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TARNISHED QUEEN



ZHUKOVA BRATVA BOOK 2

Once he finds out what I’ve done, he’ll never let me leave.

I lied. I ran. I hid.

But Nikolai Zhukova found me anyway.

And now that I’'m his again, he’s making sure I never repeat my mistakes.
He’s putting his ring on my finger and marching me down the aisle—whether

I like it or not.

Tarnished Queen is Book 2 of the Zhukova Bratva duet. Nikolai and
Belle’s story begins in Book 1, Tarnished Tyrant.



NIKOLAI

Some pain takes a while to be felt.

I tackle the Battiato soldier to the ground just as he pulls the trigger. Heat
explodes along my right side. Right now, it’s a burning sensation more than
anything. But the real pain will come later, once the adrenaline and rage
wears off. Once I truly realize what’s happened.

I grab the barrel of the gun, burning my hand in the process, and twist it to
the side. With my other hand, I clock the bastard in the jaw. His head snaps to
the side while his body flails.

It’s a reminder of how much can change in an instant. Seconds ago, he was
on the right side of his gun, feeling supremely overconfident. Now, his feet
scrabble across the dry dirt for purchase while we brawl over his gun.

Not that I need the reminder. My best friend rolled up to the scene on the
back of his motorcycle and now, he’s deathly still in the grass behind me. I’'m
trying not to think about it.

That’s another pain that will come soon enough.

“There are more men coming,” the soldier gasps. “You’ll never make it out
alive.”

I twist the gun and jam it under his chin. “Neither will you.”

I pull the trigger. The shot rings in my ears. The man slumps, dead. But he
wasn’t lying—I hear the thunder of more men approaching.



I turn to see them ripping around the corner. As soon as a head pops up, I pull
the trigger. His skull disappears in a cloud of blood.

I spin around just as another man comes from behind. This one has the Greek
flag tattooed on his neck. I aim for that and fire, but he veers at the last
second and the shot catches him in the shoulder instead. He drops down
behind the hood, groaning.

“Fuck,” I mutter.

I’'m still waiting for the soldier to stand up and advance, but instead, I see his
gun rise over the hood. He squeezes off half a dozen shots blindly. Bullets
ricochet off the light pole behind me and the concrete. Then, click—he’s
empty.

Now is the time to move. Now, motherfucker, now.

I force myself to my feet, even though every cell of me is screaming in pain,
and race around the car.

My side is burning now. A bonfire in my ribs. I haven’t taken the time to see
how badly I’m bleeding, but it can’t be good.

I step over Arslan’s sprawled arm and corner the Greek cowering on the
pavement. He’s trying and failing to reload the weapon. I kick the gun out of
his hand.

I could say something quippy. Nice try or Any last words? or This is what you
get when you fuck with the Bratva.

But I’m too damn tired for that.
And far too much still hangs in the balance.

He blinks and opens his mouth to speak. Before he can say anything, I shove
the gun in his mouth and pull the trigger.

“Fucking waste of a bullet.” I give the dead man a swift kick in the ribs just
as yet another Greek shows up.

I turn and slide down the side of the car, my knees to my chest. Arslan is in
the grass next to me. I don’t need to check his pulse to know he’s gone. His



chest isn’t moving. Even the gurgling from earlier has faded into silence.

“You weren’t supposed to die on me,” I growl through thick, unspent
emotion. “If you weren’t already dead, I’d kill you for this.”

The joke feels hollow, but Arslan would have liked it.

“You always said you’d die before me. I guess you were right. But not by
much.” T can hear footsteps on the asphalt, scuffling closer. “Being your
friend was the closest I ever came to making vows. So maybe it makes sense
that we go out together.”

I can still hear his voice in my head. Save the sappy shit for a Hallmark card,
he’d say.

And he’d be right. But as hard as it is to even consider saying goodbye to
Arslan, the thought of saying goodbye to Belle is ten times harder.

Death comes for us all. I’ve seen enough of it firsthand to know that when
your time is up, it’s up.

But Belle is pregnant with my child. The future of my family depends on
what happens in the next few seconds. On whether I can survive this attack.
On whether I can haul ass out of here and save Belle from Xena or not.

“Fuck.” I punch the dirt, letting the stinging in my knuckles bring me back. “I
can’t fucking die here, can I?”

Go get your woman, Arslan would say if he could speak. Leave me here for
the worms. They’re better company than you anyway. Better-looking, too.

The footsteps from the road are getting closer. I'm out of bullets, bleeding
dry, and my vision is starting to go blurry.

But giving up isn’t an option.
There is only one way to go: onward.

I lift myself into a crouch. In the distance, I hear sirens. Someone must’ve
noticed the gunshots and called the police. They won’t save me, though. Just
another inconvenience. They’ll only get in my way.

I hear a rock skitter across the ground as the Greek man closes in on me. I



take a deep breath, count to three, and then launch myself towards the front
of the car.

“Shit!” the blond man curses as he lunges back.
My movements feel clumsy and feeble. But I throw myself at him again.
“Nikolai, wait!” he hisses, his voice low. “I’m here to help.”

I’d laugh if I had the energy. But I have to conserve my strength for killing as
many of these bastards as I can. I lunge forward as the man pulls a gun from
his waistband and fires.

I wait for the searing heat and the pain and the darkness that follows.

But to my surprise, there’s nothing. Then I turn and see a Battiato soldier
dying on the ground behind me. When I turn back, the blond man waves me
towards him.

“Follow me. I’'ll get you out.”
I don’t trust him. I don’t trust anyone right now.

But he is killing my enemies, and the more I bleed out, the less able I am to
do that on my own. So I make a snap decision: I'll follow him until he’s no
longer useful. Then I’ll kill him.

I turn back one last time to Arslan. This is a shitty goodbye. Nothing at all
like what he deserves. I press my hand to my heart for half a second, resting
on the eight-pointed star tattoo on my chest. Arslan has the same ink.

Then I leave my best friend behind forever.

The blond man waves me on again. We move quickly down the block. As
quickly as I can, at least.

“No one else is here yet, but backup is coming,” he informs me over his
shoulder. “I heard on the scanner that the cops are coming, too. Can you
run?”

“Of course I can.”

He eyes me skeptically. I must look even worse than I feel. But he nods once



and then takes off at a sprint. I follow down the block and around the corner.
Halfway down the next street, he skids to a stop next to a white pickup truck.
“Get in.”

I move around to the passenger side and climb into the truck. The man gets in
the driver’s side and reaches for the ignition. As he does, I rip his gun out of
his hold and press it to his temple.

He curses under his breath. “You don’t want to do that, Nikolai.”
“You don’t know a damn thing about what I want.”

“I know one thing,” he warns. “If you pull that trigger, Belle is as good as
dead.”



NIKOLAI

The moment Belle’s name slips out of his mouth, I shift my finger to the
trigger. “Do you want to die? If so, say her name again. I’ll put this bullet in
your brain without a fucking moment of hesitation.”

“It’s not a threat,” he says quickly. I can practically hear his heart pounding
in his chest. “Not my threat, anyway. It’s just a fact. Xena will kill her. And
your unborn baby, too.”

I shift back. “How do you know about the baby?”

If this man knows, then Xena must know, too. That’s not good. The bitch is
crazy. Belle is in even more trouble than I realized.

“Xena had you followed. She saw you go to the doctor’s office this morning.
She paid to find out which doctor you saw. She didn’t get hard confirmation,
but she assumed. And I guess you just confirmed it.”

“You won’t be able to pass the information along to her if you’re dead,” I
remind him.

He shakes his head. “I don’t want to pass anything along to her. Why would I
be here helping you if I was working with her?”

“How the fuck should I know?”

“Well, I don’t want that. And if you kill me, I won’t be able to take you to
where Xena is holding Belle.”



The sirens are growing louder. We’re around the corner from the scene, but
not as far as I’d like to be. I need to decide quickly: kill this man or let him
drive.

“Why would you turn on your boss?”
“She isn’t my boss.”

I arch a brow. “Lack of loyalty?”
“No. The exact opposite.”

I snort. “You want me to believe that you’re turning on your new don
because you’re too loyal? Spare me the bullshit.”

“It’s because I am loyal to the previous boss,” he says. “To my father.”

I look at the blond man’s face again. He’s young, his face thin and unlined.
But suddenly, I see the resemblance.

“Giorgos is your father?”
He nods. “He was.”

I didn’t even know Giorgos had a son. Then again, we weren’t exactly on
friendly terms. Our arrangement was business-only. Still, it’s possible this
man is lying to me.

“You’re Giorgos’s flesh and blood, and yet you’re not leading the mafia?
Your aunt is?”

He grits his teeth. “Don’t remind me.”

The sirens are almost on top of us now. In a second, this neighborhood will
be crawling with police and ambulances. If we don’t get out now, we won’t
get out at all.

So I make the impossible choice and put my life in the hands of a stranger.
I lower the gun. “Drive.”

He starts the truck and flips a U-turn in the middle of the road. As we’re
driving back down the street, I turn and see the first police car pass the



intersection, headed towards the scene.

“What’s your name?”

“Christo Simatou. Rightful heir to the Simatou mafia.”

“If that’s true, why aren’t you leading it?”

He glances over at me. “Why is ‘your woman’ with Xena instead of you?”
“Watch your fucking tongue,” I snarl.

“Sorry,” he says. “But I’m just making a point. You know Xena. She knows
how to get what she wants. And she wanted the mafia. She always wanted it.
It’s why she killed my father.”

“She is the one who had him killed?” I ask in surprise.

“‘Had him killed?’ As if. She did it herself,” he hisses. “If I didn’t want to rip
her spine out with my bare hands, I’d almost admire that she isn’t afraid to
get her hands dirty. He trusted her, and she cut his throat.”

“Fuck.” That’s brutal even for Xena. The least she could have done was
surprise Giorgos from behind. Give him a don’s execution. But no, he had to
watch his own sister gut him like a pig.

“It’s not even the first time she’s murdered her own family. It’s old hat for
her at this point.”

I snap my gaze to Christo as I infer what he’s saying. “Xena killed her
parents,” I mutter. “It wasn’t Giorgos. Fuck me.”

He nods. “Everyone thought my dad killed my grandparents, and neither of
them cleared up the rumor. My dad thought it made him look stronger, and
Xena knew it made her look like less of a threat. It worked well for both of
them... until it stopped working.”

“Was she calling the shots the entire time?”

Thinking back, I can see it. Xena sat in meetings with Giorgos. She spoke up
without being asked. She made demands without consulting her brother. I
assumed Giorgos was a pushover, but I never assumed he was the false front
of Xena’s operation.



But that was my own failure of imagination.

“Yes. Whether my father accepted it or not, she wore the crown,” Christo
says. “Your engagement is where things started falling apart. I think it might
be the first time in her life that Xena didn’t get what she wanted. I’ve never
seen her so unhinged. She ran into that club you and Arslan were in by
herself, armed with nothing but a pistol.”

“She shot up the club?” I curse under my breath. “If I’d caught her that night,
none of this would be happening.”

“No, it would still be happening. My father would have declared war on you.
His men wouldn’t have stood for anything less.”

“Yeah, but Belle would be safe.”

As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I realize that she is all that
matters. Getting Belle out of Xena’s hands and back in mine is the only thing
I care about.

Christo hits a bump in the road, and I hiss in pain.
“You need to get that looked at,” he warns.

I press my hand to the wound. There’s a squelch of wet, sticky fabric and
another shot of agony ripping through me. “No time. It’s a graze. I'm fine.”

“Yeah, a graze of an internal organ maybe,” Christo snorts. “You can’t fight
like this.”

“I got your gun away from you, didn’t I?”

He glances over at the gun still in my hand and sighs. “Yeah, but I’'m not
Xena. And I wasn’t trying to kill you.”

“Is that her goal now? I thought she wanted to marry me.”

“So she could kill you,” he says. “Marriage or not, your death was always in
the plans.”

I grimace. “I can’t say I’m surprised.”

“My aunt is ruthless when she sets her sights on something. And right now,



she has her sights set on revenge.”

“Which is why I need to find Belle as soon as possible. That’s where you’re
taking me, right?” I ask. “To Belle?”

He nods solemnly. “Xena stopped trusting me once word of my father’s death
got out. So I only have the plan up to twenty-four hours ago. But as far as I
know, I’m taking you to Belle. Where she’s supposed to be, at least.”

“If she’s not, I’1l kill you.”

Christo swallows. “Might put a damper on our budding friendship if you do
that.”

“Is that what you call me barely deciding not to murder you? If so, you need
to raise your bar,” I tell him. “Besides, I had a best friend. And your
comrades killed him.”

He winces. “Then let’s hope Xena and Belle are where they’re supposed to
be.”

For his sake—and mine—I hope he’s right.



BELLE

Hands are everywhere.

My arms. My legs. I feel straps around my ankles and my midsection,
holding me down. But they hardly seem necessary. I barely have the strength
to open my eyes.

“Heart rate rising,” a male voice says. “Blood pressure, too.”
“She’s waking up,” a woman agrees.

The strange voices are a shot of adrenaline to my system, but I keep my eyes
closed. I have no clue what is going on, and I need a second to figure it all
out.

It’s like I’'m underwater, treading water and fighting for the surface, but I
don’t know which way is up. I’'m not even sure how I ended up here.

“Ma’am?” the male voice says, sounding far too gentle to be a kidnapper or
assassin. But then again, I thought Xena Simatou was my friend, so what the
hell do I know?

Xena. Her name is like a key, unlocking the part of my brain that makes sense
of all of this.

Xena picked me up from Nikolai’s house.

Xena tricked me into going with her.



Xena was going to kill me.

“Her heart rate is climbing again,” the female voice says. “Ma’am? Can you
hear me?”

I feel a warm hand close over mine, and I squeeze back without thinking.
Mostly because I need a hand to hold right now. I need something firm to
keep me grounded.

“Hello?” he says again. “Can you hear me? You were in an accident. You’re
okay.”

Accident. A car accident.

More bits and pieces come tumbling to the forefront. I remember unbuckling
my seatbelt and lunging across the car at Xena. She screamed and we fought,
and then...

My eyes flicker open. The lights from the ceiling blind me.

“There she is.” I look over and see the male shape next to me. Slowly, he
comes into focus. A middle-aged Black man with a thick, graying beard.
“We’re taking good care of you. Try not to worry.”

“Just scrapes and bruises as far as we can tell.” I turn and see Elise sitting
next to me.

Then I blink and realize it’s not Elise at all. This woman’s hair is too short
and too red, her nails too dainty, her face too angular.

What I wouldn’t give to have my sister next to me, though. To know where
she is, that she’s safe.

I hope she found Nikolai. My trust is shaken in almost everything, but I know
Nikolai. He’ll take care of her. He’ll protect her.

The man pats my hand again. “But we have you in this brace until we can get
X-rays. It’s a precaution.”

“My baby.” My mouth feels like someone shoved cotton in it. I lick my lips
and try again. “My baby... I’'m pregnant. Is my baby—"~

“We won’t know until we get you to the hospital,” the woman says. “But that



is good to know. For the X-rays.”

When I shake my head, it feels like my brain is sloshing against my skull.
“Did I—Where did you find me? Did I fly out of the car? I'm unconscious.
Or, I was unconscious. Does that mean—"

I can hear a beeping noise becoming more insistent, and the man gently pats
my wrist. “Take deep breaths and try to stay calm. We think you hit your
head on the dashboard, which is why you were unconscious. Right now, there
are no visible bruises to your abdomen. But you do have minor scrapes from
the windshield shattering. In terms of your pregnancy, that is the best news
you could hope for.”

Hope sparks inside of me, but I know better than to cling to it. Hope is a
dangerous thing.

“Where’s Xena?”
“The friend you were in the car with?” the woman asks.
“Some fucking ‘friend,’” I scoff weakly.

The man doesn’t seem to hear me and pats my hand again. “She is in another
ambulance. She might even wind up at another hospital, just depends where
they route her. You can ask when you arrive and they’ll keep you updated on
where she ends up.”

I just hope she ends up in a grave.

I’ve never been a violent person, or even a particularly angry one. Given all
the shit I’ve been through in my life, I think that’s quite the accomplishment.

But Xena Simatou has earned my wrath.

If I ever see her again, I’ll kill her myself.

I

“Do you see that heartbeat?” The ultrasound tech points to the fuzzy screen
on the portable machine. “Your baby is perfectly fine.”



The glowing little flicker is the literal light at the end of a seriously gloomy
tunnel.

“Thank you,” I breathe, squeezing the rails of the hospital bed until my
knuckles turn white. “Thank you so much.”

The woman smiles. “I didn’t do anything. But I’'m glad I could give you good
news.”

“It’s been too long since I’ve had some,” I admit. “This is... this is
everything. Thank you.”

She nods and starts wheeling the machine towards the door. “A doctor will be
in to talk with you soon. Good luck with everything, hon. Take care of
yourself.”

“I’'m trying.” My voice cracks, and I fight back the tears until the door is
closed.

As soon as I'm alone, relief overwhelms me. It’s a wave, all-consuming,
blotting out everything else. The only thing I can do is stifle my sobs and
wait until it has run its course. Until all the pent-up emotion in me has
drained out.

My baby is still alive.
Elise is safe.
I’m uninjured.

The only question mark left is Nikolai. The last thing that matters is finding
out where he is.

I don’t know much about the kind of tactical games he and the Greeks are
playing, but if Xena was kidnapping me, it would make sense for her to have
had a distraction ready. Another part of the plan running in the background to
keep Nikolai busy.

Which would explain why he hasn’t called me yet.

He hasn’t called because he’s busy, I tell myself. Because he’s wrapped up in
fighting or organizing his men. It’s not because he’s dead.



I say that firmly one more time for good measure. It’s not because he’s dead.

But the barest thought of something happening to Nikolai tightens like a steel
cage around my chest, making me forget the few seconds of relief I just felt.

I need to know if he’s okay. I’'m reaching for my phone on the nightstand just
as the door opens.

“You’re up and moving, I see.” A man walks into the room. He has on navy
blue scrubs and a surgical mask around his face. All I can see are his deep-set
eyes and thick eyebrows.

“I feel mostly okay,” I tell him. “A little sore, I think.”

Stiffness is already setting in along my neck and shoulders. But considering I
could be dead on the side of the road, I'm grateful it isn’t worse.

“Soreness is to be expected after the kind of accident you had. What caused
your accident, do you know?” His voice is muffled from the mask, making it
difficult to hear him. None of the other nurses have had masks on, so I want
to ask why he’s wearing one, but I also don’t want to be rude.

“The driver lost control,” I lie.

I’m not about to tell this man or anyone else that I lunged at Xena and tried to
steer us off the road. I don’t think I did anything wrong; Xena was
threatening my life, after all. But I don’t know how this kind of thing works.
Nikolai seems to want to handle Bratva business himself without the police
getting involved. Me telling this nurse about Xena could bring a shitstorm
down on him and us. It’s best to keep my mouth closed.

“I’m sorry to hear that. Did you know the driver?”
I nod, too afraid to say anything else and give myself away.
“Has anyone told you whether she is alright?” he asks.

I shake my head. “Not yet. I asked the EMTs, but they said they didn’t know
where she was being taken.”

“She’s here,” he says matter-of-factly. “In this hospital. Just down the hall.”

I do my best to keep my expression flat and neutral, but the machine next to



my bed starts chirping out an alarm as my heart rate climbs. And as the
beeping becomes more frantic, my breathing hitches. That steel band around
my chest tightens cruelly, and I have to wheeze breath in and out of my
narrowing windpipe.

“Are you okay?” the nurse asks, moving towards the bed. “Are you... are you
frightened?”

I press a hand to my heart, trying to manually calm myself down. But that
must be answer enough because the nurse leans down next to my bed, his
voice in my ear.

“I’ll move you to another wing of the hospital.”
“Can you do that?” I rasp.
He nods. “I can do whatever you need. I want you to feel safe with us.”

Just then, the door opens again. A woman with dark, wavy hair twisted back
into a large bun steps into the room and then stutters to a stop when she sees
the male nurse next to my bed. Her brows knit together. “I’m... I’m sorry.
Are you—" She checks the paper in her hands and then looks back to the
man. “This room is on my rotation. Are you from the last shift?”

