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NOTE


Please note this book is a mafia-lite romance. Although there is a background mafia plot, the main focus is on the romance.

All books in the series are interconnected standalones. They can be read in any order.

A special thank you to Hollie, Miha, and the amazing Jamie.

Lastly, this book is for the S7 Authors. Thank you for being so utterly amazing! You are all AWESOME authors, but even more so, you are the loveliest and most genuine people EVER! I love watching your stars shine brightly and cheering each other on as we pursue our dreams. And one last thing: all I’m going to say is Gorillas in the Mist—hahaha—I can’t remember the last time I laughed this much!!! They were the best photos ever :D xxx


SPOILERS - CONTENT NOTE


Topics referred to include the following. Please reach out if you need help. Your mental and physical health matter very much xxx

Mafia violence and murder; threats made to FMC and her ch*ldren (by a third party); ex-partner who brings danger into FMC and her ch*ldren’s lives; physical, verbal, and mental ab*se (not from main characters) to adults and ch*ldren; food restriction by a third party; body dysmorphia; shame around food and eating behaviors; death of parents; body shaming; lack of self-worth; neurodivergence; ableist statements, beliefs, and internal beliefs; character who grew up in an orphanage; homelessness.


FACEBOOK GROUP AND ARCS


Facebook Group: ‘Isa’s Angels & Mafia Books’

https://www.facebook.com/groups/1409806332760996

Would you like to receive a free ‘Advance Reader Copy’ of Isa's next release before anyone else? Please see here:

https://isaoliverauthor.com/free-arcs/


FAMILIES


Petrov Mafia, Las Vegas

Grigory Petrov (Pakhan)

Viktor Kozlov

Matvey Novikoff

Nikolai Ivanov

Others

Geliy – Viktor’s ex-comrade

Avelina Nosova – Geliy’s ex-wife

Sofia – Geliy’s daughter

Leon – Geliy’s son

Olga – Geliy’s mother

Babulya – Viktor’s grandma


CHAPTER ONE



AUTHOR’S NOTE: Dear Reader, this book features neurodivergence and autism. Autism is a huge part of my life, and I refer to it in this book by the terms that I, my family, and our health professionals use on a daily basis.

Some people may think some of the autism-related events depicted in this book are unlikely. In fact, all of the story’s autism-related behaviors are based on real-life experiences. Autism is a spectrum condition and affects each individual in a different and unique way. And this means it’s extremely rare for two individuals with autism to behave identically in the same situation.

The terms I use may differ from the terms commonly used in the country where you are based, or you may be used to different terminology due to the version of diagnostic criteria (such as DSM-5) in use when diagnosis was made. In this book, please be aware that characters may use ableist language or hold ableist beliefs, or they may have internalized ableist thoughts. These are solely part of the storyline and used to convey what some people with autism may go through, but they are not the views of the author. A number of additional sensitivity readers were used during editing.

In particular, I want to say that every person with autism is an extremely special person, and their differences make the world a much richer and better place. Your well-being matters very much, so please reach out to a loved one or professional if you need support.

And one last thing: please note that this is NOT a dark romance, although some darker elements are present in parts of the story. Please check the earlier content note for more details. Love Isa xxx
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VIKTOR

AGE 12

The air in Moscow is cold and stagnant as I stare out at the crowds of people who pass by without so much as a glance. Their coats pulled up to their ears, heads down. No one bats an eye at the kid loitering in an alley, a ratty coat with a few holes and dirt smudged on his face. That means taking a moment to care.

But they never care.

Pulling my collar up, I watch the street for a few more minutes. The tough fabric scratches against the back of my neck. My breath fogs in front of me as it fades into the air as soon as it leaves my lips.

I wait.

Watch.

The bakery is just up the street. Packed like it always is. Bodies press against the counter, the line winding around the corner in a sea of hungry people. Everyone wanting to get their morning shot of something.

I take a step forward, my shoes scuffing against the wet sidewalk. The soles are worn and taped up, but I’ll find another pair some other time. My stomach clenches in on itself with hunger. I hate this life. I hate having to hang around in the bitter cold, my whole body frozen like a block of ice, wondering if I’ll get any food today—desperately hoping for it.

I stop, my head tilting as I catch sight of another boy across the street. He lingers near the bakery’s entrance, a new face and appearance standing out from all the others with their monotoned coats and hats. The images before me are like some black and white reel that seems to be the eternal movie I watch throughout my life.

His clothing looks rich and expensive, but the end of his collar and sleeves are frayed a little more than anywhere else. His hand trembles as he fidgets.

I press back past the oncoming stream of pedestrians and watch him. His eyes are glued to the line, darting back and forth, like he’s trying to figure out something. A gap in the line? His next move?

Then he makes it.

He’s quick.

Reaching out, he’s snatching a roll of bread from the rack before anyone can react.

I freeze.

This is my spot!

The owner rushes out and yells at him. But the boy is swift on his feet and sprints away before he can be caught.

This other boy stealing my spot pisses me off so much. I’m the one who steals from this bakery, not some kid who can’t even manage to keep his hand steady! I follow him, even managing to slip a loaf from the display inside my coat as I pass because the owner is too busy berating one of his assistants for not stopping the kid. But the owner’s going to be watching much more closely after today, meaning that kid has ruined my spot now. And meaning I’ll have to start all over again and find a new place to steal from.

I hurry in the same direction as the boy, turning a corner as I track him.

“Get your own spot!” I hiss, crossing the street to come closer to the boy. My voice is cold, cutting through the noise around us.

He startles, turning to look at me as he awkwardly shoves the rest of the small roll into his mouth like he’s terrified I’m going to try and take it off him before he can even swallow it. His eyes are wide, and the tremble in his hand grows a little more.

I glare.

He’s starving. It’s the way his body shakes and the way he’s shoving that roll into his mouth like it’s the last thing standing between him and death itself. And I know that look…because I’ve been there myself.

I sigh.

Pulling the loaf from inside my coat, I break it in two. I hold out the bigger half to him. “Go on. Take it,” I growl.

His eyes dart to the bread, then to me, like it’s a trick—and I’m going to pounce on him in the next second. Like he expects a fight. After a long moment, he reaches out and takes it, his shaking fingers brushing against mine.

I jerk my hand back. It’s instinctive. Involuntary. Because touching—any touching—makes my skin hurt like someone has just set it alight.

And I hate it. Hate that constant feeling. The one I can never get rid of.

I nod my head toward the empty side of the street where the buildings are all boarded up.

I drop down to the curb, keeping some distance between us. He follows. We sit in silence for a while, neither of us saying much as we eat our half of the loaf. It’s warm, soft, comforting. Filling.

I look at him from the corner of my blue eyes, watching carefully. I don’t really understand why I’m sharing my food with him. Why I’m not showing him this is my corner and that he needs to get lost. Maybe I don’t want to be the one to do that to him today. Because I’m sure it’s happened plenty to him already.

“You always steal to eat?” I ask, breaking the silence as I dust the crumbs from my hands and look up at the sky. I think about the weather, and the sky looks gray to me even though it’s a cloudless day and the sun is shining fiercely on this freezing cold morning.

He finishes his part of the loaf well before I do and looks down at his shoes. “Yeah.” His voice is quiet like he’s ashamed, but there’s something else there. “My father threw me out. Said I gotta learn to stand on my own two feet.”

My brow raises up. “Why?”

“He said I gotta learn before I take over the business. He wants to toughen me up.”

The business? What sort of business? And toughen him up? Some father that is. I can’t really imagine what kind of a father would actually do that because I’d like to think all fathers would show some sort of kindness toward their children.

I don’t hold his gaze as he looks at me. That’s too difficult for me. Instead, I look toward the street across from us that’s thinned of people, the morning rush done and gone now. “You got somewhere to stay?” I grit out.

He shakes his head.

Don’t do it, Viktor. I don’t do people. I know that, and yet my mouth moves before I can stop it. “I’ve got a spot you can stay in for a few nights. C’mon, I’ll show you.”

Shoving up, I look at him, waiting for him to join me. Then I walk down the street, not looking back to make sure he’s following. I know he will. There’s nowhere else for him to go.

Silence stretches between us. There’s not much I want to know or ask. He tells me his name. Grigory.

“There are a few of us there,” I say as we duck behind the broken fence that leads the quickest way home to the one-bedroom flat of Babulya, my grandmother.

“Others?”

“Yeah. Other boys.”

“And it’s…safe?”

“It’s a roof over our heads. Matvey, Nikolai, and I usually sleep on the floor in the kitchen.” It’s the only room big enough for us all to fit in. It’s cramped, but at least it’s warm. I push open the door to the flat. “Well, now you do too.”

“Okay.”

“This is…” Grigory starts to speak.

“Yeah.” Neither of us needs to say anything more. I can see it all in his face. Relief that he has somewhere warm, dry, and safe to stay now. And disbelief that someone has shown him kindness. Because when you’re yet another homeless boy on the street, people treat you like you’re a nobody. It’s like you become worthless.

I lived on the streets once. I know what it’s like. Now, at least, I have somewhere dry to sleep. Us boys have vowed to take care of each other—we steal to survive, supporting ourselves and my grandmother however we can. A pickpocket here, a hawking of jewelry there, and a few food stores along the way, as long as it’s enough so that we can eat and keep the roof over all our heads. This is how we survive. And we survive it together.
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AGE 14

I swiftly scratch out the seven in the notebook I keep in the back of my pocket. It’s worn, but it’s necessary. I replace it with a nine.

It’s how busy the thoughts are in my mind today.

And nine out of ten is high.

But the thoughts just won’t stop. Because my thoughts are out of control. They’re like high-speed trains hurtling inside my head. Again and again at top speed. Flying by too fast and too close to one another. Each with their blaring horns and screeching wheels along the tracks. And each thought nearly colliding with all the others.

My thoughts are always monochrome images in my mind. Black and white as they blur by. But never in color like the real world.

If I let them, these thoughts will overpower and debilitate me. Every day is similar to this. And all of it is utterly exhausting.

My hand drags through my dark hair, disheveling it further, and I sigh. Grigory will be here soon, and then we’re back onto the streets. Back to doing whatever we can to survive. But the hurtling out-of-control thoughts in my head never stop. And I just wish they would.

“Viktor.”

The calling of my name has my head turning toward Grigory as he waves at me from the door of the library. I nod in acknowledgment. Shoving my notebook into my pocket once more, I stand. I don’t want to leave right now because I think I’ve almost found the answer, but I know the library is closing in five minutes, so I have no choice.

Befriending Grigory might just have been the best choice I’ve made in a long time. Not because he offered me some saving grace out of this life. Grigory is just as out of luck as the rest of us. But he’s earned my loyalty. My trust. He’s basically my brother. Family.

It’s a bitter word. I’m not sure I know how to understand it really, but the word fits what we are right now.

I tug the collar of my jacket up to shield from the snow that’s flurrying down. The thick flakes are nearly blinding. But even that static-like effect in front of my eyes doesn’t stop the way my thoughts zoom in my head. Even as we duck our heads and walk through the streets, the thoughts whirl nonstop. Over and over.

I grit my teeth. It can’t be normal, can it? To have your thoughts race through your mind in a constant sprint, too fast to latch on to but there all the same. At all hours of the day. And for every thought to be a black and white image in my mind. That can’t be right, can it?

My eyes shift to Grigory who’s shielding his face. He doesn’t seem to be plagued by his thoughts the way I am. But who can tell just by looking at someone? Behind those eyes of his, there’s more than he lets on. It’s why we get on as well as we do. Similar and yet not.

“This way,” he says, jerking his head to the side as he dips down an alley.

It’s slick, and my feet shuffle on the ice patch as we stride through the alley and come upon another equally crowded street. We hustle with the bodies, moving in and out with a nimbleness only those who grew up on the streets seem to have.

We stop just outside a brownstone dusted with snow. The windows are dusty and boarded up, and a quick look between the small gaps in the wood makes it look like no one’s been home in weeks.

I arch a brow. “It looks good.” Someone who’s away from home. They’ve boarded up the windows for security, but it’ll take more than that to stop us.

I don’t say anything while he slides up to the door. I lean against the stone railing, arms crossed and on lookout. It’s a system that we don’t even need to talk about. We’ve done this so many times that it just comes automatically as we work in tandem.

The door pops open, and Grigory slips inside. I duck in beside him, swatting at the cobweb I nearly walk into.

“How’d you know about⁠—”

“You know,” he replies.

I do know. Information doesn’t come cheap, but Grigory has a way of obtaining it. I admire that in him.

I shut the door behind me as Grigory rummages through the barren place looking for something we can steal or sell for some money. We’ve gotten really good at this. All four of us have.

“I think we can hit that deli down the street before we head back home,” he says.

I nod as he turns back to what he’s doing. And before long, we leave with a duffle bag filled with stuff. It doesn’t take us too long to sell it, pocket the cash, and get some food for everyone. A real meal.

Later, with my belly full, two blankets draped over me, and a small simmering fire roaring in the stove, I lay on the floor in the kitchen. Matvey and Nikolai have long since passed out. “Grigory?” I murmur.

“Hmm?”

I don’t even know how to ask him. But I need to say it. “When you think…about anything, do you have a lot of them? Thoughts?”

I hear him shift closer to the heat. “Sometimes.”

“Do all your thoughts come at once?”

“Not usually. You know, you think about one thing, and then your mind shifts onto another thought.”

“Oh.” I look up at the ceiling. “Grigory, do you think and dream in black and white?”

“What do you mean, Vik?”

“Like, uh, if I asked you to think of a…a train. Or you dream of a train. Is the train black and white? Or does it have a color?”

“It has a color, of course.”

I huff out a breath. So, it’s just me then. I’m the only one whose mind is full of thoughts and dreams in black and white—and thoughts that collide with each other the entire time. Which means there’s something wrong with me. And that realization sinks in deep.

“What’s going on, Viktor?”

“Nothing. Just thinking.”

“You do that a lot.” He doesn’t know half of it. “You should try and sleep.”

Silence falls between us, and eventually, I hear his breathing even out.

But I can’t fall asleep. The thought trains keep rushing and rushing. Barreling along like bullet trains. So loud. So disruptive.

I squeeze my eyes shut. I want to sleep. I need to sleep. But it’s impossible.

Especially because I think I found what I was looking for earlier in the library…

As quietly as I can, I slip from the pile of worn blankets. I carefully tread over the sleeping bodies and out the door. The cold air is biting this late at night, but it’s a welcome slap to the face I need to wake me up fully.

The library looms in front of me. I’ve been here plenty of times in the last few months. Reading up on things.

I climb the fence that leads toward the small courtyard, using the ledge to get to the second story of the library. I know for a fact there’s a broken window just a few yards in front of me. Once I reach it, it’s just a matter of maneuvering the window open and slipping in.

The rows of dusty books greet me, and it’s a familiar soothing smell. It calms some of the racing in my head. But only slightly.

Then I’m on the hunt. I go back to where I think the answer is. Medical journals.

And I wonder if it’s something curable…

From there, it’s just a matter of time. I read. I read some more. And then I read even more.

Until I find the answer. What I’ve been looking for—for so many years.

The sun is coming up. The book is open on the table, the soft light of dawn illuminating the page. Autism.

I read the word again and again.

A disorder.

That’s what the book calls it.

And everything suddenly makes sense. My aversion to touch. How I hate to look the guys in the eye for more than a split second. It’s all there on the page, in black and white. Like everything else in the world I see.

My hand drags down my face, and I sigh.

No one can know about this. Not Grigory. Not Nikolai. Not Matvey. Not my grandmother either. Because something wrong with me makes me a liability in our precarious life. I need to be strong—not a defect that might bring danger to us. The other guys can’t afford to carry deadweight. They need to believe that I’m…normal.

I close the book and shove from the table like I’ve done so many times before. Only this time, the frustration of not knowing doesn’t follow. Something else settles in its place.

At that moment, I know that I’ll keep my autism a well-guarded secret. No one will ever find out about it—because that would be dangerous.

And I won’t let someone use that against me.

Or against my makeshift family.

Instead, I’ll take my secret with me to my grave—to protect the only family I have.


CHAPTER TWO



AVELINA

AGE 11

Today is the first day the men came for me…

It’s supposed to be a normal day at the orphanage. But that all changes when three men walk into the convent’s office.

We’ve all been watching them as subtly as we can. They’re very different from most people who come here because visitors are usually older couples who want to adopt a girl. But at eleven years old, the chance of that happening for me dwindles by the day.

Now we’re sitting in the dining hall, the gray bricks surrounding us. The sounds of Moscow are hardly heard through the thick walls. Beyond the windows, the dull gray bleeds into the horizon, and the courtyard is filled with weeds and grass that haven’t been tended to for a while. The tables are long and worn, the wood leaving splinters if you rub against it the wrong way.

We sit there with our trays of food when Sister Paraskeva and the men march through the doors. She’s a stern-looking lady, although the same can be said for all the nuns here, and her dark eyes level on me. It’s like the nuns can see everything and know every little thing we do. It wears on me, tearing me down little by little. Each day here, I feel small, alone, and invisible, and I’m very careful not to rock the boat too much and get a lash across the knuckles.

“Get up, Avelina,” Sister Paraskeva says, her voice as sharp as ever. “You’re to go with these men.”

My green eyes dart up. My heart skips a beat. They’re here for me?

The three men stand by the door, watching. Their faces are hard, unreadable. But the look they give me chills me to the bone.

I stand slowly, my feet dragging across the floorboards. I pause for a moment and receive a glare for my hesitation. Fear gnaws at my stomach, unease settling in my chest like a heavy brick.

Their gazes scan me like predators.

One of them is tall and broad-shouldered, his dark suit pristine and his tie smart. The second man looks much like the first. They speak with the third man, deferring to him as if he’s in charge and addressing him as Gennady. Gennady is more muscled and younger, but it’s his features that catch my attention—sharp features that notice everything and drip with cruelness.

Two other girls are directed to move as well.

“Don’t worry, girls,” the older man says, his voice somehow slimy and making the hairs on the back of my neck rise. “We’re just here to take you out for a treat. Even orphans deserve something special now and then...”

I glance back at the girls who watch us, then the two at my side. Their faces are pale, confusion etched into them. One girl is barely old enough to even understand what’s happening. Then there’s Maria who’s a year younger than me, her cheeks flushed and tears already brimming in her eyes.

“Do we have to?” My voice wobbles, barely above a whisper.

“Don’t make a fuss! Do as you’re told!” Sister Paraskeva berates me.

The men usher us outside, their footsteps echoing down the corridor.

I smooth down my auburn hair, a nervous gesture as we step out into the snow-covered courtyard. The ground is slick with ice, the trees bare of leaves. A thick fog has settled over the city, making everything look distant and unclear. The two men lead us toward a black car parked on the cobbles near the gate. The windows are dark with tint, making it impossible to know if someone else is lying in wait inside.

Maria sniffles, threading her hand with mine.

I know I have to speak up while I still have the chance. “I…d-don’t want to go.”

Gennady’s head jerks around, his eyes narrowing.

And he slaps me.

Viciously hard.

Putting his full weight into the strike.

My head snaps to the side like a ricochet.

And the force of it makes my whole body stagger backward and tumble to the hard ground.

A gasp echoes around me.

“Shut up, you little brat,” he snarls. “You should be grateful we’re even bothering with you!”

My cheek burns with a brutal sting as a metallic tang of blood seeps into my mouth. My head pounds. My palms are bleeding from where they scraped against the rough ground. And my hip aches from where I landed on it as I fell. I want to say something else, but the words are lodged in my throat like thorns.

I get up slowly. Gennady grabs me by my arm. I stumble as he shoves me into the car. The other two girls follow. The door slams shut behind us, the locks clicking into place with an ominous sound.

And all I hear is the thundering of my pulse in my ears.

The engine roars to life.

Sometime later, the car stops, and a large imposing building in the heart of the city stretches before us.

And I begin to understand.

The men aren’t taking us for a treat.

The car door is yanked open. My stomach churns violently.

We climb out. With a shove, we’re forced to move forward and into the building.

And the cold, dank walls close in around me.

Suffocating me with their sinister secrets.
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AGE 13

I found out that the men who came to the orphanage that day worked for the government.

They were looking for girls to train.

To test.

And to do other things to.

First, they took us to a training facility every day for two weeks, a place that smelled of industrial chemicals and antiseptic—and of fear.

They raged at us if we didn’t follow their commands quickly enough.

Ranted at us until we were too tired to even think.

And punished us in unspeakable ways if we didn’t meet their standard...

They abused every part of our bodies and minds. Then at the end of those two weeks, they decided which of us met the standard. Which of us had potential. And it was for more than just skating.

I was one of the girls they selected. They took me out of the orphanage and brought me to this Moscow facility where I now live and train under their strict regime for figure skaters. I’m told every day what an honor it is that I’ve been selected for this opportunity. How it’s my duty to do this to repay the government for footing the bill for bringing me up in the orphanage.

I look down at the ice skates on my feet. They pinch like metal claws, too small by at least a size, maybe two. The leather has worn thin where my ankles press against it, and I can feel the deep ache starting in my toes—the same ache that keeps me awake at night. We don’t get new ones very often. When we deserve them, Coach Anya always says, though I’ve never been quite sure what that means.

The music for my routine begins, and I stand ready to skate out onto the ice and move through my routine. For the sixteenth time this session. My legs feel strange today. Lighter somehow, like they might float away from under me if I’m not careful.

I take a deep breath and push forward, only to skid to a stop as I spot a man slide onto the bench beside my usual coach.

I immediately recognize him. It’s Gennady. My heart plummets into my stomach.

He was the man who savagely slapped me that first day. He’s the strictest of all the coaches. He isn’t here very often because he’s a senior coach and works across the whole of Russia apparently. He’s ex-military, or so the rumors say, and it shows in the way he commands the rink and screams at us whenever he’s here.

But why is he here today?

And why is he watching me?

My stomach clenches. A sharp, hollow pain that I’ve learned to ignore. I press a hand against it briefly, then catch myself. Never show weakness. Never show need.

My coach levels a look at me, and I clear my throat. I can do this. I know I can.

I inhale. Then exhale and glide out effortlessly onto the ice. I’ve done this so many times that it’s like muscle memory. My movements blend with grace and precision as the music swells and flows, each note pulling something beautiful from deep inside me…something they haven’t been able to touch yet.

Out here, for these precious minutes, I am not nothing. I am flight personified.

My breath leaves me in a soft pant before I move into the triple axel, soaring high—higher than fear, higher than their words—before landing with a perfect whisper-quiet slide.

My adrenaline soars. Without missing a beat, I spin. A fast, tight twirl as my body becomes pure poetry. I hit each position with perfect alignment, feeling that rare moment of rightness where everything in the world makes sense.

And for just this moment, I remember what it feels like to fly.

A smile pulls my lips up, my cheeks flushing as I move into the next move: the Beillmann spin. My back aches as I arch and pull my leg above my head. But it’s a good ache—the kind that means I’m pushing past what they said I could never do.

Another sequence of jumps, each one higher and more challenging. I feel like I can defy gravity as I twist in midair, challenging not just physics but every cruel prediction they’ve made about my future. Every leap nailed. Every turn controlled and sharp.

In this moment, I am more than they will ever be.

I finish the final spin, one I’ve practiced for hours on end, my body bent nearly in half as I spin low, arms locked. And the world becomes a beautiful blur of ice and light.

Slowing to a stop and breathing heavily, I allow a small moment of pride—something I’ll have to hide in just seconds, but for now, it’s mine.

It was perfect. And it was all mine.

My arms shake from the effort, but I smile brightly as I’ve been taught to, my head pounding from the adrenaline and that strange floating feeling that’s been coming more often lately.

Silence follows.

The high I’m riding slowly dissipates as my coach motions me over. The beautiful spell breaks, and I’m just a girl again. A girl with holes in her tights and bruises she tries to hide.

I swallow.

From the corner of my green eyes, I see Gennady, his figure looming as he moves toward me. His presence is like a cold shadow that seems to swallow up everything around it. All the light, all the air, and all the hope.

My breath stills in my throat as he faces me. I can smell the stench of stale tobacco on him, see the cruel satisfaction already forming in the slits of his eyes.

“Why are you here, you stupid cunt?!” he roars.

The words hit me like a deluge of ice water. I swallow back the bile rising fast in my throat. They’re just words, I tell myself. Just sounds.

“You are fucking wasting my time with that routine!”

I freeze. My heart thuds harder, the familiar dread rushing through my veins like a poison. My hands shake at my sides. “I-I thought…the routine went well,” I stammer, desperately praying he’s not going to punish me. Not today. Not when I finally felt like I was flying.

His lip curls into a cruel sneer. “You are fucking pathetic! I’ve seen seven-year-olds do better. You are nothing but a useless bitch!” The words are like bullets. Each taking me down one after the other. Each one designed to kill something inside me. “You think you’ll ever amount to anything with a routine like that? I don’t know why we waste our time on fucking peasants like you.”

Peasants. The word sticks like a barb. Because that’s what I am, aren’t I? No family to speak of. No one to care if I disappear tomorrow. Just a girl they plucked from nowhere—and could return to nowhere just as easily.

My stomach churns with that hollow, gnawing feeling that’s become my constant companion, and my cheeks burn with humiliation. Despite the harshness of life here at the facility, I love to skate. It’s the only thing they’ve given me that feels like it belongs to me. But he makes it clear that even this, even this thing I do better than breathing, is a dream I don’t deserve to have.

His brutal words keep coming, each one razor-sharp and calculated as they rip apart my self-esteem, tearing down any small ounce of confidence and strength I’ve tried to build around myself like armor.

I want to protest, to tell him that I’ll do better. But the words stick in my throat like sawdust. Instead, I stand there, frozen like prey, trying to shrink into myself in the futile hope that he’ll stop noticing me and leave me alone.

Please, I think. Please just let me have this one thing.

“You don’t belong here!” He’s pacing in front of me now, a predator sizing up wounded prey with every pass. “This facility is for strong girls. Not for stupid little cunts who can barely string a routine together.” He’s closer now, the smoke on his breath rancid, reminding me of the other times he’s been too close—when he decides I need to be taught lessons that have nothing to do with skating. Lessons that only have to do with brutality. “You’ll always be nothing. Do you hear me? Nothing!”

The words echo in the vast rink, bouncing off the walls and settling deep in my bones.

Nothing.

Maybe he’s right. Maybe that perfect routine was just my imagination. Maybe the feeling of flying was just the dizziness talking…

My chest tightens. The words hit harder than any fall I’ve taken on the ice, harder than the bruises that bloom purple and black on my ribs.

My eyes close, and I can feel the sting of tears as they threaten to spill over. But I refuse. Refuse to show him that weakness. Because that would be like handing him a loaded gun.

I want to shout at him. To tell him he’s wrong, that I can do better.

But I don’t. My nails dig into my palms as they clench at my sides, creating half-moons of pain to anchor me to something real.

Then that familiar thought creeps in, the one that’s always there just like a black cloud I can’t shake off. I’m no one. Just a girl with no one to care for me except for the coaches who see me as a means to an end and nothing more. A girl who could disappear tomorrow and the world wouldn’t even notice the empty space. A girl whose perfect routine apparently means nothing at all.

The hollow ache in my stomach grows sharper, reminding me of all the ways they can make me smaller, weaker, and more grateful for whatever scraps they choose to throw me.

But somewhere, buried deep beneath the fear and shame, a tiny flame flickers.

Because I know what I felt out there on the ice.

I know what I am when I’m flying…
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PRESENT DAY

My eyes jerk open, heart racing.

It’s a dream. Just a dream. As it fades like a fog lifting, I stare at the shabby crumbling wall of the room in my Vegas apartment. The sound of traffic outside echoes through the room, but it doesn’t drown out the memory of the nightmare…

Rubbing my eyes, I try to shake off the feeling of dread that’s settled into my chest. The nightmares have become more frequent recently, as if they’re a premonition, each one bringing me closer and closer to a past I’ve fought so hard to forget.

Rolling over to my side, I stare at the alarm clock, my mind still reeling. The orphanage. The men. The brutal reality of a life I was forced into. Even now, the fear makes my blood run cold.

I press my fingers to my eyes and take a deep breath. I glance around, taking in the familiar sights of my room. Leon’s crib is tucked in the corner, and I can see the dim glow from my daughter’s nightlight down the hall.

The dream—no, it was a nightmare—felt so real.

I can still hear Gennady’s voice in my head and the sting of his words against my skin like lashes.

My hand presses to my chest as I bring my knees up and rest my forehead against them. I press my fingers against the phantom ache where his boots used to land. No wonder I focus now on relentless positivity—Gennady taught me that being small and broken only invites more pain. Instead, it’s better to be bright enough to blind those around me.

I’m safe now.

It’s just a memory from the past come back to haunt me. I will my body to push away the fear and to quiet the chaos in my head. But Gennady’s words repeat in my mind over and over again. “You’ll always be nothing.”

Wrapping my arms tightly around my knees I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to block them out. To keep them from getting to me. Tears trickle down my cheeks. I hate myself for crying over this. For feeling so weak and helpless.

I’m stronger than this. I’ve always pushed through, always told myself that if I work hard enough, that if I prove myself to be enough and worthy, then I’ll get everything I’ve ever wanted.

But the doubts linger. Was Gennady right? Maybe I’m always going to be nothing. I shake my head. Any thought of Gennady makes my blood turn to ice. But at least I know that I’ll never have to see that cruel man ever again.


CHAPTER THREE



VIKTOR

PRESENT DAY

I love the heat here in Las Vegas. When Grigory finally took power from his father, the base of operations was in Vegas, so we all moved to the States. Can’t say I miss the bitter cold of the Russian winters, especially not after all the time I spent on the streets.

I stretch out my neck, both sides tight from how I slept, as I take in the grounds Grigory’s compound sits on. Our compound. The place we have affectionately nicknamed the Kremlin.

It doesn’t feel like that long ago we were hiding on the streets and waiting out in the cold—kids just trying to survive in a world hell bent on taking us out. From the streets of Moscow, we joined the military together and eventually went on to serve in the Russian special forces. There, we learned everything we needed to know and developed valuable contacts before leaving to set up our own business. And now, we’re practically running the city of Vegas.

In all that time, some things have remained the same. Grigory is still in charge, analytical, and powerful. Matvey still has his nose buried in his spreadsheets and numbers. Nikolai still has that weird inclination for smelling like gasoline and gunpowder even after seven showers. And I’m also just the same—I still love the quiet, and I still hate to be touched.

I shake the thoughts away as I pull on my black workout clothes and sling my gym bag over my shoulder.

There’s not a single inch of color in my closet. Every item of clothing I own is black—and black only. The plain, dark color keeps my mind calm and keeps my senses from being overstimulated.

It’s still very early as I pass the office and hear Matvey and Nikolai disagreeing about something—they’re both early risers like me.

“We should ask Viktor, he’ll know,” I hear Matvey say.

I pause, waiting to see if either Matvey or Nikolai will seek me out. One heart beat. Then another.

“Nah, he’ll be heading to the gym around now. Plus Grigory would know better than anyone else,” Nikolai replies.

“But Viktor is the best at—” Their words fade into white noise as I head toward the door. They might be like brothers, the closest to brothers I’ll ever get in life and the closest people to me period, but I can’t do it right now. I can’t end some stupid squabble when all I need is peace and quiet.

I grip my bag and head out the door past the line of SUVs. Black, tinted, and unmarked. The fact that they blend into such a flashy town doesn’t even strike me as odd anymore like it once did. There are lots of similar SUVs wherever we go—celebrities or high rollers who come through the town, looking for a vice to bury themselves in.

I pass the greenhouse and round the corner toward the gym on the far left of the property. The biggest luxury of living this far out from the strip is the quiet, although it comes at a hefty price tag that Matvey no doubt has written down to the seventh decimal.

Some of the other men might complain about the heat, but I like it. The move was necessary. I know that we all know that. And so far, things have been working out for us on the business side.

The gym creates a long stretch of shade over the shrubs that line the walkway. It’s nothing fancy. Plain bricks and large windows.

I’m heading toward the door when something makes me suddenly stop.

My fist tightens on the strap of my bag as I catch sight of something metallic glittering from beneath the green foliage of a bush.

My teeth grit.

It’s trash. It’s not fucking hard to use the trash can! I don’t understand why people do this in the goddamn first place.

Just walk past it like everyone else. I can do that. I can just keep moving. I try to tell myself these things, but my feet remain planted on the sidewalk as I glare at the energy drinks and protein bar wrappers nestled into the bushes. The trash can isn’t more than five steps to my left. Five. Fucking. Steps.

My hand tightens and loosens around my bag strap as I war with myself to do what others clearly don’t care to do. On the fifth round of my hand clenching and unclenching, I storm toward the bushes, bag dropping to the ground with a thud so I can gather the trash. It’s not a lot, but it’s irksome. Enough that I can feel the irritation pulsing behind my eyes. Because I need everything to be in order and in its right place.

“How fucking hard is it?” I mutter as the trash flutters into the bin. “Idiots. All of them.”

Shoving open the doors to the gym, I freeze at the sight of a soldier working out.

Goddammit!

I come at this time because I’m always the only one here—and I need the calm and peace that only solitude can bring me.

“Good morning,” the soldier calls out to me in a cheery voice.

I can only manage a low growl in response. There’s nothing fucking good about this morning now.

I take a deep breath. Inhale. Exhale. And I start on the machine furthest away from him.

I try to tune him out, but every noise he makes is deafening. The soldier clinking the weights bar back onto the metal stand is as loud as cymbals clashing right next to my ears. His running on the treadmill sounds like a herd of elephants stampeding. Then the fucker switches on the radio, and although it’s probably on a low volume, it makes me feel like I’m in a hectic nightclub with deafening, thumping music.

I try to calm my rising stress. Autism causes my sensory system to amplify sounds to my brain, making small sounds appear extremely loud to me.

I hate it, but it’s a common issue for people like me. It’s called sensory processing disorder, and it’s caused by the way autism wires my brain differently.

I pull the notebook from my pocket, taking out the small pencil tucked into the spine. Six. No, seven. That’s how busy my mind is right now. My eyes flicker with hostility to the man who’s ruined my quiet before I even fucking start the day. Yeah, it’s definitely a seven. Everything is just too loud and too overstimulating. I close my eyes and fish around for my headphones. Anything to block him out so I can focus on something else. My eyes close, and I rub at my temples, trying to just get back to whatever passes as normal for me now.

Eventually the soldier leaves. The treadmill is still, the weights are back in place, and it’s quiet once more. Thank the fucking Lord.

By the time sweat drips down my back, I feel at least relatively ready to face everything outside the doors. The constant bombardment of black and white thoughts is still there inside my mind, tumbling over and over, but it’s manageable. Or as manageable as it’ll ever be.

The cool towel wrapped around my neck keeps the dry heat of Nevada off as I exit the building. Freezing mid-step, I exhale as yet another shiny can catches my eye.

Irritation bubbles up the back of my throat until a rustling in the bush makes me pause. Another rustle. A bird maybe?

As I reach for the discarded can, a flash of movement has me pulling my hand back quickly.

A soft meow sounds.

And I sigh as I realize it’s a small cat. She’s hiding beneath the shrub. “You’re…not supposed to be here,” I tell her in what I hope sounds like a stern voice. “And you’re making the place look untidy.”

She ignores me.

“Look, you’re messing up my nice, orderly world,” I say with a small huff.

No response.

“Aw, man. C’mon, shoo!”

But my voice comes out much softer than I intend, and she still doesn’t leave.

I try a—very gentle—stamp of my foot.

Doesn’t work.

I try making a scary face at her. But not too scary—because she is only little.

She still does nothing.

I scowl. “Do I look like a charity or your personal pet shelter?”

But nothing happens. Well, something does happen. Because she creeps out of the bush, one cautious paw at a time, sits down in front of me, and meows at me.

Now that I can see her properly, I notice her coloring of white with black and marmalade patches, meaning she must be a calico cat. I remember reading once that a male calico cat is extremely rare, so I know I’m right in thinking that this cat is a female. But the main thing I notice is how awfully thin she is. By the size of her, she looks like she’s still a kitten, although she’ll probably be a full-sized adult cat soon.

Tossing the metal can away, I let out a terse breath through my nostrils before jerking my head toward the house. “Fine. Come on,” I mutter.

She trots beside me, giving a soft purr as she looks up at me.

Shaking my head at her, I march back toward the house. “It’s for one night only. So, don’t get comfortable.”

This isn’t out of the goodness of my heart—because I don’t have a heart. And it definitely doesn’t have anything to do with the fact that the cat is homeless and looks much too thin. I’m incapable of that sort of compassion.

“This is just to get you out of the bushes and away from the gym,” I say to the animal as she trots by my side. “Because everything needs to be tidy, clean, and in perfect order. That’s how I need it to be. Not littered with wrappers and cans and stray cats who don’t know better. That’s the only reason. So, don’t get any ideas.”

Reaching my room, she sits on the rug in front of me, and I notice the trembling in her body, like she’s suddenly not sure if this is a good idea.

I soften my expression. I must seem huge as I tower in front of her, so I crouch down to the floor. “It’s okay,” I murmur. “No one is going to hurt you here.”

After a few long seconds of staring at me, the cat carefully jumps onto my pristinely made bed, keeping one eye on me at all times.

My eyes narrow as she sniffs around, nudging the crisp corner of my comforter out of its spot. I inhale deeply, trying to fight off the anxiety that bubbles up inside me. I hate my things being messed up.

She looks at me over her shoulder and meows as she sits on top of the comforter.

My brow arches as she kneads the soft bedding before nestling herself into it.

“Comfortable?” I grit out.

I get a soft purr in response. Her fluffy head tilts as her huge green eyes blink at me. Then her head tilts the other way as we stare at each other.

A soft snort leaves my nose before I pull the shirt from my body, tossing it into the hamper. Rubbing the hair at the back of my neck, I look at the cat again. Regal. Poised. And for some reason, she reminds me of Queen Victoria. Who said my obsessive knowledge of British history wasn’t going to pay off? Even if it’s just to nickname some cat who won’t be staying here very long. Yeah, I like this name for her, and I’ll call her Queenie for short.

But as regal as she looks, there’s something else there in her eyes...

Loneliness.

I blink, moving next to the bed, unsure if that’s really what I’m seeing.

As I stand there, she nudges her soft nose into my hand.

I jerk back like she’s bitten me.

My hand clenches into a fist, then unclenches again. Dammit. It never changes. Autism means any touch or contact makes me recoil every single time, and I can’t help it. It makes it impossible for me to give or receive what everyone seems to have so natural—relationships. Personal relationships that go beyond a nod or a jerk of my chin. And I know my autism prevents me from ever indulging in some fantasy that I could ever have a real family of my own—that I could ever be with someone who really understands me. Because I could never give a partner or children what they need—love and affection.

Queenie looks like she’s going to touch me again.

“No, no, nuh-uh, you have to stay away from me. Please! I don’t like to be touched.”

But she nudges my hand again with a lonely meow.

And I want to reassure her…that she’s not alone anymore. I want to do something for her that I wish I could have for myself. Comfort.

She brushes up against my hand again.

Slowly and reluctantly, my hand traces over her head and down her back. I want to comfort her, to give this cat something to lean into, something soft and tender. Something I don’t even think I’m capable of. And yet here I am trying. Trying to do the impossible.

Her purrs fill the space, and I close my eyes.

One stroke. Then another.

I squeeze my eyes shut and wince as I feel her soft fur against my skin. But instead of feeling panic rush through me, I feel a sense of calm. Something I never feel.

I slowly creak open one eyelid and watch her rub herself against me again.

And I realize that I find it sort of…soothing.

I’m completely stunned. Because ever since I can remember, I hated being touched.

Queenie does it again, and she definitely looks happier now and gives deep and rumbly purrs.

And this time, I find myself thinking it’s a sort of…nice feeling that I’m helping her feel happier.

And I wonder about something. Giving affection when someone else needs it—is that what’s allowing my body to tolerate the cat’s touch?

I look down to see Queenie pushing the top of her head beneath my hand. My hand stays there as she nudges me again, as if she does it enough times I’ll get the memo. “Okay, don’t think you’re going to get on my good side by doing that,” I murmur. But I find myself giving the smallest smile at the same time. I perch on the edge of my bed as Queenie sits beside me, her movements careful as if she knows she needs to take things slow with me. “Alright, you can stay longer than one night.”

Meowing at me once more, I take it that we’ve come to some agreement.

After a few more moments, I stand from the bed as she curls again into the comforter, nestling down and making herself at home.
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Later that week, laughter and the smell of smoke fill the rec room after dinner. It’s loud. Too loud, but I don’t make a face, and I don’t let on.

I took Queenie to the vet yesterday to check for an identity microchip, but there was none. And although I left my contact details with the vet in case anyone reports a missing cat, there’ve been no calls so far.

Nikolai leans back in his chair as he examines his hand for the fifteenth time since Matvey dealt them. A few of the other men around the table, various ranks among them, all billow smoke and talk about this and that.

Nikolai hums, and my gaze drifts from the poker to the screen on the wall yet again, just like it has repeatedly since I sat in this chair forty-five minutes ago. I’ve paid just enough attention to the game not to clean out just yet—it’s close, but I frankly don’t give a shit.

No, my attention’s on the screen. On the soft instrumental music. On the sound of the skates gliding against the ice. On the way the figure skaters’ bodies arch and twist and spin. It’s calming. Methodical. It makes sense. And it’s the only thing that keeps me from a spiral I can’t afford to show right now.

I like watching figure skating after dinner. I often download some online videos and watch them on the big screen in the rec room. The other men don’t mind as it reminds them of life in Russia where figure skating is a popular national obsession.

Watching the skating calms me down and keeps the nonstop trains in my head from becoming a tangled wreck of anxiety. Each graceful glide has my eyes following. Each twirl soothes me just a little more.

“You’re turn, Viktor.”

I hum, peaking at my cards before I look at Nikolai and fold, turning my attention back to the screen once more. There was no way I was winning that hand anyway, so I don’t let his scrunched nose of disappointment that I’m not interested bother me.

Instead, I lean back into the chair just as the girl on the screen lands, her arms fanning out.

The room fades.

The men’s voices disappear.

And my body relaxes. Finally.

The tension inside me melts, and I can breathe. This peace is only going to last for a few minutes, but it’s precious minutes I’ll take.

After the skating ends, I stand, leaving the men to their own devices. I go up to my room. Queenie is curled up on the chair next to the bed, soundly sleeping. I run through my nightly routine like clockwork. Teeth brushed. Face washed off. Black clothing tossed into the hamper. New black clothing laid out. Everything orderly and in the right place.

I settle into the bed, tucking my arm behind my head. And with a sigh of relief, I get comfortable. As usual, the overstimulation from the day has me on edge. Closing my eyes, I just breathe, listening to the silence of my room. The soft puffs of breath from Queenie are soothing, and I relax into my mattress a little more. I don’t know why, but something about this animal calms me and grounds me. I don’t know if it’s the gentleness of her purrs or the softness of her fur, but it’s like she understands me—and understands what I need.

Minutes tick by before I pull out my phone, wanting something more. The video is grainy. It shakes a little before the camera directs onto a skater as she takes to the ice in a Tinkerbell outfit.

My eyes track her. The green dress she wears swishes and sways effortlessly around her. She’s so graceful. Whoever she is.

The video is at least a few years old at this point, and still no one in the comments has a name. She’s a mystery, and yet I can’t stop watching her in this video over and over again.

She commands the ice. Flawless in everything she does. My eyes drift to the comments once more with some foolish hope someone knows who she is. Whoever she is, I know she never went pro. At least not from what I can tell after my relentless online searches. No major competitions. No social media. She’s just someone whose extraordinary talent was never fully realized, and that guts me.

Queenie wakes with a lazy meow, stretching out her fluffy paws before settling down back to sleep. My eyes flicker back to the screen just as Tinkerbell—as I’ve come to call her—lands her triple axel perfectly. Who knew someone like me would learn figure skating terms?

The want to know who she is gnaws at me. The need consumes me every time I watch this. She’s a mystery. An enigma. And I can’t stop wanting to find out who she is. The shots showing her face are far too grainy to see any real detail. The blurry video looks like an amateur one, perhaps taken during a small competition, and the only clue is the murmured Russian voice at the end talking about one of the jumps—maybe he’s her coach.

Did she go on to better things? Does she still skate? Where is she now? The questions roll on and on in my head even as my eyes grow heavy.

Like every night before, the mystery of who this woman is plagues me even as sleep tugs me under.


CHAPTER FOUR



AVELINA

I take off my glasses and let my eyes rest as the thin clouds spread out just past the window, obscuring the blur of cities below.

It’s not been long since I ended things with Geliy. The divorce should be finalized soon. I still feel sad when I remember how things ended up between us, but I know it’s for the best. And as much as it saddens me, I know it’s also the best thing for our two children. My mind drifts back…

The table looks like it belongs in a magazine spread.

Candles flickering, I got the good plates and linen napkins out. I even ironed the tablecloth like some 1950s housewife, and I’ve wrangled the kids into clean clothes.

I glance at the clock again. 7:43 p.m.

He was supposed to be home at six.

My throat tightens as I look at the framed print propped in the center of the table. Tiny handprints, one pink and one blue, overlapping in the shape of a heart—Sofia’s chubby toddler hand next to Leon’s delicate newborn hand. I spent hours coaxing those perfect impressions out of wriggly little hands, biting my tongue when paint smeared and toddler tempers frayed. It was supposed to be our gift to him. Something to remind him that we’re a family and that this day matters.

The kids are slumped on the couch now, still wearing their ‘special’ clothes. Sofia in her sparkly tutu and Leon in his pale-blue sailor outfit. Sofia’s been so excited about this surprise for her daddy, and she keeps asking when he’s coming home. Leon’s eyelids are drooping, and I know it’s past his bedtime now. I keep smiling and keep lying through my teeth. “Soon. Any minute now. He wouldn’t miss this!”

But the meal’s gone cold. The wine glass I poured for him sits untouched, droplets sliding down the stem like tears.

I check my phone for the hundredth time. No text. No call. Nothing.

My chest aches, sharp and hollow. I did everything to make tonight perfect. His favorite dinner, a homemade dessert, and even put on a dress and styled my hair instead of my usual outfit of mom jeans and messy bun. Although I wrinkle my nose as I pull at my dress—it’s a bit too tight, and Geliy says he prefers my body when it didn’t have the extra baby weight

“Mama, can we eat now?” Sofia asks in a weary voice.

“Yeah, baby,” I whisper, blinking hard. “We can eat.”

As I scoop cold carrots onto her plate, I swallow around the lump in my throat.

This was supposed to be a celebration, a reminder of how far we’ve come.

Instead, it’s just me and two kids trying to convince ourselves we’re enough.

Later, when I finally tuck them into bed, the house is silent except for my own uneven breathing. I curl up on the couch, staring at those little painted handprints.

They look like love.

Like family.

Like everything he forgot tonight.

And I realize that we no longer matter to him. And maybe…we never did…

I shake my head to clear the memory. But with nothing to do during the long flight, the memories keep flooding through my mind…

We’re at the baby’s baptism. The guests have come back to our apartment for tea and refreshments.

Geliy comes over to me as I chat with two friends.

And I freeze as I notice his eyes running down my body like I’m an annoying problem that doesn’t quite add up.

“You could try harder, you know,” he says, interrupting our conversation. “It’s been months since you had the baby.”

I choke out a laugh, but the strangled sound comes out much too high-pitched. “It’s been a couple of months since I gave birth, Geliy. My body’s still⁠—”

“Still what?” His tone is light, but there’s something steely beneath it. “Still recovering? You used that as your excuse last month.”

One of my friends looks embarrassed to be hearing him speak to me like this, while the other friend looks like she’s only just restraining herself from giving him a piece of her mind or something worse.

The words hit me harder than I want them to. “I’m doing my best,” I murmur, praying that he drops the subject.

His eyes narrow. “Your best used to look different.”

I know everyone around us is listening. My stomach twists, and I lower my voice. “Why are you saying this?”

He shrugs. “Just being honest. Ma noticed it too.”

It makes sense now why he’s bringing this up. His mother is here today, and no doubt, she’s been sharing her views and opinions with him. “You…talked to your ma about my weight?” I whisper.

“She brought it up first,” he says, like that somehow makes it better. “She worries about how you’re letting yourself go.” He doesn’t even bother to lower his voice, not caring who hears. “She says it’s not good for a woman to stop caring about how she looks or let herself get fat like you have.”

My chest caves in at the word ‘fat.’ His mother is in the kitchen right now, no doubt snooping through our drawers and cabinets. He’s been discussing me like I’m some annoying flaw or a nuisance in his life, not the mother of his child. I can almost hear his mother’s voice—harsh, judgmental, and dripping with hostility toward me.

“Geliy,” I say, trying to keep my voice quiet and steady. “You’re being cruel.”

He sighs, like I’m the unreasonable one. “You take everything so personally. I’m just saying what everyone else can see.”

I nod, even though my vision blurs. My hands tremble as I step away toward the table, pretending to focus on rearranging the plates of food.

Behind me, his footsteps retreat down the hall.

I stay facing away from everyone. And when I hear that he’s gone into the kitchen, I finally let my shoulders fall, pressing a hand over my stomach, over the soft curve he’s ashamed of. The same curve that carried our child.

The shame burns so deep I can feel it in my bones.

And worse—part of me starts believing he might be right…

That conversation was bad enough, but then I remember the one I had with his mother…

Olga’s eyes sweep over me like a scanner, up and down, pausing too long on my stomach.

I already know what’s coming. The air in the kitchen thickens before she even opens her mouth.

“You still haven’t lost the baby weight,” she huffs, her tone as sharp as a deadly knife. “It’s been ten weeks. Long enough, don’t you think?”

My cheeks burn. I grip my mug tighter, fingers trembling slightly. “I’ve been busy with the baby,” I manage. “And work. I⁠—”

She waves a manicured hand, cutting me off. “Excuses! When I had Geliy, I was back in shape within two weeks. I made time. I made an effort. I cared enough about my husband to act.”

The shame crawls up my throat, hot and choking. I glance toward the hallway, praying Geliy will walk in and say something, anything, but he’s not here to rescue me. It’s just me and her.

“I think I look fine,” I try to say in a strong voice, though my voice wobbles. “I mean, I’m healthy. The doctor said⁠—”

Olga’s top lip curls. “Healthy,” she scoffs, as if it’s a word that offends her. “But not polished. And not good enough for my son. A man like Geliy deserves a wife who takes pride in herself. Who represents the family well. And who isn’t repulsive and disgusting to look at.”

The words hit harder than I expect. I know it’s probably the post-pregnancy hormones making me extra-sensitive, but my throat tightens, and I stare at the tiled floor so she won’t see the tears gathering in my eyes.

She leans forward slightly, her cloying perfume seeming to suffocate me. “I told him as much, you know. That he could have done better. Someone from a proper family. Someone who knows how to maintain herself. Instead of an orphan and a nobody.”

The humiliation burns deeper now. Not just because she said it. But because he listened. He discussed me with her. My body. My weight. My flaws. He’s supposed to be on my side, isn’t he? He’s supposed to support me and back me up, not cut me down and undermine me. Isn’t that what a husband—a partner—is supposed to do?

Olga’s cruel smirk grows. “Sometimes, a little truth is necessary for improvement.”

As she turns away, I press my hand over my stomach, as if I can hide it.

And the shame settles like a solid brick inside me…heavy, familiar, and impossible to breathe around…

Trying to stop the thoughts, I gaze out of the window. We’re 35,000 or so feet above ground, and the world looks so small. Even the problems that press down on my shoulders seem less this far up. But that’ll change the moment we land.

The moment we touch down in Russia, it’ll be different. It’ll be constant work, pressure, and expectations. And ghosts of the past lurking around every corner.

Rubbing at my ribs, I wince, trying to dismiss the phantom pain that I feel there. It’s not there anymore. It’s been years. But the closer we draw to Moscow, the more these feelings keep bubbling up.

My little girl, Sofia, murmurs in her sleep, snuggling closer to me, her breathing soft and rhythmic. My eyes drift to the email I printed out. It’s the first of what I’m sure will be many such opportunities now that I’m no longer coaching figure skating at the university in Vegas. That’s how I’m trying to look at being let go from my job. Because I’m desperately trying not to think about how I’ve lost the only stability we ever really had.

This coaching job at a Moscow academy is short. I can handle it. I’m doing this for us. For Sofia and Leon. For my family. It’s necessary. Even if my stomach churns with anxiety and uncertainty. The money will make it worth it. I hope.

I never thought I’d take a job like this back in Russia, but it’s a necessary evil. Unwanted memories swarm back into my mind… The smell of the ice rink. The darkness of the arena. The way the cold air filled my lungs.

Things in Russia ended very badly for me. I quickly shake my head, telling myself not to let my mind go there. Moving to America was meant to be a fresh start for me. A new beginning. Meeting Geliy felt like a fairytale at first. He was older, attractive, and Russian—a welcome familiarity after I moved to a foreign land. Then Sofia happened. Unexpectedly, but a blessing all the same. We got married and tried to make a go of things.

We have two children now—six-year-old Sofia and nine-month-old Leon. But after Leon was born, the end of our relationship came about. Geliy is ex-military and ex-special forces, and he definitely has some deep issues. He found it hard to settle down to normal life and was always taking security-type jobs away for weeks at a time. He said that his contracts required him to keep all details of his security work confidential, even from his family, but he said that was normal in his line of work which he claimed was working as a civilian contractor for overseas military forces.

But just after Leon was born, there was a car chase with someone trying to run Geliy off the road while the kids and I were in the car with him. Geliy discovered afterward that it was a Russian government agent who was trying to take him out because he was working for one of their enemies. Geliy has no loyalties and will work for whoever pays him the most, but what happened was utterly terrifying. And for the first time, I truly realized how dangerous he and his work really are, and I knew that I couldn’t risk my safety or the safety of the children. He refused to change his job, saying that it was the only thing that kept him sane and feeling alive. I’d put up with his cruel comments about my weight and his blatant disregard of my feelings, but I knew I couldn’t accept that sort of danger in our lives, especially not after all the danger in my past that I escaped from by coming to the States, so that was the end of our relationship.

But whatever has happened between us, he still loves the kids. And I’m doing what I can to move forward, and I’m going to do it with a smile. Things might be a bit bleak right now, but we’ll make it through. That’s what I want to teach my children. That no matter how bad things look or feel, there’s an end to the darkness—and the storm too shall pass. If my life has taught me anything it’s that. Keep going. Keep your head up.

It’s a lesson I learned the hard way—that sometimes you have to choose joy as an act of rebellion against the darkness. My sunshiny nature isn’t naivety. Gennady tried to break me with his cruelty, but every smile I give my children, every moment of lightness I create, is proof that he failed. And Sofia knows that her mama’s sunshine is real—and that it’s what keeps the monsters away and makes the world safe enough for little girls to dream.

I pull out my phone and scroll through the photos from Sofia’s last figure skating lesson. Her face is pure concentration as she attempts a simple spin, tongue poking out slightly. It’s the same expression I probably had back when skating felt like flying instead of surviving.

That’s what I want to give my children—the joy I felt before everything went wrong. Before coaches became tormentors and dreams became nightmares. Sofia loves to skate, but she skates for fun, for the pure pleasure of movement. I’ll never let anyone steal that from her the way they stole it from me.

I close the photos and open my notes app, scrolling through my ongoing list: “Someday Goals.” Buy a house with a backyard for the kids. Take them to Disneyland. Learn to cook something other than pasta and sandwiches. Maybe even skate again—really skate, not just teaching others—somewhere no one knows my history.

It’s a silly list, maybe. But starting that list and the hope it gave me is what kept me alive in that Russian facility, and it’s what keeps me going now. I’ve learned that if you don’t actively choose joy, the world will bury you in its darkness. If I let my star stop shining, the darkness wins. So, I choose to believe in someday, even when today is hard.

The captain announces our descent, and Sofia stirs beside me, tearing me from my thoughts. “Hey, sleepyhead,” I say in a soft voice.

She murmurs incoherently, rubbing her eyes. It’s nearly evening now in Moscow, but she fell asleep hours ago.

I click my seatbelt back on, trying to push the knot of anxiety from my throat. There’s no going back now. No turning around and saying I’ll find another way.

Thirty minutes later, we’ve landed. Sofia’s hands are balled tightly around her small backpack as someone brushes past her. She flinches and quickly steps nearer to me. We slowly follow the line of people out of the plane. The air is just as biting and bitter as I remember. Sofia tugs her coat a little closer as we exit the airport. Taxis and vehicles line up outside as the overcast clouds block out the remaining sun.

Sofia’s head swivels from side to side to take in all the sights and sounds around us. It’s a big change from the States, that’s for sure.

“We can find some food first if you’re hungry?”

“Okay, Mama,” Sofia murmurs, nodding at me even as she peers around at the sights. The area around the airport is filled with crowds of people, and we need to find somewhere a little quieter. Walking four streets over, it’s finally less crowded. I spot a small diner and guide us toward it. “Better?”

She nods at me, and a small part of me relaxes as the waitress tells us to sit down anywhere.

“Do you know what you might want?” I ask my little girl.

“Do they have burgers?”

“Looks like it,” I say, examining the menu. The Cyrillic words bring back too many memories, both good and bad. While Geliy and I never really talked about it, we’ve both brought a little bit of Russia into the upbringing of our children.

Sofia’s gaze moves down to the menu between us. “Can I have a juice too?”

“Sure thing, baby.”

The waitress, a woman with dark curly hair and bright eyeshadow, slides up to the table. She takes our order, pops her gum, and disappears to the back.

“So, what do you think of Russia so far?” I ask Sofia.

“It’s…loud.”

“It was pretty loud at the airport. But where we’re going most likely won’t be. I made sure we’re staying close to the rink, and it’s kind of away from the major stuff.”

“Okay.” She goes back to tracing the letters on the menu like she’s been doing for the last few minutes.

She nods again as I check my phone. With the time difference, I know not to call right now to check on Leon, but the itch to do just that gnaws at my gut.

Geliy should be fine. He’s Leon’s father after all, and it’s not like he doesn’t know how to take care of a baby. But I still can’t stop my concerns gnawing at me. Initially, I planned to bring Leon with me too, but he was unwell, so leaving Leon with Geliy was the only option if I were to travel to Russia to take this job and avoid homelessness.

“Are we going to call?” Sofia asks, startling me a little.

“A little later we can.” I haven’t heard anything since we left nearly two days ago. That’s not uncommon for Geliy. He’ll just up and disappear for days, weeks on end and come back ragged from whatever job he’s been on. But this time, he’s supposed to be taking care of Leon, and that’s causing my anxiety to rise.

Sofia talks through the meal. The tension on her face is gone, and some of that stress in my body goes with it.

After we’ve eaten, we get a taxi to the rink. Sofia is quiet, her gaze glued to the window as the city passes by in a blur of nightlife.

“No one is here,” she says when we reach the rink where I’ll start coaching tomorrow.

“Some people are.” I point out a few cars of people who must be practicing this evening. “I have to check on a few things, but then we can skate for a little and then go to the hotel to get some sleep. Sound good?”

Sofia perks up at the mention of skating. “Okay, Mama!”

I usher Sofia through the automatic doors. Cold air hits us, and a feeling of déjà vu washes over me. The lights are soft, and the plush carpet is something straight out of a nineties movie theater, but it does its job. No one is really looking at the carpet when they come to the rink.

“Go on and get your skates on. I’ll be in there just for a few minutes.” I point to the office window where a burly-looking man on the phone sits. Sofia nods and begins to rummage through my bag.

With one last look at her, I start toward the office. The hairs on the back of my neck prickle as I walk, like someone is watching me…

Subtly, I glance over my shoulder, but I find no one there.

I shake my head. It’s just being here again that’s making me feel like this. The ghosts of the past lingering.

I put on a sunny smile as the man on the phone levels a glare in my direction and barks some kind of greeting to me.

I sign the paperwork for the coaching job. Three weeks. That’s all, and it’ll give me enough money to make it through the next couple of months while I try to find a new job in Vegas. The generous salary they’re paying me will even cover a part-time babysitter while I’m working here for them.

On my way back to Sofia, I check my phone. I see that I have at least six texts from Geliy’s mother, Olga. After I got together with Geliy, her personal mission became to bombard me with messages, criticizing everything from how I was with her son to how I raised our children. And even though I am no longer with Geliy, she has carried on with this. I skim the latest texts.

“How could you go off and leave the baby with my poor son?”

“Geliy has too much on his plate for you to expect him to look after your baby.”

“A woman’s place is in the home. She shouldn’t be abandoning her duties.”

“I wish my precious son never met you!”

“Geliy deserves a real woman who will look after him.”

“You expect too much from my son. You are always selfish and self-centered.”

I delete all the messages with a sigh.

Sofia’s small feet swing slowly as she sits on the bench, her eyes moving around the rink. “Ready, baby?” I ask.

“Uh-huh.” She scoots over so I can sit beside her and slide my own skates on. Once more, I feel it. That prickle of having eyes following you.

I shake my head and tell myself to stop being paranoid.

For a few moments, I look around at the rink and just breathe. This is still my sanctuary, even with all the bad memories. There’s something about the silence of ice that speaks to my soul.

I think about the little girl I was, who used to pretend she was a princess gliding through a frozen kingdom. Before I learned that dreams could be weaponized against you. Before I understood that loving something meant giving others power to hurt you.

But watching these young figure skaters train, I remember why I became a coach. It’s not just about technique or perfect form. It’s about teaching them that their bodies can be instruments of beauty, not just objects to be criticized. It’s about helping them find their own magic on the ice.

Some people might think it’s ironic—me teaching others to pursue the very thing that broke me. But I see it differently. I’m teaching them to love figure skating the way I wish I could have. I’m giving them the coach I needed but never had.

We start to move toward the ice. “Will you teach me to do the spin now, Mama?”

I smile down at her. “You think you’re ready?”

She offers me a grin as we step onto the ice together. “Maybe.”

“We’ll try it, and if you don’t feel like you can make it, we’ll just have fun.”

She nods as she glides effortlessly. I follow her and skate backward past her to watch, more than ready to jump in if she needs me to. But I’m distracted as a shiver rolls down my spine.

My gaze darts around the near-empty bleachers.

There are a few others here, plus some staff and janitors, but no one I would know. And no one who would know me.

“Mama, watch!” Sofia calls, drawing my attention back to her.

“I’m watching, baby.”

She glides down the ice, getting a little more speed before she lifts her foot like we’ve been practicing. She wobbles a little as she twirls, but she doesn’t fall, and that’s an improvement.

“That was great!” I give her a thumbs up. The smile on her face melts my heart.

“It wasn’t like yours though, Mama.”

“I’ve had a lot of practice, remember?”

She skates around me and tries again, a little stronger with her landing this time. By the time we finish and get off the ice, she’s flushed, her cheeks rosy and her button nose red.

We make our way back to our things. The urge to check my phone is unavoidable.

But there’s nothing. No messages. No texts. No phone calls.

Maybe they’re just sleeping or busy or something.

“Mama?”

“Yes, baby?”

“You’re not taking your skates off.”

I look down at my feet and sigh. “Sorry, I’m just a little distracted because I’m missing Leon.”

Sofia nods, tucking her skates back into the bag.

I try Geliy’s phone, but it goes straight to voicemail. Perhaps he forgot to charge his phone—that’s not unusual for him.

Maybe I shouldn’t have left Leon with his father. But what choice did I have? It was either take this short job in Russia and the money it was offering, or we end up losing our Vegas apartment and be left on the streets. I can’t rely on Geliy for money. He no longer lives with us, and even when he did, his work was sporadic and unpredictable. We already received the eviction notice from the landlord. I sit there for a second, looking at my phone again. I know that Geliy isn’t the best at regular contact, but I really wish he wouldn’t go silent when he has Leon with him.

And no matter how much I try to reassure myself, I can’t displace the feeling that something might be wrong with Geliy and Leon.


CHAPTER FIVE



VIKTOR

TWO AND A HALF WEEKS LATER

I’m going to regret this, I can feel it bone deep.

But there’s no going back. I’m a man of my word. And paying back a debt of someone saving my life is worth whatever chaos is about to disrupt my life for the next couple of days.

My SUV idles along the curb as I scan the crowds for Geliy’s unruly mop of hair. A hand startles me as it slams on the side of my door. My hands tighten on the steering wheel as I turn to see Geliy’s grinning face.

“Viktor!” He shouts too loudly even through the glass.

I grit my teeth but plaster on what I hope at least looks like a welcoming expression to the man who once served alongside me in the military. Rolling the window down, my chin dips in greeting. “Geliy.”

“Thanks again, man.” Despite his years in the States, he still has an underlying Russian accent, but it’s not as strong as mine.

“Don’t mention it.”

“Can we grab a bite first? I’m starved.” Geliy doesn’t wait for my answer as he rounds the car and slides into the passenger seat. “Fuck, it’s hot.”

“Uh-huh.”

His hand cranks up the AC, and my jaw tightens. Another stab of irritation hits me when he turns the radio on.

I look over my shoulder and pull from the curb. “Where’s your stuff?” I ask.

“Oh, I gotta pick my luggage up later. It’s, er, with a friend right now. Look, I can’t tell you how great it is you’re letting me stay for a couple of days.”

Great? That’s not the word I’d use. In fact, I want to shove him out of the door and into traffic as he cranks up a loud song causing the base of the speakers to pulse. The man might have saved my life once, but it seems his lack of boundaries is still the fucking same.

It takes us all of ten minutes to pull into a restaurant’s parking lot. It’s one Grigory and Matvey have recently added to our roster as a way to expand the business—or rather to provide another front for our real work. Matvey has told us a million times that we can’t launder money solely through our casinos. Apparently, we need to add restaurants and other ventures to keep the books from looking too doctored.

“Nice place,” Geliy comments.

“It has good food,” I say without so much as looking at him as I adjust the radio knobs back into their proper positions as he makes a beeline for the entrance.

“So, what have you been up to, Vik?”

“Nothing important.”

“C’mon, it’s been years. Got a girl? Settle down yet?”

“No.”

“Right,” Geliy says. “Forgot you have that weird kink.”

“Kink?” I say with a frown.

“The no touching thing.”

My jaw tightens a little more.

“You know, you should let me hook you up with some girls,” he suggests.

“That’s not⁠—”

“C’mon, it’s the least I can do.” Apparently, he’s still very much the same man he was before. A douchebag and unable to read a room. “Or if you’d prefer, I can hook you up with this game.”

My brow arches as I sip my water. “Game?”

“This video game I’ve been playing nonstop is just awesome. You run a porn empire. Best fucking thing ever. Makes me wish I had the funds to do it in real life. I could make bank from it.”

My lip curls. What the actual fuck? Who the fuck talks about this shit? But that’s Geliy for you. He makes the stereotypical deadbeat look like Prince Charming.

“Maybe you guys should add that to your lists of businesses. I could totally do it for you.”

My brow climbs higher. “What?”

“I should get a sit down with your boss man. He’s like some big mucky-muck right?”

“Grigory?” I splutter.

Geliy nods. “Yeah! I heard he’s like some business tycoon.”

The balls on this man. Grigory would eat him alive. “Yeah, I don’t think that’s a great idea. He’s busy.” Killing people and ruling Vegas.

“Think about it at least. Maybe I’ll bump into him tonight and bring it up.”

Once we finish, we make our way back to my SUV. Inhale. Exhale. This man saved my life. I owe him and can do this.

I drop him off at some shady-ass apartment and give him the address to the Kremlin so that he can make his way there when he’s ready. Once he’s out of the SUV, I turn the AC back to where I like it and turn the radio off—again.

Eight. I’m already at a score of eight, and the day’s just fucking started.

I drive off. I have things to do, and I’m not going to let Geliy’s shitstorm of a life ruin my day.
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Later, we’re seated around big trestle tables in the courtyard as we eat dinner. The main building surrounds us on three sides, while the open side of the courtyard looks onto the grounds, giving us an impressive view of the mountains in the distance. The rest of compound houses barracks for the soldiers and various other buildings. The courtyard is a relaxing space with lush palm trees surrounding us. It’s as different to Russia as you can get, but I like it here.

The conversation is low, filled with mostly talk about business and our plans. Soldiers come and go, but the core of us stay.

“So, where’s this guest of yours?” Matvey asks, taking a swig of his drink.

I shrug. “Getting his luggage, last I know. I got busy.”

“Still up for poker?”

“Yeah, I’ll be there,” I reply.

“Going to actually pay attention this time?” Nikolai asks.

“Maybe.”

“The game starts in twenty.” He gets up from the table, giving me a nod as he passes.

I finish eating in silence. Then pushing from the table, I make my way toward the rec room where the others are already setting up. Matvey and Nikolai are stacking their chips. I sit down across from them, piling my own chips as the others start to file in.

We’re one round in when a loud thud sounds from down the hall. Matvey, Nikolai, and I exchange glances before I shove to my feet, ready to deal with the threat.

“There he is!” Geliy’s voice booms, and I wince. “Sweet set up, man.” He brings his stuff in, dumps it out of the way in the corner by the bar, and pulls up a chair to join in the game.

Four rounds later, we’ve all lost money to him, and the men are pissed. Geliy is shamelessly cheating, and it’s clear that he hasn’t changed much since I first knew him. He always used to cheat at cards then as well.

I decide to get myself a drink. But as I approach the bar, I hear a slight sound come from Geliy’s luggage. Then there’s a high-pitched squeak. And a red beam is suddenly shining at me.

“Fuck!” I yell.

Has Geliy brought some sort of weapon in here to compromise us?

Is this a fucking trap?

I sprint toward the pile of luggage with my gun drawn.

And point my gun at…

A baby.

What the fuck? Behind Geliy’s huge backpack, a baby is strapped into a car seat and playing with what looks like some toy that beams lights and shapes.

I lower my gun and take a small step closer.

But it—the baby—squawks, making me jump out of my skin.

By now, Geliy and the other men have come over to see what the commotion is about.

“Oh, don’t mind that,” Geliy drawls.

Not likely. “Why the hell is your luggage squawking?” I growl at him.

“It’s a baby, dumbass.”

“Okay, dumbass, but you said you were collecting your luggage earlier and definitely didn’t say anything about a baby.”

He gives a casual shrug. “Semantics.”

I really, really hate it when people don’t just say what they mean.

Geliy shoves his hands into his pockets. “Look, my ex dumped him with me.”

“What the hell is going on?” Nikolai says as he and Matvey come over.

The baby coos loudly, and I can feel my brow scrunching as I study the infant with green eyes and coppery curls. I put my gun away. “Why didn’t you tell me you have a kid?”

“Didn’t think it mattered. Like I said, my ex, Avelina, is on some dumb vacation and couldn’t take the baby. She’s a flighty bitch. Anyway, you won’t even notice Leon’s here. Plus, Avelina is, um, about to start the trip back home, so she’ll be here to finally take him back soon.”

“This isn’t what we agreed,” I grit out.

“What’s the big deal? He’ll be no trouble. He’s practically self-sufficient.”

“It’s a baby,” I huff. “They need stuff all the time.”

Geliy waves his hand dismissively. “It’s easy. I barely pay attention to him, and he’s just fine. Look at him.”

Jesus, what is wrong with this man? Nikolai and I exchange glances as Matvey sighs deeply. “Grigory has to have the final say,” I say slowly.

“Perfect! We can ask him, and then I can run that idea by him.”

“I don’t think that’s⁠—”

“C’mon, man.” Geliy slings his arm around my shoulder, the contact making my body go rigid. “Just five minutes and Grigory will be so glad to hear my business plan!”

“And what idea is that?”

I step away from Geliy’s touch as Grigory’s large frame comes into view from around the corner.

“There’s a bit of a problem,” I say, ignoring how Geliy drops himself onto an armchair like he owns the fucking place.

“What kind of problem?” Grigory asks.

I step to the side, showing the baby in his car seat, his cheeks ruddy and his curls falling over his eyes.

Grigory freezes. His gaze flickers from the baby to me, then back to the baby. “Is it…”

“No, it’s definitely not mine,” I say in a hurry.

Grigory makes a face as he nods. “Then whose is it?”

“He belongs to Geliy. I didn’t know he had a kid when I said he could stay here.”

Grigory’s cold gaze moves to Geliy, and the man flinches. Most people do. Grigory has a look that sizes people up in a split second, and he’s honed it over the years into something even his bastard of a father would be proud of.

“The mother?” Grigory asks.

“She’s on her way back from some vacation,” I explain.

Grigory’s gaze moves back to Geliy, who’s busy playing a game on his phone as if we’re not discussing his child’s fate in this house. How can Geliy be so dismissive?

Grigory arches his brow at me in a silent question.

I can only shrug in response.

“Are you guys okay with it?” he asks the other men.

“Doesn’t bother me as long as it doesn’t scream bloody murder,” Nikolai says, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Or throw up,” Matvey adds.

“Viktor?” Grigory asks.

My eyes flick to the baby. He’s just some innocent kid who has a shitty parent…or parents. I sigh. “It’s fine.”

“Fine,” Grigory says.

“I’ll show you where you two can sleep,” I say, walking toward the stairs. I don’t like this. I don’t like Geliy just left out this huge detail. I don’t like that he’s sitting on his ass looking at his phone instead of paying attention to his son. Or how he refers to the kid’s mother as a bitch in front of their kid. Sure, the baby won’t understand, but it doesn’t sit right with me. But then again, I don’t know this woman.

Nikolai and Matvey spare me a look, and I can tell they’re just as unsure about this whole thing as I am. A baby under our roof? That’s asking for trouble, and we all know it.


CHAPTER SIX



AVELINA

We’re finally on the plane and on our way back to the States. Sofia’s school just let out for summer, and I know she’s looking forward to spending time at home. Her face is pressed up against the window like it was on the first flight. I smile despite how lousy I feel.

I knew when I signed up that it would be more intensive than I was used to at the university, and the last three weeks have been grueling.

I settle in for the long flight to LAX and then Vegas, but that unsettled feeling hasn’t left me in three weeks. Geliy has been in touch with a short message every few days, but I’ll feel much better once we’re back. Leaving Leon for three weeks has been really hard.

“How high up do we go?”

“Sometimes 40,000 feet,” I answer with a smile. “Did you want to watch a movie this time?”

She nods her head and snuggles into my side. “The same one please, Mama.”

Of course. She’s a creature of habit, and I love her for it. “Sure. I’m surprised you don’t know all the words yet.”

“I do.”

I laugh softly. “Right, of course.”

Once the movie is on, Sofia settles down, eyes glued to the screen as her comfort movie, The Lion King, plays. It’s not an uncommon occurrence to find Sofia watching the movie over and over again.

I watch her for a while. She’s been a trooper this whole trip even though the new routine has thrown us all off kilter.

I open a magazine and try to relax, willing my awful headache to go away. Once I collect Leon and can finally hold him in my arms again, I’ll feel better and can spend some time on taking care of myself. It’s nothing I need to worry about. It’s just the stress of the world sitting on my shoulders. Nothing I can’t handle or haven’t handled before.

“Mama,” Sofia says softly, “do you think I can use the headphones?”

“Sure thing.” I dig through our carry-on for the headphones and untangle them.

“Ma’am, can I get either of you a drink?” the flight attendant asks.

I shake my head and lean back, my eyes closing. It’s going to be a long flight, plus a stopover in New York—because even with the overnight hotel cost, that was way cheaper than a direct flight. But in two days’ time, I’ll get to hold my baby boy again, and all will be right in the world. That’s the thought I latch on to. The one that puts a smile on my face.

Leon spending time with Geliy is good though. Or so I’ve told myself these last three weeks. Trying to see the positive in a situation doesn’t make me weak or a pushover. It’s a quiet strength. One that makes me who I am.

My thoughts keep racing though. Despite how hard I try to grab on to the good things rather than the bad. I can’t shake how my gut tightens into knots, and it has nothing to do with the turbulence. The last text I had from Geliy was particularly short. It wasn’t bad. It wasn’t good either. It just felt a little off. Maybe he was busy with something—because nine-month-olds are a lot of work. I want to give him the benefit of the doubt, but I can’t shake the unease settling in me.

And I know that the sooner we’re back in Vegas, the sooner I can check and make sure my son is just as healthy and happy as when I boarded the plane with Sofia.


CHAPTER SEVEN



VIKTOR

The ocean air in L.A. is a big change from the arid air of Nevada right now. I lean against the SUV, arms folded over my chest, as we wait in the darkness for the cargo ship to pull in.

My earpiece crackles as my team of men checks in with me like clockwork. This is how it’s supposed to be. Organized and well-oiled.

Beats being at the house right now. Geliy and Leon have disrupted my entire routine. When the kid cries, it’s way too loud. And Geliy, the idiot, does nothing effective to soothe him.

I shake my head, focusing on the task at hand as the dock workers wave the ship in. Fourteen shipping containers. Two are ours, and I intend to make sure we get the goods we’ve promised the Russian government.

Grigory was smart to strike the deal. They’re always looking for top-of-the-line weapons. The kind that we seem to have a knack for procuring from our contacts in South America.

“Viktor,” one of my men, Yuri, says to me. He jerks his head toward one of our shipping containers.

I push from the side of the SUV as I stalk forward toward the crates. “It’s all there?” I keep my gaze on the dock worker with the shipping list as he sweats under pressure.

“Y-yes,” he stutters.

I give the signal for the guys to crack the crates open with crowbars.

One by one, they give me the okay before moving on to the next crates to check them too.

“Good.” My eyes flick back to the worker with the list before I push past him to get a better look. Each crate is filled with ammunition and rifles. Good rifles. The kind that Russian military brass salivates to get.

I nod to my men who cover the crates once more and begin to lug them to our SUVs and trucks. There, I’ll take a closer look without the prying eyes of the dock workers who are no doubt keen to see what a bunch of burly men in black and with inked skin could want from them at eleven at night.

“We’re all good, boss?” another one of my guys, Igor, asks.

I lift a gun, inspecting it closer. It looks clean, sleek, and well put together. No serial number. I tumble the piece in my hands, feeling the weight of it. It’s light but not too light to feel wrong in my hands. The scope is precise too. I study it, making a note to talk with Grigory and Matvey about getting some for our own men. “All good,” I clip. I lower the gun back into the crate and step away from the men as they start to pack up the crates. Then…

Boom!

A flash. A thunderous blast splits the night wide open. Smoke hisses from a shipping container twenty feet away. And a wave rocks the ground beneath me. My ears ring. Crates splinter. And then gunfire.

My hand moves automatically to my gun.

I hear shouts over the earpiece from my men getting into formation.

Then we move.

I dive behind a steel drum just as bullets tear through the air where I stood a second ago. Sparks fly as rounds ricochet off metal. Yuri swears and drops beside me, pulling his weapon.

“Seven of them,” he growls, eyes narrowed. “Maybe more.”

“Then we make it six,” I snap.

I rise just enough to fire, squeezing off two sharp shots.

One body drops near the forklift, twitching. The others scatter for cover, yelling as they go.

My heart pounds, cold and focused. I move low, weaving between crates, flanking right. I catch one in a blind spot and don’t hesitate. One clean shot to the chest. Then he’s down.

Yuri lays down and covers me as I sprint to another container.

More gunfire. Igor curses over comms. “One of ours took a hit, but he’s okay.”

Good. We need every hand right now. I spot a third man circling behind. I fire once. He spins and crumples.

Three down.

I reload behind cover, counting the seconds as I go. “Push forward,” I bark into the comms. “Don’t let them box us in!”

We fan out again. Smoke curls around us like ghosts.

A fourth charges me, screaming like he wants to die. I oblige him. Two shots to the chest. Just to be sure.

The fifth tries to run. Smart, but not smart enough. Yuri drops him with a single shot to the back.

I catch a sixth climbing a stack of crates, trying to get to a better position to take aim from. I take him down mid-movement. He crashes hard, lifeless within a split second.

Only one left.

Silence now. My men hold position. Scanning. Waiting.

Then movement near the edge of the dock. The last one tries to blend with the shadows.

I don’t give warnings. I don’t ask questions.

My bullet finds him.

And just like that, it’s over.

I stand in the smoke, chest rising and falling, the stink of blood and salt thick in the air. I struggle with the sensory overload—but over the years, I learned how to mask and keep a lid on my stress until later when I’m alone and can decompress.

Seven bodies. None of ours. They lie at our feet as the smoke dissipates into the darkness. I bend down over them, shoving up their black sleeves and searching for clues. Nothing. Not on their necks, their backs, their faces. Nothing to tell me who ordered the hit. My eyes narrow a little more.

“Anything?” I ask my men.

“This one has a couple of tattoos. He’s ex-army by the look of it,” Yuri replies.

“This one too,” Igor adds.

I rise from the ground, keeping my weapon in my hand as I step over the dead bodies. Ex-military. Freelancers for hire.

“Get this cleaned up,” I command. “And let Gabriel Santino and the Societa know there was an incident, so we don’t step on their toes.” Peace between us and the Italian mafia is tentative at best, so I’m not about to go make a wrong move with them. “When you’re done, get back to base.”

The men nod and get straight to work.

I slide into the SUV’s driver’s seat. “Call Nikolai,” I growl.

The speakers ring through Bluetooth. “What happened?” Nikolai barks without any greeting.

“Can’t I call to say I have good news?”

“You rarely do, Viktor, especially when it’s almost midnight. What’s wrong.”

I drag a hand down my face. “Someone hit us.”

“How many of our men did we lose?”

“None. Everyone’s accounted for. But we got seven of their guys.”

“Whose are they?”

“I don’t know yet. But they seem to be freelancers. Ex-military.”

“That’s not good,” he huffs.

“No shit.”

