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			When my shock lessened a degree, I was able to comprehend what I was seeing beyond the room’s glass wall.

			Sevastyan had brought me to this private club to witness . . . an orgy.

			And it was going on strong.

			There must have been three dozen participants, attractive ones. They were all in a center ring, as if in a circus, with sex apparatus everywhere.

			Masked men and women were strapped to X-frames, caged in pillories, or suspended from chains in the ceiling. One woman was fettered to what looked like a body-shaped massage table. Females and males were bent over crimson boudoir chairs. Strong hands gripped splayed ankles.

			Once I’d recovered enough to react, my hands flew to my mask. “They can see us watching them?”

			“They can’t see inside,” Sevastyan assured me. “They only see a mirror, unless we push a button on the remote. And, Natalie, they’re fully aware they’re being watched.”

			Then I’d just been taken to voyeur heaven. “This—is—the—tits.”

			“Indeed.”

			One naked woman was perched on a trapeze with her ass atop the bar, her feet resting on either side. The trapeze was lowered until she was mouth-level with a guy who buried his face between her legs, while a brawny man slowly took him from behind.

			Not everyone was naked. Some wore leather accessories. Others wore elaborate lingerie: shimmery corsets, intricate garters, and striped hose as if from Moulin Rouge. One man’s entire body was encased in some kind of vacuum-sealed black sleeve, with only an air tube and his erection protruding—the latter of which was promptly utilized by a nubile female.

			I wanted to examine every little detail, every act in the ring. It was as if there were scenes from all of my most erotic dreams. I wished I had ten sets of eyes! Or that I could record this.

			Every lash across upthrust breasts made my own swell against my bustier. When the trapeze woman began screaming her way to ecstasy, bucking against that man’s mouth, my panties grew wet.

			Without dragging my gaze away, I said, “There are other rooms like this?” I’d noticed all the walls surrounding the orgy were mirrored.

			“There are six total.”

			“You told me you’ve been here before. Were you down there?”

			“On occasion.”

			One woman was tied backward over what looked like a huge barrel. Men lined up to use her mouth, while others took turns licking her. She seemed starving for more.

			Had Sevastyan been one among those men?

			Just as jealousy flared, he pulled me into his lap, curling his finger under my chin so I’d face him. “And I hungered to be where I am now. With a woman in my keeping. I’d wager most of them in the ring would envy us our position.”

			“You’d want a single woman over all those beauties?” The closest one to us was model fine, on her hands and knees and spitted by two men—a shaft in her mouth and another between her legs. They were railing the hell out of her, to her blatant delight.

			Sevastyan said, “Considering that you are the woman in question, yes.”

			Smooth. “Do you want us to be down there now?”

			“I told you. I learned very early not to share. No one else touches what’s mine.” His gaze flicked over my face. “Can you handle this?”

			Did he think I’d beg off? “Since they can’t see in, it’s like watching porn. Which I excel at. So all good here.”

			He dragged me against his chest. Once I’d settled comfortably on his lap, he handed my glass back to me.

			Sipping champagne and watching unabashed sex while his scent permeated my mind.

			In fact, all of my senses were heightened. There was music, even laughter, but the rest of the sounds were erotic. Moans, groans, and rampant screams. Crackling leather, clanking chains, and snapping floggers.

			Against my ass, I could feel Sevastyan’s heavy cock like a red-hot brand. I found myself squirming against it, rubbing my thong against my wet labia.

			Even the bubbling champagne tickled my tongue. I imagined pouring it down his body and licking him clean. . . .

			Yet aside from all I was seeing and feeling, I couldn’t stop thinking about the fact that Sevastyan had chosen me to bring here, had purchased this room with me in mind. The idea of him taking such care to get every detail right moved me.

			He truly was trying for us.

			I finished my champagne, vaguely aware that he took the flute from me.

			Then his hand wandered up the slit of my gown, which had ridden up well above the top of my thigh-high. “Spread your legs as much as you can.”

			Never looking away from the spectacle, I did, bending one knee over his legs. I wanted my thighs wider; I wanted to be rid of this confining dress. I needed his skin against mine, as much as I needed to see everything happening in the ring—every new knot, kiss, whipping, and release. My gaze bounced from one scene to the next.

			“You can’t even decide where you want to look,” Sevastyan observed with dark amusement as he used his forefinger to draw lazy circles on my inner thigh. “And your heart’s racing.”