“I was assigned to this room,” the man says breezily. He walks towards the
woman and waves her towards the door. “Let’s go sort this out.”

The woman looks at me and then the man again, trying to put the pieces
together. As she does, an uneasy feeling settles in my gut. When she follows
the male nurse out of the room, I fumble for my phone and dial Nikolai.

“Please pick up,” I whisper. “Please, please, please pick up.”

The phone rings and rings. But with each unanswered tone, the garden of
hope I’ve been tending in my chest withers and dies.

Just as panicked tears are burning against my eyes, the line clicks open. I hear
breathing.

“Nikolai!” T gasp right away. “Thank God. It’s you. I was so—” My voice
wavers, and I clear it quickly and carry on, the words falling out of me too
fast. “I’'m so glad you picked up. I don’t know what you know or what Xena



said, but things are so complicated... I was in an accident. I’'m okay. The
baby is okay. But something is wrong. Xena is here in the hospital, I think.
My nurse is weird. He is being really nice, but it’s almost too nice. God, 1
sound crazy complaining about a nurse who is too nice. But something feels
wrong, and I need you here. I really need you here.”

The words come out in such a jumble that I’'m not sure if I’ve made any sense
or if Nikolai can even understand me. Or if he even wants to understand me.

And as I sit in the hospital room, my phone clutched to my ear, listening to
Nikolai’s measured breathing on the other end of the line, I have a feeling
he’s not feeling especially sympathetic to my plight.

“Nikolai,” I sob, blinking back tears. “Please. I never... I never meant to hurt
you or—”

The line goes dead.

I can’t actually believe it. Even when the call ends and my home screen
reappears—a picture of Elise and me with complimentary green face masks
from the hotel in Iceland—I keep expecting to hear Nikolai’s warm
assurances through the phone. I expect him to tell me he’s coming to get me,
that he’ll take care of me.

But there’s nothing.
I’m completely and totally alone.
And it’s all my fault.

I drop the phone on the bed and hug my knees to my chest. If Nikolai is too
upset to talk to me, what does that mean for Elise? She could be wandering
around the city completely alone. Worse, Xena could have gotten her hands
on her somehow.

The relief that overwhelmed me only minutes ago has been wrenched away
violently. The door opens again, and I look up as the male nurse reenters.
This time, with a wheelchair.

“Am I going somewhere?” I ask.

“A room transfer, remember?”



I start to shake my head, but he busies himself rolling my blanket down to the
end of the bed and making my heart monitor and IV pole mobile.

“Shouldn’t I talk to a doctor first? I’'m waiting to see my doctor. After the
ultrasound. I thought—”

“Y our room number has been updated in the system,” he explains. “A doctor
will meet us there.”

He grabs for my hand and then wrenches me awkwardly out of bed. I wince,
my shoulder twinging, and he mumbles an apology.

It all feels wrong, but I don’t know what to do or who to trust. I can’t even
trust myself.

I thought Xena was my friend, and she was using me the entire time. I
thought Nikolai would never turn his back on me, but he wouldn’t even talk
to me. Now, my mind has been literally and emotionally rattled. I’m probably
just seeing trouble where there isn’t any.

So I drop carefully down into the wheelchair and let myself be wheeled out
of the room.

The hospital is a flurry of movement and bright lights. No one seems to
notice me being wheeled down the hallway. Until the nurse knocks my IV
against a passing gurney.

“Poles go on the outside,” the passing nurse reminds him, her voice low. “We
don’t want to rip out an I'V.”

My nurse shifts the poles to his right side, closer to the wall, and mumbles
another half-hearted apology.

Then, a few seconds later, my entire wheelchair jerks to a stop so suddenly I
nearly fall forward.

“These damn brakes,” he hisses behind me. He bends down to release the
brake, struggling with it for a few seconds before he stands up, adjusts his
mask, and keeps moving.

With every passing second, the wrongness of this situation grows. By the
time we reach the elevator at the end of the hall, my instincts are screaming at



me.

“Where are you moving me to?” I ask.
“The second floor.”

“What’s on the second floor?”

The question is simple enough. One any nurse in a hospital would know. And
yet, the man hesitates. “Oh. Um... Cardiotherapy?”

“Do you mean Cardiology?”

He chuckles awkwardly. “Yeah. That’s what I meant. Sorry, I’ve been on for
sixteen hours. My brain is fried.”

I smile and nod, but my eyes are darting up and down the hallway, trying to
gauge how quickly I could rip the I'V out of my arm, jump out of my seat, and
sprint down the hallway away from this man. If I do that and it turns out the
nurse is a completely normal hospital employee, can I explain away my
behavior as a concussion side effect? Or will I end up in a padded room with
my arms strapped behind my back?

Indecision has me drumming my fingers on the arms of the wheelchair and
rocking back and forth nervously.

“These elevators are so goddamn slow,” he growls, leaning around me to jab
the button again a few more times.

As he stretches towards the button, the hem of his dark scrubs lifts...
And I see a gun holstered at his hip.

He looks down and sees me looking. Just like that, the friendly eyes go cold
and blank. “Don’t be stupid, Belle,” he hisses. “If you fight me, more people
will get hurt.”

“More?” I croak.

“Your real nurse is lying unconscious in a janitor’s closet. She’s lucky she
went down easy or I would have had to kill her.”

I squeeze my eyes closed for a second, cursing my own instincts.



I did the wrong thing. Again.
I put myself in danger. Again.
And now, Nikolai isn’t here to save me.

Again.



4

NIKOLAI

When Christo finally parks his truck down by the docks, I'm no longer
bleeding, but I’'m still woozy. The world has taken on a gauzy softness, like
my eyes can’t find the strength to focus properly.

I’m no doctor, but that seems like a bad sign.

“There,” Christo says, pointing to the abandoned factory one block ahead.
“We own this whole quarter and that building is smack dab in the middle of
the rest of the Simatou-owned buildings. It’s where hostages go. So no one
will hear them scream.”

I grit my teeth and try to settle my stampeding heart.

Christo must notice the tension radiating through me because he clears his
throat. “But the fact Xena hasn’t called you is a good sign. She likes a
spectacle. If she was going to torture Belle, she’d make you listen in. Or
she’d record it or something.”

“In which case I wouldn’t know she was dead until after the fact,” I grind out.
He winces. “Oh, yeah. Right. But I bet she’ll call you and—"

I hold up a hand to silence him. “Enough. It won’t matter. Belle isn’t going to
die.”

On the long drive over, I wanted to call her on the off-chance she’d answer.
But it is too risky. If Belle is with Xena, then Xena might see my name pop
up on her phone. The jealous bitch wouldn’t like that and anything that upsets



Xena could make things worse for Belle. Plus, like Christo said, Xena might
use the opportunity to torture Belle while I’'m on the line for the sheer
fucking thrill of it.

No, a surprise attack will work best. Even if it means I have to go in
completely blind with no clue who is inside.

“Permission to arm myself?” Christo asks carefully.

His hands are tight around the steering wheel where I can see them, but his
eyes glance at the glove compartment.

“If we’re going in there,” he explains, “I’d like a gun. No offense, but you
look like shit. I don’t want to count on your reflexes.”

“I’m better at my worst than you will ever be,” I growl. “Count on that.”

“I believe you,” he says earnestly. “But come on, Nikolai. Two guns is better
than one.”

I consider it for a minute and then nod. “Fine. But you lead the way.”

He reaches into the glove compartment and pulls out a pistol. “So you can
keep a gun aimed at my back.”

“So if someone shoots, they hit you first.”
“How thoughtful,” he mutters. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

We climb out and move down the street towards the abandoned warehouse,
Christo a few paces ahead of me. The afternoon is wearing thin, the sky
darkening into early evening, and the sidewalks are empty.

“Do you have a plan?” I ask.

“As long as you have a gun on my back, my plan is to do whatever you tell
me to do.”

I almost smile. It sounds like something Arslan might say. “Find Belle. Help
me get her away from Xena.”

He ducks beneath a grimy window, and I follow suit. Bending over sends a
hot flash of anguish up my side and across my ribs, but I grit my teeth



through it. Once I have Belle back, I'll worry about myself. Until then, pain
is merely another sensation.

“I don’t know what’s waiting for us in there,” Christo says as he pauses
outside of a metal front door. Rust is peppered across the surface, chewing
away at the corners. “But last I knew, this is where Xena was going to bring
her.”

“Do you know the layout?”

He shrugs. “Not as well as I’d like. I haven’t been here in years. But it should
be a shallow entrance area that runs the length of this wall and then a second
door that leads into the warehouse floor. My dad had the equipment cleared
out years ago. There are some hanging walkways along the ceiling that are
used for lookout positions, but otherwise, the room is empty.”

“Then you focus on taking out any snipers above, and I’ll focus on Xena and
Belle.”

With a plan, the knot of unease that’s been growing inside of me releases
slightly. I know how to do this: formulate a plan and execute it. Execute her.

But standing back and worrying? That is not in my skill set.
Christo nods. “Good. Then let’s go.”

He pushes open the door slowly and carefully, but the hinges still squeal with
disuse. The first room is dark and empty. It smells musty, and I can’t imagine
Xena Simatou choosing to be anywhere near this place. She may be a cold-
blooded murderer, but she also refuses to drink water unless it is handed to
her in a glass bottle.

I bite back another smile, thinking about Arslan filling a glass bottle with
hose water before one of our meetings with the Simatou delegation.

Then I think of him slumped against the hubcap of a car as the lights left his
eyes.

That hurts worse than the bullet wound.

“Clear,” Christo whispers over his shoulder.



“Yeah, I have fucking eyes,” I fire back.

He ignores me and moves forward. The second door opens much more
quietly, like someone sprayed the hinges recently. Christo slips through it. I
follow him a second later.

He peels off to the right, gun trained upwards, as I move into the middle of
the room. But there’s no need for the formation. The place is empty.

I cross the distance between us in two strides and press the gun to his spine.
“Where the fuck are they, Christo?” I snarl.

“Shit,” he mumbles under his breath. “Nikolai, I don’t know. I swear. This
was my best guess.”

“Your promises don’t mean a damn thing to me.”

“Something must have gone wrong,” he protests. I snatch the gun out of his
right hand, and he doesn’t fight me on it. “Maybe Xena knew I would cross
her. Maybe she changed the plan. Or maybe something went wrong on their
way here.”

“No wonder Xena is in charge instead of you,” I growl. “You don’t have a
fucking clue what you’re doing. You were in her ranks until two days ago
and you don’t know where they are? You don’t have any way to figure out
what is going on? You should have maintained a mole on the inside.”

His head sags between his shoulders. “I didn’t want to risk it. You’ve worked
with her and my dad for a long time, but... but you don’t know what she’s
really like. If anyone knew what I was planning to do, they would have told
her. I’d be dead right now.”

“She’s a crazy bitch, not a god.”

“Maybe not to you. But to them,” he insists, “she’s as good as such. Those
men are scared shitless of her. They’ll kill for her. They’d kill me. Which is
why I’m not going to be safe until Xena is dead. I’'m on your team, Nikolai, I
swear it.”

I jam the gun against one of his vertebrae. He groans, but does his best to stay
standing tall. “I don’t give a single fuck about your safety. I want Belle.



That’s all.”

Christo blows out a long breath. He opens his mouth like he’s going to say
something, but then he pinches his lips together. “I want to help you. But I
can’t do that if you kill me.”

I’m still weighing the option when my phone rings.

I have Christo’s gun in my left hand and mine in my right, so it takes me a
second to maneuver his gun into my pocket so I can reach for my phone.
When I pull it out, Belle’s name is on the screen.

I want to be relieved, but I know better. I answer the call and press it to my
ear, waiting silently.

Maybe Xena is calling to see if I’'m dead. Maybe she wants to know I’m on
the line so she can torture Belle for me to hear. I don’t plan to say a word
until I know exactly what is going on.

“Who is it?” Christo whispers.
I narrow my eyes at him, and he shrinks back.

“Nikolai.” My name is little more than a breathless sound... but the voice is
Belle’s. I know it. I’d know it anywhere.

She’s alive.
A breath huffs out of me. Belle must be able to recognize the sound.

“Thank God. It’s you. I was so—" She sounds exhausted in a way I’ve never
heard before. There’s a tension to her words that I can’t decipher.

Is Xena standing over her shoulder, forcing her to call me? This could be a
trap. I won’t fall into it.

But I want to soothe her fears. I want her to know I’d burn the fucking world
down just to pluck her from the debris and wipe the ash from her face.

“I’m so glad you picked up. I don’t know what you know or what Xena said,
but things are so complicated... I was in an accident. I’'m okay. The baby is
okay... ” she says, rushing through the explanation. “But something is
wrong. Xena is here in the hospital, I think.”



“Is it Belle?” Christo hisses. “Who is it?”

I ignore him, focusing on the only thing that matters. Belle is in the hospital.
It doesn’t sound like she’s okay if she’s in the hospital.

She’s talking so fast that I miss some of it. But her tone is unmistakable.
She’s scared.

“... But something feels wrong, and I need you here,” she rasps, her voice
almost a sob. “I really need you here.”

I’m holding onto the phone so tight that I’m surprised it’s still in one piece. I
need her to know I’m coming.

I open my mouth to say something, anything, but Christo lunges forward.
“She’s lying to you,” he hisses.

My gun was aimed at his chest before he even took a step, and he looks
nervously at it now. But it doesn’t silence him.

“Nikolai, I have to tell you something: Belle is working with Xena,” he
confesses somberly. “She has been for weeks.”

I’m quiet. My pulse pounds where I was shot, every throb a fresh bout of
agony.

I consider shooting him for lying about Belle, for trying to drive a wedge
between us. But then I remember the night Belle and Elise ran away...

At the time, I thought it was a coincidence they were nearly captured by
Giorgos’ men. I assumed the Greeks were surveilling my house. But maybe I
didn’t save Belle’s life.

Maybe I interrupted her plan to escape.

“I didn’t want to tell you, because...” Christo swallows. “Well, because I
thought you might kill me for it. But it’s true. I know it is.”

Fuck.

“Nikolai.” Belle is crying now. I hear the emotion thick in her voice. A
bullshit act. “Please. I never... I never meant to hurt you or—”



I hang up the phone.

Christo starts talking immediately. “I’m sorry, Nikolai. I wanted to tell you,
but I thought we’d find her and stop the plan and it wouldn’t matter. But
since they weren’t here, I had no choice but to tell you before you could—"

I hold up a hand and he falls silent instantly. Then I hand him his gun. “Come

»

OI1l.

His eyes are wide. He grabs the gun like it might be a trick. Then he slides it
quickly into the back of his pants. “What’s the plan now?”

A moment ago, I had a plan. I was going to get my woman away from the
psychopath I was engaged to, take her home, and keep her with me forever. I
was going to make sure no one ever laid a hand on her again.

But now, that plan is shot to hell.

And Belle herself is the one responsible.

“Belle is at the hospital. She said she needs me there.”
Christo huffs. “But she’s lying to you. She’s working with—"

I hold up my gun and arch a brow. “She said she needs me there... so that’s
where I’m going.”

It takes the man a second, but he gets it. He looks solemn. “Oh.”



BELLE

I want to scream, but I have no idea how many people this awful man could
kill. If I scream, how many nurses and doctors will run to my aid? How many
of them would get gunned down in their rush? I’m picturing bodies stacked
like Lincoln Logs, red blood staining green scrubs and running in sticky
rivulets down the cracks where tile floor meets baseboard. A horrific
massacre.

Even if I survived, I’d never be able to forgive myself.

“Don’t be stupid,” the man repeats, his voice a low threat in my ear. “Come
with me. Make this easy for both of us.”

The elevator still hasn’t moved off of floor one, and I’'m hoping it never will.
Because once I’'m out of this hospital, I’m lost. Right now, there’s a chance
Nikolai could hunt me down. Arslan can probably track ambulances,
knowing him. Maybe he even knows where I’m at right now. If I stay here,
they could find me.

But out there? Xena could take me anywhere. I'll be lost in the ether. And
dead, more likely than not.

Then a realization occurs. “Is Xena really right down the hall?”
The man makes a low, laughing sound in the back of his throat.

Of course she isn’t. He was just saying that so I’d be willing to leave the
room with him. So my fear of Xena might override my common sense.



“So stupid,” I whisper. “I’m so stupid.”

The elevator dings. I look up as the floor number shifts from one to two and
then three. My captor’s escape hatch inches closer while I sit here completely
helpless to do a damn thing about it.

“Yeah, but you’re being smart right now,” he croons like he’s consoling a
wild animal. “Saving lives by staying quiet. Just a few more minutes, and you
can scream as loud as you want.”

Is he trying to comfort me? Because it is absolutely not working.

The elevator creeps closer. It feels like watching a guillotine lower against
my neck. Like having a physical countdown to my own demise.

Four.
Five.
DING.

When the doors open, the man starts to push me into the elevator, but there
are people inside. We’re forced to back up and wait for it to clear out.

An orderly with a laundry cart is off to the right and an elderly woman with a
walker stands in the center. Two men are angled towards each other in the
back, phones in their hands, both wearing surgical masks. A mom and her
teenaged daughter are nearest the buttons.

“... I don't even know, Charlene," the girl is arguing. "She's your friend."
Her mom groans. "And Laney's mom."
"Laney isn't my friend, either. We just have a few classes together."

The mom gives me an exasperated look in search of sympathy, but I can’t
muster anything beyond a grimace. Even still, I'm afraid she might see
something in my face to cause alarm. If she alerts anyone to what’s going on,
I don’t know what the man will do to her. To all of them.

So I fix my eyes on my bare feet in the wheelchair’s stirrups to be safe.

One by one, the elevator empties out. As soon as it’s clear, the man pushes



me through the doors.

My front wheels have just barely cleared the threshold when I’'m suddenly
shoved forward. I have to kick out a leg to avoid smashing against the
opposite wall.

When I turn around, I see the two men from the elevator standing on either
side of my kidnapper.

They look calm, cool, unruffled.

But the man who just threatened my life is bleeding from the mouth in a way
that doesn’t look too sustainable.

“Is he—What did—Oh my God,” I gasp.
Then I look up...
Into Nikolai’s face.

I’d recognize those eyes anywhere. They’re burning bright, looking nowhere
but at me. His blond, masked companion shuffles onboard with the dead
nurse held up in his grip. Nikolai peels off the surgical mask and nods
towards the buttons as he steps back into the elevator.

“Basement level, please,” he requests coolly.

I’m still in shock, my brain struggling to keep up with the events as they’re
unfolding. But I can follow a simple command. I press the basement level
button and wait for the doors to close. As soon as they do, I turn to face him.

“You came,” I gasp. “I didn’t know if you would. You came, and—Oh my
God, he was going to kidnap me.”

Nikolai holds a finger to his mouth and glances up at the corner of the box.
“Not here. Cameras.”

I press my lips together to hold in the flurry of thoughts bubbling out of me. I
use the rest of the quiet ride to silently study the blond man with Nikolai.
He’s young and handsome, but I can’t get a good look because he refuses to
even glance in my direction. He hasn’t spoken so much as a word.

The elevator doors open up into a cement parking garage. The moment we’re



out of the doors, Nikolai and the blond man dump the fake nurse on the
ground behind a dumpster in a bloody tangle of limbs.

“Come on.” Nikolai holds out his hand, and I wrap my fingers through his.
Grateful that these strong, capable hands will never hurt me.

Feeling the warmth of his skin against mine is like coming home. I glue
myself to his side as he leads me through the parking garage towards a sedan
in the far corner. When I press my palm to his ribs, I feel him flinch. But it’s
a quick movement, just the tiniest flicker of it before he’s opening the back
door for me and helping me inside.

The blond man moves around to the front of the car to drive. When Nikolai
slides in behind me, I turn and wrap myself around him.

“You’re real.” I nuzzle my face into his neck and breathe him in. He smells
like soot and sweat and blood. “I want to know where you’ve been and what
you’ve been doing and who this other man is, but first—"

I grab his face and bring his soft lips to mine. Nikolai is tense. Every muscle
in his body is held tightly, but as I stroke my tongue over his bottom lip and
ease his mouth open, he softens.

A large hand moves over my back and around my waist. He grabs a fistful of
my hair and arches my head back, giving him better access to ravish my
mouth.

He’s everywhere, biting and tasting me, pressing greedy, frantic kisses to my
lips until I’m panting for breath and out of my mind with need.

