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			“If you run, I will catch you. It’s what I do.”

			—ALEKSANDR “THE SIBERIAN” SEVASTYAN, BRATVA ENFORCER, FORMER PRIZEFIGHTER
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			“Heading off to a Russian gangsterland.

			With a twisted enforcer who’s hotter than the sun. 

			What could possibly go wrong?” 

			—NATALIE MARIE PORTER, GRAD STUDENT
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			From: NataliePorter@huskers.unl.edu

			Sent: Saturday 2:51 PM

			To: caseworker03@russian-ancestry-DNA.com

			Subject: Don’t keep me in suspense. . . .

			Dear Mr. Zironoff,

			Sorry to e-mail you yet again, but I was so excited to learn of the potential DNA match you discovered last month. After six years of searching for my biological parents, I’d love to hear back from you, even if the lead didn’t pan out. I’ve tried calling, but your voice mailbox is full. I don’t have enough money to start over with a new investigator, so could you please respond?

			Sincerely,

			Natalie Porter

			

			From: NataliePorter@huskers.unl.edu

			Sent: Thursday 1:14 AM

			To: caseworker03@russian-ancestry-DNA.com

			Subject: Response needed!

			Dear Mr. Zironoff,

			I’m starting to get worried, so please write me back. You gave me such hope that I would soon find my mother and father. I can wire the last of my savings to you. Anything.

			But I need you to respond.

			Sincerely,

			Natalie

			

			Sent: Thursday 1:15 AM

			To: NataliePorter@huskers.unl.edu

			Subject: Mail delivery failed

			The following address(es) failed: caseworker03@russian-ancestry-DNA.com

			Mailbox is FULL

		

	
		
			Chapter 1
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			“Mommy issues. Serial cheater. Humor void. Two-pump chump.” With each guy who entered the campus bar, I ticked off my initial impression to my drunken friends.

			I had an uncanny knack for sizing up males—I was a regular “manalyst.” My secret? I always went negative, and the guys, well, they always accommodated.

			The girls at the table—several of my roommate’s friends and a couple of mine—looked at me like I was a fun sideshow act, their carny pal. Drinks were perpetually free.

			After the week I’d had, my dinner of salt, tequila, and lime was hitting the spot.

			My best friend Jessica murmured at my ear, “You better be careful, you picky prude, or else you’ll take your hymen to your grave. Like a skin tag.”

			She alone knew that I’d never given it up—and why. “Low blow, Jess,” I said without any heat. Like her, it took a lot to get me ruffled, which was one of the reasons we made such great roommates.

			Other than that, we were as different as we could be. Whereas she was leggy and tan with twinkling blue eyes and cropped black hair, I was short and top-heavy, with long red hair and pale-as-a-porcelain-sink skin.

			I was a workaholic studyaholic, pursuing my history PhD. After years’ worth of incompletes, Jess had finally dipped a toe into the core courses of her major—leisure studies—and decided college was “a racket” for “wretched fucks.” Though it was midsemester, she was heading out tomorrow for a tour of the Greek Isles with her wealthy family.

			Another round of tequila shooters arrived, sent by a trio of frat boys a few tables away. We raised our glasses, then dutifully licked, pounded, and sucked. The tequila, not the boys.

			While other women might look at these superficially attractive guys and see potential mates or even fun one-night stands, I saw impending headaches. Other girls got hot and bothered by their lines and pickups; I just got bothered.

			But I hadn’t always been that way.

			“Do the frat boys, Nat!” our friend Polly cried. She was a sturdy corn-fed Nebraska girl—her family’s farm was in a small town outside Lincoln, just a few miles away from ours. Well, not ours anymore, since Mom had sold out last year.

			“Too easy,” I said, having already sized up the trio. The first guy had been constantly checking sports scores on TV while his leg jogged. The second was a bleary mess whose own friends rolled their eyes at his drunkenness. The third one’s grooming and clothing were fanatically perfect, and he kept checking his appearance in the mirror behind the bar.

			“From left to right, then?” I said. “Inveterate gambler, habitual drunk, and—how should I put this?—the third is ill-equipped.”

			I sighed. Yep, those guys were too easy to read. Where was the excitement? Here I was at the same Lincoln bar I always went to, with the same crowd I always hung around. I had an early work shift tomorrow at one restaurant, a late one at the other, and classes to take and to teach on Monday. I’d been averaging five hours of sleep a night for the last few weeks. What was I even doing here?

			I guessed I could sleep when I was dead.

			“I’ve chosen my quarry for the evening,” beautiful Jess said. “Ill-equipped is mine.” As per her usual, she would pick up another conquest and take him back to his place—so she could leave when finished with him. “His type,” she continued blithely, “usually make up for any shortcomings with their mouths. True story.”

			I told her, “And you better be careful, Jessebel, or else you’ll collect another admirer who clings like lichen.”

			“I can’t help it that this is the Bermuda Triangle”—she pointed at her crotch—“when guys venture there, they tend to stay.”

			I tapped my chin. “Oh, I thought you called it that because it’s sucked in lots of seamen.”

			Between guffaws, she said, “That’s a completely fair statement!”

			We could laugh about it now, but I’d lived with the aftermath of her affairs: the desperate gifts, the late-night phone calls, the stalking.

			What was the point of all the drama? Of all that angst? Dating, love, and sex were all overrated—as I’d repeatedly tried to explain to Jess. She would get this secretive smile and say, “You’re gonna get blindsided one day. I only hope I’m there to see it. . . .”

			When the laughter died down, Polly said, “Do him,” with a wave at the door.

			“Fine.” Exhaling with boredom—earn your booze, carny—I turned toward the entrance. And saw the baddest-looking man I’d ever encountered.

			His eyes were a vivid gold, stark against his thick black hair. He wore it longish, the ends brushing his collar. He had a roman nose that had likely been broken and a razor-thin scar that sliced down across both lips. A fighter?

			Yet that didn’t fit with his expensive clothing: a tailored black coat and dress shirt, dark gray slacks, black leather shoes and belt. Through Jess, I’d learned enough about fashion to recognize fine threads. His outfit probably cost more than my entire wardrobe.

			When he stood at the bar and ordered a drink, I saw that he had three rings on one hand, a ring on his other thumb, and a wicked-looking tattoo peeking out from his starch-stiff collar. His style was a mix of privileged and street.

			He was tall, with a lean, muscular build, and looked maybe twenty-nine or thirty, but his face was weary, as an older man’s would be. With those rough-hewn features, he was ruggedly handsome, yet not classically so.

			There was an aura of ennui about him, but he also seemed hyper-alert. What the hell? My internal manalyzer whirred with confusion. Does not compute!

			I could feel my friends staring at me, but I was at a loss. “I . . . I got nothing.” Was he a brawler or a rich playboy or both? I was also sensing top notes of European—along with strong undertones of dangerous!

			He was like a history book written in a script I’d never seen. Fascinating.

			Jess pinched my side, drawing my attention to her smug grin. “You can close your mouth now, hooker.” In a patronizing tone, she said, “Welcome to my world—where first meetings are always in slo-mo and the song ‘At Last’ repeats on a loop.”

			No, no, her world was angsty and overwrought. So why had my gaze darted back to the man?

			“That’s one hot piece of tackle—in a cage-fighter/GQ model mash-up kind of way.” Jess wasn’t going to let this go. “Probably gets more ass than a toilet seat. But he got you to look twice, which makes him a rare and wondrous creature, this bar’s very own unicorn. Requires closer investigation, don’t you think?”

			I could question him, type him, then discard all thoughts of him. I was just tipsy enough to consider it. “I should go up and introduce myself?”

			She nodded. “Unless you’re a twat. Now, go forth with confidence, for you look cute-iful tonight.”

			Jess’s style was SEXY GLAM! Mine? See-me-love-me, motherfleckers. Yet tonight, I was wearing a hip-hugging short suede skirt and a slinky red top—one of Jess’s fashion-forward, low-cut numbers. For once, my bra wasn’t a minimizer. 

			This outfit had come about because the clothes I’d normally wear—jeans and a turtleneck—were all in an overflowing laundry hamper. I’d worn the black knee-high boots Jess had bought me, to show appreciation in front of her.

			I rose, smoothed my wavy hair over my shoulder, then tugged down my skirt, prompting Jess to give me a loud slap on the ass for encouragement. As I passed their table, Ill-Equipped and Habitual Drunk raised their glasses to me, which didn’t hurt my confidence.

			Once I was halfway over to Badass, his eyes locked on me. His gaze grew heated, and immediately the area felt smaller, warmer. I squelched the urge to fan myself. For the first time in my life, I was a little . . . giddy.

			When I sidled up to him at the bar, he turned fully to me. Up close, he was even more intimidating, even more attractive. Taller than I’d thought.

			His spellbinding eyes were the color of amber, irises ringed with black.

			As I noted additional details—scarred knuckles, tattoos on his fingers under those rings, chiseled jawline clean-shaven—I perceived the heat coming off his big body. Then I got my first mind-numbing hit of his scent.

			Crisp, masculine, intoxicating.

			Blindsiding.

			Speak, Nat. I had to look up to face him. “Uh, hi, I’m Natalie.” I offered him my hand to shake. He didn’t take it. Okay . . . I swallowed. “Can I buy you a drink?” Was that a vodka rocks he’d ordered? He didn’t look like a 7&7 type of guy.

			He canted his head, studying my face—the same way I studied men’s expressions. Still he said nothing. Maybe he didn’t speak the language. UNL had a lot of overseas students. “Drink?” I pointed to his untouched glass and mimed a shot.

			His expression gave away so little, it was like I was talking to a wall.

			As my cheeks flushed, I muttered, “Sooo, this went well. Good talk, buddy.” With a mortified smile, I turned around—

			A callused palm closed around my elbow, his rings cool compared to his skin. The contact was so electric, I shivered.

			“Wait,” he said. Had there been a subtle v sound to that w?

			My heart leapt—maybe he was . . . Russian. I turned around, a genuine smile on my face now. “Are you from Russia?” I added, “Zdrav-stvooi-tee.” Hello.

			He still cupped my elbow. How could his hand be so hot? I stifled imaginings of him cupping other parts of me, those hands spreading heat in their wake. . . .

			“You speak my language, then?”

			Bingo, a Russian! “A bit,” I said with delight. I could grill him about the country, learning more about my birthplace! “I took a class or two.” Or five. My master’s had required fluency in a second language, and I’d chosen Russian.

			He swept his glance around, his stance alert, as if someone might throw a punch at any second. Then he met my gaze once more. “Of all the men in this bar, you choose me to approach?” His English was very good, though heavily accented. “Are you looking for trouble?”

			With a confidence I didn’t feel, I teasingly said, “Maybe I am.” I sounded breathy—I still hadn’t caught my breath since he’d first touched me. “Have I found it?”

			He glanced down, seeming surprised that he was still holding my arm. He abruptly released me, growing angrier by the second. “No, little girl. You have not.” With a disgusted look, he turned away and stalked out.

			I stared at the door, battling my bewilderment. What just happened? I’d seen interest in his gaze, hadn’t I?

			Yet then he’d acted like a vampire who’d discovered I was a fucking sunbeam.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2
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			“What the hell, did you bite him?” “Did you insult his manhood?” “Let me smell your breath.”

			I’d stayed at the bar long enough to take my ribbing, because it was deserved and because I was a good goddamned sport. In general, I tried not to take myself too seriously—I called myself “the manalyst,” after all. My life’s motto: Joke ’em if they can’t take a fuck.

			A few shots later, I’d made my farewells and drunkenly set out for home, the pad I shared with Jess about five blocks away.

			Tons of students were out, blowing off steam before midterms. It was a chilly fall night, with a full moon overhead. I pulled my jacket tighter. This close to harvest, the smell of ripe corn carried on the air—always a time of excitement for me since I was a farm girl at heart.

			Yet another hand-holding couple passed me, and I gazed after them with a little wistfulness. Even if I had zero tolerance for men and their drama, I wouldn’t mind having someone to snuggle up with this winter.

			Someone to notice that my hands were cold and to hold them between his own.

			Don’t think of the Russian, don’t think of . . .

			Too late. I didn’t exactly see myself strolling around campus all fa la la with a guy like that. But there’d been something about him—

			A sudden sense that I was being watched hit me. Running a palm over my nape, I swept a glance around me. I only saw students meandering the streets, crowding into and out of various bars.

			Probably just the tequila getting to me. Or stress from this week’s insane work schedule. Safety-wise, the only scary thing about this campus was its deadly dullness.

			Shaking off my unease, I dug my phone out of my pocket and checked e-mail. Nothing from Zironoff. I was beginning to think I’d gotten scammed by my investigator. It wouldn’t be the first time one of them had ripped me off. Had I blown a year of tips on that DNA dickwad?

			There was an e-mail from Mom, wondering why I was working so much, worrying. If she ever found out about my quest, she’d take it personally, and we didn’t need any more friction between us.

			Finally home, I meandered up the walk that wound through our yard. Our place was a cute mid-century bungalow, owned by Jess’s parents. She called it the Bunghole, a perfect indication of her maturity level.

			Inside, I shed my coat on the way to the kitchen. Chilled Gatorade, my secret hangover preventative, awaited me.

			Hearing a sound from the front of the house, I called from the fridge, “Jess, that you?” I sounded tanked. “Whatcha doing back?” Maybe she’d struck out for once? We could commiserate.

			No answer. I shrugged—the Bunghole emitted more banging and moans than a porn set.

			I closed the fridge. Half of the door was covered with glossy pics from Jess’s pervasive fashion magazines. My half was covered with postcards. She sent them from all the exciting locales she visited each break. Though I had an open invitation from her family and yearned to travel, I was constantly working. I’d never even been outside of the Midwest.

			I’d never seen a seashore, much less the Eiffel Tower.

			If I had a dollar for every time I’d gazed at these cards while promising myself, One day . . . well, I wouldn’t need to work three jobs.

			After downing my Gatorade dose, I swerved to my room, knotting my hair atop my head for a bath. Minutes later, when I eased back into the steaming water, another wave of drunken disappointment settled over me.

			Now that I’d crashed and burned on my first pickup, I had to wonder how guys kept hitting on women, forever risking rejection. I mused over all the men I’d turned down—had I torpedoed their mojo?

			I just couldn’t figure out why that Russian had been so angry. And what the hell had been so off-putting about me? I wasn’t a beauty like Jess, but I’d had male interest ever since I’d sprouted mammaries.

			Curious, I ran my palms down my legs. They were fit from standing for hours on end while waiting tables, just as my arms were lean from hefting trays.

			My hands ascended to my hips. Admittedly, they were wide, but my waist was narrow. And my breasts? They were fairly big, bobbing now in the water, coral-colored nipples puckering just above the surface. My rack had been on display tonight; that Russian hadn’t given it a second glance.

			But what if I hadn’t repelled him? What would those hot, rough palms of his have felt like kneading my chest? At the thought, I experienced a surge of arousal so strong it startled me. My nipples stiffened even more. When the bathwater lapped at them, my breath hitched.

			I’d talked to him for less than two minutes, seen him for less than ten, and his effect on me was this strong?

			To hell with it—he could spurn me all he wanted to, but he couldn’t keep me from fantasizing about him. With a mental Screw you, Russian, I reached between my legs to stroke, picturing his broad shoulders, his square jawline, his mouth. Those hooded golden eyes.

			Even in the water, I could tell how slick my pussy had grown, my forefinger gliding along my lips, parting them. When I reached my clitoris, I found it swollen and supersensitive.

			Sighing with need, I began to rub the bud in slow circles. My lids slid shut, and my knees fell wide against the sides of the tub. With my free hand, I petted my breasts, thumbing my nipples till they strained. . . .

			I debated fetching one of my trusty vibrators from under the bed. But then I pictured the Russian kissing down my torso with that scorching expression, and realized B.O.B. could sit this one out.

			Though I’d never had a guy go down on me, I could all but see the Russian’s dark head between my thighs as he began to lick. Another stroke had me undulating in the water, gasping. His lips would be firm against my weeping flesh as he hungrily tongued me. He’d want me wetter and wetter, and I’d oblige.

			In this fantasy, my aching clit wasn’t throbbing against my finger, but against his greedy tongue.

			As my body tensed for my orgasm, every inch of me seemed to gather in on itself, like a star about to explode. I rubbed my palm over my taut nipples, another shot of stimulation. So close, only a couple more strokes . . . I cracked open my eyes to watch myself writhing in the throes. Corner of my vision, strangest thing . . . through the steam, I thought I saw the Russian.

			In my doorway, gazing down at me with smoldering eyes.

			Broad chest heaving as he gnashed his teeth.

			Muscles tensed as if he was about to fall upon me.

			I squinted through the haze. Surely my muddled mind was imagining this? Was I that drunk? I was right at the razor’s edge of coming, my toes already curling. As I met his mesmerizing imaginary gaze, my sneaky finger decided to give my clit one more shudder-inducing flick.

			He exhaled sharply, big hands opening and closing. His expression said that he was about to seize my body and eat me up, bit by little bit.

			So close . . . Then it registered that he was actually standing in the doorway of my bathroom.

			The Russian had broken into my house and was spying on me, like some psycho!

			I shot upright, drawing a breath to scream, but he cut me off: “Cover yourself, Natalie.” His voice was rough, his brows drawn tight. “We need to talk.” With a vile curse in Russian, he strode off.

			Cover myself? Talk?

			Night-stalker-serial-killers didn’t say shit like that!

			I was so confounded, I couldn’t manage a scream. My mouth moved, but no words came out. I scrambled from the tub, reaching for a towel, and secured it around me. Even in the midst of this turmoil, I hissed in a breath as the terry cloth rubbed my nipples.

			Casting around for a weapon, I plucked off the cover of the toilet tank, hefting it over my shoulder in a batter’s pose. From the safety of the bathroom, I called, “I don’t know what you’re doing in my house. But you need to leave now. Or I’ll call the cops!”

			“I was sent here by your father,” he replied from my bedroom.

			I swayed, and my makeshift weapon faltered. Considering his Russian accent—and the timing—I knew he had to be talking about my biological father. Still I said, “My dad died six years ago.”

			“You know that’s not the one I’m referring to.”

			In a rush, I demanded, “What do you know about him? Who are you? Why did you break into my house?”

			“Break in?” Scoffing sound. “Your key was under a plastic rock. For anyone to find,” he added in a chiding tone. “Your father is a very important—and wealthy—man. He’s assigned me to be your new bodyguard.”

			“Bodyguard! Why would I need one?”

			“Anyone in a family with a ten-figure net worth”—I gasped at that—“needs protection.”

			“You’re saying he’s a . . . billionaire?” Was I getting punked? Maybe that was in rubles or something.

			“Correct. His name is Pavel Kovalev. He just learned of your existence a short while ago, through the investigator you hired.”

			I now knew my father’s name.

			I’d initially wanted to learn about my birth parents because I possessed an overdeveloped sense of curiosity. Then it had occurred to me that I might have gotten my sense of curiosity from my parents.

			After that, I’d imagined a man and a woman in their forties, mired in endless wondering about the child they’d given up to a Russian orphanage twenty-four years ago. The thought had pushed me to take on yet another job, to keep digging relentlessly. I’d searched not just for my sake, but for theirs.

			But he’d never known I existed? Then I frowned. “My investigator? Zironoff? He hasn’t returned my e-mails or calls.”

			“He was made aware that we would be handling this internally going forward.”

			“Oh.” Thanks for the heads-up, dickwad. At least I hadn’t gotten ripped off again. No, I’d . . . succeeded.

			After six years of searching.

			I tottered from shock—and residual tequila. I returned the tank cover to its spot before it dropped on my head like a cartoon anvil. “If you’re my bodyguard, then why were you spying on me in the bath?” I snagged my pink robe, hastily swapping it for the towel. “Huh?”

			Silence. When I didn’t hear anything, I had a weird surge of panic that this man—a new source of answers, an alleviator of curiosity—had vanished as quickly as he’d appeared. “Are you there?”

			Trying not to think of how short my silk robe was—and what he’d just caught me doing—I poked my head out of the bathroom; no sign of him. So I cautiously padded toward my room. “You didn’t answer my question. Hey, why are you in my closet?”

			He emerged from the walk-in. “Where is your luggage?”

			“What does that have to do with anything?” I didn’t have real luggage. I’d packed for school in laundry baskets and boxes.

			He raked his eyes over me in my robe, lingering on choice parts of me. Seeming to shake himself, he snagged my sizable book bag, dumping library books on the floor. The History of Sexuality, The Boundaries of Eros, A Thorn in the Flesh.

			“What the hell, Russian?!” If he’d noticed the titles—my general field was the history of women and gender—they didn’t faze him.

			When he tossed the empty bag to me, I barely caught it. “Pack necessities only. Everything else will be provided for you.”

			I gaped down at the bag then back up. “I’m not doing anything, not until you tell me where you think I’m going. And why this can’t wait until tomorrow. For all I know, you could be a human trafficker!”

			“And this would be my m.o.?” He exhaled with a kind of surprised impatience, as if no one had ever argued with him before—as if he’d done this to a hundred other girls, and every one of them had started packing with a Yes, sir. “My name is Aleksandr Sevastyan. Call me Sevastyan.” Like Sebastian with a v. “I’ve worked for your father for decades. Kovalev is keen to meet you.” He added almost to himself, “I’ve never seen him so eager.”

			“How can he be sure I’m his daughter? Zironoff could’ve made a mistake.”

			“Nyet.” Nyet was a harsh no; net a soft no. “You offered up your DNA. Kovalev already had his on file. There is no mistake.”

			“If he’s so eager to meet me, why didn’t he come himself? Why not just call me?”

			“As I said, he is a very important man in Russia, and at present, he’s caught up with work concerns that can’t be handled by anyone but himself. He trusts me implicitly.” Sevastyan moved to my bedroom window, peering out between the blind slats with the same wariness I’d noticed in the bar. “If you pack a bag and get on a plane with me, he will meet you at his estate outside Moscow in less than fourteen hours. This is your father’s wish—one I will be carrying out.”

			My manalyzer might be cocked up, but my bullshit detector was still pinging clear; against all odds, I was starting to believe this guy.

			Reality began to set in. “But I’ve got shifts tomorrow.” Which I wouldn’t need if my search could end. “And my classes!” As soon as the words left my lips, I felt silly. What would this towering, tattooed Russian understand about a Husker’s advanced degree? What would he care?

			Surprisingly, he said, “Your schooling is important to you. We understand this. But your father wants you in Russia now. Not next month or next week. You leave tonight.”

			“Does he always get what he wants?”

			“Without fail.” Sevastyan checked his expensive-looking watch. “Our flight leaves in an hour. I’ll explain more on the way to the airport.”

			Airport? Flight? I’d never been on a plane. Yet I could be in Russia in less than a day. Don’t think of the postcards, don’t think . . .

			Even Jess had never been to Russia!

			Then I straightened. “Again, what’s the rush? And news flash—I don’t have a passport! How am I going to get into Moscow without one?”

			“I’ll work that out. It’s not a problem.” Sevastyan shut off the lamp beside my bed, dimming the room.

			“How can that not be a problem?” I glanced at the tattoos on his scarred fingers and had a sinking suspicion, but tried to ignore it. Nope, not possible . . .

			“I understand that all of this is a lot to take in. But things are different for you now, Natalie. Some rules . . . no longer apply.”

			I squared my shoulders. “Not good en—”

			“Let me make this simple for you,” he interrupted. “I’m walking out of this house in five minutes. You can either walk out with me, packed and dressed, or leave in that little robe”—his piercing eyes swept over me, over my nipples pressing against the silk—“thrown over my shoulder. Your choice.”

			My lips parted. His tone and bearing left no doubt that he was dead serious about kidnapping me. This ruble-billionaire’s bodyguard was going to finish his job—period. Still, I dared another question. “Why haven’t you said anything about my mother?”

			When his eyes narrowed, I again got the impression that not many people challenged this man.

			“Four minutes.”

			I folded my arms over my chest. “I can’t just sign on for this, Sevastyan. Not without more answers.”

			“Which I promise you will get when we are under way.”

			Worst case scenario: if I didn’t like what he had to say, I could run from him at the airport, straight into the arms of security guards.

			Sevastyan crossed to stand in front of me. The soft light caressed his hard features. They were almost too masculine. His rugged jaw was wide, the bridge of his aquiline nose slightly askew, giving him a roguish look. But on the whole, he was devastatingly attractive, with that dangerous aura about him.

			“You must trust me, pet,” he said as he reached forward to gently grasp my chin.

			At his touch, that dizzying heat filled me once more. It was just the liquor at work, I assured myself, or exhaustion catching up with me. Or my unsuccessful bath time.

