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| didn’t run to save myself.

| ran to save the people | loved.

| ran to keep the horrible truth buried.

But the Dragunov brothers found me first.

Now I'm shackled in chains of silk and steel,

Thrown at the feet of Ruslan Dragunov.

He's ice and fury.

Law and destruction.

The devil in a perfectly tailored suit and the hottest guy on the planet!
To him, I'm a murderer.

A liar.

A woman whose sins must be atoned for.

And he’s the man who will make me suffer.

He doesn't just want my confession.

He wants me.

Under his rule.

Under his control.

Under him!

| fear for my life, and everyone wrapped up in this web of deceit

Because when he finds out the truth...
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TARA
Seventeen Months Ago

Early afternoon in Vegas means heat that makes the pavement shimmer and tourists
in too little clothing snapping selfies under the Ember Club’s gilded sign. Inside, the
air conditioning hums like a sedative, soothing against the velvet heat pressing down
outside. The club’s mostly empty, the hush of late afternoon before the city wakes for
sin.

| sit a& my desk in the back office, notes from my thesis sprawled across the
surface—highlighted textbooks, color-coded index cards, and a half-drunk cup of
cold espresso perched precariously near the edge. Quantum entanglement equations
blur before my eyes as | rub my temple, my focus scattered like broken glass. | don’t
have alot of time left until my dissertation defense, and less than zero time to waste.

My phone buzzes and vibrates in the middle of some papers on the desk. Grabbing it,
the caller ID flashes with my sister’s name, and | tap to answer it.

“Hey, Rina.”

“Don’t forget the china,” she blurts the second | pick up. “Mom’s gonna lose her shit
if it’s not there when she gets home.”

Fuck, is that tonight?l press the heel of my hand into my forehead, then glance at the



time—3:47 PM.

Shit.

“No, | didn’'t forget. | was just about to head out. I’ m totally on top of it.”

“Bullshit,” Sabrina calls me out on my lie. “I bet you're in your office at the gangster
den working on your dissertation defense and didn’t realize the time.”

“1 was just about to pack up and head to the storage facility.”
“When you drop the china off, grab us a piece of cake and some of the food,” Sabrina
orders. “I’'m going to be super late tonight as | have to fill in for two extra dancers

who have the flu.”

“Agh.” | suppress a shudder. “Don’'t bring that shit home okay? | don’'t have time to
get the summer flu.”

“When did you ever get the flu?’ Sabrina scoffs. “You're the healthiest person |
know. It’ s like the flu bug just bounces off you.”

“Did Mom give you any indication of where the plates are in the storage space?’ |
start getting ready to leave, grabbing my purse and keys from the desk drawer.

“She said the boxes are clearly marked,” Sabrina tells me. “I’ve gotta go. Don't
forget the food and cake. Tell them | said happy three-year relationship anniversary.”

“1I"m hoping they won'’t be and it’ sjust a drop-off and run.”

“Then get there before they get home,” Sabrina suggests. “Bye, love ya.”



The line goes dead rather abruptly.

| exhale, push back my chair, and shove my notes into a battered leather satchel. |
reach for my phone again when a shadow cuts across the door.

Gavriil steps inside, tall and broad-shouldered, his ever-present scent of dark spice
trailing him. His suit jacket is slung over one arm, shirt sleeves rolled up to the
elbow, tie loose like he' s been working since dawn. He probably has.

“Got asecond?’ he asks, his accent still thick despite two decades in the States.

| glance at the door. “Only if it's fast. My mother’s gonna skin me alive if | don't
make it to storage before it closes.”

“Irinaand | want to talk to you,” he says. “Nothing bad.”

| narrow my eyes. “Y ou’re not firing me?’

“Never.” He chuckles. “Didn’t you hear me say it’ s nothing bad?’

“Okay. After | make this emergency chinarun, I'll swing by your office.”

“Good. It'simportant.”
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There's aweight in his tone that settles somewhere in my chest. He gives me a tight
nod, turns, and leaves.

| hurry, heart thudding like I’ ve just been handed atest | forgot to study for. Thereis
hardly anyone in the burlesque club at this time of day. Just a few afternoon drinkers
nursing their drinks at a few of the tables that line the club floor, which will be
packedwith millionaires and mercenaries in a few hours. | wave to Sasha, one of our
dancers, rehearsing on stage. She's filling in as the headline dancer tonight in my
mother’ s absence. | push out into the sunlight.

Vegas hits me like afurnace as | step outside, leaving quantum theories to collapse on
my desk while | try to map out my workload over the next few days to squash it all
into alimited time frame. The hot Vegas sun is ruthless and blinding as | bolt across
the street heading for the parking garage.

Then everything crashes back into terrifying focus as an SUV screeches to a halt,
close enough to shatter my atoms. My bag slams against my hip. | freeze like a deer
in asniper’'s scope.

My head lifts to the windshield, shock zinging through my nervous system, and |
watch the driver's window slide down. A man leans out the window. He has a
sculpted jaw, deek black hair, and electric blue eyes—he's fucking gorgeous. The
words Greek God resound in my brain as | stare at him, and the way his eyes rake
over meislike a caress, and even before he speaks, | can feel the raw masculinity and
danger resonate like a warning beacon from his eyes.

“You redly have to be more mindful,” he says, voice smooth, deep, and threaded



with afaint Russian lilt. “It would be a shame for someone as beautiful as you to end
up as a hood ornament.”

| stare, flushed, rattled, and my knees are starting to feel like jelly.

The stranger waits for a reaction, as my confused mind spins, and | realize I'm just
standing there gawking.

“Sorry,” | breathe, dragging air back into my lungs and forcing my brain to reconnect
with my limbs. “1 wasn’'t paying attention.”

He studies me like he’'s memorizing the slope of my jaw and the stutter in my breath.
Then he smiles, it's slow and sexy, making him even more gorgeous. My stomach
does abarrel roll.

“Maybe use the crossing button,” he advises.

| nod, already backing away. “Will do.”What the hell, Tara!l sound like a stupid
person. A horn honks, and jolts me from my zombie state, rebooting my brain and
restoring control back to my limbs, allowing me to turn and flee.

Even though | can’t seeiit, | can feel him watching me as | dash into the cool parking
garage. My body’s zinging and lit up like | stuck a fork in a socket. As | wobble on
shaky legs towards my car, the man’s voice and insanely gorgeous face are playing
over and over in my head.

When | finally get to storage, | almost forget what | had come for as my thoughts are
filled with my near-death experience and wondering if 1'd only imagined what he'd
looked like in my state of shock. But | can hear his voice and still see his face as his
smile transforms his features from gorgeous to sinfully gorgeous, and my stomach
knots as my nether parts heat thinking about him.



“Get agrip!” | admonish myself as | unlock and slide the storage unit open, sighing
as | see the neatly packed garage.

Each box is numbered, labeled, and stacked in an order that only makes sense to my
mother. Stepping into the cool space, my eyes scan the room until | find the box I'm
looking for.

“China, glassware, and tea cups.”

The box is at the top of a pile next to the table. My mother put it in the locker for
sorting. The boxes aren’t stacked too high, so my mother has easy access to them. As
| walk toward the box, | notice there is a box on the sorting table, and it’s new—box
number seventy-seven.

Last time | was here, there were only seventy-six boxes, and I’ m here quite often now
that my mother has moved the contents of the loft here. Contents that included a lot
of my old papers and things | need for schooal.

I’m tempted to take a closer look, but a glance at my wristwatch tells me | don’t have
the time. | find the china plates, and while I'm closing the box the china was in, |
notice the name on top of the new box on the sorting table—Sol’ s treasures.

Placing the china plates carefully on the table, | move toward the box that holds my
late father’ s treasures. The familiar pain slices through me, and my heart grows heavy
at the thought of him. It's been nearly twelve years since he was killed, but | still miss
him so much.

It's amost as if I'm compelled to open it and look inside. There's an odd assortment
of old items—slide rules, military medals, a watch that hasn't ticked in thirty years.
Tears sting the back of my eyes as | can picture my father telling me stories about a
lot of the items in the box. Then my fingers run across a small wooden box,



intricately carved and worn with age. I've never seen it before. | lift it from the crate
and curiously examine it. It's a puzzle box, a faint memory from physics club
sparking in the back of my brain, and as| turn it over, the lid shifts and pops open.

It's empty.

A pang of disappointment cuts through me. | tilt the box to the side and listen to the
hollow clunk. | tap my nails in a soft rhythm across the surface. It's not called a
puzzle box for nothing; there is atrick to it. The top part came open far too easily. It
must be a false top. | run my fingers along the edges of the box until they stop on a
tiny groove. Flick the hidden latch. Another compartment springs open.

A folded sheet of paper and a faded photo lie inside. A rush of blood makes a
whooshing sound in my ears as | stare at the unfamiliar face of the woman in the
photo.

| flip it over and find a date, the last digit smudged or faded: 196...

My fingers fumble in my purse for my mini flashlight. | switch it on and shine it
across the date. The beam bounces until | switch it to black light mode. The missing
number reveas nothing, but below it, is another message:My darling. This is not
much, but may it help you remember who you are and where you come from. That |
love you more than life itself. Stay safe. | hope we will meet again in a world filled
with love.

A shockwave of emotion ricochets through me, squeezing my lungs. | can ailmost feel
the tenderness with which the words were written, the desperation and ache. | can't
process it. Thisis crazy. | shove the photo and note back into the box, a step away
from hyperventilating as my brain spirals with the implications.

| clench my handsin my hair and inhale deeply. My thoughts are like a blizzard, wild



and consuming. Could the woman be my mother?

No. My grandmother, maybe. That makes more sense as my father and mother were
born in the sixties,
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But why would it be hidden?

| sidle up to the wooden box and take the folded paper. | unroll the sheet of paper and
freeze. A cold weight settlesin my chest.

It'sabirth certificate, and | don’t think it’safull one as the parents aren’t listed on it.
It isalso Russian.

| recognize the Cyrillic immediately—thanks to my mom insisting we speak it
fluently. “Because of who your father and | work for,” she always said when my
sister and | complained.

I’d rolled my eyes as a teenager, but at this moment, I'm grateful for it. Actualy
being able to speak Russian now that | work at the Ember Club has come in handy
most days.

My eyes scan the document.

Name of child: LidiyaZorin

Date of birth: 1 June 1998

My birthdate.

My heartbeat stumbles.



Place of birth: Sokolov Medical Center, Moscow.

My knees nearly buckle, and | grip the side of the table to steady myself.

I’ ve never been to Russia. | was born in Nevada. That’s what my records say. That’'s
what my parents always told me.

So why is there a birth certificate—official, stamped and signed—saying someone
with my birthday was born in Moscow?

Someone named Lidiya Zorin, and why would it be in my father’ s box of treasures?

The paper shakes in my grip. Either my father kept this for a reason... or my whole
lifeisbuilt onalie.

I’m about to crack under the weight of questions and emotions | barely understand.
The woman in the picture. The name on the birth certificate. The words on the back

of the photo. The world pitches and steadies as | clutch the piece of paper in my hand.

“l wonder if | can get a full copy of this birth certificate?’ | mumble to the empty
unit.

Thejarring trill of my phone jerks me back to reality. It's my mother.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Hello, sweetheart, do you have the plates?’ she asks, her voice cam while | fedl like
a soda that’ s been shaken one too many times, and I’ m about to blow, erupting like a

soda volcano.

“Yes. I've got them. I'm leaving now.” | can’'t believe how calm | managed to sound.



“1 should be home in about fifteen minutes.” | have an urge to demand answers, but |
take a deep breath instead. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

Tara. Stay calm. Think this through.
“See you in fifteen, sweetheart,” she says. “Drive safe.”
The line goes dead, and | stare at the objects before shoving them back in the box,

grabbing the plates, and heading to my mother's, trying to decide the best way to get
answers. My mother has always been a master of vague answers.

RUSLAN

Seventeen Months Ago

Vegas stinks of desperation hidden behind too much cologne and illusion. From the
floor-to-ceiling windows of my Diamond Hotel suite, | stare down at the Strip. It
pulses and glitters like a machine running too hot, too fast. My reflection stares back,
expression cold, untouched by the city’ s delusions.
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| didn’t need to come. Petrov could’ ve been handled by any one of my attorneys from
my law firm back in Moscow. It wasn't because | didn’'t trust any of them with
Petrov, but because Petrov isn’t the only reason I'm here.

My younger sister Irinais. | take a sip of the premium vodka clutched in my hand. A
few days ago, | was walking past Nadia's private living room in my penthouse in
Moscow, and heard her talking to Irina. | wasn't intending to eavesdrop, but the word
adoption hit me like a gunshot.

Adopting? That was not the plan or the real reason | agreed to let Irina marry Gavriil
Mirochin under the guise of joining the Dragunov and Mirochin families to cement
an alliance betweenus. An alliance that only benefited the Mirochins, as they used our
village port and boats for their own gain. | feel the familiar burn of anger start to flare
in my gut, and | down the rest of the vodka.

Irina married Gavriil Mirochin to produce a Mirochin-Dragunov heir and win the
trust of the Mirochins and, by extension, the Molchanovs. In return, Irina gets to
study her PhD in America, | would give her freedom, and ten years to achieve the
goal set for her. That would give her enough time to make the Mirochins trust her,
and give me leverage over their empire while | rebuilt ours and ensured we were
strong enough for what was to come.

| held up my end.
So far Irina hasn't. Her mission started on her nineteenth birthday, the day she

married Gavriil. She will be twenty-nine in little over nine months and still thereisno
child but talk of adoption.



| roll my cuff down, fasten the button. | warned Irina four months ago—twenty-nine
IS coming.

She sounded distant, vague. Now | know why. | have as suspicion my sister's
allegiances may have shifted and Irina s under the impression that if there is no blood
heir | have no hold over the Mirochins or her. She forgets she has a twin sister and |
have more than one plan in play.

So here | am in Vegas. Not as Ruslan Dragunov, but as Damien Romanov. A ghost
with perfect credentials and no history. | brought Konstantin with me and he has gone

to get my sister and bring her to me—alone.

“She's here,” Konstantin tells me now, entering the bedroom. “She’s waiting in the
living room.”

“Did she come alone?’

Henods. “Da. It isjust her.”

“Thank you.” | start to walk toward the door and he steps aside. “I’ll call you when
she’' sready to go.”

Konstantin nods and walks out.

| walk into the living room and I'm greeted by a stormy Irina. Her jaw is tight. Her
postureisrigid as her outrage is hurled at me.

“What the fuck are you doing here?’ she demands.

“Hello to you too, little sister.” | tilt my head. “I'min Vegasfor aclient.”



“Bullshit,” Irinahisses. “Don’'t lie to me.”

“Irina—"

“Don’t Irina me in your placating voice and think it will calm me down or make me
believe what the real intent of you being in Vegasis.” Her arms fold across her chest.
“You're spying on Gavriil. Or maybe Oleksi. Or... you're getting antsy because |
haven't yet produced an heir.”

“If 1 wanted to spy on you or the Mirochins, | could do it from Moscow.” | glance out
the window, my stomach clenching at the sight of the VVegas strip. | have no love for
thiscity or this country.

“Surel” Her voice is filled with disbelief. Her phone bleeps and she looks at it
shaking her head. “If you’'re not here to spy on my husband and his family, why are
you checked into their hotel under the name Damien Romanov?’

“Because of the sensitivity of my client’s case it’s best that opposing counsel doesn't
get wind that his attorney isin town.” It's not acomplete lie.

“Then why all the cloak and dagger sending Konstantin to discreetly get me here
alone?’ Irina asks suspicioudly. “Or has that got to do with you having to maintain
cover too?’

| walk toward the bar and pour us both a drink. “No, | wanted to talk to you aone.” |
hand her the glass but she doesn’'t take it so | put it on the coffee table. “ Because the
last time we spoke, you sounded... distraught.”

“Wow!” Irinalooks at me in disbelief. “Y ou were so concerned about me that it took
you four months to come check on me?”’



“Part of our deal was that | give you your space and freedom with no interference,” |
remind her. “1 was hoping that you'd call me and tell me what was going on.” My
features soften and | sit on the sofa watching her as | give her a small smile. “There
was a time when you came to me with all your problems.”

“There was a time when | had a big brother with a big heart and who really cared
about those he loved.” Irina’s eyes narrow and her voice is thick with accusation. “I
felt safe with him and knew that no matter what, he’ d always have my back.”

“I"'m right here.” | feel atwinge as her words pull a my heartstrings but ignore it. |
have no time for sentiment or petulant younger siblings. “ And have always been.”

“Another lie.” Irina’s voice is soft and her eyes flash with hurt and betrayal. “Y ou
haven't been there for any of ussince...” My eyes narrow warningly as| know where
she’ s going with this. “For thirteen years.” She changes direction.
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| lift the glass to my lips and take a sip of vodka, letting it swirl around my tongue
before sliding down my throat as | stare at her, deciding which way to steer this
conversation to get to the point.

“My concern grew when | overheard you and Nadia talking on the phone a couple of
daysago.” | see her browsrise.

“You mean when you were spying on Nadia as you have her trapped in your
penthouse like she's ten and you' ve grounded her!” Irina’s voice rises a bit. “You
know what the English say about eavesdropping. No good ever comes of it.
Especidly if it's a telephone conversation and you can’'t hear the other side of the

story.”

“Nadiais not aprisoner,” | tell her. “Sheislaying low after accusing an official’s son
of abuse.”

“Of course you wouldn’t take Nadia' s side,” Irina accuses.
“Nadiawas playing avery dangerous game,” | point out.

“And then you were the opposing counsel against her in the case,” Nadia says. “Now
she has lost her medical license.”

“Sheislucky it wasjust her license.”

“So what did you overhear?’ she asks me.



“That you and Gavriil are looking to adopt a child!”

My sister doesn’'t even flinch. “That’ sright.”

“Is everything okay with you, Irina?’ | swirl the vodka in my glass watching her
intently. "Are you having problems conceiving or is this an attempt at rebellion?’

Her eyes flick with fire, but her voice becomes quiet. “You want to know why we
haven't had a child?’

11 Y%.”

She hesitates.

Then she mumbles, “I’ ve had four miscarriages.”

| stare.

She takes a breath, choking on it. “The last one nearly killed me. The doctor said |
need to rest. Wait for ayear to fifteen months.”

My chest tightens. “Why the fuck didn’t you tell me?’

“Because | didn't want to fail you. Or our people.” Her voice cracks. “But I’'m not
ready to give up. | just need more time and all the stress and pressure of trying to
have a baby before I’'m twenty-nine...” Her eyes tear up and she looks at her hands.
“It’ s part of the problem.”

My heart squeezes for her. “Do you want out, Irina?’

“l..."” Her eyes meet mine. “| want more time.”



| nod slowly. “Okay. Y ou have another year. But that’s all | can give you before we
need to goto plan B.”

“What exactly is Plan B?” She looks at me curiously.

“Don’t worry about that,” | tell her. “Y ou just worry about completing your mission.”

“l do need you to leave me alone and give me space,” Irina tells me. “No more
pressure asit’s not good for me.”

“Okay,” | agree. “But | want you to check in with me. It's not just about your mission,
Irina. Y our calls once a month mean more to me than that.”

“Sure.” She nods. “Enjoy your stay in Vegas, Damien. | hope you're able to help
your client.”

She turns and walks out without a backward glance.

Asthe door shuts, Konstantin steps out of the shadows.
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“Get her back to the club, and | want you to follow Gavriil,” | order. “Find out if the
rumors about him fucking someone at the Ember Club istrue.”

Konstantin raises an eyebrow. “Of course.”

He nods and disappears.

| grab my keys and head to my meeting with Petrov. On the way, | drive past the
Ember Club. It’s sleek, tasteful, with a sleek black awning and polished brass accents.
The windows are tinted, offering nothing to the street but reflection.

Then everything slows.

A woman bolts across the street.

My brakes screech. Tires burn. My chest jerks forward, and the SUV lurches to a
stop.

She stands frozen, caught in my headlights like a wild creature. Her eyes meet
mine—they are hazel, blazing. Her body is lean, with long legs cased in denim, with
a pink cotton shirt caressing her torso and hair a dark brown hao. Fuck, she's
beautiful, and even standing staring at me in a dazed shock she has a graceful poise.

| roll down the window, heart lamming against my ribs.

“You really have to be more mindful,” | say. “It would be a real shame for someone
as beautiful as you to end up as a hood ornament.”



She flushes. “ Sorry.”

“Maybe use the crossing button,” | advise her.

“Will do.” A honk of a horn makes her head snap around before she turns, then
rushes away, leaving her image branded into my brain.

| sit there, gripping the wheel. Her face, her form—every bit of her electric in my
veins.

All | canthink isWho is she?

The question haunts me all the way to Petrov’s house.

The meeting’s mechanical. My brain’s stuck somewhere else. The woman | nearly
ran down with the hazel eyes—eyes | can't forget. It's been a long time since a
woman has affected me like this. | don't let myself think about the past, the ghosts
that shape our future. I’m on my way back to the hotel when my phone buzzes.

It's amessage from Konstantin. I’ ve found her. Name's Tara Craft. Sending a photo.

The photo from Konstantin comes through, and | freeze—it's her. The woman |
nearly ran over, and who is embedded in my mind.

She' s the club manager, is a physicist working to get her PhD.

| stare at her photo.

Change of plans. Follow Tara Craft.

Looks like we might just meet again after al, Tara Craft. But this time | won't be



behind awindshield.

TARA

My childhood home smells like roasted garlic, lemon zest, and tension.

The hallway’s filled with the clatter of dishes and the thud of heels against hardwood
floors. My mother, Carla s voice carries from the kitchen, sharp and focused, giving
Mark alist of last-minute errands like it's amission briefing.

| step into the doorway and pause, taking in the scene. My mom, her blonde hair
twisted up in an elegant clip, crisp white shirt tucked into slim black slacks, isin full
control mode. The kitchen gleams behind her, every surface polished, a bowl of
lemons on the counter that | know she won't use but insists makes the place look
“fresh.”

“Hi, baby.” She sees me and doesn’t even pause. “Did you bring the china?’

“Right here,” 1 lift the bag with both hands, carefully wrapped plates cradled inside.
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“Good. Could you please set them out on the dinner table, sweetheart? The white
tablecloth is already down.”

She turns back to the oven and doesn’'t see me hesitate. | glance at the hall closet, the
old wood floor beneath my sneakers. So many memories live in these walls. This
house is muscle memory. This kitchen, every cabinet drawer, every creak in the
stairs—I know them as well as the pages of my thesis. But today it feels different.

| move toward the dining room, but my tongue won't stay quiet. “Mom,” | say,
turning back, my voice more tentative than I'd like. “Can | ask you something?’

Carladoesn’t glance up from the roasting tray. “ Of course, sweetheart. Make it quick,
though—I still need to get dressed.”

“Do you know anything about Dad’'s parents? Or... My biological mother, Lena's
family?’

That makes her stop. Not freeze. Not flinch. But her hand pauses mid-reach. Just for a
second.

She recovers fast and turns to grab ateatowel to dry her hands. “Where' s this coming
from?’

| start placing the china on the table as she had asked me to. “It's for extra credit,” |
lie. “I was asked to help with a Genetics project. They’'re making us trace biological
traits through parents and grandparents. | was going to ask you about it next week,
but I’m trying to get through so much right now, | didn’t want to forget.”



She stillsagain. A fraction longer this time.

Then her smile returns, and it’s too bright. “Y ou’ve heard this before. Your father,
Sol, didn’t know his parents. They died when he was young, before he joined the
military.”

“And my biological mother, Lena?’

“She died in childbirth, baby. You know that. Sol was in the hospital at your birth
when it happened.”

“Did she have family?’
“No.” Her answer is immediate. Firm with a hint of findlity, like she's sammed a
door on the subject, and it wasn't to be pursued. “No one but your dad. And then me,

when she came to us to tell Sol about the pregnancy.”

“What about your family?’ | try, knowing the answer word by word as it never
changed.

She turns. Her eyes are soft now, not angry, and she gives me a sad smile. “There is
no one but me, Tara. My only family is you and Sabrina—my girls are my whole
world.”

| nod slowly, biting the inside of my cheek.

It' s the same story. Every time. I’ ve asked in different ways, at different ages, and it’s
never changed. | used to accept it, but after what | found in the storage unit today, |

seeit for what it is—awell-rehearsed story!

Now | see the flash of worry in her eyes, and | know there’s something she's not



telling me. | can feel it now, vibrating under my skin.

But | smile, and take the container, food, and cake she hands me.

“This is for you and Sabrina,” she tells me with love shining in her eyes. At least |
know that is real. | just wonder what the price of that love was. “I wish you could
both be here with us tonight.”

“We're both working, Mom.” | take the dishes and kiss her cheeks. “ Speaking of
work, | have to get back to the club as myshift starts soon. Happy three-year
relationship anniversary to you and Mark.”

| don’t bother going home. | have an outfit in my office and will use the shower in
Gavriil’s. | walk in the door, and it's aready starting to fill up. The place always

smells faintly of expensive perfume, scotch, and velvet.

“Tara, Gavriil asked me to remind you to see him when you got back,” Wayne, the
barman, callsto me.

“Thanks, Wayne, I’'m heading there now.” Shit, | nearly forgot Gavriil and Irina
wanted to see me about something.

Back in Gavriil’ s office, | sit across from him and Irina, who' s perched on the edge of
his desk like she’ s waiting for bad news.

They exchange glances, and something cold coilsin my stomach.

“Tara,” Irinasays gently. “We wanted to ask you something.”

“lI swear to God,” | say, lifting a hand, “if you're firing me, I'm gonna sue for
emotional damage.”



That breaks the tension. Gavriil chuckles. “Not even close. But thisis... big.”
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Irinanods. “Y ou know about the miscarriages. All four.”

| exhale, nod. “Yeah.”

“We're thinking about surrogacy,” she says. “We've already started the process.”
“Oh?’ My eyeswiden. “I think that’s a great option for you.”

“I'm glad you think so,” Gavriil says, leaning his elbows on his desk. “Irina and |
would like to ask you if you would consider being our surrogate.”

“You were the obvious choice,” Irina says quickly. “We both love you dearly and
trust you.”

My breath catches. “Me?’

Irina reaches out, takes my hand. “Y ou’'re smart. Healthy. You're already like family
tous”

“We're not asking for an answer now,” Gavriil says quickly. “Take the night off.
Think about it. We know it'sabig ask.”

| open my mouth, then closeit. The yesisright there. | don’t even know why. Maybe
because | love them. Maybe because | feel like | owe them. Maybe because saying

yes makes something in mefeel ... needed.

“Yes!” | say, impulsively. | saw how this last miscarriage had almost broken Irina. “I



want to do this for you both.”

“Tara, while my heart has just done a double-take at your answer,” Irina's eyes
glisten, and she reaches for my hand, “ Gavriil thought you might say yes right away.
And it fills my heart with joy. But we want you to be sure.”

“Think it over tonight and give us your answer tomorrow,” Gavriil tells me.

“Go out tonight. Have some fun,” Irina encourages me with a naughty glint in her
eyes. “Call that sexy doctor of yours.”

“Oh, no,” Gavriil groans. “Not Steve. Can’t you go out with Sasha or one of the
girls?’

“Gavriil,” Irina says with mock outrage. “Don’t be jealous.”

He throws up his hands. “1 just don't trust a guy who waxes his chest and drives a
Porsche on aresident’ ssalary.”

“l want to do this for you,” | tell them, standing. “But I’'m not going to say no to a
night off asit’s been arough day.”

“Then go home, soak in the tub, order in, and binge-watch a televison series,”
Gavriil suggests. “Then tomorrow you'll be fresh and you'll be able to make a
grounded decision.”

“Or, go have a hot, steamy night out with Dr. Steve,” Irina encourages.

| laugh, hugging each of them. “I might just go crash my mother’s anniversary
dinner.”



“No, don’t do that!” Gavriil discourages. “It’s aromantic night fortwo.”

| sigh. “You'reright!” | grin at Gavrill. “A night out with Dr. Steve, it isthen.”

As | head toward the staff hallway, | nearly crash into a man. He is tall, built like a
solid wall of muscle, ruggedly handsome with sharp, piercing blue eyes, dressed in a
sharp charcoal suit, and looks intense.

“Can | helpyou?’ | ask, eyeing the hallway sign that reads. Staff-only.

His voice is smooth. Polished. With a Russian accent. “I was looking for the
bathroom. My apologies.”

| nod, relaxing. “It's out front, not back here. | know the sign can be confusing.” |
shake my head, muttering. “I’ ve told Gavriil to changeit like a hundred times.”

“Thank you,” he says, giving me aquick nod before walking away.

| pull out my phone, fingers already flying over the keypad as | send a message to my
friend with benefits, Steve.

Areyou free tonight?
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My phone rings within afew seconds.

“Hey, you,” Steve's deep voice, which usually sends goosebumps over my skin,
barely jolts my heart today. “I’m free and | was going to message you to find out
what time you finished work tonight.”

“Well then, | think we should go to the Blue Diamond Lounge, and you’ d better not
get called into the hospital thistime,” | warn him. “I’ m sure the emergency center can
do without you for one night.”

“I'mal yourstonight, T,” Steve promises. “What time?’

“Seven at our usual spot at the bar?’ | suggest lowering my voice. “I’'ll use my staff
discount to get us afancy room for later at the hotel.”

“1 think, tonight, it's my turn to book the hotel room,” Steve tells me. “I can’t wait to
seeyou later.”

“Metoo,” | say and hang up.

| need this tonight. To get lost in the companionship, our sexy role play that will end
in hot sex, that will quiet my mind and help me relax. As | make my way to my car,
this time using the walk button before crossing the street, | flip through what I'm
going to wear, and | smile. | bought a new little black dress and some insanely
expensive two-inch heelsto go withiit.

But as | get home to the apartment | share with Sabrina and step into the shower, it's



not Steve's lips and hands | picture exploring my body!

RUSLAN

My phone buzzes against the hotel room table.

Konstantin.

| slide my finger across the screen and lift the phone to my ear. “Do you have news?’

“I couldn’t hear anything they were saying in Gavriil’ s office,” Konstantin says. “His
office must be soundproofed. No surprise. But | found out something else.”

| lean back in the leather chair, fingers tapping the glass of vodka balanced on my
knee. “Go on.”

“Tara Craft is going out tonight. She just called someone. Steve. | think he’s a doctor.
They’re meeting at the Blue Diamond lounge at seven tonight.”

Steve? Something twistsin my gut. | sit forward.

“Do you want me to follow her?” Konstantin asks.

“No.” | smile, slow and dark, as the first threads of a plan begin weaving in my mind.
“I’ll handle Ms. Craft.”

A pause. “You want meto dig into this, Steve?’