“I didn’t know if I’d get to do this again,” I whisper. “I didn’t know if I"d
ever touch you again. If I’d ever feel you.”

Nikolai pulls back, his irises a hard silver in the dim light filtering through
the tinted windows. “Are you hurt?”

I shake my head. “I’m fine. Really. It’s a miracle I wasn’t thrown from the
car, actually.”

“A miracle?” He lifts his brow, his face twisted in an expression I don’t
understand. Is he teasing me?



I nod. “I don’t know how it happened. It just did. A miracle.”

I lower my mouth to his neck, kissing along the column of his throat,
pressing my lips to his pulse. When the familiar deep rumble of pleasure
moves through him, I press a hand to his chest to catch the vibrations.

Then I let that hand slide lower, trailing over the hard muscle of his chest and
the flat plane of his stomach. But when I drive my fingers under the hem of
his shirt, I feel the rough edge of a bandage.

Nikolai doesn’t move as I pull back and yank his shirt up in growing horror.
The bandage is wide, covering most of his side. I can see blood oozing
through the wrappings.

“Wh... what happened?” I breathe, not even sure if I want to know. I’m not
sure I can handle finding out how close to death he may have been. How
close he may still be.

“You don’t know?”

“How would I know?” I ask, confused. “I didn’t even know where you
were.”

He pulls his shirt back down. Suddenly, it feels like an uncrossable barrier
between us.

This isn’t what I thought our reunion would be. I imagined heated touches
over slick skin. Murmured cries of gratitude and pleasure that we were
together again.

I want that. Doesn’t he?
“Are you okay?” I ask.
He nods. “I’m fine.”

He’s never been so unresponsive to me or so blunt. Even when things
between us were beyond complicated, this never was. Our bodies always
knew what to do.

But it feels like Nikolai has forgotten.

“I can’t wait,” I whine, circling my hands around his neck. “I need you. I



need you to help me forget.”

I sound desperate to my own ears, but it’s accurate. I am desperate. For this.
For a moment of normalcy after hours of uncertainty and terror. For Nikolai
to make me feel deliriously good and for me to do the same for him.

His body is still tight and tense beneath me, and I’m not sure he’s going to
give in. For the first time, Nikolai might set me aside.

And in that brief window, panic rises up. Has he realized he made a mistake?
It would have been easier to marry Xena and leave me behind. Less
complicated. Maybe he realizes I’m not worth all of the drama.

But before I can gather up the scraps of my dignity, Nikolai’s large hands
grip my waist. He pulls me into his lap and drags my aching center over him
with a primal growl.

I moan, already lost to the sensation. “I want you inside of me,” I whimper.
Nikolai shakes his head. “Not now. Finish yourself like this.”

I should feel disappointed. Grinding myself against him like we’re teenagers
in a backseat shouldn’t feel this good. But it does.

Everything with Nikolai feels good. Better than anything else.

“What about you?” I moan, shifting down so I can stroke the entire length of
him from root to tip and back again. “Is this good for you?”

“This is about you.”

The words are sweet, but his voice is still detached. I want to investigate
more, but I can’t focus on anything except the ache between my legs.

I grab Nikolai’s hands and place them over my chest. The warmth of his
fingers palming me drives me faster.

“How did you end up in Xena’s car?” Nikolai asks.

My head is fuzzy with pleasure, and his words feel out of place with what
I’m feeling now. It’s the real world encroaching on this moment that I just
want to last.



His hand shifts to my collarbone, his thumb drawing a line over the fragile
bone. “What caused the accident?”

I squeeze my eyes closed as I squeeze my thighs around his hips. “I’m close,”
I pant. It’s my way of begging him to let this go. To let me have this.

His thumb shifts into the hollow of my throat, and I tip my head back,
surrendering to his touch. I roll my hips and shiver from the delicious
friction. Nikolai growls, a deep, sexy sound. Then he curls his fingers around
my neck.

I moan, leaning into his hand. The strength in him paired with the gentle way
he’s touching me is almost enough to send me over the edge. I’ve never let
someone touch my throat before, but I trust Nikolai. I like his hands on me.
On every part of me.

His grip tightens, and I swallow with slight difficulty as the blood rushes in
my ears.

“Like that,” I whisper, still bucking against him. “I’m going to... I’'m going
to...”

Before I can climax, all at once, my air is gone. Nikolai’s hand clamps
around my throat so tightly I can’t breathe. I jolt, trying to move out of his
hold, but the movement sends another bolt of pleasure through my body. This
combination of panic and pleasure is a new high I’ve never experienced.

I come like that, with Nikolai’s hand squeezing the air out of me, his cock
hard between my legs. My eyes feel like they’re bulging as it tears through
me mercilessly. When it starts to recede, I tug at his hold on my neck, telling
him to let go.

But Nikolai doesn’t budge.
Instead, he leans forward until his breath is hot on my skin.

“Tell me the truth before I choke it out of you: how long have you been
working with Xena?”
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Blackness creeps into the edges of my vision. I’'m seeing stars, and I’m not
sure if it’s from the pulsing orgasm still ripping through me or the lack of
oxygen. Probably both.

I claw at Nikolai’s hand, too panicked to focus on his words. Too desperate
for air to consider how bad it is that he knows.

He knows.
“How long have you been lying to me?” he hisses.

I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. No exhale, no inhale. The black
edges of my vision are stretching towards the center, tendrils of darkness
blotting out the image of his face, clenched and angry in front of me.

There’s more black than color now. I can’t breathe. I certainly can’t speak.
All this way we’ve come and it’s going to end like this—the way I thought it
would end from the start. He’ll kill me right when I finally started believing
that that was the last thing he’d ever do.

Blacker, and blacker, and blacker—
Then, all at once, he lets me go.

I collapse against him and suck in air. My head is splitting in two as blood
surges back in place.

Weakly, I try to move off of his lap, but Nikolai holds my legs firmly in



place. “No. You don’t get to run away again.”

“I’m not. I just...” I can’t feel his erection between my legs and think clearly
at the same time.

“How long have you been working with her?” he growls.
His cold detachment makes sense now. This is about you.

“How did you find out?” I touch my throat with tentative fingers. The heat of
his grip is still imprinted there. “Did Xena tell you?”

“So it’s true?”

“Yes, but—but it’s not what you think. She wanted me to be a double agent.
To give her information. But I didn’t—”

“Don’t you dare fucking lie to me.”

The hospital gown is gaped open in the back and rucked up along my thighs.
The last quakes of my orgasm are still moving through me, and now, Nikolai
is staring at me like he can see straight into my brain.

But then, if he could see into my mind, he’d know the entire truth. Based on
the black fury on his face now, I can tell he doesn’t.

“She was going to help me get out of the country,” I explain to him. “That’s
why I listened to her. She told me she could get me and Elise out.”

“Away from me.”
“No,” I breathe. “Well, yes. At the time, it’s what I wanted, but—"

“You lied to me, Belle.” He breathes heavily. “You were in my house,
working with my enemy to escape and hurt me in the process.”

“Because you kidnapped me!”
His gray eyes flare. “Because you were falling apart without me.”

He isn’t wrong. It’s only been a few days, but the sad, hollow version of me
that floated between home and Tony’s bar like a ghost doesn’t even feel real.

“But you can’t see how I made the decision I did?” I ask. “You flew me



across the country while I was unconscious. When we first met, you
kidnapped Elise to control me. I knew the only way I’d ever get away from
you was with help, so when Xena offered to get me out, I accepted. I didn’t
see another way out.”

He barks out a humorless laugh. “I guess I missed how badly you wanted to
get away from me during all the fucking we did. If your orgasms were faked,
then you’re in the wrong line of work. You should be an actress, not an
accountant.”

I shake my head. “Don’t act like everything between us was fake.”
“It was.”
“You lied, too!” I blurt.

“I made you choose,” he snarls. “I forced your hand. But I never, not once,
betrayed you. I was honest about how I felt. About what I wanted.”

Me. He wanted me.

“I didn’t lie, either,” I protest, my voice wobbly and weak. The exhaustion of
the day is catching up with me and all I want to do is close my eyes. “When
we had sex... that’s when I was most honest with you. And with myself. It
felt good to be with you, but I don’t live just for myself. You understand that,
too.”

“Don’t tell me what I understand.”

“Your loyalty is to the Bratva,” I continue, “and mine is to Elise. I had to do
what was best for her.”

His jaw clenches and shifts. Nikolai understands loyalty. He lives by it. He’ll
have to understand this.

“My loyalty is to the Bratva, you’re right,” he says. “And today, my men died
because of your lies. Because I was searching for you even though you left
willingly.”

The words steal the breath from me as if his hand was wrapped around my
throat again. “Nikolai, I’'m—wait, what?”



His eyes meet mine unflinchingly. “Arslan is dead.”

“No.” My heart cracks open. I didn’t know Arslan well, but I know Nikolai,
and Arslan was his best friend. The most important person in the world to
him. “I’m so sorry. Nikolai, I didn’t mean for—”

“I watched him bleed out. Then I left him slumped on the side of the road, so
I could look for you.” He spits the words like venom.

His fingers shake against my legs for a second before he picks me up and
shoves me off of his lap. I flop into the seat next to him.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper hollowly.

Nikolai stares straight ahead into a space in the middle distance that only he
can see. I can’t find the words to convey to him how fucked-up all of this or
how much responsibility I take for all of it. I don’t think there are any words
for it.

I was stupid, and I made the wrong choice. Now, his friend is dead.

We drive in silence. The tension tightens between us until it’s fit to snap.
Finally, I can’t take it anymore. “Why did you come to the hospital?” I ask.
The slightest raise of his eyebrow is the only sign he can hear me.

“I called you, and you didn’t say anything,” I continue. “But then you
showed up to save me. Why did you bother?”

Because 1 love you, Belle, is what I’'m praying he will say. Because I’'m
angry, but that doesn’t change how I feel about you.

Say it, | beg silently. For the love of God, please say it.

I want to reclaim the joy we had this morning, sitting together and staring at
our baby’s sonogram. I want that optimism back.

“Because of loyalty,” he says at last.
I frown. “Loyalty?”

“You said my priority is the Bratva, and that’s true. Which is why I have to



protect every member of my Bratva.”
I blink in confusion. “But... I’m not in the Bratva.”

“No, you’re not.” He jabs a finger towards my stomach. “But that baby
you’re carrying is mine. And while you’ll never be a part of my Bratva, my
child will be. Whether you like it or not.”

Aside from my stifled sobs, the rest of the drive is silent.

I

I don’t want to get out of the car once it’s parked in front of Nikolai’s house,
but he drags me out after him.

As soon as my bare feet are on the driveway, I realize anew how exposed I
am. Physically exposed in this raggedy gown. Emotionally exposed with this
broken, bleeding heart.

I move towards the house with the plan to head directly to my room and
change, but Nikolai grips my wrist tightly and jerks me back.

“Ow,” I complain, shaking out my wrist. “Why did you—"
“You need to leave,” Nikolai says.

But I realize he isn’t looking at me. He’s looking past me at the blond man
who was with us at the hospital.

“Who are you?” I ask, following his gaze.

The man ignores me just like he did as we were leaving the hospital, instead
looking at Nikolai. “Are you sure? I can stay. I can try to explain to your men
about—"

“No. It doesn’t matter what you say. My men won’t like that you’re here,”
Nikolai says. “Tensions are too high.”

The blond man sighs and nods. “I guess give me a call when your men don’t
want to kill every Greek in sight.”

Nikolai snorts, and I hate that this man can make him smile even a little when



all he has for me are furious scowls. “Then I guess I’ll never talk to you
again.”

The man nods grimly and disappears around the bend in the drive.
“Who was that?” I ask.

But before the question is even out of my mouth, Nikolai is shoving me
towards the front doors. “Stop asking questions.”

“Then start explaining what’s happening, and I won’t have to!”

Nikolai closes the front door behind him and, in a whirl, spins on me. I back
up instinctively, pressing my spine to the wood wainscotting. It digs into my
bones, but Nikolai hovers over me. “Are you really complaining about me
not explaining myself to you? After everything you’ve done, you should
count yourself lucky you’re alive.”

I inhale sharply, and Nikolai smirks. His mouth is a cruel slash. “There it is.
Did I get through to you at last? Fuck knows your skull is thick.”

Nikolai grabs my arm and leads me down the hallway to the right. It’s in the
opposite direction of my room. I want to ask where we’re going, but I know
he won’t answer.

He hates me. He well and truly hates me.

And even as my heart breaks, the only thing I can think to ask is, “What
about Elise?”

We’re near the end of the hall. I imagine a hidden passageway opening up
into a dungeon that lurks below the house. It would be just like Nikolai
Zhukova to have a secret torture chamber below his house. He’ll throw me
down there and get rid of the key. He joked about it once—and who’s to say
it wasn’t really a joke at all?

“What about her?”

“Did she find you like I told her to?” My lip trembles, and I do my best to
keep it firm. “When she escaped from Xena’s car, I told her to find you. I
said... I said you’d take care of her.”



“Looks like you lied to her, too, then.”

Panic flares up in me, a sudden geyser of fear. I rip my arm out of his grip
and back away. “I have to find her. She’s out there by herself, and I have to
find her.”

“No, you need to start cooperating.”

“I’ll cooperate! I will. I’'ll cooperate and be your prisoner for as long as you
want... if you find Elise.”

Nikolai barks out a laugh. “You are not in a position to be making deals,
Belle. You’re already my prisoner.”

“Please,” I rasp. “Elise is everything to me. She’s all I have.”

Nikolai turns away and unlocks a normal-looking door behind me. The room
behind is so dark I can’t make out what it is, but I have a feeling it’s not
going to be as nice as my last room in his house.

He points. “Walk in.”

He’s right: I’m not in a position to make deals. But maybe if I cooperate—if I
show him how easy life with me as a prisoner could be—maybe he’ll agree to
help.

I step into the dark and turn to face him. The hallway light creates a halo
around his dark hair. He looks like an angel of death glaring down at me.

“So0?” I ask desperately. “Will you find her?”
“You betrayed me, Belle. You lied, and now, my best friend is dead.”
I choke back a sob. “I know. I’m sorry.”

“‘Sorry’ doesn’t mean shit to me,” he says. “You know what will make me
feel better? Revenge.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I want an eye for an eye. The most important person in my world is
gone... and now, you’ll know just what that feels like.”



A scream rips out of my throat, but Nikolai is too fast. He slams the door shut
as I hurl myself against it, pounding my fists on the wood until my knuckles
bleed.
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I don’t know if I’ve been locked in this room for hours or days. The window
has been boarded over with a huge piece of plywood with screws as thick as
my thumb, so there’s no light and no clock in sight. The only way I’ve been
able to mark the passage of time is with the ebb and flow of my hunger.

I was given a cup of ice chips in the hospital, but I haven’t eaten a proper
meal since Nikolai and I went to lunch after the doctor’s appointment. My
stomach growls and grumbles, begging for food, and I’'m so desperate for
someone to talk to that I talk back.

“I know,” T tell it. “But he won’t let me starve, right? He cares about the
baby.”

The truth stings.
Nikolai cares about the baby. Not me.
He’s loyal to his Bratva. Not me.

Since I met him, Nikolai Zhukova has become one of the most important
people in my life. Somewhere along the line, I convinced myself that feeling
was mutual.

But it can’t be. Not if one mistake is enough for him to toss me aside forever.

“Maybe it won’t be forever,” I whisper, swirling my finger in the plush
carpet. I’ve been leaning against the side of the bed, staring at the door for...
I don’t even know how long. Without a television, a book, or even a



sketchpad to distract me, I’ve taken to drawing simple designs in the carpet.

“But will he forgive me before I lose it and start draining my own blood for
paint?”

I meant it as a joke, but it feels a bit too plausible to be funny. I have to get
out of here.

I told Nikolai I'd cooperate with him if he took care of Elise, but he isn’t
going to take care of her. He’s going to let her wander around the city by
herself or die in a gutter or, maybe the worst of all, end up back with our
mom just to spite me.

So I can’t sit here and wait for him to come around and decide he forgives
me.

I need a plan.

I push myself to my feet, grabbing the bed for stability as the blood rushes
back to my head. Then I search the room for a weapon. Something sharp or
heavy that I can use to fight my way out of this room.

Unsurprisingly, there’s nothing. Every drawer and closet is empty. Unless I
want to rip a sconce off the wall and wield it like a battering ram, I’m shit out
of luck.

At the exact moment that I have that realization, I hear footsteps in the
hallway.

I feel like a helpless rabbit, ears perked towards the noise, ready to flee at the
first sign of trouble. Except there’s nowhere to flee. Even if my instincts are
screaming at me to take flight, fight is my only option.

A key slides into the door. I position myself in front of it, legs spread and
partially bent, hands up to... I don’t know, even. Defend myself? To fight
him off?

Fighting Nikolai with my bare hands would be like trying to wrestle the wind
out of a tornado, but I’m short on time and options and common sense.

The second the door opens, I take a deep breath and then sprint forward with
my arms outstretched.



I expect my palms to meet the warm flesh of his body.
Instead, I hit metal.

It’s a metal tray, to be precise. And as I collide with it, all the food resting on
it squishes onto Nikolai’s broad chest with a wet slop noise.

He doesn’t even so much as stumble. He just looks down at me in disgust.
“Fucking hell, Belle.”

“Food?” I’m so surprised by the humane gesture that I forget about trying to
escape the room just long enough for Nikolai to close the door behind him
and set the tray down.

Half of the contents are smeared across his shirt, but there’s still a dinner roll
and a cluster of grapes that escaped mostly unscathed. Like a starving animal,
I lunge for the bread and then back away out of his reach once more.

“It was dinner, before you tried to... escape?” He says it like he genuinely
isn’t sure of my intentions. “Was that your attempt to escape?”

“I didn’t have a lot of time to come up with something else, asshole.”

“You’ve been in here for three hours and that’s the best you could come up
with?”

I blink in surprise. “It’s only been three hours?”

Nikolai drops the tray on the bedside table and then assesses the sloppy mess
on the front of his shirt. He flicks a smear of mashed potatoes onto the floor
before he grabs the hem and, in one fluid motion, pulls the clothing off over
his head.

The last few hours have been a nonstop nightmare. A top-to-bottom disaster
that saw me delirious with relief, beyond reason with lust, and smashing
down into rock bottom.

But Nikolai Zhukova shirtless is an experience that transcends circumstances.

I catch my breath at the sight of his broad chest and tapered waist. The V-cut
above his hip makes my mouth water. I want to taste it. And not just because
there’s still a bit of mashed potato clinging to his skin.



I squeeze my eyes closed and shake my head.

I can’t feel this way about him. I shouldn’t. The sight of his naked body
should not be enough to turn me inside out.

But, stupid or not, it is. The chemistry buzzing between us isn’t bound by
logic or reason. It’s animal and wild. I want him.

And then an idea strikes.
I sidle closer and swipe a finger across his chest. Nikolai arches a dark brow.

“So you brought food,” I murmur when our eyes meet. “Is that all you
wanted to give me?”

“What else would I give you?”

I shrug, the shoulder of my hospital gown slipping down my arm. “Clothes,
maybe?”

The material drops further. I do nothing to stop it. I don’t want to. Especially
when Nikolai is tracking the downward path of the gown with molten gray
eyes.

It’s nice to know that, as unaffected as he may appear, he isn’t completely
immune to me.

“Or,” I suggest, “maybe I deserve a punishment.”

His eyes peruse me from head to toe and back again before he takes a few
measured steps forward. When he stops in front of me, I can’t resist reaching
out and pressing a hand to his chest. His skin is hot as a brand, but I don’t
mind the pain. I want him everywhere.

“Do you like punishment?”

His voice right now is melted chocolate and velvet. It’s so different than the
cold detachment from the car.

I frown. “No one likes punishment.”

He reaches out and strokes a finger down my neck. “Then why did you come
with my hand wrapped around your throat?”



I don’t answer. He forces me back until my legs are against the mattress. He
draws a line from my throat to the bundle of nerves between my legs, and
when he slides his finger inside me, he growls, “You’re so wet that I'm
starting to think this won’t be a punishment at all.”

“You’re smart,” I mumble. “I’m sure you can figure out a way to torture me.”