			“You know my intent isn’t to harm you,” he murmured. “Otherwise, I could have led you from that bar earlier, taking you somewhere for us to be alone.” My breaths went shallow at that. “Would you not have left with me?”

			In—a—heartbeat.

			He leaned down to say at my ear, “That’s right, Natalya. You would have followed where I led.”

			“Um . . . uh . . .” I was still recovering from the sound of my name in his raspy accent when I felt his warm breaths. Oh, God, had his lips ghosted over my ear? If his scent and heat had affected me, this grazing contact made my legs weak.

			He drew back, expression inscrutable. “So why don’t you stop acting like you haven’t already made up your mind to come with me.”

			“P-pardon?”

			“You were decided as soon as you heard the words Russia, father, and go.” His firm lips thinned, making that razor-slice scar whiten.

			“That’s not necessarily true—”

			“Time’s up, pet.” He bent down to loop an arm around my ass, hoisting me over his shoulder. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3
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			“PUT ME DOWN!” I screeched, wriggling over the Neanderthal’s shoulder as he strode out the front door. Cold air swept up my robe, chilling me in unfamiliar places. “You can’t do this!”

			He tightened his grip on my ass. “Doing it.” His tone was casual; he wasn’t even out of breath.

			Another futile round of squirming. “Please put me down. We’ll go back inside”—I’ll run away—“and then I can pack, just like you said.”

			Three passersby ambled down the sidewalk, huge no-neck guys in letterman jackets. Husker football players! They stopped and gawked.

			Hanging upside down, blood rushing to my head, I opened my mouth to scream for their help—then hesitated. Did I believe what Sevastyan had told me? Was I beset by an overbearing asshole of a bodyguard—or being abducted? If I screamed, the jocks would kick Sevastyan’s ass, which wouldn’t help me get to Russia—

			This decision, just like the previous one, was yanked out of my hands. Sevastyan turned to face them, slowly shaking his head. Whatever look he gave them made three massive football players hotfoot the other way.

			As they vanished, I pounded on Sevastyan’s back in frustration, stunned to feel a holster. He was carrying a gun! I didn’t have time to register my shock before he was shoving me into the front passenger seat of a luxe Mercedes.

			As soon as he shut the door, I lunged for the handle, but he’d already clicked the lock, holding it down with the remote.

			At his door, he gave me a look of warning through the window. He knew he’d have to release the lock button to get in, giving me a chance to escape. The unlock game. I would time it perfectly, reflexes like lightning—

			Shit! He’d opened his door, then jammed the lock button back down before I could open my side!

			He slid his big body into the car. “Better luck with that next time.”

			“This is kidnapping!”

			“I told you my intentions. Gave you a countdown.” He started the engine and pulled away from the curb. “Understand me, Natalie, I do exactly what I say I’ll do. Always.” He smoothly executed turn after turn, as if he knew this town as well as I did. “And right now I’m telling you that I will get you safely to your father in Russia.”

			“How do you think you’ll get me through airport security like this?” I waved my hands to indicate my robe. “I don’t even have my purse!”

			“We’re going to a private airport. And by the time we land in Moscow, you’ll have all new clothes brought to the jet.”

			New clothes? Jet? Was he serious?

			His gaze landed on my legs, on my half-bared thighs. And with that one dark glance, my skin flushed. I couldn’t help recalling the way he’d looked down on me in the bath.

			Like a hungry predator eyeing tender prey.

			Like I was already a caught thing, his to enjoy. I shivered.

			“Are you cold?” he asked. “You look . . . chilled.”

			Chilled? Oh. Because my nipples were still jutting. Yes, I was cold, but my body was also suffering the aftereffects of my foiled masturbation attempt. To be so close, drawing in on myself . . . 

			In some ways, I felt the same now. Tense, drawn, my skin prickling with awareness each time he looked at me.

			When I didn’t answer him, Sevastyan turned on the heater, and hot air blasted against my chest, over the hypersensitive tips of my breasts. I nearly yelped when I felt the seat warmer toasting the cleft of my ass. In the close confines of the car, I got another hit of his mind-numbing scent.

			So much stimulation. Could he see me trembling?

			Once we were on the main highway heading out of town, the car purring along at eighty miles per hour, he commanded, “Put on your seat belt.”

			I didn’t like this tone at all, heard it constantly at my server jobs. “Or what?” I narrowed my eyes. “And did you really call me pet earlier?”

			“When I tell you to do something, it’s in your best interest to do it, pet.” Without warning, he reached over to yank my seat belt into place, roughly grazing my breasts with his forearm, filling my head with his scent. I squirmed on the hot seat, feeling dazed by this arrogant man.

			I remembered one time when I’d been written up for public intoxication after a football game; I’d been mentally yelling at myself to sober up, willing myself to recover my wits so I could talk the cop out of the expensive citation. Stop chuckling, Nat, and answer the nice officer! Not OSSIFER, dumbass! Do NOT touch his shiny, shiny badge, do not—DAMN IT, NAT!

			I felt like that now: under the influence.

			Sevastyan affected me in a way I couldn’t shake. I was experiencing a bewildering attraction to him, some inexplicable connection.

			And no matter how bad an idea it was, I kept wanting—metaphorically—to touch his badge.

			No, no, no—I needed to concentrate on getting information out of him. “Do you keep your promises, Sevastyan?”

			“To you and your father alone.”

			“You promised me answers.”

			His hands tightened on the wheel, those sexy rings of his digging into the leather. “Once we are on the plane.”

			“Why not now? I need to know more about my parents.”

			He didn’t deign to respond, just monitored the rearview mirror with that wary alertness.

			I remembered his earlier demeanor, checking the street through my bedroom blinds. “What’s up with this paranoia? We’re in Lincoln, Nebraska; the most dangerous thing that’s ever happened here was when this Russian asshole kidnapped an unwitting co-ed—in her robe.”

			The speedometer hit triple digits.

			“Are we . . . are we being followed?”

			Another glance into the rearview. “Not at present.”

			“Which indicates we might have been in the past—or perhaps could be in the future?” This was too bizarre. “Am I in some kind of danger?” Questions about my parents and past faded as dread about my immediate future surfaced.

			With reluctance, he said, “Kidnapping for ransom is always a fear.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “I don’t buy that. What you just described sounds like a chronic problem, or a theoretical one. Yet you broke into my house and demanded that we leave in five minutes, which sounds like an acute problem. So what happened between the time I saw you in the bar and the time you entered my home?”

			Sidelong glance. “I think you have your father’s cunning.”

			“Answer me. What happened?”

			“Kovalev called and gave me the order to get you on a plane. Which means it’s as good as done.”

			A sudden thought struck me. “How long have you been my bodyguard, Sevastyan?”

			“Not long,” he hedged.

			“How—long?”

			He hiked his broad shoulders. “A little over a month.”

			And I’d never known. “Have you been following me around? Watching me all this time?”

			A muscle ticked in his wide jaw. “I’ve been watching over you.”

			Then he would know me better than I could even imagine. So what would a man like him think of me?

			When he turned off the highway at an obscure exit, I cried, “Wait! Where are we going? There’s no airport out this way. Not even an executive one.”

			“I had to arrange an alternative departure point.”

			Alternative? I’d promised myself that if I didn’t like his answers, I’d flee into the arms of a security guard. I’d gotten few answers, and now had serious doubts about running into any guards.

			After a few miles, he turned onto a dirt road that bisected a cornfield. We drove and drove until a clearing appeared ahead, what looked like a crop-duster airstrip. At one end, a jet awaited, beacon lights flashing, engines radiating heat in the night air.

			To take me to Russia. This was all . . . real.

			Sevastyan parked near the jet, but didn’t open his door. “I understand you have questions,” he said in a milder tone. “I’ll answer any I can when we’re in the air. But you must believe me, Natalie, you won’t regret taking this step. You’ll enjoy your new life very much.”

			“New life?” I sputtered. “What are you talking about? I happen to enjoy my current life.”

			“Do you, pet? You sought him,” Sevastyan said. “Relentlessly. Something was driving you.”

			I glanced away, unable to argue with that.

			“And now you’ll never have to work again, can buy anything you like. You can travel the world, see all the places on those postcards on your refrigerator.”

			My dream. “This is a lot to take in, and I don’t like making big decisions under pressure.”

			“Will it suffice for you to know that Kovalev is a good man, and he wants to make up for all the years he’s missed with you?”

			“If our situations were reversed, could you take this step?”

			He nodded easily. “When I first started working for Kovalev’s organization, I trusted that my life would be better with him in it. I’ve never regretted my decision.” He must’ve seen I was still unconvinced. Exhaling with frustration, he ordered, “Just stay here.”

			He climbed out of the car and crossed to the jet with long-legged strides. The pilot—a tall, muscular blond in a uniform—met him at the bottom of the stairs, gesturing and speaking heatedly. I caught the cadences of Russian, but couldn’t make out the words over the humming engines.

			Out of habit, I surveyed the man, noting that his well-worn belt was cinched tighter than its regular notch and his shoes were meticulously polished. Recent illness? Lots of downtime? Then I saw his hands, saw the same kinds of tattoos that marked Sevastyan’s fingers.

			At that, my niggling suspicion couldn’t be stifled. I’d studied all aspects of the land of my birth enough to know about the Russkaya Mafiya—and how they favored tattoos like that.

			And really, what were the odds that a billionaire over there wasn’t tied to organized crime in some way? Not to mention that Sevastyan had kidnapped me, with the intention to smuggle me—passportless—into the country.

			Had I scrimped and toiled and searched, only to connect myself to a mobster?

			The pilot continued to vent. My thoughts continued to race.

			Then silent, menacing Sevastyan took one ominous step forward; the pilot backed down, hands raised.

			A single step had cowed that big pilot. Maybe Sevastyan could’ve taken those three jocks. Because he was dangerous.

			And he wanted to drag me into his world.

			Follow the chain of logic, Nat. If Kovalev was mafiya, then no good could come of this hasty midnight jaunt to the motherland.

			Did I believe I was in some kind of danger? Maybe. Did I trust Sevastyan to protect me? Not more than I trusted myself.

			At that moment, I decided to decline the “new life” that some strange man on the other side of the world envisioned for me. If Kovalev wanted to talk to me, he could pick up the phone!

			And Sevastyan? I still felt that bewildering attraction to him, that weird sense of connection. I forced myself to ignore it.

			With him occupied, I cracked open my door and slipped outside. I drew my robe tight, stealing closer to the cornfield. Naturally the one night I needed to escape the mob, the moon was a bright ball in the sky. At least the field would provide cover. This close to harvest, the stalks were tall and dense, the leaves lush.

			Almost there. My breaths smoked. Almost—

			“Natalie,” Sevastyan bellowed, “do not run!”

			I took off in a sprint, charging into the rows.
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			Corn leaves slapped my face, raking my hair. My bare feet kicked up loose soil.

			How much of a head start had I managed? Was he already crashing behind me?

			“Stop this, Natalie!”

			I gave a cry. My God, he was fast! I’d felt like prey before; now I literally was. This man was running me down, bent on capturing me! I dug deeper, sprinting even faster—

			One second I was fleeing at full speed, the next I was flying. He’d lunged for me, snagging me around the waist. At the last instant, he twisted and took the impact on his back, crushing stalks beneath us.

			“Damn you! Let go of me!” I struggled against him. Like fighting a steel vise.

			Before I could blink, he’d flipped me to my back onto a mat of leaves.

			“Get off me!” I battered his chest with the bottoms of my fists.

			Huge and furious above me, he wedged his hips between my legs, snagging my wrists in one big hand. “Do not ever run from me again.” The moon shone down on him, highlighting the tight lines of his face. He seemed to be grappling with his fury, drawing on some inner iron control.

			“Let me go!”

			Over the familiar scents of rich soil, fragrant crops, and cold night, I detected his scent: aggression and raw masculinity. His shirt had gaped open, and I could see more of his skin, with the edge of another tattoo just visible past the material.

			“Sevastyan, release me. Please.”

			At that word, his grip on my wrists loosened a degree. “I don’t want to hurt you,” he said in a gravelly voice. “Only to protect you.” Behind that inscrutable mask, so much was going on, but I could read so little.

			Under the moonlight, his prominent cheekbones shaded his lean cheeks. His collar-length black hair gleamed like a raven’s feather, the ends tripping across his jawline. Wavering almost hypnotically.

			“You must remain with me,” he grated, his gaze on my lips, his brows drawn tight. He looked like he was struggling not to kiss me.

			Kiss? What was happening here? Confusion began to drown out my panic; I had nothing to draw on as a reference for my predicament—because I’d never been in a situation like this.

			A sexual situation I didn’t control.

			I was embroiled in dangerous circumstances with a mysterious stranger, but I felt no fear. I felt . . . anticipation. And I suspected the lack of control was fueling it.

			Was danger turning me on? The tension between us seemed to shift; as smoothly as a machine switching gears, my confusion morphed into hazy heat. I hadn’t known I had this in me! Who am I??

			When my gaze dropped, I spied the shadowy bulge in his pants. He wasn’t indifferent to me! He might’ve disdained me in the bar, but he couldn’t disguise his erection straining to be freed.

			At the sight of it, arousal muddled my thoughts like a fog rolling into my mind. I’d heard the expression stupid with lust. I was getting there.

			“Sevastyan?” That feeling of connection surged within me. Desire, need, and something more. “What do you want from me?”

			No answer. All I could hear was our breaths.

			In this position, he could unzip his fly and be inside me in a heartbeat’s time, covering me on the ground. Like animals in the dirt.

			Him. Inside me. Here.

			The mere thought made my body vibrate with a need so strong, I suspected I might allow him to do anything he wanted to me. My staggering level of arousal began to unnerve me more than this entire situation. I had no control with him, needed to get away!

			I shook my head hard. “You let me go now.” I squirmed in his grip, digging my bare heels into the ground to propel myself back. Managed maybe a foot.

			He looked at me like I was insane to defy him. So why wasn’t I terrified of him? No, I was furious—at him, at my out-of-control body. Another heel-digging lunge back.

			With his free hand, he gripped my waist and yanked me back against him, forcing my thighs wider.

			His gaze descended, his eyes going wide before narrowing intently.

			I felt cold air between my legs, just as I saw that my robe had come open at the belted waist. Everything below was exposed. My pale skin glowed in the moonlight, the trimmed thatch of red curls stark in comparison.

			I was too stunned to react, pinned by his gaze. His lids grew heavy, his nostrils flaring. His broad chest seemed to struggle for breath. I was naked from the waist down but had no way to cover myself. I twisted my arms to free my wrists—until I saw that look of his.

			Dark, hungry, molten. Dangerous. As before, I felt like his captured prey, his to enjoy.

			My fury dwindled. When my body decided to soften beneath his, he gave a curt nod, as if I’d pleased him, and his free hand landed on my bare hip. Skin to skin. He groaned at the contact; I shivered from the electric heat of his rough palm. Hadn’t I imagined those hands kneading me everywhere?

			Shaking, I watched as he straightened his ringed thumb from my hip until it reached my mons. He brushed the tip of his finger along the edge of my curls. It was so slow and unexpected, so tender, I couldn’t bite back a moan.

			He touched me as if with . . . reverence.

			I no longer saw signs of that iron control; instead he looked lost.

			Like I probably looked in that moment.

			His cock pulsed in his pants, drawing my attention. At the sight of that long, heavy length, my pussy clenched for it. I murmured, “Sevastyan?” as my hips rolled. “What are you doing to me?” He’d somehow spellbound me, making me feel empty and desperate.

			For the second time tonight, I was heading toward an orgasm.

			Still riveted to my sex, he grated words in Russian, something about how he couldn’t be expected to deny himself in the face of this. How no one should expect him to.

			I’d never been more confused in my life. “Are you . . . are you going to kiss me?”

			With his accent thicker than I’d heard it, he rasped, “Would you want a man like me to take your mouth?” His thumb ring glinted when he gave another slow stroke.

			Good question. I answered myself when words spilled from my lips: “Try it and see.”

			“You think I’d stop with a kiss?”

			“You assume I’d want you to?”

			My reply seemed to wake him from a daze. As if burned, he jerked his hands away, his expression transforming from lost to disgusted. Again, he told me, “Cover yourself.” Now he was as furious as I’d been before, but I had no idea what I’d done.

			I swatted the ends of my robe down as he levered himself to his feet.

			When he seized my hand, yanking me up, sanity resumed—as if the Natalie I’d known all my life had decided to rejoin us.

			What kind of madness had just possessed me? I clutched my robe with a shaking hand. I’d just let this man touch me, this stranger, and had been rolling my hips for more.

			If he’d made a move to fuck me on the ground, I thought . . . I thought I might have let him.

			Fist clenched around my upper arm, he dragged me along. “If you run from me again, I will catch you. It’s what I do.” He locked his gaze on mine. “And then I’ll spread you facedown over my knees and whip your plump ass until you know better.”

			I stumbled at that, but he hauled me back up. Striding on, he scowled down at my bouncing breasts.

			Braless in silk. Nothing left to the imagination. “I won’t run if you don’t force my hand! I don’t want to go with you. I know what you are. You’re mafiya. Which means my father is too.” Deny it, deny it. Laugh in my face.

			Sevastyan set his jaw, dragging me along faster.

			No denial. My father, this man, that pilot were all mafiya.

			“You can’t force me to go to him—ow!” Sudden sharp pain dug into my bare feet; I’d stepped on a strand of briars.

			Without even slowing his stride, Sevastyan swooped me up as if I were weightless.

			I had no choice but to wrap my arms around his neck. “Just wait—I don’t want to get caught up in anything like that!” My mouth was inches from his throat, from his bobbing Adam’s apple. His heat seeped into me, and I could feel his heartbeat; though he was no longer running, it sped up sharply when I murmured, “Sevastyan, please.”

			“You’re already caught up,” he said, the words like a sentencing.

			We emerged from the field. Desperate, I whispered, “Pozhaluista, net.” Please, no.

			“Natalya,” he rasped, “I won’t let you go. I can’t. Resign yourself.”

			As we neared the plane, the pilot raised his brows at me. I could only imagine what he was thinking. I was in Sevastyan’s arms, my hair a tangle, my nipples protruding.

			When the blond gave a smirking leer, Sevastyan grated in Russian, “You leer at his daughter? I should give him your eyes for that.”

			The pilot swallowed; I gaped. With crystal clarity, I understood that Sevastyan was capable of such brutality.

			Then he was carrying me up the steps. Shit, shit, shit! Oh, God, this was happening!

			The pilot followed us up, pressing a button to close the outer door. By the time he’d closeted himself in the cockpit, the door had sealed closed with a hiss.

			Trapped.
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			As Sevastyan deposited me into one of several seats, I grappled for words, but stunned disbelief and a roiling anger rendered me mute. He’d forced me onto this plane against my will. Was kidnapping me.

			I wanted to say, “You’re not going to get away with this,” or even “You’re going to pay for this.” But I suspected both would be lies.

			“We leave directly,” he told me, his voice inflectionless. “Put on your seat belt.”

			Despite how pissed I was, I wouldn’t argue with him this time. In my mind, private jet was just another way of saying baby plane. And hadn’t this crop-duster-esque runway seemed short? I knew sub-nothing about flying, but surely that wasn’t normal?

			As I strapped myself in with shaking hands, I surveyed the luxurious interior. There were twelve seats, along with a plush sofa, a big-screen TV, a stocked media console, and an extended dining table. Polished wood accented all the amenities.

			Nothing but the best for the mob.

			Sevastyan didn’t sit. He peered out the windows, still vigilant.

			I wondered what he would look like relaxed. “I’m in immediate danger, aren’t I?”

			Gazing out into the night, he gave me an unconcerned shrug. As good as a yes. Before I could ask more, the engines grew louder. I clenched the armrests of my seat, nails sinking into the buttery soft leather. When we started easing forward, I found myself telling Sevastyan, “I’ve never flown before.”

			Our speed increased so rapidly, I was thrown back into the seat. The jet thundered down the runway. Outside the window, the cornfield zoomed by. Even Sevastyan took a seat on the sofa across from me. 

			“I-I’ve been on a train.”

			He spread an arm over the back of the sofa. “It’s just like that.”

			“Was that a joke?”

			Face grim, he said, “Unlikely, pet.”

			“You really need to stop calling me th—”

			The nose of the plane was rising! I squeezed my eyes shut. But taking off was surprisingly smooth. When the pressure eased and I realized we were in the air, I cracked open my eyes and popped my ears. Gradually, I released my death grip.

			Several things competed for my attention. I couldn’t decide whether I wanted to watch the fading lights of Lincoln, the full moon glimmering off the right-side wing, or Sevastyan trying to relax.

			My mysterious companion won out. He stretched his long legs in front of him, then rolled his head on his neck. At some point, he’d refastened the buttons of his shirt. Clearly, whatever temporary insanity had occurred in the field had passed.

			When we leveled off, the lights of the cabin dimmed, reminding me that I was sequestered with a larger-than-life type of man—one who had pinned me to the ground and felt me up only minutes ago.

			Just as I opened my mouth to ask him what that was all about, he said, “As promised, I’ll answer your questions. But you need to wash yourself first.”

			I followed his pointed gaze with my fingers, found a leaf in my hair. I peered down at my dirty legs and bare feet. I didn’t embarrass easily, but now my cheeks flushed with heat.

			“There are showers in both of the suites.”

			Chin raised, I unfastened my seat belt, rose with an indifferent air, then started toward the back. Over my shoulder, I said, “When I return, prepare for an interrogation.”

			In a dry tone, he replied, “I’m not going anywhere, Natalie.”
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			Fifteen minutes later, I emerged into the main cabin—clean, sober, and dressed in one of Sevastyan’s button-down shirts.

			After a shower in a large marble enclosure stocked with high-end toiletries, I’d padded back to the suite’s bed and stared down at my abused robe. The back had looked like modern art, in a pallet of greens, yellows, and blacks. And it had reeked of corn, a treacly sweet smell. No way I could wear it again.

			I’d surveyed the suite, lighting on an expensive piece of luggage. Sevastyan’s. He’d helped himself to kidnapping me, so I’d felt justified borrowing a shirt. Slipping on the starched button-down, I’d shivered, enveloped by his crisp scent, covered from my neck to almost my knees.

			With nothing between my skin and the material, I hadn’t even been surprised when arousal swept over me again; in the shower my skin had been hypersensitive. . . .

			Now Sevastyan raked his gaze over me, head to toe, giving me an are-you-fucking-kidding-me? look.

			I frowned in turn. Everything was covered. “I’m just borrowing it until I get my promised new clothes, okay?” When I sat at the opposite end of the sofa, he pinched the bridge of his nose.

			“Tension headache?”

			Without looking at me, he answered, “You could say that.”

			“I can’t imagine the pressure you must be feeling,” I said in all truthfulness. “Do you do this kidnapping stuff a lot?”

			Scowl from the Russian.

			“It’s a fair question, considering that you and my father are involved in organized crime.”

			Without missing a beat, he asked, “Why do you persist in thinking that?”

			“Your tattoos. The pilot’s. I’ve researched your country enough to know about the Russkaya Mafiya and their love of ink. Plus, that would be the absolute worst outcome to my years-long quest.” I tapped my chin, musing, “And yet totally in keeping with my fortunes over the last few weeks—”

			“A worse outcome than never knowing Kovalev?” Sevastyan asked, irritation scoring his tone. “You speak about things you don’t yet understand, little girl. But you will. . . .”
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			“Things I don’t understand? Like crime?”

			Stony gaze.

			“Oh, God, he is mafiya.” I grew queasy at the idea. Why had I ever hired that investigator? My biological father was a thug. “What have you gotten me into?”

			“You sought him,” Sevastyan repeated.

			“You’re not really a bodyguard, are you? You’re probably his, what? His professional hit man? His enforcer?” I gave a nervous laugh. “That’s why you have those scars on your knuckles—from beating people senseless, right? And exactly what business is Kovalev ‘caught up’ in?” My hysteria building, I said, “A turf war against a rival gang?” Yes, it took a lot to ruffle me, but once I lost my cool, I tended to go big.

			Sevastyan didn’t answer, so . . . ding, ding, ding. A turf war. And I was on my way there.

			He finally said, “Are you done?”

			“Tell—me.”

			“Your father is part of the Bratva, the brotherhood. It’s like a criminal aristocracy. He’s vor v zakone, the head of our organization, answering to no one.”

			The blatant pride in Sevastyan’s tone made my queasiness increase. “So I’m a freaking mafiya princess, then? That’s the real reason I’m in danger, isn’t it?”

