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        * * *

      

      
        
        She is untouched. Innocent. Desperate. Mine.

      

      

      

      I was raised to rule.

      Hardened by the laws of my family:

      Take what needs taking.

      Break what needs breaking.

      

      Camille is no exception.

      

      Her body belongs to me now,

      Courtesy of a substantial cash payment to the Archangel Vision auction.

      

      I know she fears me.

      I know she wants me.

      

      But what I want to know is this:

      Is she ready to give me a child?
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            Erik

          

        

      

    

    
      All around me, hell is erupting.

      But I have always felt at home in hell.

      The bullet cracks an inch from my face, coughing up plaster and bits of wall.

      I duck aside and throw myself behind the upturned couch. More bullets tear through the fabric, whistling in the air.

      “Motherfuckers!” Radovan roars. He’s a giant man, so his voice booms throughout the room as he leaps over the room partition and rushes at the remaining Italian mafiosos.

      I peek over the edge of the couch. He has his gun raised, letting bullets fly as he reaches into his back pocket for his knife.

      Beside me, Damir fires more shots. He’s a little man with horn-rimmed glasses like a fucking librarian and he’s biting his bottom lip like he’s nervous. But he doesn’t miss once.

      From the corner of the room, my second-in-command, Fyodor, watches Radovan with the same tense expression I must be wearing.

      He’s always doing something to get himself in trouble.

      Suddenly, an Italian leaps from their barricade and wraps his hands around Radovan’s throat. I jump up without thinking, aiming my pistol but knowing I could easily hit Radovan. Whatever happens, we can’t let one of our men die. It’s bad enough that Oleg took that slug in the shoulder.

      “Erik!” Fyodor shouts over the sound of gunfire. “Get down!”

      I ignore him, a bullet whipping so close to me I can feel it brush like wind against my cheek. The Italian nearly has his pistol pressed against Radovan’s chin. He’s a reedy thing, in one of those slick suits they all wear, only now it’s slick with the blood of his comrades.

      “Erik!” Fyodor yells again.

      Somebody grabs at my shirt. I throw a wild fist, tossing him into the air, and quickly turn to put a bullet in the attacker’s throat. He slumps, gurgling.

      I duck as a bullet whines over my head. Another snaps at the ground at my feet.

      I grab the Italian by the throat and crush his windpipe with one vicious squeeze. His eyes bulge and he looks at me as though seeing whatever god he prays to. I toss his body aside and spin to take care of the man who was firing at us, but he is already lying facedown in a pool of blood, Damir’s knife buried in the back of his neck.

      “Use your wits,” I growl, as we duck down behind the bar.

      Radovan grins at me, blood smearing his face. We took them by surprise, but even Italian rats like these will fight when backed into a corner.

      “Never knew I had any. But thanks, boss.”

      His eyes go wide.

      “Watch out!”

      I turn just in time to spot the Italian standing in the doorway with the heavy machine gun. He props the barrel on the edge of an overturned table and smiles savagely.

      Time slows to a crawl. He could light us all up, devour the room in a single hailstorm of metal death. Someone has to stop him before he can get to the trigger.

      I raise my gun.

      But before I can fire, somebody leaps from the shadows and grabs my ankle. I look down to find the crushed windpipe man gripping my foot, wheezing and dribbling but still as yet alive.

      As I make to empty my clip in his head, the man by the machine gun finishes setting up his mount.

      And the world explodes.

      I throw myself at Radovan and drag him to the ground as the cacophony of automatic fire roars overhead. We roll over and scramble toward the closest cover—another section of the bar—as the man on the floor crawls after us, reaching for a knife.

      I kick him in the face. His head snaps back. I think he lets out a pathetic cry, but the air is too heavy with warfare to know for sure. I kick him again, hard. His nose erupts in a torrent of blood.

      We round the corner of the bar on hands and knees.

      But they are waiting for us.

      Two last Italians, aside from the one manning the machine gun that continues to rain fire on our position.

      One of the men hefts a shotgun and aims it at us, but then Oleg comes sliding over the bar, oblivious to his shoulder wound. His blond hair is slicked straight back, flecked with crimson stains.

      The Italian spins to aim at Oleg.

      “No!” I roar, leaping to my feet and throwing myself at him.

      He pushes the barrel into my belly. I grab his hand just before he can squeeze the trigger. I twist the gun, aim it at his gut, headbutt him so hard he almost flies off his feet, and then let the buckshot go.

      He crumples like a deflating balloon.

      The last Italian behind the bar raises his pistol to my head. A second later and I’d be dead, just another Bratva boss lost to history, but then Fyodor steps out and cleaves the top of his skull with a well-placed bullet.

      I nod shortly in acknowledgment. It’s not the first time my lieutenant has saved my life.

      He bows slightly, looking more like a Russian aristocrat than a mobster—all suave, inscrutable smile.

      “Give me that.” I nod to his rifle.

      He takes the strap from his shoulder and tosses it to me.

      I spin as I catch it, peer over the bar, and then shoot the machine gunner right between the eyes. He lands on his weapon, mouth split open, the lights rapidly leaving his eyes.

      And just like that, the hellfire ceases.
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        * * *

      

      We leave Genovesi’s like a funeral pyre in our rearview mirror, the flames blazing into the night sky, and head out to Red Ruble.

      “I don’t need a doctor,” Oleg says, pressing a towel against his shoulder. “Just a vodka or five, and a willing woman to warm my sheets.”

      “You’ll have both,” I tell him. “You did well. You all did. The Italians are done in this city. Perhaps a few cousins remain, but if they rear their pathetic heads, we will take them as war trophies. This city belongs to the Ivanonich Bratva. Never forget that.”

      The men nod seriously, though I feel Damir’s eyes on me, as they often have been these past months. He doesn’t look as pleased as he ought to be.

      We head around the back and into the private function room, the walls displaying my Serovs, Repins, and more, all the finest in Russian art. Some of them are originals. The room is already full of women in bikinis carrying golden trays of vodka and champagne. Their fake tits are also the artwork of masters, and nonetheless pleasing to look at.

      Anatoly is waiting for me on the raised platform where the senior men sit, though lately Fyodor has taken to sitting down in the pits as though he is one of the soldiers.

      “He is trying to win the favor of the men,” I mutter quietly.

      Anatoly is a gray-haired man with a scar running down the left side of his face. “I cannot disagree,” he says. “But you mustn’t let him see how it makes you feel.”

      “Feel?” I laugh gruffly. “I don’t feel anything.”

      “Good.” Anatoly nods. “So drink. Today is a good day.”

      We click our glasses together and take shots of vodka. It sears down my throat, settling warmly in my belly.
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        * * *

      

      Hour by hour, the night wears on.

      Some of the men retire to the rooms above the restaurant with girls from the harem. Others pour back vodka until they end up slumped in their chairs.

      And some get so drunk they forget who their leader is.

      “Now we can join with the Aryan Pact,” Damir says loudly, slamming his hand on the table. “Like we should have done before we killed the Italians.”

      The only sign of anger I show is the pulsing of my temples. Damir knows how I feel about those white supremacist worms.

      “With their trucking connections,” he goes on, “we’ll be able to start shipping weapons across state lines, under the radar. It’s a win-win.”

      “Damir,” I call across to him. “Your efforts would be better spent finding a woman for the night. Preferably one who will help you forget how to speak.”

      He glares at me. I almost leap across the room and smack him in the mouth for his insolence. Oleg is looking at him sideways, as though wondering what on earth he’s thinking. It’s a sentiment I relate to.

      “I could make the call right now,” he says, ignoring me. “Five minutes, it would take. A new arrangement that would make us all rich.”

      “You are richer than you have any right to be,” I say calmly. “Be happy with what the Bratva provides.”

      “A man can always get richer.”

      “A man can forget his place, too, it seems.” I put my hands on the edge of the table. “Are you sure you want to have this conversation, Damir?”

      He glances around the room, down at his feet, and then pushes his glasses up his nose as though the vodka has infused him with courage. “Fyodor would not hesitate because it makes him queasy,” he sneers. “Fyodor would—”

      “Enough,” I say flatly.

      “Enough,” Damir echoes like a schoolboy, shaking his head. “Yes, I believe I have had enough.” He rises to his feet, grabs his bottle, and swaggers drunkenly from the room.

      I make to follow him, fire raging through my veins at the disrespect. Anatoly places his hand on my arm. “Erik,” he says quietly. “You will only widen the gap between those who support who and those who …”

      He does not need to say it: those who support Fyodor. That gap has been causing me sleepless nights of late. A widening rift, with dire consequences if I let it worsen.

      Yet, Fyodor is still my second, and has shown no signs of disloyalty. I am still very much the boss of this Bratva. Time to assert my authority.

      “Fyodor,” I growl.

      He glances up from the woman he has been talking with. He did not look up during the exchange, even when his name was mentioned, though I’ve no doubt he caught every word.

      “Damir needs a lesson in discipline. Make it clear that he will not mention the Aryan Pact again.”

      Fyodor rises to his feet swiftly, but still with that inscrutable smile on his face. He inclines his head. “Of course.” He nods at the woman. “If you’ll excuse me.”

      I watch as he disappears after Damir. “If that happens again,” I murmur to Anatoly, “there will be blood.”

      “It is only right,” he agrees. “But give the drunken fool a chance. An execution is no small thing.”

      “Neither is a soldier who thinks himself a general.”

      Anatoly is about to say something else when Alena climbs up the steps and slides into my lap. She is the woman I have been fucking these past couple of weeks, nothing more significant than that. Tall, with legs that can wrap around a man and make him forget, for a few hours, the weight of the world. Her eyes are glassy with liquor as she throws her arms around my shoulders.

      “Should we get out of here?” she whispers seductively in my ear.

      “Woman,” I snarl, shifting so she falls onto the chair beside me. “You just interrupted your superior.”

      Anatoly raises his hands with an indulgent smile. “If a pretty girl cannot interrupt me, who can? I am done anyway, my boy. Emily is waiting up for me.” He rises to leave.

      “Well?” Alena whispers, sliding her hand up my thigh. “Seeing as it’s just the two of us … You could even take me home. Back to your place.”

      “No,” I say at once. “If we leave, it will be to a hotel.”

      She makes a catlike whining noise, but knows better than to argue the point. She knows I am not ready—will never be ready—to invite her into my personal sanctuary. I feel nothing for her except the pulsing at the base of my manhood.

      But it would be good to forget, just for a little while.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Come on, baby,” Alena breathes, tugging on my shirt.

      She seems distracted this evening. Usually she throws herself at me as though her life’s goal is to make me love her, eyes burning into me, tugging and sighing and moaning. But now she is glancing at the door. And then she compensates by being far pushier than usual, her hands tightening to fists on my clothes.

      “Come on.”

      I grab her by the shoulders and shove her back onto the bed. She falls with a giggle, though it sounds somehow off. I do not know Alena as well as she would like, but my senses have been honed through years of filthy, bloody work.

      Something is wrong here.

      Or is it perhaps that the night has made me paranoid? Fyodor and the treacherous game of politics that is leadership in the Bratva, Damir and his stomach-churning desires to forge alliances with racist monsters, the remnants of the Italian mafia still nipping at the edges of my territory… it’s enough to drive a weaker man insane.

      But I was born for this.

      Alena tilts her head up at me, trying to look cute. It is like she is playing a part. But of course she is. She has been playing a part ever since we met—loyal fuck toy, mindless distraction.

      So why is there a pit in my belly?

      I ignore my gut instinct as I climb on top of her. We throw ourselves into the foreplay, but again there is something amiss in Alena’s moaning. It is even more overdramatic than usual.

      Then, just as we are about to start having sex, she gives me a little kiss on the cheek and stops us.

      “One second, baby,” she says. “I’ve got this new toy I want to try. Do you mind?”

      Before waiting for an answer, she slides from beneath me like a serpent. She makes toward her bag. My breath catches in my throat; my gut churns.

      I tell myself to relax. Surely, I am wrong. Merely a man on edge, imagining monsters under the bed when there is nothing to fear.

      But when she veers for the door and flings it open, everything I suspected presents itself in cold, savage reality.

      I leap to my feet and pull up my pants, cursing myself for a fool. My pulse is pounding in my throat. My whole world has shrunk into one question:

      What is on the other side of that door?

      When Radovan steps through with the pistol, my heart almost stops.

      But I don’t have time for emotion. There is only raw survival, or death. Nothing more. So I force the sorrow down into my gut.

      If I am going to die here tonight, I will do it as a man.

      Alena disappears behind Radovan’s broad back, shielding herself.

      “You two make quite the pair,” I say calmly.

      “I told you I didn’t have any wits,” he says, sounding almost sad.

      But that doesn’t stop him from raising the pistol.

      I charge. Bang. The room erupts as the gun flash winks. He fires again and lava pours into my shoulder, pain flaring.

      “Traitor!” I roar, throwing myself on top of him.

      Alena batters my back with balled-up fists as Radovan tries to wrench the barrel into my neck to get off a shot that will end my life. I wrestle with him, my muscles straining so hard that veins bulge on my forearms. I knock him with a quick elbow. His mouth fills with blood. He makes a groaning sound as I finally get ahold of the gun.

      Alena smashes a glass over my head.

      I stumble.

      Radovan leaps for the gun.

      But it is too late. I fire right between his eyes, killing this man who has been loyal to me for years.

      He crumples back, eyes rolling into the back of his head. Blood seeps into the carpet.

      I turn to find Alena diving at me with a knife.

      “No!” I roar, raising the gun. She doesn’t stop. Maybe she loved Radovan; maybe she needs the money from whoever is paying for this hit job. Something like grief mixes with the fury in her face.

      I make to drop the gun to wrestle the knife from her, but then Radovan twitches behind me, not quite dead. Men never die as quickly in real life as they do in the movies.

      Mayhem consumes us and I end up firing three more shots: one into Radovan and two into Alena’s belly.

      “Shit,” I mutter, standing up as Alena slumps on top of the big brute. My shoulder throbs in agony.

      I glance down at them as Alena bleeds to death. I wonder if I should call the cleanup crew. My chest is heaving in shock and white-hot rage as blood pulsing from my shoulder stains my shirt.

      But I can’t call the crew, because that would mean letting the Bratva know about the murder. It would make me look reachable, vulnerable to those who wish to do me harm. And like Anatoly said, that would only make the rift between me and Fyodor worse.

      I need to deal with this myself.

      I give Radovan a kick in the side, shaking my head. “I thought we trained you better than this,” I sigh. “You should’ve waited until we were fucking.”
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      “I’ll be sure to pass on the message immediately.”

      I’m using my polite receptionist’s voice—cheery, enthusiastic, and literally the exact opposite of how I feel right now. I’m so tired I could just collapse onto the desk, but Dr. Delson expects professionalism above all else, and I can’t afford to lose this job.

      “Yes, thank you. Have a pleasant evening!”

      I hang up and let out an end-of-the-day sigh. Not that this is really the end of the day for me. The glory of my second job, working the overnight shift at the stockroom, is calling to me as soon as I finish up here.

      Out of the frying pan and into the fire. Ugh.

      I gather up my things and walk across the office to Dr. Delson’s office.

      “Ah, Camille,” he says with that shifting smile as I knock and peek in. He’s a tall older man whose light green eyes often flit down to my shirt. Which is strange, because I make sure to have zero cleavage while I’m here. Or while I’m anywhere, actually. “Are you done for the day?”

      I nod. “Just heading out. Is there anything else you need?”

      He glances at the window, pitch-black except for the pale glow of the streetlights. “No, but please, let me walk you to your car. We can never be too careful.”

      “Oh, you don’t need to do that,” I protest. “I should be okay.”

      “Oh, nonsense.” He claps his hands together. “I would never be able to forgive myself if something happened.”

      He climbs to his feet and hurries us out the door. The parking lot is empty and my car not more than thirty feet from the exit. But Dr. Delson walks close to me. I shift away, trying not to be too obvious about how uncomfortable I feel. We end up doing a weird shuffle-dance on the way to my beaten-up Honda Civic.

      “I just wanted to say that, Camille, you are doing great work. Really excellent.” His smile is moist, reflecting the streetlamps.

      His praise seems a little over-the-top for answering calls and booking appointments, but I incline my head in acknowledgment. “Thank you, Dr. Delson.”

      He puts his hand on the car, trapping me. I take a deep breath to calm my nerves. If he tries to do anything to me, I’ll implement the two-step plan I learned from a women’s self-defense class that a crazy ex-boyfriend dragged me to years ago:

      Number one, knee to the groin.

      Number two, go for the pepper spray in my handbag.

      “Please, Camille, call me Nelson.”

      He’s used the same line on me before, but I’ve never taken him up on the offer. Partly because I want to do everything I can to keep him from running wild with his hot young secretary fantasies, but mostly because I don’t trust myself not to laugh in his face. Nelson Delson! His parents must’ve hated him.

      “Well …” I take my keys out of my handbag and give them a jingle. “I better get going.”

      “Yes, of course.” But he doesn’t remove his arm.

      I’m picturing my two-step maneuver as he eyes me hungrily. My nerves are jittery. I almost turn and just climb into the car, but there is something unsettling about Dr. Delson. I’m not sure what he’d do if I turned my back.

      “Do you mind?” I say at length, nodding at his arm.

      His mouth tightens as though I’ve just offended him. “I actually wanted to talk with you, Camille,” he says tersely.

      “Oh?”

      Get me out of here, I beg silently to whoever might be listening—God, my guardian angel, fairy godmother, anyone. I know where this is going. He’s hinted at it before, but until now I’ve always been able to dance around his advances.

      But my prayers go unanswered. This time, he’s not leaving me any loopholes.

      “There’s a function next Saturday for all the doctors in the area,” he says. “And I’m allowed to bring a plus-one. I was wondering if you would come with me.”

      I am shaking my head before he’s even finished talking. “I’m really sorry,” I say, as apologetically as I can muster, “but I can’t. I’m too busy with nursing school and taking care of my mom. You understand.”

      “Do I?” He makes a face somewhere between a sneer and a leer. It’s an unflattering combination.

      He sucks in a slow breath.

      “You know, I’ve been very patient with you, Camille.” He arches his eyebrow. I can’t stand the way he says my name; it makes my skin crawl. “It’s the least you could do. It would be a real shame if you were forced to find another position … especially with your mother being so sick.”

      That does it. I snap without thinking. “Forget it, Dr. Delson. If you’re going to try and blackmail me, I quit.”

      He takes a step back, laughing cruelly.

      “We were downsizing anyway,” he says breezily, not at all the kind man who interviewed me a few months ago, or even the lecherous creep who was pinning me against my car just thirty seconds prior.

      Now, he’s just a cruel beast with a poor girl at his mercy. I wonder if this was what he wanted from me all along.

      He waves a hand.

      “So be my guest. Quit. Good luck out there, Camille. It’s a dog-eat-dog world.”
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        * * *

      

      Rob is hunched over in front of the TV when I storm into the house, heart still pounding from the exchange with Dr. Delson.

      My brother’s lank black hair hangs over his stoned eyes, which are fixed on the basketball game. From the way he’s tap-dancing his fingers on the backs of his elbows, I know he must have money wagered on the outcome. Our small two-bedroom apartment reeks of cigarettes and whiskey and weed.

      I repress a sigh. Just because Dad walked out the year you were born, I snapped at him once in an argument, it doesn’t mean you get the right to make us live in hell. You need to get a handle on your shit, Rob.

      But he never has, and it’s been years. He barely looks at me as I walk across the apartment to Mom’s room. Her caretaker, Jackie, is walking down the hallway with an awkward twist to her lips.

      “Camille,” she calls to me, “I’m so glad you’re home!”

      “Why? Is something wrong with Mom?”

      I glance in apprehension at her bedroom door. Her multiple sclerosis is still in its relatively early stages, but it hasn’t been getting better. I live in constant fear that something catastrophic will happen when I’m not here to comfort her. Leaving the house every day for work practically gives me an anxiety attack. Every time my phone dings unexpectedly, I jump out of my seat behind the desk at Dr. Delson’s—or rather, I used to. Guess I won’t be doing much of that anymore.

      “Did you check her blood pressure? How have her moods been? Has she been sleeping too much? Too little?”

      “No, no!” Jackie says quickly. “It is not that. Your mother is fine. She is sleeping right now, but no more than usual. No, it is just that I am still out two weeks’ pay. I wouldn’t bring it up, you know, but my rent is due tomorrow and …” She looks around the room, embarrassed.

      “Oh.” I bite my lip. But inside, I’m screaming. That’ll be the last of my cash.

      But what else can I do? I’m not the only person in the world with problems.

      “Of course, Jackie. Don’t worry. I’m really sorry about that.”

      I reach into my purse and take out the money, leaving a pitiful three dollars crumpled at the bottom.

      “Here you go.”

      She takes it and folds it efficiently. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” She starts to leave, then pauses, studying my face. “Hey, are you all right, Camille?” she asks cautiously.

      I nod, wearing what I hope is a convincing smile. “Always,” I tell her. “You just worry about my mom. I’ll be fine.”

      “Angela is a strong woman.” She puts her hand on my shoulder. “Same time tomorrow?”

      “Yes, see you then. Have a good evening.”

      Once she’s left, I crack the door and peer in at Mom, sitting up in her chair, snoring softly. She looks peaceful. At times like these, I can almost forget about her illness.

      “Shit!” Rob roars from the other room. I sigh, smooth the hair back from her forehead, and leave as quietly as I can.

      He’s on his feet when I return to the den, pacing up and down.

      “Your team lose?”

      He scoffs. “How could you tell?” He wrings his hands, huffing and puffing like an animal in line at the slaughterhouse. “This is getting fucking ridiculous. Shit, shit, motherfucking shit! How many guards does the local bank have?” He is ranting, teeth grinding like a maniac. “One, right? I could take down one fucking rent-a-cop.”

      “Rob.” I walk across the room, hand outstretched. “Don’t talk crazy.”

      “You don’t understand,” he growls, batting my hand away.

      “No, you don’t understand!” I snap.

      He pauses. Even hopped up on weed, alcohol, and adrenaline, he can tell that something is wrong. I don’t want to make a big deal out of it—I know firsthand that his offers to help usually end up causing more harm than good—so I just give him the SparkNotes version of today’s batch of godawful drama and misfortune. Out of a job, low on funds, depressed for the future. The usual.

      It sounds even worse out loud than it did in my head. I feel a nasty migraine coming on.

      “So the bank isn’t such a bad idea, then?” he laughs cruelly.

      “Don’t be stupid.” I drop onto the couch. “But we do need some money, fast. What about … something less drastic?”

      “Like what, petty theft?”

      I shrug. I can’t believe it’s come to this.

      “And that’ll keep us going for what? A month? Less?”

      “I’m not the one who spends all our money making stupid bets!”

      “If my team had won, we’d be rolling in it right now!” he yells. “Can’t make a fucking three-pointer to save their fucking lives. Jesus fuck …”

      “But they didn’t!” I toss a cushion at him, though it misses by a foot. “Now we’re really screwed.”

      We fall silent and watch a stream of cringeworthy car ads and commercials for payday loan companies on the television. One of them has a mascot of a giant dollar bill dancing across the screen and diving into a pool of fake cash like Scrooge McDuck. The sight of all that money, fake though it may be, almost makes me vomit.

      Rob lights up another blunt. I give him a nasty glare, but he ignores me. It’s long past the time he once listened to his big sister.

      As we sit there, I think about how Rob’s life could have gone an entirely different direction. If he hadn’t gotten into drugs. If he hadn’t ended up in juvie. If he didn’t have a rap sheet the length of my forearm that reads like a buffet of petty crime: grand theft auto, burglary, vandalism, public intoxication, on and on like that. Maybe, without that stuff hanging over his head, he’d be able to get a job. A life.

      “There is something else,” Rob says quietly after a while, sliding over to sit next to me on the couch like a conspirator. “You’re a virgin, right, Camille?”

      “Ew!” I hiss. “Rob, what the fuck?”

      “Just answer the question,” he says implacably. He’s got that stubborn gleam in his eye. I know him well enough to know that he won’t drop it no matter how much I protest.

      If only he could contribute something to the house other than the constant smell of pot or getting our mom’s nurses to quit the second he decides to try hitting on them.

      But still, I don’t like the question, or the implication, or—most of all—the fact that it is one hundred percent, certifiably true.

      I am a virgin.

      But there’s no way I’m admitting that to my shithead little brother.

      “What makes you think that?” I demand.

      He rolls his eyes. “I know you. Don’t bullshit me.”

      “What if I am?” I laugh, more at the absurdity of it all than at anything actually funny. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Well—it might just be our way out of all our problems.”

      “You’re making no sense,” I tell him.

      “I heard about something,” he says. “An auction where they sell women. I mean, sell their services, if you know what I mean? They pay big for virgins, Camille, and all you have to do is open your legs. Anyway, it’s better than losing your v-card in that piece-of-shit Civic you drive to some dude who works at Denny’s, or—”

      I slap him across the face. Hard.

      The sound of skin hitting skin echoes in the room, along with the tinny chirping of whatever late-night TV show is following the basketball game. Rob looks stunned, then sad, then angry, all at once, like a rainbow of feelings.

      He starts to stand, face reddening. I feel bad immediately. What he said was fucked-up, sure, but slapping him was probably a step too far. “Rob, I—”

      Mom lets out a cry from the bedroom. I’m immediately on my feet, rushing so fast I almost trip.

      I yank open the door. She’s on the floor, panting, her whole body twisted.

      “Rob!” I cry. “Call 911, now!”
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        * * *

      

      The next few hours are chaos: the ambulance arriving; sitting in the back telling Mom everything will be okay as she stutters and dribbles and waves her hands in agony and I wrack my brains wondering how we are ever going to pay for all this.

      In the waiting room, as I nurse my third cup of shitty hospital lobby coffee, Rob takes out a small slip of paper and hands it to me.

      There’s a lawyer’s office address written on it.

      “This is the man who will arrange it,” he says. “Just think about it. Otherwise …”

      “I don’t need to hear about ‘otherwise,’” I interrupt, snatching the paper.

      “But you’ll think about it?”

      I shake my head, not giving him an answer.

      But I’m running out of options.
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      A week later, I’m sitting in the lawyer’s waiting room.

      I’m cursing fate, cursing my situation, cursing myself for not being able to dream up a better way to climb out of this mess.

      When I checked in, I was fidgety, wondering if the smiling, put-together receptionist knew the reason I am really here. I force my hands to be still in my lap and take a deep breath.

      This is for Mom, I remind myself. Everything I do is for her. This will be no different.

      “Mr. Johnson will see you now,” the receptionist calls over.

      I stand up and walk into his office, trying and failing miserably to look confident. The lawyer, Mr. Johnson, glances up at me through stylish hipster glasses that don’t match his Mr. Potato Head mustache and combed-over gray hair.

      “Thank you for coming,” he says brusquely.

      I wouldn’t be here if I had a choice, I almost say. But I bite my lip.

      “We have a few details we need to clarify before we can continue.” He slides a thick document across the desk. “But first, you’ll need to read through this.”

      I flick through the pages, laughing cynically. None of this feels real.

      As I read through, I start to get at least a vague understanding of what I’m getting myself into. The whole thing seems so implausible, so brazen. How can this be a real thing? Shouldn’t someone be onto this by now? The cops, the president, Chris Hansen on To Catch a Predator? I was always told that the adults in the room would never let anything like this happen. And yet here I am—an adult, and helpless to do anything but play along and try to get out unscathed.

      The papers in front of me are describing my ‘position’ as an ‘auctioneer’s assistant.’ As far as I can tell, I’m basically supposed to stand on stage with a piece of art that’s ostensibly for sale, but only in a wink-wink-nudge-nudge kind of way.

      Everyone in the audience will know what they’re actually bidding on: yours truly, untouched by the hand of man.

      The job requirements pay special attention to my ‘fitness’ and my ‘willingness to work hard’ in presenting the finest art to the finest clientele.

      The veiled language is clear:

      I must be fit enough to open my legs for the type of man who would buy a woman’s virginity.

      I must work hard in this endeavor.

      I must ‘please my employer.’

      I swallow back the rising tide of nausea in my throat as I finish. When I’m done reading, I sign and initial where the lawyer indicates and slide the papers back over to him. I haven’t really processed what I just did yet, but I’m also not sure that I’ll ever really process it, so nothing to do but soldier on and bury my anxiety deep down inside, far from the light of day.

      That’s healthy, right?

      Mr. Johnson clears his throat. “Do you have any history of depression, anxiety, schizophrenia?”

      I shake my head.

      “Your responses must be verbal, Miss Greene,” he intones.

      “No,” I rasp, my mouth far too dry.

      “And you have never engaged in amorous activity with either a man or a woman?”

      I shake my head.

      “Words, please—”

      “No,” I say, louder now, finding my voice.

      “You’ll have to excuse me, Miss Greene, if some of these questions may make you uncomfortable.”

      All of them do.

      “Unfortunately, they are all mandatory. Shall we proceed?”

      I nod again. He sighs and keeps going.

      Do I have, or suspect that I have, a sexually transmitted disease?

      No.

      Do I anticipate ‘absconding’ on the night I ‘begin employment’?

      No.

      On and on like that, veering back and forth from weirdly formal to creepily implicating.

      As we move through the questionnaire, he has me sign the forms with the suggestive language inside. I feel an odd pride when I am able to scrawl my name without my hand shaking.

      I’ve chosen my course. Now, I have to walk it courageously. If Mom has taught me anything, it’s that.

      Toward the end of the interview, he slides a calling card across the table. It looks old-fashioned with gold trim around the edge, like something out of The Great Gatsby. A time, an address, and a place—the place where I will sell my body and perhaps my self-respect along with it.

      For my mom’s sake, if nothing else.

      “Do not be late,” Mr. Johnson says. He drums his manicured fingernails on the table. “My clients are very specific about punctuality.”

      Thinking that that is just about the most lawyerly sentence ever spoken, I rise stiffly from the chair.

      “Miss Greene,” he says when I am almost at the door.

      “Yes?” I say without turning.

      “If you wish to back out, now is the time. Afterward … it will not be so simple.”

      I swallow past the knot in my throat. “How much do these auctioneer’s assistants typically make?” I ask.

      “Anywhere between thirty and fifty thousand dollars,” he answers.

      I clutch the calling card so hard the edges bite into my palm.

      Then I leave without saying another word.
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      Six days have passed, and the pain in my shoulder still bites like a hungry dog.

      But it is a good pain, getting deeper as I bench-press the bar, sweat dripping down my face. It reminds me of what a man must always be reminded of: to be vigilant, to take nothing for granted. There are always lurkers in the dark, ready to tear down what a man has worked his whole life for.

      Anatoly is standing at the threshold when I rack the weights and sit up. He’s tugging at his scar, deep in thought.

      “Business?” I ask.

      He nods shortly. “The Bratva is still—”

      “Asking questions with no answers,” I finish. “About Radovan and Alena.”

      “Yes, but are there truly no answers?”

      “None that would satisfy them,” I say.

      “What are you doing to find their killers?”

      “I heard you mention once that you got that scar asking questions you shouldn’t.”

      “Yes.” He smiles. “I asked another man’s woman to come home with me. He was not pleased then, and was even less so when I buried him. Erik,” he says, striding forward, “this cannot go on.”

      I wave a hand. “Tell them I have dealt with it.”

      “That will not do, and you know it.” He paces over to me. “Tell me what happened. You know I can be trusted.”

      I look up at him coldly. “You are a good man, Anatoly, but you forget your place too easily.”

      He inclines his head in assent. “I will not argue, and I can only apologize. But I need to know the truth if I am to help you.”

      I sigh, running a hand through my hair. As much as I may dislike it, he is right.

      So I tell him, in a flat, emotionless voice, what happened six nights ago.

      The hotel door swinging open.

      My man standing on the other side, gun in hand. A grim reaper, coming for my life.

      And the blood. All the fucking blood.

      “Radovan,” Anatoly growls when I’m finished. “Then the traitor deserved worse than what you gave him.”

      I pick up two heavy dumbbells and curl them, gritting my teeth at the pulsing in my shoulder. The bandage is leaking, but I will not stop until the workout is complete.

      “You must be more cautious,” Anatoly says quietly, in a more respectful tone now.

      “It is Damir and Fyodor who must be more cautious,” I snarl.

      “Yes, but if you were to die …”

      “It would be a bloodbath. Two wings of the Bratva slaughtering each other to decide my successor.” I drop the dumbbells with a heavy clunk. “Yes, I know. You are becoming a stuck record, old man.”

      It is not the first time he has mentioned the risk.

      “Have you given any thought to …”

      “An heir?” I interrupt. It is not the first time he has mentioned this, either. “Who do you suggest? I wouldn’t touch half the girls in this city with your cock, much less grace their finger with my ring.”

      “And why not?”

      “Because I have seen what marriage does to a man.” I head over to the squat rack and slide on two more plates.

      “You need not marry the girl. We have plenty of women who would tear out their eyes to bear your child.”

      “Whores,” I say dismissively. “How would I even know it was mine?”

      “Choose any girl in the harem and set her up on the estate. She will never see another man.”

      “And have every man who has ever climbed between her legs leer and snigger?”

      Anatoly shakes his head. “I did not know you were so proud.”

      “Proud?” I grunt out a laugh as I deepen into the squat. “It is practicality. Men will not respect a leader if they’ve fucked his woman. I want somebody untainted, somebody …”

      “Pure?” he offers.

      “In so many words.”

      “Then what about the auction?” he asks.

      “Archangel Vision,” I mutter, turning the idea over. “When is it?”

      “This evening.”

      I smile at the old rascal. “So your visit has two purposes. Three, if you count wearing my nerves thin.”

      “Will you consider it, Erik?” he says. “A Bratva without an heir is a dangerous thing. Open any history book and see it there. Blood fills a power vacuum if nothing else will.”

      I give him a short nod. “Untainted. Innocent. Pure. Perhaps a virgin auction is just what the Bratva needs.”

      What I don’t say is that it might just be what I need: a woman unskilled in the ways of the world, completely unlike that traitorous bitch Alena.

      Anatoly bows deeply. “My thoughts exactly. But I will leave the decision with you.”

      He backs out of the room, and once again, I am alone—with my sweat. With my pain. With my thoughts.

      As my legs grind through one heavy squat after another, my mind floats back to days I thought I’d forgotten years ago.

      I remember being young—five or six, maybe, perhaps younger. Standing in the yard with my father, baseball glove in hand, learning how to field a ground ball.

      He seemed to think it was so important that I mastered the skill. “American boys learn how to do this as soon as they’re out of the womb, Erik,” he snapped. “What is your excuse?”

      I didn’t cry, though I’m sure I wanted to. I hadn’t yet learned to keep that part of me locked deep inside. But I recall how my muscles ached, how tired I was. The sun had long since set over the trees in the distance, and only the glow of a light from the porch illuminated us. My father’s shadow stretched over the backyard, grossly exaggerated, like a monster of a man. Not so far from the reality.

      “Again,” he snarled, without waiting for me to answer his question.

      Then, the sharp metallic clink of his bat.

      The rustle of the ball as it surged along the grass towards me.

      The tang of fear in my heart.

      There it was, bouncing, seething in my direction. I crouched, raised my glove, tried to calculate the flight path—

      Crunch.

      Wrong move. An error, a critical one. Blood streaming from a broken nose and a split lip. Pain bursting in my face.

      The stars overhead winked at me, until my father strode over to block them out as he stood above me, glaring down.

      Even now, with the memory faded into damn near nothingness, I can still picture the disgust in his face. He looked like I’d stepped up to a crucial test of our relationship and failed. Not just a little bit, but going down like a flaming wreck. A disappointment.

      The pain in my face soon lost its initial sting, but it was the look on his face that hurt the most. It hardened me. I left something behind me in the backyard that night. Not just blood. Something much more essential.

      “I—I’m sorry, Father,” I muttered through my fat lip.

      He shook his head angrily. “Again.”

      The tattoo on my chest, Never Forget, will forever remind me of everything I learned from him.
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        * * *

      

      I am just finishing up my workout, still stewing on the conversation with Anatoly, when my cell phone rings.

      It is Fyodor.

      “Boss,” he says, “those Italian cousins won’t be bothering us any time soon.”

      I clench my fist. “You handled it?” I say, keeping my voice level.

      “It is done.”

      “Without my permission?”

      “Uh, yes,” he falters. “I thought …”

      “It is good it is done,” I tell him. “But going behind my back, Fyodor, is not good for one’s health.”

      I hear him swallow. “I didn’t mean to—”

      “Enough,” I sigh. He saved my life less than a week ago, after all. He has earned a bit of latitude. Besides, there is nothing solid yet to connect him to the rumors of mutiny that have been gathering steam in the backchannels of the Bratva. As far as I have seen, he is the same loyal, reliable second that he has always been. I have no cause to distrust him—yet. “Is there anything else?”

      “No.”

      “Good.”

      I hang up, towel off my face, and then head to the medical room to change my bandage. The blood has spread now, seeping into my shirt.

      After that, I must get ready for the auction.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, I walk through the banquet hall with Oleg at my left and Anatoly at my right. It’s a massive room with a glittering chandelier hanging from the ceiling and throne-like seats all around. The other men are business types and they split apart before our group, some of them casting us wary looks. Perhaps they have heard whispers of the Ivanovich Bratva.

      If so, they are right to be wary.

      We seat ourselves at the head of the room. Oleg waves over the waitress for some vodka.

      “Now we can get started!” he declares, draining his first shot.

      I sip mine more slowly, sitting back as the lights dim and light opera music filters from the speakers.

      “Who picked this Italian shit?” Oleg growls. He slams a hand on the table.

      Anatoly gestures to the waitress. “Play something different before you worsen my friend’s mood.”

      She nods meekly and retreats to the rear of the room. A minute or so later the music changes, and Oleg grins from ear to ear. I allow myself a smile. Of all my men, I like Oleg the most. He is simple, loyal, and would die for the Bratva in a heartbeat.

      Mr. Johnson comes ambling over a few minutes later, all wringing hands and dour expression. I know his face from previous auctions. I’ve never purchased before, but it is my job to know what’s happening in my city, so I’ve paid visits to Archangel Vision from time to time in the past to keep tabs on my contemporaries.

      “I am so glad to see you, Mr. Ivanovich,” he says.

      I say nothing, just stare.

      The man shifts uncomfortably. “Do you and your colleagues, ah, know the procedures here?”

      “We are buying art,” Oleg says gruffly. “How many procedures can there be?”

      I grin into my drink as I watch the stuffy lawyer fumble in the face of Oleg’s bluntness. “Yes, well,” he says, “each piece will be followed by a short introduction, containing all the information about the purchase you will need. For example, ‘expressionist’ means the presenting lady in question has been, ah, used before, if you catch my meaning?”

      “I catch it fine,” Oleg growls.

      “‘Modernism’ implies that the lady will do anything you wish; ‘abstract’ means that she has only agreed to missionary …”

      I wave a hand. “I have been briefed.”

      Anatoly explained the distinctions to me on the ride over. The artists’ names, the medium, the date, the style—all of it has a special significance, a hidden meaning.

      And the explicit mention of sex is strictly forbidden.

      “Of course.” Mr. Johnson bows deeply, his lips trembling slightly. “And lastly, if I could make one suggestion …”

      I raise my eyebrows, but say nothing. My silence makes the mustachioed man shake as though I have just struck him.

      Even Mr. Johnson, who has dealt with the Bratva many times, knows to be afraid.

      “The best selection of art is slated to appear towards the end of the auction,” he says, eyes lowered. “If you wait until then, I assure you, you will not be disappointed.”

      “I am a collector of art, and a rich bastard on top of that,” I say archly. “I will purchase what moves me.”

      My men laugh. Mr. Johnson offers a deep bow. “Of course, Mr. Ivanovich, you know best in this matter. I will defer to your expertise.”

      He scurries off. Oleg chuckles loudly. “That is not a man,” he says. “Look at his little waddle.”

      Anatoly takes a small sip of vodka. “Fool or not, he knows his business. We’d do well to weigh his words carefully.”

      “Bah,” Oleg replies, dismissive. “Buy whichever whore gets your dick hard. Is that not the point?”

      We sit back and wait for the auction to begin. Oleg keeps pounding vodka shots and Anatoly taps his nails against the table. I sit almost completely still except for my finger moving around the edge of my glass.

      Finally, the lights cut out completely. A hush falls over the room and the music lowers.

      A spotlight appears in the middle of the room.

      The auctioneer, a prim-looking lady in a buttoned-up shirt, stands in the center. “Gentlemen,” she says. “Thank you all for coming to Archangel Vision this evening. I hope you are all seated comfortably. We will begin immediately. For our first piece, we have a painting done in the expressionist style, completed by the legendary Andrew Hinchcliff in 1987. Bidding will begin at ten thousand dollars.”

      A woman walks out in a bikini, a skinny, scared-looking thing dragging the stand upon which the art rests. She blinks into the spotlight like a deer.

      I take a sip of vodka as the bidding commences.

      “Ten thousand!” a drunk-sounding man roars from the shadows.

      “Fifteen!”

      “Eighteen!”

      “Look at those legs,” the same drunken man slurs. “I could make good use of ’em! Twenty thousand!”

      “Some people have no dignity,” Anatoly mutters. “If he continues bleating like a pig, I’ll give him something to bleat about.”

      I laugh. Anatoly is smart, but too particular. Never one to get his hands dirty with the riffraff.

      The drunken man wins the art and the girl moves to the rear of the room. More girls are brought out one by one, but none of them are of interest to me.

      It’s the fear in their eyes that is most unsettling. I am not sentimental, and the devil knows I’ve had my hand in some unsavory business in my lifetime, in the kind of business playing out on stage before me. But the whole thing feels distasteful. Seedy. Like a parade of truck-stop whores, marching from eighteen-wheeler to eighteen-wheeler with singles tucked into their cowboy boots.

      The night wears on and the drunken man gets even more drunk. “Fucking whores!” he proclaims loudly. “I love ’em. Let me have ’em all.”

      More and more pieces of art are brought out—even some abstract pieces, which indicate virginity—but none of them stir me. I start to eye the door, considering an early exit. Maybe this was all a stupid idea. Buying a wife, a mother to my child? I’d be better off shoveling through cow shit and hoping for diamonds.

      Then, at the very end of the evening, she appears.

      She is tall and slender, with pert breasts and pale flesh that seems almost translucent in the spotlight. Her hair is red and flows down to her shoulders in waves. She turns her deep blue eyes around the room without a hint of intimidation, and the art piece she presents is all blocks and cubes.

      A virgin.

      Then she turns her eyes to me. The light is low, but it must not be low enough. I notice a spark of something there. She bites her lip, staring straight at me.

      For the first time tonight, I feel my manhood stir.

      “Look at this one,” the drunken man laughs. “She’d be too much hassle. Thinks too much of herself.”

      “You’re right,” she says, her voice crisp. “I’d be too much for a man like you to handle, for sure.”

      The room hushes. I nearly laugh.

      “Excuse me!” the auctioneer snaps from the side of the stage. “Disrespect will not be tolerated.”

      She shrugs, still looking at me. Fuck, this one really is different. “He started it.”

      “Enough!” The auctioneer makes to walk into the spotlight.

      “No,” I say, voice quiet.

      The auctioneer pauses mid-step. “Mr. Ivanovich?”

      “The bidding will proceed,” I order. A low murmur ripples through the crowd. I pay it no mind.

      The girl on stage doesn’t pose like some of the others did. She just stands with her shoulders back, head high, as though she is not in the least bothered by the gawping men all around. She’s a proud filly.

      Begging to be broken.

      The bidding runs high for her, getting to forty thousand.

      I sit back, letting it climb, letting the pretenders around me get hot beneath their collar for a girl far too good for them.

      Then I make my move.

      “Seventy thousand,” I call.

      Silence hits like a hammer. It is the highest anybody has gone all night.

      The amount surprises even me. It came unbidden, like a puppeteer took control of my voice, moving my jaw of its own accord. But as soon as the words are spoken, I can feel a fire ignite in my chest.

      I am already imagining stroking my hand down that sleek body, savoring the feel of her smooth curves, the rise and fall of her breasts and hips, the soft moan from her parted lips. My cock is rigid with desire.

      But there’s more to it than pure carnal need.

      It’s an unfamiliar feeling, utterly alien, and at first I don’t know how to control it. I want desperately to reach out and touch her right this second. To stake my claim like I’m branding her with my own name. A brutal, possessive urge.

      I want her.

      I need her.

      I will have her.

      This one is mine.

      “We have seventy thousand!” the auctioneer cries. There is not a peep from the crowd. “Going once, twice … and sold!”

      When it is over, the inferno that had taken over my chest simmers down some, but I can still feel it licking at my insides. I settle back in my seat and gaze, unblinking, as she walks confidently back the way she came. Her hips sway; her hair bounces in the light.

      She glances over her shoulder—at me, I think—and for a second I almost pursue her into the back.

      I stifle the thought. This is just business, I remind myself.

      Nothing more.
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      Seventy thousand dollars.

      In the back room, I replay the sum in my head again and again, trying to convince myself that it’s real. It’s more money than I have ever dreamed of having in my hands at once.

      I’m supposed to go to the man—Mr. Ivanovich, someone called him—who bid on me and ask him for help to take the art to his car, but nerves swirl around my belly and there’s a sour taste in my mouth.

      This is real now. I just sold my virginity.

      The man was supposed to be ugly, old, and off-putting, the kind of man that would buy a woman because he had no other way of getting one in his bed.

      This man, though, was anything but ugly. In the dim light of the auction room, I caught glimpses of him: tall and lean with jet-black hair combed stylishly to the side, his hands inked with tattoos and his eyes so intense that I felt even more naked than I already was. He couldn’t have been older than thirty, yet he radiated power with his presence alone.

      I have to be strong now, I remind myself. For Mom.

      I take hold of the framed art piece and wheel it back down the hallway to the auction room, ignoring the pit in my belly.

      I am halfway across the room—which is bustling as the other women find their bidders—when the drunk asshole who was shouting all night comes ambling over. He is a squat man with squinty eyes, cradling a glass of whiskey.

      “Oh look,” he leers, mumbling through fat lips. “It’s Miss High and Mighty.”

      He makes to grab at my ass.

      I react without thinking, slapping him across the face.

      He stumbles back, trips, and ends up in a heap on the floor.

      But as soon as he hits the ground, my blood runs cold. What did I just do? I’m way out of my element here, and now I’m slapping the guests of the event? I look around. Every single person in the room is staring at me, eyes wide, jaws dropped. The girls in particular look at me like I’m a dead woman walking. I broke a rule, a big one, in a big way.

      I’m fucked.

      You could slice the silence with a knife—until, from across the room, somebody laughs deeply.

      I look over. It is Mr. Ivanovich, standing with his powerful hands hanging at his sides, looking even bigger in the light.

      He walks smoothly over, everybody flinching away from him as though he is on fire.

      “No,” he drawls down to the man I hit as he tries to climb to his feet. “Stay there, where you belong.”

      “Fuck you,” the guy sneers drunkenly, trying again to find his balance on unsteady feet.

      My buyer is impossibly fast. He kicks the man’s ankle out from under him, grabs one flailing wrist as he tumbles over, and lands with a knee in the middle of the man’s back, arm wrenched behind him.

      The drunkard’s angry tone is gone now, replaced with a blubbery whimper. I’m the only one close enough to hear what Mr. Ivanovich hisses into his ear.

      “Do not ever say those words to me again, my friend. Or you may regret it even more than you should regret your behavior tonight.”

      The man nods frantically, tears streaming down his face where it’s pressed against the carpet floor.

      Satisfied, Mr. Ivanovich stands, straightens his tie, and smooths back the strand of hair that has fallen over his forehead.

      I haven’t moved an inch. Who the hell is this guy? And when his gaze falls to me, a shiver courses down my spine.

      “This way,” he commands. I follow, mute.

      I wheel the art piece behind him, studying his broad back. He is all muscle, bulging against the fabric of his expensive suit.

      In the hallway, he hands me a small package: my clothes. I duck into a corner to pull on the glittering dress and slip into the heels.

      When I’m dressed, we go outside. He leads me across the parking lot to a sport car done in the same jet-black as his hair.

      He doesn’t look at me as he reaches for the art stand. I move to help him and our hands brush, a moment of tingling contact as his fingers close over mine, like lightning leaping from one to the other.

      I snatch my hand away, ignoring the warmth that moves through my body. He is a monster, I tell myself. He bought a woman.

      I just wish he wasn’t so handsome.

      I slide into the passenger seat and he climbs in next to me, his shoulder brushing mine. Heat seems to radiate from him.

      “So,” I say, “some party, huh?”

      The words hang in the air, and I curse myself immediately for saying them. ‘Foot in mouth’ syndrome has been a very real thing in my life for as long as I can remember. There’s a part of me that just can’t let an opportunity for snark pass me by, no matter how ill-advised it is or how much trouble it threatens to bring me.

      This, in particular, seems like a Hall-of-Infamy-level bad time to open my mouth.

      But the man says nothing. He just looks at me for a moment, and his eyes travel shamelessly up and down my body. If it were a normal day, I’d be insulted to have someone checking me out so openly. But he doesn’t care. He doesn’t hide it. He eyes me like a treasure.

      Or, I gulp, like I’m his property.

      Then, satisfied by whatever he was looking for, he backs out of the parking lot without a word. I bite down, staring at my hands in my lap, trying desperately not to let any fear show on my face.

      “Where are we going?” I ask after a few minutes have passed.

      “Home,” he mutters. His voice is deep, with the barest hint of a Russian accent. It fills the car, fills me. I push those thoughts away. I have to remember who this man is. What my role in his life is.

      Rob’s voice echoes in my head: Just open your legs. That’s all you have to do.

      “And where’s that?”

      “You’ll see soon enough.”

      I sit back, since he doesn’t seem in the mood for small talk. Of course he’s not. He just wants to have sex with me. I try not to think about all the depraved things going on inside his head, but it’s difficult.

      Especially when some of those same things are flitting unwillingly through mine.
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        * * *

      

      He pulls up to a mansion on the outskirts of the city. It looks like an estate from a Victorian novel, all pointed towers and Gothic stonework gargoyles warning would-be trespassers that this is a no-fly zone.

      He leans over and types a number into the keypad. The ornate metal gate swings open. The whine of the gate only serves to make the nerves worse, my belly getting tense.

      It is going to happen soon.

      I have tried to push it from my mind, but I can’t any longer. He’s going to be on top of me, his manhood between my legs, his mouth devouring, his hands pinning me … I shiver at the thought.

      A butler opens the door, head bowed slightly.

      “Two old-fashioneds in the library,” Mr. Ivanovich says without a backward glance, striding down the luxurious hallway. Art hangs from the walls in special alcoves, with professional-looking lighting illuminating the brushstrokes.

      I don’t like that I still don’t know this man’s name. The longer I call him Mr. Ivanovich, the more I feel like I’m in a twisted, seedy version of Beauty and the Beast.

      But I can’t foresee a happy ending to this sordid little fairy tale.

      The butler doesn’t look at me or say anything before he too disappears. Gulping back the tide of fear rising in the pit of my stomach, I follow Ivanovich’s footsteps.

      Turning a corner, I find myself in the largest library I have ever seen in a house. Bookcases rise at least two stories high and a skylight opens up to the night sky.

      He sits at the table in the center. When I step hesitantly across the threshold, he nods at me to do the same.

      The butler enters shortly after, deposits the drinks, and then leaves.

      “Close the door,” Mr. Ivanovich calls.

      “Of course, sir.”

      He pulls the double doors shut, and then we are alone. The silence is deafening. I can hear my own heartbeat pounding in my ears. My hands are trembling, so I tuck them into my lap and cross my legs. It’s like I’m trying to take up as little space as possible. Maybe, if I try hard enough, I can disappear altogether. Remind me why I thought this was a good idea?

      I have to say something. Anything. Talk about the weather, his mom and dad, the big game last night, whatever tickles his fancy. But the dark thoughts tumbling through my head are worse than anything this man could possibly say.

      At least, that’s what I tell myself. God only knows if it’s true.

      “What is your name?” I ask, able to somehow keep my voice steady.

      He fixes me with an unreadable stare. The way the buttery light of the lamp off to one side hits his face makes him look like a villain from a spy movie. The collar of his button-down shirt is a smooth cream color that contrasts with the dark stubble on his jaw. Even from here—in the shadows on the other side of the table, and with little to no experience with men’s clothing—I can tell that the fabric is wildly expensive. So too is the watch gleaming on his wrist.

      But the fire in his eyes is not the self-satisfied smugness I got used to seeing in the rich men who liked to take three-martini lunches on Friday afternoons at my old waitressing job at a classy bistro downtown. Those men looked soft.

      This man is the farthest thing from that.

      “My name is Erik,” he says. I notice him rubbing at his shoulder and wincing slightly. He did that during the ride over, too.

      “Are you okay?” He’s leaning uncomfortably, too, favoring that side like he’s hurt.

      That same dark smile flits across his face. “It’s just a reminder of a mistake I will not make again.” He straightens up in his chair, and the momentary weakness is gone. He’s back to the way he was when I first laid eyes on him: all powerful.

      “Tell me about yourself, Camille.”

      I take a long sip of the drink that the butler brought, hoping the liquor will infuse me with confidence, because God knows I don’t have much of that naturally right now. I’m way, way out of my element. “Um, well, what do you want to know?”

      He shrugs. “Who you are; what are your interests?”

      I almost blurt out a laugh. Is he kidding? Maybe he’s forgotten why we’re here. I talk for a few minutes, but keep it vague.

      “Um, well, I’m a nurse—or, I mean, I’m going to be. I’m in school right now to be that. A nurse. Like, to become a nurse.” I want to punch myself in the face; has anyone ever sounded less cool? Obviously, the fact that I’ve never done anything like this before is part of the appeal of the whole auction thing, but still, you’d think I’d be able to find some way to not sound like a complete and total idiot.