“Yes. Quietly and make sure he doesn’'t make it to his date.”

“Understood.”



| end the call and set the phone down, standing slowly as excitement begins to slither
down my spine.

It seems fate must be smiling on me where Tara Craft is concerned.

There’ s something about her | haven't shaken since the moment she locked eyes with
me on that sunlit Vegas street.

My cock twitches at the memory of her. Those long legs encased in jeans that hugged
the curve of her ass. The soft cotton of her shirt stretched across her chest, and the
subtle sway of her hips.

| roll my shoulders, loosening the last bit of tension from the earlier meeting. | came
to Vegas with one mission, but it seems I'll be ending my last night with something

far more satisfying.

A chanceto get inside Tara shead and, if | play my cards right, my bed.

TARA
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The Blue Diamond Lounge glitters in dim golds and rich navy velvet, like a velvet
jewelry box cracked open to the city’s most polished predators. The scent of
sandalwood, money, and too-sweet cocktails wraps around me as | slide onto one of
the bar stools and cross my legs, feeling the sleek brush of my new black dress tug
along my thighs. It cost more than | want to admit—and the heels even more—but
after the week I’ve had? Fuck it. | needed to feel like someone else tonight.

Like someone bolder. Braver. Sexier.

| swirl the wine in my glass, watching the garnet liquid catch the low light as my
nerves stretch thinner by the minute.

Steveislate.

Thirty minutes and counting.

| glance toward the double glass doors, then down at my wristwatch, then back to the
screen of my phone for the sixth time. Still nothing. No missed call. No apologetic

text. Just silence.

| exhale hard through my nose and down the last of the cabernet in one frustrated
swallow. Then | call him. VVoicemail.

“Hey,” | say, tone clipped. “I’ve waited thirty minutes. I’m heading out.”

| hang up, not giving him the satisfaction of anything more.



This was supposed to be a distraction. A palate cleanser after the emotional
whirlwind that’s been tearing through my life like a damn hurricane. Between the
surrogacy offer, the discovery in the storage unit, and the flicker of doubt that's
grown into a full-blown firestorm inside me... | deserved one night of no drama. Just
adrink. Maybe some sex. Something uncomplicated.

But no. Steve fucking bailed.

| signal the bartender and start to settle my tab. I'm halfway through pulling out my
card when | fedl it.

A presence behind me.

A shift in the air. A scent. Masculine, expensive, with a smoky edge that tickles
across the back of my neck.

Then his voice, deep and unmistakably Russian, dlices through the low hum of
conversation beside my ear.

“1 would never let anything get in my way if | knew you were waiting for me.”

My breath stutters in my chest. | go rigid, slowly lifting my gaze to the mirror behind
the bar.

He' sthere.

The man from earlier. The one who nearly turned me into a Vegas hood ornament.

The stranger with the glacier-blue eyes and the kind of face that’s carved into legends
and terrible ideas.



| turn to face him. My pulseisin my throat now.

“You,” | say, more breath than voice.

He's wearing a dark suit, black shirt open at the collar. No tie. His jacket fits like it
was stitched over his frame by a sinful tailor. And when he smiles, it's lazy, lethal,

and laced with hunger.

“l couldn't believe it when | saw you sitting alone at the bar,” he says, his voice
dliding over my skin. “I think fate has made our worlds collide.”

| give abreathless laugh. “Literaly.”

His eyesflash, amused. “ Y ou look stunning.”

The words hang between us, unashamed. His gaze moves over me—my neck, my
breasts, the hem of my dress where my thigh peeks out beneath the bar’s shadow. It's
not lewd. It's reverent. Like he’s memorizing the curves of me, planning what he'll

do with them.

My core tightens. My breath hitches. I'm heat, and nerves, and wicked curiosity
wrapped in ablack cocktail dress.

“I’m Damien Romanov,” he says, offering his hand.

| slide mineinto his. His fingers close around mine, firm, warm, slow. Not a shake. A
claim.
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“Tara,” | reply, and my voice sounds far away.
“Tara,” herepeats like he' stasting it.
And he doesn’'t let go.

His fingers still wrap around mine. My skin tingles. | don’t pull away. | should—but |
don’t.

“1 was heading down for a drink. Maybe something to eat,” he says, the low rumble
of his voice curling between us like smoke. “Now that we're no longer
strangers—and we' ve already shared a harrowing experience—would you make my
night and join me?’

| blink, caught off guard. My instincts wrestle with each other.

There's the usual voice in my head—the rational one, the good girl voice. The one
that tells me to say ‘No, thank you'. To smile politely and head home to wine,

pajamas, and disappointment.

And then there's the voice that’s been rising louder since | opened that goddamn
puzzle box.

The voice that whispers, “Maybe nothing in your lifeiswhat it seems’.

| glance at my phone. Still no message. Still no Steve.



The fucker ghosted me.

| look back at Damien Romanov. A man | don't know, standing so close my heart
races and my knees feel unsteady. He smells like danger and silk. His eyes tell me he
could ruin me.

And | want him to.

“I... I'dlikethat,” | say.

His smile widens, subtle and pleased. “ Good. | was hoping you'd say yes.”

He lifts my hand, still in his, and threads it through the crook of his arm asthough it’s
the most natural thing in the world. His body is solid beside mine. He's tall—easily
six-four—andl can feel the power radiating from him like heat. He walks with

assurance, like aman used to being obeyed, admired, and feared.

The maitre d’ in the restaurant recognizes him. | see it in the way he straightens his
posture, the flash of nervesin his smile.

“I'm sorry, Mr. Romanov,” he says after a glance a his chart. “We're at full
capacity—there might be await of twenty, thirty minutes...”

Damien looks at me, then back at the host. “ That’s fine.” But he doesn’t move to take
a seat. He leans toward me, voice lower now. “Would it be too forward if | suggested

dinner in my suite instead? It’s quieter. Private. We can order whatever you want.”

| freeze for abreath. Every alarm in my head starts going off.

Say no.



Y ou don’t know this man.

You don't follow strangers into elevators and | et them take you upstairs.

| wet my lips. He catches the movement, his eyes dipping briefly to my mouth.

“That was too forward,” he says softly. “I’m sorry.”

But | shake my head.

“No,” I whisper. “I think... | think it'sagreat idea.”

| don’t know who this version of me is, this reckless girl in designer heels and a
heartbeat pounding out yes, yes, yes, but | don’t stop her.

We head for the elevator. Inside, the doors close with a hush. | feel the silence wrap
around us. It’ s thick with tension. Every second that ticks past has my breath catching
and my thoughts racing.

“You can still change your mind,” he says without looking at me. “We'll go back.
Find adifferent place. One with more people and fewer...risks.”
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| study his profile. His jaw is carved. The lines of his face are aimost too perfect, too
sharp, too dangerous.

But | don't feel afraid.

“I'mfing,” | say. “l want to be here.”

He turnsto look at me. “ Good.”

The elevator dings. His suite is near the top. Of courseitis.

He unlocks the door, and | step inside a space that looks like the fantasy of someone
who's used to power. Dark floors, sleek furniture, and a view of the Strip that

stretches forever.

There's wine already open. Food is ordered within minutes—whatever | want. We
end up with tapas and grilled prawns, truffle fries, and fresh fruit.

We talk.

He's funny. Sharp. His questions are thoughtful. And to my surprise, he knows more
about astrophysics than any man I've dated. He listens. Challenges. When | say
something smart, he doesn’t blink. Doesn’t ook surprised.

Helooks... hungry.

Not just for my body. For my mind.



I’m halfway through another glass of wine when he leans closer, eyes on mine.

“1 want to kissyou,” he says. His voice is low and warm and absolutely certain. “But
if I do... it won't stop there, Tara. | want you. More than I’ve wanted anyone in a
long, long time.”

| feel the bottom fall out of my stomach. My heart flips, then spins.

Everything inside me tightens. My breath is shallow.

My voiceis barely awhisper.

“Kissme.”

He doesn't hesitate.

His mouth finds mine, and the world narrows to heat and pressure. His lips are soft at
first, then rougher, hungrier, his hand sliding along the curve of my jaw to the back of
my neck, pulling me in. The kiss deepens until | can’t think, can’'t breathe. | feel it
everywhere—between my thighs, in the pit of my stomach, in the wild gallop of my

pulse.

His tongue strokes mine, and | moan into his mouth. It spills out of me like heat. My
hand finds his chest, fingers clutching the expensive fabric of his shirt.

He groans, the sound vibrating between us.
Then his hand drops to my thigh. He slides it higher. My dress rides up, the smooth

fabric parting easily. His fingers trace along my bare skin, teasing, until they graze
the edge of my panties.



| gasp. My legs part without my permission.

His mouth drifts to my jaw, my neck, his teeth grazing the sensitive spot just below
my ear. “It's good to feel how much you want this,” he murmurs, his breath hot
against my throat. “How wet you are for me.”

His fingers press against the damp fabric of my underwear. | jerk against his touch.
Then he takes my hand and slides it to hislap.

| suck in abreath as| feel the thick length of him straining against his pants.

“You fed that?” Damien says, his voice rough now. “That’s how much | want you.”

His eyes hold mine. “Lie back on the sofa, Tara.”

| do as he asks, not breaking eye contact.
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My body clenches at the raw truth of it. My pulse pounds so loudly it fills my ears.
Before | can reply, Damien's mouth crashes down on mine—urgent, pOSSessiVe,
scorching. His tongue parts my lips and claims me with aforce that knocks my breath
sideways.

Then his hands are on my dress.

Damien drags the zipper down in one swift, controlled motion, pulling the silky
fabric over my head and drops it in a pool of black on the floor. Damien’ s gaze drops,
and the corner of his mouth curves—not in arrogance, but reverence. I'm in nothing
but my lacy black bra, matching panties, and heels, the cool air teasing my skin where
the heat of his body just was.

Damien’s fingers trail lightly over the tops of my breasts, and then he cups them
through the lace, kneading gently. My backarches, a soft whimper escaping my throat
as he brushes his thumbs across my nipples. The friction is maddening. When he dlips
afinger beneath the lace, tugging until my breast spills free, my breath hitches.

“You're perfect,” Damien murmurs.
He unclasps the bra with ease and peels it away, baring me fully to his gaze. I'm
exposed. And yet, I’ve never felt more desired. Damien’s pupils darken as he drinks

mein, his eyesigniting something reckless and hungry inside me.

The cushions cradle me as | stretch out before him. Damien turns towards me, his
large hands sliding down my thighs, pushing them apart as he settles between them.



Then, slowly, he hooks his fingers into the sides of my panties and pulls them down.
The air hits me and | shiver—not from cold, but from the intensity of his stare. He
sucksin abreath, like the sight of me naked steals the air from his lungs.

“Fucking beautiful,” Damien growls.

His hands glide up my thighs again, rough palms and skilled fingers dragging fire in
their wake. When he reaches my core, Damien pauses, eyes locked with mine. His
touch is soft at first, teasing, exploring the slick heat of me.

My hipsjerk. He strokes again—firm, deliberate.

“God, you feel amazing,” he says, voice low and guttural. “Like warm liquid velvet
against my fingers.”

His face drops close to my pussy as his fingers part the lips and he runs the tip of his
tongue over my sensitive flesh.

“Ahh,” escapes my throat as my body hangs in anticipation, wanting to feel his mouth
on me. But instead, he dlides a finger inside me. My breath catches. Another joins it,
stretching me, filling me, curling just right. My hands grip the sofa cushions, my
body arching to meet his rhythm.

Damien moves slow but steady, his thumb circling my clit in time with the thrusts.
Pressure builds fast—my whole body alive and trembling, caught in the pull of a
storm | can't stop.

“Oh God,” | whisper, my voice breaking.

“That’sit,” Damien breathes, watching my face. “Come for me, Tara.”



| shatter—everything in me breaks open. Pleasure explodes, racking me in waves. My
thighs clamp around his wrist. My hips buck against Damien’s hand. | moan his name
as the orgasm rips through me, body trembling, breath stolen.

He doesn’t stop pumping until the tremors subside, until | collapse back against the
cushions, dazed and gasping.

And then, before | can catch my breath, Damien lifts me.

Cradles melike | weigh nothing.

| press my forehead to his shoulder, still catching my breath. “That was...”

“Just the beginning,” Damien murmurs, carrying me toward the bedroom. “I hope
you didn’t think our night was over.”

He lays me gently on the bed like I’'m something precious. Something fragile. But
Damien’s eyes say he's about to ruin me.

And | want him to.

| want to be ruined by this man whose name | barely know.

Damien strips off his shirt, revealing a body chiseled from stone with a dragon tattoo
wrapped around his torso. His muscles flex as he undoes his pants, and | can’t stop
staring. He' s big. Everywhere. My pulse skips a beat.

Damien climbs onto the bed and slides over, his skin warm against mine.

His mouth finds my breasts, tongue circling my nipple before sucking it deep. | cry
out. My back bows off the bed. Damien’s hands grip my thighs, spreading me,



positioning me exactly where he wants me.

He kisses his way down my stomach, takes his time with the inside of my thighs, his
breath teasing my sensitive skin.
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Then his mouth is on me.
And | come undone all over again.

| grip the sheets, my thighs shaking against Damien’s shoulders as his tongue flicks
over my clit. He doesn’t rush. He takes his time, exploring me like he’s memorizing
every reaction—every whimper, every hitch of breath, every gasp when his lips suck
gently and his tongue presses harder.

“God—Damien...” | pant, hips lifting from the bed.
Damien groansin approval, like hearing his name from my lips, turns him feral.

One of his hands dlides up, spreads wide over my stomach, keeping me still as his
mouth drives me closer and closer. His other hand dlips between my thighs, and when
his fingers dlideinto me again, curling deep while his mouth devours my clit, the
orgasm crashes over me like atidal wave.

| come screaming his name.

My legs lock around him. My back arches so hard it hurts. Stars burst behind my
eyelids as my body pulses and writhes beneath his mouth. Damien doesn’t stop—not
until I’'m limp, shivering, completely wrecked and he's lapped up every drop of my

pussy juice..

When he finally pulls away, his mouth glistening with my juices, | can barely open
my eyes.



And then | feel him crawl over me. The hard weight of him, his cock sliding between
my thighs, thick and hot, pressing against me.

He kisses me again. Deep. Rough. Possessive.

“You are so beautiful and taste like honey.” His voice is rough, and his lips tease
mine.

My hips arch, hungry to feel him inside me.

“Please, Damien,” | whimper, my eyes locking with his.

“What do you want, little one?’ His cock teases my entrance.

“You,” | breathe. “| want you deep inside me.”

A groan rips through his throat, and he thrusts into me in one hard, perfect stroke.

| cry out as he fills me. Stretches me. My fingers claw at his back as he starts to
move, slow at first, then harder, deeper, until I'm gasping for air.

Each thrust slams into something deep and perfect. He buries his face against my
neck, his breath hot against my skin.

“You feel so fucking good wrapped around my cock,” he groans, dragging his mouth
to mine again. “It’ s like your pussy was made for me.”

| cling to him, my nails digging in as pleasure builds again. My body responds to him
like it was made for this. Every thrust hits the right spot. Every grind of his hips lights
another fuse.



He growls something in Russian, his hands gripping my hips, anchoring me as he
starts thrusting faster. Harder. My moans turn to cries as | spiral again. | can feel
myself unraveling, feel the orgasm coiling tight.

And when it hits, it steals everything.

Sound.

Thought.

Breath.

| shatter beneath him. He keeps moving, driving me through the orgasm, making it
last until | collapse beneath him, shaking, gasping, completely undone.

Then with one last deep thrust, he groans, his whole body going rigid above mine as
he spills inside me. His hands fist the sheets beside my head. His teeth graze my
shoulder.

We lie tangled together, breathless and sweat-drenched, and | feel like my entire
identity is melting away, leaving something new behind.

As he pulls me closer, pressing a kiss to my forehead, | expect the moment to end.
Expect the calm to settle in. With his arms wrapped possessively around me and my
body sated and spent, | can’'t help the exhaustion that envelops me, and | drift off with
my ear pressed against his chest, listening to the beat of his heart.
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And while | know I'll probably never see Damien again, | also know that he won't be
someone I'll ever forget because tonight, I'm not the girl who follows the rules, and
Damien was the one who helped me shed the old Tara. The goody-two-shoes who
haughtily shied away from meetings like these. | know that I’m no longer the woman
| was before, now I’'m the woman who said yes to a stranger, and has no intention of
stopping the transformation taking place inside me.

RUSLAN (DAMIEN)

Tarais asleep in my arms, her breathing slow and even. One leg Slung over mine, her
bare skin warm against my chest, her hair a dark spill over the pillow. Her scent is
everywhere—on my skin, in the sheets, embedded in my lungs. | stare at the ceiling,
wide awake, pulse still thumping like awar drum.

| should be thinking of my exit. My next move. My mission. But all | can do is replay
the last few hours.

She was fucking radiant tonight. Sitting at that bar, back straight, legs crossed, lips
wrapped around the rim of a wine glass like she owned the place. Her dress hugged
her like a second skin, her curves poured into it like sin made flesh.

I’d seen powerful women, beautiful women. But Tara Craft walked into that lounge
and knocked the air right out of my lungs.

And | hadn’'t even touched her yet.



My arm tightens around her without meaning to. | don't want her to leave. The
thought of her walking out that door makes something primal rise in my chest—and
that is dangerous.

| try to shoveit down. | don’'t need this, or the way she’s blindsided me.

Then she gtirs. Rolls onto her side, her ass pressing into my thigh and | turn on my
side as she snuggles into me. | run my hand over her breasts. She stirs, tries to roll
away, but | pull her back, trailing my hand over her stomach, down her thigh and my
fingers dlide into her pussy still slick and her clit swollen. Her body arches, reacting
even before her mind, and | feel her gasp.

| press my lips to the back of her neck. She sighs, tilting her hips, her ass nudging my
cock. Her back curves and presses into my chest. When | circle her nipple with my
thumb, her breathing shudders. She's waking up, and the way she melts against me,
even in that hazy place between sleep and not, fires a degp and primal heat.

“Hello, beautiful,” | whisper against her ear.

Tara s eyesremain closed, but her lips pull into a sleepy smile.

“Mmm,” she breathes. “I had dreams about you.” Her body is soft and sleepy in my
arms. She shifts against my thigh, making sure | know exactly how dlick sheis. “A
blue-eyed devil. Dangerous and with an insatiable appetite.” She exhales, barely a
sigh, but | hear the shiver init.

| chuckle against her skin and wrap an arm tighter around her. “Isthat a complaint?’

Her eyelids flutter, half-lidded but glowing with amusement.

“Oh, not even alittle.” She reaches back with one hand, wraps her fingers around my



cock, squeezes gently. “1 see he' sfully recovered.”

Her touch finds me urgent and impatient. My breathing thickens, chest tight with
want as her fingers move with intention. She is skilled and sure, my head spinning
from the sensation of being at her mercy. | clutch her hips, growl, and move her
slightly. Before she takes her next breath, I’'m inside her, hard and aching for release.
She gasps, gives in to me with a moan, and the hunger takes over. Each thrust has her
crying out and wanting me deeper. | pull out of her.

“No!” Tara s pleais desperate, but my hands guide her onto her hands and knees. She
lowers her torso against the mattress her ass raised as | plunge back into her and she
cries out once again at the impact. | start to thrust, each one driving into her harder,
deeper. Tara' s body moves to meet each one, her body wrapped so perfectly around
mine. She breaks first, shuddering as her pussy clamps around my cock and she cries
out.

“Oh, fuck, Damien!”

I’m close behind, aimost lost and one last thrust of my cock into her pulsing pussy
and | spill my seed deep inside her, a guttural groan ripping from my mouth.

Not wanting to fall on top of her, | pull out, grab her, and turn her around, collapsing
us against the bed. We lie there panting, hearts sslamming, limbs tangled, nothing
separating us. | catch my breath and kiss her head. Her scent, her warmth, her body
locked with mine—it stirs something dangerously possessive, and | have to focus on
my breathing. Her pulse calms beneath my palm, and | feel her breathing even out.
Her cheek is against my chest now, damp and flushed. She makes a contented sound,
part exhale, part satisfied sigh.

Then her voice, quiet and sweet, whispers words that jolt me. “I should go.” She
doesn’t move, her cheek still pressed to me, her body tucked in. “It’s getting late.”



| close my hand over hers, my grip tender but not willing to let go.

“Stay until the morning light breaks through,” | say, a soft command in my tone. “I’'m
leaving at noon. | want more time with you.” | know the power this offer holds, and |
don’t have to wait long.

She smiles, slow and beautiful, nuzzles against my chest, making herself comfortable.
“Moretime?’ she whispers, thoughtfully.

“1 promise, you won't regret it.” | kiss her neck and move to her lips.

“How can | say no to that?’ Tara says, smiling against my lips before pulling back
dightly. “But | need a shower.”

| push myself up, lift her in one swift motion, her bare skin still slick against mine as
| carry her to the bathroom. She laughs, the sound breathless, her hair a wild halo
around her face. | set her down gently, the luxury tile cool beneath her bare feet.
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While | go to switch the shower on, Tara finds the toothpaste and starts to rinse her
mouth out with it. | come up behind her.

Tara watches me in the mirror as she rinses. She's naked, her eyes sleepy, her limbs
relaxed.

| run my hand over her breast. Tara gasps as | tease her nipple, then trace a line over
her stomach, the mirror reflecting the slow path of my fingers. | press against her, her
spine bending as she fits her body to mine. My hand finds her thigh and moves
toward the apex of her legs. | slide my fingers over the dlick skin of herpussy, she lets
out a broken sound and braces her palms against the bathroom counter.

“Damien!” Her voice wavers as her hipsroll, meeting my touch. “Oh, God...”

| work her slowly, keeping her on edge, watching her face in the mirror as she pants
and clutches the counter, so close and wanting. Her eyes start to close.

“Don’'t close your eyes,” | demand. “Watch... watch yourself come for me.”

When | stroke her harder, faster, she arches against me, the name she knows me by
flying from her lips.

“Damien!”
The sound of it nearly makes me tell her my real one as a powerful need hits me to

hear it screamed from her lips as she explodes with pleasure. | work her throbbing clit
holding her against me as her body shudders and the waves of her orgasm die down.



Steam curls between us as the shower heats. | press her to the tiles, kiss her hard, my
mind locked on every part of her. How her hair clings to her skin, how her spine
arches with every sigh and moan. My grip tightens around her waist, and I’'m amost
reckless, aimost lost in the feel of her wet and wanting. She pulls back and her hands
trace my torso, running around the lines of the dragon tattoo that wraps around me. |
suck in a breath when her lips and tongue follow the invisible line traced by her soft
fingertips. Then she drops to her knees, and my stomach knots in anticipation. The
water hits my shoulders, tracing a path down my chest and | feel none of it as she
takes my cock in her hands, teasing, diding, and circling the small dlit.

My knees nearly buckle as her lips surround the head of my dick and her tongue
tenderly teases the dlit, dipping in to lick the precum. Her eyes move to capture mine,
and they are filled with dark desire as her hands work the shaft and cup my balls,
which she expertly massages.

She pulls her mouth away, and it takes everything | have not to cry out in objection.

“My turn to taste you,” she murmurs, then wraps her mouth around my cock.

| lean against the wall, groaning as she moves, the pressure building, a heat so intense
| can barely keep my head clear. | thread my fingers through her hair, the world
narrowing until it's only her—how she feels, how she takes me in with abandon,
almost wild. | shudder and pull back right before | nearly explode in her warm mouth.
| grab her, pull her up, and wrap her legs around my waist. Water streaming down our
faces, | pin her to thetiles, too close to the edge to wait, | slide inside her with a deep,
rough groan.

Her body clings to mine and the walls of her pussy massage my hot shaft. Her eyes
fly open, her head tilts back, the sound she makes tearing through the shower as her
hips rock, desperate and eager. | drive into her harder, faster, both of us frantic and
nearly breathless, the heat and slickness making my pulse stagger and my chest



clench. Her fingers clutch my back, her body draws me in, and | can’'t slow down.
Can't stop.

“Taral” Her name leaves my throat as | groan against her neck.

Shelets out a soft cry as she shatters. I'm right behind, a crashing wave, and my mind
goeswhite as| fill her, feeling her break apart and cling to me al at once.

The shower cools as our breathing evens. | slide her down my body. An hour later,
we are clean, dry, and my pulse still pounds like a war drum as we lie wrapped in
each other's arms, totally spent.

The suite is cloaked in the soft hues of early morning, the city lights of Las Vegas
casting a muted glow through the floor-to-ceiling windows. Tara lies beside me, her
breathing steady, a serene contrast to the turmoil within me as sleep eludes me.

My mind isracing at how horribly my plan for Tara Craft has failed.

| came to Vegas under the pretense of assisting a client entangled in legal troubles.
But that was a facade. My true purpose was to uncover the truth about Irina.
Overhearing her conversation with Nadia about adopting a child had set off alarms,
Adoption? That wasn't part of the mission.

Upon arrival, Konstantin and | discovered that Gavriil had a mistress—a woman he
had loved before being compelled to marry Irina. The pieces started to fit. If Gavriil
was involved with another woman, perhaps he and Irina weren't... intimate. Irina had
always harbored dreams of studying in America, and marrying Gavriil was her ticket.
But now, it seemed her allegiance was wavering.

The revelation that Gavriil's mistress was also Irina's close friend added another layer
of complexity. Was Irina orchestrating an exit strategy, using the mistress as a



scapegoat for her failure to produce an heir?

Our meeting was tense. Irina spoke of miscarriages, of trying again. She seemed
sincere, but something felt off. | extended her timeline, but a new plan formed in my
mind: eliminate themistress from the equation. Seduce her, make her fall for me, and
ensure she stays away from Gavriil.

But fate had other plans.

A woman darted in front of my car, our eyes locking for a brief moment. The impact
of that gaze lingered. Later, when Konstantin showed me a photo of Gavriil's
mistress, | recognized her immediately, and now | had a name which rolled off my
tongue like a caress—Tara Craft.

From the moment we touched, | knew | was in trouble. This isn't just about strategy
anymore. | want her, deeply and inexplicably.

Taramurmurs in her sleep, shifting dightly. | resist the urge to pull her closer, to lose
myself in her warmth. Discipline. | must remain disciplined.

| glance at the clock. Nearly 3 AM. Our flight to Moscow is scheduled for noon. But |
can't wait that long—I need to leave Vegas as soon as | can to put distance between
Taraand me.

| rise quietly, retrieving my phone. | reschedule my flight for an earlier departure.
Then, | message Konstantin:I'm leaving earlier. Stay behind. Get close to Tara Craft.
Keep an eyeon Irina, and | need you to look into Irina s medical records.
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His response is swift:Understood. How close should | get to Tara?

A surge of jealousy flares within me. The thought of Konstantin near her is
unsettling. But | suppressit.

| message back:Do what's necessary.
Konstantin’s replies.Understood.
| return to the bed, watching Tara sleep. She looks peaceful, innocent. | can't blame

Gavriil for falling for her. But if | can't have her, neither can he—and I'll keep her
from him no matter what it takes.

TARA
The first thing | fedl is heat—his heat. A furnace of a body pressed against mine, his
arm draped over my waist, anchoring me in place. His scent lingers on my skin, a

reminder of the night before.

| blink, adjusting to the dim light filtering through the curtains. The bedside clock
reads 5:30 AM.

Shit.

| need to go.



Carefully, | dlide out from under his arm, trying not to wake him. He stirs but doesn't
wake, his brow furrowing slightly before settling back into sleep.

| take a moment to look at him. Even in sleep, he exudes danger and power. His
chiseled features are relaxed, but there's a tension in his jaw, a hint of the storm
beneath the surface. The dragon tattoo coils around his torso, a guardian etched into

his skin.

| dress quickly, gathering my things and slipping out of the suite. The hallway is
quiet, the early morning hush wrapping around me as | make my way to the elevator.

As| step out into the cool morning air, avoice calls out.

IlTara.ll

| turn to see Irina hurrying toward me, her gym bag slung over her shoulder.

"So, | take it you and Dr. Steve had a hot night of sex after all," she teases, looping
her arm through mine.

| feel my cheeks heat. "Actually, Steve stood me up. Again.”

Irina raises an eyebrow. "Seriously? That guy is the worst. This is what? The fifth
time he’ s done this."

“It's time number six,” | laugh, a little embarrassed. "But | met someone else. A
stranger at the bar. We... connected.”

Irinagrins. "You little slut. Good for you."

| smile, the memory of the night still fresh. "It was... intense.”



“Intense good or intense bad?’ she asks.

“Oh, good.” | nod, flashes of the night running through my mind. “Very, very good.”

“Then, I’'m glad Dr. Steve stood you up,” Irinasays. “I hope this time you ditch him.
He doesn't deserve you."

We walk together for a moment before | turn to her. "I've decided. | want to do the
surrogacy."

Irina stops, looking at me with wide eyes. "Are you sure?’
| nod. "Yes. | knew last night, and | still feel the same."
"Thank you, Tara. This means so much to us." She hugs me tightly. “But let’s not tell

Gavriil that we spoke about it without him. And let’s not mention your night with a
hot stranger.
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“Of course.”

We part ways, my heart feeling both heavy and elated at the same time as | head
home, my mind awhirlwind of emotions.

Later that day, | meet with Irinaand Gavriil.
“How was your night?” Gavriil asks as | walk into his office.

“Oh, pizzaand indulgence,” | answer, and then move the conversation away from last
night. “1’ve made a decision about the surrogacy.”

Irina’ s eyes shine the moment | say the words. Gavriil straightens from where he's
leaning against the desk, his brows lifting just slightly—it's the only sign of emotion
he allows to break through that stoic face.

“I’ve made my decision,” | repeat. “1 want to do this. | want to be your surrogate.”

Irina lets out a shaky breath. Her hand finds mine across the desk. “Y ou’ re absolutely
sure? Y ou don't feel pressured?’

“Not at al,” | tell them. “I’ve thought it through.”

“You don’t know how much this meansto us,” Irina says, tears already rising. “ After
everything, this... It's hope.”

“What comes next?’ | ask, needing something concrete to hold on to. Something



clinical. Safe. A process | can follow.

Irina’ s composure tightens. “We' ve aready started. I’ ve been working with afertility
specidlist for the last month. My hormones are being tracked, and we' ve reached the
point where they’ re ready to extract my eggs.”

“They’ll retrieve them next week,” Gavriil adds. “All we need now is for you to
undergo a physical. Just routine—blood work, screening, and an ultrasound to check
uterine health. If everything checks out, we can proceed almost immediately.”

“How long until we know if the implantation works?’ | ask, my voice quieter now.
The weight of thisis starting to settlein.

“About two weeks after implantation,” Irina says gently. “It's hard not to get
attached, but it’s best to take it one step at atime. Still... | can't help but be hopeful
with you.”