			“Your father is embattled. Adversaries would love to see him fall. And there is another vor who might hurt you in order to hurt Kovalev. Or use you to coerce him.”

			“Again, that sounds like a chronic problem.”

			Sevastyan studied my face, as if debating how much to tell me. “After I left the bar, I found out that two very dangerous men flew from Moscow hours ago, heading to America—sent by Kovalev’s bitterest enemy. There’s a good chance they were coming here.”

			Fuck. This little mafiya princess was in trouble. “You’re taking me straight to the source of the conflict! Turn this jet around, and let me disappear! I could go out west, get lost.”

			He glanced over at me, must’ve sensed I was about to freak. “I was sent here to keep you safe. If you do as I say, then you’ll have nothing to fear. And there was another reason we felt it imperative that you leave tonight. When you return to Russia, those men will follow you—instead of questioning your loved ones.”

			“They would hurt Mom? Jess?” Alarm for them razored through me.

			“Without hesitation. Unless we signal that you’ve left Lincoln—which we will do in Moscow.”

			“I have to warn them! Just in case.” Would Sevastyan let me call?

			“There’s a phone in the cabinet beside you.”

			“How much can I tell them?”

			“That depends on how much you trust them not to tell others. You have five minutes.”

			Remembering the last time he’d said that, I didn’t waste time arguing. With the headset clutched in my damp palm, I rang my mom. What could I tell her? Things were already tense between us.

			Those last few years with Dad’s illness had been tough on her, on us both, and after his death, we’d drifted apart. Then, this past summer, she’d remarried, moving upstate with her new guy. But I was happy for her. She and her hubby had an RV. Apparently, RVing was a lifestyle choice. They went to “roundups” with other RVers.

			I got her answering machine. Luckily, she was on the road for a week. I left a message, trying to sound casual. “Hi, Mom, just calling to check in. Have fun at the . . . roundup,” I said, feeling like a rube in front of Sevastyan. “Love you.”

			Jess answered on the fourth ring, snapping with impatience: “Having my box eaten right now; this better be good—”

			“Jess! I’ve only got a couple of minutes to talk.”

			“Nat, is that you?”

			“Yeah, and I need you to listen to me. You can’t go home tonight.”

			“Why can’t I go back to the Bunghole . . .” Jess trailed off, then gasped. “Oh, my God! Did you hook up with that DUDE FROM THE BAR? The unicorn!”

			Sevastyan quirked a brow. Of course he’d heard.

			“In a manner of speaking.” Yes, I was presently wearing nothing but his shirt—with my body still thrumming from his touch—but not by choice!

			Making her voice syrupy, Jess crooned, “Awww, our little Nat’s gonna lose her skin tag tonight.”

			My eyes went wide, darting to Sevastyan. “Shut it, Jess! Look, here’s the deal—that guy was sent here to take me to Russia because my biological father is some kind of mafiya criminal-lord type.”

			“Huh.” Completely unfazed, she said, “Actually, that explains a lot about you.” Then, to her boy toy, she said, “I don’t remember telling you to stop.”

			“Will you pay attention? I’m on a jet heading to Moscow—”

			“Get the fuck out!”

			“—and some rival goons might go by the house. Can you stay away until after your trip?”

			“You mean I’ll be forced to buy all new clothes and luggage for Greece? My parents will believe this excuse as much as all my others.” Growing serious, she said, “Are you safe?”

			I gazed at Sevastyan’s face, searching. “If I don’t call you in a week . . .” I trailed off. Then what? Notify the embassy? What hope would they have against the Red Mafiya? “I will call you in a week.”

			“Just be careful, babe,” Jess said. “Oh, and tell the unicorn that if anything happens to you, I will skull-fuck him, ’kay? How do you say ‘desecrate his motherfucking corpse’ in Russki?”

			Sevastyan tapped his watch.

			“Gotta go, message received—and stay safe yourself.” Hanging up, I turned to him. “It’s morning in Russia. Why don’t you give me your boss’s number, so I can explain some things to him?” Customer service in your organization requires a complete overhaul. “Share some of my thoughts.”

			“Kovalev’s in a congress.” At my nonplussed look, Sevastyan explained, “It’s like a summit meeting for vory.”

			“Don’t you think my going to Russia will just magnify this problem?”

			“We have men there, safeguards in place. Your father’s compound is a fortress.”

			A mafiya compound? I could just see it: some gray and dingy Soviet-era monolith. Inside, the décor would be a riot of gaudy knickknacks, selected on the basis not of taste, but of price. And Kovalev . . . I pictured a hulking brute in a tracksuit, wearing so many thick gold chains that his neck looked like a ring toss. He probably kept white tigers and had a diamond-encrusted toilet.

			Ugh. I frowned at Sevastyan. “Forcing me back there wasn’t always the plan?”

			He shook his head.

			“So if those bad guys hadn’t headed to the States, would you have kept spying on me from afar?”

			“I would have remained in place—protecting you—until your father could travel here to meet you.”

			“If you were my sole bodyguard, when did you sleep?”

			“While you were in class or at work. When I knew you’d be around others for a while.” That meant he’d gotten even fewer hours than I had. He cocked his head. “I can sleep when I’m dead, no?”

			Exactly what I’d thought. “This is a lot for Kovalev to put on your shoulders.” I couldn’t imagine a task like that—having another person’s life in my hands.

			“I would do anything he asked me.”

			“Is devotion like that common in your . . . organization?”

			“He’s been a father to me since I was young. I owe him my life,” Sevastyan said in a tone that told me he would not be unpacking that comment.

			“Then in a way, you’re like my much, much older brother.”

			Another scowl from the Russian. He didn’t like that remark at all. “I’m only seven or so years older than you are.”

			I waved that information away. “And my mother . . . ?”

			“I must let Kovalev explain that. It’s not my story to tell.”

			“At least tell me if she’s alive.”

			I might’ve seen a flicker of pity in Sevastyan’s eyes. I assumed the worst, grief hitting me like a swift stab to my heart. All these years of wondering . . . Now it seemed that I’d never meet her, never speak to her.

			Stemming tears, I asked, “Do I have any siblings?”

			“None.”

			“Grandparents?” Mom and Dad had been older when they’d adopted me, and my grandparents had passed away over my childhood.

			He shook his head. “Only your father and a distant cousin you’ll meet.” He rose, then crossed to a marble counter in the middle of the sitting area. With the push of a button, a panel retracted to reveal a stocked wet bar with a full range of bar and stemware. He poured two drinks into cut-crystal glasses. A vodka rocks for himself—and a chilled Sprite for me?

			“No warm milk?” I accepted the glass and drank, surly because it tasted so good.

			Returning to his seat, he ran a finger around the edge of his glass, but he hadn’t taken a sip. Just as his drink at the bar had been untouched. “I don’t have your preferred tequila.”

			“Preferred? I drink whatever folks buy me. I’ve been on a budget.”

			Had my comment amused him? “The last budget you’ll ever have, I assure you.”

			Because he expected me to spend the family blood money. Reminded of my situation, I said, “I’m having a hard time believing two strange men would really hurt me.”

			“They target relatives. When Kovalev started out in the Bratva, their code prohibited members from having a family, from having anything they cared about other than the brotherhood—because family is a weakness that enemies can use against you.”

			As I tried to imagine such a brutal world, Sevastyan continued, “That’s why Kovalev sent your mother away. He didn’t know she was pregnant. Not until you started this search.”

			“You said my DNA matched his. But why would his have been available?”

			“There were others before you, claiming to be fathered by him. Initially, I came to Nebraska to discover if this was some type of scam.” Gazing into his glass, Sevastyan said, “Kovalev never wanted it to be true before you.”

			“Why not?”

			Sevastyan faced me again. “The others were deceitful gold diggers, cold-blooded and seemingly committed to unemployment. You held down three jobs, all while finishing your master’s degree with honors. You even learned to speak Russian. You wanted to find him, but you didn’t need to. At least, not financially.” Had Sevastyan sounded . . . admiring?

			The thought warmed me. Until I remembered that my DNA tied me to a mobster. “There could have been a mistake in the match. A clerical error or something.”

			Sevastyan raised his glass to his lips, only to lower it without taking a drink. “Your resemblance to his mother is uncanny.”

			I looked like my grandmother. I found myself softening, but not enough to soothe my misgivings. “So what does my father do? In a criminal sense. Run girls? Guns and drugs?”

			Sevastyan gave me a look as if my question was the height of ridiculousness. “The bulk of his business is related to real estate and construction. But he also mediates disputes between gangs, and he sells protection to business owners. He does a brisk trade blackmailing politicians. No girls, no guns, no drugs. That’s part of why we’re having this conflict—because he doesn’t want that in his territory.”

			“Because it would bring down his real estate values?”

			Sevastyan looked like he was grappling for patience with me. “Because it would bring down the quality of life for the people he protects.”

			That was surprising. “Okay, so maybe he’s not a diabolical, moustache-twirling villain. But I still don’t want to get mixed up in this. I just want to finish my doctorate, to have a career.”

			With my history degree. Though I didn’t necessarily want to be a professor or writer. Had I continued with my PhD because it’d been the path of least resistance?

			“Do you think your father wanted to uproot you from your life? Blame Zironoff for this. If not for him, you’d be asleep in your bed right now.”

			“My investigator? What did he do?”

			Again Sevastyan’s drink almost made it to his mouth, but he set it down. “The greedy little prick demanded money from Kovalev to keep secret his discovery. But we found out he’d already told our enemies about your existence, offering your whereabouts for a price. He willfully put you at risk.”

			I swallowed. “Did you hurt Zironoff?”

			Eyes gone cold, Sevastyan said, “He took your trust—and your hard-earned money—then used your blood to blackmail a vor. He jeopardized the life that I’ve sworn to protect. Tell me, Natalie, should he not have been punished for the damage he’d done—and prevented from doing more?”

			I could read the writing on the wall. Sevastyan had ganked Zironoff. A true mob enforcer. A professional killer.

			Leveling his gaze at me, he said, “Understand me, girl, I will eliminate any threat to you, pitilessly.”

			I wondered how many other men Sevastyan had killed. I wondered why I still couldn’t manage to be afraid of this man. Instead, I found myself feeling . . . protected.

			“Zironoff set you up to be murdered, but still you won’t understand.” He exhaled a weary breath. “I can’t wait to hear your moral American outrage.”

			I tried to drum some up. But Zironoff had gone to a group of lethal thugs, planning to profit off my dream of finding my relatives. He’d leaked the confidential information I’d entrusted to him, knowing I might be killed.

			So I shrugged. “Do svidaniya, Zironoff.” So long and good-bye.

			Sevastyan’s gaze flickered over my face. Observant, watchful. Then one corner of his sexy lips curled.

			My heart thudded at his half smile. If he ever truly smiled, I’d probably have a coronary. Quelling the urge to fan myself, I asked, “So, do you have a mob name? Like Alex the Butcher or Al the Shark or something?”

			“I’m from Siberia; they call me the Siberian. End of story.”

			“Simple yet elegant, goes with everything. Were you born into the ‘the life’ or did you steer your major?”

			Flinty gaze.

			“Okay, so what’s Kovalev’s mob name?”

			“Older vor call him the Clockmaker.”

			“Because he cleans clocks? With his fists?”

			“Your father has a wry sense of humor as well. You have much in common with him.”

			“Really?” I tilted my head. “You’ve learned a lot about me, huh?”

			“I know everything about you, academically, financially, socially. I know that you had stability growing up and a caring couple to raise you, which relieved Kovalev’s mind greatly. I know that you’re driven and clever. Probably too much for your own good.”

			I recalled that feeling I’d had of being watched earlier tonight. “You followed me home from the bar.” Mere hours ago.

			“I did.”

			“Have you been in my house before tonight?” Had he found the collection of vibrators under my bed, or noted that half of my Internet bookmarks were for porn?

			“Of course. I was thorough.” His demeanor was so matter-of-fact, even as he sat here admitting that he’d violated my privacy on the regular.

			My entire life had been laid bare to this man. Between gritted teeth, I said, “Any highlights you discovered that you’d like to share?”

			“Don’t worry—not every detail will make it back to Kovalev.” Smirk. “Such as the arsenal you keep under your mattress.”

			Arsenal? Dying here. 

			“Or what I caught you doing to yourself in your bath.”

			Now that I wasn’t in fear for my life, embarrassment scalded me. Sevastyan had caught me diddling the da, spelunking, dialing the pink telephone. “Why did you open the door to my bathroom in the first place?”

			“I heard a sound.” He raised an eyebrow. “A whimper. I thought the worst.”

			“You seem to have a talent for keeping me at a disadvantage. Maybe when we get to Moscow, I can investigate your apartment? Look under your bed? How about I watch while you masturbate?”

			At that, tension shot through him as if he’d been gut-punched. “Guard your tongue, pet.” His fingers were wrapped so tightly around his glass, I thought the crystal would shatter.

			“Or you’ll do what? Throw me down in a cornfield and feel me up?”

			He clenched his jaw, as if battling for control of himself. “That shouldn’t have happened.”

			Stop arguing with him, Nat. Go—to—bed. Was I so intrigued/aroused by this guy that I’d do anything with him, even fight?

			“If you hadn’t run—”

			“Oh, don’t you dare put that back on me!”

			“A half-naked redhead was spread beneath me, rolling her hips in welcome. I don’t have ice in my veins.”

			I arched a brow. “Don’t you?”

			“Not in that area of my life,” he amended. “Even though you’re far from my type, I was affected.” He used his right forefinger to twist the thumb ring on that same hand. I’d noticed he’d done that before when he’d seemed uncomfortable. A tell? That could come in handy. “Any man would’ve been, so don’t read more into it than that.”

			“Far from your type.” How could that comment wound me? “You’re not exactly mine either, Siberian.” Probably not the best idea to taunt the assassin. I rose. “You seem determined to humiliate me and pick a fight with me. I’m not interested in either.” I turned away and marched down the aisle. “Wake me up when we get there.”

			He called after me, “The only thing I told Kovalev about your personal life is that you have no current lover to leave behind. I won’t mention how eager you were to remedy that situation tonight.”

			I stiffened, turning at the door of one of the suites. “Why were you so angry at the bar?”

			He finally drank that vodka down, which gave me chills for some reason. “I didn’t like seeing the daughter of a great man throwing herself at me, trolling for trouble.”

			“Throwing myself? Are you insane? I introduced myself and offered to buy you a drink.” My ire kept mounting. “And I really hope you’re not going to try to slut-shame me—because I will go off like a bottle rocket!” It was times like this when my virginity embarrassed me.

			He stood, then stalked up to me. With his every step closer, my breaths shallowed. What would he do? I had no idea—excitement warred with uneasiness.

			He towered over me, toe-to-toe, and I craned my head up to meet his heavy-lidded gaze. Whenever he was angry, his eyes appeared hard and glinting, like cold amber. Otherwise, they were molten gold, like now. . . .

			“Of all the men in the bar, you picked me for a reason, little girl.” His voice had gotten huskier, his accent rougher; I responded to it as if he’d touched me. “And it wasn’t to talk about classes.”

			Inner shake. “I picked you because you were a mystery. I can read men with ease, but not you. That made me curious.”

			He rested his hand on the wall above my head, surrounding me with his heat. “When a woman singles me out”—he leaned down to murmur at my ear—“it’s because she wants to get fucked. She looks at the scars and tattoos and knows she’ll get fucked hard.”

			I gasped, melting for him.

			“Is that what you wanted of me, Natalya?” His warm breaths traced over my ear, hardening my nipples even more. I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, squeezing my thighs together.

			“Th-that’s not why I approached you.” That might have been why I’d approached him.

			“Little liar. You think I can’t tell when a woman wants me buried deep inside her?” He eased back to study my face. “And when you didn’t get what you wanted, you settled for a nice . . . hot . . . bath.”

			I swallowed, beginning to pant.

			Voice hoarse, he said, “Were you thinking about me when you touched yourself?”

			Between breaths, I said, “I’m not telling you that.”

			“You just did, pet.” He straightened, as if a trance had been broken between us. With a vile curse, he turned from me. “Just go to bed.”

			I watched his broad back as he strode away to pour another vodka. With a curse of my own, I slammed the cabin door behind me.

			That man was going to drive me insane before we ever reached the motherland!

			In a huff, I yanked down the cover and crawled into the sumptuous bed. Then lay there staring at the ceiling, feeling out of sorts, hating that I was forced to wear that man’s clothing.

			Hating that it turned me on.

			Why him? Why was I so strong in every other aspect of my life and so weak with him? After so many years of holding out for Mr. Right, I would have given my virginity to Sevastyan in the dirt.

			In high school, I’d never imagined I would be a twenty-four-year-old virgin, because I’d been so curious about the deed. And, damn, I’d been game.

			But the drunken boys I’d fooled around with had been ham-handed and slavering, never inspiring me to go further. Sex, it had seemed, wasn’t for me. At least, not with guys like the ones I’d known.

			The problem with growing up in a small town and going to a tiny school? There hadn’t been a big selection of males to choose from.

			When I got to college, I’d felt like I’d won the lottery—starstruck by the assortment of men. My curiosity hadn’t lessened, and I’d been sure I’d lose my virginity before homecoming.

			In preparation, I’d learned all about sex, through voracious reading, rooming with Jess, and my own breathless research. Oh, and my burgeoning interest in high-quality lady porn.

			I’d hooked up with guy after guy, but inevitably each one would do something to prevent me from sealing the deal.

			The one who’d fingered me like he was digging to China.

			The one who’d prematurely ejaculated into the condom he’d been rolling on, then been too embarrassed to ever call me again.

			The one who’d wanted me on top, dominating him, when I was pretty sure my tastes ran in the exact opposite direction. (Confirmed by my recent encounter in the cornfield?)

			Was it too much to ask for an attractive, dominant guy with sexual skill, one who wasn’t a minute-to-win-it two-pump chump?

			When I hit twenty, I’d thought, I’ve waited this long . . . I’d figured I might as well hold out until I experienced blazing, blinding lust for a man who met all my qualifications. But no man had.

			Until tonight.

			Sevastyan ticked all my boxes—yet he’d sneered that I wasn’t his type.

			Okay, was it too much to ask for a guy who met my qualifications, who liked me—and who wasn’t an asshole?

			Sighing, I gazed out one of the windows, saw the moon and the stars closer to me than they’d ever been. Because I was on a plane, heading toward a great big unknown. To my “new life.”

			Damn it, I needed to get my mind off Sevastyan and think about what tomorrow might bring. Just hours ago, I’d despaired of ever finding my biological parents. Now I was on my way to meet my father. Would he like me? Would I like him—despite his occupation?

			Maybe I should look at this trip to Russia as a mini sabbatical from my life, a short time-out from my larger game. Like Jess’s vacation. Tomorrow I could call to arrange for incompletes in my classes and get a pal to cover my teaching. The server jobs had been so grueling and shitty that I wouldn’t waste a long-distance call on either.

			Yes, everyone needed a break now and then.

			The drone of the engines began to lull me, and the worst of my frustration started to fade. I felt like I was floating on the soft mattress, between silken sheets as light as air. Though I’d thought I was too keyed-up to sleep, I soon passed out.

			And dreamed of Sevastyan.

			In a sizzling reverie, he lifted me from my bath, cradling my naked, soaking body to carry me to bed. There, he followed every drop of water with his mouth before settling between my thighs. . . . 

			“Natalya,” he groaned right at my flesh—all hot breath and slicked tongue. “Natalya.” He raised his face, licked his sexy lips, and asked, “Are you dreaming of me?”

			Huh? Dreaming? I opened my eyes—and found the Siberian staring down at me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			[image: 89202.jpg]

			Moonlight illuminated his beautifully rugged face, making my heart lurch. “Sevastyan?” He was lying beside me, head propped on his hand, a position that belied the tension coming off him.

			He wasn’t wearing a shirt. I nearly moaned to behold his bare chest, packed with rigid slabs of muscle. His smooth skin sported wicked-looking tattoos. High on both of his pecs were large eight-pointed stars, intricately shaded. Two Russian domes adorned one brawny arm; on his other, a patterned band encircled his bicep.

			Those markings and the latent power in his body left me spellbound. “What are you doing in bed with me?” And why can’t I manage to be afraid of you?

			His breaths came quickly. He reminded me of a rubber band pulled taut, ready to snap. “I heard you moaning,” he grated. “Came in, saw you rocking your hips beneath the covers.”

			I flushed, averting my gaze—which fell on his flat stomach, on the dark line of hair trailing from his navel. I had the mad urge to nuzzle it.

			“Just when I think you’re shameless, your cheeks heat.”

			I forced myself to face him. “You’ve explained what I was doing. What the hell were you doing?”

			“Watching you and getting harder by the heartbeat.” He pressed his hips closer to my side, letting me feel his sizable erection against my thigh.

			I gasped, my body going soft when treated to the unyielding heat of his.

			No, no, this man was an asshole! I reminded myself of his ricocheting mood swings. “You can leave now.” I was proud of how resolute I sounded. “I’ll try not to disturb you again.”

			As if I hadn’t spoken, he rasped, “You make . . . you make these sounds. Your whimper, your moan. I hear them, and thought leaves my brain.”

			“You’ve been drinking.”

			“Chut’.” Slightly. “I’ve been replaying how I saw you in the bath, stroking yourself with these fingers.” He peeled my right hand from the cover—which I’d been clutching like a roller-coaster safety bar—then pressed my fingertips against his face. “I only wish you’d finished yourself in front of me.”

			I wished I had too! Then maybe I wouldn’t be overcome with lust right now, falling even further under his spell.

			His hooded eyes flicked over my face, then lower. “What were you dreaming of to make these so hard?”

			I followed his glance down. My nipples were stiff against the fabric of the shirt I wore.

			“Tell me, pet, why were you on the verge of a wet dream?”

			I couldn’t resist him before; now, on this bed, hearing his rumbling, seductive voice, I feared I was defenseless. No! Be strong, Nat. “Why do you insist on calling me pet?”

			“Maybe because you make a man want to collar and keep you.”

			“Right.” I knew he was just being a smart-ass, but the idea gave me shivers.

			“Tell me about your dream.”

			“Why should I? You’ll just give me that disgusted look and go all icy again.”

			“Icy? That’s the last thing I feel right now.”

			I swallowed when he began unfastening the buttons on the shirt, spreading the lapels just shy of baring my breasts.

			“What are you doing?” I demanded. But I wanted them bared, wanted him to see them and desire me.

			Hey, I was on vacation from my life, right? So why couldn’t this man be my fall holiday fling?

			He took the starched edge of the shirt and lightly scraped it over my left nipple. Oh, God, oh, God . . .

			“I caught just a glimpse of your nipples when you were in the bath. Do you know that my mouth watered to suck them?” He’d wanted to put his mouth on them. Picturing that scrambled my thoughts.

			Another scrape.

			“Y-you need to stop that.” I hadn’t thought the tips could get harder. They tightened almost painfully.

			“Yes, tell me to stop and to leave you alone.” Scrape. “Tell me that I frighten you, and I’m not to touch you.” Scrape.

			I choked back a moan. “You don’t frighten me. And the only reason I don’t want you to touch me is because you won’t follow through, and I’ve been sexually tortured enough tonight.”

			Including now, I’d been on the verge of orgasm three times—all because of this man.

			He gave a low, sexy laugh. “You think I’ve tortured you? Maybe I should show you what real torture is.” His tone was forbidding; so why was my pussy clenching with anticipation? “Then perhaps you would rail at me to find me in your bed.”

			“Is that what you want?”

			“It’s what I would have expected from you. And if you tell me to leave you, I will.”

			“Answer me, Sevastyan. Is that what you want?”

			He didn’t say a word; scrape.

			“Ahh!” I licked my bottom lip, struggling for words. “You confuse me so much! Since you refuse to tell me anything, I’m going to tell you everything. I find you extremely attractive. When your eyes are like this, all gold and smoldering, you are pretty much irresistible to me. I think you were right; I did approach you in the bar because I wanted to have sex with you.”

			His firm lips parted. Then he shook his head hard, as if to dislodge whatever idea had just taken hold. “You wouldn’t have done so if you knew me better. I am an enforcer, a contract killer, and I pity you for piquing the lusts of a man like me.”

			In a soft voice, I said, “But you piqued mine too. So what do we do now?”

			“If you knew the thoughts in my head, you would not be so welcoming. You wouldn’t like it in my bed. I have particular interests, and I demand obedience.”

			“Obedience.” Was that my titillated tone? “Like my doing whatever you command?”

			He nodded, eyes alight at the prospect.