      But something about this man is short-circuiting my brain. I can’t think straight, can’t take straight, can hardly even look straight. Because every time I do, those eyes are staring back into mine.

      Owning me.

      Devouring me.

      Without ever lifting a finger.

      As frazzled as I am, though, I have enough presence of mind to make sure I keep things brief. This guy is a pervert, after all; a sicko who just picked a girl out at auction like she was a steak at the butcher shop. I have to remember that.

      “What about you?” I ask, imitating his voice. “Who are you; what are your interests?” I think he smiles, but it’s hard to be sure with him, it passes so quickly.

      “I have many interests,” he says shortly. He doesn’t laugh at my joke.

      A silence hangs between us.

      I nod at the bookshelves. “Do you read?” I ask.

      “When I have the time. What about you, Camille? Do you read?”

      “I used to,” I tell him. “But now it’s mostly nursing textbooks. Thrillers were my thing. I could lose a whole week devouring thrillers.”

      “Is life not thrilling enough?”

      He moves his finger around the edge of his glass, slow, sensual, careful. Always in control.

      “My life?” I shake my head, giggling tensely. “No, not really.”

      His eyes trace over me and settle on my chest. I start to frown, when he says, “What is inside that?” and I realize that he’s talking about the locket I wear on a thin gold chain around my neck.

      “Oh,” I giggle awkwardly, fumbling for the clasp. I pop it open and lean forward to show him the two pictures. “This is my mother, and that’s my brother, Rob. Kind of a good luck charm or whatever. Keep them with me, you know?”

      He nods solemnly. “Your mother is a beautiful woman.”

      I feel a weird blush of pride at that. Who cares if this stranger thinks my mom is hot? But coming from him, it feels like water in a desert. I know beyond a shadow of a doubt that he means it sincerely. “Thank you,” I mumble. “She’s sick.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Sick?”

      “Yeah, uh, she has M.S. Multiple sclerosis.”

      “I am very sorry to hear that,” he says immediately. Again, I shouldn’t give a rat’s ass if he is sorry or not about my mom’s illness, but he’s genuine about this too, I can tell. It’s strangely touching.

      He stands suddenly. “Do you like classical music?” he says, going to the record player in the corner of the room.

      “Um, I usually prefer poppier stuff,” I tell him. “Something to dance around to—”

      A melancholy violin cuts into the air, followed by a light piano.

      He returns to the table and leans forward, those intense eyes searing into me. I feel more spotlighted than I did back at the auction. Part of me wants to run. Another, crazier part wants to lose myself in those eyes. I end up somewhere in between, fidgeting and glancing at him in intervals.

      “I have a proposition for you,” he says.

      “Oh?” I say, high-pitched. I have a good idea of where this is heading.

      But as it turns out, I am dead wrong.

      “Seventy thousand dollars is a lot of money, but I am willing to double it.”

      “Double it?” I gasp, and then clamp my mouth shut, annoyed at myself for my eagerness.

      “Yes, but on one condition. I am not interested in simply taking your virginity. I am a powerful man, as you may have inferred. But I am lacking a son. If you agree to bear my child, I will double my bid and pay for all the necessary expenses—”

      “No,” I say flatly. “Absolutely not.”

      He leans back, looking almost impressed with my courage at interrupting him. But displeased, too. My heart is pounding worse than ever now. A one-off payment is one thing, but tying myself to this man, this bidder, for the rest of my life? Hell to the motherfreaking no.

      “I won’t … sell you my womb,” I say. “A kink is one thing, Erik, but this?”

      “Perhaps you need some time to think it over.”

      “No,” I retort. “I don’t. That’s my final answer.”

      His face betrays nothing. “As you wish. Are you enjoying your drink?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “Finish it.”

      “Excuse me?” Something in his tone scares me a bit. He doesn’t seem angry or vengeful or anything like that. But it is like he took his “control meter” and cranked it up to eleven out of ten. Like he can just pitch his voice a certain way and my muscles will do what he says without my brain having any choice in the matter.

      “I told you to finish your drink.”

      I think about saying something back. So many things I could offer—Go fuck yourself tops the list. But instead, I do the unthinkable.

      I reach forward and tilt the drink to my lips.

      The liquor burns on its way down my throat, but I don’t stop until it’s gone.

      Erik watches, unmoving, unreadable.

      When the glass is drained, I set it back down with a thud and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. Screw being ladylike. This kind of thing doesn’t exactly come up in etiquette classes, after all—not that I have ever been within a hundred yards of anything that ritzy. But still, the point stands. I’m in over my head here. Nothing to do but go with it.

      He nods, still so self-satisfied. Then he slowly stands and walks around to my side of the table. It feels like he got taller all of the sudden. He towers over me. Broad, dark, imposing.

      He offers a hand down to me. I reach up and take it with trembling fingers.

      His palms are warm and callused. I can see the faint sheen of scars crisscrossing the backs of his knuckles.

      He helps me to my feet. I keep hold of his hand, because I’m suddenly not so sure that my legs are capable of bearing my own weight.

      He’s close to me now. So close. I can smell him. It’s rich-guy smell—dark, clean, woodsy, hints of spice and musk on the very edge of the scent. And beneath that, something more. More raw. More authentic.

      Slowly, he pulls me closer to him. He’s invading my nostrils and my vision and my world. His hand is strong on mine, not tight but unyielding. He touches my chin to tilt my eyes up to meet his.

      Then he brings his lips to mine.

      I gasp into his kiss and reach behind me for support, accidentally knocking my hand into a glass in the process. It clatters to the ground and explodes. Crystal shards skitter across the hardwood floor.

      But Erik doesn’t stop. Doesn’t even notice, really.

      His lips are soft and aggressive and magnetic in a way I do not understand. He opens his mouth and his tongue caresses mine. A moan escapes me despite my thrumming nerves, despite the way my legs quiver as though I am walking across a ship at storm.

      He pivots, lowering himself into my seat and pulling me on top of him. My legs settle in on other side, so that I’m straddling his lap, and the heat of his core and mine mingle between us.

      His hands trace over my body, cradling my shoulders. I feel so small in his embrace. Slowly, we find a rhythm, our hands and heads and lips learning each other’s patterns.

      But always, always, I can feel him hungry for more. He threads his fingers through the hair at the back of my head and forces our lips closer together. His tongue sends tingles around my mouth, buzzing. I grab onto his shirt, unsure if I’m trying to push him away or pull him closer.

      Then he stands up again, hooking one arm under my legs and bracing my back with the other.

      I let out panting breaths as he lifts me with him. All thoughts have vanished immediately. I never was much good as a multitasker.

      And then he carries me towards the door.
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        * * *

      

      His bedroom is a wide-open suite with a bookcase on one wall, a bar against the other, a seating area with a large table with papers scattered across it, art hanging from the walls, and a record player in the corner.

      It is not the sort of place a man builds as a home for a couple, except for the bed, which is a four-poster with heavy golden curtains tied with golden tassels.

      He drops me down.

      I look up at him, this man I am supposed to hate.

      “It is my first time,” I whisper, even though he knows that. I feel myself drifting into that nervous state where it might just paralyze me.

      He looks down at me from what seems like a million miles above. His eyes are dark and stormy. Fierce with lust. I see his hands flex, relax, flex again. I can almost touch the energy rolling off him in powerful waves.

      “I know,” he says, and in that simple sentence there are so many more things left unsaid that I could spend years analyzing them and still miss a few.

      But we don’t have years. All we have is now. Right now. Tonight.

      He shrugs off his jacket and lets it fall to the floor, revealing shirtsleeves stretched taut by bulging biceps. The hint of chest at the throat of his shirt is a broad shelf of muscle, too.

      Then, leaning forward, he slides his hand up my thigh, past the hem of my dress, towards my sex. When his finger presses against my panties, I let out a gasp, my voice catching. Pleasure mixes with the fear. He moves his finger in small circles, tracing my lips through the fabric.

      He moves his fingers even quicker. New lust awakens in me as I writhe with the motion, twisting my hips here and there. When he pushes my underwear aside and his bare fingertip presses firmly against my lips, I almost shove him away. But the pleasure goes to war with my anxiety and I kiss him harder.

      He takes my hand and moves it down to his manhood. He is already rock-hard. I had a few experiences in high school—mostly fumbling around and dry humping in the dark of a movie theater—but nothing like this, this wild ride. He’s huge, an outline bursting through the fabric of his pants.

      “Oh fuck,” I whisper when he breaks off the kiss.

      I shift my hand up and down, letting instinct take me. I can’t afford to think. If I do, I won’t allow myself to keep going. I’ll probably run screaming, actually. But this is so far outside of any reality I ever thought I’d be living in that, instead of running, I stroke his manhood harder through the silk of his suit pants, settling into the warmth of his groans filling the room and the way his mouth twists when I rub faster.

      He slides his finger down and then presses softly at my opening. I make to kiss him again but he keeps his eyes fixed on me, drinking me in. I lean back, closing my eyes and seeing nothing but feeling everything.

      Then he pushes his finger inside of me. Oh God … I am so wet, wetter than I’ve ever been in my life, wetter than any half-remembered sex dream or midnight fantasy.

      But when he pulls his finger out of me, I clench again.

      “Stop,” he growls. “Just relax.”

      He separates from me and I moan out loud, almost against my will. It feels cold when he’s not touching me, although part of me knows that’s all in my head. The distance between us—just a few inches—that once felt far too close for comfort, now feels like a world apart.

      Erik sees me mewling like a cat in heat and laughs under his breath as he undoes the buttons of his shirt one by one. It falls open, revealing a tanned, smooth chest and abs like granite cliffs, offset by a tattoo of some kind of bird of prey. Veins ripple across his lower abdomen. When he undoes the buckle of his pants, they fall to the floor and he steps out of them, discarding his shirt at the same time.

      He’s naked.

      I want to push him onto a pedestal and admire him. I’ve read enough smutty romance novels to know that calling a man a Greek god is as overdone as it gets, but if there is a single man on earth who truly deserves that description, it’s the one standing in front of me.

      Every inch of him is sculpted and chiseled. The tattoos tracing over his wrists and shoulders—abstract lines following the flight pattern of the bird of prey inked on his chest—are stark and beautiful in a sinister kind of way. My eyes follow their winding path, the rise and fall of muscle, and—when I can’t resist it anymore, the manhood hanging between his thighs.

      My jaw drops. Literally, not figuratively. I know this because he steps forward and pushes my mouth closed with two gentle fingers, laughing again.

      “It’s impolite to stare, kitten,” he drawls.

      But how the hell am I supposed to not stare? The cock attached to this unfairly gorgeous man is so thick and massive, like a blunt weapon, that all at once I’m scared.

      Surely that can’t fit inside me … can it?

      I don’t know whether I’m more eager to find out or terrified of what is about to happen. But we’re way too far along to turn back down. And seventy thousand dollars is enough to change the course of my sad little life.

      I have to do this.

      And on a deeper, more primal level—I want to do it, too.

      “Sorry,” I whisper through dry lips.

      He leans down and presses a soft kiss on me. At the same time, his hand circles up the inside of my thigh, finds my opening, and pushes a finger inside me once more. He works slow circles, like he’s winding up a toy, bit by tiny bit.

      I bite down on my lip as we pass some sort of threshold: my sex floods with warmth, everything tingling as I open up for him.

      “Fuck—fuck,” I whisper, opening my eyes.

      He looks like an animal now, eyeing me as though I am his prey. I want to be that. To be his. It feels so good not having to think. He knows it, too.

      “You want this,” he says. It is not a question.

      I nod.

      He moves his fingers quicker, adding another. I groan and part my legs more. My heartbeat is not fear anymore, or anxiety. It beats in time with the movement of his fingers. I move my hand up and down his naked cock, slick with pre-come.

      “Come for me, Camille,” he says firmly.

      I almost laugh. Does he think I’m some sort of machine? Press the right buttons and she orgasms on demand! Get yours today!

      But my laughter cuts short as my pussy floods and clenches all at once, like he said that magic word. Tingles dance through me. My moans catch and my legs stiffen. I throw my body back, letting out a scream.

      “Erik!” I whimper. “F-f-fuck!”

      The orgasm hits me with the force of a strike. I let go of his cock as my body twists. I tremble and shake. The whole freaking room seems to tremble and shake.

      Eventually, it passes through me. To be honest, I have no idea how much time that took. Have we been in here for minutes or for days? I couldn’t say for sure.

      All I know is that we are far from finished.

      The softness Erik showed at first seems to be dissipating. It leaves an animal in its wake. He rips my dress over my head in one sudden, fluid motion.

      Then he stands up, naked, his torso covered in tattoos and heaving muscle. His cock is solid steel now, jutting out from his hips. He reaches calmly to the bedside table, opens a drawer, and takes out a condom.

      My throat gets tight despite the aftershocks of my orgasm on Erik’s fingers still coursing through me.

      So this is it. My big moment.

      Not exactly how I pictured it.

      I watch as he tears open the packet with his teeth and then slides the condom down his cock. I lie back, spreading my legs, looking at him through my knees. He prowls to the bed and leans over me, reaching down to guide his cock to my pussy.

      I dig my fingernails into his shoulders, feeling exposed without the protection of the dress between us. My hard nipples graze against his firm chest muscles.

      Then the tip of his cock presses against me.

      “Go slow,” I gasp.

      He doesn’t respond as he props his hands on either side of my head. I grab one of his arms, the muscle tight and huge. I have the feeling I’m gonna need something to hold onto.

      He arches his back and half of him slides inside of me.

      “Jesus,” I gasp. “Oh, Jesus.”

      I feel like I’m being split apart. It’s too big, I knew it. He’s way too huge and he’s going to rip me apart like a piñata and I’ll spend the rest of my life walking around like I just got off a horse and and and …

      “Relax,” he orders.

      That’s all it takes to make me aware of how tight I’m squeezing every muscle in my body. My nails are cutting into my palms and my teeth are grinding together.

      Relax.

      Once again, it’s like he has the owner’s manual to my body, and his words bypass my brain altogether. I feel like butter melting in the pan.

      He owns me now. I’m his. Utterly. Literally. Metaphorically.

      In every single way under the sun, I belong to this man.

      For tonight, at least.

      Erik’s smile twitches. He can read me far too easily. He knows I am enjoying this. He knows I am slowly letting my nerves go.

      Achingly, he slides the rest of his cock inside of me. He pushes deep.

      He holds it there for a moment, both of us poised, and then pulls out just as slowly.

      For I don’t know how long, we rock like this. I am starting to get scared that I won’t open for him—that the whole thing will be too much for me to relax—when that same flooding wetness fills my pussy.

      “Ah,” I whisper, letting my hands drop. “Oh fuck.”

      His smile twitches again, as though in victory. He grabs my shoulders and moves me to the center of the bed, my head cradled by expensive cushions.

      I wrap my hands around his neck and buck up in rhythm with his thrusts. It is slightly awkward at first as we try to match each other’s speed, but then we sink into a steady back and forth. His cock grinds against the walls of my pussy, so big I feel completely filled. Sweat coats us both, the sheets sticking to my bare skin.

      He leans back and cups my breasts, grabbing one nipple with his finger and the other with his thumb, squeezing them together. His eyes are locked on me as he drives somehow, impossibly deeper. I wrap my legs around his thighs, pulling him toward me. I am trapped, yet it is not a terrifying feeling.

      I am losing myself with him.

      Then he lets my breasts go and hunches over, sucking on one nipple until it feels red-raw. All the while his cock pounds into me. The room fills with the sound of our sex.

      He lets go of my nipple and I let out a shuddering gasp. Everything is so sudden, so sharp, that all I can do is ride the constant thrumming euphoria.

      “Ahh!” I cry, my pussy getting so tight he has to push hard to thrust within me again.

      “Yes, kitten,” he growls, pushing harder. “Fuck, Camille, yes, fuck.”

      We stare into each other’s eyes, though he is blurry with sweat. My pussy is so tight now. I feel the release about to explode any second, my whole body alight with anticipation. All the winding-up he did of me is about to erupt in a major way.

      He falls on top of me, grabbing my shoulders and pulling me roughly toward him, forcing our bodies together.

      And then it happens.

      I bite down on his shoulder as my pussy releases all the pent-up energy. Sizzling sensation courses through me, my toes curling as I let out a stifled scream into the muscle of his shoulder. I am biting deep, but he doesn’t seem to notice.

      My whole body trembles, my eyes closed tightly as I listen to his animal moaning in my ear.

      “Fuck,” he breathes, his voice getting hollow. “Fuck.”

      “Come,” I hear myself cry, letting go of his shoulder. “Come for me, Erik. Come for me.”

      He jerks once, twice, a third time, and then collapses to one side, his face twisted in savage pleasure.

      Just like that, I’m no longer a virgin.

      And I’m seventy thousand dollars richer.

      For minutes, we stay like this. With him sitting like that, broad back facing me, my pussy throbbing, as reality comes crashing down.

      What happens next? Is there, like, a barbershop quartet or something that comes and sings me a special song about finally getting laid? Do I get a certificate in the mail?

      Why does it feel so special and so insignificant, all at the same time?

      Part of me wants to cry—not from sadness or from anything bad that happened. Just from—something. I don’t know, exactly.

      I sit up and reach to the floor for my underwear. I have just slipped on my bra when my cell phone buzzes from my handbag.

      “Do you mind if I answer that?” I ask.

      He walks nakedly across the room, pouring himself a drink at the bar. “Be my guest.”

      It’s Jackie. My heart drops. Jackie never calls unless something has happened.

      “Hello?” I say. I can feel my heartbeat hit the accelerator again. This isn’t good.

      “Camille?” she says, voice taut.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “Your mom—she’s in the ER again. She took a fall and broke her hip.”

      Fuck.

      “Is she going to be okay?”

      “Yes, yes,” Jackie hurries to say. “I just wanted to let you know. She is sleeping now.”

      I massage my forehead. As messed up as it seems, I am already doing the math in my head. Along with the ER bills from a few days ago, plus her other expenses, plus nursing school … I shake my head.

      “I’ll be right there.”

      When I hang up, Erik is sitting in a chair in the corner of the room in his pants, studying me.

      “It’s my mom,” I explain, although he never asked me what was going on. “She, uh, she fell, I think. She got hurt. I’m not sure. I have to go, though.”

      He nods. His expression is unreadable. “I understand. I’ll have one of my men drive you home,” he tells me.

      I wipe at my face, telling myself the budding tears are still pleasure, just leftovers from the sex. That might be true. But it might not be.

      “And remember, that offer is still on the table,” he says, as though reading my mind. He points at the bedside table. “You will find your check there.”

      I nod a short thanks. Whatever brief magic was once here is long gone.

      My thoughts turn back to Mom, as they always do. I feel like bursting into sobs but I fight them off long enough to get dressed, pick up the envelope with the check, and have Erik’s man, Oleg, lead me out to the car.

      Only then do I let my pain go, burying my face in my hands. By the end of the journey, I have gotten myself together.

      I have to be strong now.
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      Funny how time works. Some days are way, way longer than others.

      The next evening, I am sitting at Mom’s bedside. She’s been sleeping since I arrived, courtesy of enough pain meds to tranquilize an army. I’ve hardly left the hospital, except to grab a few things at home, and underneath the flicker of fluorescent lights, the events of yesterday seeming like nothing but a crazy dream. But I can’t stop replaying them in my head.

      I still don’t know what to make of everything. It was a doozy of a day, that’s for sure. I got sold at auction, lost my virginity to one of the wildest, most mysterious men I’ve ever met, and had the whole insane ordeal interrupted by one of Mom’s worst health crises yet. That’s enough therapy material for a lifetime, although I obviously can’t afford therapy and I wouldn’t even know where to begin explaining that spiel.

      So where to start with analyzing things myself?

      Well, I guess Erik himself is the only logical beginning. How the hell do I put him into a neat little categorization? He defied labels by his very nature, it seemed. He was arrogant yet approachable, condescending and kind all at once. Was he rough in bed? Yes and no. Was he hard to talk to? Definitely, and yet also not at all. I’ve been doing mental laps around these questions and a billion more since the moment I left his house, but I still can’t land on any kind of satisfying answers.

      One thing that’s for certain: he is like no one else I’ve ever met. I think back on the scant handful of men I’d know in my life. High school boyfriends that I wouldn’t exactly call exemplars of masculinity, a couple flings in college that fizzled before they ever reached escape velocity… None of them made me feel the things that one little smile from Erik made me feel. Like I was a bug in a microscope and a statue on a pedestal at the same time. Exposed and exalted. Yada yada, on and on.

      What I want more than anything is to sleep. I’d love to get my own IV tree to match Mom’s, and see if one of the kinder nurses here will pump me full of something to help me find a reprieve from the chaos raging in my head. But short of that happening—and it’d take quite a hefty bribe to get a night nurse to break a half-dozen health-care laws in one fell swoop like that—I’ve got nothing to do but toss and turn in this uncomfortable visitors’ chair while I keep wrestling with the same questions.

      The one that lingers most persistently at the back of my head: Now what?

      What scares me even more than that question, though, is the possibility of an answer, the one that Erik himself gave me.

      I could have his baby.

      It’d solve my money problems—our money problems—immediately. Boom, bills would vanish into thin air. No more scraping things together for meal money. No more worrying whether the end of the month would find me selling drugs on a street corner for spare change. A hundred and forty thousand dollars would buy my mom comfort for a very long time. That’s what matters more than anything, right? So why did I say no? Am I being selfish? Am I a bad daughter?

      How much did my mother give up to raise Rob and me? So. Freaking. Much. She worked triple jobs for as long as I can remember to put food on the table. She never complained, not once. She has been a cheery force of positivity since the day I was born. Even after Dad left. Even after Rob fucked up, and then fucked up again, and then again. Even when I could see the exhaustion penciling wrinkles in her face that she was thirty years too young to deserve, she didn’t complain.

      No, shut up! I scream silently. I cannot have some stranger’s freaking baby just for a pile of cash. It might be a lot—like, a lot a lot—but it will run out eventually, and then where will I be? Where will Erik be? It’s impossible to say, and the darker possibilities in that future make my stomach churn.

      I can’t do it. I won’t do it. I’m not some breeding cow, not some rich prick’s surrogate. I don’t give a shit if he swiped my v-card, or if I came hard—several times—while he was doing it. I don’t give a damn if he was handsome, or perceptive, or fascinating beyond belief. None of that matters, because I’m not going to see him again, and I’m sure as hell not going to take him up on his mind-bogglingly insane offer.

      N. O.

      A beep from a machine interrupts my thinking. Mom’s eyes flicker open and she smiles at me as best she can.

      “Sweet girl,” she says, voice slurring slightly. “You look stressed.”

      “No, Mom.” I feign a smile, touching her hand. “I’m okay. It’s you that you should be worried about.”

      She giggles, bringing up memories of the woman she was before this hideous disease hit. “They’re taking very good care of me. We had apple pie for dessert.” She talks slowly, each word drawn out. My heart breaks more with each syllable.

      I lean down and kiss the back of her hand. “You’re so brave,” I tell her.

      “How could I be anything else, with a daughter like you?” Her smile droops. I force mine to remain in place. “But enough about me,” she says. “How’s nursing school going?”

      I tell her about my studies as she listens eagerly, but I don’t mention last night, nor do I even hint at our financial troubles. She has enough to worry about.
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        * * *

      

      When she falls back to sleep mid-conversation, I go out into the waiting room to grab a coffee. Rob walks down the hallway, all fidgety like he’s on coke. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was something more. The only thing I’m surprised about is that he’s actually here. He doesn’t usually show up at the hospital unless he’s looking for a handout.

      “How’s she doing, sis?” he asks. The seemingly real concern in his voice touches me in spite of my better instincts.

      “She’s a fighter.”

      He nods with a sad smile, touching my shoulder and leading me to the chairs. “And what about the other thing?” he whispers.

      “The check’s clearing,” I say tersely.

      He beams. “Good, that’s good. But …”

      “I know, Rob,” I snap without meaning to. “It’ll be enough to cover her stay in the ER, but after that?” I shake my head.

      “And my debt,” he mutters, glancing at the floor. “I got a message today. There isn’t much time. The sharks, Camille, they’re fucking circling me.”

      I slump down in a chair. “How much, Rob?”

      He sits down next to me. “Fifteen.”

      “Fifteen hundred? Jesus.”

      “No,” he shakes his head.

      My belly drops. “Fifteen thousand dollars?” I grit my teeth. The urge to slap him across the face is almost overwhelming. “Fuck, Rob, just … fuck.”

      “I know,” he says quietly.

      Part of me wonders if he’s asking for more than he needs. There’s always another bet, another inside scoop, another get-rich-quick scheme. I’d like to think he wouldn’t stoop that low, not with Mom in this state, but I know I can’t put it past him. And what am I going to do, let the loan sharks break his legs?

      As tempting as it is to let him actually face some consequences for once in his life, I know I can’t do that. I’m his big sister. I’m supposed to protect him.

      But it feels like my life is hanging on by a thread.

      “What are we going to do?” he says after a long pause.

      I keep my face buried in my hands. “I’m open to suggestions.”

      “You could …” He lets out a breath. “I mean, you’re really pretty, you know? And you’ve sold yourself once, so …”

      “You are not about to tell me to become a hooker,” I snap.

      “Not a hooker!” he cries. “An, an escort—like, a classy one, high-class, you know? Do you know how much money some of those women make?”

      “Is that really what you want?” I hiss.

      “I don’t want any of this,” he counters.

      “Then help.”

      He spreads his hands. “I don’t know how,” he mutters in defeat.

      “Whatever. I’m not doing that,” I tell him. Erik’s offer is still bouncing around my head. We are on the cusp of a disaster, I know, and right now I don’t see a way out of it. “It’s not like I even have the doctor’s office paycheck anymore.”

      “We’re in a real shitstorm here, aren’t we?”

      I cough out a laugh. “Way to stay positive.” I glance at the clock on the wall. “Oh shit,” I say. “I’m almost late for class. Are you going to be around for when Mom wakes up?”

      Rob nods, but it doesn’t inspire me with confidence. Maybe I should skip class, but then again, I skipped last night to go to the auction. I can’t make a habit of it. I’ve worked too hard for too long to let it all turn to trash now.

      Although, despite my best efforts, that’s the way it seems to be heading.

      Why is nothing I do ever enough?
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        * * *

      

      My mind is in disarray as I sit in my usual place at the front of the classroom. I stare down at my notes, trying to make sense of them. It’s not that I’ve forgotten everything I’ve learned, more that my thoughts keep skipping to Mom, to Rob, to everything.

      Beside me, Bethany is taking diligent notes, sitting upright and attentive as she always is.

      She’s a tall woman of about thirty, her blonde hair tied back in an efficient ponytail, her fingernails unpainted. No nonsense is the first phrase that comes to mind. Stone-cold bitch is the second.

      We have never really spoken, but in a weird way, I’ve admired her ever since we started. She strikes me as one of those women who can face down any shitstorm and show it who’s boss. Like a Viking princess or something. No fear, no distractions. Just badassery.

      She must have personal problems, I reason—who doesn’t? Surely, she’s had sick relatives, financial difficulties, her own personal version of hell. And yet somehow, she comes into class every single day ready to kick ass, ace tests, and intimidate people like me who can’t get their shit together.

      She terrifies the hell out of me.

      But I need a little bit of that warrior spirit right now. So I pull on my big-girl panties and turn to her after class.

      She glances up as she packs away her things. “Yes?” she says briskly.

      “I just wanted to say, ah, I think the point you made about hospice care was very, ah, well-made.” I curse myself. I sound lame, stumbling through my words. But the look she aims at me is withering.

      “Right …” she says, shouldering her laptop bag.

      “And I was wondering if you’d be interested in starting a study group?” I say with sudden inspiration. We are both pretty high-achievers in class—her more so than me, but still—so it does make a certain amount of sense. “We could cover each other’s weak points. I was thinking of inviting some of the others also, so it wouldn’t be just us two.”

      I don’t want her to think I’m trying to copy, though that idea is absurd. Neither of us has any need to copy.

      “Hmm.” She eyes me critically. “No, I don’t think that would be such a good idea.”

      “Ah, c’mon, why not?” I say, a little snappishly now. I can’t handle another bad break. Where’s that fairy godmother I’m always looking for?

      “Listen.” She plants her hands on the table. The rest of the class is spilling out, leaving us standing squared-up like gunslingers meeting at high noon. “We’re both vying for the number one spot. You know that. I’ve got no interest in helping you usurp me.”

      “Usurp you?” I laugh in disbelief. “What is this, Game of Thrones?”

      She shrugs. “I’m going to finish on top, that’s it. So thank you for your interest—I mean that—but I’m not interested.”

      “Excuse me for being friendly,” I huff, stuffing my laptop into the bag far more aggressively than I need to. “I guess I thought we were both human beings. I won’t be making that mistake again.”

      “It’s nothing personal,” she says, softening slightly. “You take care of your business. I’ll take care of mine.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” I snap, venom in my voice. “I’ll be just fine.”

      She bites her lip and releases it a moment later. “Well, good luck,” she says. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “Upset me?” I laugh. “You couldn’t do that if you tried.”

      She nods shortly. “Good to know. Now, is there anything else?”

      She asks like she’s an impatient receptionist and I’m a stubborn customer. I don’t answer, just grab my bag and head for the exit. As I walk across the parking lot to the beaten-down Civic—that perpetual reminder of poverty—I’m steaming mad from the exchange.

      But when I sit behind the wheel and the old engine coughs to life, I calm down. Bethany will do whatever it takes to win, even if it means being unnecessarily rude. She knows what she wants and she’ll go after it.

      I can relate to that. Maybe I need to be more like her: ruthless, putting feelings aside. Because there are things I want, things I need.

      And right now, number one is getting enough cash to keep disaster from the door.
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        * * *

      

      I’m sitting at the dining room table in Mom’s cramped little house, trying and failing to dream up ways to make enough cash to pull myself from this rut. My bank account is dying a death of a thousand cuts as I sort through the stack of bills piled in front of me. Fifty dollars for gas, ninety-three for electric, overdue interest here, a late penalty there—little by little, it all adds up to one big kick in the groin.

      Seventy thousand dollars seemed like so much, not so long ago. Now, it’s disappearing a penny at a time like sand slipping through my fingertips.

      I remember Erik’s deal and shudder. No fucking way. Going to that godforsaken auction was already a nightmare that I’m going to spend a lifetime trying to forget. Having his… no, I won’t even let myself think it. Nuh-uh, no way, no how.

      I force myself to focus again on the pile of envelopes. I’ve worked my way through most of it, taking notes on a yellow legal pad about what needs to be paid where. There’s just one fat envelope left at the very bottom.

      I sort aside a couple of useless flyers, shoving them into the trash pile, then pick up the behemoth that I’ve been eyeing and ignoring since I first sat down.

      I know what it is—the color scheme of the hospital is an obnoxious baby blue and pukey green. Why they chose that particular pairing is beyond me, but those kinds of decisions get made at a pay grade far above mine. I couldn’t even hold down a job as a receptionist at a doctor’s office, after all.

      I’ve mostly been ignoring it because I know the damage inside is going to be severe. Between the ambulance ride and the multi-night stay at Chez Hospital, I’m expecting a payment owed of fifteen or twenty thousand dollars, more than enough to make my head swim. My hands are already sweating at the mere thought.

      Just do it like a Band-Aid, I tell myself. I gulp and rip it open. The top has my mother’s name and personal details stamped on it. I scan down the paper, and even before I get to the bottom, I know it’s going to be bad. Really, really bad. There is scan after scan, and drug after drug listed in the “Services rendered” column, each with a staggering sum printed to the right.

      All told, it comes out eighty-nine thousand dollars.

      For a moment, I swear the world goes dark, like my brain is saying, “That’s all, folks,” and just packing it in.

      Eighty-nine thousand dollars.

      I can’t pay that. I can’t pay that back ever, much less in the time frame that the hospital and the bank have in mind for me. There is a schedule of payments due on the second page, and that alone is enough to send me reeling all over again.

      The payment from the auction isn’t enough even if I sign it directly over to the vampires at St. Mary’s General. And it’s not like I have an extra nineteen grand just loafing around between the couch cushions.

      I’m fucked. We’re fucked. My whole entire world is very, very fucked.
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        * * *

      

      I’m sitting in the car, trying my damndest not to hyperventilate myself into a seizure. God knows I wouldn’t be able to afford the medical care if that did happen. On the other hand, maybe it’ll just take me out of my misery.

      But Mom needs you, I tell myself. That’s the whole reason I’m here in the first place. I spent six hours with my head in my hands at that kitchen table, racking my brain for a way out of this situation.

      I’ve thought about dealing drugs, helping Rob stick up a Brinks truck, even becoming an escort like he suggested. But I’ve seen Bonnie and Clyde—I know where that path leads. And it isn’t exactly a one-way ticket to stability and prosperity.

      There was only one thing that had any hope of work.

      There’s no shame in this, I assure myself as I get out of the car and walk down the long stone driveway, though a larger part of me screams that there’s all the shame in the world. But what else am I going to do? Mom needs her care. That has to happen.

      I ignore that whispering voice that reminds me of how good the sex was. That isn’t part of it. This is a business decision. Nothing else.

      The butler answers the door with a slight bow. “Mr. Ivanovich is awaiting you in the library,” he says. “Would you like me to show you the way, ma’am?”

      “No,” I tell him. “I remember.”

      As I walk down the hallway, I study the wealth: the art, a full suit of armor, a glass cabinet filled with vintage liquor. Erik would do a great job at impersonating a Bond villain.

      Maybe I could give myself a five-finger discount on a few of these items and pass them to Rob to sell off through his black-market connections.

      But then Erik comes walking down the hallway in a crisp, pale blue dress shirt, his eyes staring into me as though he’s reading my intentions.

      “Up to no good?” he says with a small smile.

      I shake my head. “I, uh, got lost,” I lie.

      “Right.”

      He fiddles around with his hands for a moment, not looking at me directly. It almost seems like he’s nervous.

      Then I remember our night together in vivid detail and laugh out loud. I don’t think ‘nervous’ is in Erik’s vocabulary.

      He raises an eyebrow. “Is something funny?”

      “No, no,” I say, choking back my giggles. I sober up quickly, an abrupt change of gears. “Nothing is funny at all, actually.”

      He nods, like he understands far more than just the words coming out of my mouth. “I was pleasantly surprised to hear that you had called,” he says.

      I decide to tell him the truth, straight up. No point in diving into this sordid little affair with a lie off the bat. “I, uh … I didn’t really have a choice. My mom needs the money.”

      He nods again, and again I have that feeling that he gets way more than just the outline of the situation. It’s like he can read my despair and my frustration immediately, even though I have all my walls up and my hackles raised to the fullest. “We can discuss payment details momentarily. I assure you, you will not be disappointed. Follow me.”

      He turns without awaiting a response. I ignore the way the shirt hugs his back, his confident stride, all those signals that remind me of the sex. I push it down and seal it in a box deep in my mind.

      He bought a virgin. He’s a pig. I have to remember that.

      He drops easily into the chair and gestures at the one opposite. I sit down on the edge of my seat, ready to get out of here any moment.

      “To a change of heart,” he says, pouring us both a drink and raising his in a toast.

      I push mine aside. “A change of mind,” I correct. “I still think it’s disgusting.”

      He shrugs. “Semantics.”

      “But,” I swallow hard, “yes, I would like to take you up on your offer.”

      “Good,” he says. “But it is not so easy as that. There are stipulations.”

      “What kind of stipulations?”

      We are talking about my body, not a freaking merger and acquisition. The legal language sets my teeth on edge.

      I don’t let any of it show on my face, though. I don’t want to give him the satisfaction.

      “Until you give birth to my son, you will live here with me.” He takes a small sip from the glass and places it down slowly. Everything he does is so controlled. “And you will be required to quit your job.”

      I stifle a laugh. “Oh, what a shame,” I say. “I had dreams of becoming head stock clerk.”

      His eyes flicker as though in amusement. “So you agree.”

      “If I say no, will we still have a deal?”

      “No.”

      I throw up my hands. “Then what choice do I have? But I have a few stipulations of my own.”

      He waves a hand. “I cannot promise to grant them, but you are free to speak.”

      “How kind of you.” My tone is bitter. “I’ll keep going to nursing school and I want weekly payments for my mother’s health care. We’re …” I trail off. I was about to say, ‘We’re lost without it.’ But I won’t show weakness in front of him.

      “Do you imagine you are my only option?” he murmurs. “There are plenty of women who—”

      “Is that a no?” I say, making to stand up. “I don’t like wasting my time.”

      Is that admiration I read in his expression? It’s almost like he likes the fact that I’m not immediately kowtowing to him.

      “I have no desire for your mother’s condition to worsen,” he says easily. “And if going to nursing school brings you some comfort, then I will allow it. But none of this will interfere with our agreement. You should know, too, that I myself will put my son in you. No sperm donation, no doctors interfering, no IVF.”

      I swallow, belly thrumming. Nerves, I tell myself, just nerves. “There’s something else, then,” I say, sitting.

      “More demands?” he laughs. “You’re not exactly in the strongest of negotiating positions.”

      “If it has to be sex, it will be clinical. Just for the pregnancy. No emotions, no kissing, nothing that isn’t strictly required.”

      “‘Strictly required,’” he repeats. “What a lovely phrase. Tell me, Camille: do you take me as a romantic man?”

      “And I want to be part of the baby’s life!” I blurt instead of answering his question.

      I didn’t mean to say that, but as soon as the words are out, I know they’re true. I won’t be like Dad, abandoning my child to a single parent, even if it does mean tying myself to this man.

      The thought of a future of co-parenting with this monster makes my blood run cold. But I force the thoughts from my mind. Not now—show no weakness. There will be plenty of time later to consider the ramifications of what I’ve just said.

      God, how have things gotten so crazy so fast?

      Erik hesitates, a small smile playing on his lips. Like he can see the war raging in my head, the thousand nagging questions, the storm of worries.

      But he says nothing. Just nods. Then he reaches across the table and offers me his hand. “So we have a deal.”

      I give him my hand and we shake. He holds on for just a moment too long, squeezing. His eyes dance over me.

      Then he sits back and folds his tattooed hands. “I will have my lawyers draw up the contract. In the meantime, my butler will drive you home so that you can collect your things. You are free to go.”

      I don’t like being dismissed like that, but I’m glad to get out of there. I feel his eyes on me all the way to the door.

      And I can’t help but notice that my center is soaking wet.
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      I sit in my desk, reading the contract by the sunlight shafting in through the stained glass windows.

      The contract is written like a surrogacy agreement, which, I suppose, it is. Briefly, the realization crosses my mind that what I’m doing is literally signing up to have a child. A little boy who might look just like me. Or a daughter, who could reflect her mother’s looks and spirit … the thought of having a mini-Camille running around the house, much less any child at all in a home that’s never known anything but blood, rattles me and I push it away and go on rereading.

      Once I am satisfied, I sign my name, and then draw a cross where Camille’s signature will go. When I am done, I call Anatoly.

      “How is the shipment?” I ask.

      “Steady,” he replies, which means the drugs are selling well in the nightclub. “But some of the dealers are insistent that they want to make overtures to those proud white men.”

      I grit my teeth. So, they want to sell drugs to the Aryan Pact. “What is their reasoning?”

      “Keep the peace, Erik, always keep the peace.”

      “Request declined, old man.” I repress a sigh. “You know better than to ask. Is there anything else?”

      “One more thing,” he mutters, sounding as though he doesn’t want to broach it. But Anatoly is never one to shy away. “Damir has been making similar overtures, as well as rallying men to Fyodor.”

      I resist the urge to flip the desk. “Damir has done enough. It is time we had a red council.”

      I’m sure I hear him swallow nervously. “Are you sure?”

      “I wouldn’t have said it otherwise. Make the arrangements.” I hang up and rise from the desk, fists clenched.

      A red council. Every man in the Bratva knows the seriousness of those words.

      It means that Damir will be executed. His insolence has gone on long enough.

      I walk into the hallway to find Camille struggling with the butler at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Please,” she is saying, making to lift one of the suitcases. “Let me help.”

      But Adrian is too proud for that. The stocky man shakes his head. “Ma’am, you must allow me.”

      “I’d listen to him,” I say from the top of the stairs. “He is not easily dissuaded.”

      She shoots me a look, that same one that has been replaying in my mind ever since she left to collect her things. She has her fair share of insolence, yet it is a fire I can appreciate. I study her athletic body, mentally stripping away the jeans and the T-shirt to what lies beneath. My body stirs when she stomps up the stairs toward me. There is something magnetic about her courage. No other woman would dare approach me like this.

      Brave, but stupid.

      “Let’s get it over with, then,” she sneers, but the disgust is feigned. I can read her better than she would like.

      She makes to push past me, but then Ashley climbs up the stairs. Ashley is always smiling, even when she is angry, and right now she is anything but. She is wearing her chef’s uniform, a solid woman with arms made thick from endless meal preparations. She is all gesturing hands as she skips over to Camille.

      “Hello!” she cries. “You must be Camille. I’m Ashley. I’ll be keeping you fed during your stay. It’s so nice to meet you.”

      The change in Camille almost makes me smile. She lights up, shaking hands with Ashley. I take a step back. I always find it difficult to disrespect Ashley. Plus, there’s no harm with the women getting acquainted.

      “So, I hear you’re a nursing student?”

      Ashley managed to get that and more out of me through her interrogation last night at dinner. I am relieved when my cell phone rings again, giving me an excuse to leave them to women’s chatter.

      “Is it done?” I ask, walking down the hallway.

      “Yes, Erik,” Anatoly says. “One hour at the Ruble, but if that does not fit with your—”

      “It fits fine. Prepare the men.”

      There is still the business with Fyodor to consider. My mind whirs as I return to the women. Fyodor, the Aryan Pact, those men who might wish for a change in leadership—it is all a house of cards I must balance. And if it topples … But I will not let myself consider that.

      “Since you two are getting on so well, Ashley, show Camille to her quarters. I have some business to take care of. One of my men will call ahead upon my return.” I face Camille. “You will wait for me in the living room.”

      She rolls her eyes at Ashley. “Is he always this bossy?”

      On a whim, I step between the women and grab Camille by the shoulders. I sense Ashley turning her back to us as I press my lips against Camille’s.

      Camille struggles for just a moment, before she lets out a muffled moan that tells me everything I need to know. Then she shoves me in the chest. It’s not enough to really do anything, but I back away anyway.

      “We had a deal,” she accuses. Her voice is angry, but her cheeks are flushed and her deep blue eyes wide and excited.

      I ignore her comment. “Be ready,” I warn. “I do not like to be kept waiting.”
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        * * *

      

      I sit at the head of the room in the back of the Ruble. The lights overhead spill out, the color of dried blood.

      Oleg stands just behind me with his hand near his hip as though ready to grab for his gun, loyal as ever. Anatoly sits on my right and, to my left sits Fyodor. There is something perverse about the man who has caused so much trouble—directly or indirectly, it remains to be seen—taking his place beside me, but it cannot be avoided.

      The men border the room, some of them half hidden in shadows where the eerie light does not reach.

      When I rise, they do the same, looking up at me with respect on their faces. It is impossible to know whose is feigned and whose is genuine, but they are about to get a lesson in loyalty.

      “We are gathered here to give one of our brothers, Damir Nikolaev, a fair hearing. He is accused of disloyalty and disturbing the peace of the Bratva, threatening our business, our livelihood, our Family, by attempting to create a rift between me and Fyodor. Now bring him in, and we will hear him speak.”

      I sit down and the room does the same. Oleg exits by a back door and appears a few moments later from the front entrance, pushing Damir in front of him. The man is fidgeting now worse than ever, glancing up at me like I am both his savior and executioner. It is a fitting expression.

      I could be either.

      Oleg returns to my side, leaving Damir stranded in the center of the room. He awkwardly adjusts his glasses.

      “You know of what you stand accused,” I tell him. “Do you deny seeding discontent within the Bratva, discussing Fyodor as my potential replacement, and betraying the vows you took the day we took you off the streets and made a man of you?”

      “Of course I deny it!” he breaks out, so violently his glasses topple from his face.

      “You did not talk with …” I glance down at my notes, though I know the names. It is worth it to make him sweat. “… Kazimir, Ovdei, and Tikon in the back room of the Shining Jewel, urging them to undertake an assassination attempt with the purpose of putting Fyodor in my place?”

      He opens his mouth dumbly, glancing around the room. I can hear what he wants to scream: You rats, you betrayed me! But he has enough sense to leave that unsaid. Instead he wheels on me.

      “I would never betray the Bratva!” he declares.

      “And yet you have not answered my question.”

      His whole body is beginning to tremble in that way men do when they are staring death in the face. “Only an idiot would go against you, Mr. Ivanovich. Do you take me for a fool?”

      “I take you for a snake. Now answer the question.”

      He leans down and picks up his glasses, but he is shaking too much to slide them onto his face. He drops them as his hands fall to his sides. “I was not discussing assassination,” he mutters. “I was just … exploring options.”

      I lean forward. “Tell me more,” I say.

      “It wasn’t about you. It was about the entire Bratva. It was not, not …” He shakes his head, eyes rolling as he tries to dream up some excuse. Damir has never been the sharpest of my men. “There is nothing wrong with a two-tiered system.”

      Laughs rumble from the edges of the room. I mark those who laugh too hard, knowing they might be overcompensating.

      “Two-tiered system? Speak sense, if you are able.”

      “You handle one branch of the Bratva. Fyodor handles another.” He stares at me, tears pricking his eyes now. “It was a terrible idea. I am an idiot for even suggesting it. But it was not betrayal, never that. In the future I will—”

      “If you had told me the truth,” I say, “I might have granted you mercy. I have reliable reports that you were seeking my death. You should have practiced your lies before coming in here.”

      I rise from my seat and walk slowly across the room, aware of the eyes on me, of the importance of this moment. I take the blade from the sheath strapped to my back and stride over to Damir. He raises his hands, making gasping noises as he trips over his own feet toward the door.

      “I pronounce you guilty, and sentence you to death,” I intone.

      I dart, catch him, and with one fluid motion cut the artery in his throat. I grab the back of his neck and hold him in place as blood spurts, showering my shirt, my pants, and finally my shoes as he collapses onto his face.

      He bleeds out at my feet as I turn to the rest of the room.

      I feel nothing except distaste that it has come to this. Executing my own men is something I will never enjoy, even when they deserve it.

      But enjoyment and necessity are two very different things.

      “This man was a fool,” I say, putting the knife away. “He could not even think of a decent lie, and so he has paid the price. You can come to me for anything, men, but disloyalty is something the Bratva will never tolerate.”

      They are trying to look tough now, unfazed. But I can see the fear behind the masks they wear.

      “If anybody wishes to ask about Radovan and Alena, now is the time.”

      The room is as silent as the grave. I nod shortly and stride back to my place on the dais.

      “You did the right thing,” Fyodor mutters as I take my seat. “A pathetic excuse like that deserves no patience.”

      For a brief moment, I take comfort in Fyodor’s words. He is saying the right things at every juncture, and his loyalty has never visibly wavered. Yet it can be no accident that his name keeps coming up with every ill rumor of an impending mutiny. Either he is an innocent figurehead and smokescreen for someone with malevolent intentions, or he is playing the part of the puppet master with extraordinary skill. As much as I would prefer for my second to be guiltless in this matter, I am not so naïve as to believe that he is entirely free of blame.

      I’m rubbing my bloody hands on my pants when it hits me: Fyodor could’ve easily convinced Damir that his reasoning was solid, that his lies would be accepted. Fyodor could have orchestrated this whole thing, including Damir’s meeting with the men from the Aryan Pact. Suddenly, I am not so sure.

      “Of course,” I say to him, betraying nothing. “The traitor got what he deserved.”
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        * * *

      

      I take a fast shower and then carry my bloody clothes into the parlor at the rear of the mansion, skirting around the living room where I know Camille will be waiting for me. I changed in the car, not thinking about Damir’s gushing neck or the whining noises he made as he died at my feet.

      He deserved his death, as do all traitors.

      Still, killing a member of the Bratva is no small thing. It will either serve as a warning … or fuel those who wish to back Fyodor.

      I get the fire going and pour myself a vodka as it crackles to life. I sip, staring into the flames, and then grab the clothes and toss them in. They lick at the edges, charcoal black, and then begin to crisp and burn.

      I see my father in the flames and hear his drawling voice.

      I see Anatoly, frowning.

      I see the Bratva rising up like a phoenix and my future child leading it.

      I am so transfixed I do not hear her until she is a mere few feet from me.

      I turn to find Camille eyeing the clothes, biting her lower lip in calculation. Perhaps she will overstep her mark here. But after an observant moment, she turns to face me. Her T-shirt has risen to reveal a pale slice of belly. Hunger lights in me as fierce as the flames.

      “You’re late,” she says.

      I place my drink on the table. “And you are not where you should be.”

      “Well, whatever. But I didn’t expect you to take this long. I’m going to miss nursing class, and my car is at my place. I need a ride back so I can pick it up.”

      “You are really so attached to that old hunk of metal?”

      “Obviously not,” she laughs, as though I am a fool. Her impudence is intriguing and tiring both. “But I need to get to class. What am I supposed to do, fly?”

      I wave a hand and look away. “Use one of my cars. Use ten, if you want.”

      “I’d rather use mine.”

      “Are you that eager to break down on the highway?” I ask.

      “I’d just rather use my own car. What’s the big deal?”

      In truth, I do not care what car she uses, but given my current mood, her blatant lack of respect sends me storming across the room.

      I press myself against her. She backs up, knocking into the desk. The glass spills sideways and the liquor splashes across the table.

      She gasps when I bring my face close to hers. I smell her perfume, flowery, awakening something within me.

      “I will not allow—”

      “‘Allow’?” she gasps.

      I press on: “I will not allow the mother of my child to risk her life again and again in some deathtrap.” The thought of losing Camille sits poorly with me. The thought of having to raise our child without her is even worse. “You will take one of my cars, and you won’t dare raise your voice to me again.”

      She tries to push past me. “Forget it,” she hisses. “I’ll get a taxi.”

      I take a step back. “No,” I say calmly. “You will not.”

      She slams her hand against my chest. I do not move an inch, though I feel the impact move through me. I clench my jaws tightly. She has crossed a line nobody would ever dream of crossing with me, and she does not even realize it.

      She is not part of this world, I remind myself.

      But she will learn.

      “Will you move?” she huffs.

      When she makes to slap me again, I catch her wrist and drive her across the room. We do a jarring dance until I have her pressed up against and bent over the couch. My breaths come as quick and frantic as hers.

      I respect the fierceness in her, but I must tame it. Everything is hot: the fire, her breath, her body burning through her clothes.

      She parts her lips as though to snap at me again. I hook my arms around her and trap her against me, flattening her protesting lips with an angry kiss.

      She is moaning when I slide my hand up her leg, pressing the denim flat. I am almost at her sex—her stifled cries getting louder, more urgent—when the door opens beside us.

      I pause and lean back. It is Ashley, head bowed. “Uh … dinner will be ready soon,” she mutters, blushing hard and already retreating.

      I step back, the hunger dissipating slightly at the sight of Ashley. Camille brushes her clothes down.

      “You’re an animal,” she mumbles. It’s hard to read her tone.

      “I have never claimed not to be,” I counter.

      Her eyes flit between me and the door, where Ashley was just standing. Does she sense something? I will let her figure it out for herself.

      “I needed to go, like, five minutes ago,” she says.

      “So take my car. Do not let pride rule you, glupaya devochka.”

      She narrows her eyes. “What does that mean?”

      “Silly girl.”

      “Gee.” Her smile is somehow shy and cutting at the same time. “Thanks. Fine, I’ll take your car, if it means that much to you. But I’m selling mine and keeping the cash for myself. You got a problem with that?”

      I turn away without answering, pick up the vodka glass, and pour myself another drink.
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      It feels strange driving Erik’s sedan at first.

      For starters, it’s the nicest thing I’ve ever been behind the wheel of, by several orders of magnitude. I’m afraid to even put my butt in the driver’s seat, for fear of somehow ruining the leather. I’m also half afraid that there’s some “eject the peasant” feature that’s going to skyrocket me into the stratosphere as soon as it recognizes that a girl like me was never, ever meant to be piloting a ridiculously expensive luxury car like this.

      As I pull out of the driveway and merge into traffic, I start to settle down, at least a little bit. Mind you, I’m still ignoring the screams of all the voices in my head telling me that if I so much as let a bird poop on the vehicle, much less scratch it or get in—God forbid—an accident, Erik will flay me alive. But I can no longer see the vein of anxiety pulsing in my forehead when I look in the rearview mirror, so I suppose I’ll take the progress where I can get it.

      I shouldn’t be this nervous. Hell, I’m still mad at him! How does he have such a gift for turning the simplest of things—how I’m getting to class today—into the most infuriating interaction I’ve ever had in my life? If I look close enough, I’m pretty sure I’ll still see steam pouring out of my ears, like I’m a Tom and Jerry cartoon character.

      The man is a grade-A asshole. That much is far beyond doubt at this point.

      But why? Why is he such a cold, emotionless prick, twenty-four hours a day?

      Only one way to find out. Start snooping.

      When I hit a red light, I take the opportunity to peek in the center console. To my disappointment, it’s completely barren. Not a trace of anything even remotely interesting. It doesn’t even look like it’s ever seen the light of day before.

      I pop open the glove compartment. Nothing there, either. Just a pristine owner’s manual to the vehicle and—wait.

      “Now, now, what’s that?” I mutter to myself.

      There’s a tiny scar in the leather upholstery on the inside of the drawer. It looks too clean and straight to be an accident. I poke it hesitantly, and to my surprise, a small flap of the leather peels back, revealing a little button. I reach out and finger it. There’s a small hiss, the release of a lock, and…

      The car behind me slams on the horn.

