round poker table, and that was where the action happened. Three middle-aged men sat with their suits on, expensive watches on their wrists, as they played poker along with smoking their cigars. To an outsider, the scene would mean nothing beyond rich men wanting to play and unwind.

But for me, a sociopath who inflicted pain on his victims and paid attention to every gesture and small detail, I didn't miss the paralyzing fear in their eyes, the nervous laughs, and the constant wiping of their foreheads with tissues. 


This hand ended as Don slapped his palm on the table, exhaled a cloud of smoke, and spoke. "Let's check the cards, gentlemen." The men glanced among themselves but did as he asked. 


Of course, each of them lost to Don. No one could win a poker game with a master. Don's mouth widened in a predatory smile. "Ah, unfortunately the game is over." 


"Don, please," one of the players pleaded. "It was an honest mistake." Two other men nodded at his words, although they didn't dare speak. Don raised his brow, scratched his chin, and pointed his hand with the cigar at the so-called brave man. 


"So you call losing eleven million over a deal in a market you and your men recommended a simple mistake?" 


The man wiped his forehead once again and gestured wildly with his hands. "We'll get all this back. Once Ricardo gets us the deal with the Mexican Cartel, we'll have twice if not triple the income. Just a few months. We need a few months." 


Don watched the man closely, all the while finishing his cigar. He placed the butt in the ashtray and motioned to his bodyguard on the left. "Get me a glass of scotch." Then he returned his attention to the man. "If you really mean what you're saying, you're more stupid than I thought." Then in a flash, he grabbed the man by his neck, squeezing the breath out of him as the man's face turned red. "Going against my orders never ends well. Your chance was with the game. Had any of you ended up with better cards than mine, your life would have been spared." He let go of the man, took out his gun, and one by one shot the men in the head.

He wiped his hands with the cloth from the table and snapped his fingers. In an instant, two guards rushed inside, picked up the bodies, and left the room, leaving him and me alone. Finally, Don turned his cold-as-ice blue eyes on me, raising a brow. "Still here, boy? Surprised you aren't puking your guts out." So, was the show timing purposely for me to walk in on? The old man tested my resolve. I almost laughed at this. If he only knew how my victims looked after encounters with me. Unlike him, I did the cleanup better after a crime than the "cleaners" they had in the mafia.

Amateurs.

"I've seen worse things." 


He chuckled, grabbed his glass, and with a few steps, sat on his chair facing me. He sipped his drink and then pointed to a chair. I settled on it and waited for him to start the conversation. 


"Rarely anything surprises me anymore," he began. "But a call from Damian Scott, the heir of an empire and owner of the exclusive club everyone wants to get into, surprised me." He finished his drink and put the glass aside. He leaned on the table as his eyes focused on mine in an unbreakable hold. "I trust my instincts, so I granted you permission. You asked for five minutes of my time."

"I did." 


He pointed at the golden clock on the wall. "Your five minutes started two minutes ago. You have three." He leaned back on his chair, waiting for my next move. I found the folder on my phone and pushed it toward him. With a frown, he swiped picture after picture while his face darkened with rage and anger. He raised his eyes to me, as his fists clenched and he snarled. "You have my baby girl?" He threw away the phone and pointed his gun at me. 


My face showed no emotion, no movement from my body as I relaxed in the chair completely. What kind of fuckers did this man deal with, if he thought fear could be accomplished by pointing a gun at someone? "Kill me and you'll never find her." 


His jaw ticked. "You think you can dictate to me, boy? I can torture you to no end, and you'll give in." 


His words brought humorless laughter from within me. "I doubt it." 


Something flashed through his eyes; they narrowed on me and studied me more closely, as though I reminded him of someone. "If I didn't know better—" But then he shook his head and whatever he wanted to share with me wasn't spoken. "What do you want for my daughter?" 


"Help," I said simply.

"Help?" he asked, confused. "So you're one of those men who wrote to me. When you kidnapped her two years ago, you wanted money and power over the New York business. You wanted to go into human trafficking," he spat, disgusted. "I may be a bad man, but even I don't touch children or rape women. Not if it can be helped." 


A chill ran down my body as familiar rage rushed through me, accelerating the adrenaline inside me, and the dark Sociopath tendencies started to awaken. I hadn't felt the conflicted desires to inflict pain on those who deserved it because I'd killed almost all of them two years ago. The only people left were Richard and S, but they were left for the grand finale. 


I destroyed their prostitution ring. During the time I did my research, they were the only ones involved in that business in New York, which meant the people who kidnapped Rosa…

Fucking hell!

Until I heard the cracking of the wood under my hands, it hadn't registered that I broke the arms of the chair. My chest rose up and down as I breathed heavily. 


"They wanted what?" I clenched my teeth, trying to keep my focus on the conversation instead of the red fog that threatened to consume me. 


Emmanuelle frowned. "Who do you work for, boy? I'll pay you double if you give me information on Rosalinda willingly. I love my child, and because I love my child, I can't allow other people to victimize children." 


I growled dangerously. "No one should fucking touch kids." Before he continued this nonsense, I elaborated. "Your daughter saved my life. I'm in her debt. She was in danger, and she ran away from the people who made those demands. She is safe now. I wanted to give her back to you." Relief flashed over his face, but I wasn't finished. "But what you said changes everything. If you had her, they would target her." 


"I can damn well protect my—" 


"You didn't the first time." 


He hit the table with his fist. "She was in a Catholic school. I didn't have control there. I'd lock her in the house now." 


But the boy in me who suffered all those years ago didn't see a good reason to return Rosa. Danger and protection. I understood only this.

"No, I need to destroy them. I know who did it. That's the reason I came here. You'll help me." 


We faced each other for a few minutes, and then he placed the gun back on the table and sat down. "I'll be damned. You're Sociopath," he declared, and my body stilled. He chuckled. "Only you'd be crazy enough not to even twitch at what happened today, and have the balls to dictate to me the rules about my daughter." Any traces of humor left him. "I thought she was dead. Every day, my people searched for her." Anguish filled his voice. "You've got yourself a deal. I'll wait, but I need to hear her voice, even though you only killed fuckers who deserved it." My eyebrows rose in surprise at his words. "Yeah, I did my research after your death." 


I took out another phone from my pocket since him destroying mine was predictable. I pressed the call button. I put the phone on loudspeaker, and in a second, Rosa's voice spoke from the other end of the line. "Damian?" Don's hands trembled when he snatched the phone from me.

"Rosalinda?" he said in a shaky voice. 


A beat passed, and then, "Daddy?" 


Don's eyes watered; he palmed his neck. "Yes, Belinda."

I zoned out of their conversation as another thought occurred to me. One of the most ruthless men in the States, a crime lord, lost control and cried in front of me. He wasn't ashamed of his tears, and for the first time, his eyes lit up with emotion.

He wasn't Don, the death warrant, anymore. He was simply a father who spoke with his daughter.

Connor was fucking right. I couldn't endanger my little angel like that. What if my enemies took her away? 


I couldn't bring them into this world until each one of my enemies was dead. 


Emmanuelle cleared his throat, snapping me out of my thoughts. "What do you need from me?"

And just like that, the crime lord was on our side.
 

Sapphire
 The bright sun blinded me as I opened my eyes from the best sleep I'd had in years. My body ached in all the right places, and I couldn't keep the happy smile from spreading over my face when I remembered the events of last night. I sat on the bed and stretched my arms, groaning from the relief it brought to my muscles. Holding the sheet to my front, I stood up and looked around the room critically. I hadn't had the chance to pay attention to the design or interior of Damian's house. In the bright light, I could see everything clearly, and I didn't like it. The room had nothing but a bed in it; I kid you not. Blank white walls and lots of empty space. Thank God, he at least had curtains, or someone could have seen what we did last night.
 The flush spread through my body as my toes curled from all the memories. Even though it wasn't our first time together after our reunion, it was the first time in a proper setting with both of us ready to move forward. No misunderstandings, holding back, or angry sex.
 Just us and out-of-this-world pleasure.  
 I went to the bathroom to freshen myself up, although I winced at the idea of wearing the nightgown, and huffed in annoyance when my eyes connected with the mirror and my reflection. Swollen red lips, messy hair, hickeys all over my neck.  
 Completely unpresentable and outrageous.
 Completely ravished by the man I loved.
 A woman in love.
 I missed seeing that reflection in my mirror every day, so I winked at myself and stepped inside the shower. I enjoyed the hot water, allowing it to soothe my aches. When I grabbed the bottle of shampoo, I realized it was mine. Removing hair from my eyes, I noticed all the same bathroom necessities I used in my house were here. But should it really have surprised me, considering the obsessive nature of my man?
 I couldn't wait to see him again and jump his bones as my hands would…
 Kristina!
 God, how could I forget about my baby in all this lustful haze and sleep late? I quickly rinsed my hair, toweled myself, and noticed my blue sundress with lingerie. I put them on, dried my hair, and ran barefoot downstairs, all while calling myself a bunch of hateful names.
 I stopped abruptly once I reached the kitchen, my eyes widening in shock from the picture presented before me.  
 Kristina was sitting at the table, eating chocolate chip pancakes, and the strawberry syrup she used was smeared all over her smiling face. Her hair was braided in the back in some exotic design I wasn't familiar with, and she wore a jean dress. She wiggled her bare feet as Lucky kept jumping, while curiously watching Rosa, who stood by the stove. The girl had headphones on and danced as she broke one more egg to add to the pan she was holding.  
 Damian was leaning on the counter, his back to me, and for the first time, I noticed several new scars marring his beautiful bronze skin. They weren't as deep as the ones he had from all those years ago, but those angry red marks must have hurt. They seemed more like nail marks if I thought about it, which was strange, considering that…
 Oh, my God! Those were my marks. I was the one who left them on him. My whimper of surprise didn't go unnoticed, and three heads turned to me. How low was Rosa's music if she was attuned to everything happening in the room? Damian's eyes heated, scanning down my body in appreciation. I was in mama mode, though, so I ignored it.
 "Mama, you're awake," Kristina squealed and waved with her sticky hands. "Aunt Rosa made me pancakes!" Aunt who now? But I didn't have much time to think about her words as my baby was blowing me kisses. With a smile, I walked to her and placed a soft kiss on her head.  
 "I can see that, sweetie."  
 She put a bit of it on her fork and raised it to my lips. "Here, try. It's yummy." I opened my mouth and took her offering, my taste buds enjoying the delicious treat.  
  Rosa added some vegetables to the pan and glanced over her shoulder, catching my eyes. "Scrambled eggs or pancakes?" My body chose that exact moment to growl loudly, and Rosa laughed as my cheeks heated up. "Got it. Both it is, then." 

 "Daddy told me you went to the mall today," Kristina continued, and my brows rose in surprise.  
 "Did he now?" Damian winked at me, and I shook my head. Kristina pointed at the shiny new doll on the couch by the TV.  
 "He told me you went to buy me a toy, so Aunt Rosa stayed with me." She wrinkled her nose. Damian placed a cup of mint tea in my hand, giving me a soft kiss on the cheek, and his heat washed over me. His hand rested on my back as we both listened to our baby. "Mama, how could you buy me this? You know I prefer Iron Man or Thor."  
 I choked on the drink, and Damian glanced at the cup, annoyed. I just rolled my eyes.
 Big deal. One choke didn't threaten my health. "Since when aren't you happy about a Barbie doll?" Plus, who wouldn't love one? I used to love those shiny pink, perfect dolls back in my childhood and practically had the whole collection of them. They were so pretty half stayed in the boxes. I didn't miss how Kristina glanced longingly at the doll but then lifted her chin stubbornly.  
 "Jason says they are stupid, and he doesn't let me play with him if I don't have a Marvel Avenger." Her sapphire eyes watered. "Please, Mama, can we buy one?"  
 "I don't like this Jason kid," Damian whispered harshly in my ear. I barely stopped myself from laughing, and he narrowed his eyes at me, knowing I thought his anger was amusing. What father would want his baby girl to be obsessed with some boy? Especially one like my man?
 He crouched in front of Kristina and palmed her face. "Baby girl, what do you really want to play with?"  
 She bit her lip and looked at me for guidance, so I gave her the confidence she needed. "Sweetie, you can tell us the truth." She exhaled a heavy breath.  
 "I like Barbies more because they are pretty, but no one plays with them. The other girls like Monster High dolls and the boys prefer Avengers."  
 "Kristina, do you know who you are?" Damian asked, and she shook her head with a confused expression. "You are my princess." Her eyes lit up with his words. "And princesses don't follow others; they make their own decisions." She propped up her chin with her hand.
 "So I should play with dolls?"
 "Only if you want to. Aren't you my princess?" She nodded eagerly, and Lucky barked happily as though someone praised him. Apparently, excited Kristina equaled excited puppy. "Then you can do whatever the he—"
 "Damian!"  
 Kristina giggled at my outraged voice, but I found nothing funny about it. These few days were crazy as it was. I didn't want my daughter to pick up swear words among other madness.  
 "Whatever your heart desires." Then he frowned. "As long as it's approved by me." Ah, the obsessive-possessive nature showed its head again. Kristina wrapped her arms around his neck, squeezed it tightly, and hid her face in the crook of his neck. My eyes watered at the picture of our little peanut—as I called her five years ago—in Damian's strong arms. He hugged her back and closed his eyes with contentment.
 Which unfortunately didn't last long as Kristina burst into tears, and I froze, not knowing what to do. Why would she cry? I made a move to take her in my arms, but Damian stood up and without another word marched them out to the yard. The door closed soundly after them as I stood there with my mouth open like a freaking idiot.
 The dinging sound of plates touching the table snapped me out of my shock. Rosa occupied the chair closest to me; she pushed the plate with mouthwatering food in front of me and pointed with her fork at it. "Breakfast." My stomach growled again, but I couldn't eat.  
 "I need to check on Kristina." I turned around, but she stopped me with a firm hand. I glanced down at it and then back at her face. "Let go, Rosa."  
 She shook her head. "They had a moment. Let him handle it."  
 "She is upset, and she needs to—"  
 Rose tugged on my arm with such force I had no choice but to sit. "They'll figure it out."
 "But—" She didn't let me finish this either.
 "They need this piece of connection. You aren't a single mom anymore, Saph." I was still for a moment as a little shiver ran through me. Since Rosa's eyes still kept scanning me for my reaction, I nodded and dug into my food. Rosa, satisfied with my appetite, turned on the TV and watched some music video with annoying music that grated on my nerves. For the love of God, I never understood the appeal of rap music.
 Rosa was right. I was no longer a single mom. Why then did the idea of my daughter having someone else soothe her bring me sadness?
 With a heavy sigh, I shoveled food into my mouth, not really noticing the taste while I tried to ignore all those unfamiliar and unfair feelings toward my family.
 

Damian
 With quick steps, I marched into the yard and sat on the porch swing while Kristina still hid her face, her arms, and legs wrapped tightly around me. My hands held her in a fierce, tight hold as hopelessness and worry occupied my mind, and my body trembled slightly in fear.
 All those years in cells with constant nightmares, all those years of loneliness before I found Sapphire and our separation didn't prepare me for the amplitude of emotions I would feel in this moment. When my baby girl cried in my arms, I didn't know what to do or how to fix it or even if I could fix it. Somehow, her tears were scarier than anything I had experienced in this world. She held my heart in her tiny little fingers, and it bled inside me because each tear felt like salt on an open wound.
 Finally, her body stopped shaking; she wiped her nose on my shoulder and leaned back. Her blue eyes just like Sapphire's were puffy, red, and filled with questions.
 She sniffed. "Jason would be disappointed." Of all the things I expected her to say and be sad about, some stupid, toothless kid wasn't what I had in mind. My brows furrowed, but she continued without me responding. "He likes Ruby, always plays with her while I have to watch. He says I'm such a girl." Anger added to my annoyance, and although I knew he was a kid, I wanted to smack the boy.  
 Or rather, I felt conflicted. On one hand, I didn't want my daughter to be obsessed with any boy, especially not when she was so young, but at the same time, I held a grudge against a boy who would say no to her. My baby girl was perfect, just like her mama, in my opinion.  
 "No matter how hard I try not to like different toys, I can't." Her eyes watered, so I quickly thought about words to speed up damage control.  
 I took her chin between my thumb and index finger, raised it, and focused her attention on me. To hell with this kid. Find a new friend. Once he gets older, I can kick his ass for hurting you.
 Unfortunately, this answer was unacceptable for an almost five-year-old, so I cleared my throat and gave her the glossed over version of it. "Baby girl, Jason is just a boy, so he doesn't understand the appeal of dolls. It doesn't mean that you need to resist it or pretend to like boy toys. Maybe you should look around for some other friends too since Jason has them. He wouldn't mind." I had no fucking experience with conversations that involved kids, and I wasn't sure my words were right for her, so I dreaded her reaction.
 Kristina blinked a few times, and then her eyes narrowed, and she folded her arms while mine still rested on her back in case she fell backward. "I want Jason to like me. Not for him to forget me while I find new friends," she said, outraged, and it almost made me smile. "And Jason would mind. He should. I'm his best friend." Then she cast her eyes to the side and murmured, "I'll make him like me." Before I could open my mouth in reassurance, she clasped her hands, and her eyes looked at me in wonder.
 I decided right there, whatever she pleaded for with those eyes, she would get it. "Daddy." Shit, her calling me this made my heart beat faster, and warmth spread through me, allowing my body to relax. "Could you take us to the Avengers convention?" She probably read my blank expression; I had no fucking idea what she was talking about, as she continued patiently, "Ruby's dad was supposed to take us; it'll happen in a week. But if you do it, Jason will like me way more and allow me to sit next to him in the car. Ruby gets to do it right now." She narrowed her eyes. "I like Ruby, but I want to sit next to Jason!" Her big eyes looked at me expectantly, and I had no clue how to answer.
 In one day, we had to leave for New York and put the plan in motion; my girl needed to stay here with Rosa. Disappointing my kid wasn't something I wanted to start our relationship with, but it seemed I had no choice. "Munchkin," I started, "I can't do it because Daddy needs to visit a friend." Her face fell, and immediately tears slid down her cheeks. "No, don't cry. I promise you, once I come back, I'll take you to any Avengers or convention you want." She shook her head, turned away from me, and sobbed louder, and I panicked.
 Before I could do anything else, Rosa and Sapphire joined us, their expressions confused. Kristina sprang to Sapphire and wrapped herself around her leg. "Daddy's going away and doesn't want to take me with him." Fucking what? That was the reason she cried? I thought it was because of the kid. "Can we go with him, Mommy?" Her pleading tone broke any reservations I had inside me, and I immediately thought about the kind of protection my apartment would need and how to provide eyes on her twenty-four seven. "Mommy, please? What if Daddy leaves and never comes back?" she cried again, which honestly made me a tad suspicious.  
 Sapphire looked lost and then raised her eyes to me with a question in them, and I nodded. "Okay, baby girl, we can go if you want. But you have to listen to everything we say, okay?"  
 Like magic, all her tears dried up, and she blew us kisses and then squealed, "New York has some of the biggest toy stores in the world. They have a Superman figure that Jason dreamed about. He said so!" And with that, she raced back to the house, clearly ready to pack.  
 Little manipulator. "Should I be worried my kid has an obsession with a boy who doesn't appreciate her?"  
 Sapphire chuckled and perched on my lap. "Gets it from her father, I guess."  
 Happiness filled me, and I tilted her head back to give her a soft, gentle peck on the lips, which slowly started to escalate to more until Rosa cleared her throat, interrupting us.  
 "So, does this mean we're going to New York? All of us?"  
 "Yes. I wouldn't leave you without protection." She jumped up and down and hooted loudly. "Finally, home at last." She did a little bounce and an excited fist pump. "Lots of opportunities to get laid." And just like Kristina, she disappeared inside the house. Yeah, over my dead body would her dreams come true.  
 "You should see your face right now." Sapphire laughed but then sobered up. "I was kind of worried when you went outside with Kristina."  
 My brows furrowed. "Why?"  
 She shrugged. "For a long time, it was just me and her, and when you comforted her… I don't know… I guess I felt jealous?" She covered her face with her hands and groaned into them. "I know it sounds awful, but I didn't want to share."  
 Removing her hands so she'd have a clear view of me, I spoke up. "It's normal. It's okay to feel a bit territorial about her attention; don't worry, you'll learn to share."  
 She raised her brow. "Really? Why am I the only one who has to share in this family? Everyone else seems to get what they want."  
 I helped her straddle my thighs as her hands wrapped around my neck. I brought her lips closer to mine and whispered against them, "Sweetheart, you can have whatever you want, as long as it includes me." My mouth muffled her giggle, and no sounds were made in the yard for a long time.
 