“And thisis your last chance to back out,” Gavriil says, his tone firmer now. “We'll
understand if you change your mind. Are you sure, Tara?’

“Yes,” | say without hesitation. But the word lodges in my throat differently now. As
if it echoes through something fragile inside me. Because the high of last night has
faded. And now | feel adull ache—ahollow space in my chest where Damien used to
be.

It's stupid. | knew what it was. A night. A perfect, scorching night with aman | don’t
even know.

But it wasn't just sex. It felt like something else. Something that reached inside me
and left amark | can’t seem to scrub away.



Still... I push it down.

I’ve worked too damn hard to let one man throw me off course. I’'m going to be a
professor. I’'m going to finish my PhD. | have afuture lined up, areal career ahead.
Not just some fantasy that could blow up my whole life.

“1’m one hundred percent in,” | say again, and thistime, | fedl it in my bones.

“1 wish there were something we could do for you,” Irina lets out a soft cry and
throws her arms around me. “Y ou have no idea how much this means. We owe you
everything.”

“Actualy...” | pause, unzipping my purse. “There is something | want to show you.”

| pull out the wooden puzzle box and place it carefully on the desk. Irina’s brows lift.

“What' sthis?” Gavriil asks, curiosity replacing his usual cool expression.

| open it and take out the birth certificate and the photograph. “1 found this in one of
my dad’ s boxes. | don’t know who sheis. But... | think | might.”

Irina picks up the photo, and her breath catches. “Oh my God... This is Anya
Novikov.”

Gavriil leansin. “Asin the Anya Novikov? The Jewel of Russia?’
“Yes,” Irina confirms, her eyes scanning the image with reverence. “ She's till alive.

Married to General Timofey Morozov. They're Russian legends. Anya was a
codebreaker—probably one of the most brilliant mathematical minds of her time.”
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Gavriil adds, “1’ve seen her in old government archives and press clippings.”
“There were rumors,” Irina continues, voice lowering. “That they lost their daughter
and grandchildren in a fire. Years ago. In Russia. But no one ever confirmed it
publicly. It wasjust... whispers. A tragedy that never made the papers in detail.”
My heart skips a beat. “My father told me that when | was three, we lost everything
in a fire. He said that’s why we have no photos from before | was three. Nothing
survived.”
The silence that follows hangs thick in the air.

“That can’t be a coincidence,” Irinawhispers, touching the corner of the photograph.

Gavriil picks up the birth certificate and scans the Cyrillic text. “It's not the full
document. If it were, we' d see the parents' names.”

“You could try to get the full version,” Irina says slowly. “But you'd have to go to
Russiafor that.”

Gavriil nods, setting the document back on the table. “And if you do, we can help.
You know | have alot of contacts there.”

| nod, heat spreading through my chest. “I want to go. I've always wanted to. But
only after the surrogacy. That's my priority.”

My heart beats faster. I’ ve always felt a pull to Russia.



Irinawraps her arms around me again. “Y ou are everything to us, Tara.”

“And you to me,” | whisper.

| offer to stay and help, but Irinawaves me off. “No. It's still your night off. Go. Rest.
Dream of hot strangers who don’t stand you up.”

| laugh and give them one last wave before | step outside. The sun is still high, and
the city hums around me. | walk a few blocks to the small park across from the club
and settle on a bench under the trees. | pull the puzzle box from my bag and run my
fingers over the grain of the wood. My thoughts tangle. Damien. Lidiya Zorin.

Secrets. Surrogacy. Everything.

| open the box. The photo still pulls at something deep inside me. A connection |
can't explain.

“Why did my father have this?’ | mutter to myself.

A shadow falls over me. My heart stutters.

“Mind if | sit here?’

The voiceis deep. Russian. Familiar.

| look up and blink. “You...”

It's the man from the club. The one who got “lost” looking for the bathroom. Dressed
casually now, but still commanding in presence. His eyes are sharp, blue as glacial
ice.

“Oh. No, of course,” | say, diding to the edge of the bench.



“Now | know where I've seen you before.” He sits, angles himself dightly toward
me. “You helped me find the restroom the other night,” he says, smiling. It softens
his severe features, making him look almost ruggedly charming.

“That’sright.”

He leans dlightly, nodding to the photo in my lap. “ She's beautiful. Mother?’

My pulse kicks. “No. I'm not sure who sheis. | found it in my father’ s things.”

His expression shifts, something unreadable flickering in hiseyes. “Ah. | see.”

“It’s not what you're thinking,” | add quickly, realizing what conclusion he must be
jumping to. “ The photo’ s old. From the 60s. My father would’ ve been a child.”

He studies me. Then glances at the photo again. “Grandmother, maybe?’ His gaze
flicks from the picture to me. “ There is aresemblance.”

| stare at the woman in the photo again. And this time... | seeit. Not just in me. In
Sabrina, too.
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“Could be,” | whisper, suddenly needing to shut this conversation down. My fingers
close over the box, and | slideit back into my purse. “I should go.”

“That’s ashame,” he says, rising as | do. “But hopefully we meet again.”
“Vegasisn't as hig as people think,” | reply, and walk away without |ooking back.

But | can feel him watching me. And even though | just buried Damien in my past
with the rest of last night... something tells me this man isn’'t a stranger at all.

And fate? Fate’ s not done with me yet.

TARA

The paper sheet rustles under me as | shift on the exam table. My legs are still in the
stirrups. Cold gel sticks to my lower belly, and I’'m trying not to think about how
uncomfortable that ultrasound probe felt inside me. I've had vaginal exams
before—obviously—»but this one? It felt more invasive. Longer. Like he was looking
at something he didn’t expect to find.

The doctor pulls off his gloves, his expression unreadable.

“You can get dressed now,” he says, voice tight. “Then I’'ll need to speak with you
and Irinain my office.”



My chest tightens. The way he saysit... It's not casual. Something’'s wrong. Or might
be. | nod mutely, watching the door close behind him.

| slide off the table, wipe away the gel, and pull my clothes back on with fingers that
feel too slow, too tiff. | tug my jeans over my hips and try to calm my racing
thoughts. Maybe it's nothing. Maybe it’s routine. Maybe my womb is hostile. I've
heard about women having hostile wombs. Or maybe | have something wrong with
me, like cancer!

My heart thuds at that thought, and the blood rushes to my head. Oh fuck, please no.
Irina and Gavriil will be devastated if | can’t carry their baby for them. There are not
many people a Bratva Prince and his wife can trust to do this.Breathe, Tara. You're

just being paranoid. He' s a doctor. Doctors are abrupt dicks.

Breathing out, | open the door, and Irina is waiting outside the room. Her eyes are
shining like she's eager for gossip.

“How did it go?’ she asks, looping her arm through mine.

| swallow. “Uncomfortable. | hate those exams.”

Irina gives me a sympathetic wince. “Tell me about it.”

| glance down the hallway. “The doctor said he needs to talk to us. Together. In his
office.”

Irina s brows lift. “Oh? That doesn’t sound great.”

My stomach knots. “1 don’'t think it is. He didn’t look happy.”

“I’'m sureit’sjust protocol,” Irina says, waving it off.



“Maybe.” | press my hand to my stomach. | feel... off. “| need to pee.”

“Go ahead. I'll head to his office and tell him you' Il be there soon.”

| nod and dlip into the restroom down the hall. The cool tile feels good against my
palms as | lean against the sink for a moment. | splash water on my face, then dry it
with a paper towel. The gel till clings to the edges of my waistband, so | try to clean
that up, too.

Then | go to open the door—and it won’'t budge.

What the?—?

| twist the knob again. Pull harder. Nothing.

“Serioudly?’ | mutter. “Come on!”

| pound on the door. No response. | shout. Bang harder.

| don't know how long I'm stuck—ten minutes? Fifteen?>—Before | hear Irina's
voice.
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“Tara?’

| fly at the door. “Irinal I'm in here. I’ ve been locked in!”

A moment later, the door creaks open. A nurse stands behind it, flustered.

“We usually lock thisfor cleaning after appointments—oh no, | didn’t check?>—"
Irinastepsin, fury lighting her eyes. “ Are you kidding me? Y ou didn’t check?’

“I"m so sorry?—"

“Just... leave,” Irina snaps. She turnsto me. “Are you okay?’

“I'mfine.” I'm not. My nerves are shot. “Did you see the doctor?”

She nods, her eyes wet. “Yes. And Tara—you're perfect.”

My heart jerks. “What?’

“For the surrogacy!” she squeals and throws her arms around me. “You're viable!
Everything isagreen light. He says we need to move quickly—implementation has to
happen by the end of the week.”

| pull back, blinking. “Really?’

She beams. “Yes.”



| hesitate. “Because... | don’'t know. The doctor didn’t look pleased when he told me
to go to his office.”

“He's just that way,” Irina assures me. “He's a brilliant man, but he has the bedside
manner of a stapler.”

We leave through the back entrance, the same way we came in—discreet, no curious
stares or questions.

“1"d rather keep this quiet until we're well into the second trimester,” Irina says as we
walk. “Like we did with my other pregnancies.”

| nod. “I understand.”

She glances at me. “You do?’

“1 do,” | say honestly. “Also... please don’t tell anyone about what | found in my
dad’ s puzzle box. Not even my mom.”

“We already knew that,” Irina says softly. “It stays between us.”

Six days later, I’'m back at the hospital with Doctor Abrupto.

Today is implantation day. | lie in a quiet, sterile room with soft lighting, waiting for
the procedure. I’ ve been given something to relax me. | feel floaty, warm, and a little
emotional.

There’sasmall photo of Irinaand Gavriil sitting next to my bed. A token from Irina.

“To help the baby know it’sloved right from the beginning,” she said.



The procedure doesn’t take long, though it feels momentous.

By late afternoon, I'm ready to leave. | expect Irina... but it's Gavriil who appearsin
the hallway outside my room.

“Surprise,” he says, offering a crooked smile.

“You didn't have to come,” | say.

“| wanted to.”
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He leads me to a waiting car, sleek and quiet. | expect to be taken home, but we stop
in front of the Diamond Hotel.

“What are we doing here?’ | ask.

“You're staying here tonight.”

| blink. “ Gavriil 2—"

“It's for the best,” he says firmly. “Just in case something happens. We don’t want
your family asking questions. We' ve taken a suite upstairs. I'll stay too. Just to make

sure you're okay.”

The suite is beautiful, warm, and welcoming. A plush sofa. Soft lighting. The kind of
place where secrets feel safe.

That night, we eat takeout and watch game shows, laughing like idiots and yelling
answers at the screen. It' s easy, familiar, comforting.

But somewhere during a rerun of Jeopardy, | feel my body growing heavier. Drowsy.
“You've had ahell of aday,” Gavriil saysas| fight to keep my eyes open.
“I'll just rest my eyes,” | murmur.

When | wake, it’s just past five in the morning. Light peeks through the curtains. I'm
in bed. Tucked in. My swesater and jeans are gone. Leaving me in a T-shirt and



panties. My mouth feels dry, and my limbs ache in that soft, pleasant way that comes
from good sleep.

| get up, pull on my jeans, sweater, and sneakers. | find Gavriil in the living room.
“Did you undress me last night?’ | look at him accusingly.

“You're awake,” Gavriil says, seated near the window, sipping coffee. “No, that
would be the housekeeper | called to help me. Y ou were out for the count, and | know
how much you hate sleeping in your jeans.”

“Thank you.” | grab a cup of coffee.

“No.” Gavriil isout of hischair at an astonishing speed, taking the cup from my hand
and replacing it with a cup of herbal tea he pours. “Thisis for you.” He gives me a
toothy grin. “No more coffee for you.”

“Awesome.” | sigh and sip thetea. It's not bad but it'steaand | suppress a shudder.

“Did you sleep well?’ he asks, his eyes following me as | put the hardly touched tea
on thetable.

“Yeah.” | rub my eyes. “How did | get into bed?’

“You passed out,” he says. “I carried you.”

“Thank you,” | say and smile. “You and Irina have been great. But | need to get
home.”

“I'll call acar totakeyou,” Gavriil tells me, and does just that.



Ten minutes later, we' re standing by the town car.

| hug him and kiss his cheek. “Thank you for awonderful evening.”

He catches my hand. “Thank you, Tara Y ou have no idea what you are doing for us.”

There' s something in hiseyes. A flicker of guilt.

“Don’'t do that,” | say. “Don’t feel guilty for asking me to do thisfor you and Irina.”

He nods and gives me atight smile. “I’'m just sorry I’ ve entangled you in this.”

The words give me pause as my eyes search his. “I would do anything for you and
Irina. You are my best friends.”

“You know I love you, right?’ he says, softly, his eyes darkening with emotion. “And
that we' d never do anything to harm you.”



Page 23

Source Creation Date: July 1, 2025, 9:41 am

| frown. “Of course | do. Don't be dramatic.”

“No, Tara,” Gavriil's voice is soft as he pulls me into an embrace and whispers. “Y ou
are carrying a bratva heir, and that is not to be taken lightly. We have enemies
everywhere and this baby...” He clears his throat and steps away, releasing me. “Just
by being pregnant with it, it potentially puts you in a dangerous line of sight.”

“Which is why I’'m the only one who can do this for you and Irina,” | point out. “I
know the risk and who you are.” | cup hisfacein my hand. “If I’'m feeling threatened,
you'll be my first call.”

“1 hope s0,” Gawvriil says, his eyes holding mine.

“Now, go home to your wife,” | order as the driver opens the back door of the car for
me. “And be hopeful. In two weeks, we'll know if there is a baby Mirochin on the

way.

Aswedrive away,, | turn to see Gavriil standing, staring after the car, and the look on
his face sends a cold shiver down my spine—he looks like a man who has just thrown
aloved one to the wolves. And suddenly the gravity of the situation hits me.

Fuck.

My hand instantly goes to my stomach. Gavriil isright, if anyone finds out about the
baby, if the pregnancy takes, | will become atarget for al the Mirochin enemies.



RUSLAN

Drako Kremlin, Dragunov Village, Russia

The clang of steel and grind of stone drown out everything else. Sweat clings to my
back as | hoist the broken slab with two of the men, guiding it into place above the
archway. Drako Kremlin rises piece by piece—just as | imagined. Just as | promised.

Thisfortress was stolen once. It won’'t be again.

My phone buzzes in my pocket, a sharp vibration against my thigh. I ignore it. Then
it buzzes again. Persistent. Relentless.

| pull off my gloves and check the screen.K onstantin.

A cold weight drops into my stomach.

He' s not due to report in for another week.

“Da,” | answer in Russian, stepping out into the cold wind cutting across the coast.

“1 couldn’t stop it.” Konstantin’s voice istight. Regretful.

My jaw locks. * Stop what?’

A pause.

Then: “Gavriil and Tara. They spent the night together at the Diamond Hotel last
night.”

Everything inside me stills. The wind, the waves, the fortress behind me—all



disappear under a surge of blood pounding in my ears.

My grip on the phone tightens. “ Do you have proof ?’

Another pause. “Da.” A chime. My phone pings. “I’m sorry, Rus.”

His voice is soft, his words sharp. He knows, without me even having to tell him, that
Tara had gotten under my skin after just one night. Even if | refuse to admit it out
loud, and try my best to bury it.

| don’t look at the pictures yet. | can’t. Not yet.

“Anything else?’ | ask, the words jagged in my throat.

“Yeah.” Konstantin's tone shifts—careful now. “The day you left Vegas, | made
contact with Tara.”

| turn and brace one hand on the cold stone wall of the Kremlin. “And?”
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“She was ditting in the park, alone, looking distraught. She pulled a puzzle box from
her purse, and as | drew closer, | saw her pull out a photo of a woman. She muttered
something about wondering why her father had a picture of the woman hidden in a
puzzle box.”

“1’m assuming there is something interesting about it?’

“The puzzle box, for one thing,” Konstantin says. My phone dings. “It's a hand-
carved Ofeliya Zorin puzzle box. Just sent you the photo.”

“Tara's mother and Gavriil’s aunt are good friends. She could ve given it to the
Crafts,” | point out.

“Maybe,” Konstantin says. “But the picture of the woman she was holding was Anya
Novikov.”

That gets my attention. “There are a lot of pictures of Anya. She is well known
worldwide, being the Jewel of Russia.”

“l thought of that too,” Konstantin continues. “I followed Tara from the park to a
storage unit where she was fiddling through a box. When she left, | checked it out and

found a picture of her mother and father.”

“1 thought you checked them both out,” | say. “Isn’'t the father dead and the mother
the headline burlesque dancer at the Ember Club?’

“Correct. There were no red flags there,” Konstantin confirms. “But this is the first



timel’ve seen what Tard' s late father looked like.”

“And?’ My knuckles whiten against the stone.

My phone pings again.

“Seefor yourself.”

| swipe the notification open and stare.

My stomach flips. No fucking way.

The resemblanceisn’t just close. It's undeniable. Leonid Zorin! According to the files
I’ d seen, the man had died over twenty years ago.

“What the hell are you saying?’

“That maybe Tara s father wasn't who he said he was. And that maybe, just maybe,
Tara Craft isn't who she thinks she is either.”

“Why keep a picture hidden in a puzzle box of Anya Novikov?’ | hit back another
guestion.

“Do you remember the news about the Morozovs?’ Konstantin jogs my memory.
“Anya and her husband, General Morozov, lost their daughter, granddaughter, and
son-in-law in ahouse fire over twenty years ago.”

“Y ou think the son-in-law was Leonid Zorin?’

“The Morozovs were always careful not to bring their family into the limelight,”
Konstantin reminds me. “Not much was known about their children except that night



of the house fire.”

“I need to find articles from back then on the fire,” | mutter.

“Already had someone do it,” Konstantin tells me. “There was not much mentioned
in there, and no names for the daughter, husband, and child.”

“Fuck!”

“Do you want me to look into it?” Konstantin offers,

“No. Stay on Irinaand Tara, but | need you to do a deep dive on Carla Craft,” | order.
“1 want to know everything there is about the Craft family. I’ [l handle the Zorin and
Morozov part.”

“Understood.”

| end the call and stare at the wall in front of me. The mortar in the cracks. The raw
bone of stone beneath my hand. | need to breathe, but al | can do is brace myself and
open the damn photos.

Thefirst image loads.

Tara. Her head tipped back against Gavriil’s shoulder. Her eyes are closed, her lips
parted in soft sleep—or worse—contentment.
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Gavriil has one arm around her, possessive and easy. He looks at her like she's his.
Like she belongs to him.

Another picture—Gauvriil kissing her forehead.
Another—him lifting her effortlessly from the couch.

And the last one—he lays her on the bed like she's fragile. Precious. Then he walks
to the window, pulling the blinds closed.

My pulse slamslike awar drum.

Heat floods my chest, behind my ribs, down my arms. | want to crush something.
Smash the phone in my hand. Fly back to Vegas and put Gavriil through awall.

But | don’t move.
Being so fixated on Tara Craft wasn't part of the plan.

Tara was never supposed to matter. She was supposed to be someone | strung along
to get her out of Irina’ s way.

But the second | touched her, that plan dissolved like ash in my hands.
| don’t allow myself to look at the pictures again. Instead | pocket the phone and head

for the truck. The coastal road cuts through the frozen cliffs. Wind howls off the
Black Sea, dlicing through the quiet.



Konstantin’s information clatters around in my head like loose rounds in a mag.

Tara. The photo. The puzzle box. Her father, Leonid Zorin?

| throw the truck into gear and turn onto the long, dusty road that leads to Zorin Farm.
If Taraistied to Leonid Zorin or the Morozovs, this changes a few things. My brow
furrows as | wander about Carla Craft. Now that | think of it, | have heard Carla Craft
and Irina speaking Russian during a previous visit to Irina. | had even commented on
how well Carla spoke Russian, as if it were her mother tongue. Now I'm thinking
maybe it was!

As | pull up in front of the Zorin farm, more questions pile into my mind.

The large iron gates with a keypad loom in front of me. | press the buzzer, and a
Voice answers,

“Da?’

“I’m here to see Mrs. Zorin. I’'m Ruslan Dragunov, the village elder,” | say.

The gates open, and an armed guard dressed in black tactical clothes steps out. | don’t
like the look of the rifle in his hand as he walks forward and sticks his head by my
window. | open it, noticing the red dragon logo on his flak-jacket—D-Fire private
security. General Morozov’s private security firm who stole theirlogo from another
disbanded €elite force from afew generations ago.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Dragunov,” the guard greets me. “I need to check your car.”

| nod, and he does a sweep while another comes out with a mirror and checks beneath
the car. “What is al this about?’



“Just trying to keep Mrs. Zorin safe,” the guard tells me, then orders the gate to be
opened, and I’'m let through.

| park in front of a wide farmhouse with slate-blue shutters and the kind of porch that
should look welcoming. It doesn’t—not with guards carrying tactical rifles standing
watch on it.

Which makes me wonder what the fuck is going on here. Are the guards soldiers,
protectors, or perhaps prison wardens? One of the guards steps out from the side,
waving me toward the front door.

“Mr. Dragunov, please follow me.” The man's eyes are sharp and alert.

Inside the farmhouse smells like aged wood, lemon oil, and antiseptic. It's ssmple and
neat, with a cozy fire crackling in the living room, which I’m ushered into.

“Wait here,” I'm told before the man |eaves the room.

| glance around. The floors are wooden and covered with well-worn rugs. The
furniture is antique, but I'm willing to guess it has sat in this room for generations.
For al its lived-in feel, something is missing—there are no pictures on the walls or
family photos.

But something catches my eye on the mantle above the fireplace. | move closer. It's a
wooden puzzle box that resembles the picture Konstantin sent me—the one Tara had.
| pull out my phone and find the image as | hear someone approaching. | snap a
picture of it and shove my phone into my pocket just in time.
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The soft sound of wheels on polished wood makes me turn as a woman enters the
room in a motorized wheelchair. She's in her mid-fifties, maybe older. One half of
her face is burned, the scarstight but healed. The other half is untouched and striking.

| notice her wince of pain as she shifts dlightly. The thick wool blanket covering her
lap ripples, and the bump beneath it tells me exactly what she's hiding there—a gun.

"Mr. Dragunov," she says, voice cool but clear. "To what do we owe the honor of
your visit?'

“1 was hoping to speak to Mrs. Ofeliya Zorin,” | tell the woman whose face suddenly
registers.

| realize who she s, and now | know why the house is so heavily guarded with one of
the top security firmsin Russia, if not the world.

“She's adleep,” the woman replies. “Even if she wasn't, Mrs. Zorin doesn't take
visitors.” Her eyes narrow dightly. “Especially unannounced ones.”

“1 apologize for that,” | say. “But | need her help with something.”
“Can | try to help you with it instead?’ the woman offers.
“Andyou are...” | enquire.

“Mrs. Zorin's nurse,” she tells me, not offering a name or any further details that
clarify my earlier suspicions that she’s Lidiya Zorin, who supposedly died twenty-six



years ago. Also, in a fire, except hers was said to be a fiery car wreck. Seems the
Zorins like to burn themselves to death, then reinvent a new persona, like a phoenix.
“Whatever you want to say to her or ask, | can assure you | know her well enough to
answer.”

| glance around the room. “I notice there are no pictures of Mrs. Zorin's family.”

“What concern is the decoration of the house to you, Mr. Dragunov?’ The woman's
eyes narrow alittle more.

“It was just an observation,” | tell her. “I came here with my grandfather as a boy,
and | remember this room being filled with family pictures.”

“They are too painful to keep on the walls,” the woman answers. “I have a lot of
work to do, Mr. Dragunov. If you could please get to the point of your visit. If |
cannot answer, | will ask Mrs. Zorin when she wakes and contact you.”

| nod and pull out my phone. “Can you confirm thisis Leonid Zorin?’ Her eyes drop
to the photo, and there is a brief moment of shock in her eyes, but it disappears
quickly. “Leonid Zorin is dead, Mr. Dragunov. He died twenty-four years ago.”

“In ahouse fire?’ | ask, and see her brow lift in surprise. “I don’'t see any burn marks
on him, though in this picture, do you?’

“What is your point here, Mr. Dragunov?’ Her voice turns cold. “Is this what you
came here for? To harass Mrs. Zorin about her late grandson?’ She looks at him in
disgust. “She is nearly ninety-five years old. She lived through losing her son, her
grandson, and...”

“Granddaughter?’ | fill in for her. “I was going to say she barely remembers her
name, but she remembers the family she lost. Do you want to know where all the



family photos are?’ She cocks her head. “They are in her bedroom where she is
bedridden. They are a cold substitute for the people she loved.” Her eyes narrow a bit
more. “If that isall you came here for, I’m glad you never got to talk to her.”

“All 1 want to know is what Leonid's connection to the Morozovs was?’ | see her
look at mein surprise. “Anya, in particular.”

“That's a dangerous question, Mr. Dragunov, even for someone like you,” she states.
“Why are you asking? And where did you get that picture?’

“1 got it from acontact,” | tell her. “I want to know if another friend isin danger.”

She looks at me for awhile before saying. “I’'m sorry, | can’t help you. Leonid died in
afire twenty-four years ago.”

“Like you were supposed to have died, a few years before that?’ | ask, smugly,
letting her know | know who sheis. “Funny how the youngest Zorin diesin afire and
then a few years later her older brother goes the exact same way.” | glance at the
walls. “Isthat the real reason there are no photos of your family on the wall?’

“1 think it's time for you to leave, Mr. Dragunov.” She starts to reverse her chair.
“The guards will see you out.”

“Wait!” She stops at the door. | take out a business card from my pocket and a pen. |
flip it and write my personal number on it and put it on the mantle beside the puzzle

box. “Thisis my number if you change your mind about talking.”

“A bit of advice,” she offersand | nod. “Don’'t get involved in whatever your friend is
involved in. Asthisis one spiderweb you don’t want to get caught in.”

She turns her chair, and | hear it glide down the hall as | stare at the empty door with



afurrowed brow. | wonder what the fuck that meant and am even more curious about
Leonid's connected to Anya Novikov or rather Anya Morozov. While she didn’t
answer me directly, I’'m more than convinced there is one. What worries me is that
Konstsantin had said Tara had no clue who the woman in the photo was. So now |
have to wonder. Is she in danger? Or does she know who her father redly is?

RUSLAN

The wind off the Black Sea cuts through the silence as | approach my car, gravel
crunching beneath my boots. | pull out my keys, barely glancing up. I might not have
gotten exactly what | came for, but | got enough to go to General Morozov with, who
iIsthe next call on my list.
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“Please wait, Mr. Dragunov.”

The voiceisclipped. Not nervous, not deferential—just firm.

| stop mid-step, the keyless remote in my hand, and turn slowly toward the voice. The
guard is young but trained. His flak vest doesn’'t sit awkwardly on his shoulders. His
hand doesn’t twitch near his weapon. He' s not here to ask.

Then | hear it—the low, rhythmic thump of blades.

A helicopter dlices through the pale sky, descending over the Zorin farm like a hawk
onto prey.

Fuck.

The guard doesn’t speak again. But steps closer to me. “There is someone who would
like aword with you.” He nods toward the incoming chopper.

The helicopter touches down thirty yards from the farmhouse, kicking up a storm of
dust and grit. | narrow my eyes against the wind, watching a tall man in civilian
clothes climb out. Jeans, sheepskin-lined bomber jacket, thick wool scarf, cap pulled
low—Dbut there’ s no mistaking the posture, the weight of command in every stride.

General Timofey Morozov walks straight toward me.

| guess this saves me atrip.



| slide my phone into my coat pocket and adjust the collar of my jacket. The general
stopsjust in front of me and extends a leather-gloved hand.

“Mr. Dragunov.”

“General Morozov.” | take the handshake. Firm, measured. No posturing. No warmth
either.

“1 heard you were here,” he says. “Visiting one of the people under my protection.”

“Is that why you came?”’

“When Ruslan Dragunov walks into my territory unannounced, | make it my business
to ensure no one' s being harassed, harmed... or bullied.”

“I’m not here on official business,” | tell him. “But I’'m glad you came. | was heading
to your farm next.”

His brows lift dightly. “Also in anon-official capacity?’

11 Y%.”

The air shifts, sharp and quiet. The unspoken tension builds between us like a rising
tide. | tilt my head.

“Well, that’s a coincidence. | was going to call you in the morning when | heard you
were at Dragunov Village,” the general informs me. “May | ask the intentions of your

visit?’

“I’'m looking for answers,” ismy reply.



“Answersto what?’ the general asks.

“What is your wife’'s connection to Leonid Zorin?’

There's a flicker in his eyes—small, fast—but | catch it. His hand raises, and he
circles hisindex finger.

Then the world goes dark as a bag is shoved over my head and something hard jabs
into my temple.

| know the feeling of the cold steel of abarrel even through a bag.

“Don’'t resist, Mr. Dragunov,” the Genera says softly. “I would hate to be the one to
ruin all the great things you want to accomplish.”

Surprise zaps through me.

My wrists are yanked behind me. I’'m relieved of my gun and car keys, and zip-tied as
awhisper of jasmineridestheair.
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“My men and the villagers will wonder where | am,” | warn.

“They won't,” Morozov replies. “One of my men will inform your people you've
been invited to dine with me and my wife when he takes your car back to the village.”

| hear the smilein hisvoice.

They march me toward the chopper, firm hands guiding me like a prisoner of war.
The blades scream above us, drowning out my thoughts. | stumble inside, heart
hammering.

What the hell have | stepped into?

The flight lasts fifteen minutes. Fifteen long, silent minutes with nothing but the roar
of the blades and the vibration of tenssion humming through my bones. The hood
muffles sound, but | feel the descent in my gut—my ears pop, and the cabin tilts.
Then the shift of boots. A door groans open.

Hands grab me again and march me forward. Inside.

Cool air. Quiet hallways. The thump of my own heartbeat sounds louder than
anything else.

I’m shoved into a chair, my wrists still bound. Then the hood is ripped off.

Stark white walls. Fluorescent lights that hum overhead. A metal table bolted to the



floor. No windows.

| flex my jaw.

So thisis how the general playsiit.

The guard clicks one cuff around my right wrist and loops the other through a steel
ring fixed to the tabletop. | test the chain. Just long enough to sit back or lean
forward. Not long enough to do anything useful.

The door clicks shut.

| exhale and wait. There's not much else to do except wonder what the fuck is going
on? This is what | get when | act on impulse driven by a need not to face what's
realy eating me—the picture of Gavriil taking Tara through to the bedroom. Two
weeks after we'd been together. My jaw clamps down hard, and | breathe through my
nose, trying to squash the raging anger inside me.

Fifteen minutes later, I’ m snapped out of my torment when the door opens.

A bulky guard steps in first, blocking most of the frame. Then the genera follows,
coat open, scarf loose around his neck. His eyes sweep the room, landing on the
cuffs.