      I lurch upwards and smack my head on the ceiling. Cursing, I floor it through the light, which is now green, while waving an apologetic hand at the person to my rear. They speed past and give me the finger.

      “Sorry,” I say meekly to nobody.

      I get on the highway and cruise the six or so miles to my exit, wondering the whole time what the hell is in the secret compartment I just discovered.

      At the next red light after I get off, I finally dare to peek over.

      And… nothing.

      It’s as empty and flawless as the rest of the car. A big, disappointing nothingburger.

      Maybe I’m just overreacting, but the first thought my mind jumps to just refuses to dissipate: That’s for a gun.

      I know I’m right. Deep in my bones, I know it. There may not be a shred of evidence to support my theory, but as the little oddities pile up around Erik, this conclusion seems undeniable.

      I think back to the blood I saw under his fingernails earlier. I didn’t say anything, but it was impossible to miss. Crusted there, but with a slight smear, like it was still fairly fresh.

      Added up, it’s all too much to ignore. The gun, the blood, the attitude…

      Erik is dangerous. And he’s hiding something from me. Something very, very bad.

      I try to dismiss the thoughts. I have no proof, and goodness knows I’ve had enough of a stressful few weeks—maybe enough of a stressful life, even—to be seeing connections where there are none.

      But even when I force myself to think about my upcoming diagnostics class, I can’t shake the feeling that there are a lot of skeletons in Erik’s closet, and if I’m not careful, they’re all going to come crashing down on me.
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        * * *

      

      It takes a couple days to stop freaking out about driving Erik’s car. When I first pulled up outside nursing school, I half expected somebody to come running over, yelling, “Thief! Thief!” But I’m finally starting to get used to it. The heated leather seats help with that, I have to admit.

      I’m still not used to Erik, though, especially since we haven’t had sex since I signed the contract. I’ve spent my days just hanging around the house, going over my nursing notes or watching TV—feeling useless, basically, whereas usually my life is a battlefield of to-do lists and obligations.

      It’s a good thing, I assure myself. Erik is a pig who buys virgins, a manipulator who makes me want him more than I ever should.

      Best not to engage at all, if I can help it. Best not to think about having a baby with him. If I start down that train of thought, I might change my mind about the whole thing and I can’t do that. Mom needs me.

      I press the garage door button and it opens for me at once. I drive in, thinking about Erik, mostly wondering when it is going to start.

      ‘Anticipation’ isn’t the right word, but then neither is ‘fear.’ It’s more like something in between.

      The sex was good. That’s the worst part. I’ve woken up with my hand wedged between my legs more than once, the soft kisses of a dream lingering at the periphery of my consciousness.

      I wander through the large, mostly empty mansion. Sometimes it feels like a movie set or a haunted house attraction at a theme park. The hallways are long and foreboding, my footsteps often producing echoes that get lost in the high ceilings.

      I end up in the kitchen, looking for a bottle of wine. I may as well enjoy alcohol for as long as I can. The inevitable pregnancy will rob me of that small comfort, along with God only knows what else.

      “The cabinet on the left,” Ashley says from behind me.

      I jump a foot in the air in fright before wheeling on her. “Sorry,” I mutter. “You scared the hell out of me.”

      She wipes her flour-white hands on her chef’s shirt. “I didn’t realize I was that ugly.”

      “No, I didn’t mean—”

      “Relax,” she smiles. “I’m just fucking with you.”

      I wheeze something that’s half laughter, half sigh. “In that case, you are that ugly!”

      She laughs, wandering to the cupboard and taking down the wine bottle. She nods at another cupboard. “Care to get us some glasses?”

      I do as she says, and we take a seat at the little table in the corner. Ashley takes a long sip. “If you’d told me how exhausting cooking could be when I was a kid, I would’ve laughed right in your face.”

      “Everything is tiring, if you do it right.”

      Ashley raises her eyebrows. “That sounds like a saying.”

      I nod, my smile warm and unbidden. “One of Mom’s. She’d always say that whenever I was bored of homework or whatever. It was her way of keeping me focused.”

      “Is she the one who encouraged you to go into nursing?”

      I take a sip of wine, a glow moving through my body. It’s been so long since I’ve had a real friend. “She found me in the backyard one summer with this little mouse who couldn’t walk right. My brother thought it was gross. I tried my best to fix him. I think she saw something in me. She bought me a nursing book the next day.”

      “Why not a veterinary book?” Ashley asks.

      “Maybe because I mentioned how I wanted to fix Mr. Hershaw like I tried to fix the mouse. Mr. Hershaw was our neighbor who had cancer. It sounds lame, I know.”

      “Hey.” It’s only when she touches my hand that I realize tears have pricked my eyes. “That doesn’t sound lame at all. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, ignore me.” I rub at my face. “It’s just …”

      “Her MS?”

      I nod.

      “Horrible disease. Fuck the fucker that invented it. Fuck him straight to hell.”

      I half giggle, that kind of desperate laugh you do when you’re trying not to cry. “I don’t think anybody invented it, but I agree. What about you?”

      She shrugs. “What about me?”

      “What made you want to be a chef?”

      “Oh, nothing exciting.” She pats her belly. “I just love to eat and I got tired of people ruining my meals.” Her smile is warm, and the sight of a friendly face alone is enough to smooth away the worries wrinkling my forehead.

      We laugh and drink and make small talk for a little while. Then something strikes me. “Hey, Ashley, can I ask you something?”

      “Sure thing. Shoot.” She leans forward.

      “Erik, is he …” I pause, wondering how to phrase it. “A good person?”

      Ashley folds her hands, looking at me closely with an expression I can’t read. “I don’t know how to answer that question,” she says after a long pause. “But I know this: that’s something you ask about a boyfriend. Not about … well, whatever you and Erik are.”

      I swallow. “Talk about vague,” I say, trying to sound jokey.

      “I know,” she admits. “But just think about it like this. If you’ve got feelings for Erik, then maybe you want to ask questions like that. But if this is just …”

      She trails off. A business proposition is the missing end to that sentence. But she doesn’t need to say those words out loud. We both know what it is.

      “I know what you’re saying,” I sigh. “Thanks, Ash.”

      She raises her glass. “No problem, Cam.”

      We knock glasses together and move on to other topics, but she’s right. Erik is nothing to me. It’s better to keep this cold and impersonal. Terrible or good, it makes no difference. He could be the fucking tooth fairy for all I care, as long as he keeps paying for Mom’s health care.

      That’s what this is about. That is why I’m here.

      Not a single thing else.
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        * * *

      

      I’m lying in bed—‘my’ bed, in ‘my’ room, with my clothes still in their suitcases and my box of knickknacks sitting on the desk, as though I’m ready to flee at any moment—when there is a knock at the door.

      I put down the nursing textbook. “Yes?”

      The door swings open and Erik’s massive body fills the frame. He tosses a large brown package onto the desk. He’s wearing a suit and has his hair slicked to the side, looking handsome and powerful.

      “Ashley picked some clothes out for you. Put them on,” he says without looking at me, “and get ready. We are leaving for dinner in forty-five minutes.”

      I open my mouth to protest—a little heads-up would’ve been nice—but he’s already turning away. “Jerk,” I mutter when he leaves without saying another word.

      Yet I open the package and study the clothes and can’t help sucking in a surprised breath. They’re downright beautiful: a diamond-glittering dress with heels to match. Fancier than I’d normally go for—not to mention hellaciously expensive, judging by the feel of the fabric and the quality of the stitching.

      But I can’t lie, I feel a little like Cinderella as I pull it on, except for the slit up my thigh revealing a good amount of leg. Disney princesses don’t usually chart so high on the sex-appeal factor.

      I feel sexy and dangerous and strangely excited as I walk down the stairs.

      Erik is waiting for me at the bottom. His eyes get dark and intense when he spots me.

      “What do you think?” I ask, willing myself to stop blushing.

      He grabs my hips and pulls me close. I gasp and suppress a giggle, reminding myself that I am supposed to hate this man. But it is difficult as he brings his lips graze my neck.

      “You look magnificent,” he says.

      I push him away, laughing, though I do note the distinct feeling of my center growing hot and damp at the tease of his kiss below my earlobe. “Who taught you how to speak English—a James Bond villain?” I tease. “‘You look magnificent.’ Get outta here; no one talks like that.”

      He shrugs. “It is true.”

      I blush. The sincerity and authenticity in his voice is weird. It would seem almost vulnerable if he weren’t so confident about it. “Well, then, thanks, I guess,” I reply, eyes downcast.

      “Prekrasnyy would be the word in Russian, by the way,” he adds. “For magnificent.”

      I wrinkle my eyebrow. “Pre-crass-knee?” I ask, sounding it out slowly.

      Erik laughs and nods. “Something like that,” he murmurs. “Though the accent needs some work.”

      I pronounce it again, taking my time to mimic the way his mouth moves around the syllables.

      He chuckles. “A work in progress, we will call it.”

      “You know,” I venture, “you go from hot to cold so fast that it gives me whiplash sometimes.”

      He tilts his head to the side and takes me in. “How would you like me to be, Camille?”

      Again, he’s so blunt and honest that I find myself a little taken aback. “I mean, um, I don’t know … nice, I guess.”

      “Would you like me to be subservient? Should I kiss your feet? Is that what you’re looking for?”

      I punch him in the shoulder. “See, there you go. Being an asshole again.”

      He smirks, such an arrogant, infuriatingly handsome look on a man like him. “Perhaps you are the one who doesn’t know what you want.”

      I roll my eyes. “I know what I don’t want—to be psychoanalyzed by you. Put that one firmly in the ‘No’ column for me, please.”

      He nods slowly. “As you wish.”

      “Sir,” Adrian interrupts politely.

      Erik pauses. “This better be important.” His breath whispers across my collarbone.

      “It is, ah …” He glances at me.

      “Speak freely,” Erik mutters, turning.

      “The police are here to see you.”

      I watch his face closely as something like cold panic moves through me.

      The police? Why? What did he do? My mind fills with a dozen possibilities, each worse than the last, and once again I am forced to question this lion’s den I have so freely tossed myself into.

      I study his face, looking for answers.

      But Erik betrays nothing.

      He’s utterly composed as he waves an easy hand. “Send them through,” he says.

      Adrian nods and leaves.

      “We will get this out of the way,” he says, “and then resume our evening.”

      I nod, unsure of what to say. I realize I am clenching my fists. With an effort, I loosen them. The silence between us stretches until it’s so tense I can barely take it. Erik shows no sign that he even feels it. He just stands there, hands behind his back.

      “Detectives,” he greets warmly when two people come walking down the hallway.

      One is a red-haired man with a smattering of freckles and a fixed grimace. The other is a tall woman with a notebook clutched tightly in her white-knuckled fist, not much older than me. Is that fear making her shake like that? Is she afraid of Erik? My mind is spinning as each bad idea clashes with another, breeding sick, twisted offspring bad ideas.

      “How is the family, Detective McCauley?”

      “Fine,” the red-haired man growls. He’s guarded, wary of every word coming out of Erik’s mouth.

      I take a deep breath and try as hard as I can to melt into the wall behind me.

      “Would you like a drink or shall we get straight to business?”

      “We won’t be here long,” McCauley grunts. “We’re here to ask about one of your employees, Radovan Yas—Yas-ter …”

      “Yastrzhembsky,” the woman pronounces carefully.

      “Yes,” McCauley mutters. “And a woman called Alena Smith. Both were found dead at the Sierra Sunset Hotel …”

      I almost let out a whimper. Murder? Did Erik kill somebody? A woman, too; maybe it was a woman who tried to leave him.

      More and more shreds of evidence in favor of the ‘Run like hell; Erik is a monster’ school of thought. Blood on the fingernails, gun compartment in the car, two dead bodies, and detectives at the door …

      I grip the stair bannister hard, splinters gouging into my fingernails.

      “And both, Mr. Ivanovich, have connections to you. Can you tell us where you were …”

      His voice fades, but that’s just because my heartbeat is taking over everything like someone’s pounding a bass drum in my ear. Everything sounds blurry and faraway.

      Boom-boom. Boom-boom.

      I have to focus hard when Erik puts his arm around me. “I was having a private dinner with my partner, Camille,” he says. “I had lobster, if I recall correctly, and I believe she enjoyed some chicken salad. Would you like to know what we ate for dessert, detective?”

      McCauley eyes me critically. “Camille …”

      Boom-boom. Boom-boom.

      “Greene,” I supply.

      “Miss Greene, can you confirm this?”

      I lick my lips. I somehow keep my gaze level. And, because I don’t know that Erik was involved in this, and because I need him for my mom’s sake, and because—the most depraved, illogical reason of all—despite everything, I can’t bear the idea of them dragging him out of here like a criminal, I say one squeaky little word:

      “Yes.”

      “Hmm.” His eyes flit between us. “We’ll call this a night, then. For now.” He offers his hand. “Mr. Ivanovich.”

      He looks back at me as he rounds the corner, sensing much more than I would like.
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        * * *

      

      The ride to dinner is tense and silent. Just before we step out to the restaurant, he touches my arm.

      “I owe you my gratitude,” he says. “You were willing to risk the wrath of the law for me. Obstruction of justice, to put a name on it. That will not go unnoticed, Camille, even if money was your primary motivator.”

      “It wasn’t the money,” I snap. “I don’t know what the hell they were talking about. Plus, you put me on the spot. And you’re going to be my baby’s father. What else was I supposed to do?” Again, the thought hits me that having his child is a dangerous proposition on so many levels.

      His eyes move over me appraisingly. “Interesting,” he mutters, as though I’m some exhibit.

      On a sudden urge I flip him the bird. “Yeah, and how about this? Is it interesting too?”

      He almost smiles, but he kills it. “Come,” he says. “It is time to eat. And please, Camille, remember your manners.”

      The restaurant is formal in the extreme. I feel like I’m on the set of Downton Abbey. White tablecloths, about thirty different forks, and waiters who have mastered the fine art of looking at you like you’re a piece of toilet paper stuck to the back of their shoe.

      “I don’t belong here,” I mutter under my breath as we walk in.

      “Of course you do,” Erik says quickly. I blush hard; he wasn’t supposed to hear that. “Prekrasnyy, remember?”

      “Pre-crass-knee,” I say back, smiling against my better judgment.

      I linger while Erik walks up to the hostess stand. I swear I see the hostess’s eyes bulge when he mentions his name, and immediately she starts tripping all over herself to greet us and welcome us to the restaurant. She scurries out from behind the desk and gestures for us to follow her.

      For the billionth time since the night of the auction, I wonder: Who is this guy?

      Erik takes my hand in his as we trail along behind the hostess towards a table set for two in the dead center of the restaurant. In some ways, it feels protective, the same way you’d hold a dog leash to make sure they don’t run anywhere they’re not supposed to. But in others, it feels warm, affectionate, caring. Things I’ve learned very quickly not to expect from Mr. Ivanovich.

      Two waiters in tuxedos appear from nowhere to pull out our chairs. I sit nervously, tucking my dress under my legs and glancing around. I can feel the eyes of the other patrons on us. I take it that this level of service is not customary for most people who come here.

      Once we’re seated, a third waiter steps up as the first two pour us drinks. “Good evening, Mr. Ivanovich and guest. It is a pleasure to have you join us to dine this evening. May I get you something else to drink?”

      “Champagne. The ’42. Donald knows the one,” Erik says brusquely.

      The server bows. “Of course, sir. I will be right back with your selection.”

      “The ’42, yeah?” I say sarcastically. Apparently, not even the city’s most extravagant pomp and circumstance can quell my innate need to be a sassy biotch in Erik’s presence.

      “It is the best,” he replies.

      “Oh, I have no doubt of that. Only the best for Mr. Ivanovich.”

      He studies me for a moment.

      “What?” I challenge. “I don’t like the way you’re ogling me. Feels like there’s something up your sleeve.”

      “You know, Camille … I am not your enemy.”

      I almost spit out the sip of water I was taking. “No? What are you then?”

      “That is for you to decide.”

      “Well, I already decided you’re an asshole. And the detectives at the house seemed to decide that you’re a suspect in a double homicide, too. So, are you just looking for more titles on top of that, or what?”

      He chuckles. Before he can answer, the sommelier, Donald, returns with the champagne and offers the label to Erik for inspection. He nods, the cork is popped, and the pleasant fizz of the drink splashing into our glasses fills the air. The man places the bottle in the ice bucket to the side of the table and retreats.

      “The detectives made a mistake,” he says when we’re alone once more.

      “Then why did you make me lie?”

      He sighs thoughtfully. “I am in the business of people, Camille. I have found that sometimes, innocent details can be weaponized into something that bears little resemblance to reality. And in some cases, such as this evening, it is best for everyone if certain information is kept out of the hands of those with an agenda.”

      “I don’t suppose you’re going to give me much more info than that, are you?”

      “You suppose correctly,” he smiles. He raises his glass. “To new partnerships.”

      I raise mine and clink it against his as obnoxiously as I can manage. “To business,” I counter.

      “Business,” he repeats, that same smirk spreading across his face. “Yes, to business indeed.”

      The head waiter comes over and lists the specials for the day. “We have this evening an amuse-bouche of tuna tartar and elk carpaccio, a lobster bisque soup with cilantro oil and cherry finish, a filet mignon with bearnaise and truffle oil, and a delectable side of the chef’s interpretation of tagliatelle carbonara.”

      I look at Erik. “Does any of that appeal to you?” he asks.

      I gulp. “I don’t know what any of that is,” I admit.

      For a moment, I’m one thousand percent sure he’s going to make fun of me. Then he nods solemnly and turns to the waiter. “Two of each,” he orders.

      “Very good, sir,” says the man before backing away and disappearing once more.

      I’m fiddling with the napkin in my lap. “Not much experience with the fancy food,” I mumble. It sounds even stupider out loud than it did in my head, no matter how true it is.

      “What did you eat growing up?” he asks. His voice is free of judgment. It’s a simple question, no more and no less.

      “Whatever Mom could find time to cook, mostly. Lots of spaghetti. Frozen dinners. Casserole for weeks. I can’t even look at lasagna to this day. I had enough of that for three lifetimes.”

      “She was a working single mother,” he says.

      I nod. “Yeah, big-time. Worked three jobs for as long as I can remember. Whatever it took to keep us alive and cared for.”

      “And your father?”

      I shake my head. “Gone. Left when I was little.”

      He tsks, and I notice his fingers drumming on the table. “A man who leaves his family is no man at all,” Erik rumbles.

      I look at him. There’s a fire in his eyes that I haven’t seen much of before, if any. I’m not sure yet what to make of it.

      “What about your family?” I ask.

      He shakes his head curtly. “I don’t talk about my family.”

      “Oh,” I say meekly. “Yeah, okay, got it.”

      We fall into an awkward silence, saved only when the first course of food comes. It hardly looks like food to me, but Erik gestures for me to take a bite at the same time as him. I poke it hesitantly with one finger.

      “What animal are they claiming that this is?” I ask.

      He laughs, a deep sound emanating from his chest, soothing and carefree. “Elk and tuna,” he answers. “It’s very tender.”

      “If you say so,” I groan, before closing my eyes and popping it in my mouth. I’m expecting a horror show of weird flavor, but to my surprise, it’s one of the best things I’ve ever tasted. I groan out loud before I realize I’m making a scene and clap my hands over my mouth in shame.

      “That is—and I’m not exaggerating even one percent here—the literal best thing I’ve ever eaten. Holy crap.”

      “I’m glad you like it,” he says. “There is much more to come.”

      He isn’t lying, either. By the time we get to dessert, I’m fairly certain I’ve doubled my bodyweight, and my tongue has gone through one culinary orgasm after another. I don’t even think I can handle a single bite more, but Erik insists on me at least tasting the baked Alaska that they’re serving as a finale.

      “You have to try it,” he says. “It’s the chef’s specialty.”

      “I’m about to blow up like Violet Beauregard in Willy Wonka’s chocolate factory,” I warn. “I swear, if I eat anything else, you’re gonna need a wheelbarrow to get me out of here.”

      “Nonsense,” he dismisses, waving his hand. “You must.”

      I let out a sigh. “Fine, then, have it your way. Can’t say I didn’t warn you though.”

      Just like everything else, it’s amazing beyond description. But I can only stomach one little morsel before I throw my fork down. “That’s it, I’m crying uncle. No more, please, I’m begging you.”

      Erik’s eyes twinkle. “Begging me? I like the sound of that.”

      I can feel the flush rise to my cheeks. “I bet you do, perv,” I mumble.

      He laughs again, for the thousandth time that night, more laughter than I ever expected to hear from him in a million years. I could get used to that sound. He’s so serious all the rest of the time that every time his lips part in a smile is a miracle to me. It’s like seeing a bear walk on his hind legs, then you blink and all of a sudden he’s climbing mountains and running marathons.

      I watch him as the waiters clear away our plates and use some little tool to scrape the crumbs from the tablecloth. He really is stunningly handsome. A jawline you could slice bread with, high cheekbones that any runway model would kill for, and those eyes—those eyes that undress me and restrain me and rile me up all at the same time. He could send men to war with those eyes. He could tempt any woman to bed.

      I am damn sure that he’s done both.
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        * * *

      

      The chauffeur drives us back to the mansion as Erik sits silently beside me.

      In the house, he takes my hand and leads me upstairs to my bedroom. My belly immediately starts thrumming with butterflies, my throat getting tight. It’s not my first time, but it almost feels like it.

      I expect him to pounce on me the moment he closes the door, but instead he swallows, looking almost … awkward? That can’t be right. He’s been a portrait in extreme self-control since the moment I first laid eyes on him. King of his world, master of his surroundings, yada yada yada.

      But now, leaning against the closed door, he looks like a bashful high school kid who isn’t sure how to make the first move. I’m not sure if it’s weirdly endearing or just plain weird.

      “I really am grateful for what you did early this evening,” he says, voice quiet and exposed. “Not just for risking the obstruction charge. But you put yourself out there for me, Camille. You proved we could be …” He pauses, mouth tightening.

      “Could be what?” I urge.

      He shakes his head. “I just wanted to thank you,” he finishes.

      It’s like a new Erik has taken his place. I’m not even sure how to interact with him anymore. Maybe he is capable of being vulnerable after all. Maybe he doesn’t always have to be this detached and analytical tactician, this frosty, emotionless kingpin.

      But then his face hardens. “We still have business to take care of, however.” Whatever small flame of feeling was flickering in my chest, it extinguishes at this sudden change.

      Things are made even more confusing when he takes me by the shoulders and drags me toward the bed. My heart pounds, not just with nerves. The memory of the last time we had sex is still hot and tingly on my skin.

      He tosses me down, standing over me as though he owns me. Maybe he does. That should make me angry, surely, but as his eyes move over me with that air of unchallenged ownership, I feel my sex get warm.

      That’s so fucked up, isn’t it?

      He slides his hand up my leg toward my underwear. I moan involuntarily, twisting and letting my thighs open for him. He is just about to slide his fingers beneath my underwear when he pauses, eyebrows knitted.

      “Oh, I must apologize,” he says.

      “Apologize?” I gasp, breath coming quickly.

      “I was about to touch you,” he mutters, removing his hand. “But, of course, that would violate your rule, wouldn’t it? Touching is not strictly necessary for procreation, so …”

      He stares a challenge at me, his lips twitching in a smile that tells me he knows he’s caught me in a trap. My sex is aching with desire, screaming at me for his touch.

      But if I cave now, I will be going back on everything I laid out. I sit up, tossing him a challenging look of my own.

      “Of course,” I say breezily. “I don’t want to break the rule, either.”

      He nods shortly and steps back. “We shall do it your way, then. Undress.”

      He unbuttons his shirt slowly, revealing his chest rippling with muscles. A light bead of sweat slides down between his pectorals. I watch it, biting my lip, mind full of all we could be doing. The memory of his hand on my leg is too potent to ignore.

      I stand up on shaky legs and undress in front of him, slipping my shoes off and pulling my tights down. He tries to keep up his cold demeanor, but his eyes flit to my bare legs and his jaws get tight.

      When I pull my dress over my head, I’m almost positive he lets out a growling breath. But it is too quiet to be sure.

      I unclasp my bra and let my breasts spill free. There is something even hotter about not simply pouncing on each other. About maintaining distance. Tease and denial.

      My body is alive with anticipation. He lets his shirt flutter to the floor and then undoes his belt. Soon we are both standing there completely naked, the air pricking my nipples.

      His manhood is rock-hard and neither of us has even touched it. He nods at the bed.

      “Let’s make a son,” he says.

      I suppress a laugh. “Is that your idea of dirty talk?” I shoot.

      He tilts his head. “I do not want to cross any boundaries,” he says, seriousness on his face but mischievous light dancing in his eyes.

      He is playing with me.

      I go to the bed and lie down. Then, as he makes to stand over me, I shake my head and flip myself over, sticking my ass out at him. A rumble comes from deep within his chest, animal and hungry.

      He likes it, I realize. He likes it a lot.

      I look at him over my shoulder, his tattooed torso bulging as he struggles to restrain himself. Above the bird of prey I see words etched in an unfamiliar language—Russian, I assume. He might have the power out there, in the house, but right now, I feel like I’m in charge. It is a new, intoxicating sensation. I wriggle my hips from side to side, tempting him.

      “Well?” I goad.

      He steps forward, placing his hands on my ass. Even that is technically breaking the rule—touching my ass won’t get me pregnant—but I do not have it in me to stop him. His touch is too confident. He grips my ass cheeks hard and pulls me down the bed toward him.

      When he guides his manhood to my clit, I bite down, suppressing the scream that tries to escape me. He massages it with the massive head of his cock, moving up toward my sex and then back down, stroking along my lips.

      “Fuck,” I whisper.

      “Excuse me?” he says.

      I almost slap him. “I said do it already!” I cry.

      He chuckles lightly. “Of course you did.”

      He keeps toying with me, his cock nearly slipping inside of me, but then skirting back down to my clit. My pussy is pulsing now, sending urgent signals through me. I want him bad and he knows it. Does he want me to beg? I won’t, I promise myself. I can do this all day.

      But the desire is building to unbearable levels. He presses my ass cheeks together, staring down at me as though he has waited his whole life for this moment. I push myself toward him insistently.

      I am about to snap at him when suddenly he slides easily and deeply inside of me. I fall forward, biting down on a mouthful of sheet as his cock pushes deep. I close my legs around him hard, and almost draw blood trying not to cry out. I reach back, grab onto his side, and tighten my hand around the immovable muscle.

      “Ah, ah.” He removes my hand. “Do not break your own rules, Camille.”

      He slides out of me slow, and then pushes back into me with all the power in his body.

      “Fuck!” I cry, juddering forward. My whole body is ablaze with the pleasure. The end of his cock finds places within me the last time did not. Maybe it is because he is not wearing a condom. There is nothing between us now.

      I grip onto the bed and push backwards the next time he thrusts inside of me. He makes a snarling noise that urges me on. He’s not the only one who can direct the flow of our sex. I writhe up and down on him, my ass cheeks flattening against his sheet-rock belly. He leans over me, angling his cock, the engorged head sending tendrils of sensation moving through me.

      “Fuck,” he whispers, as though barely able to restrain his voice. “Fuck, fuck.”

      “Yes, Erik,” I moan, losing myself now. “Fuck.”

      My pussy is impossibly wet, the pressure building so hard that I can’t think anymore. I just grind up and down on his cock. He fucks me even faster, his hands squeezing my ass cheeks so hard he must be leaving imprints.

      Then he reaches around and cups one of my breasts. Briefly I think about slapping his hand away. But his fingers busy themselves at my nipples, stroking, pinching lightly. Euphoric tingles erupt between my legs and in my nipples. I’m burning up, building up, higher and hotter and more and more.

      He can read me so easily, picking up the pace even more when I let out a strangled breath. He is pummeling me into the bed, utterly in control. It’s the control that does it, the pressure consuming my pussy.

      Everything is about to explode.

      “Erik,” I whisper, muffled by the sheets. “Erik, Erik.”

      “Come for me, Camille,” he says sternly. A command.

      “I … fuck, I am, I am!”

      The whole bed seems to shake as the orgasm tears through me like a tidal wave. It washes over my whole body as I gouge my fingernails down the sheets, biting down as my head throbs in time with the pulsating of my sex. He fucks me so fast now I can hardly stand it, the walls of my pussy grinding with hot friction.

      Then he lets out a guttural growl. I crane my neck and watch him through sweat-stinging eyes as his face twists in the release, his eyes searing into me as though I am the only woman in the world. It magnifies the ecstasy boiling through me.

      Both of us finish, panting, his cock wilting as he comes inside of me.

      He collapses on top of me, his lips pressed against my neck, his breath caressing me.

      The moment is almost tender. For one brief, blissful second.

      But then he rolls aside and immediately sits up, reaching down for his shirt. I do the same, collecting my clothes, the atmosphere almost frigid now.

      I wonder if I’ll ever get a real read on Erik, or if we’ll always be like this: rocking endlessly between hot and cold.

      Then I remind myself I don’t give a damn what this asshole thinks about me. He can be as cold as ice for all I care.

      This is nothing more than business. Well. Business plus a baby. Dammit.
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      Two days pass, during which I juggle Camille and the Bratva, attempting to root out those men who were loyal to Damir. The three who discussed assassinating me have been dealt with. But in this business, naivety means death, and I will not make the mistake of presuming that I have flushed out all the traitors.

      Sometimes at night I wake with a start, either from a dream about Camille or a nightmare where hooded men come crashing into my mansion, intent on murder. It takes a lot of effort—too much effort—to banish these dreams to the back of my mind and move on with my day.

      A boss must never appear weak. I learned that from my father.

      I walk through the mansion to get ready for my meeting with Fyodor. The pretense is that he will keep me apprised of the disloyal ones who must be handled, but since his name could easily appear on that list, I will take what he says with skepticism.

      I pause at the door when his voice drifts over to me, intermingled with Camille’s laugh.

      “My mother was a nurse,” he is saying. “I know a thing or two about the horror it entails.”

      “Horror?” she laughs again. I clench my fist. It is one thing to come between me and my men, but quite another to come between me and my … what? My charge? She is not my woman, surely. Yet the anger moves through me with liquid force as if she were. “All jobs have bad parts, sure, but horror’s going a little far.”

      “I stand by the statement!” Fyodor laughs. “You will find out soon enough.”

      “Maybe I’m tougher than your mom, huh?”

      “A brave assertion,” Fyodor says, far too at ease. “But looking at you, I will not refute it … ah, Erik.”

      I walk around the corner, hoping I am masking my rage. I take Camille by the arm and nod shortly at Fyodor. “We will have to speak later,” I tell him tersely. “Camille is late for her nursing class.”

      He bows, a caricature of respect. I wonder what is going on behind that ambiguous smile. “Of course,” he mutters. He bows again at Camille. “Until next time.”

      I lead Camille outside as Fyodor takes his leave. She shrugs her arm free. “I do night classes, in case you’ve forgotten.” She eyes me closely, and then glances down the long driveway to Fyodor climbing into his car. “Ah I see. Typical male. I didn’t take you for the jealous type.”

      “Jealous?” I laugh. “I want to make something clear. You are not to talk with other men while under my employment.”

      Her mouth gets tight. “That wasn’t part of the deal, Erik.”

      “I need to ensure that the child is mine. You understand.”

      “No!” she snaps. “Actually, I don’t understand. The last time I checked, you couldn’t get pregnant by talking. Unless they skipped that lesson in nursing school.”

      I want to reply, but I can’t think of anything that doesn’t sound stupid.

      “Is that really why we’re out here?” she says when she sees I have nothing to say. “You wanted to make sure your friend didn’t make a move on me?”

      She is enjoying this far too much. “No,” I lie. “I am taking you to visit Anatoly.”

      “It’s nice to know you care, by the way,” she says when I make to turn toward the garage.

      “It is a question of honor,” I reply without so much as glancing in her direction. “It has nothing to do with emotion.”

      “Honor?” she giggles sarcastically. “All right, Mr. Chivalry. Do you want me to start wearing a tiara and a suit of armor, too? Maybe you should build me a castle in the garden.”

      I dart my hand out and grab her wrist, pulling her close to me. Her body stiffens. That alluring mixture of lust and anger enters her blue eyes, as though she is annoyed at how badly she wants me. I can relate.

      “Do you think this is a joke?” I growl. “This is my legacy we are discussing.” Again, it hits me that my legacy will be a living, breathing child. One not only conceived with this maddening woman, but also raised with her.

      She grabs my chest, pulling herself even closer. “I was just talking, asshole. Now let me go.”

      “And if I do not?” I smile.

      She rolls her eyes. “This is bordering on intimate, you know. Remember our deal.”

      “I remember it well enough.”

      I wrap my arms around her and lift her off her feet. She gasps as I kiss her, her lips so tempting that when I begin, I find it difficult to stop. She grinds her body against me, sighing through the kiss. I explore her mouth, our tongues touching, my tongue tracing her teeth. The hunger I have never felt with another woman once again awakens.

      It takes everything I have to put her back on the ground.

      “Meet me at the car,” I growl, striding past her.

      “Maybe!” she calls after me. “Or maybe I’ll keep you waiting! I’m not your toy, you know!”

      I pause, turning. Her cheeks are bright red and her eyes wide and lust-filled.

      “At the car,” I repeat.

      “I’m not your dog, Erik!” she snaps. “Why don’t you ask me nicely?”

      I walk away before she can see my smile, knowing she will follow—she has to—and annoyed at myself for revealing how much her loyalty matters to me.
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        * * *

      

      “Please, come in!” Emily cries.

      Anatoly’s wife always brings hospitality to a whole new level. She gathers us around the table near the balcony window, sunlight shining directly upon the meeting. She has already laid out appetizers and big pots of tea and coffee.

      “Camille, would you like a glass of wine? I know it is early, but …” She is a large, homely woman, but when she smiles, she looks like a little girl with her freckled cheeks.

      “I’m fine with coffee, thank you.”

      Anatoly folds his hands. “Has my nephew been treating you well?” he asks, looking kindhearted despite his scar. He is wearing a sweater with a shirt collar poking from the top. Nobody would ever guess what this man is capable of.

      I grin tightly at my uncle. We have a rule: the only time he can mention our family relationship is in the comfort of his own home.

      “Well enough,” Camille smiles. For a second, I am sure she is going to air our dirty laundry, but she just smiles as she takes the mug of coffee. “He really isn’t as much of a beast as he pretends to be.”

      “Beast, ha!” Anatoly laughs. “That is just the right word. More of a little lapdog once you really get to know him, right?”

      Anatoly winks. I scowl.

      “I love how you’ve done your hair,” Emily says a moment later, addressing Camille.

      “Oh, thank you.” She touches it self-consciously, the waves falling to her shoulders. I think about running my hand through that hair, disarmed by how easily they seem to be getting along.

      It shouldn’t matter to me, I remind myself. I just need an heir. Yet I can’t ignore how casual and familial this all feels.

      “Do you curl it?” Emily asks.

      “No, I’m just cursed with the curls.”

      Emily tuts. “A blessing, not a curse!”

      “Erik, I trust the club business is proceeding nicely?” Anatoly asks.

      Camille raises her eyebrows. “You know, Erik hasn’t actually told me what he does yet.”

      “He is a proprietor,” Anatoly says easily. “He owns many businesses all throughout the city. And yet, somehow, he has managed to maintain his humility.”

      “I am just following your example, Uncle,” I say with a slight smile.

      “Him, humble!” Emily giggles. “I can only wish!”

      “A proprietor,” Camille echoes, glancing between us. “That sounds fancy.”

      I cannot tell if she buys it, but it does not matter. The mantra in my head repeats itself: This is just business. Yet her searching gaze unsettles me. I wonder if it was a mistake bringing her here, intermingling these worlds.

      “You’ve seen his estate!” Emily croons warmly. “It is very fancy.”

      “More than this little hovel we call home,” Anatoly chimes in.

      Camille shakes her head firmly. “This is a lovely place,” she says, glancing around at their two-bedroom apartment. In truth, Anatoly could afford to live on a much grander scale, but he has always been one to keep a low profile.

      “So,” she goes on, “if you’re Erik’s uncle, you’ll be able to dish all the gossip.”

      “Gossip?” Anatoly arches his eyebrow.

      “Woman talk,” I say dismissively, taking a small sip of coffee.

      “Not woman talk,” Camille corrects. “Like …” She pauses, thinking. “What sort of kid was he?”

      “Oh, don’t get him started!” Emily giggles, buttering a bread roll and offering Camille one with a raise of the eyebrows.

      “He was an industrious boy,” Anatoly says carefully, eyes flickering with light as he smiles at me. The old bastard is enjoying this far too much. “He was always getting into business that did not concern him. But once he was in it, try getting him out! And here is the worst part: he would invariably make whatever he was involved in more successful.”

      “Hmm, like what?”

      I give a subtle shake of my head. He is talking about business, most likely the time I was involved in interrogating an Italian mafioso when I was just fourteen years old.

      “Oh, this and that,” Anatoly says vaguely. “I always knew he would be the most successful man I ever met, though. From day one.” He raises his mug to me. “It is not the first time I have been proven right.”

      “There is his famous humility,” Emily puts in.

      “I would still just be a boy without your help, old man,” I tell him.

      He shakes his head. “No, you were always destined for greatness.”

      Camille rolls her eyes at Emily. “Are they always this serious? You have to tell me where you got that necklace.”

      Emily smiles as she raises the carved gold links to the light. “Anatoly brought it back from Russia from his last business trip. Isn’t it lovely?”

      “What are they?” Camille peers closer. “Princesses? Carriages?”

      “It is a scene from Peter the Great’s court,” Emily nods. “I studied history in Moscow, you see.”

      “Oh, how interesting!”

      The afternoon wears on, with Emily and Camille growing closer and me studying Camille, studying the whole scene, trying to push down the unbidden thoughts rising like hot air balloons in my mind. Anybody looking on would see a family at ease here, whereas I know the truth: we can never be that.

      If I do, I am in danger of feeling something.

      I refuse to let that happen.

      “Come with me, nephew,” Anatoly says when the girls have gone on a tour of the apartment. He leads me onto the little terrace and offers me a cigar from his pocket. I take it and the lighter he passes me. We lean against the wrought-iron railing and survey the horizon.

      “I must say,” he begins, “I am surprised by how … untarnished she seems to be. She is a delightful girl. You could make a life together, Erik.”

      “I never took you for the sentimental type,” I drawl.

      “A man softens as he ages. Well, most men do. You seem intent on retaining your edge.”

      I throw him a fiery glance. “One doesn’t keep what I have without ‘retaining an edge,’ Uncle.”

      He settles back onto one elbow and takes a thoughtful puff of his cigar. “True enough, and yet I don’t see anyone in this city capable of taking even a morsel from your table. Do you?”

      “None who deserve it,” I mutter. I take a long drag on my own cigar, feeling the smoke rush into my lungs, the woodsy sting of it filling me.

      “Then what do you fear?”

      “The same as always: everything and nothing.”

      He laughs at that. I just scowl. “Heavy lies the head that wears the crown, indeed. I do not envy the life you have chosen for yourself.”

      “And what of the one you’ve chosen for yourself?” I say suddenly, surprising even myself. “Does it suit you?”

      He spreads his hands as if to say, Look at my kingdom. “Nephew, I live with the woman I love. I have food enough to satisfy a fat old man’s appetite. I have fine cigars, and if I wake up early enough, I can hear the birds singing in the morning. What more does one need?”

      I don’t know how to answer that question. I don’t even know if there is an answer. All I know is that I thought I once knew what I needed, and now everything seems less certain. “According to you, I need an heir.”

      He nods. “An heir would solve some things, yes. You fear that, don’t you?”

      I pull the cigar from the corner of my mouth to grumble, “I’ve killed men for asking less impudent questions.”

      My uncle’s response is to chuckle. “Bah, you would not harm a hair on my head. I’m just a silly old crackpot. Ignoring me is almost certainly your best course of action. And yet …”

      I feel exhausted all of a sudden. Anatoly knows how to worm his way inside my thoughts. “And yet …”

      “And yet, you know that there are questions living in your head. Questions about a child, about that pretty girl inside. Ask me then, Erik. For your own sake if nothing else.”

      He’s right. I do have questions. I’m burning up with them, consuming myself with them, thrusting aside sleep to wrestle with the same questions over and over again:

      How can I be a father? A partner?

      What can I give my son? What can my enemies take from him?

      What can they do to Camille if they get her?

      I try to put my anxieties into words, but I find myself struggling. “I … I want to know that I am making the right choice,” I say carefully. “By bringing a child into this world.”

      Anatoly looks out into the distance once more. I can see a bird winging over the houses far away. The hustle and bustle of the city seems muted from up here, like the volume on the outside world has been turned down almost to nothingness.

      “It is a reckless thing that a parent does. But it is also the most caring. You give the world to your child, and yet you cannot do that without exposing your child to the world. This is the enigma.”

      His words hit home in a way I had not expected. Maybe that is exactly what I fear. Who am I to bring a life into this world? I have seen the things it contains: pain, death, betrayal from those you love. It is a nasty, violent life. My future child has done nothing to deserve such wickedness.

      But maybe I can forestall those things. Maybe, with the resources I have spent my life accumulating, I can give my child the world they deserve. Free of the things that plague me.

      And maybe I can give Camille that world, too.

      Before I can reply, though, Emily sticks her head through the patio doors. “Boys?” she says. “Dessert time.”

      Anatoly winks at me. “Perhaps dessert will clear your mind.” He walks inside, whistling a happy little jingle.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Please, God, no more,” Camille begs, pushing back from the table. “I thought I had enough to eat at dinner the other night with Erik, and now you’re just giving me PTSD flashbacks to that.”

      Emily laughs. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      Camille smiles. “As you should. I’m just going to wash my hands real quick. Bathroom is down the hall, right?” She rises and scurries away.

      “And you, Erik, would you like more?” asks Emily.

      “No, thank you,” I decline politely. “Everything was delicious. Your hospitality, as always, is impeccable.”

      “Aren’t you a charmer,” she chuckles. I offer her my plate, but she grabs my hand instead. “Please hold onto this one,” she whispers, looking into my eyes meaningfully. “She is good for you.”

      Anatoly just nods sagely, the old bastard.

      Camille reappears from the bathroom before I can say anything. She eyes the three of us, reading the situation, and grins suspiciously. “Why are my ears on fire right now?”

      “Oh, don’t be silly!” Emily laughs. “We were singing your praises!”

      We head out to the car. I am about to start the engine when Camille makes a little huffing noise.

      “Is there something you want to say?”

      “Not if you’re going to ask me in that tone.”

      I bite down. “I will not tiptoe around your delicate feelings, Camille.”

      She nods slightly, chastened. Or perhaps I am just seeing what I wish to see. Is it even possible for Camille to be chastened?

      “It’s just strange, seeing you there, acting all … normal. I almost expected you to say grace at one point. I mean, jeez, that was a whole other side to you. You seem really close to them. They seemed more like your parents than your aunt and uncle?”

      “Is that a question?”

      “How could you tell?” she smiles.

      “Would you care to be less vague?”

      “Are they—like parents to you?”

      I nod shortly, shocking myself. I have not talked about this for a long time. But there is something in her expression, drawing me out, the openness of it.

      I start talking, and it feels like someone else’s words coming out of my mouth.

      “My mother and father were killed in a home invasion,” I say, my voice dead. I am long practiced at pushing down whatever emotion the memory provokes. “Anatoly and Emily took me in and raised me. They are good people.”

      “Oh, Erik, I’m so sorry.” She brings her hand to her mouth, letting it drop a second later. “Were the killers ever caught?”

      “They met the fate they deserved.” I remember how the Italian’s eyes narrowed when I placed the gun to his forehead. How his friend panted and begged like a coward.

      But she does not need to know that.

      I jerk myself back to reality. “Are we done with the interrogation?” I snap. I should not have shared even this half-truth.

      “For fuck’s sake,” she hisses. “Do you always have to be a jerk? We’re just talking, Erik.”

      “Maybe I am tired of talking.”

      I fire the car to life and pull out, headed for home. We merge onto the highway, joining the rest of the traffic, anonymous.

      Or so I thought.

      But as I change lanes—left, right, right, left two; an old habit to check for tails—I see it. A black sedan, less than ten years old judging by the make and model, being driven with obvious intent.

      Someone is following us.

      I take a deep breath and let it rattle out through my clenched teeth. I can feel Camille’s eyes on me, wondering why there is now stress and focus rolling off me in waves. But I don’t have time to answer her questions.

      “Put on your seat belt,” I order.

      “What? Why—”

      “Now.”

      She bites back a response. Good. If only she did that more often.

      I cut off a pickup truck to my right to gain access to a hundred-yard stretch of open lane. I push the accelerator with my foot, feeling the low roar of the engine as it engages and propels us forward. Eyes glance down to the speedometer: seventy, eighty, ninety miles per hour. One oh five. One ten.

      Slide left. Left again.

      Glance in the window.

      The car is still with us.

      Its windows are tinted, so I can’t see much aside from the vague outline of the driver. Male and large, by the looks of it. Possibly wearing sunglasses. Ethnicity, impossible to say from here.

      I pull between an eighteen-wheeler and a minivan full of screaming children with inches to spare. I hear horns from both parties, but I ignore them. The chase car disappears from sight behind the bulk of the container on the back of the truck.

      Then, there it is again, zooming around from the other side.

      “Is your seat belt on?” I grit out.

      “Didn’t you already tell me to put it on? I’m not an idiot. Now are you gonna tell me why—”

      The bite of the car passing one hundred and thirty rips the words out of her mouth. That, and the thunderous cacophony of the rumble strip as I veer onto the left shoulder. The concrete partition separating eastbound and westbound traffic is close enough to plant a kiss on my left mirror. I keep the course straight as I pass another three, four, five cars, each of them staring at me slack-jawed.

      Let them stare. I would rather make the five o’clock news than be caught by my enemies.

      Finally, at long last, I merge back onto the regular lanes and find myself with an expanse of empty highway. I push the accelerator into the floor, and the numbers creep just a little higher. The frame of the car spasms with the speed.

      We are alone.

      Until, once more, the black car bursts through the horde of civilian traffic.

      “Erik!” Camille screams. “Slow down!”

      The car is at its maximum capacity. Even now, I can hear the audible squeal of rivets protesting, of the engine saying it can do no more.

      So be it. We will not outrun our pursuers. The next best option is to pull over and dare them to fight me on the side of the highway, with hundreds of witnesses.

      I wrench the wheel all to the right and slam on the brakes.

      We come to a slow, bumping stop on the far right shoulder.

      I look to my right. The black car passes by. The front windows are down. I catch a glimpse of a young white kid, eighteen or nineteen at the most, smoking a blunt and bobbing his head to blaring rap music. Just a glimpse, then he is gone.

      So not a pursuer. Not an enemy.

      Just an idiot teen.

      “Erik, what in the fuck was that about?” Camille demands. “I mean, what the hell? You almost killed us!”

      I let out a sigh.

      “Nothing,” I growl. “Nothing at all. Let’s go home.”
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        * * *

      

      Camille stays pressed against the window on the way home, watching the city drift by. I just ignore the way she pouts and the heavy sighs she heaves again and again.

      But when she storms into the house and pounds up the stairs to her room, I find myself following.

      “You should remember what this is,” I tell her.

      She wheels on me. “How could I forget?” she snaps. “I’m a prisoner. You’re a monster. You’ve made yourself exceedingly clear on both counts there.”

      I catch her hand as she starts to spin away. She yanks back. I don’t let go. Instead, I pull her close and lean in to crush her with a kiss, but she turns her head.

      I don’t let it faze me.

      Pushing forward, I pin her between my hips and the wall. She refuses to look at me, but when I bite down—not too gently—on the soft base of her neck, she yelps, then moans and palms my shoulders greedily.

      She is desperate to hate me and yet she cannot. Maybe I am the same; she is far too skilled at scratching the surface to reveal the man beneath, something no woman has ever done.

      I spin her around and shove her face-first into the wall, my teeth still nipping at her collarbone, as my free hand finds her panties underneath her dress and yanks them down around her knees.

      “You’re an asshole,” she whimpers as I rake a fingertip between her lips. She bites hard, then sucks.

      Again, the war of emotions within her mirrors the one raging within me.

      My hand between her legs slips up hard and catches at her sex. She is soaking wet, as wet as I’ve seen her yet. There is one thought running through my mind again and again like a broken record:

      Fuck the rules. I want to hear her come.

      I swipe a thumb over her clit and the moans rippling from between her lips are exactly what I wanted. Music to my ears, and more fuel to the fire burning in my own cock. I’m hard and urgent, pressing against the zipper of my pants.

      But not yet. Hold out longer. First, I will break her.

      I plunge another finger inside and continue working her button frantically. Sweat beads on her forehead as she cries empty syllables into the wallpaper. I’m pressing against her, head to toe, swallowing her with my own bulk.

      And when I feel her tumble over the edge, I seize hold of her and force her to buck her orgasm against me. Her hips twitch and writhe, but I just lean harder against her. She has nowhere to go but to accept it, to ride out the waves coming from my hand against her sex.

      Camille’s moans rise, peak, and then fall to soft tremors. But I am not done with her yet.

      I whirl her around and crush her with another half kiss, half bite. Our hands flying over each other are angry and purposeless. I’m not sure if I want to hurt her or hold her, and I know she is feeling the exact same conflict.

      I pull back for a moment to drink her in. Her hair is mussed and wild, bangs hanging over eyes that are staring at me with an intoxicating blend of hatred and lust. She looks like a wild animal, freshly caged, or maybe freshly released from captivity and not sure how or when to begin its revenge.

      She doesn’t blink as she pushes me away, then steps out of her panties one leg at a time.

      She doesn’t break eye contact as she bends from the waist to pick them from the floor, revealing a tantalizing slice of upper thigh in the process.

      She stares me dead in the eye as she tucks her panties into the breast pocket of my jacket, then grabs me by the wrist and drags me through the door into her bedroom.

      As we step through the doorway, she lets go and stalks to the foot of the bed. I shut the door behind me and stop short, one step into the room.

      We stare at each other for a moment. Unspeakable tension fills the room like lightning bolts lancing back and forth between us. The only sound is our heavy breathing, panting like we’ve just come straight from a battlefield. Maybe we have. Or maybe that’s where we’re headed.

      Then, like someone uttered a silent command, the tension breaks, the stillness shatters. I take two powerful strides across the distance between us, savoring the fear that swells in her eyes, before grabbing her throat in one hand and pinning her on her back on the bed.

      I am rumbling with hunger as I unbuckle my belt and free my already-hard manhood.

      My manhood throbs and aches. I flip up the hem of her dress, knock her thighs apart, and guide myself to her sex.

      She throws her hands back on the bed, gasping and clawing at the sheets as I slide inside of her. Her body tells me how badly she wants this: she is wet, hot, shifting her hips to urge me closer.

      I melt into her and lean back to watch the pleasure that flits through her. Her whole body contorts as I fuck her, her mouth making an ‘O’ as moans escape.

      She grabs my face, claws down my shoulders, and braces my back.

      “Oh fuck,” she whispers.

      So soon? Her body shivers and her pussy gets tight like she is about to come. Then she is coming, her pussy pulsating on my cock, her legs moving in spasms as she lets out a primal scream.

      “Fuck,” I echo, burying my face in her neck, breathing in the scent of her as I come, all the sensation in me fixated on the end of my cock.

      For long seconds, I know nothing but this woman.

      Then I roll aside and she shoots me a vague look, biting her lip, her chest rising and falling like a bellows.

      “You’re still an asshole,” she whispers, but she is smiling.

      After a moment, I realize I am smiling, too.
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      Mom is clawing at me, begging me to help her, screaming at the top of her lungs so that her voice echoes tortuously around my head.

      I try to run, but vines coil around my legs. I lash at them, cursing myself for leaving her, and now I am screaming, my voice hoarse—

      I wake with a jolt. Sweat coats my body like a thick blanket.

      I reach for my phone and call Jackie. She tells me that Mom is okay. She is sleeping.

      “Is everything all right with you, hon?” she asks.

      “Yes,” I lie. “I just … I’m fine, just checking in.”

      I pull on the plush robe that Erik gifted me. Maybe I should feel like a princess, but right now it’s more like I’m a prize poodle. I wonder if he’ll take me to a dog show and make me strut around. Look, everyone, isn’t she well-behaved?

      I still find it weird to wake up with nothing pressing to do, so I grab my textbook and get a good hour of studying in. Then I go downstairs, searching for breakfast. If he’s going to keep me here, the least I can do is take advantage of the five-star cuisine.

      I’m shocked to find Erik in the kitchen, smoke rising from the pan as he sears a steak.

      He hasn’t noticed me, so I lean against the door, watching. So this guy actually cooks for himself? I took him more for the waited-on-hand-and-foot variety. He even hums a tune as he flips the eggs over-easy.

      It’s downright surreal.

      “Hungry?” he asks without turning.

      I almost pee myself. I didn’t realize he’d noticed me. It’s spooky how he does that, the clairvoyant asshole. Of course, when we have a kid, super hearing will be a bonus, I guess. Kids get in trouble when no one overhears them. Like Rob did.

      “Starving,” I answer. “Where’s Ashley?”

      “Is my cooking not good enough for you?”

      I sigh loudly, not gracing that with a response. He accuses me of starting arguments and yet he treats me like we’re on Dr. Phil half the time.

      “I’ll take some eggs,” I say, sitting down at the kitchen island.

      He’s shirtless, his broad back shifting as he turns the steaks over. I try not to let that habit of wanting him resurface, but no matter how much I remind myself of reality—that this bastard bought me like a horse at auction—it’s difficult.

      He brings over a plate of eggs and sits across from me. It would thrill me to tell him they’re overdone, maybe give him a nice vindictive glare to go along it, but, annoyingly, they are perfectly cooked.

      “I’ve been thinking—”

      “Then we are in trouble,” he says with that hint of smile.