Houston, Texas, United States.
 Holding two roses in my hands, I slowly approached my parents' gravesites. The hot Texas summer was unusual weather for me, so my body dripped sweat, making my black shirt stick to my back and chest. Despite the heat, the cemetery blossomed with beautiful flowers and green grass. Behind it was a big forest, which made the area seem secluded and quiet, providing privacy for every family who visited.  
 I had never been in a cemetery, even when Vasya died, I couldn't go there. Somehow, the idea unsettled me, and I rarely argued with my gut. Besides, what was the point of visiting the dead? Their soulless bodies sure as fuck didn't need the company, and I found all those speeches laughable, the majority of them lies.  
 Yet when we flew over the Atlantic, all I could think about were my real parents, whom I remembered with only bright memories, and how Connor had sent me the location of their graves. He thought I might want to go.
 I didn't realize how much until my feet stepped on Houston ground. The city amazed me with its stylishness and wide-open spaces, which allowed me some degree of elusiveness even though it was a metropolitan area. Plus, it had thriving industry, and based on the reports I'd seen, the majority of the businesses that opened here were successful. Not to mention the delicious cuisine, art exhibitions, and prosperity. It reminded me of Irkutsk with its quiet yet powerful energy. The city offered one strength and courage, but not enough to be overwhelming. As much as I love everything about Russia, Moscow annoyed me with its population, fast-paced life, and constant restlessness.  
 Finally, I reached their graves; they were buried right next to each other, and their stones were gray granite with the words in Celtic font inscribed on them.
 

Lila Kristina Harrison

1959-1994

Beloved Wife.

Loving Mother
 

Jake Eugene Harrison

1956-1991

Beloved Husband

Loving Father 

 
 Complicated feelings washed over me, and I couldn't stand the weight of them as I sank to my knees in front of the stones.  
 Pain, anger, rage, more pain.
 Mostly agonizing pain that brought tears to my eyes as blurry images from my childhood played like a little movie in my head.
 Singing songs with Mom.
 Playing Robin Hood and Thief with Dad.
 Trips to the zoo with ice cream and corn on the cob.
 Lullabies.
 And love. I remembered their loving smiles, touches, kisses, and arms. Remembered the safety associated only with their arms, when the outside world couldn't hurt you, and only happiness existed. I placed my hand on my rapidly beating heart, as I took a deep breath, not allowing myself to cry.
 My hands caressed the stones, and I placed a single rose on each of them.  
 One for me.
 One for Damian.
 "I'm sorry I didn't make this trip sooner." My voice was hoarse and gruff from the depth of emotions spreading through me. "I thought it didn't matter, but it does. I promise you, everyone will pay for what they have done. I love you, guys." The words tasted strange in my mouth. I hadn't said them in a long time, but they deserved it.  
 Regret crept in when I thought about how Damian and I could easily have grown up here with loving parents, enjoying being heirs of an empire and actually experience living in Houston. Our childhood would have been filled with love, laughter, freedom, graduations, and weddings.  
 Life without nightmares.
 Life without deaths.  
 Life without revenge.
 Dusting my knees, I stood up, and with one last glance, started to my car. Wondering about what ifs was useless because time couldn't be taken back.
 Damian was Sociopath.
 I was Pakhan to the Russian mob.
 Nothing would ever change it, and somehow guilt slipped into my dark heart because our parents wouldn't have wanted such a life for us.  
 But it had happened.
 And it was time for revenge; this trip fueled the desire for it even more.





 

The man in the chair cried out in pain as I pressed hot silver on his back, leaving a big round burn mark. The familiar rush of adrenaline spread through me, and my lip curled in satisfaction and disgust. 


"Mercy," he whispered with a pain-filled breath and fuck if I didn't miss inflicting pain on all those sick fuckers who deserved it. They were all the same and begged with the same words too.

"Never," I answered, and with my knife, I started to write the names on his back, despite his constant groans and tears. 


"What do you want? Money? I have money. Lots of it. Just let me go, and you'll have whatever you want." His talk got on my nerves, so I pressed my gloved fingers on the burns on his back, making them hurt more, and he leaned forward as much as his chain restraints allowed. "Please, stop." The man burst into tears, sobbing like a little bitch. "It's about drugs? Tell Don I'll never take drugs again. I promise." I chuckled as if the thought of him doing drugs would ever be any of my concern. 


Alfonso Alamente, the right hand of the Italian mob family, someone Don had enormous trust and respect for. He was the father of three daughters, had been married to his childhood sweetheart for twenty years, and liked to play golf with his friends. He was a traditionalist, who believed in preserving Italian culture even in the States and went to church every Sunday. Nothing short of perfect. 


I finished writing on his back and moved in front of him. His bloody, watery eyes studied me, probably searching for any kind of clue. Not that it would help him. I wore a black shirt and jeans along with a black mask. He'd be dead by the end of it, so it didn't matter about my identity and it never did before, but due to my new scars, I took extra precautions. I had my family to think about. 


"Who hired you? Tell him, call him, do anything to let him know I'll never do it again." My mouth spread in a sinister smile that didn't reach my eyes; here it happened. He started to crack. The beauty of kidnapped and tortured cowards? In time, they couldn't withstand the pain, so they gave you any information they could think of without you asking for it. 


Alfonso Alamente might have been a perfect Italian family man who served the mafia religiously. But even as "perfect" a man as he was, he couldn't stand the allure of power, so he crossed his dear friend and created a side business. Human trafficking of women and children. 


I discovered it a few days ago as I collected information on everyone in Don's mob, even though he refused to investigate Alfonso. Of course, I hadn't listened and discovered a lot of interesting stuff, too bad for Don that it was usually the ones we trusted most who betrayed us. "I'll never touch the boys again. I didn't do it often anyway, but the new one was so pretty I couldn't resist. The devil made me do it." 


Before the action registered in my mind, my hand grabbed his neck in a tight hold and started to choke the life out of him. His face turned red, and he tried to gasp for breath, but couldn't. The red fog of anger and rage for all the boys he'd hurt blinded me, and only the memory of my own child who I wanted to protect from such people allowed me to let go of him as he desperately inhaled oxygen in his lungs. "It's not about the boys? S isn't angry with me?" I froze on the spot hearing the nickname because it hadn't been something I expected. Alfonso had direct contact with S? "Don finally found out it was me who helped him kidnap Rosa? I just wanted to expand the business; I did it for the mafia." 


Fuck.

This sick fuck was responsible for that too? Apparently he'd felt fearless after Sociopath disappeared, created a new trafficking ring along with new business partners. 


I slowly walked toward my table filled with knives from different parts of the world. From blades to kitchen knives. Each one of them was beautiful, made out of the finest silver and sharp as a razor. What I loved most about them though was the hurt and anguish they brought to my victims. 


I chose number five, a cropped middle-sized knife, and checked with my index finger its serrations on the side. The skin on my finger almost broke from the slight contact, and pleasure enveloped me in its haze. Perfect.

Like I said, cowardly men spilled all their secrets if it helped to save their life, and this man was of no use to me anymore. 


For the next hour, my dungeon was filled with cries from the man who got his dick cut off, fingers broken along with his toes, and finally ten stab wounds that killed him.

I picked a few pieces of his body, put them inside the box, and signed the address of his club where the cops would show up in exactly ten hours when they got the lead.

The world had to know.

S had to know.

Sociopath was fucking back, and this time, S wouldn't escape me.
 

Sapphire
 Glancing around Damian's penthouse, I couldn't help but murmur, "Nothing's changed."  
 He gave me an odd look. "Why would it?"
 "Um… because it's been five years?"  
 He shrugged. "Juanita was the one looking after it, not me. I never came here. Without you, what was the point?" His words warmed my heart as I thought about the few days we'd shared together here.
 Initially, my excitement couldn't be contained, considering New York was the city I grew up and spent my whole life in. When Damian's private jet flew above Manhattan, I couldn't help but glue my face to the window and watch with wonder. I thought I'd never see it again.  
 When we hit the ground, us girls didn't want to go home; instead, we explored the city, much to Damian's dismay, as he was worried for our safety.  
 We took lots of photos, visited several toy stores, Times Square, the Empire State building, and even made it to the Statue of Liberty. Finally, when Kristina was falling down on her feet, Damian was able to drag us to the apartment where Juanita greeted us with Mexican food and lots of hugs. She couldn't peel her eyes away from Kristina, and I could predict she'd spoil her rotten.  
 The next morning, Juanita took the girls to her favorite breakfast restaurant, claiming she had to spoil her granddaughters. Somehow, Rosa didn't protest much, even though she screamed left and right she was old enough to have sex.  
 "Where did you live all this time then?" I asked.
 "We constantly changed locations; plus, I was working on bringing down various organizations. Rosa stayed mostly with Luke in Houston."
  I nodded, and then noticed the bag beside the door and my brows furrowed. "Where are you going?" His eyes caught mine, and I understood everything at once.
 He was going after the main target. But why so soon? Reading my face, he elaborated, "I need to prepare everything in the dungeon, meet with Connor, and lie low for a few days. That's the reason I decided to go now." He caressed my cheek, and I leaned into his touch. "Make it safe for all my girls." Even though I knew that he had to do this, memories of our other goodbye flashed through my eyes when he promised me to take care of the problem, only for my father to shoot him. No matter how much I tried, the tight knot in my chest refused to loosen and trust my man to take care of himself this time.  
 Damian palmed my face and focused my attention on him. "Nothing is going to happen. I promise." I winced at his words, and he sighed heavily. "Okay, I give you my word that this time everything is going to be different. I'm not working alone anymore, remember?" I wrapped my arms around his neck and breathed him in, calming a bit. I never wanted to lose the comfort of his arms again. With a sigh, I placed my mouth on his, wanting to feel his kiss one more time before he left for God knows how long.
 

Damian
 Kissing her was like a drug. It was addictive and made my head spin, and although I knew it was fucking wrong—I had no time—nothing could have stopped me. I kissed her deep, pushing my tongue between her lips, seeking hers, and once I found it, we kissed long and hard. I wanted to devour her, bruise her mouth, so she would remember me for days. She circled her arms around me again, and I picked her up and put her on the counter.  
 Thank God, nothing was there; otherwise, it would've crashed to the floor, and that wouldn't make Juanita happy. I stepped between her legs and angled her head a bit to make the kiss deeper. She moaned, and the sound went straight to my cock, hardening it more if it were possible. I pushed my hands under her shirt and lightly ran my fingers over her ribs. I felt her shiver. She moved closer to me, and her pussy pressed against my cock. I couldn't have suppressed the groan, even if I'd tried.  
 "So beautiful," I whispered, as she laced her hands in my hair, crushing our mouths more. My hands traveled up to her full tits with their perky nipples. I took them between my fingers, rolled, and then pinched them enough to create friction but not enough to hurt. She whimpered into the kiss, pressing against my erection firmly. Suddenly, an overwhelming desire to taste her powered through me. I released her mouth, and she groaned in protest, but that was quickly replaced with one more moan when I lifted her shirt, exposing her round pink nipples. I leaned down and took one pointed peak in my mouth. I groaned at her taste, as my fingers played with the other. God, was that how heaven felt? She smelled of lavender and mint, something I always associated only with her. Sapphire responded instantly, attuned to my every touch, and I wanted more. I shifted to her other breast, and the whole time, she whimpered and raised her hips slightly, trying to close her thighs around me.
 "Stop," I growled and let go of her breasts. "When you are with me, I'm the one who gives you pleasure and decides when you can come." I know my voice sounded harsh, but I couldn't help it. "Do you understand?' She nodded and put her hands on the counter behind her as her beautiful blue eyes watched me with desire, lust, and love.
 She was the only person on the planet who could disarm me with just one look, one touch, one breath. My eyes studied her body. Her shirt was pushed up to her neck, and her sorry excuse for shorts exposed her thighs. I was dying to have those beautiful legs wrapped around my waist as I thrust home.
 "Please," she whimpered. I put my hands on her thighs and lightly caressed them, so it would feel like a feather's touch. "Please what?"
 "Please do something," she replied, almost making me smile. My little demanding creature.
 "Who are you asking to touch you, Sapphire?' I asked huskily and nipped her lips, traced my tongue around them, but leaned back when she tried to catch my mouth for one more kiss.  
 "You." She moaned again when I sank to my knees and started to put slow, small kisses on her stomach, always moving lower. I licked her belly button, which earned me yet another cry.
 "Me who? Whose head is between your thighs?" I lifted her ass a little and lowered the waistband of her shorts to discover she had gone commando. Didn't expect that from my girl. New York sure changed her dress habits.
 I had quite the frontal view of what I wanted. Her pussy bare and sleek to the touch.
 "Yours."  
 I licked slowly with my tongue from her belly button to the top of her opening. She smelled musky, and my mouth watered at the prospect of tasting her. I breathed slightly on her pussy, and it twitched.
 "Who?" I asked again, stilled my movements, and looked up. Her head was thrown backward; she breathed heavily, her nipples hard and swollen from my mouth. Her hands supported her back. She finally glanced down at me and licked her lips, and I wanted to kiss them all over again.
 "You, Damian, you are the one who is touching me."  
 I growled, satisfied with her answer, and leaned down.  
 With my thumbs, I opened up her pussy for my probing tongue. Her hips came up, but I grounded her with one of my hands on her stomach and whispered against her flesh. "Keep your fist in your mouth; I don't want anyone to hear your screams. They're meant only for my ears." She nodded, and I went down on her again. I licked around her clit, then moved lower, put my tongue inside her and then back up again. She tasted amazing, like bittersweet honey. I could have stayed on my knees forever. She started to push her hips back against my face slowly in a rhythm while putting one of her hands on my head, pressing me more firmly. If she wanted to get off on my face, who was I to argue?
 I knew she wanted me to focus on her clit, but I wasn't giving it to her. Instead, I kept probing her and then put one of my fingers inside.
 "Please let me." I knew she was asking me to let her come. And whatever she asked, she got. Keeping my finger inside her, I moved up slightly and sucked hard on her clit, and that was all it took for her to raise her hips, and even though she tried to hide it, her cry was loud enough for me to hear. I looked up to the sight I would never forget. I'd take it to my grave.  
 My girl was in the haze of her pleasure with satisfied eyes and an open mouth, trying to catch her breath after the pleasure I had given her. I was the only one who made her feel that way, no one else. Gently licking her folds one last time, I rose and kissed her hard on the mouth. She was numb in my arms, clearly yet to come down from her high, but her tongue was cooperating with mine. I knew my lips still held the taste of her, but it didn't seem to bother her. In fact, she groaned and deepened the kiss, sucking on my tongue.  
 I was painfully aware of my dick hurting behind my pants. I adjusted her shirt and shorts, then moved my lips to her neck. I placed gentle kisses there while she played with my hair. As much as I wanted to fuck her—no, not fuck her, make love to her—right then, it wasn't an option. It was about her getting off. "Nice way of saying bye," she murmured, and we both burst out laughing.  
 

New York, New York. 

 Massive doors opened in front of me, although I hadn't missed the confused and odd looks Don's guards were sending my way. Without comment, I entered the office where a lonely man sat at a poker table shuffling a deck of cards, a cigar between his fingers.  
 "Have to say I was intrigued when the head of the Russian Mob family asked permission to enter my city, and then for a private meeting. Even the late Vasya, may his soul rest in peace, never had such nerve." He had a gun on his left side and a glass of whiskey on his right. After one more inhale on his cigar, he raised his eyes to me. They widened in shock for a second, and then his face went completely blank. "I'll be fucking damned," he murmured, and then motioned for me to sit opposite him.  
 Once I rested my back on the chair, he raised his brows. Being Pakhan myself, I understood what he waited for. "I'm here to talk about your daughter." I saw no point in skirting the issue and decided to cut to the chase. I had no time for useless word games. Since he stayed silent and gave me no reaction whatsoever, I continued with my speech, "Her kidnappers will be taken care of by me personally."  
 Don picked up his glass, sipped, and a ghost of a smile appeared on his mouth. "I see," he replied. "So you came here to inform me about your intentions? Basically letting me know you'll find my baby girl, but then you'll take her away anyway?" Despite his smiles, his eyes stayed focused and sharp on me.  
 I placed my elbows on the table, pushed myself forward, and added, "She'll be mine, but she was yours first, right? I wouldn't keep her from you."  
 At this, he chuckled humorlessly and then threw away the glass he held. It shattered into tiny little pieces, leaving a brown stain on the wall.  
 "Boy, you have a lot of nerve coming here with demands." It didn't escape my notice he hadn't reached for his gun yet, so my body stayed relaxed.  
 "I do. Would you want someone else for her?"  
 He raised his brows in disbelief. "Sure as fuck not a Russian mob boss. Do you even understand how ridiculous this visit and conversation is? You won't find my daughter, so it's a moot point." He waved his hand dismissively. "Leave, and never approach me about this again."  
 His refusal to accept me as his daughter's future didn't really bother or surprise me, because honestly, what father would? I expected a lot of fighting, threats, and a desperate father grasping for straws of information regarding her whereabouts.
 Never once did he ask me where she was.
 Never once did he ask me how I even knew about her.
 Never once did anything shift in his expression, except his smile and the initial shock.
 And it only meant one thing.
 My brother got here first.
 "Damian," I said quietly, and his head jerked and shifted toward me from the papers. "Damian has her, doesn't he? That's why you are so calm about this, didn't threaten to gut me for thinking about Rosa. You've met my brother."  
 I couldn't fucking believe this! If he had her, Connor knew about it and never saw the need to warn me in advance that we had a female on board.  
 "I didn't know he had a twin." He leaned his head to the side, studying me. "He doesn't know you are alive. He thinks he lost you all those years ago."  
 My eyes narrowed as my hands fisted. Had Damian spread the stories of our childhood with everyone now? According to me, the past was so dirty and painful it absolutely had to stay hidden.
 "Don't talk about things you cannot possibly understand." My voice filled with warning surprised him. "Why does he have her?"  
 He huffed in annoyance and anger. "Because only he can protect her right now." Every possessive instinct in me rebelled at the idea of my Rosa finding protection with someone else. I fucking tried to calm the beast, but that was impossible considering his next words. "I think she has some kind of hero worship over him. Maybe even a crush."
 She had fucking what? Rosa could be in love with Damian, my brother with whom I shared a face?  
 Emmanuelle laughed. "Apparently that bothers you. Don't you want to claim her anymore?" he asked mockingly.
 Not want her? She was mine from the first glance.
 Maybe she had a crush on Damian or not; it didn't matter because my brother was just like me. He would never cheat on his woman. Sapphire was it for him.
 Like Mom was for Dad.