“Why is herestrained?’ he asks.

“Security protocol, sir,” the guard answers. “ To ensure he doesn’t pose a threat.”

The general’s gaze moves to me. Steady. Unmoved. But there’'s something beneath
the surface. Calculation.



| stare right back.

“Uncuff him.”

11 S' r_”

13 NOW."

The guard hesitates, then hands his rifle to the general before stepping forward. | lift
my wrist, and he unlocks the first cuff.

He leansin close—too close. His voice drops to awhisper, meant for my ears alone.

“We respect the Dragunov name,” he says. “But we follow General Morozov.
Remember that.”

| hold his stare. And in that moment, | notice the insignia on his sleeve—a thin red
stripe interrupted by a circle containing the number five. On his flak jacket is a red
dragon.

The uniform has just been taken from The Dragunov Guard—that insignia on the
deevetellsmethey are areviva of it.
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The Dragunov Guard was my ancestors’ elite protectors. When my great-grandfather
was captured, the guard was disbanded, hunted, forcefully absorbed into the Russian
military, or killed outright. | see General Morozov has taken the liberty to recrezte it.

Lev. The name dSits heavy as he steps back, retrieves his weapon, and nods to the
general.

“You can leave us,” Morozov says. “| have sensitive matters to discuss with Elder
Dragunov.”

Thetitle hangsin theair.

Lev doesn't argue. Just gives me a final look of warning before slipping out and
shutting the door.

We're alone now. The hum of the lights above usis the only sound.
The general takes a seat across from me and lays afolder on the table.

“S0o the legends are true,” | say. “The great General Morozov instills such deep
loyalty in his team that they would lay down their lives for him on command.”

“I"ve long since learned that loyalty goes both ways,” the general informs me. “To
earn it, like trust, you have to giveit.”

“Thank you for the lesson, general.” My voice drips with sarcasm. “Always athrill to
get some words of wisdom from the great General Morozov.” | lift a brow. “But you



do know that the Dragunov Guard is meant to serve The Dragunov?’

“And when a new Dragunov arises,” the genera tells me, “I will gladly send my men
to protect him.” He leans back and looks at me with that look that says he knows
something | don't.

“No, thank you, | would rather have men loyal to me,” | decline his offer. “Not some
private security that serves most of Russia' s elite and powerful, as well as other parts
of theworld. | want the real Dragunov Guard, not D-Fire Private Security.”

“They are the Dragunov Guard,” General Morozov tells me. “Y our grandfather and |
started recreating the guard after the raid of the Dragunov Village by the Golden
Hydra.”

My heart lurches, my gut clenches, and | force away the memories that want to spring
to light in my head when he mentions that fateful raid on my village fifteen years ago.

“My grandfather never mentioned it to me,” | tell him in disbelief.

“Why would he?’ the general counters. “You wouldn't have listened as you were
grieving and consumed with rage and revenge.”

“The Mirochins used the village like a prized toy a scorned member of the Mirochins
family tried to take away from the head of the family,” | seethe at the memory. “They
use my people as pawns, cheap labor, and keep us in line through fear of things like
that happening.” My eyes narrow angrily. “I will not let that happen again.”

“Neither will I,” the general announces. “That is why D-Fire private security is now
securely positioned as Russia's top security firm. It's not just government officials
and the elite who use the service. It s crime families, including the Mirochins.”



That does get my attention. “My grandfather knew about this and didn’t tell me?’

“He was going to when he thought you were ready,” the genera tells me. “And
before he died, he made me promise to continue the tradition of my ancestors to
protect the Dragunov Territory and the Dragunovs. Like my family has had as the
head of the Dragunov Guard for generations.”

“1 thought that tie had been severed when you became such a decorated and revered
Genera in the Russian Army,” | point out.

“The first Morozov to serve Damien Dragunov, your great-great-grandfather and the
man who built the Dragunov Legacy from the shattered remains of the ruined Russian
Royals, also served in the military,” the general reminds me. “I didn’t bring you here
for a history lesson. | brought you here to hear you out because you had questions.”

“1 already asked it. Before your little power play.”

He doesn’t blink. Just sits, patient and calm, like he's got all the time in the world.

| lean forward. “I know Lidiya Zorin is aive. Or should | say—Lidiya Ergorov.
General Ergorov’sfirst wife. She was supposed to be dead, wasn't she? But there she
is, hiding behind a nurse's uniform, playing caretaker to her grandmother, Ofeliya

Zorin.”

The General’ s face doesn’t change, but | see the slightest shift in his posture. Tension
in his shoulders.

“I also know Leonid Zorin faked his own death and started over in America with a
new family.”

No denial. No confirmation. Nothing.



“But what | don’t understand is why he would take your granddaughter with him?” |
continue. “Unless... she was valuable. Like her grandmother. A prodigy?’

Still no reaction.
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“Y ou brought me here because | asked the wrong question. Because | got too close.”
“1 brought you here to protect you,” the general says at last.

| let out a bitter laugh. “I don’'t need your protection.”

“You think you don't,” he says, folding his hands over the folder. “But you've
stumbled into something larger than your vendetta with the Mirochins or your secret

project to rebuild the Dragunov Legacy.”

My brows shoot up. “I can assure you, general, whatever it is, | can take care of
myself.”

“Not if you're going to continue looking into Leonid Zorin or his connection to my
wife,” the general says.

“Isthat athreat, General?’ | look at him challengingly.

“Not from me,” he replies.

“Trust me, | can handle the RMSAD and the military,” | assure him.

“If you continue pursuing this,” the general warns, “the Russian Military,
government, and even the RMSAD will be the least of your worries, and | suggest

you start sleeping with one eye open.”

10



RUSLAN

“Do you want to tell me what the fuck is going on then?’ | ask.

The general flips the folder in front of him open and pulls out a photo.

He dlides it toward me.

My hand freezes halfway to the table.

It's Tara and me outside the Blue Diamond Lounge. Her arm is linked through mine
as |I’m walking her toward the elevators.

“You've had mefollowed,” | say, voice low.

“We didn’'t have to follow you,” he replies. “This arrived anonymously by email
about two weeks ago.”

“How well do you know the woman you’' re with?’ the general asks me.

“We met that night,” | answer honestly. Although I did technically meet Tara when |
nearly ran her down in the street.

“Did you target her that night?’

Fuck! “1 saw a beautiful woman sitting on her own who had obviously been stood up,
and | approached her.”

“1t was just a coincidence you were staying in the same hotel?” The general says.

The door opens again.



My eyes widened in surprise when a woman of average height, slender, and beautiful
walks in. She's dressed in the same black uniform with a red stripe on her arm. The
circle around the number four stands out like a burn.

Lavender clings to her skin as she approaches and walks over to the general, handing
some papers over to him. She's the one who took my keys.

The general takes his time scanning the page.

“Petra?’ | greet her. “What the fuck are you doing here?’

“Hello, Ruslan,” Petra says smoothly. “I could ask you the same thing... uh, wait. |
don’t haveto.” She pulls my phone from her pocket and wigglesit in the air.
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“My phone,” | growl.

“You dropped it at the Zorin farm.” She puts it on the table beside me. “You really
should be more careful, Ruslan.”

| don’t move. Don't blink.
“Y ou went through my phone?’ My eyes narrow angrily.

“l had to,” Petra gives me an innocent look. “How else would I've known who it
belonged to?’

She turns to the general. “Everything’ s arranged. I’ m ready when you are.”

“Thank you, Petra.” He nods and she leaves.

“She works for you?’ | ask, stunned. “You do know she was a wanted fugitive? |
want to say, by the Russian Government, but she’'s on nearly every country’s most
wanted list. Sheis anotorious black hat and cyber thief.”

“One of the best,” the general says proudly and smiles. “You have Konstantin
Romanov,” the general says. “I have his sister. You don't get better than the

Romanovs when you need something done.”

| don’t respond. He knows that | would never turn Petrain. That would break the trust
and bond between Konstantin and me.



“You said you didn’t target the woman in the picture with you?’ The general looks at
me inquiringly.

“That's right.”

“Then can you explain these? He dlides a page full of my text messages to
Konstantin, asking him to follow Tara.

“Like | said, | met her once, that night in the bar,” | repeat. “We had one night
together.” My eyes meet the genera's, and a flush of hot rage flashes in his eyes.Oh,
yes, he knows who Tara is.That's the type of anger I'd get if someone had just told
me they’ d seduced my daughter for a one-night stand. | actually admire his restraint
becauseif | were him, I’d have thrown myself through the wall.

“Why have her followed? He pulls out another page. “Should | answer that for
you?’ He dlaps another page of text messages. “You think she’'s Gavriil Mirochin's
mistress?’

“Sheis,” | reply, and see the anger flare in his eyes once again. “L ook, yes, | targeted
Tara. But | didn't know who she was until that day. | was looking for Gawvriil
Mistress. | wanted to get her away from Gavriil.”

“So you seduced her?” The genera's eyes narrow dangeroudly. “What? Were you
going to romance her into falling in love with you, string her along, and then dump
her as soon as you knew she was no longer athreat to your sister's marriage?’

Y eah, something exactly like that.“1 was protecting my sister.” | defend my actions.

“Has your question about Leonid Zorin's connection to Anya got anything to do with
her?’ The general continues questioning me.



“Yes,” | answer honestly.

“Did you find the picture in this box?’ He shows me one of the pictures Petra just
handed him, and this time, my blood runs cold.

The puzzle box.

“l believe so,” | reply honestly. “What isthis all about?’ | grow suspicious now.

“Where did you get this puzzle box?’ he asks, ignoring my question.

“Garage sale.” | shrug.

| don’t expect the instant anger that jolts through the general as he slams his hand on
the table. Hard. Making the contents on it jump and the metal table rattle.

“For fuck’s sake, Ruslan. Thisisn't ajoke.”

“Why does the box matter?’ | ask, heart hammering. So there is a connection
between the Zorins and Morozovs. That box has hit a very tender nerve. “What is the
significance of it that has you so fucking mad?’

“Because it was stolen from a private safe of mine three weeks ago,” he tells me.

“And you think | stole it?’ | splutter in disbelief. “What the fuck would | want with
an old puzzle box containing a photo of your wife?’
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“The safe was hidden in your grandfather’s house.” The general's words have me
jolting in surprise.

“Isthat why he left the house to you?’ | ask.

It had not made sense at the time. | know my grandfather and the general were good
friends, but to me, it didn’t warrant the general inheriting my grandfather's house in
Dragunov Village. Now I’'m wondering what el se besides a photo of Anyawasin that
box that has him so rattled and was so important that my grandfather left him a house
just to protect the safe.

“Part of the reason,” the general tells me.

“So what was in the box that is so important?’ | ask.

“Youtell me” the general says.

“Fuck. | didn’t steal the fucking box.” My anger bubbles over. “I’m not the one who
has your precious box. | didn’t even know it existed until Konstantin sent me that
photo this morning.” My stomach knots.

“If you didn’t steal it,” the general asks. “Where did you find it?”

| sigh. “InVegas.”

That makes hisface drop. “Wherein Vegas?’



“On Tara Craft’slap.” My answer has the man sucking in his breath and fear flashing
in hiseyes.

“Fuck, this is not good.” He runs a hand through his hair. “Tell me all you know
about the puzzle box.”

“Why?" My eyes narrow. “Y ou tell me why it has you so freaked out first.”

“Inside the puzzle box was DNA in the form of baby teeth, hair, and cheek swabsin a
small medical bag. A birth certificate, a photo of Anya, and a one-of-a-kind key.”

“I’m guessing it’s the key that’ s got you worked up.”

“Partly.” He pulls out another photo and holds it so | can’t see it. “The main reason |
thought you had taken the box was because of this.” He puts the photo in front of me.

The vault. My throat closes as | stare at the vault, which | was beginning to think was
nothing more than a myth.

He leans forward. “It’ s the key that opens the Dragunov vault.”

“You're the gatekeeper?’

“Not for long,” he tells me. “The DNA in the puzzle box belongs to the next
gatekeeper. The photo of Anya has a cryptic message on the back letting my
estranged daughter know it’s safe or time to come home. The picture of Anya was

taken in the place where my daughter and her family were to meet us.”

“ItsTarasDNA, isn't it?’ | watch him closely. Again, he doesn’t so much as blink.
“She' s the next gatekeeper?”



“When the box first went missing, | thought you'd found and figured out who the
birth certificate was,” The general admits. “| was waiting for you to make your next
move after sending me that photo of you and Tara.”

“But now that you know it wasn't me?’ | ask.

“Do you know how Taragot the box?’

“Konstantin saw her sitting on a park bench. When he approached her, he saw her
pull a photo from it and overheard her wondering aloud why her father would have
the picture of a woman hidden in a puzzle box. When Konstantin questioned her
about the woman, Tara said she had no ideawho she was.”

“How did she find the puzzle box?’ the general pushes.

“It was in abox of her late father’s things,” | tell him. “Konstantin found the storage
unit and got inside. There was nothing else of significance in the box except the
picture of Carlaand Sol Craft, whom he recognized as Leonid Zorin.”

He runs a hand through his hair and pinches the bridge of his nose. “If Tarafound the
puzzle box, it was not by accident but by design. If | had to hazard a guess, I'd say
the key was not in the box.”

“1 don’'t know, she keeps it with her, and Konstantin hasn’t been able to get into it,” |
tell him. “If they have the key, why haven’'t they gone after the treasure? Why send
the box to Tara?’

“Because this isn't just about the treasure,” the general tells me. “It's about
something far more valuable, and they’ re using the treasure to leverage it. The picture
of you with Tarais amessage. That if | don’'t deliver what they want, they’ll get you
to do it because they know you want that treasure.”
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“What do they want that’s more valuable than the treasure?” My heart kicks up speed
as | fear | aready know the answer. | swallow, and before he can say it, | do. “They
want Tara, your granddaughter. When you refer to 'they’, I’'m guessing you mean
either the Russian Government, Military, or the RMSAD. Which could only mean
that Tarais aprodigy like her grandmother.”

The room spins.

“Oh, she’s much more than a prodigy,” the general’s voice lowers. “As you work
closely with the RMSAD, | know you have access to their top secret projects,
correct?’

“Y%.H

“Then | assume you' re familiar with their prized initiative. The Jewel Program.”

A chill crawls over my skin.

“1 don’t think they can call it their prized initiative, considering only one test subject
survived,” | say. “And he wasn't even the Jewel of the project.”

“That's what you were told,” the General says. “The truth is—two survived.
Ergorov’s son. And test subject Eleven.”

Now, shock has me frozen to the spot, and my chest feels like an anvil has been
placed on it. The general doesn’t haveto say it out loud. | already know.



Tara Craft isthe new Jewel of Russia, and someone just found out she's still aive.
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TARA

It's been two weeks since | had the procedure. It still seems a little surreal. | had
another woman'’s fertilized egg implanted in my uterus. | go from feelingwhat the
fuck have | done?panic to anxious andwhat if this doesn’t take?

| find myself staring at my stomach—a lot! Like I’m going to be able to see the egg.
I’ve been reading up about pregnancy and what to expect, and | haven't had the
courage to watch awoman giving birth. | saw that once at school and | can remember
thinking, I’ m fucking having a cesarean birth.

My eyes fall on my desk, littered with printouts of research into Lidiya Zorin and
AnyaNovikov or Anya Morozov. The research has hit awall. Again.

| toss the latest stack of printouts onto the pile and lean back in my chair with my
arms crossed, eyes burning from too many hours staring at screens. The name “Lidiya
Zorin” might as well be a ghost. There are small breadcrumbs of information. But
nothing solid. And unless | have definitive proof, there is no way I’m getting a full
birth certificate from the Russian departmentof births and deaths. | even tried the
Russian Embassy in Los Angeles, but they were no help either.

There are also no ties between Lidiya Zorin and Anya Novikov. Just that damn
puzzle box and the swirling uncertainty it’s dredged up inside me.

Gavriil’s tried every contact he has in Russia, but nothing has turned up. I’ve even
tried every genealogy site | can find—nothing.



Frustration itches at the base of my spine. “Aghh.” | rest my head on my arms,
perched on my desk. “ There has to be some clue somewhere.”

“Still nothing?’ Irinawalksin, and | can hear the paper bag in her hand.

Candy!is the first thought to hit my brain as | look up to see a brown paper bag in her
hand. She pulls out abox, but it’s not candy.

“1 think it’stime,” she says softly, shaking the pregnancy test.

My brow furrows. “Already?’

“It' s been two weeks,” Irinareminds me.

She drops the bag on the counter and hands me the pregnancy tests.

“Isthere candy in the bag aswell?’ | look at her hopefully.

“ After you've donethe test,” Irinasays. “ Then we'll talk candy.”

| stare at the box. My throat tightens.

“I know it's early,” Irina says, her voice gentle, “but | thought maybe...”

She doesn’'t need to finish.
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| take the box and go.
The bathroom is warm, with soft light filtering through the frosted window. | sit, pee
on the stick. Put it on the counter as | wash my hands and set the timer. Then | wait.
My heart drums against my ribs like a warning bell. Then | stand. And | stand.
Suddenly, three minutes starts to seem like an hour. Finally, the timer dings.
I’m too scared to look. | don’t even know what | want the result to be. If I’'m not
pregnant, will | feel relieved or disappointed? The truth is, I'm terrified of being
pregnant. But | also want this. | want to do this for Irina and Gavriil. And then the
doubt hits, sharp and sudden, and | realize maybe | didn’t think this through at all.
There are so many unknowns swirling in my head, it's like I'm not just standing in
the middle of an impossible equation—I am the unsolvable problem.
Just look at the fucking stick Tara and stop freaking out.
| do and then wish | hadn’t.
Two pink lines bloom.
Shit. Fuck. Shit,
| stare at them for what feels like forever.

By the time | step out, Irinais waiting anxiously, pacing outside the door.

| hold up the stick. “Two pink lines.”



Her face lights up when she sees them and squeals like a little girl who just got a
pony for Christmas.

“1’ll book the blood test,” she says, hugging me tight.

“Really?’ | shudder. “Can’t we just trust the stick?”’

“No.” Irinarolls her eyes. “Come on.”

That afternoon, I'm dragged back to the same doctor who knows me better on the
inside than anyone else after having had a good look up there a few weeks ago. | still
feel violated by it. This time. He sticks a needle in my arm and draws out a syringe

full of blood.

“Y ou should have the results by tomorrow,” the doctor tells Irina, like she's the one
that he just pulled a huge syringe of blood from, and I’ m not even in the room.

“Thank you, doctor,” Irina says excitedly, then turns to me. “Why don’t we stop at
the frozen yogurt shop on the way home?’

“Areyou bribing me?’ | look at her suspiciously.

“I"'m trying to say thank you and sorry for having to go through this,” Irinatells me.

“Inthat case,” | say, grinning. “I want the real deal. | want ice cream.”

“Areyou sure?’ Irinasays. “It’ssugar and...”

“1 want some!” | look at her with raised eyebrows. And then push on the band-aid on
my arm where the needle had gonein.



“Fine!” Irinagivesin. “You are such a drama queen.”

“I'm allowed to be,” | tell her. “I’'m pregnant. There is this little bean inside me
starting to sprout into awhole little person inside me.”

“Thisis going to be along nine months.” Irina sighs.

The next morning, Gavriil is on the phone trying to find out where we could get
information on Anya Novikov, and all we get is a bio of her from her fan club
manager.

“We're never going to find out anything,” | moan.

“1 keep telling the two of you, you need to go to Russia,” Irina says.

“Irina sright,” Gavriil says, agreeing with her.

We're interrupted by the sound of Irina’s phone ringing—it’ s the doctor.
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Gavriil and | sit, holding our breath, while she takes the call. A beat later, she hangs

up and beams. “We' re pregnant!”

She pulls us into a group hug, and | suddenly want to cry. But | chug from my water
bottle instead, swallowing the lump of emotion down with it. | don't gush. | don't
even smile. I'm not sure if I’'m happy, scared, or just stunned.

While Irina and Gavriil chatter excitedly beside me, | spiral into a full-blown
existential crisis. My head is screaming with questions I’ m not ready to answer. Then
Gavriil’s phone rings, and for the briefest second, | actualy hope it's the doctor

calling back to say, Oops—false alarm.

Stop it, Tarall admonish myself.What the fuck is wrong with you? Y ou agreed to do
this and were even happy to.

“Taral” Gavriil’ s voice snaps me back into the present. “ Are you okay?’

“Yes, just tired,” | lie. “What were you saying?’

“That was the contact from the hospital administration,” Gavriil tells me. “He says he
can get us into the records room at the hospital Lidiya Zorin was born in, to get her
original hospital file.”

“Are you serious?’

“Yes.” Gavriil nods, smiling. “ Seemslikeit'saday of good news.”



“Then you and Gavriil should go to Moscow, together,” Irina suggests. “You'll feel
safer with Gavriil there,” she tells me. “And the Mirochin mansion in Moscow is
fully staffed. You'll be comfortable.”

Comfortable isn’t the word I'd use for flying halfway across the world, but if it gets
me answers, I'll do it. Admittedly, I'm really excited to see Moscow.

The next morning, we land in Moscow.

Snow dusts the city like powdered sugar. The air tastes colder, sharper, more
dangerous. Gavriil’s town car pulls into the hospital's back lot. We enter through the
service hallway to avoid prying eyes. Gavriil leads me through a narrow corridor until
we reach the records department.

The door islocked. No one isthere.

A shiver snakes down my spine.

“Something’ swrong,” | whisper.

Then we' re surrounded.

Russian Special Forces, full tactical gear, weapons holstered, but hands twitchy.
“Well thisisjust fucking great!” | whisper to Gavriil. “We' re about to get arrested.”
12

TARA

“Just stay calm,” Gavriil whispers back. “I’ll handle this.”



A man steps forward and demands to know our business.

Gavriil steps up, voice smooth, calm. “My wife isn't feeling well. She's pregnant.
We're here for an emergency ultrasound.”

| gowith it. | press a hand to my stomach and feign queasiness. The leader of the unit
eyes me, then Gauvriil, then sighs and waves us along to the ultrasound wing.

It's cold. The doctor speaks only Russian, but I'm as fluent as Gavriil is, so | keep up
with the conversations. Once again, | find myself on an examination table having
icky gel spread on my stomach before the doctor is gliding the wand over my flat
belly, and then she points something out to us that steals my breath.

A flutter.

Tiny. Perfect.

The baby.

I’m handed a printout of it. My fingers tremble as | take it. Irina will want this, and
something deeper reaches out, whispering, | want to keep a copy too.
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No. Thisis not yours!l tell my subconscious.I’m just the incubator.
But still, | can't take my eyes off the picture.

“It's always a breathless moment the first time you see that little life starting to
grow,” Gavriil tells me, grinning.

When we leave the building, I'm still shaken. The moment feels unrea, like I've
stepped into someone else’ s life.

Then | freeze as we run into the giant just outside the hospital

“Hello again,” he saysto me.

Gavriil stiffens beside me.

“Konstantin,” Gavriil says, forcing asmile. “What are you doing here?’

“Visiting my father,” Konstantin says, his eyes narrowing. “What are you doing
here?’

“Y ou two know each other?’ | look at them.

“Yes, Konstantin works for Irina's brother,” Gavriil tells me, and that's all the
introduction he gives.

My heart jumps. What the fuck? Was he stalking me? Keeping an eye on me because



of the rumors about me and Gavriil? Bastard!

His eyesflick to the sonogram in my hand.

“How far along?’ he asks.

“Two weeks,” | blurt before | can stop myself.

His brow rises.

“Are congratulationsin order?’ he turns to Gavriil.

“Would | be wasting my breath asking you to keep this quiet?’ Gavriil asks. “Asin
don’t report back to Ruslan?’

“That depends,” Konstantin replies. “What’sin it for me?’

“What do you want?’ Gavriil asks, tense.

Konstantin's eyes return to me. “To know what was in the puzzle box Miss Craft had
with her in the park the other day?’

“Areyou following her?” Gavriil asks accusingly.

“No,” Konstantin says, shaking his head. “I was taking awalk in the park when | saw
her. She'd kindly helped me the night before, so | stopped to talk.”

“Why do you want to know about the puzzle box?’ | ask.

“So | don't call Irina s brother about this meeting and what you have in your hand.”
Konstantin looks at me. “He's back in Moscow tomorrow.”



Fuck.

Gavriil stiffens some more, and | can all but feel the anger radiating off him and
know he’s going to explode.

“It was just a photo of Anya Novikov,” | say quickly, “and a birth certificate.”

“You didn’'t have to tell him,” Gavriil growls, sending Konstantin a warning ook
before taking my hand.

“It'sokay,” | whisper back, though my stomach churns.
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“1 hope you stick to your end of the agreement, Romanov,” Gavriil barks before he
starts to pull me away.

Irina told me never to let Ruslan Dragunov find out about the baby. Now Konstantin
knows. And if he tells Rudlan...

“Do you have it with you?’ Konstantin asks, stopping us from leaving, his eyes on
me. “The photo and certificate?’

| shake my head. “No, sorry.”
“Can you send me pictures?’
“1...” but before | can finish, Gavriil steps forward.

“That's al we know. And we don’t have them with us in Russia.” He starts to guide
me around Konstantin. “Now if you'll excuse us...”

As| pass him, | brush against him. He turns and smiles.

“Take care of yourself, Tara,” Konstantin says and salutes. “Till we meet again.”
Gavriil yanks me away.

“How does he know my name?’ | wonder aoud.

“It's not surprising,” Gavriil tells me. “And he probably knows a lot more about you



than most people do.”

“Wonderful!”

Back at the mansion, | cal Irinathe moment we walk in.

“How did it go at the hospital?’ Irina asks.

“Another fucking dead end,” | say, feeling frustrated. | tell her about the specia
forces and the sonogram. “We bumped into Konstantin Romanov on the way out.”

“What the fuck was he doing there?” Irina hisses.

“Gavriil thinks he's been following me,” | reply.

“Yes, on my frucking control freak brother’s orders,” Irina hisses.

“Irina, he knows about the baby.” | pause. “He thinksit's mine and Gawvriil's.”

“Shit.” There'sapause. “He'll call Ruslan—that’ s a guarantee.”

“Gavriil said he was going to call Ruslan and sort it out,” | tell her. “Get on top of it
before Konstantin has a chance to tell your brother.”

“No,” Irina says quickly. “Don’t. Get out of Moscow before Ruslan knocks on your
door. | need to think. This might be a good thing.”

“Okay.” | nod even though | know she can’t see me.

We hang up as Gavriil walksin, jaw tight.



“That was my contact,” he says. “When he pulled the file on Lidiya Zorin, RMSAD
showed up within a couple of minutes. They are this black ops, specia project team.”

“Why on earth would they do that?” My brow furrows. “Isthat normal?’

“No.” Gavriil shakes his head. “But I’'m beginning to think that there is a whole lot
more to the story of Lidiya Zorin than justyour father bringing you to Americaif she
does turn out to be you.”

“I have come to that same conclusion.”

“My contact said he'll be able to help us tonight and must be at the hospital at eight,”
Gavriil tells me.



Page 38

Source Creation Date: July 1, 2025, 9:41 am

“Let’ s hope this time, we get somewhere.”

We arrive at the hospital at eight. Only the building’s burning, and now I'm sure
we' ve kicked over a hornet's nest looking into Lidiya Zorin.

Flames leap from the records room windows. Fire trucks scream. A body is wheeled
out. Gavriil turns pale as we glimpse an arm hanging out from beneath the sheet.

“It'shim,” he says. “My contact.”
Terror crawls through me.
We back away.

We're halfway down the sidewalk when a black car screeches to a stop. Doors fly
open. Hands grab us. Hoods drop over our heads, and our hands are zip-tied.

“Get in,” awoman’s voice commands, thick with a Russian accent.

“Who are you?’ Gavriil growls. “We are American citizens.”

The car speeds away.

“1 am aware of who you are, Mr. Mirochin,” the woman assures him. “And you, Miss
Craft. And you need to know that whatever you're searching for is not worth the

cost.” She pauses for amoment, and her voice seems a little less cold. “ Some truths
are buried for areason. It’s best to leave them where they are.”



“Where are you taking us?’ | demand.

“You need to leave Russia, you are not safe here, Tara”

After what feels like an hour, the car stops. The door opens, and another engine
drives off. Our hoods are removed.

A tall man with asguare jaw getsin the driver’ s seat.

No words. Just motion.

He drives usto aprivate airstrip. The Mirochin jet is ready and waiting.

“What about our things?’ | ask.

He opens the trunk. Our bags are inside.

“You broke into my house?’ Gavriil growls.

“Your housekeeper packed them. She thought | was your driver.”

He cuts our zip ties. “Have a good trip home.”

He' s gone before we can say another word.

“Wecan't leave,” | say. “We didn’t get what we came for.”

“It'snot safe,” Gavriil tells me. “We'll find another way.”

| want to argue, but then | touch my belly. The baby.



We board the plane and | reach into my pocket for the sonogram.

“The sonogram, it’s gone.”

“Maybe you dropped it?" Gavriil says.

“No.” My eyeswiden. “The last time | had it was when we saw?—"
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“Konstantin,” Gavriil finishes grimly.
“Why would he take it?’
“Because that is what he does,” Gavriil tells me. “He is only loyal to two people.
Ruslan and himself.” He gives me a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry, I'll sort it out
when we're home.”
Gavriil takes his seat, and | leave him to get on with some work
My phone isin my hand before | realize I’ ve moved. | want to contact Konstantin. |
want to get the sonogram back, but | also want to ask him the real reason he’'s so
interested in the puzzle box. | toy with the idea of getting Gavriil's phone and seeing
if he has the number, but he seems pretty busy onit.
| do know someone who can help me, though.

| start texting:Sam, can you get me a number for Konstantin Romanov?

Sam: Hey, kiddo.Please tell me you're not serious, or it's not Konstantin Romanov
who works for Irina’s brother.

Me:He took something of mine and | want it back.
Five minutes | ater, the number pops up.

| stare at the screen, then start typing to Konstantin:Y ou have my sonogram. | want it



back.

Konstantin:Hello, Miss Craft. If you want it, come get it. Alone.

Me:I’m on a plane back to Vegas.

Konstantin: That was a short trip.

Me:Send it to me.

Konstantin:Call me when you land.

Me:How do | know you won't give it to your boss?

Konstantin:You don’t. But | won't.

MeWhy do | feel like you want something in return?

Konstantin:Call me when you’ re free of your watchdog. Safe flight.

When | get home, it’sjust after seven.

| make tea, curl up on the couch, and dial.

“Hello, Tara,” Konstantin answers smoothly. “Did you have a good flight?’

“No. Because of you,” | say. “I was all anxious, wondering if you were going to stick
to your word and not give Ruslan Dragunov that photo.”