      “Ha, fucking, ha.” I roll my eyes.

      “What have you been thinking about, Camille?” He stares down at his food, cutting it methodically. Jeez, this guy even eats in an ultra-controlled way. “How to instigate another argument?”

      “No,” I say, pushing down about a hundred biting responses. “This …” I wave my fork at the modern kitchen. “The mansion, the cars, the servants. What is it you do again? I know Anatoly said you’re a proprietor, but that isn’t exactly specific.”

      “I invest in businesses. I take a percentage of the profits. It is not complicated.”

      “Like what?”

      “Nightclubs, mostly,” he sighs, as though asking a simple question is the worst crime I could commit. “You have been to many of them, most likely.”

      “There’s nothing uglier in a man than bragging,” I say.

      He shrugs. “You asked.”

      “And these nightclubs make you enough to afford all this?”

      He nods. “I invest wisely,” he says. “I chose you, did I not?”

      I think about the whispers I’ve heard over the years about the Russian Mafia, the bane of the city, as well as the pieces I’ve put together myself. He’s Russian, he’s scary, he buys virgins, he drives like the devil himself is on his trail … there could easily be something criminal going on here. And the odds are looking better by the minute.

      Plus, he’s acting all cagey, staring at his eggs like they’re the key to life’s greatest mystery.

      “Hmm,” I mutter.

      “What?” He scowls. “Not satisfied?”

      “Really, I don’t give a damn,” I lie. “But I wanted to tell you, I’m going to need to visit Mom soon. It’s been too long already.”

      “I will have to consider that,” he replies carefully.

      “Consider what?” I snap. “Letting a daughter see her sick mother? That’s a new level of sadistic, Erik.”

      “Then I suppose I am a sadist. Small wonder I do well in business.”

      “Again with the bragging. Did your mother raise you to toot your own horn all the time?”

      He fixes me with a cold glare. “My mother is dead. And no one taught me how to do anything. I taught myself. Now, are we going to continue with the inquisition, or would you like to enjoy a pleasant breakfast?”

      He wants me to be writhing uncomfortably in my seat, and for a moment, that’s exactly what I do. The eggs don’t taste as good all the sudden. More like ash in my mouth, actually.

      “What do you do for fun?” I say after a while.

      He sighs, mouth full of steak, before washing it down with a gulp of coffee and looking at me with his head tilted. It’s kind of a cute affect, if I’m being honest. Like how a dog looks at you when it’s after some table scraps.

      “I don’t.”

      “Oh, c’mon,” I insist. “Everybody’s got some hobbies. What do you do when you’re not being Mr. Big Bad Businessman, or a wannabe NASCAR driver?”

      He chuckles softly. His laugh is rare enough that I’m a little startled by it. “I read. Histories, mostly. Biographies of great men. I work out.”

      “You strike me as the Zumba type.” I bite my lip, waiting for a laugh, but instead he just stares at me blankly.

      “Zumba?”

      I clap my hands to my cheeks in faux-shock. “You’re joking! You don’t know what Zumba is?”

      “Assuming you’re not having a stroke right now, then I’m fairly certain you’re making up words to get a rise out of me,” he drawls.

      “Nope, if only you were so lucky. Stand up!” I pop out of my seat and prance over to him. “I know you’ve got a stereo system in this fancy house, right? Play some music!”

      He resists me for a moment, then lets loose another sigh and points to a remote nestled in a hidden compartment in the wall. I bop over there and mash buttons until I get a dance playlist cued up. The rhythmic bass streams through the speakers. My hips are wiggling already.

      I can’t help it. I’m a big Zumba fan. They used to host free classes at the rec center when we were kids, and I’d try to drag Rob there with me when he was still drunk enough from the night before to be in a highly suggestible mood.

      “Now, I’m quite sure you’re having a stroke.”

      I throw my head back and laugh. “You can’t snide your way out of this one, Sourpuss. Get up and dance with me.”

      To my surprise, he lets me pull him out of his seat. I lead him in a little side-step number. I may be physically pushing his hips from side to side, but my God, the man is actually—well, calling it ‘dancing’ might be a bit of a stretch, but he’s definitely doing something in time to music, and that is a sight I never thought I’d see in a million years.

      I clap, delighted at this unexpected gift from the heavens above. “Now hold me and follow my lead!” I say.

      I don’t dare look him in the eye. I’m sure that as soon as he feels my gaze on him, he’ll run away and never return, much less dance with me ever again. But when I take his hands in mine and rest my head on his chest, I can feel him still moving with me. Left, sway, right, sway, again and again.

      The music fades away. When it’s gone, it’s just the two of us standing in the kitchen in a close embrace. It feels … intimate. Vulnerable.

      Without breaking the spell, I raise my lips up to his, eyes closed, and offer a soft kiss. His mouth meets mine, just as tentative, just as careful, like the wrong movement will send this moment shattering into infinite irretrievable pieces.

      I slide my hands down his torso, savoring the feel of his rippling muscles under my touch. Down the pecs, down the washboard abs, into …

      Is that a gun?

      My fingers wrap around cold metal, encased in a leather holster. My eyes flutter open and I look down.

      There’s a gun belted onto his waist.

      Erik’s eyes open in confusion. When he looks down and sees what I’m holding, he shoves me away roughly.

      I stagger backwards a few steps, then look up at him. “Who are you?” I whisper. “Why do you have a gun?”

      He glares at me, eyes raging with fire. “This was a mistake. I’m leaving,” he growls.

      “Done so soon?” I snarl.

      “I have business to take care of at the nightclub,” he says. “We will discuss this later.”

      Then, just like that he is gone, leaving me with an infuriatingly tasty breakfast but a bad taste in my mouth.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m sitting outside in the noon sunshine, textbook open on my lap, when the red-headed detective from a few days ago comes walking up the driveway as though on a mission.

      He’s about to knock on the door when he spots me. He turns with purpose and then strides across the lawn and stands over me.

      “Miss Greene,” he says ominously, his grimace deepening.

      Have I done something to offend this guy too? Or maybe this is just my day to make men act like assholes.

      “Can I help you?” I say, a little snappishly because I don’t like that look one bit.

      “Is Mr. Ivanovich home?”

      “He’s out.”

      “Doing what?”

      I laugh. “Do I look like his babysitter?”

      He smiles tightly—or at least, I think it’s a smile. With him, it’s hard to tell. “That’s fine. I wanted to ask you a few questions, actually.”

      I can’t stop my heartbeat drumming, my palms getting sweaty. A police officer wants to interrogate me? That only happens in movies.

      “Would that be okay?”

      I hesitate, then nod curtly.

      “Great.” Again with that not-really-a-smile. “May we go inside?”

      I sit back, feigning disinterest. He looks at me like I’ve just tried to buy a twelve-pack without ID. Anger begins to replace anxiety. I’m so sick and tired of being judged by men.

      “I’m fine right here,” I tell him.

      He folds his hands. “Fair enough. Mr. Ivanovich made a substantial payment into your account last week,” he says. “Would you care to explain what it was for?”

      “Housekeeping,” I say without thinking. It even sounds fishy to me.

      He narrows his eyes.

      “That’s quite a chunk of change for housekeeping, Miss Greene. And, as I understand it, Mr. Ivanovich already has a housekeeping contract with Supreme Cleaning Limited.”

      “Maybe he’s a germ freak,” I say. “It’s not my place to question my employer.”

      Here I am, lying to the police again. Somehow, I keep my voice level.

      “Housekeeping,” he muses. “And yet you have the leisure time to sit out here and enjoy the sunshine. Does Mr. Ivanovich let all of his employees make use of his garden? That’d be one hell of a tanned staff.”

      It’s meant to be a joke, but there is a sinister note to his tone. His eyes get even narrower. At this rate, he’ll close them completely. At least then I wouldn’t have to endure this Law & Order shit.

      “Look,” he sighs when I don’t reply. He squats down so we’re looking each other in the face. “You seem like a nice girl. I don’t know why you’re here, but I think it’s fair you know who you’re living with.”

      His tone darkens. “Mr. Ivanovich is the leader of the Bratva crime organization, a notorious Russian Mafia that has been at the root of crime in this town since before my time with the force. He’s not the man you think he is.”

      My throat closes. I try to speak, but I’m almost glad I can’t.

      Because I have no idea what I would say.

      Those whispers, those signs … did I ignore them on purpose? Or was I just that desperate for the money?

      “Will you excuse me?” I stand up on shaky legs, but I won’t let this man see the effect he’s having. “I need to use the bathroom.”

      “I’ll wait in the living room,” he says, hounding me to the door.

      He’s knocked me off-balance, taken control of the interaction far too easily. One moment of vulnerability and he’s on me like a wolf.

      I find myself letting him into the house as I zombie-walk to the bathroom and stare at myself in the mirror. I splash cold water in my face, trying to wake myself up.

      He’s not just part of the Mafia.

      He’s the motherfucking leader.

      It all makes sense, now that I think about it. But what doesn’t make sense is how I would blind myself to it.

      What did I think: upstanding citizens just loved to spend their evenings at sex auctions? Who else would turn up: Bill Gates? Mark fucking Zuckerberg?

      I let out a strangled laugh into my reflection. “No,” I mutter aloud, when the truth hits me. “No fucking way.”

      But it rings through my mind like a siren.

      Was I ignoring my instincts because I have feelings for Erik? How would that even be possible?

      I check off all the reasons it doesn’t make sense:

      He bought me, check.

      He treats me like a pet, check.

      He wants to use me as an incubator, a broodmare, a baby-making machine—check, check, fucking check.

      I’m gripping the edge of the sink so hard my fingernails bend against the enamel, almost snapping.

      I need to kill these feelings, and kill them fast.

      I signed a contract and I won’t go back on it, but I can’t let this seed of affection grow into anything bigger. That would be an absolute disaster.

      My mind fills with violent, bloody scenes, all those things that come along with being a Mafia boss. He must’ve tortured people, blackmailed them, intimidated and … no, I can’t hide from it. He must’ve killed people, too, maybe even those people the detective is accusing him of.

      I splash more water in my face and take a deep breath.

      “Get your shit together,” I tell the girl in the mirror.

      When I’m almost back to the living room, Erik’s casual voice drifts to me. “Thank you so much for the visit,” he is saying, “but you must give me warning next time, Detective. This is not how things are done.”

      Not how things are done … He says it like a man used to bribing police, used to getting his way. Suddenly, I want to run from the house. But that would anger him, wouldn’t it? That’s the last thing I can do now.

      If I felt trapped before, then right now I’m buried alive.

      Erik and the detective appear in the doorway. Erik’s expression shifts subtly when he glances at me, his lips getting tight.

      He knows something is wrong.

      “It has been a pleasure talking with you, Miss Greene,” Detective McCauley says with hidden meaning. “I’m sure we’ll see each other again.”

      I stride past him into the living room, feeling like I’m in an observation tank with both of them gazing at me. I drop onto the sofa and run my hands up and down my legs. I squeeze my knees to stop them from shaking.

      I have just about managed to get myself together when Erik returns. I aim a smile at him, not necessarily one hundred percent fake. Despite everything, I still feel something when I look into those intense, determined eyes. Talk about a mind fuck.

      “He should not have done that,” he murmurs. “And he will not do it again.”

      “Good,” I manage to say.

      He sits down next to me, his leg touching mine. I ignore the shiver that moves electric-like up my thigh.

      “I have been thinking about breakfast.”

      “Still hungry?” I try for a joke.

      His smile disappears as quickly as it appears.

      “About your desire to visit your mother. We will host a dinner here. You can invite your brother, too.” He puts his hand on my leg, stroking it up my thigh. “Would you like that, Camille?”

      “Uh, yes,” I say. I leap to my feet.

      He tilts his head at me, studying. “Is something wrong?”

      “No, no.” Does my smile look as fake as it feels? “I just have a test to study for. Do you mind?”

      “The day after tomorrow,” he says. “For the dinner. Let your family know.”

      I almost run outside, but not because he’s a Bratva boss. It’s because, despite that, part of me still wants him.

      What the hell is the matter with me?
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      Life as a don isn’t quite as glamorous as I once imagined.

      I spend the next two days running around the city extinguishing the fires that the detective’s visit creates: scorching possible leads, disposing of evidence, wiping the CCTV at the hotel.

      “We’re good, boss.”

      That becomes Oleg’s catchphrase, something he tells me each time we go out on one of these excursions. I have him comb the area for tails before so much as stepping out of the car.

      Perhaps that is a sign of paranoia, but if a man cannot be paranoid when the wolves are barking at his door, when can he?

      “That Ashley sure can cook,” Oleg tells me now as he drives us to Anatoly’s apartment. He still has crumbs clinging to his shirt. “I hope you’ve got her on a ten-year contract, boss, or she might just up and leave. Start a restaurant of her own or something.”

      I smile at him in the rear-view. “Ashley can do as she pleases.”

      He nods shortly. I see a flicker there, wondering at the true nature of our relationship. Some of the men know the truth—Anatoly, Fyodor—but many just assume she is my chef. I see no reason to correct them.

      “Just give me a rifle and a hit list and I’ll take care of our little problem,” he goes on. “Don’t see any need for this cloak-and-dagger business.”

      “You are a brave man, Oleg, but I would not so willingly waste your life.”

      He huffs. “It won’t be my life getting wasted. You can trust me on that. Should I wait outside?” he asks as he pulls into the parking space.

      “You can wait in the living room. I am sure Emily will have something prepared. That is, if you are still hungry.”

      He grins from ear to ear. “Did you just say ‘if’?”
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        * * *

      

      Anatoly answers the door in his bathrobe, a cigar sticking out of his mouth.

      “You look like an Italian,” I tell him.

      Ash flickers from the cigar as he smiles. “You sound like a man with a death wish. Come, we will talk in the dining room.”

      Oleg disappears, complimenting Emily on the spread she has laid out, as Anatoly and I retire to the balcony window. I sit off to the side, though, so that I am not in clear view of anyone who might be snooping from the street.

      Anatoly notes this with a slight nod and draws the curtains.

      “Is it that bad?” he asks.

      “I don’t know. That’s the problem.”

      “Hmm. I understand that, Erik. The detective’s visit has disconcerted you.”

      “That … and the Bratva. What are they saying about Damir’s execution?”

      I take the whiskey and sip slowly, and then move my finger around the edge of the glass. It is a habit I cultivated a long time ago, a way to bring myself back to the present, to stop the phantoms lurking in my mind from intruding too forcefully:

      Camille.

      The police.

      The traitors.

      “You have put out feelers, I hope.”

      “I have,” he confirms. “Most of the men have had the appropriate response. They talk about how only a fool would cross you. They call Damir a snake—”

      “Which he was.”

      “And they are competing for the more important tasks: collections, protection, intimidation.” Anatoly scratches at his scar.

      “But?” I prompt.

      “Not all the men have seen reason. There are still those who wish us to cooperate with the Aryan Pact, as well as some of the other minor gangs. One idiot even mentioned extending a hand to the Italians.”

      “The Italians are dead,” I laugh gruffly.

      “Like I said, he is an idiot.” Anatoly takes a sip, adjusting his robe. “You should consider blackmailing this McCauley. It does not seem he is just going to disappear.”

      I sigh, exasperated, and wave a hand in the air. “There is nothing we can use. He is a Boy Scout. Pure as the driven snow.”

      “The bastard,” Anatoly growls. “It would be too perfect for us if he was a deviant. You have had his electronics searched?”

      I smile at the archaic language. Anatoly and computers do not go well together.

      “I have hired the best hacker I know, the one we used for the Lombardi job. The worst we found was a minor gambling habit. He likes the Jets, poor son of a bitch.”

      “If only this was a political campaign,” Anatoly murmurs. “We will have to think of something. He is not going to quit.”

      We sit in silence for a time, watching the late-day sunlight move across the curtains.

      “Fyodor is stirring the men up,” I say. “It cannot be anybody else.”

      Anatoly doesn’t deny it. “He has been a lieutenant for a long time. It is only natural some of the men should see him as a potential leader, just as it is natural for the alpha in a wolf pack to be challenged.”

      “Let us hope this ends with my teeth on his neck, then.”

      Anatoly is looking at me strangely.

      “What is it, old man?”

      “I just want you to know, Erik, I meant what I said at dinner. Camille … she is not just a surrogate, is she?”

      I sigh, finish the whiskey, and rise to my feet. “Is the therapy session over?”
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        * * *

      

      Camille stretches her legs along the couch, folding her sparkling heels at the ankles.

      I study the form of her thighs, the small muscles twitching, my manhood stirring as I imagine gripping just above the knee and then smoothing my hand up to her sex. I hear her moaning in my ear.

      This woman draws me in far too easily, which is a problem, especially after the detective’s visit.

      Can she be trusted?

      I curse myself. Idiot. Of course she can’t.

      This is a transaction, nothing more.

      The sun is setting, darkening like my mood. Her mother and brother are on their way for dinner. Already I am regretting the decision, but it is better than letting her waltz around the city unaccompanied.

      I am surprised she has not tried to run yet. Perhaps it is the money.

      Perhaps it is the sex that both of us, despite everything, are becoming addicted to.

      Or perhaps it is bone-chilling fear.

      She has been behaving differently these past two days, I think, not that I have spent much time with her.

      “I was in the garden earlier,” she says softly. It is the first either of us has spoken for at least ten minutes. “Are those orchids in the flower bed at the back?”

      “I am not the gardener,” I say, pouring myself a vodka.

      She bites down, looking like she might snap at me. Then she swivels on the couch and leans forward, all eager. She is making an effort, but I can’t find it in myself to reciprocate.

      “Well, they’re beautiful,” she says. “And that winding path is like something out of a fantasy novel. It’s gorgeous. I walked right to the back. Did you know there’s a well back there? Coins are glittering at the bottom. Who threw them?”

      “The staff,” I grunt. “Or somebody else. What does it matter?”

      “Hmm.” There is much she would like to say, I can tell, but instead she nods to the mounted sword above the fireplace. “That’s really something. When did you get it?”

      “The pawnshop won’t take it, if that’s where your head is going.”

      “Jesus, Erik.” She almost glares, but maintains her composure. “I’m just making conversation.”

      “Perhaps you and your detective friend should take a stroll in the garden one day. You could take turns throwing coins and making wishes.” I sip the vodka, letting it burn down into my belly. Part of me hates the tone in my voice, but I press on. “I could get his address for you, if you want. You could be pen pals.”

      “That’s unfair and you know it,” she snaps. She sighs, slumping back on the couch. “You really are trying hard to make me hate you, aren’t you?”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “Do you hate me, Camille?”

      I pour another vodka. I keep seeing Fyodor in a dark room, rallying his troops, plotting my downfall. Or, if not that, then the detective with my photograph pinned to a board—a target painted between my eyes.

      “Why can’t you just be normal for once? I was just trying to fucking talk to you. But obviously I shouldn’t’ve wasted my time. You just want a Stepford Wife, don’t you? Okay, here.” She sits up robotically and then asks in a monotone: “Did—you—have—a—good—day—at—work—honey?”

      “That is, in fact, an improvement.”

      I’m almost sure she smiles, but it’s gone too soon.

      “Why do we even hang out?”

      “Hang out? Is that what we are doing?”

      “Sit in the same room, be around each other. What’s the point? I should just spread my legs once a day and leave it at that.”

      I shrug. I nearly say: Fine by me. But something stops me.

      “What is going on with you tonight?”

      “You invited a fucking detective into my home!” I growl, losing myself for a moment. “If you want to turn me in, there are easier ways to do it.”

      “Turn you in? For what?” She strides across the room, gesturing wildly. “I thought you were just a proprietor?”

      “Sit down, Camille.”

      “No!” she flares. “I won’t sit here listening to this shit when you’re the motherfucker who manipulated me into being a Mafia boss’ fucking … fucking slave.”

      I squeeze the vodka glass so hard it almost shatters. “Is that what he said?”

      “‘Bratva’ is the term he used. I Googled it. You’re the leader of the Russian Mafia, Erik.” She pauses, eyeing me. When I say nothing, she goes on. “Well, aren’t you going to deny it?”

      “I owe you nothing,” I tell her.

      “So that’s a yes.”

      “If I am what you think I am,” I say, rising to my full height, just inches away from her, “you should be more careful.”

      We are so close I can see the flutter in her neck. Panic? Lust?

      She gazes at me in that confused way that has come to mean conflicted desire. But there is a shadow of rage in her, too.

      “Is that a threat?” she hisses. “If it is, you should know something. I’m not some scared little lamb. I’ve been fighting my whole life and I’m not about to stop now! So why don’t you just back the fuck—”

      The doorbell interrupts her.

      Seconds later, Adrian’s voice rises. “Sir, ma’am, please, this way.”

      Camille composes herself at once, wiping any signs of the argument from her face. A moment later, it’s like nothing ever happened. I’m impressed.

      “Let’s just try to have a nice evening, okay?” she says, voice softening. “I don’t want to stress Mom out.”

      It’s the concern that does it, that makes me question this whole exchange. How can a man be angry at a woman who cares so deeply for her sick mother?

      I consider apologizing, but of course I do not. I refuse to give her that power over me.
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        * * *

      

      Angela is no less beautiful for her illness.

      She has the same wavy hair as Camille and the same blue eyes, alert and bright as Rob wheels her to the table.

      Rob is a different story: a scrawny, fidgety scrap of a man with greasy black hair hanging over his eyes. A man should prepare for a dinner, take some pride in his appearance, but Rob is wearing a crumpled shirt and saggy pants that haven’t seen an iron since the day they were stolen.

      “This really is some place,” Rob says after we have eaten our starters. It is the second insinuating comment he has made. He openly gawps at the silverware, the display cabinet with the antique china, the sconce lights. He has the air of a thief appraising a potential heist. “I bet this fork costs more than our apartment.”

      I feel Camille’s forced smile on me, willing me to keep up the pretense.

      “So you listen to a lot of audiobooks, Angela?” I say, ignoring him.

      “Oh, maybe too many!” she cries, slurring a little. “I’m working my way through Crime and Punishment right now.”

      “One of my favorites,” I say.

      “Really?” She frowns doubtfully. “I can’t get on board with it, truth be told. Don’t you think he drones on and on?”

      I smile. “I will have to allow you that, but there is a certain beauty in it.”

      Camille’s eyes widen as though I have transformed into a different man. Is she really so surprised I can be civil?

      “Beauty and a whole lot of blah-blah-blah!” Angela giggles. “Camille and I have always been more into thrillers, haven’t we, dear?”

      Camille nods. “We used to listen to them when I was a kid, after I’d done my homework. But you always ruined them.”

      “Me?” Angela gasps. “How?”

      “You always guessed the ending!”

      “How much does a place like this run you?” Rob interjects clumsily. “I mean, do you rent or own it?”

      “Own,” I murmur, shooting him a glance.

      “Hmm, must be worth at least ten million, right? Is that right?”

      “I prefer not to discuss money at dinner. I find it spoils my appetite.”

      Camille draws in a breath. “Remember when you spoiled that Poirot for me, Mom? We hadn’t been listening to it more than ten minutes!”

      “And this fuckin’ food!” Rob roars, drowning out his sister. “This is restaurant stuff, right here. Michelin star shit. You must pay your chef boatloads.”

      “Oh, Rob, do you have to curse?” Angela grumbles.

      “My staff is well-compensated,” I say, cutting into the steak.

      Camille cuts her mother’s food for her, paying careful attention as she chews. She dabs the napkin under her lip when she dribbles some orange juice.

      I find myself imagining her as a mother, something I have not yet done, and how wonderful she will be at it. It’s a thought out of left field. I try to suppress it, but it resurfaces over and over throughout the meal, an earworm that refuses to leave me be.

      “So we have discovered that you are a bibliophile, Angela,” I say. “But how else do you fill your time?”

      “Scrabble, I love Scrabble! I play with Jackie. She’s my caregiver when this one isn’t around.” She smiles lovingly at Camille. “I like to bird-watch, too. I was obsessed with it before …”

      Emotion enters her voice. She visibly pushes it down with a grit of her teeth. I see where Camille gets her fierce streak.

      “It must be peaceful,” I fill in the silence.

      “Oh, it’s about the most relaxing thing in the world.”

      “They must be really well compensated, right?” Rob growls abruptly, glancing at Angela as though she is rude for redirecting the conversation from money. Under the table I squeeze my fist, my patience becoming threadbare. “Your staff, I mean, in a big place like this. You know how to pay people what they deserve, don’t you, Erik?”

      Camille is shooting him frantic looks but Rob has his eyes fixed on me. They are wide, and, I now realize, coked-up.

      Does this man have no self-respect? If he was not Camille’s brother … but I do not let myself go down the road of what-ifs. It will not serve my anger well.

      “You paid Camille a hefty chunk, didn’t you? All that money just for a little housekeeping.” He narrows his eyes. “I suppose it involves a lot of carrying though, right? But I’m sure Camille knows how to bear the load, right? Right?” He is picking at the tablecloth.

      “I don’t understand,” Angela mutters. “Rob, is something wrong? What are you talking about?”

      I level my gaze at him. He must sense the rage pulsing through me, because he has the good sense to lower his eyes.

      “He’s just being silly,” Camille says, placing her hand on Angela’s. “Earlier, I told him how hard I’ve been working, carrying all the cleaning supplies up and down the stairs, shifting the heavy furniture so I could vacuum behind it. Rob, can’t we just have a nice meal?”

      “I think that would be best,” I say, my eyes still burning into him.

      He throws his hands up. “I was just talking,” he whines like a child.

      For the rest of the dinner, he sulks and I focus on Angela, enjoying drawing her out, enjoying the deep bond she and Camille so clearly share.

      After dessert, I lean across the table and touch Rob softly on the arm. He flinches, sitting bolt upright in his chair.

      “Perhaps we could have a private conversation?” I ask.

      He licks his cracked lips. “About what?”

      “What else?” I smile, sitting back. “Money, since you seem so interested.”

      He glances around as though an escape hatch is going to materialize. But then something in him hardens. He pushes from the table far too forcefully, the chair screeching in protest. “Fine by me,” he grunts. “Let’s go!”

      He marches from the room.

      I stand slowly, ignoring Camille’s panicked expression as I leave to handle business.
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      I glance at the door, worry driving through me like a spike.

      But I keep babbling nonsense, for Mom’s sake. She didn’t notice the fire heating up within Erik, nor Rob’s lame attempts to push his buttons, and I don’t have the heart to clue her in. She’s been through a lot. She deserves a nice evening with no complications.

      “…And then I have to change all the sheets. There’s a lot of beds in this house, so sometimes it can take an hour, sometimes less.”

      While my mouth runs, my mind fills with violent vignettes: Erik’s fist crunching into Rob’s belly. Rob doubling over as he begs for mercy. Bones breaking. Blood spilling.

      All through dinner, Erik managed to keep his calm, but I could see the cord of impatience running through him, the tightening of his jaws, his white-knuckled fist as he clutched the silverware.

      Would Erik hurt Rob? Surely not. He wouldn’t cross that line. But I’m terrified to discover I can’t be sure. He’s a criminal, after all.

      And not just any criminal.

      He’s a kingpin.

      “It sounds like he keeps you busy,” Mom says, but I barely hear her.

      “That’s the way I like it,” I hear myself say.

      In my mind, I hear Rob: “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to, shit, please, please—” And Erik will bring the knife to his throat and …

      My leg taps under the table; fight or flight. Run. Go. Chase after them. Stop him before he kills your brother.

      But I can’t alarm Mom. So I stay in my seat and panic.

      “If you’re happy, I’m happy,” Mom says, drawing me back to the present.

      She eyes me in that all-seeing way she has had ever since I was a girl. I was never able to hide much from her, or maybe I just didn’t want to. It pains me that I have to keep a whole host of secrets now.

      “Are you?” she goes on. “Happy here, Camille?”

      I plaster a smile to my face. “Of course I am. And the money, Mom, it’s—”

      “Life isn’t all about money, dear.”

      I almost snort a laugh.

      I could lay out the costs of her medical bills, but that would be unfair. But right now life is definitely all about money.

      But is that all, really?

      Or am I just giving myself an excuse to stay with Erik?

      “Well?” she prompts.

      “I’m doing great. You’re doing great. That’s all I care about.”

      “Hmm-mm,” she murmurs. Her eyes swivel to the door. “I wonder what those two are up to. Money, he said. Do you think he’s offering Rob a job?”

      I shrug as casually as I can, mind overflowing like a busted fountain. I see Rob dangling from the ceiling as Erik works him over like a punching bag.

      My foot taps uncontrollably under the table.

      “Did I tell you Cecilia is engaged?” Cecilia is one of her friends from the MS support group.

      “That’s wonderful news,” I say, my voice a phantom. I force myself to turn to her, not wanting to make her suspicious. “Now it’s your turn,” I tease lightly. “We need to find you a dashing bachelor.”

      “Forget dashing,” she giggles. “I’d prefer hunky. A nice chunk of meat to toy around with.”

      “Mom!” I cry, laughing.

      “What?” she demands. “A woman must have her vices.”

      “What would your dream boy say to being objectified like that?”

      “Oh, in my fantasies, he doesn’t say much, so that’s not a problem.”

      I grip the table, grinning. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      We laugh—mine only slightly forced—and then the door opens and Erik walks in, alone.

      My stomach drops.

      “Where’s Rob?” I ask.

      “He needed to use the bathroom,” he replies, seating himself slowly.

      Sitting there in his expensive suit, his tattooed hand reaching for his wineglass, he looks the very picture of a criminal who has just executed a troublemaker.

      Is ‘going to the bathroom’ one of those nasty euphemisms? Like telling a little kid that their dead dog ‘went to a farm upstate’?

      Erik’s face betrays nothing.

      But a minute later, Rob enters with a cheesy smile on his face, far more upbeat than I’ve seen him in a long time. He rubs his hands together as he drops into his seat.

      “So, coffee?”

      For the rest of the evening, I watch Erik closely, fighting the instinct rising within me. He is handsome, I reflect for the umpteenth time, and gracious. This dinner has brought out a whole new side of him, one I never guessed at. He’s bossy in the extreme, it’s true, but this Erik is somebody I can see myself building a life with …

      I push the urge down, but it refuses to lie quietly. The bloody images in my mind are replaced with a picture of me and Erik at a gala or something, Erik courteously serving Mom a glass of orange juice, me standing at his side in some outlandish dress as his lady.

      I curse myself for letting myself get all romantic-comedy about it. I have to remember who he is and how this started. But as he leans over the table to share a joke with Mom, I find that impression of him slipping away, getting harder and harder to reconcile with the gentleman seated at the table with me.

      Later, once Mom and Rob have left, I ask him: “What did you and Rob talk about?”

      His intense eyes flicker, but then he just smiles.

      “What else?” he says. “Money.”

      “C’mon,” I insist, “you can’t get off that easy.”

      He sighs and runs a hand through his hair. “I offered him a job, coordinating certain shipments for me.”

      I sit back in shock. “A … job?”

      “That is what I said, yes. Work in exchange for payment. Employment. Occupation. Vocation. Shall I continue?”

      I’m too dazed to even take the bait of his gentle poke at me. “That’s … that’s very nice of you,” I say.

      “I needed someone with his particular skill set. It is a mutually beneficial arrangement,” he replies nonchalantly, as if we don’t both know that Rob is a Grade-A fuck-up if ever there were one.

      “Well, thank you,” I say hesitantly. “I’m sure my mom and Rob will be thrilled.” I still don’t understand, but maybe I never will. Every time I peel back a layer of Erik, I find a new enigma hidden beneath.

      Who is this man?
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      “So let’s posit,” the professor says, pacing up and down the classroom, “that a patient’s electrocardiogram reveals atrial fibrillation, right ventricular hypertrophy, and right axis deviation. What might the differential diagnosis in this case be … Camille?”

      I bite down, caught off guard.

      My head is far too full of Erik right now. I need to focus. The funny thing is, I know I know the answer, yet it is just out of my reach. I root around my mind, shoving Erik aside. Yet for long seconds I just sit there, staring.

      I must look like an idiot.

      Then Bethany discreetly slides a piece of paper across the table. I’m annoyed at first—I don’t want to cheat—but then I see that the answer is not written on it. It’s just a prompt.

      It jolts the gears in my mind and I leap upon the answer.

      “Good!” the professor cries. “So, class, what can we learn from this, specifically in terms of anticipatory care?”

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I tell Bethany after class, when we’re packing away our things.

      She shrugs. “Nothing wrong with a lifeline every now and then.”

      “I would’ve been pissed if you’d written the answer,” I tell her.

      “Well, I didn’t, so no harm done.”

      “But why?” I urge. “I thought you wanted to be the queen of the realm, Miss High and Mighty, the Mother of Dragons and all that.”

      She laughs quietly. “Oh, I still do. But … look, maybe I was a little cold with you last time, all right?”

      “Feeling guilty?” I jab, making for the door.

      “Hey, don’t be a bitch.”

      “A bitch?” I wheel on her, ready to bark, only to be surprised when I realize both of us are smiling. “That’s a little forward, don’t you think? Especially since—if I recall correctly—you were the bitch of all bitches last time.”

      We end up walking out to the parking lot together. She eyes Erik’s sleek sedan. I’m sure I see her mentally noting the upgrade from the busted-up Civic.

      “I’ve been giving some more thought to the study group. I think I was too harsh before. It’s a great idea. I’m in.”

      “Why the change of heart?” I ask.

      She shifts from foot to foot, as though searching for an answer I’ll like instead of just telling me the truth. Or maybe my time with Erik is making me overly suspicious. It’s been so long since I’ve had a real friend; I’ve been so busy with Mom and simply staying afloat these past few years that I just haven’t had time. I should give Bethany the benefit of the doubt.

      “I’m a little neurotic,” she mumbles, seeming embarrassed. “Ever since I went all get-out-of-my-face on you, I’ve been replaying it in my head, over and over. It’s stuck on a fucking loop, girl, and making the peace between us is the only way I can think to fix it.”

      “That’s honest,” I note.

      “Can we get dinner, or a coffee?” she blurts suddenly. “I know it’s late, but …”

      I want to, I realize. It would be so nice to just sit with another human being and pretend to be normal. But Erik is strict about me coming home—home, ha!—right after class.

      “I’ve got an early start tomorrow,” I lie. Really, my morning will consist of waking up in silk sheets and shrugging clinging dreams of Erik from my consciousness. “But another time?”

      “Definitely!” she cries, utterly transformed from the ice queen she was last time. Is she mind-fucking me, trying to throw me off my game? I dismiss the thought. “Let me give you my number.”

      She takes out her notebook. How retro. She scribbles it down on a corner of a page, tears it off, and hands it to me, all beaming smiles. Part of me still wants to be suspicious, but every other voice in my head is screaming at me not to be such a psycho.

      I just feel like I’ve slipped into an alternate reality. Maybe I’m dreaming. I pinch myself and check that I’m not standing here naked. But reality seems intact; the pinch hurts.

      “I’ll see you later then, yeah?”

      “Yeah,” I tell her, smiling warmly. “See ya.”

      In the car, I sit back for a moment, going over the conversation, confused by her sudden change of character. Multiple personality disorder? Blackout drunk? Enticed by my fancy new car? All of the above?

      But when I start the engine—and turn on the heated seats; thank you very much, Erik—I let my suspicions go. The day has been far too long, and tense, to be playing Nancy Drew.

      Did I just make a new friend?

      I think so. It feels weirdly good.
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      When I get to the mansion and Adrian informs me that Erik is not home, I’m pissed at the disappointment that moves through me like anesthetic.

      Suddenly, I feel far more tired than I did walking up the path. I was primed for sex, for an argument, for a discussion, for something. Distantly, I wonder if I am becoming addicted to the man.

      During the drive home, my mind was one step from a porn flick, playing lucid images of the carnal madness we would fall into the moment I stepped in the door.

      Ashley emerges from the kitchen when I go to make a mug of tea, getting settled for bed.

      “Erik won’t be home until early morning,” she says, reading me. “But I’ve prepared some light supper if you’re hungry?”

      I smile. “Sure, that sounds nice.”

      We eat the small dishes of beef stew at the little table in the corner. Ashley really is a next-level chef. What would normally be just a snack turns into an almost religious affair. I find myself savoring every bite, making hmm noises that would be over the top if they weren’t one hundred percent genuine.

      “Jeez, Ash,” I smile afterwards. “Your talents really are wasted here.”

      She smiles warmly, waving a hand. “Erik is good to me. He lets me take time off whenever I want. He never makes a fuss when I ask for a raise … which I’ve done many, many, many times.” She giggles, oddly girlishly from such a solid, capable-looking woman.

      It looks like the evidence that Erik is not such an asshole is stacking up today, though part of me wonders why he is so patient with her. And what does she need all that time off for? But it’s not my place to pry, I remind myself.

      “Oh, I haven’t mentioned this yet,” I say, “but I wanted to thank you for the clothes. Erik tells me you’ve been picking them out for me. I was a little shocked at first. I mean, jeez, dressing like a runway model every day? But I’ve gotta say I’m getting used to it.”

      Ashley narrows her eyes. “Erik has been choosing your clothes, Camille.”

      “What?” I laugh. “Since when is he a fashionista?”

      She shrugs. “There’s more to him than meets the eye. I can tell you that from experience.”

      Again, that unbidden suspicion rises.

      She’s not talking like an employee. But then, I’m an ‘employee’ too.

      Perhaps he bought Ashley the same way he bought me? This could just be what he does: buy women, use them, and then cart them off to some quiet corner of his mansion to be reassigned, like taking a horse to the glue factory.

      “Oh,” I mutter into the too-long silence.

      “How are things with you two?” she asks.

      I shake my head, knowing I can’t untangle this Chinese knot of emotion into an easily understood answer.

      On the one hand I hate him; on the other hand, I know that I don’t hate him, not really. And on the third hand, all I can think about is how he makes me feel when his pleasure-filled growls move like whispers over my skin.

      Then there’s the fourth hand: the gentleman he was with Mom, and how easily he handled Rob. Giving him a job? That was a miracle out of left field. A kindness that I know damn well my shithead brother didn’t exactly earn on merit.

      “That complicated, huh?” Ashley interjects.

      I laugh. “Am I really that obvious?”

      “No.” She stands, clearing away the dishes. “I am just used to people being confused by Erik.”

      Before I can ask what she means by that flagrantly vague comment, she disappears into the kitchen.
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      I go upstairs and drop into bed, but I am restless, unable to sleep. I end up rolling over and grabbing my cell phone.

      Bethany answers almost right away. “Hey,” she says. “I didn’t expect to hear from you.”

      “Well, I’m dying of boredom so I thought I’d offer an ceasefire on the bitchiness.”

      She laughs. “Sounds good to me. Are you studying?”

      “Should I feel guilty that my answer is no?”

      She laughs again. “Not unless I should feel guilty that I’m having a very intense date with a glass of Pinot. Not with your man tonight?”

      “Who said I had one?”

      I can hear her shrug. “I just assumed. Am I wrong?”

      “No, it’s just, you know … complicated, I guess …” I pause. How much can I reveal?

      “Well? Don’t keep me in suspense. I’m perpetually single, so I’m always thankful for some vicarious living.”

      “He’s a proprietor,” I say. “And he’s … Oh Jesus, Bethany. He’s so intense that sometimes I feel like I’ve died and gone to some fucked-up heaven, but a heaven where the angels are ripped and dominating and sexier than the devil. And then other times it’s like he’s trying to win a biggest jerk in the world competition.”

      Feeling, real feeling enters my voice.

      “Maybe I’m falling in love with him,” I laugh. “Or maybe I’m just trying to work up the courage to run screaming for the hills. I don’t even know. Sorry, I didn’t mean to overshare. Jeez. Don’t mind me, I’ll be inserting my foot directly into my mouth.”

      I guess that’s a by-product of not having girlfriends for so long. I need to rein this shit in.

      “Oh, don’t be silly,” she says. “It sounds like you’re on quite the roller coaster.”

      “Yeah, that’s one way to put it.”

      “How did you meet?”

      “At an art auction,” I say quickly. It’s not untrue, I suppose. Good enough as an excuse, anyhow. “What about you? Apart from your beloved glass of red, you up to much this evening?”

      “Just going over some notes for tomorrow,” she says.

      “The joys of atrial fibrillation,” I giggle.

      “Oh no, this is for the self-defense class I teach down at the rec center.”

      “Really?” I gasp.

      “What, don’t wanna be friends now that you know I can kick your ass?”

      “No, I just didn’t … what sort of class is it?”

      “MMA,” she answers. “Kickboxing, wrestling, a little jujitsu, as well as some Krav Maga stuff. If some prick in a dark alley decides he wants to try some shit, he better not be too attached to his testicles.”

      “Is that your tagline?”

      “One of them.”

      We laugh together as the conversation moves onto our nursing studies, talking for half an hour as I pretend I’m not waiting up for Erik.

      When I finally hang up, and Erik is still not home, I collapse into a deep sleep, filled with vivid dreams.

      Erik stars in all of them.
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      “Do you know what I want most in life?” the woman sighs, jiggling up and down in her low-cut dress. An attempt to draw my attention, no doubt.

      It is a scene I am familiar with: the girls who hang around the Bratva throw themselves at me, hoping … for what?

      Power? Love? Money?

      “Fun!” she cries, leaning across the table to touch Oleg on the hand, but eyeing me in an attempt at seduction.

      Perhaps she wants to make me jealous. If that’s the case, she is playing a losing game.

      Even sitting in the dais of the Red Ruble, with women swirling, liquor pouring, and the music pumping, my thoughts are consumed with Camille. Her brother overstepped the mark by asking me for money, but that only serves to remind me that Camille has never done the same.

      She is a woman of her word, content with what we agreed upon. Nothing more, nothing less.

      “Isn’t that the whole point of life?” the facile woman giggles.

      “Not thirsty, boss?” Oleg grins, gesturing at the bottle of vodka.

      I incline my head. “Go ahead, Oleg. You pour.”

      A look passes across his face, watching me watch the room. It’s split down the middle, for a man with eyes to see it: Fyodor’s loyalists crowd around near the booths, sitting almost like they’re at church, quiet and well-behaved. My men pull women into their laps and toss back their drinks as Bratva soldiers should.

      I am glad when Oleg takes the woman away, leaving me to return to fantasies of Camille. But these are not just sexual, not anymore. I feel her hands on my face, tender, her lips on my cheek. I see her feeding our baby with the same careful care she gives her mother. I even see her in her nurse’s uniform, rushing around a hospital, stunningly capable.

      I wanted a strong woman, and I found one. For my heir’s sake, not mine. But I never dreamed she would actually matter to me.

      I have to reestablish control of myself. My feelings toward her, whatever they are, cannot be allowed to stampede unbridled.

      More women come and go. The smart ones take one look at me and turn right back around. The less observant ones require a little more persuading, but they too do not last long.

      Then Fyodor slides down next to me, his eyes glassy from the alcohol. He adjusts his tie and sits up straight, trying to mask his intoxication.

      “Are you done with women now, Erik?” He tries to make it sound lighthearted, but there is a mocking tone there I do not like at all. “The men might think you’ve decided to become a monk. You should at least make a show of seducing a couple or three.”

      “Is that what you would do, in my position?” I ask, tilting my head at him.

      I take the pulsing of his neck as a good sign … until I realize that it would be just like Fyodor to feign fear.

      “Your position?” he laughs. “I have no idea, boss.”

      Boss. He has not called me that since before he became my second.

      “It is just … we are blessed with beautiful, willing women. It is a shame to waste them. And some of them take it personally when you refuse them. Like that brunette with the rack and the pouty lips, for instance.”

      “Let them take it how they wish,” I mutter.

      Did I truly believe coming here would clear my mind?

      “It is of no—”

      The shattering of glass interrupts me, followed by Oleg’s outraged roar. One of Fyodor’s men steps back, holding the jagged half of the bottle.

      It’s dripping with blood.

      Oleg is bleeding from a gash in his shoulder, but it doesn’t faze him. He wheels on the man with his hands raised, ready to leap into violence.

      I’ve seen Oleg like this before and I know what will come next. He will grab the man by the throat and squeeze until he can’t squeeze anymore. The man’s face will turn purple, his eyes bulging, and then he will collapse like a rag doll to the floor.

      Part of me wants to let the action run its course, but if I allow one of my men to head down that violent road, others will surely follow, and all hell will break loose.

      I can’t have that. Not now. Not tonight. Not with my entire empire teetering on the edge of a cliff.

      “Oleg!” I roar, jumping to my feet.

      Men are ranged all around: my men standing like soldiers on one side of the room, Fyodor’s rising from their seats and glancing at my second as though for permission. Never before has the divide been so evident.

      “Fucking dog,” Oleg is growling, pushing up against me. “Let me have him, boss. I’ll end him quick and clean. Or slow and messy, if you prefer.”

      “Calm down, brother.” I place my hand on his chest. “Remember where you are.”

      He grits his teeth, wheezing. I turn to the man who struck him—Egor, a beanpole with a knife-like grimace—and nod at the shattered bottle in his hand.

      “Drop it,” I command.

      The moment of hesitation almost breaks my resolve. I see myself gripping the bottle, guiding it to his neck and carving him from ear to ear.

      But then he lets it drop and takes a step back.

      “He was slandering Fyodor,” he growls quietly. “Ask him if it is not true.”

      “That is not your place, boy,” Fyodor replies, walking up beside me.

      He is playing his part well: standing tall like my second, his narrowed eyes boring into the smaller man. And yet I am sure I detect a hint of pride in that expression, too. I wonder if he will congratulate him privately once the drama is done.

      “Give the word, Erik,” Fyodor whispers out of the side of his mouth. “I will finish this here.”

      I ponder that.

      Would Fyodor truly kill a man who is loyal to him? It could work in my favor, I reflect … but then I realize that he could easily use it as fuel for the fire of discontent. He would tell the men that I forced his hand. It would only serve to make them even more uncertain about my leadership.

      “No,” I say, stepping forward.

      I look at the men one by one. All of them glance at the floor like chastened schoolchildren.

      “Egor will pay Oleg two months’ wages as punishment for this transgression. And the rest of you … if you wish to leave the Bratva, you will leave the city. I mean it. Pack up your things and flee like cowards. Or money will be the least of your concerns.”

      “You heard him!” Fyodor roars when a few let out low grumbles. “Your leader has spoken. Does anybody wish to argue?”

      The men shuffle back to their seats.

      I grit my teeth, glancing at Fyodor, not liking how this looks at all. They only accepted my decision once Fyodor gave his blessing.

      I look down at the shattered bottle, imagining stabbing it deep into Fyodor’s belly. But in the end, I must maintain my composure.

      I return to the booth, slowly pour myself a glass of vodka, and sip it as the party resumes, though there is a bitter tinge in the air now.
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        * * *

      

      I stomp through the mansion, rage pulsing through my veins like acid, and drop down into the heavy seat in my home office.

      The desk is large and papers lie scattered: business documents, property deeds, profits charts. I stare down at them, thinking about how little they mean if I cannot control the Bratva.

      All will crumble to ruin if I do not rein in these renegades.

      I think of my father, of weak men, of the mutinies I have read about in my studies of history. It always starts slow, this subtle degradation of power. But when the collapse comes, it is anything but slow. Everything I have built will turn to ash around me.

      “Fuck!” I roar, grabbing the chair and tossing it across the room. It is a large room, a large chair, but my fury makes it seem small.

      It smashes into the opposite wall, leaving a crater of wallpaper and plaster. I grip the edge of the desk as my chest heaves. My breath comes raggedly through clenched-tight teeth.

      “Fuck,” I whisper after minutes, as my breathing slows.

      I stand up and go into the next room. The wall is bulging from the impact. I will instruct Adrian to arrange contractors, I decide … and then I look around the room, the largest guest bedroom in the house, and my mind transforms it.

      It would make a fitting bedroom for my son or daughter.

      I can see the crib in the corner, a mobile hanging from the ceiling casting moonlit shadows on the walls; the corner could be made into a toy area. The room is easily large enough for a punching bag, or a rowing machine, for when the baby gets older.

      We could build a life for our child here.

      I laugh at myself. That would mean being tied to Camille forever. But I already knew that, did I not? Somehow, though, this is different. It really hits me now, the revelation sending my mind years into the future, where I have never let it venture before.

      Being tied to Camille does not sound as terrifying as it should.

      I think back to my outburst at her over breakfast the other day. I cringe at the memory. I was cruel, needlessly so. I owe her an apology—or something like it. A gift, perhaps. Something to make amends.

      I return to the office and pour myself a vodka, toss it back, and then pour myself another. I am drinking too much. Once or twice, I imagine small footsteps padding down the hallway. I envision the door swinging open and a sturdy, wide-shouldered toddler tottering in.

      In the reverie, I rise from the chair and sweep the boy into my arms.

      “Dada,” he says.

      Now, I really know I need to put the vodka aside.

      Because when this imaginary boy calls me his father, I find myself smiling warmly.

      What the fuck have I unleashed?
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      I walk into the hallway and listen for sounds of Erik.

      I’ve noticed a change in him over the last day or two. He’s been more withdrawn, acting all caveman when I try to start a conversation. Once, he actually grunted at me and I almost cold-cocked him. It’s like he’s rebuilding the walls around him that I was only just starting to tear down.

      Not that I want to tear them down, I remind myself.

      I’m not exactly surprised when I find him sitting in the dimly lit living room, slouched in the chair, nursing a glass of vodka. He’s staring off into space as though replaying some personal nightmare.

      My heart drops, surprising me.

      No matter how often I remind myself that this is nothing more than a transaction, I can feel him tugging on my proverbial heartstrings. Playing me like a fucking violin.

      “Evening,” I say, trying for chirpy.

      But it seems he’s not in a chirpy mood. He inclines his head in bare acknowledgment.

      “Are you trying to depress me?” I laugh, switching on the light.

      He sits up with a sigh, moving his finger around the edge of the glass like he always does. His shirt is untucked and unbuttoned to his chest, beads of sweat sliding down to his pectorals.

      The emotion is so plain on his face. It’s strange to see. I almost want him to go back to being a cold robot. Terminator is at least preferable to this Eeyore shit. But then again, that isn’t exactly fair. Eeyore, as far as I can remember, never looked like he wanted to kill somebody.

      “Have you eaten anything tonight?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “Just this.” He raises the glass.

      “How nourishing,” I joke. “Well, where’s Ashley? I’ll get her to whip us something up.”

      “I gave her the day off. She has an appointment.”

      The cogs in my head turn. Ashley gets away with far more than I’d expect a Bratva boss to allow. But I keep my suspicions hidden.

      “I’ll make something, then,” I say. “But I’m not having you sink into this … into whatever this is. Hasn’t anybody ever told you that your moods are contagious? You don’t wanna push me back to my goth phase, believe me.”

      That gets a slight smile, but it’s gone as quickly as it appears. “Perhaps I want to see you all in black,” he murmurs, still staring off at nothingness.

      “Come on.” Maybe it is my nursing instinct, but I find myself next to him, my hand on his arm. “You can’t just wallow all night. It’s unattractive.”

      “Really?” He turns to me. “Do you find me ugly now, Camille?”

      I shift my hand so that I’m clutching onto his fingers. He tightens his fist powerfully, trapping me.

      “What are you doing?” I ask. “You do know how creepy this is, right? It’s like walking onto the set of a horror movie, and not a good one, either. A fucking trashy horror movie.”

      He smiles weirdly, and then sits up suddenly. “I have something to show you,” he says. “Follow me.” He strides from the room, leaving me little choice but to go after him.

      “You don’t have to be so mysterious all the time, you know!” I call ahead as I hurry to catch up to him. I let out a shuddering breath when he wraps his arm around me, guiding me up the stairs.

      It isn’t that I think he’s going to initiate sex. He’s holding me differently, almost caringly, and he doesn’t lead me toward his bedroom. Instead, he takes me to a suite of rooms at the rear of the mansion. I have never had reason to venture to this wing. This place really is super-villain-level huge.

      He stops outside the door, waving a hand. “Take a look,” he says.

      “Has anybody ever told you you’re a little bossy?”

      His smile is wider this time. His eyes roam over me with something like affection. “You have, many times, and yet somehow I am not tired of hearing it. Go on, Camille.”

      There is a weird sort of eagerness in his voice. For a brief moment, he’s like a little kid showing a parent a picture he drew in class. But then his Bratva mask slips back into place. I sigh and turn to look at what he’s showing me.

      My breath catches when I enter the room.

      A large desk sits in the corner with a brand-new computer and a stack of notebooks and fancy-looking pens. A corkboard rests against the opposite wall with anatomy drawings pinned to it, and right beside that sits a box overflowing with nursing textbooks.

      It’s a study room, all for me.

      “Erik …”

      I turn to him, hands at my chest. My heart pounds and I feel silly tears fill my eyes. The tenderness is so unexpected.

      Forget hot and cold; this is frigid versus the temperature of the sun.

      His proud smile finishes the job. Warm tears slide down my cheeks.

      “What is it?” he asks.

      I throw my arms around his shoulders. “It’s just the nicest thing anybody has ever done for me,” I whisper honestly. “Thank you. It’s perfect.”

      He lets out a relieved breath. “Good. I’m glad. But we are not done.”

      I pause at the full-scale model of the human body. I know how much these things cost from nursing class. He really has spared no expense.

      “No?”

      We are holding hands as we walk down the hallway. Suddenly, I am giddy. I feel like a damn teenager on prom night. Erik pushes the door open and gestures at the wide, empty room.

      This one stumps me. “I don’t get it,” I say after a moment.

      “A nursery,” he whispers, avoiding my gaze. “I thought I would leave the decorating up to you, though. I would not even know where to start.”

      My belly drops. It’s like we’re no longer the same people, the quid pro quo Erik and Camille who started on this insane journey.

      “I have a few ideas,” I manage to say through the knot in my throat.