			The champagne and wine I’d consumed, combined with my constricting bustier, were making me light-headed. My breaths were shallow, breasts quivering above my bodice.

			They must have attracted his attention—with his other hand, he began to draw those same circles over the tops of my breasts. Then came an electric shock. Part of my areola was peeking out above the bustline of the gown, and he was lightly scraping his nail over it.

			If he kept this up, I’d probably orgasm. “Sevastyan, before I forget . . . no matter what happens, I want to thank you for bringing me here.”

			“You thank me? What does my taking you here say about me, Natalya? To win a woman, I am willing to defile her?”

			“Defile?” My tone was incredulous as I regarded a couple at the far right of the ring. The man was tied down to a spanking bench while a woman in thigh-high boots caned him. His skin was sweating, muscles straining, expression ecstatic. “This is one of the most glorious things I’ve ever witnessed.”

			Sevastyan followed my gaze, then frowned as if we couldn’t be looking at the same thing. “You consider this so?”

			“Without a doubt.” There was pageantry all around. Between participants, there was ceremony.

			He reached my thong and found it soaked, a groan reverberating in his chest. “What are you enjoying most?” he rasped. “The men? The women?”

			“Both.” When I’d watched same-sex couples online, it’d always been crazy hot. But tonight?

			Mercy.

			I admired one pairing toward the back of the ring. Two unclothed women were sixty-nining, so caught up in each other they were oblivious to the sex all around them. The top one had luscious ebony skin and the bottom one was even paler than I was. The tableaux they presented was so surreal, I didn’t think I’d forget such a divine sight for the rest of my life.

			Once I could finally break my stare, I found Sevastyan studying my expression. Determining what turned me on?

			“You’re not going to watch?” I asked.

			“I’m looking at what arouses me most.” He regarded me with such intensity that I had to avert my gaze.

			I surveyed the room behind him. More light spilled in from the glass, highlighting those draped shapes. There was apparatus in here as well. Solely for our use.

			Leisurely petting my wet panties, he said, “We aren’t here just to watch.”

			“Good.” I felt like I was on the cusp of discovering not only what made Sevastyan tick, but myself as well, unveiling our most forbidden fantasies. At last I would alleviate my sexual curiosity, which had grown like an inferno inside me.

			“I’m going to push you tonight, Natalie. To determine whether this is truly what you need. You’ll be given three tests, and if you pass them, this life will be yours as you desire it.”

			“Tests?” He had my full attention.

			“The first is that you obey me absolutely—and readily—in every command, even ones outside your normal comfort zone. The second is that you accept any tools I decide to use on you.” Tools? “The third is that you become aroused by everything I do to you.”

			Merely talking about this was arousing me. “How will you know whether I’m turned on by you and your tools—or by the freaking orgy taking place right in front of me?”

			His lips curled. “I’ll know. Now, up you go.” Once we were standing, he took off his jacket and undid his tie. With a careless air, he cast them both away. “Give me your jewelry.”

			I removed my earrings and pendant, handing them to him.

			Such a guy, he pocketed them. “Slip out of your heels.” When I did, he turned me to unzip my gown. “You still want an introduction into this world?”

			“Yes.” I had to suck in so he could get the zipper down.

			“You’re certain?”

			“One hundred percent.” I was ready to partake, to enjoy—and to make progress in our relationship. We’d had two hurdles—sexual frustration and lack of emotional intimacy. Tonight we would dismantle the first, paving the way toward fixing the second.

			Once I’d stepped from the gown, he balled it up and lobbed it in the direction of his jacket. Men.

			With me still turned from him, he knelt to roll down one of my hose; then off went the other one, leaving me in only my mask, thong, and bustier.

			Before he stood, he nipped the cleft of my ass with his teeth, sending a thrill through me. “Turn around.” When I did, he bit back a groan to say, “My God, you are lovely.”

			A guttural yell from the circus ring drew my attention, but he pinched my chin, bringing my focus back to him. “Pay attention only to me. I’ll tell you when you can look again.”

			So I’d be able to hear—yet not see? My imagination was going to run wild.

			Releasing me, he crossed to one of the room’s draped shapes. He uncovered a table topped with an extensive assortment of toys, paddles, and various bondage gear. There were a lot of items I’d never seen—and couldn’t determine a purpose for.