			Why did that sound so unbearably erotic? I’d never relished being ordered around at my jobs. But in this context—in bed with a domineering man—the idea excited me. “Why do you demand it?”

			“I don’t like surprises. If you do as I say, there will be none.”

			I nibbled my lip, giving this some thought. “What kind of interests?”

			“I need to do filthy things to your body, Natalya. And I know I never can.” His voice was almost . . . forlorn.

			Filthy? That sounded so freaking hot. “Why can’t you?”

			“You are taboo to me. No woman is more so.”

			Because I was the boss’s daughter? Was this why Sevastyan had been running hot and cold with me? “We’re in this cabin alone. No one ever has to know what goes on between us. Maybe we should try to get this out of our systems before we land.”

			He looked like he was actually considering my proposal. “Have you ever relinquished control of your body to a man?”

			Breathless, I shook my head. I’d wondered what it’d be like to be dominated; this man could relieve my curiosity. And that was the great thing about vacation flings: you could go crazy, do things you never would otherwise, and suffer zero consequences.

			Right?

			Did I have the nerve to try this? I recalled when I was twelve, the neighboring farm boy had dared me to jump off a train trestle into the creek below. Atop the tracks, I’d been terrified, shaking like a fledgling. But I’d forced myself to step off that ledge into nothing.

			Into a free fall.

			I remembered screaming with fear all the way down. Then I remembered kicking up through the water and breaking the surface, triumphant, to cast that boy a suck it grin.

			All the terror had been worth it, just for that reward. Would the same prove true tonight?

			“Could you give me absolute obedience, Natalie?”

			Gut check. Could I step off the ledge once more? My honest answer: “I won’t know until we try.” I reached for his chest, stroking over a tattoo. His muscles rippled to my touch.

			When my thumb brushed his flat nipple, he inhaled sharply. “I’ve warned you of what I’ll expect, I’ve warned you about what kind of man I am. And you still push? I’ll give you a taste that will send you fleeing from me. This will be out of your system—because you will fear me. . . .”
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			Fear him? I swallowed audibly. Did I dare go along with this?

			“Spread your thighs,” he commanded, rising above me.

			It seemed I was still under the influence—of him; I tentatively opened my legs.

			He positioned himself between them. Clutching the shirt lapels in his fists, he snatched open the rest of the buttons, yanking the shirt from me—until my naked breasts quivered before his predator’s gaze.

			My body was completely bared and defenseless, and his behavior should have made me nervous. Instead, I had to concentrate to keep my hips from undulating.

			“If you want more, then put your hands behind your neck.”

			I blinked up at him. “What?” Make my position even more vulnerable?

			“Do it, and do not move them. Sdavaisya.” Surrender.

			“I-I don’t know.”

			“I didn’t ask.”

			I hesitated, but then curiosity and this aching horniness demanded I do as he said.

			When I laced my fingers at my nape, he said, “Good girl.” For long moments, he stared at me with such a possessive gaze, it was almost palpable. Finally his hands descended on me, gripping my waist. When his fingers almost touched, I was struck by how much larger he was than I, how much larger he was than anybody I’d ever fooled around with. Would he think me too small?

			He rubbed his rough palms up my sides, pronouncing me “ideal’niy.” It meant perfect, or, more specifically, unimprovable.

			I sighed with pleasure. “I thought you didn’t like the way I look.”

			He raised his face, all consternation. “When did I ever give you that impression, pet?”

			“Far from your type? Ring a bell?”

			“I meant that—literally. You are different from the women I’ve been with.” More to himself, he said, “Night and day.”

			I imagined him with cool, statuesque beauties from the north, felt like a runt in comparison. That feeling was short-lived—because he moved his attention to my breasts.

			Cupping them from the bottom, he nearly circled them with his big hands. Avoiding my nipples, he kneaded with a practiced touch that was just this side of rough. But I loved it, arching to him.

			Again and again, he palmed me, plumping the mounds until the rest of my body begged for contact—which he seemed determined to withhold.

			“What are you doing to me?”

			“Sexually torturing you.” He tightened his grip on my breasts.

			They began to swell, the skin heating and reddening. My nipples stiffened and distended, until the sight of them was lurid, turning me on even more. I looked from them to his transfixed gaze, then back. Still he massaged; still my flesh swelled.

			When I felt his heavy breaths on the sensitive tips, I squirmed with a perfect mix of misery and delight. I noticed the sheets were damp beneath me and realized I was going to come like this. My eyes went wide with discovery. I could orgasm without a single touch on my neglected pussy.

			I thought I’d known what my body was capable of, yet now it was behaving in unfamiliar ways. He seemed to know what it could do better than I did.

			Never lessening his grip, he leaned down, letting his breaths torment the peaks even more. Avoiding contact with them, he darted his tongue to flick kisses along the sides, all around the tips.

			If he touched my nipples I would scream. If he didn’t touch my nipples I would scream. “Sevastyan, kiss them!” I was panting with distress, writhing from this excruciating arousal. I twined my fingers behind my neck, but I didn’t know how much longer I could last before I touched myself. “Do something.”

			“Like this?” With a sinister look, he blew on one tip, then the other.

			A cry broke from my lips, my back bowing to get me closer to that frustrating stimulation.

			“Still.” He pinned me down, giving my breasts an even harsher squeeze. “Submit to me.”

			Just the word submit made me tremble, made my clitoris throb. Until I was helpless not to touch it. Releasing my hold at my neck, I trailed my hand down.

			“Ah-ah.” He snatched my hip, shoving me to my side, baring my ass to him.

			“What are you—”

			With one of his callused hands caging my neck to hold me in place, he used his other to slap my bottom. With enough force to startle me. “If you don’t obey me, you’ll be punished. Understand?” Another harsh slap.

			He’d told me I would fear him; with each swat, alarm began building inside me. I swallowed hard against the hand at my throat.

			“Understand?” His palm cracked across my ass again.

			“Ow!” That one hadn’t been a love tap either. “Yes!”

			“Say, ‘I understand, Sevastyan.’”

			“I-I understand, Sevastyan.” But I didn’t. His eyes were flashing with excitement, his chest heaving; the tip of his bulging cock had moistened the material of his pants. He got that turned on from whipping me?

			Did I? Obedience was one thing, but this was corporal. Yet I was as wet as I’d ever been, my ass tingling so deliciously that I craved another slap.

			Which couldn’t be right. How could I crave something I should fear?

			Between breaths, he said, “Don’t like a man giving you a correction?”

			My body screamed, Yes! But my mind resisted. The truth? “I’m undecided.”

			That made him scowl anew. “Hands, Natalya.”

			When I twined them behind me, he positioned me on my back again. Grasping my breasts once more, he lowered his head, mouth almost to my nipple.

			Suck it. Make me come. “Please, your mouth.” I could hardly utter my thoughts. “Your tongue.”

			“If you were mine, I’d pierce these. Force you to wear my gold.”

			Pierce. Mine. Force. His gold.

			Every word was dripping with domination. He was talking about piercing me—and merely imagining it made me undulate up to his clothed crotch for relief. But he kept that beautiful bulge in his pants from touching me.

			His hot hands continued to squeeze. Just when I thought my tits couldn’t get any bigger, any pinker, any more sensitive, when I was rocking my hips in abandon, he rubbed his stubbled chin over one nipple.

			“Sevastyan!” I was almost levitating with pleasure, babbling, “Please, please, please.”

			“What would you give me to suckle you?”

			Easy. “Anything.”

			Voice rough with lust, he demanded, “Would you be my slave? I’d want to bind you, make you helpless. I’d use you in unspeakable ways.”

			As long as he made me feel like this—with my ass on fire and my breasts so swollen I could hardly think of anything but my own inflamed flesh. “Yes, yes!”

			“You’d feel the bite of leather across your breasts, its sting between your legs.”

			I arched to him. “Okay!”

			His grip tightened even more. “This was supposed to punish you, to punish me. But you fucking love it. You need it, even if you don’t know how badly.”

			My head thrashed, and I murmured over and over, “I love it, need it.”

			“Put your hands over your mouth. Muffle your scream.”

			My what? Still, I did as he said.

			In Russian, he muttered, “God help us both.” Then he sucked one of my engorged nipples between his firm lips, into the waiting heat of his mouth.

			His wet tongue lashed the peak as his teeth grazed—

			My orgasm ripped through me. Violent, scorching, startling. Melting me as waves of pleasure contracted my untouched pussy—clenching inside, clenching so hard. Bucking my hips, I pressed my hands tight over my mouth to muffle my ecstatic screams.

			The release was so intense, two tears spilled down my temples.

			He sucked my other nipple, and the waves returned, my core convulsing.

			Rapture . . . 

			When I was spent, he released me and drew back on his knees. I struggled to catch my breath and marshal my thoughts—failed on both counts—so I gave him a tentative grin.

			As his gaze swept over my body and then to my curling lips, he looked like he struggled with rage—with actual rage. Which couldn’t be right.

			I scrambled up to kneel before him, my breasts feeling so lush. My nipples were damp and throbbing against his rock-hard torso. I whispered, “More.”

			I could feel his body shaking. So why wasn’t he throwing me down, plunging inside me?

			My hand tripped down his body. When I palmed his huge, hot cock, he made a growling sound. As I traced it with my fingers, I found the wet spot from his pre-cum, and shivered with want. “More.”

			Between gritted teeth, he said, “Fuck—you.”

			“I don’t understand. What did I do?”

			He grabbed the length of my hair, wrapping it around his fist. “Ty ne dolzhen byl byt’ takym.” You weren’t supposed to be like this.

			Tugging my head down to the side, he slanted his mouth over mine. He kissed as wickedly as he did everything else, with sensual flicks of his tongue stroking mine. I threw my arms around his neck, pressing our chests together.

			His skin felt like it burned with fever, his heart thundering. When one of my nipples glided across one of his, he groaned into my mouth, deepening the kiss.

			Tongues tangling, breaths mingling. Slow, sinful, shattering. Until I was rubbing my body against his in abandon.

			Yet then he broke away. “You don’t know better, but I’ll teach you.” I heard him tear open his zipper. He used his grip on my hair to tug me down to my hands and knees; with his other hand, he yanked out his shaft. Bigger even than I’d imagined. Exquisite.

			Under my captivated gaze, his veined length bobbed. I watched it pulse even harder. A bead of moisture clung to the head, glistening in the moonlight, and I was hungry for it.

			He merely waited while I stared, his hand shaking in my hair. If he’d wanted to frighten me away, why hadn’t he forced my mouth onto it? Shoved it back in my throat?

			He muttered words in Russian, his voice so hoarse I had trouble understanding him. Something about needing to drive me away, while faltering to.

			I wanted to pay attention, to ask him to explain, but that bead taunted me. Unable to help myself, I eased forward and swiped my tongue along the tip, tasting his arousal, stoking mine to a fever pitch all over again.

			A guttural sound broke from his chest. I glanced up, saw his head thrown back, the muscles in his chest rippling with strain. His arm muscles twitched.

			I’d given blow jobs before, but was by no means an expert. Yet I’d always thought enthusiasm trumped lack of talent. Encouraged by his reaction, I sucked him into my mouth, tracing those veins with my tongue.

			He began to rock his hips in a sensuous rhythm, slipping his shaft deeper between my lips. Holding me in place with his grip in my hair, he leisurely fucked my mouth.

			With his free hand, he brushed his knuckles along my jawline, then the shell of my ear. As if he couldn’t help himself.

			One hand gripped my hair, demanding I obey; his other caressed my face as if to thank me for it.

			The contrast was maddening. This man was maddening. And he tasted so sublime, I found myself tending him . . . lovingly.

			“Beautiful little Natalya,” he grated, “with her eager mouth.” More tender strokes along my cheek. “I’ve imagined you doing this.”

			I pulled back to run my lips down the side of his shaft. “When you were watching me?”

			He grunted in answer. So I’d been walking around minding my own business, and this gorgeous Russian had been fantasizing about me giving him head? That turned me on like crazy!

			When I increased my suction, I tasted another shot of pre-cum, and wanted more, more. Stiffening my tongue, I delved the tip right into the center of the plump crown.

			“Ahh!” he yelled, rolling his hips sharply, filling my mouth with cock.

			The head hit the back of my throat. I might’ve gagged, but I was too hungry, had only been awaiting it. He’d wanted me to submit; my mouth and throat had, relaxing for him to use.

			“Take me down, then.” Another sharp buck at my mouth. When my lips met his zipper and I moaned for more, he repeated, “Fuck you.”

			I didn’t understand him, was too far gone to care. As I sucked in delight, my hand grazed down my body to cup my wetness, rubbing my clit with the heel of my hand.

			“Ah-ah, Natalya.” He pulled me off his dick, then tore open his belt and pants, shoving them down his legs. My eyes drank in the sight.

			The cords of muscle in his powerful thighs. The dusky perfection of his heavy testicles.

			I reached forward to fondle the sac he’d bared for me, making him buck uncontrollably.

			Then, in one deft move, he was on his back and I was turned around to straddle his head, with his shaft like a rod in front of my face.

			Was he going to lick . . . with me in this position . . . while I . . .

			He murmured in Russian, “Just a taste. To cure me.” I perceived his breaths against my slick folds. His fingers spreading my wet lips. When he’d opened me, I felt his gaze on that most private part of me—

			“So beautiful.”

			Then came his wicked tongue.

			Bliss. “Oh, God,” I breathed as he licked and laved. I’d never had anyone go down on me. Or up, as it were. I moaned, wondering, How exactly have I lived without this?

			He fisted his cock, bending it toward me. Between licks, he said, “Suck.” When I reclaimed him with my lips, he gripped the curves of my ass and forced me closer to his mouth.

			As if feasting, he tongued me greedily, breaking away only to command me, “Harder.” Down came his palm across my ass, making me arch like a cat in heat.

			I hollowed my cheeks, and in return, I felt the lightest graze of his teeth over my clit—just as his finger began rimming my opening. Oh, God, oh, God . . . Awaiting the penetration, I spread my thighs wider over him and went still, which earned me another slap across my ass, reminding me to get busy.

			He was controlling me utterly, and I couldn’t get enough of it.

			When his finger inched inside, I rocked back, wantonly rubbing my clit over his mouth, wriggling for more. As he probed deeper, filling my tightness, his shaft pulsated even harder.

			With his tongue snaking and his finger pumping in and out of my core, he made growling sounds like he was in heaven. “Fuck, woman, fuck. You couldn’t be tighter. Wetter.” Then he drew my clit between his lips and sucked on me.

			I tripped over the edge. As I started to orgasm, my scream was muffled again, this time by his thick girth. When I spasmed around his finger, he went crazy, sucking, setting in with a vengeance, his yell vibrating my clit.

			Wave after wave rocked me, pleasure too scorching to be true. So strong that my vision flickered. . . .

			When I grew too sensitive to take even another lick, I released him from my mouth to move away.

			His answer was a slap across my ass.

			“No, it’s too much!”

			“You’ll take it for me.”

			As he started licking again, I shuddered and twisted atop his tongue. I thought it was a mercy when he removed his finger—until he began lapping directly at my core. “Sevastyan!”

			He pressed my mouth back to his cock. “Take my cum from me. I’m about to give you your fill.”

			I groaned at his words, wanting it. Mouth locked on the head, I ran my palm up and down from the base to my lips.

			His hips rocked to my fist, heels digging into the mattress as his massive body hurtled toward its release. His mighty thighs shook around my ears. “I want you to swallow me.” His accent was so marked I could barely understand him. “You, Natalya.”

			“Umm,” was all I could manage, now welcoming his tongue, knowing he was about to force another orgasm from me.

			He took my pussy with a frenzied, openmouthed kiss, growling, “Every last drop, pet.”

			The idea of swallowing him sent me teetering on the brink of climax, with a rush of wetness for his awaiting mouth. He reveled in it, groans muffled. As he licked me for more, his shaft thickened between my lips, seed surging up his length.

			The pressure he must be feeling as that knot of cum ascended! Readying to erupt . . .

			“Imagine I’m pumping it into you right here—” He speared me with his tongue, breaching my core just as he began to ejaculate creamy liquid heat for me.

			With that first shot of semen, he fucked me with his tongue and yelled into my flesh. As I went over the edge once more, my eyes rolled back in my head. Delirious with pleasure, I drank hot spurts of his cum, swallowing, swallowing.

			Every last drop. . . .

		

	
		
			Chapter 9
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			With a vicious curse, Sevastyan tossed me aside and exited the bed as if it were aflame, while I scrambled to the headboard.

			What had just happened??

			As he yanked up his pants, I pulled the sheet over me. Unless I was still dreaming, I was pretty sure I’d just been grinding this man’s face while deep-throating him.

			Who the hell am I tonight? When Sevastyan hissed as he tucked that beautiful semihard shaft back in his pants, my traitorous mind thought: Whoever she is, I can’t wait to be her again.

			I braced for a flood of anxiety. Instead, my body purred with satisfaction.

			“That shouldn’t have happened.” He looked disgusted again—but this time with himself.

			There were myriad emotions he should be feeling right now. Confusion, wonder, awe. Not disgust.

			I was dazed, but in a good way, like I’d just defeated a fever and had come out stronger for it. I was different. I knew all about sex, but I’d never felt the power of it—the power of knowing that a man who obviously worshipped control hadn’t been able to control his reactions to me. Just as my own had been uncontrollable.

			He searched my face, studying my expression. For what? Disgust to match his? Regret?

			The fear he’d faltered to deliver?

			The worse he appeared to feel about this, the more comfortable I grew. I guessed I was contrary like that. Joke him if he couldn’t take a fuck.

			“So is this the part where you get mad and tell me to cover myself?” For good measure, I let the sheet drop as I stretched my arms above my head. To remind him of the breasts he’d just sucked and the nipples he wanted to pierce.

			He swiped a palm over his face. “This was a mistake.”

			“Of course it wasn’t. What we did was amazing.” In this bed, my dream man had just rocked my world, making me come harder than ever before—three times—and my blow job hadn’t been too shabby either. I was beginning to think I was a born fellatrix.

			Out the window, I spied a glorious sight. The moon shone over the ocean. The ocean! My vacation was off to a promising start.

			He sat on the edge of the bed, elbows on his knees. “It made you happy, to be used by me?”

			Perhaps not so promising. I raised my brows with amusement. “I orgasmed three times; you did once. Who’s using whom, Siberian?”

			His lips parted in surprise. Well, that shut him up.

			Tonight I’d realized something. I’d always thought that when I lost my virginity, I would be ceding something. Now I comprehended that with a man like Sevastyan, I’d be gaining something.

			Pleasure to boggle my brain and memories to last my lifetime.

			My entire mind-set about the deed was evolving. Insight: if a guy I had sex with ever carved a notch into his bedpost, I’d tell him to carve one into mine too—and then to go make me a fucking sammich.

			Sevastyan said, “This was an indiscretion that must never be repeated.”

			“Because I’m taboo?” I frowned as a thought struck me. “Tonight wouldn’t, like, get you killed by Kovalev or anything. Right?”

			“Of course not. He’s not a murderous tyrant.”

			“Then what is it?”

			“I took advantage of his daughter. I can scarcely believe I’ve touched you.” In the moonlight, I could see color tinting his cheekbones as he muttered, “Struck you.”

			“I ended up loving every second of what we did.” I, Natalie Porter, had gotten my rocks off while being spanked. And I was going to roll with it.

			I felt like a phone that had downloaded a new platform, but never been reset. When I’d orgasmed with him, I’d blipped, I’d blinked, and now I was ramped up.

			He’d reset me, tweaking how I would feel about sex for the rest of my life. “Sevastyan, don’t turn a positive into a negative.” Joke him, joke him . . .

			He faced me with a suspicious expression. “You were tight. Very much so. Surely you’re not a virgin.”

			With a defiant look, I shrugged. “Guess you didn’t find out everything about me.”

			He bit out a dumbfounded “Blyad’!” The word meant whore, but Russians said it like we might say Oh, fuck! 

			“This is not a big deal.” It wasn’t like I still had an intact hymen. My arsenal had taken care of that.

			“Then why in the hell are you on birth control?”

			So he’d seen the patch on my hip? “Various reasons.” Mainly, I used it to regulate my periods.

			But he wasn’t listening to me. “It’s bad enough to do this to a woman of experience.” He shot to his feet, prowling the suite from one wall to the other. “It’s another to despoil a girl who’s never been touched!”

			“Despoil? You didn’t just say that archaic word! Well, it’s only to be expected since we didn’t have a chaperone and your manroot is so virile.”

			He scowled. “I might not look at it in such an ‘archaic’ way, but I don’t know how others will react.”

			“Others? Like my father?”

			Brusque nod.

			“I thought you knew him so well. Well enough to tell me how great my new life is going to be.”

			“I do know him well. But he’s never had a daughter before. I have no idea how he would take this.”

			“And what if I weren’t his daughter?”

			“You are.” He stabbed his fingers through his thick hair.

			“Answer the question.”

			He swung his head around, giving me a look so raw and primal that I gasped. “If you weren’t, I’d be buried inside you right now. Devstvennitsa ili net.” Virgin or not. “What was supposed to sate my appetite has only whetted it.”

			Facts: He’d fantasized about me for the last month. He craved having sex with me, even if I was a virgin. He’d seemed to like certain things about my personality. He wanted more of me; I sure as hell wanted more of him—

			“But this can never happen again,” he added, his tone ringing with finality.

			Was I going to be cock-blocked by some twisted kind of mafiya logic? I rose, walking on my knees to the edge of the bed, loving how his brows-drawn gaze followed the sway of my breasts. “I want it to happen again. And I usually get what I want. If you’re not strong enough to resist me, then that’s on you.”

			He narrowed his eyes at the challenge, seeming not to realize that he’d stepped closer to me. And then again. “If you tempt me, I won’t be so gentle with you.”

			This had been gentle?

			When I shivered with eagerness, he made a blustering sound. “You said I confused you? You baffle me. Is it me that you think you want, or merely the pleasure you crave?”

			“I want the opportunity to find out.”

			“I believed that you would know better than this, that you had better instincts with men.”

			My eyes shot wide. “You didn’t just say that. My instincts are untouchable!”

			“Don’t you get it? Your father intends to give you the goddamn world; even if I wanted it, a man like me will never be in your future.” He turned toward the cabin door.

			Staring after him, I murmured, “How strange.”

			He paused at the threshold without turning around. As if he couldn’t help himself, he said, “What is strange?”

			I tilted my head. “That you think I won’t be deciding who gets to be in my future.”

			Shoulders bunched with tension, he slammed the door behind him.
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			“My alarm!” I shot upright in bed, knowing I was late for work, wondering why the hell my clock hadn’t gone off. “Late!”

			Rubbing my eyes, I gradually comprehended that I was on a plane, that all the events of last night weren’t a dream.

			What had happened in this bed wasn’t a dream.

			I turned toward the door, found Sevastyan hanging up garment bags, a suitcase at his feet. “Relax, Natalie. You no longer have those worries.”

			Whereas I was naked, wearing nothing but a sheet over my lap and my wildly curling hair over my breasts, he was clad in an immaculate three-piece gray suit and a long coat. It fit his broad shoulders flawlessly.

			I blurted out, “You look incredible.” Like a billion bucks, like the dream man who’d rocked my world. No, he’d knocked it off its axis. It was as if I’d thought pleasure was only rated on a scale of one to ten, and then this guy had seductively whispered, “Didn’t you know? The upper end is infinity.”

			And then this guy, let’s just call him Sevastyan, had demonstrated. Surely that deserved an encore?

			At my compliment, his high cheekbones grew tinged with color, but he said nothing.

			Roll with it, Nat. “Hey, we’ve landed? I can’t believe I slept through it.” I frowned to see that the curtains were closed.

			Had he come back in here after I’d fallen asleep again and drawn them for me? Awww.

			“How much did I miss?” I’d slept like the dead—how long had I been out, anyway?—and now felt rested for the first time in weeks. A quick inventory of my body told me I was sore, but in all the right places.

			“It’s overcast, so you wouldn’t have seen much.”

			When I leaned over to peek out the window, he glanced away sharply.

			Outside, the skies were gray, the airport of no particular note. A limo was parked, cool and indifferent, on the tarmac near the jet. It looked like a car the British monarchy might favor.

			“There are clothes here for you,” Sevastyan said. “Everything should fit.”

			I gave him a saccharine smile. “Because you broke into my house and took down my sizes?”

			He narrowed his eyes. “And then I personally confirmed your measurements.” With that, he left me.

			Oh, did you ever, I thought as I dashed into the shower. Minutes later, I returned to find steaming coffee and warm pastries left for me. I sipped the coffee . . . loaded with sugar and soy milk. Just as I took it, which he would know because he’d invaded my privacy.