“Well, do you have any good news?” Nikolai asks.

“The ocean views are nice in LA.”

Nikolai lets out a laugh, and I know he’s itching to flip me off. “Anything else we can go on, Viktor?”

“No.” And that’s the worst part. There’s nothing. No leads. No information.

“Come back to the Kremlin.”

“Now you give the orders?”

“Fuck off. Grigory is going to want a debrief as soon as possible.”

“I’ll be there in a few hours.” And I hang up. Because there’s nothing left to talk about. I like everything to be short, sweet, and to the point.

I lean my head back against the seat. There are many variables and unknowns that created this situation. I hate it. No, I loath it. The unknown in equations. And in this world, those mean that it’s only a matter of time until things come to a head. And it’s never with a whimper but a bang. An explosion that’s messy, bloody, and deadly. “Fuck!”

I start the car and let out a deep breath. I’m at a ten right now. Too stimulated to be any good to anyone else. I pull out my phone and let the familiar melody from Tinkerbell’s video fill the car.

Once I’ve watched it and calmed down, then I’ll start the journey back to Vegas.

But then and only then.

Because whoever ordered this shitshow is likely to have hired freelancers so that they could keep their identity secret. And the one thing I’m sure about right now is that secrets mean danger.
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The wailing starts early. Four days. Geliy has been here for four fucking days, and it’s the same every single morning. I wish Babulya wasn’t visiting one of her friends right now. My grandmother would definitely know how to keep the baby happy, but she’s been away since before Geliy arrived, and she won’t be returning for another couple of days.

I groan, putting my hands to my ears to try and block out the sound. But it doesn’t work. It never does.

After a few minutes of the noise, I toss the blankets from my legs and storm toward the door. Two long strides and I’m pounding on Geliy’s door. He needs to get the hell up and feed or change the baby or something.

But there’s no answer to my pounding.

Nothing.

Nothing but the wailing.

I creak open the door a fraction. And freeze.

The room isn’t big. A queen-size bed, two end tables, a lamp, and a dresser. But that’s not what I’m staring at. It’s the lack of an adult anywhere.

Leon wriggles in the center of the bed, wailing. The smell of a soiled diaper fills the room, and a new rush of anger floods me.

“Geliy?” I bark out.

But still, there’s nothing. What’d he do? Jump out the fucking window?

“Alright, alright,” I sigh, moving toward the kid to comfort him before he wakes the whole fucking Kremlin. But from the sound of stomping feet down the hallway, he’s already done it.

I reach out to him, but I suddenly still.

I don’t know the first thing about babies or comfort. Panic constricts my chest as I take a sudden step back. The baby’s little arms are flailing around. And if I pick him up, his tiny grabby hands are sure to touch me. And I can’t let that happen. Because I can’t stand the touch of others. Already my skin crawls with the phantom sensation.

“What’s with all the noise?” Igor grumbles from the doorway.

“Come pick him up.”

Igor, still bleary-eyed with sleep, looks at me and then at the kid. “What?”

I gesture toward the baby. “Pick him up.”

“But—”

His words cut off as whatever expression he sees on my face has him snapping into action and grabbing the kid. It’s an order, not an option.

“Um, now what?” he asks in confusion.

“Take him downstairs for breakfast. He’s probably hungry…or something.”

Igor does what he’s told, and I hunt for what I hope is a diaper bag, or even better, something to tell me where the fuck Geliy is. Instead, I find a crumpled-up piece of paper. I scan the contents—all thirteen fucking words he’s managed to scribble to me: Leon’s mom should be here tomorrow. If not, call Child Protective Services.

Wow, he’s definitely not going to be getting a father of the year award. What a complete fucking moron. How could anyone be okay with dumping their kid and Child Protective Services being called?

I shake my head and head downstairs. The men crowd around the long kitchen table, getting their normal breakfast or coffee. The wailing lungs of Leon continue. The men grumble. Some glare. Some cover their ears. And I nurse my coffee as far away as I can, next to the fridge.

“Fuck!” Igor says.

“What’s that smell?” Yuri asks.

“God, it’s awful!” another says in response.

A few men gag. Igor, who’s holding the baby, makes a face and turns a shade of green. “He smells, Viktor.” And they all look to me like I have some baby fucking manual on me.

My eyes narrow. “So, change him.”

“But it stinks!” Igor responds.

“You deal with blood, gore, and worse things on a daily basis. Man the hell up and change his diaper!”

“Aww, but why me?” he whines.

“Because you’re holding him,” I say, stating the fucking obvious.

“But—”

“Do it—that’s a goddamn order!”

But silently, I agree. It stinks to high heaven, and how such a tiny boy can scream bloody murder for so long is beyond me.

It’s only been fifteen minutes since I was rudely awoken, and I’m already at a nine. I’m not sure how much more of it I can take before I’ll have to leave. Already it’s too much. The noise. The chaos. The unpredictability of everything is pushing down on my chest like a heavy brick. I hate it. I hate the way that one simple little human being has thrown me into a spiral.

This is my worst nightmare. And it’s just another reason why relationships and babies can never be part of my life. Exes who randomly leave or show up and kids who cause a commotion when you least expect it sound like a personal hell for me. Yeah, the thing with partners, babies, and kids is that they’re really unpredictable. And my autism means I hate unpredictable things in my life. A life with chaos like this is an impossibility for me. I push from the counter I’m leaning on, coffee cup clutched in my hand tightly.

“Boss?” Igor asks.

I glare down at Leon, who’s bright red in the face and thrashing his tiny fists like a drunk boxer. My head feels like it’s been split in two by an axe. “Enough,” I tell him firmly. “You are nine months old, not a warlord. Stop with the⁠—”

He lets out an ear-splitting screech that rattles my teeth.

I’ve faced ambushes, explosions, and men twice my size armed with machetes. None of that prepared me for this baby.

“Look after him,” I tell Igor. “I’m going to find someone to help. We can’t look after a baby by ourselves.” And in a moment of pure desperation, I grab Igor’s phone from him and look up Agency in his contacts. Igor gets in tradesmen and extra staff when we need people, and this agency is known for being super discreet.

I see the men heave out a collective sigh of relief as I hit the call button as fast as my fingers will let me.

“Angels Agency,” a voice trills down the line.

“I need someone!” I bark into the phone, pure panic racing through my veins now.

“Of course, sir. Any specific requirements?”

“Just someone with a brain who knows what she’s doing!” Because none of my men seem to have a single brain cell between them, judging by the last five minutes.

“Of course, sir. All our ladies are superbly qualified and experienced. Do you have any preferences? Required physical attributes?”

“I don’t care what she goddamn looks like,” I snarl.

“Noted, sir. And what skills do you require?”

“Skills?” I don’t know. Because I never had to hire a nanny before.

“You know,” she replies. “Like deep throating, anal, double or triple penetration⁠—”

“What the fuck, Igor?!” I roar, slamming down the phone as I end the call with a stab of my finger.

Igor looks over my shoulder. “Boss, that’s the agency I get whores from. The next one in my contacts list is the one you need.”

I glare at him as I hit the contact called Agency 2.

Holding my breath, I hear someone answer. “Helping Hands Agency! How can I help?”

“Um, hello? In what way, er, do your hands help people…?” I can’t help the suspicion lacing my voice. What if she means they do hand jobs, erotic massages, and that sort of stuff?

“We have gardeners, electricians, maids⁠—”

“Yes!” I exclaim. “You’re what I need. Send a woman. Right now!”

“What sort of employee are you looking for?”

“A woman. Just for today and some of tomorrow. She should, er, have a hat. And an umbrella thing…”

“A hat and an umbrella, sir?” Her voice hitches with confusion.

I sigh in exasperation. “Yes, an umbrella so that she can fly.”

“Ahhh,” she hums. “You’re a man in need of a nanny. Someone like Mary Poppins, right?”

“Yes, that’s what I just said,” I snarl. “Just send three candidates for me to interview. They must be competent. And not, er, incompetent.”

“Yes, we’ll send three candidates immediately.” Thank the fucking Lord.

I end the call, grimacing as I watch Igor clutching Leon under one arm like a squirming football.

Forty-five minutes, the first candidate arrives.

She sweeps into the room in a red crop top and flesh-colored shorts that could be mistaken for bikini bottoms. She looks barely adult.

My eyes narrow. “Where is the rest of your shirt?”

She looks at me like I’m ancient and a complete moron. “This is fashion.”

“You are supposed to care for an infant, not dress like Winnie the Pooh,” I snap.

Her face scrunches. “Winnie the⁠—?”

“Half naked and oddly proud of it,” I clip.

She gives me a blank look.

“Get out,” I say flatly, knowing that if she’s not decently dressed, then she’s not the right person to trust with this baby.

The second candidate is shown in. She’s obviously Russian and even dresses a little like Babulya. Oh God, how I wish Babulya was here right now because she’d know exactly how to care for this baby.

Candidate two is maybe around seventy or even eighty. But I frown as I notice that she smells strongly of…boiled cabbage.

“I believe in a strict Russian diet,” she says, thumping her chest with conviction.

“Er, good,” I reply. “The boy will need strong meals. His father told me that he’s eating soft foods now.”

“Babies must eat my stew. Borscht, borscht, and more borscht! If they don’t like it, they wait until the next meal!”

I stare at her. “You mean…you starve them?”

“Not starve. Just demand mandatory obedience!”

Leon lets out a small wail in Igor’s arms, looking horrified even though he probably doesn’t understand any words yet.

“No,” I snap. “This is a baby, not a recruit for Spetsnaz. Leave please. And close the door on your way out.”

The final candidate arrives a few minutes later. Please, God, let her be the one...

The woman doesn’t even glance at Leon when she comes in. She sits, pulls out her cell phone, and starts scrolling.

“My only question,” she says without looking up, “is do I get paid extra per diaper change? And double if the baby shits?”

“That’s what you want to ask?” I croak.

“Diapers are gross.” She shudders dramatically.

I rise slowly, towering over her. “You know what else is gross? The sight of you still sitting there. Leave!”

She flees after a roll of her eyes.

And by the time the door slams, my patience is completely gone. Leon has stopped crying only because he’s fallen asleep from sheer exhaustion, his tiny fingers gripping Igor’s shirt.

I look down at his scrunched-up face and sigh. Turning to my men, I snap, “You two, figure out a schedule. Diapers, bottles, meals, and naps.”

“What…?” Yuri stutters.

“Watch the baby until the mother arrives!” I order Igor and Yuri.

They stare at me, stunned.

I scowl. “What? You think I’d trust a stranger with him? Over my dead body.”

“Hold on! Where are you—” But Yuri’s voice peters out when I level a glare at him.

I need to get myself together. To find something to bring me back to a calmer level. “Guard that baby with your life, understand?” I growl.

“But—”

“No buts,” I snarl. “You guard him, or we’ll be cleaning up your goddamn body from the floor.” What? Did I really just say that? Me?

“Okay. And if she doesn’t show, we’re calling Child Protective Services, right?” Igor adds. “Because you said that’s what the note said.”

“‘No, we’re not goddamn calling them!” I roar. “What the hell is wrong with you?” It’s like I’m possessed or something. I don’t understand why I’m saying these things—why I even care about what happens to this little baby. He has nothing to do with me. And I can’t fucking stand babies or kids or the noise and chaos they create. “If she doesn’t show, you’re not calling Child Protective Services under any circumstances, understand?”

Igor and Yuri both nod, and I take that as my cue to escape. And the further from the kitchen I get, the more I rationalize it’s just that I’m feeling sorry for the kid. He didn’t pick his idiot dad or his flighty mom who Geliy told us cares more about going on vacation than looking after her kid. He’s just a baby who happens to be in the crossfire of a shitty situation.

Yeah, that’s it. That’s all that was back there. I’m just feeling sorry for the baby. Because I know that I’m not capable of anything else.


CHAPTER EIGHT



AVELINA

I rub my tired eyes behind my glasses. The plane has just landed, and it’s warm in Vegas, and I look at the strappy tops other women wear before looking down at my long-sleeved T-shirt. I never wear anything that shows off too much of my back or shoulders. Our connecting flight from New York was cancelled, and this was the earliest flight I could get us rebooked onto, but we’re still arriving much later than planned. My phone pings as soon as I switch it on.

My eyes run over the text as my brow puckers. Geliy has left our baby son with one of his ex-military buddies I’ve never met?

The anger that bubbles in my chest isn’t a match for the relief I feel from just knowing that I’ll soon be holding Leon. That he’s safe, presumably, with someone Geliy trusts—someone called Viktor.

As soon as we collect our bags and exit the airport, we get a cab home, and we shift straight into my small car so that we can head over to this Viktor’s place. I type in the address into my phone. It’s about forty minutes away.

I rub at my neck which is aching from where I slept awkwardly during the flight.

Sofia is in the back seat, and she watches out the window. I smile at her through the rearview mirror. “Is it going to take a long time, Mama?”

“Hopefully not, baby.”

“Will it be loud?”

“I don’t know yet, baby. But I’ve got your headphones in my bag.” I give her a smile to reassure her. Her headphones are actually ‘ear defenders.’ They look like headphones, but they’re used to help block out noise.

As we drive through Vegas, I watch the neon lights blur past and think about how this city saved me. When I first arrived here, I was a broken eighteen-year-old with nothing but a suitcase and a head full of nightmares. But Vegas doesn’t judge your past—it only cares about who you choose to be today.

I built a life here and found work doing what I love—coaching figure skating at the university. I met other coaches who taught me that skating could be about joy again. With the kids being born, I created a small but steady world for us. It’s not glamorous, but it’s ours.

Sometimes, I wonder what would have happened if I’d tried to compete professionally somewhere else. But then I look at Sofia and Leon, and I know I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be. They are my greatest accomplishment, better than any medal could ever be.

We passed a few nice-looking homes and neighborhoods. The kind you see in the movies or on TV. Fancy and well-maintained. The GPS navigates us through the neighborhoods and on to even more luxurious homes. Gated communities and the sort of places I could never dream of living in.

A soft whistle leaves me as we pass a mansion. I wonder how much a place like this would cost. And how many hours I’d have to coach to afford just one night’s stay in a place like this.

We take the last right, and I slow my car to a crawl as we approach a property with heavily armed men stationed outside the gates. The stucco wall is lined with barbed wire, and the six men at the gate have bullet-proof vests, earpieces, and dark sunglasses—and they look like they could snap me in half with a single look.

We stop at the gate, and one of the men approaches, his weapon aimed at us.

The armed guards have enough firepower to level a city block. My chest tightens as my survival instincts scream danger. But Sofia is watching from the backseat, and fear is contagious. So, I force my voice to stay bright.

“Hi!” I greet him.

“Name?” he barks. His Russian accent is clear.

“Avelina. Is Geliy here? He sent me a text about our baby son.”

“You’re the mother?”

I nod.

He grunts, lowers his gun, and waves us through the gate with a scoff.

“Thank you!” I call out as I put my foot back on the gas.

I inch through the now open gate and up the drive, feeling like I’ve crossed from Vegas into some military compound. Are these people serial killers for hire or something? Because this place is extreme—even for one of Geliy’s ex-military buddies.

I creep up the drive toward a row of black SUVs and try to find a parking spot. The only one is tight. I try backing in, but the back tire won’t cooperate. I pull forward, try again, but no go. I try once more but then clip a post. Oh no! I hit the brake just as someone storms over, a shadow looming beside me.

My door yanks open with more force than necessary.

“Get. Out. Now.” The man’s voice is pure irritation, his jaw clenched. He’s armed with an AK-47 slung across his chest. Christ, who the hell are these people?

Smile, Avelina. Predators can smell fear. “Oh! Hi there!” I say brightly after taking a deep breath. “Are you Viktor by any chance?”

“Yes,” he grits out after a moment of silence.

“Great. I’m, uh, Avelina. Sorry about my parking. I know I’m absolutely terrible at it. But isn’t this place, um, just gorgeous? And those palm trees are beautiful…” Because if I ignore the over-the-top security measures, this place is actually stunning. A lot of money has been spent on not just the house and outbuildings but also on the lush landscaping.

“People like you shouldn’t be allowed near a car,” he clips.

My smile only gets brighter. Because that’s the only way I know how to deal with this man who’s as grumpy as a hungry grizzly bear. “You’re so right. I’m like a menace on wheels. I’m surprised I even managed to pass my driver’s test in the first place!” I know I’m babbling, but something about this whole situation and this man’s intense eyes on me completely unnerves me.

“Get out,” he repeats.

I scramble out of the driver’s seat, and he immediately slides into my car and parks it in one clean motion like it’s nothing.

Damn. Why is that kind of hot?

I flash him a smile. “Wow, you’re like my parking superhero. I wish I could fit you in my purse to help me park whenever I need it!” My words tumble out in a rush but also with real appreciation—because he did save me from causing any more damage.

He inhales sharply. Definitely a man of few words. Silent and brooding. My eyes trace over him. Broad shoulders, ink creeping past his sleeves, the hard set of his jaw. He’s like a real-life Henry Cavill in Superman.

He’s about to slide out of the seat when he startles and nearly jumps out of his skin.

Because Sofia pipes up from the back seat. “I think you’ll find you’re not insured to drive this car!”

His head whips around. “What the f…” He stops himself mid-sentence.

Sofia looks at me and then back to him, her eyes wide.

“How’d you sneak in here so fast, you little—” Again, he just about stops himself from saying anything inappropriate in front of my child.

“I was already here,” she announces. “You were unobservant and didn’t notice me.”

My lips twitch. Ever a stickler for rules, my daughter never ceases to surprise me with the things she comes out with.

His brow arches, and then his head swings back to me. “You’ve got another rugrat?”

I ignore the judgment in his voice and just smile at him. “I do. This is Sofia. She’s six and my eldest,” I say with pride.

He shakes his head and gets out from the driver’s seat.

My hand lands on his forearm in a gentle touch of thanks, and my mouth opens, ready to tell him my appreciation again.

But his eyes suddenly widen with shock and hostility.

He staggers back, putting distance between us.

And my hand pulls back quickly, not quite understanding what just happened.

“You!”

I hear a shout and spin to see a large man storming toward me.

“Are you the mother of the baby?” the new man roars at the top of his voice.

“Hold on, Grigory—” Viktor starts to speak.

“Y-yes, I am,” I stammer as this man, Grigory, towers over me while next to him is another man holding Leon.

Grigory’s nostrils flare. His eyes narrow to slits. Viktor was clearly irritated with me when we met a few minutes ago, but this second man is something else altogether. His body radiates fury and pure danger. I involuntarily recoil from him like I’m bracing for him to hit me or something.

“Do you always dump your baby on poor unsuspecting strangers so you can go gallivanting off on vacation?” he yells at the top of his voice.

“What…?” I rasp in confusion.

Grigory strides closer to me. He’s like a bull ready to charge. My hand instinctively moves to my ribs—old wounds that have never quite stopped aching. Panic and fear rise in my chest. But Sofia is behind me watching. And I can’t let her see me crumble.

“Knock it off!” Viktor growls, stepping up to Grigory, his fist clenching and unclenching at his side like he’s getting ready to swing.

They’re both large. Both burly. But Viktor looks furious, a loaded spring ready to unleash at any time. I look between the two, inching closer to the car and Sofia.

There’s some unspoken conversation going on between them. It scares me more than I want to admit. And my brain whirls with how to get Leon and Sofia out of here if the worst happens.

Viktor might be attractive, but all that seems to evaporate. I promised myself no more dangerous situations. Geliy taught me that much.

Ex-military, strapped with guns and God knows what else beneath his jeans and black shirt, Viktor is exactly the type of man I need to stay far, far away from.

But Grigory’s accusation causes a mixture of embarrassment and anger to wash over me. And for once, I let the sunny smile slip from my face as the stresses from the last few days catch up with me. My spine stiffens. “First off, I didn’t dump my baby here. Geliy did. Secondly, I didn’t go gallivanting off on vacation. I went to Russia for work after I got laid off from my last job. And lastly, you and your merry band of men certainly wouldn’t be my first choice for babysitters.”

“What? Why? What’s wrong with us?” Viktor blurts out.

I merely quirk an eyebrow at him as I flip my hair over my shoulder.

I can feel my face screw up as I look between him and Grigory who is still practically foaming at the mouth. Isn’t that obvious? Who in their right mind would leave a baby with men like this?

My ex apparently.


CHAPTER NINE



VIKTOR

I notice her flinching as Grigory glares at her. I get that the Pakhan has a domineering manner, but her reaction is unwarranted.

At the same time, I groan inwardly. Why on earth did Grigory just snarl at her in such a hostile manner?

As I stare at her, confusion rolls over me. Why am I suddenly feeling a little protective toward her? But I shake off that thought as soon as it hits me.

No. I’m just mixed up because the baby’s nonstop crying has my sensory system malfunctioning and sent my stress levels through the roof. I need peace. I need quiet. I need calm.

She straightens her spine. “If you can just get Leon and his things, we’ll be on our way.”

I hate the way her beautiful smile has disappeared. I swallow hard. “Stay.” The word blurts out like an order. “For dinner.”

Grigory and she stare. Alarm ripples across her face, fear edging her wide green eyes behind her glasses. The glasses have a turquoise frame and make her eyes even more intense and even more beautiful.

I swallow again. What the hell made me say that? I’ve never invited someone—and definitely never a woman—to stay for dinner. My gaze darts around. The baby is crying again. He must be hungry. Yeah, that’s why I said it.

My voice softens a little. “Stay for dinner. Please.” The baby’s crying is making my head pound, but I push it down. “Your little girl must be hungry too.”

She shifts, doubt flickering. “I don’t want to put you out any more than I already have.”

I step forward, my tone gentler now. “You won’t be. We have plenty of food. And you all should eat.”

A moment passes, then she nods tightly. “Okay…thank you.” And I can see she’s just as stunned at her agreement as I am.

Dinner is served on the large trestle tables under the courtyard lights—simple food, quiet clinks of cutlery, soft conversation.

Confusion washes over me. I don’t understand this woman. I stormed over to her car, clearly pissed off at her parking and staring at her like she was insane, but she beamed a smile at me and complimented me on the compound’s landscaping. And calling me her parking superhero—who the hell says that sort of thing? And why did she look at me like I’d done something heroic instead of just parking her car after glaring and growling at her?

“This food is absolutely delicious!” Avelina enthuses to the cook who’s used to people either ignoring him or complaining. “And this courtyard is like something out of a magazine. You all must love living here!” Her praise is genuine, and her kind personality is almost disarming.

My brows pull together into a frown. How on earth is she this upbeat after being yelled at by both Grigory and me? And why, despite myself, do I feel my scowl faltering? Because my scowl is pretty permanent when I’m around other people, so why is it suddenly slipping around her?

I notice the way her eyes slip to the knives and guns strapped on our belts. There’s something in her gaze. Is it disapproval maybe? I can’t quite tell. But there’s something almost desperate in the brightness of her smile. Like she’s using kindness as a weapon—and somehow, it’s working. The cook and other hardened men around this table are practically preening under her praise.

The woman is a walking contradiction. She beamed at me like I hung the moon after I basically growled at her, then called me her parking superhero with such genuine delight that something inside my chest did a weird flip. But I catch the way her eyes dart to our weapons, her mind cataloguing any possible threats even as she compliments the landscaping. Smart woman.

I can’t help recalling her earlier words. When she said, “You and your merry band of men certainly wouldn’t be my first choice for babysitters.” I shrugged it off. But now…I start to wonder. Do we smell or something?

I subtly lean under my armpit and sniff.

But it’s clean.

I glance at Matvey across the table. I can’t help but whisper to him. “Why wouldn’t she want us looking after her kid? Is there something wrong with us?”

“It’s because we look like a bunch of thugs, dumbass,” he replies.

My jaw tightens. And I find myself straightening my shirt and smoothing down my hair—as if that’s going to miraculously transform me into the ideal manny-version of Mary fucking Poppins.

I watch her pull on a bright blue sweater against the cool of the evening and then feed Leon, his eyes quiet with trust and love. She’s…beautiful. And so different from Geliy, who’d barely touched him. She’s a hands-on mom. She barely eats herself, too distracted by caring for her children.

When dessert is served, I notice Avelina politely refuses, although she looks longingly at the creamy, decadent cheesecake swirled with a raspberry sauce.

Sofia’s small features are focused on her plate as she speaks quietly. She has an extremely advanced vocabulary for a six-year-old. I watch as she meticulously lines up her cutlery and keeps her food very carefully sectioned—the cheesecake, fresh berries, and whipped cream aren’t allowed to touch one another. She also avoids eye contact, glancing out of the corner of her eyes. She’s just like me in so many ways…

It hits me with the force of a sledgehammer.

My chest tightens. My vision blurs at the edges. I shove back from the table and hurry out of the room, just about stopping myself from bursting into a run.

The cool laundry room air slams into me as I shove the door shut behind me. My heart pounds. I press my forehead to the wall.

When I look at Sofia, I see autism.

Repetitious behaviors, advanced speech, avoidance of eye contact.

Oh God. The very thing I’ve been running from since I found it in that Russian library. The weakness I can never admit. The thing I don’t want people to see in me. The thing I don’t want to ever acknowledge.

Everything in my mind is ticking too fast.

I inhale. Exhale. Clench and release fists. Gradually, my thoughts slow a little, just enough to quiet some of the chaos in my head.

A long while passes before I make my way back to the courtyard.

“Are you okay?” Avelina asks softly.

I force a nod. “Just…remembered something urgent. Finish your meal.”

She smiles tiredly. After the meal, she goes inside and gathers the bags. Leon is yawning in his car seat, and Sofia rubs her eyes.

“You’re leaving?” I ask.

She meets my gaze. “Yes. But thank you for the meal.”

Panic churns. “Stay.” I swallow hard. “You should stay.”

Her chest rises. “Oh…”

Leon begins to cry again. Sofia yawns, tucking into her side.

“You look worn out,” I say, wincing as I realize she might think I’m criticizing her appearance when all I can think is that she’s utterly beautiful. “And the kids look really tired,” I quickly add.

She exhales. “Okay.”

Relief bursts through me. “There aren’t any spare rooms made up, but you can sleep in my room.”

She’s about to refuse. “I can’t⁠—”

But I hold firm. “Fresh sheets were put on this morning, and I’ll be gone all night.”

“What do you do for work?” she asks before giving a small laugh. “Actually, don’t answer that. I know from Geliy that you can’t talk about a lot of the sorts of work you do.”

“Come on.” I guide her upstairs. “I’ll show you the room.”

She follows, holding Leon, Sofia clutching her hand.

In my room, I gesture to the bed. “You and the baby can sleep here.” I pull out the sofa-bed. “This folds out, so Sofia can be near you. There’s lots of space for you all. And there are extra blankets and pillows in the chest.”

She smiles. “Thank you.”

Sofia’s small face lights up at the sight of Queenie, but the cat is crouched beneath the bed.

“She’s shy,” I say quietly.

“Shy? Why?” Sofia asks.

“She doesn’t like strangers,” I explain.

Sofia nods. And I sense the little girl’s unspoken appreciation for the explanation.

“Good night,” I whisper.

“Good night,” Avelina replies, softness in her voice.
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The night air bites, sharp and cold against my face as I step out of the SUV. The city is humming—neon lights flickering, alleyways breathing shadows—but I don’t notice any of it. Not really. Not when my mind’s still echoing with her voice. Avelina. Sweet, soft, and utterly out of place in my world.

I shouldn’t be thinking about her.

I shouldn’t be seeing her in my head when I’m out here, about to do the kind of work that leaves blood on my hands and gunpowder in my lungs.

But I do.

I slam the car door harder than necessary and crack my knuckles. Focus. Tonight’s job is simple. A warehouse issue. A group of idiots who thought they could skim off our supply chain, reroute shipments, and lie to our faces. I don’t tolerate disrespect. Neither does the Pakhan. And I’m the one sent to remind them of that.

I stride into the warehouse. Every man in there stiffens. I see their hands twitch toward weapons they won’t get a chance to use.

“Which one of you geniuses thought stealing was a good idea?” I ask, voice calm, low. The kind of tone that tightens the air like a noose.

No one answers. Fucking cowards.

I move fast.

The first man goes down with a snap of my elbow to his throat.

The second tries to run, so I shoot him in the leg and let him scream.

The rest start babbling apologies, excuses, and pathetic pleas.

But I don’t hear them. All I hear is the blood rushing in my ears.

And all I see is her. Her green eyes lighting up as she smiles at me like I wasn’t born with blood on my hands.

I grab another man by the collar, slam him against the wall. My fists do the talking. My rage, my confusion, my sick ache for something I shouldn’t want, all pour into the violence. And it helps. For a while. It scrapes the edge off the chaos in my mind and dulls the screaming thoughts.

When it’s over, the air is thick with blood and pain, but she’s still there in my head.

Avelina.

It seems all sorts of wrong her being in my head and in my home.

And yet…

I don’t want to let her go just yet.


CHAPTER TEN



AVELINA

The concrete floor is cold and unforgiving beneath my cheek.

My ribs scream with each shallow breath as I curl tighter into myself, trying to make myself as small as possible.

“Get up!” Gennady’s voice booms above me, echoing off the training facility walls. “You think this is a game? You think you can half-ass your routine and fucking waste my time?”

His boot connects with my ribs again. I bite back my cry. I’ve learned not to make noise because it only makes him angrier.

“I’ve seen toddlers with more backbone than you!” he snarls. “You’re thirteen, not three. So, fucking act like it!”

I try to push myself up, my arms shaking with the effort. My auburn hair falls in my face, matted with sweat and tears.

“You want to compete? You want to represent your country? Then you better learn what real training looks like!” Another brutal kick, this one to my stomach. “Champions don’t cry. Champions don’t give up. Champions don’t lie on the floor like pathetic little orphans!”

The word ‘orphan’ cuts deeper than his boots ever could. Because that’s all I am to him. A throwaway child with no one to protect her.

“Again!” he barks. “Get on that ice and fucking do it again until you get it right. And if you fall one more time, you’ll be sleeping on this concrete floor for the rest of the month.”

My legs wobble as I stand, every muscle in my small body protesting. But I nod, keeping my eyes down. “Yes, Coach.” I try to tug down at my dress. It’s too small, but I try to straighten where it gathers. I’m beginning to think they deliberately give us dresses that are too tight. Because then they have ammunition when they tell us that we’re “too fat” and that’s the reason our jumps aren’t high enough.

“What was that?”

“Yes, Coach Gennady,” I say louder, the words tasting bitter in my mouth.

“Better. Now move, you stupid cunt…!”

My eyes snap open, heart hammering against my ribs. It was just a nightmare! But Gennady’s voice still echoes in my ears. I press my hand to my chest, feeling the phantom ache where his boots used to land.

The room is quiet except for the kids’ soft breathing. Viktor’s room smells like him—something clean and masculine that makes me feel strangely safe despite the violence of my dream.

I don’t know why I keep having these nightmares lately. Maybe it’s just the stress of the last few weeks catching up with me. Losing my job, missing Leon while I was away, being back in Russia for the first time since I left as a teenager. All those buried memories have been stirred up and brought to the forefront of my mind.

Russia was supposed to be behind me. But the moment I stepped off that plane in Moscow, it all came rushing back. The cold, the fear, the constant feeling of being watched and judged and found wanting.

I roll over carefully, not wanting to wake Leon, and check the time on my phone. Six in the morning. Through the gap in the drapes, I can see the dawn creeping into the sky. I look around at the room. It’s large and organized. The sheets and blankets are warm and soft, like the kind that indicates real thought went into it. Not something I’d think the man capable of.

A soft thud from downstairs tells me someone’s home. Viktor, probably. I wonder exactly what kind of work keeps him out all night. I slip out of bed and pad to the window, looking down below. Viktor’s there, his broad shoulders tense as he speaks quietly into his phone. Even from here, I can see the weariness in his posture, the way he drags his free hand through his dark hair.

He looks up suddenly, as if sensing my gaze, and our eyes meet through the glass. Something passes between us—a recognition that makes my breath catch. Then he looks away, ending his call with a sharp gesture.

I need to leave. We need to get back to our real life, away from this compound with its armed guards and dangerous men. Away from Viktor and the way he makes me feel things I swore I wouldn’t feel again.

I get the children dressed and ready. Sofia stares longingly at the cat from where she lays. She did it all night too, fascinated with the cat. I smile over at her as Leon tugs on the end of my low ponytail. “Got everything, Sofia?”

Sofia nods, her chin bobbing against her arm as she continues to stare at the cat who lounges on the chair, stretching out her fluffy paws and giving a yawn despite having just woken up. Our routine has been so messed up over the last few weeks, and Sofia has been a trooper, but I’ll be glad to get her back to her normal schedule.

Viktor appears in the doorway with coffee and what looks like breakfast sandwiches wrapped in paper.

“For the road,” he says simply, setting them on the dresser.

“You didn’t have to⁠—”

“I know.” His intense blue eyes meet mine briefly before skittering away. “You’re leaving.”

It’s not a question, but I nod anyway. “We should get back. I need to start looking for work, and Sofia needs routine.”

Something flickers across his face—disappointment, perhaps? But it’s gone so quickly I might have just imagined it.

He helps me carry our bags downstairs, his movements efficient and careful. When he reaches for Leon’s car seat, I notice he’s wearing gloves.

“My hands feel cold in the morning,” he explains when he catches me looking.

But I suspect it’s more than that. I’ve noticed how he avoids touch, how he flinched when I put my hand on his arm yesterday.

At my car, Viktor loads everything with military precision while I buckle Leon into his seat. Sofia stands beside me, watching Viktor with that serious expression she gets when she’s processing something new.

When everything’s loaded, Sofia steps forward. “It was nice to meet you, Viktor. Thank you for your hospitality.” My lips quirk as I melt just a little. It’s her way of trying to act normal and natural. Of being like everyone else, and my heart does a little flip at her effort.

“It was nice meeting you too, Sofia. You’re a very smart girl.”

Sofia beams at the compliment, and my heart does something funny in my chest.

“Thank you again for watching Leon for as long as you did,” I say quietly.

He nods in reply.

I’m about to get into the driver’s seat when he stops me. “Wait.” He pulls a business card from his wallet, turns it over, and scribbles something on the back. “Call me if you ever need anything.”

I take the card. “Thank you.”

He shakes his head suddenly, reaching for the card. “Actually, never mind. People only call me when they need weapons or drugs. Why would you ever⁠—”

I tighten my grip on the card, pulling it away from his reach. “I’ll keep it.”

His eyebrows rise in surprise.

Before I can second-guess myself, I rise up on my tiptoes and press a quick kiss to his cheek. His skin is warm beneath my lips, and he smells like soap and…something uniquely him.

When I pull back, his eyes are wide, one hand lifted halfway to his cheek. He’s stunned, but maybe not in a bad way.

“Thank you,” I whisper. “For everything.”

And I slide into the driver’s seat before I can do something even more foolish.
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The drive back to our apartment passes in a blur of desert landscape and Sofia’s chatter about Viktor’s compound. She’s particularly fascinated by the security measures, asking detailed questions about the gates and guards that I deflect as best I can.

I’m feeling lightheaded by the time we reach the city limits. Probably just jet lag catching up with me. Leon’s started fussing too, his little face scrunching up.

I spot a strip mall with a small market and pull in.

As I grab my purse, my hands can’t help going to the card Viktor gave me. I turn it over, expecting to see his number.

And his cell number is there, scrawled in black ink.

But so is something else. A message: I don’t know if our paths will cross in the future. But I do know that I won’t see someone as truly beautiful as you ever again.

My heart starts fluttering too fast like a pair of butterfly wings, and I swallow thickly. I know I won’t see him again, but is it so wrong to wonder what if…?

I run my fingers over his words before slipping the card back into my purse. “Let’s get some water and give Leon some fresh air,” I tell Sofia.

As I unbuckle Leon from his car seat, I find myself wishing Geliy could take both kids for a couple of days so I could recover properly from the trip. But I know better than to hope for that. If he’s gone off on one of his jobs, I probably won’t hear from him for weeks.

He’s unreliable. But more than that, his work is dangerous—for all of us. I think about that car chase again and how terrified Sofia looked. I can’t let my children go through something like that ever again. No, it’s better that I look after the kids myself as much as possible. The Russia trip was just an exception after I lost my job at the university.

But then I think about Viktor’s gentle hands as he helped with our bags, the kind way he treated Sofia, how he made sure we had food for the road. There’s something different about him, something that calls to me despite every logical reason to stay away.

No. I shake my head firmly as I lift Leon into his stroller. I’ve sworn off dangerous men after my experience with Geliy. I won’t put my children at risk again, no matter what I might or could feel toward Viktor. I know better now. Dangerous men bring dangerous consequences.

And that’s not something I want to expose either of the children to anymore.

Except I did just that last night, didn’t I? I sigh heavily. Viktor and his house full of strapped men were as dangerous as they come.

But…for some reason, not once did I feel uncertain about us being there. Was I wary? Sure. Did I make sure we didn’t leave that room after Viktor left? Definitely. But Viktor brought something to the room when he was there. Something I don’t know how to even begin to describe. And the way he was soft and gentle with Sofia…

The cool air-conditioning in the market is a relief.

“We definitely need a car with better AC,” I murmur to Sofia, keeping my voice light despite my hammering headache. Even when falling apart, I can’t let my children see the cracks.

She nods seriously, trusting that her mama has everything under control.

We grab bottles of water and some snacks. At the checkout counter, I fumble for my wallet with one hand while keeping hold of Sofia’s hand with the other.

“That’ll be eight-fifty,” the cashier says.

I pull out a ten-dollar bill, but as I hand it over, the world suddenly tilts sideways.

My vision blurs at the edges.

My knees give out.

And the last thing I hear as darkness overtakes me is Sofia’s voice, high and frightened: “Mama, wake up! Please wake up, Mama!”


CHAPTER ELEVEN



VIKTOR

The ringing of a cell phone breaks through the silence, making me wince. It’s the first time since the chaos of the morning that I’ve been able to sink down on my bed and just breathe.

A huff of air leaves my nose as I glare at my phone. Unknown caller?

Part of me wants to let it go. Maybe one of the guys decided to be an asshole and sign me up for something stupid. Wouldn’t put it past them. But the other part of me knows it could be a runner or shipment gone wrong.

With a shake of my head, I grab the phone.

“Viktor,” I bark, announcing myself as I answer. My single word is abrupt and sharp.

“Uh...” The woman on the phone pauses. “Hi, this is Maureen Harris, from St. Joseph’s. EMTs found your business card on a Ms. Nosova.”

My brow puckers. “I don’t know any—” The wail of a child rings out, and I yank my phone away from my ear.

“I’m sorry, what was that?” the woman says loudly.

“I don’t know any Ms. Nosova,” I reply with clear irritation in my voice at being disturbed by this stupid phone call.

“Her full name is, let me see, Avelina Nosova. Does that ring a bell?”

My stomach drops as a child’s sobbing and a baby’s wailing fill my ears.

“Oh honey, she’s going to be okay, I promise,” Maureen soothes. “They’re just taking your mom back to run some⁠—”

I’m on my feet before the last word leaves the woman’s mouth. My phone shoves roughly into my back pocket as I grab the keys from my end table. Jacket yanked on, I run down the stairs, shouldering past a few of the men, earning grumbles and curious expressions.

My heart is in my throat by the time the key is in the ignition.

Traffic is a blur as I accelerate, weaving haphazardly in and out of lanes.

My phone rings from where I’ve tossed it into the seat beside me. Grigory’s name flashes across the screen. I ignore it.

As soon as I throw the SUV into park in the emergency bay, I’m sprinting out of the car. My heart’s racing. My chest feels constricted. But why? Why do I care that some nurse called me about Avelina? Why does it matter that I’m almost certain Sofia was the sobbing I heard and Leon was the wailing.

“I need Avelina Nosova!” I blurt out the words to the desk worker.

“I’m sorry?”

“Which room?”

She checks her monitor, but she’s taking too long.

I give up and dash down a random hallway.

“Sir! Wait, you can’t⁠—”

But her voice fades as I rush past empty beds and rooms, peering into each as I go.

Wiping my palms on my black combat pants, I clench my fists again and again, trying to soothe the way things are rushing in my head.

I freeze in a doorway. Avelina is hooked up to some machines, her skin pale, Leon in her arms.

A woman in a loud floral dress and a lanyard sits beside her. The woman is straight-backed as she sits in the chair. I haven’t got a clue who she is.

“We’ll try one more time, but that’s it,” the woman clips in a cold voice.

“He has to pick up,” Avelina croaks, her fingers tightening around the thin hospital blanket. I can see her whole body trembling despite the warmth of the room, and her knuckles are white with the strain.

He? Does she mean Geliy? My jaw tightens.

The other woman brings the phone to her ear and gives a huff of impatience. “Well, he hasn’t the last three times. If he doesn’t answer this time, Child Protective Services has no option but to take your children.” She must be a social worker. “It’ll be until you’ve recovered because you clearly can’t care for your children adequately in your current state. The well-being of the children must come first.” There’s not a single ounce of compassion in her harsh tone.

Avelina’s breathing becomes rapid and shallow, her chest rising and falling in quick bursts. The monitor beside her bed begins beeping faster, matching her escalating distress. “Please don’t take my children away from me!” Tears start rolling down her cheeks. “I’ll do whatever you need me to do.” Her voice quickens. “Leon is just a baby. And Sofia won’t cope without me!”

A second woman with a similar lanyard—who looks like another social worker—scoops up Leon from Avelina’s arms and starts to take him out of the room. Leon starts crying as if he senses something is wrong. I don’t even know where Sofia is right now.

Avelina’s voice cracks completely. And she breaks into sobs that shake her entire frame. Panic and terror flood her features as she tries to sit up despite the IV lines, her movements frantic and unsteady.

“You don’t understand… Sofia has nightmares every night. She needs me with her! And Leon won’t take a bottle from anyone except his father or me. They’ll think I’ve abandoned them…” The words tumble out in a breathless rush, each syllable dripping with desperation.

Her face contorts with anguish, and she reaches out with shaking hands toward the social worker, pleading with every fiber of her being.

And before I know what I’m doing, I stride into the room and confront the woman. “They’ll stay with me,” I grit out.

Both heads snap to me.

“I’m sorry, who are you?” the social worker asks.

“Viktor.”

She looks to Avelina, then to me again. “Are you family?” she demands.

“I’m…a family friend. And I said that Avelina and the kids will stay with me while she recovers.”

Why the hell did I just say that?

“Is that what you want, Ms. Nosova?” she says, turning back to Avelina and giving her a distinct look of disapproval.

Avelina hasn’t once looked away from me. “I...” She lets out a breath and nods.

“Fine.” The social worker lets out a martyred sigh. “But if you’d just told me in the first place that you had someone to help care for the children, it would’ve saved me a lot of time. I’ll go get the children.” The woman stands and straightens out her floral dress before she passes me in the doorway.

“You didn’t need to do that,” Avelina says as she tries to get her tears under control.

I stuff my hands into my pockets. “I did. Geliy is an asshole. But he saved my life once. I’ll always be there for him and his family, and that includes you.”

Her mouth parts slightly before she closes it with a nod. “Thank you. I couldn’t bear for the children to be parted from me. I’ll try him just once more…”

I watch her pick up her phone with trembling hands and hit redial.

We wait. And I can tell the exact moment it goes through to voicemail because her shoulders slump. And if Geliy were here, I’d punch him so hard right now. For letting this sweet woman down.

She looks up at me. “He didn’t answer. It looks like you’re stuck with us. I’m sorry⁠—”

“Don’t apologize,” I say in a rough voice. “He’s the one who should be apologizing to you. Because if you were my girl, I’d make sure that I picked up whenever you rang me, that I was by your side whenever you needed me, and that I was there every single time you needed someone to lean on.” She may not be his girl any longer, but that tells me that he’s an even bigger idiot than I first thought.

A slight blush runs up her cheeks, but before I can say anything else, there’s a knock on the door. I swivel my gaze to a man in his late thirties. He has a clean-cut beard and dark eyes and is dressed in dark green scrubs. “Ms. Nosova?”

“Yes,” Avelina answers, a smile on her face. It’s a tired one, not the sunny one she gave me hours ago. I don’t like it. But I don’t understand why—and that bothers me.

The man looks at me, brow arched. I don’t need to be a rocket scientist to realize this is my cue to leave.

Clearing my throat, I give Avelina what I hope is a reassuring nod of my head. I move into the hall but only just past the door, just past anyone’s line of sight. I shouldn’t listen to this conversation. It’s private and none of my damn business. But I find myself lingering by the door.

“How are you feeling?” the doctor asks.

“Better...”

“That’s good to hear.”

“Do they know why I fainted?”

“Actually, I was hoping you and I could run through a few things to narrow down a cause for the fainting.”

“Oh...sure,” Avelina replies.

“Any history with fainting before? A medical condition?”

“No.”

“Have you been feeling fatigued lately?”

I lean closer to the door despite myself and wonder if everything is really over between her and Geliy—or if maybe he’s still waiting in the wings for another chance with her. And then I find myself wondering if Geliy deserves her sunshine smiles and gentle touch…and the very thought makes my jaw clench harder than it should. Why the hell do I even care if there’s someone else?”

“Um, a little. My daughter and I just got back from Russia.”

“What were you doing in Russia?”

“I was part of a three-week coaching program for figure skaters.”

“Figure skating? That sounds quite intense. Are you sleeping well?”

There’s a long pause, and I lean a little closer to the door to hear more. “Not lately. A few hours here and there.”

“I see. So, it’s safe to say you feel stressed perhaps?”

I can almost picture her nodding. I remind myself this is a private conversation. But I can’t make myself leave. Not yet anyway. My feet are rooted in place.

“It’s just...been hard. I’m a single parent, really. My ex isn’t the most reliable when it comes to child support, and he’s gone a lot without contact. And then I lost my job.”

“And have you been feeling lightheaded or with low energy? Has there been anything out of the ordinary?”

“I was fine. Well, sort of. Some shortness of breath, but I thought that was just a lingering effect from the pneumonia I had about six weeks ago.”

Pneumonia?

“I see. Well, you’ve got a bit of a fever right now, and the fainting tells me that your body is a little rundown. Your blood sugar is fine, and your blood pressure looks good, but the best thing you can do is rest.”

“But—”

“Your body needs time to recuperate fully. You didn’t quite let it recover before jumping back into it with that coaching job. And I’m sure you’d rather not end up back here. You can go home, but you must have complete rest for at least a week.”

“Okay...”

“I’m serious. You’re risking a relapse or ending up in here with further complications.”

My body fills the threshold once more. “She’ll be staying with me. I’ll make sure she rests for the next week and fully recuperates.” Why on earth am I doing these things—interrupting private conversations, suggesting an unknown woman moves into my home, and saying I’ll make sure she rests?

The doctor nods. “Well, alright. I’m going to have Nurse Harris get started on your discharge papers.”

Avelina waits until we’re alone to clear her throat. “You don’t...”

I shake my head to cut her off. I don’t have to do this. In fact, I shouldn’t. So why does the idea of her not taking the doctor’s orders seriously concern me? And why does the thought of those kids living with someone else downright bother me? My brow furrows because none of this makes sense.

“And here we are,” a gentle voice says from the doorway.

A blur of a little girl moves past me, and I suddenly stagger backward so that she doesn’t accidentally brush against me.

Sofia hugs her mom fiercely as the nurse bounces Leon in her arms.

The nurse offers me Leon. I shake my head, and her brow crinkles.

“I’ll take him.” Avelina smiles, and the nurse settles Leon into Avelina’s waiting arms.

“I’ll be outside waiting, okay?” I murmur.

“Sure. And, uh, Viktor?”

The way she says my name makes my skin tingle in a new kind of way. “Yes?”

“Thank you.”

I nod. And without another word, I move carefully past the nurse and catch up with the doctor in the corridor. “Doc!”

He turns around. “Yes?”

“Did you run full tests on her? Full-body CT scan, MRI, complete blood count, electrolytes and metabolic panel, blood type and crossmatch—in case a transfusion is needed, coagulation tests, arterial blood gas, and an ECG.”

“I can assure you that those aren’t at all necessary in Ms. Nosova’s case⁠—”

“Do them anyway!” I bark.

He scowls at me. “She has no health insurance. She said it stopped when she lost her job. We’re only required to stabilize her and treat any life-threatening conditions or serious injuries, of which she has neither.”

“I don’t give a flying fuck about health insurance or the cost. Do the tests and bill it all to me.” I flash the gun in my holster at him.

His eyes run over my tattoos as well as the weapon, and his face pales. Then he spins around and hurries to the nurses’ station where I hear him ordering the full set of tests.
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When the doctor finally has all the test results back, he tells Avelina that she is fine to go home. However, I can’t help noticing him frowning over the CT scan. I know he won’t tell me anything if I ask due to patient confidentiality, so I text Matvey and ask him to hack into the hospital database and get me a copy of the results. I’ll run them past our own doctor later—a doctor who’s paid enough to breach confidentiality for us. Because I want to check. Just to be on the safe side…
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Back at the compound an hour later, I’m glaring at the four soldiers sitting in the rec room, their faces a mixture of contorted confusion and complete horror.

“We have to…what?” one croaks.

“Watch them.”

“But—”

“It’s a fucking order!”

“Okay, but⁠—”

I glare, my tongue running over the flat of my teeth. “But?”

The men blanch and look away.

“I’ll be back to check on you in a while. And the kids better still be fucking alive when I come back, or I’m going to cut off your balls and feed them to you until you choke. Understand?”

All four men nod quickly.

“Good,” I huff. I’d be much happier if Babulya was here to help with the kids, but she’s away until tomorrow. She can’t return soon enough as far as I am concerned.

I spin around and stomp back outside to the drive where I’ve left Avelina and the kids in my SUV. My steps are measured and quick as I carry Leon in his car seat and guide Sofia to the house and into the rec room. With one more warning look at the four soldiers, I leave to retrieve Avelina.

“You don’t have to help me. I’m fine,” she says gently.

“You fainted.”

She looks at me, shaking her head, her lips tugging into a small smile.

I carry her bags as she starts to climb the stairs, me behind her. I’m not sure what the plan is here if she falls back or something. It’s not like I want her to touch me. I shake the thought away as she pauses on the landing.

“End of the hall. First door to the left,” I remind her.

I stay behind her until we’re at my door. The room smells like her—a hint of something floral lingers in the air from the night she spent here.

She moves to grab one of the bags, but I shake my head.

“Bed,” I order.

Her brow puckers.

“You need to rest. Doctor’s orders.”

“I’ll just take some of those from you first.”

Another shake of my head. “You need rest. Get in the bed.”

“So bossy,” she murmurs as she moves to the bed. She sits on the edge before grinning and swinging her legs onto it. She lets her head fall back against my pillow. A soft sigh leaves her as exhaustion pulls at her face.

“Better.”

I open my dresser and hand her one of my T-shirts. “So, you won’t need to unpack. Because you need to rest right now. I’ll have someone bring you dinner.”

“You don’t have…” Her words drift away at my stern expression. “Thank you, Viktor.”

I drop her bags by my dresser and nod. Queenie meows softly, stretching from where she’s lounging on the windowsill. Then with one more quick glance, I move out the door and down the hall.

Taking the steps two at a time, I make my way back down to the rec room, my stomach twisting with the worry that the men haven’t taken my threat seriously.

“You do it,” I hear one of them say as I approach.

“No, you do it.”

There’s a collective groan just as I round the door into the rec room. I lean against the doorframe and watch as one of the men grimaces, holding Leon at arm’s length and with the diaper bag slung over his shoulder.

Leon’s coos turn into sniffles.

“Hurry up!” one of the men pleads, shooing the other forward faster with a wave of his hands.

“Aww, how come I have to do this?”

“Because you lost.”

“Let’s go another round. I’m begging you. Please?”

“Fuck, no.”

My head cocks to the side as I gaze at Leon. I don’t get it. How could anyone dress a kid who does nothing but scream bloody murder and poop all the time in a T-shirt that reads Little Angel? Maybe Leon’s parents just aren’t aware of how awful his daily behavior really is. Or how un-angelic their kid actually is. Because aren’t angels supposed to be above pooping and all that stuff?

At least Sofia seems happy for now. She’s found a pack of playing cards and is examining them and sorting them into piles. My brow arches. Sofia might be cute, but her outfit can only be described as a pink monstrosity. Pink shorts, a pink tee with some stupid cartoon family of pigs on it, and her hair held in two pigtails with offensively bright pink hair-ties with little pink sparkles woven into them. There should be a goddamn law against wearing so much god-awful pink in one fucking day.

And I grumble under my breath as everything starts to make my anxiety rise. I fight the urge to bolt from the room entirely. It’s an assault on my senses. Too much of everything. Too much crying and too many bright colors. Why the hell can’t people just dress their kids in all black? I’ve found black to be the most unobtrusive and calming color which is why I never wear anything else.

A breath pushes through my teeth as I mark a score in my small notebook. I’m only at seven out of ten. I’m fine. This is fine. I can do this. I just need to try and stay calm so that my sensory stress doesn’t escalate.

A string of curses drags my attention back to the men and Leon. One has his nose buried in the crook of his arm as he gingerly holds a soiled diaper like it’s a ticking time bomb. My nose wrinkles as the smell wafts toward me, but it’s the wailing that makes me wince.

It grows louder and louder as the men scramble to distract Leon and deal with the diaper. They grumble and argue before lifting up a freshly changed baby. But the crying still doesn’t stop.

What the fuck was I thinking? Inviting them to the Kremlin again like I had any business offering to help take care of two kids. Me, of all people. I drag my hand through my hair. The wailing only gets louder.

This is a fucking mistake.

And any lingering whispers in the back of my head about relationships and having a family evaporate into fucking thin air. Why the hell did I even consider being alone a bad thing? This right here is the reason why my life has to be a certain way. Because relationships bring all sorts of issues, especially when they also involve kids. More responsibilities, more noise, and a ton of obnoxiously bright colors to overstimulate me.

And then there’s the whole touching bullshit. A partner or kid would want to touch me. The feel of Avelina’s hand lingers from when she laid her fingers on my arm, and I’m not sure I like it because it makes me feel all sorts of…strange. Part of me wants to be the man who can comfort Sofia when she’s scared, who can hold Leon without flinching, who can touch Avelina’s face and tell her everything will be okay. But that’s not who I am. That’s not who I can ever be. And it’s yet another reason I should just embrace the fact that relationships are definitely not for me.

I shake my head. Whatever foolish thoughts I had about family, about being someone different, about the way Avelina’s smile made something warm unfurl in my chest—this chaos proves how wrong I was. And whatever nagging feeling sunk its claws into me yesterday gets shoved back in its box and locked tight.

It’s clear I’m not cut out for this. Any of it. I don’t want it. I don’t need it. And I made peace with all that years ago.

I sigh, closing my eyes to try and ground myself again.

I should march up the stairs and tell her this was a mistake. I’m overstimulated and stressed out. I’m not the right person for this. She’s going to have to find someone else to help. Someone who knows what they’re doing.

But there’s no one else, you asshole. Her conversation with that woman in the floral dress and the doctor made that very clear. The image of some stranger from Child Protective Services taking Sofia and Leon away from her makes something violent and primal rise in my chest. Those kids belong with Avelina. Anyone with eyes can see how much she loves them, how hard she fights for them. The thought of her losing them because she got sick—because she pushed herself too hard trying to survive—makes me want to hunt down everyone who’s ever failed her and make them pay.

She’s on her own. And if she’s forced to watch the kids while she recovers, she’s not going to recover. Fuck. I huff out a breath. I’m literally her only option.

I wonder if I can somehow track down Geliy. But thinking about him, I know I have no choice except to let her and her children stay here until she’s better.

Geliy saved my life, and I owe him. That’s the only reason I’m doing this. It has to be.

I’ll keep them safe, make sure Avelina recovers, and then they’ll leave. And I’ll go back to my orderly, quiet life where I don’t have to pretend I could ever be anything more than what I am—a man built for violence, not for love.

Because if this is anything more than duty, I’m not sure what the hell I’m even doing anymore.


CHAPTER TWELVE



AVELINA

A soft yawn leaves me as I stretch out on the giant bed with its smooth sheets. Since Viktor brought me back to the compound earlier today, all I’ve done is sleep and drink water from the large glass that magically appeared on the nightstand a few hours ago.

A part of me is worried about the kids. But the part that knows the doctor is right helps with my mom guilt. This is the best thing I can do, and I made Viktor promise he’ll come and get me if the children need me.

A while later, he brings in a fresh glass of water and tells me that everything is going fine with the kids, and then he leaves again.

The door to my bedroom is cracked open just enough for me to hear Viktor’s deep voice rumbling in the hall a few moments later. At first, I think he’s on his phone. Then the words actually register.

“Who,” he drawls, all dramatic and serious, “has the most adorable fluffy paws ever? Hmm? Who does?”

There’s a tiny, chirpy meow, followed by Viktor making a noise that sounds suspiciously like…kissy sounds.

I slap a hand over my mouth. Oh. My. God.

“You do,” he coos, his voice dropping into a ridiculous baby-talk tone I didn’t think a man like him would be capable of. “Yes, Queenie. Don’t try to deny it. You’re my puuurrfect girl.”

My chest shakes so hard as I try not to laugh. This is Viktor, a fierce, terrifying man, and he’s baby-talking and making kissy sounds…to his cat.

I yank the comforter over my face and bury myself under the covers before the giggle bubbling up in my throat can escape.

“And you have the cutest little furry face. And the fluffiest tail. And the prettiest little pink nose. And the floofiest-woofiest fur...” Is floofiest-woofiest even a word? “Don’t tell anyone,” he whispers conspiratorially, “but you’re my favorite person in the whole wide world. I like you even more than that grumpy bastard, Grigory.”

Another pleased meow.

“Yes, yes, more than that madman, Nikolai, too,” he adds.

And there’s yet another approving sound from the cat.

“And way, way more than that smartass Matvey.” His voice drops lower, solemn and reverent. “I would never say this to their faces, but if I had to pick between you and them, it’s you every time. Hands down. No contest. You never nag me about my shoes left by the door.”

I clamp both hands over my mouth now, my entire body shaking as silent laughter threatens to burst free.

There’s another kissy sound, followed by a soft thump of paws as Queenie, presumably, leaps down from wherever she’s perched so that she can go to Viktor.

“That’s right, my little floof queen. It’s you and me against the world.” His tone is so tender that it makes my heart squeeze.

He might look like he wrestles bears for fun, but right now, he’s just a giant marshmallow who’s worshipping a six-pound ball of fur. And somehow, that seems to make him even more dangerous to my heart.

The second I hear Viktor’s boots, I stuff the edge of the comforter into my mouth to smother my giggles and bury myself deeper under the covers like some kind of spy hiding behind enemy lines. My shoulders are shaking. He just told the cat that she was his favorite person. How am I supposed to act normal after that?

The footsteps stop outside my door. Uh oh…

The door creaks open. “Avelina?” His voice is low, suspicious. “Why does it sound like you’re choking in here?”

I peek out from under the blanket and frantically school my expression. “Just…allergies,” I croak.

He narrows his eyes. “Allergies.” His tone suggests he’s not buying it for a second.

“Yep,” I say brightly, praying my face doesn’t betray me. “Very dusty in here. Achoo.”

There’s a long pause. Viktor crosses his arms, his black shirt stretching over muscles that have no business looking that intimidating. “You’re lying.”

My lips twitch. Don’t laugh. Don’t laugh. Don’t laugh, Avelina!

“Why,” he says slowly, like a man on the verge of an interrogation, “are you smiling like a kid who’s found an unlimited supply of sugar?”

That does it. A giggle explodes out of me, then another, until I’m laughing so hard my sides hurt.

Viktor’s brows slam together. “What’s so funny?”

Through my wheezing, I manage to speak in gasps. “You…you and Queenie. Who has the most adorable fluffy paws ever?” I mimic his baby-talk voice badly, which only makes me laugh harder.

His face goes crimson. “You were spying on me?”

“The door was open!” I exclaim, clutching my stomach. “And then you said she was your favorite person! Over actual humans!”

“She is,” he snaps defensively, then immediately regrets it because now I’m howling so hard tears are leaking out of my eyes.

He drags a hand down his face, muttering something in Russian that sounds very much like a threat of murder.

Finally, he glares at me and looks like he’s trying to summon a terrifying expression. “If you tell anyone about this,” he growls, “I’ll⁠—”

“You’ll what?” I hiccup. “Meow at me menacingly?” And a fresh fit of giggles overtakes me at my ridiculous pun.

His jaw works, muscles ticking. Then he points at me with all the ferocity of a man backed into a corner. “You’re lucky you’re a girl.”

I grin as I raise an eyebrow at him. “Not as cute as Queenie, though—right?”

And all he can manage is a final huff before he leaves, making sure to completely close the door this time.
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I’m napping, and I’m not sure exactly how much time has passed, but I find myself waking up to…

Yelling.

Not the distant, muffled kind you hear through walls. But a screeching kind—a ‘this is how horror movies start’ kind of yelling.

My eyes fly open.

The room tilts as I jerk up too fast.

The events of today come rushing back. Me collapsing at the market earlier today, Viktor coming to the hospital and insisting I stay here.

An old woman has flung open the door and burst into the room. She’s wearing an apron and slippers and is yelling at me in rapid Russian, brandishing the fury of a thousand fire-breathing dragons. And even if I didn’t already understand Russian, I wouldn’t need subtitles to get the gist.

Her finger jabs toward the bed. And her eyes are popping out of their sockets like she’s just caught me stealing the family jewels.

“Uh…nice to meet you?” I croak, the statement sounding more like a question as I clutch the blanket to my chest like it’s going to shield me from whatever wrath she’s about to unleash.

The woman flares her nostrils. And with a voice like an enraged opera singer, she lets out a screech of Russian that I’m pretty sure translates to: “You shameless floozy, get out of his bed before I roast you like Sunday chicken and then throw you out faster than last week’s garbage!”

I squeak. “Wait—no! I’m not…there’s been a misunderstanding!” I snatch my glasses off the nightstand and put them on as if they can protect me against her wrath.

Her gaze drops to my tangled hair and Viktor’s oversized t-shirt hanging off one shoulder. And yeah, okay…it looks bad.

“Misunderstanding?” she scoffs in Russian as she shakes her fist and continues shrieking at me.

“Viktor!” I yell like a damsel in distress.

Thirty seconds later, Viktor barrels through the door, dressed only in boxer shorts and with droplets of water clinging to him. “What’s wrong? I was just showering in the bathroom down the hall⁠—”

Then he sees the elderly woman.

His face falls faster than a toddler dropping their ice cream cone.

And he suddenly looks like a man deeply regretting every single life choice that led to this moment.

But before he can say anything else, the old woman whips a wooden spoon out from somewhere like some kind of magic trick and strikes him with it.

“Babulya, no hitting!” he cries in Russian, hands flying up like he’s facing a wild bear.

Oh my God, she’s his grandma…?

“No hitting?” she repeats, affronted as she repeatedly swats him.

Viktor grunts. “Ow! Baba! I wasn’t expecting you back until tomorrow…”

I gape. “Where did she even get that spoon? She didn’t have it a second ago!”

“She always has it,” Viktor mutters, rubbing his arm. “Even though we have a room fully stocked with guns, the wooden spoon is her weapon of choice.”

Babulya starts screaming again, smacking Viktor repeatedly while gesturing manically at me like she’s trying to exorcise me from the room.

Viktor blocks a hit to the head and shoots me a desperate look. “She was staying with a friend when you arrived. And I was going to text to let her know about you before she got back. Because now she thinks you’re…er, uh…a lady of the night.”

My jaw drops. “What?!”

“I’ll explain to her that you’re definitely not a hooker!” Viktor promises, ducking another swing. “But maybe I better get dressed first...”

I yank the blanket tighter around me as Babulya shrieks like a banshee. “This is worse than a telenovela,” I whimper as Viktor shoots me a look of apology.

Viktor winces as the spoon smacks him again. “Trust me,” he growls, “you have no idea.”

And then he manages to drag his grandmother out of the room as he protests his innocence and tries to explain who I am.

I’m left in a stunned state. Because of Babulya. Because of everything that’s happened in the last twenty-four hours. And because of the way Viktor looks at me.

I shake my head. I’m reading too much into it. He’s just being kind.

I mean, I know I’m not the sort of woman that men go for. Since I’ve split from Geliy, two of my single girlfriends dragged me on a couple of girls’ nights out when Geliy was spending time with the children. I went along more to keep my mind off how much I was missing the kids. And even though I wasn’t interested in finding a new man, I couldn’t help noticing how men would flock around my girlfriends while completely ignoring me like I was invisible or something. And I know it’s because of my curves—and I know it’s because I’m not skinny like my girlfriends. Geliy always used to tell me that I was lucky he stayed with me and that most men would be put off by my body.

So, I know that Viktor can’t like me like that. I’m just reading too much into things. And I saw last night how many pretty women they have working at the compound as maids and in the kitchen, so I know there’s no reason he would ever give a girl like me a second glance.
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Sofia pokes her head inside when it’s time for bed. Then Viktor brings in Leon—in his car seat which is an odd choice to carry a baby in.

“I’ll let you guys get changed into your pj’s,” Viktor says, looking away after he deposits Leon onto the bed by my legs. My brow puckers as he heads out quickly.

“Are you better, Mama?” Sofia asks.

“A little, baby, but you don’t have to worry. After you’re changed, go on and brush your teeth while I take care of your brother, okay? I’ll join you in a few minutes.”

As she moves to her bright-pink duffle bag, I turn my attention to Leon. Lifting him up, I coo at him, earning a small giggle before I settle him down on my lap.

I change Leon into his dinosaur pj’s. Balancing him on my hip, I slowly move toward the bathroom. Sofia hums softly to herself, going through her meticulous bathroom routine. At least that’s something she can do anywhere we go. She’s changed into her pink pj’s, little rainbows decorating the shorts. I stand beside her and help her with her teeth.

I hear the door to the room open, and I peer around the corner to spot Viktor once more.

I guide Sofia out of the bathroom once she’s finished. Silence greets us except for the gentle purring of Viktor’s cat where she nuzzles against his hand.

Viktor is standing before the window, his back to us. I swallow hard as I usher the kids into the bed, ignoring the way his black shirt tugs tight against his broad shoulders. Or the way my face heats from just staring at him.

I get back into bed, and Sofia snuggles down beside me while I perch Leon on my lap.

“Can you read to us, Mama?”

“Of course,” I reply to Sofia. It’s routine. And I wouldn’t dare break routine tonight. I know Sofia needs it. Maybe I do too. It’s some slice of normal when everything’s been so chaotic lately.

Viktor looks to us, brow crinkled, before he moves to a bookcase beside the window. “Here.”

I blink at the book he shoves in front of me. Its gilded edges give me pause. “It... Are you sure? It looks kind of expensive.”

Viktor pushes the book toward me again.

I take it, our fingers skimming just briefly.

His hand yanks back like I’ve bitten him, and I ignore the way my skin tingles from the brief contact.

A flush colors my cheeks as I examine the book a little closer. The gilded edges make way to a worn fabric cover. Alice in Wonderland. My fingers skim the embossed lettering. It looks well-loved. Worn down but still well taken care of.

“I’ll read. You need rest.”

I blink at his gruff words but nod. My throat feels raw as it is, and my eyes keep drooping. “Thanks.”

He sits on the bed beside us, adjusting himself against the pillows and headboard stiffly. A two-foot gap separates him and us. I want to tell him we don’t bite. That he can scoot closer. But we’re strangers. He’s just being respectful, right?

He clears his throat, looking at us from the corner of his eye before opening the book. A beautiful hand-drawn watercolor image greets us, and Sofia sits up to get a better look.

“Chapter One. Down the Rabbit Hole,” he reads, his voice deep and soothing.

I nestle into the pillows, cradling Leon as Viktor’s voice lulls me into a soft relaxed state. I must drift off slightly because the words of Lewis Carroll no longer sound around me, and instead, I hear Sofia’s voice.

“Is it an important book?” Sofia asks.

“It is,” Viktor answers.

“The pictures are very vibrant.”

“Babulya, my grandmother, gave it to me as a kid. I’ve read it a lot. The pictures were my favorite part.”

“The pictures are my favorite part too,” Sofia replies. “More books should have them.”

I open my heavy eyelids a little. Sofia looks absolutely captivated by the book’s pictures, and I swear I see a small smile tugging at the corner of Viktor’s lips.

“Say goodnight.”

Sofia moves closer to kiss my cheek. “Goodnight, Mama.”

“Where…”

“Just next door,” Viktor answers as he stands, tucking the book under his arm. “You need to sleep uninterrupted as per the doctor’s orders. I set up a guest room next door.”

“Oh, okay.” And I know I’ll be able to hear if Leon cries in the night or if Sofia needs me, although that mom guilt gets me a little again. I remind myself that I can’t afford a relapse, and I definitely can’t afford Child Protective Services taking the kids away from me.

Viktor swallows before he folds an extra blanket over his arm, gesturing for me to put Leon there. I frown a little, but I gently lay the sleeping baby onto the blanket. Viktor’s lip curls slightly. “Get some sleep,” he orders. His voice sounds raspy, and that shouldn’t make my stomach flutter, but it does. I shake the thought away as he guides Sofia and Leon out the door, leaving it just ajar.

Queenie pads over and nestles into the warm spot on the bed where Sofia was sitting a few moments ago, and my eyes flutter close.

Some time passes—a few minutes?—when heavy footsteps and a sharp voice hit my ears from where the door is ajar.

I jerk fully awake. My body tenses on reflex.

“For fuck’s sake!” The low tone is familiar. I realize it’s Grigory, the one who accused me of being a bad mother. My fingers curl into the comforter, the knuckles whitening. “Don’t fucking tell me Geliy and that woman dumped their kids on us again, Viktor.”

I strain to hear. “No. She didn’t dump her kids on anyone,” Viktor grits out.

“Then what the fuck are they doing here?” Grigory snarls.

“I offered them a place to stay.”

A long pause and then a Russian curse. “Why?” Grigory snaps.

“She’s sick…and needed the help.”

I swallow, bracing for Grigory to march in and tell me and the kids to get the hell out. I can’t blame him for being upset. Geliy’s way of parenting could make even the most gracious host irritated. There’s another long sigh, and I see a flicker of shadow from the door.

“You better not let it be a complete shitshow like the fucking last week, alright?” he hisses at Viktor.

Grigory’s heavy footsteps sound again, and I half expect them to head toward me, but then they pass and fade into the distance.

It could have been worse, I suppose. As I release the breath I’ve been holding, Viktor fills the threshold of the door.

For a moment, we just look at each other. Or rather, I look at him. He looks everywhere but my eyes, like he can’t quite hold eye contact.

“You heard?” he murmurs.

I nod.

“I…” He sighs, shifting his weight from foot to foot. “I’m sorry about Grigory.”

“It’s okay. Really.”

Again, he shifts his weight before moving into the room. His movements are jerky, stiff. I can’t tell if he’s agitated or uncomfortable. The expression on his face doesn’t tell me much either. “It’s not okay. And I’m sorry too for what he said when you first arrived.”

I suck in a sharp breath. When Grigory accused me of dumping the kids on them so that I could go gallivanting off on vacation, the words really stung. “Apology accepted.” A smile spreads across my face. “I guess given how he and I met, it could have been worse, right?”

Viktor blinks at me. “He shouldn’t have said it. You clearly care about your kids. You work hard to support them. Grigory was out of line.”

I pause, unsure what to say to that. I love my children. I’d do anything for them. Even if it means working myself to an early grave. They are my world and deserve it. “It’s water under the bridge now, really.” And I mean it—because I prefer to just move on from stuff like that and move forward.

Viktor gives a slight grunt as he stands awkwardly in the middle of the room. With me taking over his room, I wonder where he’ll be sleeping tonight, but I don’t ask him. He shifts on his feet again, and I try to tell myself it’s not because of me. That his avoidance and shifting are just because he’s socially awkward with people. Not everyone is outgoing and vibrant.

“You should sleep,” he says, and he leaves, shutting the door behind him.

A pang of disappointment races through me, but I shove it away. There’s no reason to be disappointed that he’s leaving or that I don’t get to talk to him a little longer. He isn’t doing this because he likes me or the kids. This is a debt he’s repaying to Geliy. He’s made that very clear.

But…there was nothing making him apologize for what Grigory said. And I start wondering why he did that.

And that makes my stomach swirl slightly as I think about the story time tonight and everything else he’s done for us.

Because it’s sweet—and a stark contrast to the reticent ex-military man I met when I first arrived here.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN



VIKTOR

After checking once more that the kids are fast asleep, I pull out my phone. There’s a text from our doctor, saying he’d like to meet me in person to discuss Avelina’s hospital test results.

I know that taking them from the hospital database was a complete breach of her privacy, and I don’t know what made me do it, but the doctor’s tone makes a shudder roll down my spine.

I quickly text him back and arrange a meeting for tomorrow.
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I think about how Avelina thanked me before. Her words have a knot forming in my chest, and I rub at it. And that smile she gave me—a sort of sleepy contentment—has that knot growing tighter. I swallow around the lump in my throat. What is wrong with me?

I shower in one of the spare bathrooms and dressed in a black T-shirt and pajama pants. I rub at my sternum, hoping to ease that knot. With another deep inhale, I make my way down the hall to the linen cupboard and get out a spare blanket. Then I settle down in a chair I put just outside my bedroom door.

I hear a sound and turn to see Grigory again. He gives a sharp shake of his head “What are you doing now?” he demands.

“I’m sleeping here. So, I’ll hear if Avelina or the children need anything during the night.”

“Viktor,” Grigory grits out after a long pause.

I know that tone. I tense for a second before letting out a breath.

“Matvey heard what you said to her earlier. He told me you apologized to her for what I said when she first arrived here.”

Again, I tense. Fire licks my chest at the mere mention of anyone overhearing any conversation between me and Avelina. It’s a new sensation—a strange sensation. My fingers curl around the edge of the blanket. “What of it?”

“It’s not like you to apologize. I don’t think I’ve ever heard you apologize for anything, let alone on somebody else’s behalf. Or sleep in a chair outside your room. And all for some woman you don’t even know.”

The words aren’t malicious. I know that. But that doesn’t stop the heat boiling through me.

“Are you okay, Viktor?” he says carefully.

My jaw tightens. “I’m fine,” I clip.

“Viktor, come on. Rushing to some hospital because you get a call from a stranger. Watching her kids. Sleeping in a goddamn chair. That’s not you.”

I know it’s not me. And I don’t understand why I’m doing it. But I’m not going to stop. “Look, Grigory, I just want her to get better faster. The sooner she’s well, the sooner they’ll all be out of our hair for good, okay?”

His stare is intense on me. “Is that really all there is to it?”

“Yes. That’s it. There’s nothing for you to worry about, Grigory.”

He studies me, and I fight the urge to fidget under his scrutiny.

He gives me one last glance and a shake of his head before he walks back down the hall and stairs.

A huff of breath leaves me as my eyes close. Pinching my brow, I take another steadying breath before I tuck the blanket under my arm and settle back against the chair. This is just in case the kids or Avelina need something. I could ask one of the men to do it, of course…but something is keeping me here. I close my eyes briefly.

After a few moments, I tug my phone from my pocket along with my headphones. It’s far too early for me to sleep, but I’m not needed tonight at the casinos or the shipping yard.

My fingers tap against the screen, pulling up my emails. I can focus on that and get some work done. I check through my inbox. Order and efficiency are what I like in my life. The most important emails go at the top with tags and labels.

My thumb taps to open an email from our distributor. My eyes skim the contents, but I’m not focused. I sigh and rub at my eyes, pressing my head back against the wall behind me. One more time I read the contents, but my mind drifts again.

I think about Avelina’s floral scent which now lingers in my room and on my pillows and sheets. It’s not unwelcome, and that’s the unnerving part. Seeing her nestled in my bed stirred something—something I pushed away as soon as it reared its head.

I sink down into the chair a little, adjusting myself in my sleep pants. I don’t know what this feeling is that seems to clutch at my chest. My body’s reaction to her is obvious. She’s beautiful—it’s only natural. But the rest of it? That urge to help her and defend her. The way my hand twitched to grab her and shove her behind me when Grigory first met her and stormed up to her so aggressively.

I’m utterly clueless about why I feel like this, and that throws me for a loop. Never has a woman been more than some fantasy to keep me warm at night. I’ve always known I could never have anything real with a woman. And I’ve been okay with that. But now there’s Avelina…

Whatever this is with her, it’s upending everything within my precise, ordered life. I remember the moment at the hospital when she looked so pale and fragile. My hand had lifted halfway to her face, wanting to brush away the worry lines around her eyes, to offer some comfort. But I’d caught myself just in time, my fingers curling into a fist.

But that urge had been so strong that it left me…shaken. I’ve never wanted to touch someone before—not like that. Not to give comfort instead of violence.

I rub at my chest again as her smile pops into my head. Sunny. Bright. It completely lights up her eyes.

I turn in my seat, opening the door a crack to watch her. All I see are her legs tangled in the blankets, one pale leg peeking out slightly. I swallow hard and lean back into the chair as a feeling of warmth spreads through my body.

I want to march back in there and reach out to her. The contradiction is maddening. Every instinct I have screams at me to avoid touch, to maintain distance, to protect myself from the overwhelming sensation of skin against skin. But with Avelina... Christ, with her I find myself wondering what it would feel like to run my fingers through that auburn hair or trace the line of her jaw. Would my body betray me with panic…or would it be different with her? The question terrifies me almost as much as the answer might.

How does one woman do this to me like no one else has? Sure, she’s beautiful, but I’ve seen beautiful women before—plenty of them. Hell, some have even tried to get my attention over the years. But I’ve never felt more than a passing glance of interest. Never felt this gnawing need to be near someone, to hear their voice, to see them smile.

Avelina has turned me into some pent-up teenager. And I don’t understand why she’s different. Why she’s the one who’s managed to slip past every defense I’ve ever built. What is it about her that just has me all kinds of twisted inside and out of character? What happened to my carefully erected walls—that resolute control and measured calculation I’m known for?

A soft touch on my leg draws me out of my thoughts. A soft meow demanding attention greets me as my eyes move down to Queenie who nudges against my leg affectionately.

Tentatively, my hand extends down, and her head pushes into my palm. A palm on her head, along her body, while she does most of the work.

Another meow sounds as she plops down at my feet and licks at one of her paws. Her head tilts to the side as she stares at me.

“What?”

She paws gently at my leg.

“No, I can’t,” I say softly.

She does it again. And a long meow leaves her as she rubs her cheek against my leg, backing up a little like she’s going to jump into my lap.

I tense. “You’re very demanding, aren’t you?”

She stares up at me, her green eyes wide and trusting.

Chewing my cheek, I bend down. Then after a few long moments, I pick her up very cautiously. As I do it, shock ripples through me. What the hell is going on with me today? I’ve never picked the cat up before—I’ve never been able to.

Queenie and I exchange glances with each other, surprise mirrored in both our expressions before she nuzzles into my lap, her paws kneading into me. It’s uncomfortable when her claws bite into the fabric of my sleep pants, but it lasts only a second or two before she makes circles.

“Happy now?”

The loud purr that answers me makes my lips twitch. She’s content, and she knows she’s safe. And that makes me happy after her life as a stray. Warmth fills my chest as my hand strokes down her neck and spine softly.

I adopted her just a few weeks ago. I still remember that first night when she ate a little, looked up at me with those unsure eyes, and then fell asleep like this and settled into a deep and peaceful sleep.

She was so tired. We’ll never really know how many nights she spent outside, alone in the cold and without comfort.

But that’s over now. Tonight, she sleeps safe.

“This is your home now, little one,” I whisper. “You’ll never have to be alone or afraid ever again.”

I pick up my phone again. But I find it hard to concentrate, so switching gears, I turn from my email to my comfort video—Tinkerbell gliding on ice. And I wonder again who the skater is, but the image of her face is too grainy to really see anything of her features. And with a deep breath, I relax into the chair.

But I know I’m not going to be able to sleep as I keep thinking about Avelina. And because my out-of-character reactions to this woman are causing total chaos in my head.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN



AVELINA

I move a single inch, and Viktor’s head snaps toward me.

“Don’t worry, I’m not getting up,” I assure him as I rearrange the pillow behind my head. Ever since I made my way down the stairs this morning, it’s been like this. A cold glare or a reminder from him that I should be resting. My body is weak, but I can only sleep so much, and I’m getting restless after spending most of yesterday either in the hospital bed or Viktor’s bed.

At that moment, the person I’m dreading to see barges in.

Babulya. Oh nooo…

Viktor immediately leaps to his feet and puts himself between his grandmother and me. “I swear, Baba, I’m not lying,” he pleads in rapid Russian. “Avelina really is the ex-partner of an old army comrade.”

Viktor told me that he tried to explain everything to her yesterday, but she wouldn’t listen, stormed off, and has since refused to speak to him.

At that moment, Babulya stops glaring at me for long enough to notice Sofia and Leon, who are playing quietly with building blocks behind the couch. Babulya’s eyebrows shoot up. “You were telling the truth, Viktor, when you said she was ill and needed help looking after her children?”

Viktor explains it all to her again. And I know the exact moment the information sinks in. Because Babulya’s face softens like someone just flipped a switch. Her fierce warrior-grandma expression collapses into wide-eyed horror, and then, just as suddenly, she’s misty-eyed. She lets out a dramatic gasp—theatrical, like a soap opera star discovering her twin has been evil this whole time—and clutches her chest.

“Oh, the poor family!” she cries, then sweeps past me in a blur of apron and determination. Babulya collapses to her knees, as if Sofia is some kind of royalty. “Ohhhh, my precious girl!” she declares. “You must call me Baba!”