Rosa will quickly snap out of her little crush if she has one and fall irrevocably in love with me.  
 If Sapphire fell in love with Sociopath, Rosa could do it with Pakhan. My eyes glassed at the idea of how I could convince her, how I could have her body completely in my control.
 Emmanuelle growled, "Stop picturing my daughter naked." Without responding to his order—because not fucking happening—I grabbed the deck of cards and raised it.  
 "Poker game. If I win, you'll give me permission to be with her, or at least have a chance to win her heart."  
 "And if you lose?"
 "I will stay away from her and forget she exists."  
 He sat more comfortably on his chair, lit his cigar, and exhaled a cloud of smoke. "No one has won a poker game against me for over twenty years."  
 I gave him my most dangerous smile as my hands placed the cards in front of us, arranging them according to the rules of the game. "You've never played with me."  
 He picked them up and, for the first time, his grin reached his eyes. "Had you not come for my daughter, I might have actually liked you for your cockiness."
 "Can't really say the same for you."  
 He chuckled, and for the next two hours, we played the most important game of my life.





 

"Connor, are you testing my patience?" I asked calmly, barely restraining myself from choking him, a constant desire in his presence as I discovered over the last three years. 


"Damian, you can't do whatever the fuck you please wherever you go. You killed almost an entire organization again, thankfully without leaving any notes. You need to stop or we'll never catch them," he shouted, pacing Luke's office. 


"Stop? Are you out of your fucking mind? They rape innocent kids!" His face transformed to anger as he stopped and his hands fisted at his sides. "I know that. Trust me, some of the shit I see on the job would make even you look like a saint." His words didn't explain his behavior to me at all. 


"So if you know as you claim, why do you want me to stop?" 


"Because, despite your careful moves, S feels something is up and hasn't lost his focus. We need him to become careless, and he won't unless you stop killing his people." 


"Allowing men to torture and kill innocent kids?" My voice turned dangerously low, almost daring him to admit the truth, and his eyes narrowed. 


"Don't make me the villain here."

"If something barks like a dog—" 


He stepped forward, ready to deliver a blow when we stopped short at Luke's deadly voice. "You better not get into another fight, boys. Wouldn't really like kicking your asses again." The old man entered the office and sat on his worn-out black chair, and then he shifted his eyes from me to Connor. "The FBI agent here is right. We won't catch him until he is no longer on guard." Before I could add something, he continued, "But Sociopath here is right too. Allowing them to mistreat kids under our watch is unacceptable." Connor ran his hands through his hair, pulling on the blond strands.

"Is that your solution or advice, Luke? Because I don't know if you noticed, but it didn't really have a solution in it." 


The old man lit the cigar and inhaled with pleasure. "The ex-soldier in me cannot support sitting and doing nothing." 


Connor's face darkened in fury. "So essentially, you're supporting him." He pointed his index finger at me. "Being fully aware that our chances at finding S and Richard are slim to none. He has killed what… fifty men in the last few years? How many of them spoke about S's identity? That's right, none. This leads us nowhere, and one man is not enough to fight an entire organization." 


"Spoken like a true FBI agent," I mocked, and he slammed his fist on the table, surprising both Luke and me, considering he rarely showed any emotional outbursts. 


"I am one. It's an ultimatum, guys. I'm not asking anymore. I'm fucking tired of going against my conscience time and time again. You think no laws apply to you. We all know without my help, you don't have half the necessary resources. And I actually want to see the fucker behind bars and be punished for what he does." 

 Just who the fuck did he think he was? "You have no authority here," I said. 


He smirked, although no traces of humor were evident in his eyes. "Actually, I do. I'm fucking fed up with you running around doing shit for the greater good when in fact you're just harming the process." His eyes held mine in a tight grip. "And if you ever want to see Sapphire, I suggest moving on. Because continuing with your plan leads nowhere, and sure as fuck, I don't want them being part of this." Grabbing him by his collar was a reflex, but this time, he removed my hands, showing strength I hadn't expected. 


He stood in front of me and fiercely fought for his point of view, and the kid never did that.

Why would this man fight his family—for that was what we had become—for the greater good?

Or for the woman?

I shared a look with Luke, who had the same wistful expression as I did. Taking a deep breath, I pushed aside the boy from the cell who craved revenge and focused on a man who had become like a brother to me through all these years we spent together, not to mention saving him back in the cell. "Connor, who are you trying to protect?" The muscle in his jaw ticked as an indifferent mask fell over his face. 


"No one. I care about the mission." 


Luke raised the photo in his hand. "And her?" I hadn't recognized the blonde and blue-eyed woman there, and before I could search for details, Connor snatched it from his hand and shoved into his back pocket. 


"Leave her out of it," he growled. "Honey is off limits. I mean it, Luke." My eyes darted from him to Luke and everything finally clicked into place.

Honey Beckett was the newest addition to their FBI team from foster care, she'd turn eighteen in a year, and right now, they used all her hacker talents to their own advantage. She didn't really have any other choice, considering they'd just lock her up otherwise. Normally, an FBI agent had to be twenty-three years old and have a bachelor degree, so they couldn't recruit her just yet. But her gifts with computers were too good to ignore, so they gave her an ultimatum after she almost hacked their system for "fun." 


Hermit would be the best word to describe her. From my background research, I'd found she had no friends, no hobbies, and rarely wandered outside. Perky glasses, oversized clothes, boyish looks. After I'd considered all those facts, I never thought she'd create a problem for us with Connor. He went for busty, sophisticated brunettes, and rarely spent his nights alone. For me personally, it was hard to understand his desire to screw every woman in sight. 


"I don't see why we have to listen to you," Luke answered, relaxing his back into the chair, not taking his hard stare from Connor. The old man had no wife of his own. According to him, he never met a woman worth enough to take a chance on, so he probably didn't understand how unwise it was to poke Connor.

"She's a kid. Every time I lie so she'll give us information, I'm putting her in danger. I became her friend and this"—he waved his hand wide—"doesn't feel right. That's why I want you to listen to my plan and see the logic in it," he finished with resignation and tiredness in his voice. 


I couldn't imagine allowing kids to suffer more, but I also couldn't ignore my friend's pain, so pushing aside all the troubled feelings inside me, I placed my hand on his shoulder and replied, "Tell us about it." His surprised eyes locked with mine, and I noticed gratefulness in them. He motioned for me to sit opposite Luke as he started to pace yet again.

"After John's death, they were very careful. They chose a few brothels through different mafia names to open up, but we quickly got rid of those." We both nodded, and he continued. "They don't feel safe about expanding their organization or contacting anyone about it. We need to give them that, but also a reason. I spoke with Melissa, and she agreed with the plan. We know their next location; we'll go the full FBI route, not send you to end their lives. This will stop them for a while, and they will look for investors, and then we'll finally have an opportunity to get them."

"This does sound good. But why would Melissa help us?" Luke wondered, and Connor huffed annoyingly, although I was curious too. She did help us before, but then Connor fucked her, and she kind of fell in love with him. After she understood that our boy here was the "hit it and quit it" type, she made his life at work a living hell and almost never gave him her support. She assigned someone else to the case, but no one was as good as her. Melissa was a true professional when it came to the field. It was why her behavior after their one-night stand surprised me. 


"Her sister was killed in human trafficking back when Melissa was kid. It outweighed my fiasco. For her, in a way, it's a personal mission too." He sighed heavily. "Believe it or not, convincing everyone was exhausting." The plan seemed like it could work, and if it didn't, I would kill those fuckers.

But running around looking for S my whole life wasn't an option either. I had a family I wanted to spend the rest of my life with, so all this bullshit got on my nerves. 


Sociopath never asked for help and never listened, but I wasn't that man anymore. That man had no clue there was something more important in life than death and revenge; he had no idea about the love of a woman who he couldn't live without. 


"Okay, Con." Relief washed over him, and he pressed his forehead against the table.

"You have no idea how happy I am to hear that." He swallowed loudly. "Emotions suck." 


I chuckled. "Depends how you look at it. That bad?" 


"You have no idea." Then he turned his head to me. "After the mission is done, the address will be waiting for you in your room. Destroy it. Also this." He took out a white envelope from the inside pocket of his jacket. "Thought you might want to see them." Lifting his chin to Luke, he left the room to put the plan in motion, and my eyes stayed glued to the glossy picture of a laughing Sapphire on the beach holding an adorable three-year-old girl.
 

Damian
 "This is ridiculous, Connor." His stare never wavered from mine.
 "Two days, Damian, I'm asking for two days. They have a gala dinner tonight. My contact will get whatever is needed for us to lock them up. Then they'll be delivered to you on a silver platter, and you can have them. For one hour. I know you don't believe in FBI or anything it stands for, but I do." My brows furrowed.  
 "Who's 'them?" As much as it always pleased me to torture fuckers, I didn't need any distractions from S and from what I had planned for him.
 "Richard and S." The fucking brother of that fucker? The one who shattered my brother day after day back in the cell? Who left his marks of ownership on skin where they didn't belong?
 I felt the familiar rush and buzz in my ears as anticipation for my next target hit me, creating an almost pleasurable sensation through me. My palms sweated, body shivered, and my mind played different scenarios of how their bodies could be mutilated.  
 Connor was clear. I could do whatever the fuck I wanted as long as the fuckers stayed alive to rot in prison. With my experience, it was no hardship.  
 Two more days. "Fine, if I'm getting both of them, I can wait. Wish I hadn't left my family then."  
 Something flashed through his eyes that I couldn't quite capture, but my mind went on high alert.  
 "Don't go back. She'll just be worried. Nothing will happen to them," he vowed, but something wasn't right.
 The pitch of his voice, not wanting to meet my eyes when the subject of my family came up, and his shifting in place. Shrugging it off as his nerves and desire to keep women away from the business side of it, we shook hands on the side of the cliff on the Hudson River, where it almost ended five years ago. He sprinted back to his car and drove in the direction of the town, as I climbed on my bike and rode to my dungeon to get everything ready.
 Two days.
 Just two days before I kept my promise to my brother.
 Two days.
 All that separated me from a blissfully happy life with Sapphire and Kristina.  
 Two more days.  
 

Connor
 "Do what we agreed on, Dom."  
 Silence greeted me on the other end of the line, and then, "Are you sure? You do understand he might never forgive us."  
 I chuckled humorlessly. "We don't have a choice," I said tiredly, because all this shifting between brothers, keeping secrets fucking everywhere, and going essentially against the system exhausted me beyond reason. I thanked my lucky stars Damian quickly agreed to wait a bit more. I thought it would take more time to convince him. Once the motherfuckers were caught, I'd apply for a much-needed vacation.
 Preferably with Honey by my side, not that she wanted anything to do with me after our night together a few months back. She had turned nineteen last night, and despite her "silent" treatment, I tried to reach out to her, but she flat out ignored all my calls.  
 "You repeat that a lot lately." Dom's voice grew annoyed, bringing me back to our conversation, and for the first time, I didn't give a fuck.
 "Yeah, well those are the rules of the game you guys don't want to face."
 "If something happens to them or to him—"
  I finished the threat for him. "I'll pay for it with my life." Not wanting to prolong this conversation even more, I hung up the phone and begged everything that was holy for the plan to go smoothly.
 About fucking time to end it.
 

Midnight
 

Dominic
 The glass door closed behind me as I faced Benjamin and Richard Hill again, both of them sitting comfortably on their chairs as their hawk's eyes studied my every move.  
 With indifference, I took a seat on the couch and sipped the champagne I'd held from the time I entered the gala downstairs.  
 "Are you enjoying the evening?" S asked, smoking his cigar.
 "Not my scene." Leaning forward, I narrowed my eyes. "Names." Enough was fucking enough, he tried to intimidate me by making me wait all this time, but it only annoyed me. I didn't want to stay here any longer than necessary.
 "How do you guarantee us that you are all in? For all we know, you work for the cops or the FBI," Richard barked, probably still pissed after the kick to the stomach he got.
 "I know how to do business." My eyes traveled to his brother. "And I have some information that might solve one of the biggest problems you have as of now." S's eyes lit up with interest, he crossed his legs and waved his hand in front of him.
 "I'm listening."  
 Hooked.
 Later, holding the folder with all the associates, locations, and money transfers that I automatically sent to Melissa, I wondered about the second part of the plan we just put in motion.
 And only one thought ran in my mind over and over again.
 Damian would never forgive us.
 

Sapphire
 "Don't go too far, sweetie!" I yelled to Kristina, who happily bounced around the big playground in the park, soaking up all the attention from the kids and 'new adventures' as she called them. To my surprise, the whole playground had a Pirates of Caribbean theme, with ships painted brown, golden hooks, ropes to swing on, and some treasures to play with. The sandbox had several makeshift sharks and stairs above to play on, so whoever fell inside would be "eaten" alive. Truth be told, had I been a kid myself, I'd probably go nuts in there as well. She blew me a kiss accompanied by a wink, and a chuckle next to me snapped my attention from her.
 Juanita's eyes sparkled anytime they landed on my baby girl. She resumed the knitting she'd put on the bench we occupied. "Just like her father," she murmured. "He and Dominic loved to dress as pirates as kids, although when they were little, this didn't even exist." Her mention of Damian's dead twin surprised me, and it must have shown on my face as she patted my hand. "He was a good boy, my Dom. So full of life and happiness, he was carefree. Had he had the chance to grow up, he'd be a fine man who'd light up the whole world with his presence." She wiped tears from her eyes and smiled sadly. "I'm sorry, sweetheart. My heart has made peace with the fact that he is gone, but sometimes all those memories rush back. Especially now, when I see your little angel. Despite being a girl, she reminds me a lot of her late uncle."  
 "Damian wasn't as happy?" I asked carefully, wondering if his dark demeanor wasn't only a result of years held in captivity. She shook her head; her eyes unfocused in thought.
 "He was at peace. He preferred to be quiet and do his own thing, although he often helped Dom, who liked to get into impossible situations. Then my boy came back, and he wasn't at peace anymore. He had similar traits to the boy I knew, but with a difference of palpable rage that couldn't find a satisfactory outlet."  
 Although my mind told me to let go, I just couldn't. So I asked, "Is it gone now?"  
 She grabbed my hand and squeezed it, while her voice filled with sadness. "We both know what will calm it down. Never doubt he loves you, but… the peace will never come until the monsters of his nightmares are gone. Even if it breaks my heart, I can't judge him for that." She sighed quietly and resumed her knitting, leaving me to my complicated feelings.
 It had been two days since he left to finish whatever he had to do, and those were restless days. Not knowing anything about him, with no contact, it just wasn't something that made me happy. Ultimately, love was most probably about sacrifice, so my morals and conflicted heart had to deal with the idea of him being gone for days to torture men.
 Connor was supposed to give us invisible guards, so we were free to do whatever we pleased. We were fortunate enough to purchase tickets to the Broadway show, Beauty and The Beast, and of course, Kristina couldn't contain her excitement and wonder. She begged us to stay behind to get a photo and autographs, and although I tried to explain that wasn't how it was done, to our surprise, the main cast, Belle and Beast, decided to pose for some photos, and she ended up happy.
 Rosa moaned and begged for more shopping, so while Kristina and Juanita visited another toy store, we explored Fifth Avenue to study the newest fashions. Although I grew uneasy in crowded places, everywhere people were rushing somewhere, and no one paid much attention to anyone.
 This bugged me too. Would Damian want to stay in New York once everything was over? I remembered the girl who loved it here; the city mesmerized me, and I soaked up every minute spent here. In my first year in North Carolina, I almost couldn't stand the steady way of life and people always in your business.  
 But this trip only showed me how much I'd become part of our small coastal town with warm smiles, yards, beaches, barbecues, and a peaceful way of life where I didn't try to stay caught up with the rhythm.  
 "Mama, look!" My eyes rose to Kristina, who climbed up on the ship, waved her hands and jumped on the rope as a gasp left my mouth. Clenching my hand to my chest, I stood up and walked to her as she bounced up and down on it, clearly having a blast after scaring me shitless.  
 "Baby girl, this is for older kids. Don't do it again."  
 She rolled her eyes. Since when did she roll her eyes so much at me? Then she whispered, "Mama, I'm a fearless pirate. You cannot question my power in front of the crew." I watched other kids doing all sorts of things, and they had some "make believe" going on. Was she the captain? Before I could ask any questions, she shushed me. "Mama, sit back with Grandma Juanita, please. It's embarrassing," she concluded dramatically. With a shake of my head, I slowly walked back and noticed Rosa on a swing close to Juanita as she popped another brownie into her mouth. The girl had an appetite; she either read or ate. Or danced. Probably how she kept that body of hers in shape.  
 "Didn't you plan to finish the series?"  
 She shrugged. "I grew bored, decided to hunt you down. Nice playground." More likely, she was scared of staying alone in the house. After what had happened to her, she'd never sought any therapy, so no wonder she had all those phobias. Her story was awful, and despite not having the scars on her face anymore, she still rubbed her cheek and forehead from time to time as her eyes glassed over, indicating she was somewhere else.  
 "Yeah, Kristina is excited." Her loud squeals of joy caused rounds of laughter from all three of us.  
 Suddenly, my phone vibrated in my jeans pocket. My brows furrowed because Annie knew not to contact me, and Damian said he wouldn't call. A glance at the screen showed an unknown number, but what if he had to use a prepaid phone? My hands shook as I answered on the fourth ring, the flashback of a similar phone call after everything went to shit so vivid in my head.
 "Hello?" I calmed a bit, congratulating myself for not indicating my emotions to whoever called.
 "Sapphire." A voice from the past.  
 "Uncle Benjamin?" How did he know my number? The sleazy man was never someone I wanted to talk to. Why would he call me anyway? "How did you get my number?" Fear settled in the pit of my stomach, as my intuition told me something was off.
 "How much do you love that pretty little girl of yours?" My heart stopped as I felt the blood drain from me, leaving me pale. Juanita and Rosa joined me with worried expression on their faces. "Say… more than your Sociopath?" My eyes quickly scanned for Kristina, as she sat in the sandbox studying the sharks. "You're watching her now, good. Have you seen the red light on her?"  
 Red light? Only then did I see the red spot on her forehead. If it had not been for the adrenaline in me to save my child, I would have collapsed there on the spot.
 A sniper’s mark.  
 Benjamin chuckled at my sharp intake of breath. "Always a smart girl. So here's what you will do. Tell those women to go home, then pick up your girl and come to the black Mercedes parked next to the sidewalk. That way no one will get hurt. But if you don't listen, your kid's head will be blown off. Five minutes, Sapphire."  
 "Why?" I asked, dreading his answer because subconsciously I had put two and two together. Seemed like all my childhood was filled with child molesters and men without souls. And they called my love a monster.  
 "You'll figure it out on your own." With that, the line went dead as I fisted my hand. Breathing heavily, I understood his threat.  
 A man like him had no morals; they would kill Kristina and anyone who stood in their way. Where the hell were Connor and his men when we needed them so much?
 My eyes focused on Juanita and Rosa, as I said, "You need to go home. Now. And fast." Juanita's eyes grew with fear as she darted toward Kristina, but I stopped her with my hand. "No, she and I stay. Go."  
 Rosa shook her head. "No, Sapphire, No!"  
 "She has a sniper mark on her. He will kill her. It's him."  
 Her lips trembled, because she understood how powerless we were against them. With one last look at Juanita, I ran to my Kristina, picked her up in my arms as she wiggled in displeasure, and shoved her head to my chest, covering her from the deadly aim as much as possible. "Mommy, no. I want to play."
  She began to cry, and I patted her back. "Shh, be quiet." The man standing by the car wearing glasses was a muscled mountain, who could probably squish me with one arm. His face held a permanent snarl. He pushed us inside without any gentleness, and we ended up on the seat opposite two men who greeted us with sinister, dirty smiles that instantly made me wish for a hot shower.
 "Time to kill your lover boy." Closing my eyes for a second, I prayed to God not to be put through the same thing I went through all those years ago.