“Being anxious is not good for the baby,” he says. “And | told you | wouldn't give it
to him or mention it.”



“1 want my sonogram back.”

“Let’smake atrade,” Konstantin suggests.

“What do you want?’

“Tell me about the puzzle box,” Konstantin says.

“Tell me what you know about it first,” | counter.
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“1 know it’s Russian and made by OfiliyaZorin,” hetells me.
The name strikes me like lightning.

“Does she have a daughter named Lidiya?”

“1 don’t know. Why?' he asks.

“The birth certificate...” | hesitate. “It’s for Lidiya Zorin. Born in Moscow in 1998,
It's the same date as my birthday.”

Silence.
“And you think it’s yours?’ Konstantin says. “Any reason for that?’

“You mean other than it was hidden in my father’s things and has my birth date on
it?’ 1 laugh.

“I mean, do you have any reason to doubt who your parents are?’ Konstantin
clarifies.

“1 never knew my birth mother,” | admit. “My father said she died during childbirth.”

“And now you find a birth certificate with your birthday, no parents listed, hidden in
a puzzle box with a photo of awoman no one will talk about.”

11 Y%.”



Another pause.

“I'll make you a deal,” Konstantin says. “If you answer a few questions. Honestly.
I’ll help you look into it.”

“What makes you think you'll have better luck than we did?’ | ask skeptically. “So
far, al we' ve managed to do is nearly get arrested by the RMSAD and then abducted

by some woman who warned us to stop digging and put us on a plane back to Vegas.”

“Wait, what?’ Konstantin asks, concern etched in his voice. “Start at the beginning
with the RMSAD. And how do you even know about them?”’

“Gavriil made an appointment for us to meet a friend of his at the hospital who was
going to let us into the hospital records room,” | explain. “But then, when we got
there, the RMSAD were waiting for us. Gavriil told them we were there for a
sonogram, and they believed us. But | had to get a sonogram.”

“Isthat what you were really doing at the hospital?” Konstantin queries.

“Yes.

“Areyou pregnant?’ he asks.

“YeS_”

More silence.

“I'll help you find your mother,” Konstantin says. “But | want something else in
return.”

“What?’



“End things with Gavriil .”

“l have already,” | tell him. It's not an outright lie. We ended things a few months
before he married Irina about nine years ago. “But | still work at the Ember Club.”

“Fine. But the affair ends. I'll know if it doesn’t,” Konstantin warns.

“Why do you want me to end things with Gavriil ?”

“You deserve better,” Konstantin says, his voice firm. “l don’t want to see you get
hurt, and staying with him will end that way.”

“l told you, it's aready over,” | assure him. “Gavriil is helping me find my birth
mother.”
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“Now you have me helping you,” Konstantin points out. “ Trust me, | have alot more
reach than Gavriil.”

“Okay,” | agree. “Likel said. It'saready over.”

“Does he know that?’

“Yes”

“What about the baby?’ Konstantin asks. “Are you keeping it?’

“What kind of question isthat?’ I’'m instantly on the defence. “ Of course | am.”
“What’s Gavriil's involvement going to be?’

“I’ve made it clear, | don’t want help from him,” | tell him.

“Good.” Konstantin’s voice is soft. “If you need help. Any time of the day or night,
Tara, you can call.”

“Thanks.” | clear my throat as a lump forms and tears gather in my eyes. “That is
kind of you.”

| have no idea why | just opened up to the man. A man who, for al intents and
purposes, was following me. If he knows Gavriil, it means he probably knew where
the toilet was that first night. And the park; he' d probably followed me there and then
a chance meeting in Moscow?



All these things scream to me that he’'s been sent to follow me. Which means Irina's
brother has heard the rumors and thinksl’m having an affair with Gavriil. But
something inside me, the same thing that drove me to message him in the first place,
trusts him.

“You should get some rest,” Konstantin suggests, snapping me from my thoughts.
“I’ll call you tomorrow to find out how you are.”

“Thank you,” | say. “But you don’t have to check in.”

“l want to,” Konstantin says. “Goodnight, Tara.”

“Good night.”

| hang up, take a bath, and eat. Then | climb into bed and pull out the box.

The photo of Anya Novikov is still inside.

| flick on my blacklight to read the message on the back again, but | find the edges of
the photo shimmer. A faint outline appears—an X marked on what looks like a map.

My breath catches.

A map?

Holy shit.

What the hell have | found?

13



RUSLAN

Moscow’s sky presses heavy over the city, gray and wet and pissed off—kind of like
me. | sit at a private corner table in one of the city’s most exclusive five-star hotels,
trying to make it through lunch with a woman whose idea of negotiation involves a
deep neckline, breathy sighs, and a not-so-subtle foot brushing against mine under the
table.

Vaentinais beautiful in that too-polished, high-maintenance way that always sets off
warning bells. Her dress clings to her surgically enhanced curves. Her lips curve into
a smile that says she's not here for the lobster bisque or to discuss her very serious
case.

“Ruslan,” she says, my name like a promise. “You're far more uptight than |
remember.”

| sip my bourbon, swirling the amber liquid before swallowing it. “I’'m professional.
There' sadifference.”

“But we're not in your office. And | didn’t come here just to talk about my case.” She
leans forward, her silk blouse slipping just enough to offer a clear view of the double
D's her husband paidfor. “I came here to talk about fucking you. It’s been years since
we fucked last and you were such a God in bed.”
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My brow lifts. “Blunt.”

“I"ve learned to stop wasting time,” she says, lips painted blood red to match her
nails. Her gaze drips heat. “1’ve always admired your... firm grasp of the law and how
good you are with your hands in other areas.”

She trails her finger aong the rim of her glass like it's my collarbone she’s teasing.
Subtlety isn’t her thing.

“I'm flattered,” | say, setting down my bourbon. “But you're my client, Vaentina
That complicates things.”

“1 like complicated.” Her lips part in a mock pout. “Besides, | was your client when
you bent me over your desk two years ago.”

“That was before you were married.”

And now she's married to one of my most influential clients. | had to clean up her
financial mess so her also insanely rich father could ensure her future husband was
protected from Valentina s scandal. It was just afew quick fucksin my office. Which
were fun as the woman sucks cock like apro and likes to take it in every hole she has.

But it didn’t go beyond that, and I’'m not at all interested now. Especialy as | still
have a slow-burning poison coursing through my veins from a one-night stand that
haunts me every waking hour and makes me feel like I’'m impotent, as| can't seem to
get aroused by anyone else. And that’s after just one night with Tara Craft—it’'s a
good thing | didn’t go ahead with my plan to keep her on a hook and woo her away



from Gavriil. Because I’ m sure it would be me on the hook.

Fuck!l down the rest of my drink and let it burn away the tension coiling in my gut
from letting my mind stray back to Tarafucking Craft.

“Oh poo!” Valentina pouts prettily. “My husband has never satisfied me like you do.”
Her eyes glitter with lust.

| open my mouth to shut her down again when my phone vibrates in my pocket. |
glance down and see the name flashing across the screen.

Konstantin. Thank fuck.

“1 need to take this,” | say, standing.

Her gaze follows me with annoyance.

“Konstantin,” | answer as | step out of the restaurant lounge and into the quieter
hallway, finding an out-of-the-way corner. “Where have you been? | sent a message
to you two days ago.”

“1 got it,” Konstantin tells me. “1 haven’t had time to respond.”

Since when has Konstantin not had time to respond? My brow furrows as suspicion
rises. But | bite it down. I'm just being paranoid because of the mission I’ve got him
on.

“Do you have information?”’

“1 do,” hereplies. “I found out what was in the puzzle box.”



| pause. There's something in his voice. Something different. | shake it off and put it
down to my annoyance with my client.

“And?’ I'm tense waiting for the response.

“All there was was a photo of Anya Novikov and a birth certificate.”

That hits me sgquare in the chest. | wasn’t told what was on the birth certificate, but |
want to know. “A birth certificate? For whom?’

“LidiyaZorin.”

| frown. “Zorin?’ What the fuck? “Isn’t that Leonid’' s sister?’

“No. This girl would be too young as she was born in 1998. So | doubt it’s his sister.
More like a daughter or aniece.”

“Surely it would' ve listed the parents?’ Another bit of information the general hadn’t
given me.

The only information I'm sure of isthat Tarais his granddaughter and Leonid was his
son-in-law. | don’t even know his daughter’s name, and al records pertaining to the
general and Anya, | don't have clearance for. There isn't other online information
about their family either. But that's not surprising as they are both tied to the
RMSAD, and they go to great lengths to protect the identities of their employees and
employees families.

“No. It's not a full birth certificate, ” Konstantin tells me. “It just lists the child's
name, birth date, and the hospital she was born in. No parents.”

“We need to find the full one.”
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“Already on it,” Konstantin assures me, and again, there' s that edge to his voice.

Something sharp lodges in my throat as | wonder if it's guilt. “How’d you get this
information?”’

There' s a pause. Just a beat too long.

“Areyou still there?” My voice drops. My gut clenches. “Konstantin?’
“| followed them to Moscow,” he saysfinally.

My heart damsin my chest. “ Tara’ sin Moscow?’

“She came with Gavriil.” His voice is low and in the tone you deliver news like a
loved one has died or your best friend was fucking your partner... | grit my teeth.

“WhereisIrina?’

“Back in Vegas.”

His words explode through my system. | don’t hear the rest. Not over the roar in my
ears. My hand grips the edge of a marble column so hard | think | might crack it. |
can picture them—together—in my city. My territory.

“Why?" | clear my throat. “Why are they in Moscow?’

“They were digging into the birth certificate.” Another pause. “Tara thinks the birth



certificate may be hers.”

“Has she cause to believe that?’ | ask, my breath shallow.

“The birthdate is the same as hers, and they are here trying to find out who the
parents on the certificate are,” Konstantin informs me.

“Does she think that Carla and Sol Craft are not who she’'s grown up to believe they
are?’

“1 think she knows that her father isn't really Sol Craft,” Konstantin tells me. “But
Tara s hoping that if sheis Lidiya Zorin that the full birth certificate will tell her who
her real mother is.”

“Carla Craft isn't her biological mother?’ That's another bit of information the
genera left out. I'm getting a bit pissed off with the general, especially when |

thought we had joined forces.

“No.” Konstantin tells me the story that Tara's parents told her about her mother.
“Her real mother’s nameis Lena, but her parents never mentioned alast name.”

“You got all thisinformation by following them?’

Quiet again. “No.” The catch in his voice again.

| nod and close my eyes, breathing through the need to smash something.Y ou were
with this woman for one fucking night!l remind myself.

“There’' s something else you should know.”

Just by that lilt in his voice, | can tell he's kept the worst news for last, and | brace



myself.

“When Iraninto Tara and Gavriil in Moscow to find out what they were up to, they
were at the hospital.”

“Is Tara hurt?” My mind immediately jumps to the worst case—Gavriil abusing her.
“No.” Konstantin’stoneis clipped. “ Tara s two weeks pregnant!”

It's like the floor shifts beneath me.

My voice comes out lower. “His?’

“Yes.”

“The fucking bastard.” | can barely contain my rage now. “Gavriil can’t get his wife
pregnant, so he goes and knocks up his mistress?” | run my hand through my hair.

“Perfect,” | mutter.“ Just fucking perfect. Irina’s trying to worm her way out of her
mission, and thiswill be her golden fucking ticket.”
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“1 don’t think you have to worry about Tara and Gavriil anymore,” Konstantin says.

| laugh bitterly. “Why’sthat? Y ou killed him?”’

“Tara has ended it. He's not involved anymore. She plans to raise the baby aone.”
Konstantin's words make me breathe a little easier, but my gut is still twisted in
conflicting knots.

That changes things abit. “So Tarais doing this alone?’

“With my help.” Thistime there’s no apology or strain in hisvoice, just confidence.
That hitswrong. “Y ou two seem close.”

“I"'m winning her trust,” Konstantin answers. “Just like you asked me to.”

A besat of silence passes.

“Good.” My tone' s clipped.

| close my eyes and try to force my mind to focus.

“1 aso found out that they went to the hospital to meet a contact of Gavriil’s who was
going to let them into the records room. Only when they got there, there were

RMSAD guards waiting for them.”

So | am right. This has RMSAD written all over it. “| take it they didn’'t get into the



records room?”’

“No.” Konstantin confirms. “But the contact told them to be back at eight that night,
only...”

“The hospital was ablaze, and the fire started in the records room,” | finish for him.
Fuck! That fire had been deliberately set because someone was getting too close to
finding out about Lidiya Zorin.

“Yes. Then, when they were going back to the Mirochin mansion, they were
abducted,” Konstantin informs me. “It was a woman who put them in a car, but hoods
had blinded them and their hands were zip-tied so they couldn’t see who she was.”

“What the fuck!” | hiss. “Is Tara okay?’

“She’s fine. The woman warned Tara she was in danger if she stayed in Russia and
took them to the Mirochin jet,” Konstantin says. “ They’ ve gone back to Vegas.”

“Did you try to find out who abducted them?’ | say, alarmed.

“1 tried to. But there was a convenient power surge around that time that knocked
most of the cameras around that area out,” Konstantin’s words make me go cold.

“So it was someone who knew what they were doing!” This just gets better and
better.

“How did your meeting with the Zorins and General Morozov go?’ Konstantin asks.

| lie without hesitation. “Dead end.”

“That’stough. I’'m sorry,” he says.



“At least you’ re getting some answers,” | point out.

“You still want me to stay closeto Tara?’ he asks.

My jaw clenches. | can hear from his voice that something is shifting in him.
Everything in me wants to scream no. Stay the fuck away from her.

But that’ s not the man | can afford to be right now.

“Yes,” | say through gritted teeth. “Keep watching her. If she's going through this
pregnancy alone, | want someone nearby. Keep her safe.”

“I will.”

There' s a pause. Then Konstantin says something | don’t want to hear.
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“You know, Tarais carrying a Mirochin heir. Blood is blood, and you know how the
Mirochins are about their family line.”

“She’s not carrying the right heir,” | snap. But even as | say it, | know—an heir is an
heir. And it could work for our plan. For Morozov’s plan.

The line goes dead.

And before | can dwell on what any of this means, | feel ahand curl around my waist.
Then dip lower.

Red fingernails slide into my waistband. Valentina

“There it is,” she purrs. Her pam finds my cock, stroking slowly. “Mmm. He's
waking up.”

For asecond, | close my eyes. Let it build.

But then Tarda s face flashes in my mind. Her mouth. Her body. The sound she made
when | buried myself inside her and made her forget her name.

Every ounce of arousal withers.
| grab Valentina swrist and yank it from my pants.

Her eyesflare with surprise as | stand and button my jacket.



“1 told you, thisisn’t going to happen,” | say coolly.

“You didn’'t have a problem fucking me before.”

“Before you married my client.”

“1f you leave now,” she narrows her eyes threateningly, “I’ll tell him you came on to
me. That you couldn’t take no for an answer.”

| lean in close, just enough for her to feel the shift.

“Try it. See what he believes when | show him your text messages and the
surveillance from this hotel.” My eyes narrow dangerously. “Y our husband may be
blinded by you, but heis no fool.”

Her mouth drops open slightly. She wasn't expecting that.

“I"'m done here,” | say. “You'll need to find another attorney.”

| turn and walk out, not bothering to glance back.

Pavel, my driver, isaready standing beside the black sedan.

“Trouble?’ he asks, watching the woman through the glass doors as he pulls the car
door open

“Nothing | can’t handle,” | reply, getting in.

“1 keep telling you, boss. That face of yours? Blessing and acurse.”

“Fuel the jet,” | say, rolling my eyes at him.



He starts the car. “Where are we headed?’

| look out the window, jaw tight. “Vegas.”

He glances at me in the rearview. “Business?’

My voiceis quiet.

“To fetch my future wife,” | tell Pavel, my voice cool and final.
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He whistles low under his breath. “Want me to call Konstantin?’
“No, Pavel. Thistime, you're riding shotgun. Konstantin has his own mission.”

And while I’'m going to collect what's mine, | might just sneak up on him... see how
deep he' s gotten himself into it.

Fuck. Now I’m sneaking up on my best friend. Jesus.
I’ve tried to stay out of her life, but every excuse | make to dig into her is just
that—an excuse. My plans? They’ve gone completely off course. I've even aligned

myself with the general.

And | can lie to myself all | want—it's not about the treasure. It's not about
rebuilding the Dragunov legacy.

It's about her.

From the moment | looked into her eyes in the middle of that road, something
snapped loose inside me. Then fate threw her into my lap, and once | lost myself
inside her...

Game over—my world, my plans shifted.

My denial hasn't protected me—it’sjust turned want into obsession.

And fuck the treasure. Fuck the bloodlines. Fuck the heir.



| want her.

And I'll be damned if | let another man lay a hand on her again.

We're five minutes from the private hangars when my phone lights up with a secured
line.

General Morozov.

| accept the call, already annoyed at whoever’s interrupting my first good decision in
weeks.

“General.”

“You need to get to RMSAD headquarters. Right now.”

Hisvoiceislow, cold, and controlled. The kind of tone that means shit’s hit the fan.

“Canitwait?’ | ask. “I’'m on my way to Vegas.”

There' sabeat of silence. “Are you aready on the plane?’

“No,” | grit out. “I'm five minutes from the airport.” | feel the muscles in my jaw
lock. “What’s going on?’

“It'syour sister.”

That stops me cold.

“Nadia broke into a secure RMSAD site. She'sin custody.”



“For fuck’s sake!” | slam my hand against the back of the seat. “What the hell was
she thinking?’

“She wasn't,” the General replies. “And while | understand your... priorities, Vegas
can wait.”

| pinch the bridge of my nose, my vision narrowing with fury. “I should leave her
there and let her rot. She keeps pulling this reckless bullshit and expects me to clean
itup.”

“We don’t need this kind of attention right now,” the general says quietly. “ Get there.
Handle it. Quietly.”

| stare out the window, the hangars drawing closer. Tara s face flashes in my mind.
Her lips. Her voice. The soft, forlorn last look she gave me before sneaking out of my
room, thinking | was asleep.
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But the moment’ s gone.

| kill the call and toss the phone on the seat beside me.
“Change of plans,” | bite out.

Pavel glances at mein the rearview mirror. “Where to?’
“RMSAD headquarters.”

He doesn’'t ask questions. He turns the car around without a word, tires humming
against the asphalt as we reroute.

| lean back in the seat and close my eyes, fists clenched, fury smmering just under
the surface. Nadia' s used her last fucking free pass.

Thistime, I’m done with the warnings.

When I’'m finished at RMSAD, she'll be on lockdown. Confined to Dragunov Village
under the watchful eye of our cousin Agafan. And if she so much as tries to cross the
boundary, there will be consequences. Family or not.

14

TARA

It's been five days since our trip to Russia, and I’ ve done everything in my power to



avoid being aone with Gavriil. I've even bailed on lunch with Irina twice, claiming
I’m buried in final edits for my dissertation.

It'snot atotal lie—I am busy. But that’ s not the real reason I’m avoiding them.

My phone buzzes on my desk. | glance down and smile.

Renfield: What are you doing for lunch?

Renfield is what I've listed Konstantin as in my contacts. It's not just a private
joke—it’s protection. Because | already know how judgy Irinaor Gavriil would get if
they found out I’ ve become friends with Irina s older brother’s fixer. The right-hand

man to the guy they’ ve officially labeled The Enemy.

S0 yeah, if they ever saw me messaging Ruslan Dragunov’s second-in-command? |
can aready hear the lectures.

He' s dangerous.

Yes. | know. So are pit bulls. And just like them, if you treat one right, it might just
become your best friend. Still... you don’t turn your back completely.

He' s spying on you. He' s using you.

Also noted. But I’'m using him right back. Because honestly? It’s been kind of nice to
have someone checking in. Someone | can message in the middle of the day and who
always answers.

My sister’s aways working or out. Just over a year ago, she was off gallivanting
through Europe on some mission with a Bratva prince, chasing after our best friend
Leigh. Meanwhile, | work. | come home. | study. Rinse and repest.



Once they get what they want, he'll disappear.

Y eah. Probably. Everyone does, eventually.

But right now? He's giving me the support | need, when everything else around me
feelslikeit’s unraveling.

And the real kicker:

He's not who you think heis.

Okay, sure. But is anyone? | just found out the people I've called my parents for
twenty-six years might not even be my parents. | don't even know who | am
anymore. Am | Tara Craft... or LidiyaZorin?

Right now, Konstantin is exactly who | need him to be.

WEe' ve been talking constantly these last few days. Two, three times a day. He sends
ridiculous cartoons, unhinged news stories, weirdly sweet animal videos. | send him
back worse ones. We're in a full-on meme war, and honestly? It's one of the few
things keeping me sane.
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Me:Heading home. Taking a few days off. Packing for L.A. | was offered a job there
even before my PhD defense results were ready.

Renfield:Is that today? | nearly forgot. How are you getting there?

Me:Bus

Renfield:What time are you leaving?

| glance at the time on my wristwatch. “Shit!” | curse aoud, heart lurching as |
scramble up. | start throwing things into my tote, hunting around for my car keys. |
pull open drawers, overturn piles of books. Nothing. | drop to my knees and start
checking under my desk. That’s when | see them. A pair of shiny black shoes.

“Lose something?’ Gavriil’ s voice cuts through the moment.

| back out too quickly and bump my head on the edge of the desk. “Fuck. Ow.”

As | stand, rubbing my head, he's aready holding my keyring up with a small shake
of hisfinger. “Where'd | leave them thistime?”’

“Refrigerator in the back room. Bartender found it while grabbing beers.”

“Of course.” | reach for the keys just as my phone buzzes again. A message pops up
from Renfield.

Renfield:Have you disappeared on me?



Shit. | forgot to turn it face down onto the desk. Gavriil glances down and catches the
name.

“You're dating Dracula s assistant now?’ he asks, brow raised.

| snatch the phone off the desk. “College friend,” | lie smoothly. “You know the
professor | used to joke was Darth Vader? We called his T.A. Renfield.”

“Yeah, | remember the Darth Vader professor.” Gavriil gives aknowing nod.

“The T.A. needs my help with his dissertation.”

“Tara, you're already stretched thin. Isn’t this the fourth college friend you’ ve helped
in a space of two months?’ Gawvriil’s eyesfill with concern.

| shrug. “I’m the brainiac of the class. What can | say?’

“You alwayswere,” he says softly.

| throw my purse over my shoulder and grab a stack of books. “I’ve found a new
home for these. UCLA said they’ll take my old textbooks. They’ve got students
constantly hunting for used ones.”

“Not surprising with the price of those things,” Gavriil replies, following me to the
door. “I’m going to miss you when you leave us for good. Y ou’ ve been a good friend.
And I’'ll alwaysloveyou, Tara.”

| pause, heart clenching.

“l know,” | whisper.



As he steps forward for our usual hug, | fumble and drop my keys again. “Fuck.” |
bend, scoop them up, and glance at my watch.

“Fuck fuck. I’'m going to miss the bus,” | hiss, rushing down the hallway as he calls
out behind me, “Safe travels, Tara”

Not until I'min my car do | finally text Konstantin back.

Me:Sorry, got cornered by the boss and had to sprint to my car. I’'m probably going to
miss the bus.

Renfield:You didn’t tell me what time you were leaving.

Me:In forty-five minutes.

Renfield:Cutting it close, aren’t you?
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Me:l just never seem to have enough hoursin aday.
Renfield:Are you texting while driving?

Me:No. Red light.

Renfield:Okay, get home safe. I’ll shut up for now.

| smile as the light turns green. It's the same light where | met the Russian who
atered my entire life in one night, where Damien Romanov nearly flattened me. My
chest tightens at the thought. Of all the nights to replay in my head, that one still
burns the brightest. | can still feel his touch burn a delicious, sensual heat down my
skin. The apex between my legs throbs, and | can't help but move my hips slightly to
press against the seam of my jeans. Fuck! Now I’'m hot and achy again, and there is
only one person | know who can dull the ache. But I’'m never going to see him again,
so acold shower it iswhen | get home.

Twenty minutes later, I'm flinging things into a duffel with no real organization.
Clothes, chargers, makeup bag. I’ll deal with it when | get there. | check my purse
again, making sure | have my wallet, my ID, my folder for UCLA, and just as | zip
the bag shut, there’ s a knock at the door.

“Not now,” | mutter, dragging my wheeled suitcase behind me. “Mally, | love you,
but | don’'t have time for tea.”

| yank open the door.



And stare directly into a hard male chest clothed in ablack cotton shirt.

A faint, clean cologne drifts off him, expensive and subtle. My heart skips a beat.
“That'sapity,” the familiar deep voice says. “| enjoy our chats.”

My eyestravel up. “Konstantin?’

He's casually hot in jeans, boots, and a shirt that clings to his chest like it was
custom-stitched there. For the first time, | notice the tattoo curling over one bicep—a
devil’stail winding toward a pointed tip on his forearm.

“Holy shit,” | say, before | can stop myself. “How tall are you?’

His brows lift, amused. “ Six-five.”

“Can you bend alittle? I’ m getting a crick in my neck just looking at you.”

He chuckles and reaches for my bag. “Can | take this for you?’

“Wait.” | narrow my eyes. “What are you doing here? | thought you were in
Moscow.”

“l was.” His eyes darken dlightly. “I didn’t like the idea of you crammed on some bus
toL.A., so| cameto offer amore comfortable option.”

“You flew al the way from Moscow just to take me to Los Angeles?’ | eye him
suspiciously.

“l did.” He nods. “But | got here yesterday and waited until now to surprise you.”



| blink. I think that’s the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me. “Are you shitting
me?’

He grins. “That’s such aweird American phrase.”

Now his eyes widen. “You speak Russian?’

“My parents insisted. You're right. Are you shitting me doesn’'t have the same ring to
itin Russian.”

“No, it doesn’t,” he agrees, and then gestures to the hallway. “ Ready?’

| nod, and I’ m rushing toward the stairs when Konstantin calls. “Are you leaving your
door open?’

Fuck! | stop and sigh. Jesus, I've been even more forgetful than usual lately. | turn
and run back to the door, scratching in my purse to find my keys.

“Let me.” Konstantin takes them from me, his fingers brushing mine, and my heart
flutters.
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| shake it off putting it down to feeling quite horny lately—I’ve read it's hormones.
S0, I'm horny? | shake the silliness from my head as | follow Konstantin down to his
SUV. I'm still reeling from the surprise of seeing him, and when we pull into a
private airstrip just outside of Vegas, I’'m bowled over.

“You're flying me?’

“Only the best for the future astrophysics professor at UCLA.” He grins. “I hope you
don’t mind company for the trip?’

| feel my eyes mist as | shake my head, and my voiceis alittle wobbly as | say, “Not
at al. You reawelcome surprise.”

Onboard the sleek, luxurious jet, | gape at the interior before dropping into buttery-
soft leather. Konstantin pops a bottle from a cooler.

“1 hope that’ s not champagne,” | tease. “Y ou know | can’t drink alcohol right now.”
He holds up the label. “ One hundred percent fizzy apple juice. No alcohol.”
| laugh. “Do you remember everything | say?’

“When a woman talks about fizzy apple juice more than three times, it's worth
remembering.”

The plane liftsas | sip my drink and study him. I’ ve heard the stories—about what he
does for Irina s brother, the rumors of violence, the timein jail. But sitting here now,



watching how he subtly monitors everything—how his body is always dlightly turned
toward the exits, how his hand occasionally brushes near his inner jacket where I'm
guessing he keeps a weapon—he doesn’'t scare me. If anything, | feel safer with him
than | have in weeks and with anyone else.

“Are my horns showing?’ he asks with ateasing smile.

“You're not hiding them very well.”

We both laugh. As the flight gets underway, | glance around the aircraft. “Is this your
bosssjet?’

“You mean Rudan?’ Konstantin looks at me, and | nod. “No. It belongs to the
Romanov Corporation. My father’s younger brother.” His eyes darken. “He passed
away several years ago, and now my sister and | are the sole heirs as my uncle never
married or had children.”

“S0 you're independently wealthy from Ruslan?”’

“We were, before we inherited my uncle's fortune,” Konstantin tells me.

“Then why do you do what you do?’ | ask before | can stop myself.

“1 suffered a loss and then found myself being blamed for a crime | didn’t commit,”
Konstantin's eyes darken and | suck in my breath as | see it. The anger. The danger
that lurks inside him, but even seeing that, I'm at ease with him. Maybe I'm just
projecting or needing someone to cling to and he is funny, dark, dangerous and

fucking sexy as hell. He' s exciting. Something | have lacked in my life.

“Oh no.” My heart squeezes for him.



“Ruslan was the only one who believed in me,” Konstantin says, his voice dropping.
“He fought to get me acquitted, something my own father, also an attorney, did not
do.” He exhales owly. “By the time | got out of jail my reputation was fucked. The
career | had started carving out for myself was gone.” He gives me a tight, bitter
smile. “You can’'t become a weapons engineer with a criminal record.”

“Y ou were going to be a weapons engineer?’

Konstantin nods. “Y eah, | was already studying and in the Marines.”

“I'm sorry.” | can’t imagine working so hard toward something and then having it all
ripped away like that.

“Ruslan gave me ajob. Something to focus on,” Konstantin continues. “He's not just
my best friend. He's my brother.”

“1 understand,” | tell him. “Well, technically, Leigh ismy sister's best friend. They’ve
known each other since they were three. But she' s like another sister to me.”

“Youre a lot like Iring” Konstantin surprises me by saying. “You have
acquaintances but a handful of peoplein your inner circle.”

“Yeah.” | sigh. “I don’'t have alot of friends.”

“You have real friends.” Konstantin's eyes hold mine. “Those are more valuable and
worth amillion false ones.”

It's not long until the plane begins its descent. | feel my stomach drop, and my nerves
start to tense.

But then Konstantin shifts and distracts me as he reaches into his jacket pocket and



sits beside me.
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“1 nearly forgot,” he says. “| have a surprise.”

“Another one?’ My pulse jJumps. My eyes narrow suspiciously as | tease, “Y ou’'re not
about to propose, are you?’

He snorts. “Not today.”
He holds out a folded paper.

| take it. And the breath whooshes out of me as my eyes take in the full birth
certificate of LidiyaZorin.

LidiyaZorin

Born: June 19, 1998
Father: Leonid Zorin
Mother: [Redacted]

| stare at the redacted line like it's going to erase itself. “Why is the mother’s name
hidden?’

“I'm looking into it,” he says quietly. “There are only a few reasons it would be
blacked out. None of them simple.”

| trace the date of birth. My birthday. And then my eyes land on the father’s birth



date—same as my father, Sol Craft’s.

“Konstantin...” | whisper, my eyes meeting his. “It's the same date as my father,
Sol’s.”