And Sofia, despite often being wary around strangers, shoots a shy smile at the beaming woman while I gape. Luckily, I’ve raised Sofia to be bilingual in English and Russian, so she has no problem understanding Babulya.

Leon starts to wail, so Viktor picks him up and puts him in my arms.

I start to soothe my son, but it’s too late. Babulya’s already snatched Leon from my arms like a grandma-shaped hawk swooping down on prey.

“Oh, my angel!” she croons, bouncing him expertly on her hip. “Let your Baba make you better,” she trills while patting his curls like he’s a petting zoo exhibit.

“Viktor,” I hiss under my breath. “Is this safe?”

“She raised me,” he says with a shrug. “I lived, right?”

Leon gurgles happily, drooling all over Babulya’s apron. Instead of looking horrified, she beams like he just recited poetry.

Then Babulya starts scolding me. “You are too thin! Your hair needs an oil treatment! You are now my granddaughter, so you will sit down and eat my pancakes!”

My jaw drops. “Er…pancakes?”

As if on cue, Babulya marches toward the kitchen, baby in one arm, Sofia skipping at her side, barking orders like a scary general.

And Viktor gives me an almost-smile. “Welcome to the family. Resistance is futile.”
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“Your delivery is here, boss.” A man with a buzzcut and outfit similar to about fifteen other men I’ve seen today pokes his head into the rec room during the afternoon. Sofia sits on the ground by my side while Leon bounces in a chair that most certainly wasn’t here last night.

“Put it by the door!” It’s a gruff order from Viktor. At least he’s that way with everyone and not just me.

Leon’s huff at being in the seat too long hit my ears, and I move to stand.

“Stay!” Viktor huffs at me.

I freeze.

Viktor switches his glare to one of his men. “Andre, you get him!”

Andre and I exchange a look. Viktor is really taking this whole bedrest thing far too seriously. Andre rolls his eyes not so subtly and hefts Leon from the seat. Seconds later, Leon is in my lap, his chubby hands roaming over my face and playing with the ends of my hair that hang over my shoulder from my ponytail. My gaze shifts around the rec room. I don’t remember so many toys and puzzles here when I walked past this room yesterday, but maybe I hadn’t been looking too carefully.

“What did you order?” I ask Viktor, trying to make conversation.

“What?”

“The delivery?” I point at the boxes.

“They’re puzzles,” he murmurs.

My head tilts, and Leon copies the motion, earning a soft chuckle from me before he plops down on my lap and starts babbling. “Puzzles?”

Viktor’s gaze flicks up from his phone briefly before back down, peering at me from the corner of his eyes. “Yes.”

I take in the two gigantic boxes that were just delivered. My jaw drops slightly. “That’s…all puzzles?”

Viktor shrugs and nods.

“Do you really like puzzles or something?” I ask him.

This time, Viktor looks at me, his brow scrunched. He’s put quite some distance between us, always staying at least three meters away. He opens the boxes and pulls out a multitude of puzzles—many of them with a pink theme. My Little Pony, Care Bears, some unicorn puzzles, and various others. “Not for me,” he explains with a shrug before he sets the puzzles on the coffee table where Sofia is currently piecing together another one.

“You…bought them all for Sofia?”

He nods.

“I…” My mouth opens and shuts. When did he order all this stuff? More importantly, why? Why so many?

Viktor’s sharp inhale of breath snaps me out of my thoughts. Leon is no longer in my lap, and instead, he’s tottering between the sofa and coffee table, his small hands reaching out as he gets closer and closer to Viktor, babbling up a storm.

Viktor’s blue eyes are glued to him. And his chest is rising and falling quicker than it was before.

“Viktor?” I say carefully.

He ignores me as Leon reaches out to him. And Viktor staggers back before he realizes there’s nowhere else to go.

I scoot across and grab Leon before he can reach Viktor.

The audible sigh of relief that leaves Viktor gives me all the answers I need. The space he gave us yesterday. The panic just now as Leon got closer. “You don’t like being touched,” I say quietly.

His eyes snap to mine, and I’m not really sure what I see there. Confusion? Relief? Shame?

“No, I don’t like it,” he answers.

“You didn’t say anything earlier?” I feel guilt burn in my chest. How uncomfortable have I been making him this whole time? Like when I kissed his cheek as I left the first time, or when I reached out to grab his arm when I got out of the car from the hospital yesterday, or when I handed him Leon last night. And this whole time, he’d just dealt with it. “I’m so sorry, Viktor.”

“It’s fine.”

But it doesn’t quite feel fine, especially when he’s been so kind to us. “Sofia isn’t a big fan either,” I say softly. Even now, she’s put some space between us.

“I know,” Viktor says quietly.

My brow crinkles.

“She kept inching away when I was reading before,” he explains.

My gaze drifts to Sofia on the floor, finishing her eleventh puzzle of the morning.

“I guess that’s why you bought more, huh?” I say, turning my attention back to Viktor.

He nods. “She just opened that one like five minutes ago.” A frown crosses his expression. “These new puzzles won’t last long. I should get more⁠—”

“No, you can’t!”

Sofia and Viktor both look startled at my outburst. I flush. “What I mean is…these are more than enough. You’re doing far more than you need to. And maybe these new puzzles will take her a little longer. Really, Viktor, this is more than enough.”

“She finishes them much faster than most people. She’s very good at pattern recognition,” he remarks.

“She is, yeah.”

“She should go into computer coding when she gets older,” he says.

“She should?”

“People who are good with patterns tend to excel in that field. Pattern recognition allows programmers to identify recurring structures or sequences within a problem, making it easier for them to understand and solve.”

I study him. “How do you know that? Is that what you do?”

“No. I, uh…must’ve read it somewhere.”

My lips twitch, but I don’t call him out on his white lie. I’ve noticed the way he avoids looking at me, doesn’t like touch, and doesn’t like too much noise. And that all tells me…it’s more than him just reading about such subjects. He’s like Sofia.

“Well, thanks. I’ll remember that for when she’s older. And thanks for all this. Truly.”

His cheeks pinken slightly as he shrugs. “Don’t mention it. I just…” He drags a hand through his hair. “I’m trying to make sure they’ve got stuff to do. Leon’s content with sticking everything in his mouth and doesn’t seem to cry as much now that you’re here. But Sofia…”

Sofia is a little harder to entertain. I know that, and I nod. She’s always been like this, and I don’t think that’s a bad thing. She’s just different than her brother, and I love her for it. She’s never really been interested in toys, not even the ones that clutter the floor around us right now. Before Viktor got the puzzles out, she just stared at the dolls and games like she wasn’t sure what she was meant to be doing with them. But the fact that he even noticed has my stomach swarming with butterflies.

“Done,” Sofia proclaims as she finishes yet another puzzle.

“New record, kiddo,” Viktor praises. “How about we leave those for later.”

She nods, looking around the room as if she’s getting a little bored but is unsure what to do next. The Barbies and the dream house—a beautiful white mansion I’d wished I’d had as a girl—remain untouched. The tea set and pretend kitchen as well. “What do I do now?” Sofia whispers. She looks unsure.

I look about the room, trying to find something else that might interest her. Anything…

“There’s a garden,” Viktor says suddenly. Both Sofia and I look to him. “Out back. We could go there. If you want?”

“What kind of garden?” Sofia asks.

I’m about to tell him that he doesn’t need to entertain her if he’s busy with work, but Sofia’s eyes are sparking with interest, and I hate to crush that.

“Vegetables,” he blurts out.

My mouth drops a little. “You have a vegetable garden?”

Again, his cheeks pinken, and he scrubs the back of his neck with his hand. Almost like he’s embarrassed about the fact he has a garden.

And to be fair, it’s not exactly what I pictured him to be like in his spare time. But the mental image of him—his sleeves rolled up, tattoos exposed, and arm muscles straining as he works in a garden—makes me squeeze my legs together. Shaking my head, I swiftly banish that picture from my mind.

“I do,” he answers. “It’s…not anything special.”

“I’m sure it is,” I say, and Sofia nods eagerly. “Gardening is a special talent. I’ve always wanted my own garden, but we’ve been living in apartments. The most we’ve done is some herbs in window boxes.”

“Can we see it? Please?” Sofia asks.

He nods. “We can.”

Sofia jumps to her feet. A smile tugs at my lips once more at her enthusiasm. She skips toward the door before I follow.

“You should stay and rest,” Viktor says in a gruff tone.

I shake my head. “Not a chance. I want to see this garden too.” I pop Leon in his stroller.

I swear I hear a sharp intake of air as I pass Viktor—although I’m careful not to touch him this time. He’s been so kind and considerate, and it’s the least I can do.

I pause at the door, looking back to where he’s frozen by the coffee table, his brow pinched like he’s trying to work out some tough problem in his head. “Are you coming, Viktor?”

The look he gives me makes my stomach flip over and knees go weak. It’s not quite a smile, but it’s something else that I can’t quite explain.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN



VIKTOR

We make our way across the courtyard where we ate dinner that first night. Sofia walks beside Avelina, her gaze astute and searching. But the garden is still a little way off—because I’ve made sure it’s away from all the noise that comes from when the men are in the courtyard.

“This is a beautiful place,” Avelina says as I push Leon in the stroller. There’s no way his little hands can reach me when he’s strapped in, thank goodness.

I watch her carefully. It’s not a long walk to the garden, but she’s still recovering. “You sure you don’t need to rest?”

She spears me with her attempt at a fierce glare, and it has me raising my hands in surrender with a slight twitch of my lips. The doctor said rest, but she’s dead set on doing this with us. Not that I quite mind.

“What kind of vegetables do you grow?” Avelina asks me, filling the silence.

For once, I don’t think that I mind that this walk won’t be a quiet one. “A lot of things actually. We, uh, use them for meals and stuff.”

There’s that smile again from her, radiant and beautiful, and the air freezes in my lungs.

“That’s amazing. Really.”

I nod, clearing my throat a little as I look away. The praise makes me feel…weird. Not uncomfortable. But something else I don’t really understand. And I think maybe it’s a feeling that I wouldn’t mind feeling again.

As Avelina walks, the auburn hair in her ponytail swishes from side to side. We round a turn, and it’s very quiet now that we’re further from the main house. Avelina’s head swivels around as she takes in the place, conversation fading into a companionable silence.

Once we finally make it to the edge of the vegetable garden, I hear the soft intake of air from both Sofia and Avelina.

It’s modest for the most part. Nestled a little beyond a canopy of trees, the garden is blocked off with a wooden trellis fence. String lights are strung from beams that dot the area. Gravel pathways cross the generous plot while neatly arranged raised wooden beds brim with lush greenery—leafy lettuces, ripening tomatoes, vibrant peppers, and flowering herbs. At the back corner, a large greenhouse stretches the length of the garden for the more delicate plants.

Sofia’s eyes are wide, taking in every detail.

“Viktor, this is…wow,” Avelina says, her head turning this way and that.

My eyes take in the organized planter boxes. “I started it when we first moved here. Some stuff is still growing in.”

She settles on one of the stone benches between the planter boxes, Leon having dozed off in his stroller, while Sofia explores the area with an inquisitive expression. “You did this all yourself?” Avelina asks.

“Yeah.”

“It’s really lovely,” she murmurs, still taking it all in as she sits in the sunshine.

“Thanks.”

Avelina spares me another one of those smiles, this one softer around the edges, and I think this might be my favorite smile of hers. It’s like it’s reserved just for me. Special.

But that’s not what it is—and I know it. I shake my head, dismissing the thought.

“Are the lights solar?” Sofia asks. “If not, how does it work without being dangerous to the plants?” Her words come out fast before I even have a chance to answer the first question. She zips toward a planter box, eyeing it. “Why rectangles? Why not circles?” I open my mouth to answer, but she cuts me off. “Can I touch these fuzzy leaves? Or does touching them hurt the plant?”

Avelina’s soft giggle floats through the air. “Sofia, honey, just breathe.”

Sofia does just that, a deep inhale.

And I do the same before answering. “You can touch the leaves. It won’t hurt it.”

She does just that, her fingers gently roaming over the plant.

I move closer to the box she’s stopped at. There’s still about three feet of space between us before I kneel down. “The lights are solar-powered. We get enough sunshine that they last for hours during the evening. I chose rectangles because it’s more efficient, meaning I could fit more in the space.”

She looks at me and nods. “Can I help water them? Or pull the weeds? Do you weed them a lot? I like doing that with the window boxes at home. It’s like a puzzle but smells better.”

“There’s not a lot of weeds right now, but we can water them. If it’s okay with your mom.” I look over to Avelina who’s watching us intently. Sofia also looks to her mom who nods.

I grab a watering can from the hook where it hangs next to a slew of gardening tools and gloves.

A minute later, Sofia is carefully pouring the water at the roots of the plants while I watch, arms crossed. She’s a natural, just like I thought she’d be.

My eyes flicker to Avelina who’s giving Sofia an encouraging thumbs up. The afternoon sun catches the auburn highlights in her hair, and I find myself cataloging details I’ve no business noticing. The way she unconsciously bites her lower lip when she’s concentrating on the kids and the soft curve of her neck where her ponytail has shifted to one side. I drag my eyes away, but my gaze keeps drifting back like some magnetic field is enticing it.

But it’s Avelina’s smile that makes me stagger a little off-kilter. It’s a smile that lights up her green eyes in a way that makes them sparkle and crinkle at the corners. Sunshine. That’s what it’s like. Sunshine against your face after a cold storm. The kind of sunshine I savored in Russia once the winter snow broke and spring teased us with its presence.

I swallow thickly. Because that smile does something to me.

It lights up the world around me and makes my chest feel tight.

And I want to see it more.

I need to see it more.

Whatever it takes.
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It’s late afternoon, and I insist Avelina takes a nap upstairs while we keep an eye on the children downstairs.

The men’s boisterous shouts and bellowing laughs boom through the rec room. One man shoves his chair from the table, making the back of the chair slam into the wall. I hate noise like this. But even worse, I notice that Sofia is really struggling with it too.

Her fingers curl tightly around her stuffed bunny—and I see her flinch every time someone shouts. Her little shoulders hunch higher with each burst of noise, until she’s practically trying to disappear. Her tiny fingers tremble, and I feel a rage unfurl within me. My jaw locks. No kid should look that scared in my house—ever.

I crouch beside her, lowering my voice, so it’s just for her. “Hey, little bird,” I murmur in a soft tone. “I’ll fix it.”

She blinks up at me, solemn and silent, then nods once. Brave little thing.

I stand and stride toward the men, jerking my head toward the hallway. They follow me slowly, whining that I’m disturbing their downtime. When we’re far enough away that Sofia can’t hear, I turn on them. “New rules,” I grit out. “Listen carefully, because I’m only saying this fucking once.”

The men exchange looks.

“No more slamming chairs like you’re in some kind of goddamn WWE match,” I growl.

“Aw, Viktor…”

“No yelling loud enough to make the neighbors think we’re murdering someone,” I snap.

The men shift as they start to look nervous.

“And this is the most important rule—no sneaking up on the kid like you’re auditioning for a fucking horror movie. You scare her again, you’ll be the ones fucking screaming.”

A few of them actually wince.

I let the threat hang there for a beat before I lean in. “She’s six. She’s got more guts than half of you clowns. Don’t make her regret being here.”

They all nod furiously, mumbling promises and apologies.

When I return to the room, Sofia is still clutching her bunny, but now her eyes are on me. A little less fear, a little more trust. It’s a start.
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I meet with our doctor that evening. “What did you find?” I grit out without greeting. “Is she okay?”

“She’s fine right now. But…” He sighs. “The scan showed she suffered multiple fractures in the past.”

I let that information filter through my brain. “Was she in an accident?”

He shakes his head. “They look to have healed at different times.”

“So, what are you saying?” I demand.

His face is grim. “She suffered multiple fractures over an extended period of time.”

And then it hits me.

He’s telling me someone beat her.

Oh dear God.

Not much sickens me, but this knowledge makes bile rush up the back of my throat.

Was Geliy responsible? I’m not sure—because she was strong enough to leave him when she realized that she was in danger around him.

So, who then?

I won’t press her for an answer. She’ll tell me when she’s ready.

But when she does, I’m gonna make sure I break every single bone of the fucker who dared lay a finger on her.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN



AVELINA

The next day, I’m bringing Sofia back to play in the rec room after taking her to wash her hands.

We round the corner and find Matvey in the rec room with Leon already on his knee. Sofia sits next to them, making sure not to touch them. Matvey rolls out the puzzle mat with the latest incomplete puzzle ready and waiting.

I can’t help my smile.

I settle into one of the sofas, watching as Sofia begins to meticulously work on the puzzle pieces with Matvey. Viktor sits down beside me, still giving me plenty of room.

“My hands still smell like that fucking baby powder.” The words are said just outside the door of the rec room, and they’re close and loud enough for Viktor and me to hear clearly.

“Tell me about it. I was on diaper duty while the bitch napped yesterday. I still can’t get the shit smell out of my jacket.”

I stiffen and swallow thickly, but I try to pretend that I haven’t heard anything. I mean, changing diapers isn’t exactly anyone’s favorite job.

“I don’t get it.”

“Yeah, me either. Having to take care of her kids is too much.”

“We’re trained soldiers, not fucking babysitters.”

Viktor’s knuckles whiten as he tightens his fist on his thigh.

“She’s goddamn lazy, and the only thing she’s good at is using people. First Geliy and now Viktor.”

Acute embarrassment rolls through me like an out-of-control tidal wave. The words sting, especially the judgment over my mothering skills. I turn my head like I can’t hear them and try to focus on Leon’s squeal of laughter instead. I’m a guest here, and I don’t want to cause any trouble or tension between Viktor and his men.

Viktor stands abruptly, startling me a little.

“Viktor?”

He ignores me.

“And after that Geliy dude called her such a flighty bitch? I mean, it’s obvious what sort of mom she is.”

“Yeah, a bad one. I mean, what sort of mom gets everyone else to look after her kids?”

They share another laugh, and my cheeks pinken as Viktor’s boots stomp heavily on the floor and around the corner. A thud against the wall makes the picture frames shudder. I exchange a glance with Matvey before I stand and hurry toward the door.

Exiting the rec room, I catch sight of Viktor dragging both men down the hall.

One of the men keeps running his mouth. “But Boss, her baby won’t stop fucking crying. And the mess—there’s toys and shit everywhere. We’re trying to fucking work and⁠—”

“You don’t like the noise? I’ll cut your ears off,” Viktor hisses. “You don’t like the toys? I’ll gouge your goddamn eyeballs out. You don’t like her presence? Then get the fuck out!” The sound that rips from his throat is closer to a snarl than words. “You want to complain about crying children? Then do it while you’re digging your own fucking grave!”

Matvey sprints off somewhere. And I rush down the hall as Viktor shoves the two soldiers into another room. But another thud followed by gasping and choking sounds makes me hesitate outside the door.

“I’ve got three fucking rules for you,” Viktor roars at them.

I peek around the door to see he’s got one large fist around each of the men’s necks, pinning them to the wall.

“One, you don’t cuss in front of the kids!”

I wince, another thud sounding as he rams both men against the wall to emphasize his point.

“Two, you don’t badmouth their mom. Ever! And three, if I order you to change a shit-filled diaper, you do it without a single fucking complaint, or I’ll cut your fucking tongues out! Got it?”

“I’m pretty sure shit counts as cussing, as does fucking. And the kids can probably hear you...with how loud you’re being,” one of the men gasps.

Viktor growls and grabs his knife.

Matvey rushes past me. “Don’t worry, Avelina, Nikolai is watching the kids,” he blurts out before bursting into the room where Viktor is. Grigory has also suddenly appeared.

I follow very slowly.

Grigory shoves an arm between Viktor and the men. “Okay, okay, they get it—we all do!’ he yells at Viktor.

“They get it, Viktor,” Matvey repeats as he eases Viktor’s hands away. “Put your knife away, yeah? We all get it.”

“I suggest you two get the fuck back to work,” Grigory snarls at the two soldiers. Then Grigory’s gaze swings toward me, and the icy look he shoots at me makes his feelings patently clear. He thinks I’m causing trouble between his men.

My eyes drop, and guilt gnaws at me from the inside. “I’m going to take the kids upstairs for a while,” I croak. “It’s almost nap time.”

“Good,” Grigory snaps.

Pivoting on my heel, I go back to the rec room. And scooping up Leon and taking Sofia by the hand, I flee upstairs. And I wonder if this is fate’s way of telling me that staying here with this man is a really, really bad idea…


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



VIKTOR

Avelina disappears around the corner, and I stare after her, the furrow of my brow still in place. It’s too early for Leon to have a nap, and Sofia was absorbed in the puzzle. It doesn’t quite make sense.

Grigory storms off after giving me one last piercing look.

Matvey hums deeply. “We gonna talk about what just happened?”

I glare at him. “Nothing to talk about.”

“You would have gutted those two soldiers if I hadn’t got between you.”

I roll my eyes. I wasn’t going to do it—at least not yet. It was just to drive the threat home.

I shift a little on my feet. I don’t quite understand what just happened. The men’s words echoed in my head, and then my feet carried me to them as if I’d been possessed. Because hearing them talk about Avelina like that… I clench my jaw and exhale hard.

“If you like her, you should ask her out.”

My attention snaps back to Matvey.

“Preferably before you start killing our men, yeah?”

“I don’t—” I start to protest, clearing my throat when my voice nearly cracks with the lie. “I don’t like her.”

Matvey’s brow arches, and I can see the skepticism practically slide across his expression. “No?”

“No.”

He hums again. “Right.”

“I don’t date,” I grit out. “You know that.”

“No, you don’t. All the more reason to ask her out if you like her.”

“I don’t,” I croak, hoping I sound convincing. Because the thought of asking her out does something to me. It makes my heart race with anxiety—that’s definitely it—at being rejected or laughed at.

But something in the back of my head flickers to life at the idea, and a spark of something ignites at the thought of asking her out. Of going on a date with her...

But it’s a fool’s dream.

Someone like me? On a date? It’s laughable at best.

Matvey looks hard at me before shaking his head and heading back to the rec room. I follow him and watch as he picks up the puzzle mat with Sofia’s incomplete puzzle before anyone can ruin the progress she’s made on it.

I stare at him. Surely, he understands that me dating someone would be a very bad idea. I’ve got…too many issues. How can you go on a date when you can’t touch the other person? When you can’t stand to hold hands? Or when you crave an intimate dinner but can’t even hold eye contact? What kind of woman deserves that?

I grunt softly. Avelina deserves better than some awkward, uncomfortable dinner with me. It’s better to just leave well enough alone before that little inkling of something takes root. Because it’ll only end badly. Very badly.

I go upstairs and find her in the children’s bedroom. I beckon her into the hall, and she tiptoes out to me.

“I’m sorry about all that, Avelina. They shouldn’t have spoken about you like that.”

She shakes her head. “This is their home. They should be able to say whatever they like. I’ve been thinking, I should leave⁠—”

Panic rushes through me. “No,” I growl.

“But I’m already feeling much better⁠—”

“No. You can’t risk that social worker taking the kids away from you. You need to stay here until you’re fully recovered.” I cross my arms in front of my chest. “And I’m not taking no for an answer.”

The mention of the social worker has her chewing her bottom lip before she looks up at me with a small smile. “Thank you, Viktor,” she whispers.
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A few days have passed. Avelina is getting better slowly, but she still looks tired.

Everyone is sitting around the tables in the courtyard, enjoying dinner. And the moment the dessert plates hit the table, I glance at Avelina.

She thanks the cook politely, a small smile on her lips, but when she thinks no one’s looking, she nudges the plate an inch away from her. Just like every other night.

And sometimes she even skips meals, saying she’s not hungry—but at the same time, she looks longingly at the food.

I’ve never seen her take so much as a bite of dessert. Not once. At first, I thought maybe she didn’t have a sweet tooth. But then I overheard Sofia asking her what her favorite dessert was, and Avelina replied that this particular cake—dark chocolate with raspberry drizzle—was her absolute favorite and how much she loved it. So, tonight, I asked the cook to make it just for her.

But still…nothing.

She sits there with her hands folded neatly in her lap while the cake sits untouched in front of her. It’s driving me insane.

I pick up my fork, stab into my slice, and watch her over my plate. “You don’t like it?” I ask casually.

Her smile falters. “Oh, it looks wonderful. I’m just…not really hungry for dessert.”

Not hungry. She says it so smoothly, like it’s the simplest thing in the world.

But I don’t buy it.

I’ve seen the way she sneaks bites of cookies when she thinks no one’s watching and the way her eyes light up when Sofia gets an ice cream. She likes sweets.

So, why won’t she ever eat them here, at my table, when I’m watching?

I chew slowly, suspicion curling in my gut. Because something isn’t adding up.
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The following afternoon, Avelina’s laughter fills the space as a butterfly lands on her outstretched finger. The sound has a warm sensation traveling across my whole body and back.

We’re in the vegetable garden, and she sits near an empty planter box, her sundress spread around her legs that are tucked beneath her. Her auburn hair is pulled up from her face into some clip at the back of her head.

My sleeves are rolled up, and I look away and focus back on the watering I’m doing until the small sound of seeds rattling in a packet catches my attention.

A sheepish smile fills her face when I look at her. A packet of flower seeds is in her hand.

“What are those?” I murmur.

“Daisy seeds,” she says slowly, that sheepish smile turning a little wider, a little bolder. It steals my breath right away.

“Daisies?”

“They’re my favorite flower. I ordered the seeds online, and they arrived this morning. I was going to plant them since you said you weren’t using this planter.”

My eyes move to the empty box. I did say that. And when I don’t answer, she turns back to the box, poking her finger into the soil haphazardly. The tightness that appears in my chest is something I’m very familiar with. Panic.

She continues to move her finger here and there, and my throat runs dry.

My neat, orderly system. The precise, meticulous lines I’ve worked so hard to maintain every time I planted something new—ruined. I suck a sharp breath in and push it out, trying to keep my expression neutral. “What…” I clear my throat when I hear the clear alarm in it. “What are you doing?”

She grins at me. “Planting them.”

“You’re not planting them in straight lines?”

“No.”

It takes everything in me to keep my breathing even. Her simple no, and I can feel a vise around my lungs that’s almost denying me of oxygen. “Why, er, not?” I stutter.

Her brow crinkles, but a smile graces her face. “Because flowers don’t grow in neat lines in the wild. So, they don’t need to here either.”

I blink. Once. Twice. Three times.

I want to march over there.

I want to fix what she’s ruined.

I need to fix it.

My autism makes me crave order and control in the chaotic world around me. But then she spears me with that sunny smile, and it’s like the world stops for a brief moment. It’s just me and her. The radiant feeling of her gaze on my face travels through my body, and the tension seems to evaporate for just a second.

“Is that okay?” Her voice is calm, sweet.

I nod, not trusting my voice.

I don’t want to be the reason her smile slips from her face. I don’t want to see it melt away into something else. It’s genuine and beautiful. And I want to keep it that way. For as long as I can.

I move closer to her, gritting my teeth as I catch the zigzag lines and overlap of the seeds she’s pushed into the holes.

“Thanks,” she says, her smile softening around the edges again, and my heart thumps harder. She looks at ease. Happy. And I can’t ruin that by imposing my need for orderly lines on her. That’s what an asshole would do. And a part of me doesn’t want to sour her opinion of me yet.

Dusting her hands off, Avelina moves to stand.

A startled cry leaves her as her foot gets caught in the edge of her skirt.

She stumbles, her bare hand grabbing my forearm and using it to balance herself before she falls right over.

My eyes jerk to her hand.

I stare at it, eyes wide.

My arm tenses beneath her fingers.

I count in my head. One, two, three, four, five—any second now it’s going to happen.

And then…

Nothing.

I suck in a sharp breath and blink. The sharp stinging sensation that usually follows touch, the need to pull away, doesn’t come. Not even when her hand tightens as she untangles her foot from her skirt.

Instead, it’s like electricity running through my arm. A zap that races from where her hand touches me, making my heart hammer into my ribs.

This is an anomaly.

A fluke.

A one-off. My head tumbles to find a logical explanation for it. My mind works overtime. And those thoughts that never seem to stop speeding fire even faster.

Frowning fiercely, I study her for a second, then the hand on my arm. Why doesn’t her touch bother me?

Then it clicks like a missing puzzle piece. She needed it. Like Queenie sometimes needs me to stroke her and give her comfort. Avelina needed to grab me to keep herself from falling. From hurting herself. And for some reason, allowing myself to be touched when it comes in the form of helping or providing comfort…doesn’t seem to trigger me.

Avelina’s cheeks turn a rosy shade of pink. “Sorry,” she giggles in embarrassment.

I nod. And as she removes her hand, I find myself missing the heat of her skin…

“I didn’t realize my foot was caught in my skirt. Thanks.”

“Anytime,” I rasp, hoping it doesn’t sound as breathless to her as it does to me.

She smiles and starts off toward the bench once more, leaving me there, gaping slightly at what just happened. It was just a brief moment. But it’s rocked everything I’ve ever known in a matter of mere seconds.

I watch as her skirt swishes with her hips before she grabs her large sun hat from the bench. Placing it on her head, she spins and looks at me. But my mind drifts to the flash of pale skin of her legs beneath her skirt.

Would her legs be soft like her hands?

And how would her hands feel touching more than just my forearm…?

“Viktor?”

I blink, shaking those thoughts from my head.

“Are you coming?”

I swallow thickly. “Yeah. I’m just going to finish up here. I’ll catch up.”

She nods and starts back to the house. My eyes trace the curves of her body, the flare of her hips, and my mind drifts again to the feel of her fingers against my forearm. I’ve never had the desire for a woman to touch me. But the thought of it being Avelina seems to turn my blood into fire.

Would it feel good to have her touch me as she clings to me? To let her touch me like no one else has as I sink into her? I’ve never shied away from indulging in sex with other women. I’m not a robot—I have needs. But my aversion to contact has made it less about the intimacy and more about fulfilling my basic urges.

I always prefer any woman I have sex with to be tied up or handcuffed. They normally think it’s just what I’m into. But for me, it’s about controlling the situation so that their hands don’t touch me and ruin it for me. And most women don’t seem to mind. They think my command of no kissing is a game, and it only turns them on more.

But Avelina… Would kissing her and having sex with her feel different? Would she enjoy sex like that? Or would she demand she touch me? And would kissing her make me hard like I think, or would it turn me off like it normally does?

My pants tighten at the image of her nails raking down my back, head tossed back in pleasure, lips parted as her body flushes beneath mine. Sweat slicks her body, and my name is a husky whisper…

I shake my head. Get it together! I scrub my hand down my face. It’s got to be that dress she’s wearing today. It’s made my mind drift off in a strange direction. I hang up the watering can and straighten out the tools we used earlier, pushing away all those racing thoughts.

There’s no point in going down that road.

I’d be setting myself up for disappointment. Failure.

It’s better to just keep those images as what they are. Fantasies.

Because Avelina deserves better than me, that’s for damn sure.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



AVELINA

After dinner that evening, I help clear the dishes from the courtyard into the kitchen despite Viktor’s protest and intense glare. I’m only carrying a few plates, so it hardly constitutes overexerting myself, and it feels nice to pitch in even just a little.

Once I finish doing that, I move into the rec room where everyone has gathered. The sound of deep laughter fills the space as I get closer. But that’s not what stops me in my tracks at the threshold of the room.

I blink. Hard. A good handful of men are situated around the table and playing poker, including Viktor and the men he seems closest to: Nikolai, Matvey, and Grigory.

Nikolai sits with Sofia on his lap, an unlit cigar clutched between his teeth. And my brow puckers when I hear Leon’s squeal of delight. His chubby cheeks are rosy as he bounces on Matvey’s knee, his tiny fingers grabbing at his cards as the man gives a slight chuckle and shakes his head. Grigory is also sitting at the table, but he is more silent and brooding. Since we arrived, Matvey and Nikolai have been vaguely polite toward me, but Grigory’s intense first impression still lingers—scary and militant. And none of them strike me as the paternal type. And now, seeing Nikolai and Matvey holding my children makes my chest feel funny.

Viktor’s gaze meets mine as I enter the room fully. Making my way closer, I sit down in the chair beside him. I’ve never really been any good at poker, but from the way Sofia’s eyes bounce around the cards and room, she’s enraptured.

I watch silently, swallowed up by the way the men interact with one another. Boisterous laughter fills the space, just like a big family.

I chew my lip as Sofia asks question after question, but to my relief, none of the men seem bothered by her interruptions. Nikolai answers her in a soft tone. “And this, Sofia, is how you win,” he says with a deep laugh, sweeping his winnings in front of him after gaining a full house.

Sofia nods and studies the chips before another round is dealt.

“Should I be worried?” I ask Viktor softly.

“No. She’ll be fine. You want to play?”

I shake my head. “I’ll just watch.”

I study Viktor’s hand as he holds it, his gaze moving about the table. The hand on his thigh under the table clenches slightly before relaxing. I watch him, not able to stop myself. It’s rude to stare like this, but I can’t help it.

Most of the men are touching elbows or arms. But not Viktor. Even now, he’s so careful not to touch me or anyone else.

And as his hand flexes around his cards, I can’t help but think about how they would feel. Rough and slightly scarred, would they scrape slightly in the best possible way against the skin of my face, my arms, my thighs...

I startle a little, alarmed at how easily my mind has wandered, the room growing a little hot as it does.

“Are you okay?”

“Uh, yeah.” I flush deeper. “It’s just a little warm in here.”

Get it together, Ave, I scold myself, plastering on a smile as Sofia launches into another round of questions, earning some chuckles from the guys when she asks about one of their tells. Even Viktor’s lips twitch.

The game continues for a few rounds as more and more of the men start to lose to Nikolai and Sofia. But my attention is only half on the game now as another text from Geliy appears on my phone.

“Geliy?” Viktor asks.

I hum. “Yeah. He’s been texting me a little more since I fainted. Checking in on the kids and me.”

“Good. That’s good.”

It is, but it’s also made his absence in our lives all the more apparent. He hasn’t told me where he’s at or how long he’s going to be gone either. It’s clearly one of his jobs, but not knowing doesn’t really help me. But as I look around the room, I realize just how quickly the days have gone by. I’ve now had the week’s rest ordered by the doctor, and tomorrow, it’ll be time for us to go home.

A sharp pang hits me in the middle of my chest.

My feelings don’t make sense to me. Will I miss Viktor and these men when I leave? Confusion washes over me. They’re just a group of men who work together. Yet…they’re also something more than that. Because although they aren’t related, they seem close. More than close, actually. They seem like brothers.

“You’re teaching her to be a cheat,” Matvey laughs, earning an eye roll from Nikolai.

“You’re one to talk. You count cards,” Nikolai banters back.

“Do not,” Matvey says with mock indignation.

“Do too.”

“Count cards? What’s that?” Sofia asks, and I can’t help grinning as the men all laugh.

The entire situation warms my heart. Because this is what a family is. And this is what they’ve found among each other. And this is what I longed for so much when I was an orphan. But then I was taken by those men—given the illusion that they’d be the ones to look after me like a parent would.

But they weren’t a family to me.

And definitely none of them was like a father should be...

I shake the bad thoughts away and continue watching the game. Leon is playing with the chips in front of him while Sofia looks intently at the cards in Nikolai’s hand.

I squirm a little in my chair, trying to displace the feeling in my gut. The one that keeps hoping and wishing…

“I want to have Sofia on my team next time,” Matvey announces.

“No,” Viktor responds in a very firm voice.

Matvey doesn’t look pleased at Viktor’s response. “Why not?”

“Because you’re a bad cheat, and I don’t want Sofia picking up any bad habits from you,” Viktor replies.

“I do not cheat!” Matvey exclaims.

“You do too,” Viktor clips. “You’re as bad as Nikolai.”

“He’s right,” Grigory adds, earning himself a scowl from Matvey.

I giggle despite myself. Tucking my phone away, I can’t help laughing at their squabble, enjoying the normality of it all. Savoring it really. Committing it to memory—because it’ll be gone before I’m ready to let it go.

Laughter and more games are shared until the dim evening light through the windows descends into darkness. Nikolai and Sofia are winning, but Viktor isn’t far behind. Leon babbles loudly to Matvey, who nods and talks to him like he’s in on the conversation and knows exactly what my baby boy is trying to say to him. The other men around the table seem to be enjoying themselves as well—even Grigory to a certain degree, although he rarely smiles. It’s a nice scene. Moments like this make it harder and harder to remember that we don’t really have much time left here.

Viktor is complex and a mystery. Even after spending more time together, I’m not sure I’ve got him figured out.

After the confrontation when he threatened those men who complained about me, maybe I should have packed my bags and got straight out of here. I find that sort of aggression…frightening. But he’s never directed that sort of behavior at me or the kids, and I honestly don’t think he ever would. Is that naïve of me? I’m not the best judge of character. My relationship with Geliy is clear evidence of that.

But Viktor…he’s soft almost with the children and me. He’s taken to sleeping every night in that chair that’s barely big enough to fit his large frame on, just in case the children or I need something. He shows Sofia his vegetable garden and answers all her questions with an understanding that is beyond kind and patient. I haven’t seen her light up like this in a long time, and it makes my heart squeeze a little every time I see it. He buys Leon more toys and games than a nine-month-old should have, just to keep him entertained and engaged for hours.

And that moment in the vegetable garden. I close my eyes briefly, and my fingers tingle at the feel of his skin beneath mine once more. What is it about a man’s forearms, muscles strained and taut, veins on display, that is just so darn attractive? Heat pools in my core, and I give my head a little shake as I clear my throat.

The Viktor I’ve come to know is a different man than the one who commands his men with a barked order or a grumpy glare. The man I know is fierce and hard with everyone, but he’s not like that with me, the kids, or Queenie. And that’s another thing about him. His bond with Queenie is not what I would expect from a man like him. Geliy hated all animals and flat-out refused to let Sofia get a pet. Even the other men here tend to give Viktor strange looks when they see him walking around the Kremlin with Queenie tucked in his arms. I mean how dangerous and scary can this man really be? Sure, he does high-level security work, but outside of that, he’s a guy who tends to a vegetable garden in his spare time and seems to love animals.

And would it be so bad to want…something from him?

A flush runs up my cheeks. What a thought to have about some stranger I don’t really know—even if he’s an attractive one. I can’t deny that. There’s no point now after that small touch fueled a little too much in my head. But it won’t happen. I know that, and he does too. Even if a part of me, that’s being shoved deep, deep down, wants it to.

A smile tugs at my lips as I think that because of him, Sofia has found a new hobby. She struggles to know what to do with children’s toys, but she’s really engaged with the puzzles he got her, and she loves problem-solving and working things out. I’ll forever be grateful to Viktor for his kindness and care toward her. And I have to admit that it makes him a little harder to resist.

I fight back a small yawn, my eyes drooping. I seem to be the only one fighting to stay awake. I know I’m still recovering, and I’m weak and tire easily. I don’t want to ruin the fun, but I can’t do it anymore. “It’s late,” I say softly. “I should take the kids and head on up to bed.”

A round of groans meets me, and the reaction shocks me a little. I didn’t think they’d mind us leaving.

“You don’t have to go, do you? The night’s still early,” Matvey says. “And I’m just starting to win. I think Leon might be my good luck charm. Since he’s started trying to put all my chips in his mouth, I keep winning.”

Nikolai snorts into his tumbler. “We’ve been playing for two hours—you’re just starting to win now?”

“I’m doing better than you,” Matvey retorts with a smirk, earning him a huff from Nikolai in response.

“I really should get Leon to sleep before he starts fussing,” I say, yawning softly.

“I can help,” Viktor says.

But I shake my head. “No, stay. Maybe without Sofia helping Nikolai, you can catch up to him.”

Nikolai’s lips quirk up in amusement at my comment. Slowly, I round the table to scoop up Leon in my arms as Sofia slides from Nikolai’s lap and scampers toward the door ahead of me. I offer the men a parting smile as I scoop up Leon’s toy giraffe from the sofa.

Then everything around me goes pitch black.


CHAPTER NINETEEN



VIKTOR

Chaos erupts.

Men sprint to hidden armories. Panels slide open in fake walnut walls. Arsenal after arsenal revealed. Nikolai tosses me night-vision goggles. There’s a cacophony of voices. Russian. English. Orders barked like gunshots. The metallic clash of weapons loading. Gunpowder already thick in the air.

Time slows.

Every second stretches.

My senses sharpen to razor precision.

I sense everything. The whisper of tactical gear. The scent of sweat and adrenaline cutting through the air. Heavy boots vibrating along the floor.

I cock my gun as our soldiers start to file out. Formation perfect. Automatic weapons aimed through shattered windows. The house transforms into a fortress. Furniture scrapes across the floor. Tables are overturned. Barricades are formed.

Our men take aim. Pop! Pop! Pop! Sharp. Clean. Their scopes finding their marks.

There’s a distant cry and a confirmed hit. Deafening bangs fill the building. All-out firefight erupts.

My heart lodges in my throat. Pulse hammering, I fire rounds through the east window. Cover Nikolai. He adjusts his goggles as brass casings rain.

“Contact at two o’clock!” someone yells.

Stinging debris showers me. I duck automatically. It’s muscle memory from too many past firefights.

Nikolai flashes the thumbs-up. I nod. Swivel. My weapon aims at movement in the front yard. The night-vision goggles transform everything into an alien landscape. All I can see are the glowing heat signatures.

But it’s enough.

More gunfire erupts from multiple directions. Pops and bangs. I distinguish the sounds now.

Sharp sniper cracks.

Throaty shotgun roars.

Submachine gun buzz.

It’s orchestrated chaos.

And we don’t take a breath until we’ve eliminated them all.

“All clear?” Grigory finally barks into his phone.

“Perimeter clear.”

“Left wing clear.”

“Right wing clear.”

One by one, our men check in until we know the whole damn house is finally secure.

Grigory and I clamber to our feet and stand over the bodies of the men who tried to take us out. Grigory spits on the nearest corpse. “Get cleanup started,” he orders. “I want to know who tried to kill us.”

I nod and turn to leave. Even after all this chaos, everyone falls back into their roles like a well-oiled machine.

“Two of ours are dead,” Matvey tells me with a shake of his head as we pass in the hall.

“Get their names. I’ll inform their families.”

We slide past one another, and I take a sharp turn toward the safe room. I told Matvey to get Avelina, the kids, Babulya, and the other female staff in there as soon as the power went out. The eye scanner makes me wince before I punch in the code. The heavy door slides open.

Avelina jumps to her feet, Leon still tucked against her chest. Sofia sits at the small table, playing with a pack of cards.

“You guys can come out,” I say.

“Is the game over?” Sofia asks. “Baba said we’re playing hide and seek.” It hasn’t take long for the children to start calling my grandmother Baba just like I do.

I give Babulya a nod of gratitude. But it’s the silent question in Avelina’s wide, worried eyes that really matters.

I run a hand through my hair, still mussed from the goggles. “Yeah, it is.”

Relief softens Avelina’s face, a shaky breath leaving her. Sofia yawns, and Leon’s sleepy form in his mom’s arms tells me the kids are beyond exhausted.

“C’mon, Sofia. Bedtime,” Avelina says with a tremble in her voice as everyone starts to get up.

“Let’s use the back stairs tonight. It’s faster, and you won’t have to weave between…uh, there’s a lot of stuff the guys knocked over in the dark.”

Avelina understands that I mean broken windows and dead bodies, and she nods without protest and follows me, Sofia trailing beside her.

We climb the stairs in silence. Even as she nudges Sofia into the spare room beside mine, her smile doesn’t reach her eyes. Her gaze flicks restlessly around the room, her shoulders still tight with fear.

Sofia heads into the adjoining bathroom, calling, “That was fun!” before vanishing from sight.

“Avelina.”

She pauses and looks up at me. I meet her gaze because I need to read her. She’s shaken and scared—it’s written all over her face.

Seeing her so rattled twists my chest and stirs up that same furious heat I felt when Grigory first confronted her.

I want to protect her.

Sofia.

Leon.

Swallowing hard, I close my eyes and curl my fist tight. “You should rest, and we can talk tomorrow,” I tell her, knowing she’ll have questions about what just happened.

She nods, and I can tell she’s still in shock.

“Try to get some sleep, Avelina. I’ll be back in a while, and I’ll sleep just outside as usual in case you need anything.”

I back out of the room and close the door with a soft click.

As I go back downstairs, my gaze drops to the smears of blood on the polished hall floor. My fist clenches tighter just as Nikolai’s head appears around the corner. “Comms room, Viktor.” His smirk isn’t the usual easygoing one. This one is dark and dangerous. It mirrors my own. We have to figure out who was behind this—and how to retaliate.

Because this was personal.

Someone came for our family.


CHAPTER TWENTY



AVELINA

My hand clamps over my mouth as my lips quiver. My torso is on fire, my ribs throbbing as I lean against the lockers in the far corner, hidden away.

Tears blur my vision, and I choke back another sob from the pain, my fingers quivering against the cool metal as I try to pull myself together.

No one can see me. No one knows I’m in here yet. But they will if I’m not careful.

I suck down another gulp of air, trying to fight past the burn that each breath gives me.

It’s fine. It’s going to be fine. I just need to get myself together. And I can rewrap my ribs a little tighter, and then I’ll be able to run through my routine again—and I have to get it perfect this time.

Another shuddering breath leaves me as I try to gulp down enough air. My hand shakes against my face as I swipe away the tears that escape. Laughter echoes from beyond the door, and I know someone is on their way in here. I stand up straighter, earning me another searing white-hot flash in my ribs. More tears gather in my eyes, and I spin to face away from the people entering the locker room, hoping that it’ll buy me enough time to hide the fact that I’ve been crying.

If they find out.

If they know…

My eyes squeeze shut as I try not to let out a soft sob once more. Inhaling through my teeth, I push the air out slowly in a hiss, over and over again.

I hear a locker open and close. I peek around the corner before darting toward the bathroom.

In there, the water is cool against my skin as I splash it against my face and puffy eyes. My shoulders sag as I grip the edge of the sink and stare at my reflection. I can do this. I have to.

The slam of a metal door outside in the locker room makes me jump. I know it’s only a matter of time until they come back here. And if they see I’ve been crying... I shake my head and tell myself not to think about that possibility.

Because I’ll get in even more trouble if they find out I’ve been crying. They’ll call me weak and a failure. And then punish me more, telling me it’s for my own good because it’ll ‘toughen me up.’

The thought of more of their punishments, especially the ones from Gennady, makes me feel like I’m going to vomit. Panic and fear make my heart race in my chest as I continue to look at myself. I try to make myself presentable and hide that I’ve been crying.

But before I can fully compose myself, a rough hand grabs my shoulder.

I jolt as panic races through me.

And a scream rips from me…

“Avelina.”

A gruff voice hits my ears. I don’t think it’s one of the coaches. But it’s familiar. Another scream pulls from me as I flinch beneath the large hand that’s only ever dished out pain to me.

“Avelina!”

Viktor’s sharp voice cuts through the haze of my nightmare. I startle awake, gasping and choking as I try to breathe. My heart thunders against my ribs, and I can’t quite get a big enough breath to keep the lightheadedness away.

“You’re okay,” he murmurs, crouching beside the bed. The sheet is tangled around my legs, and I focus on the ceiling fan spinning softly above me, using it to try and ground myself. But it doesn’t help the anxiety that’s practically strangling me.

“You’re okay, Avelina.”

His soft voice catches me off guard a little, but it’s only a small distraction from the way panic claws at me. My breathing is still too fast, too frantic.

“Breathe with me.”

I swallow and nod, unable to find my voice.

He takes a deep breath, and I follow. Then out. Then in. Then out… Until my chest loosens, and I can breathe alone in a calm rhythm. I drag a hand down my face before pushing back the hair that’s stuck to my temples. “Thanks…”

Viktor nods, but his eyes stare as they search mine like he’s looking for something. “Anytime.”

I muster a weak smile, scooting up to sit against the pillows, pulling my knees to my chest as we fall into silence. “I’m sorry if I woke you up,” I murmur.

“It’s okay.” He looks exhausted, so I know it’s really not fine.

“What—” He starts to speak, then tilts his head slightly, as if trying to figure out if he should ask the question or not. A huff of air leaves him. “What was the dream about?”

“Oh, just…some nightmare. I must’ve gotten too hot,” I say quickly, brushing the question away. The fewer people who know what really plagues me, the better. After getting to know me, people expect me to be a ray of sunshine in their lives, and I want to be that so desperately that it’s simply easier to keep it up—even when that’s not what I’m feeling inside.

Viktor eyes me carefully. “I can turn the AC up?”

“No, I’m okay now.”

“Okay.” He starts to walk away, and I let out the breath of air I’ve been holding. He doesn’t push to know more. He doesn’t needle me to explain why I’m screaming in the middle of the night. He just asked if I need the AC on, and that’s it. And I’m thankful for that. “I’ll be outside the room if you need anything.”

I nod.

He pauses at the door, turning slightly back to face me. “I’ll make sure nothing bad ever happens to you or the children.” His voice is quiet yet determined. And the way he says my name and rolls the sounds…it’s comforting and yet arousing at the same time. I don’t know what to make of him or my feelings, especially after what happened with the attack on the compound, so I say nothing.

The door finally clicks shut, and I sag against the headboard.

I stare at the door for a moment longer before sinking back beneath the covers.

Staring up at the ceiling and the fan, my thoughts are a jumble of things, and I know sleep is a thing of the past.

I’ll make sure nothing bad ever happens to you or the children.

What does he mean? I want to ask him, but it’s too late now. Anyway, I know it’s just something people say sometimes. How can he protect us forever if we’re leaving soon? Because he won’t always be around then…

My brow crinkles a little at the way that thought makes my heart squeeze—and the way that disappointment, strong and in full force, smacks into me.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



VIKTOR

A huff of air leaves me as I turn in the chair for the fifth time since Avelina’s nightmare woke her up.

I’m restless. And for once, it’s not because of my thoughts or being unable to turn them off as they speed past one another again and again. It’s because Avelina has consumed them. And the feeling isn’t as uncomfortable as I’d expect.

I tug the blanket over my arm a little more as if that’ll help. It’s fruitless. Sleep is a thing of the past now. The haunted way she looked flashes in my mind, and my heart squeezes again. And the way she was curled up in a ball, making herself even smaller…

I don’t want to see that look on her face again.

But I don’t understand why.

Liar.

I know why. Matvey even saw it.

She does something to me. And maybe I do like her.

But…it could never happen. Right? That can only ever be a pipe dream.

With a weary exhale, I sit up a little more. No sense in pretending I’m going to get any more sleep. Once more my gaze drifts toward the bedroom. I stand from the chair and nudge the door open. And I sigh.

Because I shouldn’t be doing this.

It’s wrong. It’s fucking creepy.

But I can’t help myself.

It’s just to make sure she’s okay still. That she got back to sleep.

One step then another. And then I’m standing at the edge of the bed, watching over her. Her expression is peaceful, nothing like the terror and fear that lingered on it after that nightmare. A part of me wanted to press her about it. To ask what would cause such a reaction in her. But it’s not my place. Still, I’m curious. Because if I know, then I can fix it…maybe.

She sighs softly, turning in her sleep to her back. Her auburn hair tumbles across her forehead. Her eyes flutter behind her lids as she dreams.

My fingers twitch at my side.

Don’t do it, Viktor.

My hand moves regardless of my brain, and my fingers hover over her forehead. Then it drops down to my side as I fist it, clenching my hand tightly.

Once more my mind races. Back to the garden, when her hand braced against my bare forearm. The current that zapped through me instead of repulsion. The softness of her fingers against the ink along my arms.

What if…? But that little voice in the back of my head whispers I shouldn’t be here. I really fucking shouldn’t.

I continue to stare at her. Her cheeks are flushed, one hand curled up against her chest, the other tangled in the blankets. Her chest rises and falls steadily, slowly. Unlike mine. Because my chest thunders. I don’t know what I expected. That maybe watching her sleep would make this…thing inside me go quiet. That the tension inside me would ease if I knew she was still okay. But all seeing her does is fan the flames of the fire that’s already burning fiercely under my skin.

She’s sunshine in a person. Always smiling, always positive, and always bringing light into places when all I’ve ever known are shadows. She touches my life in a way I’m not sure how to handle, but I can’t help being curious. And worse yet, I want to let her keep doing it.

My fingers twitch again. And I reach out to brush the hair off her cheek. Trace the curve of her jaw. Touch. That forbidden thing that for so long felt like agony, but now, with her, it feels like temptation and salvation all rolled into one.

I’ve never kissed anyone and wanted to still remember it the next day.

But I want that with her.

A taste.

Just one kiss.

One soft, fleeting thing to calm the storm in my mind…

I lower myself beside the bed, cautious not to disturb her. My hand braces against the edge of the mattress. I lean in slowly, holding my breath. My chest tightens so hard it burns.

God, this is a mistake.

What if I’m wrong? What if it repulses me?

I shake my head slightly. That touch from the garden lingers beneath my skin still. The bolt of electricity that followed—undeniable.

Then I brave it.

And my lips brush hers.

The smallest touch of my mouth against hers. Warm and yet so fleeting.

It’s not a bolt of electricity, not a spark that sets my body aflame. It’s something different. Something stronger. But I can’t name the emotion.

And then she stirs.

I jerk back, nearly tripping over my feet as I stumble away from the bed.

My heart is a damn drum against my ribs—wild and panicked. I stand, frozen in the darkness like I’ve committed a crime.

She doesn’t wake. But I know I can’t stay. The lump that’s formed in my throat is hard to swallow, and I watch her for a brief moment longer, letting the feeling of her lips against mine linger. Like a soft hum of heat. Unforgettable.

I slip from the room, guilt dragging behind me like a chain. The hallway feels colder than before, the dim lights too bright. I close the door gently behind me and lean my forehead against it.

Fuck!

What the fuck was that?

I scrub my hand over my face, trying to calm the war inside my head. That was stupid. It was wrong.

Yet…it didn’t feel wrong.

I back away from the door with a sharp inhale when Grigory’s voice cuts through the noise in my head.

“You fucking her now?”

I freeze. My spine snaps straight.

He’s leaning against the wall, arms crossed, expression unreadable in the dim light. But I see a glint there too.

“No,” I say too quickly.

Grigory raises a dark brow.

“I was just…I just checked on her.” A flush rushes up my face. “She was shaken after the attack. And she had a nightmare earlier. I wanted to make sure she was okay.”

He pushes from the wall and steps closer. “You always kiss people to check on them?” he clips.

My heart stops. He saw that? Fuck. “I didn’t⁠—”

He gives me a look. One I’ve seen a thousand times. One that knows more than he says and sees more than I want him to. Fuck him for being so damn perceptive. “I walked past a few moments ago and saw you. And we’ve all seen the way you look at her, Viktor. We’re not stupid.”

“I didn’t touch her…not like that,” I mutter, my jaw tight. Christ, he’s going to think that I’m some sort of weirdo now.

“Didn’t say you did.” He snorts. “But you want to, don’t you?”

I don’t answer. Because I don’t like lying to him. I’ve never cared like this about any woman. Flings were just that—fleeting and out the door in the morning.

Grigory stares at me for a few seconds longer. “You’re sleeping in a chair—and what looks like a fucking uncomfortable one—out here every night. You’re doing all these things for her and the children. You’re even threatening our men if they say something you don’t like about her.” He huffs and shakes his head. “You should figure out what you want, Viktor. Because something tells me Avelina isn’t the kind of girl you can just keep on the side.”

My eyes are wide as he walks off. Finally, I sink back onto the chair I’ve been calling my bed while Avelina has been staying with us. My eyes close, and I let out a deep exhale. The taste of her lips lingers against mine. My heart still races. And head falling back against the backrest of the chair, I sigh.

I’m starting to wonder if I want more than I thought I did.

More than I thought I was ready for.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



AVELINA

Viktor wasn’t here when I woke up, and Babulya told me that the men had already left “for work.”

I’ve triple-checked the bags. Everything is packed. Most of the gifts and toys Viktor bought for the kids are packed away in the rec room, even though I know Sofia snuck a few puzzles into her bag when she thought I wasn’t looking.

A heavy sigh leaves me.

It’s time.

To return to normal life. I’m not someone who overstays a welcome. They were kind enough to tolerate us—I don’t want to ruin that, and I don’t want to be in their hair any more than we have been. Dangerous men like this only have so much tolerance. And it’s clear after the attack on the compound that these men are very dangerous.

I remember Viktor told me they do private security work. But I realize now that it’s not just run-of-the-mill stuff. I heard some of the kitchen staff talking when we were in the safe room. And it confirmed my worst suspicion—that these men are Bratva.

I’ve been kidding myself. Letting my stupid brain and his kindness cloud my judgment and convince me that he’s just an ex-military person working in security like so many other ex-military men do. Stupid, stupid, stupid! How could I let myself get in this situation again? And how could I subject the children to this sort of danger again?

I smooth my hand down the front of my skirt. It’s not that long a drive home, but just the thought of walking out that gate has my stomach in knots. I haven’t quite pieced together why I want to linger here for a little longer. Or why the thought of leaving bothers me. Viktor has been so kind to let us stay here. And him sleeping outside the room like he has…it provided a comfort I didn’t know I needed. And last night, after Viktor reassured me when he woke me from that nightmare, something strange happened. Because for the first time in a long time, I dreamed of safety…and not monsters who linger from my past.

“Are we ready, Mama?” Sofia asks softly, her hands fidgeting with the hem of her sleeve.

I crouch down and brush her hair off her forehead, tucking it behind her ear. “Almost, baby.”

Leon makes a happy noise from where he’s chewing on the handle of his toy, and I offer him a soft but weak smile. I should be excited to get back to our life, whatever that looks like now. Instead, the prospect feels a little…flat. And final.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



VIKTOR

Despite the humidity hinting at an oncoming storm, the morning is cool, and the slight breeze carries the faint scent of desert blooms.

“Let’s get this shit done, yeah?” Nikolai says, snuffing out his cigarette beneath his boot heel.

Fluorescent lights buzz overhead as we step into the warehouse. Twenty-three bodies lie in a row. In a few hours, acid will erase any sign they existed, but first, we’ll see what information we can gather.

“Any clues yet about who they are and who they work for?” I ask.

“Nothing yet.”

I sigh and nudge one corpse’s arm with my boot. Tattoos cover the skin, but they’re decorative and not tied to the petty gangs that fester in this area.

One body after another yields nothing. Until I crouch beside the twenty-first.

There. A small mark on the back of his neck. Recognition hits me like a gut punch.

“Turn his head,” I order.

A soldier obeys. My stomach knots. “Take a picture of that.”

“Why?” the soldier asks, confused.

I glare sharply, and he fumbles for his phone.

The design is stark and unmistakable. Fingers coiled around a dagger, the blade driven through a skull. The ink is old, the lines faded and blurred in places, but the symbol is still clear. It’s the mark of a faction I’ve seen before.

“Check the others for the same mark,” I growl.

My men scatter to obey.

My jaw tightens as I rise to my feet. Geliy has that same fucking tattoo.

I don’t like being played. If Geliy’s sudden reappearance wasn’t just about catching up with old friends, then what the hell was it?

He’s talked plenty about his work before, none of it sounding important. Until now. A freelancer with tactical skills, loyal to the highest bidder…and with an ‘in’ to the Bratva?

Coincidences don’t exist. Either this was Geliy’s old crew acting alone, or he helped fucking plan the raid. Either way, two of our men are dead. Two good men.

And Avelina and the kids were there too. I shove that thought aside before it can fully take shape.

Getting back into my SUV to return to the compound, I slam my foot on the gas as I drive, agitation churning inside me. It isn’t from being overstimulated or feeling duped by Geliy. It’s from knowing that Avelina and the kids were in the crossfire.

It shouldn’t matter.

I shouldn’t care.

But I do.

And even worse, I want to care…

But people like me don’t get to have that sort of life.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



AVELINA

There’s a knock at the door.

It opens, and Viktor steps inside. He’s just arrived back at the compound and looks exhausted. There’s a vein ticking at his jaw, and his hair is an absolute mess which says he’s either been running his hand through it or doing something physical.

He looks at me and the packed bags, then back to me.

“You’re leaving.” It’s not a question.

His jaw clenches, and my gut twists. He looks attractive and intimidating all rolled into one. I watch Viktor carefully, unsure what’s going through his head.

He sighs heavily. “Avelina?”

“Yes?” My voice sounds small, uncertain.

He scrubs a hand over the back of his neck, looking…troubled. “Would Geliy help someone target the compound even knowing you and the kids were here?”

I blink at him, completely thrown. “What?”

“The intruders—we found a connection,” he says, his tone grim. “It links back to Geliy.”

My eyes go wide, and a chill sweeps through me. “Oh my God,” I whisper.

“Do you think he’d help them even knowing you were here?”

My lip trembles as I bite down on it, my mind spinning.

“I think he might be mixed up in some bad stuff. In over his head,” Viktor says, sitting down on the edge of the bed.

A long breath escapes me, my shoulders sagging under the weight of old memories. “Getting tangled up with dangerous people is Geliy’s thing. It’s why we’re not together anymore.”

It’s been nice having Geliy check in on me and the kids as often as he has over the last week, but this morning he’s been radio silent.

“We don’t know what Geliy is up to,” Viktor says. “Or how he’s connected to the men that attacked the compound last night. Until we figure it out, you and the kids are safer here than alone. My men are working right now on upping the compound’s security. We’ll be able to protect you. Stay, Avelina.”

“We have the apartment though.”

“And what if they show up there?”

I chew my lip. Would Geliy knowingly put us in harm’s way? But then again, is it really outside the realm of possibility? I just don’t know anymore.

“Stay,” he says. It comes out low, like the sound of rough gravel. And it makes my whole body shudder. I shouldn’t be having this reaction to his voice. There’s no threat behind it. But it’s something that sounds dangerously close to pleading—and it makes my body go weak.

“Viktor, I can’t. I have bills and rent to pay. I have to get a new job, and that takes time. I can’t just stay here.”

His mouth opens. Then closes. Then opens again. “Then work.”

My brow puckers. “I don’t understand.”

“Work here.” His voice is a terse command. “Earn your way here,” he says. “We need someone in the office to help us with paperwork. It’s a lot lately, and we’re all so busy. Just a few spreadsheets. Data entry. That kind of thing.”

I blink.

“It’d help us out, and you could stay here just in case something else happens.” His voice is slightly softer now. And almost imploring me. “It’ll be win-win.”

Is he being serious? “You want me to work for you? But I don’t… I mean, I don’t really have that kind of skillset.”

He nods. “It’s pretty simple stuff really, so no experience needed. It’s not hard. And honestly, you’d be doing us a favor. You’d be doing me a favor. And we’d pay you for your work, of course.”

And why does that last sentence make me hope that maybe he might just mean something else?

I bite the inside of my cheek as he stares me down. His blue gaze is intense. I can’t really tell if he’s just saying it to make me feel less awkward…or if he really means it.

I swallow hard and ask the thing I really need to know. “Are we safe now, Viktor?”

“Yes,” he says firmly, without hesitation. “You’re safe.”

Something in my chest loosens at those words, and a wave of relief crashes through me so hard it almost makes me dizzy. If something had happened to the kids…if something had happened to me… I can’t even think about it.

Viktor’s hand twitches like he wants to reach for me, but he doesn’t. He just looks at me with an intensity that steals my breath. “You’ll always be safe when I’m around,” he murmurs.

The words sink deep into me, warm and steady, a promise I somehow believe with every piece of my heart.

I let myself breathe.

We’re safe.

And I know, without a doubt, Viktor will make sure it stays that way.

I clear my throat. “If you’re paying me, you’d have to take food and rent out of my pay. That’s only fair. You’d do that, right?”

He nods again. “Yes.”

“But…” I take a deep breath. “Don’t you have to ask the other guys or something?”

“No.” His response is terse and final. And that’s it as far as he is concerned.

My lips part. I didn’t expect this. Any of this. The risk from Geliy, the offer of a job, the pleading in Viktor’s voice... I clear my throat. “You’re sure?”

“I wouldn’t be offering you this if I wasn’t, Avelina.”

The way he says my name, almost in exasperation but also in a way that sounds like liquid heat, makes confusion wash over me like a cloud of mist. It’s disorientating me, making me almost dizzy. And I need to focus. “Okay. But…I’ll need pay stubs and everything.” I can’t risk running into problems with the IRS.

His mouth twitches in that almost-smile way of his, and I swear I might melt into a puddle on the floor right about now. “You’ll get them.”

Sofia comes into the room and tugs my arm gently. “We’re staying, Mama?”

I smile. “Yes. Just for a little longer.”

She nods and looks to Viktor. “Thank you for letting us stay. Can we still do that puzzle?”

Viktor’s lips twitch a little more, but he nods.

I look down at Leon, and his squeal tells me apparently all of us are on board now. The last two weeks have been the calmest he’s had in months. A steadiness he needs. That we all need. And maybe that’s the real reason I was so reluctant to leave…

“I guess we can unpack a little. If we can still use this room and the one next door? Or we can move to another room⁠—”

“No. You’ll stay in my bedroom and the one next door. Where I can keep an eye on you all.”

I nod again, knowing from his resolute tone that he won’t change his mind on this. “And when do I start the job?”

“Monday.”

I smile again. “Okay, boss. Monday.”

Again, his lips twitch, and I’m willing him so hard in my head. Smile—just give me that darn smile that slips out very occasionally. The same smile that makes my insides turn into a flutter of frantic butterflies.

I meet Viktor’s gaze again, and it feels like we’re standing on the edge of something. Something big. Something dangerous. Something real.

And despite myself, I think, just maybe, I’m already falling over that edge.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



VIKTOR

It’s late as I trudge up the stairs that evening. It was supposed to be a quick bit of work. Check the shipment and follow up on some new leads on people wanting weapons. But, as fucking usual, it turned into more running around.

I sigh deeply. Most of the Kremlin is quiet, and I can’t help how my steps hurry me toward my room where I know she’ll be. Checking in on her one last time. Just to say goodnight. Just to see her. I just want to make sure she’s okay. That there are no more nightmares bothering her and keeping her up.

That’s what I tell myself anyway.

The truth is I know she’s taking up more space in my head. More and more each day, like she’s settling roots into the recesses of my mind. And tonight? It’s unbearable.

I’m overstimulated from my day, still trying to calm down from it. But it’s the memory of her laugh, the shape of her mouth when she says my name, the soft way she touched my arm in the garden, and the way she smiled at me when I offered her the job…

I swallow down the heat that curls up the back of my throat, knocking at the bedroom door before stepping inside when I hear her voice.

She’s seated on the bed, already in one of those soft little pajama sets she wears. This one is pale blue, the hem of the shorts grazing her beautiful thighs. Her perfect pale skin starkly jumps out from the dark silk of my sheets. Her feet are bare, and her hair falls in loose waves around her face. And for a second all I do is stand there like a dumbass and stare. She’s absolutely stunning.

The kids are safe and sound, tucked up in bed in the room next door. She looks over at me with a smile, and just like that I’m sucked in more. Sunbeams that hits me harder than they should. Than I should allow.

“Hey,” she says gently.

“I just wanted to check in. Say goodnight,” I reply, my voice low as I linger by the door.

Her expression is unreadable for a second as she studies me. Slowly she pats the spot on the bed beside her. “You’re not going to sit? Talk about your day?”

I hesitate.

I don’t even know what to say to that.

I’ve never told anyone about my day. About the things that sink their claws into me. That’s asking for trouble because no one seems to understand.

I should leave. It’s safer in the chair outside. Safer to keep what little distance I can. But my feet move toward her when I see the way she looks at me. Patient. Gentle. Like she can see all the pieces of me I’ve tried so damn hard to mask.

Walking over, I sit on the edge of the bed. Not too close. But close enough I can smell the scent of her shampoo—my shampoo—as it clings to her damp hair. The mattress dips under my weight.

Her smile never falters as her gaze drops to my hands. I keep them clenched in my lap. “I just want to say thank you for offering me the job.” She speaks softly.

I shrug, keeping my eyes forward. “No worries.”

She smiles again. “I’m a little nervous I might mess it up.”

I huff a laugh through my nose. “You’ll be fine. You can’t be any worse than Nikolai. He’s a fucking disaster in the office.”

That earns me a giggle, and I swear that sound alone could make me come right here and now. It’s a straight shot to my dick. I curl my hand on my thigh tighter.

Silence stretches between us before I breathe out a sigh and stand. “I’ll let you get some sleep.”

Her hand reaches out, her fingers brushing my hand. The touch is fleeting, almost non-existent, and it’s like she’s asking me if it’s okay for her to do this.

I stiffen, waiting again for that repulsion to move through me. But it doesn’t—and I don’t pull away.

“Stay,” she says, barely more than a whisper. “Just for a little while?”

Startled, I look into her eyes. Her expression is open. Hopeful. And the way she’s touching me. So light. Gentle. Nothing overwhelming or alarming. Nothing that makes my chest clench with panic. “Avelina⁠—”

“Please? Just for a bit…stay with me.”

My heart pounds against my ribs, wild and uneven. I nod slowly, and she smiles again. There’s something so tender in the way she looks at me that it unravels a knot deep inside me.

I sit back down on the bed, awkward and with my jerky movements, and her fingers curl around mine.

I stare at our hands. Amazed and confused. What the hell is going on?

She leans toward me, and I freeze, unsure what to do. My heart thunders against my ribs harder—I’m sure she can hear it. I sure as fuck can. I stare at her as she comes closer. The warmth of her breath ghosts over my face.

And she kisses me.

It’s soft.

Careful.

Tentative.

The air in my lungs freezes.

Her lips brush mine like a question.

And I answer it the only way I know how…

By kissing her back.

Heat builds slowly. Her mouth moves against mine with more confidence. Then her hand slides to rest against my chest, and I shudder, overwhelmed but unafraid.

She pulls back just slightly, green gaze wide. Her breath fans against my face. “Are you okay, Viktor?”

I nod. “I just…” How do I even say this? “I’m not a fan of…touching.”

“I’ve noticed,” she says, stilling for a beat.

Her hand begins to pull back and away, but I stop it, shaking my head. “Keep it there,” I growl.

“You’re sure?”

I nod. Because she’s noticed it. And she doesn’t mind.

I want to explain it, but I don’t know how to without it coming across wrong. And it’s not just her touch that undoes me, it’s also the understanding in her eyes.

The unspoken acceptance she’s showing me.

The way she hasn’t ever made me feel strange or different.

“You’re just you…” She whispers like she can read my mind. “And I like that about you.”

I close my eyes, breathing hard. That shouldn’t feel like the most profound thing anyone’s ever said to me. But it does.

I don’t say anything else.

I just tentatively cup her face, pulling her close to me.

For once I don’t think about how her hands are touching me or where they are. I just feel.

Her lips against mine. The way she touches my chest. The heat from her fingers that spreads through me.

And it feels so fucking right.

Her mouth finds mine again, and everything else in my mind disappears.

Her fingers move, slow and careful. No sudden touches. Nothing jarring to send me into a panic. It’s not frenzied like some women get. She’s so attuned to my body that I can relax.

My hands settle at her waist, hesitant, as if unsure she’ll allow it. But when she doesn’t pull away, my grip becomes firmer, and she doesn’t flinch. She presses in closer, her hand sliding around my shoulder.

We shift, and I’m hovering over her. Unhurried, we settle against the bed and explore each other softly. Her lips trail my jaw, and I breathe in her scent. The vanilla and something sweet I can’t name… but if I had to, it’d be sunshine.

My hand moves to her thigh, pulling it up around my hip as I lay her back against the bed, our lips still moving against each other and tongues exploring.

Her legs part, allowing me to nestle between them. She’s still careful, like she can read me like an open book. My hand skims under the hem of her sleep shorts as I inch her back further.

Our kisses turn deeper and deeper, and each one is a little piece of me letting go. Holding her instead of the fear.

My hand slips beneath her sleep shirt, feeling her silky skin before I tug the fabric over her head, exposing her breasts and making my breaths turn ragged.

Her fingers are careful as they untuck my dress shirt and slide beneath it, ghosting over my spine. It should feel like too much. But it doesn’t. Not when she’s the one doing it to me.

My lips trail against her jaw, her neck, her collarbone, as I make my way to her breasts, her nipples hard and waiting. My mouth waters for them. This, whatever this is with her, I want it. So badly.

My mouth finds her breast, and she arches like she’s been waiting for me all night. My lips close around the tight peak, sucking gently, letting my tongue sweep in slow circles around it. Careful and deliberate.

Her breath catches. And her fingers slide so slowly into my hair, not tugging but just resting there as if to keep me where I am.

I wait for a beat, lavishing one breast and then the other, waiting for the urge to pull her hands up and away from me. To tie her up like I have every other woman.

But…it never comes.

A shiver rolls through her. I feel it against my palm as I steady her waist, my grip firm but gentle. She’s warm, like soft velvet under my mouth. And those sounds she makes, those sweet breathy gasps, make it damn near impossible to control myself.

I shift, kissing across to her other breast, lavishing it with the same attention. Her back bows, hips shifting to meet mine. And I press into her, hardness into her softness. She’s so responsive like her body knows it’s mine now. And that does something to me I can’t quite name.

“Viktor,” she breathes, her voice husky and wrecked in the best possible way.

I pause just long enough to lift my eyes and meet her gaze. Her pupils are wide, lips kiss-swollen, breasts rising and falling like she’s run a marathon. And my name sounds like something sacred when she says it like that.

“Please…”

Another soft sound leaves her as I kiss down her ribs, slow and reverent, giving time for her to breathe and for me to memorize the way she feels. I drag my mouth along her stomach. Committing every inch of her skin into my mind.

And when I reach the waistband of her sleep shorts, I slide them down her hips before my hands skim along her thighs. She’s stunning. Soft and flushed…and all mine. Pulling off her panties, I slowly bare her to me completely. She’s already glistening with need. My mouth waters, my hands holding her thighs wide open.

My mouth presses lingering kisses on the inside of her thighs, earning low moans from her. Holding her gaze, I dip my head and taste her. Slow and exploring. I’ve imagined doing this far too many times than I should admit, but for once, nothing compares with reality.

Her breath catches, her fingers combing through my hair. I hum against her, letting my tongue glide against her slick folds and clit again and again as her thighs tremble beneath the strong grip of my hands. “God…Viktor, please...”

I give her more. Circle her clit again and again with my tongue. Because I want to be the one who gives her this. Who makes her totally unravel and come undone.

“Fuck,” I murmur against her as my tongue dips into her core and laps at her.

She’s panting now. A fresh sheen of sweat beading between the valley of her tits. I tighten my grip at the back of her thighs, angling her hips and spreading her wider as I work her with my mouth. One lick, then another, unrelenting until I find it. The spot that makes her cry out and short circuits every damn thought in my head. Fucking. Hell.

She cries out again and again as I keep my focus there, determined to have her fall apart on my tongue. As she shakes and gasps, I push two thick fingers inside her and pump them in and out of her slickness as I keep lapping at her. And I don’t back down until her thighs clamp around my head, her screams loud and her release coming in a fierce wave.

She’s panting when I pull back. And she’s beautiful like this, eyes hazy, cheeks flushed, lips parted. Like a goddess laid out before me.

I crawl back up, hovering over her, and she reaches for me instantly. I’m hard as steel as her lips smash into mine. Her fingers fumble with the buttons of my shirt.

“You sure?” I murmur.

She laughs breathlessly “Yeah. Are you?”

“Yeah, I’ve never been more sure of anything.”

That earns me a smile. I shuck off my clothes and boxers, and her hands run softly over my chest and down my sides. It shouldn’t feel like this. It shouldn’t feel this good. And it’s definitely never felt like this before…

My eyes shut, breathing out a ragged breath. Her fingers are curious but not invasive. Soft and slow as she explores every inch of me. And every one of my nerve endings is on fire. It feels…good, amazing.

I’m panting alongside her. “Fuck, Avelina,” I breathe into the crook of her neck as my hand blindly rummages in the nightstand drawer for a condom.

Her fingers drag down my back softly, and a low moan leaves me. Who knew touching could be like this? And could feel like this?

I sink between her legs, my cock thrusting deep inside her. Hot. Wet. So fucking tight. And something wholly strangles me as I sink into her.

A wanton sound fills the room, and nothing has ever sounded so perfect. She was made for me. My lips drop to her neck, earning a sharp inhale from her as they connect with the sensitive skin there. Our breaths mingle, synced in a ragged fashion.

Her hips roll against mine, and my world blurs as I sink further, sucked into pure bliss. The sound of our skin slapping against each other echoes around the room as her body arches into mine, head tilting back. Her hands are soft as they roam my shoulder, feeling the taut muscles.

Grabbing her hips tightly, I watch her face contort with pleasure as I thrust and pick up the pace. My whole body is wound so tight.

“More…” she gasps.

I kiss her deeply as I thrust into her again and again, wanting to push her over the edge. My hips pump, pushing deeper, harder. Feeling her body suck me in and claim me.

“Viktor!” The soft scream rips from her body before waves of ecstasy wash over her. The spasm of her core around me only spurs me to move faster and fuck her harder.

I grunt into her as pleasure consumes me. My body tightens. One thrust, then another, and I’m falling over the edge with her as yet another orgasm crashes into her.

Panting, she looks up at me. And I’ve never seen something more beautiful.

My hand brushes the stray strands of hair from her forehead as our breaths fill the space between us. “I don’t know what you’re doing to me….but it feels amazing,” I whisper in a hoarse voice.

Her eyes flutter closed for a moment. “You feel amazing too.”

I kiss along her neck, her jaw, her cheek. Anywhere my lips can savor the taste of her as I pull from her, my body protesting the loss of contact.

Each cell of my body still vibrates. Burning her name into my body. As we lay there, I let her nestle into my side.

Her breathing slows against my chest, soft and unguarded in the dark. Sleep is already claiming her, but the adrenaline inside me is still humming. I shift, meaning only to hold her tighter, and that’s when my palm brushes across the back of her bare shoulder.

The skin is uneven…

And I freeze for a split second.

Because it’s a scar.

No—several scars.

Jagged, raised, and stretching across her back. They don’t feel like anything clean or surgical. These are torn, angry shapes, healed without kindness. The kind of scars that don’t come from a mere accident.

My jaw tightens. A thousand questions claw at me. Who did this to her? How much pain did she endure? And why has she never said a word?

But she stirs, making a soft sound, and I’m still in the silence. I can’t let her know I’ve noticed. Not tonight. Not when we’ve had such an amazing time together.

So, I exhale, not wanting to spoil the moment.

Because for the first time in my life, I’m not shying away from contact or intimacy. I want more of it. I fucking crave it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



AVELINA

My eyes blink open slowly, weighted with the haze of a delicious sleep. For a moment, I’m wrapped in warmth and softness, the memory of Viktor’s touch clinging to me.

I roll over, expecting the steady rise and fall of his chest beside me. Expecting the reach of his arm, heavy and grounding across my waist.

But there’s nothing.

Just the cool stretch of sheets where he should be.

My stomach plummets.

I sit up too quickly, clutching the blanket around me as though it can shield me from the sudden, biting emptiness. My gaze sweeps the room. His clothes are gone from the chair and his boots from beside the bed. There’s no low murmur of the shower running in the bathroom. There’s nothing. And the silence is unbearable.

The truth crashes over me before I can fight it back. And I remember what happened last night just before I fell asleep…

He knows.

Last night, in the dark, I forgot myself. Forgot to keep my body angled, forgot to keep the blanket pulled high when we lay tangled together. I let him touch me, all of me. And in the haze of heat and closeness, I forgot to hide my body. The body Geliy told me was fat. The body Gennady told me was repulsive.

I didn’t hide my curves and wobbly bits.

And I didn’t hide…my scars.

The ruined skin on my back.

The jagged story carved into me.

He felt them. He must have.

And then this morning, he left.

My throat tightens. I press my hand to my mouth, but the sob still rips through me, sharp and raw. I curl forward, dragging the blanket tighter around myself as though I can hide inside it and erase what he must have seen. Erase the part of me that will always scream broken.

Of course, he left. Men don’t want the ugly parts, the ruined flesh, or the evidence of what someone else once did and left behind. They want slim, smooth perfection, not wobbly bits or scars that catch under their fingertips and force them to wonder.

I picture him lying beside me, his hand drifting across my shoulder, and I can almost see it. The flicker of disgust twisting his face, the realization that he was touching someone damaged. The thought makes me choke. I fold smaller into myself, burying my face against my knees, as though I can vanish into myself.

It’s my fault. I should have remembered to hide the ugliness like I always do. I should have protected myself from this exact moment.

I’m stupid, stupid, stupid!

I believed that he might be someone who could see past my cracks. But now, I’m alone in an empty bed, staring at the space where he used to be.

I thought maybe, just maybe, he was different.

But the silence, the absence, and the cold sheets tell me otherwise.

And the worst part? A fragile, desperate part of me still waits for the sound of the door opening and for his footsteps returning.

But deep down, I know better. And I know he won’t come back to me.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



VIKTOR

She’s sitting on the edge of the bed when I come in, blanket bunched at her knees. I can immediately tell something is wrong.

My chest tightens. “Grigory called. There was an emergency. I thought I’d be back before you woke.” My words come out in a rush. “I should have left a note. I’m sorry. I messed up.” I bend down and pull her into my arms. “I’m sorry, Avelina.”

But I can sense that there’s more to this as she pulls her robe around her more tightly. And I realize it’s because I know about her scars.

I can feel the tremor in her shoulders and the way she folds inward as if protecting herself from a storm.

Her back is warm against my palm when I slide a hand carefully beneath the thin fabric to feel the scars again.

She flinches under my touch, and I still my fingers.