Where are you, Damian? You promised me.
 How could he put me through all this again?
 

Dominic 

 Rosa rushed after Sapphire, making me curse as I exited the car and stopped her by the waist right before she was seen. Although I bargained with them for her, who the fuck knew what they would have decided had she tried to stop them. She struggled against my hold, as I got distracted inhaling her sweet scent and enjoyed the feel of her in my arms for the first time.  
 My sweet girl.
 "Let go of me, you fucking piece of shit," she screamed, and I grimaced when her mouth proved to be less than sweet. I spun her around swiftly. Her tits pressed against me and her eyes grew huge once she had the time to study my face. "Who are you?" She placed her hands flat on my chest and tried to push, but I wouldn't budge. "You aren't Damian."
 "No."  
 Then she blinked rapidly and whispered, "Dominic?" And because she knew my name, and how my body reacted to her despite the danger looming over us, I pressed a hard kiss against her stunned mouth, almost moaning in pleasure at the softness of her lips. Letting go of her, I removed the cross from my neck and gave it to her. "Keep it." She frowned. "Don't follow them. It's dangerous. Connor and I will handle this problem. Leave with Juanita."  
 A loud gasp from behind her confirmed the old woman heard everything as her eyes drank me in. "Dominic."
 Emotions.
 She was part of my memories, but there simply was no time for this. "Go home and stay there. Now." I wasn't satisfied until she nodded, and with that, I jumped back in the car as Vitya sped after S's vehicle.
 Game fucking over for S was coming.





 

"The house sucks," Rosa whined, as she dragged her suitcase on the porch, while the white headphones dangled from her neck. Did she ever go anywhere without them? "And no offense to the bitch or anything, but I really prefer a bigger megapolis. I'd die out of boredom here." We entered the house, and she fell on the couch, folding her arms and sending daggers my way. I took the glass, poured some cold water from the fridge, and focused my entire attention on the yard beside ours where a beautiful woman played with her child.

The woman's silky ebony hair shone brightly in the sun as she tilted her head back, blowing air bubbles through the tube as her daughter clapped her hands and giggled loudly in excitement. They sat on the green grass, both wearing jean shorts and pink T-shirts, barefoot. They seemed happy and carefree, and I couldn't help but long to join them and envelop them in my arms and never let them go.

Sapphire.

My Sapphire.

If only I was a better man.

"With my scars finally gone, I thought you'd give me the chance to date," Rosa continued, and the happiness in her tone couldn't be ignored.

She got the plastic surgery done on her some months ago, which eliminated all the scars on her face as though they'd never been there. Don insisted on doing it right after we moved to Luke, but I took my time, not wanting to attract any attention to us in case someone wanted to find her through it. Kit Davis was one of the best plastic surgeons in the world, and he'd found the time for us just recently. And since the work was very neat, as I didn't want any traces of the horrific experience left on her skin to remind her of it, I wanted only the best. "What was the point of it?" Furrowing my brows, I glanced back at her with annoyance, considering she took my attention from the perfect view.

I replied in a colder tone than usual, "I wasn't aware we'd done it to improve your sex life. Be grateful, Rosa." She blushed, and remorse filled her eyes. She opened her mouth, probably to apologize, when the doorbell rang. 


About fucking time. 


I marched the few steps to the door and opened it swiftly where a teenager stood, holding a ventilated container. 


"Mr. Reed?" he asked. I nodded, and he handed me the paper along with a pen. "Could you please sign here?" I quickly put my signature, tipped him a twenty, and snatched the container from him. 


"What did you order?" Rosa joined me, her eyes curious and a bit cautious, which wasn't surprising due to the whimpering sounds and movements. 


"A puppy." 


Her mouth hung open so wide, I thought her jaw would hit the floor. "This is, like, super cool." She reached inside to pat it, but I stopped her.

"It's not for us."

"Oh. Who is it for then?"

"For my family." And with those words, I went out to put my plan in motion.
 

Damian
 "Drop your weapons, Sociopath. We have your woman and child. You can't get away from this," the voice from my darkest nightmares spoke, and I couldn't believe my eyes.  
 Benjamin Hill was S? Rage ran through me, as I remembered meeting him all those years ago at John's party that gave me Sapphire. Not any document, not any leads ever traced back to him. Not one shred of evidence indicated his involvement in this mess, yet alone being the main orchestrator. I had paid attention to names first, then to faces, and since his name never came up, I'd had no reasons to spy on him. That day at the party, Erik acted sleazy toward Sapphire and my entire focus was on him, although something had bugged me when I looked into the fucker's eyes.  
 I now understood what. They shared the same eyes. And mostly I saw him naked, through the haze of smoke and closed my eyes to disconnect. We'd never shared a conversation, and it was my mistake. My greatest enemy was right under my nose, and I never knew it.
 How fucking brilliant.
 Richard stood in front of him, one of them pointing the gun at me, and the other held one to Sapphire's head as Kristina cried in her arms.
 My family.  
 They had my family and threatened them. A silver knife still in my hand, I took a step toward them, but they stopped me with an upheld hand. "I'll kill her without remorse, boy toy," S said, and my hands fisted.
 "I'm no fucking boy to you."  
 He smiled disgustingly, scanning my appearance as a glimmer of lust shimmered in his eyes. "Yes, you turned out fine." Three massive men barged in, holding gasoline containers in their hands, as S commanded, "Spread it everywhere; don't leave a dry corner. Burn this fucking shit to the ground."  
 Sapphire kicked him, and she tried to turn to me, but he hit her with the gun and snatched Kristina from her arms. Sapphire fell to the ground, unconscious, and I roared in outrage, not caring about the guns pointed at me.  
 "Help us," the brothers ordered. One of the men took a swing at me, but I ducked my head and kicked him instead, and then I disarmed another one while the third one grabbed a knife. He swiped it at me as I kept stepping back and shifting to the side, but as hard as he tried, he couldn't get hold of me.  
 I noticed my blade under the table, and I took the first steps to get it when Kristina screamed in horror. "Don't touch me."  
 My head spun in her direction. Noticing Alfred's hand on her neck, a red haze of rage overwhelmed me. Unfortunately, because of my shifted attention, it gave the third man an opening to wrap a metal chain around my neck and choke me while the other two pummeled my stomach, face, and legs.  
 My head was dizzy, my legs weakened as the metal dug into my neck, and at some point, my eyes shut and the world faded away.
 

Connor
 Racing my car to Damian's dungeon, I cursed my department and everyone involved in this fucked-up strategy that put Damian and his family in mortal danger. Dominic gave them the location last night in the gala to gain their trust per my instruction, along with information about who Damian was. As fucked-up as it sounded, Damian and Sapphire became bait. Since no photos were attached, they couldn't make the connection of Dom being the other twin. I prayed I wouldn't be too late to save them, and even if none of them ever spoke to me again, at least they would live happily ever after.
 

Dominic
 The dungeon burned from every direction as I noticed S along with Richard getting away with a sobbing little girl, their bodyguards hurrying along with them.
 Kristina.  
 Since Connor hadn't shown up yet, I didn't have a choice but to run at them, knocking them down as Vitya followed me closely.
 "What the ever-loving fuck are you doing, Konstantinov?" S asked suspiciously but then groaned in pain as my fist connected with his abdomen. This allowed me to quickly take the child away from him and throw her to Michael, who was running just behind us. He caught her flawlessly and cradled her to the crook of his neck, patting her back gently.  
 Richard pointed his gun at me. "He is the fucker's brother. Just look at them! The other twin. Tasty twin." He licked his lips and repulsion threatened to get the better of me, but I shoved it back down and kicked the gun away, utilizing the distraction. Vitya handled S, as I pointed the gun at Richard and shot his leg, feeling no remorse as sirens were heard in the distance.  
 In a few minutes, Connor raced toward us, cursing. "You couldn't wait for me?"  
 Shaking my head, I gave him the gun. "Take care of the kid," I said to my men. "They are trapped inside. I need to help them. Call an ambulance and the fire department." Not waiting for his answer, I rushed inside, praying for the first time in a long while that my brother and his woman would be okay, and I'd be able to help them.  
 Losing them was not an option.





 

"Damian, come on!" Dominic whispered, shaking his brother awake. "We need to go now." Damian murmured something and turned to his side, covering his face with a blue blanket with car prints on it. Dominic exhaled heavily and tried again, with the same result. With no other choice, he shouted louder right into his ear. "Wake up." Jolted awake, Damian breathed heavily. He scratched his head, confused.

"Dominic, what are you doing?" Dominic's eyes watered.

"Something is wrong. Mommy and Daddy are screaming." Only then, Damian heard the sound of breaking glass and loud grown-up voices, not all of them belonging to their parents. Dominic grabbed his hand and pushed him under the bed, murmuring along the way. "Let's hide, like Daddy taught us. Remember what he said?" 


Damian nodded. "Always hide if strangers are in the house unannounced." They both settled on their stomachs under the bed, breathing heavily as their small hands tightened into fists. 


"Damian." His brother looked at him with fear in his eyes, biting his lip. "What if they don't leave?" Damian placed his hand over Dominic's, and they connected as only twins could. Without any words, Dominic rested his head on their joined hands as they waited for the hell to pass.

Suddenly, everything became quiet, and they stilled as smiles started to spread on their relieved faces. "Let's go check on Mom and Dad," Dominic said excitedly, and before Damian could stop him, he slid out of hiding. The minute he stood up, their door opened, slamming against the wall loudly. The light from the hallway lit up Dominic as two men entered the room. "Well, well, if that isn't Jake's little bastard." Dominic screamed and tried to get away but was quickly grabbed up. "We could sell you." His brother yelled, calling for Mom and Dad.

"Weren't there two of them?" another male voice mused. 


"Maybe we got the wrong information. Let's get the hell out of here before that stupid bitch wakes up." Damian saw their feet move toward the door, and he clenched his eyes shut.

His heart beat faster, tears slid down his cheeks, and he tried as much as he could not to make any noise. But sounds of Dominic crying couldn't be ignored, and despite fear running through his trembling body, he slid out too. One of the men who wore masks and gloves noticed him, and his lips curled up in a sleazy smile. "Here is the other one."

They were taken away from their home and sold to a human trafficking ring within twenty-four hours.

Life as they knew it was over, but Dominic's guilt never went away. Because through all those years, his brother was the one who saved him and sacrificed himself.

He just hoped that one day he could return the favor, even if it meant him dying instead of his brother.
 

Damian 

 Pain.
 Agonizing pain burning through my body woke me up, and my lungs immediately filled with the smoke surrounding me.  
 Fire.
 Shaking my head from the fogginess, I tried to get up, but my legs wouldn't move. No matter what I did, they didn't respond. As soon as my eyes adjusted to the haze around me, I spotted a huge piece of wood pinning my legs. I sat up and tried with all my strength to push it away, but it was useless.  
 Blood slowly dripped from my forehead to my cheeks and lips. My callused hands were covered in blisters. How could this happen?
 Sapphire.
 My eyes searched for her as the fire spread more rapidly. I saw her silky black hair lying across the bench. She appeared unconscious. The orange flames surrounding us moved dangerously closer, heading toward her body.
 No!
 "Sapphire." Her name came out as a hushed whimper. No matter how hard I tried to clear my throat, I couldn't speak any louder. After the accident five years ago, talking with more volume was a luxury I couldn't afford. How I wished to shout just then to make the woman I loved open her eyes so we could run with our little one.  
 Then the terrified scream filled the air, and my body froze in fear.
 "Daddy!" Kristina cried out somewhere from my right. "Daddy, help me! He wants to take me away." She started crying and kept on screaming my name. A man's laugh echoed in the warehouse, and the familiar sound of flesh being slapped created burning rage inside me. My hands fisted and once again, with a loud cry, I pushed the wood, but it didn't even budge.
 He couldn't have her.
 He wouldn't have her.
 My little girl.  
 "See, boy? You can never win with me. Now your precious daughter will know what it's like to make me happy."  
 Kristina whimpered, and in a second, I heard the door shut loudly, trapping us inside.
 My child.
 S had my child.
 No!
 "I'm sorry, baby girl," I whispered. "Daddy is so sorry."
 No matter what I did, she'd have those nightmares for the rest of her life.
 And unfortunately, I was powerless to stop them.
 My eyes started to close again when a figure in black appeared out of nowhere in front of me and kneeled near the wood that had me pinned. He grabbed it, and with all his might pushed, breathing heavily. "Okay, Damian. Listen, I'll push it up as much as I can, and you have to move your legs back quickly before it falls down again. This shit is too heavy." I didn't recognize his voice, yet somehow he sounded familiar to me. And how the fuck did he know my name? I couldn't ignore his help though and pointed at the far end where my woman lay.  
 "Help her first; the fire is spreading to her hair."  
 The stranger shook his head. "She's fine. If we don't move your legs now, you might lose them or the use of them. We need you to walk, even if slowly."  
 I didn't want to agree with what he was saying, because protection of my woman always came first, but if I wanted to get my daughter back, I needed my legs.  
 His hands grabbed the wood again, and he asked, "Ready?" I nodded. "On three. One, two, three." He lifted it with one loud cry, and with my hands, I pushed my lower body back, but my legs hurt like a fucking bitch. "Move faster, Damian." He spoke through gritted teeth, his voice indicating he would lose his grip soon. Gathering all my strength, with my family on my mind, I rolled over, dug my nails in, and crawled, pulling myself forward. I got my feet clear right before the beam collapsed on the floor with a loud boom, and unfortunately, it brought more problems. It created a domino reaction among the other wooden studs supporting the structure. They had been weakened by the fire, and one by one, they started to fall. "Try to sit up, man. I'll get her." He rushed toward Sapphire, allowing me to see the open door I hadn't noticed before. Through the smoke, I could see the second doorway he came from and it was closer to me. I watched as he picked up Sapphire and carefully stepped around the spreading fire.
 I sat up and cried in pain, as my legs throbbed excruciatingly. My right leg was broken. "I can't walk. Get her out of here." The stranger probably worked for Connor, and if this rescue proved anything, it was that he was capable of handling S and his tricks. "I'll slow you down, and this shit could collapse any minute now." As it was, the ceiling already burned and it was harder to breathe with each second. "Fucking go!" I shouted, although my voice was more of a fucking whisper. Instead of listening to me, he put her in a standing position, pressed a certain place on her neck, and Sapphire sprang awake with a loud gasp and cough.  
 The man held her head between his hands. "Hey, Sapphire." She screamed and tried to get away from him, probably mistaking him for one of S's men. He shook her hard. "Listen to me. Damian is sitting there." He pointed at me, and she spun her head toward me and gasped again. "Walk toward the door and I'll help him out." She started toward me, but he stopped her. "If you want to help him, go to the fucking door." She hesitated for a second but then ran in the direction he showed her. He then came to me, kneeled, and helped to place my arm over his shoulder. We stood up, both breathing heavily.  
 The wood around and above us cracked, and several flaming timbers fell down, but the man was quick enough to shift us from danger. "Come on, just a little more, Damian." Why did he sound so familiar? His body was the same size as mine, not to mention his whole demeanor. Part of me felt already dead, imagining someone like myself saving us in my dreams.  
 Finally, we reached the door, but right before he went to step outside, a huge piece of wood fell, blocking the exit, making it impossible to get out. "Fuck," he cursed, and I shared the sentiment.  
 My head became dizzy, and my knees weakened, but right in time, he caught me. "Let me think how to fix this." With the last of my strength, my mind tried desperately to find some way we could escape in all the smoke, fire, and haze, but nothing came.
 Then my eyes caught sight of the bright moon in the upper part of the dungeon, and I pointed to it. "Window. There's a window." The route was impossible for me to take because my legs wouldn't allow me to climb, but the man saved the woman I loved. He didn't deserve to die just because I had no chance. Right then, my mind went blank, and oblivion began to claim me, as my body sagged toward the floor. "Tell Sapphire I love her, and get Kristina back," I slurred, and closed my eyes, welcoming the relief of finally not feeling anything.
 The last thing I heard before passing out was his annoyed and harsh words. "Tell her yourself, brother."
 