His pupils expand, eating away the gray. Dark thoughts I would kill to know
swirl through his mind.

Then he pushes me back on the bed. “Spread your legs.”

I lean back and inch my thighs apart, goosebumps blooming across my skin.
Nikolai makes a disapproving groan and shoves my thighs apart wider.

“Stay like that. Don’t move.”

He smooths a calloused hand up my thigh, and I manage to hold still. But the
second his finger dips into my warmth, I jolt.

His finger works a maddening circle up and down my slit and then up to my
clit. It becomes a rhythm I can’t escape and, no matter how many times he
repeats it, can’t anticipate. Electricity shoots through me again and again. A
pressure I can’t release building until my muscles are quivering with the force
of holding still.

And the only part of him touching me is a single finger. What could he do
with more?

“Please,” I gasp, desperate for more of him.

He’s giving me just enough to keep me teetering on the edge, but not enough
to push me over the side.

“You’re driving me crazy,” I complain, arching into his touch. “I need more.”

“You asked for a punishment. Punishment is what you’re getting.” Then he
takes his finger away entirely, and I’m afraid he’s going to leave me like this.
“Now, be a good girl and roll over.”

I flip onto my stomach. Nikolai grabs my ankles and pulls me to the edge of
the bed. His warm legs step between mine, and then I feel him poised at my



opening. He slides himself up and down until I go cross-eyed with need.
I shimmy my hips back, desperate to take him in.

“Nuh-uh,” Nikolai warns, pressing a heavy hand to my lower back and
pinning me to the bed. “Not until I say.”

He teases me for what feels like forever before he finally, mercifully, nudges
against my opening and slides inside. But just as the first wave of relief
moves through me, he stops. One agonizing inch into me, Nikolai pulls out.
Then he puts that inch in again.

It’s like dying out in a desert and being given a single drop of water. I take it
gladly, but I need so much more.

“Nikolai,” I groan. “Please.”

He ignores me, pressing his palm harder into my spine as he torments me
with the tip of him until I’m practically sobbing into the mattress.

My thighs are quaking, and I can feel cramps working up the backs of my
legs as my body strains towards the climax I just can’t reach on my own. Not
without Nikolai’s help.

“I need you,” I cry, looking back over my shoulder. But seeing Nikolai
doesn’t ease my torment. His jaw is clenched, turning his already chiseled
face into a work of art. Sweat dots his upper lip and dampens the curls over
his forehead. It’s a reminder that this man is real. Flesh and blood, no matter
how improbable that seems at times.

And I betrayed him.

I agreed to work with his enemies against him. Even if I was a shitty spy who
never gave away crucial information, I turned my back on him.

Which seems impossible now. I can’t take my eyes off of him.
He looks down at me, and in this moment, I’d give him absolutely anything.
“I’m sorry.” My words are breathless. “I’m... I'm so sorry. For everything.”

Nikolai’s dark brow quirks. Then, without looking away, he thrusts all the
way home.



“Is this what you wanted?” Nikolai asks in a groan as I let out a frantic
scream into the mattress.

I nod desperately and moan again. “Yes. This is what [—”
“No more talking. Show me.”

I extend my arms in front of me, rising up onto spread knees, and descend
down his length. He fills me as if our bodies were made for this. Like we
were created from the same mold, two pieces meant to connect in just this
way.

I can’t even remember why I started this. What my goal was in seducing
Nikolai. Being filled to the brim with him, it’s laughable that I’d ever think I
could take him inside of me without losing my mind. As if I could engage in
this and do anything aside from fall apart in every delirious moment.

I swirl down his length and press back into him. I grind our bodies together. I
clench my inner muscles around him until he hisses out quiet Russian curses
and bites down on my shoulder.

But when he wraps his hand around my waist and passes his finger over my
clit, the last of my control is gone.

“Touch me,” I beg. “Fuck me.”

Nikolai takes over. He circles me with one hand and uses the other to still me
so he can pound into my body. It only takes two thrusts for me to crumble. A
current of warmth like I’ve never felt before floods my system as my body
clamps down around him.

“I can feel you coming,” Nikolai growls. “Such a good little kiska.”

Nikolai follows a second later. I can feel him coming, too. Heat blooming
inside of me.

He drives home into me once more and then drapes himself over my back.
His cheek is heavy on my shoulder blade and the rush of air as he lets out a
bone-deep sigh ghosts across my skin.

For a second, everything between us feels normal. I can imagine turning
around and seeing his full lips spread in a sex-dazed smile. My body



anticipates the soothing touch of his hands on me as we disengage and right
ourselves.

But there is none of that.

Nikolai draws out of me all at once, leaving a hollow ache in my center. He
moves to the dinner tray he brought for me and takes a long draw from the
water bottle.

I’'m shivering, suddenly cold without his body heat. When I sit on the edge of
the bed, I almost reach for the comforter to draw around me. But then I look
to the floor and notice the bulge in the pocket of Nikolai’s discarded jeans.

A gun.

He’s still standing by the nightstand a few feet away. I take a second to
consider the geometry of the situation. The odds of me grabbing the gun and
rounding on him before he catches me. A second is all I have, maybe less.
Because he’s capping the water bottle and if I don’t act now—

Naked and with shaky legs, I lunge down to the floor and yank the gun out of
his pants pocket. I lift the weapon towards Nikolai. I can’t bring myself to
aim it directly at his heart, so I opt for slightly wide of his left shoulder.

“Let me out of here,” I whisper.

His expression is maddeningly neutral, but I see the slight rise of his brows.
A flicker of surprise that is there and then gone again in an instant.

“So much for being sorry,” he remarks.

I swallow past all my nerves. It doesn’t help that I’m still naked. It’s hard to
look dominant without a stitch of clothing. Hard for me, at least. Nikolai does
it effortlessly.

“I meant it. I really did. But... Elise is out there alone. I have to get out of
here and go to her. I have to. I’m sorry.”

He considers me for a second, his quicksilver eyes taking in my naked body
as much as the gun in my hands.

Then he shrugs. “Fine.”



“Fine?” I can’t hide the shock from my face. “You’re going to let me go?”
He nods. “You aren’t worth the trouble.”

I ignore the stab of pain his words cause and focus on my escape. “I need
clothes.”

“They’re outside the door.” My eyes narrow, and Nikolai sighs. “I was
bringing you food and an outfit change. If you’d have let me make it through
the damn door, I would have given them to you.”

Without turning my back on him, I back up to the door and then reach blindly
around the frame until I find the plastic bag of clothes. Then I clumsily dress
with one hand.

I’m worried Nikolai will use my distraction against me and lunge for the gun
while I’'m pulling on the jeans, but he doesn’t budge. He almost looks...
bored.

My jeans are still unbuttoned and my shirt is bunched up around my waist,
but I back out of the door and into the hallway. Nikolai is still standing by the
bed.

More than ever before, this moment feels like a goodbye. But I can’t bring
myself to say it. My throat is so tight that I can barely bring myself to say
anything.

Just before I turn and run to the hallway, I manage to squeak out two words.
“I’m sorry.”

Then I run.



BELLE

By the time I make it to the police station—thanks to the reluctant help of
several New Yorkers who point me in the right direction—I feel like I'm
stumbling through a nightmare. The kind of dream where you try to run, but
can’t pick up your feet. Or try to dial a number on your phone, but keep
hitting the wrong buttons.

The orgasm Nikolai worked into me still has me feeling jittery, and I’'m
delirious with exhaustion and hunger. The world exists beyond a haze I can’t
seem to clear.

Which is why the deep voice that sounds from the sidewalk behind me sends
me jumping into the bushes.

“Ma’am? Do you need any help?”

I push myself out of the branches of the azalea bush and offer up my best
semblance of a normal smile. “Hi. Yes, I’'m here to—"

Then I look up at the man and my hope drains away.

“Officer Sweeney.” He’s shaved his beard short since I saw him last, but I
can tell by the downward twist of his mouth that I look exactly the same as
the last time he saw me. “It’s so good to see you again.”

“What was your name again?” he asks. “Isabel? Bethany?”

“Belle,” I mumble. “Belle Dowan. I met you outside of—"



“Zhukova Incorporated. I recall.” He slides his hands into his jeans. I’m not
sure if I’ve caught him arriving for his shift or leaving, but he isn’t in
uniform. Aside from a shiny badge hanging from his belt loop, he’s not even
recognizable as an officer. “What brings you to the precinct tonight?”

I open my mouth to tell him, but then I remember that night at the Zhukova
offices. When I confessed to being nothing more than a crazy ex-girlfriend.
When I lied and told him I was desperately in love with Nikolai and trying to
win him back, which is why I lied about my sister being kidnapped.

And now, I’m here with a very similar tale.

“Is this about your sister?” Officer Sweeney asks. “Who has her now? Wait,
wait, don’t tell me—"

My empty stomach twists, morning sickness merging with horror into a new
level of nausea. I feel like I could hurl straight into the bushes.

“Nikolai wasn’t my ex-husband,” I say, sounding meek even to my own ears.
“And that night... That night you went with me to his office was a
misunderstanding. Mr. Zhukova manipulated me into lying—but this isn’t
about him, anyway. It’s about my sister.”

Sweeney drags a hand over his chin. I can tell he’s used to having a longer
beard by the way his fingers hang in the air awkwardly after reaching the end
of his stubble. “Ma’am, I think you need to get on home. It’s been a busy day
and I can assure you that no one in there has the energy to handle... whatever
this is.”

“I can’t go home. Don’t you think that’s where I’d be if I could? He brought
me here against my will. Drugged me and flew me here, and now, the Greeks
have my sister.”

“Mr. Zhukova drugged you and brought you here?” he asks, pointing to the
sidewalk beneath our feet.

I groan. “No. To New York City. I live in Oklahoma. I shouldn’t even be
here. But he brought me here, and now, my sister is gone and I need to find
her before she’s hurt.”

Officer Sweeney blinks in a kind of daze. “How long has your sister been



missing? Since I saw you last?”

“No, that was almost two months ago,” I snap. “She’s been missing since
earlier this afternoon.”

“Okay. When did you last see her?”

“I don’t know where we were. [ wasn’t driving. Xena Simatou was.” His eyes
widen at the mention of Xena’s name, and I hope I’'m onto something now. I
barrel on ahead. “She stopped the car, and I told Elise to get out. She did, and
now, I don’t know where she—"

“Xena Simatou?”
I nod. “Yes. I already said that. She was driving, and I—”

He holds up a hand to stop me. “You told your sister to get out of a moving
vehicle?”

“No! It was stopped. Xena let her get out, but now, I can’t find her and—"

“You told your sister to get out of the car?” he asks slowly. “The car that
Xena Simatou was driving? And now you’re upset because she isn’t with
you?”

It’s obvious he doesn’t believe me. It’s just as obvious that he recognizes
Xena’s name. The full implications of her name.

I grit my teeth. “Yes, but—"

“It sounds to me like you might be the person responsible for her
disappearance, then, Miss Dowan. You might want to take more of a
grassroots approach before you involve the law.”

“You are the law! If you think I’ve done something illegal, aren’t you
supposed to want me to turn myself in?”

He rolls his eyes. “After the day I’ve had, you’d be surprised what I’'m
willing to let slide. Especially when the person in front of me is here to cause
trouble. Now, Miss Dowan, may I suggest you—"

“May I suggest you go home and figure out how to be a real cop?” I hiss over
him. “In the meantime, I’ll go inside and talk to a real detective who wants to



help people.”

I turn to storm inside, but Officer Sweeney slices off my path. “No one in
there will help you. You watched too much news today and got bored. You
don’t have a case.”

Too much news? What is he talking about?

I throw my arms wide. “Look around. Do you see my sister? Neither do I.
There’s my case.”

“I’m sure you see lots of things that aren’t there.”
I bristle. “Are you calling me crazy?”

I realize as I ask the question that I’'m standing in front of this man in jeans
that are hanging off my hips, no makeup to speak of, and the rat’s nest on my
head is the textbook definition of “sex hair.” I look deranged, to put it kindly.

“I’m not calling you anything,” he says. “I’m just saying you aren’t worth the
trouble tonight. The people in there are mourning.”

I hear the echo of Nikolai’s words, and the pain I fought down back at the
house comes rising up all at once now. Without thinking, I lunge forward and
grab Officer Sweeney’s arm.

“You have to listen to me! I’m telling you the truth and my sister is—”

“What the hell?” Sweeney swipes my arm away and holds out a thick palm to
keep me back. He looks like a lion tamer. Which I guess makes me the lion.
“Keep your hands off of me, ma’am. Or I’ll have no choice but to arrest you
for assaulting an officer.”

“I didn’t assault you. I’m trying to make you listen,” I argue. “I just need you
to do something to help me.”

He nods slowly, and for a second, I think I’ve finally broken through to him.
“You sure as hell need some kind of help. Maybe an involuntary psychiatric
evaluation would be the best option for you.”

I stumble away from him. “No. You can’t. I was just locked up. I won’t do it
again.”



He advances slowly, menacingly. “You’re clearly a danger to yourself and
others, Miss Dowan.”

He is reaching for the phone on his hip, probably calling for backup, when I
feel another hand land on my shoulder.

Instinctively, I jerk away and throw my elbow back. I catch whoever it is in
their very firm stomach, and then look up—

To see Nikolai standing next to me.

His eyes are narrowed in silent displeasure, but then his face morphs into a
charming smile.

“Officer Sweeney. Pleasure to see you again.”

Sweeney’s hand is frozen on his phone. He looks from me to Nikolai and
back again. “Mr. Zhukova. What is going on here?”

“Another domestic issue,” Nikolai says easily. “Nothing to worry yourself
about.”

“Well, I’'m afraid I am worried. Your girl here seems to be a danger to herself
and others. She’s all worked up thinking she’s part of our biggest case. I
think it would be best if [—”

“I know what’s best for her,” Nikolai snaps. “Not you.”

He sounds so confident that even I believe him. I mean, clearly I can’t be put
in charge of my own decisions. I just nearly got myself thrown in a psych
ward for the night.

Sweeney sighs. “I let the two of you hash out your problems before, but at
some point, I’ll have to intervene. She can’t keep coming here and raising
alarms. If she does, we’ll have no choice but to—"

“To do what?” Nikolai steps around me, towering over the officer. Even
though Sweeney is an inch taller and has at least a fifty pound advantage,
Nikolai is all chiseled muscle and dominance. “I think enough first
responders have been hurt today, don’t you think?”

Sweeney looks pale. He holds up two hands. “If you think you can handle



her, then I’ll leave her to you.”

“I’m not a fucking pet,” I protest weakly. “Neither of you gets to decide what
happens to me.”

But even as I say the words, I know they aren’t true. I’'m exhausted. This day
has been the longest of my life, and wherever Nikolai decides to take me
next, I’ll go without a fight.

Nikolai ignores me and stares straight down at Officer Sweeney. “She isn’t
your concern. You're going to walk away and pretend none of this ever
happened.”

There’s a moment where no one moves. I don’t even breathe, waiting to see
what’s going to happen.

Then Officer Sweeney takes a breath, turns towards the road, and walks away
without another word.

Just like that, he’s gone.
And Nikolai and I are alone.
I spin to face him with a one-word question on my lips. “Why?”

“Why? Because you were going to get yourself thrown in jail.” Nikolai drags
a hand down his face. “Honestly, Belle, I’ve never met someone so incapable
in my entire fucking life.”

I ignore his barb and shake my head. “Why did you let me leave? I thought
you were... well, I don’t know what I thought you were doing. But you were
following me.”

“And you had no idea.” He purses his lips in disappointment. “You never
even glanced behind you.”

Hot shame floods my cheeks. I was being stupid. The fact that he let me leave
was surprising. I should have seen it for what it was: a trap.

“I always planned to let you go,” he explains. “To be frank, I thought you’d
try to escape much earlier. That’s why I left you alone in the room for so
long.”



“There was no way to escape! You had plywood over the windows.”

“Which you could have easily pulled off with your bare hands,” Nikolai says.
“Most of the screws were sheared off. There was also a metal coat hanger in
the closet you could have used to pick the lock.”

I searched the room from top to bottom and missed everything. Nikolai
wanted me to escape, and I still couldn’t manage it. “I was... scared.”

“Not too scared to throw yourself at me.”

My shame is molten now. I feel like I’m disintegrating into the pavement. “I
was... distracting you.”

He snorts. “I left the door unlocked behind me and the gun visible in my
pocket. I purposefully turned away from you twice so you could grab it. I
even pulled my shirt over my head, covering my face to give you an
opportunity. Instead, you stood there and gawked like a lovestruck
schoolgirl.”

Looking back, it did take him a long time to remove his shirt. But I was so
busy admiring the contours of his body that I hardly noticed. Even now, the
memory of his physique has me feeling feverish.

I shake my head. “Why would you want me to escape? Why bother locking
me up at all if you were rigging the room for me to get free?”

“Because I assumed you’d lead me to Xena,” he says. “I wanted you to get
out and take me to where the Greeks are hiding. But after a few hours of you
laying around like a sad sack, I gave up and decided to go in myself. Turns
out it was all a huge waste of time.”

“Do you mean locking me up was a waste of time, or...?” The question is out
of my mouth before I can stop it. I know instantly how desperate it sounds,
but I can’t take it back. That would make it worse.

Nikolai smirks darkly. “A good fuck is never a waste of time. If nothing else,
you’re still useful for that.”

“You’re disgusting,” I hiss. “You’re a cruel, nasty asshole.”

He shrugs casually. “I guess your pussy didn’t get the memo. Because it still



fucking loves me.”
It’s not the only one, I think with misery.

But the thought is too pathetic to dwell on. I brush it aside and try to keep
moving forward. At this point, it’s the only thing I can do.

“Well, I didn’t take you to Xena because I don’t know where she is. If you’d
stopped to listen to me, I would have explained that.”

“Like I should trust you?” Nikolai grabs my arm and starts hauling me down
the sidewalk. I don’t even try to pull away. I know it’s hopeless.

“You should trust me. I’m the reason she was in the hospital.”
“You mean you’re the reason you were in the hospital,” he says.

I frown. “The EMTs on scene told me that Xena was loaded into another
ambulance and—"

“And proceeded to slaughter the EMTSs and leave the ambulance abandoned
on the side of the road.”

I gasp. “No.”

“Yes,” Nikolai bears down. “She slaughtered innocent people who were there
to help her, and then fled. That’s the kind of person you were working for.”

“I wasn’t working for her! I was working for... for myself,” I fumble. “It
didn’t have anything to do with her.”

He snorts. “Great. So you’d have worked for anyone who offered you a one-
way ticket out of the country? Good to know your loyalty is only worth a
couple hundred bucks.”

I groan. “That is not fair. You didn’t give me many options.”

Nikolai lets go of my arm and spins around. We’re too close, my chin nearly
against his chest. He throws his arms out wide.

“Tonight, I gave you a world of options. You were free and you could have
gone anywhere, done anything. You could have searched women’s shelters
for Elise. You could have had missing posters hung up over half of



downtown by now. And instead, you came traipsing right to the fucking cops.
Which is almost worse than if you’d gone straight to Xena.”

I frown. “Would you rather I betrayed you again?”

“Rather than being dumb enough to accidentally rat me and my entire Bratva
out to the morons in blue? Yeah,” he says. “Because at least I know how to
handle traitors.”

The implication there is hard to miss. If I had gone to Xena, Nikolai would
have killed me.

“But this...” He gestures to me and sighs. I feel like I’'m wilting in place,
getting smaller and weaker and sadder with every passing second. “I’ll have
to find a way to deal with you now.”

“You could let me go,” T say softly. “I’ll promise not to go to the police or
tell anyone—"

Nikolai laughs, stopping my words in their tracks. Then he grabs my arm.
“Get in the car, Belle. I have better places to be.”
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NIKOLAI

Fifteen minutes after I get Belle back to the house—and locked in a room that
isn't designed to be easily escaped this time around—I get a call from one of
my lieutenants, Yuri.

"I found Elise," he reports. "She's at Urban Family Center. Just checked into
a communal room an hour ago."

"Did she look okay? Any injuries? Was she with anyone?"

"Alone and unharmed as far as I could tell," Yuri replies. "I kept my distance,
though. Like you asked."