			Ignoring my irritation, I tore into the garment bags and suitcase. Jess would’ve had a clothesgasm over the selections. Even I appreciated the designer sweaters and slacks, the boots of soft, soft leather.

			And the lingerie? The stylish bras and panties weren’t overtly sexual—despite their see-through lace and coy ribbons—but farm girls in Nebraska just didn’t wear stuff like this.

			I wasn’t in Nebraska.

			So I shuffled through the undergarments, donning a matching pair in peach silk. I pulled on a form-fitting jade-green sweater of the finest cashmere I’d ever felt and a pair of black ponte pants. Normally I would’ve balked at the clinging material, but the sweater hit me almost at midthigh, so I wouldn’t be flaunting anything. Flirty ankle boots molded to my feet, completing the outfit.

			I checked myself in the mirror, surprised by the color in my cheeks. My eyes looked clear, the green more vivid. I appeared . . . well-loved.

			Almost dewy-eyed.

			If one session with Sevastyan affected me like this, I couldn’t imagine what sex with him would do to me. One way to find out.

			I packed the remaining clothes, then awkwardly rolled/carried the suitcase from the suite. If I’d expected Sevastyan to compliment me on my outfit, I was mistaken.

			“You don’t carry bags,” he snapped. Once I’d dropped the suitcase like it was hot, he squired me to the exit.

			At the head of the plane’s stairs, I paused to inhale a deep breath, wanting to smell the country; all I smelled was jet fuel, and it was freezing here.

			Anticipating my needs, Sevastyan said, “Here, I have a coat for you.”

			Fur, full-length. Decadent sable. “Oh, I don’t do fur,” I said firmly, even as I petted the silky expanse.

			“In Russia, you do.” I was opening my mouth to argue when he said, “It was your grandmother’s. It’s been altered for you.”

			My grandmother had worn this? Argument quashed. I slipped it on, not even surprised that it fit perfectly. As we descended the stairs, warmth enveloped me. “Why would Kovalev give me something like this?” He didn’t even know me.

			“Who else should this coat go to, if not the owner’s only granddaughter?”

			When he put it like that . . .

			Down on the ground, a nondescript driver opened a door for me, but Sevastyan was the one who assisted me into the backseat.

			Inside, a privacy screen separated us from the front. The tinted windows were so thick, I figured they had to be bulletproof. Sevastyan sat across from me—as far away as possible. As we pulled out of the airport, he refused to look at me, just kept his gaze focused out the window.

			“So where is Kovalev’s place?”

			“Outside of the city, on the Moskva River. Around an hour away.”

			We were going to be trapped in this car together for an hour? With him in that mouthwatering GQ suit?

			When we turned onto a larger road, I pried my gaze from him, longing to experience this new country. I glued my forehead to the window to see the sights, but all we passed were warehouses that could’ve just as easily been in America. Only the Cyrillic lettering differentiated them. “Will we drive through Moscow?”

			“Not today.”

			“I’m not going to see the city?”

			“Nyet, Natalie.” Hard no.

			In a defeated tone, I said, “Not a single onion dome?” I’d always loved viewing pictures of those quintessential Russian domes, so brightly colored and bold—even before I’d seen the two tattooed on his bicep.

			“Perhaps you will,” he said in an enigmatic tone.

			Silence reigned; industrial parks dominated for mile after mile. The ride was a special kind of hell. “It’s warm. Can I crack the window?”

			“Out of the question,” he snapped.

			I crossed my arms over my chest. If I’d had a flower in hand, I would have plucked its petals: he wants me; he wants me not. Last night I’d been convinced he desired more with me. Today, not so much. “I want to talk to you about what happened on the plane.”

			With a glance at the privacy screen, he lowered his voice to say, “We agreed to put that behind us.” He sounded like he was trying to convince himself.

			“No, we did not agree. You suggested it, and I vetoed. Besides, you’re still thinking about it too.”

			“Why would you believe that?” he asked, his voice husky.

			“Because you’ve been shifting in your seat, and you’ve kept your coat buttoned in this warm car. I’ll bet you’re hard behind that material.”

			He didn’t deny it.

			“You’ve got to be thinking about it, because I can’t stop.”

			“Try,” he said dismissively, turning away from me once more.

			“It’s difficult when my every movement reminds me of what we did.” Because of this delicious, new, secret soreness. I admitted, “My ass feels like I’ve been horseback riding for the last two days.” And I wouldn’t trade the experience, or the twinges, for the world.

			Gazing out the window, he languidly curled his lips, his expression the epitome of masculine satisfaction.

			Oh, that breathtaking grin. Heart. Beat. Skipped. Was that manly pride on display because I was still feeling his corrections? His face was always so unreadable; he must truly relish what he’d done to me.

			If he felt a fraction of the attraction that I did for him, then how was he denying himself a repeat? Maybe he routinely experienced that kind of pleasure with others. The idea made me seethe. “I guess you do things like that all the time with tons of different women? I suppose I’m one of many.”

			“You’re not like the women I’ve been with.”

			He’d said as much to me last night. Day and night. “How so?”

			Nothing.

			“Tell me.”

			He shrugged. End of discussion.

			Fine. “I need to talk to you about logistics. Now that we’ve sorted out my clothing selection—”

			“It’s not sorted. That was merely to get you through the day. An extensive new wardrobe will be provided for you.”

			When he said things like that, I wished I was more interested in fashion. And, well, money.

			“Am I going to get a phone? I need to call my professors.”

			“I’ve e-mailed all of them, explaining that you had a family emergency and must travel. Duration unknown.”

			“You wouldn’t!”

			He raised his black brows. Wouldn’t I?

			He’d basically unenrolled me. Even though I’d already planned to arrange for incompletes, this high-handedness rankled.

			“You’ve always been responsible with your department,” he pointed out. “It would be unusual for you to disappear without a word.”

			“They won’t buy it.”

			“They will when the e-mail came from your address.”

			“That’s what you were doing while I was in the bath! I heard you come in earlier last night.”

			No denial.

			So he’d been at my computer, steering my entire life, when he’d heard my whimper, deciding to check that out as well? Did he have no boundaries?

			God, so much had happened since then. It felt like weeks ago that I’d been at that bar with my friends, probably because my life had changed more drastically in twenty-four hours than it had in the last six years—since my dad had died and I’d realized how short and precious life was. Since I’d started my quest.

			My nervousness about this entire situation returned full-force. “Okay, what about my living arrangement? Where will I stay? And how long are we looking at?”

			Sevastyan cast me a puzzled glance. “You will live with Kovalev at his home. Once it’s safer, you’ll come and go as you please.”

			“I’m supposed to live with someone I don’t know?” I hadn’t even had an opportunity to Google Kovalev.

			“It’s not as if you’ll step on each other’s toes there,” Sevastyan said. “You’ll stay encamped at his estate until the threat has been eliminated. Unless you decide to make your home there once the danger passes.”

			Voluntarily reside with a stranger? At the dingy Soviet compound? “But how long will it take for the danger to pass? A couple of weeks? A couple of months?”

			“This is your life for the foreseeable future.”

			My lips parted. My fall vacay had just gotten extended—all because of a father I’d never met. “Tell me what Kovalev’s really like.”

			One corner of Sevastyan’s lips might’ve lifted. “He’s nothing like you’re expecting him to be.” A little thawing from the Siberian?

			“You genuinely like him. It’s more than just, um, organizational loyalty.”

			He nodded. “Kovalev’s the best man I’ve ever known. I respect him more than anyone.”

			“How did you meet him?”

			“In St. Petersburg. By chance,” Sevastyan said, with a twist of his thumb ring.

			“Ah, that explains everything.” Closemouthed Russian.

			“Ask Kovalev for the story, if you like.”

			Maybe I would. “So what will I be expected to do all day, now that you’ve unenrolled and unemployed me?” Already I had much more energy than I was used to. “It’s going to be difficult to go from hard work to hard leisure.”

			“You’ll get to know your father. You’ll enjoy the amenities at Berezka.”

			“Little birch? Is that the name of his compound?”

			“Da.” 

			We fell silent. The landscape grew wilder, with more trees and larger properties. We passed gate after gate, each more elaborate than the last.

			My nerves were getting the best of me. I fussed with my new coat. A fur one. My grandmother’s.

			What if I said something stupid or ticked Kovalev off? I didn’t often put my foot in my mouth, but when I did, I tended to go big in that department as well.

			What if the man wasn’t even convinced that I was his daughter and this was some kind of test? I only had Sevastyan’s word on everything. Shit. How much could I really trust him—

			“Natalie, rest easy.” He leaned forward and took my hands. “He’s a good man.”

			Right when I’d decided Sevastyan was a dick, he had to go and be all understanding. A raw moment of insecurity from me. A raw moment of sympathy from him.

			Then he frowned. “Your hands are cold.” As I stared down, he took both of mine between his own. To warm them.

			Just as I’d imagined my future, faceless guy would.

			I blinked up at him. Had that only been last night?

			“Weren’t there gloves for you?”

			“I didn’t have a chance to look through everything.”

			“Don’t be nervous.” With utter confidence, he said, “You will take it all in stride.”

			“How do you know?”

			“Because you have everything else.” The car decelerated; he dropped my hands, clearing his throat to say, “We’re here.”
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			Guard dogs and machine guns. Why was I even surprised?

			At the beginning of the driveway, a pair of two-story white stone towers formed an arc over ornate iron gates. Uniformed men were poised in front of the structure, weapons at the ready, dogs snarling.

			Our driver rolled down the window and spoke to a guard, who seemed to be trying to get a look at me. I supposed they must be curious about Kovalev’s long-lost daughter.

			A motor whirred as the gates opened. When they closed behind us, Sevastyan relaxed a degree, just as he had once we’d gotten into the air. His expression grew a shade less grim.

			“Well.” I exhaled a surprised breath. “That was different.”

			“The security has been increased for your presence. Kovalev will take no chances. But you shouldn’t be frightened. We won’t let anything happen to you.”

			“I’m not frightened, I’ve just never been out of the Corn Belt before. And now this . . .”

			“I know, pet.” I caught his glance at my lap, where I was twining my fingers together, and thought he had the impulse to hold my hands again. But he didn’t.

			The drive meandered through what looked like a park, with hill after hill of golf course–quality lawn. The sun began to break through lowering clouds.

			I wanted to pay attention to everything, to memorize my first experience here, but again I was distracted by Sevastyan.

			As we crossed a charming wooden bridge, I noticed he was analyzing me. Determining my reaction to this place?

			The trees grew more numerous, dense forests changing colors with the fall. The leaves on the birches and other hardwoods were a riot of burnished orange, russet, and gold—gold like Sevastyan’s eyes.

			When we neared a colossal structure beside a lake, I cried, “Is that it?” The walls and columns were ivory, the tiled roof topped with three copper domes, green with patina. “Domes! Oh, it’s gorgeous!” No dingy, Soviet-era monolith here. The lake was so glassy, the building cast a surreal reflection. I was in love, ready to declare myself home—

			“That’s the lake folly.” At my raised brows, Sevastyan added, “A quaint place for guests to take tea.”

			“Oh.” Onward we drove.

			We passed a stable that must have had fifty stalls. “How many horses are there?”

			“Dozens. Kovalev loves animals.”

			White tigers, anyone? Maybe he’d have caged Russian bears.

			As we rounded a curve, a mansion came into view. No, not a mansion—a palace.

			Jaw drop.

			“That is it,” Sevastyan said.

			From a main three-story building, two wings stretched beyond my line of sight. It was the size of a freaking state building, but with so much more charm. I realized that the lakeside folly was a miniature of the mansion. The late afternoon sun gleamed off more copper domes. “I . . . this . . .”

			“It’s a former tsar’s residence,” Sevastyan said. “Twenty years ago, it was in bad shape, about to be renovated as a museum and Russian landmark. Kovalev bought it instead and painstakingly restored it.”

			“So it’s historical.” My heart was racing. “You didn’t tell me I’d be staying in . . . in history.”

			The limo parked in front, near a line of high-end cars of all makes and models. Before the driver could reach my door, I scrambled out, Sevastyan following. I craned my head up. “Spectacular,” I eventually managed.

			He gave me a satisfied nod. “Horosho, to.” Good, then. “I’m glad.”

			“This must be Natalie Kovaleva!” A young man about my age strolled out of the grand copper doors. When the sun hit his face, my lips parted. He was . . . stunning. His dark blond hair was rakishly cut, his features a study in symmetry. His vivid gray eyes were devilish and alight with intellect.

			I’d just recovered speech after the sight of this estate. Now my brain was overloaded again.

			“That’s Filip Liukin,” Sevastyan said in a tone rife with disapproval.

			If Sevastyan was ruggedly hot and sex on a stick, this Filip was blindingly beautiful. While I was trying to form words, Sevastyan grated, “He’s your cousin.”

			Awkward.

			Filip was quick to point out: “Distant, far removed, and all that.” His accent sounded British. He flashed me an easy grin, all dimples and flawless teeth.

			Filip reached out as if to clap Sevastyan on the shoulder. “Welcome back, bratan!”

			The look on Sevastyan’s face deterred Filip from touching him. “Do not ever call me brother.”

			Whoa. Sevastyan acted as if Filip had just sliced an exposed nerve.

			“You got it,” Filip said easily, unperturbed. “Welcome back, all the same. I know you’re glad to be relieved of this lengthy job.”

			Did everyone think I’d been merely work to Sevastyan? An onerous task that took him from home for a month? I hadn’t been, right? Maybe I was misremembering his response to me. As icy as he’d been on and off today, I had to wonder. . . .

			Filip opened his arms. “Come, Cuz, give us a hug.”

			Still stung to think of myself as a task, I let Filip embrace me. As I drew back, I glanced over at Sevastyan, saw that his jaw was clenched, that muscle ticking. He wasn’t liking this whatsoever, as if he was jealous.

			Attention fully on Filip—not a chore—I asked, “Do you live here?”

			“I might as well,” he said, adding in a flirtatious tone, “And with you here at Berezka, I plan to stick around. No one told me you were gorgeous.”

			My manalyzer sense began tingling, but I couldn’t read it, for good or ill. If I felt a touch of unease, my opinion had probably been tainted by Sevastyan’s reaction to him. I changed the subject. “Your English is so perfect.” Sevastyan’s was flawless as well, but unlike Filip, he’d retained his thick accent. “Did you grow up outside of Russia?”

			“I was educated at Oxford, got my MBA there. Now I’ve returned.” In an affectionate tone, he said, “I’m trying to update your old man’s operation, dragging it into this century.” At the front doors, he offered his arm. “Shall we?”

			Was I being passed off, just like that? From Sevastyan to Filip? I’d been so excited before. Now I was out of sorts. Still, I eked out a smile. “I suppose so.”

			“I’ll take her inside.” Sevastyan’s hand covered my shoulder in a possessive grip, sending pleasure through me. I wanted to sag against him.

			Filip’s smile barely faded. “I’ve got this. I’m sure you’re tired from your stakeout.”

			Sevastyan didn’t say anything more, didn’t have to. One dark glance and Filip backed down.

			“Easy on the trigger, Siberian.” He chuckled good-naturedly. “I have something to take care of anyway. See you tonight, Cuz.” He strode off toward that line of parked cars.

			Sevastyan called, “Where’s your own car?”

			Without slowing, Filip called back, “In the shop.”

			I stared after the guy, because it was difficult to pry my eyes from him. Like watching a retreating comet.

			When I turned back, Sevastyan looked like he was grinding his teeth. “Be wary of him. Appearances can be deceiving.”

			“If I didn’t know better, I’d think you’re jealous.”

			“That is not at issue,” he said, spinning his thumb ring. “Come.” He waved me across the threshold.

			Inside, I gasped at the opulence. A grand staircase curved gracefully up from an immense foyer. Marble gleamed beneath our feet. Alcoves housed delicate statuary, and oil landscapes adorned the walls. Instead of the garish mishmash I’d anticipated, everything was refined and tasteful.

			When we shed our coats, handing them to a uniformed servant, I felt like I’d lost a layer of comfort. Past the foyer, Sevastyan steered me into a long gallery. At the end were two solid wood doors. We paused just outside them. “Here’s his office.”

			I faced the doors, filled with apprehension. Up until this moment, the idea of meeting my biological parents had been a distant dream, a farfetched hope. I smoothed my hair, then adjusted my sweater.

			“Come. You will genuinely like him, Natalie.” Sevastyan’s strength seemed to permeate into me.

			In a small voice, I asked, “Will he like me?”

			He reached for the doors. Staring straight ahead, he muttered, “On tebya polyubit.”

			He will love you.
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			All my Godfather-ish expectations of gloomy, dark wood paneling and clouds of cigar smoke vanished; Kovalev’s study was light and airy. Numerous picture windows welcomed the fall sun.

			Along most of the walls, a multitude of antique clocks ticked along happily. Others in various stages of repair covered a workbench.

			Kovalev was literally a clockmaker? I felt silly for my comments on the plane, hoped Sevastyan wouldn’t recall them.

			I gazed to the right, finding the man himself on the phone. Pavel Kovalev was so not what I was expecting. He had black hair with gray at the sides, ruddy cheeks, and a slim build. No tracksuit—he wore a crisp navy sport coat with a blue button-down that highlighted his twinkling eyes. Zero gold chains.

			Kovalev, the Russian mafioso, looked less like a Godfather and more like . . . a thin, dapper Santa Claus. He couldn’t be further from my imaginings.

			“Natalie!” He hung up the phone at once. With his blue eyes lighting up, he rose to hurry over to me. He was about five foot eight, maybe sixty years old. His arms were spread wide—like his infectious grin.

			But for all that we shared DNA, he was a stranger to me. What should I call him? Mr. Kovalev? Father? Pops? I shuffled uncertainly, darting a glance at Sevastyan, who gave a brisk nod. His way of encouragement? In the end, I just said, “Hi.” Lame.

			Kovalev clasped my shoulders, leaning in to press a kiss on each of my cheeks. “You are the spitting image of my mother.” He waved toward a portrait of a smiling woman proudly hung on a paneled wall.

			I did look like her. My grandmother.

			“How was your trip?”

			Bewildering, eye-opening, occasionally wicked. “Unexpected?”

			He gave me a sheepish look. “I do apologize, my dear.” His English was as excellent—and accented—as Sevastyan’s. “I assume Aleksei filled you in on our current circumstances.” Directing a proud gaze at Sevastyan, Kovalev added, “Aleksei speaks for me.”

			I remembered that phrase. It was a simple way of saying that Kovalev trusted him so much that he knew Sevastyan would say exactly what he would in any situation.

			“Does he, then?” Was Sevastyan’s face a touch flushed? Thinking about his “indiscretion”?

			“Absolutely. He is a son to me, the only one I would trust to bring me my . . . daughter. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to say that enough.” When his eyes got a little misty, I feared I might be a goner for this mafiya Santa.

			“Sevastyan kept me safe,” I assured Kovalev. “And the flight was pleasantly uneventful.” Burn, Siberian.

			“Good, good. Are you hungry? Shall we have tea?”

			“Tea sounds great.”

			“I’ll leave you two,” Sevastyan said, all stiff and formal. “We need to speak afterward, Paxán.”

			Kovalev’s gray brows drew together and a look passed between them. But I couldn’t read it.

			“Of course, Son.”

			Sevastyan turned and strode back the way we had come.

			“He thinks the world of you,” I told Kovalev. “He said he’s been with you since he was young.”

			“Yes, I found him when he was just thirteen.”

			“Found?” How had Sevastyan been lost?

			Kovalev made a sound of assent, but didn’t elaborate. “Such a bright boy, and loyal above all things.”

			“What’d he call you as he left?”

			“Paxán? It’s slang for us, part Godfather, part old man. Believe it or not, it’s an affectionate term. Perhaps you could call me that as well, until we get to know one another. Just for now?”

			Until I called him Bátja? Dad? The hopefulness in his tone tugged at my heart. I smiled. “Okay, Paxán, just for now.”

			He motioned me toward a pair of elegant settees, taking the one across from me. On cue, more uniformed servants delivered a tea service and a multitiered silver platter. Salmon and cucumber tea sandwiches were arrayed on the top level. Caviar and blini filled the second; cheese, pears, and grapes the third. Scones and pastries were artfully arranged on the bottom level.

			As he poured, I filled my plate. The tea was a smoky, potent blend. Instead of sugar, he sweetened his cup with orange jam, so I followed suit. The combination was delectable.

			We chatted about the weather in Nebraska and in Russia, and his past visits to the States (work trips to destinations like Brighton Beach and Las Vegas). He was surprisingly easy to talk to.

			Then the conversation turned serious. “You must be wondering about your mother.”

			I nodded. “Sevastyan didn’t say much, preferring for you to tell me.”

			“Her name was Elena Andropov.” Kovalev’s demeanor changed. He looked years older, as if weighed down with regret. “From what I’ve been able to learn, she died shortly after you were born.”

			“Complications from the birth?” She’d died because of me?

			Kovalev quickly said, “You cannot blame yourself. Health care wasn’t what it should have been. The entire country was in turmoil in those years.”

			Had she ever even gotten to hold me? “I always thought she’d given me up.”

			“Never. Nor would I have. I knew nothing of this. We’d been . . . separated.”

			“Because of the Bratva code?” I asked.

			“Da. I had no idea. I would have defied the code, searching heaven and earth for such a daughter as you!”

			Though I thought I was pretty damned nifty, how could he feel so strongly? Just because I was his biologically? Or because of field reports from his enforcer? “You say that with such . . . surety. I know blood ties can be important to some people, but you can understand why I think other connections are important too.”

			“Of course! Yet I feel as if I already know you since Aleksei has spoken so highly of you. It’s very rare for him to give his approval, and never so wholeheartedly.”

			Highly? And wholeheartedly? “What has Sevastyan told you?” Would I live up to the hype?

			“He told me that you’re an honor student, with numerous academic awards and scholarships. He sent me copies of papers you’ve written for journals; we’ve read them all.”

			I suddenly wished I’d put a little more effort into them. And I couldn’t help but wonder what two gangsters would think about my subjects of discussion: depictions of women, gender, and homosexuality throughout history. Time enough to ask them, I supposed.

			“I also got to see pictures of you at county fairs when young and more recent videos of you singing karaoke with friends.”

			I’d forgotten Jess had uploaded that video, from back in my enthusiasm-trumps-lack-of-talent era. You told yourself that just last night, hussy. My cheeks heated, and I sipped tea to cover my consternation.

			In a wry tone, Kovalev said, “You come by your singing ability naturally.”

			The quip made me laugh into my cup. I was learning that he had the mischievous sense of humor that I enjoyed.

			“Sevastyan told me how you’ve gone to school full-time while holding down three jobs.” Expression gone grave, Kovalev said, “I know that you would often work so hard, you would stumble home in exhaustion.”

			I flushed uncomfortably. He made me sound like some Pollyanna Two-shoes. I’d had a goal, therefore I’d busted my ass to reach it. Simple. “To be fair, I might’ve just been drunk. ’Cause that’s entirely possible.”

			Kovalev went quiet. All I heard was the tick-tock of a thousand clocks. Then he threw back his head and laughed.

			He had a great laugh, giving himself over to it. I found myself joining in.

			Once we’d quieted down, he wiped his eyes, saying, “What a treasure you are, Natalie.”

			As I grinned in reply, I told him, “About the jobs, Paxán, I don’t want you to think my parents didn’t provide for me. They always have, but I didn’t want my mom to know about this.”

			“So to spare your adoptive parent pain, and to bring me great joy, you worked to the point of exhaustion. And you taught me an important lesson.”

			I raised my brows.

			“Power comes in different forms, no? A syndicate like mine has power. But so does a twenty-four-year-old with fire in her belly and steel in her backbone. You found me,” he added, repeating what Sevastyan had said last night.

			I guessed my efforts could be considered a big deal, but I just looked at the last six years as . . . life. “Speaking of your syndicate”—I took a deep breath—“how did you get, um, started?” We might as well get this out of the way.

			“Not by choice, that’s for certain! I wanted to be a master clockmaker.” He waved to indicate his collection. “Like my father before me, and his father before him.”

			I came from a line of clockmakers? Cool!

			“When I was a boy, my family had a shop in Moscow, affording us a comfortable living. Yet then these brigadiers—a vor’s henchmen—descended upon us, demanding money for protection from the gangs that ran rampant. The price to us was exorbitant. When we had no choice but to refuse, they made us pay in other ways.”

			“What happened?”

			His eyes went distant. “My father died that night. My mother survived for a few years before eventually succumbing to . . . damage done to her.”