Sapphire 

 Everything in me screamed to go back and help Damian, but I had to think about our baby first. Staying there wouldn't have solved anything, and this way, even if something happened to us, Connor would know where to find her. The man would never allow S to ruin her as he ruined all of them. Despite the pain in my head and my burning lungs, I quickened my steps, as every minute was precious.
 A few steps were all it took for me to run from the flaming dungeon right into Connor's waiting arms. I noticed lots of FBI cars along with an ambulance. He hugged me close and then raised my chin. "Where are the guys?" I opened my mouth to answer, but coughed rapidly, my throat sore and dry from all the smoke I'd inhaled. Connor cursed, and waved his hand to someone behind me. "Get a paramedic over here."  
 Shaking my head in denial, I croaked through the pain, "My baby. He has Kristina." Tears slid down my cheeks as fear crushed me again, like a big smothering wave. I could still hear her cries for help, even though I did nothing to save her. "Connor, save her." I coughed again and this time, blood came out, right in time for some woman to show up in front of my face.  
 "Ma'am, you need to sit down."  
 I pushed her hands away from me, all my attention on Connor. Why did he have regret in his eyes and make no move to help my baby? "Connor, Kristina!" I shouted, or at least tried, but it came out like a little squeak. He opened his mouth to reply, but in that second, Kristina plastered herself to my legs, and her body trembled. I blinked a few times to make sure she really was there before picking her up and hugging her fiercely as she sobbed against my neck. Automatically, I murmured to her as my hand rubbed her back. "Shh, sweetheart, it's all right." My baby was alive, safe, and with me. S didn't take her. Didn't harm her. My eyes traveled to Connor. "How?" I whispered, and he softened and patted her head gently.  
 "It's a long story."  
 I laughed through tears, but then the loud sound of bricks and wood falling snapped my attention to the building, which was rapidly being destroyed by the fire, and my heart sank. Damian!
 I put Kristina down despite her protest. I was about to sprint the distance and come back with my man when strong hands grabbed me from behind. I tried to push them away, hit them. "Let go of me. He's in there!" God, my throat could barely stand me speaking; tiny little knives were chopping my skin inside into tiny little pieces.  
 "Sapphire."  
 "No." I swayed to the side, but Connor quickly steadied me as paramedics eased me down onto a makeshift gurney. They started to check me out, as I sat there numbly understanding that my protests were useless because no one was listening to them.  
 "Don't worry, honey, everything will be all right," a woman reassured me, and a flashback of the same words from paramedics five years ago played in my mind.
 Once again, I was alone with my baby, as the man I loved was left behind because he saved us.  
 Could I survive this pain again?
 

Dominic
 "Fuck, Damian," I muttered, as I placed him over my shoulder and moved toward the window, which seemed impossible considering orange flames were everywhere, and the building was barely holding together. We had only a small chance of surviving this shit, so I covered my nose with the neck of my shirt. I'd already inhaled more than I should; I had to be careful. Fainting would be a death sentence for both of us.  
 When we reached the window, I noticed rather shallow screws in it and no security bars, and I exhaled with relief. Luckily, the fire hadn't touched the area yet, so I put Damian down as my eyes searched for some way to break the window quickly. The silvery light reflected off a metal bar on the floor several steps away from us. I tried to grab it, but yanked my hand away with a curse. The thing was fucking hot and burned my skin. With no time to spare, I took off my shirt and quickly snatched the bar. With all my power, I smashed the metal into the window, but it didn't budge.

Blyat! Stronger than I initially thought, it probably had two layers of glass to protect it from extreme weather. I held my breath for as long as possible to prevent inhaling more smoke. I slammed the bar at the window again, and a small crack appeared. I banged and banged until finally the window shattered, letting in fresh air, which thankfully didn't cause a backdraft effect on the fire. I quickly shoved Damian up, thanking every lucky star in the sky for the height of the window that allowed me to do it. Then I raised myself all the way too, moving his body forward.  
 We fell onto soft grass with a thud right before the building collapsed into flames. Breathing heavily, I shifted to my back and gulped lots of fresh air as I fought dizziness. Damian remained unconscious, so I couldn't leave us vulnerable even though I heard sirens, which indicated Connor was here.
 My body had other plans, as darkness overtook me, and the last thought on my mind was how I hadn't had the chance to properly woo my Rosa and have a heart-to-heart with my brother.





 

Dominic sobbed in the rear of a car as it hit a bumpy road and made them bounce on the seats, where their heads hit the ceiling. His body shivered and trembled, and Damian didn't know how to calm him down. 


"You better fucking shut up, bastards. I have no patience for this shit," one of the mean men said, and fear ran down Damian's spine. 


He looked around and noticed a black blanket on the floor, which smelled awful, but he placed it around himself and his twin for warmth. "Quiet, Dominic. We need to be quiet," he murmured, as his hand rubbed his knee. 


"I'm sorry, Damian," Dominic whispered back. "I shouldn't have slid out." He burst into tears again, and the man exploded.

"Son of a bitch." The man raised his hand with a gun, slammed it down, but before he could deliver a blow to Dominic's head, Damian covered him with his own body and the man knocked him down onto the floor. Damian's cheek burned, and blood trickled from his lips, but he didn't react. "Stupid boy, standing up for your brother. Where we're taking you, you'll quickly learn your place." The man shared a nasty laugh with the driver and then turned his attention to the road again. Dominic finally stopped crying and gently touched Damian's cheek. Damian couldn't help his wince. 


"I'm sorry," Dominic repeated, and one single tear slid down the bridge of his nose, but he remained in control this time. 


"It's okay, Dom. Just do as they say," Damian whispered back. But he couldn't stop the terrifying emotions about what might await them there.

He knew one thing; their father always told them to protect each other, no matter what. Even though he was only older than Dom by five minutes, his little twin was his responsibility from then on. 


So he hugged his brother close, ignored the pain, and prayed for a better outcome, begging in his head for someone to help them.

No one would help them for the next eight years.
 

Sapphire
 "Could you please explain it to me again?" I asked dumbly, as my eyes moved from one gurney to another. "How come I see two of them?" Their sedative medication was very good, considering I was hallucinating.  
 After they sat me down, they sedated me and checked my pulse along with other routine stuff. Turned out, I didn't really have any serious injuries, so I just inhaled oxygen through the mask for a few minutes. Kristina fell asleep on my lap; however, later, she was held by Rosa, who was shaken up by everything that had happened. How the hell she ended up here was beyond me, but we had no time for explanations. The building collapsed minutes ago, and my heart sank, as I screamed the denial inside my head. I couldn't believe I had lost the man I loved twice.  
 Then some guy shouted they'd found two men on the ground and the paramedics, along with Connor, rushed over. It took me some time to get to my feet; my heart raced fiercely at the idea of seeing his dead body because it would have confirmed his death for sure. As long as you hadn't seen the body, you could believe, right? Soon, they arrived, and first, overwhelming relief almost knocked me back to my knees as I noticed both of them breathing, and then I stopped breathing from the picture they presented. Even though Connor explained it once, I must have heard him wrong, because his words made no sense to me whatsoever.
 Connor sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. "Dominic and I had a plan, which included Kristina getting kidnapped. It would have allowed S to feel powerful and invincible, but most importantly, reckless. That gave us the perfect opening to capture him on the road." I nodded, even though the only thing I wanted was to choke him to death.
 He knew all along that my baby would be in danger, and he still allowed it. Then another thought hit me. "Dominic?" I whispered, thankful for the hot honey tea, which soothed my throat, and I was able to have this insane conversation, which cleared the confusion in my head. My eyes focused on the man who reminded me so much of my love, yet he was incredibly different. All those tattoos over his body and various scars, which didn't exist on the body I knew so well. "He is alive? Did Damian know about any of this?"  
 As much as my heart begged me to kneel in front of him and be by his side on the way to hospital, I couldn't deal with any more lies from him. The idea that he could have known about something as crucial as his brother being alive and our daughter used as a decoy and not shared it with me… I wasn't sure I could forgive him that.  
 Connor shook his head and tried to grab my arm, but I stepped back. "He has no idea about any of it. He'll be furious. Come on, Sapphire. Someone had to be rational about this. Both of you would have objected to the plan." The anger that ran through me was impossible to control, so I pulled my arm back and punched him square in the nose then smiled with satisfaction as I heard a crack.  
 "Fuck," he groaned, as blood spilled through his fingers. "You broke my nose? What's with you and Damian breaking my damn nose all the fucking time?"  
 "Maybe next time you'll think twice before using our baby in your freaking plan!" I screamed, not caring about the little audience we had. "One wrong move, one mole in the system, and he would have had her at his mercy." My hands clenched into fists. "So fuck you, Connor, and your plan." Turning my back to him, I climbed into the ambulance with Damian and Kristina, and we rode toward the nearest hospital, wherever it was. As I rested my head on the window, Kristina's heart beat against mine, and Damian's chest rose and fell peacefully. I closed my eyes and exhaled a heavy, relieved breath.  
 Over.
 It was finally over.
 But unlike all those years ago on the cliff, this time I was ready to cry with happiness.
 Free.
 At last.  
 

Dominic
 I sprang awake with a loud gasp as paralyzing pain smacked me down to rest on the bed. My nose filled with antiseptic smells as I noticed my left arm was strapped to an IV drip, and my hands hurt like fucking hell.  
 What the ever-loving fuck was going on?
 My eyes adjusted to the bright light present in the room, allowing me to see where I was. I was in a private room in the hospital with one chair in the corner and a TV on the wall. It was a rather modest room if you asked me, but then again, when I did end up in hospitals, they usually had VIP rooms ready for me in advance.
 What the fuck happened to me? The last thing I remembered was getting us out of the fire and passing out on the grass that had tickled my nose.  
 Ignoring the pain, this time, I pushed up and noticed my hands were covered in bandages. I furrowed my brows in confusion. I wasn't injured, so why would I even be in the room?
 "You have second-degree burns on both of them. Some of it was painful to watch really. You'll have scars, man, not to mention the smoke you inhaled," Vitya said from the doorway, as he stood there with Michael, both of them holding coffee mugs in their hands and wearing grim expressions. "Maybe those will teach you to actually include your family in your business next time you have a death wish." His voice was grim and full of anger. S was an unpredictable killer and a sociopath, so endangering more people than necessarily was out of the question. We both knew he would get no comment from me, so I focused on the information he had given me first.
 I shrugged. "Won't be my first scar." Michael came inside, patted my hand, and sat down on the chair. Vitya kept glaring and just rolled his eyes.  
 "Seriously, babe, let it go. We all know how these things usually go."  
 Babe? Clearly, being in the States changed how freely they felt about displaying their relationship. "At least tell me you had a good fucking reason to exclude me?" Vitya continued.  
 I held his eyes with mine as I steadily replied, "Yes." After a beat, he nodded and joined Michael in the chair by lifting him up and settling him on his lap.  
 "So… how long am I stuck here?" I always hated hospitals, useless waste of time unless you had some serious injuries, and second-degree burns on my hands weren't something I considered serious.  
 Michael snorted. "They want to keep you for a week."  
 "I'm not staying here for a week," I growled, as they both lifted their eyebrows.
 "Tell that to those doctors. We wanted to take you back to Russia immediately. Anton came here last night, but that Connor guy who thinks he is the king of the fucking world"—Michael's accent thickened when he sounded annoyed—"wouldn't let us. Said you had some unfinished business here. That true?"  
 I rested my head against the headboard. "Yeah." Closing my eyes for a second, the memories of seeing my brother for the first time came back and a familiar longing settled in my gut. I wanted nothing more than to go to him, see how he was, and have a conversation about our life.
 However, I knew the risks I took when I agreed to endanger Kristina in this plan. One thing Damian never forgave was a betrayal, so a warm reunion with my brother was out of the question, but we still had unfinished business. "Where are they?"  
 "In FBI custody." My lips lifted in a half smile at the idea of the pain they would soon experience. The state can fucking have them to rot in prison, but not until we got our fill first.
 "Good." To fully inflict what we always wanted on them, we both needed to heal, and even though Damian would hate my guts once he woke up, he'd never pass up the opportunity to get his final revenge.  
 Once it was done, I could go back to my useless existence in Russia with the knowledge that some broken things couldn't be mended.
 Vitya cleared his throat, which made me frown, and I snapped my eyes open. "What?" Both of them had their attention on the door with their brows raised in disbelief. My head automatically turned as my body tensed.
 Rosa stood there, wearing some kind of red, girly dress, her black hair in a ponytail, her eyes wide with shock. She held my cross in her hands, the one I had given her right before I left her at the park and rushed into the car to save Damian, as her eyes kept on blinking rapidly. "Well, hello," Michael said, amused.  
 Rosa ignored him. Then after a few seconds, she took a few steps toward the bed and stopped right in front of me. She lifted her hand and softly touched my cheek as her eyes roamed over my body and face in wonder. She frowned, noticing my bandages, and she asked softly, "Does it hurt?"  
 I gulped, too shocked at her presence and caress to answer, so I just shook my head in denial.  
 She ran her fingers over them, pressed the button above me for the nurse, and in a moment, a middle-aged woman wearing green scrubs appeared. "Yes?" Rosa adjusted my IV drip better and replied, "The patient woke up. Could you page a doctor to check on him? He needs pain meds."  
 My mouth opened in protest, but she covered it with her hand, and I barely restrained myself from licking and biting the soft flesh. "We both know you are in pain, so cut the macho bullshit."  
 The nurse gave her a skeptical look, but Rosa hurried her. "Now." Clearly understanding it wasn't the fight she wanted to take on, the nurse promised to call the doctor and left the room.  
 "I'm Michael, by the way." His face spread in a wide smile, clearly enjoying her bossy nature.  
 "Rosa." Then she cast her eyes down. "Nice tattoo."  
 Michael lifted his left calf, which had a Siberian white tiger on it. "Well, thank you, honey. You into tattoos?"  
 She wrinkled her nose. "Nope, never wanted to have them. I can appreciate good art, though; I just prefer my skin not to be a canvas for it." Why were they having a stupid conversation over my bed when she came to see me? Despite the pain, my hand twitched with desire to smack Michael for taking her attention from me, and then choke him.  
 "Well, Dominic here has his whole body painted." And just like that, he was granted life again. I gave him a sideways glance and noticed his wink at me.  
 "And you know that personally?" she mused, her eyes shifting from him to me. "Are you gay too?" she asked me bluntly, as Vitya and Michael burst out laughing.  
 My face reddened. "Trust me, красавица, I do not desire men. Only women."
 Her brow lifted. "Women, huh? Have a lot of those?" Was that jealousy I heard in her voice?
 Vitya whistled and then murmured, "Right in the trap." Then he said loudly, "Well, he isn't a monk."
 "Ah, my heart is shattered," she said, holding her hand to her chest. "I hoped for a virgin." Now she laughed with them as I sat there grimly.
 For fuck's sake! They acted like a bunch of kids discussing the latest rumors. And why would she even think about other women when I'd told her she was mine right before I gave her my cross? Then again, I never really spent time with women unless I was fucking them, so no wonder I didn't understand shit.  
 "Just so you know, there aren't any women," I said gruffly, as my eyes held hers. Something flashed through them, but before I could dwell on it, the doctor walked in holding a tablet in his hand. He wore navy blue scrubs, had round brown glasses, and mussed dirty-blond hair along with darker skin. He looked around my age, plus or minus five years.  
 "Hey, Mr. Konstantinov, it's good to finally have you back."  
 Then he shook hands with Rosa with a smile. "And you must be the lady who demanded to see me."  
 "Yes, I want you to check him before he runs away from here."  
 He chuckled. "That so, huh? Eager to leave the hospital?"  
 "Yes." My reply was met with another chuckle.  
 "Yeah, I predicted something similar. Unless you want to have plastic surgery for the burns to limit the scarring, I don't really have any reason to keep you here." He read something and then typed on the tablet. "You'll have to change your bandages daily though and apply a special ointment. In a week, check with a doctor, but you can do it with anyone."
 "Doc, have you seen my body?"  
 He blinked in confusion. "Yes."
 "Do you really think I'm afraid of some scars on my hands? I don't give a shit. I'm leaving now." I had to check on Damian and create a plan. My apartment seemed much more comfortable for that than this little excuse for a room, and I wouldn't have to deal with anyone's shit.
 "But he suffered from smoke inhalation and his hand was hurt," Rosa complained.
 The doctor nodded. "I'll prescribe painkillers for the first few days, and his blood test shows clear for any effects of the smoke he breathed. So considering—"
 Rosa interrupted him again; he sighed irritably, and my eyes narrowed. My woman could say whatever the fuck she pleased, so he better not upset her with his harsh comments or voice.  
 "Doctor"—she glanced at his nametag—"Bailey. Are you absolutely sure he's fine? You kept Damian, and he only has a few cuts and a broken leg."  
 Bailey frowned.
 "Damian?" he muttered. "Oh, Mr. Scott. Yes, I did because he has a concussion, and we wanted to keep a close eye on the whole family. That's the only reason they are staying one more day."  
 One more? Wait a fucking minute.
 "What do you mean? How many days have I been in the hospital?" I covered up the relief I felt over Damian's condition. We both got lucky, considering the situation. If there were a slight chance of him wanting to see me, I would have run to his room immediately.  
 We were twins; however, had he done with my woman and my baby what I did with his, forgiveness wouldn't have crossed my mind for a long time.
 "Just one, you slept all the way through," Vitya replied and then stood up, pulling Michael along with him. "We'll get all the papers ready, call for the car, and they'll bring your clothes," he said with satisfaction, clearly anticipating shoving them down Connor's throat. "Doc, also could you give us a list of things he needs to take?"  
 The doctor nodded. With no further questions from Rosa—who got quiet and studied the green plant located on the other end of the room near the window with fascination—he left the room with a quick goodbye as his pager beeped.  
 The silence between us unsettled me, so I cleared my throat. Her attention snapped back to me, and once again, I couldn't help but wish to drown in her expressive, brown eyes. "Thanks for caring so much about my health." I cringed inwardly; those weren't the best words to start a conversation. Blyat, I didn't have any experience in this, so no wonder. She shrugged and sat down on the foot of my bed.
 "It's all right." Her hands still held the cross. She placed it on my stomach gently, but not before I noticed how she trailed her fingers over it. "You gave it to me yesterday. You should have it back. I hope you'll get better." She stood up quickly and made a move to leave, but I caught her hand right in time. I couldn't keep the groan of pain from spilling out as my raw skin brushed over the bandage when I squeezed my hand. Fuck, it did hurt like a fucking bitch after all.  
 "Oh, my God, what are you doing?" she exclaimed. "You shouldn't use your hands!"  
 "You wanted to leave. And the cross is yours," I said simply, and her eyes widened. My cross was an indication she belonged to me, and everyone would know it. It belonged nowhere else but on her graceful neck, above her heart.  
 "Listen, Dominic. It's just weird keeping it, okay? I wanted to check on you, and that's about it."
 "That's my claim of ownership," I stated, and this time, her jaw hung open. Why was she surprised at my statement? She lived all this time with Damian; hadn't she recognized the signs of a man possessed?
 "Excuse me?"
 "It means you belong to me. What's there not to understand?" She shook her head in disbelief, took several steps back, making it impossible for me to reach her, and exhaled a heavy breath.  
 "It's impossible. I—" She licked her dry lips. "You look so much like him, the same face, even if everything else is different." My brows furrowed as I tried to make the connection with me being Damian's twin.
 Why would she care so much if I…
 Fucking realization hit me like ton of bricks.
 The only way she'd feel out of sorts with my resemblance to Damian is if she had a crush on him all this time and covered it up under the whole pretense of a brother-sister relationship he created. "I see." My voice was cold and detached. Not that I expected her to want to be with me from the start, but the idea of her being in love with my fucking twin never crossed my mind. Little harmless crush yes, but first love kind of thing going on? No fucking way.  
 I wouldn't have cared if she were confused or unwilling, as shameful as it sounds. Men like me generally had no conscience. However, second best wasn't the title I wanted to have in the relationship.  
 "You do?" she whispered, and I nodded.
 "Yes, your explanation was quite clear. You can leave the cross and go." She blinked a few times and opened her mouth to add something, but I waved my hand dismissively. "Just go." For a split second, I thought her eyes watered and hurt flashed in them, but it was quickly gone, and she left the room, leaving me to dwell on my own misery.
 Rosa turned out to be nothing but one more bitter disappointment in life.
 