“Which means,” Konstantin says, “you may not be who you think you are.”

The plane touches down before | redlize it, and | whip my head toward him. “Y ou
timed that so | wouldn’t get anxious about the landing.”

“Of course | did.” He grins smugly.

“Asshole.” But I’'m smiling as| say it.

Then, on impulse, | hug him without thinking. A full-body wrap of my arms around
his neck. “Thank you. For everything.”

His arms come around me slowly, then hold me tight. “Y ou deserve answers, Tara.
I’ll help you find them, | promise.”

The SUV is dready waiting when we climb off the plane. When we pull up in front
of one of L.A.'s swankiest hotels, my jaw drops.

“l can't stay here. | can’t afford this place.”

“It's on the house.”

“You own this, don't you?’

“Inherited it. My uncle was the real estate type.”



Inside, the staff greets him like he's royalty. The penthouse is pristine and tasteful.
He shows me to a suite across from his.

“Pick any room but mine. That one’s off limits,” he jokes, pointing to the door on the
left.

“How many bedrooms are there?’ | eye the huge apartment that could swallow mine
three or four times over.

“Five.” He shrugs. “I’'m going to jump in the shower and then drop you at your
interview and go to a coffee shop while | wait.”

Then it hits me in the chest. The fear! Holy fuck I'm here! | amin Los Angeles, and |
am about to go for my dream job interview at UCLA! | reach out and grab hisarm.

“Will you come with me?’ Tumbles from my lips before | can stop it. “Obviously not
into the interview but... If you don’t mind waiting in the waiting area...”
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A warm smile splits his face, and his large hand covers mine, sending delicious
shivers of desire through me.

“Of course,” Konstantin says, then leans forward and kisses my forehead. “I told you.
I’m here for you, Tara.”

My heart jumps, and | have to stop the urge to reach my arms around his neck and
Kiss him.

“We'd better hurry or you're going to be late for an interview the dean has aready
rescheduled to an earlier one for you,” Konstantin points out.

After ashower, | dressin flowing black pants, a cream blouse, and my best three-inch
heels. Hair slicked into a chignon. Professional as hell. When | step out, Konstantin is
waiting in a crisp dark suit, looking like a Bond villain | wouldn't mind seducing, and
his sexy cologneis almost hypnotic.

“You look... stunning,” he says, his gaze dragging down, slow and deliberate.

“I liked you better in jeans,” | tease, trying not to squirm under the heat in his eyes.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he says in a low, gravelly voice filled with sinful promise.
“Comeon.”

He takes my hand and we head out.

On the ride over, we avoid anything heavy—no Russia, no secrets, no family drama.



He keeps it light, pointing out random landmarks, throwing out funny observations,
making me laugh until the tight ball of nervesin my stomach starts to loosen.

When we get to UCLA, he walks me in like he's my personal security detail. Just
before I'm called in, his hand brushes against mine—casual, but it sparks a bolt of

warmth through me.

“You've got this,” he says, eyes steady on mine. “The job’s already yours. They just
don’t know it yet.”

| nod, trying to hold on to that confidence as | step through the door. But as | take my
seat for the interview, it hits me like a freight train—something else is waking up
inside me. Dangerous. Complicated.

I’m crushing on Konstantin. And it’ s the worst possible time to redlize it.

15

RUSLAN

It takes five goddamn daysto pry Nadiafrom RMSAD custody.

Five days of calls, favors, threats, and negotiations with men who operate like
shadows with too much power. Five days of silence from Konstantin, too. Not a
fucking word.

| don’t know which pisses me off more.

The drive south from Site 17 islong and silent. We're hugging the coast now, where

the Western Caucasus rises sharp and snow-dusted beyond the trees. Nadia sits beside
me, arms folded, mouth clamped shut. She hasn't spoken since the moment she



stepped into the car. And | haven’t asked her to. The silence is better. Gives me time
to sort through the wreckage of my schedule, the damage she’'s caused, the mess
waiting for me back in Moscow... and the rising storm I’ ve been pushing down for a
week.

| should bein Vegas. With her.

But instead, I’ m babysitting my reckless little sister.

We've nearly reached the outskirts of Dragunov Village when her voice finally dlices
through the thick air between us.

“l can understand the pain of your loss, Ruslan,” she says quietly. “But you've held
onto it so long, it’s turned to poison.”

| don’t look at her. Just keep my eyes on the winding mountain road.

“Everyone' s lost something. That doesn’t mean they burn down the world.”

“Difference is,” | say evenly, “the world let them forget. They buried their grief,
moved on. | don’'t get that luxury. | have to remember. It's my fucking job.”

“To keep it alive, or to use it?" she presses. “Because | can't tell anymore if you're
honoring the past... or using it as aweapon.”

The words hit a little too close. | inhale, hold it, let the burn settle in my chest, then
release.

“What the fuck were you thinking breaking into a secure RMSAD site?’ | turn to face
her now. Turn the subject away from her accusations. My voice sharpens. “They
already took your surgical license. Did you really want to give them another excuse



to bury you?’
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“You helped them take that from me,” she spits back. “Don’t pretend otherwise.”

| snap my gaze to the road. “You're lucky | stepped in. They wanted you locked
away. You know what RMSAD doesto its prisoners.”

“1’d rather be one of their lab rats than rot in the cage my brother built.”

“l gave you a chance, Nadia,” | grind out. “Y ou pissed it away. So now you go under
village watch.”

Her head jerks toward me. “You redlize it’s the fucking 21st century, right? Village
watch? Are you serious?’

“1t worked before,” | say. “It’ [l work again.”

“That was to keep virgins safe until their families married them off like breeding
cattle.”

“Exactly.” | glance over and see her face pale.
“You are not seriously?—"

“You're amost twenty-nine, Nadia,” | say, voice low, deliberate. “You haven't
married. | don’t think you' ve ever even taken alover.”

She gapes at me. “What the fuck do you know about my love life?’



“Not much,” 1 lie. “But | don’t need to. You buried yourself in work. Now that
you'’ ve burned that bridge, maybe it’ s time to consider a different future.”

She lets out a disbelieving sound. “ So what, you' re marrying me off like it’s the Dark
Ages?”’

“Oh, your days are going to get dark, little sister.” | shift in my seat. “Agafan and the
watchers have their orders.”

“You bastard,” she hisses. “You're not the same Ruslan | grew up with. The man |
loved... he wanted to rebuild our territory without bloodshed. He had vision. Plans.
Now? You're just another tyrant dressing up revenge as justice.”

“1 still have those plans,” | say flatly. “But honoring our ancestors means keeping the
traditions that made us who we are.”

“And those traditions are why the world is divided,” she fires back. “Why hate and
ignorance keep winning.”

| ignore it. We rall into the village, the tight-knit buildings silhouetted against the
evening sun. A few kids play soccer near the fountain. The old clock tower still

stands, worn and proud.

“I’m not a child anymore, Ruslan,” Nadia says as we stop in front of the town hall.
“You can't do this.”

“Then stop acting like one,” | say, as Pavel kills the engine. “Y ou should’ ve known
better.”

“l was trying to help afriend.” Nadiatriesto plead her case.



“By ending up in acell? Yeah, that’s rea helpful.”

“Atleast | till have friendsto try and save,” she mutters, climbing out of the car.

The words hit like a punch. | sit still a second longer than | should, her voice ringing
in my ears. Then | force the sting away and climb out just as Agafan walks out of the
hall.

“Cousin,” he greets me with anod. “It’s good to have you home.”

He turnsto Nadia “Hello, Nadia. We've got your room ready. Y ou’'ll be staying with
Watcher Anna.”

“Awesome,” Nadia mutters, her tone thick with venom. She doesn’'t say goodbye.
Doesn’t even glance at me as she turns and heads down the path.

“She’'ll come around,” Agafan says, watching her go.

“l don’'t careif shedoes,” I lie again.

Agafan is shorter than me by nearly five inches, but his presence is solid. He's more
than my cousin—he's my shield when | can't be everywhere. He grew up in this
village after Boris Mirochin murdered his parents in front of Agafan, who was ten at
the time, and the entire town. Another lesson from the Mirochins in loyalty written in
blood. Another reason to finish what | started.
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“How is the building coming?’ | ask him.

“We have made quite good progress in the past week,” he says. “The general’s men
have helped alot.”

“Good.” 1 nod and walk back to the car. Pavel pulls the back door open.

“Are you not going to brief the council?” Agafan watches me move to slide into the
back seat of the SUV.

“1 have business to attend to,” | tell him. “1 will be back in ten days or so. | will brief
them then.”

“We were hoping you'd at |least stay one night,” Agafan presses.

“When | return, | will be staying for afew weeks,” | tell him. “We will have plenty of
timeto talk then.”

“Of course, Ruslan.” Agafan gives adight bow and relents.

| pause. “In the meantime, start preparations for a Dragunov wedding ceremony.”
Agafan blinks. “You already have someone for Nadia?’

“No,” | say. “It'sfor me.”

His browsrise. “May | ask who?’



“You'll know whenit’stime.” | clap his shoulder. “Trust me, I’ ve chosen well.”

“No doubt,” he says. Then, after a beat and glancing into the SUV: “Where's
Konstantin?’

My jaw tightens. “On assignment.”

Something flashes behind his eyes—nothing but ice between them. But | don’t give a
fuck. Konstantin serves me. Not the other way around.

Pavel closes the door and climbs behind the whesd!.

| turnto Pavel. “Let’sgo.”

“Back to the airport, boss?’ Pavel asks once we'reinside.

13 Y$.”

“Turn off your phone thistime,” he mutters. “Or we'll never leave Russia.”

| ignore that and check it anyway. Still no message. No update. No call. My pulse
tightens. | dial a secure number.

It picks up on the third ring. “Boss.”

“Alexi,” | say. “Where' s Konstantin?’

“InLos Angeles.”

The answer hits harder than it should. What the fuck is he doing in Los Angeles. He's
supposed to bein Vegas.



“Is he alone?’

“No. He' swith Tara Craft.”

Fucking hell.

| inhale sharply. “In his penthouse?’



Page 55

Source Creation Date: July 1, 2025, 9:41 am

“Yes.”

The air in the car thickens and rage coilslow in my gut.
“Stay on him. But do not engage with him.”

“Yes, boss.”

| hang up.

As the car pullsinto the private airstrip, | walk toward my jet. Each step cuts sharper
than the last. My head swirls with betrayal and fire.

“Tell the pilot,” | tell Pavel, “we're going to Los Angeles.”
His brows shoot up. “What'sin LA?’

| climb the stairs without answering.

But in my head, the answer is clear.

The woman | should never have touched.

The woman | can’t stop wanting.

The woman who' s carrying another man’s child.



And the man who may just pay the price for getting too close to that woman.

16

TARA

The Dean's office is a blend of old-world charm and modern elegance, with
mahogany shelves lined with books and a sleek glass desk at the center. Herises as |
enter, his smile warm and welcoming.

“Miss Craft, it's a pleasure to meet you. Y our recommendations are nothing short of
stellar.”

“Thank you, Dean,” | reply, shaking his hand firmly.

He gestures for me to sit, and we discuss my academic achievements, aspirations, and
the potential role at UCLA. Despite not having my fina results yet, he seems
confident.

“1 have no doubt you'll excel. Let's proceed with setting up the formal interviews if
you' re happy to do so.”

I’m buzzing as | leave his office, and the reality of the opportunity begins to sink in.
Thistime next year, | could be lecturing here.

Happy? I'm practically floating. Is this really happening? UCLA. A real future.
Maybe even a career that doesn’t revolve around secrets, puzzles, or fake names.
Maybe.

My eyes land on Konstantin, standing near the glass wall, tall and sharp in his suit.
He sees me, and his posture shifts—upright, aert, but relaxed in the way only



someone like him can be. My heart hitches. My stomach flutters. God help me.

“Miss Craft,” the Dean says beside me. “I look forward to seeing you back here
soon.”

Konstantin turns and approaches. His presence is commanding, and my heart skips a
beat.

Konstantin holds out his hand to the Dean. “Konstantin Romanov. I'm a friend of
Miss Craft’s.”

The Dean’s eyeslight up. “ Are you related to Melor Romanov?”’

“He was my uncle.”

“A wonderful man. The Melor Romanov Trust has done more for this city’s hospitals
and universities than most philanthropists combined.”
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My brow arches as| glance at Konstantin questioningly. He meets my gaze, just for a
second. No smugness, no pride. Just a soft smile and a quiet nod as he turns back to
the Dean.
“And it will continue to do so,” he says camly.
The Dean beams. “I know thisis very short notice, but if you and Miss Craft have no
plans this evening, | know my wife would be honored if you joined us at her charity
event. It'sone of her favorites, a children’s hospital fundraiser.”
| open my mouth to politely decline. Konstantin beats me to it.
“We' d be honored.”

“Excellent! I'll have the invitations couriered to your hotel.”

As the Dean walks off, | spin toward Konstantin. “I thought we were doing dinner
and exploring L.A. nightlife?’

“Tara, you don’t turn down invitations like that if you want ajob here.”
| fold my arms. “I don’t bribe my way into things.”

“You're not. You're demonstrating your intelligence and social awareness. It's part
of the game. Play it.”

| groan. “I didn’t bring cocktail wear.”



He flashes a grin. “Luckily, Rodeo Drive' s still open.”

He' sworse than Irina

Two hours later, I'm staring at myself in the mirror inside the penthouse suite. | can't
believe | let him buy the damn dress. Deep emerald green, off-shoulder, cinched at
the waist and flowing over my hips like silk poured over skin. It makes my hazel eyes
look like polished stone. Gold flickers catch in the light when | turn my head.

| add nude heels, a gold clutch, soft makeup, and atwist in my hair. A small voicein
my head whispers,Y ou look like you belong.I’m not sure where | belong. | quickly
shake off the negative thoughts.

| step into the hallway at the same time Konstantin exits his room and | freeze.

Holy God.

Konstantin in atuxedo is... devastating. There's no other word. The black silk lapels
frame broad shoulders. Crisp white shirt. Bow tie. His hair swept back. He looks like

the villain in a spy movie—the one every woman wants to kiss before she dies.

His eyes sweep over me and his mouth curves into something dangerous. “ Absolutely
stunning.”

My throat goes dry. | need a drink. Except—fuck. | can’t drink.
It's going to be along night.
We arrive at the venue just after eight. The Dean greets us like old friends, but |

notice it—he’' s more excited to see Konstantin. That name. That wealth. | can’t blame
him. Still, he makes a point to introduce me to several of the faculty, including



someone from the physics department. “Rising star,” he calls me. | should feel
flattered. Instead, | feel exposed.

The ballroom is gilded elegance, every table decked in florals and glassware, crystal
chandeliers reflecting golden light across the polished floors. | find a spot on the edge
of the room with my club soda, feeling like afraud in aworld built for royalty.

| glance at a nearby server. Champagne sparkles on his tray.

Just one sip.

| raise my hand.

“No,” avoice rumbles close to my ear.

| jump, nearly dropping my glass.

Konstantin's behind me, alittle too close, his breath warm against my neck.

“I’ll find some apple juice for you.”
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| laugh. “Grinch!”

“You'’ ve been eyeing the champagne like it insulted your mother.” He extends a hand
as awaltz begins. “Dance with me.”

“I’mwarning you,” | say, placing my hand in his. “I’m terrible.”

“I’ll make you float.”

He' s not lying.

The second he wraps his arm around me, | melt into his frame. He leads with
confidence, his movements fluid, easy, like the music is coming from his body
instead of the orchestra.

| forget how to breathe.

“1 thought you said you couldn’t dance,” he murmursinto my ear.

“It must beyou,” | whisper. “You're avery good leader.”

“Areyou flattering me, Miss Craft?’

My eyes meet his and everything else fades. Just us. Heat. Breath.

“I'mtelling it likeitis,” | say, my voice barely audible.



Heleansin.

Then he spins me.

The moment shatters.

When he pulls me back, his voice is rough. “What do you say we get out of here and
head for that night we were originally going to check out?’

“1"d rather go back to the hotel,” I lie. “I’'m tired.”

He doesn't argue.

In the penthouse, he watches me.

“Would you like me to order something to eat? You didn’t eat much at the function.”

“I’m not hungry,” | say.

For food, anyway.

“1 think 1I’'m going to shower, then sleep.”

Konstantin nods, and | don't look at him. I'm afraid that if | do, I’'m going to
embarrass myself as| jump his bones.Jesus, Tara. What the fuck is wrong with you?

I’m halfway down the hall when | dlip.

The floor skims out from under me. Panic hits like a gunshot. I'm falling. My hands
grab air. My heart spikes as my brain screams—the baby.



Then, arms wrap around me. Konstantin catches me before | hit the ground.

| grip hiswaist, burying my face into his chest, trying to breathe.

“Hey,” he says. “You’'re shaking.”

“If I'd hit thefloor...” My voiceisthin, broken. “I could’ve lost the baby.”
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Silence.

His body tenses.

| look up. His eyes blaze.

“But | didn’t,” | whisper. “I didn’t hit the floor because you caught me.”

“1 will always catch you, Tara. No matter what,” he says, his voice hoarse.
Then he kisses me.

It's not soft. It’s not sweet.

It's everything I’ ve held back crashing into one hot, consuming kiss. My hands grip
his jacket. His mouth moves over mine with a hunger that sets my blood on fire.

We stumble toward his room, clothes falling in our wake—his jacket first, then my
wrap, his bow tie, our shoes. At the bedroom door, he starts to undo the back of my

dress and stops. His eyes are dark pools of desire.

He rests his forehead on mine. “We can’'t do this, Tara” His voice is a tortured
whisper. “If things were different...”

“Isit because I’m pregnant?’

“Oh God, no.” He tells me there is nothing more beautiful than a woman carrying a



baby in her belly.

“Areyou married?’ | ask

“No.” He snhakes his head.

“Thisisabout your bossisn’t it?’

“There is so much you don't know and so much | can't tell you,” Konstantin
whispers.

“Would you just hold me then?’ | ask.
Konstantin bends and scoops me up, then lays me down on the bed like I'm a
precious gem. He lays next to me and | snuggle against him with his arm around me

and my head on his chest.

“This sounds like aweird question after we' ve been texting like crazy people the past
week,” he snorts. “What about you?’ Any broken hearts, unrequited love?’

“Do you really want to know?’

“Yeah!” He smiles. “What is your most recent heartbreak?’

“I'mnot sureif I'd call it heartbreak.” | tell him truthfully.

“A passionate encounter with a stranger who drove away on his Harley into the
sunset.”

Taralaughs. “Y ou should write romance books.”



“Well what was it then?”

“He changed me. In one night.” | look at him. “I know that sounds ridiculous.”

“Life sridiculous.”

| stare at the ceiling. “It was just one spontaneous, impulsive night. You know the
story. Girl gets stood up at an elegant bar, then in walks the handsome stranger who
nearly knocked her over in the middle of the road that afternoon.”

“Mm,” Konstantin plays with my fingers. “I think I’ ve seen this movie.”

| give a soft laugh and sigh. “It was just one night. It had been areally weird day. I'd
just found the puzzle box, and then Gavriil and Irina asked me to...” Fuck! | nearly
blurted it out. “Let’s just say it was a weird day. Then I'm rushing to get to the
storageunit for my mother and nearly become a hood ornament to one of the most
gorgeous men |’ ve ever seen...” | squeeze my eye shut. “Fuck. Sorry.” | turn toward
him. “It was a one-night stand complete with me sneaking out of his room at the
crack of dawn. My first walk of shame.”
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“That’ s the last time you heard from or saw him?”
“Yup. He flew away to whence he came!” | sigh. “And he got stuck in my head.”

“He'sadick,” Konstantin mutters and something flashes in his eyes but it's gone too
soon for me to decipher it. “Trust me, you're much better off without him. In fact, if
he ever crosses your path again, run!” That time, he didn’t disguise the malice in his
voice.

“Are you jealous?’ | tease and run my hand down his chest. | feel the muscles ripple
and my lipsitch to kiss and taste him.

Konstantin sucks in a breath as | let my fingers trail down his torso. “Taral” He
groans, grabbing my hand. “1 can’t do this.” His voice sounds likeit’s laced with pain
as he drags my hand away. “We can’t do this.”

He gently rolls me onto my back and leans over me. His eyes are dark pools of desire.
“Thisis because of your boss!” My eyes search his.

“There is so much you don’t know.” He kisses my forehead and rests his against
mine, our breaths mingling. “My boss isn’t such a bad guy. You just have to get past

his rough exterior.”

It dawns on me then. “You mean this wasn't part of your assignment from the Dark
Lord you work for?’



“Tara...” Konstantin breathes and rolls over, lying on his back and pulling me into
him.

| rest my head on his chest. | know | should get up and leave, but | don’t want to. I'm
warm, and even though this is the weirdest night |’ ve spent with a man, | don’t want
to go.

“It'sokay,” | assure him. “I’'m well aware | was an assignment to you.”

“Was...” Konstantin says. “Well... | have to make it appear asif it still is.”

“l understand,” | say, tifling a yawn. “You don’t want your boss to kill you for
sleeping with your assignment.”

“It's not my life I'm worried about,” Konstantin tells me. “Ruslan is not a bad guy.
He's... just...”

“A Dark Lord on a mission to ensure | don't come between his sister and her
husband,” | say, my eyes starting to feel heavy.

“That was before...” Konstantin stops what he was about to say. “I think it's become
abit more, though.”

“Like?’ | start to snuggle closer to his warmth, and his other arm wraps around me,
holding me, and | don’t hear his answer as| drift off to sleep.

| wake to his phone vibrating. The early rays of the morning sun are pushing in
through the heavy drapes.

He dips from the bed to take the call.



A few minutes later, he returns, eyes dark.

“You have to go.” His voice has an urgency toit.

“What?’

“1’ve booked a car for you and I’ ve arranged for my jet to take you back to Vegas.”

“Why? What’ s happening?’ | sit up and blink in confusion.

“Ruslan Dragunov is coming. He'll bein L.A. soon.”

My breath catches.

He helps me dress and packs my bag with steady hands.

“1 know you were sent to watch me,” | say.

He looks at me. Then nods.
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“It stopped being about that a while ago. | care about you. More than | should.”
Konstantin repeats what he said the night before.

“Why is he coming?’ | ask. “Is he after my baby now because Irina hasn’'t produced
an heir?’

| see hiseyeswiden in surprise, and | tell him, “Yes, | know about that.”
“He does want Gavriil’s baby.” Konstantin confirms. “But he wants more than that.”
Hisvoiceistight as his eyes meet mine. “Y ou have to disappear for afew days while

he'sin town. When he doesn’t find you here, he’ s going to go to Vegas.”

“What more does he want?” My brow furrows while my brain is still stuck on that
part of the conversation.

Konstantin's jaw clamps and the muscle on the side ticks. “He wants you, Tara.”
My heart drops. “Why me? I’ ve never met the man.”

“Yes, you have,” Konstantin’s voice lowers. “Now, please, Tara. Do you have
someone you can go to and lay low until | can get him back to Russia?’

| nod. “1 know someone.”
“Good. I'll need your phone.”

| don’'t even ask why; | just give it to him, as my brain is trying to work out when |



met Ruslan Dragunov and why he wants me as well as the baby.

Konstantin hides the phone under the pillow and then ushers me to the elevator. At
the elevator, he kisses me like it’ s goodbye.

“You were an assignment. But you became something else. So much, much more.
That’ s the truth, no matter what happens next.”

| nod, stunned by hiswords, and my head is spinning.

Asthe doors close, Konstantin turns and pulls off his shirt.

My heart stops.

A dragon coils around his torso. I’ve seen a dragon like that before. It's the same as
Damien’s.

What am | missing?l feel like the answer isright in front of my eyes, but my brainis
refusing to acknowledge it. As soon as I’'m in the lobby, I'm ushered to an SUV
waiting outside. As | dide into the backseat, the door closes. The SUV starts to pull

off, and another pulls up.

The SUV turns to head down the drive and a man steps out of the newly arrived
vehicle.

Tall. Dark-haired. Dangerous... gorgeous... My breathing becomes shallow. My eyes
widen.

Damien.

My mind whirls. What is he doing here? Was it even Damien? My mind feels likeit's



been stuffed too full of information, information it doesn’t want to process. | know
there is something I’ m forgetting. My mind whirls back to that night at the bar.

| see Damien introduce himself,I’m Damien Romanov!

Romanov! My eyes fly open. The tattoos!

Later, on the jet, as the pilot hands me my shiny new burner phone, | ask him, “Does
Konstantin have a brother named Damien?”’

“No. But his cousin usesthat alias.”

My blood runs cold. “Alias?’

The pilot nods.

| stare out the window as the plane takes off.

“Apple juice, Miss Craft?’ The air stewardess makes me jump. “Sorry, | didn’t mean
to frighten you.”
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“No, | was milesaway,” | tell her, taking the glass of apple juice.

“I"'m getting some breakfast ready for you.” She hands me a rolled-up magazine. “I
thought you might like to do some light reading while you wait for breakfast.”

There is something in her eyes. Like they say,Take the magazine.l smile and take it.
“Thank you.”

She smiles warmly and walks away.

For awhile, | also thought Konstantin wasn’t a bad person. Now I’ m conflicted. Y es,
| know | was an assignment. Yes, | know | instigated the texting. Yes, | know what |
was walking into. Well, part of it. My brow furrows. But at least | know he redly is
Konstantin Romanov. What | want to know is who the fuck Damien Romanov really
is. | had a one-night stand with a man who didn’t even give me his real name.

| drop the magazine as I'm so deep in thought wondering who the fuck Damine
Romanov is, that | forget it's in my hand. | bend to scoop it up and freeze. It's a
Russian magazine with the headline: Moscow Number One Law Firm, Dragunov
Law...”

The rest of the headline fades away as my eyes fall on the picture of Ruslan
Dragunov, and my breath catches in my throat. My fingers feel stiff, and my body
goes cold, and the book roars in my eas as | find the answer to my
guestion—Damien is Ruslan Dragunov!

17



RUSLAN

The second | step into the Romanov Hotel, the air shifts.

Whispers trail behind me. Heads turn. Staff straighten like I’ ve just marched into a
damn inspection. While they may snap to my attention. | know that it is the Romanov
domain. Even though Konstantin is my second-in-command, here he is the boss,
which means one of his staff members is already about to give him a heads up that |
just walked in the door.

Pavel follows behind, silent and stone-faced. He knows better than to speak right
now. I’'m holding back the storm—abut just barely.

13 BO$! 7

| glance to the side. Alexi rushes toward me from the shadows of the lobby, his shirt
half-tucked, hair still wild from sleep. He looks like hell.

“Whereishe?’ | ask, not slowing.

“Upstairs.” Alexi straightens his hair with his hands. “He has not come down or one
of the men on shift would’ ve alerted me.”

| nod but don’t break stride.

The porter who mans the private penthouse elevator immediately opens it for me. |
climb in, followed by Pavel and Alexi, and press the penthouse button. The elevator
ride feelslikeit’ s taking alot longer than normal. | clench my fists, jaw locked, while

my blood thrums like awar drum under my skin.

I’m not sure if I'm here for answers or vengeance. Both feel the same right now.



It was my instruction—qget close to Tara, do whatever it takes to get her away from
Gavriil. But every day Konstantin has been getting closer to Tara has been torture.
The more | tried to ignore it, to push it away, the more it seemed to stick. Like one of
those thorn trees that gets a hook in you, and before you know it, you're tangled in it.

My obsession with the woman | shared one night with has both strengthened my
cause and broken down alifelong friendship. The elevator dings.

The penthouse is too quiet when | walk in. Tense silence. Like the walls are hiding
something. | walk through the open space, straight to the hallway leading to the
bedrooms. My boots hit the polished floor with deliberate weight. No one meets me.
No one stops me.

| don’t knock.

| slam open the door to Konstantin’s room.

He jolts upright on the bed, bare chest heaving, hand already diving for the Glock on
his nightstand. He' s halfway up, gun pointed, eyes wild with sleep-hazed reflexes.

“Jesus,” he hisses. “Rudan!”

“Y ou were expecting someone else?’ My voice snaps like awhip.

“l wasn't expecting anyone,” he groans and lowers the weapon, dragging a hand
through his hair. “1 could’ ve shot you.”

“Whereis she?” My voiceislow and level.

He frowns, confused for a moment. “Who?”
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| give him alook that could melt steel.

Realization hits. | see it in the twitch of his jaw, the way his eyes flick toward the
door.

He's out of bed in a second, wearing nothing but loose pajama pants. He crosses the
hall and knocks gently on the bedroom door facing his.

“Tara?’ Hisvoiceis soft. Too soft.
No answer.
He hesitates, then opens the door.

The bed's rumpled, but it's empty. | walk in and open the closet. It's empty. There's
nothing on the dresser or in the drawers—she’' s gone.

Konstantin finds afolded note sitting on the nightstand.
Hereadsit, jaw ticking, then passes it to me.
Konstantin,

Thank you for helping me. | have to get back to Vegas.

L et me know when you’ re back, and we'll get aburger. My treat.



It's the least | can do after you helped me get to L.A. and for taking me to my
interview.

Hugs,

Tara.

| read it twice. My pulse hammersin my ears.

“Did you know | was coming?’ | ask, eyeslocked on him.

“Did you send me amessage?’ Konstantin asks. “I don’t remember seeing one?’

“No,” | answer. “I thought I'd surprise you.”

“That explains you barging into my room.” His eyes flash with something for a
second. “Why are you back in the States?’

“Get dressed,” | order. “1’ve got breakfast on the way and we'll talk then.”

Twenty minutes later, | sit at the penthouse dining table, steam rising from afresh pot
of coffee. | pour myself a cup, forcing cam into every motion. Across from me,
Konstantin appears, showered, dressed, and collected.

He serves himself like thisis any normal debrief.

Itisn't.

“Any developments?’ | ask.

“Nothing new,” he says. “Did you find anything on Lidiya Zorin’s mother?’



“No.” | shake my head, tapping my fingers against the mug. “The Morozovs have
their records sealed up tighter than the Kremlin vaults.”

Konstantin nods slowly. “You think we're veering too far from the mission? Tara's
not with Gavriil anymore. She's got hertUCLA job. She's moving here. Maybe we
should focus on rebuilding Drako Kremlin, and the plans to reclam Dragunov
Territory are on track.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?’ | glare at him. “She’s pregnant with a Mirochin heir.
You said it yourself.”

“And you’'re comfortable using that?’ His eyes search mine. “Leveraging a baby?’
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Hiswords areice. | stare at him, and something cracks behind my ribs.
| blink—and the past flashesin red.

A child's cry. A tiny hand, limp and bloody, in mine. That feeling of utter
hel plessness, panic, and fear coursing through my veins.

| swallow hard.