All of my available men had the same mission: find Elise. I may have told
Belle I'd let Elise die on the streets, but even I was surprised how easily she
believed me. Then again, I don’t think she could have fucked me the way she
did if she really, truly thought I’d abandon her baby sister to die.

“Good work. Call the rest of the team off. All of you pivot to searching for
Xena.”

“Do you want me to pick Elise up?” he asks. “I’m already here.”
“No. Send Ars—”

I wince and the words die on my lips. Sending Arslan is no longer an option.
This fucking ache in my chest every time I think of that miserable bastard’s
name will not go away.



“I’ll handle it,” I finish gruffly. “She knows me.”

I hang up the phone before Yuri says anything else.

I

The place is a dump.

Junked, rusted-out cars line the curbs on both sides of the street. Trash
gathers in the gutters and blows across the pavement, the urban equivalent of
tumbleweeds. Plywood boards cover shattered windows and seal off
buildings that have been abandoned longer than Elise has been alive.

A couple teenagers are standing under a streetlight halfway down the block,
passing a glowing joint back and forth between them. They close ranks as I
walk past.

When I stop in front of the center’s wooden double doors, a woman is sitting
on the steps. It’s impossible to tell how old she is. She could be thirty or a
hundred or anywhere in between. Her chapped lips crack and bleed as she
smiles. It’s unsettling.

“If you’re here to find your woman, good fuckin’ luck,” she slurs.

“I’m looking for my... daughter,” I say carefully. It’s a better label than “the
sister of the woman I impregnated and am now holding hostage.” More
succinct, at least.

“Doesn’t matter,” she says. “Half the women in there are hiding from some
man who looks just like you. Strong, violent, angry... They won’t let you
through the front doors without calling the cops.”

“I’m not angry.” Not at Elise, anyway.

“No dicks allowed.” The woman cackles, her voice more cough than
anything else. Then she snaps her attention to me, her eyebrow quirked up.
“But I allow dicks. Plenty of them. All I need is a place to sleep tonight.
Tempted?”

“Not even remotely.” I step around her and open the door.



“Wait!” she cries. “The center is full. I'm desperate.”

The woman looks pitiful. Near tears and reeking of filth. But I'm here for
Elise and no one else.

“Try the next poor bastard who stumbles past.”

The door slams closed behind me. I'm in a dimly-lit entryway. The tile floor
is cracked and scuffed, and an older woman behind a warping wooden desk
looks up as I enter. Her eyes narrow immediately.

“Women and children only,” she barks.
“I’m not here to stay,” I snap back. “I’'m looking for my daughter.”

The woman immediately starts shaking her head. “If your daughter is here,
then she is safe for tonight. She’ll leave in the morning and you can attempt
to find her then. But as a rule, we do not reveal the identity or location of
anyone who comes to stay with us.”

“As arule, I get whatever the fuck I want,” I growl. “Her name is Elise...”

All at once I realize I don’t know Elise’s last name. She and Belle have
different fathers, so it may be Dowan, but it may not. It doesn’t matter
anyway. The woman staring at me has zero interest in hearing anything I
have to say unless it’s “goodbye.”

“Once she leaves in the morning, you can connect with her if that is
something she is interested in.” The woman talks like she’s reading from a
script. “We do not attempt reunification unless there is a police report filed. If
you’ve filed a report, then the police can come and collect your daughter. We
will not hand her over to you.”

There are glass doors behind the woman covered with foil and cardboard.
Through some of the cracks, I can see a larger space beyond. Based on the
rumble of chatter, there are a lot of people in there.

“Do not attempt to open the doors,” the woman warns, reading my thoughts.
“We have a security guard just inside the doors who will do his job if
necessary.”

I can feel my gun on my hip like a brand. My fingers itch to grab it.



But there are women and children beyond this door. People who, as the
elegant woman on the steps made clear, are scared and running.

I’m still debating my next steps when the doors behind me slam open. I spin
just as the woman from the steps drags herself inside. She bobs and sways
with every step.

“For God’s sake,” the woman behind the desk groans. “There’s no space for
you tonight, Camille. I already told you.”

“But this man is looking for his daughter!” Camille is shouting now. Her
voice echoes off the ceiling. I can hear the voices on the other side of the
glass quiet at the uproar. “He’s a good dad.”

The woman behind the desk looks exhausted beyond words. “Both of you
have to leave or I’m calling the police.”

Suddenly, Camille rushes forward and flings the doors to the main room
open. There are gasps and stifled screams.

A security guard steps in from the side and pushes Camille back. “You can’t
be in here,” he bellows.

Camille starts screaming and fighting with him. I utilize the distraction to
step into the doorway. The woman at the desk is yelling orders at me, but I'm
not listening to her. I’'m looking for one familiar face.

And I find it.

Elise is in the far corner of the room. She’s standing perfectly still, her wide
eyes pinned on me. I half-expect her to roll over and play opossum.

But then, in a move even I wasn’t expecting, she spins around and sprints out
of the back door.

“Fuck,” I growl. “Elise, wait!”

I step forward, but the security guard has his gun out now. It doesn’t matter
anyway. If I follow Elise through the room, she’ll maintain her lead. I need to
move in the opposite direction and cut her off.

As I head back for the front door, I hear Camille talking to the woman at the



front desk. “I guess a space just cleared up, am I right?”
The woman is slick, I’ll give her that.

Outside on the sidewalk, I take a hard right. An alley that runs through the
center of the block. It’s my fastest path to the street behind the building. I
turn into the alley and bear down, solely focused on the light at the other end

When something slams into my shins.

The pain is blinding, but as I fall forward, I manage to tuck into a roll over
my right shoulder. I pop up on my feet, facing the way I just came, though
my shinbones are screaming at me.

The man across the alley snarls at me. He has the Battiato crest tattooed on
his neck. It stands out against his pale skin, which is growing paler by the
second. He clearly didn’t expect me to recover as quickly as I did.

“What the—"

I cross the distance between us in two strides and throw a punch before he
can even raise his arms. His nose gets pulverized beneath my fist and he falls
back against the brick wall. I follow, landing two more savage hits to his
unguarded middle while he helplessly shields his face with his arms.

Then he roars, drops his shoulder, and drives me back to the center of the
alley. I curse under my breath. Every second I spend here with this fool is
another second Elise puts between us.

“I don’t have time for this shit,” I grit out. I reach for my gun, but the soldier
is swiping at my arms and trying to pin them to my side.

Fine. We’ll do this the old-fashioned way. I drive my knee up into his face.
More shit breaks. He groans and flops back. It’s enough time for me to grab
my gun and stick it in his face.

I’m tempted to blow his brains out right away. But I have some questions
first.

“What are you doing here?”



His eyes cross as he stares at the gun. “Takin’ a night walk,” he spits.
I whip him across the face with the butt of my gun. “Try again, wiseass.”

His nose is bleeding freely, blood flowing down his chin. His jaw works as
he considers his options. Finally, he shakes his head. “I was here for the girl.”

“Xena wants Elise?” I guess.
At that, his lips smash together into a flat line.
“Don’t want to talk? Fine. I don’t really want to listen, anyway.”

He lifts his chin in defiance, but before the smug look can even settle into
place, I pull the trigger. I’'m already moving down the alley by the time I hear
his body hit the ground.

I stop when I reach the other mouth of the alley, but the street beyond is
empty. Whichever way Elise went, she’s long gone now.

I reach for my phone and, on instinct, dial Arslan’s number. It rings twice
before I realize what I’'m doing.

I freeze, my phone in my hand, and fight the urge to smash it against the wall.
After a few deep breaths, I hang up and call Yuri instead.

“Change of plans,” I tell him. “Elise slipped away. Track her again.”

Without a single wisecrack about me letting a teenager escape my grasp, Yuri
agrees. “Of course, sir.”

Arslan taught these men nothing, 1 think. Or maybe he taught them
everything. Because if anyone else tried to talk to me the way he used to do,
I’d have killed them.

“I ran into a Battiato soldier. He’s dead in the alley next to the building.
Clean him up and find Elise before Xena does.”

I’ve come to expect complaints about menial tasks like cleaning up murder
scenes, but Yuri doesn’t flinch.

“On it, boss. I’ll take care of it.”



I hang up and head to my car. Blind obedience has never felt hollower.



10



NIKOLAI

Belle’s room is dark when I push the door open.

I didn’t expect her to still be awake. I’'m not even sure why I’m here. But
when I got back to the house, sitting alone in my room sounded like fucking
misery incarnate.

“Nikolai?” Her voice is raspy with sleep, but my heart still pangs at the
familiar sound of it. “Is everything okay?”

“I’m not here to torture you again, if that’s what you’re asking.”

The weight of those words sits between us heavily. Calling what I did to
Belle earlier a “punishment” is a serious stretch. The only thing torturous
about it is that I didn’t wrestle the gun out of her hands and “torture” her
again.

She sits up, drawing the blankets around her. “I mean, is everything okay
with you? It’s late.”

“I’m fine. I just like to decompress after I kill someone."

Admittedly, I'm trying to scare her. I may have slipped into her room late at
night, but that doesn't mean we're on anything resembling good terms.

"Who?" she asks softly.

I consider lying to her, but the truth slips out so easily. "A Battiato soldier.
He attacked me."



"Are you okay?" Belle shifts to the edge of the mattress and slides out of bed.
She's in a night shirt that falls just to the tops of her thighs. Even in the dark, I
can see the curve of her hips. The gentle slope of her legs.

"I already said I'm fine."

When her hand skirts down my arm and clutches my wrist, I don't pull away.
"If you were fine,” she says, “you wouldn't be here."

"If I was fine, I wouldn't be don. No one who is ‘fine’ survives in my world,"
I tell her. "We're all fucked-up. It comes with the territory."

Her fingers slide against mine. In the dark, it's easier to give into the appeal
of her. To the warmth of her body, the silky smoothness of her skin. She pulls
me towards the bed, and I follow.

"Then tell me what in particular has you fucked up today."
She pats the mattress. I kick off my shoes and lie down next to her.

"Arslan was the only person in my Bratva who knew me before I was me," [
whisper. “When I was a scrappy little kid with nothing and nobody.”

Belle laughs softly. "It’s hard to imagine you before the power and the
money.”

“And the harem of women at my beck and call?”
“It’s very easy not to imagine that, thank you very much.”

I sigh and run my fingers through my hair. “Having a harem of women was
always more Arslan’s thing, anyway. His childhood sucked, too. So settling
down wasn’t on his priority list.”

“So there’s no one—like, no immediate family to inform or anything?” Her
voice is almost a whisper.

“No. I’'m the closest thing he had.”

I feel Belle shift slightly, drawing closer. But she doesn’t touch me. “Like
brothers.”

“We were brothers. Arslan was my only family. Even my grandfather was...



Well, I was a cog in his business machinations more than anything else.”
“I’m sorry.”

I fold my hands over my stomach and stare up at the ceiling. “Don’t be. It’s
the way things are.”

“But it’s not the way things have to be. You don’t have to do things that
way.” After a beat, Belle reaches out and lays her hand on my arm. Her
fingers are cold, and she sighs at the contact. “You’re burning up.”

I say nothing. Silence descends, heavy and charged around us. Belle circles
her fingers over my skin, shifting closer until I can feel her breasts pressing
against my arm. Until the warmth from her thighs is radiating against the
back of my hand.

“Tell me a story about the two of you,” she prompts. “About you and Arslan.
When you were kids.”

Talking about Arslan at all feels like cracking open my chest and exposing
my underbelly to the wolves. But it’s painfully obvious that she just wants to
know him better. And through that, to know me better.

Right now, in the dark, I want to give her both.

“When we were sixteen, we robbed a liquor store together.”

Belle gasps. “Not that kind of story!”

“Those are the only kind we have,” I laugh. “It’s better than it sounds.”

She makes an unconvinced noise in the back of her throat. It’s a rumbling
sound that is dangerously close to the way she groans when I’'m inside of her.
I feel my cock twitch.

“Arslan got invited to this girl’s party, but we could only go if we could
supply the alcohol.”

“You robbed a liquor store to get a girl’s attention? Really?”

“Well, the girl only saw Arslan, not me,” I explain. “And at the time, he was
sporting some teenage acne and an overbite. He had to earn his keep.”



Belle laughs. “Oh my goodness. I wish I could see pictures of both of you at
that age.”

“Keep wishing.”
“You embarrassed?”

“Me?” 1 scoff. “Absolutely not. But Arslan burned most of the evidence.
There’s nothing left.”

“Except stories,” she murmurs.

“Except stories.” I hate the bitter taste of the words in my mouth. I take a
deep breath to rinse it away. “Arslan was insistent we get the alcohol for this
party. He thought we could get a fake ID or talk our way into it. I had a better
idea.”

“To steal it,” she guesses.

I nod. “So, the night before the party, Arslan and I deck out in all-black and
creep down this embankment to a liquor store right along the highway. The
roar from the cars was the perfect cover for any noise we might make and it
gave us a quick getaway. I parked the car along the shoulder just above us.”

Belle’s grip on my arm tightens. “Oh no. You got caught, didn’t you? Or
your car got stolen. Did someone crash into your getaway car in the middle of
the heist?”

I bite back a smile. “Arslan busted out the back window with a hammer and
then we crawled inside. We were able to carry the loot up the embankment
bit by bit over the next, I don’t know... fifteen minutes, probably?”

“Fifteen? That’s too long!”

“It was,” I laugh. “Because by the fifth time we crawled through the window,
we could hear police moving around in the main room.”

“Oh, shit.”

“That’s what we said. The cops clearly knew we were in the back room and
they were headed our way.”

“What did you do?” Belle shakes my arm with nervous fingers.



“We decided to make a run for it. Arslan pushed me through the window and
told me he was coming out after me.”

When I close my eyes, I can still feel him grabbing my ankles and catapulting
me out the back window into the grass.

“‘Run, Niko. I’'m right behind you!’ he said. But he wasn’t. When I made it to
the top of the embankment, I could hear Arslan yelling on the other side of
the building.”

Belle’s fingers are digging into my skin. “They caught him?”

“No, not right away.” I shake my head. “He took off running through the
front door to draw their attention away from me so I could escape. He let
them catch him. He got arrested and booked into jail for the night.”

“He sacrificed himself for you?”

For a second, I see Arslan pale and bleeding on the ground at my feet. He
rode into a shootout on a motorcycle with nothing but his pistol.

“Yeah,” T whisper. “He did.” Then I clear my throat. “I paid bail, took the
alcohol to the party, and they finally cut him loose halfway through the party.
I made sure to tell the girl what happened when Arslan arrived, and she made
sure to repay him in full.”

Belle sits up and looks down at me warily, eyebrow arched. “She had sex
with him, didn’t she?”

I grin. “Took his virginity. And it only cost him one night in jail.”
“I suppose people have done a lot worse for sex,” she sighs.
“Especially Arslan.”

We both laugh. It feels good. For the first time since I walked away from my
best friend’s body growing cold on the ground, I feel lighter.

Belle’s fingers stroke down my arm. When she whispers, I feel the warmth of
her breath on my neck. “I’m sorry for your loss, Nikolai.”

She’s everywhere. Touching my arm, her heat sinking into my skin, her
words rattling around in my brain. All of it has energy buzzing through my



veins. My dick strains against my pants.

She must sense it, because without another word, Belle straddles me. I slide
my hands up her thighs and beneath the material of her nightgown. My
thumbs hook around the inside of her legs, and when I brush over the delicate
material of her lace panties, Belle winces in desire.

“Are you already wet for me, kiska?” I ask, stroking her again.

She bites her lip and nods. “I was wet the moment I woke up and saw you
standing in my room.” Her hands drag over my abs and higher.

“There are too many layers between us.” As I speak, I hook my fingers in the
waistband of her panties and yank. The material comes apart with a loud rip.
Even in the dim light, I see Belle’s gaze turn molten.

She drags my shirt over my head and tosses it aside. As soon as I’'m bare-
chested, she bends down and works her mouth down my neck and over my
collarbone. She tastes me inch by inch, licking and sucking her way down my
body. When she finally undoes the button on my jeans, I’m painfully hard. It
takes no encouragement at all for my cock to spring free.

Belle settles between my legs and wraps a hand around my base. As she leans
forward, mouth puckered in a perfect ‘O,’ she glances up at me.

It’s the single most seductive thing I’ve seen in my entire life.

The only thing that tops it is when she actually sucks me into her warm
mouth. “Fuck,” I groan, fisting a handful of hair at the back of her head.

She sucks and swirls, working her tongue along my underside and then
teasing my tip. Her hands stroke and tease the whole time.

After a few minutes, I drag her away by her hair before I explode in her
mouth way before I’'m ready to finish. Her lips pops off of me, still puckered
in that devastating ‘O.’

"Was it not good?" she worries.
"We're always good together.”

I pull the night shirt over her head and press her back onto the mattress.



There’s more I want to say.
Sex has never felt like this with anyone.

Since the moment you dropped down in the seat next to me on that plane, 1
haven’t been able to think about another woman.

You’re a part of me now.
But I don’t say any of it.

I slide my hand down her stomach to cup the warmth between her legs. She’s
damp, aching for me to claim her. When I slide a finger inside, she bucks into
my touch with a soft moan.

“That sound,” I growl, adding a second finger just so I can wring it from her
again. “It’s pitiful.”

“It is. I'm desperate for you. Now and all the time.”

She kisses me hungrily. I bite her lower lip just as a way to pin her down and
keep her in one place. With every passing second, it feels like we’re in a car
with no brakes.

Fuck knows I have more than enough tension to release, but this shouldn’t be
anything more than that. Just sex. Just fucking.

Except as I pulse two and then three fingers into Belle’s aching core, and she
bucks so hard she is coming off the mattress, I know damn well that that’s a
bunch of shit.

This isn’t just “more.”
It’s everything.

And when she throws her head back and cries out, “I’m coming. God,
Nikolai... I’'m coming,” I know it beyond the shadow of a doubt.

“You are so fucking beautiful.”

Our movements are frantic and needy as she reaches for my length and
presses me to her opening. I sheath myself all the way inside of her like it’s
the last time I’ll ever get to do it.



“Don’t leave,” Belle whispers against my neck.

With slow, shallow motions, she grinds herself against me. I grab her hands
and press them into the mattress above her head. Then I start to glide in and
out of her wetness.

I want this to last. This universe we’ve created, just the two of us, wringing
pleasure from each other... I want to stay here as long as I can.

But when she starts writhing up to meet me and makes that sound again, that
sexy fucking sound, I can’t hold back.

I drive into Belle as hard as I can, stay there, and empty my soul inside of
her.

Belle presses a long kiss to my neck when I’m finally empty. She murmurs
against my skin, “I’ve never felt... It’s never been like this with anyone,
Nikolai. And that means something, doesn’t it? The way we are together.
It’s... it’s perfect.”

Her words are running away with her. Just a few minutes ago, I would have
nodded along, delighting myself in the tight way her body gripped me.

But now, in the cold aftershock of my orgasm, I see this all for what it is.
A mistake.
I roll away from her and grab my jeans.

“Nikolai?” Her voice is soft and weak. “You can stay, you know. If you
want.”

I shake my head. “T have to go.”

She pulls the blanket over herself, trying to cover her body even though I just
explored every inch of it. “Are you mad at me?”

When I walked through her door, I was. Underneath it all, I was still angry.
But now, I see the truth.

I’m the problem.



Because I can’t bear to let her go. I prioritized Belle when I should have
prioritized my Bratva. The only reason Arslan is dead is because he was
splitting his loyalties between the Bratva and her. Because he was following
my lead and trying to do both.

I’m the reason my best friend is dead.
I can’t blame Belle for that. I can only blame myself.
“No, I’m not mad at you.”

She looks uncertain. “You said earlier you didn’t know what you were going
to do with me... Have you figured it out?”

I pull on my shirt and back towards the door. “Yeah, I think I have.”

On my way out, I hear Belle ask what I mean. But I close the door and keep
moving.

She’ll find out soon enough.
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BELLE

I dream of him. All night, every second, I dream of him.

I toss and turn in bed, and Nikolai is there with me. I can still feel him inside
and out. The heat of his hands over my skin, the rush of his breath against my
neck.

Then the dreams shift into nightmares. I feel him pulling away. He leaves in a
hurry, rushing away from me, darting just out of reach.