			My stomach churned, and I almost retched up tea. Then an unfamiliar feeling came over me, a protectiveness for these people—and a quiet rage over what had been done to them. I knew the end of Kovalev’s story—he’d obviously vanquished that vor and succeeded—but I wanted to hear how he’d done it. Sparing no details.

			I wanted to relive his retribution. A startling idea. Maybe I was precisely where I belonged—in the middle of a turf war. “What did you do?”

			“I was only a teenager when they struck,” Kovalev said. “But guided by my mother, a fierce and proud woman, we avenged my father and outwitted that gang to stamp them out.”

			Yes, but . . . “How?”

			He exhaled, giving me a sad smile. “Let’s not speak of unpleasant things. Just know that we won the day. Yet not long after, a new gang arrived to demand money from us and all our neighbors and friends. My path became clear. I could allow a stream of jackals to prey upon us, or I could hire my own brigadiers to protect myself and our friends. Nearby businesses paid me what they could, and I expanded over and again.”

			In as even a tone as I could manage, I said, “I’m glad you defeated them, Paxán. I’m glad you avenged your parents.”

			Seeming to wake up, he said, “I have been worried that you wouldn’t be able to accept what I am.”

			“Do you want to know something weird? I’m more upset that I don’t get to hear how you defeated them than I am about what you do for a living.”

			He eyed me, saying in a softer tone, “What a treasure. . . .” Then he straightened, making his manner upbeat. “Let us talk of less troubling things, of the future. Tonight I’ve planned a banquet in your honor. You’ll meet everyone in our organization, all our brigadiers. And your cousin Filip as well.”

			“I ran into him on the way in.”

			Kovalev looked surprised. “Most young ladies find themselves more starstruck after first meeting him.”

			Maybe if I hadn’t already had eyes for Sevastyan.

			“Filip’s the son of my distant cousin and best friend, who died recently. The poor boy took it hard. Your being here is just what the lad needs. . . .”

			After that, the afternoon passed companionably. Kovalev and I came up with things we had in common: dislike of slapstick comedy, love of animals and heist movies. “They’re usually not accurate, though,” he commented, reminding me that I was talking to a crime boss.

			He told me stories about my mother—she’d loved to garden, loved plants; she would’ve been pleased to know I’d grown up on a farm. He challenged me to a game of chess in the morning and promised to teach me about clocks.

			When they all struck five, Kovalev said, “As much as I’m enjoying this, I should let you go, so you can have some time to get settled in before the banquet.”

			“Oh.” Banquet, schmanquet, I was greedy for more time with my father.

			In a confiding tone, he said, “I regret scheduling it, wish we could have a quieter dinner and carry on this conversation.” He was as reluctant for me to leave as I was. “Aleksei could join us.”

			A knock sounded. Speak of the devil.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			[image: 89202.jpg]

			“Perfect timing, Son,” Kovalev told him. “Will you see Natalie to her rooms?”

			“I thought you would want to.”

			“No, no, you two go on. I’ll see you tonight, dear.” He pressed a kiss to the top of my head, and it felt natural.

			As Sevastyan and I left the study, I couldn’t stop smiling. The Siberian had been right—I hadn’t known what I was talking about; Kovalev was wonderful.

			On our way up the grand staircase, Sevastyan finally spoke. “You enjoyed yourself.”

			“Just like you said, Paxán is great.” My prejudging of Kovalev had been off the mark to a laughable degree, and I’d been totally wrong about Sevastyan. Maybe it was time to take a hiatus from my manalyzing—which must be geographically limited.

			Sevastyan raised his brows. “You call Kovalev a term of affection?”

			“He asked me to,” I said defensively.

			“And you do, despite his occupation?”

			I sighed. “Sniping at me? You’ll have to do better than that. Besides, just as you said before, I understand things better now.” I held his gaze. “And I am so glad you forced me on that plane.” For more than one reason . . .

			I thought I saw his eyes growing heated, but he looked away, steering me along an art-lined hall. We must be heading down the other wing.

			When we stopped in front of a set of white double doors, he said, “This is your suite.” He opened them to reveal a huge sitting room, just as lavish as Paxán’s office, but more feminine.

			The décor was definitely intended for a chick. A really rich Russian chick. “It’s so lovely. But, um, where do I sleep?”

			With an exhalation, he started across the spacious area, leaving me to follow. We passed an adjoining study with a snazzy new Mac, then a media room with a wall-stretcher TV, before we reached the bedroom.

			Stepping inside, I muttered, “This—is—the—tits.”

			“Pardon?”

			“You’ve got to be shitting me.” I twirled in place, taking in the massive four-poster bed, the hand-painted armoire as big as an elevator, the draperies with silk tassels the size of my forearm. Underfoot, oriental rugs warmed more shining marble. Above, intricate carved molding was gilded with gold. Jade green—my favorite—was the accent color.

			“Paxán didn’t decorate this for me, did he?”

			“Of course. You’re his daughter. He took great pleasure trying to imagine what you would like.”

			“And you knew green is my favorite color.”

			He inclined his head.

			This reminder of his prying into my life didn’t grate as much as it had before. “At least some good came from your spying, huh?”

			Ignoring that, he said, “There are garments for you in the closets.”

			“Plural closets?”

			“Naturally.”

			“Oh. Who picked out the clothes?”

			“A stylist. She is on call for you, should you need anything else.”

			Near an extravagant display of welcome flowers, I saw a leather folio and several gift boxes. Inside the folio was a selection of credit cards and a list of phone numbers for Kovalev, the estate manager, the stables, my stylist, housekeeping, the kitchen. “Should I wait to open these presents with Paxán?”

			With a raised brow, Sevastyan said, “Something tells me there will be more to follow.”

			Inside the first box was a smartphone that looked like it’d been transported back from the future. I’d be able to call Jess with my proof of life a week early—and eventually my mom as well. Though what I would tell her about all this, I didn’t yet know.

			The other boxes—from stores like Cartier, Harry Winston, Mikimoto, and Buccellati—were all filled with dazzling jewelry: a triple-strand pearl choker, sapphire earrings, an emerald drop fringe necklace with a matching bracelet. That bracelet was so heavy and substantial, I could deflect bullets with it, à la Wonder Woman.

			Turning to Sevastyan, I joked, “There must be a million dollars’ worth of jewelry here.”

			When he held up his palms in a what’re-you-gonna-do? gesture, I cried, “Oh, my God. There is!” I inhaled a shaky breath. This situation was too wild—and overwhelming. I now lived in a palace. I truly was not going back to school tomorrow; instead I’d be playing chess with my billionaire father.

			This was my “new life” for the “foreseeable future.”

			I crossed to a set of balcony doors, opening them for fresh air. I drank in the sight as a mist began to fall over manicured gardens and landscaping lights came to life all across the property.

			When Sevastyan joined me at the balcony rail, that feeling of connection swept me up again. But he was all coolness toward me.

			“What’s that building?” I asked him, indicating a two-story manor catty-corner to this wing. As with the lake folly, its colors and architecture complemented this palace. There was a sleek black Mercedes in the drive, much like the one he’d rented in Lincoln.

			“My home,” he said shortly.

			“You live on the property?”

			“Da. Though I have an apartment in Moscow,” he said in a pointed tone, no doubt referring to my comment about searching his place—and doing other things. Such as watching him masturbate.

			I swallowed, peering up at him, filled with questions about the man. What was he thinking at this moment? How’d he get that sexy scar down his lips? Who’d broken his nose?

			Had anyone ever kissed that slightly askew bridge for him? “You must have missed this place while slumming in Lincoln.”

			Shrug. “I return downstairs now.”

			I followed him back inside. “What do you need to talk to Paxán about so urgently?”

			Over his shoulder, he said, “I do have private concerns with him, Natalie.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “You’re going to tell him about us, aren’t you?”

			He swung his head around at me. “There is no us,” he said with such vehemence that I almost flinched.

			“You know what I mean.”

			“I’m going to admit that I behaved inappropriately with you. I owe him that.”

			I had a great feeling about Kovalev, but the truth was that I didn’t know him well. What type of punishment would an infraction like this bring? “How mad will he be?” I couldn’t picture Kovalev losing his cool, but then I also couldn’t picture him blackmailing politicians.

			“At you? Not at all. As for me, he can’t be more angry than I am at myself.”

			Sevastyan was starting to piss me off. I strode up to him. “Look, I just got here, and everything is wonderful with Paxán. Why rock the boat when you and I barely did anything? I held off on despoiling you. You were relatively safe from my clutches.”

			Stony gaze.

			“Please, I’m asking you not to make a big deal out of something so trivial.”

			“Trivial?” He closed the slight distance between us until we stood toe-to-toe. “Maybe for two experienced adults. But you’re hardly experienced, are you?” His breaths quickened along with mine. Tension sparked the air around us. Oh, God, his intoxicating scent hit me just as I recalled his fierce virgin-or-not promise and his admission: What was supposed to sate my appetite has only whetted it.

			Chin raised, I bowed up to him until a sheet of paper wouldn’t have fit between us. “Just because I haven’t had sex doesn’t mean I was a nun.”

			He cocked his head to the side, gaze flicking over my face, like he was trying to read me and coming up empty. I knew the feeling.

			“And if my virginity is such a sticking point with you,” I said, “that’s an easy fix.”

			His fists clenched. “You mean with another man?”

			That show of jealousy thrilled me, so I reminded him, “You could have done it.” When I’d been wet and ready for him. Curiosity about how he would relieve me of my virginity seized me; I could only imagine what kinds of tricks this man had in his bag. A long exhalation escaped my lips, and I found myself saying, “You still could.”

			He took a step back, as if what I had might be catching. “Perhaps I want to tell Paxán so it doesn’t happen again.”

			“You’re that certain you don’t want it to?”

			“Yes,” he said, but he’d started twirling that thumb ring. Maybe that tell also indicated when he was lying?

			“Was I just a job to you, Sevastyan?”

			He gazed to the right of me as he answered, “That’s all you can be.”

			“Do you wish you’d never been sent to America for me?”

			He faced me fully. “Every second of the day,” he said, no longer touching his ring.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14
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			Buzzzzzzzz. 

			My suite had a doorbell? As I hastened to the doors, which were a haul from my bedroom, I wondered if Sevastyan had come to get me. Though I’d been hurt at first by his parting words, I’d assured myself that he was trying to be a good enforcer, walking away from the taboo woman.

			Spirits buoyed, I’d investigated my suite, getting ready for tonight. After taking a bath in a tub larger than most family pools, I’d gamely explored all the clothes, shoes, handbags, and cosmetics.

			Though the lingerie on the plane hadn’t been over-the-top sexy, the selection in my new wardrobe ran the gamut. I’d gone for daring—thigh-highs, a black silk thong, and matching demi-cup bra—just in case Sevastyan apologized for being a dick and admitted taboo was just his speed (a girl can dream!).

			For the banquet, I’d decided to err on the side of dressy, selecting a formfitting wrap dress in royal-blue silk. The color made my eyes look more aqua than green. 

			I’d pulled my hair up, the better to show off my pounded-gold choker and chandelier earrings. Though I wasn’t a makeup buff, I’d even opted for mascara and lip gloss.

			At the door, I smoothed my dress, then opened up. “Filip?”

			“I thought I’d escort you to the feast.” He was dressed in the latest style, drainpipe pants and a slim-fit jacket. With his tie a little loose, his look said: Ivy Leaguer who started the party early. “You look ravishing, Cuz.” He took my hand and kissed it.

			If Sevastyan had done the same, I would’ve jumped like the man had live wires attached to his skin. But with Filip there was none of that spark. “Thanks, Filip.”

			Out in the hall, he offered his arm. “Were you disappointed to see me at the door?”

			“What? No,” I lied.

			“I’m afraid our grim friend Sevastyan declined to come get you.”

			“Did he, then?” Burn.

			It made sense, though. The man wished he’d never met me; why wouldn’t he avoid me? How quick he’d been to tell me, “There is no us.”

			Filip frowned down at me. “I’ve never seen him so put off by a pretty girl before. But all things considered, I suppose we shouldn’t blame him.”

			“All things considered? What do you mean?” My black heels sank into the plush rug as we made our way down the hallway to the staircase.

			“He was the boss’s main heir before you came along.”

			I shrugged noncommittally, though I knew this wasn’t the cause of Sevastyan’s chilliness. Manalyzing again, Nat?

			The truth was that I didn’t know anything about him.

			Filip continued, “Now Kovalev has taken such a shine to you, he called for his lawyers today to change his will. As of an hour ago, you’re officially a billion-heiress.”

			“How do you know that?” We reached the stairs, descending.

			He grinned. “I have ways, Cuz.”

			Why the rush to change his will? “I never asked for that. I don’t want any of Kovalev’s money.” Just thinking about having to deal with that kind of wealth, and the accompanying responsibility, made my necklace feel tight around my throat.

			I liked the simple life; people with that kind of money didn’t lead simple lives. “And I have no intention of horning in on Sevastyan’s inheritance.”

			“Natalie, I never meant to imply that.” He looked mortified, as if I’d pantsed him. “I’m so sorry if I offended.”

			“Oh, Filip, I’m just being overly sensitive.” I confided to him, “The money actually freaks me out.”

			“That’s a good problem to have, no? Don’t fret, you’ll get everything worked out with Kovalev. He’s a considerate man, a big softy at heart. He’ll do whatever it takes to make you comfortable here.”

			“I’m sure you’re right.” Wanting to change the subject, I said, “You and Sevastyan don’t seem to get along.”

			Filip gave me a you-have-no-idea expression. “He’s like a vicious guard dog around Uncle Kov, not surprising since the man plucked Sevastyan off the streets.”

			That was where Kovalev had found him? The idea of Sevastyan living on the streets as a boy broke my heart. No wonder I couldn’t get a sense of him. Sevastyan was a blend of street and privilege.

			“He doesn’t like anyone near Kovalev but himself.” With a charming quirk of his brow, Filip said, “I’d probably admire the trait more if he didn’t use it against me.” When we reached the main floor, Filip steered me down an airy foyer.

			“And why doesn’t Sevastyan like you?”

			“He resents my education. He never had formal schooling, you know. He hates any reminder of that. Chip on his shoulder the size of Siberia.”

			What must Sevastyan think about my advanced degree? Had he felt even a twinge of guilt when he’d unenrolled me?

			“Just be careful around him, Cuz.”

			The same advice Sevastyan had given me about Filip. “Why?”

			He gazed away. “The man’s got some . . . serious issues.”

			“Tell me.”

			In a lower voice, Filip said, “He’s been to prison and seems proud of it. He’s got these two dome tattoos on his arm, which is mafiya code for doing two stints. One of those times was in a bloody Siberian prison camp. It does things to a man.”

			I was speechless. I’d seen those markings on his arm and had had no idea what they signified.

			Yet knowing more about Sevastyan’s checkered past didn’t diminish my attraction for him. In fact, Filip’s revelation had just given Sevastyan layers, making me want to peel them away one by one. Once I returned to my suite tonight, I’d fire up that Mac and learn more about the tattoos. Hell, about this entire new world.

			“And don’t even get me started on his bizarre relationship with alcohol.”

			“What do you mean?” I asked, though I’d already seen evidence of this. Last night, Sevastyan had consumed a drink, but only after abstaining from it again and again.

			“Just watch him tonight. You’ll see. But enough about him. Look, if you need anything, you come to me.” Filip patted my hand on his arm. “You’re Kovalev’s daughter, and I owe that man my life.”

			“You do?”

			He nodded. “I was in a bad place six months ago when my dad died suddenly. Uncle Kov gave me a lifeline.”

			“I’m sorry for your loss, and I really appreciate your offer.”

			I heard laughter and voices drifting from the room at the end of the foyer. I was eager to join the others, but just outside the doors, Filip stopped me.

			“I’m so glad you’re here, Natalie. It’s nice to have someone else around who’s Westernized. And who doesn’t hold it against me that I’ve never been to prison!” He laid his hands on my shoulders and smiled down at me, a move that would make most women proffer their panties. “Kovalev has to go into the city tomorrow afternoon. Let me show you around the place—”

			Before I could pull away, the doors opened, revealing the Siberian on the other side. My heart leapt—had he been coming for me?

			He stopped in his tracks, expression growing lethal. What’d I do now? Then I realized it looked like Filip and I had been about to . . . kiss. I swung my head around to take in the immense dining room and the other guests already inside. About thirty brigadiers.

			And all their eyes were on Filip and me, every conversation stalled.

			I guessed it was pretty bad when dozens of Russian gangsters got scandalized by one’s behavior. But I hadn’t done anything.

			At least, not with Filip.

			When Sevastyan’s fists balled, I marched away from both men. Squaring my shoulders, chin lifted, I made my way to Kovalev, my heels sounding abnormally loud in the silent hall.

			He was standing at the head of a lengthy table that was covered with dazzling candles, china, and silver. He glanced uncertainly from me to Filip, so I gave him a ready smile. “This is incredible, Paxán. Thank you.” My guiltless demeanor seemed to defuse the situation; conversations resumed.

			When Kovalev pulled out the chair to his right for me, he said under his breath, “Anything amiss?”

			I murmured back, “Not at all.”

			Filip followed, taking a seat beside me. With a laugh, he muttered, “That was awkward, huh?”

			When Sevastyan returned to the table and took the seat opposite me, his face was his usual unreadable mask, but that muscle in his jaw was twitching.

			Kovalev introduced me to the rest of our dinner companions, more than two dozen men in their twenties and thirties—Yuri, Boris, Kirill, Gleb, then I started losing track. They were a rough-looking lot, but they all appeared to hero-worship Kovalev. Only two other women were seated, Olga and Inya, long-term girlfriends of a couple of the brigadiers.

			After introductions, what seemed like an army of servers began conveying platters, while others poured vodka into glittering crystal glasses. Though I wasn’t used to being on this end of service, I forced myself to relax.

			“A toast,” Kovalev called, drink in hand. “To my lovely daughter. Who found me against all odds, who toiled and fought to get what she wanted.”

			Filip called, “The apple didn’t fall far from the tree.”

			When the dinner guests raised their glasses of vodka, I did the same, then brought it to my lips to sip—

			Everyone shot theirs, then turned to me. I recalled it was considered rude to put a glass with alcohol back on the table. With a shrug, I downed mine too, and cheers broke out. I couldn’t help but grin, glancing at Sevastyan, who simply stared at me.

			I could’ve sworn he’d been jealous of Filip earlier, but if he gave a damn, then why hadn’t he bothered to come get me from my room in the first place?

			In any case, I refused to let him ruin this for me. Here I was at an authentic Russian banquet, drinking vodka with my father’s extended . . . clan. I was in the land of my birth, ensconced in a former tsar’s home.

			I gazed up, marveling at the frescoes above us. This absolutely looked like the dining room of a tsar. I realized I’d never felt history like this. Which took some of the sting out of my involuntary withdrawal from school.

			Tonight, my good mood was bulletproof.

			Another toast followed: “Za vas, Natalya Kovaleva!” To you. This time I got my shot down in time with the table. I savored the burn, pleasantly warmed.

			When a zakuska—a spread of miscellaneous appetizers—was served, Filip leaned over. “This is called a za-kus-ka.”

			Sevastyan said, “Natalie studied Russian—I’m sure she knows what it is.”

			I cast him a quick look of appreciation. Having every dish explained to me would’ve gotten old.

			Filip’s affable mien never faded, even as he said, “It’s merely etiquette, Sevastyan. To be welcoming to a guest—escorting her from her room and such.”

			Thanks for reminding me.

			The two men stared each other down. The tense moment was broken by another serving: oysters topped with plentiful caviar from the Volga Delta. Then a fish course followed.

			I took a bite of heavenly baked sole, making a sound of bliss; Sevastyan’s eyes were on me.

			I shot another glass of vodka; his eyes were on me.

			I listened to a story Filip seemed determine to whisper to me; Sevastyan clenched a fist beside his plate. He could assure me that there was no us all he wanted to, but . . .

			Actions speak louder than words, Siberian. And his focus on me was warming me as much as the vodka.

			When servers brought yet another dish, Kovalev announced, “In honor of Natalie’s home of Nebraska.”

			It was corn soufflé! I grinned at him. “I love it.” I was beginning to sound crazy tipsy.

			Then I felt Sevastyan’s dark gaze on me yet again. Was he remembering the cornfield? Pinning me in the dirt? Meeting his eyes, I downed another shot.

			Kovalev turned to Sevastyan. “You’re not eating, Aleksei?”

			He straightened. “Perhaps I’m feeling the trip.”

			Filip quipped, “Or your age.”

			With his quiet intensity, Sevastyan said, “I hold my own.”

			In a merry tone, Kovalev said, “There now, lads.” He turned to me. “I think our clever Filip sometimes forgets Aleksei was a bare-knuckle prizefighter for many years.”

			I raised my brows. When I’d first seen Sevastyan, I’d guessed he was a fighter. That would explain the scars on his fingers, his broken nose. I recalled the many times I’d seen Sevastyan ball his fists. For a fighter, that must be the default factory setting.

			When I thought of all the men who’d struck that noble face of his, I wanted to touch him, to smooth my fingers over his skin. I was trying to imagine him in the ring, dealing pain, when another course appeared.

			Dessert. There were baked apples, fruit pastels—a kind of Russian Turkish delight—and sirniki, a cheese pancake with a side of honey for dipping. As soon as my first pastel touched my tongue, I rolled my eyes with bliss.

			After dessert, drinks reigned and laughter grew boisterous. It was bad etiquette not to finish an opened bottle of vodka, so everyone politely pounded shot after shot—well, everyone except for Sevastyan. After the toasts, his glass went untouched.

			Paxán recounted hilarious tales of his attempts at leisure. Sailing? The boat was now an artificial reef. Breeding horses? He’d find that wily escaped stallion one of these days.

			I laughed until my eyes watered, admitting that I’d thought he would have white tigers and a bear—and a diamond-encrusted toilet, which made Kovalev double over.

			The guy named Gleb taught me a Russian tongue twister. Everyone laughed at my buzzed rendition, but I was a good goddamned sport, so I feigned a quick curtsy. I saw that even Sevastyan’s customary scowl had changed to a look of something like fascination, as if I were a creature he’d never seen in the wild before.

			Every time I grew convinced I couldn’t break through his icy reserve again, he’d show hints of the man beneath the enforcer façade. . . .

			I wished I could freeze time—couldn’t remember when I’d last had such a fun night—but before I knew it, a grandfather clock struck midnight.

			Paxán stood. “Well, my friends and family”—he smiled at me and Sevastyan—“you’ll have to excuse me.”

			A chorus of “One more drink!” rang out.

			He shook his head. “Take pity on an old man! And continue—that’s an order.” Sevastyan and I rose at the same time, both intending to walk Paxán out.

			“Sit, sit, you two. Enjoy yourselves. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			As I watched Paxán strolling away, I didn’t want to let him out of my sight. I had the feeling that he might disappear. But then Sevastyan gave me a reassuring look, as if he understood what I was feeling. It helped.

			After that, drinks continued to flow. The hour grew late, but I didn’t care because I didn’t have work tomorrow, didn’t have to deal with first-year students spinning tales about why their papers were late.

			My only complaint? I wanted Sevastyan to talk to me, to flirt with me. To touch me. I desired more of what he’d shown me the night before.

			I wanted sex with him.

			Craved it.

			I’d been reminded of how relentless I could be; maybe I should pursue him relentlessly?

			To my right, Filip and some brigadiers got into a heated debate about the fastest sports car—which gave me an opportunity for mischief. I was intoxicated enough that the idea of teasing Sevastyan seemed brilliant.

			Though he’d warned me that he didn’t like surprises, I slipped off one heel, then stretched my hosed foot toward his legs. I made contact with his inner thigh, right above his knee. He tensed, but didn’t give me away, just cast me that menacing look.

			Was it a good idea to play with an enforcer like him? Vodka said, Hell, yeah, touch his badge! I reached higher. With each inch closer I got to his dick, his breaths came quicker. He gave a forceful shake of his head.

			With a lazy grin, I dipped my forefinger into a honey pot, then sucked it between my lips, my smug expression saying, Whatcha gonna do, Siberian?

			His own lips parted. Recalling me sucking him the night before?

			Higher, higher . . .

			Contact.

			God, he was burning hot, hard as iron. He tilted his head sharply, his nostrils flaring. And for a long moment, his chest didn’t move at all.

			With my lids gone heavy, I rubbed the ball of my foot along his length, delighted when his cock pulsed in reaction. I grew wet in response, dampening the black silk thong I’d worn for him. My nipples budded in the demi cups of my bra.