“That’swhy Tarais coming with me. I’'m not leveraging the child,” | say through my
teeth. “I’'m helping a single mom create a stable environment for a child whose
biological father has no interest in it.”

“You mean you're going to prey on a vulnerable single mother who will warm your
bed as an added bonus,” he scoffs and shakes his head. “Tara is intelligent and has

her life mapped out. Do you even care about that?’

“Tara can have the same career anywhere in the world, including Russia,” | point out.
“Asyou say, she'sintelligent and I’'m sure she' |l pick up Russian quickly.”

“She already speaks Russian and very well,” Konstantin tells me.
“Then she will have no problems pursuing a career in Russia” | shrug.

“And you'll afford her that opportunity,” Konstantin says in disbelief. “Somehow |
doubt it.”



“Tara planned to raise the baby alone,” | go on, ignoring his scathing remarks. “I’m
giving her something better. A stable life and a father for her child— Gavriil doesn’t
want it. | do.”

His brow twitches. “So what's the plan? Keep her locked up like a princess in a
tower? Make her your mistress?”

“No,” | say. “My wife.”

His coffee cup freezes midway to hislips. He setsit down slowly.

“Excuse me?’

“You heard me.”

“You can't be serious.”

“ am.”

“All she and the child she is carrying mean to you is power and control,” Konstantin

says, and | can see he is holding onto the threads of anger. “What will General

Morozov think of your plansfor his granddaughter?’

“Who do you think suggested it?’ | watch the surprise register on his face.

“Does the general know Tara is pregnant with Gavriil Mirochin’s heir?” Konstantin
asks.

“1 made him aware,” | reply. “After which, he was even more on board with my plan
to take Tara as my wife to protect her.”



“| told you, Gavriil is no longer in her life,” Konstantin growls. “1 will make sure it
stays that way.”

“How gallant of you to offer to be her watchdog,” | mock. “But it's not just the
Mirochins she needs protection from.” | lean back in the chair. “Tara and Gavriil’s
search for information on Lidiya Zorin has alerted the RMSAD, and they have hired
someone far more dangerous than the Mirochins,” | inform him. “Fuck, even |
shuddered upon hearing the news.”

“There’'s a bigger monster than you, my friend?” Konstantin looks a me
challengingly.

“1 would say you,” | hit back. “But the mere fact that this person has never been seen
and has proven time and time again they can get to anyone, anywhere, at any time...”

“Fuck no!” Konstantin pieces it together. “What did Leonid Zorin do to warrant the
RMSAD to send the Black Widow after Tara?’

| seethe fear make him turn pale.

“He took something from them, and they want it back.”

“Does it have to do with why you asked me what was in the puzzle box?’ Konstantin
asks me.
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“No. It has to do with the RMSAD's Jewel Initiative project.”
“What the fuck did Leonid Zorin take from there?’ Konstantin’s brows knit.

“Subject number eleven—the New Jewel of Russia,” | tell him, and his eyes widen.
“We know her as Tara Craft!”

His body stills. He blanches. “No fucking way.”
| nod. “She’ s the Jewel.”

Konstantin leans back like I’ve dapped him. He runs a hand through his hair,
exhaling slowly.

“And now she's pregnant...”

“Second generation from one of their test subjects,” | finish for him. “Do you get it
now? She’s more than an asset. She'salegacy.”

He stares at the table, speechless.
“And I’m taking her as my wife.”
He looks at me like I've lost my goddamn mind. “You do realize what that means?

The RMSAD will come for her. For you. For the baby. They won't hesitate. Not to
mention they have their top fucking assassin on Tara strail.”



“I’m counting on it.”

“Then you've grown too overconfident, Ruslan.” He shakes his head. “We're not
ready. Our men are not ready.”

“We are now,” | say. “DS-Security is more than just a front. It's the resurrected
Dragunov Guard. And we' ve got the best general in the business training them.”

He' s quiet.

So | go for the jugular.

“Have you compromised the mission?’

His jaw tightens. “No.”

“What about your allegiance? | need to know where those are.”

“My alegiance has aways been to you, Ruslan, and that has not changed,”
Konstantin assures me, and | believe him.

He checks his watch and stands. “We need to get moving.”

| stand too.

“Did you fuck her?’ | ask.

His shoulders go rigid and his fists clench.

11 NO.”



He looks me in the eye when he saysit, and | believe him. But there is still something
he is holding onto. | can fedl it. He' s coiled like a spring.

| goad him. “Pity.” | shrug. “ She sucks cock like she was born for it.”

The punch lands clean on my jaw.

Pain explodes through my cheekbone as | stagger back. Before | can react, he grabs
my collar and slams me against the wall.

“You think that is fucking funny?’ he snarls. “I’ve done every damn thing you've
asked. Even when it kills me.”
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His breath is hot on my face. His eyes burn like fire.
“I'll deliver Tarato you. I'll step aside and let you have your power wedding. If she
wants you, | can’'t stop that.” Konstantin's lip curls angrily. “But know this, if you
ever talk about her like that again, or if you hurt her—" His eyes bore into mine, his
warning clear. “You and | will have a problem.”
Pavel burstsin. Alexi behind him. They grab Konstantin, pulling him off me.
| stand, breathing hard, chest heaving—not from the hit, but from what | saw in his
eyes. And | know our friendship will neverbe the same. | know that he will still stand
by, loyal and serve our cause, but the trust between us is now strained, and his
message was clear: if it came down to it, Tarawould be the one he chose.
Konstantin has fallen for her. And he is not aman to fall for awoman lightly.
“What do we do with him?’ Pavel asks, gripping Konstantin’s arm.
“Let him cool off,” | mutter.
Konstantin glares at me like he wantsto rip my throat out.
| step close, brushing off my collar. “You'll stay here. Get your head right. Sleep with
afew hookers. Whatever you need to erase this mess in your chest. But if | catch you

near Taraagain?—"

| leanin.



“I’ll fucking end you. That’s where | stand on this.”

He doesn't reply. Doesn’t need to. The fury in his eyes saysit all.

| turn, walking away.

But | pause at the door.

“Let's not let a woman we've only known a few short months ruin a lifelong
friendship,” | say coldly.

| leave him there, fists clenched, surrounded by my men. And for the first time in
years, | feel something gnawing in my chest that’ s not just rage.

Sorrow, for alifelong friendship torn apart by the most lethal weapon there is—love.

18

RUSLAN

Theair in Vegas hums with heat and false promises. Glitter and shadows. I’ ve walked
into war zones with less tension than what knots in my gut right now. The building
where Tara lives looks unassuming, a typical beige shell with too many secrets
behind each door. | raise my fist, rap twice. Wait.

The door swings open. A woman—mid-twenties, maybe—Ileans against the frame
like it’s her personal stage. Dark hair tucked behind one ear, brown eyes scanning me
slowly like I’'m a piece of meat she's debating whether to taste. Her tank top clings to
curves she's clearly proud of.

A sultry smilelifts the corner of her lips. “Well, hello.”



| give her a polite smile, the one that usually makes people step aside. “I’m looking
for Tara. Is she home?’

For a second, her brows flick up like | just asked her something unexpected. “Wow.
Okay. | wasn't expecting that. | was sure you were going to ask for Sabrina.”

My patience thins by the second. “Is Tara here?’

She crosses her arms, chest pushing out slightly. Still playing. “No. Sorry, she's not.
And she’ s not expected back for four weeks.”

| shift my stance, jaw tightening. “Is Sabrina here?’

“Nope. She's gone away for a week with her friend Leigh. That's why I'm here.
Apartment-sitting.” She leans in dlightly, voice dropping a pitch. “Y ou could always
join mefor adrink?’

“1 appreciate the offer,” | say tightly, “but I’'m in ahurry. Where did Tarago?’

She shrugs. “She didn’t leave an itinerary. But she mentioned she's got offers from a
bunch of universities across the States. Said she was flying out for interviews.”
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| nod once, cool and controlled. “ Thanks.”

“If you change your mind...” Her voice trails like a tease, but I’'m already turning,
mind racing.

As | head back to the elevator, my gut twists. The timing. The silence. The vanishing
act. All of it tastes off. For a flickering moment, | wonder if Konstantin's pulling
strings behind my back. But that doesn’'t make sense—he's being watched too
closely. | had eyeson him sincel left L.A.

The elevator dings. | step in, press the button for the lobby, and exhale slowly.

No, thisis something else.

Back at the Diamond Hotel, | swipe the key to my suite and step inside. The moment
the door clicks shut behind me, my phone buzzes. Pavel’s name flashes across the
screen.

113 Da11

“She's here,” Pavel says.

“Bring her up.”

| end the call, toss my jacket onto the armchair, and head for the bar. My fingers wrap

around the neck of the vodka bottle. | pour two fingers, swallow it in one long drag,
and then grip the edge of the marble counter, breathing through the throb building



behind my eyes.

What the fuck am | doing?

Ever since the night | spent with Tara Craft, my life’s been peeling apart like the skin
from a wound. One night. One fucking night, and she embedded herself under my
skin like a splinter | can’t rip out. I'd touched her once and couldn’'t stop wanting
more. She left before sunrise, and it took everything in me not to stop her. Not to
chase her.

Since then, everything | was supposed to focus on—rebuilding the Dragunov name,
reclaiming what’ s ours—got drowned under her. She wasn’t just asiren in silk sheets.
She was part of the fucking puzzle. She went from a seduction, to a liability, to the
burning obsession that won’t leave me the fuck alone.

A knock. | drain the second glass and call out, “Enter.”

Pavel steps in, one hand guiding my sister into the room. Irina walks with her chin
up, eyes sharp.

“Where' s your usual henchman?’ she snaps.

Pavel looks at me for instructions. | nod.

“That'sdl, Pavel. Close the door behind you.”

Irina stands like a statue near the edge of the rug. She won'’t sit. Not yet.

My phone rings again. Konstantin.

| consider ignoring it, but Pavel opens the door again, just his head poking through.



“Ruslan, take the call. Trust me, you're going to want to hear what he hasto say.”

“l haveto take this,” | tell Irina. “ Sit.”

| step into the bedroom and shut the door behind me, hitting the answer button.

“You better not fucking tell meyou'rein Vegas,” | growl.

“I’m in lockdown in my penthouse at my hotel in Los Angeles. How the fuck would |
get to Vegas?' Konstantin's voice comes through the receiver, cool and cam. “I
asked my contact at Doctor Pollock's office to let me know if there were any updates
to Irina s medical records.”

“Doctor Pollock?’ | frown. “Which one was he?”

“Fertility specialist,” Konstantin reminds me. “You might want to visit Doctor
Pollock while you' re there and have aword with him.”

“Why?’

“There were records missing the first time | checked. They just surfaced. And you're
going to want to see them.”

“Send them to me.”
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“l can’'t. My contact didn’t have time to download them, that’s why | told you to go
see the fucker,” Konstantin tells me.

“What was in the records?’

A pause.

“Irinaand Gavriil have opted for surrogacy.”

“What?’ The floor tilts beneath me. “Who is the surrogate?’
His voice cracks. “ Tara Craft.”

| grip the dresser edge, my nails biting into wood. “What else is in there that you
want me to pay avisit to her doctor?’

“My contact, who is also a nurse, said there were odd notes marked on Tara's file,”
Konstantin tells me. “They were written on the chart the day she went for the physical
and scans.”

“Isshe okay?” A spark of alarm zaps through him.

“Under the transvaginal ultrasound, that’s a... ah... a..”

“I know what that is,” | tell him.

“Of course.” Thereisrelief in hisvoice. “Plus fourteen days to pregnancy.”



“That could mean anything.” My brow furrows. “What did your nurse contact say?’

“She wasn't sure as she's never seen it on any of Doctor Pollock's charts before,”
Konstantin tells me. “Oh... and another thing. After the ultrasound, the doctor wanted
to see Irina and Tara in his office. Tara went to the bathroom and was locked in
there.”

“Okay...” I’'m not sure why that’ s significant.

“Your sister locked her in there, and she went to speak to Doctor Pollock on her
own,” Konstantin adds. “ After that, all of Tara s tests came to Doctor Pollock, so that
sheonlysaw him for all her follow-up appointments during her pregnancy.” A pause.
“Tara never got to talk to the doctor that day. And on their chart, it hasa note that

Taramust be accompanied by either Gavriil or Irinafor all her pregnancy check-ups.”

“l guessif it’sthere, baby, they want to be there through it all.” I’'m wondering where
Konstantin is going with this. “Nothing strange in that.”

“They hadn’'t had the egg implantation, but Irina had already booked all Tara's
checkups!” Konstantin says. “Now | know you have to book these doctors in
advance... But they hadn’t even had the egg implantation yet.”

“Just planning ahead,” | suggest.

“Maybe,” Konstantin says. “Or maybe Taraisn't pregnant at all.”

“What are you saying?’

“It just sounds a little suspicious,” Konstantin says.

“Or, you're just bored and looking for something to do,” | point out. “But check into



it.”

“l will,” Konstantin says, and I’ m guessing he' s already started.

My brow knitsalittle tighter. “When was the egg implantation?”’

He gives me adate. And | know that date well and before he reminds me what night
it was.

“The night | saw Taraand Gavriil together at the Diamond Hotel.”

Fuck. | knew that night didn't add up. Photos looked off, too perfect, like staged
snapshots. But | told myself it was jealousy. She was with him two weeks after being
with me, and it made me want to burn the world down.

“What are you saying?’

“I'm saying it’'s possible that Irina and Gavriil set the whole thing up. They knew |
was watching. They needed you to think Tarawas with Gavriil.”
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“To ensure | thought the baby was Gavriil’s and Taras. So the baby would be
meaningless.” My voice turns stedl. “It has to be afirstborn-blood heir.”

“Exactly.” Konstantin agrees. “They were sure | would show you the pictures of
Gavriil and Tara. You' d have her discreetly leave town...”

“And with Tara gone and out of sight...”My sister is a fucking sneaky little bitch.
“She gives birth.”

“Gavriil and Irinaadoptthe baby, ” | finish for him. My jaw clenches until pain shoots
up my temple. “Irina carries on stalling or hiding another pregnancy, ensuring she
and Gavriil never have the firstborn Mirochin-Dragunov heir.”

“1 don’'t get my leverage to get Russia back from them,” | finish for him.

“Let me know if you go see Doctor Pollock,” Konstantin says.

“1 will. Konstantin—where is Tara now?’

“InVegas?’ Worry explodesin hisvoice. “Is she not in Vegas?’

“Apparently, she'd been courted by a series of universities al over the country,” |
explain.

“1 only know about UCLA courting her. But other offers? She didn’t tell me anything
about them. Do you want me to find her?’



“No. I'll try another way.”

| hang up and return to the living room. Irinais lounging now, but her eyes track me.
“What do you want, Ruslan? Whatever | did, it'salie,” she says like she always does
in situations she thinks she's being accused of something. “Or have | aready been

judged and banished to Dragunov Village too?’

“That depends on how this conversation goes.” | lift a brow and test the waters. “Y ou
asked where Konstantin was.”

She shrugs. “1 don't really care. It was more of an observation.”

“You used to have a giant crush on Konstantin,” | remind her.

“First, he’smy cousin,” Irina points out.

“Distant cousin,” | remind her.

“If ladmiredhim in a crushing type of way, it was back before you and he became
cyborgs and lost al of your humanity,” Irinatells me with a smug smile.

| ignore her. “He was with Doctor Pollock.”

That lands on the mark. Irina’ s eyes flicker, and | see it—the moment the mask dlips.

| didn't want to believe it. That my sister was still scheming. Which means her
allegiances have changed, and | can no longer trust or count on her. But | can not |et

her know that | no longer do. | walk to the bar, pour two drinks, and set one down in
front of her.



“Is there anything you want to tell me, little sister?”

“That depends. What do you think you know?” Irinais careful to say.

We stare at each other across the room like loaded guns. | lift my glass.

“Let’s start with that sobbing phone call you made, the one where you hinted Gavriil
was cheating. Then Nadia ‘accidentally’ talks about you and Gavriil wanting to
adopt. Y ou wanted me here, and you knew that would make me come here.”

“Calling my brother when I'm upset isacrime now?’ Irina says, looking hurt.

“It'sclever,” | admit, holding the crystal glassin front of me as | lean against the bar.
“Fuck. | even fell for it.”

Something flashesin Irina’ s eyes—a smug look beforeit’s gone.
“You know how much | hate infidelity,” | continue. “Y ou know how much | hate the

Mirochins. You also know that | wanted to look for something to bring Gavriil down
with.”
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“That’s alot of hate you carry around with you, brother,” Irina says softly. And this
time, the sadness that darkens her eyesisreal.

“Well, it's a sad day when your family conspires against you,” | point out.
“1 never conspired against you,” Irina denies.

“No?’ | take a sip of vodka. “Let me continue. While | was worried about you and
Gavriil adopting, the two of you were seeing your fertility doctor, getting ready to
have a baby.”

The color drains from her face. | seeit. She knows she' s been caught.

“So while | was worried about Gavriil's mistress stressing you out and coming
between the two of you, you got Tara to be your surrogate.” | watch her. “Just to
ensure, in case you were being followed, the day of the egg implantation, you set the
stage to look like Taraand Gavriil were spending the night together.”

Irina’s eyes just narrow, and she doesn’'t say anything. “You don’t drink vodka
anymore?’ | look at her untouched drink.

“1 don’t drink alcohol anymore. It ages you.” Irina doesn't even look at the glass.

“Very well then. Let me get to the best part of the story,” | say. “Y ou needed Tara out
of sight before her stomach started to show, and you needed her to leave in away that
wouldn’t raise suspicion.” My eyes hold hers, and she doesn’t flinch. “What better
way than to get your brother to drive her out of town. Then, when she gave birth, you



arranged to look like you had adopted an unwanted pregnancy.” | salute her. “You
adopt your own flesh and blood. Flesh and blood that, as an adopted Mirochin, had no
obligations to them or our family. Being adopted, it would not inherit the Russian and
European side of the Mirochin Bratva.” | salute her with my vodka. “Tell me, what
were you going to tell the child when it found its adoption papers?’

“That its father was a lout. Arrogant and...” She closes her eyes and swallows before
looking at me. “Yes. Fine. | did it. But you left me no choice.” She rises. “You're
obsessed with the Dragunov-Mirochin heir like it's some fucking Holy Grail. And
you'll rip it from anyone’'s hands to get it.”

“1 am trying to get us back what’ s rightfully ours!”

“And using a baby. An innocent baby.” Irina laughs bitterly. “You sound just like
Boris Mirochin.”

“Don’'t you dare?—"

“Oh, | dare. Someone has to say it without fear of landing up in the Dragunov version
of Siberia” Her eyes heat with anger, and she throws another jab at me for exiling
Nadiato the village. “Y ou’ re becoming the very man you loathed.”

“I’m nothing like that evil man.” | seethe.

“No, you'reworse,” Irinathrows at me. “At least Boris Mirochin owned who he was.
You wrap it up in the guise of this big noble cause to raise the Dragunov Legacy from
the ashes.” Her lip curls in disgust. “But it's nothing more than a cover for your

hatred and revenge against the Mirochins.”

“It’ sretribution,” | hiss.



“Always the attorney,” Irina accuses. “Cloak the truth with a noble bow and ride it all
the way to justice on your high horse.” Her fists clench. “One man'’s truth is another
man’slies. Isn't that what grandfather always said?’

“Grandfather was weak. He thought things could be done in peace and with a
handshake,” | sneer. “The Mirochins don’t know the meaning of peace.”

“That’s not true,” Irina’s voice drops. “Y ou want revenge so badly, you're willing to
destroy lives. Even if you get your heir, then what? Moscow? Europe? What do you
do with them?’

“1 rebuild what they stole. Dragunov Territory, and rebuild the legacy so our people
can once again prosper without the constant threat of Mirochin retaliation. Or getting
caught up in another brutal Mirochin family feud.”

“That generation of Mirochinsis gone,” Irina points out. “It was not Oleksi or Gawvriil
that killed our father or...” She swallows. Her voice lowers. “Or Alisaand Eva.” The
names slice through me even after nearly thirteen years. “ There are better ways,” she
says. “But blood is all you know.”

My eyes bore into her. She stands looking at me like she has all the answers. But she
doesn't, and | think it's time for some hard, cold truths. Irina wants to play this game.

I’ ve shielded her from the truth for too long now.

“Why do you think Gavriil was the Mirochin who married you?’ | ask, my voice
neutral.

“He volunteered for the marriage for the sake of the Mirochin and Dragunov
aliance,” Irinaanswers,

“Oh, little sister, you think you’ re the only one who can manipulate?’



Irina blinks. “Gavriil volunteered,” she insists.

“No. | chose him.” | feel the lick of the searing burn flicker as | unlock the door to
one of the most painful days of my life. “Because he was the one who killed Alisa.
And Eva”

She staggers like | slapped her.

“You'relying.”



Page 70

Source Creation Date: July 1, 2025, 9:41 am

“Do you know why | wasn’t there when the raid happened in the early hours of the
morning?’

“Alisa said you had gone out early on business,” Irina answers.

“No. | wasn't there because the night before, | discovered who Alisareally was.”

“l don’'t understand?’ Irinalooks at me, confused.

“The night before our daughter's first birthday. My wife of two years told me she was
sent by Boristo get close to me, our family, the villagers, and manipulate me anyway
he wanted her to.” | give a harsh, mocking laugh. “But she claimed to have falen in
love with me. She wouldn’t say, but she begged me to take her and Eva and leave that
night. Just run away, she said. Away from the pressure of the village, my job as an
attorney and the Mirochins.”

“Alisawasaspy?’ Irina s voice cracks as she looks at me, stunned.

| nod slowly and take a breath. “I |eft the village that night enraged, hurt, betrayed by
thewoman | loved. | got in my car and just drove.”

“I'm sorry, Rus.” Her voice is soft and wobbles with emotions while her eyes fill
with tears.

“When | got back to the village, there was chaos.”

Tears dide down Irina s cheeks. I’ ve never seen her like this.



“I was running, calling for Alisa, for you and our siblings.” | swirl the liquid and stare
into the glass, and it’s like | can see the images playing in its depth. “ She came out of
nowhere. Screaming, he's going to kill us, he knows | know. | wasn’'t sure what she
meant. The place was chaotic. But as | turned, | saw Gavriil. He was aiming in our
direction. The gunshot rang out. Alisa lurched forward, pushing me out of the way,
and the bullet went through her and into Eva. | held them both as they died in my
arms. When | looked again, Gavriil was gone, and no one believed me that he' d killed
my wife and my one-year-old baby girl.”

Irina covers her mouth. “Oh my God.” She walks to me slowly, hesitates, then throws
her arms around me. Her shoulders shake with sobs. | hold her.

“I’'m sorry, Rus. | knew you were there with them when they died. | was the one who
eventually got you to let go of them.” She takes a shaky breath. “But | didn’t know
the rest of it.” She squares her shoulders and steps back. “I'll help you and stick to
our plan.”

We talk for twenty minutes more before Irina leaves. When she walks out the door, |
know my sister loves me, but | also feel that even after my confession, her loyalties
still lean to her murdering husband.

The phone rings again. The screen says. The General.

| answer. But the voice isfemale. Russian and ice-cold.

“Mr. Dragunov.”

“Who isthis? Where is the general 7’

“The general is busy. | borrowed his phone.” She tells me.



“What the fuck do you want?’

“The same thing you do,” she says. “Tara Craft.”

My blood chills. “Why?”’

“Why do you want Tara Craft, Mr. Dragunov?’ she counters.

“1 want to protect her, and as you're not calling on your phone or giving me your
name yet, | presume you' re the opposite of my goal.”

“On the contrary, | have no intention of causing her harm. In fact, I’'m the one who
has ensured she remains hidden all these years. I'm sure you can’'t say the same.
You've known her for amost two months already, you've unraveled twenty-four
years of work.”

| tense. “Who the hell are you?’

“Someone who has had to stoop to asking you for help.” She pauses. “Someone in
your team or close to you wants you dead and they’re framing me for it.”

19

RUSLAN

“There is always someone trying to kill me,” | tell her. “But I'm pretty sure all the
peoplein my inner circle are loyal to me.”
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“You don’'t believe me now, but you will.”

“If you're who | think you are,” | say, pacing to the window, my grip tightening
around the phone, “we are not on the same side.”

“l am not at al who you think | am,” she replies, with adight pause, like she' s letting
the implication hang between us. “The world is full of smoke and mirrors. Rarely is
something what you think it is on the surface.” A dlight pause. “For instance, | know

roughly three people in your life who are lying to you, and it's not just to you.”

“If you're talking about my sister, | already know that,” | assure her. “If you want to
get my attention, you' re going to have to do better than that.”

“Let’s see how good your memory is and if you understand what I’ m sending you.”

A notification pings. It's an encrypted message. | open it and scan the
attachment—it's a black-and-white photo. | frown. Is this? | hold it. My eyes fall to
the writing at the bottom of the picture.

“Isthiswhat | think it is?’ | ask, my eyesfalling on the date.

“The breadcrumb that will lead you to the proof that you and Tara are being lied to by
people close to you,” she says. “Everyone has their own agenda.”

“Including you,” | point out.

“My only agenda is the safety of those | treasure most in the world,” she replies.



“Your agendaissimilar.”

“How do | know you're not leading me into atrap?’

“You don't,” she says frankly. “I'll give you two hours to go find the proof, and I'll
call you in two hours.” She pauses. “Oh, and I’'m going to need you to switch out a
file for me and hang on to the one in the filing cabinet.”

“Y ou want me to steal personal files?’ | hiss.

“Really?” She scoffs. “You'll steal weapons and drugs from the Mirochins, but you
draw theline at files?’

“They are personal,” | reply.

“S0 is the mother who holds her dead child in her arms from the guns or drugs you've
let be distributed on the street,” she points out.

“It'sbusiness,” | defend our business. “Don’t you kill people for aliving?’

“Would you rather | did it for fun?’ she quips. “Now, will you swap the records?’

“Why not?’ | drawl. “Let’s add theft of personal filesto my B& E charge.”

“Great. Wait on the corner near the building. A courier will walk past and hand you
an envelope. Swap the documents. | will call you back in two hours.”

Theline goes dead, and | stare at it for amoment.

| look at the photo again and know exactly where I'm going. | wait outside the target
building and watch as the employees pile out as the day ends. Finally, the last person



locks up, and | break in. | go straight for the records, and within a few minutes, I've
found the two files I’m looking for. | go through the first one, snapping pages.

| get close to the end and freeze. What the fuck! | snap as many shots of the last few
pages in the thicker file. Then | turn to the second, smaller one, flip through, and by
the time I’'m done | must look like I’'m catching flies with my fucking mouth. | swap
the contents of the file, flip through, and get the horrible feeling that I’m not going to
like the plan the woman on the phone is concocting.

| snap all the pages, put the files back in place, then leave asif I’ ve never been there.
Forty minutes later, I’'m sitting in a corner coffee shop nursing a cold cup of coffee
and staring at the reports in awe. | think | know what this means. I’'m not sure how |
feel about it right now. What | do know is the frost queen is right—I’m being played.
And thething is, I’'m not sure sheisn’t one of the players.

The phone rings. Thistime it's an unknown number.

“Da,” | answer.

“Now, do you realize what I’'m talking about? Y ou’ ve been manipulated and lied to,
shetellsme.

“All this cloak and dagger for what?’ | hiss.

“The oldest three motives in the book are power, greed, and love.”
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“1f 1 help you, how do | know you won'’t cross me?’

“You don't,” the woman says. “That’s what trust is about. Right now, you don’t seem
to have alot of people you trust.”

“What do you want from me?’ | asked.
“Do what you do best,” she says. “You're going to be the biggest dick on the planet.
It's time to scare out the cockroaches. The first thing you're going to do is warn

Tara,” she says.

| listen to her plan wondering if I'm mad to do this but the more | listen to her the
more | realize she’' sright.

“When thisis over,” she promises, “we'll get the Dragunov territory back.”
“Wait!” My eyes shoot up. “You're from Dragunov Territory?
“Born and raised,” shetellsme. “I’ll be in touch.”

The line goes dead, and | sit looking at the phone as it goes to magically conjure her
name. But obvioudly it doesn't. | take a deep breath. “Time to go be adick.”

TARA

The burner phone stares up at me from the kitchen counter like it’s taunting me. One
week. That's how long it's been since Konstantin gave it to me, and it's also how



long I’ ve gone without hearing from him. | keep telling myself | don’t care. That I'm
mad. That | want nothing to do with him or the mess he pulled me into. But my hand
still twitches every time it buzzes.

Nothing. Again.

| wrap my fingers around a dotty ceramic mug and flick the kettle on. Tea. That's
what | need. Something warm. Something soothing. Something that isn’t this swirl of
confusion and fury and... longing. God, | hate that | miss him. | knew what | was
getting into. He never pretended to be a nice guy. But still. He had this way of
making me feel like | wasn't just a means to an end even though we both knew | was.

Steam curls up from the spout, fogging the window. | pull the tea bag through the
water and stare out at the tree line behind the cabin. The late afternoon sun makes
everything look a little too golden, alittle too peaceful. Like nature’s mocking me for
how fucked up everything's become.

| press the mug to my lipsjust as ablur of motion flashes past the window.

My heart drops into my stomach. | jump back from the sink and grip the counter,
breath frozen in my chest. Then | see him.Stocky, blond, square-jawed—Clyde. |
press a hand to my chest and try to calm the thundering in my ribs.

He raps twice on the back door. | unlock it and swing it open.

“Clyde,” | breathe. “What are you doing here?’

He gives me that easy, good-ol'-boy smile. “Just came to check in. Thought you
might want to go for awalk. Clear your head.”

| glance out. The wind’ s picking up and the air smells like a storm is building.



“Not right now,” | tell him. “1 was just making tea. Want to comein for acup?’

He shakes his head. “I’m in awalkin’ mood. Another time.”

| nod slowly, trying to keep the tension out of my voice. “Sure. Another time.”

He gives me a nod and strolls off down the path.

| close the door and bolt it, leaning against the frame for a beat. What the hell am |
doing out here? How did | go from finishing my PhD to hiding out in some no-name
town with burner phones and secret watchmen?

| grab my tea and head into the living room, still dunking the teabag out of habit. |
have a destination in mind. The comfortable, warm couch. | walk, head down, staring
into the swirling liquid like it holds answers | can’t find anywhere else.

“Don’t freak out.”

The voice punches through the silence like a gunshot.

| scream and launch my mug in the direction of the sound. Hot liquid splashes
through the air, and the cup clatters against something solid.

“Fuck—Taral” he groans.
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“Konstantin?’ My eyes go wide. | stand, still trembling, my knees fed like jelly.
“What the hell—are you insane?”