When the door to my bedroom opens, I bolt upright in bed. I’m still dazed.
Sleep clings to me like a fine glitter I can’t shake. But still, I know enough to
hope.

“Nikolai?” I blink against the darkness. Even when I see the small, thin figure
in front of me that can’t possibly be him, I’m convinced it’s Nikolai. “You
came back. I didn’t know if—”

“Belle.”

The moment I hear my name—the moment I hear my sister’s shaky, tentative
voice drenched in fear—I jump out of bed.

I’m across the room with my arms around her before I can even process what
is happening.

“Are you real?” I gasp, tugging at the ends of her strawberry blonde hair and
squeezing her to my chest until I can feel her heart beating against my rib
cage. “Are you really here?”



Elise laughs softly. “Yeah. And I’'m glad you are, too. I wasn’t sure you'd be
here.”

“You fought like you were sure she wasn't.” Nikolai’s voice draws my eyes.
He’s leaning against the doorframe observing us. “You almost took out my
eye with that brick.”

“Brick?” I hold Elise at arm’s length, studying her for any injuries.
“I threw a brick at him,” she explains. “He was chasing me.”
“Because you were running,” Nikolai argues.

“It’s a chicken-and-egg kind of situation,” she says with a shrug.

She doesn’t look hurt. Her hair is stringy and she smells like sweat and
smoke. But she’s in one piece. And she’s here. Thank God.

Tears blur my vision. I try and fail to blink them away. “I can’t believe
you’re here. I wanted to find you. It was all I wanted.”

“Don’t cry, B.” Elise swipes at my cheeks tenderly. For a minute, it’s hard to
remember which of us is the older sibling.

“You were supposed to find Nikolai,” I scold. “When I told you to get out of
the car, I told you to find him. Why didn’t you?”

Elise lowers her chin. “I didn’t know if I could trust him. Everything was
happening so fast.”

I’m not sure what to say to that. I want to believe Nikolai is trustworthy. He
found Elise for me, after all. But he also told me he’d let her die as revenge
for Arslan’s death.

Even as he made the threat, I didn’t really believe it. I couldn’t. Nikolai is a
cold, calculating Bratva don to his core, but he isn’t cruel. Not unnecessarily,
anyway. And letting a child suffer because of my mistake would be
heartlessly, needlessly cruel.

The fact that he chased her down and brought her back to me proves me
right. I take a small amount of pride in knowing him so well. In seeing at
least one thread of gold running through his black, shriveled-up heart.



I wrap my arms around Elise again, dragging her against me in a bone-
crushing hug. “Well, you’re here now. That’s all that matters.”

“It’s not all that matters. I want to know what happened to you. And what
happened with—" Her words drop off suddenly and her eyes widen.

“With Xena?” I ask pointedly, giving her a small smile so she knows it’s
okay. “The story is out. Everyone knows what happened.”

Nikolai knows what happened, is what I mean.
“Yeah,” she rasps. “With that.”

“Xena lied to me,” I tell her. “She tricked me, and I was... I was so stupid.
I’'m sorry I put you in that situation.” More tears clog my throat, but for
Elise’s sake, I try to swallow them down. “I’ve put you in so much danger the
last couple months.”

“It’s not your fault. You didn’t know any of this would happen.”

“I don’t even know if that’s true,” I murmur. “I should have gotten us out of
here the second we arrived in New York. When we saw that skeezy hotel
room. No, before then—when Roger called and said he was in fucking
Aruba.”

Sure, leaving then would mean not knowing Nikolai and not being pregnant.
I can't really bring myself to wish that was true. But for Elise's sake, I should
have left.

Elise snorts. “Fuck Roger.”
“Hey! Language,” I warn.
“You said it first.”

“I’m older. It’s allowed.” I smooth her hair back from her face. There’s a
smudge of dirt on her forehead, so I lick my thumb and wipe it off. “I'm
supposed to take care of you. I’m supposed to make the tough decisions to
keep you safe.”

“I’'m old enough to take care of myself. I mean, look at me—I did okay
today, didn’t I?”



“I don’t even know what happened after you left the car,” I say, realizing it
all at once. “Where did you go?”

“Well, first, I went to a diner and drank some terrible coffee while I tried to
come up with a plan. And then this woman at the counter tried to call the
police for me because she could tell something was wrong, but I talked her
off of that ledge. Then she told me about a shelter I could go to. It was getting
late in the afternoon and I didn’t have another plan, so I went there. That’s
when Nikolai found me the first time.”

My eyes bug out. “The first time? Earlier today?”

She nods. “Just after dark. He showed up at the shelter and I didn’t know
what he wanted, so I ran.”

When Nikolai came into my room earlier, he’d just come from looking for
Elise.

I just like to decompress after I kill someone, he said. A Battiato soldier. He
attacked me.

He'd killed someone while trying to find Elise.

The realization that Xena had people looking for Elise makes my blood run
cold. And the fact that I was tearing at Nikolai, giving myself over to lust and
pleasure while Elise was in danger... nauseating. Shame burns through me
like a fever.

“After that, I was floating around from a park to a bus stop to a public
restroom. I was trying to blend in and not get too comfortable in case Nikolai
showed up again. But I fell asleep on a bench, and he found me.”

My heart squeezes and my words come out strangled. “You were sleeping on
a bench?”

“Yeah. And I woke up to Nikolai shaking me. As soon as I opened my eyes, I
threw a punch. Or, I tried. He dodged it and then I grabbed the brick I’d been
carrying for protection and hurled it at him. But his head is surprisingly
thick.”

I snort. “You can say that again.”



In the doorway, Nikolai chuckles.

“He told me that you were safe and back at the house,” Elise continues, “but I
saw Xena’s car on the news. It was totaled so bad, Belle. And then there were
those dead EMTs. I didn’t know—I thought maybe... I thought he was lying
and you were dead.”

As soon as the words are out of her mouth, I notice the tears shining in her
eyes. Her chin wobbles for just a second. Just long enough for me to see the
pain shimmering through her usually calm, stoic facade.

“Oh, honey,” I whisper, pulling her in for a hug. “I’'m okay. I made Xena
crash the car so I could escape.”

She lifts her chin proudly. “I’m just glad we’re together again.”

I smooth my thumb over her cheek. “And we always will be. From now on,
my only priority is taking care of you and keeping you safe.”

“How are you going to do that?”

I take a deep breath. “First things first, I need to get us both out of this city.
We need to start over somewhere safe.”

“Can we do that?” Elise asks softly.

Before I can answer, I hear Nikolai clear his voice from the doorway. When I
look up, his expression is unreadable.

“You need to go take a shower and get to sleep, Elise. You’ve had a busy
day,” he says.

Elise opens her mouth to argue, but I squeeze her hand. “He’s right. We’ll
talk more in the morning. Go rest.”

I expect her to fight with me, but instead, she nods. I can see the exhaustion
written in her face and in the slope of her shoulders. It’s the only time in my
life I've seen Elise too tired to have an attitude.

She gives me one final hug and then slips out of my room and into the
hallway.

The moment she’s gone, Nikolai closes the door and moves towards me.



“Thank you,” T say, reaching for him. “Thank you for finding her and
bringing her to me. I can’t—I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you.”

Just before I can touch him, he steps back. “I have an idea where you could
start.”

“What are you talking about?”
“You want to repay me,” he repeats. “And I have an idea.”

The warmth from our interaction only a few hours ago is gone. His posture is
stiff and he’s looking down at me like I’m a problem he’s trying to solve. A
shiver moves down my spine as I gaze up at him.

“Well, I don’t... That’s just an expression. I think you and I are even,
Nikolai. We’ve each caused each other plenty of trouble, don't you think?"

He arches a brow. “Someone has changed their tune. Now that your sister’s
back, I guess you aren’t so desperate.”

“Or maybe being locked in this room has given me plenty of time to think
about all the shit you’ve put me through,” I snap.

“Oh, and I really heard you complaining about your circumstances when I
was balls deep inside of you.” He stalks towards me, his voice a low, rumbly
growl. “Or maybe that was all an act, too? Maybe you were whoring yourself
out to try and get what you want.”

I flex my hand. The desire to smack him across the face is strong, and I
barely resist. “Unlike you, I’m not very good at twisting love into a tool I can
wield. When I sleep with someone, it’s because I have genuine feelings for
them.”

I tried it earlier, using sex to manipulate him. But the moment we were
touching, everything else faded away. I can’t not mean it. I don’t know how.

“What about when you lie to someone? What does that mean to you?”

I grind my teeth together until my head hurts. Nikolai tips his head to the
side, waiting for my answer.

“Well?” he prods. “You let me fuck you on my desk after you tried to escape



with the help of Xena the first time—what should I make of that? Do you
only lie to people you have feelings for?”

“I didn’t lie to you because I didn’t have feelings for you,” I say. “I told you
before, it was because Elise has to be my priority. I had to protect her, no
matter what I felt for you.”

If T expect my words to break through Nikolai’s tough exterior, I'm sorely
disappointed. He just stares back at me with flat gray eyes. “Well, you did
manage to escape, and your sister ended up sleeping on a public park bench.
Seems like your priorities might be out of order.”

The image of Elise sleeping out in the open, vulnerable to anyone walking
by, is too much to consider. I squeeze my eyes closed to shove away the
thought of what could have happened to her if anyone aside from Nikolai had
found her.

The shift in the air when he steps towards me sends goosebumps down my
arms, but I keep my eyes closed. When he speaks, his words brush across the
shell of my ear. “Maybe you should stop coming up with plans, kiska. They
always end with someone getting hurt.”

Elise.
Arslan.
Myself.

He isn’t wrong, but I open my eyes and push him away anyway. “Or maybe
you’re the common denominator. All of this shit started happening when you
came into my life. I was fine before then.”

“Is that right?”

He’s goading me, talking to me like a toddler. I can feel that he’s just letting
me blow off steam until I get tired. Nothing I’m saying is getting through to
him.

“Yeah, it is,” I snap. “You and I, we’re toxic. This thing between us is—well,
you said it yourself. That there’s something special between us.”

He shakes his head. “I never said that.”



“Earlier tonight, in bed,” I say, jogging his memory. “You said it should just
be sex between us, but it’s not. It’s never been that. There’s something more.
And whatever it is, it’s dangerous. Volatile. We aren’t good for each other,
Nikolai.”

I hear myself talking, but I don’t believe it. Before I met Nikolai, I was
sleepwalking through my life. I hated my job and was scared of my boss.
Elise and I barely talked. Since she’d come to live with me, we hadn’t had a
single serious conversation about our past or our relationship. Now, I feel
closer to her than ever before.

Nikolai woke me up. He taught me what life is supposed to feel like: thrilling
and full and scary, yeah, but better for it. I’'m not sure how I’ll go back to the
way it was before him.

But for Elise’s sake, I'll figure it out.
“I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?” he says.

I frown. “No. That’s what I’m saying. I can't stay here. I have to... We have
to get out of here. Me and Elise. She isn’t safe here, and you know that. It’s
why you went looking for her tonight. We are leaving.”

“Not if I have anything to say about it,” he snarls. “And as it turns out, I have
something to say about everything.”

“What does that mean?”

At that, his mouth tips up into a devastating smirk. “You and I are getting
married.”

For a few seconds, his words don’t even sink in. I stare up at him, speechless
and motionless, at a complete loss as to what to say.

Then it hits me.
“We can’t get married.”

“Of course we can,” he says easily. “How else am I going to make you
understand that you belong to me?”

My face twists in shock and rage. “I don’t belong to you.”



Before the words are even out of my mouth, Nikolai grips my chin hard in his
calloused fingers. “Of course you do. Even if you don’t realize it, you are
mine. It’s why you crave me. It’s why you’re desperate for me, beautiful
Belle. It’s why I put my child in you,” he says. “And why, even now, you
want my hand to drift lower and stroke across your aching pussy.”

I slap his hand away from my exposed belly. “Don’t pretend to know what
I’m thinking.”

“I’m not pretending.” He grins at me. “Your face is flushed and your nipples
are hard through your nightgown. You might as well be screaming it from the
rooftops.”

“That doesn’t mean anything.” I cross my arms over my chest, which only
makes him laugh.

“Of course it doesn’t.” He rolls his eyes. “The fact that you were miserable
when we were apart for the last six weeks doesn’t mean anything. The fact
that you throw yourself at me every chance you get doesn’t mean anything.
The fact that you’re thrilled to be carrying my child doesn’t mean anything.
Live in denial if you want, but it won’t change reality.”

“And what is reality?” I ask.

In the span of a breath, Nikolai crosses the last bit of distance and takes my
mouth with his. His huge hand curls around my neck and his thumb smooths
along my jawline. We fit together without even trying.

When he pulls away, I chase his mouth instinctively. My chest is heaving, my
body wanting him more than I want breath.

Nikolai presses his forehead to mine and smiles. “The reality is that you are
fucking mine.”

I shove him away and move past him. The room feels too small. There’s not
enough air.

Plus, my pulse is thundering between my legs, and I’m not sure what I’ll do if
I’'m left alone with him.

I step into the hallway. Nikolai doesn’t try to stop me. He just calls out, “You



can’t run from me, Belle Dowan. I will always find you.”
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BELLE

My nightgown barely covers the tops of my thighs, and I know my nipples
are clearly visible through the material, but I can’t turn around and go back to
my room. Not when Nikolai is in there.

And like he said, I can’t run. First, because of the aforementioned nightgown
situation. But also because Elise is here now. She’s exhausted and scared. I
can’t wake her up and charge out into the night again. Not without a solid
plan.

For better or worse, I have to stay here.
“Fuck,” I groan. “I’m already saying my vows.”

I hesitate outside of Nikolai’s office and then the library doors. I haven’t
explored much of the house, but I can’t go in either room. No matter how
comforting it would be to curl up in a leather chair with a book so I can lose
myself in a world that doesn’t exist.

I know the only thing I'd be thinking about is how Nikolai pressed me
against the shelves. The way his strong body felt between my thighs. That is
the last thing I need to be dwelling on.

Especially because I’m already thinking about it. A lot.

I groan again, stamping my foot like a kid throwing a temper tantrum. Why
can he unravel me with one kiss like that? It’s not fair. It’s not fucking fair.

Sure, I said a lot of things in the heat of the moment. But that doesn’t mean I



didn’t mean them. Because I did. I really did.

Sex with Nikolai is so different than it’s ever been with anyone else. Hell,
even standing next to Nikolai is different. Even now, I can feel him in the
house. I could probably guess how far apart we are down to the inch right
now. My body is tuned to his, whether I like it or not.

And when he’s exploring me and finding new places inside of me to stroke
and tease, it feels like the part of me that has spent my life searching for a
home goes quiet. Because what is home if not feeling safe and content in the
arms of the person you—

“NO,”
I shake my head, refusing to let my thoughts go there.

In an attempt to escape the pull of him, I walk to the opposite end of the
house and into the kitchen. But as soon as I walk through the door, I realize
I’m not alone.

“Whoa!” I yelp and partially hide my half-naked body behind the door.
“Sorry, I didn’t know—"

Then I make eye contact with the blond man from the hospital. The one who
drove Nikolai and me back to the house.

“You,” I say, eyes narrowed.

He’s leaning against a barstool, his back straight. I don’t see anything in front
of him. No phone, no book. Was he just sitting in the dark and staring at a
wall?

He turns to me and his blank expression pulls down into a scowl. “Belle.”
Whoever he is, he doesn’t like me. I’d say the feeling is very mutual.
“You know my name, but I don’t know yours. Who are you?”

The man stands up from where he was sitting at the island, but doesn’t make
any move to respond.

“You’re Greek, right? I remember you saying something about that earlier.”



When he left the house earlier, he mentioned Nikolai letting him know when
the Bratva didn’t hate the Greeks anymore. I was still too stunned to
comprehend the conversation then. Are Nikolai and this guy friends? That
doesn’t compute.

He still doesn’t respond. His expression is icy.

“Does Nikolai know you’re here?” I press. “Because he just rescued my sister
from being kidnapped by your friends. I can’t imagine why he’d have you
sitting in his kitchen right now.”

The man is a statue. It’s like he can’t hear a word I’m saying.

The longer we stare at each other, the more unease starts to settle beneath my
skin. Maybe I was right and Nikolai doesn’t know he’s here. Maybe this man
is a traitor. He helped Nikolai earlier, only to turn on him now. He could have
broken into the house to kill Nikolai in a surprise attack.

Or maybe he’s here for Elise.

My heart starts to pound against my chest. I have the urge to back out of the
room and sprint back to Nikolai.

But no. Running to him for protection will be yet another thing he uses
against me to show that I belong to him. That I’m too pathetic and weak to
make it on my own. He’ll tell me that I need him. That I belong to him.

So, before I can talk myself out of it, I snatch a butcher’s knife out of the
wooden block on the counter and whirl around to face the blond man in front
of me.

“Get out of this house right now,” I hiss.

Finally, he reacts. A flicker of surprise moves over his features. Probably
because he’s being threatened by a petite woman in an even more petite
nightgown who has nothing except a badly wielded kitchen knife to defend
herself with.

“I’m aware I look ridiculous, but that won’t stop me from killing you,” I
assure him.

The man doesn’t move. But he lets out a long sigh. It’s clear that, to him, I’'m



an annoyance more than anything else.
I’m thrilled to show him otherwise.
“Fine,” I shrug. “You were warned.”

I lunge across the room, knife first, and charge the invading Greek.
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NIKOLAI

I don’t hear the scuffle until I’m a few doors down from the kitchen.

I stopped in my office and the library on the way, wondering if Belle was
subconsciously aching for a round two in either of our previous haunts. But
when I found both places were empty, I moved towards the opposite wing of
the house.

And as soon as I hear what sounds like a fight, I remember who I left sitting
in the kitchen.

I break into a dead sprint.

Based on the sounds of pans clattering around and grunts, I expect to find
Yuri wrestling Christo to the ground or vice versa. Letting Christo into the
house was a risk when tensions among my men are still so high. But when I
turn the final corner into the kitchen, my vision goes red.

Belle is jockeying around the island in her nightgown. One shoulder is torn at
the seam, hanging around her bicep, and the hem is lifted so high on her legs
I can see the lace of her underwear from the back.

I can also see that she’s holding a knife.

Christo is standing opposite her, a pocketknife in his hand aimed right at
Belle.

“You fucking bastard!” I roar, storming into the kitchen. I don’t stop at the
knife block to grab a weapon. I don’t reach for my gun. I don’t need any of



that shit.

Instead, I corner Christo against the fridge and lunge at his neck with both
hands. I want to feel the life drain from his body for daring to touch my
woman.

“Nikolai, wait!” he cries out, shielding his neck with both arms.

I pluck the knife out of his hand and turn it on him. I take advantage of the
gap between his forearm and bicep and slide the blade in close towards his
neck.

“I never should have trusted you. All of this was to get close to her, wasn’t
it?” I growl. “Xena probably sent you to lead me out of that shootout. This
was the plan from the very beginning. Ingratiate yourself so you can kill my
fiancée? Not going to fucking happen.”

Christo gasps. “Fiancée?” He takes his eyes off of me just long enough to
shoot a deadly gaze in Belle’s direction. “She is the one you can’t trust. Look
at what she’s wearing, Nikolai. She has ‘trap’ written all over her.”

“Hey!” Belle says behind me. “This is the only nightgown in my drawer.”

Damn right. I chose her nightwear myself when she first moved into my
house.

“Has she confessed to working with Xena yet?” he asks. “Because I wasn’t
lying about that. They were plotting together. And she’s probably just here as
a spy. Don’t tell her anything.”

“I’ll tell anyone anything I damn well please.”

“Right. Of course.” Christo winces when the knife inches closer to his
jugular. “She came at me first, man. I wasn’t going to hurt her. Not without
your permission. No matter how much I wanted to.”

He Hurt Belle. That’s all I’m able to process. It’s the only thing that makes it
through the filter of my rage, broken down into the most basic language
possible. See Spot Run. Christo Hurt Belle.

“I’ll fucking kill you.”



“Wait!” This time, it’s Belle’s voice in my ear. She’s standing behind me, her
hand on my back. “Nikolai. Don’t kill him.”

I throw out an arm to keep her back. "Get back, Belle. Stay out of the way."

God, this woman. She has the worst survival instincts of anyone I've ever
met. It's a miracle she's lived this long.