“It happened in the locker room,” she says finally, her voice small. “I fell back against a rusty locker. It…” She stops, her fingers fisting the sheet. The way she looks at me now is cautious—too cautious.

Something in the way she says the words, in the way her jaw trembles, makes the part of me that notices everything sharpen. Accidents don’t make people flinch like this.

“I know they’re ugly to look at. And…I know that my body is ugly.” She says it so quietly I almost miss it.

“Your body? It’s not ugly, Avelina. Did someone—” I begin, then shut my mouth. I get a feeling that the scars are connected to the old fractures the doctor told me about after seeing her X-rays. Avelina will tell me in her own time. When she’s ready.

“And I know I’m too…curvy,” she says, her words coming out in a rush. “I know how I look after having two kids. I should have realized this was a one-night thing. A man like you can have his pick of women, and there are so many beautiful women working here at the compound.”

“Why would you think that I wouldn’t want you for more than one night?” I asked, stunned at what she’s just said.

“It’s okay, I’m used to it. Men always ignore me and pick my slim friends when we’re out—and I don’t blame them. And you’ve seen my body naked now. The curves. The scars. I know I’m repulsive. Geliy told me that when we broke up.”

“Listen to me,” I say, voice low as I cup her face, thumb brushing her jaw. “I don’t care what anyone else has ever said to you. Because I think you’re stunning and perfection. Every part of you is beautiful. Every curve. Every laughter line. Every mark from childbirth. And even the scars on your shoulder—they don’t make you broken. They make you whole. They’re proof you survived. I want all of you—the quiet, the mess, and the parts you hide. You’re not less because of whatever happened to you. You’re more. I’ll keep you safe, and I’ll stand between you and anyone who tries to harm you ever again.”

She nods slowly.

I won’t make her tell me more about the scars before she’s ready.

But what I do know is that every scar represents a bad memory for her. Every scar represents pain she went through. And every scar represents a fucking revenge that I’ll exact on her behalf.

I let this cold promise settle under my ribs, steadier than any oath I’ve sworn for myself. Whoever did this, whoever put those painful, jagged lines into her skin, I’ll find them and make them fucking sorry.
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It’s the following night, and we’re traveling in a convoy of vehicles. The road stretches out in front of me like a strip of darkness carved through the desert, lit only by our headlights and the faint red glow of the taillights ahead.

We left the L.A. docks a couple of hours ago, and we are headed northeast. I know this road as well as I know my own scars. On either side of us, the dunes stretch for miles, broken only by jagged rock formations and skeletal shrubs. It’s the kind of terrain that swallows men. And it’s perfect for us when we need to keep a low profile, like right now.

We’re in four armored SUVs. They are tinted, reinforced, and armed to the teeth. The first carries the shipment—modified weapons, crates of ammunition, tactical gear, and silencers, fresh off a cargo ship registered under a shell corporation Matvey formed and buried in layers of secrecy.

My team is split between the vehicles, their weapons loaded and eyes sharp. Everything is going to plan. We’ve made this run before, and tonight should be no different. But somehow, something feels…off.

I’m in the second vehicle. Yuri rides shotgun, his jaw tight, eyes scanning the horizon through the thermal scope mounted to the dash. Two others sit in the back, silent but ready, rifles between their knees.

“Still nothing. Just a few lizards and the heat coming off the road,” Yuri mutters under his rough accent.

“That’s the problem,” I grit out. “There should be something.” A trucker passing us in the night. A coyote wandering through the dunes. A drunk driver drifting over the line. Instead, we’ve got dead air. There’s not been a single satellite ping since we left the port.

The stillness is too perfect.

And the desert, when it gets like this, it’s not quiet. It’s waiting...

I speak into the comms. “Eyes sharp. This road stinks. Look alive.”

Static crackles back, followed by brief confirmations from the other vehicles. I reach down and rest my hand on my Glock. It’s not paranoia. It’s experience.

Ten minutes later, we round a slow bend flanked by cliffs and narrow ridges. It’s the kind of terrain that makes you feel like you’re in a chokehold.

Then it happens.

Boom! A flash—white-hot and blinding—erupts beneath the lead SUV.

The vehicle lifts on one side before slamming back down, flames licking from beneath its hood. Shrapnel slices through the night air. We swerve hard, tires screeching, metal groaning.

“Ambush!” I yell into the comms. “Go dark! NVGs on! Take cover!”

Instantly, the headlights all cut out. The desert plunges into a deeper darkness. And the only thing I can see is the glow of fire and flashes of gunfire.

I fling my door open and dive to the side, flipping my night vision goggles into place. The world shifts to green static. Shapes dart across the ridge—too many. There are flashes of automatic fire, aimed and precise.

Igor’s already firing, crouched behind the front wheel. I grab my AK-47 and crawl beside him.

“Seven, maybe more,” he says. “They’re trained.”

“Flank left,” I shout to the others. “We need to get them off the ridge!”

One of our rear vehicles peels out and creates a diversion. We take advantage of the shift and move quickly. One man cries out behind me, hit in the leg. I spin back, grab his vest, and drag him behind the SUV.

“Hold this!” I shove his hand onto the bleeding wound. “Don’t let go!”

The fire from above intensifies. A flare arcs into the sky and lights up the ridge with its red glow.

“They’re marking us,” Yuri mutters.

“For what?” Igor huffs.

“Maybe more incoming,” I grit out. We don’t have time to wait and find out. I rise just enough to get a clear shot and take down two attackers. One topples over the rocks, the other drops behind a boulder. Another tries to sprint across open ground and catches a three-round burst from our flank team. The rest hesitate—fucking cowards.

“We’ve got one moving. Backside, heading for the trucks!” someone calls.

“Take him down!”

A round of fire. The man collapses in a heap. And silence falls, brief and charged.

Then two SUVs, hidden until now, roar to life from behind a steep bank just beyond the ridge. The attackers pile in, their tires spinning in the dirt as they escape into the night.

“Status!” I yell.

“Three of ours are down, not fatal,” Yuri answers.

“We’ve got one of the enemy still alive,” Igor reports.

We secure the convoy, patch up the wounded, and move fast. Our destination changes as we shift to our emergency fallback plan. We split, and the three injured men are rushed to our private medical facility. I, along with Yuri and Igor, take the prisoner to a safe house located about thirty miles away. It’s an abandoned ranch we maintain off-grid.

We arrive at the safe house, and inside, the place smells like old wood and dust. We drag the prisoner into one of the buildings and bind him to a chair bolted to the floor. He’s young, probably in his twenties. Buzzcut, combat boots, tactical vest. He’s bleeding from his side but still conscious.

I give him water. Just enough to keep him awake. “Who are you working for?” I growl.

He stares at me and doesn’t even blink.

“Who gave you our route?”

Still nothing.

Igor steps forward and backhands him hard across the face. The man spits blood and shakes his head.

Then it’s time to get to work on really hurting him.

Eventually, he mumbles some names. Most are nonsense, and I know he’s stalling.

I kneel beside him. “You’re bleeding out. Give me something useful, and maybe you’ll get a ride to the clinic. Otherwise…”

He’s struggling to breathe now. “Didn’t see his face. Said we’d be paid double if we made it look like a Cartel job.”

“Name?”

“Don’t know. Didn’t ask.”

And this time, I believe him for some reason. He doesn’t last much longer, and then I check his skin. He might have prison tattoos or some other clues. I find some ink, but they’re nothing useful.

I light a cigarette and step outside while Yuri and Igor handle the cleanup. The wind is picking up, warm and dry, as I stare out at the empty road.

We eventually start back to Vegas, arriving in the early hours. After showering in one of the spare bathrooms, I approach the chair outside my bedroom. The door is slightly ajar, and I see Avelina stir.

“Viktor?” Avelina murmurs as she catches sight of me. “What’s wrong?”

I step inside the doorway. “We were ambushed tonight.”

Her breath hitches, and she shuffles into a sitting position. “Is everyone okay?”

“Some injuries, but everyone’s alive. We captured one, and he talked before he died.”

“What did he say?”

“Nothing that mattered.” I stare at her. “I think someone revealed our route. Someone who knew exactly when and where we’d be. Geliy had the opportunity to snoop through stuff while he was staying here, or he might have overheard something. And his visit was totally out of the blue and unexpected. He’s not one for keeping in touch, so I’m wondering now why he chose to visit me when he did.”

“His past…it’s the reason we’re not together anymore. I tried to make it work, but the disappearances and lies were too much.”

I pause before asking her what I really need to know. “Do you think he’d sell us out?”

“If he had a reason.”

“What kind of reason would justify this?”

She’s quiet for a few long moments. “With Geliy…there’s always a reason. You just won’t know it until it’s too late.”
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After my morning workout, I push open the gym door, still breathing hard from my workout, and almost trip over a lump of golden fur sprawled across the steps.

“Seriously?” I mutter, hopping back to keep from falling.

The dog, a golden retriever, lifts its head slowly, blinking up at me with big, soulful brown eyes.

My first instinct is to keep walking. This isn’t my problem. Someone else’s dog, someone else’s responsibility. I close my eyes and count to ten. Then crack an eyelid open.

But he’s still standing there, staring at me like I’m his last hope. Then I notice he’s definitely seen better days. Because when he stands, he’s thinner than he should be beneath his matted fur.

“Where’s your family, huh?” I ask in a low voice. The dog takes a cautious step closer, tail giving a slow, almost apologetic wag.

“Damn it.” I rake a hand through my hair. I don’t have time for this. And yet…his eyes. They remind me of my own childhood when I used to go hungry. Something sharp twists inside my chest. “I hope Queenie hasn’t been putting the word out in the animal neighborhood that I’m a soft touch,” I huff.

He gives a small whine in response.

“Come on, then,” I say softly.

The dog perks up a little and trots after me as I lead him back to the house. But then he comes to a stop, hesitating with fear.

Who knows how he was treated in the past? Without another thought, I scoop him up in my arms and feel him shiver. He’s definitely afraid as he buries his wet nose under my chin. I reach the door and shoulder it open.

And then I see the person I least want to see right now.

Grigory.

Oh no.

He’s standing in the hallway, arms crossed like some kind of Soviet-era bouncer. His eyes narrow the second he sees me, judging me like I just brought home a radioactive raccoon. “What,” he grits out, “the hell is that?”

I force out something I hope resembles a smile. “Uh…a dog?” I don’t know why my words sound like a question.

“I can see it’s a dog.” His voice drips with disdain. “Why is it in our house?”

The retriever wriggles in my hold, his tail thumping weakly against me. My heart squeezes. “It was outside. All alone. Hungry. Basically, a Disney movie waiting to happen...”

He scowls so hard in response that I’m surprised his face doesn’t crack. “Feed it. Then it goes. Today.”

“Of course.” My lie slips out smoothly. “Just a quick snack, then, uh, poof, he’ll be gone.”

His eyes flash at me.

He knows.

Guilt prickles at the back of my neck. Oh God, he has a sixth sense for when I’m lying.

“Let’s get one thing clear. This is not a goddamn animal shelter or dog hotel,” he snaps before striding off to do whatever he needs to do. “I better not find any fucking fur on my sofa later!”

“Wouldn’t dream of it!” I call after him in a fake voice with a roll of my eyes. He’s so fucking uptight.

But the second he’s gone, I speak quietly to the bundle in my arms. “Okay, listen, buddy. You’re definitely staying. We just have to keep you invisible. Like a furry ninja.”

And the animal licks my chin and wags its tail, as if agreeing to the plan.

“Grigory is going to murder me in my sleep,” I reply. But somehow, I can’t bring myself to care. Because the only thing that matters right now is making this animal feel safe again.

I set the animal down, and its claws click against the tile as we step into the kitchen. I head straight for the fridge and grab some chicken. Just as I’m setting it on the counter, Babulya appears from the pantry.

“Viktor!” She yanks her wooden spoon out of her capacious apron pocket and smacks me with it. “What are you doing? That’s for our dinner later!” she exclaims in Russian.

“Ow, Baba! It’s for him,” I say, jerking my chin toward the golden retriever now sitting obediently by the table.

My grandmother’s frown deepens, ready to scold me into next week. Until she really looks at the dog. And her stern face softens in an instant. “Oh, poor baby,” she breathes, bending down to pat the retriever’s head.

“Yeah,” I say quietly in Russian. “Found him outside the gym. No collar, no nothing.”

Babulya clicks her tongue. “You did the right thing bringing him in.”

I tear up the chicken and set it on a plate, crouching to let the dog eat while Babulya strokes his back and murmurs to him in Russian. The retriever devours the food in minutes, then looks up at me with gratitude shining in his eyes.

“Guess you’ve got the Baba seal of approval,” I mutter. I scoop the dog into my arms and take him upstairs and into the bathroom. I run a warm bath and gently lower him into the water. He sighs, leaning into my hands as I scrub away weeks of dirt and neglect.

By the time he’s clean and dry, he smells faintly of soap and looks up at me with something like hope. “I’ll call you Prince Albert, I think,” I murmur to him. “That goes perfectly with Queen Victoria.”

I leave him in the bathroom so that I can set things up in the bedroom where Sofia and Leon are sleeping. Queenie has taken to sleeping in here every night, and for some reason, I think Albert will feel safer with another animal at his side on the nights I have to go out for work.

When I push open my bedroom door with my foot, Queenie lifts her head from the windowsill. She blinks at me slowly, tail flicking lazily.

Then she watches me carefully as I start moving things around. I drag an old comforter from the closet and pile it in the corner, layering it with a soft fleece blanket. Queenie jumps down and lands with a soft thud beside me, letting out a questioning meow.

“Yeah, yeah,” I mutter, fluffing the blankets. “I know. This is supposed to be your kingdom.”

Queenie tilts her head, clearly unimpressed with my interior decorating skills. Then she freezes, and her orange-tipped ears perk forward. She sniffs the air, her small snout twitching.

Albert wanders into the room, looking around tentatively before he stills as he sees Queenie.

I tense, ready to scoop one or the other out of the way before a scuffle breaks out.

Instead, Queenie lets out a little chirp, and a split second later, she’s hurrying right up to Albert and reaching up to rub her tiny snout against his much bigger one. Then she rubs her face against his damp fur like they’ve been friends forever.

“What the…?” I blink.

Albert whines softly, leaning down to lick the top of Queenie’s head. Then, without hesitation, they both climb onto the nest of blankets and curl up together, Queenie purring like an expensive engine while Albert lets out a long, relieved sigh.

I crouch down, watching them in stunned silence. They don’t just like each other. They know each other. There’s a familiarity between them.

“Well, fuck me,” I whisper. “You two were strays together, weren’t you?” Because I can see there’s already a bond between them…and I don’t know how, but I recognize it as being similar to the bond I formed with Grigory, Nikolai, and Matvey when I met them on the streets in Moscow.

Albert lifts his head at my voice, his eyes shining.

My chest tightens. I think about the lonely, cold nights they must’ve shared—Vegas nights can be surprisingly cold in winter—huddled together for warmth, depending on each other to survive.

“You stuck by each other,” I murmur, reaching out to scratch Queenie under the chin and stroke Albert’s soft ear. I wonder how they ended up separated before feeling a sense of relief at knowing they’re together again.

For a long moment, I just crouch beside them, my heart caught somewhere between aching and full.

“Guess you both found your way home,” I whisper.

Queenie purrs louder. Albert gives my hand a gentle lick.

And as I look at them, I feel my lips tugging upward.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT



AVELINA

At the end of the day, the house settles into its familiar nighttime quiet, broken only by the soft footsteps of guards patrolling the grounds. I linger outside the children’s room, watching Babulya’s weathered hands turn the pages of Alice in Wonderland for Sofia’s third reading tonight. Leon shifts in his crib but doesn’t wake.

I didn’t know what to make of Viktor’s grandmother when I first arrived. Her reaction to me, her whole wing of the house, her fierce Russian scolding of careless soldiers, her knowing blue eyes that sparkle just like Viktor’s. And when she spoke Russian to me, testing whether I understood, and her reaction when I did… The memories tug up my lips.

“Baba, I’m heading out,” I murmur in Russian. “An hour, maybe two. Are you sure you’ll be okay with the children? You’re not too tired? Because I can always stay⁠—”

Babulya waves me away without looking up, but her eyes hold that familiar sparkle of understanding. Her weathered expression softens into a smile as Sofia stumbles over a difficult word. Watching them together makes leaving easier somehow.

I grab my bag and keys from Viktor’s room, slipping out into the cool night without another word. Most of the men are gone, including Viktor. If I told him where I was going, he’d insist on coming or send someone to shadow me. I truly appreciate everything he’s doing for me, but honestly, I’m wrung out by the constant presence of protection and the knowledge that I’m never truly alone. When I skate, it’s because I need something that’s just mine. Just for a little while. And I always make sure that I’m extra careful.

The streets are empty, that particular stillness that settles over the city after it exhales at the day’s end, and we’re far enough from the Strip that the quiet feels genuine.

Then it appears. A large, unremarkable brick building tucked behind a strip of shops and hidden by trees. The parking lot is empty at this hour. I look up at the rink, and my insides tighten with recognition. I haven’t been here since losing my position at the university, back when we’d rent ice time whenever the hockey team claimed priority over the university’s own rink.

My key still works. I slip inside, grateful for the offer from the owners, as if they’d known I’d return someday. The familiar chill wraps around me, sharp and unforgiving, carrying the scent of old wax and something sterile. I breathe it in like a prayer.

In the locker room, I pull the outfit from the bottom of my bag. Pale green fabric shimmers with hand-stitched sequins and fake stones. My Tinkerbell dress, with its gossamer sleeves and light skirt. The material feels well-worn between my fingers, hugging me like a whisper of who I used to be. The girl who believed in magic and safety, who thought the world would open its arms to welcome her.

I lace up my skates with practiced muscle memory, each movement automatic. At the edge of the boards, I pause, listening to the hum of blowers, the distant creak of pipes, and the echo of silence.

My eyes close.

And I glide onto the ice.

It greets me like an old lover. My blades hiss against the surface as tension melts from my spine with each push forward. Arms extending, my heart finds a rhythm that feels sacred.

I connect my phone to my speaker, cueing up the playlist. The music begins softly. Piano and violin, gentle as snowfall. My body responds before my mind can question whether I remember the choreography. It’s buried too deep to forget.

A slow spiral first, leg extending behind me in a perfect line as I coast the rink’s length. Arms arch, fingers flutter. Elegant. Precise. Controlled.

A three-turn flows into a double toe loop, landed clean. My mind empties, and my muscles remember.

Another pass, building speed. Arms cutting through air, legs pumping strong. Double loop into Salchow. Airborne, spinning once, twice, landing with a small spray of ice and wind rushing past my face.

My cheeks flush, lips parting as I breathe through the exertion. Spin sequences flow. My back arches, fingers reaching toward the ceiling as my blade lifts overhead. The burn is exquisite, familiar, and I hold it until the music crescendos before releasing.

I let my body interpret each note, every emotion and ache pouring into glides, spins, and jumps. I leap. I twirl. I lose myself in the feelings, in the music, and in the profound familiarity.

The final minute builds, and I go for it breathlessly.

Triple toe loop.

Perfect takeoff. One rotation, two, three, and I land as the final note fades. I extend into an arabesque, coasting to a stop with chest heaving and arms lifted like wings.

The rink falls silent.

No applause.

No cheers.

Just me.

Alone in the cold.

My hands tremble as I lower my arms. Adrenaline fades, leaving only labored breathing, burning muscles, and an ache so deep that a sob strangles my throat.

Tears burn my eyes. My knees buckle. I fold onto the ice, legs tucked beneath me, fingers spread against the cold surface that stings even through my tights. My breath creates soft puffs of fog. The tears come without warning. Fast and hard, shaking my chest with each silent sob. I press my forehead to the ice.

Maybe it’s because this place, once magical and full of possibilities, was where I felt most in control. Where I was valued for my skill. I cry until my tears freeze against my cheeks. Until I can’t breathe. Until I have nothing left for this cold, glittering stage but quiet gasps.

When I finally sit up, the rink feels too large. And even lonelier than before. “Pull it together, Ave,” I whisper, wiping my cheeks with trembling fingers.

But the words ring hollow. I don’t want to pull it together, to piece myself back and smile pretty. I want someone to sit with me, to notice that I need to fall apart. To hold my hand and say I did well, that I’m worth loving even without competing. That I matter beyond any accomplishment.

No one—not the nuns at the orphanage, not Geliy, not anyone in my fleeting life—ever made me stop longing for it. For that acceptance, for that approval, and for that unconditional love.

I lie back against the ice, staring at the ceiling as tears cling to my lashes. The white lights overhead hum softly, blurring into gentle glows.

Eventually, I’m wrung dry. The silence wraps around me in its icy embrace, and for the first time in forever, I let myself simply be still. The cold bites through my dress, but I lie there anyway.

No running. No pretending. Just me.

Avelina.

And tonight, I let the emotions wash through me as I try to remember who I was…and who I wanted to be.
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The day before I start the new job in Viktor’s office, I decide to run some errands. Sofia’s shoes are getting tight, and Babulya offers to look after Leon while I take Sofia to the mall today to pick out new ones.

Viktor drives us there and arranges to pick us up in an hour.

The next sixty minutes are spent visiting various stores, but Sofia is not keen on any of the shoes she tries on. Her autism means she finds new clothes and shoes difficult because they feel very strange to her body. I would order them online, but with shoes, I’ve found we only get a good fit by trying on shoes with the help of a knowledgeable assistant.

The third store we arrive at is the last store I planned to visit today. But as I help her try on a pair of shoes, within a few seconds, Sofia has reached her limit. Her scream rips through the store like a siren. Piercing and raw.

My heart pounds as she collapses onto the cold, tiled floor.

Her little hands are clawing at her shoes like they’re burning her skin. Her face is bright red, wet with tears, and she kicks out as she screams at the top of her lungs.

“It’s okay, baby,” I whisper, dropping to my knees beside her, trying to soothe her. “We can take them off. And we’ll go straight home.”

But she’s too far gone. Her stress spirals higher, feeding off the bright lights, the chatter, the clatter of footsteps. The store feels too small, too loud, and too full of people for her.

And they’re all staring. I can feel their eyes like poisonous needles in my back. Mothers clutching their children closer, an older woman tutting loudly, a man muttering something about a lack of discipline.

My cheeks burn. I want to scream at them that this isn’t a tantrum. That my little girl isn’t bad. She’s just overwhelmed. She’s just neurodivergent. And she’s just struggling with the world today. But my throat is tight, and my words are trapped beneath a lump of shame and exhaustion.

With trembling fingers, I wrap my arms around her as her heels drum the floor. I’m trying to hold her tight as a woman shoves past me, snapping that I’m in everyone’s way. Her tone is so cutting, making me feel like I’m about to burst into tears, when a deep, steady voice cuts through the chaos.

“Move!” the voice growls in a low rumble.

The crowd parts like the Red Sea as Viktor strides in, all dark authority and barely leashed fury.

He crouches beside me, his big frame shielding us both from the gawking crowd. His gaze sweeps over Sofia, then me.

“They need help, not judgment,” he grits out at the onlookers, each word sharp and precise. “If you don’t understand the difference, get out of the way.”

Silence falls. People scatter. And they’re suddenly fascinated by anything that isn’t us.

My breath hitches. No one’s ever defended us like this before. Not even Geliy when something similar happened when he was in a store with Sofia and me.

Viktor takes over from me, holding Sofia tightly and speaking to her in a low voice, until she finally calms down forty minutes later. He’s unbothered by the people who dare to glance at him or my little girl. His sole focus is Sofia and making her feel better.

Then Viktor’s hand brushes mine, grounding me. “Let’s take her home,” he murmurs.

And with him by my side, I finally feel like I can breathe—and like my little girl can feel safe.

We head back to the car. When we reach the parking lot, I’m holding Sofia’s hand as she walks beside me. Viktor walks on her other side, tall and steady.

We’re halfway across the parking lot when it happens.

A car horn blares at another car which pulls out in front of it. The sound is sharp and sudden. The other car responds with its own blaring horn. Sofia screams.

The sound tears through me like broken glass.

Her whole body jerks.

And before I can react, she yanks her hand free and bolts.

Her small legs pump as she dashes across the lot and away from the noise.

“No, Sofia!”

My voice cracks.

And my heart lurches into my throat as I see the blur of headlights.

The car is coming fast.

Too fast.

I run toward Sofia but stumble.

Viktor moves before I can cry out. One moment he’s beside me, the next he’s a shadow streaking across the asphalt. He scoops Sofia up with one arm, his other hand slamming against the hood of the car to tell it to stop.

Tires screech.

The driver curses.

I collapse to my knees. My vision swims.

Viktor turns, chest heaving, Sofia clutched tight against him.

She’s wailing now, her tiny fingers tangled in his shirt.

“She’s safe,” he growls, his voice raw and protective. His eyes are wild, scanning her as though to check every inch.

I stagger forward, clutching them both. “Thank you,” I sob to him, kissing Sofia’s damp face.
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That night, when the children are asleep, my mind keeps going back to what happened earlier.

The way Viktor saved Sofia in the parking lot, not hesitating or thinking about his own safety. Not pausing for a split second—even though he hates touch and can find it extremely difficult.

And the way Viktor soothed my crying daughter and held her in the shoe store. He didn’t flinch. Didn’t have a doubt. He just did what he knew we needed.

And the way he does all these things for us…

It makes me know that he’s an extremely special man.
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The rec room is dim now. The leather couch sinks when I sit down, but it’s homey, and I like it.

It’s quiet. No poker tonight. No laughter or loud voices arguing over who gets to do what. Most of the men are out working, leaving just Viktor and me in here tonight.

He sits next to me—close but not quite touching—while the kids sleep upstairs. It’s a small reprieve from the madness that seems to be the Kremlin itself.

Viktor hasn’t said much since we walked in. It’s typical of him, I’ve realized. After spending so much time with others, he needs time to regulate and become calm again. A lot like Sofia.

I curl one leg underneath me, watching him out of the corner of my eye as I take a slow sip of my hot chocolate. It almost seems like this whole stay is a crazy dream. His posture relaxes, an arm draped on the back of the couch, the other resting on his thigh.

I drag my eyes back to the book in my lap, trying to displace the memory of those hands along my skin. I tuck my legs closer together to displace the moisture that pools there. The sex with him was hot. A lot hotter than anything I experienced before, and it’s haunted my dreams in the best way possible.

But that isn’t where my head needs to be going…

His gaze flickers to the TV, where a black-and-white movie plays on low volume. I turn back to my book, and I think he’s watching the movie until his hand brushes mine.

The barest touch.

Accidental, maybe, but it doesn’t feel like nothing.

I freeze, unsure if I should move and spook him.

His hand stays there. Fingertips grazing the back of my hand. Warm. Soothing. And yet electrifying at the same time.

I lift my eyes from the words I’m not really reading anymore.

I reach for his hand, gauging his reaction as I slowly lace our fingers together. He lets it happen. Doesn’t pull back or wince. He doesn’t even flinch, and that alone makes my heart pound much faster.

He turns to me then, eyes dark and unreadable.

His eyes search my face before dropping to my mouth. And just like that, the air shifts.

I want him to kiss me again. I’ve wanted it for days. To test the theory that it’ll be just as good as it was the first time. But it hasn’t happened. Just brief touches. Moments. Nothing more since that night.

He shifts. His other hand cups my cheek as he stares at me. It’s a look of adoration. Worship, almost. Like I’m some enigma he doesn’t know what to do with. His thumb strokes my cheek. And he leans toward me.

I meet him halfway. Our lips touch. It’s lingering and toe-curling. And it’s perfect.

And then he kisses me again. This time, he kisses me harder, deeper. His hand slides through the strands at the base of my neck, where my hair escapes my ponytail. He releases our intertwined fingers, his palm gliding up my waist as I shift closer without thinking, climbing into his lap because being beside him isn’t enough anymore.

A low groan vibrates through his chest when I settle against him, deliberate and careful. His fingers tighten like he’s afraid I’ll disappear.

His kiss devours me. Claims me. My heart pounds against my ribs with every brush of his mouth, every tug of my lower lip as if he’s burning the memory into his soul. It’s the same careful attention he showed me before, but hotter now. Less restrained.

Breathless, I pull back, gulping air. “Viktor...”

His eyes flicker to mine—hungry, unwavering. Pupils blown wide. He doesn’t hesitate before diving back in, his tongue tracing the seam of my lips, asking permission I willingly grant.

“Don’t stop,” I rasp.

And that’s all the permission he needs.

He shifts beneath me, broad hands sliding to my hip. And I feel him hard and hot beneath me.

Something deep settles in him. He closes his eyes and exhales slowly, roughly. I feel it beneath my palms pressed to his chest, the way his heart races to match mine.

The silence stretches. Not awkward, but charged and crackling with electricity.

His thumb trails along my side through the thin fabric of my sundress, following the seam to the hem. I shiver at his touch.

“You’re beautiful,” he says, his voice low as his hand strokes the exposed skin of my thigh. Careful and deliberate, making my skin tingle.

I adjust my hips and earn a soft grunt from him as his grip tightens.

“I think about you too much. When I shouldn’t.” There’s something fierce behind his words. “Kissing you makes me feel too much. I forget how to stop.”

I smile, my lips ghosting against his. “Then don’t.”

A genuine smile tugs at his mouth before he closes the distance. The kiss is explosive—like he’s restrained himself for days and is finally letting go. My fingers curl into his shirt, anchoring myself as his mouth moves with intensity.

His hand slides up my inner thigh, thumb grazing my sensitive skin. I shift against him, my thighs tightening around his waist, feeling the tremor that runs through us both.

His lips trail down my jaw to my throat, finding the raised skin of my collarbone. It’s dizzying—no one has ever affected me like this.

His hand slides higher beneath my dress. “Still okay?”

“Very okay,” I breathe, eyes fluttering closed.

The weight and heat of his palm inching toward my ache is possessive and mind-fogging. But it’s his eyes—hungry and reverent—that make me feel like I’ll unravel the moment he touches me where I need him most.

“Viktor...” His name escapes as a needy plea.

The brush of his finger against my core makes my muscles tighten, a gasp tearing from my throat. Each caress winds me tighter. Nothing has ever felt more right than this moment.

His finger traces the wet spot on my panties, and I gasp against his mouth as he claims it hungrily.

“You’re so wet,” he groans, fingers brushing the damp fabric repeatedly. “Shit, Avelina...soaked through, all for me.”

I want to respond, but any words die as he pushes aside the soaked fabric. A needy moan fills the air instead.

I settle deeper into his lap as one finger sinks slowly into me. Pleasure sparks through my whole body as his lips press kisses onto my skin, his finger pumping steadily. A second finger joins in, stretching me more, and my eyes drift closed.

“No, look at me,” he demands, his commanding tone sending shivers through me.

It shouldn’t be that hot. But God, it is.

I lift heavy lids to meet his gaze.

“Good girl,” he whispers before claiming my lips again. His tongue tastes and devours me. “Such a fucking good girl. I want you to remember who did this to you. Who made you come.”

I moan my understanding.

“Tell me,” he commands.

“You,” I manage, voice strangled as his fingers work faster. The wet sounds fill the space between us. His thumb rubs my clit in tighter circles, driving me higher.

His movements speed up, guiding me to the edge. I need just a little more…

His thumb swipes my clit again, his touch rougher now.

“Please, Viktor…”

“Let go. I’ve got you.”

My muscles tighten around his fingers as he presses just right. And I crash over the edge harder than ever before. The coil in my stomach springs apart as he lazily draws out my release.

He smiles—that devastating half-smile—as he withdraws his fingers. And when he settles me back on his lap, his hardness hits my over-sensitized body just right, making me moan.

“Viktor,” I gasp.

“Tell me to stop...”

But I don’t want him to stop. We’re in a communal space. It’s reckless. But being with him makes me want to abandon common sense entirely.

My hips roll against him, earning another low sound from his throat.

“I need you, Viktor.”

His fingers work his belt buckle. He frees himself, dragging his tip through my folds until I shudder and see stars.

He lifts me, guiding me to kneel over him before producing a condom from his back pocket. Smiling, I pluck it from his fingers, carefully opening it and rolling it onto his hard length. I pump once, twice, before lining him up.

His hands tug my neckline down, exposing the lace of my bra. He brings the fabric to his mouth, tongue working the hardened peak. A low moan escapes us both as I sink down onto him.

Maybe it’s the possibility of being caught that makes this hotter. It’s not like Viktor to be reckless. And I love that I turn him into this.

His hands settle on my hips as he bucks up to meet every thrust. When he hits that perfect spot inside me, I can’t contain the strangled sound that tears from my throat. It’s too loud. Everyone will know. But I don’t care.

My hips move faster, harder, urging him to match my rhythm.

But he slows deliberately, pulling himself out of me until only his tip remains. I pant as he frees my breast from its confines, lavishing attention that turns every nerve into fireworks. He slides into me slowly, holding my hips so I can barely move. Who knew sex could be this explosive? No one has ever made me feel so depraved and worshiped at the same time.

His tongue swirls around my nipple as he sheaths himself fully, stilling to focus on my breast.

“Please...don’t tease me,” I whimper.

I feel his laugh vibrate between our chests, sending shockwaves through me.

He pulls out again before sinking me down inch by torturous inch.

My head falls against his shoulder. “Oh God…” I shudder.

His hand cups my chin, thumb sweeping tenderly over my lip.

Again, he withdraws, then pushes in. The slowness is driving me wild.

“You’re beautiful, Avelina,” he murmurs before his thrusts turn faster, changing pace until I can only ride it out with him. “Viktor,” I gasp, my body trembling on the verge of release. My eyes slip shut as pleasure rolls through me.

“Eyes open,” he grits out.

I lock my gaze with his, seeing need and pleasure reflected in his eyes. Sweat beads his brow, and everything tightens.

“Who’s fucking you now?”

“You, Viktor.”

“That’s right,” he murmurs against my jaw. The way he asks and the way he talks makes my whole body shudder, winding that coil tighter.

“Viktor...oh God...”

My eyes roll back as I shudder around him. He pounds into me even as my orgasm mounts, making me tighten even more around him.

“That’s it, baby.” Each of his words is punctuated by another thrust until fresh waves of pleasure roll through me. His fingers fondle my breast as he thrusts harder, frantically, desperate to follow me over.

He pulses inside me, sending me over the edge again. His hand brushes through my hair, cupping my face before kissing me like he didn’t just wreck my entire world.

“Shit,” he moans, his head falling back against the couch, and I can’t help but laugh.

He looks thoroughly wrecked. I’m sure I’m no better, but seeing him come apart like that does something to me. I brush my hand against his cheek—slowly, carefully. To my amazement, he leans into the touch.

And my heart squeezes, knowing he trusts me enough for this tenderness.
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The house is quiet, and everyone is asleep.

I tiptoe into the kitchen like a thief, praying the floorboards don’t creak and give me away.

I’m not hungry…not really.

But I just need something.

Something sweet.

Just a cookie. Just one…

I find the box in the pantry. I run my fingers over the individually wrapped cookies, debating which one to choose.

Picking a salted caramel and chocolate chip cookie, I tear it open with shaking fingers, the crinkle of the plastic sounding like a siren in the stillness of the night. My cheeks burn as if the darkness itself is judging me.

I scarf one down, then stuff the wrapper in the trash can, making sure it’s hidden under some vegetable peelings.

I can’t help picking out a second one. Just one more. This time, it’s a triple chocolate fudge swirl one. I eat it just as quickly, trying not to think about how many calories there are in it, although I already know by heart the exact number. I shove the empty wrapper into the trash can, again under the vegetable peelings, and I’m just starting my third cookie—chocolate hazelnut praline—when a low voice rumbles behind me.

“What are you doing, Avelina?”

I startle, practically jumping out of my skin. Then I freeze, the cookie halfway to my mouth. My stomach plunges straight to my toes. And my breath catches as I turn.

Viktor stands in the doorway, broad shoulders filling the frame, hair mussed from sleep, and sweatpants slung low on his hips. He looks like a sexy dream come to life. And he’s staring straight at me.

“I…uh—” I swallow the bite like a criminal getting rid of the evidence. “Nothing.”

His dark brow arches. “Were you hungry?”

“No…” Heat floods my face. Because if I were hungry, at least I’d have an excuse.

He crosses the kitchen with a slow, predatory grace. “Why are you sneaking around at night, instead of eating in daylight?” His tone is direct but gentle.

I shrink back into myself. “I didn’t want you to think I’m…greedy.” My voice cracks. “Or…you know, too—” The word fat sticks in my throat like barbed wire, and I can’t say it out loud.

His expression shifts instantly, his dark eyes softening. “Too what?” he asks softly.

I shake my head, mortified. Tears sting my eyes, and I shove the wrapper of the last cookie deeper into my pocket, wishing I could crawl inside a hole and disappear forever.

Viktor exhales sharply, then steps past me and opens another cabinet. My breath catches.

Because on the shelf sits a pristine stack of my favorite cookies—several boxes, neatly lined up.

“I bought these for you,” he says, voice low.

My mouth falls open. “You…what?”

He shrugs, as if it’s obvious. “You like them, yeah? I noticed you save the last one every time, like you’re rationing for wartime.” His lips twitch in the barest hint of a smile. “So now, no rationing needed.”

I blink at him, completely thrown off balance. “You noticed that?”

“Of course. Now, stop looking like you’ve been caught committing a crime and sit.”

Before I can protest, he takes a box, pulls out a chair, sits down, and tears open a pack. He takes a cookie, bites it clean in half, and nods approvingly.

“Come,” he says around a mouthful. “Eat with me.”

I lower myself into the chair, stunned, and nibble a cookie—milk chocolate and caramelized pecan—while he demolishes four without hesitation.

By the time we’ve both had enough, I’m left staring at him, my heart pounding like a set of drums.

Because maybe, just maybe…he’s not ashamed of me after all.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE



VIKTOR

It’s Monday, and it’s time for Avelina to start the new job. I haven’t taken my eyes off her all morning as she, Sofia, and Leon sit with us for breakfast. The smile on her face is nothing compared to the image of her beneath me, skin flushed and beaded with sweat.

Albert and Queenie are both eating from their bowls on the floor beside me. I took Albert to the vet to check for an identity chip, but he didn’t have one.

Leon’s squeal interrupts my thoughts. His little hands wave as he babbles—he’s so much calmer and happier when he’s with Avelina compared to how he was around Geliy. Leon is already in love with Albert and gets excited whenever he is near the animal. Sofia has also been very interested in Albert, although the little girl tends to gravitate toward Queenie most of the time.

“So, today’s the first day?” Matvey says to Avelina. He and Nikolai are talking with her, and it’s nice to see her getting on with everyone. I scan the table. Grigory is nowhere to be seen, but I mentioned the job for Avelina to him, and he didn’t have any objections—although I still get the feeling that he’s not totally convinced about her staying here for longer.

“Yes, my first day,” Avelina replies. She seems genuinely excited to get started.

I stand from my seat once I finish my coffee. “Whenever you’re ready.”

Avelina smiles at me, and my heart stutters. Her smile is that radiant one that makes my chest tight and everything feel wonderful. My lips tug up in the corner as I stare back.

Some nervousness flutters through me at the thought of her working with my files and spreadsheets. I shake my head to dispel the feeling. I know she’ll do just fine. But that loud, chaotic part of my brain keeps telling me this is a bad idea. I’m too picky and peculiar about how things happen and what goes where. This is just asking for trouble. I don’t even let the guys touch my stuff, but the words just flew out of my mouth. I wanted her to stay. I needed her to stay. And offering her the job was the only way I knew to make it happen.

Avelina brushes a hand to smooth down her outfit. I squint very slightly. Her dress is yellow, and it’s definitely as far as one can get from my favorite color—black.

“Lead the way,” she says.

Babulya shifts to the seat next to Leon, nodding to let Avelina know that she’s got the kids. My grandmother has practically mandated that she’ll be minding the children whenever Avelina needs to work, and I can tell by the twinkle in her eye that she’s excited about spoiling the little ones.

Before we leave, I glare at a few of the soldiers. If they’re unhappy with the presence of the children like the men from the other day, they don’t show it. They must value their lives.

“Have fun, and don’t get into too much trouble,” Matvey says with a suggestive waggle of his eyebrows.

I scratch my brow with my middle finger, earning a hearty chuckle from him before I turn back to Avelina, gesturing for her to go first.

Guiding her down the south corridor toward the large office where Grigory, Matvey, Nikolai, and I each have our own desks, my hand hovers near the small of her back. I relish the heat radiating from her and itch to press my palm to her. And it’s a jarring thought that wars with every other one I have.

The sound of my boots rings out against the polished floor, a stark contrast to the soft taps of her ballet flats. The nearer we get to my office, the tighter the band around my ribs pulls. No one else touches my business spreadsheets—not Grigory, not Nikolai, and especially not the rank-and-file soldiers who think Excel is the fucking name of some exotic island.

Avelina’s scent—vanilla and a hint of clean linen from my soap—fills my senses. It’s distracting but not enough to quell the anxious knot in my stomach.

“It’s this one.” I unlock the door with a swipe of my card and hand over a copy keycard to her so that she can let herself in and out whenever she needs to work. I let her walk in first. Just like my bedroom, my part of the office is meticulously organized. Neat shelves of books line one wall behind the modern desk. The filing system is tucked to the left of the large windows that bring natural light into the space.

“I can add another desk for you later,” I say, moving toward my workspace. It’s bare compared to the other desks, and I always keep it clean and organized. There’s a place for everything—everything in straight lines and in order.

I pull out a chair for her and lift open the laptop. Quickly typing in my password, I try not to let myself be distracted by the way she crosses one leg over the other. Would she let me have her in here? The thought spirals into others. How would it feel to take her over my desk?

I clear my throat, telling myself to get a grip, and turn to the Excel sheet. “You’ll work on this,” I say, letting her see the screen.

Hundreds of rows of data from the last quarter fill the screen. Invoice IDs, routing numbers, shipping dates, payments, delivery windows, names, and collections. I perch on the edge of my desk as she looks at it.

“It’s a lot of data,” she says, her bottom lip caught between her teeth.

I nod. “It is. But we’ll go over it.”

“Okay.”

Line by line, I explain the cells, formulae, and functions. I pull out a shipping order from the labeled pile. “You’ll update the status, due dates, the paid columns—this line here,” I point, “and this one. That’s it. The formulas do the rest.”

“I’m, um, not that used to such complex spreadsheets.”

“It’ll be fine once you get into it. We’ll do one together, okay?”

“Okay.”

Cell by cell, we input the data together. The formulae work flawlessly.

She leans closer to the screen, and her intoxicating scent unfurls beneath my nose as she brushes my arm.

My chest hitches, and my dick jumps. I try to concentrate. “Okay, now you try,” I tell her.

I roll up my shirt sleeves as I watch her.

Slowly, she runs through the steps.

Her hesitation makes my anxiety spike. I hover beside her, waiting for the first error. Braced to jump in.

But she’s careful. No mistakes so far. And my tension eases a little. I bring up another spreadsheet and also explain this one. Her eyes fix on my hands and forearms as I type at the keyboard.

She sighs, resting her chin on her hand. “You know, it’s really sexy when a man knows how to use a spreadsheet.”

I freeze. Sexy? Spreadsheets? Me?

She flushes and giggles. “Sorry, that kinda just slipped out.”

My chest puffs out a little. Strangely, I like hearing that—knowing that she finds me attractive somehow. My lips twitch a little before I turn back to the screen. “Keep going. I want to make sure you’ve got this one too before we move on.”

She inputs more data, then glances up. “Did I do it right?”

I check. Everything’s correct. “So, think you can handle it?”

She nods. “Yeah, I think I’ve got it. This whole stack?” She gestures to the pile labeled ‘input.’

“Yeah.”

“It’s a lot.”

I try not to groan. She’s right. The distraction she’s provided has made my work pile up. I’ve chipped away at it, but not as quickly as I usually do. “It is. Sorry...”

“No, I just meant that I’m going to earn that paycheck.”

My lips tug again. “I guess you will. Call me if you need anything.”

I step back toward the door. I’m leaving her alone with my system. Something I’ve perfected over the years. I don’t even trust my brothers with it. But I want her around, and this is how I get her to stay.

She flashes me a thumbs up before grabbing the next invoice to input.

I should tell her some invoices are coded—but the less she knows, the better.

And despite my anxiety over someone working on my spreadsheets, I can’t fail to notice how she lights up the room. How she’s in my space and making it…better somehow.


CHAPTER THIRTY



AVELINA

I’ve been working for around an hour, and all this time, I’ve been alone in the office.

I hear someone’s footsteps. I can tell it’s Grigory because his arrival is announced by his heavy stomp—and no one else walks like gravity is personally targeting them.

Stalking into the office, he freezes. And a deep frown furrows his brow.

Gee, I can already tell that he’s in a bad mood—and it’s not even 9 a.m. yet.

His glare darts around the office. “What in unholy hell am I looking at?”

My gaze drops to the paper ledger I was checking when he came in. I carefully flip to the next page. I know from what Viktor’s told me that there’s no speaking to Grigory when he’s in this sort of mood.

“Well?” he snaps.

I look up slowly. “I’m sorry?”

He points at the corner like it’s offended him. “What. Am. I. Looking. At?” A muscle ticks violently in his jaw. “And is that a damn hippo wearing my best tie?”

I open my mouth. Then close it. “Um…yes?” Sofia did that last night when we set up a play corner in case the kids miss me while I’m working and want to be near me. And Viktor did say that Grigory wouldn’t mind Sofia using his spare tie for her stuffed toy...

His gaze glints as it narrows with anger. “There are toys everywhere.”

I jump to my feet, wondering if I can make it look tidier somehow.

“And is that a sparkly step-stool? This is supposed to be an office, not a goddamn daycare.”

“It’s just for emergencies. In case I ever need to bring the⁠—”

“So, you did do this.”

His voice rises, sharp and bitter, and I find myself staggering a step backward.

I feel it in my chest. Tight and familiar. That old burn of fear crawling up my spine. I know that tone all too well. The kind that doesn’t wait for answers. The kind that doesn’t calm down.

“I should fire you right now!” He picks up a few of the picture books and tosses them in the trash.

I stay frozen for a moment, just staring at the books in the waste basket. One of them has a corner folded. My fingers tremble, and I want to reach down and fix it. But fear immobilizes me. And I’m trying hard not to cry as I feel a burn at the back of my eyes.

“You think this is cute? Bringing in your little crayons and baby crap and turning this place into a fucking kindergarten?” He scoffs and steps up to me, in my space and too close. “You thought you’d just bring your fairy princess energy in here? Let me guess, you’re planning story time next? Maybe naps and sticky snack times between our missions?”

“I didn’t mean to—” But I can’t find the words to say it. I grip the edge of the cabinet behind me like it might stop the whole room from spinning out of control. “I’ll clean it up,” I whisper. “If it’s a problem.”

He lets out a harsh laugh. “Damn right, it’s a problem. This place used to be professional. Now it looks like a kindergarten threw up a fucking glitter nightmare.”

The silence that follows is thick.

My heart pounds in my ears.

My throat tightens.

My hands start to shake.

This isn’t the first time a man’s shouted at me like this.

And all I can think about is when Gennady used to punish me.

He stalks another step closer to me—and I flinch violently.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE



VIKTOR

The second I near the office, I know something’s off.

The air feels wrong. Too still. Too tense. Like that brittle silence before a storm bursts forth.

I round the corner and stop cold in the doorway.

Grigory’s there. He’s standing over Avelina.

He’s too close. His shoulders squared.

His voice is raised. I can’t make out the words, just the biting scorn behind them.

And Avelina—she’s backed into the filing cabinet. Both hands behind her like she’s bracing herself. Eyes wide with that kind of fear I know too damn well.

Then she flinches.

And a red haze blurs my entire vision.

“Grigory!” I snarl.

His head jerks toward me,

“Get away from her!”

His mouth opens. Probably to give some excuse.

I don’t give him the chance. “You want to square up to someone? Come stand that close to me—and see how long you stay fucking upright.”

Grigory glares at me like I’m the unreasonable one here. “She turned our office into a damn kindergarten, Viktor,” he hisses. “There are fucking toys everywhere⁠—”

I cut in, my tone as frigid as the Arctic. “So, if you’ve got a problem, you fucking bring it to me.”

He scoffs with a harsh laugh.

I stride toward him. “Do I look like I’m kidding?”

His jaw is clenched hard. “This is a business operation, Viktor. We move high-value equipment, not fucking Lego.”

Avelina turns, eyes wide, mouth parting like she’s about to try to apologize again.

And something snaps in me. “I don’t need your approval, Grigory!”

Every muscle in my body is bunched tight, and Grigory glares at me as a vein throbs in his forehead. Avelina is still frozen in place, eyes wide like she’s watching a live bear brawl. Her lips tremble, just barely, and I feel something in my chest twist.

Grigory snorts. “Wow. You’ve really lost it.”

I step closer. “Say one more thing to her.”

He lifts his hands. “Fine. You want to play house, that’s on you. Just don’t think you can start taking naps on the Paw Patrol mat and ignoring your work. Business comes first always—just fucking remember that.”

He glances between Avelina and me. She hasn’t moved, still pressed to the cabinet, breathing like she’s trying to stay quiet enough not to be noticed.

I see it then. The shimmer in her eyes. She’s biting her lip so hard that it’s almost white. She looks small. Cornered. Defeated. And it makes my hands curl into tight fists. “You don’t get to make her feel unsafe,” I growl, low and sharp.

Grigory snorts. “I didn’t touch her.”

“You don’t have to touch someone to make them afraid,” I tell him.

He starts to argue. “Viktor, what the hell⁠—”

I cut him off. “I don’t give a shit about your excuses. And I don’t give a rat’s ass about what you’re in a bad mood about. But what I do give a fuck about is that no one—absolutely no one—treats Avelina like this. And no one fucking speaks to my girl like this—ever.”

A stunned silence hangs over us. It’s not often I argue with Grigory like this, but I’m completely serious. I flick my gaze to Avelina. “Why don’t you go get yourself a coffee and check on the kids for ten minutes?” Although it’s not really a suggestion from me.

“S-sure,” she stutters. “I’ll just…” She squeezes past us and rushes out of the room.

Once she’s gone, I turn back to Grigory.

“I’ve put up with this woman and her kids for long enough. I’m not letting her wreck our business space as well.”

A low growl sounding in the back of my throat.

Grigory’s not letting this go though. “Oh no. No, no, no,” he mutters. “Is that a tent, Viktor? Why is there a fucking pink tent behind the filing cabinet? She can’t turn my office into a fucking campsite for toddlers!”

“Our office,” I grunt. “And it’s a Barbie-themed rocket ship.”

He narrows his eyes at me again. “Why exactly do we need a fucking rocket ship in our office? And a plastic tea set? Because I remember you saying something about giving that woman a job, but you never mentioned anything about stuffed toys and other stupid shit taking over our workspace.”

I sit down at my desk, telling myself to stay calm while I talk this out with him. I pick up and pretend to read a shipping manifest. “It’s for the kids.”

“The kids are gonna be in here all day long as well?” he practically yells.

“No.” I turn a page. “But they might visit. And if Avelina ever needs to bring the kids in here, they’ll need a place to sit that isn’t a desk piled with ammunition.”

Grigory squints like my last sentence was a complex statement. “Our arms-dealing HQ has been turned into a creche.” His tone is accusatory and still full of anger. “I just tripped over a bucket of dinosaurs,” he seethes.

“You’ll survive. For God’s sake, it’s a bucket of plastic toys, not a lethal bomb.”

Grigory waves toward the drinks cabinet. “And this? There’s a pink glitter step-stool in front of my liquor shelf. And juice cartons where my vodka should be. What the fuck?”

“It’s in case someone under three feet tall gets thirsty. Obviously.”

Grigory collapses into the chair at his desk, and his face twists as he sees the stuffed animals lined up on the opposite windowsill. “You can’t expect me to work in these conditions. It’s like I’ve suddenly got seventy-two fluffy stalkers!”

“It’s seventeen actually,” I correct him. “You are prone to exaggeration.”

He stands back up, his volume rising. “What’s she going to do next? Sprinkle some fairy dust on our files? Oh, I get it, you think offering her this job and childcare setup will get her to stay longer? More permanently?”

“No.” My denial is immediate.

“This is a gun-running operation, not a damn daycare. So, don’t get any ideas that we’ll be playing with plushies and Play-Doh during the arms deals, got it?”

That’s it. I fling the shipping documents to the side and shove back my chair.

But Grigory keeps going as I stand. “What’s next? Finger painting the financial reports? You want us to hold hands and sing If You’re Happy and You Know It while laundering our money, just to keep some woman sweet?”

“That’s enough!” I roar.

His eyebrows shoot up. “Excuse me?”

I step around my desk and square up. “She’s not responsible for these toys. I am. The play corner was my idea, and I bought the kids some new toys from the store yesterday.”

Grigory blinks. “You…bought the rocket ship?”

“Yes.”

“And those stupid stuffed toys?”

“Yes. I picked them out myself.”

“And that fucking glitter stool?”

“Yes.” I rub the back of my neck. “It was, er, on clearance.”

He stares like I’ve told him I’ve announced I’m giving up killing and am going to try and win the Nobel Peace Prize. Then he hesitates. But only for a second. “You’ve gone soft, Viktor. This is all to do with those dumb animals. You were fine until you found that cat, and then you added the dog, and now you’re adding a woman and kids. Fuck me!”

“Why is this so hard for you to understand, Grigory?”

“How much does she know exactly about what we do?”

“Enough. Babulya said she asked a few questions and knows that we’re Bratva. But she also knows that she’s safer here with us, especially while we don’t know what Geliy’s gotten himself involved in.”

He grimaces again. “There’s a stuffed hippo on top of the gun safe,” he splutters. “Wearing my best silk tie!”

“Rhino,” I grit out.

“What?”

“It’s a rhino,” I say in a louder voice. “Hippos don’t have a fucking horn on their nose.”

A huff bursts out of him. “I don’t care if it’s a fucking hippo, a goddamn rhino, or a flying unicorn. Ever since that woman, Geliy, and their kids turned up here, there’s been nothing but disruption to our lives.”

“Yeah, disruption being the operative word.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“If I can fucking put up with this shit in our office, then so can you, Grigory.”

He stares at me. And he realizes that I mean it. Really mean it. Because he knows how any sort of untidiness can mess with my head. So, when he sees that I’m deadly serious about this, that I want Avelina to feel like she can bring the kids in here, he begrudgingly accepts how important this is to me—and how important Avelina is to me as well.

“I just hope you know what you’re getting yourself into,” he murmurs. “And you need to tell her to make sure those kids don’t leave any sticky fingerprints or crayon scribbles over my papers.”

“Say one more thing to her,” I say in a dangerous tone, “and I’ll replace your desk chair with a beanbag shaped like a ladybug.”

His mouth opens. Then snaps shut. “You’re not serious.”

“Fucking try me,” I growl. “I like having her here. I like seeing her smile. And I like the way she feels like sunshine.”

He mutters something very rude in Russian and stomps out, the door slamming so hard the rhino flops to the floor.

Silence. At fucking last. Now, I just need to check that Avelina is okay.
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I find Babulya in the rec room. A big smile is on her face as she fusses around the children, feeding Leon and slipping candy to Sofia. Avelina is nowhere to be seen, so I check the bedroom. But when I also come up with a blank there, I head outside and finally find her sitting on the bench in the vegetable garden, nursing a cup of coffee.

Her eyes flick up to meet mine, then back down again.

I sit down beside here. “You okay?” I ask.

She nods quickly, but it’s not convincing.

I take a slow breath, fists still clenched in my lap. “You don’t have to take that. From anyone.”

She swallows. “I didn’t mean to cause trouble.”

“You didn’t.”

She hesitates. “But you’re mad.”

“I’m furious,” I mutter. “But not at you. Grigory cares deeply about his men, and he’s still upset about the two men we lost when the compound was attacked. But that’s absolutely no excuse for him to speak to you in the way he did.”

Side by side, we walk back to the house. And once we’re back in the air-conditioned comfort of the office, Avelina turns to face me. “You didn’t have to defend me.”

“I wasn’t,” I lie. “I was defending my interior design choices. I like pink rocket ships and stuffed toys.”

Her lips twitch. “You’re really something, Viktor.”

I grunt and reach down, picking up the rhino I bought for Sofia. I set it back on top of the gun safe.

Avelina kneels to fix the tipped over dinosaur bucket. “Thank you,” she says, her voice quiet but sincere.

As I look at her, I don’t say the words, but I think them: You’re safe with me.

And it’s like she can understand me. Because she gazes at me—and this time, her eyes seem to shine for a different reason.
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That afternoon, the scent of gunpowder fills the warehouse as Grigory and I stand over a pallet of sealed canisters while our men cross-reference the invoices.

“So, she’s touching your paperwork, huh?” he comments. “Didn’t think I’d see the day anyone got to touch your holy Excel sheets.”

“Funny,” I growl.

“Oh, it wasn’t a joke.” He’s still not letting the whole office thing go, and he keeps glancing at me with a look of disbelief in his eyes.

“She’s competent enough,” I tell him.

Grigory lets out a huff. “That’s what you’re going with? What if she messes something up?”

I shrug. “You worry too much.”

“No, that’s you, Viktor.”

“It’s going to be fine,” I say, trying to make my voice firm.

“I’ll remind you of that when she disrupts your fucking temple of precision and order.”

“She won’t,” I grit out. Except…she already has. Because she’s turned my whole world upside down.

“Uh-huh,” he mutters in a know-it-all voice.

I narrow my eyes at Grigory. “What?”

“Just saying, if she messes up, don’t come crying to me.”

“Have I ever?” I growl.

Grigory nods toward the crates of canisters. “Just make sure she doesn’t stumble into anything she shouldn’t.”

“I’m not an idiot.”

He looks at me carefully. “No. But you’ve been a bit off lately.”

“What, because I’ve been polite to her?”

“That’s not what I’m talking about.”

I clench my jaw. I know he’s right, but I don’t want to admit it out loud. I shift whenever she’s near. Everyone’s noticed. And my outburst with the men who badmouthed her? That got around too. “It’ll all be fine.”

Grigory snorts, and I can tell that he thinks he’ll be saying ‘I told you so’ at some point.

But I shake it off. I mean, how much damage can one woman really do?

I should be thinking about next delivery dates. But instead, I picture Avelina, her beautiful green eyes gazing in concentration as her fingers dance across my laptop…and then dance across my body like they did the other night. A small cough escapes me as I try to clear my thoughts.

“What?” Grigory asks with a suspicious look at me.

“Nothing,” I huff.

Grigory raises an eyebrow but thankfully says nothing further as he leaves me to it, telling me he’ll see me back at the Kremlin.
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I return to the office a couple of hours later.

The warehouse inspection was a fucking disaster. Half the rifles were mislabeled, the manifest didn’t match the inventory, and some genius managed to store grenades next to a wall heater. I spent the last hour yelling at men who shouldn’t be trusted with crayons, let alone goddamn explosives.

My shirt smells like gun oil, and my headache is drumming out its very own heartbeat. I just want silence, caffeine, and order. And I need some calm after this shitshow of a day.

When I step into the office, Avelina isn’t at the desk, but the pile of invoices looks much smaller, so she’s making good progress. And she’s looking more confident than when she started on this earlier.

Matvey and Nikolai are tapping away at their laptops. Well, Matvey is. Nikolai is more likely watching porn or up to something else he shouldn’t be doing.

I turn toward my desk.

But then I stop dead.

And blink slowly.

Then blink more rapidly.

But I still can’t actually believe my eyes.

Jesus. Fucking. Christ.

Because my spreadsheets have been…defiled. That’s the only goddamn word for it. Because my immaculate spreadsheet is now a rainbow-colored fucking circus. Bold letters. Gradient columns. Lurid colors. Empty cells that have smiley emojis.

I’m frozen. Unable to move an inch.

Pink. Neon green. Purple headers. And sparkles—where the hell did they come from? Then there’s a cupcake emoji next to ‘Bribery Totals’ and a goddamn glittery heart beside ‘Explosives Budget.’ What the actual fuck?

Gone is the clean, black-and-white efficiency of my inventory and logistics. In its place? A fucking multi-colored nightmare. I blink hard, as if that might magically fix it.

“What the hell is this?” I roar, my voice bouncing off the bulletproof glass of the windows.

Nikolai’s snort echoes from across the room. “Oh no,” he says, nudging Matvey. “He found the sparkle sheets.” The asshole doesn’t even try to hide his guffaw of laughter. “Told you it’d give him an ulcer.”

I stomp over, glaring at both of them. “Which one of you idiots did this? Was it a dare? Are you fucking twelve or something?”

“I wish I were that creative,” Nikolai drawls. “But nope, wasn’t me.

Matvey raises both his hands in front of himself. “And it definitely wasn’t me. I’m too busy for shit like that.”

“Then who the hell thought it was a good idea to turn my quarterly accounts into a goddamn kindergarten art project?”

And then…she appears. Avelina. She glides in like she’s floating on a fluffy cloud.

“Oh, hey!” she trills.

I can’t speak. My eyes dart up and down as they frantically scan the spreadsheet.

“Don’t worry, I didn’t touch the formulae,” she says, noticing my expression. “I triple-checked, and they’re still all the same as before.”

“Okay. But…um, the colors?” I manage to finally croak.

She blushes, looking a little embarrassed, and shrugs a little. “The colors just make me feel happier, you know? I looked up online how to do a few different things.”

My jaw drops. Oh, please no, no, no…

Matvey coughs into his hand, definitely laughing. And Nikolai, the fucker, actually starts wheezing.

My eye twitches. “I—We don’t… This is a business enterprise,” I stutter. Why the hell am I suddenly sounding exactly like Grigory did this morning?

But I know why. It’s because it’s unexpected. Although having the toys in here feels messy and chaotic, I was able to prepare myself for it before it happened. But this spreadsheet mayhem has just been sprung on me from out of nowhere. Christ, Grigory was right all along. This was a fucking bad idea.

Her smile doesn’t falter. “I know. And that’s exactly the reason why it needs to all be a bit more cheerful, don’t you think?”

I want to fire someone.

Or kill someone.

But not her. Never her. She stands there in her favorite yellow dress, holding a mug with a rainbow on it—where the hell did that come from? She’s also made herself a lanyard with a glittery unicorn charm. Why does she look like she just came from hugging a rescue puppy? And why does she look so utterly beautiful?

I glance up to see the other guys closely watching me. Matvey is barely holding it together behind his monitor. Nikolai isn’t even pretending to.

I stare at her. I should tell her to change it all back. I want to blurt out those exact words. My eyes drop back down to the screen. Those bright colors make my brain scream. It’s not her fault—I haven’t told her about how bright colors overstimulate me. Sofia doesn’t seem as bothered by bright colors, but that isn’t totally surprising because autism affects each person differently.

I try to slow down my rapid breathing. “Why, er, do the blank columns all have smiley faces?”

Nikolai is choking now. Fucking smug bastard.

She gives a small grin. “I just thought it looked more jolly.” Her face falls a tiny bit. “But I can change it back if you don’t like it.” Her words come out in a rush. “Oh God, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have interfered⁠—”

“No.” I cut her off. “Keep it like that.” I don’t know what makes me say this, but maybe it’s because it’s a piece of her. And because there’s warmth there.

“Really?” she murmurs.

“Really,” I manage.

Her smile is suddenly blinding, and it makes my heart soar.

And I realize something. These colors and other things make her happy, and her being happy kinda makes me happy too… “But maybe you could adjust the screen brightness?” I suggest slowly.

“Oh, sure!” She taps a key to dim the screen. “And I’ve made a backup version without all the colors and gradients—just in case you prefer that when you need to use the spreadsheet.”

And at her thoughtfulness, that warm feeling deepens.

“You’re really okay with this, Viktor?”

And she’s still smiling at me. And something about that smile makes it seem like she personally invented sunshine. And I don’t want that smile to disappear.

So, I say nothing.

I sigh. I’m in trouble. So much trouble.
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The following day, I make my way to the office, telling myself that my day can’t get any worse.

Things haven’t been going well this morning. More fucking warehouse issues. Inventory errors. Phone calls from people who apparently lost their brains overnight. My patience is already at zero, and it’s barely fucking noon.

Babulya just told me that Avelina has been upstairs for the last fifty minutes, trying to get Leon down for his nap. And stomping to the office door, I fling it open, hoping to find some calm and peace.

And I’m certainly not expecting the sight that greets me.

Because in front of me are Queenie and Albert.

Dressed up in glittery pink capes.

I blink. Once. Twice. Why the hell are my animals dressed up like that?

Matvey and Nikolai are frozen at their desks, eyes wider than deer who know a hunter’s spotted them.

“Is this your idea of a joke?” I bark, my voice sharp as a deadly dagger. Because I know Avelina was the one responsible for the travesty with my spreadsheets, but I can’t see her doing this to the pets. And that means the culprit is one of the men. And they’re totally capable of pulling a dumb stunt like this.

“Not mine,” Nikolai mutters darkly. “We’re supposed to be running an operation, not a⁠—”

“A fairy princess pet parade,” Matvey finishes under his breath, rubbing his temples.

Queenie yawns, stretching her paw like she’s been on a catwalk all morning. Albert, meanwhile, is chasing his own tail, the sparkly cape fluttering like a flag of surrender.

My scowl deepens.

Then a tiny, rapid patter of footsteps.

“She’ll explain,” Matvey grits out, pointing toward the hallway like a man sending me to my doom.

I turn just as Sofia bursts in, a fairy wand in one hand and a bag of pet treats in the other, her little face lit up.

“Do you like their makeover, Viktor?” she chirps, all innocence.

My jaw ticks.

My temple pulses.

My instincts say run.

“They’re superheroes,” she announces in her sweet voice. “They’re going to help you with your work today.”

My brow furrows as I try not to grimace. They look nothing like superheroes to me. The cat can barely keep her eyes open as per usual, and the dog is still chasing his tail in useless circles before colliding with the plant stand and sending Grigory’s favorite plant crashing to the ground.

“And what are they busy saving the world from?” Nikolai mutters under his breath. “Glitter? The color pink? Too much cutesy fucking nonsense? And what the hell will our rivals fucking think if they see we’ve got pets like this?”

Thankfully, Sofia doesn’t hear his complaints and cussing as she goes and kneels next to the animals. “The doggy and kitty cat were waiting for you, Viktor. They want to help you with your work today.”

I know I was okay about the toys in the office, but that’s because my brain had a little while to get used to the idea. But these animal outfits have been sprung on me. I know it’s not Sofia’s fault, and I tell myself to stay calm. Viktor, this is just an adjustment your brain needs to make…

But I swallow hard as I stare at the ridiculous capes.

This is not my life.

This is not my office.

And yet…

I gaze at the tiny person beside me. And clear my throat. “Have they, er, ever saved the world from an evil computer program?”

Sofia giggles so hard she tips sideways. “No!”

I find some extra chairs to set around my desk. And scooping one animal under each arm, not caring about their fur getting on my immaculate black suit, I sit them behind my desk like they’re my new business partners before adding a chair for Sofia. Because I don’t want to disappoint her. And I don’t want to break her heart.

And ten minutes later, we’re all playing a computer game together. Although Queenie has fallen asleep, and Albert is too busy snuffling his way through the bag of pet treats to be any real help.

Maybe I used to live for silence and control.

Now I’m babysitting among glittery animals and a cute six-year-old.

And for the first time ever, I don’t want the chaos to end.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO



VIKTOR

By the time a couple of weeks have passed, Nikolai and Matvey aren’t joking any longer about the Excel situation.

And just for being such a pair of smartasses when they first saw the spreadsheets, I’m deliberately not sharing the black-and-white backups Avelina made especially for me.

Nikolai glares at the monitor, fighting the urge to squint. “Fuck me! There’s so much dumb neon pink in this spreadsheet, I’m pretty sure it just seared my retinas. The numbers aren’t numbers anymore. They’re glittering unicorn vomit…”

Across the table, Matvey groans like he’s being tortured. “My eyes,” he whimpers, dramatically throwing his head back. “No man should have to endure this.”

“Death would be a mercy at this stage,” Nikolai mutters, stabbing his finger at the screen. “Look at this, look at it. Column D has…are those sparkles? Actual fucking sparkles?”

“They’re emojis,” Matvey corrects. “Tiny sparkly emojis. Of Care Bears!”

I drag a hand down my face. “Don’t say another word,” I snap.

They don’t listen. They never do…

“She turned our arms shipment data into a Care Bear acid trip.” Nikolai scowls. “Weapons aren’t supposed to be cheerful and cute!”

“Yeah,” Matvey whines, gesturing wildly. “These color codes don’t even make sense. Red should mean danger, not extra cute or whatever her coding means⁠—”

I slam my fist on the table so hard that their words cut off in an instant. “Listen to me very carefully,” I growl, my voice low and lethal. “You do not complain about her spreadsheets. Not here. Not ever. And if either of you so much as breathes the words ‘dumb colors’ or ‘shitty sparkles’ within her hearing…” I lean forward, letting my glare settle on them. “I’ll cut your balls off and feed them to Queenie.”

Matvey gulps audibly. Nikolai actually crosses his legs like he’s physically protecting himself.

“But Viktor,” Matvey dares to utter, “my head really does hurt.”

“Mine too,” Nikolai adds with pure misery in his voice. “It’s like staring into a rainbow made of knives.”

“Then suck it up!” I snarl. “Take some fucking aspirin. Wear goddamn sunglasses. I don’t care what you have to do to get through it. If these colors make her smile like that—like a fucking beaming sun—then you two will sit here and worship the damn sparkle emojis.”

They shut up after that, sulking like scolded children.

As for me, that big, bright smile of hers flashes through my mind. Warm, golden, and blinding.

It’s pure sunshine.

And I’ll burn the whole world down if it means keeping that smile right where it belongs.
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The first time I notice, it’s by accident.

I’m heading out to do my evening work, and Avelina says she’s going to put the kids to bed, Babulya following her with a knowing smile.

I come back earlier than usual, and as I pass her room, something doesn’t feel right.

At first, I think it’s leftover tension from dinner. From pretending I wasn’t watching her the entire time. From trying to figure out the best time to ask her on this date. And from pretending she wasn’t the brightest damn thing in that room.

When I go downstairs, I hear Matvey say something to the soldiers. Something along the lines of, “Avelina is out. Now’s a good time to run the monthly security checks in her room. But the children are asleep, so you’ll have to leave their room until tomorrow.”

“What?” The word leaves me before I can stop it.

Matvey doesn’t look up from where he’s tapping away on his laptop at the large table in the rec room. “She drove off a while ago. She’s usually gone for a couple of hours, so the men can include her room as they run the monthly checks in the west wing of the house.”

I freeze. “What do you mean she’s usually gone for a couple of hours?”

Matvey finally tears his gaze away from his laptop. “You know, she’s on one of those outings. She goes out in the evening. Drives off. Comes back a little later.”

“And you all just let her?” The harshness in my voice shocks even me.

“She’s not a prisoner, Viktor.”

“But she could be in danger.” Or she could be targeted by Geliy’s enemies. And things could spiral out of control. My gut twists, and I rub at my chest as subtly as I can.

He shrugs. “She comes back just fine.”

I pivot on my boot and head straight to the security room. With one glare, the men manning the cameras scurry out. The door slams, and I sink into the chair. My fingers fly across the keyboard as I pull up the security footage. Avelina lingers by the kids’ room for a moment before she lifts a small duffle bag over her shoulder and heads down the stairs. Before she leaves the house, she checks in with Babulya who’s obviously going to keep an eye on the children for her.

I watch her leave three times, on various nights, before I finally storm out of the room and back to the rec room. Matvey glances up at me, blinking slowly. “You want to know where she goes?”

I don’t even have to ask the question, but I nod.

“Some ice rink,” he tells me.

I stare. “Why?”

He shrugs. “I don’t know. But I saw the parking pass on her car.”

A parking pass to an ice rink. Is she... Did she find some coaching job? And why would she go so damn late at night?

I don’t know how or what to call this feeling inside me. It’s not jealousy. And it’s not quite anger or frustration. It’s something dark though. Something that claws at me from the inside.

I shouldn’t make it my business. I shouldn’t confront her. But she needs to take someone with her. If something were to happen, if someone were to hurt her... I swallow the thick lump in my throat.

My feet move automatically. I’m not overstimulated. I’m not overthinking. But it feels like I am. Like I’m reaching a ten or even an eleven.

I need to find her. I need to make sure she’s safe.

Before I go out, I do one more check on the kids. Leon must have woken because Babulya is humming a lullaby to him as I linger outside their room. She’s grown awfully attached to the children. She spares me a smile, and I give her a nod before I continue down the hall.

I don’t bother with a car. Instead, I slip one of the keys from the rack and take a motorbike.

The sharpness in the evening air clears my head just a little, and the sound of the engine humming beneath me soothes me slightly. But it doesn’t do anything to banish the worry that’s formed a lead brick in my stomach. I just need to see what she’s doing. That she’s okay. And convince her to take someone with her next time.

The rink is farther than I thought. An older building on the edge of some deserted strip mall. One of the building lights is burnt out and the parking lot is dim.

I enter the building.

She’s there.

Alone.

The lights are low, just a few beams hitting the ice. Her auburn hair is tied up on top of her head. She’s standing at the edge, her skates laced up tight. The outfit she wears hugs her body.

A green dress.

Sparkly.

And so damn familiar…

I blink hard.

Tinkerbell.

She connects her phone to the speaker and then steps onto the ice.

I don’t have to wait for the music to start to know what song will play. It’s soft, classical, something with a piano and strings. It soothes me like it has for so long. It pulls me in—and so does she.

From the back of the rink, I watch her soundlessly. Her body glides like a dream, every line of her graceful and impossibly fluid. She turns, spins, leaps.

And it’s a routine I know so well. I can predict each next move and when the jumps are because I’ve watched the video so many times. And I can’t believe I’ve finally found the girl I’ve always wondered about.

My breath catches. The triple toe loop, perfectly timed with what I know is the violin. Her glide into a fast spin. The way her whole body flicks right before she jumps like she’s a firework igniting.

I step closer, entranced.

It’s...her. The girl from the video I’ve watched more times than I can count. The girl whose identity was an enigma. The one video that calms my mind when the world spins too fast. When my brain can’t process anymore and I need calm. When I need silence.

It’s her.

Avelina.

Fuck. I don’t even know what to do with this information now.

She lands the final spin and comes to a graceful stop in the center of the ice. Then she collapses onto the ice, hands bracing herself, chest heaving. She stays like that. I don’t know for how long, but my worry that she’s hurt herself moves me out of the shadows.

She slowly lifts her head. And she spots me.

I don’t move.

Nor does she.

And for a brief moment, we’re frozen in time. The silence stretching between us.

Then I push forward, walking toward her, not speaking until I’m at the edge of the rink. I’m not even sure what I can say that’ll make sense. “It’s you…”

She blinks. “What?”

“The video,” I say, like that’ll explain everything. “Fuck... For years I’ve watched it to...to help. The same routine. The same music. The same Tinkerbell outfit. It’s you.”

Avelina swallows, and an unreadable expression crosses her face. She glides toward me, her skates making a soft scratching noise on the ice. “You’ve...seen my routine?” she asks quietly. “It was a closed competition. I mean, I know someone recorded it, and it got online somehow and got a lot of views at one point.” She smiles sadly. “I remember the day that video was taken. It seems like a lifetime ago…”

The silence beats between us. “I saved the video. And I know every step and move by now.” I admit. “It helps... It just helps.”

She looks at me with a strange look, and my heart hammers in my chest. Did I mess this up? Does she think I’m some fucking weird stalker now? “You’ve memorized my routine?”

“Every second.”

We stare at each other for a moment before her eyes shimmer with a soft sheen of tears. “Skating used to make me feel alive. Feel invincible. Feel like I was flying. But that joy is gone now. And it’s gone forever. That...that girl doesn’t exist anymore.”

My brow puckers. I’m looking right at her. Of course, she does. “She does.”

“No. Not like that.”

I shake my head. “What I just saw tells me she does.”

Her gaze lowers. “It feels like a different life.”

“Maybe it is,” I say. “But it’s still yours.”

She steps off the ice. I want to reach out. To pull her toward me. But I don’t. Instead, I grip the railing by my side.

“How’d you even find me, Viktor?”

“I’m good at what I do.”

Her brow arches as her lips tug up. Not quite the beaming sunshine I’m used to, but it still manages to make my body feel tight, an unknown emotion skittering through me. “Noted.”

“You shouldn’t come alone, Avelina.”

“It’s just for a couple of hours.”

“It’s not safe. And I want—” I clear my throat, unsure how to even say this. “I need you to be safe.”

She doesn’t say anything, just sits on the bench to unlace her skates.

As I stare at her, studying her, all I can think is that it really is Tinkerbell from the video. And it all makes sense...or it makes more sense than it did. That lightness I feel around her.

I feel something when I’m watching her and when I’m with her.

Whatever it is, I want more.

And I want to be found normal. To be found complete and not different than the world. And when she looks at me like this, I almost believe it. Can almost dare to hope someone would accept me as I am.

Almost.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE



AVELINA

The air inside the rink is cold, but I’m still warm from skating. My lungs burn a little, and my chest is tight in that all-too-familiar way which means I’ve pushed too hard.

I sit on the wooden bench, carefully lacing up my sneakers. He sits beside me, silent and still in the way only he can be. Like a statue, all carved muscle and shadows. But the warmth he brings does more than he’ll ever know.

Elbows resting on his knees, he stares at the rink. “You were beautiful out there,” he says, finally breaking the silence we’ve fallen into.

I glance at him, surprised. Not because of the compliment, but because of the earnestness and softness behind it. He doesn’t say that kind of stuff easily. “Thank you,” I murmur, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear.

He shifts toward me. “Why’d you stop?”

My heart trips. I knew he’d ask. Everyone always does. I had such promise. I had some talent. I had so much ahead of me. I just didn’t expect to have to fumble for an answer so soon.

I chew my bottom lip, then release it. “I...I competed until I was eighteen.”

He nods and doesn’t push. That silence of his—the patient kind rather than passive—eases me a little.

I exhale. “There was...something that happened. So, I stopped. It all worked out in the end.”

He looks at me, head tilted to the side, and I brace for him to push for a real reason. I can feel his curiosity, but there’s something else there too. “Just like that?” That’s not the question he wants to ask, and I know it.

“Just like that.” I smile tightly. “It stopped feeling the way it used to.” A shiver rolls through me when I think about Gennady. You never have to see that man ever again, I tell myself.

“What did it use to feel like?”

My gaze is on the ice. At the reflections of the overhead lights flickering on the surface. “Like…flying. Like I could touch something bigger.”

Viktor goes quiet again. So quiet that I start to wonder if I’ve said something wrong. But then he leans back, palms on his thighs, and nods. “I don’t... I’ve never felt that sort of feeling before. I don’t feel things the way most people do.”

My breath catches. It’s such a raw and honest statement that my heart thunders in my chest. Little by little, he’s letting me in.

His brow furrows. “I’ve never told anyone that. Not outright or out loud.”

I face him fully now. His jaw is tight, eyes locked on the ice, but I can feel that vulnerability seeping through. It’s something soft. And it’s something that craves love like anyone else... “You know, I think I know what you mean,” I say softly.

His gaze cuts to mine. Sharp. Unreadable. Searching. “You do?”

“I think I can empathize. Because I see some of the same things in Sofia.”

His shoulders ease the tiniest bit. “It’s not something I talk about. Having autism, that is. People tend to think I’m broken. Or cold. Or strange.”

“You’re not any of those things, Viktor.”

“I used to think I was.” He pauses. “But lately... I’ve started feeling things. Real things. And it scares the hell out of me.”

My heart almost stops beating.

“I think it’s because of you. You make me feel, Avelina.”

The words land on me like a brick and a balm.

“I don’t know what you’re doing to me,” he murmurs. “But...it’s something I never thought I could have.”

I reach for his hand, without thinking, curling my fingers around his. And he doesn’t pull away. Instead, he curls his fingers around mine. “You don’t have to be anything you’re not,” I say softly, giving his hand a squeeze. “Not for me.”

He looks at our joined hands, then up at me. And he smiles. A small, tentative smile. Barely there. But real. And I feel like I’ve won the lottery.

We sit in silence for a while, our fingers laced together. The ice glows beneath the lights, and I find myself thinking maybe, just maybe, something with him could work. He’s not Geliy. He’s different in the best possible way. He’s honest. Raw. He doesn’t shy away from those hard facts about the work he’s involved in—and that makes me feel more protected than any white lie ever did.

Viktor’s thumb brushes over my knuckles. Tentative but steady, like he’s testing how it feels. I can hear the gears and wheels in his head turning, but he doesn’t let go. He holds on tighter.

I lean into him slightly. Our shoulders brush. And it feels fragile. Like a small bridge between two people who have been at war with themselves for too long.

“I miss it,” I say softly. “Skating, I mean. Not the training. Or the pressure. Just the feeling of being out there. Feeling like I’m flying. Feeling like...I’m making magic.”

“You looked like you belong there,” he rumbles against my temple.

The smile I offer is bittersweet. “Sometimes. But most of the time I don’t recognize myself at all.”

He hums before tilting his head. “So, why Tinkerbell?”

I giggle softly. “It’s silly. It was my favorite outfit. There was something about it that made me feel...right. Like I was dancing on air. Like a fairy. I wore it at a regional competition.”

Viktor doesn’t laugh. He just nods. Like it makes perfect sense. Like he understands the tether to something before everything crumbled apart. “I think you’re still that girl in the video.”

I look up at him.

He means it.