Rosa
 My heart beat rapidly in my rib cage. Breathing heavily, I sat down on the bench outside the hospital and tried to calm my hectic mind. The intensity of emotions I felt when I was close to Dominic couldn't even be explained. My hand touched my neck. I already missed his cross. Somehow, it fit perfectly, and I barely felt it.
 I'd never had any experience with men in my life, and truth be told, I never had a real crush on anyone. All the guys seemed immature, and then once I started living with Damian, dating was kind of out of the question.
 Dominic was another story altogether though. Even those two little snippets of moments we shared, he overwhelmed me with his masculinity and the powerful energy coming from him in waves.  
 I didn't believe in love at first sight, even though I loved reading romance books. My deep attraction and fascination with him had another name.
 Desire.
 The tingling sensation in my body, images of his tattooed skin against mine, his deep, low voice talking to me in the heat of the moment.
 I longed to explore it and finally find out what all the fuss about sex was.
 But he was Damian's twin. If I tried anything with him, everyone would think I had a crush on Damian all along, and it just wasn't true. He was like a big brother to me. The idea of seeing him in any other light but platonic grossed me out.  
 How could I react so differently to the same face? And how could the universe screw me so much? Weren't there other men on the planet to tempt me?
 Wiping away the tears that unexpectedly rolled down my cheeks, I plastered a smile on my face and went in the search of the Scott family.
 On the way to Damian's room, I ignored the tiny little voice that urged me to let go of all those stupid insecurities and run to Dominic.





 

New York, New York.
 

Damian, 19 years old

The man in front of me was dead.

His lifeless body lay on the floor as blood poured from his cut flesh, creating a wet, red pool around him. His back had ten names written on it with a sharp hook, leaving angry red marks, and his chest held several red lines made with a kitchen knife. His fingers were broken, twisted in different directions, and they had no nails; they'd been removed with pliers. His stomach had five stab wounds from the blade, and finally, his head and face were blue and yellow from all the punches and blows from a metal bar he received.

Pleasure like I never knew before filled me, making me laugh loudly in the dark, secluded dungeon I created. 


My first kill as Sociopath. 


No limitations. No fear. No conscience.

All this was my work, and I couldn't be prouder of what I'd done. The piece of fucking shit raped women and mostly got off on beating them half to death. Also, he was one of John's clients who liked to touch little girls. 


His punishment seemed generous to me. 


I made it my life's mission to find each one of their clients and destroy them, one by one, so they'd know what it was like for all the kids like me to experience agonizing pain and humiliation daily like they did to us. I wouldn't rest until my brother, the one who sacrificed his life for me, was avenged for the injustice done to us.

For a split second, guilt reared its ugly head as I imagined Dominic's reaction to this. He wouldn't ever have approved of any display of violence, and he probably would have preached about living this life happily, leaving all the dark memories behind.

But that was the difference between us. 


I couldn't forget or forgive, and nothing would stop me on my path.
 

Moscow, Russia.
 

Dominic, 19 years old

The man fell to the ground as I fired my gun straight to his heart. The fear and shock in his eyes didn't awaken any feelings inside me.

He betrayed Bratva, so mercy was out of the question, especially when the rest of my life depended on it. Vasya clapped his hands, patting me warmly on the shoulder. "You passed the test, boy. Not that I ever doubted you." The pride was evident in his voice. "You are now officially part of Bratva." With that, he took out a cross and placed it around my neck. "That's my gift to you. Everyone will know that Vasya Konstantinov has claimed you. You're now under the protection of my power." The other men in the garden where the assassination took place whistled and several of them fired their guns up in the sky, showing their approval in their own way. 


I killed a man willingly for the first time, and nothing shifted inside me, and for a second, thoughts of Damian came back to me.

Somewhere, he probably lived a carefree life, where the dark world and deaths didn't touch him. He forgot about me, and probably put all the shit that happened to us behind him as I asked him many times.

Oddly, it felt good to have at least the knowledge that he was happy out there.

Even if another part of me resented him for it.

"Come on, Dom. Let's get to the girls so you can properly celebrate." Vasya chuckled, and I nodded in agreement. Fucking sounded good, not that it brought anything but physical relief and blanked my mind from all the memories. 


That was the difference between Damian and me.

My world was filled with crime and dirt, hopefully something he never had to be part of. 

 

Damian
 "Are you su—"  
 I grabbed Sapphire by the nape of her neck and shut her up with a gentle kiss on her mouth as she sighed in pleasure. Nothing calmed us both down like physical touch with each other. We stood there in a locked embrace, giving each other strength for what was supposed to come. I let go of her lips and pressed my forehead against hers. "I'm all right, baby." She gave me a skeptical look. Kristina shifted in my arms, but after a moment, she went back to sleep on my shoulder. After the accident, we just couldn't leave her alone anywhere.  
 "I don't think you're supposed to, though. I can't imagine being in your situation and not freak out about it." I half smiled, trying to ease her worry, even though it fucking hurt to fake an emotion for her.
 Dominic was alive.
 Sapphire told me the truth a week ago, once I woke up in the hospital bed. I thought she had lost her mind. All this seemed unreal, but the familiar feelings toward the man who saved my life made sense. Connor came in shortly and confirmed her words, and if it weren't for my broken leg, nothing would have stopped me from killing my friend right there for lying to me and endangering my child.
 However, once Sapphire escorted him out, I almost couldn't believe the happiness in my chest at the thought of seeing my brother again and knowing he was alive. All those memories of us together in the cell, the connection we shared, everything.  
 But the happiness was quickly gone as bitter resentment settled inside me. Dominic was alive all those years and couldn't even bother letting me know? Based on what I understood, he was the Pakhan of the Russian Mafia. So while I made my life's mission to avenge his death and kill all those who wronged us, he lived like royalty in fucking Russia.  
 Conflicted didn't even begin to cover what I felt all this week, but we were finally at the doorstep of Connor's house where we were all to meet.
 We hadn't pressed the bell yet, and part of me dreaded it. I loved my baby brother, the one whose memories I held onto all those years. But I wasn't sure I'd want to shatter all this by getting to know the real grown-up version of him.  
 With a determined stare, I rang the doorbell, and in a second, Connor greeted us with a wide but tense smile. "Hi, guys, come on in." He waved toward the living room, and we followed him.
 I stopped abruptly as I noticed Dominic near the couch, and we both stared at each other, his eyes scanning me as I did the same with him.
 My mirror image before the accident, but still we shared the same face. He didn't say anything, and I didn't feel like starting the conversation either, so I placed Kristina on a small loveseat near the door and covered her with a blanket. I proceeded to the couch that he previously occupied, sat on it, and waited for his next move. After a beat, he settled too with only a few inches of distance separating us.  
 Connor came back, poured glasses of whiskey for everyone, and then gave them to each of us.
 

Sapphire
 "They will rot in a fucking prison for everything they did," Connor said spitefully, taking a huge sip of his drink while Dominic's eyes narrowed on the nearby couch where Kristina slept soundly. He was making sure she didn't hear him curse, and his consideration warmed my heart.  
 It still seemed surreal to me that Dominic was alive and in front of us. No matter how much I tried, my eyes stayed glued to him, as I studied his features. When they sat next to each other, no one could deny they shared a womb once. Both exuded an aura of dominance and danger. They both shared tanned skin, amber eyes, black hair, and ripped bodies. However, that was where the similarities ended, and the differences began.  
 Dominic's hair was much longer than Damian's shaggy cut and both his arms had various tattoos on them, along with his neck, and I suspected his back too. His long, dark lashes looked almost out of place on his hard-as-granite face. His mouth stayed constantly in the same position. I didn't think he smiled much, but then what the hell did I know about his current life? Damian smiled only when he was in my or Kristina's presence. My eyes traveled back to my love, and I noticed his eyes stayed focused on me, and some dark and unexplained expression marred his face, but it was impossible to ask him about it now.  
 "Yeah." I didn't know what else to say when Connor spoke; at least he broke the silence. Since we had entered the house, both brothers stayed quiet and didn't utter a word to us or each other. Maybe it was time to start? I faced Dominic, and said softly, "Thank you for helping us. We couldn't have done it without you." Unfortunately, after my words, both of them tensed, and Connor raised his brow at me and shook his head. Damian's hand tightened on the glass he was holding, and anger flashed through his eyes. Why did thanking Dominic make him furious? I understood his anger toward them because of Kristina, but we both would've died if Dom hadn't shown up.  
 "No need," Dominic finally replied, his voice gruff and husky. Even his voice was void of any emotion, and I wondered if anything in this world awoke feelings inside him. This wasn't the warm reunion I expected ever since I'd learned the truth. Who wouldn't be happy to get such news, right?
 Suddenly, Damian rose swiftly, threw the glass on the carpet so it wouldn't wake up Kristina, and directed his barely-contained fury at Dominic.  
 "All those years you were fucking alive and didn't bother to let me know?" His voice was biting, hoarse, and louder than usual. He shouldn't strain his voice like that, but calming him down now was impossible. "Years of me crying for you, grieving for you, avenging you, and you were fucking alive, living your life? Fuck you, Dominic. You won't hear a thank you from me," he finished.  
 Then Dominic rose quickly too, and they faced each other while my and Connor's heads were moving from one brother to the other.
 "Really? You got everything, and I was left with nothing. While you were given our legacy, I had to live on the streets and beg for food. Until I stole from the crime lord and had to pay for it dearly. You don't steal from Bratva. Guess where? In fucking Russia. So, no, Damian, fuck you!" he shouted, and I ran to check on Kristina, who was still asleep. I covered her more firmly with a blanket so she wouldn't awaken from the screams.  
 "You could have come to me. You always had a choice!"  
 Dominic's bitter laughter echoed in the room, freezing my bones and making my heart ache for the small boy he used to be.  
 "Choice? What choice, Damian? Unfortunately, I didn't die from that knife wound, so they did a half-assed job of fixing me and then fucked me for one more year until they couldn't ignore my grown-up body anymore." Damian's head reeled back, his face stricken with the information, and I gasped. No! He stayed in that horrible place with my father? I swallowed the bile in my throat from the guilt. "Yeah, I was a whore a bit longer than you. Then they decided to kill me but imagine this: Tim took pity on me. He threw me away on the streets, thinking I'd die, and I probably would have if it weren't for a homeless man who shared his food and shelter with me. Then it was two long years on the streets. I stole and begged." Dominic breathed heavily, clearly reliving all the awful years he spent on the streets.
 "Maybe we should leave you guys alone and—" I started, but Damian interrupted me.
 "How did you end up in Russia?" he asked tensely, his jaw ticking and his anguished, amber eyes focused completely on his brother, oblivious to anything else in the room, including me.  
 "I went days without food and was starving. I noticed a man in an expensive suit who, for some odd reason, walked in the dark area of Austin. I quickly stole his wallet." He smirked at himself mockingly. "Only he discovered it quickly, and then several other men showed up. Turned out I stole from the crime lord of the Russian mafia family, and he didn't take it kindly. He would have killed me, but he was impressed with my skills, so he gave me a choice. I had to either go to Russia with him or be killed. Call me stupid, but even back then, I still wanted to live." He shrugged and then ran his hand over his head. "I learned the language, the skills, and the old man considered me a son. The rest is history." He finished and went to the bar and poured himself a vodka.  
 His back tensed at Damian's next question. "Are you a Russian mafia boss now?"  
 Dom spun around and chuckled without any humor. "Yeah, I operate the house there. I live in Russia and prefer for it to stay that way." He exhaled a breath. "I had no clue where you were until Vasya showed me." He didn't bother to explain who this Vasya man was. "And then it just seemed pointless. You decided to keep the idea of two brothers, and it was fine. Seemed like you had everything under control." He took a quick shot of his drink, grimaced, and then continued, "I wasn't the brother you used to know. Contacting you for a warm reunion appeared pointless." And for the first time, something besides indifference flashed over his face. Hard to name what, but at least it let me know that deep down in his heart, he wasn't as heartless or detached as he wanted to pretend in front of us.
  Damian closed his eyes for a second, but then snapped them open and rushed to Dom's side. 

 "If I suspected or just thought there was a possibility of you being alive, I would have looked all this time. I mean it, Dom." They held each other's eyes for long moments, but before they could say anything else, the front door to Connor's house crashed loudly, and a husky, annoyed female voice spoke.
 "Connor, you freaking jerk! How could you have scared him away?" In a second, a young woman stormed into the room and breathed heavily with fury. "He broke up with me with a text! A freaking text, Connor!"  
 Despite my shock at her interruption, it didn't escape my notice how gorgeous the girl was. She had long, wavy, blonde hair that fell down her spine, green-as-emerald eyes, which sent daggers Connor's way, her pale, freckled skin blushed from her rage, and a tight, Hervé Léger dress hugged her perfect body. Victoria's Angels had nothing on her, seriously. Long legs, narrow waist, and firm, bigger than average-sized breasts. Even in six-inch high heels, she was a few inches shorter than Connor, and her perfect makeup emphasized her natural features.  
 On reflex, I tried to straighten my shirt and readjust my bun. Compared to her, I looked like a homeless addict, and no female on the planet wanted to look inferior to another. With all this turmoil and sleepless nights from Kristina's nightmares and Damian's medication, I hadn't really had time for myself.
 The blonde poked her finger at Connor's chest, while continuing with her tirade, and she probably hadn't even noticed other people in the room. "I'm twenty-six years old, you jackass, and thanks to you, still single. I will die a nun if you keep scaring away every guy who is interested in me," she screamed the last part, waving her hands wildly and huffing in frustration. "Let me date, Connor!"  
 "Munchkin—" he started, but was harshly interrupted when she poked him again.
 "No, don't call me that. You are my freaking twin, Connor! I'm not a munchkin! Stop treating me like a kid!" Connor's face darkened. He grabbed her finger in his fist, brought her body to his, and his raised brow stopped any protest the woman wanted to voice.
 "Munchkin," he repeated, "I didn't scare that piece of shit away, just hinted what might happen to him if he treated you badly. Guess he didn't want to risk it after all, huh?"  
 "Connor—" Her eyes widened once they registered all of us in the room, and she took a step back from him. Her cheeks flushed a deep red, and she covered her eyes with one hand and groaned. "This is so embarrassing." Her eyes focused on me. She gave me a tentative, friendly smile and put out her hand for me to shake. "Hi, nice to meet you. I'm Frankie." She pointed at Connor. "This jerk's sister. I'm sorry you had to hear all that." So this was the infamous sister, the other twin who escaped on that fateful day. I shook her hand and instantly liked her.  
 "Sapphire. No problem, I understand the struggle." Going all those years with an overly protective brother probably sucked. How was a girl supposed to find her "happy ending," if it got scared away all the time, right?  
 Connor grabbed her by the elbow and again turned her around to face him. "I'm kind of in the middle of something here, so could you come another time?"  
 Frankie frowned, clearly not liking the suggestion. "No, I can't. It's important."  
 The door slammed open again, and Rosa burst into the room, breathing heavily. "Frankie, what the hell? You left me alone with them!" Frankie rolled her eyes.  
 "Please, I had to settle something with almighty Connor here. Plus, Orlando really likes you, and I think you two could hook up." My brows lifted at this bit of information. Considering Rosa barely left the house, maybe since S was captured, she could finally achieve all those dreams of sex she had. Rosa wore skinny jeans, black heels, and a navy blue shirt, which, combined with her looks, made it almost impossible to take one's eyes away from her.  
 "I don't want to hook up with anyone!" she exclaimed, and Frankie frowned in confusion.  
 "Since when? As long as I can remember, we've both wanted to get rid of your holy"—she made air quotes with her middle and index fingers for the word 'holy'—"virginity thing, and all of a sudden, you are picky?"  
 Rosa took a deep breath. "Yes, I am, okay?"  
 "Listen, if this is about the guy you have a crush on who recently burned his hands, then I suggest moving on," Frankie advised, as I blinked a few times.
 Guy who burned his hands? As in….
 Freaking hell. Rosa had a crush on Dominic? How did she even know him? Connor touched her arm softly. "I have to look out for you now too?"  
 Before she could say anything, all of us froze at Dom's lethal voice, crackling with tension, and a shiver ran through me, and not the best kind.  
 "Get your hands away from her."  
 My eyes widened when I noticed Dom's eyes light up with dominance and possessiveness while they were focused on Rosa, the look easily recognizable to me since Damian had the same in his eyes every single day.
 Whatever Rosa did, wanted, or desired didn't matter anymore.
 She belonged to Dominic from now on.  
 