			When I stroked him from base to head, he cast me another look of warning—even as his gaze gleamed with lust. Now it was a battle of wills, a game of chicken. Stroke. He was refusing to react; I refused to quit. Another stroke. Who would blink first?

			Wondering if I could get him off like this, I rubbed him with more pressure. The muscles in his shoulders and arms began to swell. The fighter must be clenching his fists beneath the table.

			His eyes promised a hot and thorough punishment.

			Mine must’ve been pleading for it.

			If I retired to my room, would he follow? Apparently, I would be blinking first. I lowered my foot and slipped my shoe back on. As the sports car debate wound down, I feigned a yawn and rose. “I’m tired from the trip as well.” Avoiding Sevastyan’s face, I said, “Good night, everyone. It was great to meet you all.”

			“But there are more bottles to finish,” Filip said with an irrepressible wink. Oh, dear, what if he tried to follow me?

			To dissuade him, I said, “Stay and have fun—I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			He brightened. “Tomorrow afternoon, then. It’s a date.”

			Date? That wasn’t what I’d meant, and I didn’t want to get his hopes up. But all eyes were on us, so I decided to let it go for now.

			With a last wave at everyone, I made my way out of the dining room. I took my time strolling back to my suite, pausing to regard the collection of paintings in the upstairs hall, wishing Sevastyan would come to me.

			And then he did. Striding down the hallway, looking every inch a mafiya enforcer. Expression murderous.

			Which for him could be literal.
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			As Sevastyan prowled closer, I backed up a step, then another.

			He grabbed my upper arm, dragging me down the hall. In a deceptively soft voice, he asked, “Did you enjoy playing with me?” He opened a side door, shoved me inside, then closed it behind us. I smelled fresh laundry and brass polish.

			A maid’s closet?

			And it was in a tsar’s residence? I could only imagine how many secret trysts had been carried out over the years within these four walls.

			He flipped on a muted light, backing me farther inside. “You left me hard and aching, then planned a fucking assignation with Filip in front of me?” When my ass met a linen shelf, he clamped a hand on either side of my hips to cage me in, filling my head with his seductive scent. “Are we so interchangeable? Filip and I?”

			“I don’t like him that way.”

			“Do you not?” Sevastyan’s voice was laced with rage. “You looked like you did at the beginning of dinner. When he was about to kiss you.”

			“What does it matter to you? You blew me off, remember?”

			“It matters when you decide to stroke my cock under the table till I’m nearly strangling with need. It matters when you were drinking me down less than twenty-four hours ago.” Without warning, he shoved my dress up over my hips.

			I sucked in a breath.

			He stared at my thong, then the black thigh-highs, fingering the lacy tops. “Who did you wear these for?”

			I raised my chin. “You.”

			“So you planned for us to be together? After I’d said no? Tonight you’ve enjoyed playing with fire. But will you accept the burn you’ve earned?”

			“Pardon—”

			The word was cut off with a gasp when he lifted me up on the shelf. “I’m going to show you what I felt.” He wedged himself between my thighs.

			“What does that mean?”

			He didn’t answer, just unzipped his slacks to drag the heavy length of his cock out. The crown was damp with arousal. My body went electric when his shaft strained toward my pussy, as if hunting it on its own.

			I’d loved on his dick with my mouth and taken his semen on my tongue, wanted to again. “Let me kiss you like last night.” I tried to shimmy off the shelf, but he pinned me there, pressing that shaft directly against the silky front of my panties. Right against my swollen clitoris. I moaned when I perceived the heat of him, even through the damp material.

			“Feel that,” he rasped. “Teasing me got you wet? You like goading me until I lose control?”

			“Yes,” I whimpered.

			He rubbed my upper thighs with his callused palms, higher and higher. With his thumbs, he reached under my panties and pulled my lips past the sides of the crotch. “This is what I felt.” He thrust, as much as clothes-fucking me, with only silk between his cock and my clit.

			I moaned low, my head falling back.

			“No, you don’t,” he snapped, drawing my gaze. “You’re going to look at me like you did when you teased me, Natalya. Like you would die if I didn’t fuck you at that moment.” He gave a second thrust, making my body vibrate. “Your eyes were begging me to bend you over that table and plunge into your pussy.” Another thrust. “Is that what you meant to tell me?”

			“Yes!” I was going to come like this, was already on the verge. “I want it now.”

			“Christ, woman.” He rocked his hips again, gliding his shaft over me. More pre-cum clung to the head; he swiped a streak of it against the silk, then positioned himself once more.

			The friction and heat were making me mindless. “Please don’t stop that!”

			“I should stop, leaving you as you did me.” He leaned forward to rumble words at my ear, “Feeling like I’d explode, on the verge of coming in my pants. So close I wanted to; damn the consequences, I wanted you to bring my cock off in a room full of people.”

			When I shivered, his thumbs delved deeper. “Open your dress.”

			I untied the sash, then drew the sides apart, baring my bra.

			“Very nice,” he said with another thrust. “Now, take that off.”

			I snatched it up, wanting him to see my heavy breasts.

			When they bobbed with his next thrust, he grunted the order: “Play.”

			My hands flew to them, cupping.

			“Lovely Natalya.” He rolled his hips again. The silk was now soaking. “You’re going to wet me through your panties?” He ran two fingers along the damp underside of his shaft before returning it against me.

			I moaned. “Why won’t you have sex with me?”

			“Don’t forget this is punishment.” A harder, crueler thrust. “And you’re not for me. Now, show me how hard those nipples can get.”

			I tugged at them.

			“Harder.”

			I did, moaning when I felt his thumbs at my slit, opening me, so close to breaching me with them. “Inside, Sevastyan. Put your fingers inside me.”

			“Have you ever used one of those vibrators to penetrate yourself?”

			My face heated, a ridiculous reaction considering what we were doing. But I answered honestly, “Yes. I like to.”

			He groaned, bucking faster. “Then why were you a virgin?”

			Between panting breaths, I said, “Hadn’t met . . . the right guy.”

			“Yet you think you have now?” He started a series of swift pumps, sawing his shaft back and forth over my wet clit.

			“Sevastyan!” I could almost pretend that he was fucking me, his stiff rod pillaging my core. He’d fuck and fuck until I was forced to come around his cock. Until he’d forced me to milk that thick length . . . “Ah, God, I’m about—”

			He covered my mouth with one of his hands, muffling my screams. He slipped two fingers between my lips, treating me to my own juices. “Suck,” he ordered.

			My head fell back and I sucked in delight, imagining those fingers were his cock. Under his sharp thrusts, I began to orgasm. I screamed, I sucked, I never wanted it to end.

			Clenching, spasming, each wave brought unbearable pleasure—and a frenzied hunger to be filled. . . .

			When I was too sensitive to take any more, he pulled back and pressed my knees toward my naked breasts. With me rocking back against the wall, ankles on his shoulders, he yanked my panties to my thighs, baring me. Gaze locked on my swollen flesh, he fisted himself, masturbating that big cock.

			Neck straining, arm muscles bulging, he grated, “Watch me come on you.” He was aiming between my legs. The idea of him ejaculating there made me melt all over again, my pussy quivering and contracting as he watched—

			“Fuck, woman, I see you!” Choking back a yell, he began to spurt heavy ropes of cum.

			When scorching semen lapped against my sensitive lips, I moaned, spreading my legs in welcome.

			Between gnashed teeth, he hissed, “My greedy girl wants more?” He squeezed his cock, and another ribbon lashed my mons. Over and over, he pumped himself until his shaft was spent, pulsating but empty. . . .

			Dazed, wanting to kiss him, I reached for him.

			But he pushed my hands away. “Ah-ah.” He palmed me between my thighs—and began slathering his seed into my flesh.

			Why? What? How could that be so sexy? As ever, I had no idea what he would do next. Though my arousal had renewed with a surge, I sat docile, allowing him to coat me.

			After working my panties back into place, he used his whole palm to give the sodden crotch a good slap—which made me buck for another. With that same look of masculine satisfaction, he said, “You’ll feel me tomorrow.”

			Wicked, sexy, domineering man. I couldn’t imagine another male could excite me as much as he did. I needed to wrap my arms around him, to whisper in his ear how he drove me crazy.

			But he simply zipped up and turned to go, to leave me like this. “Better focus your attention on someone you can actually manipulate. Speaking of which, have fun with Filip tomorrow.”

			When he reached the door, I gave my head a clearing shake. “That’s all you have to say?”

			Without turning around, he said, “Do not ever tease me again. I only play games when I make the rules.”

			“Rules, Siberian?” Now that I wasn’t stupid with lust, I didn’t love his domineering self. “You can make them, if only to watch me break them.”

			“If you tease me again, pet, you will not enjoy the consequences.” He left me, shutting the door behind him.

			Note to self: Tease Sevastyan at earliest opportunity, investigate “consequences.” 

			In that closet, still warmed—and wet—from his attentions, I decided two things:

			Aleksandr Sevastyan had to be my first lover.

			And I’d let him think he made the rules.
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			“You’re Sevastyan, right?” I said with full-on sarcasm when I ran into him downstairs a week later. “Didn’t I see you in the closet the other day?”

			Since then, I’d made zero progress with my Sevastyan-pops-cherry plan, a plan that had since been retired. Which was only to be expected since he refused to talk to me, aside from superficial greetings.

			He raised a brow at my comment, falling into step beside me as I made my way to Paxán’s study.

			I frowned at him. For the last seven days, we’d never been alone. He’d always been close by—yet achingly distant.

			The morning after the maid’s closet, I’d awakened smiling again, looking forward just to seeing him. I’d called Jess and told her all about him, about everything. She’d focused on one detail: “Nat, you’ve still got your skin tag?” I’d assured her not for long, my friend.

			There’d been a bounce in my step as I arrived for breakfast.

			Only to find Sevastyan was back to his aloof self, barely acknowledging me. While my body had still been feeling the aftereffects of what we’d done, his mind had checked out.

			I supposed if he’d thought what we’d done on the plane was bad, then shoving me into a closet to have his way with me must have been awful in his mind. I’d tried to get him alone, endeavored to get him to talk to me. Nothing.

			Disappointment had settled over me. During this lull, my disappointment had begun to feel a lot like anger.

			I’d lived without Sevastyan for seven nights. I’d conceded defeat. My infatuation had faded.

			It had! “Do you need something?” I asked him in a cool voice. Now he was going to pay attention to me?

			Though he was dressed like a dream—dark gray slacks and a formfitting black cashmere sweater—he looked like he hadn’t slept for days. “You and Kovalev are getting along well,” he remarked in a neutral tone.

			“He’s easy to get along with.” Paxán and I had been like two peas in a pod, appreciating the same jokes, enjoying the same books and food.

			Growing closer every day.

			Sometimes we spoke English, sometimes Russian. In both languages, he was sly and witty, and we often laughed to tears. Being with him was almost opposite to how it’d been with my dad. Though I’d never doubted he loved me and Mom, Bill Porter had been a quiet man. He and I used to work on his tractors, passing the time in companionable silence.

			It was just as comfortable with Kovalev, only different.

			Every morning, we played chess in an open-sided pavilion down by the Moskva River. Sevastyan remained in the background, usually on the phone conducting business, body tense, gaze alert for danger.

			The security threat—which no one would talk to me about—obviously hadn’t lessened.

			Now Sevastyan told me, “You’re easy to get along with as well.”

			Was he for real? “And how would you know?”

			He hiked his shoulders. “I see you with him.”

			Sometimes when Paxán and I would laugh at something, I’d notice Sevastyan regarding us. At first, he’d appeared surprised. Now he would gaze at us with a satisfied look on his face.

			Yet at other times I’d catch him surveying me with an expression that was far from satisfied—and it intensified more each day. I felt as if he was awaiting something. From me.

			Like a hunter preparing to strike.

			Even Filip had commented on it. “When you’re not looking, he watches you like a stalker.”

			I’d scoffed, “A stalker would actually give me the time of day if I asked for it.”

			Yet something was building in Sevastyan, like a bomb clock ticking a countdown. But a countdown to what?

			“Are you settling in?” he asked.

			Was he going to query me about the weather next? I stayed him with a hand on his arm. “What’s up with the small talk, Siberian?” I almost got the impression that he was trying—in his taciturn, enforcer-type way—to chat me up. When he peered down at my hand, I released him.

			“Do you like it here?” he asked, his voice dropping a notch. “Enough to stay?”

			We’d stopped in front of a rain-slicked window. Outside, fall rains drizzled. There hadn’t been a break in the weather since I’d gotten to Berezka. Shadows from the drops coursed over Sevastyan’s face, filling me with the mad urge to kiss each one.

			Inner shake. “Why do you and Paxán and Filip get to leave, but I don’t?”

			He scrubbed his hand over his chin. “Because if anything happened to you . . . We simply can’t take chances. You’re so eager to leave?”

			“Well, I have to admit I was getting stir-crazy whenever Paxán had to work—I’m not used to all this free time.” Or this much energy. I’d been in desperate need of an outlet when Filip had suggested laps in the Olympic-size indoor pool. Every day, we went together. “But Filip has been doing his best to keep me occupied.”

			Those muscles on the sides of Sevastyan’s jaw bulged. He took a step closer. As ever, tension brewed between us. I peered up at his eyes, only to find his gaze on my lips.

			“I told you to be wary of him.”

			“But not why.” Once I’d shut down my manalyzing, I’d grown comfortable with Filip. Unfortunately, I felt nothing more for him than friendship.

			Why couldn’t I fall for a guy like him? He said whatever was on his mind, was easygoing, and acted like I hung the moon.

			The opposite of Sevastyan.

			If I were with Filip, I wouldn’t have felt the just-in-case need to brush up on the finer points of BDSM, studying everything from corporal punishment to orgasm denial to dom/sub rituals.

			Sevastyan had talked about obedience and discipline; was he interested in the lifestyle, the equipment, the paraphernalia?

			Punishment bars and floggers, handcuffs and canes, nipple clamps and ball gags.

			Recalling the way Sevastyan had slapped my ass, I’d watched online videos featuring grown women stretched over men’s laps, spanked like they were wayward creatures in need of correction.

			I’d been indignant and outraged!

			I’d pictured Sevastyan forcing me across his lap for a similar chastisement; he’d once threatened to do exactly that. And as soon as I’d finished masturbating, I’d been indignant and outraged all over again!

			Until I’d masturbated a second time. But that had been before I’d conceded defeat.

			“What are you thinking of?” he asked me, his gaze riveted to my face.

			I realized my breaths had shallowed, my cheeks heating.

			He put his hand on my wrist, touching me with that live-wire grip. His brows drew together, until I could almost imagine he was about to kiss me.

			Despite everything, I wanted him to—

			Yuri exited Paxán’s office.

			I abruptly stepped back, tucking my hair behind my ears, resisting the urge to whistle. As the man passed, I tried not to notice the AK-47 strapped to his back. Even after a week here, I was still uneasy seeing machine guns everywhere. When the brigadiers took tea breaks, they would casually lay their weapons down beside their cups.

			I kept telling myself, Roll with it, roll with it.

			Sevastyan gave Yuri a chin jerk in greeting. Carry on. While the brigadiers revered Paxán, they seemed to uniformly fear Sevastyan. I’d overheard them talking about “the Siberian” in hushed tones.

			Once Sevastyan and I were alone again, sanity resumed. I didn’t need to be kissing a man who’d ruthlessly cut me out of his life. Didn’t need to reward his shitty treatment of me.

			Jess had an m.o. for dealing with badly behaving males—she called it ABC: Always Be Crazier. I was thinking my m.o. might be kill ’em with kindness.

			When Sevastyan opened his mouth to speak, I gave his arm a brisk pat. “Good talk, buddy! We should do this in another week or so.” I strode off, leaving him looking confounded.
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			Fifteen minutes later, Paxán and I were sitting in the pavilion at a table topped with tea, delicacies, and our chessboard. A fire in the pavilion hearth crackled nearby. As usual, Sevastyan worked some distance away, fielding phone calls, his watchful eyes scanning for a threat.

			The two of us sipped and snacked, wading deeper into our game. “Do you know who is a master player?” Paxán eyed our pieces. “Aleksei.”

			“Is he?” I made my tone as uninterested as possible, even as my gaze flicked over to Sevastyan.

			He was embroiled in a heated conversation, had begun striding outside into the drizzle. He made his way down to the nearby boathouse—which really should be called a “yacht house” considering the sixty-foot beauty housed inside.

			I knew sub-nothing about boats, but I was pretty sure this one had been the villain’s yacht in Casino Royale. Paxán had promised to take me out once the weather—and danger—broke, said we could motor all the way to the Gulf of Finland.

			“You should play Aleksei sometime.”

			I gave a shrug. Pass. I was trying to get over my fascination with him, not fuel it.

			Yet when Sevastyan’s words floated up, dimly echoing from the boathouse, I frowned. “Is he speaking . . . Italian?”

			“Ah, yes,” Paxán said proudly. “He speaks four languages fluently. He’s a—what do you call it?—a self-learner?”

			I nodded. The bruiser boxer, the feared enforcer, the professional hit man, was an autodidact. Fascination fueled once more. Damn it.

			“If only I could interest him in the workings of clocks.” Paxán had begun teaching me, and I’d geeked out, finding it addictive. “So have you given some thought to making this your full-time home?” He’d yet to exert any pressure on me, although I could tell how much he longed for me to stay.

			In a dry tone, I said, “Gee. Maybe if you’d give me some gifts, you know, spoil me a little.” I’d received countless pieces of priceless jewelry, another closetful of clothes, a red Aston Martin Vanquish that Filip had salivated over, and even my own thoroughbred, an exquisite dapple-gray mare named Alizay. I only awaited a sunny day to take her out.

			In a matching tone, he said, “Next you’ll be saying the Fabergé egg was too much.”

			With a laugh, I held up my thumb against my forefinger. “Just a touch.”

			He chuckled with me. “I can’t help it. I have all this money and years to make up for. The birthday presents alone . . .” He tilted his head. “Sometimes I wish you were more interested in being rich.”

			The present that I’d adored above all the rest had been the least expensive: a framed portrait of my mother, Elena. How I wished I’d been able to know her!

			She’d had strawberry blond hair, sparkling green eyes, and a coy smile. I might resemble my grandmother, but I saw similarities to Elena as well.

			When I’d gushed over the thoughtfulness of the gift, Paxán had informed me that the idea had been Sevastyan’s, which had surprised me.

			“It’s not that I don’t appreciate everything, but at heart, I’m a farm girl. I like the simple life. Besides, you are the draw here—not the gifts.” I hadn’t gotten around to telling him that I wanted him to change his will back. The topic was morbid, and I got the sense that it would crush his feelings.

			“But Berezka is pleasant, no?”

			I gazed out over the surreal landscape. A green lawn sprawled to the edge of the river. Light drops of rain splashed the surface with notes like music. Otters frolicked in the current. Each day, Paxán would point out local species of animals. “Look! It’s a stoat,” he’d say. Or a shrew, or a raccoon dog, or a great crested grebe.

			I admitted, “It’s magical here.”

			“What can I do to convince you to stay?”

			As little as I saw Mom, I could visit her twice a year at her new place. She was currently on a cruise around the world that she’d “won.” Just a precaution, courtesy of the Kovaleva syndicate.

			When I’d called to check in, I hadn’t told her anything, figuring a reveal this major should be done in person.

			Eventually Mom would be fine wherever I lived, but how could I leave Jess . . . and school? “Living here would be challenging, with school and all.” I could let my master’s stand as my ending degree; I didn’t have to pursue the PhD. Yet somehow that felt like quitting.

			“We are within driving distance of several renowned universities.”

			God, the hopefulness in his voice was killing me. I knew he was accustomed to having his way, just as Sevastyan clearly was, but Paxán was making the effort to coax me to remain—which made me respect him all the more.

			“Starting at a new university is something to investigate, at least,” I said, committing to nothing.

			I was beginning to suspect that I was a commitment-phobe. Though I’d always considered myself decisive, I could see now that my decision trees were usually limbless.

			If one completed a master’s degree and didn’t want to make a decision about one’s future . . . well, get a PhD! Stay in the same chute. Start classes a week after the last ones ended.

			Maybe that was why the money bothered me so much; in a way, it represented infinite choices.

			Hell, I hadn’t even chosen to come to Russia.

			“It’s your move, dorogaya moya.” My dear.

			I made a halfhearted play. “What about the danger, Paxán? What’s happening with that other organization?”

			“These are difficult times we live in. There used to be, well, honor among thieves. Now the areas I control are getting flooded with an element that frightens my people.”

			“What’s going on?”

			“I’ll give you a mild example. My rival, Ivan Travkin, set up a parking lot in the middle of my territory. No one used it—there was no need to—so Travkin’s men began smashing the windshields of any cars outside the lot, forcing people to pay for parking every day. They came to me to get this stopped, so I sent Sevastyan, who shut that operation down. Forcefully.”

			I could only imagine what the legendary Siberian had done.

			“For years, Travkin has searched for small inroads like this, planning the death of my syndicate by a thousand cuts. But when he learned of your existence and sent two of his deadliest enforcers to America”—my twinkling-eyed Santa of a father grew steely-eyed and cold—“it was a declaration of war.”

			War. Was it any wonder that I worried about Paxán constantly? And about Sevastyan, his frontline general?

			“Once we prevail, things will be different for you. We can move freely.” Paxán’s expression softened again. “I will show you the country of your birth, your mother’s hometown. We can find any cousins of yours!”

			“I would love that. Other than this trip, I’ve never traveled.”

			He gave me an odd look, a guilty one, as if that was a failing on his part. “A fact that must be remedied as soon as possible. But in the meantime, it’s not so bad at Berezka?”

			As if magnetized, my gaze sought out Sevastyan. Though no longer on the phone, he remained on the dock, scanning the perimeter. I lifted my teacup for a sip, and a moment to gather my thoughts.

			“So the interest runs both ways?” Paxán said slyly.

			I nearly choked on tea.

			“Aleksei told me about the two of you.”

			I set down my cup, because it shook. “What did he say?”

			“After you two arrived, he came to me, confessing that things with you had passed beyond what was . . . expected.”

			Had I gotten Sevastyan in trouble? “This is all my fault,” I quickly said. “Before I knew who he was, I tried to pick him up in a bar—something I had never done before. And then later, I pushed him. He said no, that I was your daughter, but I pushed.”

			“I’m not angry, dear! I love Aleksei as my son and want only what’s best for him. He’s thirty-one, and I’d despaired of him ever settling down. He’s never even dated the same woman twice.”

			“S-settling down? Um, why are you speaking about that?” Had Sevastyan mentioned wanting to? With me? I couldn’t tell if I was perversely thrilled—or about to bolt from the pavilion. “What did he say?”

			Kovalev steepled his fingers. “When we first began to suspect that you might truly be my daughter, Aleksei grew excited at the prospect of having a sister. But then . . .” He trailed off with a perplexed expression.

			“But then?”

			“He saw you in person. He hadn’t been in America for more than a week when I received a call from him. In his reserved way, he asked me to send a replacement, because his notice of you wasn’t what it should be.”

			“What does that mean?” I asked as calmly as possible—even as my heart tripped over a beat. Along with my surprise at this development, a weird sense of power surged inside me. Sevastyan could barely control himself with me! He’d wanted to relinquish his job, knowing he’d disappoint the man he obviously idolized.

			“Aleksei confessed his interest in you was . . . tiomniy.”

			“Dark?” Sevastyan had watched me and wanted me—darkly.

			Paxán frowned. “And, well, glubokiy.”

			That one was even more surprising. Deep?

			Dark and deep sounded . . . stalker-y. Probably because Sevastyan had been stalking me at the time (though he’d been ordered to). Still, it gave me pause. “So he’s not in trouble?”

			“Honestly, this situation isn’t ideal. If you and Aleksei walked hand in hand into my office, wanting to get married, I’d throw you a wedding like Russia has never seen. But if it was known that my most trusted enforcer had—what’s the word?—trifled with you, that would not be good.”

			I swallowed nervously, having no doubt he’d consider what Sevastyan and I had done trifling. “You’d be angry?”

			“Only that you would be put at risk. If this continued, others would find out. I would lose respect for not keeping my men in order, and Aleksei would lose respect for disloyalty to me. Unfortunately, our business—and our safety—depends on respect. With Travkin aggressing, we are already vulnerable. He would use this to undermine my authority with this organization.”

			“I don’t think Sevastyan and I are in danger of any more, um, trifling.” Though I might feel some inexplicable connection to him, whatever interest he’d felt for me had faded. Didn’t know why. The only thing that had changed was that he’d gotten to know me better, so ouch.