And that does something to me. Completely unravels me.

I blink hard, swallowing the emotion tightening my throat.

He squeezes my hand.

“Thanks for coming,” I say softly.

“I’m glad I did.”

“Me too, Viktor.”

The silence stretches between us again. But this one isn’t uncomfortable. It just is. Like that old blanket on the couch. Warm and soft. Well-loved.

I close my eyes for a moment, just enjoying the feeling of being with someone who treats me like he does. With reverence and respect.

I shift on the bench until our knees bump. His hand settles on my waist like he’s steadying me. I lean in slowly, pressing my lips to his.

It’s a kiss that lingers.

It’s not a desperate kiss. It’s something else. A question. One he answers as he deepens it.

My breathing is ragged by the time we pull away. My forehead rests on his. “I want this to work,” I breathe.

He nods, cupping my cheek. “Me too.”

I kiss him again, harder this time. Almost frantic. Like I need to hold onto him.

And for the first time in a long time, I let myself believe something good is here.

Because Viktor is my sunshine after a storm.
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When we reach the compound, we retreat to Viktor’s bedroom.

His tongue traces the seam of my lips, and I part them willingly, sliding onto his lap as his hand glides down the thin material of my skating leotard. Every touch of his fingers brands my skin, the heat of his palm searing against my spine.

His mouth claims mine again, and I thread my fingers through his hair, pulling him closer, greedy for more. More of his scent, of his taste, of everything.

A quiet groan escapes him as I nip his bottom lip. His grip tightens on my waist, pulling me fully against him. And I feel him—hard and wanting beneath me, tension coiling like a spring between us.

His fingers trail beneath my dress, brushing my bare skin, and I shiver. My hips rock forward—just enough to draw a deeper groan from him, a sound that curls heat low in my belly.

“You’re driving me crazy,” he rasps against my lips as we both pant for air.

“Good.”

His hand tangles in my hair, dragging me back in. His mouth is hot and hungry as it moves along my jaw, down my neck. His lips part against my throat, sucking gently before nipping the sensitive skin and soothing it with his tongue. Not hard enough to bruise, but enough to make my head fall back and steal my breath.

“You taste sweet,” he murmurs, voice rough. “Like something I can’t even name.”

My fingers slip beneath his shirt, palms skimming the hard lines of his stomach and the ridges of muscle that contract beneath my touch. He’s so warm, and God, I want to touch him everywhere and map every inch with my tongue and fingers.

He kisses back up my neck, finding my mouth again. His tongue strokes mine in slow, consuming sweeps that leave me gasping. I grind against him, desperate for friction, for relief, for so much more. He meets me halfway, hands digging into my hips, guiding me against him with a low, desperate sound that makes me ache.

“Fuck,” he growls. “You feel incredible. Like everything I’ve ever needed.”

His hands slide down my thighs, fingers grasping my soft flesh as he pulls me into him more.

Nothing is tentative or hesitant. This is wild. Frantic. Pure passion. It’s everything that’s been building between us.

He pulls back, chest heaving. “I want to take my time with you,” he breathes against my neck, pressing soft kisses there. “I...”

“I know,” I murmur.

“This is all...”

“A lot,” I finish, nodding as I breathe hard against him, his forehead pressed to mine.

“A lot,” he agrees, and I see the frustration and need burning in his eyes.

“It’s okay to feel things that don’t make sense, Viktor. I’m not going anywhere.”

Because beneath all that quiet strength is a man who doesn’t just want my body. He also wants to cherish me.

And I want to let him.

So, I kiss him again and again until we’re both breathing hard, fingers tangled in each other’s hair, lost in this moment together.

Until there’s nothing left but us.

My chest tightens. Something as simple as making out shouldn’t turn me to liquid warmth. But here I am, melting as he looks at me like I’m his lifeline.

No one’s ever looked at me like that before.

And it’s a look I only ever want from this one man.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR



VIKTOR

I’m returning from work the next day when I hear it.

The buzzing starts before I even reach the Kremlin’s gates. My hands tighten on the steering wheel. It’s another agitation I don’t need.

A low hum follows me down the gravel drive like an unwelcome swarm of mosquitoes. My eyes narrow at the sky. What the hell is making that noise?

My jaw tightens when I spot one of Nikolai’s latest drone toys doing a figure-of-eight maneuver above the roof. It dips once, circles, and then zips overhead again.

I grit my teeth. Another noise to try and block out or be overstimulated by. Just fucking great.

Forcing myself to keep moving, I park and slam the SUV door shut, earning a wince from myself. My boots hit the front steps of the main house, and I stalk inside.

I know Avelina is not around because she told me she was taking the kids to the play park, and I assigned a couple of my men to accompany them, so I know she’s safe.

Another buzz sounds. Louder this time as the drone nears the house.

I whirl around toward the window where the drone hovers in a menacing manner. I spin on my booted heel and stomp toward the armory.

The door slams behind me, but I don’t wince too bad, my irritation overriding the overstimulation this time.

The scent of gun oil and metal fills the space. My fingers move without thought, opening the secure locker, bypassing codes with muscle memory alone.

And there it is.

My hand curls around the RPG launcher that rests on the rack like it’s my knight in fucking shining armor. I snatch it from its hold before I can even decide what problem it’s exactly going to solve.

I storm back outside, the launcher on my shoulder, head tilting up. My eyes lock on the silver dot dancing its stupid dance through the sky. I line up my shot.

Inhale.

Exhale.

I pull the trigger.

Boom!

Metal shrapnel rains down like confetti over the manicured lawn. And my heart sings like a fucking canary.

Another buzz. Another drone. But all it takes is another pull of the trigger. Boom! And this one spirals like a dying bird before it disappears into the tree line at the left edge of the property.

I reload.

The distant whirring tells me there’s one more.

It tries to retreat, but I’m faster.

Boom!

I lower the launcher with satisfaction and breathe in deep. Peace at fucking last.

Shouts sound behind me. The front door flings open. And boots pound on the concrete steps behind me. But I don’t turn.

“What the fuck are you doing?!” Nikolai’s shout slices through the air.

I turn and see the three of them—Matvey, Grigory, and Nikolai—sprint toward me. All armed. All wide-eyed. Except Nikolai. He just looks furious.

“Did we miss something?” Matvey pants, pushing a hand through his hair as he keeps a tight hold on his weapon.

“Target practice,” I snarl.

Nikolai’s face turns a deeper shade of red. “What the hell, Viktor? Those were reconnaissance-grade drones! Do you even know how much that shit cost me?”

I shrug. “That shit was costing me my sanity.”

He scoffs, stepping closer. “Fuck! Those were supposed to keep us from getting blindsided again, you idiot! Of all the fucking weird...ugh!”

“They were noisy,” I snap. “And they weren’t going to do shit.”

Nikolai’s eyes narrow. And then he lunges for me.

Grigory leaps between us, arm wrapping over Nikolai’s shoulder before he can throw the punch he’s geared up for. Likely for his own good than mine. “Knock it off!” he growls at us.

Nikolai tugs his shirt down, nostrils flaring. “Just keep the hell away from me if you know what’s good for you,” he hisses at me.

I roll my eyes. I don’t regret any of it. He should know fucking better.

Grigory glares at me. “Office, Viktor. Now.” It’s not a suggestion.

I make my way indoors. Once I’ve put the launcher away, I walk casually to the office. He closes the door behind us, moving around the desk to his chair. Papers clutter the surface of his desk, completely the opposite of my tidy and immaculate workspace. And at the foot of his desk lies Albert who’s resting his head on top of his fluffy paws. For a man so adamant that the dog wasn’t staying, Grigory has sure got attached to Albert pretty fast and has even started referring to him as “my dog.” Albert has also taken to following Grigory around for much of each day.

“Sit,” Grigory orders me.

I roll my eyes but drop into the chair across his desk.

“Wanna tell me what’s actually going on?”

I fold my arms over my chest. “The drones were pissing me off. He knows that stuff gets to me.”

He doesn’t say anything, just levels me with one of those looks. The kind that breaks weaker men. The kind that just makes the three of us who know him roll our eyes.

I stare him down.

Grigory leans forward, elbows on the desk. “You don’t shoot down three drones just because they’re annoying. You’re not usually the ‘shoot first and ask later’ type of guy.”

The way his expression softens a little, I’m reminded of that night we were kids, when I asked him if he thinks in color or in black and white. And it’s another reminder of how different I am from him and the others. Sinking into the chair a little more, I push my hair back and sigh.

“It kinda seems like something’s going on,” he suggests.

I don’t move. “I’m okay.”

He studies me. “Right, you’re fine. So, I’ll just tell Nikolai you blew up half a million dollars’ worth of drones because they were irritating you.”

My jaw ticks.

“Is this about Avelina?”

I don’t answer.

He nods. “Thought so. She’s creating problems?”

“No.” I rush to answer him. “She’s not creating a problem.”

Over the last few days, I’ve agonized about what to do. Sex with her—it’s explosive. Like nothing I’ve ever felt. Addictive and eye-opening. But is that all it is? Does she even want a relationship? I haven’t been able to really ask her what she might want. Maybe I’m overthinking it. Stressing out for nothing more than a casual fling.

Grigory lifts an eyebrow.

“It’s me...I think.” This is hard to talk about, hard to admit. It’s like coming to terms with ASD and knowing that the fewer people who know and can use it against me the better. “I don’t know what I’m doing. This wasn’t supposed to be... I mean, it’s casual. I’m not built for more than that.” I came to terms with that a long time ago. Relationships? With someone who doesn’t like physical touch? Who has so many idiosyncratic behaviors? Impossible.

“But?” he prompts.

But nothing. I thought I was okay with whatever the fuck Avelina and I had. Casual. An itch to scratch. But I’m not.

“You want something more, Viktor?”

My eyes snap to Grigory’s. I don’t want to lie to him. And if—and it’s a pretty fucking big if—she wants it too, she’ll be around more.

“Viktor?”

“Yeah. I think…I want more.”

He sits back. “So, ask her on a date.”

I blink. “A date?” I shake my head from side to side. Dating has never been a thing for me. I know the gist of it, of course. I don’t live under a fucking rock. Matvey, Nikolai, and even Grigory have taken women out. I’ve heard all about it the morning after. But doing it myself? Nuh uh. No way.

“Take her to dinner at one of our restaurants. One of the fancy ones. Or hell, take her to the one in the casino if you prefer.”

“I’ve never taken a girl on a date,” I say in a weak tone. “I just meet girls at our clubs, fuck them, and that’s the end of it.”

He shakes his head. And with a sigh, he reaches for his phone.

“What are you doing?”

“Sending a message to the guys.”

I frown. “What kind of message?”

“Mandatory training session tonight after dinner.”

“Why?”

But he doesn’t answer. And my stomach drops like a lead brick. I think I just set myself up for something I’m not ready for at all. I can already hear Matvey and Nikolai’s snickers. But what’s worse…?

I think I want it.

No.

I know I want it.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE



VIKTOR

Avelina has smiled and talked all through dinner this evening. My brain has barely registered any of it. Not because I’m not listening, but because I can’t stop watching her. The way her mouth moves, the way her eyes crinkle. And her laugh lights something within me that has no name.

But that same something also leaves my stomach twisted in knots. My hunt to name it doesn’t come up with anything productive. I don’t understand what’s happening to me.

After dinner finishes, I tell Avelina that I have some stuff to do with the guys. She takes the children up for bathtime, and I tell her that I’ll come find her once I’m finished.

I don’t know what Grigory has planned, but we meet in the rec room as directed in his text. Grigory has already told everyone else that it’s out of bounds tonight because he’s conducting training.

I walk into the room. The usual suspects are already gathered, including Matvey, Nikolai, and a few of the others. They’re all hunched over mugs of coffee and a bag of half-stale donuts someone forgot to eat.

Grigory strolls in behind me. “Phones down!” he orders like we’re about to strategize some important mission. “We’ve got an urgent matter to deal with.”

Matvey immediately starts whining. “I’ve got places to be, Grigory, and I haven’t got time for some dumb training session.”

Nikolai cuts in. “Is this about the electricity bill again? I’m telling you that power cut was nothing to do with me. It was those guys who broke in⁠—”

“Quiet!” Grigory barks. “You’re here because we’re doing dating training.”

“Huh?” Nikolai blurts out.

“What for?” Matvey asks at the same time.

“To teach Viktor how to take a girl on a date,” Grigory announces.

Dead silence meets his statement.

I shift from one foot to the other, my hand instinctively curling into a fist.

“Viktor here,” Grigory says, motioning toward me like I’m some prized poodle at a damn dog show, “is taking Avelina out for dinner. And we’re gonna help make sure he doesn’t make an ass out of himself.”

I want the ground to swallow me whole.

Nikolai blinks. “Wait…are you serious?”

“Yeah. Now sit the fuck down.”

They all do as he says, albeit some more reluctant than others. Nikolai stares at me like I just sprouted antlers. “You? Dating?” he says slowly.

“I’m not sure this is such a good idea,” I say as I rub the back of my neck.

Matvey lets out a low whistle. “I didn’t realize it was that serious.”

“I’m out,” Nikolai declares, shoving back his chair and heading for the door.

“Sit down!” Grigory growls. “Brothers are always here for each other.”

Nikolai seems to have forgiven me for the drone incident, but he still isn’t convinced by Grigory’s idea. “Look, Viktor, you know I’d lay down my life for you, but can’t I just take you to a strip joint if you want some pussy?”

“You all need to shut the fuck up,” Grigory snaps. He’s clearly already losing patience with us all, and that’s a bad sign. “This is how we’re going to do it.” He points to the corner where an old folding table sits surrounded by mismatched chairs. “That table is the restaurant. Viktor, you’re on a date. Nikolai, you’re playing Avelina.”

“Fuck, no!” Nikolai blurts out. “Why do I have to be the girl?”

Grigory glares at him, a murderous look in his eyes.

“Okay, okay, but I ain’t wearing a pink dress or any other girly shit,” Nikolai whines.

“Not like you wear shit that fits right anyway,” Matvey mutters.

Nikolai flips him off before Grigory whistles sharply. “Stop behaving like fucking children,” Grigory yells. “Focus. Alright, Viktor, you’re going to pick her up.”

“Pick her up? But she’s living with us already.” My hesitation is clear.

“Walk over there,” Grigory sighs, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Act like you’re meeting her on the stairs or some shit. Be human for five seconds, okay?”

I look at him and then shove from my chair. Approaching slowly, my palms are already sweating—and this is only the fucking fake practice run. My chest tightens.

Nikolai stands awkwardly by the door. He mutters a Russian curse under his breath before he sighs. “Hello, Viktor,” he says in some annoying high-pitched voice that sounds more deranged than anything. “I’m Avelina. And I wore this just for you, babykins,” he announces as he smooths down his shirt.

I blink rapidly. Laughter erupts in the room, and I grit my teeth, hand clenching and unclenching.

“For fuck’s sake,” Grigory says as he glares at the snickering men. “Viktor, once you get to the restaurant, you need to sit down.”

I stare at him for a long second before rushing to get to the chair opposite the wall, snatching it from Nikolai before he can sit in it like he’s clearly planning to.

“What the hell are you doing now?” Grigory clips.

I point to the TV screen on the wall, the one I like to watch the figure skating on. “It faces the screen,” I mutter.

A collective groan sounds, and Matvey chucks a stale donut at my head. “You’re going on a date, Viktor. There won’t be a TV screen to watch,” Matvey says. “And you should be pulling out a chair for her, not practically shoving her out of the way and ripping it out of her hold.”

I sit stiffly across from Nikolai—Avelina—and look at my hands. My stomach flips. The silence drags on. I count the grooves in the wood of the table.

“Viktor, talk,” Grigory says, his tone terse.

“Talk about what?” I say weakly.

“Whatever you two talk about. Ask her about her day. Or talk about your garden or something.”

I turn back to Nikolai and stare. “But it’s Nikolai...”

“Pretend.”

That’s the problem, isn’t it? I don’t work like this. Playing pretend, making up fake scenarios. I sigh before I lift my gaze, only to stare at Nikolai’s forehead and not his eyes. “How...uh...how was your day?”

Nikolai bats his lashes. “Oh, you know. Just raising two kids, messing around with some spreadsheets, falling in love with some grumpy Russian assassin guy. Same old,” he says in a squeaky voice.

I shift in my seat. “That’s not how she talks,” I mutter. “This is fucking ridiculous.”

“It’s practice,” Grigory says firmly.

“But it’s not real. He’s not talking how she talks.”

“This practice is so that you don’t freeze up during the real thing,” Matvey explains from where he sits. “It’s like running through mission plans and stuff beforehand to prepare yourself.”

“I’m not going to freeze up.”

“You have twice already,” Grigory says dryly. “You need to loosen up,” Then he tosses a couple of takeout menus onto the table.

I sit and look through the menu, but I’m disturbed by a loud cough.

I glare as I look up at Grigory. “What now? I’m pretending to decide what to eat.”

“You need to make conversation. This date isn’t about eating. It’s about interacting with her.”

“If it’s not about eating, then why am I even taking her to dinner in the first place?” My voice comes out as a wail.

Matvey just gives a shake of his head as he looks on.

Christ, I’m no good at social niceties because of my autism. I’m awkward and unnatural. This ‘training’ isn’t helping me at all. All it’s managing to do is send my thoughts racing out of control and my anxiety spiraling through the roof—I’m already at a fucking eight out of ten.

I stare at them, trying to think of something to say. Anything. My chest tightens as my fist curls on my thigh a little tighter. “What do you want to eat?” I ask finally.

“Chicken nuggets,” Nikolai says instantly, flashing me his teeth in a toothy grin.

“Romantic,” Matvey snorts, rolling his eyes. “Didn’t realize you were five, Nikolai.”

“Fuck you,” Nikolai hisses. “Chicken nuggets are the best⁠—”

“Enough!” Grigory snarls. “Fucking focus.”

“He’s doing better than I thought,” Matvey comments. “He hasn’t insulted her.”

“Yet,” Nikolai mutters.

“Shut up,” Grigory and I growl together just before my phone buzzes. Automatically, I lift it to answer. “What?”

A chorus of groans fills the room.

Grigory yanks the phone away from my hand with a shake of his head. “No.”

“I was just⁠—”

“Learning how not to be a dick to her,” he finishes.

My shoulders stiffen. “I don’t understand. Why waste more words than the minimum needed? And why can’t I answer calls and do my job at the same time as taking her on a date? I mean, she knows that I’ve got a job.”

“It’s supposed to be a conversation,” Matvey explains. “With back and forth so you can learn about each other.”

I scowl. “I already know about her. And she already knows about me.”

“Try giving her a compliment,” Grigory prompts.

I glance at Nikolai. “You, er, look nice.”

Nikolai flutters his lashes again. “Oh, Vikky, you smooth talker,” he giggles, bringing his fingers up to cover his mouth in a coy manner.

More laughter erupts, and I clench my fist harder, resisting the urge to bolt. My ears burn. This isn’t fucking working. I’m better off trying to learn this shit from a book. Or the internet or something. Or better yet, give up the idea completely.

But then I remember the way Avelina looked earlier. The way she felt beneath my fingertips. The way her face flushed in passion. The way she smiled at me like I was more than just some robotic mafia soldier.

She makes me feel like I’m something good.

Something worth loving.

Not something broken and strange.

“Tell me something nice about her,” Grigory says.

I take a breath. “She’s smart,” I say suddenly. “And funny.”

“And?”

“She listens. And she…makes the world feel like a better place.”

There’s more silence from the guys. Shit, did I mess up again? I try to swallow the feeling rising in the back of my throat.

Nikolai sets down the paper menu he’s been messing around with. “Damn, that was actually kinda sweet.”

“Yeah,” Grigory says with a look of relief. “Didn’t know you had it in you, Viktor.”

Matvey gives me a slight nod. “Now ask her about her likes or something.”

“What? Why? I already know that.”

“Everything?”

“Well...no. What do I ask?”

“Anything. Ask her about her favorite food. Or childhood memory. Or you could ask what she wants for herself in life.”

I stare back down at the table. My thoughts tumbling over one another again. “Doesn’t it bother you?” I ask, brow pinched. “Faking that you’re interested in these things?”

“We’re helping you learn how to connect. That’s not fake,” Grigory says, leaning forward. “Dating and getting to know people isn’t black and white.”

“That’s not how I am though. I’m not…like you guys in this.” My last words are careful and quiet.

“I know,” Grigory says. “And this isn’t about changing who you are. It’s about getting you to open up a little. And learning about her.”

I release the breath I’m holding. They have my back—and I know it.

Maybe they’re right. Maybe I can do this…

By the time we wrap up, the mood has shifted. The guys rib me a little less as we progress. Grigory even nods at me as we finish. “You’re not totally hopeless.” Which, from him, is as close to a compliment as I’ll get. “And you don’t have to pretend to be something you’re not. Don’t change who you are. Just be real. Avelina already sees something in you, right? So just show her more of that.” The others nod in agreement.

Something thumps wildly in my chest when I hear they don’t want me to change.

Maybe she won’t need me to change either…at least, that’s what I’m desperately hoping.

I don’t know if this will work. I don’t know if I can give her everything she deserves.

But God do I want to try.

And that, for me, is enough to risk this all. To risk falling flat on my face, to be mocked again. To risk it all for her.
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Sofia stands in front of me the following morning, clutching a fistful of neon-pink hair bands and sparkly unicorn clips like they’re priceless treasures.

She tilts her head back, her little face shining with hope. “Mama’s sick,” she whispers in a solemn voice like she’s sharing a state secret. “You have to do my hair today.”

My throat goes dry. Me?

I glance toward the den where Avelina is curled up on the couch, pale and wrapped in a blanket. She gives me a weak smile, clearly too exhausted to intervene. She’s probably got the same twenty-four hour bug that Leon just had.

I look back at Sofia. She’s practically vibrating with excitement as she bounces on her tiny toes. “Pigtails,” she declares, holding up the glittering pile of accessories. “Two. With these clips. Please.”

And the word ‘please’ wrecks me.

My neurodivergence and autism mean I don’t do touch well. And bright colors like these send my stress levels spiraling. And now I’m supposed to style her hair with those pink monstrosities called hairbands and hair clips? That thought alone makes my skin crawl and has my pulse rate spiking like an out-of-control roller-coaster. For God’s sake, why can’t this cute little girl just wear all black?

But I suppress my huge huff of frustration. Because she’s looking at me like I’m a superhero about to swoop in. And I can’t—I won’t—let her down.

“Okay,” I say gruffly, my voice rough. “Let’s…do this.”

Sofia beams and hops onto the chair, handing me a brush that looks like a medieval torture device. I take a steadying breath and focus on what I can control. One step at a time. Brush. Separate. Gather. Tie.

I wince as I work. Because the bright pink bands are blinding, like tiny suns burning holes in my vision. But I grit my teeth and push through. My hands shake, but slowly—painfully slowly—two lopsided pigtails take shape.

Finally, I clip in the sparkly unicorn clips, flinching at their neon glare, my fingers fumbling with the tiny accessories.

“I need more clips,” she announces as she rummages in her pockets and finds more of them, this time in the shape of tiny rainbows. Rainbows made out of seven bright colors. Why the heck does anyone need freaking rainbows in their hair? And what’s wrong with black rainbows? I growl under my breath but do as requested.

“All done,” I mutter finally, stepping back like I’ve defused a bomb.

Sofia hops down and runs to the mirror. Her gasp is pure delight. “I love it!” She spins, her pigtails bouncing wildly. Then she throws her arms around me without warning.

“Thank you, Viktor,” she whispers against my chest.

I freeze, then awkwardly pat her back.

And something warm uncoils in my chest.

My eyes still ache, my hands still tremble…

But when she looks at me like that? Like I’m her hero?

Yeah. It feels totally worth it.
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A few days later, just after dinner, I want to ask Avelina to go out for a drink with me. I rub the back of my neck and pace the length of the hallway outside the office. There’s a pit in my stomach like I’m about to jump out of a plane without a fucking parachute.

I’ve been in gunfights and military ops more relaxed than this. The idea of asking her out on a real date is unsettling to say the least. The kind of unsettling that makes my throat scratchy and dry and my brain race ahead to every possible thing I could screw up.

She could say no.

Or I could mess it up.

Or she could leave again—and I’m left off-kilter.

There are too many variables. And I goddamn hate it.

She’s on the porch when I find her, sitting in a rocking chair and looking up at the evening sky. Babulya is keeping an eye on the kids, and she told me not to rush back, giving me a knowing look when I said I wanted to take Avelina somewhere for the next couple of hours.

I drag a hand through my hair, trying to pull myself together. I clear my throat.

Avelina turns.

And all the words I’d rehearsed on the way over here die before they can even pass my lips. She’s stunning. The dress she’s wearing is some flowing material that ends just above her knees, showing off her shapely legs. Her hair is twisted up into a clip, a few auburn curls slipping free around her face. She looks like summer and softness rolled into one.

“Hi,” she says.

This is it. This is when I ask her to go for a drink with me. I can do it. All I have to do is say the words without having a seizure, drive us there without crashing, sip a drink without choking, and make conversation like it’s something I do every day of the week. So, why the fuck do I feel like a tsunami wave has swept me away from all sanity and is drowning me under its colossal weight?

“Hi,” I croak. I shift from one foot to the other and try to swallow down the lump lodged in my throat. “Do you wanna…um, do you wanna help me in the vegetable garden?” Immediately, I groan inwardly. And I can feel the tips of my ears turning red. Why the fuck did I just say that?

“Sure. That sounds lovely, Viktor.”

Huh, she’s agreeing?

She doesn’t think I’m weird?

She actually wants to spend time with me?

She looks up at me and laughs—a soft thing that curls around my ribs and makes me hard all at once.

I walk over to her, and inhaling sharply, I extend my arm.

She grabs it, and I’m acutely aware of the heat of her fingers through the fabric of my dress shirt. The smart dress shirt I’m wearing because I was supposed to take her out. I shake my head. It’s too late to backtrack—she’d definitely think I was weird then.

We walk down the path in silence, and I rack my brain for something to say. Ask questions. Compliment her. Don’t be a dick!

“You look…” I fumble for a second. Nice doesn’t begin to cover it. “Beautiful.”

“Thank you,” she says as her lips tug up.

But then I can’t think of anything else to say. Silence settles over us again. Fuck, I’m blowing this already.

By the time we reach the garden, the solar lights are on, twinkling above like fireflies in the summer night.

She drops my arm, and we both grab some tools. We don’t speak for a few minutes as we settle at the same planter box. The one with the flowers she planted. They’re growing in nicely, if a little over the edge. I focus on the box beside her and see the beginnings of green beans whose stalks are just starting to sprout.

We work in silence. Dirt under our nails, crickets chirping in the distance, and the occasional rustle of leaves in the warm evening breeze.

Then she hums softly to herself, something light I don’t recognize. It doesn’t clash with the thoughts in my head. It just wraps around them. And it settles me.

“How do you know which ones to weed over there and which ones are the bean stalks?” she asks.

“The weeds are the ones that piss me off.”

She giggles, brushing soil from her hands. “That’s scientific.”

I glance at her sideways. I made a joke. Or she thinks I made one. I’ll take it. “Your daisies are coming in nicely.”

She beams. “They are, aren’t they?” And she gives me a pleased little smile before going back to tending to the flowers.

Time passes like that. Slow and simple. Unhurried. And the tension in my body vanishes almost completely.

“So, after the weeds, what’s on the agenda?” she asks.

“Well, the tomatoes need pruning, and I think some of the squash are getting a little too ripe on the vine.”

“Okay.” She stands, dusting her hands off on her dress, leaving smudges of dirt. Other girls might hate getting their pretty dresses dirty, but Avelina doesn’t care. She’s down to earth, natural, genuine.

We walk toward the planters with the tomatoes. “Grab those.” I indicate the pruning secateurs. She does, and I carefully lift the baby tomatoes, exposing the stalk a little. “Clip those brown leaves.”

She looks a little unsure, as if she’s afraid she might cut it in the wrong way. “Are you sure you want me to do this? I might mess it up.”

I nod. “Yeah. Here, I’ll show you.” Gently I take her hand and position the secateurs, letting her squeeze.

“So, that’s all we do? Take the brown leaves off?”

I nod. “More or less. Here, this stem too.”

We work in tandem, her arm brushing mine. The smell of her vanilla perfume fogs my head.

“This is fun,” she says.

I nod. “It is. You’re a natural at this.”

She turns back to the pruning. “What got you into gardening, Viktor?”

“I…read about how it can be calming. And it just took off from there. I needed something away from the noise of the house.”

“What happens to all the stuff you grow that you don’t eat?”

“We donate it to various shelters.”

“That’s really sweet of you.”

And the conversation just flows from there.

“Are these ripe enough to pick?” she asks, looking up at me.

“Yeah.”

She snaps a sugar pea in half before laughing in surprise as sap sprays onto her cheek.

I brush it away with my thumb.

She snaps another, and I startle as the sap lands on my face this time, her laughter filling the space between us. “Oh my goodness,” she giggles. “You look like someone insulted your favorite shirt or something.”

I wipe my face. And I…smile. A real, genuine smile. My face feels tight with it, but it’s there.

When the sky turns dusky, I stretch and roll my shoulders as she munches on some sugar peas. “Thank you,” I murmur.

She tucks a loose curl behind her ear. “For what?”

“Helping me with this.”

“You could’ve managed without me, Viktor. There’s no need to thank me.”

I shake my head. “What I mean is that…it was nice.” I rub the back of my neck. “And I didn’t want to do it alone.”

She smiles up at me. I brush a smudge of dirt from her cheek, my fingers wanting to touch her again.

“I wanted to take you on a real date, Avelina. I messed up.”

Her gaze searches mine before she leans in and kisses my cheek, a soft sigh leaving her. “You’re doing a lot better than most men. C’mon, you can walk me home and then kiss me goodnight.”

We walk back together. The stars are out now, the air warm but comfortable.

At the back door, I tug her toward me gently. “I want to take you on a real date.”

“This was a real date.”

I shake my head. “Dinner.”

There’s that smile again. “Okay.”

“Really?” I blurt the word out.

“Yeah.”

My lips tug up again. “Okay, Saturday night.”

She pushes up on her tiptoes and presses her lips to mine.

My eyes slip shut. Fuck. It’s perfect. She’s perfect. And for once, that part of me that likes to remind myself this is all just some fleeting fancy is suspiciously quiet.

“Goodnight, Viktor.”

I press one last kiss against her lips. “Goodnight, Avelina.”

Avelina isn’t trying to fix anything. She isn’t trying to fix me. She isn’t pretending my difficulties don’t exist. She’s meeting me where I am.

And that, that fact alone, makes me believe I can have a relationship.

A real one.

And I can really have her.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX



AVELINA

It’s Saturday morning, and I’m excited at the thought of our dinner date tonight. Matvey and Nikolai have offered to babysit—with Babulya hovering nearby, I’m sure, because I don’t think she trusts anyone when it comes to the kids.

After lunch, Viktor tells me he’s bought me a surprise and that it’s waiting in the bedroom for me.

I hurry upstairs, unsure what I’ll find. And as I enter the bedroom, I see a huge cream box tied together with a big blue bow. Emblazoned on the box is the name of one of Vegas’ most exclusive boutiques.

Running my fingers over the luxury packaging, I open it slowly.

Taking off the lid, I fold back the layers of delicate tissue paper to reveal a stunning dress. Sapphire silk that gleams like moonlight on water. I can tell just by looking at it that it must have been outrageously expensive.

I try it on immediately, pulling off my jeans and T-shirt and stepping into the slinky fabric.

I stand in front of the mirror, my breath coming in quick, shallow bursts. The dress is gorgeous—too gorgeous. It should make me feel like a queen.

But it feels…like it’s strangling me.

It’s too tight.

Everywhere.

My stomach, my hips, my breasts. It clings to every inch of me, highlighting everything I’ve spent years trying to hide.

I tug at the fabric, desperate to make it looser, but it doesn’t budge. The neckline slips lower, baring more skin, and a horrible, hot wave of shame crashes over me.

My throat burns. The mirror wavers as tears well in my eyes. I try to blink them back, but they spill anyway, slipping down my cheeks and onto the silk.

Stupid. I’m so stupid.

I slump onto the edge of the bed and press my shaking hand to my mouth to smother a sob. I wanted tonight to be perfect. Viktor went out of his way to plan this, and now I can’t even wear the beautiful gift he gave me without falling apart.

The door creaks open.

“Avelina?” His voice is low, careful.

I jerk my head up, horrified. “Viktor, don’t come⁠—”

But he’s already inside the bedroom. His eyes narrow when he sees me, my arms wrapped tightly around myself like I can hold all my broken pieces together.

“What happened?” His voice is a growl, but underneath the roughness is something frighteningly tender.

I shake my head. “It’s fine. I’m f-fine.” But my voice cracks, betraying me.

He kneels in front of me. Viktor. The terrifying, untouchable man everyone fears, kneeling at my feet. “Tell me,” he says.

My words tumble out. “When I was at the skating academy, the coach used to say…stuff.”

“Like what?” he asks in a soft tone.

I shake my head. “It’s stupid…”

“No, it’s not,” he reassures me. “Please let me help you.”

I take a deep, shuddering breath. “He said I was…was fat. He told me that was why I couldn’t get a good enough height on my jumps. But no matter how hard I tried, my body always held me back...” My chest heaves with the sobs I’ve been holding in for years. “And this dress, it just—makes me feel like he was right. That my body is ugly.”

I can’t help Gennady’s words rushing through my mind…

“Call that a decent jump? You stupid cunt!”

“You are bursting out of that skating dress. Your body is fucking repulsive.”

“You keep stuffing yourself with food. You have no self-control. I’ll have to tell the staff to cut your calories again. From tomorrow, you’ll only be allowed six hundred calories a day. Keep messing up your jumps, and I’ll cut them even more, you fat fuck!”

Viktor goes very still, his jaw flexing like he’s barely holding back fury.

“He was wrong.” His voice is a rough whisper. “Your body makes me crazy for you every time I see it. You’re a real-life goddess. And I feel fucking lucky each day that I get to spend with you—like I’ve won the lifetime jackpot.”

He cups my face in his huge hands.

“You are beautiful. Strong. Perfect.” His thumbs sweep away my tears. “And I will destroy anyone who ever makes you feel like that ever again.”

A broken sound escapes me as I fall into his arms.

And Viktor holds me like he’ll never let go.
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Later that afternoon, I take a pile of folded laundry upstairs to put away. Pushing open the bedroom door, I see another cream box. I halt in my steps. It’s bigger than the last one. My forehead wrinkles in confusion.

Setting down the clean laundry, I wipe my palms against my jeans before slowly opening the box.

There’s another sapphire blue dress.

But under it…

There are also…more of the same dresses. There are seven dresses in total.

“Those are all the sizes the boutique stocks.”

I whirl around at the sound of Viktor’s voice.

“I…I don’t understand,” I murmur.

He comes up behind me. “I’m so sorry, Avelina. I messed up before. I should have asked your dress size before buying the dress. I just tried to guess, and I got it wrong. I thought you’d exchange it if it didn’t fit, but I should have thought my plan through better⁠—”

“You weren’t to know,” I say quickly, hating that he’s blaming himself for my insecurities.

“I hate seeing you upset. You can choose whichever size fits you.” He gestures to the box. “And I’ll give the rest to Goodwill.”

“But this must have…cost you a fortune,” I stutter, knowing that a single dress from this boutique must cost more than an average person earns in a month.

“It’s just money. And I don’t care what it costs to see you happy.” He shrugs. “Anyway, the seven spare dresses that don’t fit you will make seven other people happy and earn money for Goodwill, so it’s not a waste at all.”

I trace my fingers over the silk again, feeling the smoothness beneath my skin. Seven dresses. Seven chances for someone else to feel beautiful. It’s such a Viktor thing to do—fixing something with thoughtfulness instead of words. And somehow, it makes my chest ache in the best possible way. Because no one’s ever done this for me before. Not Geliy, not anyone. No one’s ever looked at me—really looked—and tried to understand why a simple dress could make me spiral. Why it mattered that it didn’t fit. Why it hurt to feel like my body was always a problem to solve.

But Viktor never makes me feel like that. He makes me feel seen. Like my body, my heart, all of me, is something worth cherishing—not apologizing for.

I think about the way his voice softened when he said he hates seeing me upset. The quiet sincerity of it. The way he always fixes the broken things I didn’t even realize were cracked inside me.

And his words make me smile up at him. At his generosity. At his thoughtfulness. And at the way he wants to see me happy.

And I realize how utterly lucky I am to have met a man like him.
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The days are flying by, and the children are adjusting well to life at the compound. The dinner date was a success, although to be honest, I’m just as happy working outside in the garden with Viktor.

It’s mid-afternoon by the time I finish my work in the office, and the moment I open the door to the den, my little girl beams up at me like she’s just discovered a lifetime’s unlimited supply of sugar.

“Mama, look,” Sofia trills.

She’s kneeling on the rug, surrounded by a glitter explosion of stuffed toys, plastic tiaras, and costume jewelry. And in front of her sits Albert, who no longer looks like a dog. Instead, he looks like the canine king of a very questionable fairy kingdom.

Albert is wearing a sparkly pink diamante crown that’s already toppled to one side, a fluffy purple cape clasped under his chin, and…oh no, is that blush on his cheeks? Sofia’s pink plastic tea set is also set out on the floor, obviously so that they can have a tea party together. I’m not sure where Queenie is, but it seems that maybe she had the good sense to flee this madness.

I slap my hand over my mouth to smother the giggle bubbling up. “Oh my goodness.”

Sofia looks up at me. “Do you like it?”

“He looks very… royal,” I manage.

Albert just sits there, stoic, and tolerates it like a martyr, although he is enjoying lapping lemonade from a sparkly pink bowl.

But behind me, a low growl rumbles. “What the hell is that?”

I whirl around to find Grigory standing in the doorway, his eyes narrowing as he takes in the scene.

“Why is my dog dressed like a clown?!” He looks like he’s about to spontaneously combust. “Your…your child—” His hands flap helplessly, which is odd considering he usually moves like a lethal panther. “She’s, she’s…defiled my dog!” Grigory has become awfully attached to and possessive over Albert in such a short time.

“Defiled is a bit, er, strong,” I say. “I’d call it…accessorized, don’t you think?”

“And what are those things on his ears?” Grigory cries.

“The doggy wanted to have his hair in pigtails,” Sofia explains, as if she knows all of Albert’s wishes and life ambitions. “He wanted to look pretty. So, I let him borrow my hair clips and hair bows.”

Grigory’s glare sharpens, but there’s a flicker of panic under it. “He’s a guard dog. He’s supposed to intimidate intruders, not star in a Disney princess movie.” He breaks off, visibly restraining himself as my little girl adjusts Albert’s tiara to the right. “I can’t believe what you’ve done to Albert,” he wails.

“It’s not Albert,” Sofia pipes up. “He’s a prince, so you have to call him Your Royal Excellency or Prince Snugglefloof.”

“What?!” Grigory exclaims. “He’s a guard dog, not a prince!”

“Viktor says he’s a prince,” Sofia insists earnestly as she looks up at Grigory with her huge eyes. “And he’s definitely not a guard dog. He’s a golden retriever.”

Grigory glares at her. “What’s his breed got to do with anything?”

“Viktor says he’s the equivalent of a canine hoover. He’ll do anything for a treat,” Sofia replies, parroting what she’s heard Viktor say many times before.

“He’s perfectly trained,” Grigory grits out. “Sit!” he commands the dog, who obediently settles on his fluffy haunches at his feet.

But all Sofia has to do is rattle the wrapper of a doggy treat—and the animal dashes off, deserting Grigory and pawing at Sofia for the snack.

“See?” Sofia says, complete innocence written all over her face in the way only a six-year-old can have.

Albert snuffles his snack and then snuggles into Sofia’s side.

“You’ve turned him into a…a…a cuddle monster!” Grigory screeches.

“He’s not a monster,” Sofia corrects him. “He’s a fluffy puppy prince. And I think you should get him a throne.”

“Albert, come here right now,” Grigory commands, his eyes flashing in a menacing manner.

But instead, Albert snuffles his snout up against Sofia’s hand.

“He wants more bows on his ears,” Sofia giggles as she adds another one. “He’s such a little cutie pie, isn’t he?”

“Cutie pie?” Grigory wipes a bead of sweat from his forehead.

“Uh-huh,” Sofia replies with a sweet smile. “I think he’s the cutest floofball that I’ve ever seen. And I think he wants to be my baby. My furbaby. And I might need to get him a pink onesie and a sparkly stroller so that I can take him to the park for walkies. You’d like that, wouldn’t you, my cutie pie?”

Grigory’s mouth opens and shuts a few times before he can finally speak to me. “But…but…why does he prefer Sofia to me?” Grigory wails.

“Because I’m cute,” Sofia answers in a solemn voice. “And adorable.”

I mean, my daughter is just repeating what people always tell her. And all I can do is shrug, not quite knowing what to say without hurting Grigory’s feelings.

“Mama, can we take photos now?”

“No, no, no! No throne, no photos, no onesie, and no sparkly stroller—absolutely not!” Grigory barks. But he immediately softens when Sofia’s chin wobbles. He clears his throat. “I mean…maybe later,” he mutters. And then he adds under his breath, “Much, much later. Preferably never.”

And although I’m usually still cautious around Grigory, I know I’m about to explode into giggles. “Oh, come on. It’s harmless,” I say. “Albert doesn’t seem to mind.”

“He’s a cute little boo-boo-buttercup, isn’t he?” Sofia chirps as she pats the animal on the head.

Grigory looks horrified at his dog being described in such a manner, and his jaw works furiously before he forces a smile that looks like it’s been stapled onto his face. “Yes, he’s a…boo-boo-buttercup,” he forces out in a weak voice.

And I lose it, snorting loudly as the man shoots me a murderous glare while Albert sits there, crowned and caped, the picture of canine happiness.

Because I’m definitely taking a photo of this. And it’s definitely going in the Bratva family photo album.

But the next thing that happens completely shocks me because this man, who towers like a skyscraper and looks like he could give grizzly bears self-esteem issues, crouches down to my six-year-old’s level and admits defeat. “So, you better tell me who else you have there.” His deep, rough voice is softer than I’ve ever heard it. And it’s…careful, like he’s afraid he’ll scare her.

Sofia proudly lifts her stuffed rhino. “This is Mr. Hugglehorn.”

Grigory examines the stuffed toy with exaggerated seriousness, brow furrowing as if it’s a priceless artifact. “Hmm. Very strong. Very fierce. I would not fight this one.”

Sofia gives a small giggle. “But you’re way bigger than him.”

He shakes his head gravely. “Size doesn’t matter. See these fluffy horns? Dangerous. See this soft button nose? It can smell fear and hunt down scaredy-cats like me in an instant.” He leans closer, whispering like it’s a top-secret confession. “I think he is plotting to take over my office.”

Sofia gasps, clutching Mr. Hugglehorn to her chest. “Don’t worry! I’ll protect you!”

“Thank you, little one. You are very brave.”

She beams—and pats his cheek like he’s her favorite puppy.

I wince, waiting for his reaction.

But all he does is…chuckle. And a low, rumble vibrates through the air.

“It’s time for Mr. Hugglehorn’s nap now,” she announces in a solemn voice. “But you can help me with the llama tea party.”

Grigory’s eyebrows shoot up. “Well, I don’t think, uh…”

I know I should save him from this, but something stops me and makes me just watch.

Soon, Grigory—the terrifying, scowling, perpetually grumpy Pakhan—is kneeling on the office rug like it’s the most natural thing in the world. His tailored black suit is creased, his tie skewed, and his massive hands are delicately arranging plastic teacups in a perfect circle as if they’re priceless artifacts.

Across from him, Sofia sits cross-legged, her curls bouncing as she chatters. “No, no, Lord Llama Llama sits here.” She taps the head of the rug before plopping the stuffed llama in his correct place. “He likes the pink cup.”

Grigory doesn’t even blink. “Pink cup for Lord Llama Llama. Got it.” His deep, gravelly voice is so serious you’d think they were negotiating a peace treaty instead of a tea party.

Sofia nods with satisfaction. “And Princess Sparkle Llama likes the blue cup.”

“Understood. One blue cup for the princess.” He carefully places it in front of the second stuffed llama, his large hands moving with surprising precision.

I bite back a smile as he shifts carefully, clearly trying not to crush a tiny plastic saucer with his polished shoes.

“Wait,” Sofia gasps. “We need a sign, so everyone knows this is Sparkle Llama Land.”

Grigory raises one dark brow. “A sign?”

She leans forward, lowering her voice like she’s sharing a state secret. “No sign means no kingdom. It’s Llama Law.”

He nods solemnly, fully committed. “Can’t have that. Llama Laws must be obeyed.”

He grabs a sheet of printer paper and a thick marker. His handwriting is bold, precise, and perfectly straight as he prints: Sparkle Llama Land. Then he holds it out for Sofia’s inspection.

She scrunches her little nose. “It needs a sticker,” she declares, pulling out a crumpled pink sticker from the pocket of her skirt. And without a word, this terrifying man steadies the paper while she sticks the glittery heart onto it.

“There,” Sofia says proudly. “Now everyone will know.”

“Indeed,” Grigory says gravely, holding it up like it’s a royal decree. “Sparkle Llama Land is officially open for business.”

My throat tightens a little as I watch them. One of the scariest men I’ve ever met…carefully negotiating tea party etiquette with my daughter and a llama named Lord Llama Llama.

I still don’t know what to make of Grigory at times, but something tells me that perhaps his bark is worse than his bite—although he’s determined for people not to know it.
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Later, the cursor on my screen blinks like it’s taunting me. I’m supposed to be inputting the shipping invoices Viktor gave me. But my brain isn’t focusing long enough to do anything.

I keep thinking about the way Viktor looked at me, haloed by the porch light two days ago. Like I was some saving grace. It’s distracting, these thoughts making me tingle all over. And the ache between my legs is all his doing.

I glance toward the open door, listening to the faint murmur of the TV in the den and the gentle rocking of Babulya’s chair creaking.

I sigh, and Viktor looks up from the desk across from mine with an eyebrow arched. I give him a smile. I don’t want to tell him how distracted I am. How I can smell whatever aftershave he’s used—and it’s making my head spin. I’m here to work. I have to earn my keep.

Soft footsteps scamper into the room, and I turn to see Sofia lingering by the door. Her expression is pinched. She knocks even though she doesn’t need to.

“Mama…” Her voice is small and quiet. She doesn’t say more. She doesn’t have to.

I push from the desk, my arms opening wide for her.

She rushes forward, climbing into my lap and curling up like she’s a baby again and the weight of the world has finally caught up to her. I don’t know what caused it, but I’m not going to ask yet. She’s in no state to tell me.

Her face buries against my neck, her arms tight—too tight—and her little fingers fist the fabric of my T-shirt like she needs to keep me from disappearing.

I know this. The deep pressure she seeks. She’s spiraling and needs to feel contained. I tighten my hold on her a little more, trying to ground her. “I’ve got you,” I murmur, pressing her snug against my chest. “I’ve got you, baby.”

She doesn’t cry. But the utter panic in her eyes tells me enough. Her breathing is shallow and faster than I’d like, and her legs twitch restlessly. I adjust my arms around her. Hold tighter. Rock gently. And I match her breathing until it slows to a more normal rate and syncs with mine.

My eyes close. I don’t know how long we stay like that. At some point, I glance up to see Viktor watching us, his brow furrowed and arms crossed over his chest.

I feel a flicker of guilt. “Sorry,” I whisper. “I know I’m supposed to be working.”

He walks across to me. “Everything okay?” There’s a dangerous tilt to his voice, like he’s ready to wage war on anyone if they upset Sofia or me.

“I think so. I’m sorry. I know those invoices are important and⁠—”

“No, they’re not,” he interrupts, nodding toward Sofia. “She’s what is important right now. She needs you.”

My throat tightens, and I blink rapidly to banish any tears. No judgment. No impatience. Just his calm understanding.

Finally, once she’s been calm for a few minutes, Viktor crouches beside us, a hand lightly pressed to Sofia’s arm. Not pushing or pressing, just a calm offering to help soothe her.

Sofia, still clinging, glances down at him. Her gaze lingers a moment before it softens. “Hi, Viktor,” she whispers.

“Hi there, little bird,” he replies.

She smiles, just a twitch at the corner of her mouth, but I see it. And I melt a little more.

We stay like that for another twenty minutes before Sofia says she wants to go back to Babulya and Leon in the den.

I’m reluctant to let her go and kiss the top of her head. “If you need to come back, I’ll be right here.”

Sofia nods as she slides from my lap and pads out of the room. I exhale softly.

Viktor straightens, watching her leave before looking back at me. “Does she always ask for hugs when she’s upset?”

I nod. “It’s how she regulates when things get to be too much. Her sensory system gets overwhelmed. The only things that help are big bear hugs. Anything that makes her feel compressed and anchored.”

He nods, slow and thoughtful. I can see the gears turning behind his eyes.

“She’s autistic too,” I say after a moment. I’m pretty sure Viktor already realized this was what I was referring to when we spoke at the rink. It’s not really a confession. Just a fact we live with. Sofia isn’t broken or wrong. Just different. And I love her for this. And I’ll defend that until my dying days. “Sometimes, emotions are hard for her to understand and deal with. Change and transitions are difficult too. Loud noises, busy places, different textures—the sensory signals from all those things just add up to be too much for her brain to cope with at times. But I don’t have to tell you about sensory overload, huh?”

He nods. “No, you don’t. But it makes sense.” His expression softens. And I know he understands her in a way I never will.

“I want to tell her,” I admit softly, “about her autism. We haven’t really talked about it explicitly because she was too young before to really understand. But I just don’t want her to think there’s something wrong. She knows she’s different. But she’s not broken or built wrong.”

He leans back in his chair, arms crossed. “She’s not. And maybe telling her will help her understand things better.”

“Maybe. But I want her to know anyway. I just don’t quite know how to explain it. I want her to be proud of who she is.”

He’s quiet for a moment, then nods. “You’ll find a way when the time is right.”
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Viktor hands me a book a few days later. I glance at the title on the cover: All Cats Have Autism. My eyebrows shoot up in a mixture of surprise and confusion.

“I remembered seeing this book online once,” Viktor explains. “It’s described as being a way to explain autism to children. You could take a look.”

I leaf through the pages. It’s whimsical and sweet. Filled with illustrated cats doing many of the things Sofia does. Needing a rigid routine. Keeping to very set times for meals, playing, and sleep. Curling up in a small, tight space when they’re scared or anxious. Having oversensitive hearing and disliking noise. And so many other things too. And it’s perfect. My chest tightens. He went to all this trouble…

“Thank you, Viktor,” I whisper as I blink back my tears.

He also hands over another delivery box. I look inside to find a weighted blanket, plus a pair of ear defenders decorated with pink cat ears and cat faces. “I thought Sofia might like a weighted blanket sometimes,” he says. “It can feel a bit like a tight hug. And the ear defenders…I notice that sometimes she doesn’t like wearing hers, so I thought maybe she might find a cat pair a bit more appealing. I saw them online and thought I’d just get them on the off chance.”

He shrugs, like it’s nothing.

Like it doesn’t mean the world to me that he’s trying to help us. Like this is just a run-of-the-mill sort of thing.

And maybe it is for him. But for me, it’s not.
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That night, I hand the book to Sofia with a hopeful expression. She’s curled up in her bed, watching The Lion King before going to sleep.

“Hey, baby. I thought you might like this.”

She takes it, eyes scanning the cover.

I speak to her in a low voice. “It’s called All Cats Have Autism. It reminded me of you. In a good way. I think this might help you.”

She flips it open, glances at a page or two, then closes it gently, setting it on the nightstand beside her. “Maybe later.”

A pang hits me. Not because she isn’t excited. She’s allowed to process things at her own pace. But because I’d hoped and imagined her reading it and understanding everything.

But she’s quiet. Withdrawn. And suddenly I’m not sure this was the right thing to do. Maybe I should’ve just had a conversation with her. Sat her down and gone from there. I kiss the top of her head, keeping my voice even. “Okay, baby.”

She hums and leans into me for a second before returning to her movie.

I leave the room with a tightness in my chest I hadn’t expected. I settle in the rec room. A poker game is in full swing. Babulya rocks in the corner, watching the game unfold and offering commentary in Russian.

But I don’t linger long. Instead, I head back to the office to finish a little work.

As I type, my phone lights up with a new email. And my heart plummets like an out-of-control roller-coaster.

Because between job board alerts and spam messages about refinancing, there’s a name.

A name I haven’t heard in years.

A name I never wanted to hear ever again.

Gennady.

Bile burns my throat. I don’t want to open it. My finger hovers over the email. I push out a shaky breath. And then I click on it. It’s short and to the point: “I’ll be in the States next week. I’d like to see you. It’s been too long.”

That’s it. No date. No explanation. No apology for the past. Nothing.

My hands shake. I read and reread the email. Once. Twice. Three times.

He shouldn’t want to see me. He shouldn’t even know my email address. It’s an email I use for private things, and it was created after I left Russia. After I left that life behind forever.

My heart hammers. I can’t get enough air.

I stand too fast. The chair skids back, scraping loudly.

I want to run. But where?

I shake my head. It’s just one man. Just a name. A ghost from a past I thought I’d buried.

And yet—dread crawls up my spine. The cold certainty in my gut tells me something is about to go wrong. That the life I’ve built, the peace I’ve started to find with Viktor and the children, is about to totally unravel.

Because men like Gennady never let you go.

I should delete the email. Pretend it never came.

But that won’t stop it. Won’t fix it. Won’t stop him.

And I realize, with bone-deep fear, that I don’t know how to protect this life I’m building.

I was stupid. Naive.

To think that I was safe.

To think that I could put my past behind me.

And to think that I could actually be happy.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN



VIKTOR

The morning is sunny, and Sofia hums beside me as she crouches down, reaching into the raised garden box with her tiny, gloved hands. The gloves are a little too big for her, borrowed from Avelina and rolled at the wrist, but she insisted because “gardeners use gloves, Viktor,” and apparently that’s what she is.

I make a mental note to order her some gloves that fit as we harvest carrots. Or rather, she’s pulling them with all her might while I supervise and try not to laugh when they come flying from the dirt and smack her in the chest.

“I got it!” she says triumphantly, holding one like a trophy.

“You did,” I say, reaching over to brush dirt from the ridged root. “That’s a good one.”

She giggles and adds it to the small pile in the basket. Queenie is curled beneath a shady patch of tomato plants nearby, her bushy tail flicking lazily. My eyes flicker to her every so often. I think she likes being here with us. Or maybe she just enjoys sunbathing out here.

After the basket is half full, Sofia sighs and wipes her forehead.

“Let’s take a break and have some water,” I suggest. Pushing to my feet, we walk to the bench on the far side of the garden. I move toward the shed and take a small tin that I’ve stashed here just for her. I hold the tin out like it’s a secret treasure.

Sofia’s eyes widen. “Lollipops!”

My lips twitch into a small smile. “Just don’t tell your mom.”

Her brow furrows. “It’s bad to lie.”

She has a point. “We’re not, um, lying. I just don’t want her to feel left out.”

Sofia hums, then nods. She plucks a grape-flavored one from the bunch before settling on the bench. I take a cherry one for myself as we relax in companionable silence, enjoying the sunshine and sugar.

Albert wanders in through the gate. He’s obviously just woken up from a nap and has come to find us. He comes to a halt and stretches out on a patch of grass, panting in the heat and letting his eyes slip shut as he rests his head on his front paws.

Sofia and I watch as Queenie stalks over, her tail high, and pauses a foot away from him. She sniffs the air. Albert opens one eye and pricks his ears slightly. Without warning, Queenie scampers forward and nudges her nose gently against his.

Sofia gasps. “Aww! Queenie gave the doggy a nose boop!”

I bite back a laugh. “A nose boop? That’s the technical term?”

She nods, serious. “Yes, I think it is.”

My lips tug up before I turn back to Queenie and watch her do it again. Then she curls up next to Albert and snuggles into his side.

“Why do cats do that?” Sofia asks.

I look down at her, considering. “I think it’s Queenie’s way of saying, I trust you. Or maybe…it’s her way of saying to Albert that she wants to be best friends with him.”

Sofia goes silent for a moment, her brow scrunched in concentration. Then she clambers into my lap. No warning. No preamble. And before I can react, she brushes the tip of her nose gently against mine.

My whole body tenses at the touch. “Um…” I clear my throat, trying not to sound too panicked. “What are you doing?” Sofia clearly struggles with touch sometimes, but she’s not nearly as avoidant of it as me.

“Giving you a nose boop. Because I want to show you I trust you and like you a lot.” Then she grins at me. “Wanna be besties with me?”

Besties?

The world tilts on its axis for a few long seconds and almost tips right over. She’s still looking at me, bright-eyed and waiting, like what she just asked isn’t the most mind-blowing question of my whole damn life.

My throat works, but no words come out.

She trusts me—just like that?

I clear my throat again and will my voice to stay steady. “Um…of course, I’m your friend.”

“But best friends?”

Her voice is so soft and hopeful that it guts me. “Yeah, best friends,” I echo in shock.

Her smile is instant, and she gives me a nod before scrambling off my lap and going back to her lollipop like nothing just happened.

What. The. Hell? I blink. My muscles relax, and I breathe out. She’s acting like she didn’t just completely alter my brain for a minute there. I watch her for a moment longer, my brow pinched.

I’ve never had a best friend.

Sure, I had the guys—Grigory, Matvey, and Nikolai—but they’re more brothers. Circumstances threw us together, and we ended up growing up together. We survived hell together and built something out of nothing. But this? This is something else altogether. Something gentler. Something special. Something that doesn’t come from the trenches of shared trauma. It’s freely given.

And especially when I know that Sofia doesn’t always like touch, it makes it all the more mind-blowing that she did it in the first place.

I sit in the sunshine, stunned in the best way. What is it about Avelina and her kids that just knocks me sideways and keeps me coming back for more?
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Later that day, as I’m organizing supplies near the truck bay at the warehouse, Grigory walks past me with a clipboard. He pauses, brow arched.

“So, word on the street is that you’ve got a new bestie,” he smirks.

I grunt.

“I hear she’s about three feet tall, cute as a button, and her favorite color is pink.”

“People around here gossip too much,” I grit out.

“Yeah, the men tend to talk a lot.” He leans against the wall beside me. “Seriously, it’s…sweet.”

I glance at him, then look back at the crate. “I didn’t know it’d…feel like that.”

“Like what?”

I shrug. “Like it mattered. I…can’t recall ever having a best friend. Not really. Never thought anyone would want me to be theirs. You know, because I’m…different to most people.”

Grigory stills. “Viktor⁠—”

“No, I mean it.” I shove my hands into my pockets. “You guys are different. You’re my brothers, sure. But we got thrown together because we had to survive. But this? I guess she chose me simply because…she likes me?” My last sentence comes out like a question, like I’m still surprised that anyone would want me as their best friend.

Grigory is quiet for a long stretch before he speaks again in a quiet voice. “Even if we hadn’t gone through what we did, if I’d just met you somewhere else, I still would’ve chosen you. You’re not just a brother, Viktor. You’re one of the best friends I’ve got. Same goes for Nikolai and Matvey. And there’s no one else I’d want as a best friend than you guys.”

I swallow hard. It’s a simple thing for him to say. But it sticks. Hard. And the words wrap around me in some sort of comforting embrace. “Thanks,” I croak. Then, because I can’t leave well enough alone, I open my big, dumb mouth again. “Grigory, what’s the score for love?” My words blurt out.

“The what?” he asks, his eyebrows knitted together in confusion.

“The score for love. Say if liking someone is around a six out of ten feeling, and caring about them might be an eight out of ten feeling, does loving them have to be a ten out of ten feeling? Or does it have to score even more than a ten?”

He studies me for a long moment. I’m almost sure I’ve described it wrong and need to try again. Or that he thinks I’m a complete idiot for having to ask this in the first place. He folds his arms. “You’re trying to quantify an emotion, Viktor?”

“Yeah.”

He drags a hand across his jaw as he thinks hard. “Love isn’t really about any sort of number to reach. It’s about…who you’d call when everything falls apart. Who makes you want to be better. Who makes things feel calm and quiet in your head, not anxious or stressed.”

I mull it over. “I think I’m…there.”

His gaze narrows. “With Avelina?”

I nod.

“Then why are you asking about numbers, Viktor?”

“Because what if I’m wrong? What if I mess up? What if I think I’m doing okay, but I just break something instead? I don’t get it. The emotional stuff. I can fake it, I guess…but I don’t want to with her.”

Grigory looks at me for a few moments. “Then you keep showing up. You keep trying. That’s all love is. Trying when it’s hard. Showing up when it matters.”

I chew the inside of my cheek. “I’m not used to this.”

“No one is. You just gotta take it one day at a time, Vik.”

“Yeah, one day at a time.” I echo softly.

But the knot in my chest won’t untangle.

Because I want this. I want her. I want the whole family. I want Sofia to keep calling me her bestie and giving me those nose boops. I want Leon’s face to keep lighting up whenever he sees me. And I want Avelina to keep looking at me like I’m not just some big mistake.

But deep down, I know I’m going to get it wrong. I’m still worried that what’s inside me—the way I see the world and the way my brain works—will be too much or not enough for her. That I’m never going to be the type of man someone like her deserves.

Grigory dips his chin. “You’ll figure it out. You’ve got this.”

But I’m not so sure I will.

It’s a thought I can’t shake, no matter how hard I try.

And I know that if I don’t figure it out, the failure might just completely ruin me.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT



AVELINA

I’m getting more confident in my office work as the days fly by. And today, I’m standing in front of a filing cabinet in the office when Viktor comes in and closes the door.

He strides over and runs his hand up my thigh. “Christ, Avelina, the things you do to me.”

“Good things?” I ask in a breathy voice.

He jerks my hips against his so I can feel how hard he is. His eyes scald me with a hunger I can’t ignore. And his mouth on my throat is making my world spin out of control.

He kisses me again and again as I grip his muscled arms. “I want you, and I’m going to have you,” he growls.

What, right here? My gaze darts toward the office door—the top panel has clear glass. He must be able to read my mind because he pushes me down to my knees and nods. “Show me how much you want me.”

He’s looking at me like I’m the source of all the pleasure he’s ever known. I undo his belt, then his pants as he watches me, stroking through my hair, along my jaw, and under my chin. My eyes flick again to the clear glass. I want him as much as he wants me, but… “What if someone comes into the office or sees us through the door?”

“I don’t care who sees. So, be a good girl for me and suck.”

His cock springs free. I palm his length. He’s thick and absolutely perfect.

“Use your mouth, Avelina. Let me see how deep you can take me,” he orders.

I hold his gaze as I lick over the head of his cock. He takes a sharp breath, his jaw tightening as his hand returns to my hair. He grips tightly to hold my hair back from my face. “I want to see every reaction on your face as I take your gorgeous throat.”

I take him deeper and deeper, moaning around his cock as he glides across my tongue and into my throat.

He tastes so good, feels so good. I love this. I love pleasing him. Knowing every groan that’s leaving his throat is for me and me alone.

I swallow him again and again, desperately taking him the way I need as he pants and tells me what a good girl I am. I’m drunk on his praise and the taste of him as he pushes my head down and gags me on his cock.

Just when I’m sure I’m going to push him over the edge, he pulls me off him.

I pant and lick my lips. “I didn’t get to finish you…”

“You will,” he promises. “And in a much better way.”

He drags my dress off me and spins me around so that I’m facing his desk. He pushes my knee onto the table. Stroking over my pussy, he shoves my lacy panties to one side and slides a thick finger inside me. “So damn pretty and so damn wet.”

“Someone might see us,” I say quickly, but he thrusts into me, gripping my hips to keep me in the position he wants.

“The only thing they’ll see is me making you mine.” And he groans as he sinks into me. Every perfect thick inch of him filling me as my lips part, a groan escaping me.

He grasps my hair again, pulling my head back against his chest so he can see my eyes as he fills me again and again, thrusting harder and faster as I moan and mewl for him.

He yanks down the cups of my bra, making my breasts bounce and tumble into his hands. And he roughly thumbs my hard nipples as they ache with need. “Stop thinking, Avelina. Just take every inch,” he growls.

His name slips between my lips as I arch back for him. He feels so good, and I just can’t get enough. I cry out with every sharp thrust of his hips. It feels like I’m melting into ecstasy itself.

Viktor’s hand collars my throat as he watches my face. His muscles tighten as he pounds his hips to fill me again and again, faster and faster, until the table knocks against the wall at its side.

“Viktor,” I beg. “Please, please...”

“You’re going to come, baby. I never settle for anything less than that,” he grits out.

His free hand snakes down my belly and massages over my clit as he pounds into me harder and faster, making me his.

Lips parted, my eyes meet his again. They’re an inferno, raging with impatience and pleasure as he chases our ecstasy. And I shudder as my pussy tightens around his thick cock. My eyes start to roll back. But I don’t want to miss his reaction, so I force myself to meet his gaze.

He lets out a sharp breath. “Come, Avelina. Come for me now!”

“I don’t want to be done. More, I want more,” I gasp.

“So greedy,” he pants. And he keeps slamming into me, the sound of his skin slapping against me echoing in the room as he pounds into me, proving with each sharp thrust that I belong to him.

I’m his, and I love it.

But I can’t hold out. Even though I want to, I just...

“Come!” he commands.

He pinches my clit as he jackhammers into me.

And it pushes me over the edge and into an orgasm that threatens to drag me into unconsciousness.

I let out a strangled cry, the most I can give after such a thorough fucking.

My legs and pussy still quivering with aftershocks, he pumps deep inside of me, grunting with each spurt of his seed.

He presses his lips to the side of my neck as our eyes meet again. And he smiles as his lips brush my ear. “That’s my good girl.”

He slips my dress back onto me, and as he buttons up his pants and then leaves, I let a huge smile spread across my face.
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The television hums in the background of the rec room as I flip the page of my book. I listen to the newscaster talking about some international skating event that’s made headlines—in Seattle, I think. The screen shows the Russian team arriving at the airport: wheeled luggage, matching team uniforms, and sleek hairstyles everywhere.

And then I see him.

Gennady.

My stomach plunges. It’s only a brief shot of him. But his expression is hard. Uncompromising. Menacing. And so familiar that it brings the memories rushing back.

My book falls to the floor as I freeze. This is what he meant in his email. ‘Soon’ really was soon. He’s here, and there’s no escape from it. The walls feel like they’re closing in. Like the den is now a box or coffin.

Someone calls my name, and I snap back with a shake of my head.

“Lunch is ready.”

I lick my lips as I stare at the screen. “I’ll be right there.”

My appetite is gone. Replaced with something else entirely. Anxiety. Repulsion. And pure terror.

I shake my head. And remind myself that he’s in Seattle.

Which means I still have time to figure a way out of this.
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That evening, I lace up my skates in the quiet of the rink. It’s dim inside. Normally, a couple of soldiers from Viktor’s team accompany me now. But today, when Viktor went out to work, I slipped out without the guards. I just need to be by myself tonight. And I locked the doors behind me after I came into the rink, so I know no one can get to me while I’m here.

The cool bite of the air calms my nerves a little. And the second my blades hit the ice, muscle memory takes over. My brain shuts off—just for a little bit. Glide. Cross-step. Twirl. The skirt of my outfit sways with each pass. The music from the playlist fills the speakers, bouncing off the empty walls. An instrumental song, slow and haunting. I move like I used to, like I did when I was on the path to my dreams, before everything crumbled.

Jump. Land. Spin. My body remembers the moves, so my mind doesn’t have to. Instead, my head races with thoughts of the past. Of what I thought I’d escaped.

My skin prickles like I’m being watched.

For a moment, I let myself believe it’s Viktor again.

But deep down, I know it’s not.

Because Viktor brings peace. This feeling is completely different.

I open my eyes and peer into the darkness at the back of the rink.

And then I hear that voice.

The one that makes fear crawl up my spine.

“Well, well, looks like you still got it.”

I whirl around. Heart hammering. My skate catches on the ice. I just manage to stop myself from falling. And then I see him.

He’s standing at the edge of the rink now, imposing as always, hands shoved into his pockets like he owns the place.

“How did you get in?” My voice is sharp. “The doors were locked.”

His expression makes my blood freeze. “A measly lock wasn’t going to stop me from seeing you again.” The way he sneers the words makes bile burn the back of my throat. He’s not gloating. He’s giving me a warning.

“I thought you were in Seattle…”

“I took a private jet here this evening. Especially so that I could see you.”

I keep my breathing even. Not letting on that he’s gotten to me. “What do you want?”

His expression reminds me of a viper. “To talk.”

I don’t know what’s more unsettling: the way he says it or that I know that’s not what this is.

“We’ve been watching you, Avelina. All these years. It didn’t take us long to find out where you had gone and what you were doing.”

I don’t respond. A cold drop of sweat slides down my back.

“We know about your daughter too.”

My chest tightens. And my breath catches in my throat.

“She’s special.” Panic starts to race through me. “One of our people saw her skating when you came to Russia. We see in her that same spark you had. The same potential.”

“Stay away from her!” I yell.

“Now, now, don’t get upset.” His tone is light, but his eyes are cold. “We’re giving her a gift. An opportunity. Just like we gave you, remember? The difference is she’ll have you to guide her. Make sure she doesn’t fail us—like you did.”

“I-I didn’t.” My voice cracks. “I didn’t fail. I survived.”

He shrugs. “Interpret it however you want. But you’ll come back to Russia. With her.”

My mouth opens to refuse. “I won’t⁠—”

“If you don’t, well, you know how persuasive we can be.”

I shake my head, trying not to collapse onto the ice. “Why her? There are thousands of girls in Russia you can train!”

“True.” He shoves his hands back in his pockets. “But she’s got excellent genetics. That’s a huge advantage which a girl picked randomly won’t have. And you—well, you understand the program. You’d be an excellent secondary trainer. You’ll be of use to us again.”

My hands shake as I press them to my sides. “She has autism,” I blurt out. “She wouldn’t be able to handle the program.”

He lifts a brow. “We know. We know everything about her. Her timing is impeccable. Our team physician tells me that he believes her superb timing may be a result of her autism. He’s seen something similar in another autistic skater who used to be on the team.”

Sofia couldn’t survive that world. I barely did. My chest heaves as I fight to get enough air to my lungs.

“Run, and we’ll find you. Say no, and we’ll make sure no one finds out what happened to you. All of you.” He lasers me with his glare. “We’ve got a file on your boy too. And on your new boyfriend.”

My knees go weak. But I lock them, needing to appear strong.

“Your mafia boyfriend can’t protect you,” he sneers. “The Russian government is bigger than some group of Bratva thugs.”

My pulse pounds. I can’t speak. I can’t move.

“The new training program starts in two months, Avelina. Be ready. We’ll be in contact with arrangements.”

He turns and vanishes into the darkness. Gone into the night like he was never here.

I’m frozen to the spot. Numb.

He came for me once.

And now he’s coming for my daughter.

And this time, I don’t think I can stop him.

I wait until I hear the echo of the door slamming before I move. My knees immediately buckle, and I sink to the ice. The chill bites through my tights like sharp teeth. My lungs burn from holding my breath, and the scream stuck in my throat won’t release. For the next few minutes, I just stay slumped there, my breathing coming in short, ragged bursts, fogging up the air around me.

He found me.

No. He found us.

He knows her name. Her face. Her autism. He has a file on her. One on Leon too.

A sharp sob slips out before I can stop it, and I press my palm to the cold surface beneath me. My fingers tremble as they close into fists, nails biting into my palms. I thought I was done paying the price. I thought if I stayed small, quiet, hidden, the past would stop chasing me. I was stupid. So damn stupid. And now? Now I don’t know what to do.

Suddenly, everything feels like too much. The lights. The hum of the AC. I can’t stop seeing that unnerving smile on his face. Calm. Composed. Sinister…

His words echo in my mind. Clawing down my spine again and again as nausea rises in my throat.

They never stopped watching. They were biding their time.

Waiting.

Until they could make the most use of a failed pawn.

Until they could take Sofia from me.

I squeeze my eyes shut.

My baby. My little girl with her anxious hands that find comfort in softness and hugs. My daughter who can’t stand loud noises or flashing lights. Who panics if her socks don’t sit the right way. She won’t be able to handle a crowd cheering, let alone the brutal regime of Russian training camps.

It almost broke me.

And I know that it’d break her for sure.

They’d chew her up and spit her out.

And if I fight back—if I run—they’ll kill us.

Me. Her. Leon. And Viktor probably too.

I press both hands to my mouth, biting back another sob and the choke of bile. My chest aches. I want Viktor’s strong arms around me. I want his deep voice steady in my ears, telling me it’s going to be okay—even if it’s a lie. I want to tell him everything. Let him help me carry the weight.

But even he isn’t safe.

If I tell him, if I bring him into this, Viktor will go to war for a woman he barely even knows. He’ll burn the world down trying to protect us. But they’d take him down first.

He may be Bratva, but nobody is stronger or more powerful than the Russian government.

I curl into myself, right in the middle of the rink, like I’m a young girl again, hiding in the supply closet during training. I thought I’d left that girl behind in Russia. But she’s still there. Shaking in the cold, wanting someone to save her.

No one saved her back then.

And I’ll be damned if I let Sofia be that girl.

I have to save her.

Even if it costs me everything.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE



VIKTOR

When I arrive home tonight, the sunny smile Avelina usually has for me isn’t there. It’s replaced by something else I don’t even know how to describe. It twists my gut. “Avelina?”

As she walks across the bedroom, she blinks like she’s waking from a daze.

Then, like she realizes I’m here watching, her whole face shifts. But not back to the sunshine. Not the kind of light she normally carries in her eyes when she sees me. This is…forced. A crack in the sunshine that usually radiates from her. “I’m fine.”

But I get the sense she’s not telling the truth. In front of the dresser, she starts to unclip her hair, her fingers shaking just enough for me to notice. Something inside me feels sharper now. “I texted you. You didn’t read it?” I ask.

Her hand stills. “I did.” She doesn’t look at me when she speaks. Just stares at her reflection in the mirror, eyes too wide, too bright.

“Have I…upset you?” Panic starts to race through me like a pack of wild horses. I’m bad at understanding emotions. Fuck, I must have done something wrong…

Her eyes flicker to mine in the mirror, and there’s something in them. Guilt? Fear? But I can’t make out what I’m looking at. “No, it’s not that. You didn’t do anything wrong, Viktor.” Her voice catches, and I immediately step closer to her. “Viktor, something happened...”

Every muscle goes taut, and I freeze. “What?”

She turns from the mirror to fully face me. “He’s b-back.”

My mind scrambles to put a name to who ‘he’ is. Geliy? Or does she mean someone related to the attack on the compound?

Her arms wrap around herself like she’s trying to hold herself together.

“Who?”

Her eyes drop to the ground. “Gennady,” she whispers. “He’s here. In the States. He came to the rink tonight. I’m sorry—I went out without the guards tonight. I thought I’d be okay.”

“I don’t understand. Who’s Gennady?”

“He’s…a former coach from my skating days. It’s complicated. I left skating to get away from him.”

Whoever this man is, or whoever he thinks he is, I can tell he’s dangerous to her. My eyes narrow. “You say he was at the rink?”

She nods. “He came with the Russian team for some international competition.”

“Did he hurt you?” My voice is lethal as it comes out. I step closer without thinking. “Did he…touch you?” I look at her closely. Looking over her arms, exposed beneath her tank top.

“No...”

“What did he want?”

She swallows thickly.

“He threatened you?” It’s a stab in the dark, but her hesitation is all the answer I need. My jaw clenches so hard. “Avelina, what did he say to you?” Whoever this Gennady is, he’s as good as fucking dead. Avelina might not be mine officially, but I’ll not stand by and let some coach from her past threaten her.

She looks up at me. “He’s been keeping tabs on me. They’ve been watching me. He said…that…they can see Sofia has the same promise I did.” Her voice chokes as she says her little girl’s name.

I blink, trying to piece together the puzzle. It’s difficult because we’ve talked very little about her past. But I don’t let that frustration show. It’s clear she’s rattled—and very scared. “The same promise? What does he mean?”

“He said she’s…special. That she’s got the same potential that they saw in me. That he’d take her. And me. I d-don’t have a choice.”

My heartbeat is replaced by a wildfire begging to be let loose as rage races through me. “He threatened Sofia?”

She nods again, and her chin trembles.

Panic rises in me like a tidal wave. And I’m no good with crying. Or emotions.

But I shove my discomfort aside. Because I know what I need to do.

And I tug her closer, a soothing hand running down her back.

“I didn’t know…how to describe the hell I went through with him. I didn’t want you to think I was being dramatic.”

“I’d never think that, Avelina.”

She flinches, not because I’ve raised my voice, but from the rawness that scrapes my throat. I’ve killed men for less than scaring someone I care about.

“He’s a dead man if he comes around you or Sofia again.”

“Viktor—”

I shake my head. Gently, I tilt her head up off my chest, searching her eyes. “If he comes near you again, he’s goddamn dead. He comes near Sofia or Leon, I’ll put him in the fucking ground myself.”

Her body trembles, but she leans into my touch, finding comfort in it. And that settles me more than I’ll ever admit.

“I’m scared,” she whispers. “For Sofia. For Leon. And for myself. You don’t know what it’s like, Viktor. The things they did.” A violent shiver rolls through her. “The way they trained us… The way they broke us.”

I wrap my arm around her tighter, feeling the wetness of her tears through my shirt.

“Tell me. I want to know.”

She shakes her head. “I can’t.”

The nightmare from a few weeks ago makes perfect sense now. Whatever happened between Avelina and this man left a lasting scar. Maybe not physically, but emotionally.

“It’s okay,” I murmur. She relaxes into my arms, letting me hold her tightly.

And because that’s the comfort she needs, I give it willingly.
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In the morning, I stand across from Grigory in the office.

I haven’t told him everything. But I told him just enough that he’s agreed to let me bulk up our security and defenses. Someone is after Avelina, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let Gennady or anyone else threaten her.

Grigory’s gaze is fixed on me. He doesn’t press me for more details. No questions. No explanations. Because he understands how important this is to me—and how important Avelina is to me.

“Say the word, Viktor, and we’ll start bulking up.”

“Then we’ll do it immediately,” I grit out. “I need to find every possible way to eliminate this threat to my girl.”

I freeze.

Did I really…?

I shake my head. She’s mine for as long as she’ll have me, whether she knows it or not.

Then I force my mind to return to the issue of security because I haven’t got a second to lose. I start to run through every possible way to keep this place safe.

But the math doesn’t change.

The threat will never go away.

And Avelina and the children will never be totally safe.

Which means one thing, and one thing only.

That Gennady has to die.
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Ten days. It’s been ten days since Avelina’s gone back to the rink.

I don’t say anything. I don’t press.

But I know she’s scared. Even after I told her I’d go with her. That I’d protect her.

I watch her carefully as she wistfully sighs at the ice-skating showcase on TV. She misses it. I can see that in the way she stares at the screen in the rec room. The color has leached slightly from her cheeks. And the light has faded from her laugh.

And seeing that makes my chest feel too tight.

If she won’t go back to the rink because she doesn’t feel safe, then I’ll bring the rink to her.

I type furiously on my phone, setting it all into motion.
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A few days have passed. I find her in the garden, humming softly

“Hey.”

She looks up, trowel in one hand, dirt smudged across her cheek and the edge of her turquoise glasses. “Hi.”

“You busy?”

Her head tilts. “No. I’m just trying to keep these daisies alive.”

I crouch beside her. “You’re doing a good job so far.”

“What are you guys building on the north side of the property?” she asks. The demolition crew just finished clearing the space this morning.

“A new gym for the guys.” I cross my fingers behind my back at the lie. And I find myself getting excited at the surprise I have coming for her.
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Later that evening, we sit in the rec room, our fingers laced. My thumb brushes over the back of her hand. Touch—it’s something I want to do more and more when I’m with her.

After Avelina puts Leon and Sofia to bed, I make my way to the garden. The twinkling lights strung overhead greet me, and I inhale the damp smell that came after the light rain earlier.

Truthfully, I know she’s just giving me space. And I gladly take it. Not because I don’t want to be around her—I do—but poker night’s noise has me inching higher and higher on that scale.

I settle on the bench, watching the flowers sway in the soft breeze. My lips twitch at the clump of daisies to my left—her haphazard patch that’s taken over the bed without remorse. Their vibrant white petals and beaming yellow centers. It’s beautiful. A splash of color among everything.

I push a hand through my hair. Every spare thought, every drifting moment, keeps circling back to her. To her and the kids. To her beneath me in the dark sheets. To her sundress catching the sun in the garden.

The daisies draw my gaze again. The white. The yellow. Alive in a way my thoughts haven’t felt in…forever.

Usually, my mind is logical. Structured. Grayscale.

But now?

Now, it’s…color.

When I think about her, I see the soft blues from her dress. Peach tones of her skin. The bright pink of her smiling mouth.

I blink.

Is that what this is?

Is this what love feels like?

Bright. Loud. Uncomfortable.

And yet…so damn right.

Avelina has done a lot of things to me. I meant what I said to Grigory—I think I’m falling in love with her.

But more than that, she’s changing how I see the world. Turning my black and white world into technicolor.

There’s something unfamiliar in my chest. Pressing against my ribs. Swelling and aching.

That feeling?

Love.

And it terrifies me.

Because if I name it—even just in my head—then I have something to lose.

Avelina. Sofia. Even little Leon with his banshee wails.

They’ve become mine. I want them to be mine.