Dominic

Listen, if this is about the guy you have crush on who recently burned his hands, then I suggest moving on.
 Rosa lied to me the other day in the hospital; she wasn't in love with my brother. Not caring about the audience we had, I said harshly, "You lied to me?" The cross on my neck burned my skin ever since she gave it back to me, because the only place it belonged was on her, and after tonight, she'd finally learn it.  
 She touched her hand to her chest, breathing heavily as her eyes widened in shock, and she groaned in mortification. "Why are you here?" She gave the room a long look, and the blush barely visible on her skin spread to her neck and cheeks, creating a rather cute picture. "I didn't lie to you," she answered defensively, while not meeting my eyes.  
 "I claimed you, and you started to talk bullshit about my brother and your crush on him!" Sapphire gasped while Damian quickly went to her side, as quickly as his cast leg allowed him at least, and wrapped his arm around her while frowning. They both watched Rosa closely, clearly wondering how they missed the signs of her being in love with him before.  
 "Are you out of your mind?" she asked in disbelief. "I never said I have a crush on him!" Her eyes focused on Damian. "And for the record, I don't, okay? That's the whole point." She gestured in frustration with her hands. "You guys have the same face. I have nothing but platonic feelings for you, but when I see him, I just—" She stopped talking and exhaled a heavy sigh. "I can't control that I want to sleep with him." She glared at me. "Happy now? I said it aloud, and I'm freaking proud."
 "This is better than the soaps I watched in the dorms," Frankie commented excitedly, and for a moment, my attention shifted from my woman to Connor's sister as I tried to recognize in the gorgeous woman the small little girl who slept in my arms while I promised to save her.  
 "Beth?" What was all this Frankie shit anyway? At hearing her name, she froze, and the smile slowly died out. The amusement in her eyes faded and was replaced with confusion and uneasiness.  
 "Nobody calls me that anymore," she whispered. Then realization must have hit her as she let go of the bag in her hand, which gently hit the floor, and raced to me in record time, ending up with her arms wrapped around my neck, squeezing the life out of me. Her strong perfume didn't bother me, and I returned the hug, incredibly happy that her life turned out all right. "Dominic," she said, and buried her face in the crook of my neck, something no woman had done before. Although considering Beth a woman was laughable, she was like a kid sister I always had in the back of my mind. Her life had been saved, so she didn't have to go through the hideous things Damian and I did. "I thought I'd never see you again."  
 "Me too." My eyes searched for Rosa, and I narrowed them as Connor raised her chin up and caressed her cheek with his thumb. I didn't miss the pained expression cross her face. "Honey, I'm thrilled to see you, but I have something to take care of. Get my number from Connor and we'll meet." She nodded, and I pushed her aside, and in two short strides ended up next to Rosa. My hand removed Connor's hand, and I kneeled down and hoisted her over my shoulder while she squealed in surprise and then outrage as her small hands hit my back. Like her gentle touch could hurt me, what a laughable concept.  
 "Let go of me, you Neanderthal! Why don't you just take Frankie?" she said viciously. Was it jealousy I heard? Ignoring her words, I spun around, my stare meeting Damian's. His face didn't really give away what he thought, but I could see both amusement and anger underneath it all.
 "She's mine now. No longer your concern." And how fucking nice it felt to finally say it. "I dealt with Don too."  
 This whole meeting was supposed to break the ice and to come up with a plan to hurt those fuckers, but not enough for them to die so they could still face retribution in prison. However, all this conflict was between my brother and me. And it had to be discussed only between us; otherwise, it'd turn into a circus like this meeting had.  
 "Let's meet in Houston in three days. At Mom and Dad's grave." He nodded, confirming my suspicion it was he all along who'd created such a beautiful area around there. With that, I left the room with Rosa's constant threats of harming my balls and dick if I didn't put her down.
 Once we were outside, I slapped her ass hard, which finally silenced her, and I pushed her inside the car and slid in after her. "You don't have the right to decide!" Ignoring her outburst once again, I addressed my driver. "Home, Vlad." My finger pressed the button, and in a second, the black glass wall separated us from his inquisitive eyes.  
 "And if you think—" I grabbed her by the neck, leaned forward, and for the first time in my life kissed a woman properly, resembling nothing of the tame peck we had in the park. The act seemed too intimate to share it with any other woman before; not to mention, I'd never wanted to. She gasped in surprise, which allowed me to push my tongue inside and seek hers, and she gave it tentatively. The sounds and movements were sloppy, our teeth clashed, and we awkwardly angled our heads. Clearly, my Rosa had no fucking idea how to do it right either. That knowledge filled me with so much satisfaction and primal need I could have come right there. It wouldn't have mattered to me if she had a thousand men before me, but fuck if I wouldn't love to be her one and only lover.  
 "I don't think we're doing it right," she murmured against my lips, and her words, for the first time in forever, brought lightness to my soul.
 "It's all right. We have the rest of our lives to learn, krasavica."  
 

Sapphire
 My eyes snapped open, only to discover Damian wasn't in the bed with me. Putting my silky black robe on my nightgown-covered body, I checked on Kristina in the guest room of the penthouse, and thankfully, she slept peacefully. At some point in Connor's house, she was awakened by all the excitement and was excited to meet Frankie. After a few short hours, we came back to the penthouse, and she was out again. Juanita couldn't get enough of her and decided to stay the night, and we didn't mind.
 Shutting the door quietly behind me, I strode to the living room where Damian stood, resting his arm on the window, his forehead leaning against it while his eyes admired the New York nightlife. Moonlight was the only source of illumination, creating a mysterious aura around him like all those years ago, the night when I came back to him. He wore nothing but a bath towel wrapped around his waist.  
 My feet padded softly on the marble. I placed one hand on his back as the other wrapped around his waist. He immediately palmed it with his hand as I rested my cheek on his shoulder blade. "He suffered more," he finally whispered, and my heart ached for the guilty fourteen-year-old boy inside him.  
 "I know."  
 "I could have saved him."  
 Squeezing him harder to me, I kissed his back softly. "No."
 "We deserve revenge. More than ever now." Although my stomach flipped at his words, I didn't say anything. I thought putting Richard and Benjamin along with Erik and Robert into prison was punishment enough. No one tolerated people there who abused kids; it was some sort of code. I didn't want Damian killing more people, torturing them, blackening his soul more, or Dominic for that matter. Reasoning with them was pointless, though because they considered revenge their right and ultimate goal. "Promise to love me no matter what," he suddenly said harshly, spinning around fast, surprising considering his leg was in a cast. He wrapped a hand around my waist and grabbed my hair in the other, tilting my head back to expose my neck for his hungry lips. "Promise me," he commanded.
 "I promise." Did he need my reassurance before turning into Sociopath one last time?  
 His mouth crushed mine, ruthlessly kissing me, leaving me breathless. "Thank you," he murmured and then took us to the floor. He opened my robe and groaned at the sight of my breasts. He leaned down and suckled on them through the silky material of my gown. My back arched at the electrifying feeling only he could create. My hand laced through his hair while the other scratched his back. He wiggled between my thighs as his hands hiked up the nightgown.  
 Two of his fingers entered me at once, tearing a moan from me that he quickly covered with his mouth while he made love to me with his fingers. "Only you can give it to me." My mind, fuzzy with desire, barely registered his words. "Unconditional love. Never take it away from me," he warned, right before penetrating me with one swift motion. Again, he caught my loud moan with his mouth, muffling it. My legs wrapped around him as my nails dug deeper, while he relentlessly thrust inside me.  
 We separated for a second so we both could get some air into our oxygen-deprived lungs. Then he tilted my head back, sucking and nipping on my neck. "Mine," he said possessively, and it made me clench around him more, which earned me a groan from him in return.
 "Yours," I sighed, and he sped up, taking us higher and higher where we finally reached the peak together. Our bodies grew still as he came inside me, and our heartbeats matched each other.  
 Nothing was romantic or pretty about this lovemaking, but it wasn't about romance. It was about his need for confirmation that no matter what, I'd always stay by his side. He rested his head on my breasts as my hands played with his hair. "We need to clean up and go to bed," I said drowsily. "We aren't alone in the house."  
 "Yeah." The moment, however, seemed too perfect to ruin it so soon. "In a second."  
 I nodded and drifted to sleep, satisfied and well loved.  





 

Boys, 10 years old, Location Unknown 


"Do you think Mommy and Daddy think about us?" Dominic asked as we shivered waiting for Tim to bring towels for us. Once a week, they'd send us to the bathroom with cold water so we could scrub ourselves clean from all the dirt we had on us. Generally, they forgot towels on purpose, as they loved to watch us suffer.

Not that cold brought pain anymore or that Dom and I considered it a punishment. Nothing was worse in this world than older men touching us and doing what they pleased. Everything else was a minor discomfort. "I don't know." My voice was bitter because I actually thought they gave up on us all together. We had been in this hell for four years, and no one came to save us. When you really searched for something, you'd have results, wouldn't you? 


Dominic's face fell, so I quickly added, "Probably. They love us." Hope and happiness lit up his eyes for a split second, and I understood he needed their memory more than I did.

His hand grabbed mine, as he whispered, "I miss them." Resting my head on his shoulder, I whispered back, "Me too."

"Someday we'll end up together," he vowed. "Believe me, Damian. The day will happen." 


I nodded, although I didn't think any of us would be alive long enough to see that moment. 


But my brother needed reassurance and support, and since he was the only family I had left, I'd do anything in my power to protect him.

Even if protection required supporting his hopeless illusions. 

 

Damian 

 I saw Dominic right away, as he stood in front of our parents' grave, and I slowly walked toward him. The orchids' smell drove me crazy, but they were my mom's favorite flowers and it felt appropriate to bring them here.  
 Glancing around, I noticed nothing changed much since the last time I'd visited them, right before meeting Sapphire, and the money I donated to the forestry organization and cemetery clearly went to the right cause.  
 "You came," he declared, not once taking his eyes away from their headstones.
 "Did you really doubt I would?" The other day, I was so furious with him, but after learning the truth, I felt nothing but guilt eating me alive from the inside. At least I had our parents' fortune; he'd had to endure one more year of prostitution and then beg on the streets.  
 He shook his head. "No, you wouldn't have missed this meeting, no matter what." A ghost of a smile touched his lips. "Out of the two of us, you always were the curious one."  
 True, back when we were kids, I pushed him to explore new things and discover new places to hide. Dominic usually took my lead; the only time he acted on impulse was on that fateful day in our room where he came out of hiding before I could give him the all clear. "Yeah, you couldn't have stopped me if you tried." Him knowing what I thought was one more reminder that the twins' bond never really went away.
  "I'm sorry you felt you had to save me." His eyes finally met mine; they were filled with regret, probably mirroring mine. 

 "You're my brother. I wouldn't have left you alone. No matter what."  
 "Yeah." We grew silent for several moments. Only the sounds of the wind rustling through the trees and birds singing were heard. "It's not your fault. What happened to me after you left… it wasn't your job to protect me, Damian."  
 His words filled me with quiet fury, because although I knew his words made sense, I couldn't accept them. "Had I stayed a bit longer or tried to get you out… we would have been together all those years."  
 He shrugged. "Maybe, or maybe not. We didn't have much time to decide what was best for us, and I seriously thought I was dying on that floor. But regretting it? Never. We saved Beth and Ben—Connor and Frankie." He smiled. "One became an FBI agent and the other one's only worry consists of her brother forbidding her dating guys she wants. I'd say looking at them makes it all worth it, doesn't it?"  
 I had to agree with him. I still barely contained my laughter remembering how she barged in last night and demanded answers. After Dom left, it was my turn to get hugs, kisses, and excitement. Had Tony not shown up for us, and Dom's sacrifice, none of us would have made it. At the end of the day, what was important was the four us got to live this life. Maybe Dom's and my life paths were darker, but sometimes the end justified the means, right?  
 "Connor said we could kidnap them in three days, do whatever the hell we want, and then bring them back. He doesn't care what we do to them, as long as they still breathe, and it's possible for the doctors to bring them back to normal condition." I kneeled down, placed the bouquet of flowers on my mom's stone, and closed my eyes. And for the split second, memories of them played in my mind like a little movie. Dinner times, Christmas parties, all those Halloween parties with candy. "It's funny how we were so small, yet we remember all those moments with them."  
 Dom joined me on the ground, running his hand slowly over Dad's stone. "I wondered about the same thing. We shouldn't have even half of this stuff, but we do. They truly loved us. Some kids don't even have that."
 "Yeah," I replied, and I thought about the people who had become my family.
 Sapphire, Kristina, Juanita, Connor, Rosa, Luke, Frankie. They weren't just mine; they also belonged to Dominic. All of them loved us despite the sins we'd committed in the past. The ultimate revenge was always my destination, and now it was in my grasp. Many years of sadistic dreams filled with all sorts of punishments for S and his brother. Each plan was more horrible than the one before.  
 Was it worth it anymore?  
 I studied my hands, the same hands that touched my woman and daughter. The hands that were so gentle with them, yet they inflicted unbearable pain on another human being. They were monsters, but were we too? Would killing them place us on the same level with them?
 Two evil brothers against two brothers getting justice. But what really was justice?  
 They wouldn't get the chance to get out of prison, and there Connor would make sure they'd be punished daily. For the rest of their lives, they would pay for their sins.
 The little twins inside us screamed for a chance to humiliate and destroy, but the men? I didn't know about Dominic, but the man in me wanted nothing more than to look proudly at his daughter and spend the rest of his life praying the darkness of his past wouldn't touch her.
 But my soul would darken again, wouldn't it? More than before. Sapphire's words from a few weeks ago echoed in my head.

Can you put us above your revenge? We both know you can't.
 Even if she tried to hide it, part of her heart would never be able to forgive me this, even though she would always love me and stay with me.  

Can you put us above your revenge? We both know you can't.

Yes, yes I can. 

 And just like that, my mind and heart settled on only one conclusion.
 "I can't do it." Dominic turned his confused, amber eyes to me. "Deliver one last time our revenge. I don't want to do it." I wouldn't try to change his mind; we both had the right to decide for ourselves.
 He said nothing for a beat, and then, "Me neither. Somehow living happily for the rest of our lives seems more of a fuck you than going there and inflicting all sorts of things on them."  
 We got up, dusted our jeans, and faced each other.  
 "So, no revenge?" He chuckled. "I have my Sovietnik in prison. Trust me they would get what they deserve. As for us…Let's consider a long life a good revenge."
 "Deal," I said with laughter, and extended my hand, not wanting to invade his personal space. "I'd like to think someday we can be friends again."  
 All traces of humor left both of us at my words. He regarded me closely and then shook his head. "We can't be friends."  
 I ignored the pain in my gut, and asked, "Why?"
 "Because we are brothers. We were always brothers." With that, his arms wrapped around me in a bear hug and my arms did the same with him, and we stood there locked in an embrace near our parents' grave.  
 Tears ran down my cheeks, and I felt my shirt becoming wet, which indicated he had the same emotional reaction. "I thought I'd never see you again, little brother."  
 "Me too." His heart beat against mine.  
 We were both grown up, and his muscled body proved to me he no longer was a skinny boy who needed saving. "I love you," he said with a tighter squeeze.  
  "I love you too, Dominic. But if you harm Rosa, despite my love, I'll have to kick your ass." His body vibrated with laughter.
  "I'll let you."
 We could have let go of each other, but somehow we held each other for several more moments as the soft breeze touched our cheeks as though someone caressed us.
 And despite my fucked-up logic, despite me not believing in a higher power or anything supernatural, I wondered if this was some kind of sign from our parents that, at last, our family was together again.  
 Sociopath and the little boy didn't believe in miracles or magic.
 But Damian Scott? He fucking believed with all his heart.  
 

Three Weeks Later
 

Connor

Benjamin and Richard entered the courtroom with smirks on their faces, probably anticipating the victory giving the cocky attitude of their lawyers. 


They seated on the right side, their gazes locked with mine as they studied my expression probably trying to figure out if they used to know me too. 


Thankfully to the twins, my sister and I escaped their clutches and we'd never know what it was like to be hopeless with no escape in sight. 


No more. 


Not one more child would suffer because of them. I wasn't naive, eliminating one organization didn't mean that the world wouldn't have such fuck ups anymore but to know that at least one of them was out? Yeah, that fucking felt good.

"Everyone rise." We all stood up as the judge Esteban darted into the room and sat on his high chair along with his gavel. 


"Please sit." We listened, and he continued. "We are here today to hear the hearing against Benjamin and Richard Hill." Both parties nodded, and the process began.

Four hours later the verdict was made.

Both were sentenced for life, with no parole or chance of appellation. Their lawyers couldn't predict I had the file on them Dominic gave me; so playing innocent wouldn't have worked.

They would be transferred to colony with strict regime.

And there they would get ultimate revenge.

Life among the nastiest criminals but even those criminals had values.

Child abusers and rapists simply didn't survive for long in prison. 


Take that, motherfuckers.





 

Three Months Later
 

Sapphire
 "You still have the chance to run away. I'll cover for you," Rosa said with a straight face while Amanda and Annie choked on their champagne.  
 Frankie giggled loudly, smacking Rosa on the arm. "Stop joking around." She wiggled her brows at me. "Who wouldn't walk down the aisle to such a hunk?" she said dreamily, and my eyes narrowed.
 "Mine." Everyone laughed again, but I just shrugged. Apparently, his obsessive tendencies had started to rub off on me too.  
 A soft knock on the door preceded Luke entering the bridal room wearing jeans and a navy blue shirt, which hugged him perfectly. "Are we ready?"  
 I checked myself one last time in the mirror and couldn't believe the happy and vibrant woman who appeared in the reflection. "Yes, we are."
 "Wait!" Frankie shouted, grabbed her cell, gathered all the girls close in a circle around me, and raised it so we would have everyone in the picture.  
 I was so thankfully for all those beautiful ladies in my life. Back in my teens, I always thought Sophie would be with me on this special day. Damian showed me reports on her life, as I was curious to know how her life turned out.  
 She married Steve three years ago, and they had a baby boy and based on pictures she seemed happy. Although part of me longed for what we used to be, we both changed and both of us had no place in each other's life. However, I was happy she finally found peace and the man who loved her unconditionally. I did check up on my mom too, and she lived in France enjoying the country life with some French man. I couldn't forgive her for ignorance and fear, but the child inside me was glad she had someone by her side.
 "Group selfie is a must." Her words snapped me out of my thoughts and I smiled widely. She clicked a few times and then with a satisfied grin pushed me toward Luke, who agreed to walk me down the aisle. He and Juanita were the only grandparents my baby had, and the only parental support present at our wedding. I got to know the old, gruff man in the last three months and it was evident for anyone to see how much he cared for all his "kids."
 He placed my hand under his arm as the girls lined up. Annie agreed to be my maid of honor and thank God for that. I simply didn't have the patience to choose flowers or dressing for salads or create the menu. Mostly before the wedding, I focused on finishing my three books so we could freely travel for the next five months. Damian decided his gift to give me was an extended honeymoon, which included a tour through Europe and the Middle East. Kristina would stay with Luke and Juanita in Houston because we simply didn't trust her safety to anyone else. The man had a freaking castle for a house!  
 "Girl, how are you still not pregnant?" Frankie asked Rosa, as we stood waiting for the music to start to play. Rosa's cheeks heated as she looked down, and all of us watched, because everyone wanted to know. "I figured he was just going to breed you quickly, no questions asked." She elbowed her. "Or you guys just have hot sex all night long? I love those kind of nights."  
 Luke groaned beside me as a grin spread across my face. Connor's little sister wasn't so innocent anymore. "I so don't want to be present for this conversation."  
 Frankie just waved her hand. "Whatever, man, I'm curious. Plus, I caught you and Juanita making out by the kitchen last night."  
 Luke scowled, and the girls giggled because everyone knew the pair had the hots for each other. Why they didn't hook up sooner was beyond me.
 "Maybe because I'm still a virgin."  
 Everyone blinked and stared at Rosa with their mouths open.
 She was what now? Dom followed her around like a dog guarding his bone, not to mention the heated stares and possessive embraces. How could she still be a virgin? Before anyone could comment, though, the processional music started, and any thoughts about Dom and Rosa left my mind.
 Time to marry my Sociopath.
 