      He nods briskly, as though wanting to leap off the emotional train before it starts chugging too fast. He spins on his heel and paces down the hallway.

      “Good,” he says. “Now we will eat.”

      “‘Now we will eat,’” I mimic, giggling as I wipe my cheeks. “Sometimes I feel like you’re rehearsing for Hamlet, the way you speak.”

      He jabs me playfully in the side. “Let’s hope this does not end with a poisoned blade.”

      “Ah, there’s the cheerful Erik I’ve come to …”

      I pause.

      I was about to say ‘come to love so much.’ What the hell? I need to get a grip or next I’ll be sending him a fucking singing telegram.

      Shuddering, I push past him into the kitchen, not daring to meet his gaze. Out of the corner of my eye, I see him lift an eyebrow.

      But he says nothing.
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        * * *

      

      “Allow me to present my award-winning grilled cheese.”

      I lay the plates down on the table and drop into my seat. The night is warm, so we are eating on the balcony. The sky is clear and the moon is full. It couldn’t be a more romantic scene if we’d rehearsed it.

      “You might want to tell Ashley to look for a new job,” I brag sarcastically with a smile, pouring him a glass of wine.

      “I will never complain when my woman cooks me a meal,” he says, cutting into it.

      My woman. The phrase flutters hummingbird-like around my head. Is that what I am now? The feeling that the two of us have crossed some sort of threshold resurfaces.

      “Thoughts?” I ask, when he has taken his first bite.

      “The most delicious meal I have ever had the pleasure of eating,” he says with a sly smile.

      “Flattery will get you everywhere, sir. Be careful.”

      He chuckles and takes another huge bite.

      Jesus Christ, this is getting downright surreal now. Is this really the same man who sat in the shadows as I pranced around in my underwear on stage? I try to imagine him covered in blood, Bratva-boss style, as though that will fight off these warring emotions. But it has little effect.

      Maybe I’m not the little wallflower all my childhood teachers assumed I was, after all.

      “How are your nursing classes?” he asks. “Your duties here are not interfering with your studies too much, I hope?”

      I shoot him a look. “Would you let me cut down my hours if I said they were, sir?”

      He laughs. “You know the answer to that. Really, I am interested.”

      He leans forward. He’s not lying. Since when does he care?

      I give him a few details about what I’ve been learning in class, as well as Bethany’s sudden change of heart. “You’d like her,” I joke. “You’re both impossible to read.”

      “I never claimed to be an open book,” he says good-naturedly. “I am glad your studies are going well. I mean that. You are going to be an excellent nurse.”

      “Oh, Erik. You’ll give me a big head.”

      “Perhaps you deserve one.”

      I roll my eyes. “I feel like you want something,” I venture.

      He reaches across the table and traces my palm with his finger, his eyes full of meaning.

      “I always want something from you. It never stops. I dream of you every night, you know.”

      I almost gasp. And I almost laugh. What comes out is a mangled hybrid. What has gotten into him tonight?

      Suddenly, a future with this criminal doesn’t seem so bleak. Images of us doing normal couple-type stuff—going to the movies, walking down a pier, picking out drapes, for God’s sake—jockey for attention in my mind.

      Then my cell phone buzzes on the table. I glance at it: Rob.

      Erik withdraws his hand. “Asking for money, I assume?”

      “That’s not fair,” I mutter, the moment of tenderness passing.

      “Is it not?” he grumbles. “He has been taking advantage of you his whole life. What makes you think he’ll stop now?”

      Bingo. Here’s the Erik I remember.

      “Think of the pressure on you right now, Camille. Nursing school, your poor sick mother, your … other responsibilities. And all he cares about is himself.”

      “You’re jumping the gun!” I snap. “We don’t even know what he wants.”

      He waves a hand. “Prove me wrong.”

      I unlock my phone and read the text. I drop it a second later, anger flaring through me.

      “Well?” he prompts.

      I shake my head.

      “Nice fucking job, Erik. You ruined a beautiful evening. I’ve gotta tell you, I’m surprised you even care. What I do with my money is my problem, not yours.”

      “But I do care,” he says with deep emotion, stunning me. My anger drains away, leaving something soft and vulnerable in its place. “More than you know.”

      “Erik …” I bite down.

      “What?” he urges.

      “I just … What is this? What are we?”

      I sound like one of those clingy women in a reality show, trying to fill airtime with melodrama. Yet the question is genuine, Real Housewives-esque or not.

      He looks at me for a long time, his hands gripping the table. I get the sense there’s a lot he wants to say, but he’s pushing it all down.

      Then he moves across the table and pulls me close to him. I grab his shirt and let out a squeal, clutching tightly as his lips press firmly against mine.

      It’s clear what he’s doing: using sex to change the subject. Maybe I could defend myself against that if his touch wasn’t so damn electric.

      He slides his hands down my body as our tongues come together, tingles dancing all around my mouth. He grabs onto my ass and squeezes hard, lifting me off my feet and dropping me onto the table. Gasping, moaning, I wrap my legs around him and push deeper into the kiss.

      “Erik,” I moan when it breaks off, not sure if I’m trying to make him stop or begging him not to.

      “You are so beautiful, Camille,” he whispers, his breath moving over my cheeks.

      I try to return to the subject.

      We can’t go down this path, I’ll tell him. It’s too dangerous for me to crack open my chest and let him have his way with my heart. We need to be careful. We need to remember that I’m just his employee, nothing else. But his lips are too tempting, his body a familiar fire pushed against mine.

      This time, I’m the one who initiates the kiss, dragging him down on top of me as the plates shatter on the floor.

      I know I’m breaking my no-contact rule as we sink deeper into the kiss, but I just don’t give a shit. I’m burning up with white-hot passion. The rules can suck it.

      I lie back on the table and wrap my legs around his waist, tugging him closer.

      He moves solidly against me, his manhood pushing rock-hard through his pants and grazing against my thigh, my belly.

      “Erik …” I whisper.

      He tears my shirt over my head and unclips my bra in one fluid motion. Then he grabs my pants and yanks them so hard I almost go flying, but he holds me in place, his hand gripping my abdomen almost softly.

      The cool night air pricks my naked skin, teasing my nipples hard, making my pussy seem all the hotter for the aching contrast.

      “No romance, remember?” he says, grinning mischievously.

      Is he trying to drive me crazy?

      “Shut up,” I snap, leaning up and giving him a nice whack on the chest. “Now get those clothes off!”

      He laughs throatily. I let out a strangled cry and go to war on his shirt, ripping so that buttons go flying. At this rate, he’ll have no shirts left by the time I actually have this baby.

      But I don’t stop tugging and yanking until he’s naked, too.

      He wraps his arms around me and shoves me up against the balcony railing. When I let out a worried cry, he looks into my eyes with an expression that tells me he’d never let me fall. It’s crazy how much I can read in him now, this phantom stranger, this criminal I’m supposed to hate. This walking frustration.

      “I need you,” he whispers, voice shaking.

      I believe him. He says it like he’ll die without me.

      I frame his face with my hands, handsome and animalistic and somehow affectionate all at once.

      “You have me,” I tell him.

      Bracing my lower back with one hand, he uses the other to guide his cock to my pussy.

      I open my legs wide and shift my hips toward him. The angle is awkward, but everything about us is awkward: the way we met, our budding relationship. Like everything else, we make it work.

      I collapse forward and prop my hands on his shoulders as he drives up inside of me.

      “Ah!” I cry.

      He watches me the whole time. With each thrust, I could fall backwards down the two stories to the garden below, but he has a firm hold on me. A hurricane could smash through here and he’d never let me go.

      His cock grinds right up inside me with sizzling intensity. I work my body in time with his thrusts, gouging my fingernails into his muscular skin. I bounce up and down as he pushes up harder, harder. If he let go, I’m not sure whether I’d fall to the ground below or just rocket up into the starry sky above.

      I squeal when he lifts me off my feet and hooks his hands under my arms. He bounces me up and down on top of his cock, my legs flailing wildly with each thrust.

      He kisses my neck, my cheek, finds my lips and then pulls back so that he can look at me again.

      Putting on a show might have made me uncomfortable before, but I relish it now.

      As the orgasm coils up my thighs, and moves like an earthquake through my pussy, I toss my head back and scream. I scream loudly so that the staff must hear it, so that people in the next state must hear it.

      I don’t care. This is for us.

      My entire body shakes. Through the haze of euphoria, I hear Erik’s moans: low, rough. He’s close to finishing.

      I open my orgasm-blurred eyes and find his lips again, breaking my rule. But it feels so fucking good to break it.

      “Baby,” I whisper between kisses. “Oh fuck, baby.”

      “Fuck!” he roars, far louder than my scream. A warrior’s war cry. “Camille!”

      “Erik!”

      We yell each other’s names proudly into the watching night over and over and over.

      When we have both spent ourselves, he holds me aloft for a long time, hugging me close. I lay my head on his chest and listen to his pounding heartbeat.

      Emotion, real emotion, moves through me like a soothing balm. And to think I used to pretend we could really keep this all about the cash.

      When I slide to the floor and reach for my clothes, I feel his eyes on me.

      Is he thinking the same thing? Does he sense something developing, too?

      Shit.

      This just got far more complicated.
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      “You put me to shame tonight,” Bethany says with a sly grin.

      I wave a hand as we walk out to the parking lot.

      “I think that’s actually mathematically impossible.”

      She giggles. “Bethany plus Camille equals …”

      “One kick-ass team?” I offer.

      Even after a few nights of this back and forth, I find it difficult to convince myself this is the same ice-queen Bethany from before. But it’s so good to have a friend after so many years of living like I’m in a nunnery that I don’t question it too much. People change, I reason.

      Hell, look at me and Erik. Oops, there he goes, jack-in-the-boxing into my consciousness again. No matter how hard I try to fight it, he keeps popping back up.

      “Anyway,” Bethany says, giving me a quick hug. “Catch you tomorrow.”

      I walk across the lot to where I left the sedan, but in its place is nothing. Empty parking spot. I pause for a moment, staring at it, and then mutter a curse and pull out my cell phone.

      Shit.

      This is just what I need: some asshole stealing Erik’s car. He wants me home right after class, but I’d planned on swinging by Mom’s place.

      “Hey, yeah, I need a cab,” I say, flustered.

      I give them the address and hang up. Shit.

      As I’m pacing up and down—wondering how I’ll explain this to Erik—I spot a bunch of rough-looking men circling a teenage girl on the other side of the lot.

      “Come on, baby,” one of them growls. “No one likes a cock tease.”

      The girl turns in lost circles as the men pace around her like a fucked-up version of the Three Musketeers.

      “Hey!” I call, walking over. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      The tallest man, wearing a baggy, dirty hoodie with a teardrop tattoo under his eye, turns to me.

      “Oh?” he grunts. “Look here, boys. We’ve got a Good Samaritan.”

      “She can’t be older than fourteen, you sick fuck,” I hiss. I nod at her as the other two turn their attention to me. “Get out of here, sweetheart.”

      She doesn’t need any more encouragement. She ducks her head and disappears into the night.

      That’s when I realize what I’ve done.

      I’m the target now.

      They prowl toward me, hands hanging suggestively at their sides, twitching. “We wanted somethin’ a bit more broken-in, anyway,” the man leers.

      I take out my cell phone and call Erik as we do a strange sort of dance toward the other end of the lot.

      “Yes?” he says curtly.

      Oh, fan-fucking-tastic. Now he decides to go back to Mr. Cold? Could the timing be any worse?

      “Are you gonna be here soon?” I ask loudly. “You better not be lost again!”

      I try for a laugh. It comes out sounding nervous in the extreme, but it’s enough to give the men pause.

      They glance at each other as though deciding whether or not to pounce.

      “Lost?” He pauses. “Camille, are you okay?”

      “No!” I giggle, as though he asked something else. “Are you serious?”

      “Wait … Camille, are you alone?”

      “No!” I cry again.

      “How many?” he asks, his voice getting dark. “Are they Italian?”

      “What? No. I can’t …”

      “You can’t say how many?”

      “Yes.”

      “More than one?” he growls.

      I let out a breath; the men are inching closer. “Yes.”

      “Stay there. Do not move. But get somewhere safe if you can.”

      For once, I’m glad he can read me so well.

      When he hangs up I carry on talking, babbling as though giving him directions. These men are cowards, I guess, because they keep their distance when they think help is on the way.

      But after about five minutes, the leader’s eyes get narrow. He glances at his friends.

      “Bring the car around,” he grunts. “This bitch is playin’ us for fools, fellas.” Then he dives for me.

      I don’t have time to think, not really, but thoughts of Mom and Rob and Erik flash like a flipbook through my mind. My life flashing before my eyes, or something like that.

      I’m not about to go quietly, though.

      I lash out wildly, catching him on the cheek with my nails. He recoils for just a moment. I see blood spotting on his cheek.

      “Whore!” he roars, making to grab me in a bear hug.

      I make a run for it, breath loud in my ears, adrenaline coursing like lightning through my body. I scream when he tightens his hand around my wrist, tugging.

      Then the car pulls up.

      Another man grabs my other wrist.

      I kick my legs out, my mind tossing up headlines. Woman Abducted from Night School Parking Lot. They’ll have the security camera footage, of course. Maybe they can find me that way.

      Or maybe they’ll find me at the bottom of a ditch—bloody, broken, and used.

      “No!” I’m panting as he tries to shove my head into the car, a sick parody of a cop putting a criminal into the back seat. “Fuck off!”

      “We got a wild one here, fellas,” a man chuckles.

      They almost have me in the car when another screech sounds.

      Erik’s sports car swings around, blocking the hood of their piece-of-shit Civic—always a damn Civic pulling me back, a detached part of me notes—and the door swings up.

      Erik leaps from the car like I have never seen him before, possessed with rage. He reaches down to the seat and comes out with a thick blade, jogging over to us.

      “How do you want to play this?” he says, giving the knife a casual spin. His eyes are burning, his shirt seeming to expand with tensed muscles.

      The man lets me go just long enough for me to scramble to the floor. I crawl across the cold concrete, clambering to my feet as Erik steps between us.

      The men are transformed, literally quaking like they’re in a cartoon. The leader eyes his two friends, his lips trembling.

      “Listen here …”

      “Listen?” Erik growls, taking a step forward. He hefts the knife. “Your mother will never know where you are buried. There will be nowhere to lay flowers. I’m going to send a piece of you to every fucking state. Do you understand me? Do you have any idea who you’re dealing with, motherfuckers?”

      “Fuck this!” the scrawniest man whines, a vicious gleam to his eyes … and a vicious gleam to the pocketknife he whips out.

      I leap back as the fight ensues.

      I can’t watch, yet I can’t tear my eyes away, either. Erik ducks aside and shoves his shoulder into the man’s chest, winding him, not even flinching when the blade nicks him in the shoulder.

      “Erik!” I cry, looking around for something to use as a weapon. But there is nothing.

      The men leap on him as a single unit, all punches and kicks.

      For a second, it looks like Erik is going to collapse under the weight, but then he lets out a primal roar and shucks them all off. He kicks one man in the mouth and swiftly elbows another.

      The runt with the blade dives at his neck.

      Cling!

      Erik knocks it aside with his knife. He grabs the man by the shirt, lifts him off his feet, and headbutts him twice. I hear bone crunch.

      When he drops him, the man falls in a puddle.

      A moment later, they scramble toward the car, panting and whining. I take a grim satisfaction in the bloody trail that drips from the little bastard’s nose, following him all the way to the back seat.

      The violence should shock me, surely. I should be disgusted.

      But when their car coughs its way out of the parking lot, I find myself intertwined with Erik, kissing him more forcefully than I ever have before. He grabs me with blood-smeared hands, our bodies so close I can feel the tension corded all through him.

      Then I step back, panting. “Your arm …”

      He gives a savage shrug.

      “It is nothing,” he says. “Are you okay?”

      “Don’t be silly. Let me take a look at it.”

      “It can wait until you are safe,” he says, taking my hand and leading me to the car.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As if life couldn’t get any more bizarre, here we are spooning on the couch.

      We’ve been lying like this for hours, talking little, just sinking deeper into the embrace.

      If somebody was sitting on the other side of the room they’d be forgiven for thinking: “Oh, look, there’s a happy couple, completely in love. Maybe they’ll turn on The Notebook soon.”

      And I don’t even know if I could deny it.

      “Thank you for patching me up,” Erik whispers, tracing his fingers along my jawline.

      I giggle, turning my head away.

      “Wait a second …” Erik props himself up on one elbow. “Are you ticklish, Camille?”

      I crane my neck, pouting at him dangerously.

      “You better not,” I warn.

      “Or what?”

      His hand creeps onto my belly. The twisted, smirking sadist…

      “Just because I didn’t go all kung fu on those assholes like you, don’t think I can’t defend myself.”

      I mean it as a joke, but a troubled look passes across his face at the reminder.

      “They are lucky they’re alive,” he says seriously.

      “Erik, you wouldn’t …”

      I can’t finish the sentence, because I know the answer.

      Of course he’d kill them. That’s what hardened criminals do. But, lying here with him, it’s hard to convince myself that these gentle hands belong to the same man who wielded the knife earlier this evening.

      “They would have deserved it,” he says. “A teenage girl, you said …” He shakes his head. “Men like that do not deserve mercy.”

      “Did you see how scared they were? I know I shouldn’t laugh.”

      But I do. I can’t help it.

      Erik is waking things up inside me I never guessed at. This newfound emotion is one thing, but taking pleasure in fear? Even if they’re the biggest assholes in the universe, surely I shouldn’t be able to make light of it so quickly. But then I bring that train of thought to a crashing stop. I can’t keep judging myself, criticizing myself.

      I’ll drive myself insane.

      “What are you thinking?” he asks.

      “Who says I’m thinking anything?” I counter.

      “You get a dreamy look in your eyes.”

      I shut my eyes.

      “Well, now you’ll have no idea.”

      He hugs me closer. I grab onto his arm, burying my face in it, smelling his cologne and shower gel and his musky natural scent.

      “Why did you call me?” he asks a moment later.

      “What’d you mean?” I mutter.

      “Why not call the police? That would have been the smart choice.”

      “Hmm.”

      I haven’t given it any thought, in truth, which is itself a sign. He’s right. It was just an instinct.

      “I don’t know,” I say after a long pause. “I guess it just felt right.”

      “I am glad.”

      He pulls me closer, his crotch pressing against my ass. I give my hips a shake, loving the feeling of making him hard, loving how responsive his body is to me.

      “You can always call me for help, no matter what. I hope you know that.”

      We lie in silence for a few minutes. Then I stretch my arms out, yawning.

      “Bed in five?”

      He laughs deeply. It must be the fifth time I’ve said that.

      “Sure,” he says, as he did before.

      But this time he smooths his hand down my body, massaging my breasts and my belly and finally my thighs. I push back with my ass, grinding it against his manhood. This isn’t the wild letting-go, though. He moves slower as he unbuttons my pants. I don’t look at him, instead closing my eyes and focusing on the sensation.

      “Erik,” I whisper, just like I always do when he starts to touch me. Half warning, half invitation.

      He hugs me closer.

      I kiss his tattooed hands, the same ones that nearly committed a cold-blooded quintuple homicide just hours ago. I pry them open and kiss the palms, tracing the lines with my lips. He tugs my pants down to around my knees. I hear the sound of his belt unbuckling.

      His manhood brushes up against my inner thigh, slick with pre-come, getting close to my sex and then shifting down.

      “Don’t you think I’ve suffered enough for one night? Stop teasing me.”

      He kisses the back of my neck and then moves his hand through my hair. His fingers graze my scalp. I crane my neck like a cat, nuzzling against him. A warm feeling moves through me at the closeness, all the while my sex screams for his cock to move just an inch higher.

      I reach back and clutch onto his face.

      “Erik, please …”

      He bites my neck softly as he slides his cock up between my thighs. It’s like the head of it kisses my center.

      I coil my ankles around his leg, twisting myself so that it’s like we’re becoming one person, dissolving into each other.

      I expect him to grab me and fuck me hard, but instead he slides up in small, prolonged movements, making me feel every inch of him. I let out a hollow gasp when he drives firmly against my sweet spot. Pressing my mouth into his arm, I let out a muffled scream.

      He holds himself there, both of us fused, as his teeth make shallow imprints on my skin.

      “Camille,” he whispers, breath so warm I can hardly stand it.

      I love you.

      The sex-fueled words rise in my mind. I beat them down before they become real.

      What happened to reining this shit in? This evening has been a whirlwind and then some.

      I put it down to that and bite onto his arm to stop myself from spontaneously crying out the three little words that will ruin everything.

      I can’t take it anymore. It’s like standing on top of a diving board just waiting to jump.

      But I have to leap—now.

      I pull my hips away and then force myself backward so that I can feel the puncturing pleasure. He lets out a growl that spurs me on. I can’t stop, the friction grinding hotly between my legs.

      He follows my pace and we fall into each other like we’ve been doing this dance forever. That’s one thing I don’t think I’ll ever understand about us: how quickly we have found our rhythm, especially since I was a virgin before. I’d always imagined my first steps into the world of sex would be nervous and tentative.

      But now I feel unleashed.

      He smooths his hands down my body and tightens them around my waist, throwing me against him. His growls fill the room, mixing with the pounding of our bodies. And yet somehow there is affection there, too, an intoxicating mix I can’t quite figure out.

      “Fuck!” I cry, almost falling off the couch as cushions go flying.

      I feel myself getting tight around him, squeezing every inch of his length. Everything becomes background noise except for the pulsating of his cock. His hands must be leaving imprints in my skin, but I don’t care.

      Let him fucking paint me red if he wants.

      “F-f-f …”

      My breath becomes ragged.

      My throat catches.

      As the orgasm hits me I let out a wordless, almost soundless cry. I’m drowning in euphoria.

      I close my eyes and see red.

      The whole couch feels like it’s shaking.

      Damn, the whole room—the whole world—feels like it’s about to explode.

      And then it does.

      For ten long, endless heartbeats, I’m coming like a thunderbolt.

      Vaguely, distantly, I feel Erik coming, too. He roars wordlessly, his teeth snagging my lip.

      Then, slowly, I come swooping back down to earth like a leaf on the wind. I coil my legs tighter around his ankles and collapse against him. His lips find mine, panting and half open.

      I open my eyes again and it’s like reality gets turned back on. I clutch onto his face.

      “Sleep with me tonight,” he whispers.

      “Didn’t we just do that?”

      He’s smiling openly now, totally not the twitching-smile Erik I’ve come to know.

      “You know what I mean,” he says.

      “Okay,” I reply. “But I’ve gotta warn you, I’m one hell of a cover thief.”
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        * * *

      

      I wake up with sunlight on my face, holding onto Erik like a life raft.

      For a few long moments, I’m happier than I’ve been in weeks. Then the sickness rises in my belly.

      I barely have time to get to the bathroom before I redecorate Erik’s fancy four-poster bed.

      Just as I’m wiping my mouth, Erik kneels down behind me, putting his hand on my shoulder. He looks at me with heavy meaning in his eyes.

      “Do you think …”

      He trails off.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper, smoothing a hand over my belly.

      “We need to get a test,” he mutters.

      I try for a smile, but nerves run through me like buzzing insects. Growing up, Rob had a phrase he’d use whenever he got himself into a messed-up situation, stolen from some movie.

      This shit just got real.

      It comes to mind now.
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      I pace up and down in front of the bathroom, opening and closing my fists, my mind overflowing with images of my son, with his first words, with training him to be the man my father never took the time to make me.

      I will be like Anatoly, I decide.

      I will teach him what it takes to stay calm under pressure. I will show him what is required of a man. I will make him tough, as a Bratva man should be. I will show him how to survive in a world that is all too eager to tear a man down.

      I will …

      I stop myself, realizing I am allowing fantasy to overcome reality.

      We have not even gotten the tests results back yet and here I am letting—what? emotion?—spin out of control. How am I to teach my son to remain levelheaded when I am not doing the same?

      I curse myself, wondering when this lack of control started.

      “Are you almost done?” I ask impatiently.

      “Oh, that helps!” Camille calls. “Why don’t you come and videotape it too? Really give me some encouragement!”

      Ever since she woke up nauseous, she has been acting like this: snappish, almost aggressive. It is like she does not even want the child. But then, of course she does not. This is no labor of love; I am paying her. Somehow, I have forgotten that little detail these past few days, as though our closeness is anything but transactional.

      But is there not something else, some flicker of feeling?

      I almost laugh.

      I wonder what the Erik from before would make of that. He would not believe me. He would think I have gone crazy.

      Perhaps I have. Perhaps that is what it takes to fall for a woman. But I have not fallen for her, have I? I shake my head in disbelief.

      I am standing at the door when the toilet flushes, wringing my hands.

      Camille rolls her eyes as she opens it.

      “It’ll take a couple of minutes,” she says.

      “You don’t seem excited,” I note.

      She scoffs. “Maybe I just don’t want to get my hopes up.”

      “Hmm—”

      “What?” she snaps.

      “Or maybe you are just considering whether you want this child at all.”

      “Jesus Christ, what do you expect? Want me to get some pompoms and start fucking jumping around the place? I’m just …”

      “What?” I urge.

      “Nervous,” she murmurs.

      Whatever bridge we were building seems shakier now. A detached part of me notes that I shouldn’t even be noticing things like that. I have allowed myself to fall too deep. But then, she could simply be nervous, as I am.

      I start pacing up and down the room again.

      “Do you have to do that?” she jabs.

      “Yes,” I tell her. “I do.”

      She sighs shakily.

      “You’re making me even more nervous.”

      I shrug.

      “Then be nervous.”

      “Why are you being such an asshole?”

      I smile fiercely at her.

      “Because I can tell how much it bothers you, of course.”

      “Ha-fucking-ha.”

      I think about the guest bedroom, how it will look once Camille has decorated it. I wonder what my son will look like when he is born.

      What started as a quest for an heir has taken on a new significance for me.

      “Is it done?” I growl.

      “Should be,” Camille says, letting out a breath that seems like she wants it to be negative. Or perhaps I am reading too much into her.

      I only realize I am holding my breath when I let it out, looking down at the test.

      One sad little strip.

      “Negative,” I snarl.

      Camille lets out an ambiguous sigh.

      “How accurate are these?” I ask.

      “Pretty accurate, I think.”

      “We should have a blood test, just to be sure. I have noticed some changes in you—”

      “What sort of changes?” she snaps.

      “Appetite, your body …”

      “My body?” She glares. “What about it? It looks pregnant, does it? I didn’t realize you were a medical guru now, Erik. It doesn’t show that fast, so calm your tits.”

      I hold back the rising tide of my irritation at Camille as I turn away from her, taking out my cell phone.

      “What are you doing?” she demands.

      “Calling the doctor. We have to be sure.”

      She drops onto the bed, gripping her knees.

      “I know my body best, Erik. What the fuck are you talking about, my appetite? Have you been keeping a journal?”

      “What harm will it do?” I challenge. “We have to …”

      “Be sure, yeah, I know.”

      Once I have made the call, Camille asks quietly, “If I’m not pregnant, what will we do?”

      “What else?” I reply. “Keep trying, of course.”

      I narrow my eyes at her, attempting to read the emotions flitting across her face.

      “That is, if you still want a child …”

      Her eyes widen as though a revelation has just struck her.

      “Yeah,” she says, sounding surprised. “I do, Erik. I really do.”

      I cannot account for the relief that moves through me, easing the tension that grabbed me the moment I thought she might be pregnant. I find myself walking over to her, kneeling down, and taking her hands in mine.

      “We will make this work,” I tell her, unsure of exactly what I mean.

      But a question lingers in my mind, one neither of us wants to address: after the deal is done, what then?
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        * * *

      

      Once the doctor has left, telling us the results will be ready in a few hours, Camille and I return to the bedroom.

      It is strange how much I want to be around her. Yet even knowing that I can’t fight the instinct. It is like she is a magnet, pulling me closer.

      She sits on the edge of the bed, legs stretched out, looking beautiful in the silk bathrobe. I lean against the door, studying her lithe legs as the animal hunger moves through me.

      Is it possible to be addicted to a woman?

      I have never experienced it before, certainly not with Alena, nor the ones who came before her. But it is like Camille is turning me into a different man.

      It should terrify me. Maybe it does, a little. But mostly I just want her, again and again.

      “Getting a good look?” she laughs.

      I prowl across the room and lean down, touching her chin and tilting her head up to me. The way she inhales when I kiss her—that frantic, off-guard gasp—makes my manhood press against the inside of my pants. I grab the back of her head and press my lips firmly against hers.

      “Don’t you have work to do?” she asks.

      “Soon,” I say. “But I don’t see the harm in trying again.”

      She loops her arms around my shoulders. Whatever indecision I read in her face before is gone now.

      “I agree,” she whispers. “Why wait for the results?”

      I shove her softly in the chest, making her lie down, and then smooth my hand down her body to her sex. Every touch produces a ripple that moves through her, as though she is my instrument. I can read the lust in every tiny twitch.

      I have never been so attentive with a woman. I could spend days massaging her like this, watching the pleasure.

      When I slide my hand up her pajama shorts, she bites her lip and her bright blue eyes widen like she wants more, like she never wants me to stop. I push her underwear aside and stroke my fingers up her lips.

      She is already wet for me, and hot.

      It takes everything I have not to tear her shorts off right there.

      But making her want it is just too sweet.

      I watch her closely as she stares right back at me. Her breath catches when I slide my finger inside of her, going slow so that I can map the pleasure in her face. I have never been comfortable staring at a woman like this—there is far too much intimacy—and yet with Camille I could not stop if I tried.

      “Erik …”

      I move my finger in small circles inside of her as she grips onto my arm, pulling me deeper. She lets out a fluttering breath and then closes her eyes for a long moment, all movement pausing.

      The orgasm pulses through her entire body, a stunned moan rising into the air. I move my finger quicker, drawing it out, my cock so hard now it feels like it could erupt.

      I need her badly.

      “Ah!” she cries when I leap atop her.

      I tear at her clothes, kissing passionately: her neck, her chest, everywhere. She paws at my pants, pulling them down around my thighs, as I rip her bottoms so hard the waistband snaps.

      I toss it to the floor and grab the base of my cock, guiding the tip to her hole.

      “Fuck,” I growl, lost in the primal need now. “Camille …”

      With one swift arch of my back, I push inside of her.

      Her body contorts, as though she is tightening herself around me. Her pussy is hot and wet and so tight I feel like I could come right now, but I will not allow myself that selfish release. I want to feel her pussy pulsing on my cock, feel the shared pleasure of her orgasm.

      I pump my hips as she throws her hands back, clawing at the sheets, sweat dripping down her forehead. Her mouth is twisted and her gasps send warm puffs of air over my cheeks.

      She bites into my shoulder, clawing down my back, gouging me, almost hurting me. I do not care. I would let her rip me to shreds if it brought her closer to that moment of perfect release.

      She wraps her legs around me and screams right into my ear. I tilt my head, listening intently, fucking her so hard now the mattress is shifting around on the base.

      “Fuck!” she cries. “Erik, I’m—I’m—”

      We roll over and I grab her ass, lifting her and then throwing her down onto my shaft. She grinds on top of my rock-hard cock, planting her heels on the bed and working her pussy along my length. I have to bite down to stop from letting go right then.

      My cock is on fire, all sensation in my body fixated on the point of contact.

      She touches my face, looking at me with watery eyes.

      “Come in me, Erik,” she moans.

      This is the part where I push her hand away: where I growl that I am not into that romantic shit. But instead I grab her hands and press them closer to my face, her fingernails scratching softly down my cheeks, my neck.

      “Ah!” I roar, coming hard.

      I roll her over again as my cock is wilting, staying inside of her.

      Then, annoyed that I have to leave, I pull out, stand up, and begin to get dressed.

      I have duties to attend to, business to conduct, and yet if this was a perfect world I would just stay in bed with Camille all day. I am glad for the chance to turn my back to her as I walk into the en-suite.

      If I didn’t, I might just leap on her again.
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        * * *

      

      I spend the day going from club to club, handling business.

      One man decides he does not want to pay what he owes us, so I have to put a scare in him. As I wash the blood off my hands in the bathroom, I watch the water turn red and distantly wonder if I am truly the sort of man who would make a good father. But the thought passes quickly.

      Everything I do is necessary for the Bratva. I cannot let a few wayward emotions make me forget that.

      “You seem different,” Anatoly says as we drive home.

      “Different, how?” I mutter.

      He smiles in that way he did when I was a boy, when he knew me better than I knew myself.

      “When Emily and I were in the first wild weeks of our courtship, sometimes I would catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. I had the same expression you have now, nephew. If you are not careful, you may fall in love.”

      He says it jokingly, but he has struck close to the mark.

      “There is little chance of that,” I say, trying for a laugh.

      “We will see,” he replies. He pats me on the shoulder. “A little love is not a bad thing for men in our line of work. Do not be so hard on yourself.”

      “Work is what matters. This organization is what matters. Not her. Not love,” I mutter, shrugging his hand away.

      “Of course,” he says. “But you have worked hard your whole life. You deserve some happiness.”

      “Are you going to start singing me a song, Uncle? Are we in a fucking movie?”

      He laughs, nodding as though he expected that answer.

      I turn away and watch the city at night, marking the businesses we own, marking those that used to belong to the Italians. Anything is better than pondering the truth of his words.

      When I get home, I take a long shower, washing the day away. Camille is at her nursing class, so I retire to the study to catch up on some reading and to handle the paperwork that, unfortunately, is a part of this business.

      Then my cell phone buzzes on the desk.

      I flip it over: the doctor.

      Anticipation moves through me, undercut with an unfamiliar nervousness. I have never been the skittish type, and yet my hand is shaking as I unlock the screen.

      Good news, Mr. Ivanovich … the text begins.

      I barely see the rest.

      I am on my feet, running around the study, pumping my fist in the air.

      “Yes!” I roar, jumping up and down. “Fucking … yes! Yes! Camille!”

      I run through the mansion, heart pounding in my ears.

      “Camille!”

      “Erik?” she calls from the hallway. I hear her drop her bag on the floor. “Erik! What’s wrong?”

      I jump down the stairs three at a time. A piece of artwork leaps from the nail and clatters to the floor, glass shattering.

      I ignore it and run over to her, sweeping her into my arms. I twirl her around as wild laughter escapes me.

      “You are pregnant!” I roar, crushing her in a hug.

      “Oh my God …” She buries her face in my neck, her body trembling. “Oh Jesus. It’s real—it’s real.”

      I nudge her face to get a look at her. Tears are streaming down her cheeks.

      “Oh, Erik, this is … I just … I can’t believe it.”

      A moment later, I put her down.

      An odd distance opens between us.

      She tilts her head and I know what she is thinking, the same thing I have been thinking all day: What now? Where do we go from here?

      “Want a drink?” she asks after a too-long pause.

      I nod shortly.

      “We’ll take them in the library.”

      We sit just as we did when Camille first came here, when we were strangers to each other. She pours me a vodka and takes a can of orange soda from the fridge in the corner—giving me a half smile as she does—and then sits down opposite me.

      I place my hand on hers and we sit in a silence that seems to build, full of unanswered questions. It seems absurd to me that only earlier today I was romanticizing it.

      Now, reality is setting in.

      It is not just the fun stuff, the flurries of imagination. I have to think about Fyodor and his wolves who would wish my child harm. I have to consider practicalities: inheritance, keeping the pregnancy secret from the Aryan Pact and the remnants of the Italians.

      I have to think about life.

      “Are you okay?” she asks softly.

      I sip the vodka, give her a small nod.

      “It’s a lot, isn’t it?” she offers shakily. “Now that it’s real, I mean.”

      “It is.”

      Part of me wants to jump across the table and sweep her into my arms again, but something holds me back. It is like I’m shedding the skin of the man I was becoming, whoever he was, and turning into the old Erik again.
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      “See, that’s what I’m always lacking,” Bethany says. For once, we have taken the cool kids’ seats at the back of the class. “That’s why I like the unconscious ones a lot better. Less sass, y’know?” We both stifle laughter.

      The teacher has given us a discussion topic: What is one key element of dealing with distraught patients?

      “Patience,” I mutter when our laughter fades. “Maybe I got used to that growing up …”

      “Go on,” she urges when I trail off. “I’m not gonna spread your dirty laundry, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      “No.” I shake my head, offering her a smile. “I just don’t wanna unload on you.”

      She waves a hand.

      “Unload away. Anyway, it’s schoolwork.”

      The pregnancy news bounces around my head like a pinball, my stomach getting tight every time I think about that downright fucking bizarre scene with Erik in the library. Talk about hot and cold. One second he was the Human Torch and the next he was icy, looking at me like he hardly knew me.

      But then again, I guess he doesn’t.

      “Camille?” Bethany narrows her eyes in concern.

      “Sorry, I was off in the clouds. It’s just … growing up, I had to deal with a relative. I won’t say who, but I had to use a whole oil tanker of patience with him. Every day it was something new, some new scheme, some problem he’d made for himself. Maybe I let him treat me like a doormat. I don’t know.”

      “Patience can feel like that, sometimes,” she says kindly. “Don’t beat yourself up. Just think: what if some old kook decides he wants to turn his room into a scene from a porno? I’ve heard about that, you know, old men who hit on their nurses. And old women, too, now that I think about it. I don’t think I’d be able to use my usual strategy in that case.”

      “And what’s your usual strategy?”

      Laughing, she raises her hand in a slapping gesture. “One forehand and one backhand, just to really get the message across.”

      “Well, that does seem thorough—”

      Suddenly the door at the front of the class crashes open. Heads spin and immediately I grit my teeth, anger pulsing through me.

      Rob, swaying and gripping the doorframe, takes a shaky step.

      “Camille!” he roars, almost falling over as he swings his gaze around the room. “Camille, y’in here?”

      “Oh Jesus,” I murmur, putting my face in my hands as though that will make everybody forget my name.

      I glance up a moment later. Everybody’s staring at me.

      “Rob, what the hell do you think you’re doing?” I hiss.

      “I need to talk to you!” he snaps, as though I’m the asshole.

      I pace across the room as quickly as I can, all too aware of Cecilia letting out a huffing breath. She’s been gunning for me ever since Bethany and I became friends. That bitch really could do with a lesson in patience, not to mention manners, and maybe one of Bethany’s one-two combos just to help the lesson sink in. She seems to think it’s unfair that the two top achievers have joined forces. I resist the urge to tell her to go fuck herself as I take Rob by the arm.

      “This is fucked, Rob. I hope you know that.”

      He shrugs himself free and then peers around the room as though just realizing where he is. He makes a bow that almost ends with him falling flat on his face.

      “Ladies,” he says. He spots Gary, the only male student. “And gentleman,” he adds, with a sneering laugh I don’t like at all.

      “That’s enough.”

      I grab him harder this time and drag him kicking and screaming to the exit. At least I’m getting in some early childcare practice, I reflect bitterly. As if I didn’t have enough to deal with tonight.

      He stumbles into the parking lot, tripping on his own feet and rolling over and over. I try to fight the pitying urge that rises in me. I can’t, though, not with Rob. If I’ve got an Achilles heel, this loser brother of mine—addicted to drugs, drinking, gambling, and fucking up, in no particular order—is it.

      I help him to his feet.

      “What is it?” I ask, softer now. An idea occurs to me, guilt stabbing that I’m only thinking of it now. “Oh God, is it Mom? Rob, is Mom okay? Rob!”

      “What?” He shakes his head. “I don’t know. I mean, yeah, I think so. Why, has Jackie called?”

      “No, you asshole. I’m just looking for a sane explanation for you embarrassing me like that. Do you even know what you just did? They’ll be gossiping about that until we graduate!”

      “The fuck d’you care what they think?” he growls.

      “It’s not about that!” I snap, raising my hand as if to hit him.

      He flinches away, the perpetual coward. Again, my heart softens.

      “Rob,” I sigh. “Just tell me what’s going on.”

      “I just need a little …”

      “Money,” I finish bitterly, when he gives me the puppy-dog eyes.

      “I wouldn’t be here unless it was important!” he breaks out. “I was doing really well, Camille, like—if I’d just walked away after that flush, man, I would’ve been in. But then …”

      “But then you got greedy. Then you started thinking about how your little sister could always bail you out. Then you remembered how selfish you are.”

      He shrugs, denying none of it.

      “How much?” I whisper.

      “Just a thousand.”

      “Just,” I laugh. “You live in a fucking dream world.”

      “What?” He blinks at me in disbelief. “Are we gonna pretend that’s breaking the bank now? I know you’ve got it.”

      “How much trouble are you in?” I say. “I’m not giving you booze money or drug money or fucking hooker money. So unless—”

      “Trouble,” he whispers.

      Whatever else is true about Rob, I can tell when he’s being deadly serious.

      “But it’s all good, right? You’re not gonna leave me out to dry.”

      Cursing silently, I reach into my pocket and take out my purse. I count out ten hundreds and hand them over. He snatches them quickly, spreading them and gazing at them open-mouthed like he’s just come across buried treasure, the greedy asshole.

      “Are we done here?” I snap.

      “You know, Camille, it’s got me thinking … where does this Erik guy get all his cash from? We know he’s a piece of shit, obviously, otherwise he wouldn’t’ve bought you. Has he told you? How much do you guys talk, anyway?”

      “Is this a fucking interrogation?” I snap. I make to turn away. “I need to get back to class.”

      Ever since Erik told me about the Bratva, I have been trying to push it down. There’s just too much to think about with keeping up with Mom’s payments, the always-present threat that, if I make a fuss, she’ll be left without the care she needs.

      But now all the shame and guilt comes barreling back.

      I’m going to give birth to a criminal’s child.

      And then what? That baby will become just the same. Was I pushing this away because I have feelings for him? Have I really let myself slip so far into this fantasy we’ve created?

      “Camille.” He walks around in front of me, blocking the door. “If you’re involved in anything shady—”

      “That’s rich,” I laugh. “Pot—kettle—black? That mean anything to you?”

      He raises his hands. “Fine, fair enough. But just think. You won’t be able to become a nurse if you get caught up in some criminal shit.”

      I bite down, oh-so-thankful for another worry to add to the heap. But he’s right, I know. I’ve placed all my dreams in Erik’s hands and all too easily he could crush them.

      “There is something going on,” he says, looking closely at me. For a junkie, Rob can be annoyingly perceptive when he wants to be. “You know, if the wrong people found out about that …”

      “Are you really going to blackmail me, Rob? Jesus Christ.”

      “I’m just saying!” he cries. “A detective came to see me the other day, a Carrot Top-lookin’ motherfucker. He had a whole lot of interesting theories—”

      As if waiting for his cue, Detective McCauley strides from the shadows, a cigarette hanging between his lips. He flicks it to the ground and crushes it beneath his heel.

      “I got tired of that Carrot Top stuff in elementary school,” he says, glancing at Rob but turning to me.

      I glare at Rob. He at least has enough shame to look guilty, even as he tries to pretend to be as surprised as me. He’s biting his lip.

      Jerk.

      He was being charged with something and the resourceful detective saw his chance to pounce. He set up this meeting. I read it as clearly as if it was scrawled across his forehead. Was he trying to frame me?

      I suppose it wouldn’t be smart to assault a man in front of a police officer, but it takes a lot of self-restraint not to smack my idiot brother across the face anyways.

      “Miss Greene,” McCauley says. “How are you this fine evening?”

      “Busy,” I grunt, walking toward the door.

      Now it’s McCauley who slides into my path. The two worst—or best, depending on your perspective—doormen in the world.

      “I thought we’d have another conversation,” he says.

      “I have no interest in talking to you,” I say.

      “No? Why don’t you let me do the talking, then? Let me tell you a story about how your life will look in ten years if you keep walking down this road.”

      He raises three fingers.

      “No job.”

      He ticks one off.

      “No freedom.”

      Another goes down and then he aims his forefinger at me.

      “And no care for your poor sick mother. How does that sound?”
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        * * *

      

      I pause outside Erik’s study, listening to the sound of typing keys and working out what I’m going to say, what I want to say.

      I know I can’t back out of the deal and yet … It’s like waking up from a dream and taking a cold shower, the reality of the situation crashing over me.

      “Yes?” he calls at my knock, his voice far stiffer than it’s been these past few days.

      He’s sitting stiffly too, bolt upright in his chair with his intense eyes moving over me. But not in lust now, or affection, or whatever the hell was happening between us before. It’s more like the way McCauley looks at me—searching for slipups.

      “We need to talk,” I say, hands instinctively moving over my belly.

      “About?” he asks curtly.

      “About your work,” I mutter. “What exactly does a Bratva boss do? I’ve tried to ignore it, Erik, but I just can’t … It’s just so fucking crazy. And now with the baby—”

      I cut off, tears stinging my eyes. I promised myself I wouldn’t cry.

      Erik stands up and walks over to me smoothly, once again dressed in his pristine suit. It’s like he’s put on armor to protect against our growing bond. I think he’s going to embrace me, but instead he reaches inside the suit jacket and takes out some tissues.

      I grab them, our hands brushing.

      “Thanks,” I whisper, dabbing at my cheeks.

      “What I do is necessary to keep worse men at bay, Camille,” he says quietly. “There are men in this city that would see it brought to its knees. Child prostitution, selling drugs outside rehab centers, protection rackets on good, solid people who do not deserve to have their lives interfered with.”

      I am nodding, I realize, though my body suddenly feels cold and clammy. I’m caught between wanting to accept it all and shove it somewhere deep where it can’t bother me again, and knowing it’s wrong. All my life I’ve done the right thing. What the hell am I even doing here?

      “And the murders?”

      I glance up at him. He’s towering over me, face unreadable.

      “Self-defense,” he says without feeling. He moves close, wrapping his arms around me. But there is no emotion in the embrace. It’s more like he’s trapping me. “Why are you asking me this, Camille? Why now?”

      “I feel sick,” I whisper honestly.

      My belly is churning as viciously as my mind.

      “Camille.” He puts me at arm’s length. “Did you speak with the detective again?”

      I shake my head, stunned at how easily the lie comes. “No,” I tell him. “I learned my lesson last time.”
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      I look up at her apartment as that unwanted guilt moves through me.

      What would Camille say if she knew I was here?

      I rub at my shoulder, the wound feeling tight and hot flares of pain moving through it. It is like a reminder of the man I was when I received it, the man who put down a traitor who had served me for years because he forgot his place.

      She switches her light on and off twice, a sign that she’s ready for me to come up.

      I sit back in the car and dial Anatoly.

      “Do you have him?” I ask.

      “Two of the boys are picking up him. Ah, wait a second … Say that again.” His voice quietens and then he returns to the phone. “We have him now. Would you like me to handle it?”

      I repress a sigh, thinking of Timur, another man who was loyal for years. But a loyal man would not go to Radovan’s mother’s house to see if I had visited before his death. Nor would he visit Alena’s family to inquire about our relationship. He is trying to find out if I killed them in a jealous rage, trying to lay the bricks of my downfall.

      “Yes,” I say quietly. “Find out what he knows and then …”

      I do not need to say the rest.

      I hang up the phone and climb from the car, twisting my shoulder. I could take medication, but I welcome the pain. I have allowed myself to get too sentimental, almost weak.

      I have allowed myself to become like my father.

      I will not make that mistake again, especially when I am sure Camille lied to my fucking face.

      I replay the scene in my mind as I ride the elevator. Perhaps before I would not have been able to detect it, but there was a hesitation before she answered me. I need to know what she is doing when I’m not around.

      I knock on the door, the guilt gone now, the pain vanished.

      Bethany pulls it open just enough to poke her head around the edge.

      “I thought you were gonna sit out there all night,” she says. She opens the door the rest of the way. “Come in. Do you want something to drink, to eat? I don’t have much, I’m afraid. I could rustle something up. I might have a beer around here somewhere.”

      She’s blabbering, nervous. Good.

      “No.” I drop onto her couch, lay my forearms on my knees, and lean forward. “Sit.”

      She looks anywhere but in my eyes.

      “You have not told Camille about our arrangement, I hope,” I say.

      “No!” she cries. “It’s just … I was actually starting to like her, you know?”

      I shrug.

      “You have a job. Your feelings don’t matter.”

      “Wow, thanks,” she giggles shakily. “I guess I’ll just go fuck myself.”

      I press my hands together.

      This woman should have been reprimanded the day those thugs attacked Camille in the parking lot. What is the purpose of hiring an informant who moonlights as a self-defense instructor if she cannot even defend the target?

      “I need an update about Camille,” I tell her. “Has she mentioned speaking with the police?”

      “The police?” She bites her lip. She’s hiding something, I sense. “No, she hasn’t mentioned anything.”

      “Are you playing games with me?”

      “No!” she snaps. “I swear to God she hasn’t said a thing.”

      “But … Ah, we are playing a game. You saw something, didn’t you, Bethany?”

      She rubs her hands up and down her legs.

      “I really do like her,” she whispers. “This is fucked up. This is wrong.”

      “What did you see?” I growl. “She was talking with a detective, wasn’t she? A red-haired man. Wasn’t she?”

      Her shoulders sag and she looks at me like I’ve just slapped her across the face. Tears sting her eyes. I am taken aback, but I suppose I shouldn’t be. I know firsthand the effect Camille can have on people.

      “Her brother stormed into class last night …”

      She tells it all: following them out, peering through the door, watching as Camille and McCauley had their little meeting.

      My knuckles are white by the time she finishes, hands shaking. I almost take out my cell phone and call Camille right now. I will remind her of what is expected from a Bratva boss’s woman. I will put her in her place like I should have before this mess started.

      I was a fool for ever trusting her.

      “She’s a good person, Mr. Ivanovich,” Bethany whispers. “She doesn’t deserve …”

      “What? Me?” I nearly laugh.

      “No,” Bethany says. “I just think you should cut her some slack. She’s in a tough spot.”

      I sigh and shake my head.

      If this woman thinks Camille is in a bind, she knows nothing of life. True, Camille has to juggle her family, her commitment to me, but she isn’t the one with violent men waiting in the wings ready to take everything she has.

      I stand up, a plan formulating in my mind. It is time I stopped taking a back seat.
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        * * *

      

      Camille and I sit on far opposite ends of the table like a disgruntled rich couple. Perhaps that is what we have become. Candlelight reflects in her stark blue eyes, fluttering to me every few seconds.

      Adrian pours her a glass of juice and refills my wineglass.

      “Well, this is romantic,” she says, trying for a smile.

      “The starters will be served soon,” I tell her. “I have instructed Ashley to spare no effort.”

      “Does she ever?”

      I ignore her question and turn to Adrian. “We are ready now,” I tell him.

      He nods shortly. “Yes, sir.”

      He leaves the room and a moment later returns with two extra plates and sets of cutlery. Camille eyes him quizzically, almost making me question this scheme. He lays them out in his orderly manner.

      Then Bethany and Detective McCauley walk in, right on cue.

      Ashley follows closely behind with a tray of shark-fin soup, shooting me a daggered, resentful look. She does not approve, of course.

      I watch Camille closely, judging for any sign of deceit. But mostly she just looks stunned.

      “What are you doing here?” she says, directing the question at Bethany.

      “I’m so sorry,” Bethany whispers, slumping down into her seat. “I have something to tell you. Come outside for a sec, please.”

      “Okay …” Camille looks at me, eyebrows raised. I nod.

      The ladies leave.

      When they’ve left the room, I gesture at the bottle of wine. “Help yourself, Detective.”

      “Don’t mind if I do,” McCauley says, smiling like a snake.

      We drink in silence for a few moments. I can see McCauley’s gaze out of the corner of my eye, roaming over every inch of the room. He’s picking it apart, analyzing, looking for secrets. He is a fool if he thinks he will find any.

      Camille’s face is twisted in betrayal when they reenter the room. She drops heavily into her seat and stares at me, hands gripping the table. For a moment I think she is going to flip it over.

      Then she sits back, laughing throatily.

      “I guess I shouldn’t’ve expected anything less, huh, Erik?”

      “It was necessary,” I say. “Now, why don’t we all try to enjoy our dinner?”

      “Gladly,” McCauley says, rubbing his hands together.

      Perhaps he thinks befriending me will make me more likely to offer up secrets. If so, he is an even bigger fool than I suspected. I don’t relax. I don’t make mistakes. And I don’t fold under pressure from a pissant like him.

      “So all of it was bullshit?” Camille breaks out.

      She does not touch her food.

      “No!” Bethany cries. “I just … I needed the money, Camille. And I wanted to keep you safe. Can you really blame me for that?”

      “And you did a fine job,” I add, thinking of the attack.

      Detective McCauley’s head snaps back and forth as he tries to work out what they’re talking about.

      “This is delicious!” he breaks out a moment later, stuffing soup-soaked bread into his mouth. “But I’ve gotta say, Erik, I was surprised by your invitation.”

      “I like to maintain a good relationship with the police, even if they are showing an unhealthy and unproductive interest in me.”

      Camille makes a small scoffing sound. I snap my gaze to her, giving her a warning look. I am watching for any sign between her and McCauley, however small. That is why I instructed Bethany to reveal the truth of our arrangement now: to throw Camille off-guard.

      I have to fight hard to force down the shame that tries over and over to consume me. Camille looks devastated. Part of me is already regretting it, but another, larger part knows what is necessary to keep the Bratva afloat.

      An endless battle rages within me.

      “With all due respect,” McCauley says, “we wouldn’t be looking into you if we didn’t have a good reason.”

      “What do you think, Camille?” I ask. “You have worked for me for a number of weeks now. Is the detective’s interest well-placed?”

      I lean forward, heart pounding fiercely in my chest. Have I made a mistake? I feel cruel and mean at the panicked look in her eyes.

      “They have to do their job.” She stares at me challengingly. “I’m not a cop, Erik.”

      “But you are in a good place to judge my character,” I reply. “So?”

      She pushes her chair back.

      “You’re a good man,” she says, scowling. “But I think sometimes you forget that.”

      She stands up and makes for the door.

      “Camille!” Bethany yells, leaping up to go after her.