And if anything were to happen to them because of me—if I wasn’t careful enough, fast enough, brutal enough…

I rake a hand through my hair and stare out into the dusk.

I refuse to let that happen.

And I’ll burn the whole damn world down before anything happens to them.

But still, there are those whispers in the back of my mind.

That I’m too different.

That Avelina might be kind and patient now, but that might not last.

That I might not be enough.

I’m not used to this kind of peace. Not used to belonging anywhere.

I can learn.

I can try.

But…it’s fucking scary.

Even if I’m still learning how to love, even if it’s scary—especially because it is—I want to try. For her and for whatever heaven she gives me.

Even if it goddamn wrecks me in the end.

Because she’s worth it.


CHAPTER FORTY



AVELINA

In the yard the next day, the soft haze of heat settles over the path where my little girl, Sofia, sits. And nestled in her lap is Viktor’s cat, Queenie.

I lean against the frame of the kitchen door, watching the two of them like they’re a picture I never want to fade.

Sofia’s soft voice floats through the air—quiet, but full of something warm and real—as her fingers trail through Queenie’s thick fur. The cat lets out a low, approving purr that fills the air like a tiny, contented engine. Her fluffy body rises and falls with each rhythmic breath, her eyelids half-mast in pure bliss.

It still amazes me how this gentle creature can do what therapists, teachers, and even I sometimes can’t. Queenie doesn’t ask Sofia to speak, or make eye contact, or join in games she doesn’t understand. She just exists beside her—warm, patient, and endlessly forgiving. No rules. No expectations. Just quiet, complete love.

Sofia whispers something too soft for me to catch, her cheek pressing against Queenie’s head. The cat responds with a slow blink, the feline equivalent of a promise: You’re safe. I’ve got you.

And for the first time all day, Sofia isn’t stimming. She’s not pacing or twisting her fingers or humming under her breath to hold off stress and a meltdown. She’s here, grounded in the present moment, every muscle loose, her body at peace.

I stay where I am, afraid that even one step forward might break the spell. And Queenie stretches, a long lazy motion, and rests one paw on Sofia’s knee as if to say, I’m not going anywhere.

I breathe in slowly, letting the peace of the moment sink deep into my bones. Because for once—just once—my little girl isn’t overwhelmed or lost in her own world. She’s here. Calm. Happy. Whole.

And all it took was a cat who saw her exactly as she is.

Viktor steps up behind me. The woody gunpowder scent that lingers on his skin wraps around me. “Sofia is calmer today,” he comments.

I nod. There’s something warm about this whole scene that presses into my ribs, aching and sweet. Like this is where we’re meant to be. With people who understand us. “She is. Queenie might like her more than you.”

He huffs—that’s as close to a laugh as I’ll get. And I laugh as he pinches my hip.

We settle into a companionable silence as we watch them. Then I crane my neck and watch him instead. There’s a softness to his features most don’t catch. Most of the men don’t look him in the eye for long. And I love that it’s something only I see.

Others see the hardened man. The ex-special forces man who barks orders. The dangerous man who could kill you with a single movement. But this Viktor? The one holding me like I matter? That’s the one I study. I know his tells. The small crinkle at the corner of his eyes. That barely-there smile. He’s enjoying the picture of Sofia and Queenie together as much as I am. And that makes me melt inside and squeeze my legs a little tighter, shifting my weight and trying to ignore how he makes my body heat.

“She trusts Queenie,” he says softly. “Somehow that cat knows exactly what people need…”

My throat tightens. “She’s a smart cat. I’ve never quite seen anything like it.”

“She helps Sofia regulate,” Viktor replies. “Me too. I’ve never really experienced that before she showed up.”

I glance back at him. “Maybe it’s magic.”

His lip twitches. “Maybe.”

I shake my head, laughing slightly, as I turn back to Sofia and Queenie. For a moment, this is just a normal, sunny afternoon, and it’s easy to forget what lurks outside the Kremlin.

Almost.

Viktor pulls me closer, his chin resting on my head. These small touches from him bring a different kind of comfort. “She’s safe,” he says gently. Almost like he has a sixth sense, always knowing when I need reminding.

“I just wish it could stay like this…carefree.”

His hold tightens around me very slightly. “I’ll keep her and Leon safe. I’ll keep all of you safe. No matter what it takes.”

He’s said that to me every single day since I told him about Gennady. And God, do I want to believe him, but I know what Gennady is capable of. And that fear gnaws at my gut, fraying the edges of my hope.

“You’re all safe here,” he says again, turning my face up to his. His kiss is brief, but it eases some of my doubts, and my body relaxes.

We stay outside a little longer, soaking up the quiet before bringing the kids inside. Leon plays with his teething toys, Babulya looking on fondly. Sofia snuggles into the couch with her weighted blanket and Queenie stretched across her lap.

After a nod from Babulya, Viktor and I retreat to his office. He leaves the door slightly ajar before leaning against the desk, arms crossed. “I’ve been following Gennady,” he starts, his voice is low and even. Just hearing the name makes my skin crawl. “He’s being careful. Slippery. But we’re better.”

I brace myself. “Oh?”

He nods.

“And?” I try to sound casual.

Viktor motions me toward him. I step closer, and he takes my hand gently, his thumb rubbing the back of it. “He’s been going to the usual places. The rink, hotels, a couple of tourist spots. And some places he definitely shouldn’t be visiting.”

My stomach drops. “Like where?”

“A casino.”

“It’s Vegas. Isn’t that normal?” I ask.

“It’s not one on the Strip. There are some we watch. Know your enemy and all that.”

I press him for more details. “What do you mean, Viktor?”

“It means we need more intel. He’s smart. And I think he’s here for more than just skating. He may be involved in arms deals.”

“What does this mean for us?” My voice comes out in a rush.

“It means you’re safe, Avelina.”

“I’m serious, Viktor.”

“So am I. I won’t let him hurt you.” He cups my face. “I have to go deal with some work issues. But I’ll be back in a few hours.”

He kisses my forehead and then leaves.

And I know we’re mostly safe here. And that Viktor will do anything for Sofia. For us.

I just don’t know what it’ll cost him.
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I’m curled up on the bed, book in my lap. The door opens, and I lift my gaze. Relief floods me, like it always does when he comes home now. Knowing he’s safe. Knowing he’s where he’s supposed to be.

“You’re still up?”

“I was reading.”

He nods, dropping a duffle bag onto the armchair. He grabs a shower and then comes back into the bedroom. “I have information.”

“Oh?”

Shirtless, he sits down beside me on the bed. My eyes roam the expanse of his chest, the ink crawling up his arms fully on display. It’s distracting…

“We found out a bit about what Gennady is doing.”

All my previous thoughts vanish. “What?”

He leans forward, elbows on knees. The low lighting casts sharp shadows across his face. “It’s not just backroom deals for his skaters. It’s worse. Business deals. Alliances, probably.” He pauses. “I saw him myself leaving the Viper Club.”

“The Viper Club?”

“It’s owned by the Albanian mob. Their boss is a ruthless son of a bitch who makes men like us look nice.” There’s steel in his voice now. “He’s not someone you meet with unless you’re desperate—or planning something big.”

I chew my lip. “So what does that mean?”

Viktor is silent. For a moment, I don’t think he’ll answer. “We’ll keep digging. And when it’s time, we’ll make our move. We protect what’s ours, Avelina.”

I swallow hard. “Be careful, Viktor. The things he’s connected to…”

He gives a ghost of a smile. One that doesn’t reach his eyes. “Doesn’t matter. You, Sofia, Leon—you’re worth protecting.”

My throat tightens at the warmth in his voice. I just stare at him as his hand caresses my leg beneath the blanket.

He stands. “Before bed, I need to check in with Nikolai. He and Matvey are tracking his movements. We think he’s got a meeting coming up.”

“Can I help?” I don’t even know why I ask. I just don’t want him to do this alone.

“No.” His refusal is immediate. Not harsh, but sharp. “You’re not going anywhere near this.”

“I… Please?”

He’s quiet for a few moments. I watch the muscle in his jaw twitch. “You’ll help me by staying here. I don’t want you in this. That you even think you need⁠—”

I rise to my knees, reaching for him gently. “You didn’t bring this into my life. It followed me, remember? I know you want to keep me sheltered, but it’d make me feel better if I were doing something to help.”

He catches my hand and kisses my palm. Vulnerable. Gentle. He steps closer and cups my face, brushing my cheek like I’m something miraculous. “I’ll be back soon.”

I know he won’t be long—Nikolai’s just downstairs in the security room. I lie back down, but the book’s forgotten.

I trust Viktor. And I trust all these men. But that doesn’t make the Gennady situation any easier to swallow.
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Later that week, I can tell they’re gearing up for something.

The kids are playing in the rec room. Some of the men are starting a poker game, Sofia perched on Matvey’s lap. But most of them are piling into the SUVs outside. Something’s going down.

“Viktor?” I ask, watching him pause in the doorway. The tactical vest clings to his frame, blending with his black shirt and pants. He looks like he’s going to war.

I step closer. “What’s⁠—”

He shakes his head. “Keep your phone close. If anyone approaches the house—anything—you call me. Immediately. Then go to the safe room. Understand?”

“Okay.”

He lingers, like he wants to say more but can’t.

“Please be careful,” I whisper.

“I can take care of myself. You, Sofia, Leon—you’re the ones I’m worried about.”

I tug him toward me by his vest. “Don’t do anything stupid. I need you to come back.” There it is. The raw honesty I rarely speak. I’m scared. Because Geliy used to ignore my feelings. But Viktor? His expression softens.

He cups my face. “Don’t worry, I’m coming back to find you asleep in our bed.”

Our bed. Those two words make my heart beat so fast.

Then he takes a step back, turns, and follows the others out.

But when he returns later, he tells me it was a dead end. And when I finally fall asleep, all I can dream of is the man who’s haunted me since I was a child.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE



VIKTOR

At the end of the week, I hang up the phone from the vet, the words still echoing in my head.

I took Queenie in yesterday, but the vet just told me that her fever spiked overnight. The words ‘further tests’ scrape across my nerves like razors.

She’s just a cat. She’s just a pet.

I try to remind myself of that. But I’ve watched an overstimulated Sofia melt and calm beside Queenie so many times. Sofia loves to relax by stroking Queenie’s soft fur and listening to her purrs. The animal helps soothe the little girl in a way nothing else does.

And even though I might try to deny it to myself, I know that Queenie has a very special place inside me too, and I can’t stop that squeeze in my heart whenever I see her stretching across the couch like she owns the place. She’s more than a cat. She’s more than a pet. She’s family.

And now she’s sick.

Sofia has been distraught since Queenie fell ill, and her reaction tugs hard at me. Right now, the little girl is curled up on the sofa, arms tightly hugging herself. The house feels wrong without Queenie’s low purr filling the corners. Too quiet. Like something’s missing—because it is.

I hate this feeling. Powerlessness.

Avelina’s voice is soft. “I’m going to make her some hot chocolate. Could you do a puzzle with her to try and distract her?”

Sofia’s mind is spinning just as much as mine. I nod, anxious to help in any way I can, even though I’m in a state too. I sit next to Sofia, leaving a couple of inches between us. She looks over at me. Her eyes are red and tired.

I don’t know what to say.

Then I pat my knee.

She stares, hesitating. Then she crawls into my lap. She’s so small that it aches.

I sigh, leaning back, settling her in.

She clutches my shirt.

“The vet is taking good care of her,” I murmur, wishing I could instantly make everything better for both Queenie and Sofia.

“Is she coming home soon?” Her voice is tiny.

I hesitate. “I hope so. She’s strong—like you.”

She sniffs. My gaze follows hers to the armchair Queenie usually claims. The space seems more than empty right now—hollow, cold, and lonely. Albert gives a small whine as his head drops onto his front paws—he’s missing his best friend.

A thought flickers in my head.

It’s a little stupid. Maybe embarrassing. Probably useless.

But my mind is made up.

Because I’d do anything to take away that sad, empty look from this little girl’s eyes.
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The store smells like cheap plastic and too-sweet perfume. The kind of place I’d never step into unless someone held a gun to my head.

Or unless a certain little girl is hurting.

Bright colors immediately assault my senses. Dolls, dinosaurs, and beeping plastic monstrosities line the shelves, making my eyes want to pop and escape their sockets.

I don’t know where to start. I didn’t have toys growing up—we were too poor. And I’ve certainly never been in a toy store.

Shifting from foot to foot, I rub the back of my neck. I haven’t got a clue how to fucking act in this place or where I can find what I need.

I stride through and scan the aisles, sweat breaking out on my forehead. I hate places like this. Crowded. Loud. Disorganized. It’s like a fucking zoo. Nothing makes sense. Kids run past, squealing about action figures. Two girls play tug of war and shriek over a Barbie doll they both insist they saw first. A boy crashes into me and bounces off, no apology. And I feel the deep urge to pull out my notebook and jot down a fucking nine.

I grit my teeth. Focus, Viktor. I pull out my phone and search: Plush cat toy to reduce anxiety in a child. But too many options pop up. Beanbag cats. Heated ones. Battery-powered purring ones. What the fuck? I don’t want a robot. I want something soft. Something close to Queenie. It has to be non-stimulating and calming.

A sales clerk appears. Longish blue hair, maybe twenty, and wearing a ridiculous uniform. I wince as his bright hair and even brighter uniform overstimulate my senses. His badge reads Lawrence. He flashes me an obviously fake smile that makes him look like The Joker from Batman. “Looking for something for your kid?” he chirps in an overenthusiastic and much too loud voice.

I hesitate. Sofia isn’t mine…but I wish she was. “Stuffed toy,” I snarl. “Cat. No bright colors. No electronics. No noise.”

Lawrence blinks. His creepy smile drops as he notices my menacing appearance. “Uh, um, of course…follow me, sir,” he stutters, like I’m a grizzly bear in a pet store and he’s afraid I’ll maul him.

I trail him as we walk past aisles of complete chaos. Lawrence keeps flicking his obnoxiously swishy, bright hair every two seconds, and that repeated movement is overstimulating my vision. Why do I feel the sudden urge to flee—to run for the fucking hills as fast as my legs will carry me? “Why the hell is this place so fucking manic?” I growl under my breath, careful to make sure that none of the little rascals hear my cursing.

Lawrence darts a look at me. “It’s a toy store. This is how they’re supposed to be.”

“Can’t you ban kids from the place?” I snap. “They’re too much. I can’t focus with all the goddamn noise they’re making.”

“Children are who this place is for,” Lawrence squeaks. “It would be bad for business if we were to ban kids…” His voice trails off as his eyes run over my tattooed arms and large muscles. “Um, sir, what line of business did you say you were in…?”

“I didn’t,” I hiss at him. I can see he’s weighing up whether to call for security. Calm the fuck down, I tell myself. “Just show me the stuffed cats, and then I can get the hell out of here.”

He nods quickly and speeds up his walk, finally stopping at a wall of plush animals. Including cats of all sizes. Thank fuck for that!

He plucks a gray one off the shelf. “Bestseller. Embroidered features. Superb quality.”

I take it. Roll it between my hands. Then I press my thumb to its nose. And I look up and glare at Lawrence. “It’s plastic!”

Lawrence gulps hard. “Huh?”

“The nose. It’s plastic. It’s hard. It’s no good for nose boops.”

“Nose, uh, what…?”

“Nose boops!”

He gives me a blank look. Christ, does he have a death wish? Because he’s getting on every single one of my damn nerves now.

“Find me one with a velvety nose,” I snap.

But his brow crinkles in confusion. Don’t they fucking teach these kids anything in school these days?

“The nose has to be velvet,” I tell him slowly. “Comforting. Soft. Squishy.” Christ, I never thought I would be saying the word ‘squishy’ out fucking loud.

“This one?” Lawrence says, pulling another off the shelf.

It’s the same colors as Queenie—white with black and orange patches. I squeeze it in my hands. It’s fluffy and feels nice. And when I rub my thumb over the nose, it’s perfect. “I’ll take it,” I announce.

And as I follow Lawrence to pay for it, I find myself desperately hoping Sofia will like it.

But worry starts to worm through me. What if it’s not good enough? What if it doesn’t calm her?

So, I look around myself.

And when no one’s looking…

I brush my nose against the stuffed cat’s nose.

Quickly and briefly.

And then I exhale. Yeah, it feels just right. Just like Queenie. Comforting. And I imagine Sofia giving it a nose boop with her cute little button nose. It’s perfect.

Two boys rush past with toy lightsabers. This whole experience is making me feel raw. Exposed.

I sigh. I was never that kid. I didn’t have stuffed animals or bedtime stories. I had cold streets, colder fists, and brothers who taught me to fight. But here I am. Buying a stuffed cat for a girl who matters enough to make me want to give her what I never had—to make me want to give her the world.

As we walk, I see a pull-along dog that I think Leon will love, so I get that too. Then I see some plastic pink tiaras, and without a second thought, I grab one for the toy cat and put it on top of her fluffy ears.

I reach the cash desk. “Wrap it.”

“Gift wrapped?” the female cashier asks, startled at my abrupt tone.

I grit my teeth. Remember social niceties, Viktor. “Yes. Uh, please.”

“Sure thing!”

I watch as she wraps it. Then she rings me up, talking loyalty programs and some other shit I have no interest in. I pay cash. Leave fast.

The air is sharp outside.

And I take a breath like I’ve just escaped a torture chamber. I hate the noise, smells, the buzz inside stores. Today was a battle like usual. But lately…it’s been a tiny bit quieter. The anxiety is not gone. But it’s muted.

With Avelina and the kids, the sharp edges dull. I can breathe. I don’t have the words to describe it. But I feel it inside me.

Like I’m finally somewhere I don’t have to fight to exist.

But I shove the thought aside and head to the SUV. Because there’s still a sick cat at the vet—and a little girl waiting at home.
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The house is quiet when I step back inside. It’s a much different quiet to what it normally is.

I wander around a few rooms until I find Sofia curled up in the rec room, a weighted blanket wrapped around her shoulders. Avelina sits beside her, holding her hand gently. Leon is napping on the other sofa, his soft curls falling across his forehead and his cheeks pink with sleep. Avelina looks up when I walk in, a question in her eyes. I only told her that I needed to go out on an errand, and I didn’t explain what I had in mind.

I hold the bag up.

Sofia’s gaze flickers, curious but wary.

I approach slowly, silently trying to gauge if she’s too overstimulated for this. Especially because the stuffed toy will be something new. She seems okay for now. I kneel beside her and set the bag down. “Sofia?” I start quietly, not talking too loudly. “I know it’s not the same, but I thought maybe for now…this could help?”

Slowly, I extend the bag to her. She looks at me, then at the bag. I need her to feel in control, so I leave it up to her whether she wants to take the bag and see what’s inside.

Hesitantly, she takes it.

Peeling back the tissue paper like it might bite her, her little nose wrinkles a little, just like her mom does when she’s not sure of something.

And when she pulls out the plush cat, her breath catches.

I’m holding my breath without even realizing it.

Slowly, her fingers run through the fur. Then trace the soft nose. Careful. Tentative.

“It’s soft,” she whispers. “Like Queenie.”

I smile just a little. “I know it’s not the same, but maybe this cat can keep your lap warm while Queenie’s getting better at the vet’s.”

Tears spring to her eyes.

I inhale sharply. I’ve done something wrong. Shit, shit, shit!

My eyes dart to Avelina.

But Avelina has a soft smile on her face.

My gaze swings back to Sofia.

And the little girl throws her arms around my neck, hugging me awkwardly but tightly.

I freeze. I’m stunned. Because I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t this.

Carefully, so carefully, I wrap my arms around her. Holding her tight like Avelina did that time in my office. A big, tight embrace. One that will soothe and comfort Sofia.

I can feel the little girl’s tears soak through my shirt. And I hold her closer.

Sofia’s breathing evens out against my shoulder, and the weight of the day presses into me. I’m at a solid six right now. But I can do this—because it’s helping Sofia. And something about doing that soothes me inside.

When I finally ease her back onto the sofa, she pulls the stuffed cat onto her lap, clutching it tight. Her fingers bury into its fur and stroke it again and again. Gently, I wrap the weighted blanket around her again as she lies her head on the armrest of the sofa. Her eyes flutter shut, already drifting as she relaxes a little. It’s going to take time, and nothing is an instant fix.

My hand hovers over her for a moment. The urge to brush the stray hair from her forehead is there, but I don’t give in because I know it’s a coin toss on whether the gesture is received well.

“She’ll sleep for a bit,” Avelina murmurs. “Sit with me?”

Part of me wants to pace the room, to pull up security feeds and check every lock in the house to ease the worry because there’s still a threat out there. But the other part? It craves the quiet with her. Needs it. So, I sit. She tucks her legs beneath her and leans into my side slightly as if it’s a normal thing we do. Like she belongs here. Like I belong in this picture too.

“You’re good with her and Leon,” she says softly.

A shake of my head follows a humorless laugh that slips out. “I’m not. I have no idea how to handle kids. I just…understand her a little.”

“You bought her a stuffed cat, Viktor.” She looks up at me from where her head rests on my shoulder. “You showed up in a way she didn’t get often from her dad. That counts. Geliy never knew how to deal with her anxiety, and he would just avoid her when she was like this.”

I’m not used to being praised like this—for showing some human decency or being able to spot someone in distress in a way I recognize and relate to.

Then my thoughts shift, like they always do, and the calm room starts unraveling. The Albanians. Gennady. Keeping them all safe. My stomach knots.

I rub the back of my neck, trying to push it all back into those mental boxes. Organized. Sorted. Locked down.

“Thank you,” she says softly.

I look down at her. “You don’t need to thank me.” I haven’t done anything worthy of it.

“Yes, I do. That was really sweet of you. With everything going on lately, it’s just… Thank you. It was really nice.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Are you doing okay, Viktor?”

The question catches me off guard a little. The overstimulation, the worry, the need for calm and quiet is there. But with her right now, it’s like I’ve been given something I haven’t had—ever. A safe place to just be. “I’m okay,” I tell her.

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Good. I worry about you, Viktor.”

“You do?”

She smiles at me, that sunshine smile of hers, and my heart trips over in my chest. “Yes. Especially with everything going on.”

“I’ll deal with Gennady before he can touch you or the kids.” The words leave my mouth before I can think twice. Simple as that.

She doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t bat an eye at that statement. God, I love that about her.

“You don’t need to worry about me,” I murmur against her hair as I inhale. Something about having her like this in my arms makes the anxiety in my chest over the lack of progress with Gennady lessen. How she does this to me, I’m not sure. But I crave it as much as I craved solitude before.

I notice that the cushions on the couch are out of place. My fingers itch to smooth them out, to line them up. But I force my hand to still. These small things used to consume me. Sometimes, they still do. But when I’m with Avelina, they’re quieter. Bearable in a way I’m not sure I even understand.

“I didn’t grow up like this,” I say softly.

“Like what?”

“With quiet nights. Soft things… Safe places.”

She looks up at me, and I watch her hand twitch in her lap, like she’s waiting for permission. I give a small nod, and she cups my face. I relish the soft feel of her fingers against my jaw. “You’re building that now, Viktor.”

Building something? Me? The thought sits strange in my chest. I’ve spent my whole life doing the opposite. But this—sitting here with her, with Sofia, with Leon—feels different. Good. Scary, but good.

A home.

A family.

Something fragile and real.

And it terrifies me.

I shift, unable to sit for long. “I’m going to check in with the men before dinner. We’ll be gone most of tomorrow,” I tell her.

She smiles with a nod. Trusting me without question. Yet another thing I’m not sure I’m used to.

“Hey.” She grabs my arm gently. Always so gently. “I’m here if you need to talk…or decompress. Don’t forget that. You’re great just how you are, Viktor.”

Her words hit like a bullet. I swallow and nod. “I’ll try to remember that.”

That’s the best I can give her. Because I don’t know if that’s true or not.
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Late at night, when I know everyone is sleeping, I find myself alone in the kitchen, replaying those words over and over again. I’m hovering at a four…or maybe a three now.

It’s the lowest it’s been since we moved to the States.

My gaze moves to the doorway as I sip my glass of vodka. The only thing that’s changed is…Avelina and the kids.

They all make the chaos in my head quieter in so many different ways. And for the first time in my life, I’m not masking or surviving. I’m living.

But I don’t know how to keep them safe without drowning in noise again—surveillance rotations, meeting times, potential breach points, contacts to get in touch with.

The alcohol burns as I finish it, setting the glass in the sink before I kill the lights in the kitchen and head down the hall to the office. My fingers tap the keys, quickly accessing the feeds of the cameras around the house.

It’s to settle my nerves. My new habit since Avelina told me about Gennady.

The perimeter looks quiet. Front gates secure. Men alert at their posts. Patrols steady. No signs of movement.

But then I switch to the outer feeds—the ones that watch the neighborhood beyond our gates—and something shifts in my gut.

A black SUV idles two streets over. Engine running. Headlights off. Wrong place. Wrong make. Because it sure as fuck doesn’t belong to us. No plates I recognize. Tinted windows a little too dark—like ours.

It could be nothing. But it could be everything.

My phone buzzes in my pocket. Nikolai’s name flashes across the screen.

“What’s wrong?” I say without greeting.

“You gotta come to the warehouses,” Nikolai grits out. There’s a lot of movement—and not the good kind. Grigory and Matvey are on their way.”

My pulse slows to a dangerous crawl. My eyes flicker to the SUV again.

And now, I’m sure it’s not one of ours.

But it roars off before I can take any action.

And later, after visiting the warehouse and looking at what’s been happening there, I know something’s going on. Something that’s not good. But I haven’t been able to figure out yet just what it is…


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO



AVELINA

Today, I’m working in the office, and I feel Viktor’s eyes on me before I even look up.

Viktor’s gaze feels like a quiet weight on me, and I shift in my chair. My glasses slip down my nose a little, and instinctively, I push them back up. I hate how self-conscious they make me.

Geliy used to roll his eyes whenever I wore them. “They’re ugly. And make you look ugly. Like a frumpy nerd,” he’d say. “You look much better without them. Why can’t you just wear contacts?”

So, I did, even though they irritated my eyes, making them dry, gritty, and really sore by the end of the day.

Now, sitting here in front of Viktor, I can feel that old self-consciousness rising again—like an echo of a voice still whispering in my head. I chew the inside of my cheek, trying to focus on the screen instead of the way he’s watching me.

“You’re staring?” I say finally.

I try to make my tone light, but my words come out far more nervous than I mean them to.

“It’s the glasses, right?” I murmur.

“No.”

“I know they make me look⁠—”

“Perfect,” he interrupts, his voice low but firm.

I blink slowly. “What?”

He comes closer to me. “I’m staring, Avelina, because you have the most beautiful eyes I’ve ever seen. And because I love seeing you in your glasses—they make you look adorable.”

A blush runs up my cheeks, and for a moment, I forget how to breathe.

“Thank you,” I whisper with a shy smile at him.

Viktor just keeps his eyes steady on me. “Keep them on,” he says. “I like seeing you wear them.”

My throat tightens, because he says it like he means it. Like he sees something worth looking at.

And all those years of trying to be less—less awkward, less ugly, less me—collapse under the weight of his gentle gaze.
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Leon is at it again.

It’s two in the morning, and my sweet, angel-faced baby boy has apparently decided to audition for a heavy metal band. His screams echo through the enormous house. I rock him. I sing. I try patting his back. Nothing works. This is the third night in a row of this, and my eyelids feel like sandpaper.

Viktor appears in the doorway of the kitchen, shirtless, hair a mess, and with an expression like he’s a grumpy, sexy bear who got woken up mid-hibernation. “Put this on,” he orders me, handing me his jacket and a blanket for Leon.

“Where are we going?”

He grabs his car keys. “For a drive. Babies like cars. Babulya said she’ll listen out for Sofia.”

“A 2 a.m. road trip?” I mutter, half-delirious.

We get in the car, and soon, Viktor is driving in steady circles around the city like some mafia Uber service while Leon wails in his car seat.

The hum of the engine is hypnotic, a low, steady purr that feels like a lullaby.

And soon, Leon’s little snores fill the back seat, soft and snuffly, while Viktor drives like he’s on an all-important mission. His huge hands grip the steering wheel, knuckles pale in the glow of the dashboard lights. And I’m curled up in my seat, snuggled into Viktor’s jacket that smells like soap and him.

Somewhere around mile forty, I fall asleep too, my head lolling against the window.

And when I wake up, the sun is streaked across the sky—while Viktor is still driving, looking absurdly calm and in control.

I check my watch. “Oh my God…you’ve been driving for six hours? Why didn’t you wake me? You didn’t have to do this,” I croak.

He glances at me, his expression softening for a moment. “You needed sleep. The baby needed sleep. I fix things.”

My chest squeezes.

“You’ve been stressed lately about the Gennady business. I wanted to help.”

“You’re crazy,” I say softly.

“Maybe,” he murmurs as his lip tugs upward.

And at the sight of his small smile, I feel my heart as it starts thudding much too fast.
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The next night, the men are all out. It shouldn’t bother me, but lately the house feels too still once the kids are asleep. It’s the kind of quiet that lets your thoughts creep through the cracks, and I hate it. I’ve worked too hard to push those things away.

I close the laptop balanced on my knees as I sit in bed. Queenie is nestled beside me, home and on the mend. The days she was gone left an ache we all felt.

A small noise draws my attention to the hall.

Viktor’s large frame fills the door, moving like a shadow as if he’s reluctant to disrupt the calm. He stops in the doorway. For a beat, we just stare at each other. Neither of us moving. Neither of us speaking. He looks tired. Since that night he bought Sofia the stuffed cat, I’ve seen less and less of him.

The air thickens with something unspoken.

He crosses the room slowly, every step measured. I’ve learned that about him—how much he controls himself when emotions try to shake him loose. Every gesture becomes stiffer. But he’s not hiding it like he used to. Or maybe I’ve just started to see it for what it is—overstimulation.

“Viktor?” I ask softly, pushing the laptop away from me. “Are you okay?”

He shakes his head, the ghost of a smile playing at his lips. “Too much noise in my head.”

I nod in understanding.

He sits down by my feet, leaving space between us. Careful. As he always is. But his gaze is locked on me. Sharp and soft all at the same time.

It’s a look that makes heat bloom deep inside me. God, why does he look at me like that? Like I’m worth burning for and fighting for.

Neither of us speaks for a while, and the silence stretches, but it’s not awkward.

“How’s Sofia doing?” he asks, glancing toward the door.

“Better. Sleeping with the stuffed cat. She’s hugging it so tight.”

A flicker of something passes across his face. Relief? Pride? I’m not sure which, but it’s real and makes him look happier. “She’s doing okay?”

My hand pauses running through Queenie’s fur. Her head lifts, and she gives Viktor a fierce glare, as if he’s interrupting her spoiling session. My lips twitch. “Sofia’s doing good.”

With a huff, Queenie lifts her body, meanders toward Viktor for an affectionate brush against his hand, then jumps down and walks toward the small armchair in the corner.

I let my gaze drift over Viktor. The tension from this evening’s work still lingers in his shoulders. His scarred hands flex slightly on his thighs. Everything about him should be a waving red flag. He’s exactly the type of man I’ve vowed to never go near again—dangerous, brutal, and mixed up in all sorts of dark things. And yet…

He’s done nothing but show me kindness.

Made me feel safe.

And that? God, that terrifies me more than anything else.

I clear my throat, forcing myself to focus. “Any updates? You guys have been pretty sparse around here.”

“Nothing to note.” His jaw tightens. “Without starting some turf war, there’s not much we can do right now. But it’s only a matter of time until we figure it out.”

I shiver. “Will… I mean, what happens then?”

I don’t really want to know the answer. It’s a dangerous game, but I have to know. When Viktor and the others are gone, leaving just some soldiers behind for security, my anxiety gnaws at me. I worry that Gennady or his men will find their way in here. They’ll find us and take us.

“We’ll deal with him for good.”

The weight of his gaze steals my breath, as does the way his hand, warm and heavy, settles on my leg. So certain. So absolute. Knowing that he plans to take out Gennady shouldn’t be comforting. We’re talking about killing someone, after all. But I have to protect Sofia by whatever means and at whatever cost. And it makes me feel better knowing Viktor is looking out for us. It makes me ache in a way I didn’t know I still could.

Certainty was a luxury I stopped believing in a long time ago. But Viktor—this man makes it feel possible again.

“I’m going to shower,” he says. He stands and vanishes into the bathroom. I settle back against the pillows and stare at the ceiling.

The minutes tick by. But then the door opens and steam spills out. I watch as he towel-dries his hair, another towel wrapped around his waist. Steam and water cling to him, and I swallow hard, trying to ignore the way my eyes follow him. It’s more than just attraction. If it were just that, us sleeping together would feel like enough. But it’s not. I crave him in conversations, when we garden, or when we’re working in his office. I long to make those small smiles on his face more frequent.

He stops, a dark brow arched at me. “You should sleep. Leon kept you up a lot last night, and you’re working too hard.”

I nod. But I’m not thinking about sleep anymore. Maybe it’s the late hour. Maybe it’s the quiet house and the soft hum of crickets outside the window. Or maybe it’s just all the feelings that are swelling up inside of me.

He steps closer. Then closer, until he’s at the foot of the bed. “Avelina?”

“Yes?”

“You need sleep.”

“It’s hard when you’re not here.”

His expression clouds, and I think it’s shock that I see on his face, but again, I’m not sure. He’s so good at masking his emotions. I sit up and move toward him.

“You need the rest,” he says, softer now.

“I’ll sleep in a little tomorrow or take a nap.”

He leans forward, examining me. “Fine. Good.”

I watch as he turns, grabs his sleep pants, and moves back into the bathroom. I huff out a breath as I lie back down, knowing my body is flushed.

The bed dips when he slides in.

We lay there, and I sigh, relaxing against the bed.

“You make things…easier,” he says quietly.

I turn to look at him. “Easier?”

He turns to face me, his eyes scanning over my face slowly. Like he’s tracing my skin with his fingers, slow and sensual. “You make it easier to think. To breathe.”

The words crack something inside me. It’s not the first time he’s told me this. But now, given the current stress and situation, it does something to me. I know that deep need, that want, to just be you. To be seen

I slide closer, carefully watching his reaction. Giving him time to stop me if he needs or wants.

But he doesn’t. He moves closer, tugging me toward him.

“I feel the same way,” I admit, my voice barely above a whisper.

He looks at me, our eyes meeting, and something just clicks.

The world narrows to just us. Here. Now.

The distance between us closes slowly, deliberately, inevitable.

His hand on my leg strokes softly. It’s electric even with the fabric between us. Careful and charged. Like he’s testing the waters every time.

It’s soft at first, barely there. A brush of his thumb against the back of my thigh. The faintest pull drawing me closer.

Then his lips find mine, tentative as always, like he’s afraid I’ll break if he’s not careful. I press closer, lips meeting his just as softly.

But his hesitation only lasts a breath. His hand cups my face, tilting my head the way he wants it. His lips push against mine, deepening the kiss. Rough, needy now, his tongue swiping the seam of my lips and begging for entrance. I give it willingly. Stealing the breath from my lungs. Like he’s drowning. And like I’m the only thing keeping him afloat.

My fingers curl into his chest. He rolls me onto my back. His body, warm and safe, looms over me. And his thumb caresses my cheek as his lips devour me whole. There’s no space left between us. Every wall I’ve built up, every doubt, slips away in the heat of his body and mouth against mine.

I feel it all. His hunger, his fear, his need to be so much more than what everyone sees him as.

And for the first time, I let myself fall. Really fall.

My fingers move gently through the short hair at the back of his neck, earning a soft rumble from him. Encouraging me to do it again even as our panted breathing fills the room and my lungs burn for oxygen.

He pulls back, eyes scanning my face. “I’m not good enough at this stuff,” he says, his gaze meeting mine. “I don’t know how to do this without breaking it.” He’s talking about our relationship now.

God, this man. My hand slides from his hair to his cheek, softly. “You are more than good enough—I promise you.”

He shakes his head, torn between wanting to believe me and the weight of whatever the world has told him he is.

“I don’t want anyone but you. Just as you are. All of it,” I assure him.

He looks at me then, really looks. And for a moment, that doubt and hardness fall away. Raw vulnerability stares back at me.

It’s beautiful. And heartbreaking.

“I don’t know what you do to me, Avelina.”

“I don’t know what you do to me either, Viktor. But I want it. Whatever it is.”

The kiss that follows isn’t soft or tender. It’s desperate, like we’ve been waiting for this moment far too long. Viktor devours me, fingers strong against my jaw as he angles my face. Hungry yet reverent.

As I lie on my back, his mouth works down my neck, my eyes fluttering closed. Heat unfurls inside me, simmering beneath my skin wherever his lips trail. My heart pounds as he kisses along my throat, one hand sliding under my shirt until the fabric bunches. Fire races through my veins, my breathing hitching with each touch.

In a blur of movement, clothes flutter to the floor in rumpled heaps. Warm, calloused hands map my body while his mouth continues its worship. That’s exactly what it is—worship. Goosebumps break across my skin as his breath fans over me. And down, down, down his mouth travels until he settles between my thighs.

One stroke of Viktor’s tongue, and I’m writhing against the sheets. It’s deliberate and careful, attentive yet unhinged. Like he can’t get enough.

My hands claw at the bedding, clutching desperately as a whimpering moan escapes me.

Viktor’s gaze lifts to mine, his eyes blazing with desire, lust, and something so raw and vulnerable that it steals my breath. I release the sheets and reach for him, fingers sliding through his mussed hair. He smirks against me, drawing lazy circles with his tongue while his fingers work in ways that make my toes curl and have me seeing stars.

“Viktor,” I gasp as he uses his fingers to spread me open.

“You taste like mine,” he growls. His words race through my mind, earning a low moan as my hips buck, seeking more. His lips curve in that almost-smile before he lowers his mouth back to my entrance. I cry out as his tongue enters me, his rumbling groan vibrating against my core until my legs shake.

He groans again, face buried against me, and I arch into him, writhing. “Come for me, Avelina!” he commands, the words caressing my folds.

I bite my lip to stifle a scream as the heat builds in my belly. “Yes,” I pant. But then he moves, crawling up my body. Hot skin meets hot skin, and I shiver. His hands find my breasts before he takes a nipple into his mouth, sucking and nipping until my body clenches and my core aches.

My eyes roll back as the tip of his cock slides between my folds, rubbing back and forth. I gasp, wrapping my arms around his neck as his lips descend to my throat.

With one large hand, he pins my arms above my head, arching me against him. With the other, he grips my thigh, hitching my leg over his hip. The movement opens me completely as the head of his cock slips just inside my entrance. His name falls from my lips, my head dropping to the pillow.

His eyes lock on my face, savoring the image of me nearly falling apart.

“More. I need...” Wrapping my other leg around his hip, I pull him in deeper. A moan tears from my lips as stars burst behind my eyes at the delicious stretch. It feels like coming home and taking flight all at once.

He exhales harshly against my lips. “Fuck, baby, stop squeezing me—or this’ll be over too soon.”

I huff out a laugh, and I swear I feel him smile genuinely.

He pushes the rest of the way in, and we moan in unison. Pulling back out, he drops his head to my shoulder as my fingers drift lazily through his hair. His gaze follows where our bodies connect. “Fuck, Avelina,” he whispers. “All this for me?”

“For you,” I murmur.

He thrusts harder this time, watching my face as my lips part at the sudden explosion of pleasure.

“Harder, Viktor,” I plead. “I’m not breakable...”

I’m already close, and each stroke sends me higher. I’m certain he’s edging me on purpose, winding me so tight because he knows what I need before I do.

A growl tears from his throat as he thrusts hard enough to bang the bed against the wall. Again and again. I scream with pleasure. Arching my neck and squeezing my eyes shut. My hips move with his rhythm, my need for release driving me higher. His grip on my wrists tightens. Not enough to hurt, but just enough to hold me in place, sending delicious warmth through my body. The peak I’ve been climbing rushes toward me. And with one final thrust, I’m sent over the edge.

“Viktor, I’m—” A moan cuts me off as ecstasy drags me under. It’s like lightning, ripping through my body without warning. My legs tighten around his hips as I buck against him, squeezing and fluttering around his cock.

“Fuck,” he groans, staring down at me with a look of sheer pleasure and possession that makes me flush and preen at the same time.

I’m trembling as he continues thrusting harder, pressing me into the mattress like a man who knows exactly what he’s doing. Strands of hair stick to his forehead, sweat beading on his flushed skin. The urge to brush it away overwhelms me, and my wrists twist in his grasp until he releases them. I smooth the hair from his face and press our mouths together. “More...please, Viktor.”

He parts my lips with his tongue as it tangles with mine, then speeds up his rhythm. I watch with rapt attention as a guttural growl moves up his throat—a sound that makes me clench around him harder. Warmth floods me, and I moan, nuzzling into the crook of his neck.

“You’re mine, Avelina,” he pants, softer now. “Mine to protect. I promise you that.”

Despite fighting the wave of emotion, my eyes mist. His words sink deep because I don’t think I’ve ever belonged to someone who didn’t need me for something. And that realization hits hard.

He drops his weight to his forearm, pressing featherlight kisses against my face, and I smile. “That’s it,” he murmurs before shifting to pull out. I’ve no doubt I look as thoroughly ravaged as I feel, and I can see his brow knitting with concern. “You okay?” His voice carries genuine worry. “I wasn’t too rough?”

“God, no.”

“Your wrists? It wasn’t too hard? I should have asked⁠—”

I push up on my forearms and reach for him. “I’m okay. And I loved it. Not as much as touching you, but close.”

He slides two fingers through my swollen flesh, and I shudder when his pupils flare as I clench around them.

“You’re sore.”

I bat my eyelashes and grin. “So?”

He pinches my chin between thumb and forefinger, pulling me toward him as he leans back. “In that case, hands and knees, baby. We’re not done yet.”


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE



VIKTOR

I jolt awake.

Like some knee-jerk reaction to stepping off the edge of a towering cliff.

My heart is still hammering like gunfire in my chest.

Color.

I never dream in color.

But just now, in my dream, color bled through the cracks of my mind. The rust-red bricks of the run-down place we called home in Moscow, the neon glow of the street signs reflected in puddles, the dreary gray sky above the alley where I met Nikolai and Matvey for the first time. All sharp and vivid like I was standing right there again…

Now, the room’s dark shadows stretch across the ceiling, but even now, I can still see it. Still feel it.

Easing Avelina’s sleeping body gently from my hold, I sit on the edge of the bed and inhale deeply.

This isn’t right.

Everything in my thoughts and dreams has always been black and white. Organized and ordered.

But now it’s messy. Loud and chaotic with the colors bombarding me. Bleeding into my thoughts. Alive in ways I can’t explain.

And it scares the absolute hell out of me.
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The warehouse stinks of oil and blood when I arrive. Two Albanian foot soldiers kneel in the center of the floor, zip ties cutting into their wrists. Nikolai stands to the side, arms crossed, watching with an unusually disarming smirk.

“Morning,” he greets me.

I grunt.

“Sunshine and rainbows as usual, Vik. This’ll cheer you up. Caught them trying to breach the north storage site.” He jerks his chin to the men. “Sloppy work. But gives me an excuse to try out some new methods.”

I glance at him, then crouch down in front of the men, staring into their faces. Young. Dumb. And loyal to the wrong people. I push up to stand, pivoting on my foot. “Does Pakhan know?”

“Yeah. He’s on the way from the casino right now.”

“What is your boss up to?” I ask the men.

One spits at my feet.

“Wrong answer,” Nikolai clips.

“Who sent you?” I grit out.

Silence.

“Go get one of your toys, Nikolai,” I say, staring down at the two boys. One’s sniveling and shivering, the other’s still trying to put on a brave face. They won’t last long.

When Nikolai returns, we first let our fists do the talking. Cracking ribs, splitting lips, breaking down that bravado little by little until all that’s left is desperation and pain.

Nikolai’s smile grows when he lights his cigarette.

“Who told you to hit the warehouse?” I try again, pressing the tip of my knife into one of their cheeks. Pressing just enough to draw blood.

“We… It w-was just an order from some guy,” the first one says, the one who looks ready to pass out.

“What guy?” Nikolai asks around the cigarette between his teeth. He’s just itching to throw it now that we’ve doused them in gasoline.

“Didn’t get a name, I swear!”

“Not good enough,” I rumble, reaching for the matches.

“Wait! Wait! We got paid up front to hit the storage unit,” the first one shrieks. “Some…some military-looking guys. Scary as shit. Had these tattoos…”

Nikolai and I exchange a look.

“Why?”

“Dunno, man,” the boy snivels. “He said it was just personal. That we’d get cash if we did it. Something about FSB and a bunch of shit in Russian I didn’t catch.”

I go still.

FSB.

I can see Nikolai’s brow furrow as if he’s trying to figure out the connection. But I already know. Gennady. My jaw tightens, and I sigh, shoving up from where I’m crouched.

“You think it’s related to the ambush on the compound?” Nikolai says.

“Some random guy tells these two idiots to hit our storage? Weeks following an attack by some freelancers with tattoos, and now FSB and Albanians working together?”

“Point made.”

“Do what you want with them,” I say. “I’m going back to the Kremlin. Going to call some of my contacts and see what I can dig up.”

“Wait! Wait!” The second man, the one who’s been trying to be some big macho man, starts screaming as Nikolai strides toward him with a blowtorch to have his fun.

I make my way to my SUV, rubbing at my temples. Pulling the notebook from my pocket, I scrawl in a seven. That’s where I’m at right now. The flickering lights in the warehouse. The strong smell of gasoline. The whole damn situation has my mind and senses spinning too fast. Sliding into the driver’s seat, I know I just need to relax. To regulate again.

I need Avelina.

I freeze.

How dependent am I now on this woman? And does it matter?

With a shake of my head, I start the car and tear out of the parking lot and onto the bustling highway, heading back to the Kremlin.
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Hours pass before I even look up from my computer screen. The encrypted files just keep going, sent from an old contact I have in the Russian armed forces. Gennady is FSB, and the skating club isn’t just a side gig. He’s involved in a long-term recruitment front for FSB agents. It was all about instilling mandatory obedience, completely breaking innocent girls down into shells of themselves, and turning those who passed the brutal tests into groomed agents with loyalty to the state.

Bile burns the back of my throat.

That bastard isn’t just a coach. He’s a handler.

And what’s worse? He’s mixed up with the fucking Albanians now.

But I’m done letting him pull the strings.

I need to strike—and strike fast.

Footsteps, soft and measured, hit my ears before the knock.

“Viktor?” Avelina’s voice is muffled through the door. She appears a moment later, haloed by the hall light. Concern etches into her face, and I hate that it’s not the sunshine and smiles she normally brings. “I brought you dinner,” she says, gesturing to the plate in her hand. “Is everything okay?”

Her just being next to me loosens some of the knots in my body. I swallow, closing my eyes.

Gently, her hand rests on my bare arm, and I zero in on it. That welcoming scent that wraps around her fills my nose, and I sigh softly as she squeezes my arm before pulling me into a hug. “It’s okay, Viktor.”

“It’s not. I’m not any closer to finishing this. Killing Gennady—killing an FSB agent—means war. And the Albanians are fucking trying to take over our arms deals with the Russian government. And they’re making deals through Gennady to achieve this.” Frustration cuts me off, and I feel my fingers curl tighter.

“Shhh,” she says softly.

But I can’t calm it down. “I won’t risk your life or Sofia’s… He’s playing all sides. Selling access, moving weapons, laundering through shell corporations. But none of it fucking helps,” I say against her shoulder as she hugs me tightly like she does to calm Sofia. “I’m going to protect you. Even if all of Russia comes for me.”

“I know.”

“He used you and the other girls…”

I can feel her swallow thickly at the words, and I hold her tighter. “It was…” Her voice trails off.

“Psychological and physical hell.” The words are blunt and factual. I shouldn’t say it like that, but I can’t help it. My voice drops low. “You and Sofia, you are never going back.”

I look up at her, cupping her face gently. The way it’s become so easy to touch her, to relish in the softness of her skin, never ceases to amaze me. And yet it terrifies me all the same. “I promise you, I’m going to keep you safe.”

She nods. “I know.”

I’ve never wanted to keep a promise more than I do right now. “It’s not going to be pretty. It’ll be messy and dangerous and…” The words fail me. I know how she feels about dangerous men.

“Do it anyway, Viktor.”

I blink at her.

“If he’s out there, if he’s still doing this, if he still has that kind of power… We’re not safe. Sofia isn’t safe.” Her voice cracks, and my thumb brushes a tear from her cheek. Not one of fear, but fury.

And I match it. “I’m going to end him,” I say. “And when it’s done and over, you and Sofia won’t have to worry about him ever again.”

Later, once Avelina, Leon, and Sofia are sound asleep, I make my way back to my office. Sitting alone in the dark, I piece together my plan. It’s not perfect. I know that. But it’s something.

In a few short days, this will be over. One way or another, I will protect what’s mine.

The thought gives me pause. Mine. The word rings through my head like an echo. I have my brothers, but even they’re kept at some distance. But Avelina? Sofia and Leon?

I push that thought into its own little box. I’ll think about it later.

It should bring comfort. But it doesn’t. Because my thoughts keep drifting to how I’ve started thinking and dreaming in color. The colors appearing in my mind are too sharp. Too warm. Like something I can’t scrub away. My brain’s supposed to file things into tidy categories—black, white, threat, non-threat. But now it all bleeds together. Feelings and memories run together to the point I can’t tell where the past ends and the future begins.

I don’t like it. I don’t like color. And I don’t like change. Because change means risk. And vulnerability.

I snap the laptop shut. The plan is made. My contacts confirm a time and place. Everything is ready. The next shipment where Gennady shows, I’ll do it. End him and walk away before his body even hits the ground.

But I still don’t feel settled.

My routines have been disrupted just like my thoughts. Avelina has changed everything. My room, now sprinkled with pastel candles and her clothes. My schedule, quiet nights in instead of chaos. But I didn’t fight it. I wanted it. And that’s the scary part. Because I care now.

My phone vibrates. Nikolai’s name flashes on the screen.

“What?” I grunt.

“We got ‘em. Leaving a casino off the Strip. Headed east.”

“Anyone with him?”

“Two vehicles. The drivers are Albanian soldiers.”

“Keep eyes on. Don’t engage,” I say in a terse tone.

“You sure Gennady is involved?”

“Positive.”

“You know what this means, Viktor?”

“I gave my word to Avelina. I know what it means. I’ll take the heat.”

“Ending an FSB agent is gonna bring attention,” he sighs.

“Yeah.”

“And you’re good with that?”

“Never been more certain.” I hang up. It’s happening. Whether it lands me in prison or dead, I don’t care—because there’s no other option open to me.
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We reach the freight yard after midnight.

My plan was simple. One shot. No witnesses. No trail.

But the area’s deserted. Gennady and the three SUVs are fucking gone. All that remains are tire tracks in the dust.

I want to rage. But I don’t.

They’re smart. But not smart enough.

Because Nikolai’s drones are on their trail.

Which means that I’m going to fucking find them.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR



AVELINA

Viktor has been quiet since he got back last night. I know things didn’t go as planned—and that he’s still not found Gennady.

I try to push that all to one side and concentrate on Sofia.

Queenie is hiding under the couch, her green eyes watchful and wary. And Sofia is upset because Queenie hasn’t eaten anything since yesterday.

“I think she might be unwell again,” Viktor says.

Sofia looks like she’s about to cry. “She must be very, very, very hungry. She didn’t eat dinner yesterday. And no breakfast or lunch today.” My little girl is also starting to flap her hands a little, and I can tell she’s getting stressed. Sofia doesn’t handle emotions well sometimes, and it’s clear how much she loves Queenie.

“I’ve got an idea,” Viktor murmurs and disappears into the kitchen while Sofia and I keep an eye on Queenie.

Forty minutes later, Viktor returns. He crouches down awkwardly in front of Queenie. This massive, terrifying man—tattoos climbing his neck, muscles bulging beneath a black T-shirt—is moving like Queenie’s made of the most fragile glass.

He holds out what looks like an iced popsicle.

“What’s that?” Sofia asks as her brow scrunches.

“I looked up a recipe for cat treats. It’s a tuna popsicle. Queenie loves tuna, so I’m hoping it’ll persuade her to eat a little, and then we can take her to see the vet.”

A small smile tugs up my lips.

“It’s okay,” he murmurs, his voice soft. His palm rests flat on the floor, waiting. He doesn’t push. Doesn’t coax. Just…waits.

Queenie sniffs the air, her little pink nose twitching, before creeping forward a centimeter at a time.

My chest feels tight, and I hold my breath as I watch.

She edges forward, finally bumping her head against Viktor’s hand to tell him that she trusts him, and his whole face transforms. And a tiny, almost invisible smile flickers over his lips, like sunlight breaking through stormy gray clouds. Then he stays perfectly still as Queenie cautiously licks the tuna popsicle, looking up at him with wide eyes as he gazes at her with pure affection on his face.

I swallow hard, my throat aching. People see his scars and his ink, and they think he’s fierce. They see his coldness, and they think he doesn’t feel. But this, this right here, is who he really is. A man with a heart so big he hides it—because the world would tear him apart if he didn’t.

Viktor saw how Queenie was struggling, and he wanted to help her. And he saw how stressed Sofia was becoming, and he also wanted to make her less worried. I love how Viktor looks out for Queenie and Albert, and I also adore how he looks out for my kids.

As Queenie continues licking the popsicle, Sofia giggles softly, clutching her stuffed toy. Viktor glances back at her, and his expression melts even more.

My heart twists.

This dangerous, guarded man would burn down the world to keep my daughter safe.

I can see it in the way he looks at her.

And maybe…in the way he looks at me, too.
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My phone rings just after breakfast the next day. I answer on the third ring, my heart already pounding when I see the number. It’s the vet.

“Hi, this is Dr. Angela from Cooper Veterinary Clinic. Am I speaking to Avelina?” Her voice is soft, gentle. It raises the hairs on the back of my neck in warning.

“Yes. How’s Queenie doing?”

“I wasn’t able to get hold of Viktor just now.” I know that he’s in a meeting with Grigory and Matvey at the moment. “But I also have your number, so I thought I’d try you. I’m calling about Queenie’s test results. I’m afraid I have some bad news.”

My stomach drops, and I sink down on the edge of the bed as the words sink in. “How serious is it?”

There’s a pause, and I know it’s going to be bad. “Unfortunately, she has what we call a subaortic stenosis. It’s a condition where the area just below the aortic valve becomes narrowed, impeding blood flow from the heart to the body. We’ve started her on some medication, and we’ll be monitoring the situation closely for the next forty-eight hours. There is a specialist surgeon in New York who might be able to help—if he has a free appointment and if we can get her there in time. You shouldn’t get your hopes up, though. He’s very busy and in demand. And I’m afraid you should prepare yourself for the worst, just in case. I’m so sorry that I don’t have better news.”

My throat tightens. The pit in my stomach grows to nauseating levels. This is going to devastate Sofia and Viktor. It’s already devastating me.

“We’ll keep you posted if anything changes. Is this still a good number to reach you at?”

“It is, and…thank you,” I manage to get out before the call ends.

I’m left staring at the phone.

A few minutes later, my gaze lifts. I blink to find Viktor standing in the doorway.

He doesn’t say anything, just watches me. His body is tight and tense, like he’s bracing for an explosion.

“I… That was the vet. It’s Queenie’s heart. They’re doing everything they can right now to help her. But the vet said it’s bad. They have her on medicine right now and said a specialist might be able to help, but he’s in New York. They’re going to check to see if he has any availability but said not to get our hopes up because he’s very busy…”

There’s a small flicker in his eyes, a ripple beneath the surface I’ve gotten pretty good at catching.

Sofia walks in behind him, her hair down and ready to be put into pigtails. She looks at us, and somehow, I think she knows.

“Did something bad happen?” she asks.

I blink, chewing my lip. “That was the vet.”

“Is Queenie okay?” Her voice is softer now, hopeful but cracked.

I wave her over to me and sit her down beside me on the bed so I can do her hair. I try to explain everything the best I can. Mindlessly, I brush her hair, trying to find the right words that won’t hurt her too much. But there really aren’t any.

“She’s still sick, baby,” I say gently. “Really sick. They’re going to keep her for a few more days.”

Sofia’s body crumples, and I don’t need the mirror to know her face has too.

She bolts from the bed, one pigtail half done, and straight into Viktor.

He doesn’t even hesitate this time to catch her, lifting her up into his arms like it’s the most natural thing in the world. He hugs her tight. The kind of hug I give to calm and regulate her. Almost like he needs it too.

And she sobs, tiny fists curling into his dark shirt.

Neither of them says anything. Viktor just holds her tighter.

And my heart aches just watching them.

He brings her to the armchair by the dresser, cradling her softly in his lap. One hand strokes her back, and the other rests on her head. His eyes are far away, like he’s somewhere deep inside his mind. It’s hurting him deeply too. He’s just better at disguising it than Sofia is. He doesn’t have to say it, not that he will. But I can see it. The stillness in his body. It breaks my heart.

After Sofia has calmed in Viktor’s lap, he gently lays her on the bed, covering her with her weighted blanket and brushing the hair from her forehead.

We leave Sofia to rest for a little while, and we go downstairs to the den. There, Viktor paces like a wild cat in a cage.

“Did they give you the name of the specialist?” he asks, pulling out his phone. “Where is he in New York? How fast can he get here?”

“Viktor—”

“I’ll get him on the next flight. Whatever we need to do.”

His voice is clipped. Focused. Razor sharp and to the point.

But I watch his hands tremble as he speaks. And I can see he’s starting to spiral into anxiety and panic—I can recognize the signs now.

I step closer, gently resting a hand on his arm. “Breathe. She’s in good hands right now.”

He turns to me, eyes burning. “Sofia needs her. I can’t sit here and do nothing. Not while Sofia is breaking apart into tiny pieces.”

My throat tightens. This is how he loves. He moves mountains. He shows you instead of using words. His love is not loud or obvious in the normal way. His love is quiet and attentive—but it’s definitely fierce and protective.

“Okay,” I whisper. “Let’s see what we can do.”
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“What do you mean you can’t help my cat?” Viktor barks down the speakerphone at Dr. Rivers, the New York specialist, an hour later.

“I’m very sorry, but I’m on vacation in Costa Rica right now. But my receptionist can give you my next available slot,” Dr. Rivers replies.

Matvey and Nikolai look on, a tense expression on their faces. Matvey had to hack into goodness knows how many systems to track down Dr. Rivers’ personal cell phone number.

It’s a full-scale operation. For one small, sick cat. A stray cat at that. But not one of them questions it. None of them object. Because they can see how important this is to Viktor—and they’d do anything for the man they call a brother.

“Queenie might not have that long. Please,” Viktor pleads.

“I’m a nine-hour flight away from you,” Dr. Rivers objects.

“I’ll send our private jet!”

“It’s not possible, I’m afraid⁠—”

“And I’ll pay all your fees and expenses and an extra 20K on top of that. To compensate for your ruined vacation.”

He paces the length of the office while Matvey clicks away on his laptop, securing the funds for whatever this will cost. Nikolai is already coordinating with the pilot for a route and safe pick-up for the vet.

Dr. Rivers clears his throat. “I’m sorry but⁠—”

“100K! Payment upfront. And our private jet to bring you here and then take you back to Costa Rica. I don’t care what it costs—10k, 100K, or a million dollars—just please make sure my cat doesn’t die!”

Dr. Rivers is silent for a few long moments. “I can see how much your cat means to you. So, okay…”

And I hear the collective sigh of relief that we all release at once. Queenie isn’t just some cat Viktor brought home. She’s family, just as much as these men are family to each other. Family isn’t about blood ties—it’s about love and an unbreakable bond.

Grigory strides into the office at that moment—he rushed off as soon as Viktor told him that Queenie is critically ill. Grigory is holding a bag from the toy store, and he thrusts it at Viktor.

Viktor takes it with a frown. Slowly, he opens the bag and pulls out a toy cat. It’s similar to the one he bought for Sofia. “What’s this, Grigory?” Suddenly, Viktor’s expression becomes scary. “If you’re fucking saying I can replace Queenie with another cat, I’m going to goddamn stab⁠—”

“No! That’s not what this is,” Grigory interjects. He drags a hand through his hair. “I was worried that Queenie might be feeling…lonely at the clinic without any of her family around her. I thought maybe you could take this toy cat into her, so she has someone soft to snuggle with…because, uh, we all know how much she likes her snuggles.” He shifts from foot to foot. “And I thought that it might help reassure Sofia a little too if she knows that Queenie isn’t by herself…”

Viktor’s eyebrows shoot up. “You went to that fucking zoo called a toy store?”

Grigory nods.

“For Queenie?” Viktor croaks.

“Um, yeah. But also for you, dumbass.” Grigory blinks slowly. “I want you to know that we’re here for you, Vik.”

“I can’t believe you actually went to the toy store,” Viktor murmurs.

“Yeah, and like you said, it was hell on earth. Full of sugared-up kids and their stressed-out parents,” Grigory replies.

“I don’t know what to say…” Viktor’s voice trails off, but I can tell from the look in his eyes that he’s touched deeply.
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Sofia sleeps for most of the rest of the morning, worn out from crying. Even Leon doesn’t seem his usual bubbly self as we spend time on the floor with a few of the toy trucks and his blocks.

But Viktor is right there for them both, making sure Sofia has the weighted blanket and the stuffed cat he bought her and letting Leon lie on his chest.

“I have an update,” he says softly as Sofia lifts her head from the sofa where she’s now watching her comfort movie, The Lion King, on her tablet. “The vet is on our jet now and on his way. He’ll do everything he can to help make Queenie better.”

Sofia’s bottom lip trembles. “Really?”

“Really.”

The movie is forgotten as she hugs him again without hesitation—and he holds her just as tightly in return.

Watching them together—these two people who find touch so difficult at times, one a huge man and the other a tiny girl—makes something in me break. I sit down beside them and press my head to his shoulder. And for a while, we simply stay like that with Leon asleep on his mat beside Viktor.

And it feels like…home.

Because for the first time in a long time, it feels like I have a real place to call home. To belong. To be wanted.

I want to thank him. To tell him what this all means to me. And to Sofia. But the words don’t come without the sting of tears, so I push them back until later and until I can find the right ones.
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The vet arrives just before sundown as we all sit at the clinic anxiously waiting. How they managed to clean out the place is beyond me.

A sleek SUV pulls into the drive, trailed by another SUV with Viktor’s soldiers. The man who steps out looks more like a film star than a veterinarian with his perfect hair and expensive suit. But what I really notice is his calm expression and kind eyes.

Sofia clutches my hand and her stuffed cat as we sit in the waiting chairs before she stands beside Viktor as Dr. Rivers, New York’s top feline specialist, starts up the stairs into the building.

Dr. Rivers goes to shake Viktor’s hand, but Viktor keeps it in his pocket and merely nods. Dr. Rivers then looks at Sofia. “I heard you have a very special cat who needs some help.”

Sofia nods. “Yes. She needs help for her heart. Can you help her, please?”

Dr. Rivers gives a small smile. “I’ll try my very best.” Then he gestures for Queenie’s vet to lead the way. Viktor trails behind them without even being asked, leaving Sofia and me in the waiting room.

She sits back down beside me, and I try to distract her the best I can. Asking her questions, listening to her answers, making conversation, but it’s almost useless. Sofia’s too tense because things have become too much too fast.
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It’s late by the time the surgery is complete, but I’ve let Sofia stay with us at the clinic. Viktor comes to tell us what Dr. Rivers said to him. Grigory has been pacing up and down, while Matvey has been tapping on his laptop nonstop, researching other possible treatments, surgeons, and options. Nikolai has taken to chain-smoking outside the clinic, coming in every five minutes to check if there’s an update yet.

Sofia jumps up as soon as she hears Viktor’s footsteps and dashes over to him.

“She’s stable,” he says to us all. “Dr. Rivers needs a few hours to monitor her response. They’re talking about treatment plans to put in place now. And she’ll need long-term follow-up care to monitor her heart function.”

“She’s not dying?” Sofia asks, and I can tell she’s on the verge of tears.

Viktor crouches down in front of her. “Not today. The vet seems hopeful that the surgery will be a success and that Queenie will have a near-normal lifespan.”

And those words mean the world to us all but especially to Sofia. And the little girl throws herself into his arms and gives him the biggest hug.
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When the house is still and Sofia and Leon are tucked in bed, I find Viktor on the patio, sitting with his elbows on his knees, staring into the darkness of the sky.

Wrapping a blanket around my shoulders, I step outside.

He doesn’t look at me, but he knows I’m here.

“Sofia is finally asleep,” I say softly.

“Good.”

I drop down beside him, letting the silence stretch. It’s comfortable like it always has been between us. “You’re really moving heaven and earth for Sofia and Queenie,” I start.

He exhales, rubbing a hand down his face. “I don’t know what else to do.” His voice is rough, strained. I can only imagine how hard this is on him as well.

My hand moves, palm up, waiting for him to take it if he needs it.

His head turns, and he looks at me. Really looks, like he’s afraid I’m going to vanish if he blinks. It’s a look he’s given me countless times, and yet each time, it makes my stomach turn into a swarm of butterflies. And each time, it makes my whole body feel warm and so right.

“I don’t know how to be this person—the one you deserve or need—without destroying everything else,” he murmurs.

“We don’t need you to be anyone but you.”

“I’m not enough. I’m different, and⁠—”

“You’re always enough for me,” I say, cutting him off. I need him to know that. How he is completely enough. From the way he is and thinks to the actions he takes. He’s enough. Always. “You are not something broken to fix, Viktor. You are you, and I love that.”

I rest my hand against his shoulder. He doesn’t move away. And in the darkness, as the house behind us glows with faint lights, I feel something shift. The air has always been electric between us, but it’s more.

Something…soothing.

Something real.

Something lasting.

Without a word, we make our way back into the house, his fingers laced tightly around mine. Like he’s worried that we’re going to fall apart if he lets go of me. The rowdy poker game is still going strong, but neither of us even looks that direction.

We head upstairs. His free hand taps steadily against his thigh. His movements are subtle, but I know what they mean. His brain is cycling through something. Some pattern, some loop. Trying to solve a problem that won’t sit still within his mind.

He sits down on the bed.

“Viktor?”

He nods. It’s not cold, but it’s distracted.

I sit beside him. Not crowding him, but just close enough that he knows I’m here.

He leans forward. “I thought I understood control. That if…I kept everything calculated and structured, then I’d never feel helpless. Or weak.” He speaks without looking up. “But today, watching Sofia cry, watching you worry... I could plan every exit strategy, secure every route, kill every threat, and it still wouldn’t have done anything. You’d still be hurting, Sofia would still be hurting…and I’d be hurting too. I can’t save the people I love from pain, especially when I can’t really understand it or predict it myself.”

The word love hangs between us. He doesn’t take it back, and part of me thinks he’s not even aware he’s said it.

But I don’t flinch. This isn’t just about Queenie. It’s also about him and us. And everything he doesn’t know how to say out loud.

My heart thunders against my ribs as it clicks. I reach for his hand, my fingers sliding over his.

He tenses for a second, like always, before slowly threading them with mine.

“None of us is in control,” I say gently. “Not really. But you tried. The fact that you do try, regardless of things not making sense to you, means everything.”

He turns toward me. “Why?” His question is curious. Him trying to understand how to be, as he calls it, normal.

“Because you stayed when it was easier to leave. You showed up when you could have just walked away. That’s what is important.”

He draws in a slow breath. My chest aches at what he’s going through in his mind right now.

“I don’t understand it still, but I want to.” He pauses. “I used to think I was broken and incapable of all this. But with you—and even with the children—it’s like I feel too much all the time.”

I squeeze his hand. “That’s being human.”

He leans back a little, finally exhaling like he hasn’t breathed all day. “I would’ve burned down whole cities for you all today,” he says softly, his thumb brushing against the back of my hand, his gaze fixed on it. “And I wouldn’t have even stopped to question it.”

I smile. And we sit like that for a while before we both lie back, tangled in each other’s arms. Just being.

And the thought of how far we’ve come hits me. From curious glances and wary apprehension to…this. Something steady. Something that feels right in all the fragile, broken ways I’m scared to acknowledge.

This dangerous man is still ruthless. Still frightening in every way. But he’s also gentle when he thinks the world isn’t watching. So loyal to us and his brothers that I don’t know what to make of it. And that’s the big difference.

“Do you think Queenie will really be okay?” I ask softly, breaking the silence as we lie there.

“I’ll do everything I can to make sure she is.”

I nod, resting my head against his shoulder as I curl into him. His lips press to my temple, and I know without a doubt that this man will protect us. Always.

But he’s not just protecting us.

He’s choosing us.

And I’m not afraid to choose him back.

To be the quiet when he needs it. The calm in the storm.

He wants me not because I tend to his needs. He wants me because he finds solace in me—just by me being me.

And I love this feeling of being wanted by him.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE



VIKTOR

Another day and another lead on Gennady. The tip off says that he might be at a meeting tonight.

We head to the location after the sun begins to set. The air hangs heavy over the ruins of an old cement plant. Concrete skeletons loom in the distance, half-swallowed by weeds and rust. This disused rundown place located in some industrial area is the perfect cover for covert arms dealing. And it’s a perfect place for someone to die.

My hand tightens on the gear shift for a fraction of a second before I step out of the SUV. Boots crunching on the gravel, the cool metal of my sidearm presses firm and reassuring against my ribs.

Nikolai is already scouting the perimeter with two of our men. Matvey lingers at my six, silent as death. And Grigory is standing by the open trunk and loading a second clip into his rifle. He doesn’t look at me. Doesn’t need to. He’s as invested in this as I am. It’s bad for business. It’s just bad overall. And it’s fucking personal.

“We’re ending this tonight,” I grit out.

Grigory nods once. “No witnesses.”

The Albanians made their move too early. Got greedy. Thought they could carve out a seat at the table by aligning with Gennady and skimming from the same pot we’d built brick by bloody fucking brick. Whatever Gennady offered them—access, immunity, leverage—it won’t be enough. This is Bratva territory now. And I’m here to show them they have nothing unless we’re the ones to give it to them.

The crackle over the earpiece tells us it’s time.

The cement plant stinks of mold and machine oil. Wind whistles through rusted beams like the ghost of men who built this place and died beneath its weight.

We move fast, splitting into teams with a silent and deadly precision.

Grigory takes the south flank. I lead the strike toward the loading bay where the meeting is supposed to go down.

Our intel is solid. They’re moving crates from a truck into the holding bay. A makeshift operation if we’ve ever seen it. A deal arranged by someone with just enough clearance and no soul left to sell.

And Gennady is central to it all. My jaw tightens. The FSB doesn’t create men like him by accident. They design them. Strip out hesitation. Wire loyalty into their bones. But Gennady is a unique breed all of his own.

We slip through a side entrance. I count five men guarding the first hallway. Two with rifles, three with sidearms. All Albanian.

I nod to Grigory. The wicked smirk on his face makes me shake my head.

I aim a bullet into a man’s chest. Another in the throat. The silencer makes quiet work of it.

Grigory takes out the others before their weapons even clear their jackets.

Blood paints the ground and walls.

My pulse doesn’t spike. My breathing doesn’t change. This is simple muscle memory. Precision. Execution.

We push forward. I step over a body still twitching.

Nikolai’s voice crackles through the comms. “Southeast clear. Two trucks. Multiple crates of weapons for delivery. I count six more inside.”

“Copy,” I say, turning toward the men and Grigory. “Hold. Wait for my go.”

Through the cracked glass of a busted office window, I see them standing over the desk making the deal. It’s a crowded room. Mostly muscle.

Two men shake hands. One is in a leather coat, broad-shouldered and scruffy—he’s an Albanian boss. The other wears a tailored jacket and dark gloves.

And there he is, in the flesh.

Gennady.

My hand tightens around my gun.

He looks calm. Almost bored.

I breathe deep, letting my rage settle in my bones. My emotions are wild, complex, disorganized. But discipline and calculation guide my actions—all the parts of me the military never quite broke but reshaped into something cold and precise.

Gennady turns kids into assets.

He did it to Avelina.

He wants Sofia too.

But he made the mistake of coming after my family.

“Go!” I order.

Grigory and Matvey breach from the side, sweeping the room with rifle fire. I move in fast, gun raised. Bullets rip through flesh. Screams echo against worn walls. One man thinks he can escape—I shoot him in the back without even thinking.

Gennady’s gaze darts around before he runs.

Fucking coward.

“He’s mine!” I pursue him, yanking the earpiece from my ear. I can’t afford to be distracted.

I can hear my name being called. I see Grigory move to cover my back. But this is for me to do alone. Chaos reigns behind me before it fades into the background as I break off toward the back exit. My steps are fast. But the bastard’s gaining ground, slipping between the stacks and debris.

My boots pound like thunder. I chase him into the gated parking lot. Abandoned vehicles scatter the lot like corpses. Gennady veers left, heading for a rusted-out truck.

I duck behind a steel barrel. And as I aim at him, for a split second, I see his eyes.

It’s not fear but recognition. Like he knew it’d be me.

He returns fire. “You can’t stop it!” he yells out.

My jaw tightens, lining up my next shot.

“I’m going to take them. And I’m going to break them!” the fucker taunts.

He breaks cover and runs toward the perimeter.

I sprint after him.

He spins around. And the sound of a gun going off hits my ears.

Pain flares, white-hot and immediate, as I look down. Something seeps into my shirt. Blood. I drop hard, the ground knocking the breath out of me. My vision blurs. And a metallic taste fills my mouth.

Another gunshot echoes.

My neck cranes to see Gennady escaping into the darkness, vanishing just past my line of sight toward the broken fence and rotting machinery.

I breathe through the pain, gripping my side as the sticky warmth coats my fingers.

It’s bad. Not lethal, not yet, but deep enough that pushing to sit up sends lightning through every nerve in my body.

Still, I try to stand. The world spins. And my knees buckle.

“Fuck!”

I drag myself behind the wheel of a nearby truck, shielding myself from sight lines as my breath comes in sharp, shallow pulls. I fumble with my comms.

Static. Then Matvey’s voice—calm but urgent—breaks through. “Vik? Viktor? You good? C’mon, man…”

I focus on the sound of his voice and not the throbbing pain in my side. Trying to block it all out and focus. It’s harder to do now. “I’m hit. He’s gone. Secure the area… Do not engage unless he comes back. I want to be the one…to kill him.”

“Copy.”

I close my eyes for a second, biting down hard as pain spikes again. My hands shake. My ribs scream. My side is slick and warm. And I can feel the stickiness coating my fingers as I press harder.

But none of it matters.

He fucking got away.

I let him get away. Fuck!

I press harder on the wound, teeth grinding as the pressure sends fire lancing through my side. The world around me blurs in and out. The scent of blood and dust chokes the air. Every breath feels wrong. Too shallow. Too sharp.

I’ve been shot before. While I was in the special forces and also while I’ve been working with Grigory and the others. I remember the agony of being shot in the ribs during an extraction in Ukraine and another time in the knee during a hostage retrieval that went sideways.

But this?

This is different.

Because I’m not focusing on the mission. Or the facts. Or the neat little boxes to distract myself. I’m thinking about her.

Avelina’s voice drifts into my head. Soft and steady. The memory of her hands on my chest when she thought I was asleep. The way her body fits into mine. The warmth in her sunshine smile. The way her fingers trace my tattoos like they’re something more than just skin and ink.

I failed her.

The sound of boots stomps toward me.

Movement in the corner of my eye gets my attention.

Nikolai’s shadow rounds the corner first, his rifle sweeping the lot, jaw clenching tight when he spots me.

“Shit.” He drops down, already checking the entry and applying pressure. “Gotta be the dramatic one, huh?”

“I wanted a nap,” I grunt.

He snorts, but it’s a tight sound. He’s worried. “I’ll kill him…and you too if you fucking die on us,” he mutters as Matvey jogs up behind him with a medical bag.

“No,” I snap, my voice hoarse but firm. “He’s mine.”

“Yeah, you’re really gonna show him by bleeding out.”

Matvey is already working, injecting me with a pain suppressant and gauze-packing the wound. His fingers are efficient, like he’s working on a keyboard. His expression is emotionless, but I see the twitch in his brow.

“I should’ve got him,” I grit out.

“You’ll get your chance,” Matvey says. “Just not tonight.”

Grigory’s voice crackles through the comms. “Evac two minutes out. Status?”

“Vik’s hit. We’ve got him, but Gennady and the Albanian boss got away.”

There’s silence for a few seconds. “Hold tight.”

I don’t know if I’ve simply closed my eyes or passed out, but the squeal of tires hits my ears. I want to open my eyes. But I can’t. They’re heavy. And everything is getting cold.

“Fuck,” I hear Matvey say before he begs me to open my eyes.

But dizziness makes it impossible. Have the pain meds even kicked in yet? Or maybe they’re working now, and I just don’t realize it. But every bit of pressure I feel makes me wince.

I mumble something, forcing my eyes to creak open a little. I press my hand to my side. Dizziness washes over me again. “He’s…still out there,” I mutter. “We gotta…”

I close my eyes with another sharp inhale.

I need to focus.

To find him.

But all I can think about is the sound of Avelina’s voice calling mine.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX



AVELINA

After putting the children to bed, I go to the office to finish a last email regarding an imminent shipment.

In front of the screen, I blink at the subject line I don’t recognize.

RE: Cement Plant.

Buried between receipts and other such messages, the email catches my eye because it’s from Viktor’s personal email. There’s no greeting. No sign-off or attached invoice. Just a short thread with coordinates—that I totally put into an online map—and phrases that make a shiver run down my spine.

Final move. Target confirmed.

He sent it to Grigory, Matvey, and Nikolai. And he obviously sent it by mistake to the main business email.

I click through the email trail. Every word is clinical, calculated. Reference to Gennady. The Albanians. Some rusted-out cement place on the north edge of town.

No time. No explanation. Just the kind of message to remind himself. The kind someone sends before they do something dangerously stupid.

I reread it twice. Then a third time.

He’s already gone.

He left half an hour ago with a kiss that left me breathless.

The air leaves my lungs in sharp, cold rushes. I slam close the laptop and stand a little too fast, nearly knocking over the chair.

I should be upstairs with Sofia or checking on Leon. I know I should. But I also know that Babulya is keeping an eye on them. And my feet take me in the opposite direction toward the door.

He doesn’t know Gennady like I do. He doesn’t know who he’s walking toward. Gennady is FSB. Trained. Dangerous. He doesn’t play fair. And as ruthless and badass as Viktor is, Gennady is a soulless beast.

I scribble a note in Russian to Babulya, then slip out before I can change my mind.

My mind whirls as I drive.

I don’t text Viktor. I don’t call. I don’t want to risk distracting him.

The cement plant rises in the distance like a graveyard. Hollow. Industrial. Forgotten. Creepy.

Parking behind a pile of scrap metal, I look around. Five SUVs. Three of which I vaguely recognize. But it’s too quiet.

Then I hear it.

Gunfire.

Muffled but close.

My heart lodges in my throat as I slip out of the car, staying low and creeping along the fence line. My hands shake as I scramble under a bent portion of the chain link, scraping my palm on gravel, but I barely feel it.

This is stupid. Idiotic and reckless. And yet I don’t turn around. I can’t.

I crouch near an old delivery truck. I catch a flash of movement. A black SUV. Men in tactical gear shouting.

Then Viktor.

He’s running after someone, gun in hand, cutting across the lot like a dark shadow with a sole purpose. The man he’s after is unmistakable even in the low sunlight.

My heart thunders.

Gennady.

I feel a scream burn through my throat. But I swallow it down. “No,” I croak. “No, no, no⁠—”

Gennady ducks behind a wrecked trailer.

Viktor rounds the corner after him.

A gunshot rings out. Sharp and brutal.

The world shatters.

Viktor slumps.

Collapses.

And Gennady sprints off into the darkness.

I hesitate until I see Viktor drag himself across the ground and radio for help. And in that split second, I decide to chase after Gennady.

I don’t know what’s making me do this. But I get the feeling that there might be more to come.

Gennady is thorough.

He doesn’t do anything by halves.

I’m light and quick on my feet as I follow his silhouette through the inky night.

Then I see Gennady duck into the shadows behind an outbuilding.

Is he just catching his breath?

Why isn’t he getting away?

Why is he lurking?

And why is he suddenly circling back to Viktor and the other men?


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN



AVELINA

I don’t think.

I act.

My feet move before I can process what I’m doing. My keys are already in my hand as I sprint back to my car, stumbling over the gravel. I trip. Jump back up. Yank open the door. Leap into the car. The engine roars to life the second I twist the ignition. And I floor it.

Knuckles white, I grip the steering wheel. Gennady is creeping back toward Viktor and the other men. Slinking through the shadows.

The men are trying to tend to Viktor and don’t notice. Gennady is near them. He raises his arm again.

He wants to finish Viktor off.

I don’t brake. Don’t slow. The tires squeal.

Gennady spins around. Sees my car coming. He’s wide-eyed. Mouth open in shock.

I speed at him before he can pull the trigger again.

The impact is sudden and sickening.

His body slams against the hood, rolls over the windshield, and is flung behind me. One of Viktor’s soldiers sprints over to Gennady and kicks the weapon from his hand.

I’m shaking in the driver’s seat. Fumbling to throw the car in park. My legs are Jell-O as I fling open the door. But I don’t let that stop me. I run to Viktor.

He’s semi-conscious, hand pressed into his side. Blood soaks through the dark material of his shirt. His eyes flutter open, then close.

“Viktor!” The word feels like it’s been clawed from my throat. I say it again and again as I collapse beside him.

“Avelina…?”