Damian 

 Standing in the middle of the beach with a few friends and family members, while my brother stood as my best man next to me and the priest with an open book, I resisted the desire to pinch myself and double check my reality, even if it made me sound like a fucking girl.
 The little boy who had lived eight years in the cell with no hope for the future couldn't believe in the happiness constantly present in his life.
 "Daddy, the music started," Kristina said excitedly, and sobered her face looking cute, but at the same time hilarious wearing her little suit.
 My little girl rejected all pleadings and dirty looks from the girls who showed her one beautiful white dress after another with flowers in her hands. She just kept saying no and no, and one day climbed up on Sapphire's lap as we were sitting on the couch and palmed her face. "Mommy, I really love you, but I don't want to be your flower girl. I wanna be Daddy's best man with Uncle Dom." Her words warmed my heart, and I held her in my arms the whole night while she slept on my chest.
 At the moment, she held our wedding rings as her excited eyes shown as bright as the sapphire and diamonds in the bands.  
 The procession began with Frankie, followed by Amanda, Rosa, and Annie. All the women had identical strapless pink dresses that blew in the light ocean breeze. Their hair was made in some up hairdo and oddly enough, despite their differences look-wise, all of them were stunning.
 Finally, my Sapphire came into view, and my breath stilled inside me.
 Gorgeous, beautiful, even those words were not enough to describe her beauty or give it justice. I pushed all my possessive instincts back at seeing Luke holding her so close and focused my attention on the vision in blue.  
 We both disliked the color white as it brought too many unpleasant memories of spending time in the hospitals, so she settled on sky blue, which only brought out more the vividness of her sapphire eyes.  
 Her wavy, black hair was pushed over her shoulder where it was clipped back, leaving visible her graceful neck that I loved to lick and suck so much. But then, there wasn't a part of her that I didn't like to suck or lick. Her chiffon dress was an unusual design; it ended just above the knee in the front, but behind her, it draped down to the sand creating the illusion of a long veil. Sapphire's bare feet had anklets that I longed to run my tongue over as her feet rested above my shoulders when I'd push hard inside her. My cock stirred in my pants.

Not now, later. I'll have her in our bed later.
 Finally, they reached me. Luke put her hand in mine. The familiar electricity ran through us, and her breath hitched. Her eyes focused on my lips as hers opened slightly, begging for a kiss.
 Rules could go to hell.  
 My mouth ended up on hers in a passionate kiss. Everyone whistled and catcalled while the annoyed priest's voice said, "Dearly beloved—"
 

Dominic
 Watching Rosa dancing with Kristina tugged on my heart, but I couldn't do anything about it. I barely contained the desire to snatch her from this party and go back to Irkutsk. Her mocha hair would look splendid against my black silky sheets, not to mention her vivid black eyes. My hands itched to lower down the zipper on her dress and run my fingers over her skin while trailing kisses down her back.
 However, leaving my twin's wedding was out of the question, so there was nothing else to do but sip whiskey and count for the party to be over.  
 "Well, don't you look happy for me?" Damian teased, sitting on the chair next to me. He followed my gaze and smirked. "Sucks to be the one watching, doesn't it?" Ignoring his words, I continued to drink while he added, "Women talk, you know." Furrowing my brows, I glanced at him. "What's that supposed to mean?" Damian raised his brow while his mouth twitched, barely containing laughter that wanted to spit out.
 Blyat.
 Women talked.
 I’ve never had a real relationship before, and this small fact sucked. The last thing I wanted was for people to wonder why she was still a virgin if she had been with me for the last three months.  
 Little Rosa probably forgot to mention the sex was supposed to happen on her terms, and so far she gave me no permission to touch her. Sometimes, it surprised me how much control I willingly gave her just for a chance to prove she could be happy with me.  
 Maybe I shouldn't have kidnapped her from her father, and waited patiently. But the possessive nature in me was impossible to control; plus, I couldn't have had my woman running around in New York when important business awaited me back home. What if some other fucker wanted to steal her? No one could be trusted with her protection, but me. "Drop it, Damian," I said with a warning because twin or no twin, I'd be damned to discuss my woman with another man.
 "Trust me, I wasn't about to ask you about your sex life." He winced "She's a sister to me. Still reining in my desire to smash your face for touching her." I rolled my eyes at this; apparently everyone seemed to think they had some kind of right to my woman, when it fact, she belonged only to me.
 Not to her father.
 Not to Damian.
 Sure as fuck not to herself. My life and hers were forever entwined, so everyone better fucking get used to that.
 He held my eyes with his; his had a wistful expression in them. "I just wanted to know if everything was all right with you?" For the last three months, we had shared few phone calls. I came to visit them once but besides that, they didn't establish amazing connection all of a sudden or bonded over the experience. We just couldn't even if we tried. I loved my brother, and he loved me as default, but we simply couldn't ignore all the years we spent apart. Plus, we had a big distance between us, the entire ocean.  
 Before I could answer him, Don joined our table and sat down opposite us with the serious expression on his face. "Can I have a moment with you two?" Damian and I shared a look. Since when did the man ask anything? The entire night he was busy flirting with Mary, Sapphire's single friend, and he hadn't paid much attention to us. We nodded, and he cleared his throat. "I still hold a grudge against you, Ragazzo." He let me know with steel in his eyes that was easy for me to understand. I kidnapped his child, and our mafia houses were currently at war. We agreed for a truce during the wedding, but all bets were off once it was over. "But there is one thing I wanted to give to you. Both of you." He placed the brown, rectangular envelope on the table and motioned for us to open it up.  
 Since Damian made no move toward it, I picked it up and tore it open as several photos slid down all over the table. Pushing the envelope aside, I focused my attention on vivid pictures that must had been taken at least thirty years ago due to the quality of the photo and the wardrobe.  
 A young couple, in their early twenties, rode on the bike in the middle of the empty street with deserts and canyons surrounded them. A guy wearing a black Queen T-shirt and blue jeans along with boots held the handlebars and gazed ahead while the girl behind him wrapped her arms around his waist and laughed happily with her head tilted back. Her hair was blown away by the wind, and the band around her forehead allowed for it not to get into her eyes. Compared to the guy, her clothes had yellow and orange colors with various bangs on her neck, ear and hands. The shot must have been taken from the car riding in front of them because it captured the moment perfectly without them having to pose for it. There was something oddly familiar about the couple to me, but I couldn't name it. Damian appeared just as clueless; he just kept on running his fingers over their faces as his brows furrowed.  
 The next picture was the same couple during their wedding day; they seemed older. Gone were the hippie attributes, replaced with a black tux for the man and long and a chiffon white dress with several small pearls on it for her. Her hand rested protectively on the small bump, clearly indicating pregnancy. The couple radiated happiness, which even old-ass pictures couldn't hide.  
 Another one was with them holding two babies in the hospital as the woman lay exhausted but happy on the bed. The man held his family protectively in the crock of his arm, creating a shield from outside world.  
 The man who looked so much like me and my brother. The resemblance impossible to ignore.  
 Then it hit me, all at fucking once.  
 "Are those our parents?" Damian asked with a hoarse voice as the flat of his palm landed on the last photograph.
 "Yes," Don replied. "They used to be my friends. Mine and my wife, Sorcha." A ghost of a smile appeared on his face while remembering his wife. "Sorcha and Kristina liked to get into trouble, and we'd have to rescue them."  
 "Is this why you allowed me to keep Rosa a few years back and watched me carefully?" Damian asked, his eyes still glued to the picture in the hospital.
 "Yes, it's hard to mistake those eyes, plus you do share some of his traits."  
 "Why now?" The question came from me. I couldn't wrap my head around this information. Why couldn't he share all this before? Don shrugged, took out his cigar and lit it.
 "Seemed like a good wedding present and besides, it wouldn't have changed anything."
 "So Dad was part of the mafia?"
 "No, we were childhood friends. He was a lawyer and heir to an empire. He liked to protect the weak, though, so he was kind of a Robin Hood. Did similar stuff to you guys and one of the reasons those men did what they did. I couldn't come and help on time, even though I warned him not to mess with those men without backup." His hand fisted, but the pitch of his voice stayed even. "That's neither here nor there, though. The point is the life you lead can destroy things you love the most." His narrowed stare burned into mine. "And I don't want my little girl to be collateral damage." Then he shifted his gaze to Damian. "Or your sweet woman. So on your wedding day, I'll give you two pieces of advice. You forget about being a Sociopath and you,"—he pointed his index finger at me—"learn to provide as much possible protection to my daughter as you can." With those words, he left to join Mary on the dance floor while she blushed from his invitation, leaving us dumbstruck.
 Silence fell over us for several seconds, with Damian breaking it with a low voice. "Do you want the picture?" I nodded because who wouldn't want them? Remembering our parents was one thing, but having proof that they were happy and wanted us? Yeah, no one could say no to that.  
 He split them evenly between us and then patted my shoulder. "I need to find Sapphire." He searched for her and finally spotted her near the bar, chatting with Luke. He darted toward her, leaving me sitting there alone with uncomfortable emotions playing inside me, which I couldn't name.
 Who would have thought our parents used to be that fun-loving couple who fought for justice? Or that they had an Italian Mafia Don for a friend.  
 A friend who was a father of the woman I desperately wanted to claim as mine.
 If it wasn't for S, John, Richard and the whole human trafficking, I would have had a chance with her. She'd always be close; no one would ever harm her or me and by now, she'd probably have been my wife the minute she became legal.  
 Everything closed off on me; red haze played in front of my eyes, and I barely restrained myself from standing up and running the fuck away. Building rage, which didn't go away no matter how much I tried, demanded for me to fight someone and see blood.
 I was so out from everything around me that the gentle touch on my cheek came out of nowhere and snapped me out of my stupor. My eyes traveled back up to the gorgeous vision in pink. I drank in her beauty and aura of serenity only she could provide for me. "Dominic?" Rosa asked softly, and without further words, I grabbed her elbow and sat her on my lap as she gasped in surprise.  
 The bullshit of three months was over.  
 I was fucking done waiting around on her. It made me a bastard, maybe.
 Made me unforgivable human being.
 Maybe.
 But I was fucking done.
 "No, I'm not all right. I need you," I whispered harshly, most probably scaring her, which would cement her views on not giving me a chance not that I was going to wait for one.  
 Rosa studied me, then laced her hands through my hair and brought her mouth close to mine and whispered in it, her lips touching mine in the lightest of caress, "Okay."
 "Наконец то." Finally.
 After months of wanting, yearning, rejections and heavy petting sessions, my woman was ready to be claimed and conquered.
 If I only I could predict the future on that night, maybe I would have hesitated to touch her and sent everyone notice that Pakhan had claimed his woman.  
 But the choice was made.  
 Along with all the events that followed after that fateful night.
 

Later That Night
 
 We lay breathless on the sheets soaked from our sweat after hours of lovemaking. The open window provided much needed cool air. Sapphire lay on her back with her head resting on my shoulder, gazing at the red ceiling, and then suddenly rolled onto my chest, put her hands under her chin, and held my eyes.  
 "What?" I asked, playing with strands of her hair.
 "What do we do now?"  
 My mouth spread in a soft grin as my hand rested on her nape, bringing her face closer to mine. Just before our mouths touched, I whispered against her lips, "Live happily ever after."
 

Twelve Years Later
 

Damian
 Kristina ran around the beach laughing while Lucky followed her. He was a bit old to keep up with her at the same speed he used to, but he tried. She took out another snack from the pack she was holding and threw it up in the air as he bounced to catch it. He missed it again, but then dropped on the sand and searched for it frantically. Worry crossed my daughter's face as she raised her eyes to me. "Daddy, I'm worried about Lucky. He doesn't seem to notice a lot of stuff lately." The dog heard his name and barked loudly, dropping to his haunches, waiting for another treat.  
 "Looks damn happy to me," I muttered, but then winced as Kristina nudged my shoulder. Damn, my baby girl had some strong arms from all the boxing she did. "Baby girl, he is almost thirteen years old. I don't think most dogs even live that long." I patted his muzzle a bit. "He's bound to have some weakness, no?" Her face grew sadder, but she nodded. I hugged her close to me and sighed in contentment when her hands wrapped around me.  
 Kids fucking grew too fast for my liking. It seemed like just yesterday she was my little girl in pigtails whose eyes lit up with pleasure from ice cream and cartoons, and today she was a young woman who was about to go away to college. In fact, this little getaway on the coast of Spain was our little gift to our family to spend her last vacation as a "kid" together and enjoy it. She decided to major in Biochemistry in Texas, and the idea of not having her close terrified me. Even though twelve years had passed since that fateful day, I still woke up with nightmares where her screams filled the air. They would probably never go away.  
 I hugged her a bit tighter, and she leaned back with a laugh. "Daddy, it's hard to breathe."  
 I winked at her. "Can't a dad hug his baby girl?"  
 She stopped smiling and kissed me softly on the cheek, circled her arms around me, and squeezed me tight. Then she whispered into my ear, "I'll always be your little girl, Daddy." And her words soothed any ache I felt at letting her go.  
 "You'll always be my little girl," I agreed, and then scowled as the most annoying voice on the planet called her name.  

Hardy.
 As Sapphire suspected, Kristina's obsession with Jason Miller didn't disappear, and they pretty much stayed joined at the hip through their entire childhood. My girl was in love with him and growled at any girl who tried to get close to him. Hilarious if you ask me, and as much as I disliked the kid for having all of my daughter's attention, I was proud of how she marked her territory.
 Once she wrote with a marker on his spine "Property of Kristina Scott." I kid you not. Sapphire was red as a lobster as she sat in a chair in the principal's office while Amanda and Cormack laughed their asses off. Jason had appeared clueless to any deeper feelings she had for him, but everything changed once they turned fifteen.
 All of a sudden, Kristina decided boys were stupid, and a career seemed more important. Needless to say, poor Jason was as surprised as the rest of us, and then came, as we all called it, the time of "wooing." The poor guy did everything. Roses, chocolates, USB flash drives with music that made my ears bleed, dates, even though he always trembled under my harsh stare.  
 Kristina wouldn't budge, and secretly I always gloated at his failures, because it meant that my little girl would still stay my little girl and wouldn't be in danger of anyone ever breaking her heart.
 Then a few months later came the worst nightmare of every parent who had a good baby girl at home.

Bad Boy on a bike.  
 Richardson, a new hotel owner in the city, moved in with his two sons. One was Kristina's age and his name was Max, and another was Hardy, who was eighteen years old.
 Fucking guess who she fell for? They came to dinner with us, and the minute he laid eyes on her, he was at her side proclaiming she was his.  
 Kristina was so dumbstruck that she blinked a few times and just nodded. He didn't budge under my stares, growling, or strength. He promised me never to touch her until she was legal and to protect her with all his heart among other things. Although I still didn't like him, I respected the kid, and my girl deserved to be someone's obsession too.
 Jason Miller sulked a bit and then started dating Ruby. Just remembering all this high school drama made my head hurt.
 Hardy grabbed Kristina by her waist, bringing her closer to his chest, and lifted his chin at me.

Little shit.
 The heated stares started and it was the last thing I needed to see. With one last peck on her forehead, I let go of my daughter and hoped with all my heart she always would have this light of happiness in her eyes. "I'm going to check on your mom."
 We might have been together for almost eighteen years, but the woman still made my heart spin and body hurt from desire.  
 

Sapphire 

 The soft breeze touched my cheek, cooling my heated body and allowing me to enjoy the weather through the open balcony window that spun the white, sheer curtains. The beach house's master bedroom had nothing but a huge king-sized bed, bathroom, and a sofa. The heavy weight on my chest whimpered, moving restlessly as I patted him gently on his diapered behind. "Shhh, sweetheart." He calmed down at once, nuzzling more into my collarbone.  
 My little mini Damian, aka Dane Scott, or, as I called him, an unexpected yet incredibly amazing surprise.  
 Damian and I tried for a baby for years after the accident, but nothing ever came of it. After one of my hysterics on the bathroom floor when one more test was negative, Damian decided to stop everything and appreciate the fact that we had Kristina.  
 And we did.
 However, one year ago, I got sick, and we didn't know what was wrong until the doctor broke the news to us. With Kristina going off to college, we made plans to travel around the world, have some us time, and just live like a young couple without any responsibilities in the world. The baby changed a lot of stuff, and many people asked us if we really wanted to raise a kid in our forties.
 But we did and couldn't be happier about it. Dane was just three months old, and since he needed his mama during nap times, I couldn't go for a walk with the rest of my family. Apparently, I had one more kid to add to the list, because where Kristina went, Hardy went. Remembering the day he proclaimed her his made me throw my head back and laugh.
 "That's the sound I'll never getting tired of hearing," a rugged voice said, as my husband filled the doorway of our room, his assessing eyes absorbing every detail. He didn't have the chance to be there for me for the first five years of our child's life if we counted the pregnancy period too, so he soaked up all the experiences he could with Dane.  
 God, he was still so freaking sexy that he could make my knees weak with just a smile. He got rid of the beard to my protests, but still he maintained his bulky figure, even though his hair had several gray strands. "What are you doing here? I thought you'd be on the beach with the kids."  
 He scowled at my words, and in a few steps joined me on the bed, lying at my side while his hand gently stroked Dane's cheek. "Hardy is not my kid."  
 I smirked. "I think it's fair to say he'll stick around."
 "He'd better. Otherwise, I'll have to kick his ass, because Kristina will never give him up." True. Our baby girl was hopelessly in love, but somehow it didn't worry me as it had with Jason all those years ago.  
 I rested my head on his chest as he propped us gently against the headboard. "Are you happy?" I suddenly asked, and his hand stilled.  
 He raised it to my chin and shifted to look straight into my eyes. "Why wouldn't I be?" Confusion was written all over his face, and I softly ran my fingers across his forehead to straighten the frown lines he had.
 "No, I mean… was this the life you envisioned for us?" Despite everything bad we had to go through, I didn't regret anything that happened to us and with us.  
 He captured my mouth in a soft yet passionate kiss and then rested his forehead on mine. "Sapphire… I never envisioned such a life for myself. I couldn't be happier." And he was right.
 Our love story was unconventional. Dark. Disturbing back in his Sociopath days. The words I told my mother all those years ago played in my mind.

How could you love him? He is a monster. 


No one could love a monster. 

 Oh, but I did. I fell in love with a monster who had a heart, even though darkness surrounded him. And while I wouldn't wish for anyone to endure the same circumstances or past we did, I was so grateful for becoming the monster's ultimate obsession.
 


 

Dominic’s and Rosa’s story "Pakhan’s Rose" will be the first book in a new series.

Coming 2016.
 





 
 The Sociopath's Duet is done, and it still feels surreal to me. The idea of Sociopath and his love for one woman came to me almost a year ago, but I didn't think it would be possible for me to publish his story.  
 Damian will always have a special place in my heart.  
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