      I let out a shaky sigh, remembering the way my father would treat my mother, remembering the pain. And remembering, too, how stunned I was at how gentle Anatoly was with Emily.

      Detective McCauley watches eagerly, further complicating matters.

      “Wait,” I order when Bethany is at the door.

      She wheels on me, but has the good sense to keep her head bowed.

      “Let me go after her,” she pleads.

      I push away from the table and rise slowly to my feet.

      “No,” I say. “That is my job.”
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        * * *

      

      I find Camille in her bedroom, tossing clothes into her bag.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” I grab the bag and hurl it to the other end of the bed.

      She jumps at me, hands flailing. She makes to slap me in the face but stops herself at the last moment, perhaps because I do not flinch away. I stand there ready to take it. I deserve it, I realize, when I see what I’ve done to her.

      This whole plan was a mistake.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” she hisses. “Playing sick fucking mind games with me! What did I do to deserve that?”

      “You lied to me, Camille,” I say, struggling to keep my voice under control. “You said you never spoke with the detective.”

      “Oh, and you’re Mr. Fucking Honest, are you? Abraham Lincoln in the fucking flesh! That Bethany shit is fucked all the way up, Erik, and you know it. Don’t you realize how much that meant to me, having a friend in class? But oh, what a surprise, it’s just another one of your sick games. I guess I should’ve expected that from a pervert who buys virgins!”

      She grabs her bag. I walk across the room and shut the door.

      “You are not leaving,” I tell her calmly, returning to the bed.

      “Try and stop me,” she snaps. Her hands are shaking so much half the clothes are thrown across the bed. “I’m not staying here just do you can treat me like a … like a fucking toy!”

      She throws the bag and it bounces off my shoulder. I wince at the flash of pain. For a second she looks like she might apologize, but then she mutters a curse and makes to grab for it again.

      I kick it across the room.

      “You still owe me a child,” I remind her.

      “I don’t care,” she snaps. “The deal’s off. I won’t be your prisoner anymore!”

      I dive around the bed and wrap my arms around her, passion moving through me.

      “Is that all you are?” I ask, pressing my body close to hers. “Are you really going to tell me there’s nothing else here?”

      “Get off.”

      She shoves me in the chest.

      I step back. Usually I know what to do when women get like this—leave, never look back—but with Camille, indecision grips me. The pain is too achingly clear in her face, in the tears she rubs at as though annoyed at herself for crying.

      “Maybe there was something more going on,” she whispers. “But now? I don’t know, Erik. I’m a fucking idiot. I was really starting to trust you. Can you believe that?”

      “You can still trust me,” I say. “I did what I did to protect you.”

      “Can you just go?” She falls onto the bed and curls her knees to her chest. “I need to be alone. Like, leave me the hell alone. I can’t talk to you like this. I can’t look at you like this. I’m afraid of what I’ll do.”

      She has her back to me.

      I sit on the edge of the bed and raise my hand to place on her shoulder. Suddenly I wish I could reverse time and kill tonight’s plan before it ever entered my mind. I thought it would give me a tactical advantage, but all it has accomplished is making me even less certain.

      “Camille …”

      “Don’t, Erik. Just don’t.”

      “You cannot speak with that detective again,” I say. “Do you understand?”

      “Sir, yes-fucking-sir. Any other requests? You tell me to jump, and I ask ‘How high’? Put a collar on me and I’ll bark on command? Just leave me alone, goddammit. I need to calm down.” She laughs bitterly. “Men … you, Rob, my fucking deadbeat dad, you’re all the same.”

      I go to the door, pausing to look at her one last time.

      Her shoulders are trembling, but her sobs are silent. I picture myself walking across the room and kneeling down beside her, stroking my thumb over her tear-wet cheeks and whispering: I am so sorry. I will never betray you like that again. I love you, Camille. I just couldn’t let it pass. It’s dangerous for a man in my line of work.

      Maybe she would collapse into my arms and cry herself out. We could rebuild the bridge.

      Instead, I leave the room and walk down the hallway, hating myself more with every step.

      McCauley is emerging from the room opposite—the library—glancing around like an intruder.

      “Did you find anything interesting?” I growl.

      “I was looking for the bathroom,” he mutters.

      “Of course,” I laugh. The urge to slam his head against the wall until his body goes limp almost overpowers me. Tonight has been a disaster. “I think it’s time you left, Detective. Dinner is done. Be a good public servant and give Bethany a ride home.”

      I follow them both to the door and then slam it behind them. Ashley is standing behind me when I turn, a silver platter of escargots in hand.

      “Ran when they heard about the snails?” she says with a half-smile. “Erik, what were you thinking?”

      “Perhaps I wasn’t,” I say, shaking my head. “I am sorry your efforts have gone to waste.”

      I push past her and head up to my study, meaning to drown myself in vodka until I forget the whole night.

      My cell phone rings after my first glass.

      “Fyodor,” I say, answering.

      “Erik, it is nothing to worry about, but—”

      I clench my hand on the phone, nearly breaking it. If my second tells me it is nothing to worry about, then I know I should be worried.

      “A few of Damir’s friends stepped out of line with the Aryan Pact. I had to deal with them, you understand. We painted them red and sent them on a long holiday.”

      Again, he has acted without my permission.

      Everything is spinning out of control.

      I move my finger around the edge of the glass, but even that does not center me. I feel adrift.

      “It seems it is done, then,” I bark. “Is there anything else?”

      “No,” he replies.

      I hang up and toss back another glass of vodka.
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      I sit in the study Erik built for me, trying to focus on my nursing textbook. But the words keep morphing.

      ‘Bacteroid’ becomes ‘betrayal.’

      ‘Hapten’ shifts into ‘hate.’

      ‘Ectomy’ morphs into ‘escape.’

      I pace around the room for a long time, hands worrying at each other. The tears have dried now and the constant drum-beating of my heart has stopped. I find myself thinking of explanations for Erik. More like fucking excuses. But still, they surface despite the anger.

      I wander over to the anatomy model and prod at the heart.

      Maybe Erik hired Bethany before we got to know each other. Maybe Bethany really does see me as a friend. Maybe, maybe … there are too many maybes and not enough answers.

      I replay the scene in the bedroom, thinking that I could’ve acted a bit more grown-up. I went a little high-school drama on him there, but I couldn’t help it.

      I should leave Erik, I reflect—so many women in my position would—but something stops me.

      Every other time in my life when I’ve thought about running, preferably to somewhere hot and sunny with a never-ending supply of cocktails, I’ve always thought about my family first. How would Mom feel if I abandoned her? How would Rob deal with his constant fuck-ups? Even at Dr. Delson’s office, I used to worry about how he would find a replacement.

      But now it’s my own feelings that give me pause.

      These past few days with Erik have been special. I can’t believe I just imagined that. We need to talk, air this out. Even if it does come to flipping him the bird and riding off into the sunset, surely we should have a civil conversation?

      Not that I know what he can say to make this right.

      But it’s a first step, I suppose.

      I leave the study and head out into the hallway to look for him, telling myself to be calm, rehearsing what I’ll say in my head so that I don’t freak out again.
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        * * *

      

      He’s nowhere to be found upstairs. When I head downstairs, I hear some noise coming from the kitchen: clattering followed by a short sigh.

      Ashley is standing over the food recycling bin, pushing a steak from a silver plate. She looks up when I enter, smiling, but I sense there’s something else going on behind her eyes. She looks all shifty.

      “Sorry you went to all that trouble,” I say.

      “Oh, it is not a bother,” she replies. “I’m paid regardless, so no harm done. But are you hungry? I could reheat those two.” She nods at plates sitting on the counter, covered with dishes. “It would be a shame if we wasted them. I got them fresh from the butcher’s today.”

      “Sure,” I tell her, though I’m not hungry. It’s the hope in her voice that convinces me. “Just a small one for me, thanks.”

      We sit at our usual table, Ashley cutting her steak into efficient chunks and then popping one into her mouth. She looks at me as she chews, as though considering, as though she can read the frantic thoughts rushing through my head.

      “It sounds like you had quite the night,” she says. “I heard pieces of it already, but we can talk about it more, if you want.”

      I hesitate for a moment, but once I start, I find I can’t stop. It’s too much to keep it all bottled up.

      I end up telling her everything, from Bethany’s betrayal all the way through to the argument in the bedroom. Ashley listens without the tiniest sign of surprise, which seems pretty damn strange for a chef. She nods as though that’s just typical Erik.

      “Hmm,” she murmurs.

      “What?”

      “I am just thinking, you know, maybe it is not as simple as you’re making it seem.”

      I laugh, taken aback.

      “It’s anything but simple, believe me.”

      “But you are painting Erik as the villain. You clearly judge him for buying a virgin, but have you ever considered what he thinks about you for selling your virginity?”

      Now this is really getting weird. Since when does Ashley know about the virginity auction, and why would she? The last time I checked, virgins, as a rule, don’t have special dietary requirements that would out me.

      “I was desperate,” I snap. “What else was I supposed to do? My mom could be dead right now if I hadn’t acted. I don’t see how you can compare them.”

      “And he was not desperate?” she says, not unkindly. “Erik was attacked by a man he trusted. He has been under a lot of stress trying to keep his business from collapsing around him. His uncle, the man who raised him, advised him to seek an heir to secure his position. Even now, he is constantly under threat.”

      She speaks with too much confidence, like she’s Erik’s fucking confidant.

      “Well, it seems like you know him way better than me. You’re pretty damn good at making excuses for him.”

      “He deserves excuses as much as you do,” she says. “Life is not easy for a man in his position.”

      “And what? It is for me?” I lean forward. “You know what, Ashley, you two seem too fucking cozy for my liking. Is he banging you on the side, is that it? Did he buy you at an auction? Jesus, you’re institutionalized!”

      She grips her belly and laughs loudly, throwing her head back.

      “Me and Erik?” She shakes her head. “Oh, Camille … that really is too much!”

      I jump to my feet, my cutlery clattering on the plate.

      “Oh, please don’t get upset!” Ashley cries.

      “I’m not upset,” I lie, striding for the door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I pace around the study, my self-imposed prison.

      But I have plenty to keep me busy: twisting my hands together, obsessing about what I’ll say to Erik, mentally counting the steps of the driveway to plot my escape.

      Erik has turned into a ghost, nowhere to be seen.

      The more I stay here, looking over all the expensive things he’s bought me, the more acrobatic flips my mind does to make excuses for him.

      Love … what a silly word that is in my situation.

      I can’t love somebody who purchased me, any more than a can of beans can love somebody who buys it from the grocery store. I’m an item to him, nothing more. I should come with a fucking receipt.

      I think about calling Mom and venting to her, since she’s my only remaining friend now. But what will I say?

      “Hey, Mom, I know you think I’m over here sprucing up the living room, and I know you’ve got one of the worst diseases a person can have, but I’m having some relationship problems. Care to lend an ear?”

      I make another circuit of the mansion, pausing dead-still outside Erik’s room when I hear his voice.

      I put my hand over my mouth to kill any noise.

      “The Ruble,” he’s saying, almost too quiet to hear. I press my face against the door. “2:00 a.m., yes, fine. No, no, keep them there. I will handle it. Yes, Uncle, do not worry. They will learn their lesson.”

      My blood chills.

      What sort of ‘lesson’ is he going to teach? I’m pretty damn sure it isn’t algebra. I try to envision Erik standing at the front of a class—another mental backflip—but of course it’s something much worse. He might beat a man to death tonight. He might return home with blood under his fingernails, in his hair, splattered on his shirt like that time I caught him burning one.

      I retreat to my bedroom and wait for 2 a.m. to come and go. Listening intently, I hear the click of the front door closing.

      That’s the last straw.

      I’m not going to hang around here like a princess trapped in a tower. After everything that’s happened tonight, this might be my last chance to get out. If Erik is intent on playing games, let’s try hide-and-seek.

      I go into my bedroom and grab my bag from the floor. I don’t pack anything that Erik gave me, just the clothes I brought here. I’m not about to be labeled a thief as well as a runaway.

      I shoulder the bag and take one last look around the guest bedroom: the bed well-made by Adrian, the large window overlooking the front lawn, the frankly absurd desk sitting in the corner.

      It’s a room I never could’ve dreamed of growing up, spending whole afternoons daydreaming about what it would be like to have a little foldaway desk and a nook for organizing homework.

      “You’ll have a bigger room one day, I promise,” Mom said one night, the shame that she couldn’t provide lending a sour twist to her mouth. “I’m so sorry, sweetie. I wish I could give you more.”

      Of course I told her it was more than enough. I ended up studying on the floor, using an upturned tray to rest my notebooks on, legs splayed either side. I knew I’d gotten a good studying session in when my lower back started to throb.

      But at least Mom wasn’t a criminal, I remind myself, as I stalk through the mansion.

      Everything is quiet, my footsteps making catlike whining noises in the silence. I wince at each one. I end up dancing around like a ballerina on my tiptoes until I come to the front door.

      That joins the creaky club as well. Then it’s open, and cool night air brushes against my sweaty upper lip.

      I walk into the night.

      “Miss Greene.”

      A man emerges from the shadows, hard-faced and hard-eyed. He’s dressed all in black and moves in front of me, as massive as a vending machine.

      “Mr. Ivanovich would prefer if you took some rest this evening. It has been a long day for everybody and he is concerned for you. If you would like to take some air, please make full use of the rear garden.”

      I bite down, feeling like a bird fluttering against cage bars, wings snagging. So much for a self-imposed prison.

      “You can’t just keep me here,” I say, making to step around him.

      He shimmies to the side to cut me off, an unmovable object.

      “Please,” he says easily. “I have strict instructions.”

      “What if I just ran?” I snap. “Would you tackle me? Come on, let’s try it. I’ve always wanted to be in the NFL.”

      He smiles like a Scout leader at an enthusiastic child. Oh look, the little fella’s got a whole lot of chutzpah.

      “That will not be necessary,” he says. “You have everything you need here. Unless … is there something you would like me to send for?”

      A man who knows how to respect a woman would be nice. I can tell that he’s going to keep up this I’m-here-to-help customer service shit.

      “No, just fucking forget it.” I scowl.

      I turn around, making a noise somewhere between a snake and a wolverine, and then march back into house. Going upstairs, I scan the perimeter military-style. Men stand at all the exits ready to cart me back into the house.

      I return to the bedroom and slump down, closing my eyes as tension works its way through my body. Then I roll over and bury my face in the pillow.

      And I scream.

      I scream so that the veins in my neck bulge and my chest trembles. I batter the bed with my fists, stunned that I’ve been able to keep myself composed up until now.

      Have I been living in a dream world, twisting Erik into something he’s not?

      It’s true, I knew the arrangement. But there’s a big difference between agreeing to put my head in a noose and standing on the gallows, the crowd screaming for blood, trapped with only one way out.

      I roll over, laughing at myself.

      So, okay, that’s a little dramatic. Erik doesn’t want to kill me.

      No, he just wants to turn me into a puppet.

      Dance when he says dance

      Smile when he says smile.

      Fuck when he orders me to fuck.
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      For the next two days I avoid the mansion, though some distant part of me notes that I am really avoiding myself.

      If I look at Camille, I will be forced to see the pain there. Perhaps that will awaken some feeling in me. I cannot allow that right now, not with the storm quietly tearing its way through the Bratva.

      Fyodor is at the heart of the storm, a thunderous motherfucker who wants to chip away at the foundations until the whole thing comes crumbling down. Then he can rebuild it, with himself as the figurehead.

      But I can’t avoid the confrontation forever. I have a meeting with Anatoly and Fyodor, ostensibly to discuss the men who have been stepping out of line, really so that I can study Fyodor the same way I studied Camille at dinner.

      She lied to me, I remind myself as I walk into the kitchen. She may not have told McCauley anything of use—I would be in a jail cell if that were the case—but she still betrayed my trust.

      I find Ashley in the kitchen, hunched over the sink, cursing under her breath.

      “Nothing sticks like bacon grease,” she growls. “They never teach you that in culinary school.”

      I smile, leaning against the door. “It saves you money on a gym membership, at least.”

      “Oh, life’s small victories. You are going to ask me to prepare mushroom caviar, I assume?”

      I nod. “Anatoly would be distraught if we served anything else.”

      I am about to leave when she clears her throat and turns to me.

      “What?” I growl.

      “You know,” she begins, “Camille has not left her room for two days.”

      “Is she sick?”

      “Not physically,” she says. “But, Erik, you have to talk to her. You have to try and see things from her point of view. She’s alone, she’s trapped … she has no one to turn to, except her mother and you won’t let her see her.”

      I wave a hand. “She will get over it in time. Is there anything else?”

      “Erik!” she snaps, tossing the pan into the sink. Soap suds fly into the air. “The longer you leave it, the worse it will get. She is not going to get less upset with you sitting up there going over and over it. Why not just talk to her?”

      “You know what I’m dealing with,” I tell her. “I have the detective trying to take my head off at every opportunity. If he does not get me, Fyodor and his dogs surely will. The Bratva is one step from ruin and here you are … what, Ashley? Playing at therapy. You should start one of those talk shows Americans are so fond of.”

      She smiles cuttingly. “We are American, you jerk. Stop—”

      “Stop what?” I snarl.

      “Acting!” she breaks out. “I know, and you know how much you care about Camille. You cannot tell me you’re happy with this arrangement.”

      “I have never told you I feel anything for the girl,” I mutter, but even to myself my words ring false.

      “You don’t have to,” she says. “I have known you longer than Fyodor, Oleg, even Anatoly. You cannot lie to me.”

      I wander over to the kitchen table and sit down, watching the light rain pattering against the window. I think about Camille up there with her face pressed against the glass. I think about her pacing around, staring at the world I have stolen from her.

      This is the last thing I need: hot guilt coursing through me like something alive.

      “She betrayed me,” I rumble.

      Ashley sits across from me. She wipes her hands on her chef’s shirt and gives me a sideways look.

      “Erik.” The way she says my name disarms me, as it so often has. “How many times have you reduced grown men to tears just by speaking to them? All across the city, there are men who spin you stories to keep you happy. You inspire fear. I know that is not by accident.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “Get to the point.”

      She glares back, completely unfazed. “Why should you expect anything more from Camille? She is not part of this world. She was scared, you idiot.”

      “But I did expect more from her! That was my mistake.” I push back from the table and rise to my feet. “That will be all, Ashley. We will take the appetizers in the conference room.”

      She sighs, standing slowly. The judgment in her face is too much for me.

      I cannot meet her eye.

      “You know how I feel,” she says. “Now you have to ask yourself: how do you feel? Because a man can only pretend for so long. Sooner or later, his true colors show.”

      My footsteps pound loudly as I stomp for the door.

      That was something Father used to say.
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      “The problem is,” Fyodor says, with his wan smile that could mean anything, “many of the men agreed with Damir. They care only about their families, Erik, about the money they bring home every week. If we can increase our profits by aligning with other elements, they reason, why shouldn’t we?”

      They reason.

      I take a sip of vodka, masking my disdain.

      Everybody at this table knows who has been stoking this particular fire. Damir was not a leader. He did not inspire the men. If discontent is still running through the Bratva, there is only one man who could be fueling it.

      “They are shortsighted,” I say. “Like eager orphans they will take to the streets to steal what they can. But what will they do when all the pockets have been picked, all the alliances broken? Do they truly imagine that the Aryan Pact, that the Cartel, that the hoodlums dealing crack on the corners will keep their families fed?”

      “Erik makes a good point,” Anatoly says, pushing his plate away and folding his hands. He looks between us like a referee at a fight, ready to stop any eye-gouging or throat-grabbing. “What has the Aryan Pact ever done for us?”

      Fyodor bites down, just for a moment. But I spot the anger.

      He has always been good at hiding his emotions, but it is clear there is much he would like to say. I am almost sure I see him cycling through his responses.

      A diplomat is always the most dangerous man in the room. He will smile as he slits your throat.

      “It is not what they have done for us in the past,” he says. “But what they could do, if given the appropriate encouragement. They have connections downtown, for example, where we rarely venture. We could make ownership agreements on their bars. Or we could call an armistice to this petty back-and-forth we have had to suffer for too many years now. How many men have died because we have refused to cooperate?”

      “And how many more would die if we walked blindly into the lion’s den?” I snarl.

      Fyodor tilts his head, noting my tone of voice. I have never been as skilled at maintaining calm as this suave, self-assured politician. It is even worse now with Camille’s phantom tear-filled eyes watching me every time I blink.

      “With all due respect, Erik, I am talking about what is best for the Bratva.”

      “Look at what happened to the gangbangers in the nineties,” I say. “They believed that could trust the white supremacists. And the streets were thick with blood because of it. Where does this trust come from, Fyodor?”

      He fidgets, reaching for his glass and then letting his hand drop.

      “Well?” I prompt.

      “I have spoken with a couple of men,” he says cautiously, knowing he’s going out on a dangerous limb. “And they have given me assurances.”

      I clench my fist under the table, the cut on my arm twisting in pain. I see myself flipping the table and grabbing Fyodor by the throat, squeezing until his eyes bulge and then turn red. I hear him thudding to the floor, lifeless and limp.

      “You should not have done that,” I say quietly.

      “With all due—”

      “Save your respect,” I growl. “It is too late for that. What made you think it was acceptable for you to make overtures to these dogs without my permission?”

      “I did not plan the meeting,” he counters. “I ran into them at a bar. We talked for less than a few minutes. But they are as eager as us to make money, Erik. That is all they care about.”

      “That and beating African American men to death, painting swastikas on the doors of single mothers, selling heroin to teenagers. These are not good men—”

      “Good men?” he breaks out. “Since when are we concerned with that? We are the Bratva. We have done worse than them.”

      “For business!” I slam my hand on the table. Plates and glasses leap up. One rolls off the edge and Anatoly calmly catches it, placing it down, eyes flitting between us. He shoots me a warning look—keep this civil—which I ignore.

      “We have never allowed our feelings to dictate who we punish, but these … these animals will rape a woman just because her skin does not match theirs. Listen to what you are saying, Fyodor. You have gone mad.”

      He stands abruptly, puffing his chest out like an ape. It would be foolish, this skinny, aristocratic-looking man trying to intimidate me, if I did not know what he is capable of.

      “You have become sentimental, Erik. You warn me not to get in bed with men who will help us to conduct good business, but you have gotten in bed with a complete stranger. Is it making you soft? If you are not willing to do what is necessary for the Bratva, step down and let somebody who is—”

      Fyodor has always been quick and snakelike, but I am quicker.

      Before he knows what is happening I have him against the wall, my hands at his throat. I shove him so hard the walls vibrate and the mirror smashes to the floor. He paws at my hands, panting, straining.

      “Remember who you’re speaking to!” I roar, shoving him again.

      “Erik!” Anatoly places his hand on my shoulder. “Let him go. This will do nobody any good.”

      I hold him a moment longer, redness creeping up his neck, filling his cheeks. His hands are weak as they claw against me. It does not take long for a man to die like this.

      “Erik.” Anatoly tightens his grip. “Please.”

      When I let Fyodor go, he falls, his breath wheezes loudly.

      “Stand up and leave my home, now. This is your final warning. If you step out of line one more time—even an inch, a fucking centimeter—I will end you. Rally your supporters if you wish, but it will not change your fate. Do you understand?”

      I kneel down and grab the back of his head, forcing him to look at me. “Do you understand?”

      He nods pitifully and climbs to his feet. Taking a moment to straighten his suit jacket, he walks slowly to the door.

      “That was not well-handled, nephew,” Anatoly whispers, handing me a glass of vodka.

      I knock it back, savoring the acid scorch in my belly. The cut on my arm has reopened, painting my sleeve red.

      “No,” I admit, “it was not. But he must learn, Uncle.”
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      In the hallway, I study my arm, holding it up to the light. Blood trickles down to my elbow and patters on the floor like rain. The meeting replays itself in my mind, the mistakes I made in letting my rage overtake me becoming all too evident now.

      I need to end Fyodor—sooner rather than later.

      I turn to find Camille standing at the bottom of the stairs.

      For a second, I forget everything that’s happened between us. She looks angelic in the silk bathrobe, falling gracefully down to her knees, a slight parting showing me a glimpse of thigh. Her hair streams in waves to her shoulders and her bright blue eyes are wide, drawn to the cut.

      “That looks infected,” she notes.

      “You can tell that from there?”

      She walks over to me. I meet her in the middle of the hallway. This could be our battleground. Or it might become a place of reconciliation. It is hard to know right now; my mind is no longer the steady place I’ve become accustomed to. I remember walking in on my father after a business meeting, his back to me, hunched over with his whole body shaking like he could explode any second. I would never be like him, I promised myself.

      And yet here I am.

      She leans close. “You should let me take a look at it.”

      “It is fine,” I say. “A shaving cut. A scratch. Nothing.”

      She raises her hands. “You don’t have to be a badass all the time, you know. It’s just me.”

      “Are you preparing a report for the detective? Does he want my full medical history, or just the more recent injuries?”

      The bitter words come too easily to me, before I can think twice. As soon as they’re out, an apology lingers on my tongue, but I stifle it before it can become real.

      “Wow.” She bites her lip.

      Guilt and hunger attack me in equal force. It is the same way she bites her lip when she’s captivated by pleasure.

      “Is that how badly you wanna push me away? Stop being a stubborn ass.”

      She makes to grab my elbow to examine the wound. I lean forward, a sudden urge taking me. I am about to kiss her—hard, a kiss to make us both forget—when I remember the sweet voice she used when she lied to me. Her deer-in-the-headlights eyes, the guile I never expected in her.

      I push her away.

      “You should go back to your room.”

      “Whoa!” she snaps. “More fool me for trying to help, right? I guess I—”

      She pauses when her cell phone buzzes.

      I snatch it away from her as she takes it from the pocket of her robe.

      “What the fuck? Give it back!”

      I turn my back, shifting from side to side as she tries to reach around me.

      “It could be the detective,” I say.

      “How many times do I have to tell you this? I’m not talking to the fucking detective!”

      “—anymore,” I finish sarcastically.

      But it’s a text from Jackie, her mother’s nurse. Hey, sweetheart. I don’t want to worry you but your mom had a bad night and she’s been asking after you. Think you could swing by? xx

      “Here.” I hand her the phone.

      “I have to see her today,” Camille says as she reads it. Her voice loses its strength. “Like, right now. Bad night. Shit, Jackie, be more vague, could you?”

      “You’re not leaving the house,” I say sternly.

      “But—Erik.” She tosses the phone from hand to hand frantically. “It’s my mom.”

      “You’ll have to wait until I can arrange a guard,” I snarl.

      “Well, when will that be?” she yells.

      “When I am ready!”

      She throws herself back as though punched in the chest. Her face drops, then fixes in place, stiff with hatred. I almost soften, but after Fyodor, I cannot allow anybody else to question my position. Least of all her.

      A proud man is a dead man—another of Father’s countless sayings.

      “You need to be careful,” she says. “Soon, you’ll burn this bridge completely. And I’m not helping you rebuild it when you do. Shit, Erik, just … I can’t tell if you’re not the person I thought you were, or if I was just wrong to begin with.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      She spins away from me, bathrobe fluttering like a cape. “Maybe you were always just another jerk!” she calls over her shoulder.

      I let her go, unable to stop myself from studying her lithe legs, from admiring her bravery in talking to me like that. No other woman has ever dared, but then, that is why I have never truly wanted another.

      At least, not the way I want Camille.

      “Erik,” Ashley says softly, emerging from the kitchen in Camille’s wake. “Was that really necessary?”

      “You tell me. Is it really necessary for every woman in this damn house to spy on me?”

      She does not take the bait. She never has. She just shakes her head and walks away, giving me one last look that has more of an effect than words ever could.

      She is right, I reflect. I have not handled anything well today.

      But a man can only take so many challenges. Sooner or later people will have to be reminded of who is in charge.
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      As soon as the window of opportunity opens, I’m getting the hell out of this nightmare.

      It’s one thing for Erik to go all twisted fairy tale on me and treat me like a fucked-up Rapunzel for his own personal pleasure, but there’s no way I’m going to let him keep me away from Mom.

      I almost slapped him downstairs.

      The caveman shtick is just getting so tiresome. It’s like there are two Eriks: the one he is pretending to be now, this ice-cold bastard who would happily let my mom think I’ve abandoned her, and the Erik from before, the one who jumped around like a kid on Christmas morning when he discovered I’m pregnant.

      Or maybe I was wrong all along. Jesus, if that’s the case I’m really screwed. He could’ve been playing me.

      I kneel on the floor, ear pressed against the hardwood, straining to hear.

      His voice comes, muffled: “… business … hours … soon …”

      Then the door sounds.

      I know it’s Erik from the way it slams. The whole house trembles. He really is an earthquake, this man. Sadness tugs at me. He’ll probably never forgive me for this, but what other option is there?

      Do nothing?

      Let Mom think I’ve been abducted?

      I’ll be with you every step of the way, I told her when she got the diagnosis.

      I was a teenager but already I felt older, the weight of life pressing heavily on my shoulders. I let thoughts of the things I would miss—prom, sleepovers, boyfriends, all of it—pass like sand through fingertips across my mind.

      No matter what, I said, squeezing her hands, kissing her knuckles.

      I meant those words then.

      I’m not about to go back on them now.

      I call the cab company and arrange for a car to pick me up in thirty minutes from the next street over. Then I grab the trash can and hold it up near the fire alarm. It makes me think of those spy kids shows I watched when I was a kid, the ‘how to be a secret agent’ ones that played between cartoons on Saturday mornings.

      I wonder if they ever had an arson episode.

      But then, that’s not exactly fair. I’m not going to burn the place down. Even though, at the moment, that sounds like a lovely option. All my problems going up in smoke. If only I could.

      Instead, I set fire to the paper and I huff and I puff and I blow on it until the flames catch. Maybe this is a fairy tale after all—complete with the obnoxious pig downstairs. Smoke hisses and the paper curls at the edges. I expect a dramatic whoosh, but it’s more like a nervous kiss.

      The alarm screeches.

      “Right on cue,” I mutter under my breath, hopping down from the chair.

      “Help!” I scream in the hallway, leaning over the stairs bannister. “I’m trapped! Help!”

      I tiptoe past the stairs and duck into the bathroom, not letting myself think of Erik, of how safe I feel when he holds me. As if the whole world doesn’t exist … all that stuff people sing about in love songs, all that stuff I told myself I never wanted … I let it all drain away.

      I try to, at least. That’ll have to do for now.

      Footsteps pound up the stairs and recede toward my bedroom. I reflect that I’d make a pretty good ninja as I slink from the bedroom and sneak down the stairs unnoticed.

      The front door is wide open. I take a deep breath, duck my head, and sprint like my life depends on it. Maybe it does.

      For a second, I think one of his men is going to leap up from my periphery, but it turns out Erik needs to hire new guards.

      Because not one of them notices me escaping.
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      Mom raises trembling hands to me when I walk into her bedroom, lying on her side with the fan blasting her, her sheets crumpled and sweaty. Even with Jackie’s warning, I let out a gasp, something I normally never do in front of her. She doesn’t like being reminded of ‘how far she’s fallen,’ as she once unfairly described her condition.

      I’m a few steps into the room when it hits me.

      Everything is suddenly, inexplicably deluxe. The chair is new. The bed is new. The sheets are new. On the bookshelf there are first-edition copies of Agatha Christie novels. An expensive-looking stretching contraption sits in the corner. And on the way in, I’m pretty sure I passed a TV three times the size of our old one.

      Erik has probably spent more money taking care of Mom than he’s paid me in weekly wages.

      Doesn’t he know I’m trying to be angry at him?

      “Oh, do I look like a devil?” Mom whispers, blinking as I get closer.

      “Where’s Jackie?” I snap. “We need to change these sheets!”

      “Dear, dear …” She uses her soothing voice. “She changed them an hour ago. It’s no use. A bug, the doctor tells me. Just a bug, but it’s making me sweat like a … your father used to have this saying. I won’t repeat it.”

      “A whore in church?” I offer, sitting down next to her.

      “How did you know?”

      “Because he used it in that home video. The one you smashed.”

      “I shouldn’t have done that,” she says quietly.

      “You were angry. You had every right to be.”

      It was the Christmas just after my tenth birthday when Mom caught me watching it, eyes pressed to the screen to catch any glimpse of the man who’d run out on us. She was drunk, before the disease, and so full of anger that she tore the video player from the socket and smashed it against the wall. It is the only violent thing I have ever seen her do.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” she whispers. “I’ve been having the craziest nightmares.”

      “Like what?”

      She giggles, sounding just like her old self. “I don’t want to bore you.”

      “Oh okay.” I stand up. “I’ll leave then. See you later!”

      I pause for just a moment, then laugh and sit back down. “Don’t be stupid. You could never bore me. Well, except when you start going on and on and on about the curtains.”

      “Hey, there’s an art to choosing the correct curtains, young lady!”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, I know, and there’s nothing better than strawberries and cream on a warm summer’s day. Don’t worry. I’ll never forget your little pearls of wisdom.”

      She sighs softly, wiping at her face with clumsy movements. I take the hand towel and dab at her forehead.

      “Thank you.” She smiles. “Anyways, this nightmare. I was in this tree, right at the top, just like when I was a girl. But I wasn’t a girl. You were at the bottom and the branches were all tangled around your ankles, pulling you down, pulling you away from me. And I woke up and I just … it got me thinking. Camille, you’ve been different lately.”

      She’s watching me closely, the same way she did when I was a teenager.

      “You’re scared,” she says after a moment. “Aren’t you, sweetie? Don’t lie to me. You know you can’t.”

      “Scared?” I try for a laugh. Result: forced in the extreme. “It’s not that. I just don’t want to see Erik for a while.”

      Which is why I’ve come to the one place he’s sure to find me. I should leave soon, but I can’t, not when Mom is like this.

      “Does he hurt you?” she demands.

      “No!” I cry, the idea horrifying to me.

      I can’t have Mom thinking that about Erik. Whatever else is true about us, he has never done anything that even approaches abuse. The auction, the sex, the dinners, all of it has been consensual. Hell, more than consensual. I wanted him—still want him, I realize. Maybe that’s why I’m staying here—because I know that, sooner or later, he’s going to show up.

      And I’ll face him, I decide suddenly. I won’t run.

      “Camille, you’re daydreaming,” Mom says. “If he doesn’t hurt you, why don’t you want to see him?”

      “I messed up cleaning this antique suit of armor he’s got. I’m embarrassed.”

      “Do you really expect me to believe that?”

      I shrug. “Maybe not. It’s—it’s complicated, Mom.”

      “Is he …” She glances around her transformed room, like she’s feeling guilty for all these fancy things Erik has supplied. “Is he a good man?”

      “Yes,” I say at once, not having to think about it. I touch Mom’s hand. “How about this? You get some rest and then later on I’ll make us some meatball pasta. I’ll send Jackie for the ingredients and we’ll do the sauce from scratch, just the way you like it.”

      She smiles. “I’d like that.”

      After sending Jackie to the grocery store, I sit in the living room, half watching the TV and half watching the door. Erik could come barreling in any second. Then what? The way he snatched my phone returns to me. I could have misjudged him, it’s true, yet my instincts tell me otherwise.

      But I’m all too aware that I could just want that to be true.

      I leap out of the chair when the door swings open.

      “What’s up, sis?” Rob drawls, missing the stool by the counter three times, then four. He finally settles for sliding down the wall and sitting on the floor. He smiles up at me, his pupils like saucers. “You catch the game? That fella with the mohawk’s got one hell of a right hand, I’ll tell ya. Won big, yup. Won real big …”

      I take an unfamiliar blanket from the arm of the couch—the blanket thick fur, the couch genuine brown leather—and drape it over his shoulders.

      I blink, and for a weird, delusional moment, I see him as the little boy with his roller skates on, grinding his teeth as he tried to kick them off with sweat dripping down his red-cheeked face.

      “Thanks, sis,” he slurs, head bobbing as sleep takes him. “Gonna get help soon. Yeah, got the leaflet right here.” He lifts his arm as though to point, but then drops it when it’s too much effort. “Just one last blowout, y’know? Can’t blame a man for wanting one last party. Even Jesus had the fucking Last Supper.”

      I sigh as his smile spreads Joker-like across his face. Back when he was a kid, before he was so far gone, he had the most handsome, boyish smile.
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      “Leave your poor sister alone!” Mom calls from her new wheelchair.

      It’s like something out of a science fiction novel, controlled electronically with a device that tracks her eye movements. I Googled it and the cost almost sent me collapsing to the kitchen floor. Erik really has spared no expense.

      Rob ignores her, leaning over my shoulder.

      “That’s some piss-poor cutting technique, sis,” he says, a little more sober now. Or amped-up on another drug that counteracts the effects of whatever he was on before. It wouldn’t surprise me if that were the case.

      “You could always help.” I jab him in the belly. “Or get the hell out of the kitchen. Your choice.”

      “I’m the supervisor!” He grins proudly. “A vital part of the organization.”

      “Yeah, yeah …”

      The three of us laugh just like old times: those rare afternoons where any tension melted away and Rob became the person he was, back before the gambling and the drinking and the drugs.

      “Ow!” Rob yells when Mom wheels into the back of his legs.

      “I warned you!” she snaps, though she’s smiling like a goon.

      “Alrighty then, that’s done,” I say a while later, turning the sauce down to a simmer.

      I lean against the kitchen counter, hand straying to my belly. I’m constantly fighting with myself to believe that there’s a child in there, my baby. I wonder if other women have these moments of disbelief, or if it’s all sunshine-and-rainbows happiness from the moment of conception.

      “That’s the fifth time you’ve done that,” Mom points out.

      I flinch. I thought she and Rob had both gone into the living room.

      “You’re counting?” I challenge.

      “Yes,” she says calmly. She looks livelier after some sleep and her medication. “I know that look, Camille. I’ve had that look—twice.”

      “Mom, it’s—”

      She wheels right up to me and whispers: “You can tell me, Camille.”

      I try to hold it back—really, I do—but Mom and I are friends as well as family. Plus I know she won’t quit. When she gets her teeth into something, she doesn’t stop. I used to jokingly call her the Rottweiler before her diagnosis.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      She wheels back, thudding into the kitchen counter.

      “Mom!” I jump forward and right her in the chair.

      “But how? And out of wedlock? Who? Who? Oh no, it’s him, isn’t it? It’s that man, that Erik. Oh Jesus, Camille. Did he—he forced himself on you, didn’t he? It all makes sense. That’s why you’re here. That’s why you’re so scared. Don’t lie to me! You can’t lie to me! That sick man forced himself on you. You were cleaning that big house of his and he saw you and he just decided to take what he wanted. That’s what rich men are like. My own mother warned me about that! I never should’ve let you work there!”

      She’s babbling as tears stream down her cheeks.

      Jackie pokes her head around the door. “Is everything okay?”

      “No!” Mom cries. “My daughter has been r—”

      “Mom, I fucking love him!” I scream, because I can’t let her say that word, not about Erik.

      I reel back after spitting out these words.

      I didn’t plan on saying them, but once they’re out there, floating like little promises, I feel the truth of them. I feel it in my belly, where our baby is slowly growing. I feel it throughout my body as my mind flits across all the things that make Erik who he is: his calm, his patience, the kindness he’s shown my mother and to some extent, even my brother, and the fact that lately, when I think about my life, it’s hard to see a future without him in it.

      “I love him.” I lean down and look Mom right in the eyes. “You can always tell when I’m lying. Fine, tell me now. Am I?”

      “So you’re in a relationship with this man?” she says after a long pause. “You’re not being—”

      “Nothing that has happened has been forced on me, Mom. I chose Erik.”

      It’s only a half lie, I decide. Circumstances might’ve thrust us together, but there was nothing in that contract about wanting him bone-deep.

      She lets out a breath, her body seeming to deflate.

      “It’s a lot to take in,” she mutters. “But if you’re safe, and if you’re happy, that’s all I care about. Oh God, do you think I’ll be around to become a grandmother?”

      “What?” I touch her face. “I know you will. Now let me get this dinner sorted out, okay? We can talk about the rest later.”

      Mom goes into the dining room where Rob is, to my unending surprise, actually helping to set the table. Jackie offers me a small smile of support and then heads out there to join them.

      As I’m draining the pasta to serve it, a heavy knock sounds at the door.

      “Jackie!” I call, wiping my hands clean on the dishcloth. “Could you finish up in here? I’ve got a pretty good idea who that is.”

      I walk toward the hallway, priming myself for an argument and praying there won’t be one at the same time.

      The word ‘love’ floats around my mind like a mantra.

      My belly gives a little twist. Butterflies, I tell myself, though for a crazy moment I truly believe it’s the baby kicking.

      Maybe it’s absurd, but I find myself smiling as I open the door.
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      I watch the blood drain down the sink, swirling and shimmering.

      It makes me think of the Bratva, turned crimson with all the betrayals, with all the second-guessing, slowly spinning toward an anonymous, undignified end. I scrape the dried remnants from under my fingernails and then walk into the hallway.

      I need to set things right with Camille, whatever that means. I am not sure what I will tell her.

      All I know is a man cannot live with a woman who hates him. I remember all too well how my mother would sit ghost-like across the table from Father, picking at her food, sighing every so often as though that was all she could bring herself to do. He had hollowed her out.

      “Boss, I didn’t hear you come in.” Oleg looks far shiftier than usual, toeing the ground like a nervous girl just asked to the summer dance. “We tried calling.”

      “I replaced my cell phone,” I tell him. “All of you are going to do the same. Safety measures.”

      “Smart, yeah, it’s just …”

      Suddenly, I am cold. Tension works its way into my jaw. My fists clench so hard I feel my knuckles stabbing through the skin, sore from the punishment I meted out earlier today.

      “Where is Camille, Oleg?” I ask.

      “That’s just it, boss …”

      As I listen, I try not to fly into a rage, even as some detached part of me respects her for outwitting the men. We have held enemies in the mansion before—rarely, but unfortunately business and pleasure sometimes mix—and even they did not think of that.

      But an innocent girl outsmarted every man on my staff? I almost want to laugh out loud.

      “Bring the car around,” I order.

      “Yes, sir.”

      As we ride to her mother’s house, I press my hands flat on my thighs to stop them from shaking. I will contain it all until we are standing face-to-face. Only then will I let myself blow up.

      She has overstepped her mark this time.

      I pound the front door so hard it trembles in the frame.

      Camille opens it.

      “Erik.” She is smiling, looking not at all like somebody who’s just tried to escape. Damn, she looks happy to see me. “Come in. I’ve made some pasta if you’re hungry?”

      I step into the house, a thousand angry rebukes trying to force their way out of my mouth. But then I spot Angela watching us and my shoulders slump, just for a second, but that’s all it takes. I can’t roar at Camille in front of her sick mother.

      What kind of man would that make me?

      “We need to talk,” I snap, but keeping my voice level.

      She nods calmly. “I know. We can use my room.” She turns to the table. “You guys get started without me. We’ll be out in a minute.”

      Angela’s eyes follow me across the room and down the hallway until we are out of view. Be kind to my daughter is the silent, ferocious message.

      “You grew up here?” I ask, glancing around the cupboard-sized bedroom, the bed taking up almost half of it.

      “Yes.” She shrugs. “It is what it is, you know?”

      “It’s smaller than my smallest bathroom,” I whisper.

      Camille has never asked me for more money and she’s always held herself with pride. I just assumed she was living more comfortably than this. I curse myself for a fool. If that was the case, why would she need to sell herself?

      “We weren’t all born rich,” she says curtly.

      I almost laugh. Perhaps I should tell her about the tiny apartment Father crammed us into after his coke habit became his profession: how I had to claw and spit and fight to reclaim the family home.

      Instead, I grab her by the shoulders and pull her close to me.

      “We had a contract,” I growl. “You were to stay at the mansion. I’d have every right to stop all payments to you and your mother. Do you understand?”

      “Would you really do that?” She tightens her hands on my shirt, fingernails digging into my chest. “Don’t make empty threats, Erik. I …” She pauses, something unsaid passing across her face. “I know that’s not the sort of man you are.”

      “You betrayed me again.”

      I give her a shake. She falls against me and wraps her arms around my shoulders. My lips brush hers, a passing moment, instinct driving both of us.

      Then she pushes confusedly away, flying across the room.

      “For my mom!” she rages. “What did you expect me to do, really? If you thought I was just going to sit up there like an obedient little fucking housewife, you don’t know me at all. Is that it? We’re just strangers, aren’t we?”

      “I was betrayed by a man I trusted, Camille, and he used a woman I … I did not trust her, but I made the mistake of letting her close to me. Those people are dead now. That is how my world works. And you have betrayed me twice. If I did not—”

      “What?” she whispers, softening. “If you didn’t what, Erik?”

      She marches up to me and stands on her tiptoes. She brings her face close to mine, our lips almost touching. It takes everything I have not to toss her onto the bed and throw myself on her, to let this argument burn to embers.

      “Nothing,” I snarl.

      “I understand,” she goes on. “It’s not that they tried to kill you, is it? It’s that they fucked you over. But that’s not what I’m trying to do. I value your trust, Erik. I just can’t leave Mom like this. And our baby … I don’t know if I can throw him into your world. It’s a lot for me. Don’t you get that?”

      Part of me wishes I didn’t. It would be so much easier to order Oleg to drag her out to the car and lock her away. But she would never forgive me.

      I would never forgive myself.

      “Three days,” I tell her. “Then you are returning to the mansion, whether you want to or not. You will have a permanent guard to watch over you and the baby in the meantime. If I feel it necessary to bring you back sooner than that—to keep my child safe—I will do so without hesitation.”

      “Thank you,” she says.

      She takes my face in her hands and kisses me far more forcefully than virgin Camille ever would have dared. I breathe in the scent of her, savoring the sound of her light moaning.

      It is only when we part that I realize how badly I do not want to leave her.

      “And you will have no access to fire,” I warn her. “Your arsonist days are over.”

      She clicks her heels together at attention and snaps a sarcastic salute. “Sir, yes, sir!”

      I smile despite myself. “If I knew you were going to be this much trouble, I might have chosen a different piece of art.”

      She cocks her head, disarming me even as I try to bolster my defenses. “I don’t believe you. You’d be dreaming about me. You’d go insane with how badly you wanted me.”

      “You have made me insane already,” I tell her. I reach out and brush my thumb along her cheek, tracing her lips. “Three days. Then you are mine again.”

      She grabs my wrist when I make to withdraw, gripping me fiercely.

      “Erik, I …”

      A strange, intense look comes into her eyes.

      “Yes?” I say, my heart pounding far too loudly.

      “Never mind.” She shakes her head. “Are you staying for dinner?”

      “No, I have …”

      “Business to conduct. Yeah, yeah. At least let me walk you out.”

      Sitting in the back of the car, I think about that look in her eyes. What was she going to say? Does she have something else she wants to admit, another slice of disloyalty she wants to serve up? I don’t know, and yet that does not feel right.

      All I know is that I went in there ready to tear the world apart, and now I am oddly calm. There is nobody else in the world who can do that to me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In Camille’s rush to leave, she left her nursing textbooks behind.

      I sit in her study going over her notes, imagining her sitting in class, picturing the way she nods as she lays out her careful, neat script. And then I start to think about her in a nurse’s uniform, dashing around a busy hospital ward, or coming home to a strong boy running at her through our yard with open arms and popsicle juice smeared on his face, laughing wildly.

      I laugh at myself as I stand up and walk into my study.

      I stand at the window looking out into the pitch-black night, and then at my reflection. There was a time, not so long ago, when I saw a man with ultimate control in the mirror. But now everything seems to be crumbling.
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      I am not even surprised when the SWAT team crashes through the door just after two.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Adrian roars from the hallway.

      I stand at the staircase bannister, watching as my butler tries to stand in their way, arms spread wide.

      “You have no shame!” he cries. “What sort of men are you? What sort of—”

      The lead man—in full body armor, a police helmet on his head and brandishing an assault rifle—shoves Adrian with his shoulder. He falls and then another man is on him. He flips him around and slaps cuffs on him, grabbing his shirt collar and dragging him outside.

      “Freeze!” another man roars, aiming his rifle at me.

      “Would you care to tell me what this is about, officers?”

      I walk down the stairs with my hands raised.

      “I said freeze!” he yells.

      I stop a few paces short.

      “You are in no danger here. I keep a peaceful home.”

      McCauley pushes through the crowded soldiers, muttering orders. He smiles sideways at me as though this is all just a big joke, though there is a deadly glint to his eye.

      “Where’s the hostage, Ivanovich?” he snaps.

      “Hostage?” I ask.

      “Don’t play games with me.”

      Men spill around him, stampeding through the house. I hear Ashley yelling from upstairs. I force myself to remain still, knowing how trigger-itchy the police can get in these sorts of situations, just like the Bratva. There really is a fine line there.

      “Well?” McCauley gestures with his pistol. “This’ll go a helluva lot easier if you cooperate.”

      “I am afraid you have been misinformed, detective. There is nobody here who does not want to be here. I can assure you of that.”

      “Cuff the bastard and take him to the living room.”

      I turn around with a smile, offering my hands.

      “You, of course, have my full cooperation.”

      “Shut it,” the SWAT member barks in my ear.

      I let them lead me into the living room and sit down slowly, smiling at the SWAT team, aware of how completely calm I feel. It is not that I was expecting this precise scenario, but something like this was bound to happen sooner or later.

      There is no use crying over spilled blood.

      A while later, I hear McCauley shouting at somebody on his cell phone in the hallway.

      “We need a search warrant right fucking now! No—not yet. Yes, sir. I understand. Take all the time you need. I’ve got all night.”

      “You will be speaking with my lawyers,” I tell him when he swaggers into the living room. “I do not appreciate my staff being harassed.”

      He nods angrily at the heavily armed tactical team and they leave, closing the door behind them. McCauley pulls up a chair and spins it around, sitting on it backwards.

      “I thought they only did that in your Hollywood movies,” I remark. “The tough cop ones.”

      “Shut it, Ivanovich.” He glances at the door apprehensively, making me wonder if this is a setup. But it’s a lot of effort to go through for something that will not bear fruit. “Where’s the girl—Camille? Where’s your fucking housekeeper?”

      “You will not get your search warrant,” I say. “We both know that.”

      “I said shut it!”

      “Should I shut it, or answer your questions, Detective?”

      “You’re a real smartass, aren’t you?” He sighs through gritted teeth. “We got a call that there was a hostage here and she—fucking she—needed help right away. Don’t bullshit me.”

      My mind leaps to Camille.

      Did she make the call? But why would she? It does not make any sense and, I realize, I trust her too much to believe that. So perhaps it was Fyodor, but this is a stupid move, even for him. Whatever else is true about that snake, surely he would not involve the police.

      “You better start talking,” McCauley says, but he sounds deflated, a man with few options.

      “I will wait for your warrant,” I say. “Or you can apologize now. Whichever works best for you.”

      “Now listen here—”

      “Sir.” A SWAT member pokes his head around the door. “We’ve got Judge Underwood on the line.”

      “Please, Detective, don’t let me keep you.”

      He glares like his life depends on it, and then leaps up with a growl and marches to the door. I admire the artwork on the walls: the subtle coloring of the galloping horse, the sunlight in the background blending into the rider’s blonde hair.

      A few minutes later Ashley, escorted by two guards, walks into the room.

      “Fyodor is outside,” she says. “They can’t keep him out, legally, but I didn’t know if you’d want him here.”

      I consider it. Then I shake my head.

      “Send him away.”

      If this was orchestrated by my second—a prospect I cannot rule out—this might be part of the ploy. I return to studying the artwork, using it to keep myself composed.

      Finally, McCauley marches back in, but not with the sour expression I expected. Instead he grabs me by the front of the shirt and tugs forcefully.

      “Would you like me to stand?” I ask with a smile.

      “We’re taking you to the station.”

      “On what charges?” I say, rising to my feet.

      “For questioning!” he exclaims. “Get him out of here. I’m tired of looking at his fucking face.”

      “I’m disappointed, Detective.” I shake my head mournfully. “That is no way to treat your dinner host.”
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      When somebody knocks heavily on the door, I find myself rushing to answer it, certain it’s Erik.

      Last night, I woke up entangled in my bed covers, convinced that we were holding each other. When I realized it was just a dream, the disappointment hit me like a punch to the gut. I never expected to go all googly-eyed over a man—the word ‘smitten’ has always disgusted me—but this is something else entirely. It’s more like waking up with a dry mouth to discover there’s nothing to drink.

      But when I open the door, Ashley is standing there with a casserole dish in hand.

      “Hey,” she says, beaming. Her smile drops when she studies my face. “I’m sorry. I should have called ahead first!”

      “No, no,” I hurry to say. “Please, come in.”

      She hands me the casserole dish as we walk into the living room.

      “That is for you and your mother. Is she around? I was hoping to say hello.”

      “She’s resting at the moment,” I say, wondering if this is strange. Or maybe this is normal with girlfriends and my lack of normal experience is shining through. “Would you like something to drink?”

      “I’ll take a soda if you’ve got one.”

      She has an eerie expression on her face when I return to the living room, almost as though she can’t keep up this small-talk façade anymore.

      “What is it?” I ask, belly dropping. “It’s Erik, isn’t it? Oh, Jesus, is he …”

      “He’s safe!” she says, eyes narrowed. Like she’s a lab tech and I’m under the microscope. She’s analyzing me, I realize. But for what? “He is in police custody, though. They took him to the station last night.”

      I’m glad there’s a chair behind me. Otherwise I would plummet like an asteroid. The impact is the same, a crater opening in my chest.

      “I’m okay,” I say when Ashley offers me her hand. “I just need a sec.”

      I shake it off, nurse-style, reminding myself worse things are bound to happen on the ward.

      “On what charges?” I ask.

      “For questioning,” she mutters bitterly. “They found a bloody shirt, they claim. These officers are animals. They are trying to charge him for murders he did not commit.” She narrows her eyes like she’s the detective now. She might as well have ‘good cop’ scrawled across her forehead. “Doesn’t that sound crazy?”