“I’ve got you,” I whisper, gripping his face with both hands. “I’ve got you.” He tries to sit up, but I push him down gently. “Don’t move. You’re bleeding.”

“Gennady... I gotta...”

“Don’t worry about him.” My voice shakes.

“We should move Vik into the SUV and keep him warm until we can get him out of here,” Matvey says in a gruff voice.

As I watch Nikolai and Matvey hoist him up, a pained moan sounds from behind me.

My head whips toward it.

Gennady. He’s crawling. One leg twisted at the wrong angle, blood pooling behind him.

My heart trips over itself as I walk slowly toward him.

Viktor’s soldiers are keeping watch over him as Gennady tries to claw himself along the ground.

“Leave us, please,” I say to the soldiers.

Their eyes swing to Grigory, who gives them a brief nod before they move away from Gennady.

His gaze lifts as he rolls onto his back, spitting blood, eyes narrowing into slits. “You,” he croaks in a half-choked laugh. “I should’ve broken you when I had the chance.”

My fists tighten even as my fingers shake. I’ve never killed anyone before. And it’s obvious that Gennady is taking his last breaths now. There’s no way he’ll survive his injuries. The enormity of that weighs on me.

“I’m not a scared little girl anymore,” I say.

His smile is cruel and bloodstained. “Aren’t you? You think he’ll protect you? That you’re safe? He’s nothing. You’re nothing.”

“I don’t care what I am to a monster like you,” I say more firmly. “I know what I am. I know what I am to my daughter. What I am to Viktor.”

His face twists and sneers. “You stupid girl. You were always useless. Weak. Pathetic.”

I shake my head because I know that’s not true. “I’m a woman who’ll do whatever it takes to protect my family,” I grit out.

I watch as he chokes on his own blood, his body jerking. Then he goes still, his eyes wide and glazed.

My knees wobble, but I keep watching until I’m sure he’s dead. Gone forever.

“Avelina!” Grigory’s voice cuts through the ringing in my ears.

I turn.

He’s barking orders into the radio on his shoulder, calling for more transport and help. But his gaze is glued to mine. And briefly, I see the flicker of something I don’t expect.

No judgment. No pity.

Just understanding. And respect.

Turning back toward the lifeless body, my knees give out, and I crash to the ground. Tears blur my vision.

Warm hands wrap around my arms, hauling me up. “Alright,” Grigory says softly. “It’s alright.”

With his help, I stumble across to the SUV. Viktor’s paler now. But he’s talking, mumbling something in Russian. I squeeze past to see Matvey still putting pressure on the wound.

Viktor’s gaze finds mine, glazed. “You okay?”

I nod through my tears. “You got shot, and you’re asking if I’m okay?”

His lips twitch for a brief moment. “Matvey said you ran him over?”

I nod, my stomach bottoming out again.

Viktor’s head falls back slightly. “That’s my girl… Remind me to never piss you off.”

Despite everything, I huff out the smallest laugh.

“We’re getting you out of here, Vik,” Matvey says, his voice cracking with concern.

I climb into the SUV and cradle Viktor’s head in my lap as the tears roll down my cheeks. “Just hold on,” I whisper to him. “You’ve got to hold on.”

Grigory’s voice and the rest of them fade into the background as they coordinate the extraction and set up for men to meet us at a private hospital.

But all I take notice of is Viktor. I brush back the hair from his clammy brow. “I don’t like killing,” I whisper.

“I’m sorry,” he murmurs. “You shouldn’t have had to do that, Avelina. I should have done it.”

I swallow the taste of bile. “I’d do it again if I had to. To protect you. And to protect Sofia and Leon.”

“You won’t have to,” he says. “You’ve got us. And if anyone tries to retaliate, they’ll have hell to pay. Grigory and I will see to it.” His hand slowly lifts to wipe away my tears. “You’re family now, Avelina. And I protect what’s mine.”

A helicopter arrives. The sound reaches me before I see it—low, rhythmic, thunderous. My pulse leaps. I shield my eyes as it descends, the blades whipping my hair into a frenzy. The noise is deafening, drowning out everything but the pounding of my heart.

Viktor is barely conscious now. His breathing is shallow and rattling.

I grip his hand tighter, refusing to let go. “They’re here,” I whisper, though I don’t know if he can hear me anymore.

The moment the chopper touches the ground, men in black rush toward us with a stretcher. I don’t move. Can’t. One of them tries to gently pry me away, but I shake my head violently.

“I’m going with him,” I shout over the roar.

They hesitate for a split second, then nod.

I help guide Viktor onto the stretcher, biting back a sob when he moans out in pain. His eyes flutter open for a second. Just long enough for me to say, “You’re going to be okay. You hear me? I’ve got you.”

We lift into the air moments later, the world shrinking beneath us. And all I can do is pray he makes it.

The ride to the hospital is a blur. Viktor fades in and out of consciousness. He’s surrounded by blood-soaked gauze, and his pulse is weak.

“I’ve got you,” I whisper over and over again, like the repetition might help him.

A team of doctors meets us on the helipad on the hospital roof, rushing out toward us as soon as we land.

Grigory barks orders at them. Nikolai and Matvey haul Viktor onto the trolley while I hover at the side, arms wrapped tightly around myself as I refuse to take my eyes off Viktor.

We all follow as the doctors run inside with the gurney wheeling between them. Until we reach the door of the operating room and can go no further. Then all we can do is wait. And pray.
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The adrenaline is wearing off now. My limbs feel heavy, and my mind is too loud.

The images from earlier keep replaying in my mind.

The sickening thud as my car hit Gennady.

Gennady’s twisted face.

His sneer.

“Avelina?”

I blink, snapping back into the room. “Huh?”

The men look at me with curious glances before Matvey speaks again. “Can I get you anything? A drink?”

I shake my head.

I should be sorry, shouldn’t I, for taking a life? For killing someone.

But this man threatened my daughter. Shot Viktor. Nearly wrecked my whole world.

So, I’m not sorry. And maybe that makes me a terrible person. But I’d do it again and again if it came down to protecting the people I love. Sofia. Leon. And Viktor.
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I don’t know how much time passes. It’s all a blur as we wait for an update.

Eventually, the doctor informs us that the bullet missed anything vital. There’s damage but no serious organ trauma. Viktor needs rest, antibiotics, and time.

“Is it…over now?” I ask Grigory as the doctor goes back to Viktor.

Grigory doesn’t answer right away. The pause makes me look up at him. “The Russian government won’t dare touch Viktor.”

I nod, chewing my lip. “They’ll still come looking, won’t they? For me.”

Grigory stands there, arms crossed over his broad chest, studying me for a long moment. “They’ll poke around, ask some questions. But if they value the weapons routes and supplies we give them, they’ll keep their mouths shut. Nothing will happen to you or the children. You have my word on that.”

Soon, I’m allowed in to see Viktor. His breathing is soft, steadier now. I reach out, brushing my fingers over his knuckles.

His hand twitches under mine. Then his voice, low and gravelly, breaks the silence. “I wanted to protect you. Didn’t want to let you down.”

I shift closer. “You didn’t, Viktor. You’re a protector. You’re my protector.”

His eyes open, heavily lidded. “I do a lot of bad things, Avelina.”

“And you do a lot of good things too. Cradling a little girl while she cried over her cat. Getting her a stuffed animal to soothe her. Buying her and her little brother so many gifts and toys. Letting a stranger stay in your room while she recovered.”

He lets out a breath that’s half a laugh. “You make it sound so simple.”

“It’s not. But you still did those things. A bad man wouldn’t have.”

He turns his head to look at me fully. “You killed him.”

It’s not a question, but I answer it anyway. “Yes.”

“Are you okay?”

I swallow. “I don’t know. But I don’t regret it. I’d do it again if I needed to.”

Viktor goes quiet, but his expression softens. “Come here, my sunshine.”

I shake my head. “You’re hurt.”

“I’m fine,” he insists.

I huff but scoot closer to the edge of the bed.

“You’re not alone anymore,” he says, his hand curling around mine. “You don’t have to carry everything. Or everyone. I’m here. Nikolai and Matvey too. Hell, even Grigory would kill for you at this point.”

The ache inside me eases a little. “Grigory arranged for the body to be dealt with.”

Viktor laughs before wincing again. “Careful. You’re starting to sound a little like us.”

We sit in silence for a while, his fingers still tangled with mine. And it’s comfortable.

“You’re all family now. Sofia, Leon—even when he screams his little lungs out—and you. You’re family. Forever and with no conditions.”

My throat tightens. “You’re sure?”

“You ran over a man today to save me. And to save Sofia.” He tilts his head just enough to meet my eyes. “I’ve never been more sure. You’ve changed me. You’ve changed all of us.”

I shake my head. “I didn’t change you, Viktor. I just met you where you already were.”

I want to tell him I love him. I want to say it out loud so he’ll understand. To make it real and not just a feeling choking me.

But I don’t. Not now.

So, I just rest my forehead against his and close my eyes.

And we breathe.

Two broken people, slowly becoming whole.
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After checking in with Babulya, I spend the rest of the night at the hospital with Viktor. The next morning, I return home and slip into Sofia and Leon’s room to check on them.

It’s still very early. Sofia is curled in the bed, one hand gently clutching her stuffed cat, the other petting Queenie. Queenie is back home now and is sleeping peacefully against Sofia, purring in a slow, steady rhythm. The sight makes my chest ache in the best way.

Sofia stirs when the mattress dips beneath me. “Is Viktor okay?” she asks in a whisper. “I asked Babulya where you all were, and she said he’s in the hospital.”

“He’s going to be,” I offer as I click on the lamp. “He just needs some rest.”

She nods, her eyes wide. “Did you help him?”

I hesitate for a few moments. “I did.”

She pauses. “You stopped the bad men?”

I don’t know what I’m supposed to say. She must have heard Babulya or one of the others talking. “I did.”

She reaches out and pats my hand softly. “Good.” And just like that, she settles back onto her pillows, nestling down as her eyes flutter closed.

I tuck the blanket around her shoulders and kiss her forehead.

For once, I don’t feel that black hole of danger looming over me in the shadows of the room.

For once, I don’t check over my shoulder before I switch off the lamp and leave my children to sleep.

For once, I simply breathe.


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT



VIKTOR

I’m back home now. Staying in bed all day, not being able to do much, is goddamn boring. Necessary, I know, but still boring.

The doctor has given me permission to go from the bed to the rec room couch. But that’s it. No gym. No work. No other activities. And Grigory and the others are enforcing this.

I’m wearing black joggers and a black T-shirt as I lie on the couch. Avelina bought me blue pinstripe pjs, but I refused to wear them. Just the color of them is enough to make my anxiety spike. No, plain black is the only color that keeps me calm and sane. So, that’s what I’ll be sticking to.

Queenie is curled up against my legs, her eyes half-lidded, one paw twitching as she dreams. She’s on two medications, which she takes twice daily with food. Same time. No variation. I set alarms. I have a tracker on my phone.

If someone had told me a few years ago that I’d pay what I paid for her surgery, I’d have rolled on the floor with laughter.

But Queenie matters.

To Avelina.

And to me.

And most importantly, to Sofia. She helps Sofia regulate when she’s anxious. The comforting weight of Queenie against her chest when things are too loud. The soft fur of the cat under her fingers when she’s stressed. It steadies her in a way I understand. And I’d burn every penny of Bratva money if it meant that one piece of this scary world was stable for this little girl.
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Two weeks later, and I’m finally off bed rest. Thank the fucking Lord.

Sofia sits cross-legged on the rug in the den, staring at the little paper crown she made for herself last week. It tilts slightly to the left, one jewel sticker clinging on for dear life. Her lower lip trembles. “He promised he’d call,” she whispers.

Avelina crouches beside her and smooths a hand over her soft hair. “Sweetheart, I think he’s away for work. And sometimes, adults⁠—”

“Lie?” Sofia says flatly, her eyes glistening.

And I can tell that single word guts her mom. Avelina swallows hard before she stands and comes over to me. “This is the third birthday in a row he’s been away for work and forgotten her birthday, but this year it’s hitting harder,” she whispers in an anguished voice. “Sofia is seven today, and she’s old enough to remember promises and old enough to know when they’re broken.”

And after I try and fail to comfort Sofia, I head out, telling them both I’ll be back soon.
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An hour later, I stand in the doorway.

Avelina’s jaw drops. “What on earth…?”

I stomp inside, feeling like a man enduring medieval torture. In one arm, I’m balancing a giant pink bakery box and a huge shiny gift bag. In the other, a bunch of pink balloons and a very sleepy cat dressed in a mini feather boa and pink tiara. And behind me trots Albert, also with a pink feather boa and a jeweled tiara askew on his furry head.

“Happy birthday, little bird,” I say, my deep voice at odds with this ridiculous scene.

Sofia’s head jerks up. Her eyes go as round as saucers. “Queenie and Albert look so cute!” she squeals, launching to her feet.

Queenie flicks her tail like she may be plotting my murder. Albert just plops down onto the rug, panting and looking pleased with himself.

“I thought,” I say stiffly, “that maybe Queenie and Albert could join us…for tea.” My face twitches like the words physically pain me, but I know this is what I need to do for this little girl. “A royal party. For a royal girl.”

Sofia gasps so loudly, I’m shocked she doesn’t pass out. “Really?”

“Really,” I confirm, setting the box and bag on the coffee table. “I know how much you like, er, dressing the animals up. There’s cake. Presents. A pink boa and tiara for you. And juice for the tea party.” I hold up a large bottle of apple juice like it’s fine wine.

Avelina looks at me. “Viktor, you didn’t have to⁠—”

I cut her a look. “I did.” Then, in a low voice, I add, “No child should feel forgotten on her birthday.”

Sofia throws her arms around my legs before I can react. I stiffen for a heartbeat, then lower one large hand to her back, patting her carefully.

“Thank you,” she sniffles, muffled against my black combat pants.

“You are welcome, little bird,” I murmur.

As Sofia rushes off to pour pretend tea for Queenie and Albert, Avelina bites her lip, overwhelmed. She swipes away a tear from behind her glasses before speaking quietly to me. “Geliy may have forgotten. But you showed up—with pink tiaras, feather boas, and everything else—proving what a big heart you have…and how lucky we are to have you in our lives.”
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At the end of the week, I fly Dr. Rivers back to Vegas for a final checkup on Queenie.

After his examination, he packs his things and tucks his stethoscope away. And before leaving, he hands me a small card with a photo of a sunlit room full of cats and dogs.

“This is one of the shelters I was talking about before,” he says with a smile. Dr. Rivers refused to take the 100K I offered originally for Queenie’s surgery, instead asking me to make a donation to the animal shelters he set up as part of a charitable foundation. “This is our branch in L.A. If you ever find yourself out there, stop in. We take in the animals no one else wants. And we never euthanize them, no matter how long they are with us.”

Sofia perks up instantly. “More cats?”

Dr. Rivers laughs. “A lot more. All looking for good homes.”

I tuck the card into my shirt pocket and nod.

He gives Queenie one final pat on the head before leaving.

“Can we go?” Sofia asks, looking at me, then Avelina, with wide, hopeful eyes. “Can we visit?”

I glance at Avelina, who raises an eyebrow but nods. “Maybe once Viktor is completely better. He still needs to rest, but we can see after that.”

And my heart lifts as I watch Sofia smile widely in response.
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Later, when Avelina is nestled beside me asleep, I lie awake. My fingers drift over her arm softly. A new habit of mine.

I can’t seem to shut my brain off, though.

With my other hand, I browse the web on my phone. I could pull up the video of Avelina skating to soothe me to sleep. But I don’t. Not yet.

Instead, I browse the animal shelter’s website. Paw Prints Sanctuary.

Every picture is full of creatures with wide eyes and cautious expressions. Some wear bandanas or hats. Strays, surrendered seniors, animals with scars, dogs who flinch from the camera, cats who don’t quite trust the warmth of a lap.

I recognize a lot of that. Each image reminds me of the small boy I used to be. The kind that was lost in the world. The kind that was wary and always kept his distance. The kind that learned to survive without expecting kindness. The kind that society excluded in so many ways because I couldn’t think or feel the way they did.

There’s one photo that stops me cold. A ginger tabby called Red. She’s curled on a plaid blanket beside a one-eyed German Shepherd called Gerald. The caption reads: Bonded pair. Found under an overpass. Won’t be separated.

I stare at it for a long time.

Something in my chest tightens. The way it does when Avelina looks at me in that special way of hers. Or when Sofia calls me her best friend.

And I don’t push that feeling away.

Instead, I click the button that says Make a Donation.

I enter a very large amount.

And I set it to repeat.

Monthly.
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Sofia is drawing beside me at the weekend. Her drawings are mostly of cats. And as she colors in her latest picture, she gives me her daily rundown of the vegetable garden. She’s also always around to help with Queenie’s food and medicine.

There’s a steadiness in Sofia that she didn’t have when she first came here.

I recognize the pattern.

She’s anchoring.

From what Avelina told me, Geliy never really clicked with Sofia. Her questions, the way her brain works, the meltdowns. It was too difficult for Geliy to understand. That makes me a little sad—for both Sofia and Geliy.

“Can we see the shelter?” she asks.

I blink at the book I’m not really reading. She’s made it a point to ask every day since Dr. Rivers mentioned it. Sometimes she’s hyper-focused, rattling off every cat and dog name on the shelter’s website. Other times, she draws the shelter’s floor plans the way she thinks it’ll be set up. She’s also made a list of questions for the shelter’s staff and even color-coded them by importance.

My lips twitch into a small smile.

“She’s really excited,” Avelina says, leaning over the back of the couch.

“She’s planning,” I say.

“Planning means she thinks we’re going to take her.”

And we will. Just as soon as I’m no longer being watched like a child. As much as I try to protest that I’m fine, that I can walk and stand and do everything I did before, I’m stuck here and under orders to keep resting.

Avelina kisses my temple softly. “We’re going to head to the garden. If you want to come?”

“Am I allowed?”

Her nose scrunches. “Yeah, c’mon. It’s been a while. The sun will do us all some good.”

Walking slowly, Albert and Queenie scamper at our side. After a few seconds, I pick Queenie up and let her snuggle into my arms. I don’t want her overdoing things.

When we reach the vegetable garden, I sink onto the bench. Sofia tends to the weeds near the green beans while Avelina guides Leon’s teetering steps around the planter boxes. I relax. I watch. And I answer Sofia’s questions as they come in waves.

The sun is comfortably warm.

The vibration in my pocket pulls my gaze from Avelina’s soft smile—the one that still makes my heart pound much too fast.

It’s Matvey. I don’t hesitate to answer.

“Geliy’s dead.” That’s all he says. No hello. No ceremony. No emotion. Just that one fact.

“When? Where?” My words come out in a rush.

“Zurich. Some kind of extraction gone wrong. Took a bullet through the neck. Nearly painless death.”

“Was he alone?” I ask, absorbing the weight of it. Geliy and I weren’t friends as such. We knew each other through the military. And I know these things happen in our line of work, but how will Avelina and the kids take the news?

“No. A few of the others got out.”

I scrub my jaw. “Thanks.”

The call ends. And I sit there, staring at my phone.

“Viktor? Everything okay?”

I lift my gaze. “Yeah… I mean, no.”

“What happened?” Avelina asks, pausing as Leon climbs over her lap, reaching toward a butterfly that landed on the squash plant.

“It’s...” My words falter. I’ve never had trouble saying these things before. I sigh. “It’s Geliy.”

“What about him?”

“He, uh, there was a mission. He…didn’t make it.”

Silence stretches between us.

Her expression falls. But she doesn’t cry. She doesn’t gasp or deny it. She just nods.

“I’m sorry,” I say. And I mean it.

She nods again. “It wasn’t… I mean, he and I weren’t really anything anymore.” Another pause. “It’s terrible news. I’m not sad for me, not really. But…I’m sad for them.” Her head tilts toward the children.

Carefully, I stand and lower myself to the ground beside her. I cup her face gently and brush a stray tear from her cheek.

“It’s okay to be sad, Avelina.”

“I know.”

“I’ll make sure they’re okay,” I murmur. “Whatever you guys need.”

She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “Thank you.”

She wipes her eyes and spares me a wobbly smile. It’s not sunshine, but it’s vulnerable and honest.

I’m not good with this stuff. I don’t pretend to be.

But as she leans into me, I know that I’ll be here for her—and she knows it too.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE



AVELINA

In the days since we got the news, Sofia has taken Geliy’s death better than expected. She said, “It’s like he’s on one of his work trips but for longer this time. And while he’s gone, God will look after him in Heaven.” I’ll need to keep an eye on her and be there for whenever she needs to talk about it.

I can’t help thinking about the day when I finally left Geliy. About when he revealed what he really thought about our relationship. My mind wanders back to that conversation…

“It’s for the best,” he tells me with a casual shrug, barely looking at me, like this is a conversation about what to have for dinner rather than our entire life splintering apart.

My stomach twists with unease. Although I’m the one ending it, there’s something in his tone, a sharp edge beneath the words, that makes my pulse start thudding too fast. “What do you mean?”

“It’s not as if this was a marriage based on love,” he snaps.

The words hit me like a blow to the chest. My breath stutters. And my whole world tilts on its side. “What?” I croak. Because even though our relationship is at an end now, I thought the start of it was at least based on love.

He doesn’t even hesitate with his reply. “I mean, that’s not why I married you. Look at you.” He waves a hand at my body. “You were never much of a catch to begin with, but since you’ve had the babies, you’ve let yourself go. You’ve got fat.” He puts extra emphasis on that last word, and humiliation tints my cheeks red. My lips part, but no sound comes out. My heart pounds so hard it’s all I can hear.

He presses on in an ice-cold voice. “My mother was right all along,” he continues. “She always was against the idea of me marrying you. I should have listened to her to begin with.”

My throat burns. His mother has always hated me and has made that crystal clear in a thousand ways, but this is a knife twisting deeper. “Your mother?”

“Yeah, she said that you were just looking for a meal ticket.”

It’s like he’s physically striking me. My skin prickles with shame and fury. My voice shakes, but I force the words out. “You know that’s not true. I married you because I loved you.”

He finally looks me in the eye. And what I see there makes my knees nearly buckle. “I only married you because I had to. Because you were pregnant,” he says, each word hard and brutal. “That’s all it came down to. That’s the only reason I let you shackle me and chain me down.”

And the truth shatters me. Because I thought our beautiful babies were born out of love.

His jaw tightens. “Tell me the truth. Did you get pregnant on purpose? Just to trap me?”

For a second, I can’t even comprehend what he’s asking. This is a stranger wearing the face of the man I once adored. “No!” I choke out. “Of course I didn’t. How…could you even think that of me?”

His expression doesn’t flicker. “Well, that’s what my mother thought. She even said it at the time. And I reckon she was right all along…”

I shake my head back into the present. It’s all in the past now. I don’t regret leaving Geliy. But I feel so sad for the children—Sofia is so young to have to deal with this.

My thoughts keep rattling through my brain. About Geliy’s death. And about Gennady…

I’m sitting in the back seat of one of Viktor’s SUVs, hands folded tight in my lap, knuckles pale against my jeans. The windows are dark and tinted so heavily I can’t see the world outside unless I press my forehead to the glass.

But I don’t do that.

Because inside the car feels safe.

Or it should.

Except my chest hasn’t unclenched since we left the Kremlin.

I’d rather driven myself, but that’s not an option with my car in the shop. Something about the alignment, or the tires, or all of it—I stopped listening. Maybe it was just the universe telling me not to leave the house. But I need to go and buy Sofia new clothes.

So, here I sit while Artyom, one of Viktor’s soldiers, drives me to the mall. Maybe the change of scene will help me.

But I know it won’t…

I’ve tried looking at the silver lining. I protected my family from Gennady. I did what needed to be done.

But I don’t think I’ve really felt settled since I killed Gennady.

The sound of the car striking him still echoes in my dreams sometimes. But it’s the silence afterward that haunts me. The weight of it. The way Gennady slumped, the life just seeping away little by little.

But I’d done it. Clean. Deliberate.

And I haven’t cried over it once.

That’s what lingers.

“Miss Avelina.” Artyom’s voice is clipped and cuts through the silence.

I blink, looking up from my hands. “Yes?”

His gaze meets mine in the rearview mirror, eyes narrowed. “Not to alarm you, but we’ve had the same black SUV two car lengths behind us since we joined the main road.”

Ice slides down my spine.

That’s a long way to have the same car following us—multiple blocks and exits later.

I shift forward in my seat, trying to glimpse in the mirror what he sees. And the way his hands tighten on the wheel tells me this isn’t paranoia. It’s instinct.

I lick my lips. “Do you recognize it?”

He shakes his head once. “No. There’s nothing to tell me who it might be. And it’s matching our speed and lane changes exactly.”

I swallow. Dread settles in my gut.

Artyom calls Viktor on the Bluetooth.

It rings once before Viktor picks up. “What’s wrong?” His deep rumble fills the SUV’s cabin, tense and alert.

“We’ve got a tail, boss,” Artyom says. “Unmarked black SUV. Been with us since we pulled out of the neighborhood.”

Viktor’s curse is loud and clear. “Do not lead them to a safe house. Just keep going like you planned. Understand?”

“Copy.”

The call ends abruptly.

Artyom checks the mirror again, then flicks the turn signal, changing lanes.

I peer over my shoulder, squinting through the back window.

The black SUV does the same lane change. It’s closer now. There’s just one car between us.

My pulse picks up. I curl my hands tighter in my lap to stop them from shaking. My heart pounds like it’s trying to kick through my ribs.

Is it the FSB? One of Gennady’s goons? Or is it another threat altogether—something to do with whatever Geliy was involved in?

I have no way to know

And that makes it worse.

A shaky breath leaves me. I’ve seen this play out before. It feels like a lifetime ago—in another car, with Geliy beside me, my hand shaking just as hard. Back then, it had been an enemy I never got the name of. They’d rammed the car, then tried to pull me from it. Geliy killed two of them right there in the dust and broken glass. He hadn’t even blinked.

Artyom makes a sharp right down an exit toward the Strip, jostling me.

The black SUV follows.

He curses in Russian under his breath. No more cars are between us as we take the off-ramp. “They’re closing in.”

“Can you lose them?”

His expression is grim as he accelerates.

Outside the window, the city blurs. Street signs, glitter, and glam rush past in smears of color. My stomach lurches with the motion. I brace myself, gripping the leather seat as we swerve down a side street.

The SUV behind us doesn’t flinch or falter.

It’s like they know where we’re going.

“Miss!” Artyom barks, “Brace yourself! They’re going to try something.”

The edge in his voice twists the knife in my gut. My hand tightens as my heart lodges in my throat.

Then it happens.

We’re slammed into.

I’m thrown forward in my seat.

The SUV rear-ends us. Hard and sudden. Metal-on-metal shrieking as the back of their car shoves us violently.

I cry out, thrown against the seatbelt. It burns into my collarbone and shoulder.

They’re not just following us.

They’re trying to ram us off the road!

“Hold on,” Artyom grits, yanking the wheel.

We swerve again. Tires scream against the asphalt. The world narrows into blurs of motion. I grip the seat with white knuckles, blood roaring in my ears.

I’m back there again—Geliy grabbing his gun, me screaming, the smell of gasoline and burnt rubber thick in the air.

“There’s protection under the seat!” Artyom yells.

“Protection?”

He locks eyes with me. “Just in case, Miss.”

“I can’t...” Guns terrify me, especially since Viktor was shot. “Just get us somewhere safe—please!”

He doesn’t question my reluctance and takes a hard left onto an access road behind a construction site, kicking up a cloud of dust and gravel. It’s deserted—nothing but fencing and the skeleton of a future shopping complex. Steel beams jut into the sky like ribs torn from a giant’s chest.

We’re boxed in on three sides.

One way in.

And only one way out.

Artyom hits the brakes, throws open the door, grabs his gun. He aims at the SUV barreling toward us. It brakes harshly, sliding into a skid and screeching to a stop ten feet away.

The doors fly open.

Three men leap out. Big. Burly. Not amateurs. Not randoms.

I grip my leather seat, grabbing under it until I feel cold metal. It’s heavier than I remember.

Artyom crouches behind the door and aims. “Get down!” he roars at me.

I do as told. Let the gun fall to my feet as I duck.

Artyom’s first shots crack like thunder, echoing off a steel beam.

My mind drifts back to that car chase with Geliy. That danger. That all-consuming panic I felt then and am feeling again now.

What kind of world have I stepped into so willingly again?

What kind of world did I ignore because I thought I was safe?

And have I ever been truly safe with Viktor?

The sound of gunfire is rapid. It keeps coming. Artyom curses as he reloads.

I chance a look—one man is down.

But it’s not enough.

Terror claws at me. I squeeze my eyes shut.

Did I really think it ended with Gennady?

A bitter sound bubbles up my throat, but I swallow it down.

A squeal of tires tears through the air.

My head lifts just in time to see another SUV racing in behind the first.

More men sent to take us out.

And we’re sitting ducks now.


CHAPTER FIFTY



VIKTOR

The moment I get the call, I leap into my bulletproof SUV.

My knuckles are white as I grip the steering wheel. I’m tearing through the neighborhood. Tracking the GPS of Artyom’s vehicle.

Four other SUVs are behind me, filled to the gills with my men. We’re a few clicks out from the Strip, cutting north through the industrial sector. The kind of place where buildings are more rust than steel. Where businesses come to die in the quiet. It’s a place to make backdoor deals—or make a point.

I should be comforted Avelina is in one of our bulletproof vehicles. That she’s got someone trained with her instead of driving her own car.

But I’m not. Because I know that she’s in danger. And I’m not with her.

My chest tightens like a goddamn vise. I grit out an order into the comms in my ear. My men behind me confirm as we take the off-ramp.

Roaring into a construction site, our other SUVs are behind me and block the exit.

My pulse ticks faster as I close in. I can’t see her inside the car. I need eyes on her. Fucking now. “Tap into the interior camera,” I bark.

Matvey’s voice crackles through the earpiece. “Still working on it. Give me a few more seconds… Got a visual. She’s in the back, ducked down. Artyom’s alert.”

But the tension doesn’t break. It just gets worse. Like a knife twisting in my gut.

“Fan out!” I yell. I want her protected. I want her safe. And I want these bastards dead.

Our SUVs fan out like jaws clamping down. The two enemy vehicles panic and retreat, speeding down a service road that we didn’t know about. Fuck! They’ve got another way to get out of here!

I want to rush to Avelina’s side. But I know she’s now safe and has got Artyom to protect her. I turn hard, engine roaring as the tires squeal. “One SUV stay with Artyom and Avelina!” I yell into the comms. No fucking way am I leaving her at risk again.

The chase takes us past empty warehouses and blown-out windows.

The road narrows. Turns into a gravel yard behind some plant. One way in. One way out.

I know this place. No cameras. No witnesses.

Perfect for the slaughter that’s about to happen.

“Box them in!” I order.

My door shoves open before I can fully throw the SUV into park. My boots hit the dirt, gun drawn.

Shots fire.

The crunch of gravel behind me tells me my men are following.

I don’t even blink before one drops. Then another. We take them down hard and fast.

Silence reigns for a few long seconds.

Then my men drag one of them toward me as he coughs up blood.

I crouch down to his level as they throw him at my feet. My hand grips his stupid man-bun, lifting his head. “Why?”

He gives me a red-stained smile.

The butt of my gun hits his face. It busts his lip and knocks out a tooth.

“Why her?” I shout. “Did the FSB send you?” We already worked out a deal with the Russian government—it cost us a hell of a lot of money, but as part of the deal, they agreed they’d leave Avelina and her kids alone from now on. But is this the Russian government fucking reneging on the deal? And is this their way of telling me that Avelina will always belong to them?

Defiance is still lingering behind his eyes. And a smugness.

I don’t like it. I strike again. Hard. Enough to shatter his cheekbone. “Answer. The. Fucking. Question!”

He spits blood. “We were told…it was you in the SUV,” he splutters.

I freeze. Ice water floods my veins. “Told it was me?”

“Orders were clear. Hit the…car. Kill you. The Albanians want you dead. Your old comrade, Geliy, was working…with them too. Just sometimes…when he needed the money. He gave them info about the layout of your compound…”

A kill order from the Albanians. To kill me. But it was Avelina who nearly got killed. And Geliy was also fucking involved before his death. That was why he visited me at our compound.

I rise slowly, letting my boot come down hard on him before I step over his crumpled body.

“Nikolai said he was almost hit too,” Matvey says over the comms. “Someone tried to take him out at one of our restaurants twenty minutes ago.”

My gut tightens. And fear spreads like poison through my chest. “Grigory?” I say slowly.

“Just texted me to say he was run off the road coming back from the casino. The soldier driving his SUV didn’t make it.”

Didn’t make it. Someone’s already dead. “It’s retaliation.” I say my immediate thought out loud.

“Definitely,” Matvey replies, the anger in his voice clear. “We’re meeting back at the Kremlin as soon as possible.”

I nod, yanking the comms from my ear. It makes sense. The Albanians aren’t just pissed that we ruined shit for them. They want us off the board completely. And Geliy was happy to take their money, giving them info about our compound and whatever he learned about our set up, not caring that it might be putting Avelina and the kids in danger.

There’s no doubt in my mind now. This was a coordinated attack. The Albanians were trying to get in with the Russian government and become their main suppliers, but we burned their bridge before it could even get started. This isn’t about sending a message. It’s war. And now, they’ve made the mistake of making Avelina a target of their fucking actions.

I leap back into the SUV and race back to Avelina. Getting back to Artyom’s vehicle, I push past my men as I rush to her, nearly pulling the door from its hinges to get to her. She sits there, eyes closed tightly, whispering something I can’t make out.

Her face is pale. Too pale.

I don’t even waste a breath before I tug her to me. One hand cradling the back of her head, the other wrapping tight around her waist like I can hold her together. “You’re okay,” I whisper. “It’s okay. I’ve got you now.”

I don’t know who I’m trying to convince more. Her or me. But it doesn’t soothe either of us as she clings tightly to me. I breathe her in deeply.

She’s safe. The words repeat over and over. Because I protected her. This time.

“I’ve got you,” I murmur. “No one gets to touch you, Avelina. You’re mine, and I’m going to protect you. Always.”

She nods slowly, letting out a trembling breath.

“You’re coming back with me.”

She doesn’t argue and lets me lead her back to my SUV.

I give a nod to my men, and they file back into their vehicles. One in front of us. One behind.

By the time we return to the Kremlin, I’m vibrating. Not with fear. But with rage.

Avelina is quiet the whole drive back, and I don’t blame her for that. It’s a hell of a thing to go through. Babulya, Sofia, and Leon are waiting for us in the courtyard when we get back. I hold her tighter to me as we start toward the door.

A soft sigh leaves her as she lets go of my hand and takes Leon from Babulya, hugging him tightly to her chest. She pulls Sofia in too, and my heart squeezes.

My family.

My gaze shifts to meet Nikolai’s as he stands to one side, watching us.

Neither of us says anything as we stride toward the office to talk with Grigory and Matvey, who’ve also just arrived back at the Kremlin.

Grigory sits behind his desk, Matvey leaning against it, arms crossed. We all wear the same grim expression.

A map of Las Vegas and its surrounding districts is spread out over his desk, pins and marks dotting the thing and making a pattern. And at the center, a bleeding red mass of dots, which indicates that fucking arrogant Albanian syndicate.

My jaw tightens. Come after me all they want. But Avelina? My brothers? This is fucking personal now.

“She’s safe?” Grigory asks as he watches me carefully.

I nod.

Matvey leans over the map, running his finger along a highlighted stretch near the northern strip of the county. “They’ve been using abandoned warehouses as drop points. This one is scheduled for renovation next quarter, but it’s been empty for goddamn months.”

“A good place to store weapons,” Nikolai mutters. “Or stage another hit.”

The fear claws at my chest again. They could try again. They will try again.

Grigory leans back in his chair, tossing a thick dossier onto the table. It flops open, spilling grainy surveillance photos and other intel across the desk. “That’s the Albanians’ chief strategist. Keeps his hands clean, but his handiwork is all over this.”

I lean forward, dragging the files and photos toward me. They blur slightly in front of me, my head throbbing from the sensory overload crash I’m about to face. But I force myself to focus. “How many enforcers are we talking?”

“Eight, maybe ten,” Matvey replies. “But they have proxies—paid locals.”

“Then we start with the enforcers and go on from there,” I say, my voice low and cold.

No one flinches. They all know what I mean. We don’t scare these men with warnings. We end them. We make them afraid to ever breathe near Vegas again. They made it personal, so we’re going to show them what a big fucking mistake they’ve made.

Grigory narrows his gaze. “We go in hard. Coordinated hits. Same night. Zero survivors.”

“We wipe them out before they can goddamn blink,” Nikolai adds.

Matvey closes the file. “It’ll take a couple of days to get everything in place.”

We nod in unison. No argument. No delay. This is how we work. And this is how we win.

I exhale slowly. The quiet buzz of the AC hums around me, and it’s just frequent enough that it gets to me. But I’m not here really. I’m thinking about the image of Avelina curled up in the SUV, hands over her ears. I hate it. But there are no safe corners in the world. Not for me anyway. All I can do is burn down anyone who tries to come for her—until there’s nothing left but fucking ash.

“She’s a strong woman,” Grigory says, knowing what I’m thinking.

“I know.”

“And she’ll be okay,” Nikolai adds.

I nod once. I want to believe that. To know that for sure. But I can’t, and I don’t. The fear sits in my chest like a fucking rock. Each of my brothers gives me a grim look.

We know what we have to do.

We know what it means and what it could cost us.

But this war has already begun.

Because it started when they targeted her.

When they targeted someone I love.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE



AVELINA

The sky is still dark when I wake up, my heart pounding. The sheets are damp beneath me, and I don’t know if it’s because I’m hot or if it’s the lingering feeling of fear crawling up my spine.

For just a moment, I stare at the ceiling, listening to the silence, expecting to hear the soft breaths of Viktor beside me. But I don’t.

Viktor’s not in bed.

I sit up slowly. My hand brushes over the inside of my elbow, the seatbelt burn still tender. The SUV screeching to a halt. The sound of gunfire. The memory hits me like a punch. Yesterday wasn’t just a brush with danger. It could have meant death for me. It could have meant Sofia and Leon left alone without a mom. Or Sofia and Leon could have been with me in that car. Bile burns my throat at the thought.

My legs feel weak when I stand, but I force them to move. In the bathroom, I splash cold water onto my face. And then I catch my whole reflection.

There’s something in my eyes that wasn’t there a few days ago.

I stared death in the face yesterday.

And it broke something in me.

By the time I make it downstairs, Viktor is in the den, the phone pressed to his ear. He looks tired. When he sees me, his entire posture changes. He hangs up without a word and comes toward me.

I step back.

Only slightly, but it’s enough. His hand pauses mid-reach. “Are you okay?” he asks, voice low and cautious.

I shake my head. “No. Not really.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

I do. But what do I even say? Would he understand that this life isn’t what I want? That it’s too much like the danger I had when I was with Geliy—too much like what I ran from? “Viktor, I think I need to leave.” The words scrape my raw throat.

And the silence that follows is even worse.

His eyes search mine. “For how long?”

That’s the real kicker. I shift slightly. “I don’t know. Maybe forever.”

I hear my voice crack on the last word, and I hate it. Hate how much I have to mean this. He’s everything I thought I wanted. Thought I needed. And yet, being here is too unsafe. And I can’t just think about myself no matter how much I want to. I’m responsible for two kids, and I would never put them in unnecessary danger. I was so damn stupid not to realize it before—to think that things could be different with Viktor. But the life he leads is just as dangerous as what Geliy was involved in, and whatever Viktor does and no matter how many security measures he puts in place or how many soldiers he has, he can never truly keep me from that danger.

“Avelina,” he says, and there’s something in the way he says my name.

“I thought it would be okay. Being in this world again. But yesterday, I…thought I was going to die, Viktor. I thought I was going to leave my children without a mom so close after losing their father.”

He moves toward me again, slower this time. “But you didn’t die.”

“I could have,” I croak. “And I keep thinking what if next time I’m not so lucky?”

He doesn’t have an answer.

“I thought I could handle it with you when I couldn’t with Geliy.”

I thought it’d be different because of the love I feel for Viktor. But loving him doesn’t make this easier. It just makes it hurt more. These thoughts choke me with tears.

He closes his eyes for a long beat, like he’s bracing himself. And when he opens them, they’re different. Steadier and calmer.

“Viktor, I thought maybe…maybe you’d come with us?” My voice is barely more than a whisper, but I feel the weight in the air as if I’d shouted it. I don’t want to leave him. Just this dangerous life he’s in.

Viktor’s expression contorts. “I can’t,” he says. Not cold. Not judgmental. Just honest.

My eyes close. “I know,” I whisper.

And that’s the worst part of this all. I knew before I asked. I knew he wouldn’t leave his family here. I’d be lying if I said it didn’t feel like he’s picking them over what we could have had together.

We stand there for what feels like a long time, the unspoken words just filling the room between us. I want to plead with him to come with me. But none of the words will come out. They stick like thorns in my throat.

“I should try to pack some stuff before I wake the kids up.”

He nods once, jaw clenched tight. “Yeah, of course…”

I walk away quickly. Because I know if I stay close to him, I’ll go to pieces.

And with each step I take away from him, I feel like a failure.

Before I get too far away from him, I hear him speak again. “I’ll always protect you, Avelina. Even from far away. That’s a promise.”

I close my eyes as the sting of tears hits me hard. “I know,” I whisper.

I spend the next couple of hours packing up our things in silence. A while later, Sofia yawns in the hallway, rubbing at her eyes, her hair a messy halo of disheveled pigtails. “Are we going on a trip?” she asks.

I plaster on a sunny smile even though my vision blurs a bit with tears. “We’re going back to our apartment.”

“For how long? Is everyone coming? Can we bring Queenie?”

“No, baby, we can’t. She has to stay here with Viktor.”

She studies my face, but she doesn’t ask me why. Then she walks to her room, and I hear the scuffle of her putting things into the backpack Viktor bought her.

I go to the door and watch her. As she gathers her things, Queenie snuggles into her side, as if sensing something is happening. I can’t help the pang in my chest. I want to believe I’m doing the right thing here. But a part of me in the back of my head wonders if running away is solving anything.

That pit in my stomach grows.

But something has to change. I can’t live with this sort of danger hanging over us, especially not over my children.

One of the men collected my car for me from the shop. I shove the last of our things into the back after a few rounds of luggage Tetris to make it all fit. The kids are in the car too. My gaze flickers to the window of the second floor. It’s Viktor’s room.

He doesn’t come to see us off. But in my pocket is the note he left on the nightstand when I made one of my trips to put our luggage in the car. ‘If you need me, I’ll come. No questions. No hesitation.’

I know he means it. And it takes everything to hold back my tears.

“Will he miss us?” Sofia murmurs from the back seat as I get in behind the wheel.

“Yeah, baby… I bet he already does.”

I start the ignition and drive away.

And I don’t look back.

Because if I do, I won’t leave.

But I have to.


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO



VIKTOR

Our coordinated hits took out the main members of the Albanian mob, neutralizing that threat for now, but none of that gives me any real satisfaction.

The bed is cold without Avelina—since she left five days ago.

Was it always this cold before?

After I wake, I sit on the edge of it, elbows braced to my knees, head in my hands. It’s not just the absence of her warmth that makes my chest feel like it’s being crushed. I’m missing everything about her. The echo of her laugh. Her voice in the kitchen at breakfast. The smell of her shampoo.

She’s really fucking gone.

The silence in the house feels wrong. Too still in the way that reminds me I was always alone before her. And now, I’m alone again.

I should have gone with her.

But I didn’t. Couldn’t. My mind still spirals in circles every time I try to picture it. Leaving the compound. Leaving the men and my brothers. Leaving the routines I’ve built here over the years. My structure. My systems. My rules. They work. And without them, things fall apart. I fall apart.

But Avelina… She was a wildcard. A glorious, devastating disruption to everything I thought I needed to survive.

Because what does survival matter without the people you love?

I should have fucking said it.

I hinted at it before. But I never said it outright to her in unambiguous terms. In a way that would leave her with no doubts about my feelings.

Just once.

I love you.

And I still don’t know why I didn’t.

A while later, I sit in the kitchen, my fingers curled around a mug of black coffee I haven’t touched. Even here, her scent lingers. And there’s that tightness in my chest again. The one where I can’t breathe and everything feels unanchored. This place—the compound, the men, my routines—used to keep me tethered. But now it’s all gone to shit.

My eyes flicker to the table. I can almost picture the three of them there. Leon’s tiny fingers grabbing at the cereal. Sofia asking her usual array of questions. Avelina’s sunshine smile as she catches my eye.

A heavy tread of boots hits my ears. Grigory doesn’t bother with pleasantries. He strides into the kitchen and eyes me as he walks to the counter, pouring himself a cup of coffee. “You gonna talk about it?” he asks.

I grunt. “No.”

“Too bad. I’m not letting you sit here brooding like some cursed Victorian ghost haunting my goddamn compound.” He leans back against the counter. “You look like shit.”

“I feel worse.”

“Because you’re too busy doing the math in your head. The calculations. That scoring about love or whatever shit you asked me about that time. You’re overthinking this and got stuck in some loop, Vik.”

I don’t deny it. That’s exactly what I’ve been doing.

“I didn’t think it’d be like this. I thought if I let her go…it’d be the right thing to do. She wants peace. Safety. I can’t give her that.”

Grigory studies me for a long second. “Maybe. Or maybe you were scared. Not of the risk, but of what it meant to choose her over everything.”

That hits a little closer to home than I’d like. “I can’t have both, Grigory,” I say through gritted teeth. “I can’t have her and be this.”

“Look, you can’t rewire your brain, Vik. You need structure. You need these systems you built brick-by-brick over the years, I get that. But don’t confuse needing support with needing to isolate yourself.”

My throat tightens as he walks away silently, leaving me alone again.

I go to the office to work. But all I do is stare at the spreadsheets she made pretty. The bright colors bothered me before. Now? They don’t.

I remember the way her shoulders trembled when she told me she needed to leave. But I keep telling myself that it’s safer this way. That it’s better this way.

But I can’t stop my thoughts from racing. About her. About how her voice cracked when she asked me to go with her.

And how I said no.

That replays like a damn fucking horror movie.

I wanted to say yes. But I couldn’t do it. I still can’t imagine stepping away from this life I’ve built. From the structure and routines that keep my brain from splintering apart.

Without those things, I’d fall apart.

Or so I thought.

But maybe…I was just afraid. Afraid of not being enough.
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Later, I should be working in the office. But I need air. I walk the compound aimlessly, though my steps lead me to the garage. The keys to my SUV hang by the door.

I don’t think.

I just move. I quickly get what I need, put it in the SUV, and drive.

I put a GPS tracker on her car when she was at risk from Gennady—and it’s still there. The dot blinks on my phone on the dashboard. It’s parked at their apartment.

I keep driving, and my heart lodges in my throat when I pull into the parking lot.

I spot Sofia first, sitting next to the empty stroller in the apartment block’s small front yard. Her shoulders are hunched and eyes a little puffy. Avelina is holding Leon as he reaches out to grab a leaf from a bush.

My gaze moves down to the passenger seat beside me. To whom I’ve brought with me. Queenie lifts her head lazily, then meows.

“Me too,” I whisper.

I step out slowly, crossing the lot before I can talk myself out of this.

Leon squeals as he sees me.

“Queenie!” Sofia gasps as she lifts her head and spots me.

She’s running to me before I even kneel to the ground.

I crouch and slowly pass her the cat.

Queenie lets out a contended purr and adjusts herself in Sofia’s arms. Just like she was never gone to start with.

My throat burns. “She seemed like she was missing you,” I say softly.

Sofia nods fiercely, a tear slipping down her small face. “I missed her too.”

I gather my thoughts before I speak again as I remain on the ground next to her. “Even with people around you, I know it’s hard to connect with them a lot of the time. Queenie helped me once. When I thought I couldn’t cope with things… Maybe she’ll help you too.” I get the feeling that Queenie is what this little girl needs. Queenie taught me how to connect with others—and I want Sofia to be able to learn that too.

“Viktor, are you…still my bestie?” Sofia asks in a small voice.

I gulp down the emotion lodged in my throat. “Of course. Always,” I murmur.

“Best friends forever,” she replies.

I think about it for a few moments. “Best friends furever,” I say, earning a small giggle from her.

And after some hesitation, she takes a small step forward and rubs her nose against mine. Swiftly and softly. “Good. You’re still my bestie,” she whispers with a wobbly smile. “And you’re the one I want to give nose boops to.”

I know how hard it is for her to touch and be touched, and the fact that she’s doing this lights up my heart with lots of love and gallons of grief all rolled into one.

I stand slowly.

And that’s when Avelina’s gaze locks with mine.

At that moment, everything else falls away.

She walks toward me. “Viktor,” she says.

Just hearing her say my name is enough to make my heart race like a hurricane. “I’m not here to change your mind,” I say in a rush.

Her eyes soften, but her posture stays firm and guarded as she nods.

The tightness in my chest twists. “I just don’t want Sofia to feel the way I did growing up. Alone. Like I was…broken.”

Avelina swallows hard, and her eyes shimmer. “Thank you.”

I nod.

“You didn’t have to do this, Viktor…”

I step back. “I know.”

There’s so much I want to say.

But I can’t.

It just doesn’t come out.

She looks at me like she sees every truth I don’t know how to say. “Take care, Viktor,” she whispers.

And I can tell her heart is splintering as much as mine. I want to beg her to come back. To tell her that somehow, it can just be different.

But that’s a lie.

So, I don’t say the words.

She watches as I walk back to my SUV, climb into the driver’s seat, and pull away. I hit the accelerator, dust rising behind me.

And she keeps watching until I can no longer see her.

My hands clench around the steering wheel. And I try to empty my mind. But all I can do is wonder if I’ll ever stop feeling like I’ve lost the only person that made my world bearable— and she did it all without even trying.
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After wasting the rest of the morning, unable to settle to anything, I head to the gym. The punching bag hangs from the ceiling. I square my shoulders, tighten my wraps, and drive my fist into it.

Once.

Twice.

Again. Over and over.

The sound echoes off the cold walls. But it doesn’t quiet the storm in my head.

Everything is too loud. The buzzing of the lights. The fucking hum of the AC. Each sound needles beneath my skin. My system’s fried. My routines are off.

She’s gone.

And it’s like every single part of me is rejecting the very fact.

I hit the bag again. Harder this time. My knuckles scream.

“You trying to break that thing?” one of the younger soldiers calls out. I don’t answer.

Another one beside him snickers. “He’s just mad. He misses his pussy.”

“You talking about Avelina or the cat?” the second one asks with a chuckle. “Tricky Vicky’s probably curled up on some pillow right now while he’s out here punching air like a lunatic.” More laughter.

My muscles tense as a mist of red swarms across my vision.

The first one looks over at me. “What’s the matter, boss? You missing the pussy that much? We can find you another. Can’t be easy from having that sweet little thing wrapped around you to nothing at night.”

My body goes rigid as I realize he’s now talking about Avelina.

And something in me snaps.

In a blur, I sprint across the room.

My hand slams into the guy’s chest, shoving him hard into the wall.

Plaster cracks.

“Calling my cat Tricky Vicky makes her sound like some sort of cheap hooker,” I roar. “You address her as Queen Victoria or Your Majesty! Do you fucking understand? Or even better, don’t talk about any of them ever!” My voice is venomous. No one’s laughing anymore. “You don’t say Avelina’s name. You don’t say the cat’s name. Unless you want me to rip your fucking tongue out and feed it to the strays in the fucking neighborhood!”

The other soldier gulps. “We could, um, snatch the oversized rat back for you, boss.”

He’s fucking insulting Queenie now. I don’t think. I move.

My blade is in my hand. And in a flash, I ram the blade into the bastard’s thigh.

He howls, collapsing with blood gushing around the hilt.

“Try it,” I growl. “And I’ll make sure you never fucking walk again.”

Grigory storms in, eyes flashing as he takes in the scene. “For fuck’s sake, Vik!”

“He fucking disrespected Avelina.” I blow out a breath through my nostrils. “And Queenie.”

“He’s gonna need stitches. Let him go!” Grigory orders. “And pull it fucking together.”

Stepping back, I release the man before yanking the blade free. The man screams again, and I let him.

“I’m telling you,” the other one mutters, “he’s really losing it. He’s demanding we address his cat as Your Majesty.”

Grigory grabs my shoulder. “You want to spiral? Fine. Do it on your own fucking time. But don’t drag the rest of us into your meltdown.”

I shake him off. But I hate that he’s right.
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Later, I make my way to the ops room for the urgent meeting Grigory has called for everyone.

The others are already here. Grigory looks at us all. “You’re all required to participate in sensitivity training. Effective immediately. Clear whatever plans you had for this evening.”

Everyone stares at him, me included.

Some groan.

“You’re joking,” Matvey says.

“I don’t joke about this shit.”

“Sensitivity about what exactly?” Nikolai chimes in.

“Animal sensitivity training,” Grigory announces in a terse tone.

The room erupts.

“You’re kidding!”

“I’m not sitting through some slideshow about goddamn animals!”

“This is the Bratva, not the fucking Dr. Phil show!”

“Shut the fuck up,” Grigory snarls. “You’re doing it. I’m not having my men going on rampages and stabbing each other just because some of you don’t know how to engage your brain before you fucking speak.”

Soon, we’re watching a presentation on Respecting emotional support animals and their owners. One slide reads: “Avoid comments that compare cats to pussy and other crude nicknames.” Nikolai shoots a scowl at me. Another slide: “Refrain from comparing emotional support animals to oversized rodents, regardless of size, shape, or factual truth.”

As if any of this is going to make me feel better.

Because there’s only one thing that will ever make my world whole again. Having Avelina back and us being a family again. Avelina, me, Sofia, Leon, and Queenie. But it’s something that’s not going to be possible—ever.

And it’s all still too raw. Because it doesn’t matter how many rules Grigory makes or how careful the men are around me. What it comes down to at the end of the day is that Avelina’s not here. Queenie’s not here. The kids aren’t here.

And I’m not okay.

After an hour, the meeting finally ends, much to the relief of the other men. I find myself in the back stairwell. It’s quiet. Cool. Dim.

Perched on the stairs, I drag my hands through my hair and exhale.

I’m still at a fucking ten. My mind and body won’t stop racing.

Someone clears their throat.

I look up.

Grigory stares at me. He leans against the banister. “So, you’re done stabbing your way through our men, yeah?”

I don’t answer.

“You look like shit, Vik.”

“You said that yesterday as well.”

“And yet it’s still true. You wanna talk about this shit?”

I glare. “Do I look like I fucking want to talk?”

“No. You look like you want to go a few rounds with some drywall until your knuckles bleed.”

My eyes drift to my battered hands.

“Look, if you keep going this way, you’re going to end up broken.”

“I think I already am,” I murmur.

“Why?”

“She left.”

He quirks a brow. “Didn’t you say it was for the best? And you didn’t stop her.”

My shoulder slump. “I couldn’t. She…she’s such a good person. Happy. Sunshine.” The words feel like glass in my mouth. “I couldn’t.”

“Couldn’t or wouldn’t?”

“Does it fucking matter?” I snap.

He studies me. “It does. Unless you plan on crawling into a fucking hole and staying there for the rest of your life. She didn’t leave, Vik. She asked you to go with her, right?”

My chest aches. “It wouldn’t work.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Avelina…never made me feel broken,” I tell him even though he must already know this. “She just met me where I was.”

“She wanted you,” he says simply.

I say nothing. Because deep down, I know I’m not enough.

“Maybe if you stop tearing yourself apart for five seconds, you’d see what she saw. What your brothers see.” He claps a hand on my shoulder. “You know where to find her if you want to.”

He passes by me on the stairs. Leaving me alone.

I hold my head in my hands.

Grigory is right. Logically, I understand that. But what I don’t understand is the emotions. They’re too much and don’t make sense. I feel lost. Unanchored.

But maybe Grigory’s not wrong. Maybe I’m not as hopeless as I thought.

I push from the stairs, rubbing a hand over my jaw. The scratch of stubble makes me pause. First things first, shave and shower.

I can continue to spiral out of control after I’ve done what I need to do.


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE



AVELINA

The sound of my alarm blares through the hush of my apartment, dragging me from a restless sleep. I slap at my phone until the buzzing stops.

And when I open my eyes, I forget for that first half a second that Viktor isn’t occupying the bed beside me. That I walked away from him.

I lie there, blinking at the ceiling. The apartment feels familiar and unfamiliar at the same time. Two weeks. We’ve been back here for two weeks, and it still doesn’t feel like home.

It feels like a waiting room for a life I no longer get to live.

Because there’s no Viktor.

And mornings like these? They’re the worst.

I sit up, rubbing at my eyes, and force myself through the motions. Shower. Clothes. Coffee. Sofia clings to the book Viktor bought her. It never goes anywhere she doesn’t. I try not to look at it as I pack her bag and lunch. It’s just another reminder—and I’ve got so many of those already.
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Another one of the workers, Janet, is already at her desk when I arrive, peering into a cup of coffee like it holds all the answers to her day. She’s been a saving grace around here. A friend when I didn’t have any. “Eric’s in a mood this morning,” she warns.

“What else would be new?” I say with a small smile of greeting. My desk is a small cubby-like space. The little calendar with some school dates and a drawing Sofia did of us hangs on the gray fabric wall. A tiny potted succulent sits in a little wooden planter, and next to it is a photo of Sofia and Leon beaming at me.

The job is decent. It’s administrative support in a marketing firm. It has a couple of small sportswear brands as clients and thought my sporting background would be useful. But the way Eric, our boss, looks at me sometimes…like he’s watching something more than my work. It sets my teeth on edge. I chalk it up to paranoia. Ever since that car chase, I’ve been hypervigilant.

My hands type on autopilot while my mind wanders. Viktor. I keep thinking about him. Some days, I even think I catch a glimpse of him as I walk home or think that I’ll turn the corner to find him leaning against his SUV, arms crossed, that impossibly attractive scowl on his face.

But he’s never there. It’s just wishful thinking. He doesn’t call. And I don’t reach out even if I itch to. What would I even say? Because if I can’t accept his life—and the danger that goes with it—then I don’t deserve to say I love him. Right? But I miss him. I won’t deny that.

Janet slides a donut with sprinkles toward me. “Here.”

“What’s the occasion?”

“You’ve been looking like a ghost all week. Figured a little sugar would bring that sunshine personality back to the living.” She studies me for a moment. “Is this about that guy?”

I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t.

“You loved him. Things got complicated, but you still loved him. That sort of thing doesn’t just disappear overnight. It takes time to adjust, and it’s normal to feel like this.”

“I know,” I say with a sigh. “But I feel like a splinter is jammed beneath my skin, and I can’t get it out.”

“You’re allowed to miss him and wonder if it was the right call.”

“Was it? The right call, I mean,” I say.

“I think you made the call you needed to make in the moment. Doesn’t mean it doesn’t suck. But only time is gonna tell you if it was for the best.”

I nod, but the knot in my chest doesn’t loosen. It didn’t feel like this when I left Geliy. It feels like a completely different sort of pain. A deep, all-consuming hurt.
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At the end of the day, Eric stops by my desk. Janet left a couple of minutes ago, and I’m just packing my things up. He leans on the divider wall, arms crossed, his cologne thick in the air. “Working late, Avelina?”

I keep my gaze on my papers, shifting a little in my chair as I sense his eyes on me. “I just finished up the draft outline.”

“Good. Great initiative.” The smile I catch doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “You know, you’ve been a real asset here.”

I force a polite smile. “Thank you.”

He smiles back, his eyes wandering down my body, causing a shiver of disgust to roll through me.

But he lingers, the heat of his gaze like a hot spotlight.

“If you’re ever looking to move up, I’ve got a few projects in mind that could use someone of your background,” he carries on.

Another strained smile from me. “I’ll, uh, keep that in mind.”

He pats my shoulder, making me tense, before he walks away.

Air whooshes from me in an exhale I didn’t know I was holding. I pack up my stuff and head out before Eric can do anything else to send my mind reeling.
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Back at the apartment, I sit on the couch with Sofia to my side and Leon in a bouncer, a bowl of mac and cheese in front of me. Queenie is curled up on Sofia’s lap.

I can’t help the way my eyes drift to my phone. I know there’s no message. And I know it’s wrong to wonder if he’s still thinking about me—really wrong because I’m the one who left. Still, I glance at it like maybe tonight’s different. But I know it’s not.

Later, the last conversation he and I had replays constantly when I’m alone in my bed. The way he looked at me. My hope that smashed to sharp shards as I asked him to come with me. The way his voice cracked when he said he couldn’t. The way I hoped up until the very last second that he’d change his mind.

I shouldn’t be wallowing as much as I am now. I should be feeling like I made the right choice.

But I just feel hollow.

Maybe falling for a man like Viktor was setting myself up for disaster—and it was never going to end any other way.

But God, I miss him. So, so much.

I squeeze my eyes shut as I press into the pillow at my side, pretending the pressure is a solid wall of muscle. That if I hold still long enough, I might remember how it felt to be wrapped in his arms.

But it doesn’t work.

It’s just a pillow.

And I’m pathetic for wishing it would be something else.

The silence around me isn’t peace.

It’s punishment.

And I’m the one who sentenced myself to it.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR



VIKTOR

I really shouldn’t be doing this…

But I can’t stop myself.

Avelina is at work as usual.

I move quietly through the apartment, every step rehearsed a thousand times in my head.

The lock takes less than a minute to pick. No one is going to know.

The sight of the kids’ toys makes a pang ache in my chest. I turn around and distract myself by looking around the kitchen. The flowers I sent a few days ago—without a card—will soon start to wilt. I scowl. I can’t have that. Because Avelina loves flowers. That tightness in my chest makes me wince, and I rub at it. I decide to replace them with identical tulips and lilies before she can notice.

I’ve been watching Avelina since she left and came back here just over two weeks ago, but today, I’m taking things a step further.

After driving to the store, I return to the apartment, cut the stems just so, and arrange them in the vase. Professional but not perfect—just the way she likes it.

I noticed she’s nearly out of her favorite coffee, so I also collected some of that on my trip to the store. And now, I pour the new grounds into her coffee caddy. Organic. Ethiopian. Medium Roast. The way she loves to start her day.

Then I finish installing the cameras.

It’s an invasion of her privacy, I know, but I can’t help it. At least then, if something happens, I’ll know. Because I have to keep her safe.

My fingers twitch as I double-check the kitchen cabinet where I put the coffee caddy. Another container is slightly out of place. I fix it automatically. I step back, scanning it all, everything returned to exactly where it needs to be. Perfect. Meticulous.

I don’t even think of setting up a camera in her bedroom. That’s a line I don’t want to cross. I wouldn’t survive it anyway.

The soft meow at my feet draws my attention. Queenie rubs her body against my leg.

“I know,” I mutter softly, bending down to scoop her up.

She purrs against my chest, a vibrating tiny engine that I’ve missed so much.

“I’ve missed you too,” I murmur, my voice slightly cracking.

After swallowing the lump in my throat, I feed her a treat, clean her litter tray, and brush her fur just the way she likes it for twenty minutes straight. It calms me just as much as it soothes her. When she finally curls into a ball on the windowsill, I sit down beside her, stroking her softly.

“I wish it were different,” I tell her. “Thank you for helping me…feel something.” I sigh, feeling stupid talking to a cat, but here we are. “For making me feel not alone.” I rub behind her ears just the way she likes. “Just take care of them, okay?”

Queenie purrs in response, and I stand to leave. My watch buzzes. Avelina is coming home.

I sweep through the apartment one last time, then slip out and into my SUV. I’m three blocks away by the time she unlocks the door.

My eyes are glued to my phone as her lights come on. She’s home. Safe.

I sit in my SUV for God knows how long, watching her on my phone.

Hours later, she’s curled up on the couch half-asleep now that Leon and Sofia are fast asleep. I wonder if she’s dreaming. And if she’s dreaming of me…


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE



VIKTOR

TWO MONTHS LATER

I’m still watching her. Every detail of her life. How the children are. And Queenie, of course.

And I still drop in at her apartment on the days she’s at work.

I decide I’ll send her daisies tomorrow. She always likes them the best.

Two and a half months. She’s been gone for two and a half months. I sigh as I stare at the planter boxes. The vegetable garden I spent so long cultivating is gone. Destroyed.

Matvey hasn’t forgiven me. “You know,” he grumbles, looking over the freshly tilled soil, “we liked having organic, fresh vegetables for our meals.”

“Yeah,” Grigory agrees. “Now, all we have is that shop-bought stuff which is nowhere as good as what you used to grow for us.”

“Then make your own garden,” I huff. “The vegetables took up too much goddamn space.”

Nikolai joins us, arms crossed tightly across his chest. “You replaced all the veg with fucking flowers. Fucking…daisies.” He knows better than to call them weeds. I nearly broke his jaw the time he said that. Because they are not weeds.

“I like daisies,” I grit out.

I ignore them as they bitch and moan. And kneeling, I check the soil in the planter containing the newest daisies.

“Are you ever going to talk to her?” Grigory asks.

“No. She doesn’t want to hear from me.”

“She asked you to go with her,” Matvey reminds me yet again. It’s a conversation we’ve had fifty million times. “Vik, you’re just punishing yourself. This isn’t going to make it better.”

“This garden is like a goddamn shrine to her. She doesn’t need a million daisies, man,” Nikolai whines. “This whole garden is way over the top. You’re losing it.”

“She deserves something beautiful,” I snap at him. I’m sending her fresh daisies every single day now, and they’re always the ones that I’ve grown myself for her. I don’t send a card, but she knows they’re from me. Daisies are her favorite, and I’m making damn sure that she’s getting what’ll make her smile the most. Because I long to see that smile. Need to see it. And when she receives my daisies, I watch her every time on the cameras. And it eases my heart—just a tiny bit.

“Then give her the daisies in person, at least,” Grigory says with a heavy sigh.

I stand, wiping the dirt from my hands. “She’s safer without me near her.”

But it’s more than that. She’s better off without me.

Avelina deserves the world. A world where her partner doesn’t have trouble reading emotions. She deserves someone who can be spontaneous instead of rigid and orderly. Someone who can express how he feels instead of…whatever it is I do. She deserves someone who isn’t me.

I shake my head. It’s better this way. But the guys don’t understand. How could they?

“Okay, Vik. If that’s what you think.” Grigory replies. “But maybe plant a couple of vegetables in the back. Just so you don’t lose who you were, okay?”

I nod, but I don’t plan on doing it.

This garden. This space. This is for her. All for her.

If this is as close to her as I’ll get, as I deserve to get, then I’ll fucking take it.
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Later, I’m bone-tired and overstimulated. But that doesn’t stop me from pulling up the feed of Avelina’s office while I sit in my SUV. Was it overkill to put a camera in the potted plant? Maybe. Was it obsessive to tap into her workplace’s security feed? Yeah. So, sue me. Because I don’t give a fuck. Because I promised her once that she’d always be safe.

She’s logging off her computer. It’s later than normal. Just as she’s about to sling her bag over her shoulder, he shows up: Eric.

My hand tightens around my phone as he moves too close. She takes a step backward. The bastard can’t take a hint. Her bag falls back onto her desk chair. The smile on her face is fake. I hate it.

He says something, and she reluctantly follows him to the conference room.

My finger swipes to the next camera.

She doesn’t see it coming.

But I do.

He shoves her up against the wall. She pushes him. Tries to get away. But he grabs her arm. Yanks her back.

Avelina’s voice, small and strangled. “No…p-please, let me go!”

He’s got her pinned and cornered. Her eyes are wild with fear. She’s cowering beneath him.

He raises his arm. Grabs her skirt. She flinches violently⁠—

But I don’t see anymore.

My heart pounds. And I move before I can register what the fuck I’m doing. I shove open the SUV’s door and sprint the fastest I’ve ever run. Thirteenth floor. I stab the button. Call the elevator. Wait two seconds.

Then fling open the staircase door.

Hurl myself up the steps. Taking them two at a time. Out of breath. Sweat pouring off me. And the scene that greets me makes my vision burn bright red.

She’s still trying to fight him off as his hand slides beneath her blouse.

I don’t give him a chance to speak. I grab his collar. Drag him away from her. Slam him into the opposite wall. My forearm rams against his throat. “Get your filthy hands off her! Go near her again and your fucking body won’t ever be found!”

Avelina’s hands are shaking. Her makeup smeared. Her mascara streaked down her cheeks.

And my rage goes into overdrive.

He chokes as I press harder. “We were just…she’s been⁠—”

“Shut the fuck up! You don’t talk to her. You don’t look at her. You don’t fucking dare to breathe in her direction.”

It’s the hitch in Avelina’s breathing that shatters my rage.

Panting hard, I turn to look at her. She’s deathly pale, chest heaving with ragged sobs as she stays pressed against the wall.

I press my forearm harder. His face turns a shade of purple. Fucking good!

He splutters.

Tries to beg.

I shove him over to where there’s a pad of paper and pen. “Write out your resignation letter. Effective immediately. Then walk out of that door and never fucking come back unless you want to be dead.”

He doesn’t argue. Doesn’t dare look at Avelina again. His hands shake as he scribbles out a letter.

“Now get the fuck out of here!” I roar once he’s done.

He stumbles out of the room and flees the office without even bothering to collect his stuff. Good fucking riddance.

My eyes flicker to her. “Avelina?” I ask tentatively.

No response.

I try again.

Still nothing

“Avelina?” I murmur, and finally, her gaze lifts to mine. “You’re safe now, my sunshine.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX



AVELINA

I can’t move.

My body is locked, muscles trembling, fingers gripping the edge of the table at my side—like I’ll drop to the floor if I let go.

Viktor’s actions should terrify me. But they don’t.

“You’re safe now,” he says, even softer this time.

My gaze darts to his. My throat works, but no words come.

Safe.

It feels like a made-up word.

My hands are still shaking and clammy with sweat. “He’s gone?” The words sound like they’re coming from someone else.

Viktor looks at me, his brow deeply creased with concern. “Yes.”

A whoosh of air leaves my lungs, and I slide down to the floor.

The dam breaks, and my tears flow down my cheeks like a flood. “He w-was…” My voice cracks. I can’t even speak now as my crying takes over.

“I wouldn’t have let him.” Viktor’s words are so sure. So solid.

The adrenaline is wearing off fast, and shock is taking its place. I start to shiver. Ice crawls through me, turning the sweat into a cold blanket around me.

Viktor sinks down beside me. “Come here,” he murmurs.

And he wraps me in his strong embrace. Not hesitating. Not flinching. Even though I know he still finds touch hard. But he doesn’t care about any of that. Because all he wants to do is comfort me.

He speaks soothing words into my hair. “You’re safe. You’re safe now,” he whispers again and again.

And he lets me cry against his chest.

Footsteps echo in the hallway outside, and two men with tattoos, black shirts, and dark jeans come sauntering in. It’s Matvey and Nikolai.

Viktor looks over his shoulder at the two men. “Matvey, hack into the system and make it look like he was stealing money from the company.” He barks the command. “It’ll mean he can’t change his mind and come back here. This place needs to be safe for when Avelina comes to work here.”

Safe. There’s that word again.

“Nikolai, call your contact at the police department in case he tries to report what just happened.”

They both nod and get to work, Matvey getting to work on a laptop, while Nikolai gets on his cell.

“Let’s get you out of here,” he says to me, gently finding my elbow and lifting me up.

We stop outside the conference room. “I—” My voice is barely a croak, and I swallow hard.

“He was going to hurt you.” His jaw tightens. “I won’t let that happen to you. Ever.”

The words slam into me. There’s no bravado in his voice. He’s just stating a fact—like the way someone would state the sky is blue on a sunny day.

My knees feel weak, and I drag in a breath that doesn’t quite feel like enough.

Without another word, Viktor guides me toward my little desk and sits me in the chair.

Minutes stretch.

My pulse hasn’t slowed.

The guys approach where Viktor stands in front of me like a guard. “Done.”

Viktor nods.

Matvey shoots me a small smile. “Glad you’re okay, Avelina.”

Then they leave, and it’s just the two of us once more, the silence thick enough to choke on.

Viktor steps closer before kneeling in front of me. “Did he hurt you?”

I shake my head, though my chest feels tight enough to crack. “No,” I rasp.

His eyes narrow, scanning me like he’s trying to find proof.

“He…he grabbed my wrist a little and my hip. That’s all. You showed up before…” Bile burns the back of my throat. “Before he could…” I feel the burn of tears again.

“Let me take you home with me,” he says, his voice soft. “If you’ll let me.”

I should argue.

Say that I need to go back to my own place.

But the truth is, the thought of being alone right now makes panic race through me. I nod.

The street outside is cool and damp, the sidewalk shining under the streetlights. His black SUV is at the curb.

“Were you already here?” I ask, my eyes widening in surprise. I’m suddenly wondering how he got to me so quickly.

“Yes. I wanted to protect you. Had to protect you. This was the only way I knew how to.”

I should question this more. But I find that I don’t want to...

It’s a short drive but quiet. I keep my gaze on the glass, but I can feel him watching me.

The tight knot in my chest has shifted into something heavier by the time we pull up to my apartment building. The babysitter is inside with the kids.

Neither Viktor nor I move as the engine shuts off.

I should thank him. I should say something.

“I don’t know what to say,” I admit.

“You don’t need to say anything.”

But I do. Because if I don’t, I probably never will. “It just…it reminded me of before.”

“Before?” he bends his head slightly to meet my eyes, but I can’t look at him.

“When another…man did that to me,” I whisper. “When he slammed me against a wall. And trapped me…” I swallow, tears spilling over. “And then h-he did other things…”

“What man?” His voice is deadly calm, though I know he’s anything but. “Was it Gennady?”

My lips tremble.

“And what did he do to you, Avelina?”

I finally look up at him, full of terror and a secret that feels like it’s ripping me in two.

“Yes, it was Gennady,” I croak before a sob escapes me. “And the other coaches. But Gennady was the worst.”

He gives me time to compose myself.

My fingers twist in my lap. “It was from before. Before I came to the States. Before I met Geliy or you.”

I know he’s listening, so I carry on.

“I was eleven…” My voice is distant, like I’m telling someone else’s story and not mine. “Living in an orphanage just outside Moscow. But one day, these men came… They said they were taking us for a treat. A treat. That’s what they called it.” I let out a humorless laugh. “We piled into the luxurious car, a few of us. But the rink they took us to wasn’t about skating for fun. They were selecting us. They picked me. And two other girls. They told us we’d be living at an academy from then on.”

I look at Viktor, and he looks at me. The air feels heavier now.

“It wasn’t what I thought it’d be,” I continue. “They called it training. But it was…something like punishment. Every fall made you a complete failure in their eyes. Every mistake meant even longer hours on the ice and drills until your legs shook so bad you couldn’t stand. And if you still couldn’t do it right…” I swallow, my insides aching with the memory. “They made examples of you. The beatings were so…brutal that I’d be left unable to breathe without pain.”

Viktor’s hand clenches.

“You learned fast not to cry or show your tears. That meant you were weak, and weakness was something they…broke out of you by force.”

The muscle in his jaw tightens.

“The scars behind my shoulder… One is from when Gennady shoved me back against a rusty locker. The metal from a broken hinge tore through my skin like a blade.”

“That’s why the scar is ragged and not a clean slice like from a knife,” Viktor murmurs.

“The metal was dirty and rusted. The wound got infected, but they wouldn’t give me antibiotics. They only gave the antibiotics after I got a fever so bad that I couldn’t even stand.” I take a deep swallow. “Two of the other scars are from when Gennady threw me up against a full-length mirror in the locker room. He threw me so hard that the glass smashed behind me.” A shudder rushes through me. “I can still hear the glass shattering in my mind. There were embedded glass fragments in my skin. But he just left me lying in the broken glass as he carried on kicking me in my ribs. Because he thought I wasn’t trying hard enough during training… I still have some nerve sensitivity there. Those scars stayed red and angry for a long time. I wasn’t even given a tetanus shot—but they did give me stitches that time because there was so much blood.” I shake my head, trying to get rid of the bad memories. “And then they made me pay for the damage to the mirror. But we weren’t paid except for being given a bed in the academy dorms and food, so…” My voice drops to a whisper. “So, they gave me a lot less food every day for the next month until they said I’d paid off my debt.”

Viktor is horrified as he listens.

My gaze shifts to my hands. “For the next few weeks, I was so hungry every single day. But I still had to train through the pain and the hunger. And they strictly controlled our food rations and drastically cut our calories when they said we were…too fat and needed to lose weight. By eighteen, I just…I couldn’t do it anymore. I had a breakdown on the ice in the middle of a competition. They threw me out.”

The ache in my throat burns. “There was one coach who sought me out afterward. She was the only one who was ever kind to me, although any kindness had to be shown in secret so that she didn’t get into trouble. She bought me a one-way ticket to the States. She said I could pay her back after I found a job there. So, I came. I found job after job, and after a while, I met Geliy.” I pause, my chest clenching tight. “When Eric cornered me tonight, it wasn’t just him. It was all of them. All the men who ever touched me. Who told me I didn’t get a say in my own body. I hate that it still lives in me. That after all this time, I still froze up. And I—” My voice breaks, but I have to get it all out. It’s like the dam has broken. “I know I’m too curvy. Too…everything. My thighs are chunky, my boobs are huge, and my hips and ass are too big—it’s all too much. And it’s been worse since I had the children. I wobble in places I shouldn’t. I have stretch marks that weren’t there before. And I’m way…heavier than when I was training at the skating academy.”

“Hey.” He tilts my face up so that he can look me in the eye. “Don’t ever say that again.”

I blink, startled. “But I know I’m not beautiful. Gennady said I was fat⁠—”

“Beautiful? You’re fucking stunning, Avelina. Your grace when you glide across the ice, your elegance when you do those endless spins, and the way you fly through the air like an angel when you jump. Fuck me, you’re utter perfection. And I think I was in love with you from the moment I first saw you skating in that video.” He pauses for a moment before carrying on. “It sounds to me like you were massively underweight when you were training in Russia. Because now, all you look is healthy and perfect. You have no idea what you look like through my eyes. You’re stunning. Every single inch of you. The way your body fits against mine like it was made for me. The way your curves move when you laugh. The way your thighs squeeze around me when I hold you.”

My lip trembles, and he brushes his thumb across it. “You think those things make you too much? They’re the things I crave. The things that ruin me. You’re not too much—you’re everything. And I want all of you if you’ll let me have it.”

My eyes widen as I struggle to take in his words. “But you could have anyone,” I murmur, my voice small. “All these women who work in your compound. They’re all so perfect and…slim. I see the way they look at you. And then there’s me. Why would you even look twice at someone with a body like mine?”

“You think I want them?” he growls. “You think I want plastic smiles and hollow eyes that look right through me? Those women are invisible to me. Because all I ever see is you.”

My breath catches, but he doesn’t stop. “Every part of your body is perfect. Your thighs are my undoing, your ass makes me lose control, and your boobs make me think I’ve died and gone to heaven. I look at you because you’re real. Because you blush when I stare too long. Because you care about people even when they don’t deserve it. Because you possess beauty, softness, and heart. That’s what I see.”

I shake my head. “But my body⁠—”

“Is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever touched,” he interrupts gently. “Do you have any idea what you do to me? The way I lose my mind when you walk into a room? The way I can’t focus when you bite your lip or push your hair behind your ear?”

My tears spill over now. He cups my face, his thumb brushing them away. “Those other girls might turn heads,” he says softly. “But you? You stop my entire world and turn it upside down. You’re not background noise—you’re the whole damn song.”

I let out a shaky laugh, and he kisses my forehead.

His hand rests over mine. His skin is warm. Grounding. “And you survived everything,” he says quietly. “And you didn’t let it take away your sunshine.”

I look at him, really look this time, and there’s no judgment or pity in his eyes. Just the same steady resolve I saw in the conference room.

Something cracks wide open inside me.

Not breaking or crumbling. But like roots taking hold through a sidewalk.

“I survived,” I repeat, savoring the words.

No one has ever heard that story from me. And Viktor’s response, the way he says it, makes it sound like something else. Like I didn’t just endure. Like I actually fought.

We sit like that for a while. Outside, the city moves on. But in here, it feels like time has stilled.

“I know I’m not good for you,” Viktor says suddenly, breaking the quiet. His voice is low and almost pained.

My head jerks toward him. “What?”

He stares ahead, jaw set, “You said you couldn’t have a dangerous man in your life. And I understand that.”

I turn to look at him again. “And yet, you’re the only one I feel safe with,” I whisper.

His gaze finally meets mine. There’s a shadow of disbelief in his eyes as he shakes his head. “You think I’m safe? You’re wrong, Avelina.”

“No.” My voice is louder this time. “You make me feel safe. There’s a difference.”

The silence after that is heavier, and I know he’s trying to figure out what that means.

“And it means I love you, Viktor.” The words are out before I second-guess them. “This has made me realize that even if you have a dangerous life, you make me feel safe. I feel protected when I’m with you. I feel like my children are protected around you.”

He’s completely still.

“You don’t need to say it back,” I say quickly, “I just…I’m trying to be upfront. You’re not just a man who helped me out once. You’ve been there in all the little ways that matter. Your empathy for Sofia. The way you looked after Leon. The way you watch out for me, even when you think you’re doing it wrong. You remember what kind of coffee I like. And the flowers.” I smile. “Yes, I know they were from you. And that’s not nothing. I know now that you’re exactly the man I need. And exactly the man I want.”

He turns his hand beneath mine, so our fingers lace together. “I can’t love you the way other people do,” he admits. “My heart is different. I think, act, feel differently.” And that’s him. Raw. Honest.