"You took my only weapon," Christo says. "The knife is all I had. Check me
if you want."

He watches me nervously for a few seconds, and when I don’t move, Christo
slowly lowers his arms. He holds his palms out, arms spread wide. I pat him
down and don’t feel anything else on him except a bundle of keys in his
pocket. When I’'m certain he’s unarmed, I force myself to back away, keeping
Belle behind me.

“What the fuck was that about?” I bark. “Start talking.”
“I attacked him,” Belle explains.
I keep my eyes on Christo. “You attacked him?”

“Don’t say it like it’s so crazy,” she retorts. “I can take care of myself, you
know.”

“First I’ve heard of it.”

Amusement flickers over Christo’s face for just a second. “I was waiting here
at the counter for you when Belle walked in.”

“I thought he broke in,” she says. “I thought he was here to kidnap Elise. Or
me. Or... kill you.”

Her last words are spoken unwillingly. They come out in a whisper, but the
truth is there, hiding just between the lines.

“So you decided to offer yourself up to him on a silver platter?” I spit. “Good
thinking.”

Belle frowns. “I was holding my own.”

“Because I wasn’t trying to hurt you,” Christo says, looking around me to



talk to her. “If I had been, you’d be dead.” I snap my attention back to
Christo, eyes narrowed. He holds his hands up higher. “But again, that wasn’t
my goal. I wouldn’t do anything to her without your permission, Nikolai.”

That being said, based on the look on his face when he looks at Belle, Christo
would love my permission.

“Don’t look at me like that,” Belle snaps at him. “I’'m not working for Xena,
okay?”

“Why should I believe that?” he scoffs.

“Because the only reason I was attacking you is because I thought you were
working for Xena.”

Christo studies her, his expression unchanging. “You already lied once. How
is anyone supposed to trust you?”

“Xena is your don. How is anyone supposed to trust you?” she fires back.

When he speaks, his voice shakes with pent up rage. “She is not my don. I
never swore loyalty to her. She killed my father.”

Belle gasps behind me. “Giorgos is your... your father?”

“He was. And the moment Xena killed him, I decided to move against her. I
won’t pledge myself to someone who killed my family.”

“Me neither,” Belle says adamantly. “The moment I realized Xena wanted to
kill Nikolai, I wrecked the car and got away from her. I don’t know where
she is or what her plan is, and I’'m definitely not gathering information on her
behalf. I want her dead.”

“Something we can agree on.”

I glance between them quickly. “So whatever the hell this fight was... it’s
over now?”

Belle nods. “If he can agree I’m not a traitor, I can agree he’s not.”
“I can agree,” Christo says, somewhat unwillingly.

“Great,” I say. Then in one swift move, I press the knife to Christo’s throat



again. Belle gasps, but Christo just stares at me, eyes wide. “And if you ever
lay your hands on my fiancée again, I will gut you before you get the chance
to take another breath.”

Christo swallows. “Understood.”

I turn the knife around and hand it back to him, handle out. Christo takes it
from me gently and slides it back into his pocket. Immediately, the tension in
the room eases.

“You two weren’t engaged the last time I was here,” he remarks.
“It’s... new.”
“Some might even say ‘unofficial,”” Belle mutters.

I step back and lean against the counter next to her. My hip brushes hers, and
I have the urge to shield her body with mine. But Christo, for what it’s worth,
is keeping his eyes very far north of Belle’s equator.

Christo looks between us, brow furrowed. “So, is this—Are you doing this
because of Xena?”

Belle shifts next to me. “What do you mean?” I ask flatly.

“You called off your engagement to her, and she was furious. Getting
engaged now—to Belle, especially—it will send Xena over the edge,” he
says. “It will draw her out.”

Christo isn’t wrong. Even if that wasn’t my plan from the start.

The truth is, I’'m marrying Belle because she’s a distraction to me. She is an
enigma, floating just beyond easy categorization. Marrying her helps place
her in an easily definable role with easily definable expectations.

It tells my men that Belle is mine. There will be no more dividing of
attentions and protections. They’ll protect her as they protect me. And I’ll be
able to keep Belle and my child under closer watch.

But Christo’s line of thought is intriguing in its own right.

I tilt my head to the side. “Not a bad plan.”



“Does that mean I can share the happy news?” he drawls.

“Be my guest. We won’t be sending out Save the Dates, as I’'m sure you can
understand.”

“Then I’ll spread the word to the people who ought to hear it.” Christo lowers
his head in a small bow and backs towards the door. “Anything else you need
from me tonight?”

I shake my head and wave him on. “You’ve done enough. Thank you,
Christo. Elise needed your help.”

He nods again and slips out into the night.

The moment he’s gone, Belle turns to me. “He found Elise?”
“He spotted her at a bus station and followed her to the park.”
“And you trusted him?” There’s a hint of jealousy in her voice.

“I had Yuri do some recon before I showed up. But yes, I do. He has never
done anything to betray me.”

It’s a pointed jab. One Belle clearly picks up on.
“Maybe you should marry him, then.”

I grip her chin and twist her face back to mine. “And you should work harder
to conceal your emotions. I can read you like a book.”

“If you could read me like a book, you would have known I was working for
Xena.”

For the second time in just a few minutes, my vision turns red. I pivot around
Belle, boxing her in against the edge of the countertop. She presses a hand to
my chest, as if she has the strength to hold me off.

Our bodies are molded together. Her legs are warm between mine, shifting
nervously as she tries to get her feet under her. But she doesn’t need to. I'm
pinning her in place with my hips.

“If I can’t read you, then why do I know your precious little feelings are
hurt?” T hiss.



Her lower lip pouts out for only a fraction of a second before she shakes her
head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Oh no? Was it my imagination, then, that you didn’t like hearing that our
upcoming nuptials might have another purpose? You seemed put out by the
idea it was all a show for Xena.”

“It doesn’t matter why you want to marry me because it’s not going to
happen.”

I lean forward and brush my lips over her temple. “Is that right? You don’t
care if I’'m only marrying you to make another woman jealous?”

There’s a beat before Belle looks up at me. “Are you?”
“I thought it didn’t matter.”

She growls and slams her hands against my chest. I don’t budge, and she
crosses her arms in a temper tantrum. “It doesn’t, because the wedding isn’t
happening. I won’t agree to it.”

“That would be a problem only if your opinion made any difference in my
plans.”

“You can’t force me to marry you!” The words are forceful, but I can see the
uncertainty in her eyes. It’s a statement as much as a question.

“When are you going to learn, kotyonok? I can do whatever I want.”

“Maybe with the blindly obedient automatons who work for you, but not with

»

me.

I tug on the tear in her nightgown, ripping the seam free so her left shoulder
is bared. “Wrong. Especially with you. You can’t resist me, Belle. You’re
desperate for me. And now, you’re carrying my baby. So we will get married,
whether you’re happy about it or not.”

“No, we won’t!”

“And,” I continue, ignoring her, “if you don’t want to cooperate, then you can
ask some of my men what happens to people who disobey the orders of the
don.”



She arches a brow. “You just nearly killed Christo for pointing a knife at me.
Am I really supposed to believe you’d hurt me?”

I grab a strand of her auburn hair and twirl it around my finger. “I’ve never
been good at sharing. If anyone is going to punish my woman, it’s going to
be me.”

A flush moves across her cheeks. I know she’s thinking about the last time I
punished her. With her barely-clothed body pressed against mine, I’'m
thinking about it, too.

Belle is staring up at me with heated eyes, anger and desire mingling in her
gaze. I’m about to break the tension between us when I hear footsteps in the
hallway.

I look up just in time to catch a figure moving away from the kitchen door.
“Stop right there!” I push away from Belle and jump towards the door.

But when I step into the hallway, I see Elise running down the hall towards
the other side of the house. She doesn’t stop to look back.

“What is it?” Belle asks. “What’s wrong?”

I turn to her, hands on my hips. “Are you planning to tell your sister about
what’s going on here?”

“With you and me?”
“All of it.”

She shakes her head. “Elise has been through enough. I don’t want to
overwhelm her with all of this while she’s still recovering from what
happened with Xena.”

“Well, I’'m afraid that ship has sailed.” I tip my head towards the hallway.
“Elise must take after you, because she was eavesdropping in the hallway.
And considering how fast she ran away, I’'m guessing she overheard
everything.”

Belle’s face pales. “Everything?”

“The pregnancy, the marriage, me being a Bratva don.” I nod. “Everything.”



“Shit. Shit.” Belle races past me and down the hallway, running after Elise.
“Ask her to be a flower girl,” T call after her. “That will probably cheer her
up.)’

Belle is still running after her sister, but she takes the time to throw up a
middle finger over her shoulder.
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BELLE

"Elise, wait!"

I'm running on too much chaos and far too little sleep to be actually,
physically running right now. Plus, Elise is fast and this house has way too
many hallways. I’m getting dizzy. I have to stop and catch my breath before I
straight-up keel over.

By the time I’'m good again, there’s no trace of my sister. I'm left checking
the mansion room by room for her. I can only hope I don't walk in on
anymore former Greek soldiers Nikolai has stashed away somewhere. I don't
think I can muster the energy for another knife fight tonight.

I poke my head in room after room, whispering for my sister. I panic that
maybe she ran away again. Sleeping on a public bench might not seem so bad
after the horror show she witnessed in the kitchen.

But as I’'m working my way back to the wing of the house where our rooms
are, I realize exactly where Elise is. Where she always goes when she's upset.

The place I taught her to go.

I move through her empty bedroom and stop outside the closet. I lean against
the frame and rap my knuckles softly on the wood door.

"Can I come in?"

I hear sniffling. "No."



"I thought the closet was our space?” I say with a choked laugh.

There's a beat before she opens the door and then crawls back to the nest of
blankets she created next to the shoe rack. I crouch down and sit next to her,
my back against the wall.

For a few minutes, we just sit together. As kids, the closet is where we went
when shit was going down between our mom and her boyfriend of the month
or whenever her dealer showed up. Usually, it was safest to stay quiet. For a
little kid, Elise got really good at it.

When she got older, I kept paper and pencils in a shoe box and we played
Tic-Tac-Toe. On good days, we’d stash snacks and water bottles in the closet
in case we had to spend a long time hiding out. On bad days, we had each
other.

It was never fun, but it was our space. No one could hurt us in the closet.
“Do you want to talk about anything?” I finally ask, breaking the quiet.
“I don’t even know what to say.”

“Well, what did you hear? We can start there.”

Elise looks over at me. There are dark circles pressed under her eyes. I’'m not
sure I’ve ever seen her with those before. It breaks my heart just a little bit
more.

“Nikolai is some kind of... Bratva boss?” She shakes her head. “I don’t even
know what that means. After he—When he killed those men who were trying
to get us to go in their car, he told me he had enemies. He said he was
protecting us. Was that all a lie? Is Nikolai actually the bad guy? Are we
being held here against—"

Now that she’s talking, the words are pouring out of her. I have to reach over
and grip her shoulder to keep her calm.

“It wasn’t a lie,” I tell her. “The men Nikolai killed were going to hurt us. He
saved our lives.”

I leave out the part where I was intending to willingly get in the car with
those men that night. Nikolai saved me and my sister when I didn’t even



realize we needed it.

“So what is a Bratva boss?” she asks.
I chew my lower lip. “Elise...”
“Come on, Belle. Tell me the truth.”

“You’re right.” I nod. “You deserve the truth. I just... I want to protect you,
E. I never meant for us to get tangled up in this.”

“Tangled up in what?” she presses.

Deep down, I know Elise has seen more messed-up things than most
fourteen-year-olds should ever have to see. Still, I feel like I’'m stealing her
innocence away. What’s left of it, at least.

“A crime... syndicate, for lack of a better word. It’s like the Russian mafia.
Essentially. I think.”

“Nikolai is in the mob?”

“Well, don’t say that to him,” I warn her. “But yeah, basically. He’s the... the
leader. The one in charge.”

Elise presses her fingers to her forehead and gazes into the middle distance. I
can practically see her reliving the last couple months, seeing everything with
new eyes.

“So... he isn’t the CEO of a company?”

“No. I mean, well, yes. He is. It’s just not his only job. It’s kind of a cover for
what the Bratva is really doing.”

She releases a breath and shakes her head. “This is all so weird.”
“Tell me about it.”

There’s another few seconds of silence before Elise gasps and turns to me.
She clutches my arm tightly. “You’re pregnant!”

“You already knew that.”

“I know,” she says. “But... you’re pregnant. Nikolai is a criminal, and you’re



having his baby. And aren’t those crime synag—"”
“Syndicates.”

“Yeah, aren’t those really into family lines and heirs and stuff?”
I shrug. “We haven’t really talked about it much.”

There hasn’t been time. But more honestly, I haven’t wanted to talk about it.
Nikolai made it clear the day he was locking me up that my child would be
part of his Bratva. I still don’t know if he was saying that just to scare me or
not.

“You need to talk about this kind of stuff,” Elise reprimands. “The two of
you are getting married.”

I curse under my breath. “You really heard everything, didn’t you?”
“You guys were being loud, and I wasn’t asleep yet.”

I drag a hand down my face and turn to her. Her pale red hair is still damp
from her shower, the ends curling against her nightshirt. Without her blush
and eyeliner on, Elise looks even younger than she is. She looks like she did
when I first moved out and had to leave her behind.

The urge to wrap my arms around her is strong, and I can’t resist. I pull her
against my chest, ignoring the way she grumbles in complaint.

When I let go, she settles back into her pile of blankets and pulls one up
around her shoulders. “Do you have to marry him?”

“What?” I heard her, but I don’t know how to answer. I’m not sure of the
answer myself.

“Is it because you’re pregnant?” she continues. “Is that why he’s making you
marry him?”

“Nikolai isn’t making me do anything.”

Elise frowns, unconvinced. “He said you didn’t have a choice. And you were
arguing with him.”

“That was just... arguing.” I shrug. “I’m annoyed with him, so I was pressing



his buttons.”
“Then you must always be annoyed with him.”
I laugh bitterly. “You could say that.”

She gives me a small smile and then it slowly slips away. “You can tell me
the truth, B. If he’s forcing you to marry him, then maybe we could run away
again. Maybe we could actually get out of here and start over.”

The sight of Elise wrapped in a fuzzy blanket is juxtaposed with the reality
that she was going to sleep on a public park bench tonight. And if we run
away again, that’s the most I can promise her.

I don’t have a plan. I don’t have an escape route. I don’t have options.

I can’t put Elise through that. Nikolai can offer her the security she’s never
had. Can I really rip her away from it?

“He isn’t forcing me to marry him,” I tell her, laying my hand over hers and
squeezing. “I’m marrying Nikolai because... because I love him.”

I expect the words to taste nasty on my tongue. Lying to Elise always leaves
a bad taste in my mouth, but I try to reserve it for when it’s absolutely
necessary. For when the truth would cause her unnecessary pain.

This is one of those times.

She stares at me. Her green eyes are way too observant for her own good.
“No, you don’t.”

“Elise,” I breathe, “of course I do. I mean, we hopped on a jet and went to
Iceland with him with zero warning. Would I do that for anyone else?”

“You told me that was for work.”

“I lied,” I say. “I didn’t want to scare you. But I went because I wanted to
spend time with Nikolai. I didn’t realize how much I already liked him at the
time. But I should have. I was just scared to admit it because he was—"

“A Bratva boss.”

I wince and chuckle at the same time. “Yeah. Basically. It was scary. I



probably shouldn’t have gone. I should have taken you back home and
carried on with our normal lives, but I couldn’t bring myself to walk away
from him. I didn’t want to.”

The words tumble out of me easily, and even now, I want to believe I’ve
become an amazing liar overnight. I’d rather believe anything but the truth.

Which is that I'm not lying at all.

Elise has her nose wrinkled up as she thinks through everything I’'m saying.
“Did you know the truth about him when we went to Iceland?”

“More or less, yeah,” I admit. “It still felt far away, though. I didn’t know
about his enemies or Xena or any of that. It was just... Nikolai. And he
seemed larger than life. Untouchable. He had a private jet and the ability to
whisk us both away to what felt like another world. After everything we’ve
been through, I wanted that for us. A fairytale. Does that sound stupid?”

She shakes her head softly in the gloom. “We’ve never had anything like that
before,” she murmurs.

“Exactly. It felt like a dream come true. And it was.”
“Until Xena showed up at that party.”
“Yeah. Until then,” I say. “God, that was the worst.”

“That’s when I knew how much you liked him,” Elise tells me. “When the
two of you were dancing, all dressed up and smiling at each other... that’s
when I knew something more was going on. And then we left so quickly and
we went home and you got sick. It all fell apart.”

I lean my head back against the wall and sigh. “I shouldn’t have fallen apart
like that. But I was heartbroken. I was falling for him, and I found out he’d
kept an entire fiancée a secret and, at the time, he was still going to marry
her. I just... I couldn’t deal.”

“Makes sense. That’s harsh.”

“Yeah, but it’s no excuse. I’m supposed to be a strong foundation for you.
That’s the reason I brought you to live with me. I wanted to be better than
Mom.”



“You are!” Elise grabs my arm and draws it close to her, pressing her cheek
to my bicep. “Belle, you are one thousand percent better than Mom.”

“But at least Mom never got involved with any serious criminals. They were
all small-time drug dealers and generic assholes. She has me beat there.”

“Mom also never gave a shit about me. You’ve got her beat there.”

I stroke her hair away from her face. “That’s not true. Mom did care. She
does. She loved you.”

“Don’t lie to me, Belle,” she snaps suddenly. “You know that’s not true.”

I wish she was wrong. I wish I could assure her with my whole chest that our
mother loves and cares about us.

But I really don’t know if that’s the case.
And at this point, I don’t care anymore.

“The fact that you’re lying to me about it is proof that you care more than
Mom ever did,” she says. “And that’s why I’d rather be in this shitstorm with
you than living with her.”

“Hey. Language,” I scold her playfully.

She rolls her eyes, but I’m starting to see the affection behind the gesture.
The comfortability. She trusts me, whether I’ve earned it or not.

“I’m just saying,” she continues. “I know I don’t have a lot of options. It’s
not like I have people beating down the door to come and take care of me.
But still... even if I did, I’d choose you, B. And if you love Nikolai, then I
can make that work. But only if he’s nice to you.”

My chin wobbles as I do my best to hold back the flood of tears threatening
to pour out. But I’'m only human, and it was a losing battle from the start.
Silent tears slip down my cheeks and Elise snorts again.

“You’re such a cupcake.”
“Not all of us can be as tough as you.”

She shrugs. “We’re both tough. We didn’t get a choice. Mom was a mess.



We both lost our dads. It was either get tough or give up.”

There it is—the bitter tang of that old deception. But this one is mild from
constant exposure. I’ve grown used to it. Because this way is better than the
sick feeling I’d have watching Elise struggle with the truth. Watching her
realize again and again that her dad is out there, living freely, and has chosen
to have nothing to do with her. I’d rather her think he didn’t have a choice
than know he chose himself over her. One selfish parent is better than two.

It’s better for her to believe he’s dead.

“Yeah, I guess so,” I say. “But we have each other.”

She wrinkles her nose but can’t fight her smile. “Ew. Corny.”

“Doesn’t mean it’s not true.” I pull her in for another hug and press a kiss to

her damp head. She smells like strawberries. “You’re stuck with me.”

I

When I get back to my room, Nikolai is lounging on my bed.

His legs are stretched out in front of him, crossed at the ankles. His shirt is
rucked up slightly, revealing a slim stripe of tan skin across his abdomen. He
is sex incarnate. Sin wrapped in well-fitted jeans and a bad boy persona.

If I wasn’t so pissed at him, I’d jump his bones.
“You,” I hiss. I’'m too tired to make it sound really vicious the way I’d like to.

He looks over at me, one eyebrow arched lazily. For the first time, I notice
the shallow glass in his grip. The amber liquid in it sloshes as he turns to me.
“Did you two ladies cry it out and make friends again?”

My face does feel puffy. Anytime I cry, my eyes turn red and my skin goes
blotchy for hours afterward. I swipe at my eyes. “These are happy tears, you
asshole. Because, despite the damage you caused, I managed to fix things
with my sister.”

Nikolai sits up, as unbothered as ever. “Great. So you’ll be good to go to the
seamstress with me tomorrow.”