      I say nothing, feeling like a mouse with a cat’s paw clawing at me. I don’t like feeling like a mouse. In fact, it pisses me off big time.

      “Erik thinks somebody set him up,” she goes on. Okay, here it is. She’s dealt her hand. The real truth is coming. “But only a fool would do something that dumb. Erik doesn’t forget, and he sure as hell doesn’t forgive.”

      There’s a boxing match happening in my chest right now.

      In one corner, my feelings for Erik are pounding their gloves together, getting ready for war. On the other side stands this huge pissed-off sucker ready to be done with Ashley and Erik and the whole lot of them.

      Erik is buried in an avalanche of legal troubles, but he still finds the time to send his little spy over here.

      Ashley rests her muscular forearms on her knees, as if to imply that dough isn’t all she could pummel into submission if she had a mind to.

      “What do you think about that?”

      “About what?” I snap.

      “All of it.”

      My smile is a razor and my words come out cutting. Screw tact.

      “Listen, Ashley, I don’t know what the fuck’s going on with you and Erik, but I hope you know this is next-level fucked up. Why would I set Erik up? Oh, let me think: he’s the only person keeping my mom out of the damn hospital. What’s the next logical step? Yeah, that’d be a real genius move.”

      “Wait a second—”

      “Are you in love with him?” I hiss.

      “What?” she laughs, tossing her hands up in an I-can’t-believe-we’re-having-this-conversation way. “I’m just concerned, Camille.”

      “So he sent you?” I challenge.

      “No …”

      “So then why are you here?” Now it’s my turn to play the detective. If only I had a notebook or a pen or, hell, a pistol to gesture with. “I find it difficult believe that his chef really cares about him that much.”

      “Just like how it’s difficult to believe how dedicated his ‘housekeeper’ is?” she counters.

      “You’re avoiding the question,” I snap.

      “Erik is my half brother. That is why I am here.”

      For the second time since Ashley walked in, I sit back in the chair like she’s just whacked me with her rolling pin.

      How tangled is this web I’ve walked into? Is the butler his fucking brother, too?

      But then, it could easily be part of the deceit.

      “Did Erik tell you to say that? Soften up my defenses?”

      “No.”

      She stares at me with complete openness. If I’ve got an internal lie detector, the needle doesn’t move an inch.

      “I keep it secret because I don’t want Adrian and the other staff treating me differently. I had my own restaurant, once, but a drunk driver and I met one night and I came out the worse.”

      Her eyes glass over for a moment, as though reliving it.

      “I’m still having surgeries and physical therapy. I can show you the scar, if you like.”

      “No, no,” I mutter.

      But she’s already lifting her shirt. They crisscross all across her belly, a faded pink landscape with newer, deeper scars overlaid on top of those.

      “That’s awful.” I touch her hand. I can’t help it. Maternal instinct: one. Anger: zero. “I’m so sorry.”

      “What is done is done,” she says, lowering her shirt. “Camille, sweetie, I do not think you turned Erik in. But I do think you are too hard on him. You think he overreacted to your lie about the detective, but you have to understand, he has been lied to by a woman before, recently, and it almost cost him his life.”

      “I do understand that,” I reply. “But everybody has a past. It doesn’t make everyone act like jerks.”

      “Do you think Erik is a bad man?”

      I look away. In the reflection of the new TV I seem small, distorted, as if I am becoming somebody new.

      “I don’t know how to answer that,” I say after a long pause, even though I had no trouble answering when Mom asked me earlier if he was a good man. Then I didn’t even think about it. So what’s the difference? My head hurts when I try to parse it all.

      “Think of it like this. He is a good man … to those he cares about.”

      She stands up, wincing slightly. I wonder how severe her pain is and why I’ve never noticed it before. Too in-my-own-head, I guess, or trying to claw into Erik’s. I’ve been so selfish.

      “The casserole just needs to be heated up,” she tells me as she walks to the door. “Twenty minutes at 330 degrees should do it. And, Camille, please do not be so hard on him.”

      She is gone before I can reply, leaving me with a writhing mass of worry and guilt and resentment and longing so fierce it might as well be physical: a balloon of want getting bigger and bigger until I feel like I’m pressed flat against the wall with no room to think.

      I should have helped him more.

      I can’t raise this baby without him. No, that’s not right. I could do it, if I had to.

      But I want our child to have a dad, one who’ll stick around and play catch and do all the regular, wholesome, good-ol’-American stuff that my father never stuck around for.

      I’m going to have a Bratva boss’ baby, and that scares me so bad I can’t even imagine the future, a mental block bigger than a rhino charging through my mind.

      Around and around all these possibilities go until I feel stifled.

      I need some fresh air.

      The second I open the door, the guard is on me. He walks up the lane with his hands raised like I’m a nervous animal that might bolt any second.

      But nervous animals can bite, too. This asshole needs to be careful.

      “I can’t even have five minutes outside?”

      “It is for your own safety,” he says, a tattoo of an engraved dagger on his neck shifting with the words. “Please, madam.”

      “What if I refuse?”

      He makes a tut-tut sound that seems bizarre coming from such a large man. “That would not be a good idea.”

      I think about fighting, but I don’t have the energy. Thinking about Erik in that cell, plus all these roughhousing desires and possibilities and—ugh, I just feel zapped. Drained of battery.

      When I walk back into the living room—the guard closing the door behind me for good measure—Rob glances up from the TV.

      A baseball game is on, but he’s slouched in the chair, barely watching it, so I know he hasn’t placed a bet. His eyes are red, but the bleary red of a man who just woke up, not the amped-up, bloodshot, junkie red.

      “You all right, sis? You don’t look so good.”

      Who else do I have to confide in? Not Mom, because I don’t want to stress her out. Not Bethany, because she was a paper cutout of a real friend.

      At the end of the day, I have only my family.

      I tell Rob about the arrest.

      “Maybe it’s for the best,” he says when I’m done, giving my hand a squeeze. “Now you get the cash, and you don’t gotta deal with all the bullshit. Win-win.”

      But ‘all the bullshit’ is the part I’m confused about. ‘All the bullshit’ includes love.

      “Listen, why don’t I make us some nachos? My special recipe. You remember. Extra fucking cheese and extra fucking jalapeños. They’ll scorch your mouth so bad you won’t have time to feel sorry for yourself. Sound like a plan?”

      I smooth his greasy hair from his eyes. “That sounds nice.”
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      We watch The Lion King as we eat, as though we’ve slipped back in time.

      Rob is doing his Man of the House routine. He’d throw on this personality like a sweater at seemingly random intervals when we were growing up, like he could, just for a little bit, forget about Dad walking out the day after he was born and just be my brother instead.

      I rest my head on his shoulder the same way I did when he was ten and I was eleven, when he was five inches shorter, but seemed so much bigger than that, puffed up, full of promise for the future.

      “I could be a king,” he’d say when Simba launched into “I Just Can’t Wait.”

      “I bet you could,” I’d reply, truly believing him for a few sweet hours.

      That feels like so, so long ago.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            23

          

          

      

    

    







            Erik

          

        

      

    

    
      There is little else for a man to do in a jail cell but think.

      In here, even two short days can seem like a lifetime.

      I see my father walking like a drunken sailor down the hallway, stumbling into the wall, limping awkwardly because he had failed to take off one of his shoes properly. I see Mother standing at the door, screaming, and remember what I thought as clearly as if it is spoken.

      “I will not be like him,” I whisper aloud, staring up at the cracks in the ceiling.

      I see Camille lying facedown with a blossom of blood spreading all around her, her fingers gripping a blue pacifier, some shadowy nameless man standing over her with a knife that is dripping and slick.

      Can I truly do this to her?

      If she was just a purchase, as I planned, I would be able to stomach the risk. But Camille deserves better than to live in the constant fear and paranoia that would plague us.

      When the police finally release me, I have made up my mind. I will visit Camille one last time.

      I will set her free.

      “You will be hearing from my lawyers,” I smile when McCauley comes to say his goodbyes.

      “You got lucky, that’s all.” He rubs at his knuckles the way a man does when he is eager for a fight. “Just because that blood didn’t belong to Alena or Radovan, don’t think I can’t see you for what you are.”

      “A concerned citizen disgusted at being wrongfully accused by an incompetent police force? I am glad you are so perceptive.”

      “Just wait, Ivanovich. Just fucking wait.”

      “Waiting tires me, Detective,” I say. “Have a pleasant day.”

      He grumbles as he takes me to get my belongings, but there is not much he can say, defanged as he is.

      I expect to see Anatoly or Oleg when I walk into the parking lot, but instead I spot Fyodor leaning against the hood of his car, picking something from under his fingernails. He brushes something from his suit jacket and offers me his snake-like smile.

      “It gladdens me, brother, to see you walking free.”

      There is little that makes Fyodor glad except power. What I say out loud is: “I will drive.”

      “As you wish.” He tosses me the keys. “It will give us time to talk.”

      “Wonderful.” I climb into the car. “I have been starved of conversation.”

      I drive toward Camille’s house, feeling Fyodor’s probing gaze on me all the way.

      “In times of crisis, men must stick together,” he says at length. “Just think of the Novgorod Republic. A group of herders and farmers armed with nothing but pitchforks and crude spears. But they banded together, Erik, and the damned Crusaders were defeated. They forgot the cold of the motherland, the bone-eating cold.”

      “Yes, men too easily forget that which could bring their demise.”

      He stiffens, smile faltering. But just as quickly, it returns. He drums his hands on the dashboard.

      “I want you to know I do not hold a grudge for the way we ended things the last time we met. We both care about the Bratva above all else. It would do us good to remember that.”

      “I have never forgotten it,” I say. “But it is good to know whose side you are on.”

      I pull up outside Camille’s house.

      “I ask one thing of you, Fyodor.”

      “Anything,” he says overeagerly.

      Perhaps I am being too harsh. Maybe he has seen the error of his ways. With Fyodor, it is impossible to know. He is like a pool of inky water, the light shimmering differently at each new angle.

      “Never speak about Camille like that again,” I growl. “Or, my brother, my old friend, my second, there will be consequences.”

      He bows his head, seeming almost sincere.

      “You have my word,” he whispers. “And my gravest apologies.”

      I nod shortly—wondering, briefly, if we can bridge this chasm—and climb from the car.
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        * * *

      

      When Camille answers the door, I feel my resolve waver.

      But only for a second. It is all too easy to imagine her wavy, beautiful hair—hair I could spend an entire afternoon twining around my fingers—matted and thick with blood.

      “Are you going to stand out there all day?” she smiles.

      She can’t mask that look behind her eyes, though, the same indecision that runs through me like molten lava, burning, rearranging.

      “Do you want a drink?” she asks as we walk into the living room.

      “Yes, vodka if you have it. Where is your mother? I would like to say hello.”

      Or rather, goodbye.

      “Rob took her to the doctor,” she calls from the kitchen. “Which is really weird, if you ask me. He’s never been the caregiving type, you know? Not that I’m complaining, but still.”

      She’s talking fast, as though to override the thousand unspoken things she would like to say.

      “But with Rob, you can never be sure. Maybe he wanted company at the pool hall. Hell, it’ll do Mom some good to get out, anyway.”

      She returns with the drink and I study her for the last time, taking a mental snapshot of her penetrating azure eyes, her open smile as though she is ready to take on the world, her expression that can almost convince me that everything will be okay.

      “Thank you.”

      I sip the vodka, bolstering my courage.

      “You’re free, right? Ashley called. They dropped the charges.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then why …” She gestures at me. “You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”

      That is half right. I am about to become one—to her, at least.

      “There is no use in delaying this,” I tell her. “I am going to pay you double the cost of the artwork, on the condition that we never see each other again.”

      She looks like I slapped her across the face. “What?” she gasps. “Why?”

      “Why?” I laugh deeply and toss back the vodka. I put it down heavily, the bang loud in the silence of the house. “Just think, Camille. This is not your world.”

      “But you’ve been in danger from the start, right?” she presses. “Why now?”

      “This won’t help either of us—”

      “Erik!”

      She glares, cheeks flaming. Leaving her is going to be like losing a limb, a piece of myself. Even now, the passion in her calls to me. I didn’t know I needed it, but now that I’ve had it, I don’t know how I’m going to live without her anymore.

      “After everything we’ve been through, don’t you think I at least deserve the truth?”

      I nearly reach across the table and take her hands. But it is a small step between that and finding her lips, to carrying her into the bedroom and kissing down her neck, over her breasts, down her belly and losing myself between her legs.

      And then I would be truly lost.

      “My parents were not killed in a home invasion,” I say. “The Italians arranged a hit on them because of my father’s involvement in the Bratva. They were brutally murdered by our enemies. I cannot let that happen to you, or to my child. You should move away. Take Angela, take your brother. I will cover all the expenses. Pick somewhere far, far away, where you will be safe.”

      Somewhere I will not be tempted to visit.

      I see the desire in her face, this new life clouding across her blue eyes like a reflection.

      A pit opens in my belly. Disappointment?

      I shove it deep down where a man’s feelings belong, where I should have kept mine to begin with.

      “What would I tell our child?” she whispers, voice shaking slightly.

      “Anything except the truth,” I reply, assuring myself that that is not rising panic I read in her now. “Let’s say his father was an accountant. He died in a car crash. A tragedy. Raise him well.”

      She bites down.

      “No, Erik, I won’t lie to our child. I just won’t.”

      “You have to,” I growl. “Or he might track me down when he is older and put himself in danger. It is the only way.”

      Gripping the arms of the chair, she laughs in exasperation. “Can’t this house ever be fucking normal? Just once, I’d like somebody to swing by for a coffee and a slice of carrot cake and not drop a fucking bombshell on their way out the door.”

      I laugh despite my best efforts, feeling myself drifting deeper and deeper into wanting her, needing her.

      “What are you thinking?” I ask when she stares off into space.

      “The truth?” she smiles.

      “Always.”

      “I was just thinking how maybe I wanted this. I know I should take it. I mean, how often do opportunities like this come along? If I look at myself like somebody else, I could scream: ‘Take the damn deal, you stupid bitch! Keep your family safe!’ But, shit, Erik, the idea that you’d be happy never seeing me again … I don’t think I could handle that. Could you?”

      She is trying to keep herself calm, but I see through the steady mask to the pain beneath. I never knew how much she cared about me. Now, it is agonizingly clear.

      It cuts me deep.

      “This is not about how I feel,” I say, but my voice sounds hollowed-out.

      “When I was a kid, I’d climb on top of the toilet—there was a little window in the bathroom that looked out—and look down the street. I had this whole scenario laid out. One day, my dad would come walking up the driveway, a big gift basket in one hand and his suitcase in the other. He’d tell me he was away at work and that he’d never leave us, not really. I did that for years.”

      She stands up and walks across the room, sliding down next to me. I try to hold onto my grim determination, but heat radiates from her as from a furnace.

      I wrap my arms around her, pull her into my lap, and kiss her softly on the forehead.

      “I am sorry, Camille.”

      “I can’t do that to our child,” she whispers, and now her tears are dripping down my neck as she buries her face against me.

      I am her shelter, her shield. I have never felt such biting purpose.

      “Growing up without a father, it fucks people up. Big time. I—I need you, Erik. This baby will need you. But mostly… Mostly, I love you.”

      My body goes stiff.

      “Did you hear me?”

      I grab her shoulders. There is a moment where I might push her away and keep to my plan.

      But when I look into her eyes, it is like I see two lives laid out.

      I see our boy in his crib, Camille standing over him, alone, sighing as she twirls the mobile with trembling fingers.

      And then there is the other: the one where I walk up behind her, wrap my arms around her and kiss her on the neck as we look down at our child together.

      I take her trembling hands in mine and they stop shaking.

      “I—fuck, Camille, I love you, too.”

      Once I say it, I am lost.

      The truth of the words hits me like a truck. Doors that’ve been sealed shut within me begin to open and I feel things I have always thought were the curse of weaker men. Stupider men. Not me. Never me.

      I take her cheeks in my hands and bring us together. Whispering sensations dance over my face.

      “Our child should get to feel that love, too. Don’t you think?” she whispers.

      I bring my lips to hers, almost cautious at first, as though it is the first time.

      But when I taste her, I cannot stop.

      We fall into each other and for a few perfect minutes the rest of the world does not exist.
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        * * *

      

      “I am glad to hear you are doing better, Angela,” I say as I stir the coffee. “Two sugars, yes?”

      “You are too kind,” she smiles. It occurs to me that she could be my mother-in-law one day. That does not terrify me as much as it once did.

      Rob leans against the doorframe, eyeing me like a gazelle who has just sighted a leopard. He does not like me being here.

      As Camille helps her mother to drink the coffee, I give Rob a nod and we head outside. He lights a cigarette and sucks it down halfway in one giant puff.

      “Do we have a problem?” I ask.

      “What do you mean?”

      He picks at the flaking paint on the porch beam, shifting his weight from foot to foot. Either he is high or he is thinking about getting high, I assume.

      “You seem uncomfortable with my presence.”

      “No!” he laughs nervously. “I’m just surprised, is all. Camille said you were in the can, so didn’t expect to see you here. It’s good to be rich, right? They never treat you guys like the rest of us.”

      “Rob, I want you to know I am going to take care of Camille, of Angela, of all of you. I am not your enemy.”

      “Yeah, that’s sweet, man. I mean, she deserves to be happy, so awesome.”

      He finishes the last of his cigarette and flicks it toward the plant pot serving as an ashtray. Then he ducks his head and makes for the door.

      “I’m gonna hang in my room for a little bit.”

      I turn to watch him go, walking like a fidgety teenager. He is not a man that would last long in the Bratva, but I do not feel my usual wave of disgust. He is Camille’s brother.

      Everything has changed now.

      “He’s never been good around people since he found out about Dad leaving,” she says, walking onto the porch. “Believe it or not, he was a carefree kid once.”

      “He can visit anytime he likes,” I tell her. “And so can your mother.”

      Angela appears at the door in her wheelchair, her smile so genuine pride swells in my chest.

      “You should be careful what you promise, young man. I’ll be around every day for another one of those delicious suppers.”

      “Your wish is my command,” I proclaim. She laughs as I stride over to her and kneel down, taking her hand in mine. “What is your favorite dish? Name anything, and it is yours. My chef will spare no effort.”

      Camille puts her hand on my shoulder and gives me a squeeze. I am smiling more than I have in years. And, what is more surprising, I do not feel the usual urge to wipe it off my face.

      I am starting to think I could be truly happy for the first time in my life.
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      The next few days are like an awakening.

      I feel like a baby chick pecking its way out of its shell to find that the world is not as dark and scary as I guessed it’d be. Erik and I spend every night together, sometimes just sitting in the nursery, mentally filling it with furniture and promise and hope.

      I love waking up beside him.

      I love the way he’ll grab me in the middle of the night and pull me toward him, holding me close.

      I love the sound of his heartbeat, his freaking heartbeat.

      If that isn’t one step beyond Hallmark levels of cheesiness, I don’t know what is.

      This evening, we eat dinner on the balcony, the sun setting over the vast garden, the light dancing in the trees. Erik sits across from me in a steel-blue suit, open at the collar to show his tattooed, muscular chest.

      He raises his wineglass, looking more carefree than I ever could’ve imagined before. Whatever else is true about us—however uncertain and surreal every moment of this relationship has been—I can’t deny the emotion that takes hold of me when he smiles like that. I feel like I’m floating.

      “To us,” he says.

      I raise my sparkling water.

      “To us,” I echo.

      As we dine on a starter of borscht, Erik reaches under the table and grabs my thigh. He has moved his chair around so that we’re sitting right next to each other. Shimmers move through my body, no longer accompanied by the anxiety that marked my early days here.

      “Erik, what will our child do in the Bratva?”

      He tilts his head. “I didn’t think you were interested in that side of things.”

      “I wasn’t, but if this is gonna be a long-term thing, not just a … I guess you’d call it a fucked-up fling, I wanna know.”

      He lifts his hand from under the table and slides closer to me. Our legs touch, his massive shoulder brushing me. Being so close to him can be like torture sometimes. I’m not some sex-crazy psycho or anything, but I’m starting to think this pregnancy hormone stuff is the real deal.

      “He will be raised for leadership from the day he is born. He will know what is required of him. I will make a man of him, the sort of man he must be if he is to lead.” He pauses. “There is something else.”

      He slides his hand through my hair, his fingertips sending zigzagging waves over my scalp and down the back of my neck. Pins-and-needles multiplied by a thousand.

      His eyes have never been more intense as he leans in.

      “What?” I whisper.

      “He will not be able to take his place until he is eighteen. That means, if I were to die—”

      “Erik.” I clutch onto his free hand, tracing his knuckles. “Don’t say that.”

      “If I were to die,” he presses on, “you would become the leader of the Bratva, as the heir’s mother. You would be a queen, Camille, until our son came of age.”

      He smooths his hand down over my shoulders, tickles dancing down my arms. He takes my hand and kisses the palm and then up my arm all the way to my neck.

      “Do you like the sound of that?” he asks.

      I nuzzle my head against him.

      “A queen,” I echo.

      I would have either laughed or told him to stop living in a fucking dreamland before, but now I’m thinking I quite like the sound of that. No more kowtowing to pervert doctors? No more grubbing for change just to keep Mom safe? No more feeling powerless and weak all the damn time?

      Sign me the hell up.

      “But wait.” I lean back, studying him. “This all assumes that our son will want to lead the Bratva. What if he grows up and decides he wants to be a painter, an architect? Hell, a plumber? What then? Will you force him? Or push him away?”

      “No,” he says at once, a fierce note entering his voice. “Family comes first. You have taught me that, Camille. Don’t worry.” He kisses me tenderly on the cheek. “He will always be our son, no matter what.”

      I give his nose a tweak.

      “Don’t forget the contract. You’re getting a little too romantic.”

      He kisses me deeply, but it is not the hungry, hurried kiss of the early Erik. It is more like he is exploring me. We start with little pecks and brushes of our lips and then I open my mouth and breathe in the feel of him, the smell of him, the fucking essence of him.

      I never wanted to care for this man, but now it all comes crashing down.

      I feel like a different person.

      “But wait,” he says, laughing as he breaks it off. “I would not want to violate the—”

      I interrupt him with another kiss.

      He runs his hands down my body, grazing my breasts, my nipples getting hard and tingly.

      “Show me some romance.” I bite his earlobe, kiss his neck. “Just a little.”
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        * * *

      

      I lie on Erik’s four-poster as he lights the candles, shooting me wry smiles as the light flickers in his eyes.

      Soon, we are surrounded by little pockets of warm yellow light, the scent of vanilla and honey filling the air. Erik prowls to the bed and slides his hand slowly up from my ankles to my knee, and then up to my thigh.

      “Nothing that is not required to make a child,” he whispers, his hand disappearing up the hem of my dress. “Nothing romantic, like telling you I love you.”

      His fingertip brushes my underwear.

      “I love you.”

      He massages my sex with soft movements, drawing out the aching pleasure.

      “I fucking love you, Camille.”

      “I love you too. Don’t stop, Erik.”

      He peels my underwear down my legs. Tossing them to the floor, he kneels at the edge of the bed and pulls me toward him.

      Oh God, is he going to …

      He puts his head under the hem of my dress and brings his mouth to my sex. I reach down and grab a bunch of his hair in wild lust. Anything to anchor me. If I don’t hold on, I might ascend right through the ceiling with the heat rising in me.

      He kisses up and down my lips, teasing my clit.

      My legs start to twitch and I hear my moans filling the room, rising higher and higher into the air. It is an entirely new feeling.

      But I want more. I want him to suck on my clit, to slide his tongue inside of me. I want him to consume my fucking pussy. Oh Jesus, I just want him so bad.

      “Erik, touch me,” I whisper. “I can’t take it anymore.”

      I inhale sharply when his tongue strokes across my clit. He moves around it in circular motions, and then pulls me toward him. He opens his mouth wide and takes in all of me, his tongue going to war on my clit, my lips, my everything.

      “Faster,” I moan. “Oh fuck, faster, faster!”

      He flicks his tongue up and down, making me feel swollen, about to burst. His hands dig deeply into my thighs, but I don’t feel that. All I know is the roughness of his tongue, the wetness of his mouth mixing with the wetness of me.

      I grab his head with both my hands and pull him into me.

      “Right there, baby!” I scream. “Yes, yes, yes.”

      I guide him to where I need him, driving my hips down so that there’s as little space between his mouth and my pussy as possible. It’s like I’m falling into him, and I can’t think of anywhere else I’d rather collapse.

      “Ah—ah …”

      My throat constricts as the heat blossoms from the end of his tongue, engulfing my clit and then spreading down my thighs like boiling oil. I curl my toes and throw my head back, clawing at the sheets. I’m writhing so much I almost fall off the bed, but Erik holds me in place.

      I sit up, breath coming fast, and then slide off the bed and fall to my knees.

      “I want you,” I whisper, tugging at his belt.

      His manhood is a massive outline, twitching as though desperate to be inside of me. I’ve never felt so wanted.

      As soon as I slide his belt free and toss it away, I grab at his pants and yank them down. His cock springs free, the tip glistening with pre-come, the veins standing out starkly against his skin.

      He is bursting for me.

      I grab the base of him and bring my lips to the head. I’m surprised by the salty taste, and even more surprised that I like it. It’s his moans that do it, soft, throaty growling noises that fill my ears as I tentatively slide my lips around his cock.

      I stroke his shaft up and down as I bob my head, licking around the width of him.

      When I twist instead of stroking—I’m still in the experimental phase here—his growls get even deeper. I keep going, losing myself in it, my moans muffled and my mouth full of the taste of him.

      “Camille.” He touches my cheek softly. “If you keep going …”

      He looks so powerful standing over me like that, his chest heaving with barely contained lust.

      “I want to make you feel good, baby.”

      “Then come here.”

      He grabs me under the arms and makes to lift me onto the bed. I place my hands on his chest.

      “No, Erik,” I whisper. “I want to make you feel good. Lie down.”

      His old twitching smile returns, but when I give him a shove he climbs onto the bed and lies on his back. I hike up my dress and leap on top of him.

      He hisses when I grab his cock and guide it to my pussy, sitting down so that an inch of him, and then two, four, six, and then finally all of him slides up deeply inside of me.

      I move myself up, propping my hands on his chest. His eyes are locked on me the whole time, his eyebrows furrowed almost in surprise. It’s like he’s been waiting his entire life to feel this.

      I can empathize. I feel exactly the fucking same.

      “I love you.” I move quicker now, twitching my hips back and forth. “I love you. I fucking love—”

      He braces my back and leans up, finding my lips as the sudden pleasure releases.

      Our teeth click together in the hurried passion. I’m bouncing on him now like my life depends on it, spurred on by the way he can’t even kiss me, he’s so busy moaning. I want him to feel what I feel.

      I want him to lose himself as badly as I am lost.

      “You’re so fucking good at that,” he whispers with a small laugh.

      “Don’t sound so surprised.”

      I make to push his shoulders down again. He grabs my wrists. We lock in place, his cock buried deep, our bodies connected so intimately that right now, in this moment, I can’t imagine being apart.

      “But now it is my turn,” he smiles.

      “Ah!” I cry as he flips me over.

      I run my hands down his back, clutching onto his hips and pulling him into me. He attacks me with kisses: my forehead, my cheek, my neck. One hand slides under my dress and cups my breast and he plants the other beside me, holding himself up.

      “You need to come in me,” I moan, my pussy electric now. I feel a tsunami coming, threatening to shatter me utterly. “With me, baby. Come in me and come with me.”

      His face gets tight and he runs his lips along my forehead in a trembling gasp. His whole body stiffens as drives himself deeper than he has gone yet, so deep that his cock crushes that sweet spot inside of me. He holds it there, muscles bulging like they might burst from his skin.

      “F-f-fuck,” he gasps.

      I try to moan but all that comes out is a staccato, hollow sound, as though I am choking. I find his lips as we grind towards a shared crescendo.

      He collapses on top of me as his cock begins to wilt, showering me with gentle kisses.

      “We’re in deep now,” I whisper.

      “There’s no place I would rather be,” he replies, drawing circle patterns on my shoulder with his finger.

      “That tickles,” I giggle.

      “It does? Tell me … does this?”

      He slides his hand down my collarbone, over my breasts, toward my belly.

      “Don’t you dare—Erik!”

      Laughing like a woman possessed, I leap across the bed, away from his exploring fingers, not trusting myself to stay away if he presses the issue too hard.

      He chases me, tickling under my armpits, over my belly. Finally he grabs my ankle and strokes his hands over the bottom of my feet.

      I’m laughing so hard that I forget about the world, forget about Mom, forget about Rob, forget about who this man is and what I’m supposed to feel. For the first time since we met, I just sink into the here and now.

      It’s a wonderful place to be.
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        * * *

      

      I clutch onto my baby as the warm waves lap around my knees, splashing like droplets of summer rain.

      The scene couldn’t be more picturesque if it was a vacation ad: palm trees sway in the gentle breeze on the beach behind me, the sky blazes clear and blue, and the little bundle in my arms makes cooing noises that damn near melt my ovaries.

      “We have to keep the child safe.”

      The voice comes from behind me.

      I turn, but there’s nothing but the beach.

      “Safe …”

      The wind whistles through the trees. The phantom voice whispers behind it.

      “They want him dead, Camille. Who will keep him safe if I am gone?”

      “E-Erik? Where are you? Erik!”

      Suddenly the palm trees rupture and break apart.

      Cloying air wraps around me like Saran wrap, suffocating.

      I lash out with everything I have, but it traps my legs, cutting off all sound. Silence locks around me as Erik’s voices gets quieter and quieter.

      “Safe … safe … safe …”

      I wake with a start, sweat coating me, sticking to the sheets.

      Jesus, I haven’t had a nightmare like that since high school, when I’d imagine standing over Rob’s dead body, trying to scream but not able to.

      The room is pitch-dark, Erik a solid presence beside me. I hug him and lay my cheek on his chest, feeling his heartbeat pounding through my body.

      When my cell phone buzzes from the table, I almost grab it and smash it against the wall. Whoever it is can wait. I get a little philosophical in my half-asleep haze, cursing technology and convenience and wishing that Erik and I were on a farm somewhere, disconnected from the world.

      But when I answer the call, all those happy dreams vanish at the snap of a finger.

      “Mom?” I walk into the hallway, phone held against my ear. “Is something wrong?”

      “Oh, Camille.” She’s been crying. “It’s your brother.”

      My body gets cold, like somebody-turn-down-the-fucking-air-conditioning cold. No, worse than that. Suddenly, it’s like I’m standing in the middle of a blizzard with shards of ice whipping at me.

      “Oh God, is he …”

      “Missing,” she says quickly. “He’s been missing for days. And—well, you know what he’s like. I didn’t think much of it at first. But it’s been four days now and I’m worried. He’s never been gone this long.”

      “He’s probably found a poker table someplace,” I mutter, but that doesn’t exactly comfort me. It doesn’t ring true, either. I can tell by my mother’s voice: this isn’t normal Rob behavior.

      “I’ll ask Erik to look into it,” I tell her.

      “Thank you, but there’s something else. I’ve been getting these calls. The voice is all robotic, like the kind bad guys use in the movies when they’ve taken a hostage. The number is always unlisted.”

      “What sort of calls?” I ask.

      “Threats, Camille.” She bites back a sob. “They say the most awful things. They’re going to kill me. They’re going to kill Rob. They’re going to—I can’t even repeat it.”

      My mind whirs toward an absurd idea, or an idea that should be absurd. Erik was set up and it failed. Now Rob is missing and somebody clearly isn’t happy with him—understatement of the century—and so is it possible that Rob was the one who called the police on Erik?

      “Erik will help us,” I say. “Just try and stay calm, okay? I’ll be there soon.”

      “I’m sorry to be a bother—”

      “Mom, don’t be stupid! I love you.”

      I’m about to return to the bedroom when I hear a muffled grunt from down the hallway. Instinct drives me toward it, probably a stupid one. This is how girls get killed in horror movies, after all.

      But by the time that’s dawned on me, I’m standing at the top of the stairs.

      Rob is hefting a large burlap sack, looking like a cartoonist’s impression of a burglar, complete with black wool cap and thick black gloves. The only thing he’s missing is dollar signs in his eyes.

      “Rob!” I hiss.

      “Ah!”

      He spins, dropping the bag. A brick of cocaine falls out and tumbles down the stairs. He has the gall to laugh when he sees it’s me.

      “Shit, sis, you scared me.”

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      I take the steps two at a time and use my big-sister strength to shove him against the wall.

      “How did you get in here? What about the guards?”

      He brushes my hands away.

      “This ain’t what it looks like,” he mumbles.

      His lips are dry and cracked and his eyes have never been more saucer-like. He’s not just high. He’s on freaking Pluto.

      “Start explaining yourself, now,” I snarl. “Or I swear to God I’ll wake Erik up and let him deal with you.”

      “Will you just—”

      “If you tell me to relax, I’ll deal with you myself.” I grab a bunch of his hair and give it a twist. “I’m not screwing around here.”

      “Ow, ow!” he whines. “Jeez, just … fucking hell, sis. All right.”

      He pushes my hand away.

      “One of Erik’s lieutenant guys told me he’d pay me two hundred big ones to frame him for that double murder. It should’ve been easy, y’know? Win-win all around. But rich men get away with everything.”

      Even if it was what I suspected, I still feel like I’ve been sucker punched.

      “And now you’re here to frame him. You’re not stealing coke. You’re fucking planting coke!”

      He smiles sadly. “You always were the smart one, huh?”

      “Rob.”

      I put my hand on his shoulder, softening a little.

      “I know it feels like you don’t have a way out, but we’ll explain everything to Erik. He’ll help you. We’re together now. I’m going to have his child. Shit, we might get married at some point. He won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “You don’t know him,” Rob growls.

      It’s like his high mask is eating into his face. The last recognizable remnants of my little brother disappears as his eyes glaze over.

      “You don’t understand these people. Erik will fucking execute me. That’s what they do.”

      “Rob …”

      “No!” he snaps.

      He shoves me in the chest. It’s more the shock that sends me reeling back, stumbling onto the stairs.

      When I make to stand, he pulls a gun from the back of his pants, licking his lips and glancing around like he knows this is fucked but he’s in too deep now.

      “Stand up, sis.”
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      When you have lived the life that I have, you become attuned to certain things, able to distinguish between a car backfiring and a gunshot, reading the intent in a man’s eyes moments before he swings on you.

      The first thing I notice is the quality of the air.

      It is cooler. Camille is gone.

      Then I hear it: low rumbling from downstairs. A man’s voice, but not Adrian’s, and it is too late for the butler to be in conversation in any case.

      I rise from the bed and follow the voice, that strange mixture of calm and adrenaline gripping my body.

      I pause outside the living room.

      “Will you just fucking move?” It is Rob’s voice, shaky and intoxicated. He sounds like a man on the edge of a very bad decision. “Stop messing me around, sis.”

      “You’ll have to shoot me,” she says. The strength in her voice makes me proud. She will truly make a solid Bratva leader if the time ever comes. “What about it, Rob? Do you really think you’ve got that in you?”

      “I had to do it,” he grunts. “Two hundred thousand, sis. You know what I could do with that sort of money? It’s not like he doesn’t deserve it. Now get up!”

      “You think this lieutenant, whoever the hell he is, is going to keep you around once you’ve served your purpose? Wake up!”

      I nod matter-of-factly to myself. So it was Rob who set me up, and one of my men who spurred him on. My mind immediately goes to Fyodor, but it is impossible to know. He could have used a proxy.

      “If you don’t move—”

      “Do it, then!” Camille snaps. “If this is really how low you’ve sunk, I don’t give a damn anymore.”

      “Don’t make me do this. Shit, shit, I can’t leave you here. You’ll go running to him. And then he’ll hunt me down and fuckin’ kill me and burn my body and … I’ve heard of all the shit they do. I can’t let you tell him!”

      Would he truly shoot his sister? I clench my fists hard, rage boiling through me. All I know is I cannot let him hurt my baby or my woman.

      I will die before I allow that to happen.

      “I am sorry to interrupt,” I say, pushing the door open.

      Rob swings the gun to me, fidgeting like a trapped rat.

      “Stay right there!” he cries. “I mean it.”

      I spread my hands, walking in front of Camille. When she tries to move around me—perhaps she thinks my safety is more important than her own—I reach a hand back and hold her firmly in place.

      “If you are going to shoot anybody, shoot me,” I say. “The lieutenant will want me out of the way for far longer than those bricks would ensure. Make it permanent.”

      “Erik,” Camille whispers urgently. “Don’t.”

      I take a few steps toward him.

      “But, first, tell me: have you ever shot anybody, Rob? There is lots of blood, far more than you would ever guess. It goes everywhere. Pools of blood will fill this room. You will see them in your nightmares for the rest of your life.”

      “Stop it!” he hisses, backing away to the wall, biting his lip, and shooting Camille a look. “Make him stop!”

      “You do not want to know what a man smells like when he is dying,” I tell him, almost close enough to dive for the gun now. Once I am within distance, it will be a simple thing.

      But even weak men are dangerous with a gun in their hand.

      “You do not want—”

      “Back the fuck off!” Rob roars.

      “No!” Camille squeals, springing up and trying to jump between us.

      I shove her aside and throw myself at Rob.

      The gunshot explodes in a bright blaze of light, my ears ringing. A hot flash of something scorches through my abdomen, but I don’t feel the pain, not yet.

      He makes to fire again, but I am on him. I grab his wrist and wrench it upward.

      He drops the pistol.

      All three of us dive on it, lost in a tangle of chaos and limbs and the scent of blood. Rob backhands me across the face. I take the blow and headbutt him so hard he thuds against the wall.

      Then I grab the pistol and go to aim it at him, but he moves fast, head ducked low, sprinting for the door.

      Still, I have the shot. I could end him right now.

      But Camille grabs my hand fiercely, her stark blue eyes swimming with emotion.

      “Please,” she gasps. “No, Erik.”

      I have never hesitated like this before. If there is a threat, I deal with it. It is different with Camille.

      I cannot bring myself to pull the trigger.

      That is all it takes—a moment of forgetting what is necessary—and Rob is gone, running deeper into the mansion.
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      I run after him, blood dripping down my bare stomach into my boxer shorts, streaking down my legs. I collapse against the wall, heaving in breaths as I track Rob’s movements: footsteps pounding up the stairs, the click of a door closing.

      Camille glances at me like a nurse on the ward analyzing a sick patient. Then she takes out her cell phone.

      “What are you doing?” I growl.

      “What do you think?” she snaps. “We need to call an ambulance.”

      I snatch her phone out of her hand and toss it across the room.

      “What the fuck, Erik? You’re bleeding out!”

      “We can’t risk the police,” I tell her. “We need to go after him. Who knows what he’s doing?”

      “Why didn’t he just run?” Camille mutters between the deep breaths of a woman trying to keep herself calm. For the hundredth time, I think about what a capable mother she is going to be. “Outside, I mean?”

      I shake my head, pushing away from the wall with a snarl that, if it were coming from another man, I would judge as a death-ushering noise. But I cannot think about that. I have lost blood before and I will do so again.

      It is just part of the life.

      “You saw him. He probably does not even remember where he is. Fuck—”

      I wince as my steps falter.

      “Erik, please …”

      She grabs my arm and supports me as best she can.

      I check to make sure the pistol’s loaded and then walk into the hallway and toward the stairs. Once I am moving the wound does not feel anywhere near as bad. I am glad the pistol is low caliber. Otherwise the bullet would’ve hit my gut and I would be in serious trouble.

      “I have fought with worse,” I bark, as much to bolster myself as Camille. “Come on.”

      Camille clutches onto my elbow as we walk up the stairs.

      I can feel her fear over my injury, emanating from her like a pheromone. I kill my concern, quickly, and do not allow myself to think about what would happen if I were to bleed out and leave her and the child alone.

      This is a time of war.

      There is no place for weakness.

      “I never thought I’d complain about how big this place is,” she laughs bitterly, but there is little humor in it. “He could be anywhere.”

      “Be quiet,” I whisper, listening. A soft murmuring comes from somewhere to my left, toward the library. “Do you hear that?”

      She eyes the gun.

      “Don’t hurt him, Erik.”

      I don’t answer—I cannot, because it might yet be necessary—as I prowl through the mansion, gun raised. I can’t rule out the possibility that he has another weapon. I’ve known men to die from smaller oversights.

      I pause outside one of the smaller bathrooms, his voice louder now. He is talking frantically, but it’s too quiet for me to make out the words. I wave for Camille to back off and then kick the door, ignoring the screaming protest the wound sends through my body.

      Rob leaps up like a startled cockroach, scuttling into the corner of the room, his back to the sink, phone in hand.

      “Who the fuck were you talking to?” I growl.

      “N-nobody,” he stutters.

      “Drop it.” I aim the gun at his head. “Do not make me ask you again.”

      He drops the phone and holds his hands up. His lips tremble like a coward’s and sweat runs in streams down his face, coating him.

      “I should end your life right here.” I walk across the room and place the barrel of the gun against his head. “Do you have any idea what you have done? I am not some loan shark hanging around on a street corner. You have just committed a crime punishable by death.”

      “Erik.” Camille appears beside me. She puts her hand on my wrist, nudging me as though to lower it. “You can’t kill him.”

      “If he were anybody else …”

      “But he’s not,” she says firmly.

      “You really think I can let this pass?”

      In this moment Rob is Fyodor, Damir, all the men who have ever disrespected me. A bullet in him is a bullet in all of them.

      My finger itches for the trigger.

      “He deserves something, but not this.”

      Unbidden images rise in my mind: Camille crying at Rob’s funeral, turning her back to me, bundling into a car with Angela and a trunk full of their belongings. Disappearing forever.

      I lower the gun. “So be it. But he does not walk away free. I am going to have my lawyer pin the cocaine on him,” I tell her. “We will let the courts decide his fate.”

      “Now wait a sec—”

      “Rob, shut up!” Camille hisses. “Would you rather be dead?”

      I prod him with the barrel.

      “You should be grateful I love your sister,” I say. “Camille, go to my bedroom. In the second drawer of the bedside table there is a false bottom. Underneath you will find handcuffs. Bring them here. We don’t want him slipping away before the police arrive.”

      “Fine, Erik, okay. But you have to let me look at that wound.”

      I nod, my eyes never leaving Rob. “Do you agree to the terms?”

      Rob’s wide, drug-inflected eyes don’t blink or twitch. The pupils are huge. Slowly, he nods, lips trembling.

      I let loose a cynical sigh. “Then it seems we have a deal.”
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      “So your dream has finally come true, eh, sis?”

      Camille twirls her fingers, biting down as though a retort is trying to fight its way out of her mouth. “Turn around and show me your hands.”

      “You’ve finally got all the control,” Rob grumbles. “Does that make you happy? Big shot Camille?”

      “Don’t be stupid,” she sighs, slapping the handcuffs on him.

      They close with a loud clicking noise and then she turns to me, eyebrows raised. Disbelief stands clearly in her eyes. Is this really happening?

      I give her a short nod. Unfortunately, yes.

      Camille and I could have a whole conversation without saying a single word, it dawns on me. That is a level of communication normally reserved for soldiers in battle.

      But then, what is Camille now, if not a Bratva soldier?

      “Where do you want him?”

      “We will take him to the library.”

      “Perfect, I always knew I should do some more reading,” Rob mutters sarcastically. “You got any picture books?”

      I trail them as she leads him there, not lowering the pistol for one moment.

      “What, you think I’m fucking Houdini?” Rob laughs. He won’t shut the fuck up. The drugs have loosened his lips far too much for my liking. “I ain’t going anywhere. Sis, did you disinfect these before you put them on me? I don’t wanna think about what you two get up to with them.”

      “Jesus Christ, Rob, will you just quit it?” Camille hisses. “Don’t make it worse for yourself.”

      “Is that even possible at this point? I’ve got the Russian godfather with a gun pointed at my back, and my own sister leading me off in cuffs so her new boy toy can beat the shit out of me. Ain’t exactly heaven, is it?” He laughs hollowly. It’s a nasty sound, like metal grating on metal.

      I nod to the radiator at the side of the room. “Cuff him to that pipe there. Sit down, Rob.”

      “Aye-aye, captain.”

      Once Camille has secured him to the radiator, I allow myself to drop down at the table at the far end of the room. The stink of my wound rises up like vapor, drifting acidic up my noise. Invisible hands tug and tear like hooks at my abdomen muscles and I blink away sweat. Once the fury of warfare passes, pain always returns.

      Camille kneels down beside me, leaning forward to study the gash.

      “It doesn’t look like it hit anything major,” she says under her breath. “But it needs disinfecting, and bandaging. How do you feel, light-headed?”

      I touch her chin and raise her eyes to me. “A little.” I smile.

      She glares. “This is serious, Erik.”

      “I cannot help how beautiful you look right now, can I?”

      She rolls her eyes, but a cute smile touches her lips. Even in the midst of this supremely fucked-up chaos, I think to myself for the thousandth time that she is a treasure I must protect at all costs. Then the pain strikes again in a wave, and I wince and close my eyes.

      “Where’s the first aid kit?” she asks.

      “Bathroom. Above the sink.” The agony is squeezing my throat, making it hard to talk. Gradually, this wave passes, but the pain is far from receding completely. It lingers in the background like an unwelcome houseguest.

      “Okay, wait here,” she says. “And try to play nice, okay?”

      “Did you hear that, Rob?” I call over, trying to breathe through the pain. “It seems we are to become the best of friends after you tried to take my life. What do you think of that?”

      He grins manically. I see the boy he once was, the boy he has never outgrown. Absurd pity whirls through me. He never had a father, I remind myself, and with some men, that is one step below a death sentence.

      “My father beat me every day of his life,” Anatoly told me once. “But I would take that a million times over a weak man, or no father, for it made me strong. You do not toughen iron by keeping it away from the fire.”

      “Maybe we should play Guess Who,” Rob sighs. “You know this radiator’s on, right? I’m gonna be bacon by the time you uncuff me.”

      “It is summertime. Nice try, though.”

      Rob shrugs as much as the cuffs will let him, and then blows a spidery strand of hair from his eye. “Can’t blame a man, right?”

      Camille returns. She kneels before me, cracks open the first aid kit, and starts mopping up the blood from my torso, sleeves rolled up, her hair tied back from her face. The look of intense concentration captivates me.

      “What?” she asks quietly.

      “Just you,” I mutter. “You are truly a Bratva woman, a queen.”

      “You’ll make me blush.” She bites her lip for a moment, worry flitting into her blue eyes, darkening them. “Everything is going to be okay, right, Erik?”

      I smooth my hand over her cheek, feeling the heat of her, wondering how many men I would slaughter if she were ever taken from me. A part of me would die, I know. A part of me I never dreamed existed.

      “I will always protect you. I love you. Nothing can ever change that.”

      She smiles and nods. I can see the fear in her eyes retreat—just a bit. It is enough for now.

      Once she has dealt with the wound, I watch her as she stands up and goes into the bathroom.

      “Will you stop ogling my sister, man—”

      “Quiet.”

      I jump to my feet. Something is wrong.

      “What climbed up your—”

      “Quiet,” I growl.

      Downstairs, I hear doors opening and closing quietly, and then, almost silent footsteps. Camille returns a moment later with Rob’s cell phone in her hand. Something in me drops like a leaden weight. How could I be so foolish?

      “Who were you calling, Rob?” I snarl. “Camille, check the phone.”

      Anybody who knew what they were doing would have masked the number, but a junkie is not a Bratva.

      “It’s password-protected,” she murmurs. “Rob? Wait, hang on.” Her shoulders slump as the phone unlocks and she sees the most recent call in the log. Some strange mixture of sadness and pride enters her face. “It’s Mom’s birthday. Erik… he was talking to Fyodor. That’s your, um, lieutenant, right?”

      I charge across the room and grab Rob by the shoulders.

      “You have a chance to redeem yourself,” I tell him. “But you have to listen very carefully and do exactly as I say. If you do not, Rob, not even your sister will stop me from taking my revenge. Do you understand me?”

      He glances at the door with watery eyes, his fear of Fyodor, of me, of the world a tattoo on his face.

      Licking his lips, he says, “W-what do I have to do?”
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      “I did it,” Rob says, speaking way too loudly.

      It makes me think of when he played a talking tree in the school play. He was so nervous he ended up shouting all his lines, waving his hands around like there was a hurricane moving through the magical forest he was supposed to be in. I laughed back then, but this is far from funny. My heart drops and again I have to remind myself that this is really happening.

      Erik wraps his arms around me as both of us press our ears against the wall. I feel his heartbeat in my back, pounding and steady.

      A long silence passes, way too long. I almost want to scream at the asshole not to keep me in suspense. No matter what Rob has done, he’s still my brother.

      “Hmm,” Fyodor finally says. “And what have you done, little man?”

      “I got my hands on his gun and I killed the bastard!” Rob growls. “He thought he was some big man, but big men fall just as much as little ones, ain’t that right? Hell yeah it is. Motherfucker fell, yes he did.”

      “What are you babbling out?” Fyodor snaps. “Look at me, boy. You, a rat, killed Erik Ivanovich? If that is the case, why did you call me telling me the precise opposite? Do you imagine I am here for my health?”

      “I fuckin’ killed him!” Rob whines. “My sister’s never gonna forgive me, man. Jesus Christ. I shot him right in the head and there was blood everywhere. It just exploded out of him like a fountain and I … I can’t believe it. I did it. I’m a killer.”

      “Are you rehearsing for the Oscars?” Fyodor asks. “Take me to the corpse.”

      I stiffen in Erik’s arms, glancing at the door. If Fyodor works out that Rob is lying, he’ll kill him. I’ve been around these men long enough to know how it works.

      In my memory, I see Rob with big rips in his jeans, a lopsided smile on his face as he holds his skateboard up like a trophy. He was so proud that he’d almost ridden down the ramp at the skate park, the one everyone called the Big Cheese.

      And then another one: he’s bringing Mom hot chicken soup on a cold night when the heating went bust. So proud of himself. So full of love.

      And now—my mind really is torturing me—he’s standing up to Billy Hickson, a kid twice his size, because he groped my thigh in math class.

      “I … uh …”

      “Is there a problem? I would like to see this fountain of blood you spoke of.”

      My body twitches. Every big-sister instinct I’ve ever felt fills me. Erik doesn’t understand. He can’t, not without any siblings.

      “Camille, no,” he whispers, tightening his grip around me.

      “I can’t, Erik.”

      “Camille!”

      I slip away just in time, sliding free of his arms, and then ducking for the door. My mind is in overdrive, a plan coming together by the time I leap the last two steps.

      “You fucking jerk!” I cry, throwing myself at Rob.

      I ignore Fyodor, who looks like an accountant coming to complain about the numbers being wrong. The man at his right looks way tougher, a towering brute with a flat face and bear paws for hands.

      Rob reels back. “What the fuck?”

      “Why did you have to kill him?” I cry, slapping him in the chest, across the face. A loud whack ought to sell this this pretty well, right? “I hate you! I’ve always hated you! You’re just a waste of fucking space! You took the father of my child from me! I’ll have to raise this baby—”

      I cut off, realizing I’ve gotten carried away. If Fyodor has Erik killed when he is childless, he is the heir to the Bratva. But if I am pregnant, I am the heir. It turns out going full-on Actress of the Year might not have been the best idea.

      Fyodor’s smile is a glistening razor.

      “Come here, girl,” he says.

      I back away, hands moving over my belly. It’s too small to kick and yet I feel it raging, battering its tiny hands against the walls of my stomach. You stupid woman, it is crying. You’re supposed to protect me. What the hell is wrong with you?

      Fyodor picks something from under his fingernails, flicks it to the floor.

      “If you leave this room, or put one foot on those stairs, I will kill you where you stand. Now come here.”

      The large man behind him has his hand near his hip, ready to pull out his gun any second.

      I have no choice but to do as he says, hating the way he tilts his head as though to imply that, yep, all women really will do what he tells them. He grabs my wrist and pulls me toward him, taking out a gun in one watery motion and placing the cold barrel against my belly.

      “You should have run,” he whispers. “But you fools are all the same. Stupid as cattle.”

      He clicks back the hammer on the revolver, his finger moving for the trigger.
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      “Leave her alone!” Rob cries, running over to us.

      He puts his hand on my back for support and I’m so grateful I could almost start weeping. But I won’t give this couldn’t-get-a-date-for-the-dance motherfucker the satisfaction of my tears.

      “You don’t need to kill her, Fyodor, sir. She—she can be your woman. You’ll need an heir to the Batva—sorry, I mean Bratva … fuck, you’ll need one just as bad as Erik did! Please, just—”

      “Would you like that?” Fyodor leans close to me. He smells of breath mints and vanilla, which somehow is more disgusting than if he reeked of pig guts. “Would you be a loyal queen to me, Camille?”

      I know I should tell him yes—tell him he’s the freaking king of England if that’s what it takes to get him away from me—but by the time I’m thinking about the need for tact, I’ve already spit out the words.

      “You’re a pathetic, ugly little man. You’re not even half the man Erik is. I would rather—”

      “Die?” He smiles, prodding my belly. “That can easily be arranged.”

      “Let me talk to her!” Rob pleads. “She’s just upset about Erik. But she’ll do it. You can gag her, put her in a fuckin’ cage, whatever you want. Just don’t kill her.”

      “What do you think, Kurill?”

      “I think she’ll come just as easy with or without her say-so.”

      “But don’t you want her to tell you how badly she wants to come?”

      Rob’s talking fast, licking his lips every few seconds, his eyes flitting all around the room. If I ever needed proof that, despite everything, my fucked-up little brother loves me, I have it. It’s too little, and way too late, but at least it’s something.

      “Just imagine it, right?” Rob says. “Erik’s woman telling you how she wants to be yours. Think how much your new soldiers will respect you.”