			He returned with four leather cuffs, tossing three on the settee. They were thick, lined with padded cloth, each with a large metal ring sewn into the middle.

			With a kiss to my right wrist, he buckled the first cuff. A kiss to my left wrist preceded the next.

			Dropping to one knee, he lifted my right foot to rest on his thigh. He caressed my ankle as he coiled leather around it.

			This process was a foreplay all its own, whetting my arousal even more. As he buckled the last cuff, I peered down at my body, at my striking leather bonds. This was truly happening! When he stood, I went to my toes to give him an adoring kiss across his lips.

			I drew back, gazing up at him, letting him see all I was feeling.

			Desire, affection, excitement . . . and more.

			“I think I see the hope you spoke of earlier.” You do. “My Natalya comes to such a place and feels that? I wonder what else you feel. What you feel for me?”

			Too much! I pressed my lips together.

			“I’ll get that answer from you soon enough. Now, come.” He led me over to a dais beside the tool table. I glanced up with a thread of trepidation to see a chain dangling from the ceiling.

			He smoothed his palms down my arms, then raised them over my head, locking the cuff rings to a loop in the chain. Though he hadn’t suspended me, I was definitely held fast.

			“Spread your legs,” he said, kneeling beside me.

			Trust him, Nat. I tentatively eased my feet apart.

			“Wider.” He put pressure on the inside of a cuff.

			Once I’d spread my legs wide, he attached the right cuff to a recessed bolt in the floor that I hadn’t seen. He affixed the left cuff to another hidden bolt, each click and snap only heightening this spine-tingling anticipation.

			He rose, stepping back to admire his handiwork. Behind his mask, his golden eyes roamed over me.

			I was well and truly bound. I had to choke down a spike of panic. I might’ve gone too far.

			No, no, no. Nothing could signal my trust more than giving up total control to this man. And, in turn, he would trust me more.

			Right?

			His gaze narrowed intently on my bustier. With his attention distracted, I could have peeked at the orgy. The glass stretched before me, a tantalizing portal, but I refused to look until he told me I could—even when I heard the crack of a bullwhip slice through the air.

			With great relish, Sevastyan began unhooking each individual eyelet of the bustier from the bottom up. When I’d donned it earlier, I’d noticed that there was a profusion of hooks. Now I realized why; unwrapping his belonging was part of the ritual for him—one he obviously savored.

			As did I. Soon his roughened hands would replace the material. . . .

			When he unfastened the last taut hook, my breasts spilled free, the sight earning a groan from him. He discarded the garment, then turned to my thong, ripping it on one side.

			Over the sound of my gasps, he rent the other side, letting the wet material land between my legs.

			Except for my mask, I was nude; he remained dressed.

			Raking his gaze over my body, he yanked on his shirt collar, popping a few buttons free at his throat. “I did choose your mask deliberately.”

			“Why a butterfly?”

			He met my eyes. “Because you’re elusive to me. Because I haven’t caught you yet.” He reached forward to roll my nipples between his fingers until they jutted lewdly, until I was arching up for more.

			Before leaving me, he gave each of my breasts a light slap—which I found almost reassuring. He returned with two slim metal bars. My pulse quickened when I recognized what they were: the clamps from the picture I’d shown him, the two conductor’s wands—except these had a sexy chain attached to the ends that would loop down toward my navel.

			“Are you ready to be tested, Natalya?” He began screwing the bars down over my straining nipples, as far away from the tips as possible.

			The pinch was biting, but I didn’t shy away. Hadn’t I specifically asked for this?

			Once he’d secured the bars, I looked down, startled by how turned on I was by the view. Seeing it in a magazine was provocative. Seeing my own nipples like this was . . . sublime.

			“Look at you. Bound and clamped for my pleasure. How long I’ve imagined this.”

			“Is it everything you hoped it would be?”

			“Better. Ideal’naya.” Unimprovable.

			His husky compliment only added to the stimulation, so I aired a very real fear: “Sevastyan, what if I come before you want me to?”

			“You’ll be punished.” The gleam of anticipation in his eyes made my hips roll, pulling on my already stretched thighs.

			He lifted the delicate chain that hung from the ends of my clamps. “This chain goes in your mouth between your teeth. If anything happens that you don’t want, all you have to do is drop it for the night to end. Period. And you know I do as I say I will.”