			“I would not even have approached you with this if I hadn’t seen your own interest in him.” Paxán looked troubled as he said, “Still, just as I want what’s best for him, I must secure that for you as well. And I’m not convinced he is what you need.”

			“Why not?”

			“Aleksei lives a life of extremes.” He exhaled wearily, gazing at Sevastyan with a look at once proud and a little mystified. “Extreme loyalty, violence, vigilance. I’ve known him for nearly twenty years and have seen him with scores of beautiful women”—jealousy rearing its ugly head!—“but I have never seen him respond to anyone the way he does to you. His interest is dark, and that’s not necessarily a good thing.”

			Paxán hadn’t exactly answered the question. “Are you warning me away from him?”

			“I’m in an uncomfortable position. Do I hinder his happiness to secure yours? Or do I dare hope the two of you could make each other happy? Matches like this weren’t uncommon in my day. It would make sense, no? A trusted right-hand man and a treasured daughter?”

			Matches? Securing happiness? This all sounded so ominous—and permanent. My commitment-phobe self was on full alert. “This is really heavy. I hardly know him.”

			“Did Aleksei tell you how we met?”

			“He said I should ask you.”

			Paxán raised his brows. “That’s surprising. He’s a very private man.”

			“He did say you took him in as a boy. Will you tell me how you found him?”

			Paxán nodded. “I was driving the slums in St. Petersburg, looking for a foothold in the city. And I saw this man in a back alley beating a boy of no more than thirteen, beating him bloody. This wasn’t something unique. It was after the fall of communism. There were thousands of street children, and many were harshly abused.”

			Sevastyan had been abused? The idea left a hollow ache in my chest. I gazed at him, now a grown man, so tall and stalwart.

			“But this boy,” Paxán continued, “he kept struggling to his feet, facing the man with his shoulders squared. Why didn’t the boy stay in the gutter? Why keep rising? I’d never seen anyone take so many hits. Eventually, the man wore himself out! When the boy landed his sole blow, the big man went down, and then the boy disappeared. I had to know why he’d kept rising. So I followed his trail of blood to ask. Do you know what Aleksei’s answer was?”

			Spellbound, I shook my head.

			“In a deadened tone, he told me, ‘Styd bolnee udarov.’ Shame is more painful than blows.”

			I swallowed. He’d been like that—at thirteen?

			“Extreme, no? It’s expected for each vor to mentor a protégé, to bring someone who shows promise into the fold. I’d never been interested in doing so until I met Aleksei.”

			“Where had he come from? Was he an orphan?” As I’d briefly been.

			Paxán parted his lips, then seemed to think better of what he was about to tell me. “Perhaps he would confide in you if you two spent time together and got to know each other better.”

			And therein lay the problem. Anytime we were alone, we were in danger of fooling around. Which might explain why Sevastyan had been avoiding me.

			“Paxán, I need you to level with me,” I said, my face heating anew. “What would happen, if there was more . . . trifling?”

			The dapper gentleman clockmaker pulled at his collar, utterly uncomfortable with this, reminding me that he was new at having a daughter. “Do you mind if I switch from English?” he asked, and I waved him on.

			In Russian, using what had to be a record number of euphemisms, Paxán basically told me that if Sevastyan and I consummated a relationship, the man would be obligated to become plighted to me—a way of saying bound, fairly much forever—even without the wedding.

			It all became clear. No wonder Sevastyan had distanced himself from me—he dreaded what might happen. Attraction to me was one thing, being plighted quite another.

			Not that I wanted such an arrangement with him, but it still stung that he’d do anything to avoid getting saddled with me.

			The first couple of days after the closet incident, I’d made excuses for his distance. He was too busy, had too much on his mind. Stupid, Natalie. 

			Not the guy to hold my hands and warm them when they’re cold.

			“I believe I’m bungling this.” Paxán rubbed his temples. “You’re so young. Too young to be given to another?”

			“Given?” I said, voice scaling an octave higher. This was the way of the world here, a world I was now immersed in.

			Gaze going distant, Paxán said, “Still, considering all the danger these days, maybe you need a man who would lay down his life for you.”

			“Will you tell me more about Travkin and the current threat against us?” Paxán kept the specifics in the vault, so to speak, not wanting to burden me. “Do we all have glaring bull’s-eyes on our backs?”

			Paxán seemed not to have heard me. “It is a difficult situation, and perhaps it’s not meant to be with you and Aleksei. There are shadows in him.”

			“Shadows?”

			Paxán focused on me once more. “I know Filip is also interested in you. You’re closer in age and have much more in common.”

			“I’m not attracted to him like that. I almost wish I could be, but I’m not.”

			“No attraction at all? To Filip?”

			I shook my head. “None.”

			“That is . . . unexpected. Perhaps you just need to give all this some time. Let things settle as they will?”

			Sevastyan strode up the pavilion steps then, shoulders bunched with tension. A look passed between the two men, and Paxán immediately stood. “Now, my dear, it appears that I have pressing business.”

			I made my expression neutral. “Anything I should know about?” Whenever Sevastyan scanned for danger, was it because he was extremely vigilant or because danger was imminent?

			Paxán absently kissed my head. “Nothing we can’t handle. . . .”

			Behind him, Sevastyan’s restless demeanor called to mind that ticking bomb clock. His golden eyes darkened on my face—like an indecipherable warning, meant for me alone.

			Sooner or later, the countdown clock would zero out.

			And then what would happen?

		

	
		
			Chapter 17
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			“I need answers, Filip.” He and I were in the stables, awaiting the groom. The weather had finally broken after another week of rain, and I’d invited Filip to join me for a ride. “I need to know more about the threat to Kovalev.”

			Things around Berezka continued to heat up, and no one would explain to me what was happening. Not even when a photographer had arrived yesterday to take a head shot of me—for my new fake Russian passport. “Just a precaution,” Paxán had assured me. “You never know when you might need to travel outside our territory.”

			To travel? Or to flee?

			Since my talk with Paxán, I’d gone on a Sevastyan-fast, working to keep my mind off him. Sometimes I would catch his penetrating gaze on me—the clock ticking on—but he never said anything to me beyond good morning.

			Still that tension simmered between us, mirroring the business tension pervading the estate. Both continued to grow, with no end in sight.

			“Don’t worry about it, Nat.” Filip looked model-stylish in his boots, tan riding pants, and plaid equestrian jacket. Only a man of his physical perfection could pull off that outfit, a cross between voguish and swank. But he also looked exhausted. “Your father is a clever man. He’s always one step ahead of the bad guys, even a ruthless character like Travkin.”

			I adjusted my own tailored coat with my warm gloves. Though the sun was out, the air was chilly. Fall in Russia had a definite bite. “I wish there was something I could do to help.” I’d edited Kovalev’s sparse Wikipedia entry, adding “allegedly” everywhere and implementing a “Contributions to Charity” section.

			How had the syndicate lived without me all this time?

			Strangely, there was no mention of Aleksandr Sevastyan anywhere online. There was a prominent family in Russia with the same last name, but they were in legitimate commerce and even politics.

			“You are helping.” Filip chucked me under the chin. “You make the old man happy. Each day you two grow closer. It’s obvious to everyone. Let the menfolk take care of this.”

			I stiffened, then realized he was kidding. He was the most modern-minded guy here, and he loved to yank my chain.

			“You’re ravishing when you’re all feminine and piqued.” He tilted his head. “You know, you’d be amazing blackmail bait. That’d be one way to join the family business, Cuz.”

			“Are you trying to distract me?”

			With his angelic smile, he asked, “Is it working?” He reached forward to grasp my ponytail, twirling the end around his forefinger. Just when I was about to step away, he abruptly dropped his hand. He had a knack for sensing how far he could push with the flirting.

			He’d been having to pull back more and more—because he was always flirting. At times Filip’s behavior made me wonder if he was aware of those plighted rules. I could swear there was an almost desperate feel to his attentions—which didn’t fit with, well, everything about him. “There’s nothing you can tell me?”

			“Hey, I just work on the books. Sevastyan doesn’t allow me inside the inner circle.”

			“Me neither.” We were outsiders looking in.

			When Filip brushed his hand over his tired face, I noticed that his watch was gone. Like Paxán and Sevastyan, he’d had an expensive wristwatch, but I hadn’t seen it in a couple of days. I narrowed my gaze. “Something’s going on with you.” I looked into those guileless gray eyes. Too guileless?

			“Nothing’s going on, Cuz.”

			“Then where’s your watch?” I demanded before I could bite my tongue. Hadn’t I decided to eighty-six the overanalyzing? The prejudgment of men? Yes, but, damn it, I’d been getting some strong gambler vibes off him. Was his car really still in the shop after two weeks?

			He averted his gaze as he said, “Went swimming with it the other day.”

			“Let me guess. It’s in the shop too?” No watch: pawned? No car: hocked?

			Was my cousin a gambler in deep?

			“In the shop. You got it.”

			I peered up at him. He didn’t seem to be worried about it whatsoever, so I supposed I had enough on my plate without fretting over my cousin’s foibles. “You’d let me know if I could do anything?”

			“Of course. You’re a good egg, Cuz. You know that, huh?”

			The groom brought out our mounts then. I fell head over heels for my mare all over again. With her glossy gray coat and black stockings, Alizay was stunning. The posh tack just highlighted her lines. Though western riding was preferred in Nebraska, I’d taken English riding lessons, and was thankful for it now.

			I gazed into her lustrous eyes, seeing my own adoring reflection. Okay, maybe I did like money, if only for the horses it could buy.

			When the groom brought out a third mount, I asked Filip, “Are you expecting someone?” I frowned to see a rifle stowed in a saddle holster.

			Filip scowled, muttering, “Bloody Siberian.”

			As if summoned, Sevastyan entered the stables, his towering body briefly shadowed as he strode into the aisle. He wore black riding pants of a modern cut and a sharp all-weather athletic jacket that he could just as easily have worn to play rugby.

			Filip’s style: Barneys high fashion. Sevastyan’s? Bespoke—and moneyed.

			His gloves and clothes covered any tattoos, but that slim scar down his lips and the hardness of his features belied any gentlemanly appearance.

			As he approached, he moved like an athlete; I could see the powerful muscles in his legs flexing with each of his steps, reminding me of when his thighs had quaked around my ears as I’d swallowed him down. . . .

			Focus, Natalie. “Are you going with us?” I asked him, flushing at how throaty my voice sounded.

			Sevastyan told Filip, “Kovalev wants to see you.”

			“Just taking Natalie out for a ride,” he said smoothly. “I’ll catch him later this after—”

			“Now.”

			Filip’s lips thinned. “Nat, let’s go back to the house. We can come back for our ride when I’m done.”

			What if the weather didn’t hold? I didn’t bother hiding my disappointment.

			Sevastyan said, “I’m taking her.”

			Why would he offer to be alone with me? Maybe he’d mastered his attraction to me, and was now in no danger of plighting. But why was he forgoing work? Had the difficulties been resolved?

			Curiosity, my kryptonite, had me jonesing for answers.

			The tension between the two men seethed. “You? Taking little sis out for a ride? How brotherly. But she’s not interested.” To me, Filip said, “Come, Natalie.”

			I stiffened, not liking his tone at all. Strange, since I’d loved when Sevastyan had ordered me around in bed. Or in a maid’s closet.

			Even after everything, I . . . missed the man. What harm could come from one little ride? I told Filip, “I’ve been waiting for this for two weeks.”

			He gazed from Sevastyan to me and back. In a disbelieving tone, he said, “You want to go—with him?”

			Sevastyan bit out the words, “Ona so mnoi.” She is with me.

			Comprehension seemed to dawn in Filip’s expression. Then a disturbing flash of anger surfaced on his face, reddening his cheeks. He turned that look of wrath on me. “Are you? With him?”

			His words were rife with undercurrents that I found difficult to accept. Because right now, it seemed like the guy who’d ignored me for weeks and the guy whose face could make angels weep were in a pissing contest.

			Over me.

			“I just want to go riding, Filip.”

			He appeared to be grinding his molars to dust. Finally he told me, “I’ll be waiting for you back at the house.” With a black look at Sevastyan, he strode off.

			Disquieted, I glanced up at Sevastyan, but his piercing gaze was trained on Filip’s back. I said, “Do you want to tell me what’s going on between you?”

			“Nyet.” That word—when spoken by him and addressed to me—might as well be translated: Dead end, Natalie.

			“Why are you taking time off work? Has the issue with Travkin been resolved?”

			He shook his head, repeating, “Nyet.”

			Dead end. He’d tell me no more—because I wasn’t a member of the inner circle.

			He brushed his gloved hand down the neck of his mount. “You wanted to go riding, so I’m taking you.”

			The stallion looked high-strung, and Sevastyan didn’t strike me as a natural rider. Recipe for disaster? “Have you done a lot of riding?”

			“Unfortunately, work precludes it.”

			“We don’t have to go.”

			In answer, he moved behind me to help me into Alizay’s saddle.

			“Oh. Okay.” Had he let his hands linger on my waist?

			Then I watched, enthralled, as Sevastyan hoisted his muscular frame into his own saddle and brought his horse around.

			My fears had been unfounded. Though he’d been plucked from the streets in his teens, he rode like he’d been raised in the saddle, with an arrogance that only came from excellence.

			Again, the contradictions in this man were fascinating. As we set out, I stared at him with such absorption that I barely registered what a smooth ride Alizay was.

			But how could I not stare? He was captivating, with the bright fall sun making his jet-black hair gleam. His physique when riding was a sight to behold.

			A body like that was good for two things that started with f. And fighting was the other one.

			Dragging my gaze from Sevastyan, I surveyed the breathtaking estate. A cool breeze finagled stray leaves from the birches surrounding the stables.

			In comfortable silence, we rode, and as we gained distance from the manicured gardens and the tennis court, the guest houses and the garage, we saw more wildlife. A fox, two martens, numerous speckled squirrels.

			When we crossed a babbling stream, Alizay gave a restless snort. Though I’d never ridden such a fine horse, I could tell she wasn’t satisfied with this mild walk. I patted her neck. “This one’s hungry for more.” I bit the inside of my cheek; could that have sounded more suggestive? Wow, I might as well have pointed at my crotch as I said that.

			“Then let’s give her more.” Sevastyan lightly swatted Alizay on the rump, sending her speeding forward.

			He quickly caught up, and we galloped over what seemed like miles, the bracing air filling my lungs, invigorating me. I was unable to contain my laughter, and even Sevastyan’s lips curled, almost a smile. Oh, yeah, if he ever did hit me with a real smile, I’d tumble off the back of this horse.

			I caught myself wondering what it would be like if he were mine. In some mad moments, I could envision us together. It’d never be dull.

			No, it’d be dark. And deep. I swallowed. In any case, the ball was no longer in my court. I couldn’t have made it clearer to him how I felt, and he’d made no moves.

			Until now? Or was this a platonic outing? He’d told Filip that I was with him. For the duration of this ride? For longer?

			Our mounts matched paces, drawing even closer as we headed toward a distant birch forest. Once we’d reached that thick grove, we slowed to a walk. I loved watching the leaves flutter all around us, caught on the breeze like little kites. “This place is amazing.”

			“I used to explore here as a boy.”

			“It must’ve been an incredible place for a kid.” Especially compared to what he’d known before then. Had he recuperated from that beating here? Gone from abject poverty to this wonderland of plenty? 

			From having no one to having a father in Kovalev?

			“Paxán wanted me to feel that this was my home, so he made me read all about it.” Gauzy light streamed through branches, hitting Sevastyan’s face, his eyes. The gold was so vivid, it was like the sun had rendered them aglow from within. Spellbinding . . .

			When I found my voice again, I said, “Tell me some of the things you learned.”

			In his gruff way, Sevastyan began describing the construction and renovation of Berezka. But as he talked about the people and the lands, he grew more animated, his passion for this place clear.

			He caught me staring at him.

			“What?” Color tinged those cheekbones.

			Since learning he’d been a prizefighter, I’d longed to touch his face. Since Paxán had told me of his beating as a boy, I’d yearned to kiss this fighter from forehead to chin. “You adore it here.”

			He shrugged, but I could tell how proud he was. “Don’t you?” When I nodded easily, he said, “Then why haven’t you decided to stay?”

			“It’s a big decision. Living in a foreign country, changing schools.” I knew nothing would make Paxán happier, and I wanted to give that to him. But not at the expense of my own happiness. “Though you might not think I liked my old life, I did. I even liked working, just as you clearly do. I don’t want to say I’m a hayseed or anything, but I enjoy a simple life.” We’d slowed to a stop. “Enough about me. Why don’t you tell me about how you came to be here?” Paxán had said Sevastyan might confide in me.

			He studied my face. “Your father told you my history.”

			“Only how he first met you. You could tell me more.” If Sevastyan and I could continue like this, talking, getting to know each other, would I fall for him?

			Could he fall for me?

			“I’m a good listener,” I said.

			Our gazes met. He parted his lips to speak. Then ire blazed in his expression. “Why did you invite Filip to ride with you?”

			I was taken aback. “Why wouldn’t I have?”

			“You could have asked me.” He gazed past me as he said, “Unless you specifically wanted time with him away from everyone else.”

			I rolled my eyes. “If I did, then that would be none of your business. You told me there is no us, remember? Maybe I took your words to heart.”

			“Did you take my warning to heart as well? I told you to be wary of him.”

			Sevastyan’s anger was sparking my own. “And he told me the same thing—about you.”

			“Filip has a lot of success with women. That doesn’t mean he’s worthy of it.”

			“I get along with him. He doesn’t ignore me, and he makes me laugh,” I pointed out. “It doesn’t hurt that he has a face that could make angels weep.”

			Sevastyan’s gloved fists clenched on his reins. His horse nickered nervously. “I don’t want you alone with him anymore.” 

			This jealousy was so delicious, I decided to prime the pump. “Why? Scared I’m going to give it up to him?”

			Something primal flashed in Sevastyan’s eyes. “That will never happen.”

			“Is that why you’re riding with me? To cock-block him?”

			He simply answered, “Yes.”

			My toes curled in my boots. “Why?”

			“I know what Filip had planned for you today.” At my raised brows, he said, “He intended to seduce you.”

			“How do you know this?”

			“Because any man in his right mind would be planning the same.” He caught my gaze, held it. Was Sevastyan telling me that he was as well?

			Was I back to being infatuated again?

			I smoothed a curl from my flushed face. “Are you in your right mind?” Say yes, say yes—

			Thunder rumbled.

			As if waking from a daze, we both jerked our heads up. In these woods, we hadn’t been able to see an approaching storm.

			“We’ll head back.”

			No, no, I never wanted this ride to end! Sevastyan was acting all possessive and jealous and had actually been flirting with me—in his terse, enforcer way. I couldn’t get enough. What harm would a few more minutes do? “If it rains, we won’t melt.”

			No sooner had the words left my mouth than clouds draped over the treetops like a suffocating blanket. A drop hit my face, then another. The sky continued to darken.

			When a chill wind started to gust, batting leaves against us, Sevastyan ordered me, “Stay close.” He started off, and I followed as he picked up speed, dodging around trees.

			Lightning forked out above us, cold drizzle pinging my face. But this ride was exhilarating, made me feel so alive. I couldn’t remember the last time my heart had pounded like this.

			Oh, yeah. In a maid’s closet fourteen days ago.

			When lightning struck a tree not far in the distance, Alizay yanked against the bit, sidestepping. “Whoa, girl, easy. . . .” Exhilaration turned to apprehension.

			Limbs raked my ponytail, pulling it from its fastening. Between the leaves and my whipping hair, I could barely see. Each bout of thunder grew closer. It sounded so much harsher than it did in Nebraska.

			Sevastyan reined around and sped back for me. He seized my reins, forcing Alizay to trot alongside.

			More lightning flashed overhead, and another bolt struck even closer. The drizzle turned to a freezing downpour with drops so big they thumped my head. The temperature felt like it was plummeting by the minute. Soon my breaths smoked through the curtain of rain.

			Sevastyan narrowed his eyes in the direction of the stables. Then, as if making a command decision, he turned us in another direction.

			Over the rumbling, I said, “The stables are the other way!”

			“I’m getting you out of the lightning,” he called back, spurring his horse.

			Onward we rode. In movies, getting caught in the rain with a hot guy was always sexy. I was freezing, certain I looked like a drenched cat, and terrified of being electrocuted. To add insult to injury, my riding pants were creeping up my ass by uncomfortable degrees.

			Once we emerged from the edge of the woods, the rain was so thick that I could barely make out a house in the distance. As we neared, I saw it was about as large as the bungalow I’d shared with Jess. The rough-hewn style—exposed-beam walls and a wood-shingled roof—was completely different from every other structure I’d seen at Berezka.

			To the side was an overhang for the horses. By the time we dismounted under the roof, my legs were so stiff that Sevastyan had to catch me. Steadying me on my feet, he barked, “Inside.”

			Leaving him to take care of the horses, I entered the windowless interior. I removed my soaked gloves, rubbing my hands for warmth as I peered around me. The overcast light coming from the doorway illuminated a quaintly rustic room.

			Realization dawned. This was a banya. A sauna house. I’d read all about them!

			Russians took their saunas very seriously. There were rituals and social etiquette surrounding the banya. Creating the best mist—with the finest steam droplets—was considered an art.

			The first room, the pre-bath, had pegs to hang clothes and a supply of towels, sheets, and liniments. Deeper inside was the steam room. Polished wood benches stretched along the walls. At one end of the room was a small blue pool. At the opposite end were a firebox and rock chamber.

			A water bucket and ladle stood beside the rocks. Veniks—tied bunches of dried branches and leaves—hung from a nearby rack, like mini brooms. Wetted down, they were used to strike the skin to improve circulation.

			For some reason, the firebox was already lit, spilling light across the area. The rocks radiated heat, making the air warm and humid. It smelled of cedar and vaguely of the birch veniks—like wintergreen, forest, and leather mixed together.

			Realization dawned once more. I was going to be trapped in a banya with the most desirable man I’d ever imagined. A man I couldn’t have sex with—without risking permanence. A man I wasn’t even supposed to be fooling around with.

			Though freezing, I whirled toward the exit, ready to brave the storm.

			Sevastyan ducked through the doorway, rifle in hand. “Where do you think you’re going?” Once he shut the door behind him, I could scarcely hear the thunder outside the insulated sauna, even as it rumbled the ground and walls.

			It was as if we were within a moist, firelit cocoon, separate from the world.

			As he shook out his black hair, he propped his gun against the wall, then placed a bar over the door.

			Why would he lock it? Between chattering teeth, I said, “We n-need to ride back. Or call for someone to p-pick us up.”

			He discarded his gloves as he headed to a wall cabinet. I heard the clink of glass, and then he turned back to me holding a vodka shot. “Drink.”

			I accepted the glass but hesitated. Though I was eager to get warm, I knew better than to be in a sauna with this man—while drinking vodka.

			“Natalie, drink. You don’t even realize how cold you are.”

			At that instant, my teeth decided to chatter with a vengeance. With a mulish look, I chugged the burning liquid. When I set the glass down on a shelf, rim first, he gave me a satisfied nod and took my hand, leading me back toward the fire. While I watched, he stoked it even hotter, then ladled water over the rocks.

			Steam hissed, floating through the air. It surrounded us, caressing my face. “If we stay h-here, something might happen.” Something sinful.

			Like the two of us stripping down to nothing, so we could lick droplets from each other’s skin.

			“Happen?” He strode toward me, removing his coat on the way.

			I backed up a step. “You know, between us.” He’d gone so long—why would he blow his perfect record now?

			He raised his brows, eyes devilish in the firelight and mist. “Can’t control yourself where I’m concerned?” His voice was a deep rasp.

			Resist him, Nat. “Maybe I can. Doesn’t mean I have to prove it by hanging out in a freaking sauna with you.” When he stalked closer, I demanded, “What are you doing, Sevastyan?”

			“Getting you out of those wet clothes,” he said in a tone that brooked no resistance.

			What the hell? Had the countdown clock finally zeroed out? My breaths shallowed as I recalled his restlessness, his piercing looks and mounting tension, as if he’d been about to strike.

			Because he had been?

			But why now? Why today? And in what . . . manner?

			I pictured those indecipherable warnings he’d cast my way. Was I brave enough to face whatever it was he’d been warning me from? “And what if I refuse to take off my clothes, huh?”

			“Pet . . .” Now every time he called me that it reminded me of his words: collar and keep you. He reached for my jacket, his gaze gone molten. “There’s one thing you should know.”

			How could a single heated look make shivers dance over my entire body? “What’s that?”

			“I wasn’t asking.”
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