“1 caught it,” he says, holding the still-dripping mug. “Mostly.”

| blink at him. He's standing in the middle of my living room like he didn’t just break
every unspoken rule of cabin exile. And how the fuck did he find me?

“How—why are you here?’

He shrugs. “1 have my connections.”

“Clearly.” My voice sharpens. “What do you want?’
His expression tightens. “We need to talk.”

| cross my arms and scan the space behind him. “Where’'s your boss? Damien
Romanov? Or should | say Ruslan Dragunov?’

Konstantin winces. “Y ou know.”
“Of course | fucking know. That’s part of why I’'m hiding out here, remember? Y our
Bratva boss had a one-night stand with me and then sent you to be my shadow and

ensure | don’t go near his brother-in-law.”

“That’s not—Tara, please. Can | get atowel ?’



“No,” | snap. “You can get out.”
He lets out a slow breath, chest rising and falling under the damp shirt. “I know
you're angry. You have every right. But youcan be mad at me later. Right now, you

and your baby are in danger.”

| laugh—sharp and bitter. “Isn’t that why I'm here in paradise? To avoid being
dragged back into your boss' s twisted chess game?’

Konstantin steps closer. “This isn’'t about Ruslan anymore. When you and Gavriil
started digging into Lidiya Zorin, you caught the attention of the RMSAD. They’'ve
dispatched someone. Someone... dangerous.”

| narrow my eyes. “I’m not Lidiya Zorin. There' s no proof.”

“Thereis,” he says quietly, pulling a packet from his jacket and handing it to me.

The pages rustle in my hands. It's mostly redacted, but what | can see it’'s some kind
of genetic program. Then my eyes land on a page titled: Test Subject #11. | see the
photo. My photo. Except it’s not. I’ ve never seen this photo before. The child in it has
the same face. Same eyes. Same scar above the brow. My heart slams against my
ribs.

There’ s a blue mark under her arm.

“That’s not me,” | whisper.

“Why not?’

| lift my shirt sleeve. “No diamond mark.”



He reaches out and brushes his fingers against ared spot on my skin. “What’ s this?’

“1 had a mole removed. | remember. Even at three, | remember it hurting like fucking
hell.”

“1t could have been atattoo,” he says, voice low.

A third voice cutsin. “It was.”

| spin around.

“Sam?’ My eyes lock on him. “What do you mean? Who tattoos a toddler and then
removesit?’

“It had to be done, sweetheart.”

My stomach twists.
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“Great. So I’'m not just a walking incubator—I’m a genetically modified tomato that
got tattooed long before | could walk, let alone drink alcohol or smoke.”

Konstantin actually chokes on a laugh, but catches himself. “You're not alab rat or a
tomato. But we don't have time to unpack this here. You need to come with me.

Now.
Sam nods. “Clyde’ s going too. You'll be okay.”

My voice comes out flat. “Sure. Just your average Tuesday—mad Russian dragon
lords, hitmen, and a secret Russian genetics project. Let’s go.”

They take me to another cabin—this one older, deeper in the hills. Creepy as hell. My
skin crawls as we pull up.

“I’ve seen this movie,” | mutter. “It ends with me screaming and running barefoot
through the woods. With an axe murderer chasing me, and his face is covered with a

distorted mask.”

Clyde stays in the car. Konstantin leans over me to open the door and places a hand
on my back. | yank away.

“Touch me again and I'll bite you.”
He raises both hands. “Fair.”

He opensthe door. | step in—and freeze.



“Hello, Tara It'sgood to finally see you again.”

20

TARA

Damien... noit’'s Ruslan.

My body reacts before my brain catches up. Rage. Hurt. Lust. Everything flares to
life at once, and it’s almost too much.

| whirl. “Nope. | was hoping for a little old grandmother in a bed, or even some
porridge on the table. But | don’'t feel like facing the big bad fucking wolf today.”

Konstantin blocks the door. “Please. Just listen.”

“You don't want me to lose control,” | warn. “You think I’'m scary angry now? Try
adding pregnancy hormones. You've read my genetic profile—explosive temper
escal ating quickly to rage and strength. | become the fucking She Hulk.”

“l won't bite, | promise,” Ruslan says. “Konstantin, you can leave us.”

“No, but I might!” | turn and fold my arms across my chest as his eyes travel over me
like he's caressing me. Fuck.

Konstantin hesitates. | glare at him. “You leave me here, and | swear, | will haunt

you.

“I’'m sorry, Tara,” he says softly. “This is between you and him.”

“You traitor.”



He closes the door behind him. | stand in the silence, heart pounding.

“Comein, Tara, and please sit.” Ruslan gestures to the sofa.

“No, I’'m good standing, over here by the door,” | respond.

He watches me, eyes dark, intense. “Y ou look... beautiful.”

13 Don’ t.”

“Fine.” Henods. “Let’ stalk.”

“No, let’s not. Let’s pretend you talked, but don’t really. You go your way. I’'ll go
mine.”
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“l can’t do that.” Hisvoice lowers. “Not while you and the baby are in danger.”
The words suck all the air from the room. | stare at him.

“Of course you know about the baby,” | mutter. “That’s what this is about. Trying to
take my baby.”

He hands me afile. | snatch it and flip it open. Medical records. Mine.

“Y ou stole my records?’

“1 had to know the truth.”

“And now you do,” | snap, shutting the file and shoving back at him. “Y ou wanted to
steal my records so | couldn’t go back to Doctor Pollock as he no longer had me on
file”

“At least | finally got the truth of what my sister might be up to,” he says. “Tara,
Gavriil and Irina are using you to get back at me. You're not pregnant. The egg was

never implanted. They went to the clinic to start IVF.”

“Are you saying they set everything up?’ | flip through the file. “But | had a
sonogram in Moscow and it was there...”

“Did Gavriil organize it perhaps?’ he asks me.

“Yes,” | nod, my brow knitting. “No, that’s not right. | peed on a stick. There were



two lines.”

“The real blood tests are in there from the day the doctor phoned to give you your
results,” Ruslantellsme, and | flip back to the blood tests. Negative.

| feel like I’ ve been punched in the chest. My fingers shake as | flip through the file.
Everything is there. Egg implantation. Follow-up notes. Irina’ s additional IVF cycle.
My stomach turns—None of it is mine, it's all the procedures Irina s had around the

same time | was supposed to be having egg implantation.

“They were using me as a decoy to throw you off what they were really doing?’ My
eyes search his.

He nods.

The tears come fast, hot, uncontrollable. “I trusted them.”

Ruslan drops to his kneesin front of me. His hands cradle mine.

“l didn’t know,” he says. “But now that | do... I'll protect you. Always.”

My breath hitches.

“l1... | don’t need protection if I’m not pregnant.” | sniff.

“Tara... you still do,” Ruslan says to me. “The RMSAD and the Black Widow are
after you, regardless of whether you're pregnant or not.” He pinches the bridge of his

nose. “That ison me.”

“How could it possibly be on you?” My brow furrows. “I’'m the one who went
rushing off to Moscow and dug around. I’ m the one who aerted you.”



He's quiet, and his eyes search mine. “Whose idea was it to go to Moscow?’ His
voiceislow.

My eyes widen. No, fuck. This is too much. “Irina’s.” My brow furrowed. “I can’t
believe they would do thisto me.”

His forehead presses to mine.

“I'm so sorry,” he whispers. “This is all my fault. | pushed my sister to do this, and
now you're al tangled up in this.” He closes his eyes. “Fuck. When | saw you again,
thisisnot how | expected it to go.”

“Did you expect a cup of tea hurled at you perhaps?’ | laugh.

“Isthat what happened to Konstantin’s shirt?’ He laughs, and my heart lurches. Other
parts of my body heat.

Our laughter sobers, and our eyes lock. | feel myself being pulled into the depths of
his blue eyes.

His voiceisalow growl, a promise that slithers down my spine like a serpent coiling
around its prey. “Tara,” he whispers, and my name on his lips is a sin, a prayer, a
curse al at once. His eyes—those fucking eyes—darken like a storm rolling in, and |
can feel the heat of his gaze searing through me, branding me as his.
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| don’t move. | can't. My body is a traitor, every nerve ending alive and screaming
for him. My nipples harden under the thin fabric of my T-shirt, aching for his touch,
his mouth, his teeth. My pussy throbs, wet and desperate, and | hate myself for how
much | want him.

“There has not been one minute of aday since we' ve been apart that | wasn't thinking
about you,” he says, and his voice is rough, raw, like he's been choking on my name
for months.

| swallow hard, my throat dry, my pulse racing. | try to speak but no words come oui.
I’m mesmerized by his gaze. I'm trembling.

He moves closer, and the air between us crackles with electricity. | can smell
him—spice and |leather and something darker, something primal that makes my knees
weak. His hand reaches out, and | flinch, but he doesn’t touch me. Not yet. He just
hovers there, his fingers inches from my cheek, and | can feel the heat of his skin like
abrand.

“You think I'm lying?’ he murmurs, and his lips curve into a slow smile that’s equal
parts dangerous and delicious. He stands and pulls me up with him. “You think |
didn’t dream about this? About you? About how you taste, how you feel, how you
fucking scream when I'm inside you?”’

My breath hitches, and | can fedl the slickness between my thighs, my body betraying
me with every fucking word. “Oh, God,” | whisper. | don’t want him to stop. | want
him to fucking ruin me.



He laughs, low and dark, and finally, finally, he touches me. His hand cups my cheek,
his thumb brushing over my bottom lip, and | can’t help but part my lips, my tongue
darting out to taste him. He groans, deep and guttural, and then his mouth is onmine,
claiming me with akissthat’s al teeth and tongue and desperation.

| moan into his mouth, my hands fisting in his shirt, pulling him closer. His body is
hard against mine, every muscle taut with restraint, and | can feel the thick length of
his cock pressing against my stomach. Fuck. | want him. | want him so bad it hurts.

He breaks the kiss, his breath ragged, his eyes burning into mine. “Tell me you
missed me,” he demands, his voice rough with need.

| shake my head, but my body is screaming yes, yes, yes. “I didn’'t,” | lie, but my
voiceis shaky, weak.

He chuckles again, and then his hand is sliding down my body, over my breast, my
waist, my hip, until he’s cupping my ass, pulling me against him. “Liar,” he growls,
and then his mouth is on my neck, histeeth sinking into my skin, marking me as his.

My breath hitches, sharp and ragged, as his hand fists in my hair, yanking my head
back so hard | feel the sting of tears prick at the corners of my eyes. His other
hand—rough, calloused, fucking brutal—slides down my spine, nails digging into the
soft flesh of my ass. | arch into him, my body betraying me, craving the heat of his
touch like a goddamn addict.

“Fuck,” | whisper, the word trembling on my lips, barely audible over the sound of
my own heartbeat thundering in my ears. It’s not just a word—it’s a plea, a prayer, a
fucking surrender to the man who owns me, body and soul and thisis only the second
time we' ve met.

His lips crash into mine, bruising, possessive, and | moan into his mouth, my tongue



tangling with his in a dance that leavesme dizzy. He tastes like vodka and sin, and |
can't get enough. His cock presses against me, hard and unyielding, and | grind
against him shamelessly, desperate for the friction, for the way he makes me feel
alive and ruined all at once.

“You're mine,” he growls against my lips, his voice low and dangerous, sending
shivers down my spine. His fingers work the buttons of my jeans, and before | know
it, they are diding down my legs. His hand moves from my ass to my thigh, hiking
my leg up around his hip as he pins me against the wall. The cold brick bites into my
back, but | don't care—all | can think about is the way his body feels against mine,
the way his cock throbs against my soaked panties.

“Say it,” he demands, his breath hot against my neck as he nips at the sensitive skin
there. “Say you're mine.”

“I'm yours,” | gasp, my voice breaking as his fingers slide under the lace of my
panties, teasing the dlick heat between my thighs. “Fuck, I’m yours.”

He doesn’'t wait, doesn’'t hesitate. He tears my panties off with asingle, brutal motion,
and | cry out as his fingers plunge into me, thick and unrelenting. He fucks me with
his hand, his thumb circling my clit in tight, punishing circles that have me trembling,
my nails digging into his shoulders as | cling to him for dear life.

“You like that don’t you beautiful Tara,” he murmurs, his voice dark and satisfied as
he watches me fall apart.

I’m close, so fucking close, but he pulls his fingers out of me suddenly, leaving me
empty and aching. | whimper, my hips bucking against nothing, but he silences me

with another kiss, deep and filthy.

“Not yet,” he says, hisvoice alow growl that makes my pussy clench with need. “I'm



not done with you.”

He spins me around, pressing my chest against the wall, and | hear the sound of his
belt unbuckling, the rustle of fabric as he frees his cock. | bite my lip, anticipation
coiling tight in my stomach as he presses the thick head of his cock against my
entrance.

“Tell me what you want” he commands, his voice rough and demanding.

“Please,” | whimper, my voice trembling with need. “Please, fuck me.”

He slams into me in one brutal thrust, and | scream, the sound echoing off the walls
as he fills me completely. He doesn’'t give me time to adjust, doesn’'t give me a
moment to breathe. He fucks me hard and fast, his hips slamming into mine with a
force that has me seeing stars.

“You feel so fucking good,” he growls, his hands gripping my hips so tightly | know
I’ [l have bruises tomorrow. “Tight little pussy wrapped around my cock.”

| moan, my body trembling as he pounds into me, each thrust hitting that sweet spot
deep inside me that has me teetering on the edge of oblivion. His hand tanglesin my
hair again, yanking my head back as he leans down to whisper in my ear.

“Come for me,” he commands, his voice dark and dangerous. “Come on my cock. |
want to feel the walls of your pussy clamp and squeeze me.”

| shatter, my body convulsing around him as | scream his name, my orgasm crashing
over me like a fucking tidal wave. He fucksme through it, his cock pounding into me
relentlessly until he finally spills inside me with a low groan, his hips jerking as he
fills me with his cum.



He collapses against me, his chest heaving as he presses a kiss to the back of my
neck. “God, you have no idea how much I’ve wanted to be buried deep inside you
again” he murmurs, his voice possessive and final. His cock is still buried inside as
his hands reach around and fondle my breasts. He leans into my ear and whispers.
“Playtimeis over Tara. You're mine now. And I'll kill anyone who tries to touch you
or take you away from me again.” His voice dips and sends a shiver down my spine.
“Including Konstantin.”
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He pulls out of me, spins me around and | drag breath into my lungs. Gone is the
charming Damien persona and in its place is the dangerous Ruslan Dragunov. And
now | see why his sisters are so scared of him that the one even faked me being
pregnant to distract him.

His hand twists in my hair and he pulls it back. “Say it, Tara” His eyes burn into
mine. “Say you’ re mine and you understand what that means.”

| swallow as my eyes dance with his and I’'m teetering between a state of fear and
arousal. While I admit to being dlightly petrified at seeing who he redlly is, | know
it'strue. I’'m his, body and soul, and there’ s no going back.

21
RUSLAN

She's still shaking as | press her back against the cool wall, her chest heaving, lips
swollen from my kiss, pupils blown wide with the high | just gave her. Her skin is
flushed, damp with sweat, slick where our bodies met, and | want her again already.
But | don't move. Not yet. | want thisimage of her to be burned into my mind.

Tara, wild and wrecked and mine,
| trail my fingers down her side, then cup her face, and kiss her slowly, tasting the

echo of her moans still lingering in her throat. Her fingers curl against my shoulder,
soft now, like she' stoo tired to resist.



But she’ s watching me.

And she seesit now. The mask is gone.

No Damien. No smiles. No charming flirtation.

Just me.

Ruslan Dragunov.

She doesn’t flinch. She doesn't pull away.

| hook an arm under her thighs and lift her, carrying her into the bedroom. Her head
drops against my shoulder. | can feel her pulse hammering at the base of her throat.

| lay her down gently on the bed. Her hair fans out across the pillow. For a moment, |
just look at her—naked, still trembling, her legs falling open as | kneel between them.

She reaches for me, but | catch her wrists and press them down.

"Y ou don't come until | say."

Her eyes widen, breath hitching. But she nods.

| grip her thighs, pull her to the edge of the bed, and spread her wider.

Her pussy glistens, dripping from how hard | just fucked her. She's flushed and
swollen, twitching every time | breathe on her. | take my time. | drag my tongue over

her inner thigh, slow and deliberate, and watch her writhe.

| don’t let her come. Not yet.



| pull away just before she shatters, again and again. Her moans turn to whimpers, her
fists clenching, her voice breaking. | make her beg. | make her burn. | make her feel
every fucking second of this.

Because she needs to understand.

She belongs to me now.

And | will ruin her for anyone el se.

When she’ s sobbing with need, pleading with her eyes, | finaly givein. | pull her up,
flip her over, and sink into her again from behind.

She cries out, her voice raw, desperate. | pin her arms behind her back, angle her hips
just right, and drive into her until the bed rattles.

She comes so hard she screams. And thistime it's my name—Ruslan—that rips from
her throat.

Thistime, | don't pull out. | hold her in place, spill inside her, and stay there.
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Her body collapses under mine. And | wrap my arms around her, drag her into the
mess of blankets, and hold her against my chest.

She doesn’'t speak. She just breathes.

| run my fingers through her hair until her breath evens out, and she drifts off, finaly,
in the circle of my arms.

| pull the blanket over us and kiss her temple.

"There’ s nowhere for you to escape in the morning, my beautiful Tara."
She shifts dlightly, barely awake.

"Tomorrow over breakfast, we'll talk about Moscow."

She doesn’t reply.

| draw her closer, her back to my chest, and tuck her head beneath my chin.
| press my lipsto her hair and whisper, just for her:

"Yalyublyu tebya."

And | mean every word.

TARA



| stretch, limbs heavy and loose, the muscles in my thighs sore in the best way. My
hand slides across the sheet, reaching for warmth, but the bed is empty. My eyes
crack open. The room is dark. Not my cabin. The realization hits me like a dap. |
didn’t dream last night. | really did just fuck Ruslan Dragunov.

| sit up, hair a mess, body aching. My bladder makes its demand known, so | tiptoe to
the bathroom, bare-ass naked, and do what | need to. After washing my hands, | head
to the kitchen, thirst clawing at my throat. The house is quiet, too quiet. | frown.
Where the hell is he?

As | pass through the lounge, a diver of light seeps out from a slightly open door.
Then | hear hisvoice. Low. Steady. Russian. | creep closer, drawn like a moth to the
flame, heart thudding with some primal warning.

My name. He says my name.

"Yes, she fell for it," Ruslan says, cool and casual. "l told you. | always get what the
fuck | want. Now that she doesn’'t believe she's pregnant, | don’t pose a threat. The
RMSAD won't be a problem. Their Jewel belongs to me now."

|ce runs through my veins. | freeze, breath caught in my throat.

"Yes. What do you think? | said we were in this together. I'm warning you, don't
betray me. Everything is working just the way you planned. Let Irina think she's
fooled us. We'll give her five months, see if the IVF takes. If not, we've got Plan B
and C. Relax, the doctor’s on my payroll now. He'll tell them what | want them to
know."

The blood drains from my face.

"Of course I'm going to marry her. Not only is she the Jewel of Russia and the



RMSAD’s most prized asset, she's a Morozov. Her grandmother is Anya Novikov.
Do you know what that will do for us? Plus her grandfather controls the Dragunov
Guard. We need them."

My kneestremble.

"Victoria? Oh hell no. She’'s an okay fuck. Good to relieve yourself with when the
need arises. No, | must go. | told you—there's going to be a wedding at Dragunov
Village."

My stomach flips.

"You're just upset | didn't ask you. Of course, | love you. But you better start
behaving yourself."

He hangs up.

| can't move. My heart is a shattered mess beating against bone and betrayal.
Everything he said—all the promises, al the heat, the way he held me—it was just
another layer of lies. I'm apawn. A fucking pawn.

Sabrina was right. These people are insane.

Then fury crashes in like a tidal wave. Red-hot, consuming. My head clears, and
instinct kicks in. Quietly, | grab my clothes,pulling them on. My hands find his
jacket. Hiswallet. His keys. Fucking rich people leave their shit lying around likeit’s
nothing. | need a phone. Mine' s gone—of courseit is. He must’ ve taken it.
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| hear another creak.

Shit.

He' s still on the phone. | dip out the door and into the night. | know these woods. My
dad made damn sure | could navigate them blindfolded. Sam and Sabrina trained me,
probably because deep down they knew I’d need it.

The Russians think they own me. Fuck them.

| pull the oversized jacket tight around me and head toward the road. There's a gas
station about five miles from the cabin. | don’t stop. My breath clouds in the cold and
my legs burn. Adrenaline mixes with pregnancy hormones—I| don’'t even know

what’ s real anymore—and | push harder.

The lights of the gas station come into view. | stumble inside, legs shaking, and ask
the clerk if | can use the phone. He hands it over.

| dial a number I’ ve memorized since | was ten.

"Hello?" the voice on the other end answers.

"Uncle Nik. It'sme. Tara."

"Sweetheart." There's a pause. His voice softens. "How are you?"

"I’m in trouble. The kind that needs your help."



Silence.

"Where are you?"

| give him the gas station address.

"I'll be there in ten. Do you remember Sol’ straining?’

IIY%.II

Ten minutes later, a black Range Rover pullsinto the back lot, out of camerarange. |
duck low as Nik walks inside.

He flirts with the young women at the counter, grabs a box of condoms, and tosses a
charming grin their way.

"Thanks. Bit embarrassing, running out at my age."

They giggle. Of course they do.

He getsin the car, locks the doors, and pulls away.

"Condoms? Really?"

"Distraction," he says. "They’ll be too busy giggling to remember | was here."

"Y ou’ re pushing seventy."

"Watch it, cheeky monkey."

We drive in silence for afew minutes. Then he says, "Okay. Tell me what the fuck is



going on."

| spill everything. From Ruslan to the files, to the call | just overheard. By the time
we pull into his estate, I'm exhausted. The guards at the gate salute him. He gives
quick orders for extravigilance.

"|s Galina here?' | ask.

"L ondon, with her grandson."

| sighinrelief.
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"We're going to talk,” he says. "Then I'm getting my doctor out here. We'll find out
once and for al if you're pregnant.”

| nod, too tired to argue.
"Y our mom and sister know anything?"'
"No. Please don’t tell them."

"Your secret’s safe with me. But I'll have to check on Sam and Clyde. If they let
Romanov near the cabin, we've got a problem."

| want to defend them. But | don’t. Because | don’t know who to trust anymore. None
of them are my friends. Not Gavriil. Not Irina. Not even Konstantin.

"Did you know about me?* | ask.

He's quiet, then he nods. "l did. But your parents made us promise not to tell you. It
wasn't my place.”

"I getit," | whisper. "Can you tell me now?"
He studies me. "Tomorrow. After you rest."
| hug him. "Thank you. At least | still have you."

"Always."



As| walk to the guest room, he calls out, "Remember the protocol."

"l do."

In the shower, | let the water wash away the tears. But it can't wash away the
betrayal.

Ruslan Dragunov fooled me. Fucked me. Lied to me. Used me.

And | will never let it happen again.

22

TARA

| come awake to the sound of my name and the gentle shake of a strong hand.

"Honey, wake up. They're here."

Nik's voice cuts through the fog in my brain. My limbs feel like they’re wrapped in
wet sand. | can barely move.

"Who?' | mumble, my throat dry.

Nik scoops me out of bed like | weigh nothing. "Sorry, honey, but Bella needs to
make the bed. Y ou know these young bucks can be quite cocky and heated crashing
into aroom."

“You are so British, Uncle Nik.” My foggy brain has a smile for the young bucks.
Then | frown. Why the fuck is Bella making my bed? Blink up at him. "Are you
kicking me out?'



"No. Never," he says, brow furrowed. "But your Russians are on their way."

My eyes snap open. | look at him, suspicion rising like bile. "That show at the gas
station. That was intentional, wasn't it? Y ou wanted them to see you."

"Me?' He arches a brow, innocence painted all over hisface.

"Uncle Nik, you're getting too old for this shit."

He rolls his eyes. "The day a young prick gets the better of me is the day | book
myself into a home."
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He presses a button on hiswatch. A panel slides openin thewall. | stare.
“Oh no not that panic space.” | grumble.

“There are peanut butter cups in there.”

“Really?’

He nods

“Inyou go."

"Oh look. Telly,” I mutter, snuggling into the fluffy blanket like I’m not seconds
away from being hunted.

"Remember the drill."

| nod. I’'m too damn tired to smile, let aone respond. | curl into the corner and fall
asleep before | hear the panel click shut.

RUSLAN
My cabin is cold and quiet. | grab my phone and dial.

"Konstantin, | just got off the phone with Nadia. She's going to need your help back
at Dragunov Village."



"What about Tara?"

"I'm here now," | say stiffly. A spark of jealousy flaresin my chest. The eagernessin
his voice grates.

| hang up and immediately call Nadia.

"Konstantin flies out tomorrow," | say. "Keep an eye on him."

"Of course, brother."

"Did you get the camerato Valeska after the break-in at Site 177"

"I did. Everything'sin place.”

"Good. | haveto go."

"Y eah, you'’ ve got a hot woman in your bed," Nadia teases.

"You're just jealous you don't have someone as hot in your bed." | smile.

Unbeknownst to my other siblings, Nadia and | appear to disagree on everything. She

Is a headstrong rebel, and my favorite sibling.

"No, we've got her locked up at the facility."

"All for the cause, sweet sister. I'll call you soon.”

“Loveyou, big brother."

"Y atebyatozhe lyublyu."



| hang up, a smile curling on my lips. It's al falling into place. Tara—God, she was
supposed to be a distraction. Now she’'s a complete obsession and, as it turns out, an
invaluable treasure and a bonus addition to our plans.

But fuck. She drives meinsane. | can’t keep my my hands off her and that’s afucking
problem. Tonight | gave her a taste of the real me, and instead of balking, she was
more turned onthan ever. Shit just thinking about her and my cock is rock hard
wanting to sink into her hot tight warmth.

The moment she walked through that door, she was not leaving me again, ever. | toss
back a splash of vodka and pad toward the bedroom. Sure, she’'s going to be livid
when she finds out she’s still pregnant. And my sister Irinais going to be even more
furious when she finds out her plan to deceive has failed.

I’m about to walk past the sofa, but something feels... off. | turn and look at the long
side table beside the front door. My eyes widen when | see that my wallet is open. |
pick it up and go through the bills. Only ten dollarsis missing.
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| frown. That’s strange. Did | use ten dollars? | rack my brains, but | can’t remember
spending any money earlier. The front door creeks and | walk toward it before
freezing. It’s open. Fuck, did someone come inside?

And stole ten dollars when there was a whole stack of much larger bills.

That doesn’t make any fucking sense. | scan the table. My keys are gone. My head
turns toward the coat rack. My jacket is gone. My heart jolts and a bad feeling creeps

up my spine. | glance outside. My car is still there.

As | walk toward the bedroom, | notice Tara's clothes are no longer scattered on the
floor. They’re gone.

Fuck.

| run to the bedroom. Empty.

Bathroom. Empty.

"Fuck!"

| grab my phone. "Konstantin. Get here now. Tara s gone."
We meet and search everywhere. It's Konstantin who says it:

"If | were her, I'd head for the gas station."



That pisses me off more than it should.

We hit the station.

“Yeah, a woman came through about ninety minutes ago. Didn't buy a ride. Just
made a call."

"Anyone else stop by?"

"Some old guy.” The woman snorts. “He bought condoms."

My blood boils as | slap cash down. " Show me the footage.”

We review thetapes. A Range Rover sitsjust out of camerarange.

“She must’ ve snuck into that Range Rover,” Konstantin observes.

“Who isthat man?’ | ask

“That’s Nikolas Vasilikis.” A young man comes in from the back. “He lives in a
mansion on the outskirts of town.”

The trip to the estate takes too fucking long and by the time | get there, I'm already
far too impatient. We get the estate’s location. The security is very tight. Anyone

would think the fucking King lived here as guards with leathal weapons stop us.

"I need to see Nikolas Vasilikis,” | snap. “He has something of mine and I'd like it
back.”

The guard takes his time, goes into the guardhouse, and ambles back.



"Mr. Vasilikisisn't thrilled," the guard says, but lets us through.

A butler meets us at the door, weapon at his hip. "Mr. Vasilikis will see you in his
study."

"Fuck the study. | want to search this house. She's here."

"You search my house without my permission, you leave in a body bag," Nikolas's
voice cutsin like ablade.

He appears out of nowhere. Still. Dangerous. Calm.

"Where the fuck is she?' | snap.
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"Who?" hereplies.

"Tara Craft."

"| think she’sin Boston for an interview."
"Don’t play dumb."

| grab his collar and slam him into the wall. Oleksi Mirochin walks in and sees the
scene.

"Dragunov, | wouldn’t...”
"Shut the fuck up, Mirochin. One more word and someone gets shot."

Nik moves like lightning. My own gun isin his hand, aimed at my men, and before |
can blink he's changed our positions and has me pinned against the wall.

| see Oleks fake flinch. “I tried to warn you.” He yawns as he strolls past us. “1f you
don’t need me Nik, I’'m going to bed.”He walks off as if one older man isn’'t holding
three big hulking Russians hostage.

"You'rein my house," Nikolas hisses.

Pavel moves. Nik adjusts the angle—he can still shoot them all.

"Y ou touch one inch of this house again, and I’ll bury you in the desert," he says.



Todd, his man, strolls over.

"Take our guests to check the house," Nikolas says, cold and clear. He lets me go and
unloads my weapon. "They’ re under the illusion my GODDAUGHTER is here."

That word slams into me. Goddaughter.

| blink.

"You and I," Nikolas growls, keeping my gun and walking into his study, "are going
totalk."

| know when to show respect. The man could’ve killed us all. | wonder if he wants a

job? | glance around. I’'m guessing he’s not hurting for money. Uh... Fuck, | wonder

if he owns Matriarch Corporation Vasilikis.

"I know you picked her up at the gas station.”

"Which one?' he asks.

"The one you bought condoms at."

"Ah, those were for my guard’ s kid."

He narrows his eyes.

"Now tell mewhere Tarais."

| lie. Say we're in along-distance thing. Say we fought and she ran.

Nik doesn’'t blink. "In al the years I've known her, I’ve never seen Tara have



hysterics."

| want to rip the walls down.

He shows us every room.

She' s not there.

Aswe leave, Nikolas' s voice cuts through the night.
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"Next time, bring a warrant. Or don't come a al. While you might be the
Dragunov... I'm the Monarch."

The name hits like a gut punch. Heis that Nikolas Vasilikis.

We drive off, defeated. On the way out, | see two teens sneaking out of the guest
suite.

So the condom story was true.
Fuck.
She's not here. But she's out there.

And I will find her, especially as | aso know she's carrying my child!