			I frowned, thinking he was much too cavalier about ending this night. While I appreciated that he’d set up the equivalent of a safe word, nothing could end this. Least of all my botching it!

			When he offered me the chain, I took it into my mouth and bit down—which tugged my nipples even more. Still, I could stand it. I could stand anything.

			“You can look at the ring now, Natalie.” Something in his tone made my ears twitch.

			“But for this to continue, you must be vulnerable.” He moved to my side. “Revealed. I told you that no one else will touch you; I said nothing about them beholding you.”

			What was he talking about?

			“I intend to clear the glass so everyone can see my beautiful prize. . . .”
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			What?? My jaw slackened, and I almost dropped the chain.

			To have dozens of people see me strung up? While I was naked, clamped, and about to have who-knew-what done to me?

			It was one thing to flash guys at the creek near home. This was a different world.

			Sevastyan picked up that remote, his expression inscrutable. “If you don’t want me to reveal this room, all you have to do is drop the chain.”

			Realization hit me. He thought I would balk—that we would go no further than this! And then he could say he’d tried.

			So he hadn’t been taking pains to please me? No, he’d been setting me up for failure.

			Bastard! To hell with that. I had on a mask; no one knew who I was, and I’d never see these people again. This was one night of my life, a few hours of gossamer fantasy.

			“Drop the chain—or prepare to feel their eyes on you, coveting every inch of your pale skin.”

			He was trying to unnerve me. It was working! Did I actually have the mettle to do this?

			“Come now, we’ll go home.” He was like a devil on my shoulder, tempting me away from what I needed—from what we needed. “All this will be like a dream.”

			In my mind, moving forward with this equaled moving forward in our life together. And I yearned for that. When I wanted something badly enough, nothing could stop me.

			Not even the leering eyes of thirty strangers.

			I refused to drop the chain. I refused to stay on the ground and not climb up to the trestle. Once I broke the surface of this, it would all be worth it.

			When I knew my mind was made up, I began to shake—like a fledgling. Like a girl about to free-fall.

			Sevastyan’s brows drew together. “You’re trembling?” He laid the backs of his fingers against my cheek, as if to check for a fever. “Drop the chain, milaya. That’s all you have to do.”

			I gritted my teeth, set my jaw, and turned from him to stare at the glass. Bring. It. On.

			I heard him exhale a stunned breath. He’d never thought I would do it. He’d set me up to take a fall. Sometimes I’m quite all right with falling, asshole.

			“Very well. They’ll see my woman.” I got the sense that he hated the idea of displaying me. Caught by his own trap?

			I had been ogling those in the circus ring; soon they’d return the favor. Tit for tat. I almost laughed hysterically.

			“It’s not often that one of these rooms is revealed,” Sevastyan said. “This will be a treat for them, and for the other rooms as well.”

			I’d forgotten about the other rooms, with their hidden occupants who would not be giving me tat. But there was no going back; he’d pressed the button.

			I heard a whirring sound, braced myself for their stares.

			As attention fell on me, participants elbowed others, heads craning. Like starving pack animals who’d just scented a meal.

			My shaking grew worse.

			Still a devil in my ear, Sevastyan murmured, “You know what to do. And then I’ll conceal you once more.”

			Partners were turning mid-sex, adjusting positions for better viewing. Don’t lose your nerve, Nat!

			“I told you that you’d feel the bite of leather across your breasts, its sting between your legs.” Yes, oh, yes. “You’d let them witness your first descent with me?”

			Descent? I refused to look at him, just stared at the frolicking in the ring.

			“You must want this very badly indeed.” In a wondering tone, he mused, “For a submissive, you can be extremely aggressive.”

			He had no idea. You will be dominating me tonight, Siberian. Why fight it?

			“You’ve made your decision.” He strode out of my sight line. Back to the table of tools?

			He returned with a large dildo made of steel. I’d seen those on the site that I’d ordered my own arsenal from, but they’d been pricey. “Do you want this, Natalie?”

			It was almost as big as his dick. As wet and empty as I felt, I did crave it. But to have everyone out there see my penetration?

			His eyes were challenging behind his roguish mask. “Drop the chain if you don’t want me to work this inside you—for their pleasure.”

			He began chafing it between his palms, warming it for me. The sight of his dexterous hands and tattooed fingers working that steel phallus made my hips buck.