Of all the things I expected him to say, that wasn’t one of them. It takes me a
few seconds to even process what he said. “You want to go to a... a
seamstress?”

“‘Want’ is a strong word. But you’re going to wear a wedding dress to our
wedding, so there isn’t much choice.”

I blink at him. “Are you serious right now?”
“Does it seem like a joke?” he asks. “Because it wouldn’t be very funny.”

Nikolai is relaxed in a way I’ve never seen before. The alcohol seems to have
taken the sharp edge off of his anger. It should make me feel better, but
instead, I’m nervous.

I prefer the devil I know over the devil I don’t.

“You actually think I’'m going through with this wedding? After you gave me
that piss-poor excuse for a proposal and then traumatized my sister by
dumping all of our baggage on her without warning?”

He snorts. “She’s fine.”
“Don’t tell me she’s fine when you don’t even know her.”

His glazed eyes narrow. “I know you, Belle Dowan. And if your sister wasn’t
fine, you’d still be in there talking to her.”

Okay, I have to give him that one. He’s right.
But that doesn’t change anything. If anything, it makes everything worse.
“Maybe she is fine,” I admit. “But I’m not.”

“Do we need couples counseling before we’re even a couple?” he asks in a
mocking voice.

“You say that as if we aren’t two of the most screwed-up people on the
planet. Considering you’re trying to force me into this marriage, yeah, I’d say
we are in need of some counseling at the very least.”

“Well,” he muses, “by the time we do the dress, the catering, the ice
sculptures, the fire-eaters, and the honeymoon, I’m afraid we won’t have time



for therapy.”
He’s teasing me. Toying with me. Refusing to rise to my level of anger.
And it’s driving me crazy.

Which must be the reason I cross the room in a fury and slap his drink out of
his hand. “I’m being serious, Nikolai! Stop being an asshole and talk to—"

Suddenly, Nikolai lunges to his feet, grabs my wrist, and spins me around. He
presses me into the mattress and hovers over me, his knee wedged between
my legs. It all happens in the span of time between one blink and the next.

“You lost the chance to collaborate with me,” he snarls softly in my face, his
breath rich with whiskey. “I took care of you and your sister at every turn,
and you betrayed me. You chose to work with my enemy. You chose to
willingly run into the arms of someone who wanted both of us dead.”

“But I didn’t know—"

“Exactly,” he interrupts. “You didn’t know, Belle. You don’t know anything.
You don’t know what my world is like, you don’t know what I’m capable of,
and you damn sure don’t know what kind of dangers are waiting for you out
there. You don’t know a fucking thing.”

With every word out of his mouth, my anger drains out of me. He’s angry,
but beneath it is a thread of sincerity I’ve never heard from him before. A
choked tension I’ve rarely seen.

I’m not sure what to make of it.

“When you have the freedom to choose for yourself, you choose wrong, time
and time again. You go off and nearly get yourself—" He blows out a
frustrated breath. “So you don’t get a choice in this. We are getting married.”

“And it doesn’t bother you that it’s against my will?” I grit out.

“Between giving you free will and keeping you alive, I choose keeping you
alive.”

Even though Nikolai is hovering over me, there’s a purposeful distance
between our bodies. He could pin me to the bed with his hips, drive his knee



against my aching sex, and make me delirious with lust. But he seems to be
making a concerted effort not to touch me any more than necessary.

I can’t decide if it’s for his benefit or for mine.

“Okay, so you want to keep me alive—today. But what about when that
changes? Am I just supposed to trust that my safety will stay your priority?”

His gray eyes stroke over my face. I feel it like a physical touch. “I told you
even before Iceland that I would take care of you and Elise. I’ve done that,”
he says. “I vow to you right now that I’ll continue to do that so long as I'm
alive. No one can stop me. Not even you.”

I stare up at him, speechless. Nikolai stares back. He looks into my eyes, and
I know he’s serious. I know this is as solemn a vow as he’s ever taken. I
know he means every word.

And the power of that keeps me pinned to the mattress even when Nikolai
stands up and walks to the door.

I hear the door open. I wait for it to swing closed, but it doesn’t come.
Instead, I hear his voice.

“You don’t need to be afraid of me, Belle.”

But that is where he’s wrong. My heart is thundering in my chest, my hands
shaking with nerves and desire. My entire body is short-circuiting because of
him. Despite everything that has happened and everything he has done,
Nikolai has an inescapable hold on my body, my mind, my soul.

I should be very, very afraid.
[ am.

Then the door closes, and I’m alone.
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NIKOLAI

Elise is in the kitchen when I walk down the next morning. “You’re up
early.” I eye the mug in front of her and lean forward for a look inside.
“Coffee? Does your sister approve of that?”

“I’m fourteen, not four.”

I hold up my hands. “Suit yourself.” I pour myself a mug and settle into the
seat across from her. “Well?"

"Well what?" she asks.
"You're up at dawn and in my kitchen. You clearly have something to say.”
“No, I don’t.”

“If you wanted to talk to me, you could’ve come to my office anytime. No
need to lose sleep over it.”

She glances down at her folded hands, a hint of the nerves she's trying hard to
hide. "My sister is right: you are a know-it-all."

I chuckle and yawn. "Guilty."

“But she’s a know-it-all, too. You are perfect for each other. You both think
you always know what’s best for everyone else.”

“Only one of us is right,” I say.

"I just want you to be nicer to her," Elise blurts. "If you're going to get



married, you have to be nice."

I mull it over, taking a sip of my steaming coffee. Then I meet her gaze.
"I'll take care of her," I say finally. "And you."

She frowns. "How is that different from being nice?"

“Because ‘nice’ doesn’t work with your sister. If I was nice to her, she’d still
be working for the boss who tried to assault her. Twice.”

“I knew it,” Elise hisses, shaking her head. “I told her Roger was a scumbag,
but she wouldn’t listen. When she quit, I knew something happened, but she
wouldn’t tell me.”

“Great. She’ll be thrilled I filled you in.”
“No, it’s good,” Elise says. “I need to know this stuff.”

“No, you don’t. That’s my point. It’s your sister’s job to take care of you, so
she’s doing the best she can. And sometimes, that means she keeps you in the
dark and makes decisions for both of you. That’s what I have to do for her.”

“I’m not a child,” she grumbles.

“It’s not about being a child. It’s about having the right amount of
information to make a good decision,” I tell her. “You don’t know everything
about the world yet. Nor should you. Because you are still a child, like it or
not. And your sister doesn’t know everything about my world yet.”

“The Bratva world?”

I nod. “It’s a violent place. That’s why I’m forced to make decisions on her
behalf.”

“But not marriage, right?” she asks. “You aren’t forcing her into that?”
I frown. “What did your sister tell you?”

Elise chews on her lower lip for a second, and in that brief second, she looks
so much like Belle. “She said she loves you.”

I keep my expression neutral, even as my chest roils with pent-up emotion. “I



»

see.

“But just because she thinks she loves you doesn’t mean she’s right,” she
snaps. “I watched my mom ‘fall in love’ with plenty of assholes in my life.
Love doesn’t mean happiness, even if it is real. It doesn’t mean everything
will work out in the end. It doesn’t mean shit.”

I lean back in my chair and study her. “People like us... we don’t have any
reason to believe anything works out. Not after the way we were raised. It’s
why we fight so hard to protect the people in our lives. It’s why you’re
working so hard to make sure your sister is safe with me.”

“And is she?”

“She is,” I promise her. “And so are you. I’ll do what needs to be done to
take care of both of you. No matter how much you both bitch and moan along
the way.”

Elise rolls her eyes. “Pretend to be a hard ass all you want, Nikolai. You and
my sister are more alike than you think.”

“What does that mean?”
“You’re a cupcake, too.”
“Excuse me?”

“You heard me,” she fires back, completely unfazed. She stands up and slides
her still-full mug to the center of the island. “Also, coffee is disgusting. I
don’t know why anyone drinks it.”

Then Elise marches out of the kitchen, head held high.

I can’t help but smile.

Belle looks incredible in her wedding dress.
But I’m not the only one struggling to keep my hands off of her.

My usual seamstress, Beatrice, had to take off for a family emergency. She



had her son fill in for her. Matteo is in his early-twenties—closer to Belle’s
age than I am—and he seems to be appreciating the way she fills out the lacy
white gown. Especially the sheer panel that runs from hip to knee, which he’s
caressing over and over again like it’s going out of fucking style.

“My mom taught me everything she knows. Don’t worry; I know how to
handle beautiful things,” he murmurs, glancing up at Belle as he says it. “I’'m
very skilled with my hands. Have you considered modeling, bella?”

Belle laughs prettily. “Yeah, right. I can’t even walk in heels without rolling
my ankles. I’d fall right off the catwalk.”

I’m second-guessing my choice of design now. I should have bought her a
wedding parka. This low-necked lace gown with sheer panels and slits could
be for the bedroom after the ceremony. One extra set of eyes on her is already
enough to make my blood boil.

She belongs to me.

“I’m just saying,” he continues, “you’d be a natural. You’d be paid to look
beautiful and lie on a bed or a yacht all day. Not a bad gig, right?” He winks
at her. “I don’t even have a girlfriend to shop for, and I bet I’d be tempted to
buy anything you were selling.”

“For fuck’s sake,” I growl, kicking my chair back as I stand up.

Matteo snaps his attention to me like he forgot I was here. Belle turns to face
me at the same time. “Don’t, Nikolai. It’s fine.”

“It’s many things,” I snarl, “but it’s not ‘fine.”” I turn to him. “You’re
adjusting her wedding dress, you dumb fuck. Do I need to bend her over your
sewing machine for you to understand who she belongs to?”

“Hey!” Belle steps off the platform and walks over to me. “I don’t think that
will be necessary. None of this is necessary, actually.”

“I’d say it’s very necessary. I’'m paying him to do a job, and he’s thinking
about my wife in lingerie.”

“Fiancée,” Matteo corrects, because apparently, he’s even more of a moron
than I gave him credit for.



A low, dangerous growl rumbles through my chest. “You are severely
underestimating how close I am to shoving those push pins down your
throat.”

“I’m not interested in him,” Belle says softly. “He’s just doing his job.”

He’s fidgeting over Belle’s shoulder. I glare at him. “Pick up your phone and
call your mother,” I tell him. Let her know you hit on Nikolai Zhukova’s
fiancée. See what she has to say.”

He frowns in confusion. “You want me to call my mom?”

“I want her to explain to you how badly you just fucked up,” I say. “And I
want you to appreciate how generous I’m being in giving you a second
chance.”

Matteo shrugs and shuffles into the small office off the main workspace. I
hear him whispering rapid-fire Italian. It doesn’t take long to have the
intended effect. When he comes back out, he practically bows in front of me,
and when he speaks, his tone is stiff and formal.

“I am terribly sorry to cause any trouble or discomfort, Mr. Zhukova.” When
he turns to Belle, he doesn’t even meet her eyes. “And Mrs.—”

“Ms. Dowan,” Belle corrects.

He nods and continues. “Ms. Dowan, I’m sorry about my behavior. Forgive
me.”

“Forgiveness. Interesting concept,” I muse. The knife on my hip feels like it’s
glowing red-hot. Men have died for less than this mudak has done today. I’'m
not afraid to spill his blood all over Belle’s pretty little gown just to teach him
a lesson. He may not have seen it before, but judging by the pale gauntness in
his cheeks now, he gets it: I’'m not the man to fuck with.

“Sir—sir,” he whimpers. “Please don’t—"
“Let’s let Belle decide, shall we?” I interrupt.

We both turn to her in unison. Belle is standing at my side, looking like the
queen that she is. For a moment, I wonder if she’s going to do the
unthinkable and cut me loose on this asshole.



Then she nods imperiously, just once, and says, “You’re forgiven. But don’t
let it happen again, Matteo.”

I bite back a grin. Who would have guessed? Belle Dowan has a taste for
power after all.

When we get in the car, Belle is gnawing her lip uncomfortably. “You didn’t
have to do that back there. That guy was just being a flirt,” she says softly.

“He was being an asshole.”
“I’m used to it.”

I hate the resignation in her voice. I hate that she doesn’t still see how much
power she could have. That she is still living life like some little girl locked
in a dark closet, hiding from her monsters, when the whole damn world is
right there at her fingertips for the taking.

“He was making you uncomfortable. You shouldn’t have to be used to that.”
“Is that why you did it? Or was it because he was making you jealous?”

My hands tighten on the steering wheel. “I don’t like to share.”

“Oh, right,” she scoffs. “Because I’'m yours.”

“One day soon, you’re going to say that and mean it.” My cock jumps at the
thought. At the way the words will taste when I kiss them off her lips.
“You’re going to scream those words like a prayer, begging for me to own
every single inch of you.”

Belle releases a shaky breath. Her thighs squeeze together, and I want to pull
to the side of the road and drag her into my lap. I want to take her right here,
right now. I want to drive her to the edge of ecstasy until she’s begging for
me to give her what she wants, what she needs.

I glance in the rearview mirror, trying to gauge how many witnesses our little
spectacle would have. We’re only two blocks down from the house now, so
it’s a residential area. No one else on the sidewalks, and there’s only one car



on the road behind us.
A dark blue four-door sedan with a toll tag stuck to the windshield.
Immediately, I slam on the brakes.

Belle screams and wraps an arm around her stomach. Around our baby.
“What the hell are you doing, Nikolai?”

“Stay in the car,” I growl, reaching into the center console and grabbing my
gun. “We’re being followed.”
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BELLE

He’s gone before I can ask any questions. I turn in fear and watch him stalk
down the road towards a dark blue car behind us. I can’t make out exactly
who is in the driver’s seat, but it’s clearly a man.

“No,” T whisper to no one. My legs are shaking with nerves and adrenaline.
“Get back in the car, Nikolai. Let’s go. Don’t do this.”

If we’re being followed, it has to be because of Xena. It’s the Greeks or the
Battiatos. I look around to see if there is any other movement on the street.
Maybe this is a setup. Maybe it’s an ambush, and Nikolai is walking to his
death.

We’re so close to home. I can see the roof of Nikolai’s mansion peeking over
the treeline. Should I crawl into the driver’s seat and go get help? But he told
me to stay here.

I’'m arguing with myself and staring, riveted, through the back window as
Nikolai gets closer and closer to the car behind us.

He’s nearly to the driver’s door, his gun at the ready. As he approaches, the
dark blue car lurches forward, trying to navigate between our car and
Nikolai’s body.

I scream just as Nikolai raises his gun, aiming at the front window. The car
jerks to a stop.

“Oh my God!” I cry. My heart is pounding in my chest. I was sure I was



about to watch Nikolai get run down in front of me.

But then Nikolai opens the door and wrenches the driver out of the car with
one hand, his other still wrapped around his gun. His mouth is moving, but I
can’t hear anything.

All T can think is, He’s not dead. He’s alive. We’re okay.

Nikolai starts dragging the man down the sidewalk and through the front
gates of his property. The guy is a head shorter than Nikolai, though a good
bit rounder. He has a stocky build and a balding head. But none of that means
he isn’t a threat.

Without thinking, I climb out of the car.
“I told you to stay put,” he barks over his shoulder.

It’s clear the man isn’t putting up a fight. He moves through the gates
willingly and allows Nikolai to lead him into the security shed off to the right
of the driveway.

“Get out of here, Belle,” Nikolai orders over his shoulder.
I shake my head. “I’m staying.”
“I won’t hurt her,” the man promises. “Or anyone.”

Nikolai kicks the man in the back of the knees and shoves him into the
corner.

“I don’t want any trouble,” the man whimpers.

“Then you chose the wrong fucking guy to follow.” Nikolai steps forward
and presses the gun under the man’s chin. “Who are you working for?”

The man is trembling. His eyes are squeezed closed and sweat beads up on
his forehead. “I’m an independent contractor.”

“A mercenary?”

The man’s forehead creases. “A mercen—? No. No, I’'m a detective. A
private investigator.”



“Who hired you?” I ask.
Nikolai tenses at the sound of my voice, but he lets the question stand.

“I’m contractually obligated not to say.” He looks genuinely sorry to refuse
me. “It’s part of the gig. I’'m not supposed to reveal my clients.”

“And your brains aren’t supposed to be on the outside of your skull,” Nikolai
chimes in. “I’ll let you choose which obligation seems more important at the
moment.”

The investigator moans, dropping his head onto his knees. “Fuck.”

I move up behind him, whispering in his ear. “Nikolai, this guy doesn’t look
like a soldier. He’s terrified. Maybe... maybe this is something else.”

Nikolai regrips the gun and jabs it harder under the soft part of the man’s
chin. “We’ll never know unless he starts talking. Because I’m going to pull
the trigger in five, four, three—"

“Howard Schaffner!” The man screams the name, his eyes still tightly closed.

Nikolai arches a brow and then shakes his head dismissively. “Never heard of
him. Three, two—"

“Wait!” I grab the back of Nikolai’s shirt. “Say that name again.”

The man opens his eyes and looks at me. His forehead is dotted with sweat
and he is deathly pale. “Howard Schaffner. That’s who hired me. I have his
name and a single phone number. That’s it. So if this is some weird thing he
is tangled up in, I don’t know anything about it, okay? Let me go and I won’t
say a word. I’ll walk out of here and forget your faces. Just don’t kill me.”

Nikolai is still holding the man, but he looks back at me. “You know what
he’s talking about?”

“Let him go.”

Nikolai’s eyes roam over my face for a long few seconds, searching for
answers. Then he drops the man in a sweaty heap on the floor and steps back.

I swallow hard. “How do you know Howard Schaffner?” I ask.



Even though the gun is hanging by Nikolai’s side, the man keeps his hands
up where we can see them. “I don’t know him. I’ve never even met the man;
I’ve only talked to him on the phone. He found my number on some site
somewhere and he hired me to work for him. Paid me good money for it,
too.”

I clench my jaw. Apparently, he’s come into money since the last time I’ve
seen him. Good for Howard fucking Schaffner.

“What did he ask you to do?”

“To follow you,” the guy answers, tipping his head to indicate me. “And your
sister. Belle and Elise Dowan were the names given to me.”

My stomach drops at the sound of my sister’s name in this stranger’s mouth.
Nikolai stiffens, his body shifting even further in front of me so I’'m looking
at the man just past Nikolai’s bicep. I feel the urge to sink against Nikolai’s
skin, to feel the warmth of him against me.

Instead, I stand tall and pull my shoulders back. “How long have you been
following us?”

“A few weeks. I started in Oklahoma City. I was able to track the private jet
you got on to New York City. But I lost track of you all until I saw your
name in a news story about a car accident. I tracked you here, and I’ve been
keeping a watch ever since to catch sight of Elise. She is the main target.”

Target. It’s a nasty, violent word. I can’t stop myself from stepping forward.
The only thing that keeps me back is Nikolai’s arm curled around my waist.

“My sister is nobody’s goddamn target! You leave her alone.”

The guy nods. “Believe me: after this, I don’t want the fucking money. No
one has ever pointed a gun at me.”

“I’ll do a lot worse than point it at you if you threaten my fiancée,” Nikolai
growls.

The man raises his hands higher over his head. “No one wants to threaten any
of you! Howard just wants to talk. That’s what he told me. He said he was
family.”



“Who the fuck is Howard?” Nikolai asks me. “Do you know him?”

I nod. “Yeah. Sort of.  mean... I did. I haven’t seen him in years. Not since I
was ten or eleven, probably. It’s been forever. This might not even be him. It
could be a trap.”

“Who is he?” Nikolai presses.

I bite my lip. Lies have a way of coming back around. Of revealing
themselves, whether we want them to or not.

“Elise is going to hate me,” I whisper softly. “She’ll never forgive me for
lying to her.”

Nikolai keeps an eye on the man, but he turns towards me. His hand tightens
on my hip. The reassuring strength of him is the only thing keeping me
standing. “Who is he?”

“Howard Schaffner is her dad’s name.” I shake my head. “But I told her he
was dead. I’ve told her that her entire life. She’ll hate me, Nikolai. She’ll
absolutely hate me.”

Tears are burning the backs of my eyes. It doesn’t help when Nikolai pulls
me tenderly against his side. Then he turns to the man still cowering on the
floor.

“No one is going to shoot you,” he assures him. “So long as you give me
Howard Schaffner’s contact information. I think it’s