      “They already respect me,” Fyodor whispers, but Rob’s magic is working. Hunger has entered his eyes. “You can say whatever you need to right here.”

      “You know what women are like,” Rob says. “They let their emotions get the better of them. And I know my sister. I can get her to see sense. Just give me a minute.”

      “Very well. Kurill, take out your gun.” He smiles humorlessly at Rob. “Stay in sight.”

      Rob takes me by the hand and leads me to the bottom of the stairs. Fyodor and Kurill watch like wolves, guns raised, sharing a look that is somewhere between amused and impatient. They have won, though, as far as they’re concerned. Now they’re just dealing out the war prizes.

      “I hope you have a plan,” I whisper.

      Rob shakes his head. “I just needed to get you away from them.”

      “Hurry up!” Fyodor snaps.

      Rob closes his eyes for a long moment. When he opens them, he seems more clear-headed. He steps in front of me and spreads his hands wide.

      “I’m not letting you take her!” he yells.

      “Foolish man,” Fyodor mutters. “I would have let you be my lapdog. You could have licked the shit from my boot after a hard day of work. Now you will lie in the ground with that arrogant fool Ivanovich.”

      Everything happens so fast.

      Boom. Boom.

      By the time I realize what’s going on, Rob is on the floor with a bullet wound in his gut and Erik and Fyodor are firing shots at each other.

      I drop to my knees and press my hands into Rob’s belly, trying to stop the blood flow.

      Bullets bite at the air all around us.

      On a distant track in the back of my mind, I work out that Erik must’ve run around the corner, aiming at Fyodor, and Fyodor must’ve fired the shot that hit Rob.

      I blink away tears and gun smoke and blood as Rob whimpers like a dying animal. No, not like a dying animal.

      He is a dying animal.

      “Stay with me,” I whisper. Nothing else matters. I barely wince when a bullet grazes my arm. The pain is far away, somebody else’s problem. I have no idea what’s going on around me. All I know is that Rob’s eyes are getting glassy. He’s fading fast.

      “Rob!” I cry, knowing that he’s going to die, knowing that he’s bleeding too much, knowing there’s nothing I can do.

      I tear off his heavy hoodie and use it to try and stop the bleeding, but after a few seconds it is sodden and heavy.

      “Rob!”

      “You—you’re bleeding, sis,” he says in a dreamlike voice. It should be quiet with the air cracking like yapping hyenas, Erik screaming something, Fyodor roaring something else, but I hear him clearly. “Need to … um, fuck … need to … get that … taken care of.” He smiles. “Tell Mom I … I love her, all right? I always did. I know I wasn’t the best …”

      The fighting has moved onto another part of the house. The kitchen, it sounds like. And then it moves even deeper, maybe into the garden. I don’t care, not about the blood dripping down my arm, or what Rob tried to do, or any of it.

      “You’re not dying!” I hiss. “Do you hear me? You don’t get to do that! Rob, keep your fucking eyes open!”

      He mumbles nonsense through lips that don’t want to cooperate with his fading brain anymore.

      “I’m getting the first aid kit,” I tell him, tears making everything blurry.

      “Don’t … leave … me …”

      His voice is like a shadow now. I have to lean down just to make out the words. He clutches onto my hands so weakly; he feels like a little boy scared by a storm. His smile spreads across his face slowly, but it looks like it takes him all the effort he has left.

      “You were always the best big sister I ever could have—”

      His head slumps and his eyes stare lifelessly at the ceiling, his smile fixed in place.

      I shake his shoulders.

      “Rob, wake up,” I sob. “Stop screwing around. This isn’t funny. Wake up right fucking now!”

      I collapse on top of him, shaking him fiercely, his blood smearing across my belly and then my face as I bring my hands to my cheeks to wipe the tears away. My entire arm is slick now, his blood and mine mixing together.

      I have to stare at him for a long, long time just to convince myself that he’s really gone.

      Then I get cold, ice-cold, murder-cold.

      For the first time since Rob was hit, I look up.

      The hallway is a mess, the ornate mirror smashed, shards of glass scattered like reflective rose petals across the floor. The wall is caved in and bullet casings lie everywhere.

      As soon as I spot the gun—lying next to Kurill in a pool of crimson—I jump to my feet and run over to it. I grab it and spin around wildly, my head feeling too heavy. Blood loss, I know, and yet I don’t care about bandaging the wound.

      Fyodor has to die.

      Deeper in the house a bullet goes crack, but then there is silence.

      “Camille!” Erik comes pounding down the stairs. He glances at Rob and his face goes tight. “Shit, I am so sorry—your arm! Come here!”

      “Where is he?” I snarl, squeezing the gun so hard it digs painfully into my hand.

      “He had more men in the house,” Erik says, jogging over to me. “Oleg has them trapped in the library. I have called for a car. It will take you to safety—”

      “No!” I hiss. “I’m coming with you. I’m not letting that monster get away with this.”

      “This is no place for a woman,” he says, raising his hands as though I am unhinged. Maybe I am. “Any second now it will start again. I cannot have you here—”

      “Look at me, Erik.” He freezes and stares back into my eyes, unblinking. My words come out icy cold: “I’m going with you.”

      He stares at me for a long moment. It feels like he’s weighing something in his mind. Checking me against what he knows, what he wonders, what he can trust. I don’t know whether I pass or fail his tests, because after a few endless seconds have passed, he says, “Camille, your arm … Just wait here.”

      Then he jogs away in the direction of the kitchen.

      I try to listen for the sounds of fighting upstairs, but there is nothing.

      All I hear is the thump-thump-thump of my heartbeat in my ears and Rob’s voice, whispering. He’s telling me I’m a terrible big sister. He’s telling me that it’s all my fault he’s dead. I press my hands to my ears to try and blot the phantom words, but they go on and on.

      The room stinks of death. Like an out of body experience, I watch myself: this student nurse, this Good Samaritan who always sees the best in people. I hate her. She’s naïve and she’s got no clue what the world is really like.

      And, like throwing a switch, I let go of that idea of myself, right here, right now.

      I promise myself that I’ll never be this stupid again. The time for being a little bright-eyed girl has passed. With my little brother’s dying scent in my nose, with adrenaline pulsing through me like cocaine, it all becomes clear.

      Erik returns with a roll of bandages.

      I’m barely aware of him binding my arm, too busy grinding my teeth together and picturing Fyodor on his knees, the pistol buried between his eyes. I imagine the moment he dies: eyes widening for a fraction of a second, wondering how it all came to this.

      “Now you have to get out of here,” Erik says.

      “We’ve been over this.” I shift my arm to feel the stabbing pain. In a weird way, it’s a helpful reminder of what I have to do. “If that bastard had killed Ashley, is there anything in the world that would stop you going after him?”

      “It is not the same. I am a soldier—”

      “Erik!” I snap. I grip onto his neck and pull him toward me, reading the pain in his eyes. But it’s not pain for himself. It’s pain for me. “You said it yourself: I’m a Bratva queen. Well, a queen doesn’t hide in the shadows when there’s work to be done. Or am I wrong? I need to do this. You can’t make me hide.”

      He lets out a groan, shoulders slumping for a moment.

      “You will stay behind me,” he says. “And just know, Camille, that if something happens to you … I will never forgive myself.”

      He touches my face. I don’t care that his hands are slick with blood. We are in a world of blood now. Again, that out-of-body feeling comes over me. I wonder what the old Camille would say.

      But that doesn’t matter. She’s gone.

      Only this new Camille is left.

      “I love you,” he whispers, thumb tracing my cheek. He hefts his gun. “Behind me. Am I clear?”

      I look down at Rob one last time, fighting the nursing instinct to fall to my knees and try to resuscitate him. Mom’s heart is going to shatter when she hears the news.

      “I’m ready,” I growl, tightening my grip on the pistol.
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      “There’re more of them in the mansion, boss,” Oleg says, eyeing Camille speculatively.

      I give him a look which means he shouldn’t ask any questions. Oleg has always been quick on the uptake. He nods shortly and waves a hand at the library.

      “Two in there,” he mutters. “But I heard some ruckus coming from down the hallway. The bastards must’ve been planning this for a damn long time, paying off the guards, scaling the walls for all we know. We need to search the place.”

      “Call Anatoly,” I tell him. “We need backup.”

      “Is Fyodor in there?” Camille asks, gesturing at the library with the pistol.

      The sight of her with a gun in her hand, her bandage spotted with red, tells me that I have crossed the threshold into a strange dreamlike reality. She should be riding swiftly into the city by now, toward some safe house. Yet looking into her eyes downstairs, I saw the pain at Rob’s death. I felt it, as though he was my brother too. The connection between us is too strong to sever so easily.

      Still, it does not mean I am happy about this.

      “Well?” Camille urges, when Oleg looks at me for permission to answer.

      I give him a short nod.

      “No,” he says. “I thought he was but when I poked my head around the door, it was two bastards I didn’t recognize. Sorry to say, boss, but they’ve tipped over one of your bookcases to use for a barricade. Never been much into reading, but still seems damn rude.”

      “So he’s in the house somewhere,” Camille whispers darkly. “This way, you said?”

      “Watch the door,” I tell Oleg. “And if there’s—”

      Suddenly the door crashes open, almost flying off the hinges. I throw myself in front of Camille, firing off a shot that cleaves through the forehead of the first man. More shots bite at the air all around us. One bullet finds purchase in Oleg. He grumbles, falls flat on his face, tossing his hand out wildly at the last second to fire one final bullet.

      It strikes the second in the knee, sending him in a mess of limbs to the floor.

      Time seems to slow as I take in Oleg, blood spewing in a liquid gush from his neck, his last words throttled in frantic breaths.

      He was my most trusted man.

      He was my friend.

      He was a good, solid, loyal soldier.

      And now he’s dead.

      I sprint across the hallway and kick the man in the face as he tries to clamber back to his feet. With a bony crunch, my bare foot catches him in the eye. Pain flares up my leg as two of my toes snap. I ignore it, falling upon him with waling hands, fists battering him into the floor.

      By the time I am done, his face is no longer a face.

      I run back over to Camille. She’s staring at me wide-eyed, shock moving through her like an electric current.

      “We …” She visibly hardens herself. Her eyes get narrow and purposeful. Pride touches me. “We need to find him. We need to make him pay.”

      I take Oleg’s cell phone from his pocket—not looking into the face of my dead friend—and call Anatoly. He takes the instructions quickly, not asking me to repeat anything, and then assures me that he will be here soon.

      “Wait for me, nephew,” he says. “We cannot risk your death.”

      Now I do look at Oleg, a big open-mouthed smile on his face. It is really a warped expression of death, but it is easy to imagine him at the Ruble, a girl in his lap and a whiskey in his hand. If it were not for that traitorous dog Fyodor, he would still be alive.

      And then I look at Camille: the rage running through her, the bandage getting redder every second.

      “I cannot promise that,” I snarl into the phone, hanging up.

      “Which way?” Camille asks, eager like a soldier ready to prove her worth.

      “Camille—”

      “I’m not leaving!” she snaps. “So stop asking. Which way?”

      I grab her uninjured arm and move her behind me.

      I head down the hallway with the gun raised, my belly constantly tightening as though my ab muscles could tear apart any second. My bandage is soaked through and I feel myself getting lightheaded, but I ignore it all.

      I can collapse once Fyodor is dead, once Camille is safe.

      “We need to search each room one by one,” Camille whispers once we have cleared the entire top floor.

      The rat could be anywhere.

      He easily could’ve gone downstairs when we were dealing with the guards. The heightened battle state grips me, everything becoming hyperreal. The shadows of the moonlight playing on the window become the glint of a shotgun. The creaking of the house is footsteps. In the night, a cat lets out a screech that sounds like the whine of a switch-blade opening.

      She is right, I reflect. We cannot even chance going outside. Fyodor’s men might be waiting for us there.

      “Stay—”

      “Close, I know.”

      We share a look, a small smile playing at her lips. For a second, we are both astounded by what we are doing, by the blunt absurdity of it. Then her lips flatten and she nods toward the staircase.

      “Let’s end this, Erik.”
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        * * *

      

      My father’s voice fills my head, taunting.

      “You are a fool for allowing her to stay with you,” he tells me. “You have become just like me, putting your woman in the face of danger. You always thought you were better than your silly old father, did you not? And now look at you.”

      I push the voice away as I have done many times before. It is blood loss, I tell myself, plus the adrenaline, and the fear for Camille’s sake, all mixing together.

      We move through the lower floor of the mansion like ghosts, as quietly as we are able. The whole time I am aware of a fracture within myself. One part of me watches Camille as another scans the surroundings.

      “What was that?” she hisses, when I have turned on the kitchen light.

      “What?” I growl, glancing around the room.

      It has recently been cleaned, everything glittering. Camille and I stand reflected in the stainless steel stove. She seems even smaller like this, even less suited to this sort of situation.

      “Nothing,” she mutters. “It must’ve been the stove. Jeez, I need to calm down.”

      “Just stay vigilant—”

      Crack.

      The sound seems to go on forever, ricocheting around the room and ringing through my ears.

      Then I feel the shattering in my back, a few inches from my spine, something vital and important seeping out of me in a waterfall flow. I spin to find Fyodor standing in the doorway, another, larger man behind him like a sentinel.

      “Fucker!” I roar as I unload two bullets in their direction.

      The first hits the doorframe, throwing up pieces of shrapnel that spray Fyodor in the face. This is the only thing that saves Camille. Fyodor screams, pawing at his face, losing his aim.

      My second bullet bores a hole in the soldier’s forehead. He stumbles to his knees, dropping his gun.

      Click.

      Fuck. I am out of ammunition.

      Camille fires from beside me just as Fyodor is raising his gun again, eyes red and streaming from the wooden pieces lodged in them. She fires twice but each bullet misses. Her hands are shaking too much and she is not anticipating the recoil.

      I sprint headlong at Fyodor, arms spread wide so that I, and not Camille, will catch anything he fires our way. The muzzle flash throws dancing dots across my field of vision and another sharp bite twists through my shoulder.

      Then I am on top of him, hands closing around his throat. He angles his gun up into my belly. I dart my hand down, squeezing his wrist so hard I am sure I hear the crunch of bone and the snap of tendons.

      But I have forgotten the most important thing about him.

      He is a snake. With his free hand he slides a blade from a sheath on his thigh and stabs me in the side twice. A bleak haze washes over me, weighing me down as I fight to keep the strength left in my hands.

      “Erik, move!” Camille is crying. “Get out of the way!”

      “It was always going to come to this,” Fyodor says with something like calm. “You must have known that.”

      A wet squelching noise sounds when he stabs me again. My eyelids get heavy, vision threatening to desert me.

      “Your child will never live to see what a failure his father—”

      Something in me ignites.

      Over the sound of Camille’s screaming voice, I hear the imagined cries of my child. With the last of my fading strength, I grab Fyodor around the throat and roll over, holding him up to give Camille the best shot she is going to get.

      “Do it!” I roar.

      Fyodor makes to lash out at me with the blade again.

      But then his head jerks violently to the side and his body begins to twitch, knife sliding limply from his hand and bouncing off my belly.

      I hold him a moment longer—as much as I am able, just to make sure he is dead—and then let him drop on top of me.

      The world becomes a place of muffled sounds and bleary lines, dancing sideways.

      I am vaguely aware of Camille kicking Fyodor’s corpse from me, of Anatoly and the others crashing through the door, of Camille whispering in my ear as I bounce around the back of a car.

      “You can’t die,” she hisses. “Are you really going to leave me and the baby alone? Fight, Erik! Fucking fight!”

      “I’ve spent my whole life fighting,” I say, but nobody hears me. “We can call our son Rob. It is not Russian but for you, my love, I would name him anything. And if our child is a girl, we can name her Angela.”

      My words seem far away, drifting further each moment. The only thing I know as the world turns black is Camille’s hand upon mine.
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        * * *

      

      For a few days, I slip in and out of consciousness.

      Camille is there, always, either sitting at my bedside dabbing at my forehead with a damp cloth or asleep in the chair in the corner. The first time I wake up, I am sure I see her feeding our child, a bottle of milk in hand as she sways him back and forth, singing in a sweet voice that sends me into a deep sleep.

      When I am finally able to stay awake for longer than a few minutes, I discover that almost a week has passed.

      I blink open my eyes to find Camille leafing through a photo album, a tear clinging to her eyelash. On the front the words ‘The Greene Family, for Better or Worse’ are written in big scrawls of pink pen, a child’s lettering.

      “Camille,” I whisper.

      “Shh.” She leans forward and touches my face. Her hand is cold and soothing. “You need to rest.”

      “What is wrong?” I ask, my voice a rasp.

      She brings a cup of water to my lips. I sit up, ignoring her exasperated expression, and with a shaky hand take the cup in my hand. I sip slowly, my entire torso crunching in upon itself as I swallow.

      “What’s that?” I wipe a tear from her cheek with my thumb. “Pictures of Rob?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she murmurs.

      “It does,” I say, as firmly as I can. I want to say more, but I can’t find the energy to make my lips move more than that. Everything hurts.

      She smiles, her breath trembling like she could break into sobs any second.

      “Mom is devastated, but she’s strong. She’ll be okay. She doesn’t blame you, by the way. When I told her, she didn’t even look surprised. That broke my heart. I think part of her always expected that Rob would end up like this.”

      “And you?”

      She shrugs, grabbing my hand and rubbing it up and down her cheek. I wish I could jump from the bed and take her in my arms or, better yet, pull her onto the bed and fold myself around her.

      “He wasn’t a bad man,” she says quietly. “Like you said, he had his flaws. Maybe an extra helping or two—or five. But at the end, he tried to save me. He put himself out there for me. He was … I think he redeemed himself, you know?”

      “He did,” I assure her. “He will have a hero’s funeral.”

      “No,” Camille says. “Let Mom bury him the way she wants.”

      I incline my head as much as I am able.

      “Oh God, Erik, is it over?” She blinks back tears.

      “You do not have to be strong around me, Camille.”

      It takes all my effort to coil my hand around her neck and give her a soft tug. She slinks onto the bed, curling up next to me and sobbing into my chest.
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        * * *

      

      I wince when the door cracks open, my instincts willing me to jump up and grab the first thing I can use as a weapon. The instinct does not vanish when I see that it’s McCauley, though the fact that his air of arrogance has vanished amuses me.

      “You are interrupting, Detective,” I say. I’m feeling a little stronger, though the pain screaming at me from every inch of my body has hardly diminished. “I would shake your hand, but, as you can see, I am a little indisposed.”

      Camille returns to the chair, rubbing at her face.

      “You can’t just barge in here,” she snaps.

      “I won’t be long,” McCauley grumbles. “I’m just here to let you know we’ve discovered that your man Fyodor was behind the murders at the hotel.”

      It seems Anatoly has been busy.

      “I have to correct you there,” I say. “He was not my man. He simply handled the finances for my nightclubs.”

      “Yeah, and I guess you don’t know shit about his disappearance, either?”

      My smile twitches.

      “You guess correctly.”

      He leans his hands on the bed railing, sneering. “You might’ve slipped outta this one, Ivanovich, but you won’t get by me a second time. You can count on that.”

      “If I have learned one thing in life, it is that we can rarely count on anything. But I suppose we shall see.”

      McCauley grits his teeth and looks for a second like he wants to swing on me, but then he backs off from the railing shaking his head. He nods at Camille.

      “Can I speak with you for a second?”

      “Why?” I snap. “I do not believe you have grounds for that, Detective.”

      “No, it’s fine.” Camille stands up and walks to the corner of the room.

      The detective follows with the air of a hyena.

      “You need to think,” McCauley hisses, placing his hand on her shoulder. “It wouldn’t take much for me to ruin your career. What would your little nursing friends think about you shacking up with a Bratva boss, hmm?”

      Camille shrugs his hand away. She stands up straight and looks him dead in the eyes.

      “I’m sure I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about,” she says calmly. “And I think you should be careful with threats, Detective. What would your superiors think if they knew you were bothering an innocent civilian?”

      “Now wait a—”

      “Am I suspected of any crime?” Camille interrupts. “Am I the prime suspect in any investigation? No …” She leans close, her voice a knife’s edge. “You’re fishing, Detective, nothing more. So why don’t you get out of here and leave us the hell alone?”

      McCauley puts his hands on his hips, grinning in disbelief, looking from Camille to me and back again.

      “That’s one hell of a lady you’ve got yourself, Ivanovich.”

      “Finally,” I smile. “Something we can agree on.”

      “I hate that guy,” Camille says once he’s left, climbing back onto the bed with me.

      “Forget him,” I mutter. I move my hands through her hair. It hurts, but it is worth it to hear her sighs of pleasure. “He is right, though. Perhaps nursing is not the best path for you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You saved my life. You managed to stay calm in hell. I think you would make an incredible doctor, Camille.”

      I feel a thrum move through her body, excitement gripping her.

      “I did consider medical school,” she mutters. “But the cost …”

      “Do you really imagine that is an issue now?” I ask. “The only question that matters is: do you want it?”

      “Yes,” she whispers.

      “Then I will support you every step of the way.”

      She props herself on her elbow, staring at me with those big blue eyes. Her hair has fallen across her forehead in tight curls. She smooths it away and smiles so brightly I am sure I could fall through the bed, fall through the world, just keep falling until all that exists is Camille and the baby and our new life.

      “I love you so much,” she says, leaning up to bring her lips to mine.
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      The music from the nightclub thumps through the ceiling, the heavy steps of the patrons pounding just beneath it.

      I sit in the corner of the room with a glass of whiskey, moving my finger around the edge as the men drop bigger and bigger piles of cash on the floor. Anatoly stands just off to the side in the shadows, arms folded, a small smile playing at his lips. He has become more like the Anatoly of my youth these past two weeks, rising to the occasion and handling the business while I was in the hospital.

      He is my second now, as he should have been all along.

      “Fyodor’s men have either been dealt with or fled,” he told me when he visited me in the hospital. “There are a few who have pledged their allegiance. These are the lower-grade dogs, the ones who were following because he promised them money and power. They will take such promises from us just as easily.”

      Once the cash has formed a pyramid, I stand up and place my whiskey on the table. My body is still a battlefield of twisting tendons and pulsing wounds, but I am healing and no truly lasting damage has been done. One day, I will look in the mirror at the faded scars and remember the days when I allowed my vigilance to lapse.

      It will never happen again.

      “This is just from the last month, boss,” Vadim says.

      He is a tall, broad man with a face covered in Russian tattoos, his bald head gleaming in the lowlight. He was a lower-ranking officer before the war, but he has proved himself loyal.

      “Business has gotten damn easier since that bastard Fyodor took a long holiday. All I’ve gotta do is roll up and tell them that Erik Ivanovich wants his collection and they’re falling all over themselves to get it done.”

      “It’s the same with me,” Kostas growls, scratching at his fingernails with his ornate silver blade. “You’re feared throughout the city now, boss. Even more, I mean. People were talking up Fyodor like he was some kind of god, but now that he’s gone …”

      I walk over to the pile of cash—masking the fact that it pains me, even now—and take a big wad of notes. I hand half to Vadim and the other half to Kostas. I look around the room at the other men: elite killers all of them, looking at me with a new mixture of fear and reverence in their eyes.

      “Serve me well,” I tell them, “and you will all be richer than God. Play the games Fyodor tried and you will win the same prize.”

      They all nod. Somebody mutters, “Damn right.”

      “Do you still wish to pursue the Aryan Pact?” Anatoly asks, pushing away from the wall.

      I nod, though my mind strays constantly to Camille. She will be in nursing school now. She is still considering the doctor route, but she is not the type to quit something when it is half finished.

      “I want a map of all their businesses,” I tell him. “Put a board up here, like the police do, with their figurehead at the top and their lieutenants laid out beneath. We will cut the head off the snake and stamp the body into the ground as it squirms. And count the earnings.” I wave at the cash. “It will need washing.”

      As the men go about their business, I return to my chair and take a long sip of whiskey.

      I think about Camille, a nervous pit opening in my belly. It is strange, perhaps, for me to be nervous about a thing like this, given what I have just lived through.

      But unanswered questions bounce around my head.

      What if she takes it the wrong way? What if I am presuming too much? What if I ruin everything?
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        * * *

      

      The pit in my belly gets wider and grows teeth as I wait outside the nursing school.

      I am gripping the steering wheel too hard, my knuckles turning white. I try to focus on the moonlight dancing across the concrete instead, or picture Camille and my child on a warm summer’s day.

      But I cannot distract myself.

      The truth is, I am more scared now than I was when Radovan came crashing into that hotel room.

      Camille looks just as beautiful in her casual jeans and sweatshirt as she would in a glittering dress. Her hair is tied back in a no-bullshit ponytail, which always appeals to me. It makes her look as capable as she is.

      “Hey,” she says, when the doors flip up. She climbs in next to me and pecks me on the cheek. “You didn’t have to do this, you know.”

      “I wanted to,” I tell her. “Anyway, I have a surprise for you. We are going to Années Folles.”

      “You mean just about the fanciest restaurant in the city? Then I’ll have to change.”

      I brush my hand along the back of her neck, loving the way I can track the tingles moving through her, the pleasure spreading.

      “That will not be possible, I am afraid.”

      “Why not?”

      I grab her and pull her close to me. She moans deeply when I crush her lips in the kiss, her arms looping around my shoulders.

      “You would not want to ruin the surprise, would you?”
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        * * *

      

      I take Camille on the arm as we walk through the private entrance of the restaurant, the host bowing so deeply his nose almost touches his knees and then leading us to our table. The place is entirely deserted except for a spotlighted portion in the middle.

      Ashley and Angela sit side by side, Angela giggling as Ashley talks animatedly.

      “I swear to God, I thought it was my finger!” she is laughing. “That was when I first went to culinary school. I think the nerves were getting to me. I was running around the classroom screaming: I’ve chopped off my finger! Somebody call a doctor!”

      “Oh my,” Angela whispers.

      “But it turned out it was a piece of carrot and some sauce from a tomato that I mistook for blood.” She shakes her head ruefully. “Like I said, I was nervous. We all had a good laugh about it, though.”

      “I hope we are not interrupting,” I say, pulling back a chair for Camille.

      “No, I was just regaling Angela with how silly I can sometimes be.”

      “Sometimes?” I smile.

      “Hey.” She shoots me a dark look. “You be careful.”

      “Hey, Mom.” Camille touches her hand. “How’re you feeling?”

      I sit down and wave the waiter over. We order our drinks and I study Angela.

      Rob’s death tore her to pieces at first, but all the Greenes are fighters, and now she seems to be doing a little better. That gladdens me, especially considering the purpose of this dinner.

      The conversation comes in fits and starts, Ashley doing a terrible job at concealing her excitement, Angela withdrawing into herself as Camille helps her to eat her main course.

      “Is it just me?” Camille whispers in my ear. “Or is everybody acting, like, really weird? Have I got something on my face? What the hell’s going on?”

      “I have not noticed anything,” I mutter. “Perhaps it is the wine.”

      “Speaking of wine.” She gives my hand a squeeze under the table. “Why haven’t you had a glass yet? And you’re pale, Erik.”

      I massage her shoulders, kissing her just behind the ear, the place that always makes her shiver.

      “Just try and enjoy yourself,” I whisper.

      “Do you two need to get a room?” Ashley grins.

      “In front of her own mother, no less!” Angela laughs, but there is a strained quality to it.

      Camille raises her eyebrows at me, as though this is proof. And she is right. Everybody is behaving strangely.

      I have never wanted dessert to arrive so badly.

      “Tell me about your latest Poirot, Mom,” Camille says. “I want to hear everything.”
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        * * *

      

      The waiters bring out the Golden Opulence Sundaes and the entire table draws in a breath of anticipation. The dessert has a golden flower-type arrangement on the top, expertly carved from chocolate.

      Camille glances around the table, eyes narrowed.

      “Okay, what are you all staring at?” she laughs.

      “We want you to take the first bite,” I say.

      She tilts her head at me.

      “I’m missing something.”

      “Take a closer look, dear,” Angela whispers.

      Camille peers at her dessert.

      For long moments, I think she is going to miss it. But then she sits back in her chair as though a gust of wind has just blown in here. She grabs the edge of the table. The pit in my belly devours.

      She is going to say no.

      I have made a mistake.

      The relief washes through me like cool water when she grabs for the glittering diamond ring. She turns to me, lips trembling, eyes brimming with tears.

      I fall to one knee and take the ring from her hand, sharing a moment of silent amusement as we both acknowledge the chocolate smeared across our fingers.

      “Is this really happening?” she whispers. “Oh God, Erik! I might cry!”

      “Camille Greene,” I say, holding her hands steady. “There is much I would like to promise you. I would like to say that I will always stay out of prison, that I will come home on time every night, that I will never get shot again. But I cannot offer any of that. All I can promise, from the depths of my heart, is that I will love you every day for the rest of my life.”

      Tears glisten down her cheeks.

      “Will you marry me?”

      She makes a choking sound, and then thrusts her ring finger forward.

      “Yes, Erik! Of course I fucking will!”

      “Language!” Angela cries, mirrored tears glistening in her eyes, too.

      I slide the ring onto her finger and take her in my arms. She leaps up and wraps her legs around me. We stumble to the wall, kissing each other, hands pawing. The only thing that stops us from tearing off each other’s clothes is Angela and Ashley.

      When I put her down, her face is red and a smile that makes life worth living has spread across her face.

      “You two knew, then,” she says, walking back to the table. “I wasn’t going crazy. You need to seriously work on your poker faces.”

      “Well, maybe I helped pick out the ring,” Ashley admits. “Here’s a rule for you, in your new married life. If you need to pick out a new suit or sports car, send Erik. If you want an expert opinion on jewelry, come to me.”

      “Mom?” Camille slinks down next to her, touching her hand. “Are you okay?”

      Angela blinks back tears. “When he asked my permission, oh, I didn’t know. I said I’d trust your judgment. So much has happened, so much craziness. But now I know you’ve made the right choice.”

      I sit down and wave at the waiter.

      “Champagne!” I call. I wink at Camille. “And some sparkling juice!”

      As we fall upon our desserts, Camille leans close to me, her breath dancing like tingling fingers down my neck.

      “There’s something I can’t promise you, either,” she says.

      “Oh?”

      She grabs my leg, tightening her grip.

      “That I’m not going to jump on you the second we get somewhere private.”

      I laugh, not able to stop myself from kissing her again. Even as Ashley makes mock vomiting noises, even as Angela lets out a civilized sigh, even as the old Erik calls out in my mind that I promised I would never let myself feel this—even as Dad’s voice whispers that love is the way to ruin—I kiss her, hard, passionately.

      I never dreamed I could be truly happy. Now I know how foolish that was.

      “Forever?” Camille says, her tears warm against my face. “Can you promise me that?”

      “Always.”

      I kiss the tears away, tasting her, this woman I would rather die than be without.
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      But don’t stop now – there’s more. Click the link below to receive the FREE extended epilogue to OWNED BY THE MOB BOSS.
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      My enemy’s daughter. My unprotected bride.

      

      Allison thinks that this is a fair world, that justice exists.

      I’m here to show her there is no such thing as innocence.

      

      In my world, it’s might makes right.

      Kill or be killed.

      And I’ve caused my fair share of bloodshed.

      

      But when I discover her with an innocent man’s blood on her hands,

      We both know that there’s only one way out of this mess:

      

      On her knees before me.

      

      So I give her an offer she cannot refuse.

      Become my wife.

      Carry my baby.

      

      Or prepare to suffer the consequences.

      Lev

      She’s still here.

      When I step back out into the hotel room, the steam from the bathroom creeps out. Krystal, lounges on the bed, still naked.

      Her blonde hair, soaked in sweat, sticks to her skin and she’s wearing a smile that might be considered seductive by some. Not by me, though. She served a purpose. Now we’re finished.

      “I told you that you need to return to the party,” I say. As I get dressed, I keep my gaze on her, waiting on a reply. Her tongue flicks over her bottom lip. Her hands curve around her breasts. She thinks we’re playing some kind of game—my willpower versus my libido.

      What she doesn’t know is that, if she really saw the kinds of games I like to play, she’d run screaming.

      “Oh, but I thought we could go for round two,” she purrs. “I bet you can’t fuck me as hard the second time.”

      I don’t bother replying to her obvious bait. I pick up her dress and throw it at her before finishing buttoning my shirt.

      “Get dressed and go.”

      She gets up onto her knees, the bed shifting under her weight. She rubs her hands down from her breasts to her thighs, her thumbs crossing over her slit.

      “Come on, Lev. Please? Let’s visit your place. I’ve heard it has enough rooms that we could be having sex for hours. I just want to see the lion’s den. I could be your little kitty cat, you know?”

      She smiles again, oozing sex from every pore.

      I just stare back.

      “Are you a journalist?” I snap after a tense silence.

      She blinks, her hands dropping down to her sides. “What? Like  … newspapers?”

      “Or do you work for another vodka company?”

      She wrinkles her forehead in confusion. “I told you when we met. I’m a model.”

      “Why are you so invested in coming to my house? Is there something that you want?”

      She laughs, a high-pitched giggle.

      “I want you, Lev,” she drawls. “Don’t be so surprised. You’ve got that boxer’s body, you know? All muscle. But without those gross ears.”

      She pauses, gnaws at her lip, then glances up at me again through heavy-lidded eyes. “I just thought I could see your house, that’s all. If you don’t want that, we can stay here and I’ll show you what I can do with my tongue.”

      “You’re not going to my house,” I state. “I don’t know if other people think this dumb bitch act is endearing, but I don’t care what you want. I didn’t get to where I am by catering to the needs and desires of obnoxious, boring women whose only talent is spreading their legs.”

      It takes a moment for my words to register. When they do, her smile slips away like I slapped it off her face. A flush of red fills her cheeks.

      “You son of a bitch!” she screams, yanking her dress on over her head. “You narcissistic asshole!”

      She stumbles off the bed, which only pisses her off more. I try not to laugh.

      Krystal snatches the bottle of wine off the nightstand. Her arm cocks back. I step to the left as she throws the bottle. The bottle slams against the bathroom doorframe. Somehow, miraculously, it doesn’t break. It just falls to the carpet with a thud.

      “I hope you die!” she screeches. “I hope—I hope you know I’m going to the media about you. I’m going to tell them all what a cold, sexist, self-absorbed asshole you are. I’m going to tell them that you were terrible in bed and that your vodka tastes like shit.”

      I smile thinly. “The media has said far worse things about me. And if you knew which parts were true, you’d get out of my goddamn room.”

      I point to the door.

      She huffs and puffs, but when I don’t even blink, she just hisses and stomps out.

      As she passes by me, she tries to take a swing. I grab her wrist before her fist reaches my face.

      We stare at each other for a second before she drops her gaze and her hand relaxes. I let her wrist go. She skulks out of the room, pouting.

      When she’s gone, I pick up the wine bottle. There’s not a single chip out of it. I pour a glass and take a sip. It’s not strong, but I’ve been drinking all night.

      The hotel room has large windows that allow New York City’s lights to shine through. Other people might call it beautiful. All I see is territory that either belongs to me already, or will belong to me soon enough.

      I see a city that wants to be under somebody’s thumb. It just doesn’t know it.

      Yet.

      I pluck my wallet from the nightstand, sliding it into my back pocket, and head out.

      When I leave the hotel room, a drunk couple walking by lift their half-empty bottle of Mariya’s Revenge to greet me.

      “Good shit, brother! Best yet!” the man bellows drunkenly. His girlfriend laughs and shushes him.

      I ignore them and take the stairs down to the ground level.

      Booming music from the hotel’s main ballroom shakes the floor. When I step into the ballroom, it’s a world of bad decisions.

      My event coordinator, Anya, insisted on an orange theme to fit the celebration, given that we’re releasing our newest product: orange cream Mariya’s Revenge vodka. But all of the models dressed in shades of tangerine look repulsive under the lights. I should have kept a closer eye on the details, but Anya should know my expectations better by now. I’ll have to express my displeasure to her in the morning.

      A man walks up to me before I get far. His baby face and spiky hair seem familiar, but I can’t place who he is.

      “Quite the vodka, Mr. Alekseiev,” he says. “And quite the party. You should have these every week.”

      “On whose dime?” I say coolly. “Maybe you should be the one throwing parties.”

      He doesn’t have the demeanor of a businessman. Where do I know him from?

      “Absolutely,” he says.

      So, he’s rich.

      “But it wouldn’t be good for my image to be throwing parties all the time. My publicist would kill me.”

      Rich, famous, and can’t be seen partying consistently. That can mean only one man: Brett Russell.

      I offer a wry smile. “Mr. Russell, everyone knows you’re an unkillable man. I’ve been meaning to thank you for letting us sponsor you for the cycling championship.” A tray of vodka shots stops by us. I take two of the shots and hand them to Brett, then pick up two more. “Here’s to success without compromise.”

      Brett winces as he swallows the shots. I down them both before finding another caterer to pass the glasses off to.

      “May I get you anything else?” the caterer asks, looking at me through a fan of eyelashes. Another one eager to bare all for me.

      “More vodka.”

      There’s a flicker of a frown on her face before she smiles again. “Of course.”

      Brett raises an eyebrow at me when she’s gone and laughs. “Tell me, Lev: when you get to your particular tax bracket, does the IRS just start sending women directly to your bedroom?”

      Before I can answer, Charles Schofield, the CEO of Everything Ice, comes barreling through the crowd to stop in front of me.

      “Mr. Alekseiev!” He’s sweaty, out of breath, and more than a little drunk. He offers me his hand but drops it when I don’t react. “Ahem. Well. I’ve been waiting to meet you. I’ve thoroughly enjoyed watching how you’ve led your business to such a success in a short amount of time. As someone who’s been in this business for quite a while, I can certainly say you have a one-of-a-kind mind. With that mind and my vision, we could develop something truly great. I want you to consider how Mariya’s Revenge and Everything Ice could collaborate—luxury jewelry and luxury vodka. A sophisticated man puts a sophisticated necklace on his woman and they drink until they slip into bed together.”

      His rambling speech falls on deaf ears. I try not to wince, but I drink two more shots to get through his business proposal. Then I send him off with a curt handshake and a vague promise to connect in the coming weeks, though I have absolutely no intention of following through. I didn’t get to my station in life by making ill-advised deals while drunk at a party.

      Brett disappears sometime during Schofield’s babbling. When I’ve sent Schofield off, I go do my obligatory lap of the festivities, glad-handing and smiling through gritted teeth. I take shots with anyone I talk to for more than a couple of minutes and keep hoping that more vodka will ease me into a sense of comfort, but there are sharp edges in all of my thoughts that no amount of alcohol seems able to dull.

      A hand claps my shoulder. I turn, all those sharp edges ready to cut someone, and release a slow breath when I see Ilya Sevostyanov. He always appears a bit sickly—pale skin, pale hair, shadows under his eyes.

      Some think that a right-hand man should be made of sterner stuff. But Ilya is loyalty personified. Nothing is more important in my business.

      “Duilio Colosimo and Siro Vozzella are at headquarters,” he says.

      “Fuck,” I mutter. Not the report I was wanting to hear. I finish my last shot and set it down. “Let’s go then.”

      He nods, and we depart.
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        * * *

      

      Duilio Colosimo clasps his hands on the long conference table at Mariya’s Revenge headquarters. Between his massive bulk and the city lights glaring through the floor-to-ceiling windows, it’s easy to miss his consigliere at his side. Siro Vozzella is a skinny little nobody with a protruding Adam’s apple that’s begging to be torn out.

      “There’s no reason for us to trust you, Lev,” Duilio drawls. “You have a lot of men with blood on their hands and I have a lot of grieving widows.”

      I shrug. “Let them cry. I don’t see how that’s my problem or yours.”

      His upper lip twitches. “The Calvino Mafia is … creating complications. They’re not as powerful as your Bratva or as influential as my own enterprise, but they’re a problem nonetheless. I might be willing to forget what has happened between us in the past if Gio Calvino was dead. You know how certain deaths can offer a somewhat, shall we say, comforting amnesia.”

      “If you want him dead, kill him,” I say. “I don’t understand what the complication is.”

      He smiles. His teeth are small and yellowed. “Allow me to explain. The Calvinos won’t mess with the Alekseiev Bratva. But they will aggravate my family, if provoked. It’s perfect for you to do it—to show our trust with each other.”

      “I don’t see how this scenario proves that you’re trustworthy,” I point out.

      “We’re the ones with the dock-loading business—”

      “—which you stole from the Irish.”

      “Regardless, you need us,” he insists.

      “I don’t need you. I don’t need anyone, Duilio.”

      He smiles again and I try not to retch. I can feel his frustration with me growing, but I don’t give a fuck. The Italian bastard is clearly trying to back me into a corner. I’m not about to let that happen easily.

      “My business will make it easier for you to traffic guns,” he says, spreading his hands wide. “Without it, you can’t expand your business at all. If you want this partnership to work, I need you to prove that you aren’t just going to kill us all the moment we show up with your guns.”

      His excuses are thin, to say the least. But the death of one minor don might be a small price to pay to keep Duilio fat and happy.

      I sigh and raise my hands in mock surrender. “Okay, Duilio. As a token of my goodwill, I can send a professional to do what you need.”

      His reply is quick. Too quick. “I don’t want your ‘professional.’ I want you to kill him.”

      And therein lies the rub.

      On the inside, I’m fuming. This greasy fuck thinks I’ll be lured into a trap this obvious? It’d be insulting if it weren’t so transparent. Blood on my hands and him with the ability to connect the dots for whoever is interested … It would take a true idiot to fall for this little gambit.

      And I am far from stupid.

      But I don’t betray any of that. All I do is shake my head. “No, I’m not going to do that,” I say.

      Duilio doesn’t seem to notice the rage brewing in my chest. He tilts his head to the side, chins wobbling, and fixes me with his watery gaze. “I was under the impression that you were quite skilled at eliminating threats. I’d heard that you were willing to get your hands dirty for the sake of the Bratva.”

      “You should stop listening to rumors. They can cloud an old man’s judgment.”

      He sneers. “I don’t mean to sound critical. It’s just that you’re more like your father than everyone thinks.”

      There it is. The line has been crossed.

      No one insults me like that and lives to tell about it.

      In one smooth motion, I spring forward, grab a pen from the cup on the table, and jab it deep into the pulse in Duilio’s fat neck.

      At the corner of my vision, I see Siro lurch forward, hand in his jacket.

      I yank the pen out of his boss’ throat. Blood spurts out onto my pants as I turn and lunge at the scrawny advisor. He blocks my first thrust, but I swing my fist into his ribs and his body sags to the side. The knife he was reaching for clatters to the ground.

      I stab the pen into his neck too, then drop it, putting my hands on his neck and gripping as tightly as I can. His hands grab my wrists, trying to pull me off, but blood is gushing out of his neck and his face is turning ashen.

      It doesn’t take long before his hands fall to his sides. His body goes limp.

      I keep squeezing until I’m certain he’s gone.

      When I relax my hands, his body drops to the floor. I flex each of my fingers and shake off the stiffness. Adrenaline is coursing through my system. I want to fight, to drink, to fuck, to go to war right this second.

      But I force myself to take one deep breath and regain control.

      “I’ll call the clean-up crew,” Ilya says quietly. I turn around to look at him. His facial features are smooth, but there’s a tension to his stance that’s hard to ignore.

      “You don’t approve?” I ask. His expression doesn’t change. “Speak openly, Ilya. This is not a time for discretion.”

      “I don’t believe it was the smartest decision,” he says, the words coming out slowly—a careful man with careful words. “When you killed off Duilio’s soldiers in the beginning, it was dangerous. We all knew that, but as you foresaw, it was necessary. But this is the don. This could lead to a war with his family. He has a son and if his son rises to replace his father, he will want to prove his ability to lead by avenging the men you just slaughtered.”

      “They were already planning to kill me.” I wipe blood off my hands. “That’s why they were so adamant that I personally murder Gio Calvino. They wanted to kill me or entrap me. Either way, they had no interest in being allies. We’ll just have to wait to see how Duilio’s son reacts to the murder—if he cares about power and staying alive, he won’t test the Bratva. But if he is a fool, then he will end up like them.” I point to the bodies on the ground. “Bleeding like stuck pigs.”

      Ilya nods once. “Understood.”

      “Good. Call the crew. I have to change.”

      I take off my tie and head toward my office gym.
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        * * *

      

      “Mr. Alekseiev, welcome back. And Mr. Sevostyanov, always a pleasure.”

      The doorman bows his head as Ilya and I step back into the hotel. The floor still vibrates from the music coming from the ballroom, but by this time of the night, there are more than a few empty parking spots out front. When I step back into the ballroom, there are only a few stragglers left, each in the later stages of intoxication.

      Ilya’s wife, Sophie, bounces over toward us. She is an ethereal beauty. Her blonde hair is so pale, it borders on silver. Every one of her features is delicate. I spotted her at one of our nightclubs—a shy little thing, dragged along by her friends—and was intrigued.

      But when Ilya saw her, it was like he’d been struck by lightning.

      He still looks at her the same way he did five years ago. A softer man might think it’s cute, but all I can think is that my lieutenant is going to be shot one day because he’s too busy staring at his wife.

      “Honey, look what you missed out on.” She raises a plate of puff pastries stuffed with beef. Pirozhki. “I can’t believe Lev would take you away from your favorite snack.”

      “My second favorite snack,” he corrects before kissing her temple. It turns into a playful nibble. She laughs. They start kissing, Sophie’s hand barely holding onto the heavy plate.

      “Mmm. We should get home,” Ilya says. She nods into his chest. He takes the plate from her and looks at me. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”

      “Good night, Ilya,” I reply. “Good night, Sophie.”

      After they leave, I walk over to one of the displays of Mariya’s Revenge. I pour myself a couple of shots before downing them.

      The last of the stragglers trickle out, one by one. Seated at a table, I watch the cleaning staff come in. They give me quick smiles before starting to clean up. I continue to drink and observe.

      One of the crew, an older man, stops by the table to start picking up the numerous discarded shot glasses. He doesn’t look at me. I can see his hands nearly shaking as he is forced to get closer to where I’m sitting.

      “Is it hard to work this late?” I ask quietly. He nearly jumps, but doesn’t dare to make eye contact.

      “Um, no, sir. Not exactly.” He scratches at his neck. “A little bit, maybe. I have a daughter and son at home. They’re at school during the day and I get home after they’re asleep.”

      I sip on a few fingers of vodka poured over ice as I examine the man. He’s thin, wrinkled, with the slightest paunch hanging over his belt. His eyes are drawn tight with exhaustion.

      “What is your name?”

      “Roberto, sir.”

      “Are you married, Roberto?”

      He nods emphatically. “Yes, sir. We celebrated our twenty-sixth anniversary a month ago.”

      I take another sip. “Do you love your wife?”

      A blush rises into his cheeks. “Yes, of course. She’s a good person, she’s good to me, she’s good to our kids.”

      I look straight into his face. He is trembling. I wonder what he thinks I will do to him. I toy with the clasp of my watch before I ask him, “Aren’t you sick and tired of her pussy, Roberto?”

      The color drains from his face immediately. He clears his throat like he’s fumbling for words, but when he draws himself up and speaks again, there’s a haughty pride in his voice. An undercurrent of strength beneath the fear. “I don’t need to go around sleeping with other women to boost my ego.”

      “Is that what you think I do?” I ask. It was meant to be a joke, but there’s too much alcohol in my system to stop the sharp, icy edges from stabbing through.

      The bravery that Roberto showed a moment before disappears in an instant. His hands start to quiver enough that the shot glasses clatter against each other.

      Pity. I almost respected him for a moment there.

      “I’m so, so sorry, sir. I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant that … when I was younger, I might have done that and if I—”

      “Do you think I am beneath you, Roberto?”

      “Of course not. Oh God. No. Sir, I’m sorry. Sometimes, it’s just so late when I work, my mouth tends to get ahead of itself and I say things that I don’t—”

      “You should go,” I cut him off. “Take your coworkers with you. You can come back in an hour.”

      “Yes, sir, absolutely. Again, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      He hurries away, stopping briefly to talk to his two coworkers before they all leave.

      Not a single one of them looks back.

      And when they’re gone, I am alone.
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      Unprotected with the Mob Boss: A Dark Mafia Romance (Alekseiev Bratva)
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        My enemy’s daughter. My unprotected bride.

      

      

      

      Allison thinks that this is a fair world, that justice exists.

      I’m here to show her there is no such thing as innocence.

      

      In my world, it’s might makes right.

      Kill or be killed.

      And I’ve caused my fair share of bloodshed.

      

      But when I discover her with an innocent man’s blood on her hands,

      We both know that there’s only one way out of this mess:

      

      On her knees before me.

      

      So I give her an offer she cannot refuse.

      Become my wife.

      Carry my baby.

      

      Or prepare to suffer the consequences.
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      Broken Hope: A Dark Mafia Romance (Volkov Bratva)
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        They kidnapped my wife and baby. I’ll go through hell to get them back.

      

      

      

      Eve was a pawn in a violent game.

      Until she became the queen of my world.

      She saved me from my own darkness.

      But now, my past is threatening to consume us both.

      

      I tried to keep her safe.

      Locked away like a princess in a tower.

      Up there, she was protected from everything…

      Except for me.

      

      Now, I’m knee-deep in the underworld.

      I’ll do whatever it takes to rescue my family:

      Lie.

      Steal.

      Kill.

      

      And once this is all over…

      Once my wife and baby are back in my arms…

      I’ll slaughter every man who laid a finger on them.

      

      No one takes what’s mine.
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      Broken Vows: A Dark Mafia Romance (Volkov Bratva)
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        She’s my fake wife, my property… and my last chance at redemption.

      

      

      

      She’s beautiful. An angel.

      I’m dangerous. A killer.

      She’s my fake bride for a single reason – so I can crush her father’s resistance.

      

      But marrying Eve brings me far more than I bargained for.

      She’s fiery. Feisty. Won’t take no for an answer.

      She makes me believe that I might be worth redemption.

      

      Until I discover a past she’s been hiding from me.

      One that threatens everything.

      

      Now, I know that our wedding vows are not enough.

      I need to make sure she’s mine for good.

      

      A baby in her belly is the only way to seal the deal.

      

      In the end, the Bratva always gets what it wants.
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      Knocked Up by the Mob Boss: A Mafia Romance (Levushka Bratva)
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        They’re coming to take her baby. They’ll have to kill me first.

      

      

      

      She’s an innocent maid.

      I’m a ruthless Bratva boss.

      She says she wants nothing to do with me.

      

      But in my world, when I want something, I take it.

      And I want her.

      

      The problem is, Zoya is hiding a terrible secret:

      A baby in her womb that was never meant to be.

      

      And I’m not the only one who knows.

      

      Our enemies are coming.

      To hurt her.

      To ruin me.

      

      What they don’t know is this:

      I’ve found what I want in this world.

      And they’ll have to kill me to take it.
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      Sold to the Mob Boss: A Mafia Romance (Lavrin Bratva)
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        An innocent girl like her… sold to a beast like me.

      

      

      

      Nikita

      

      As the boss of the Bratva, I live my life by a code: Always stay in control.

      But I broke my own rule on the night I bought Annie.

      She was so delicate and desperate up on that stage.

      I’d pay any price it took to own her.

      

      She says she can’t be bought.

      But she doesn’t know how this game is played.

      In my world, everything has its price.

      And like it or not, she’s mine now – my property, my possession.

      

      I’ll claim her. I’ll break her. And I’ll protect her until the end…

      Even if it costs me everything.
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      Stolen by the Mob Boss: A Mafia Romance (Luchok Bratva)
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        A mob boss killed her family. Now, he’s sent me to finish the job.

      

      

      

      Lucy is an innocent girl – orphaned by a terrible tragedy.

      Then she sees me kill a man in cold blood.

      

      I can’t let a witness roam free.

      But I can’t bring myself to kill something so innocent and beautiful.

      

      She wants revenge on the mob boss who stole her family.

      I can help her… under one condition:

      As long as she’s here, I’m going to make her MINE.
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      Trapped with the Mob Boss: A Mafia Romance (Petrov Bratva)
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        I kidnapped her to break her. Now, I’ll do whatever it takes to protect her.

      

      

      

      YURI

      

      In this business, you cannot afford to lose control.

      No emotions. No weakness.

      I’ve worked too hard building my mob empire to let one feisty little girl ruin everything.

      

      But Bella refuses to fall in line.

      I’ve pushed my prisoner to her limits, and yet she will. Not. Break.

      

      She takes every savage kiss…

      Every cruel touch…

      And asks me if that’s all I have to offer.

      

      Breaking her down will require breaking a rule of my own:

      Never, ever fall in love.

      

      But when Bella’s senator father doesn’t follow orders like we expect, things get more complicated.

      I’ll need her help to take my rightful place on the throne of the city.

      And more time with her by my side means unleashing something inside me that cannot be contained again.

      

      As our fates become entwined, betrayal barrels towards us.

      I’m forced to make an impossible choice:

      

      Do I follow my destiny to become the mob boss I was raised to be?

      Or do I sacrifice everything to save the woman who has stolen my heart?
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      Vin: A Mafia Romance
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        I’m caught between a mob boss and a madman.

      

      

      

      I was drowning in debt with no way to get out.

      All I had left was my body…

      

      Until Vin took that from me, too.

      

      He offered me protection from my abusive ex.

      And saying no to Vin was never an option.

      

      Now, I’m at the mercy of a mob boss.

      A vicious killer, with a kiss as filthy as his reputation.

      

      Nights in his bed are spent stripping bare, bending at the waist, and doing EXACTLY as I’m told.

      And days by his side are spent seeing a criminal underworld I never knew existed.

      

      For a moment, I thought this was my life now:

      Existing only for the mobster’s pleasure.

      

      But then my ex came back to finish the job he started, and I remembered:

      This nightmare is far from over.
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