“Viktor, you have a bigger heart than anyone else I know. You take in stray animals, take in stray single moms and their kids, show them that they aren’t alone. You have the perfect heart. And you’re all that I need.”

I see another SUV pull up, and one of Viktor’s men and Babulya climb out of it.

“What are they doing here?” I ask in surprise.

“I asked them to come. You’re shaken. If you’ll let me, I’m going to take you back to the compound, and Babulya is going to bring the kids.”

I nod in response. And after getting the kids settled in the SUV with Babulya, Viktor drives to the Kremlin. We pull up the familiar drive and enter the house without a word. Babulya takes care of the children for me, and she’s just as thrilled to see them as they are excited to see her. Men pass us in the hall. Viktor doesn’t acknowledge them, and his hand stays on the small of my back.

Finally, we’re in his room. It’s clean and just as precisely ordered as I remember. I peer out the window, but it’s the backyard that catches my eye.

My chest tightens.

Daisies.

I can see that the vegetable garden is full of the white blooms. But it’s not just that. A huge area of the lawn has also been dug up and planted with even more of my favorite flowers. It must have taken him ages.

“You did that?” I ask, jerking my head toward him.

His shoulder lifts in the faintest of shrugs. “Yeah. They’re your favorite, and they reminded me of you.”

It’s such a simple statement. But it feels like something much bigger.

I sit on the edge of his bed, not sure if I’m more exhausted from tonight’s events or wired from the adrenaline.

He steps in front of me. “You should sleep. I have some work to do. Then I’ll be out in the hall.”

“Wait,” I say, my voice quiet. “You can stay…”

His jaw flexes. “If I stay, Avelina, I won’t leave.”

“I don’t want you to leave.”

And just like that, that unspoken thing between us settles. I’m here because I want to be. Because being here makes me feel like I’ve finally found home again.

The bed dips slightly under his weight as Viktor sits beside me. The room is silent.

“I didn’t think I’d be back here,” I murmur.

“You don’t have to stay if you don’t want.” He says it quickly.

My fingers curl into the soft blanket. “That’s not what I mean.” I look up at him. “What I mean is that I’m glad I was wrong.” I know I have to explain. “I came back here with you today, not because I’m reckless. Not because I forgot what danger feels like. But because even after everything, this is the one place that feels like safety for me. And now, I fully appreciate and see everything that comes with you.” I swallow hard. “When I left, I told myself I was choosing safety for myself and for my children. But tonight proved that safety isn’t something I can guarantee—no matter where I run.”

His jaw tightens. “Avelina⁠—”

“I was attacked at my job, Viktor. By a man with a clean record and a tie. The kind of man I thought would be safe.” My voice cracks. “But when I screamed, it wasn’t the cops or my coworkers who saved me. It was you.”

“I hate that happened to you, Avelina. You shouldn’t have needed saving.”

“I know.” I meet his eyes. “But you came anyway.”

His voice is low but certain. “We took out the Albanians and made a deal with the Russian government that guarantees they’ll leave you and the kids alone. I can’t erase every risk, but I’ll die trying to stop any harm coming to you ever again.”

Something warm breaks loose in my chest because I know that he means every word—that he really loves me in a way that Geliy never did and that he also wants to protect me in a way I never had from my ex.

Because my life, whether I like it or not, will always have a threat of danger. From the Russian government and the FSB, if they ever renege on the deal and decide to come after me or my kids again. And there’s also the danger from people Geliy crossed during his work, and I don’t know how big that threat is. There’s just too much in my past to guarantee a life free of danger—but I also know that Viktor will always protect me and the children, however he can.

“You never scared me, Viktor. Not once. The world around you did. And maybe I was too broken to see the difference.” I take a slow breath. “I used to think leaving was strength. But maybe it’s strength to stay—with someone who actually fights for my safety.”

His fingers brush mine, tentative, reverent. “You’re sure?”

“I’m sure I want to stop running.” I squeeze his hand. “But we’ll have to do things differently this time. I want to be part of decisions that affect me and the kids. I want to know what precautions you’re taking. I want to sit in on security briefings and see threat assessment reports. I want to be involved.”

Viktor lets out a breath that sounds half like relief, half like awe. “Deal. And I promise you this,” he murmurs. “Whatever danger comes, it won’t find you alone.”

“I’m sorry I ran,” I whisper. “I’m sorry I hurt you like that. I won’t run again. I’ll trust you when I’m afraid. And I’ll work with you to make things right.”

And when he kisses me, it isn’t desperate. It’s steady. Certain. The kind of kiss that says we’ve both chosen this—eyes open.

But soon, we shed our clothes with urgent need.

Naked now, his body hovers over mine. His eyes trace every curve of me, drinking me in with a hunger that's both primal and profound. "I've dreamed of this every night," he confesses, his voice husky. "Waking up without you...it was torture."

I reach up, tracing the line of his jaw, feeling the stubble rough under my fingertips. His lips trail fire down my neck, nipping at the sensitive skin there until I arch into him, a soft moan escaping. He lingers on my breasts, taking one nipple into his mouth, swirling his tongue in lazy circles while his hand kneads the other. Pleasure shoots through me, pooling low in my belly. I thread my fingers through his dark hair, holding him close as he worships my body, erasing the months of separation with each kiss.

His mouth ventures lower still, kissing my stomach, my hips, until he's between my thighs. He parts them, his breath warm against me. "Let me taste you," he growls, his eyes locking onto mine with an intensity that makes my core clench. "Let me remind you who you belong to."

Before I can respond, his tongue delves in, a slow, deliberate stroke that has me gasping. He teases my clit with expert flicks, alternating between light pressure and firm suction that drives me wild. His hands grip my thighs, holding me open as I writhe beneath him. Two fingers slide inside me, curling to stroke that spot that makes stars burst behind my eyes. The room fills with my cries and his muffled groans of satisfaction. "Viktor," I whimper, my hips bucking involuntarily. He pours his soul into pleasuring me. He's relentless, building the tension until I'm teetering on the brink.

"Come for me, Avelina," he commands, his voice vibrating against me. "Show me you're mine!"

The orgasm crashes over me, my body convulsing as ecstasy ripples through every nerve. But he doesn't stop, lapping to prolong the bliss until I'm trembling, spent, and utterly his.

And the fire in his eyes tells me we're far from done. He rises, his erection thick and straining, and positions himself at my entrance, thrusting in with one smooth, deep motion. We both groan at the fullness, the perfect fit that feels like coming home. He starts slow, each stroke deliberate, allowing us to savor the connection. His forehead presses to mine, our breaths mingling in shared rhythm. I feel every inch of him, stretching me and claiming me.

The emotion builds with the pleasure. I’m back with the man I love. His pace quickens, hips driving harder, the bed creaking under us. I dig my nails into his back, urging him on, my walls fluttering around him.

"You're everything to me," he rasps, his hand sliding between us to circle my clit, heightening the sensations. "Never leave again."

"I won't...I promise," I moan, the words tumbling out as another climax builds. We move as one, bodies slick and synchronized, the world narrowing to just this—just us.

When release comes, it's shattering. I cry out his name, clenching around him in waves that pull him over the edge. He buries deep, spilling inside me with a guttural roar, his body shuddering as he holds me tight.

We collapse together, limbs entwined, hearts pounding in unison. He rolls us so I'm draped over his chest, his fingers stroking my back. "We're stronger together," he murmurs, kissing my hair.

I nod, nestling closer, the emotional weight lifting at last. Because in his arms, the world outside fades.

“You should sleep now,” he says softly.

I breathe him in, and I know that I’ve missed this and missed him. My pulse slows, and my eyes droop, the tension easing inch by inch. When I speak, it’s barely above a whisper as I hover in that phase between dozing and full sleep. “If you left the room right now, I think I’d wake up.”

“I won’t leave,” he says simply.

“I thought you had work to do tonight?”

“Not anymore.”

I tip my head up very slightly. “You mean it?”

His eyes lock on mine, unwavering, and he nods. “I mean everything I say to you.”

Something in my chest aches, deep but not painful.

“Sleep now,” he mutters against my hair. “I’ll be here when you wake up. Just sleep.”

The promise settles into me, solid and grounding. I let my head rest against his shoulder. My eyes grow heavy again. The outside world might be a scary place at times, but here with Viktor, it feels like nothing can touch me.

I start to follow the slow, unshakeable rhythm of his breathing.

And somewhere in the haze just before full sleep sets in, I hear him murmur something low in Russian. It’s a promise.

The last thing I feel as my eyes drift shut is his hand over mine on his chest. Steady and warm.

This is what safety feels like.

And I want to stay here.

Forever.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN



VIKTOR

Avelina and the kids have been back with us for a week, and it’s been pure bliss.

I’m in the office with Grigory and Matvey when Sofia appears in the doorway of the office, clutching something behind her back, her face lit up like she’s just discovered buried treasure.

“Viktor,” she says solemnly, “I have a present.”

I pause mid-sip of coffee, suspicious. The last ‘present’ involved glitter, a glue stick, and three hours of removing sparkles from my hair.

“What is it, little bird?” I rumble.

She beams and whips her hands out from behind her back. One pair of fluffy, bright pink kitten slippers dangle from her fingers.

My lips tug up. “Those will look adorable on you, little bird.”

She nods enthusiastically. “Uh-huh, they will.”

And it makes me happy to see her smiling like this.

Then, dear God in Heaven help me.

Because she reveals a second, much larger pair.

Also bright pink.

And also kitten-faced.

Grigory nearly spits his drink across the room. “Oh, wow,” he mutters, trying—and failing because he doesn’t try very hard—not to laugh.

Sofia looks up at me, entirely earnest. “They’re for you to wear, Viktor. The left kitten is called Mr. Snufflefloof, and the right kitten is called Sugarpuff Princess.”

My eyes are as wide as saucers, and all I can do is croak a strangled sound in reply.

While Matvey, that fucker, nearly chokes on his fucking donut.

“We can wear our new kitty slippers together, Viktor,” Sofia carries on. “They’re soft. You don’t like loud footsteps either.”

And her words hit me harder than any bullet ever has.

Because she’s right. I can’t stand loud noises in the house—the echo of boots on tile, the scrape of chairs. I never told her that, but somehow, this little girl noticed. She noticed that I’m the same as her in so many ways.

“It’s so that your feet can be quiet too, Viktor. So that you don’t have to be afraid of your own footsteps.”

I feel something twist painfully in my chest. “You did that…for me?”

Again, she nods.

“Alright,” I say gruffly, taking the slippers. “But if anyone laughs,” I say, shooting a scowl on steroids at Grigory and Matvey, “I’ll bury them in the garden.”

Sofia squeals with delight as I slide the ludicrous things onto my feet.

They’re soft. Ridiculously soft. And the kitten faces stare up at me like they know exactly how far I’ve fallen from my fierce reputation.

After dinner that evening, I wear them still, pink kittens and all, while Sofia gets out a jigsaw puzzle for us to do together in the rec room.

My soldiers try to keep straight faces as they walk past, their eyes flicking down to my feet.

“Nice…footwear, Vik,” Nikolai snorts.

I narrow my eyes. “You like them? I’ll get you a pair.”

Sofia giggles, delighted.

And I realize there’s not a single thing in the world I wouldn’t wear if it meant keeping this little girl beaming and happy in my home.
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The following day, I still can’t stop thinking about Sofia’s gift for me, and I realize that I also want to do something special for this little girl. I stare at the corner of the room, arms crossed, trying to picture it. It needs to be quiet. Calm. A place where the world doesn’t feel so loud.

Sofia’s little face flashes in my mind. Her hands clamped over her ears the last time the guys got rowdy during a card game. She didn’t cry. She just shut down. And that gutted me more than any scream could have.

So, I do what any man who’s terrible with words but decent with his hands would do. I shop for supplies. And then I build.

The wooden frame goes up first. I shape turrets at the top of the frame, so that it looks like a castle, and it’s simple, sturdy, and just right for Sofia’s size. I attach thick, dark fabric onto the frame to block out light, tacking it neatly so there are no dangling edges to trip her.

I crouch inside to check the space, and then I start layering it. Soft pillows in a soothing color, a weighted blanket on top of a cozy beanbag, and a small nightlight shaped like a sleeping cat. The finishing touch is a row of stuffed cats I got from the toy store, their cute, fluffy faces staring up at me as I line them up carefully like a little family—because Sofia likes her toys just so.

Finally, I make a flagpole for Sofia’s den, and attach a pink flag decorated with the sheet of cat stickers I bought—tabbies, calicos, and black cats with big round eyes.

I step back and glance at Queenie, who’s crouched under the table, her head to one side and her eyes wide as if she’s thinking that she might be missing out. She likes to go outside each day and lie in the sun. But sometimes, when she’s feeling stressed or overwhelmed, she wants to stay inside and snuggle up in a cozy space, although I know she then misses the sunshine and yard.

“Don’t worry,” I mutter, scratching my jaw. “I haven’t forgotten about you. You get your own space too.”

And next to Sofia’s space, I start building a miniature catio—a little enclosed sun-trap area where Queenie can hide from the chaos in the compound yet still enjoy the sun and view of the outside.

I build a bench in front of the window and then construct a miniature turreted castle on top of it, with one side adjoining the pane of glass. I grab a spare pillow and fluffy blanket, and I put them inside to make it cozy for Queenie. I also add the plush, purple and gold cat ‘throne’ I got from the pet store—it’s amazing the stuff they design for pets these days. Then I add one of her teddy bears for her to snuggle up with. The men made fun of me when I bought some stuffed toys for Queenie, but she loves cuddling up with them. And as a finishing touch, I add a dangling toy shaped like a mouse.

“Okay, all finished,” I tell her two hours later.

Queenie sniffs it cautiously, her small pink snout twitching in an adorable way, walks around it twice, then scampers inside to claim her throne.

My mind wanders to Albert. He already has a doghouse in the yard, but now, I’m having ideas of building him something bigger too.

When Sofia walks in later, her little gasp makes my chest ache. “It’s…it’s…my very own den,” she exclaims in wonder. “It looks just like a pussycat palace.” She crawls straight inside, clutching a stuffed kitten to her chest, and Queenie settles in her catio like they’ve both found home. “I’m going to call it my Magic Meow House,” Sofia murmurs as she explores all the things inside it.

Avelina looks at me, her eyes shining. “You built them both safe spaces.”

I shrug, suddenly awkward. “Every princess and queen needs a castle.”

And Sofia’s reaction and the soft look Avelina gives me are better than any thank you I could ever receive.
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At the weekend, Sofia plays at dressing up the animals again, and she announces that they are now ready for their photo with the humans. She hands Avelina’s phone to Nikolai. “Please can you take our family photo?”

“Sure,” he answers as he shoots a look of bewilderment at Queenie and Albert, who are dressed in matching capes and crowns.

Sofia tugs Avelina, who’s holding Leon, into the picture. “Come on, Viktor,” the little girl trills as she beckons me just as Leon starts to wail.

I freeze. “Me?”

“Uh-huh. You can stand here next to Mama.” Avelina is busy soothing Leon as Sofia speaks.

I shake my head, taking a step back. “Sofia, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I say in a low voice.

Her small smile falters. “Why not?”

“Because…” My throat goes tight. “You said you want a family photo. And I’m not part of your family.”

Her brow furrows, and her tiny nose scrunches as she thinks about this. “I know you aren’t my real dad.”

The words hit like a punch. Because I wish so much that I were. I crouch down to her level, forcing a steady voice. “That’s right. I’m not.”

She blinks, then tilts her head. “That doesn’t matter.”

I stare at her. “It…doesn’t?”

“No.” She slides her tiny, warm hand into mine. “You’re here. You keep us safe. You make Mama smile again. That makes you ours.” Her voice is full of the innocence that only a young child can have.

My chest squeezes so tight I can’t breathe.

Avelina manages to calm Leon, and she gives me a smile as Sofia tugs me into the picture.

“Now,” Sofia says, “stand here and say cheese. You are part of this picture. Forever, Viktor.”

And my voice cracks when I whisper, “Okay, little bird. Cheese.”
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It’s Sunday evening, and Avelina thinks I’m out working on some urgent issue at one of our warehouses.

I shake my head. I’ve survived combat zones, enemy ambushes, and a grenade that blew out half a wall behind me. I’ve taken a knife to the ribs and kept moving.

Yet I’m standing here, staring at a pair of brand-new ice skates like they’re the most dangerous thing I’ve ever seen.

“Why the hell do you want to learn to skate?” Matvey leans against the doorframe, sipping coffee like this is his personal comedy show.

I keep my eyes on the laces, threading them with precision. “Sofia likes skating with Avelina. If something happens⁠—”

Matvey snorts. “You’re gonna slide heroically across the ice like some Slavic Batman?”

I shoot a scowl at him. “It’s so that I’ll be able to keep up with her, smartass.”

But it’s not about their safety. It’s about the way Avelina can change when she’s on the ice. Like she’s breathing different air. I want to give it back to her. Even if it means breaking my neck.

“Fucking whipped.” Matvey pushes off the doorframe. “Come on. Let’s get this shit over with.”

Avelina is at the play park with the kids. Inside the rink I built, the cold bites my gloves, and the stiff plastic presses into my ankles like a vise. The rink is still a secret from Avelina and Sofia.

“Step on the ice,” Matvey directs me.

I put one foot down. It slides three inches sideways. And my entire body locks up.

My brain instantly calculates possible outcomes.

Fractured wrist, cracked ribs, concussion.

“This is stupid,” I mutter.

Matvey grins. “Yeah, but it’s going to be entertaining.”

I plant my other foot down, knees bending instinctively. The blades wobble, and my arms jerk out.

“Don’t flail around! Small strides. Keep your weight forward.”

I take one step. Then another. But my left foot slides too far, my right foot slips from under me, and I fall hard on my ass.

Matvey smirks. “Oh, this is gold!”

By the time I’ve made it five feet, Nikolai and Grigory have appeared.

“What’s all this?” Grigory asks. “Vik on ice? Are we selling tickets?”

“Ten thousand rubles says he falls in the next thirty seconds,” Matvey bets.

“I’ll take that,” Nikolai replies, whipping out his cell so that he can film me. The fucker.

Grigory and Matvey both come and stand on the ice near me. I grit my teeth, focusing on keeping my blades parallel. I push off again. Then my toe pick catches, pitching me forward and onto the ice.

Strong hands grab my arms. Matvey and Grigory haul me upright. “Careful, Bambi,” Grigory laughs.

“Shut the fuck up,” I huff.

Every time I gain speed, my brain flashes hazard signs.

Every time I lose balance, one of them steadies me.

And by the time I’ve made it twice around the rink, seven falls included, my legs are shaking. Not from the cold but from the constant battle between my body’s adjustments and my brain’s need for order. My movements are uneven and unpredictable. It’s chaos under my fucking feet. And I hate chaos.

But I want this. I want to see Avelina’s face when she steps onto the ice, how her spine straightens, and her chin lifts like she’s daring the world. I want her to see me there beside her—not watching from the sidelines.

I limp off the ice hours later, my ankles screaming.

Matvey claps my back. “Not bad. You only looked like a baby deer eighty percent of the time.”

“And you looked like Dumbo struggling to fly the rest of the time,” Grigory adds in a dry tone.

I flex my fingers. “I’ll do better next time.”

“There’s going to be more?” Nikolai asks in mock horror.

“Fuck you. And yes.”

“Don’t worry,” Nikolai replies. “We’ll be here with you until you get it.” And I can tell he means it in a supportive way. He might rib me, but he also cares in his own warped way.

Grigory tilts his head. “This is all for Avelina?”

I don’t answer. Which is answer enough.

When I’m alone in the office later, skates stowed in perfect symmetry, I sit with my spreadsheets open. The numbers are ordered, neat, predictable. I should feel calmer now. But all I can think about is how the blades scraped the ice. The imbalance. The uncertainty. I hate the unknown. I hate trial and error.

And yet…

I’m already planning the next lesson. Because there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for my girl.
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The days pass by, and by the third lesson, I can stay upright most of the time.

That should feel like progress.

But it doesn’t.

Matvey calls it barely passable. Grigory mutters that Avelina’s gonna laugh her ass off when she sees me.

Every time I step onto the ice, I feel like the surface is one crack away from splintering into a million pieces. And that unease has started to spread. And it’s not just about the skating.

It’s about Avelina.

Any bumps in our relationship have been smoothed out. And she laughs more easily now.

That should make me feel settled.

But it doesn’t.

Because every time she smiles, I wonder how long I can keep this up. How long I can keep trying to fit her and her life.

When I try to sleep, my brain won’t shut off. The ceiling is blank, but my mind is full of chaos. Numbers. Variables. Scores.

She says she loves me. That should mean something.

But what is love? Because when people describe it, it’s always intensity, butterflies, or racing hearts.

For me, the feelings are…quieter. Deep maybe, but not loud. Am I feeling that all-consuming thing that people talk about? I start doing the scoring inside my head again. Thinking about the different ways I can score what’s happening. And I even think up how I can device a spreadsheet with the numbers and calculations. I can get to a seven, maybe eight, out of ten. But whatever way I try, I can’t get to a ten.

But if love is supposed to be a ten out of ten, does that mean I’m already failing? That I’m not capable of giving her everything?

It’s not that I don’t want to give her everything. I’m just not sure if I can.

I pass the den where Avelina and Sofia sit and do a puzzle.

Avelina’s hair catches the light. She looks happy and content. And then it hits me. I don’t know how to keep her like that.

I can protect her from a thousand threats. Put myself between her and any danger without hesitation. But when it comes to protecting the things inside her heart— the parts that need more than my brute force—I’m still learning this new language.

I know she said what I can give her is enough. But how can it be? What if she wakes up one day and realizes I can’t give her the kind of love she’s always imagined? The kind she and the kids deserve.

The numbers and scoring in my head are causing chaos inside of me. I’m spiraling. And maybe I’m starting to think it would be better for her if…she found someone who could give her that ten-out-of-ten feeling.

I don’t know if this is what other people mean when they talk about love driving them crazy.

All I know is that it feels like both a gift and a countdown clock.

And I’m not sure which will run out first.


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT



AVELINA

It’s three weeks since we returned to the Kremlin. And I start to notice something.

I notice it first in the small things. The way he stays back when we’re out in the garden, instead of joining me and the kids. How his hands stay in his pockets more often. The way he’s distracted. It’s the quiet distance of someone in their head.

Viktor’s never been loud with his emotions. But he’d never hidden from me either. Not like this.

At first, I tell myself it’s nothing.

Maybe he’s tired or stressed about work.

But the pattern keeps repeating.

I can’t pretend it’s not bothering me. That the silence isn’t eating away at me. It’s not just the garden. He’s quieter at meals. Slower to reach for my hand. There’s no sharp edge to it, but the absence of his presence is heavier than any fight we could ever have.

I catch myself studying him when he’s distracted. The way his shoulders stay tense when he’s sitting still. The way his eyes fix on some invisible point across the room as if he’s trying to calculate something.

Finally, I decide enough is enough.

When I step into the sunlight, Viktor’s crouched near the far fence line, his hands busy with something I can’t see. He doesn’t look up when I approach, which is unusual. He always notices me first.

“Viktor.”

He pauses, setting his trowel down to finally look at me. “Yeah?”

“Can we talk?” I step closer. “You’ve been…somewhere else lately. Avoiding me.”

His brow furrows. “I’m not avoiding you. We saw each other at breakfast.”

“It feels like you are. And I’ve been watching you for the last week or so…”

Something shifts in his eyes, just a flicker, but it’s enough to tell me I’ve hit some kind of truth.

He stays silent long enough that I almost think he’s going to get up and walk away.

Then he exhales, slow and deliberate like he’s weighing the cost of the words. “I don’t think I can give you what you need, Avelina.”

It’s not the words I want to hear. I keep quiet, letting him explain in his own time.

“I’ve been trying to figure it all out. What people mean when they talk about…love. Not just the word. The feeling. Everyone says it’s supposed to be overwhelming. Consuming. Like your mind and entire body know at the same time.”

“And you don’t…feel that, Viktor?”

His jaw works before he shakes his head. “Not the way other people describe it. For me…” He clears his throat. “For me, it’s like numbers. Levels. I can measure how much I want to keep someone safe. But it’s not a ten. Not in the way people talk about.”

My heart twists—because I can hear the frustration in his voice. This isn’t about him not caring. It’s about him not believing that what he feels is enough.

“Viktor,” I say, gently resting my hand on his one. “Love isn’t a number.”

He looks down at my hand like it’s a puzzle piece that doesn’t fit. “Then what is it?”

“It’s the way you do things for someone without having to. Like the way you let me plant daisies in your vegetable garden because you know how happy the flowers make me. It’s the way you make sure the kids are safe without expecting anything in return. It’s the way you get puzzles for Sofia when you notice she’s struggling. It’s the way you stayed outside the bedroom door when you thought I might have a nightmare, just so I wouldn’t be alone if I woke up.”

His brow furrows with confusion. “Those are just…actions.”

“They’re love. Your version of it. And that’s enough for me. It’s more than enough. It’s everything I’ve ever wanted.”

“There’s something else, Avelina,” he says slowly after a long minute of silence.

“You can tell me, Viktor.”

He takes a deep breath. “In my dreams…and sometimes when I’m thinking, the images aren’t black and white. They’re…color.”

I don’t understand at first. “You mean colorful?”

“No. I mean that the images in my thoughts and dreams used to always be black and white. But now? It’s more than monochrome. The images in my mind are green, yellow, blue, and pink. Like when I thought about the dress you wore the other day, I imagined it in my mind, and I imagined it in yellow. Before I met you, I didn’t think or dream in color. But now, colors show up in my mind without warning.”

I squeeze his hand as I think over his words. “I think, Viktor, that maybe your mind is finally letting you feel in ways it couldn’t before. Maybe color is just…your mind and subconscious catching up to your heart.”

His eyes search mine. And for the first time in a while, I see something loosen in his expression. “Love,” he says, almost like he’s testing the word. Viktor sits there, staring at our joined hands like the answer might be hidden there. “I see your face sometimes, Avelina. In color, I mean. You know, when I think about you.”

“You do?”

He nods slowly. “But it’s not always the whole thing in color. Sometimes it’s just your hair in the light or your eyes when you’re laughing…” he trails off. His gaze meets mine. “But it’s not constant. What if that means…my love isn’t real?”

“It just means you’re human. No one feels love at full force every second. It’s not about keeping it at a ten out of ten. It’s about having a thread that runs through everything, even when it’s quiet.”

He looks at me like he’s weighing every word. “I think I love you, Avelina.” It’s not a question but a statement he’s testing.

“I know you do, Viktor.” He doesn’t need to even say it for me to know it’s true.

He exhales. “I don’t know if I can change how my mind works.”

“You don’t have to.” I lean until my forehead touches his. “I didn’t fall in love with you because you were like everyone else. Viktor, I fell in love with you because you’re you. And you’re what my heart wants and needs.”

His fingers tighten over mine slightly.

“Avelina, if the colors don’t stop…I think I’d like that.”

I smile at him. And for the first time in days, that space between us doesn’t feel like a gap at all. It feels like something we can cross. Together.


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE



QUEENIE

I smile to myself as I watch Viktor and Avelina. Viktor is my human, and I want him to be happy, and I think he will be now. Because he’s got what he always needed. And if anyone deserves it, it’s him.

I remember the shelter. It smelled like bleach and sadness. The walls were cold, and the air buzzed with the sound of dogs barking and people’s footsteps that never stopped long enough at my cage. So many came to see me with smiling faces and cooing voices, but their smiles faded when they saw how I pressed myself into the corner, trembling. They didn’t see the love I had to give. They just saw a cat who was scared, small, and broken.

I wasn’t always like that. Before the shelter, I had a lap. An elderly lady with white hair and a soft voice. Warm hands that cared for me. But then one day, she didn’t come home. I waited by the window for days, until strangers came and took me away. I didn’t understand why my world had ended. I just knew that everything seemed wrong, and I couldn’t breathe right anymore.

The shelter was scary and lonely. Then came Albert. A golden retriever with a tail that wagged like he’d swallowed the sun. He didn’t care that I was scared of him. He’d just grin and lie down beside my cage, his nose pressed through the bars. We became best friends, and I’d lean close enough for him to warm my fur. I started to believe maybe life could be kind again.

Until the night it wasn’t.

The fire started with shouting. The smell hit first, sharp and wrong, and then everything turned to chaos. Doors banged open. The air filled with smoke and terror. Someone had broken in. Vandals, I think. They let all the animals out and then set the place alight. I remember the panic, the stampede of paws. I ran and ran, but when I turned back for Albert, he was gone.

And I thought I’d lost him forever.

Weeks passed before I met Viktor. And it didn’t take me long to realize how special he was. He didn’t coo at me or try to grab me like others had. His eyes were quiet but kind, like he knew what it was to be afraid and not say it out loud. I crept closer, one paw at a time. And the first time he whispered, “You’re safe now,” I knew he was the one. That’s when I knew he had a good heart. The kind you can feel, not just see.

Now, I live in his big house filled with warmth and laughter. And with Albert. Yes, my Albert. Viktor found him too. The day he brought him home, I nearly fell off the windowsill from shock. Albert barked once, his tail going wild, and I ran straight into his fur. We haven’t been apart since.

And Sofia… She’s my favorite mini-human. Small, gentle, and sweet. She never grabs or squeals like other children. She just sits cross-legged on the floor, whispering secrets into my fur. I don’t always understand the words, but I understand her. When she’s too quiet, her hands twist in her lap, or her breathing is fast, I pad over and press my head against her knee. She blinks, startled, then strokes my back in careful, even lines. The rhythm slows her heart. I can always feel it.

And when Sofia gets overwhelmed, she curls into herself like a frightened bird. That’s when I know she needs me most. I climb into her lap, paws gentle against her, and purr deep from my chest. And I stay with her until her fingers relax—and her breathing evens out. She’ll whisper, “You always know, Queenie.” And I’ll stay until her world feels calm again.

Sometimes Viktor watches me curled on Albert’s back, and he smiles that tiny, rare smile. He doesn’t say much, but he doesn’t have to. Love doesn’t need words.

He shows it when he strokes my fur after a long day, when he fills my bowl before his own dinner, and when he sits in silence beside us, just being there.

I used to think my heart broke the day my first human left me. But now I know it didn’t break. It was just waiting. Waiting for Albert. Waiting for Viktor. Waiting for Sofia. Waiting for this new family. Waiting for my forever.


CHAPTER SIXTY



VIKTOR

We just finished dinner in the courtyard. I stack the plates largest to smallest and with the used cutlery aligned at twelve o’clock, then carry them to the kitchen. This routine calms the noise in my head—noise that’s left after my work day.

After depositing the dishes in the sink, I walk down the hall to the den where I find Grigory and Nikolai arguing about a card game while Matvey deals to the large group of men around the table.

In the den sits a book I’ll continue reading tonight. It’s about companion planting and good soil health. The first chapters are already flagged with sticky tabs placed just so. I sit in my favorite armchair and pick it up.

“Viktor?”

Sofia’s soft voice draws my attention. She’s just come into the den with Avelina. The little girl is standing before me with a book hugged to her chest. The cover is bright and depicts a cat with wide eyes, and the title reads All Cats Have Autism. It’s the book that I got Sofia a while ago. Until now, Sofia has barely looked at it.

She steps closer but not too close, stopping at a distance we both can process without our bodies firing alarms. Her thumb taps rhythmically onto the cover. “Will you read this? With me, please,” she says. “Here.”

I glance at the table. But the others are busy with their card game. I’m nervous about reading a book that mentions autism in front of the others, but they’re not paying any attention to us. Sofia’s shoulders are hunched up. Hope and worry war inside her. “Sure,” I say. “Come sit next to me.”

Her shoulders drop a little. We sit on the couch. I place the book squarely on my knee, aligning the spine with the seam of my pants—because if the world’s going to tilt, I need one straight line.

Avelina slides onto the armrest beside Sofia, her fingers brushing her hair once.

Sofia gazes at the book and leans against me like I’m someone she trusts. Queenie hops up and settles herself in Sofia’s lap, and automatically, Sofia begins to stroke her fur, drawing comfort from the rhythmic movements and softness beneath her fingers.

I open the book. The first page shows a cat lazing in a sunny garden by itself.

I start reading. “Some cats like quiet. It helps slow their racing thoughts.”

The next page shows a cat lining up toy mice in a perfect row. Sofia frowns at the picture.

“Some cats like things in order. Lined up just so. It keeps them calm,” I continue. “Like my gardening tools,” I say to Sofia.

Her little nose wrinkles. “And like my coloring pencils,” she murmurs.

We move through the pages. A cat hiding when new people visit. A cat who doesn’t like the feel of its new collar. The book is gentle. Sweet. But real in how it depicts things.

“What does it say there,” she asks, pointing to a cat swaddled in a blanket.

“Cuddles and big squeezes can feel like a shield. Weighted blankets too.”

She nods. “It’s not just me.”

“No,” I say softly, “It’s not just you who feels like that.”

The next page shows a cat staring at a clock.

“Schedules help cats. When they know what’s coming next, their minds and bodies feel calmer.”

“Queenie likes her breakfast and dinner at the same time every day,” Sofia says thoughtfully. “I’m the same. If I don’t know the schedule and plan, my chest gets all…buzzy.” She taps her chest. “Like the way soda fizzes.”

“We can tell you the plan. Always,” I reassure her.

Her eyes flick to the men. Grigory gives a small nod in agreement, and Matvey and Nikolai confirm this with a two-fingered salute.

Then Sofia turns the page herself. The picture shows a cat on a windowsill, watching rain.

“Sometimes, cats need a perch. High enough to see. But far away enough to breathe,” I read. 

“Busy places feel like too much sometimes,” Sofia tells me. “I can ask you for a hug, right?”

“Yes,” I say with no edge. “And if I can’t give it at that moment, I’ll tell you.”

“That’s good, Viktor,” she says, patting my large hand with her tiny one. “You just tell me if you’re struggling too much to give me a hug.”

I clear my voice. “Cats are different to people. But different doesn’t mean alone.”

She inhales and looks to Avelina who’s staring at us. “Mama, I think I have autism too.” She doesn’t whisper it. She just puts the sentence out there.

The room silences around us, and Avelina gives her a small nod, something shimmering in her eyes.

“Yeah,” I say. My voice is steadier than I thought possible. “Me too.” A few seconds tick by. The quiet is deafening. “I have autism too.”

The house holds its breath. The kind of pause that tells me everyone is listening.

Then Grigory exhales. “Finally. About time. And all it took was a self-help book with cats.”

Oxygen returns to the room.

Matvey smiles.

“That explains Viktor’s lists,” Nikolai mutters.

A couple of the others nod.

But no one laughs.

And no one looks surprised.

Grigory folds, throws down his cards, and pushes back his chair. On his way out of the room, he passes me and silently places his hand on my shoulder for a long moment before disappearing through the door and toward the office. And I’m left stunned that the men don’t look more shocked or suddenly treat me like I’m a freak.

I shake my head and finish reading the book to Sofia while the men carry on with their game. I reach the very last line. “You don’t have to be the same to belong.”

By the time I close the cover, Sofia is heavier against me. The kind of way kids get when they’re comfortable and trusting.

“Again?” Sofia asks.

I glance at the clock. My brain divides the evening into blocks. “Again,” I agree.

We read it a second time, Sofia supplying some lines before I can. When we finish, she presses her forehead to my arm and whispers, “Tight hug?”

“Yeah,” I say, wrapping my arms around her shoulders. “You can ask me anytime.”

She squeezes me back for exactly four seconds, then she lets go, satisfied. “Can we keep the book by the couch, Viktor?”

“Yeah. It stays here.”

“Bedtime,” Avelina tells her.

“Can we tell Babulya?” Sofia asks her mom. “About the autism?”

“Yeah. We can tell who you want and when you want,” she replies.

She considers that, then nods. “Teeth brushing time.”

I nod with a faint grin. Because Sofia and I both love sticking to our schedules.

Avelina lingers beside me as she watches Sofia disappear around the corner.

“Thank you, Viktor.”

“For reading?”

“For making it all…so normal.”

“It is normal,” I say simply.

Her smile gets bigger. “You just taught her that.”

Something shifts under my sternum. It’s a click I know well from weapons, locks, and engines. Parts aligning. Not fixed. Just fitting together. “I didn’t plan it.” I want to look away because eye contact this long feels like a cliff’s edge. But I don’t. “I know that it doesn’t make me weak.”

“No. It’s just part of you. And that’s exactly what she needs to see. And you’re a strong role model for her.”

“Me? A role model? No, I’m not that.”

“Yes, you are, Viktor. You’re showing Sofia every day that having autism doesn’t mean that you’re not a strong person or that you can’t achieve whatever you want to in life.”

And her words make me wonder if despite my autism, I can really achieve the one thing I really want—love.

My chest tightens in a way that isn’t pain and isn’t panic.

It’s pressure from the inside.

I follow Avelina up the stairs as the men carry on with their cards. I think about the question that’s been gnawing at the back of my mind. Whether whatever I feel counts. Whether I’m building a thing with her that I can call love.

Maybe I can’t feel things in a ten out of ten way. But my heart is beating steady—and for once, the rhythm feels like it could be beautiful music.

Can I do this? Can I love even if it looks different from how others love?

In the quiet of the upstairs hall, the answer isn’t a trumpet or a revelation. It’s a simple ‘yes.’

Yes to what I can give. Yes to learning the rest. And yes to being seen as I am and not being less because of it.

Avelina’s silhouette turns to me in Sofia’s doorway, her hand held out.

And I go to her. With all my heart.


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE



AVELINA

At the weekend, I receive a text from Geliy’s mother, saying that she wants to visit the children. I wish I could say no, but Olga is their grandmother, so I arrange an afternoon for her to come to the compound.

Three days later, Olga is sitting on the couch, while Viktor, Babulya, and I sit opposite her.

Leon is in Olga’s lap. “He looks just like Geliy,” she exclaims. Perching primly on the edge of the couch like she’s afraid she might catch something while she’s here, she lifts the teacup I set in front of her, takes a sip, and immediately wrinkles her large nose.

“Another, um, slice of cake?” I say. Her gaze sweeps over the coffee table, landing on the cake I baked this morning. “It’s too dry,” she tuts.

Babulya doesn’t even try to hide her snort. She’s clearly unimpressed by Olga so far.

“Like sawdust,” Olga adds. “I hope this isn’t how you fed my son when he was alive.”

I bite my tongue so hard it almost bleeds, forcing a polite smile that feels more like a grimace.

Her gaze slides to Sofia, who’s on the floor, lining up her stuffed animals with laser precision.

“What on earth is the girl doing?” Olga hisses.

“Sofia likes order. It helps soothe her and makes her feel safe,” I explain yet again. “More tea,” I offer, trying to change the subject.

“No,” she grits out, sniffing in a martyred tone as if the tea also isn’t good enough for her.

Sofia’s little hands start flapping in quick, desperate motions, her favorite stuffed cat clutched to her chest. She’s overwhelmed and reached her limit—too many voices, too many smells, too much everything. The scent of Olga’s strong perfume and her booming voice are causing Sofia’s anxiety to rise. I’ve explained this so many times to Olga—how Sofia’s autism means that strong smells and loud voices can overwhelm her and cause her senses to overload. But each time I’ve talked about this with Olga, she’s been dismissive and accused Sofia of being an attention seeker and me of spoiling my daughter.

I stand to help Sofia and suggest we go to her safe space—the one Viktor built for her—but before I can do anything, Sofia whimpers and rushes off.

Olga’s beady gaze narrows, and her voice rings out, sharp and cold. “Your daughter is bizarre and strange like this because of the way you have brought her up,” she says, her lip curling as if the very sight of Sofia just now, rocking back and forth on the rug, was a personal offense to her. “She needs discipline! You are useless as a mother!”

I should be used to this from her, but I freeze, the words hitting harder than I’m prepared for. They strike me like a slap to the face. But even worse, my heart shatters into tiny pieces for my little girl and the judgment she faces rather than receiving understanding and support from her grandmother. My throat burns, but no words come. I want to protect my baby. To stand between her and this judgment. But my voice fails me. Tears creep in, hot and suffocating.

She makes a sound that’s half scoff, half sigh. “In my day, children were taught to behave…not whatever that was.”

“Olga!” Viktor’s voice slices through the room. The air shifts instantly, like a storm rolling in.

Olga startles. “Viktor, I only meant⁠—”

“No!” His tone leaves no room for argument. He steps forward, positioning himself in front of Olga. “You do not speak about Sofia or Avelina in that way.”

“But she⁠—”

“Ever!” he grits out.

The way he wants to protect us makes my chest tighten. Geliy never stood up for me in front of his mother. Nor did he ever stand up for his children in front of her. Yet, this man, a man who isn’t even related to us, is doing that very thing for me and for my little girl. Just like he did in that shoe store.

I finally find my voice, Viktor’s presence giving me strength. “Being different doesn’t mean that Sofia’s not good enough,” I say quietly.

“She’s more than different,” Olga blusters. “She’s odd and peculiar and⁠—”

“Sofia is perfect as she is,” I say firmly. “In every single way. If you can’t see that, the problem is not with her. It’s with you. I think you should leave now. I have other things to be doing with my time—like supporting and caring for my daughter.”

As I start to leave the room, I see Viktor’s gaze pin Olga with quiet fury as he takes Leon from her arms.

Babulya storms over to Olga, eyeballing her as she fishes her favorite wooden spoon out of her apron pocket.

Olga’s mouth opens, then snaps shut. She snatches up her things and dashes toward the door.

And me? I’m too stunned to speak. Too overwhelmed by the fierce love blazing in Viktor’s eyes as he defends us.
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The sun is setting, and Viktor doesn’t tell me where we’re going. He just appears in the doorway with his jacket zipped to his throat. “Shoes,” he says, tipping his chin to the closet. “Warm ones.”

We cross the courtyard under the bruised purple sky. The new building sits on the far edge of the compound where the storage shed used to be. It’s the extra gym for the men, and something that holds little interest for me. My eyes widen. “Don’t tell me we’re spending date night at the gym.”

“Incorrect,” he says, his mouth shaping into something I’d dare to call a smile.

Once we’re inside, the lights come on in a soft sweep. Vaulted ceilings, clean white walls, and the faint sharp scent of refrigerant. I hear it before I understand it—the delicate hum of pipes and coolant…and possibility.

I halt in my tracks. “Viktor, what is this?”

On a bench, two bags sit waiting. He unzips the first and turns it toward me.

My skates. The pair I love. The leather gleams, and the blades are newly sharpened. My throat goes tight. I look at the sight before me. The ice is perfect. A sheet of glass under the white lights. No logos or banners like in most rinks. Just endless, unmarked ice.

The sound that leaves me is something small. “You…you built a rink?”

“Yes. It’s for you. And Sofia. And Leon when he gets old enough,” he says simply.

I walk to the rink’s border, my hands shaking. “How…?”

“There was space.”

As I sit on the bench, he kneels to unlace my sneakers. When he slides the first sneaker away, his palm warms my foot through my sock. It’s the gentlest thing I’ve ever felt from a man who can break bones without blinking. “You don’t have to⁠—”

“I want to.” He slides my feet into the skates, tucking the loops and lacing them up.

When I stand, the world tilts in that familiar way.

And then Viktor fiddles with his phone, and music comes on. The music to my Tinkerbell routine.

I step onto the ice and pause. There’s that breath before. The one where you ask the ice to take you…

“Go on,” he urges me.

I push off.

The first glide is silk. My knees, hips, and shoulders fall into alignment. The ice feels fast—the kind that sings. I make a lazy arc and come back toward him, my breath clouding in front of me.

He’s watching me the way he’d watch a sunrise he didn’t think he’d live to see. “How does it feel?”

“It’s the best feeling in the whole world,” I say, laughing. And something inside me that’s been bruised for years lets go of its breath.

Viktor steps to the edge, hesitates, then places one blade onto the ice. The second blade follows.

“What are you doing?” I say in alarm. “You can’t skate…”

“I’ll be fine,” he says quietly. And he moves like a man for whom falling is not an option. His knees are bent, weight tipped forward just right. And when he’s three feet from me, he holds out his hand.

I meet him halfway.

His fingers settle on mine with just enough pressure to say, ‘I have you.’

“But who taught you?” I ask as we start to move.

“Matvey. Badly.”

I laugh. “You’re doing well.”

“Barely passable,” he corrects me, but there’s that almost-smile again.

We find a rhythm, my strides measured to his smaller pushes. The cold licks my cheeks pink. We make a slow lap. He only stumbles once but easily recovers.

We stop near the boards. The ice hums beneath us. “This makes you feel alive?” he asks.

I nod. “Yeah. Being here, on the ice. And with you. Why did you do all this, Viktor?”

He studies me. “You once said skating used to make you feel alive. But that you…lost that feeling. I wanted you to have it back. That feeling and that joy. Queenie helped me. You and your family helped me. And now, I want to help you.’

“And you learned to skate…for me?” I murmur.

He nods as if it’s nothing. But it’s everything.

“And the rink?”

“There was space. I could afford it. It wasn’t difficult.”

But I can see the truth in his eyes. He did this all for me.

“This is how I say it,” he says.

“Say what?”

“That I love you, Avelina.” And there are those words again, and they still make my heart race like an out-of-control express train.

For a second, my knees wobble. And then I smile. “I know, Viktor. And I love you too.”

He tugs gently. “One more lap.”

We glide together, his strides careful beside mine.

And for the first time in years, the ice doesn’t feel like bad memories.

It feels like home.

Not because I’ve returned to it. But because he’s skating with me. Making it ours.

And I know that this moment will live in my mind forever. Not as the night Viktor built me a rink…but as the night he let me see all the ways he loves me without changing a single piece of him.
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We head back to the house. It’s an hour until the kids’ bedtime, and after getting myself a drink and snack, I pass the den and see Sofia curled up next to Viktor on the couch, her little legs tucked under her like a kitten. The room is dark except for the soft glow of the TV screen, and they’re watching her favorite movie, The Lion King.

My eyes drift to Viktor. He’s utterly still, like a statue, his broad shoulders tense beneath his black shirt. His gaze is locked on the screen, unblinking, jaw tight.

They are both wearing their pink kitten slippers, and a smile tugs my lips upward. Seeing them in their matching footwear in the evenings has become so normal now that the soldiers don’t even bat an eyelid.

They must have started the movie from where they left off last night. On the TV, Scar digs his claws into Mufasa’s paws, betrayal dripping from every word as he sneers, “Long live the king.”

And then…he lets go.

Mufasa plummets.

Simba, the poor baby lion cub, screams.

And Viktor—my terrifying, tattooed, stoic Viktor—sucks in a sharp breath like he’s just been punched. His eyes go wide, shimmering wetly in the flickering light of the screen.

My heart twists so hard it hurts.

With his neurodivergence, Viktor struggles with emotions, with reading other people’s expressions, and with knowing what to do when someone else is hurting. But as Simba softly nudges his father’s lifeless body, begging him to wake up in a small, broken voice, and whimpering as he realizes his dad has been snatched away from him forever, I swear I see something shift inside Viktor.

A single tear slides down his cheek. He doesn’t wipe it away.

But before I can move, Sofia does.

My sweet, brave little girl slips her tiny hand into his. “It’s okay, Viktor,” she whispers, her voice gentle but sure, as she pats the back of his hand. “It’s just a movie. Mufasa’s in the stars now.”

Viktor blinks at her, startled, like he’s not used to anyone reaching for him. Then he closes his massive hand around hers, holding on so carefully, like she’s spun from fragile glass.

I press my fingers to my mouth, watching them together, my chest aching.

This man—this fierce, complicated man—is learning what love feels like, one small moment at a time.

And tonight, he’s not just protecting my daughter.

She’s protecting him and teaching him about love too.
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The sun rises over a new day in Vegas, and after many reminders from Sofia, we’re finally visiting the pet shelter in L.A., which is home to the two animals Viktor has sponsored.

As we drive, Sofia sings to Leon in the backseat, inventing a song about ‘Kitty Red’ and ‘Puppy Gerald’ while Leon shrieks with delight, his chubby feet kicking in the air. Viktor doesn’t even flinch. His hands rest casually on the wheel, massive and steady, like nothing fazes him—not L.A. traffic, not Sofia’s out-of-tune singing, and not Leon throwing a teething ring at the back of his head.

When we finally pull up outside the shelter, Sofia squeals so loud that Leon startles before bursting into giggles. “We’re here, we’re here!” she announces as if none of us noticed the giant sign reading Welcome to Paw Prints Sanctuary.

Viktor parks, kills the engine, and climbs out of the SUV without a word.

I open my door and grab Leon, but I pause as Viktor pops the trunk. “Did you bring something for Red and Gerald?” I ask, picturing a couple of chew toys or maybe a bag of treats.

He lifts the trunk lid.

And my jaw drops.

It’s…overflowing. Towering stacks of food bags, boxes of toys, leashes, scratching posts, treats and blankets. There’s even a cat tower wedged in there, like some furry skyscraper. “Viktor,” I breathe, half laughing, half stunned. “What’s all this?”

Sofia gasps beside me. “You’re like Santa for animals!”

Viktor shifts awkwardly, scratching the back of his neck. The big, scary mafia man suddenly looks like a little boy caught red-handed stealing cookies. “I, uh, brought some things.”

“Some things?” I gesture wildly at the mountain of supplies. “Viktor, you could open a whole store with all this.”

He shrugs, eyes dropping to the sidewalk. “It’s not just for Red and Gerald. It’s for all of them… I remember what it was like, living on the streets. Cold. Hungry. Nobody looking out for you. I couldn’t…I didn’t want any of the animals to feel like that.”

My throat tightens as his words punch me straight in the heart. “Oh, Viktor,” I whisper.

Sofia tugs on his sleeve, beaming up at him. “You’re like a superhero for animals,” she says with awe in her voice.

He clears his throat, the tips of his ears turning red. “Don’t tell anyone. Bad for my reputation.”

I giggle. “Right, we’ll keep it secret. You’re not a big softie. And you’re definitely not a Bratva teddy bear with a heart of gold.”

“Exactly,” he agrees with a glower that’s half-hearted at best.

Leon babbles happily, smacking his hands together like he’s applauding.

I stare at Viktor and smile at him. This is a man who terrifies grown men with a single look, but he’s now standing here, blushing because he’s been caught spoiling a group of homeless animals today. My chest aches, full and warm. And I’ve never loved this man more.


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO



VIKTOR

Avelina and the kids are all settled in since moving back to the Kremlin a month ago, and everything is perfect.

I’m checking through invoices when the office door slams open hard enough to make the glass rattle. And Nikolai storms in like a Russian thundercloud dressed in combat gear. “What in God’s frozen hell is this?” he snarls.

I don’t even look up from my laptop. “Whiskers Wonderland.”

He blinks at me. “Whiskers…what the fuck?!?”

Before I can answer, Queenie launches herself from a tiny velvet ramp and lands squarely on his shoulder like she’s conquering Mount Everest. Nikolai screams in fright, his words cut off mid-rant as a cat tail swishes across his face.

I spare him a glance. “It’s for her enrichment. Stimulation reduces aggression. You know, you should try it sometime.”

Nikolai’s jaw drops. “You wanna talk about aggression? First my drones, now this. There’s a twelve-foot fucking fluffy cloud city in the corner!”

“It’s eight feet,” I correct him—because I like things to be accurate. “And each platform is a different kind of cloud. Cirrus, cumulonimbus, stratocumulus, etc. It’s her cloud kingdom.”

He glares at me. “Cloud fucking…what?!”

Queenie leaps over the cat tunnel shaped like a rainbow, meowing triumphantly, and her fluffy paws begin batting the pink pom-poms dangling from the ceiling.

Nikolai spins around. “We’re supposed to be running an empire here!” His arms flail in the air. “Not a…a…feline fucking amusement park!”

I shrug, not giving a shit about his dumb opinions. “The empire runs better when Queenie is happy.” Because if Queenie’s happy, then I’m also happy.

“Happy?” Nikolai splutters. “I don’t care about your goddamn happiness levels. This is totally out of order. Your cat’s got…got…a personal throne now!”

“It’s ergonomic,” I grit out before I can stop myself.

“But all this is in the space I use to store my grenades,” he whines. “Where are my grenades supposed to go now? You know, Viktor, I think I preferred you when you were a grumpy fucker.”

I ignore him.

But his scowl slants across to the couch at the back of the office—the couch where he likes to take an afternoon nap. He stomps over to it, snatches up the new cushions I bought. “What in hell’s name are these?” he wails.

“Cushions for when Queenie is tired and needs to rest her fluffy paws,” I reply. He reads out the slogans on the cushions I picked out.

Seat Taken. Meow Means No!

Knead. Nap. Repeat.

Property of the Cat (Violators Will Be Scratched.)

As Nikolai glares, Queenie leaps onto the couch with the poise of a velvet-pawed queen.

He stiffens. “No. Absolutely not! You have an entire cloud city for this!”

She ignores him completely, circles twice, and settles down right in the middle and stretches out, her claws digging into the upholstery.

“Off,” he orders, pointing toward her tower. “Go. Rule your ridiculous kingdom.”

She blinks, slow and deliberate, then yawns directly in his face.

“Viktor,” Nikolai howls, “your cat is violating my personal space and my human rights!”

“She’s expressing affection. Consider yourself honored.”

Nikolai glowers at me, then back at the cloud city and white puffball tunnel glowing softly with twinkle lights. And he makes a sound that’s like a groan and grunt combined. “I’m surrounded by fucking lunatics.” He presses his fingers to his temples. “I need vodka. Immediately!”

“Top shelf,” I clip. “Next to the catnip.”

And Nikolai’s horrified shriek echoes through the room—while Queenie plays on the couch with her little glittery bell, clearly satisfied with her kitty kingdom and her attempts at world domination.
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The next afternoon, the door slams open. And Nikolai stands there in the doorway, clutching his coffee as though it’s the last fragile thread holding his sanity together. His eye twitches. “No. No, no, no. Absolutely not. Not again. What…the hell is happening in this office?”

I look up from my laptop just in time to see Albert trotting through a row of pink cones, tail wagging like a victory flag. There’s a red carpet starting line. A velvet rope. And miniature chandeliers dangling above an agility ramp wrapped in gold ribbon.

Grigory stands beside it all, arms crossed and chest puffed. “If Viktor’s cat gets Whiskers Wonderland in this office,” he declares with a steely look in his eyes, “then my dog gets his own assault course in here.”

Nikolai’s voice shoots up an octave. “Assault course? And why in the hell does your creature need that? He spends his days stealing food and sleeping. He’s hardly in training for active combat.”

“It helps his poise and inner equilibrium,” Grigory explains smoothly. “Builds character.”

Albert leaps rather clumsily over a row of silver hurdles labeled Confidence Jumps, then lands before a gilded archway that reads Pawformance Arena.

I give a satisfied nod. Because I’d actually been thinking of making a dog area like this for Albert, and it’s just that Grigory beat me to it. “Albert’s already exceeding expectations.”

“Exceeding? Viktor!” Nikolai splutters. “The dog has a personal hydration station shaped like a rainbow!”

“It’s electrolyte-infused,” Grigory explains in an unusually helpful tone.

“And there’s mood lighting!” Nikolai shrieks. “Why is that tunnel glowing purple?”

“Ambience,” I cut in. “Albert trains better under soft tones.”

Nikolai looks moments from collapse. “We were once the most feared organization in the country. Now we’re running—what is this—a fucking puppy play gym?” Then he notices the new cushions Grigory added to the couch.

If You Can Read This, You’re in My Spot, Human.

Best Doggy Headquarters.

Pawdon Me, I’m Napping.

“No!” Nikolai declares. “He’s not hogging my couch like some furry dictator.” But then he looks down at the couch and notices that Albert has already been using it. “Is…that…dog hair on my couch?” he shrieks. “That’s going to get all over my black clothes and make me look like a fucking plushie instead of a man running a high-powered international organization.”

But before Nikolai can start whining some more, Albert bounds over, wearing a gold medal that reads My Best Boy. He drops a squeaky dumbbell at Nikolai’s shoes.

“He’s offering you a peace treaty,” Grigory announces with pride.

Nikolai glares at the slobbery toy. “Tell your diplomat I don’t negotiate with canines.”

Albert squeaks the toy again—three times—clearly ignoring Nikolai’s hostility.

Nikolai exhales like a man who’s just seen the fall of civilization. “I can’t believe that this is what my life has become,” Nikolai groans.

And Albert wags his tail with relish, batting it from side to side. And it’s clear for everyone to see that now this doggy assault course is here, Grigory—and I— have absolutely no intention of removing it ever.

A while later, when Nikolai thinks no one will notice, I see him slip treats out of his pockets for Queenie and Albert. Yeah, he may like to complain, but I predict that by the end of the week, Nikolai will be taking afternoon naps on the office couch while snuggled up with the pets.

This office used to just be about work. But now the animals come in and keep us company, Sofia scampers in and has tea parties whenever she wants, and even Leon comes in and spends his time babbling to us. And best of all is when Avelina comes in to see me, giving me those special smiles and spreading her beaming sunshine into my life.
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I told Avelina that I wanted to talk to someone about my sensory issues, and the following afternoon, we’re sitting across from a neurodevelopmental doctor. Avelina gives me a smile of reassurance.

“I think—and dream—in black and white,” I blurt out to the doctor before she even asks how she can help. My palms sweat. “Everything flattens, like an old movie reel.”

Dr. Avery has a soft expression and a clipboard balanced on her lap. She nods, like this doesn’t sound ridiculous. “Tell me more.”

So, I do. I tell her about the way color bleeds out of the world and about the grayscale that slides over my vision in my thoughts and dreams. And I tell her that sometimes, I wonder if my brain is broken in some way.

When I’m done, she sets down the clipboard. “I don’t think your brain is broken,” she says. “What you’re describing is unusual. But autism is a complex condition. It’s different in every individual because there are three main factors that interact to affect the person. We don’t know what causes autism, but we do know that the brain is ‘wired’ differently. My sense is that your brain is acting like a filter. When you’re sensory-overloaded, your mind cuts out nonessential details, like color, so it can focus on what feels critical. Shapes. Positions. Movement.”

Her words make my chest unclench a little. Not broken. Just filtering.

“Think of it as your nervous system’s emergency mode,” she adds. “Most people never notice the little things they lose under stress—because most humans filter out various details when they are thinking. You notice because your brain already processes the world in sharper detail. And when you dream, it’s at the end of the day. Your brain is overloaded from the day’s events, so your brain might suppress the color in your dreams to lessen the overload.”

I lean back, air finally moving through my lungs.

Dr. Avery continues. “Temple Grandin is a well-known person who has autism. She also has a very different way of thinking which is unusual because she is primarily a visual thinker. She has often said that she ‘thinks in pictures.’ Not all autistic people are visual thinkers like her—some think more in patterns or in words. But what we do know is that people with autism definitely do have differences in the way they think and process thoughts. This can give them particular strengths or advantages. For example, some great mathematicians attribute their extraordinary numerical skills to the way their brain thinks in patterns.”

After the appointment ends, I step out of the clinic and into the daylight, Avelina by my side. Talking to Dr. Avery has set my mind at ease, plus she has suggested CBT and other strategies that may help me deal with any worries I have.

I’ve spent years wondering why my head flicks to grayscale. I thought maybe I was going blind, or crazy, or worse. But now? It almost feels like my brain is protecting me, trimming the edges so I can still move through the chaos without drowning. Stripped of color, I pay attention to patterns, lines, and movement. The world reduces to what matters most.

I whisper it under my breath, testing how it feels: “Not broken.”

And Avelina looks across at me. I couldn’t have done any of this without her at my side, and she gives me her most beautiful smile—the one that tells me that all is well with the world.
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Later, I’m alone in the office when Sofia scampers in, a juice box in her small hand. She stands in front of me, bouncing on her toes as if she has an announcement to make.

She tilts her small head to one side. “You’re very pretty, Viktor.”

I think she means handsome, but I’ll take it, and my chest puffs out a little. “Thanks, Sofia,” I say, having absolutely no idea that my pint-sized bestie is about to destroy me.

She grabs a cushion and the stuffed rhino and plops herself right down in front of me like she’s here to conduct official business. Her pink skirt poofs out around her, and her extremely fierce expression makes her look like she’s some kind of glittery mob boss. A boss who smells faintly of apple juice and crayons…

Sofia leans closer, eyes wide and serious. “Viktor,” she whispers, like we’re plotting a heist. “You need to marry Mama.”

I start coughing. Like I might be about to choke. My lungs forget how to work. “Uh…” I cough into my fist. “What?”

She nods solemnly, like I’m the slowest adult alive. “Marry her,” she repeats, “and then we can all live together, you’ll be my daddy, we’ll have pancakes every Sunday, and you and me will be besties forever.”

I swear my heart actually trips over itself. This kid is lethal without even knowing it. Of all the ambushes I might have to face in my life, a seven-year-old talking about a marriage proposal to her mom was definitely not on the list.

“And Mama likes you. She smiles lots when you’re around. Even when you’re grumpy. And you’re grumpy a lot. Not with us. But you are grumpy with your men.”

I wince.

She pats the floor beside her, so I sit down on the floor awkwardly. She offers me a drink from her juice box.

“Uh, I’m okay, thanks,” I mumble. I take a deep breath. “Your mama is my…soulmate.”

Her cute nose crinkles. “What’s a soulmate?”

I look toward the window and think hard about her question. “It’s when…someone’s heartbeat sounds right inside your chest. When their laugh fixes the cracks you didn’t know you had. When you’d walk through fire just to make sure they never cry alone.”

She listens carefully, her small face serious.

“A soulmate,” I continue, my voice softer now, “is someone who feels like home. Even when the whole world goes dark, they’re the light you keep walking toward.”

Sofia nods solemnly. “Then Mama’s lucky.”

My throat tightens. “No, little bird,” I whisper. “I’m the lucky one.”

Then Sofia leans forward until her little nose almost bumps mine. “So, will you marry Mama?”

My throat goes tight.

Really tight.

Because it’s actually something I’ve been thinking about. A lot. I picture Avelina laughing, that beautiful sunshine smile of hers, her soft hair falling into her face, and the way she looks at her kids like they’re her whole world.

“Mama loves you. I love you too.”

My chest feels too tight. I want to ask Avelina to marry me. More than anything. But what if I mess everything up? What if my…differences make marriage difficult and life harder for Avelina and the kids?

“I…” My throat goes dry. I bend my head so we’re eye level. Because this is important. “Sofia, you know that sometimes I do things like you… I don’t like loud noises. Or too many changes. I get…stuck. What if that makes me no good as a husband? And no good as a dad?”

Sofia frowns. “You make me feel safe,” she declares in her solemn, little voice. “And you make Mama smile like she just got a million hugs.” She spreads her tiny arms wide to demonstrate. “And like she just saw a huge mountain of ice cream. Ice cream with strawberry sauce and sprinkles.” She nods. “And that’s all that matters. Because Mama always says being different doesn’t mean you’re broken.”

My heart stops. Just… stops. The room tilts a little. And something breaks open inside me.

“I…” I clear my throat. “Asking someone to marry me is a very big question. But…it’s one I’d like to ask your mama. But you might just have to give me a little time. And it’ll be our secret for now.”

She clasps her tiny hands together in glee. “Okay, a secret.” And then she gives me a nose boop before scampering out of the office.
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The blinds in the office are half closed against the late afternoon sun. Matvey is perched on the windowsill. Nikolai is flicking through a file. And Grigory sits behind the desk, texting his sister.

No one speaks.

I line up the three coasters on the edge of the desk until they’re parallel. Grigory lets me do this. He always has.

He clears his throat. “You sent a message,” he finally prompts, setting his phone down. “You want to talk?”

I hate that word. Talk. I prefer action to words. But Sofia’s book is still where we left it, and the world hasn’t imploded yet, so I have to try to do this…

I clear my throat. “I told Sofia,” I say. “In front of you all.”

“We were there,” Matvey says.

“But you three didn’t…say anything. It was over a week ago, and you still haven’t reacted.”

“Did you want us to throw confetti?” Nikolai asks, deadpan.

“What do you need from us, Vik?” Grigory asks.

The question lands like a weight on top of me.

I look at the coasters to keep my voice from catching. “When we were younger,” I say slowly, “did you know that I wasn’t like you? You know, because of the way I needed things to be a certain way.”

Matvey snorts. “You mean how you alphabetized the crates and stabbed me when we were fifteen because I tried to move a box from B to C?”

“It was a system, Matvey. You were fucking it up.”

“I’m agreeing with you,” he says.

Grigory meets my gaze for a split second. “We knew.”

Nikolai nods. “Maybe not the exact word, but yeah, we knew.”

I make myself look each of them in the eye. “And you don’t mind?”

“Mind what?” Grigory asks.

“That I have…autism.”

Matvey’s expression softens. “Vik, we’ve known you’re you the whole damn time.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“Then here’s your answer,” Grigory says, planting his hands on the desk. “No. We don’t mind. We mind when you’re in pain and don’t tell us. We mind when you struggle and don’t let us help.”

Nikolai grunts. “Or when you reorganize the kitchen knives, then watch us whenever we go near them like we might be setting a bomb off.”

“They need to point the same way,” I say in defense of myself.

“Yeah, we learned that eventually,” Nikolai replies.

Matvey comes around the desk. “We were idiots when we were young. We didn’t understand how some of this shit bothers you. But we always knew what mattered, Vik.”

“Like what?” I ask.

“Like you were always there for us,” he says. “You were the first to move when someone else froze. You would keep a promise even if it broke you in half.”

“That you loved hard even if you don’t call it that,” Grigory continues.

“You don’t leave,” Nikolai adds. “You’re loyal as shit. You don’t forgive fuckers who hurt your brothers.” His gaze holds mine. “You are our brother, Viktor. Always.

I make myself breathe. “You don’t think my autism makes me weak?”

Grigory grins. “Viktor, your idea of relaxing is sharpening knives to identical bevels while listening to a thunderstorm. Weak isn’t a word I’d ever apply to you.”

Matvey rubs his jaw. “If anything, it explains why you’re good at what you do. Systems. Discipline.”

Something in my chest shifts. Not a crack. A realignment.

“We didn’t bring it up because we didn’t want you to feel cornered or uncomfortable,” Grigory says. “We figured if you wanted to name it, you would. We already knew what we were looking at.”

“And what were you looking at?”

Grigory doesn’t blink. “The most dangerous man to come outta Russia after me. The most loyal. The one I’d hand my life to without thinking.”

I stare at the blinds. “Sofia asked me to read a book about cats.”

Matvey grins. “It had pictures.”

“It did.” My mouth twitches. “She says her chest gets weird and buzzy if she doesn’t know the plan. So, I’m building her a visual board. To show the day’s schedule.”

Grigory nods. “Great idea.”

I frown at them. “I thought if I said this all in front of you, things would…change between us.”

Nikolai lifts his chin. “You were afraid we’d see you differently. But we don’t. It’s as simple as that.”

“I keep waiting for someone to tell me it’s a defect,” I admit. “That I’m broken.”

Grigory’s expression goes flat. “Anyone who uses those words about you in my fucking house can leave. On their feet if they’re lucky.”

The nods that follow are full of agreement.

“What do you need from us, Vik,” he asks me slowly.

I think about it. “If the room gets loud, I might walk out without warning. I’m not leaving you I’m just…adjusting.”

“Okay.”

“And if I say no touching, it’s not you.”

“We know,” Matvey replies.

I look at each of them, and they look back, not flinching once. Not avoiding my gaze. Not looking ashamed of me. My throat tightens.

“Nothing has changed, Viktor,” Grigory says. “You’re still the same man who walked in here ten minutes ago.”

My shoulders drop a fraction. And it feels like I’ve just stepped onto a frozen lake and realized that the ice is holding and not cracking down the middle. I can balance. And I’m safe.

I exhale. “Okay.”

“Okay,” Grigory echoes. “Now, are we done pretending Matvey didn’t fucking cheat at cards last night?”

Matvey looks offended. “I do not cheat. I adapted.”

“Like a parasite,” Nikolai says.

“Like a winner,” Matvey fires back.

I find myself huffing out something that might be a laugh.

We stand. I straighten the coasters one last time. They let me. And now, I know that they always will.

And as we step into the hall together, I realize the thing I’ve been bracing against isn’t coming.

No one is pulling away.

No one is looking at me like I’m less.

The world didn’t change. I did. I changed. By finally being myself in front of my brothers.


EPILOGUE



AVELINA

Sofia scampers into the den with a tin of markers clutched to her chest like it’s a valuable treasure. The lid wobbles precariously, a waterfall of color threatening to spill across the floor.

She skids to a halt at Viktor’s elbow, her eyes bright with the kind of hope that makes my throat tight. “Please can I put rainbows on your tattoos, Viktor?” she asks with the same casual directness she’d use to ask for a glass of water. No hesitation. No preamble. Just a child’s straight line to the thing her heart wants most.

My breath catches. Viktor’s tattoos have always been sacred territory—those intricate black and gray lines that climb from wrist to elbow in sharp geometry and shadowed script. They’re part of his armor, his carefully controlled world, and Sofia is asking to paint them with the chaos of childhood.

“Sofia, honey,” I start gently, because some things are still fragile for Viktor. “He might not⁠—”

“Yes,” he announces, interrupting me.

The word drops like a stone into still water, sending ripples through everything I thought I knew.

My head snaps to his. “Yes?”

He looks at Sofia first—really looks at her, the way he does when he’s reading between the lines of what someone needs but can’t say. Then his gaze drops to his forearm, where those familiar patterns tell stories I’m still learning to read. “If we use the washable pens,” he adds, ever practical, but there’s something soft threading through his voice. “And we can stop if my skin says no or starts feeling too buzzy.”

Sofia’s face transforms, lighting up like the sun breaking at dawn, and my chest goes warm and tight all at once. This is Viktor choosing joy over control. Choosing Sofia’s happiness over his own comfort.

“Okay! These are the washable markers.” Sofia scrambles up onto the chair beside him, patting the table like she’s setting up the most important art studio in the world. “Arm on the mat, please,” she instructs, suddenly all business and concentration. “And once I start, no moving. Artists need steady canvases.”

I suppress my grin.

He settles his arm on the table with the same careful precision he brings to everything he does, but there’s something different in his posture now. Looser. Like he’s consciously choosing to trust and to be vulnerable.

I watch this moment. This man who flinches from unexpected touch offering his skin as Sofia’s canvas. And my heart is shaking and singing at the same time.

She studies his tattoos with the serious consideration of a master painter approaching a blank canvas. “Do you want to choose the colors?” she asks, because even in her excitement, she remembers that Viktor needs to have choices and needs to feel in control.

“Red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet,” he says without a moment’s hesitation, and something in my chest cracks open with tenderness.

“Okay,” she replies solemnly, selecting her first marker like she’s choosing a tool for the most important task in her whole little life.

She starts with red, carefully drawing a semi-circle above the black lines of the clouds in his tattoos. Viktor watches her work, his gaze tracking each deliberate stroke.

I hold my breath waiting for him to tense up, to say it’s too much.

But his expression never tightens. Instead, he looks fascinated, like he’s watching magic unfold right on his own skin.

Orange follows, then yellow, Sofia’s small hands move with the intense focus of someone performing surgery. She understands the weight of what she’s been trusted with—this chance to add beauty to someone who’s spent so long believing color was his enemy.

Viktor shifts only to let her turn his arm, accommodating her need for the perfect angle.

She’s slow and deliberate with him, the way she is with all precious things. And when she gets to green, she starts humming—a soft, wordless tune she’s creating just for this moment—and Viktor actually tilts his head, listening like her voice is the most beautiful music he’s ever heard.

The green bleeds slightly over the yellow, and I tense, waiting for his reaction. But Viktor just watches, his mouth soft with something that might be wonder.

Blue comes next, then indigo, each color building on the last until a rainbow is blooming across his tattoos like a storm of color breaking through gray clouds. Like Sofia’s painting him back to life, stroke by stroke, and he’s letting her.

“There,” she announces at last, sitting back to admire her work. Her cheeks are flushed with pride and concentration. “Now your tattoos looks…happy.”

Viktor lifts his arm, studying the transformation with the same intensity he once brought to avoiding color entirely. The markers have wandered outside the lines in places, and the colors are slightly uneven, applied with the enthusiastic imperfection that only comes from a child’s hands.

It should look messy.

It should feel wrong.

But his mouth softens into something that looks like peace. “Yes,” he says quietly, and his voice carries a kind of awe I’ve never heard from him before. “It’s happy now.”

Sofia grins—the satisfied smile of an artist whose vision has come to life—and hops down from the chair. She rushes off to rouse Queenie from her afternoon nap, leaving Viktor and me alone in this moment of transformation.

I lean against the table, studying him as he turns his wrist this way and that, watching how the afternoon light catches each imperfect stroke of color.

This is Viktor choosing love over fear.

Choosing Sofia’s joy over his own rigid control.

Choosing to trust that sometimes the most beautiful things come from letting go.

“Viktor?” I murmur, my voice thick with emotions I don’t have names for.

“Mmm?” His eyes are still on his arm, still marveling at what Sofia has created.

“I love you, Viktor.” The words come out rough with feeling. I love him for doing this for Sofia, for understanding what she needed in a way that goes deeper than words. I love him for the courage it took to sit still while chaos painted itself across his carefully ordered world. I love him for being exactly who he is. Rigid and flexible. Controlled and surrendering. Black and white and every color of the rainbow.

He turns toward me then, and the smile that spreads across his face is radiant, unguarded, and completely his. My heart forgets how to beat properly.

“I love you too, Avelina.” He says it like a prayer, like a promise, and like the most important truth he’s ever spoken.

“Happy?” I ask. Because I need to hear him say it, need to know that this moment is as perfect as it feels.

He looks down at the rainbow on his arm, then back at me, and the contentment in his eyes is so complete it takes my breath away. “Yes,” he sighs, and the word carries the weight of every wall he’s torn down, every fear he’s faced, and every choice he’s made to let love in. “Wholly and completely.”

And I think—no, I know—those are the most beautiful words I’ve ever heard, painted in every color of Sofia’s careful rainbow across the canvas of his willing heart.
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I don’t notice it at first. Not really.

It’s Monday morning, and I’m still working at the marketing company while Babulya helps look after Sofia and Leon. I’m halfway down the stairs, juggling a tote bag, a thermos, and Queenie who refuses to be put down, when something catches the edge of my vision.

Viktor is at the bottom of the landing in an all-black suit as usual, getting ready to head to the casino for a meeting. Except for the small, clean line of a red handkerchief tucked into his breast pocket.

It’s not a screaming, bright red. It’s more muted, like the heart of a pomegranate seed. And it’s folded with the precision he brings to everything—the square sits perfectly even, no corner daring to misbehave. But it’s there. Color. On Viktor.

My breath catches for just a moment before I tell myself I’m reading too much into it.

Queenie flicks her tail like she approves. She’s been watching Viktor bloom alongside Sofia these past months, and I swear that this cat knows something about healing that the rest of us are still learning.

With one final glance at that impossible splash of red, I tell myself it’s nothing and hurry on with our day, knowing I’ll be late if I linger.

A quick kiss to Sofia and Leon while Babulya chatters away in Russian about how the children will thrive without my hovering, and then I’m out the door.

But all day, I carry the image of that handkerchief with me like a special secret I don’t want to share.
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The next morning, it’s orange.

Viktor is in the kitchen helping prepare breakfast, cutting strawberries into exact halves the way Sofia loves—because he’s learned her language of comfort, her need for sameness.

He wears a black shirt with sleeves rolled up and black trousers, but there in his pocket sits a small square of russet orange. He moves through the room the way he always does, measured and steady, settling into his morning rhythm. But now there’s this tiny rebellion of color against the controlled black of his world, and something in my chest flutters like a bird testing its wings.
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On Wednesday, a small square of dark yellow catches the morning light and throws it back onto his throat when his head turns.

He stands in the garden, surveying the neatly gridded beds. The handkerchief sits in his pocket like a captured piece of sunlight, and I watch him from the kitchen window longer than I should.

When he comes back indoors, he doesn’t comment.

Neither do I.

But the silence feels full now, pregnant with something neither of us is ready to name.
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By Thursday, I’m looking for it before I see him, my heart doing this ridiculous little skip of anticipation.

Green. Not bright like neon—that would still be too much and too loud for him. It’s more like moss after rain, soft and deep.

He’s folding laundry with military efficiency, and the handkerchief sits in his pocket like a leaf that chose to stay and chose to be seen.

Sofia pads past with her headphones around her neck, pauses, her eyes going from the green handkerchief to the plants in the yard, then back to Viktor. “Matching,” she says, pleased, before skipping away.

But I catch the way Viktor’s shoulders relax at her approval—and the way he glances down at his breast pocket like he’s still surprised to find color there.
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On Friday, he chooses a pocket square in blue. It’s the color of deep water.

When he leans over Sofia’s visual schedule board, pointing to the skating lesson and the new art session she requested, that little square at his chest catches my eye.

He sees me watching—really watching. And God help me, there’s that almost-smile from him. The one that makes my heart hammer much too fast.

But more than that, there’s something new in his eyes.

Something that looks like pride. In himself. In this small act of courage he’s been building, color by color, day by day.
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By Saturday, I know his handkerchief will be indigo before I even see him. I’m learning his new language—this rainbow he’s been writing across the week.

We walk to the car, Leon in my arms and Sofia between me and Viktor, heading out for ice cream. Sofia reaches for both our hands like the world is safest when she’s anchored between us. And maybe my little girl is right. Maybe this is what safety looks like—a man brave enough to wear color, a little girl learning she can trust again, a baby who sleeps peacefully in my arms.

I can’t keep my eyes off the flash of indigo in Viktor’s breast pocket. It’s become a beacon, a daily proof that people can change, can grow, and can choose healing over fear.

Babulya meets us at the car. We love having her with us on family outings, plus she’s a devoted fan of ice cream. And she comments on how handsome Viktor looks, her approval warming the space between us all.

But I catch her eyes lingering on that handkerchief too, and the soft smile that crosses her weathered face tells me she understands exactly what she’s witnessing.
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By Sunday, I’m ready.

Heart full of anticipation, chin in my palm, I wait to see the violet handkerchief I know will complete his outfit.

I haven’t seen him so far today because he left for work very early this morning. I’m in the vegetable garden, tending to the plant beds, when he arrives home and comes out to see what I’m doing.

As he stands in front of me, I look at the subtle shade—the precise color of the tiny wildflowers that grow without permission in the cracks of our pavers out here, brave and beautiful in places they were never meant to bloom.

Just like him. Just like us.

He’s carrying two cups of coffee and hands me one as I kneel in front of a planter, his fingers brushing mine in a touch so gentle.

“Okay,” I say finally, because a week of curiosity has carved a hollow space in my chest that only truth can fill. “You don’t have to explain. But…the colors?”

He pauses, cup halfway to his mouth. His eyes flicker to his pocket square, then back to me, and I watch the familiar process—thinking, translating from the language of his heart to the language the world understands. The smallest crease forms between his brows, and I want to smooth it away with my thumb.

“I like them,” he says simply. “I like the colors.”

“You do?”

“Yes.” He sets his cup down with the same careful precision he brings to everything, but his hands aren’t quite steady. “Bright colors were…too loud. They felt like sirens going off in my head. Like someone shouting all the time in a crowded room full of people who wouldn’t stop talking. I thought avoiding them was the only way to make the noise stop.”

My throat tightens. All those years of black clothes, of carefully controlled environments—not preference, but survival. “And now?”

“Now I can look at them without my whole body wanting to run away.” His voice grows softer, more wondering. “I realized this because you wear colors constantly—that yellow dress you wear all the time, the blue sweater you had on the first morning I made you coffee, the green scarf you wrap around Leon when it’s windy. They don’t hurt anymore when I see them on you or the others.” He glances toward the planters where the daisies bob with their wild, unplanned beauty. “I discovered I like to wear them too…if I’m in control. If I can choose the shades that feel like music instead of noise.”

My chest goes warm and tight. “So, you made a new system?”

He nods, and there’s something almost shy in his gesture. “Monday to Sunday. Red to violet. A progression I can count on.”

“A rainbow,” I whisper, and the word tastes like hope.

“A spectrum,” he replies, and the corner of his mouth tilts upward in that rare smile that feels like a glittering sunrise at the start of a day full of hope. “And for some reason, these colors make my head feel…more happy.”

The way he says it—so careful with words that don’t come naturally, so precise with emotions he’s still learning to name—lands somewhere behind my ribs and blooms into something too big for my chest to hold.

I stand up from the planter and reach across, brushing my knuckles against the violet edge of his handkerchief. Soft fabric, bold choice, quiet courage.

He doesn’t pull away. Instead, he stands very still, like he’s memorizing the touch, the moment, the way color looks between us.

“I like the colors too, Viktor,” I say, and I mean so much more than handkerchiefs. I mean his courage. His growth. His willingness to let the world be bigger and brighter than his fears. “I like them so much.”

“Avelina…will you marry me?”

My breath catches in my throat for a moment. But I instantly know my answer. “Yes, Viktor. I’d love to.”

And when he smiles—really smiles, full and unguarded—it’s every color of the rainbow all at once.

The simplicity of it steals my breath.

He tugs the square free, folds it once more with impossible precision, and slips it into my palm. “For you,” he says simply.

The silk is warm from his chest and as violet as the wildflowers that refuse to stop blooming. And I know in this moment: this is his rainbow. His spectrum. His love.

And he’s built it all for me.

Extended Epilogue: https://bookhip.com/PXQSQNF

Next book: See here
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