			By the time he ran the head of it down my belly, the metal was hot to the touch, seeming to burn against my skin. He trailed it lower, past my navel, then through my small thatch of curls.

			The tip briefly rolled over my tingling clit. When he fixed the head against my needy entrance, I forgot to breathe. There was no give to this dildo, total rigidity, and it looked as heavy as a hand weight.

			Yet he meant for me to take it all?

			He twisted the crown right at my soaked opening, as if he were screwing the huge thing into me. “Take this—I’m giving it to you.” He positioned himself so everyone could see him wedging the shining cock inside me. “Or drop the chain.”

			Embarrassment scalded me, as hot as the thing itself.

			But as I scanned the crowd—I saw parted lips, captivated expressions, increased tempos—my shame morphed into . . . stimulation. Yet another stimulation.

			Just as it had aroused me to bare myself to the camera in Sevastyan’s bedroom, this was turning me on beyond anything I’d imagined. As he used my wetness to force the dildo inside me, inch by stretching inch, I basked in their stares.

			Sevastyan followed my gaze. “My little exhibitionist. They covet my woman almost more than I can bear.” He leaned in until his face was beside mine. “There’s a need in me—to destroy them for desiring what’s mine. Never forget that.”

			His jealous possessiveness only made me wetter.

			“I want this deep inside you, Natalya. Open and accept it.” I tried to relax my muscles, taking it, taking it. . . .

			When the phallus slid into place, he pumped it a few times until I was nearly drooling around the chain. Then he fitted slim leather straps around my waist to lock the heavy thing within me. Once it was secured, he gave the base a decisive slap that made me—and others—moan. “Do you thank me for it?”

			I nodded, adjusting my wrists and ankles in their bindings, readying for whatever was to come next.

			I noticed one rangy man near the glass seemed to be riveted to my crotch as he pounded his partner, a voluptuous woman bound atop a silken cushion on the ground.

			When I circled my hips a few times to get used to the intrusion inside me, the man shuddered, gave a loud yell, and pulled out. His heavy-lidded gaze met mine as he spurted onto his partner’s mound.

			Had he wanted me to see him come? To react? Interact?

			“Now, now, Natalya,” Sevastyan chastised. “No need to taunt them with what they will never have.”

			Had I been? Well, hell. Maybe?

			Sevastyan strode away. Seconds later, I felt strands of leather slink down my spine. A flogger. As I’d suggested to him on the drive to Paris.

			“Are you ready, pet?”

			I’d been ready. I bit down on the chain and nodded—

			Leather snapped across the backs of my thighs.

			The sting made my eyes water. But when he moved beside me to assess my reaction, I gave him a that’s-all-you-got? look.

			His brows rose above his mask. His lips curled.

			The flogger landed harder. And again. Even as I whimpered around the chain, I found myself jutting my ass for more—which earned me groans from the audience, especially from those who were similarly bound.

			What submissive wouldn’t want a man like Sevastyan to dominate her?

			A man so dark and dangerous. So compelling and powerful.

			And he was mine.

			Sevastyan snapped the flogger against my thighs, my ass, even the top of my back, then repeated the rotation. With each blow, the pain mounted and mounted, until it . . . didn’t.

			Instead of twitching agony, all I could feel were areas of heat; my pain receptors were still pinging, but must be confused. I arched for more, shifting the weighty cock inside me.

			When Sevastyan’s lashes rained down harder, passions seemed to escalate in the ring. I had to fight the force of the strokes to remain in position. Soon perspiration dotted my skin.

			“My lovely Natalya bucks to meet her punishment.” His tone was thrumming with pride.

			Every inch of my flesh was growing hypersensitive, as sensitive as my aching clit. When Sevastyan struck me, it became sexual. A sexual stroke. He knew exactly how far he could go to heighten my arousal without dampening it.

			He’d wanted me to endure his tools. I wasn’t just enduring, or even accepting; I was exalting in them. When he paused to gauge my response, I faced him with widened eyes. What are you doing to me?

			He narrowed his, then seemed to hold his breath as the flogger flashed out to catch my clamped breasts, my trapped nipples. The bite of leather against your breasts . . . I writhed in shocked delight, silently begging him for another.

			Was he going to make me come like this?

			When his hand descended between my legs, fondling roughly, I undulated to his touch, sending that dildo even deeper inside me. Nearly wild with the need to climax, I didn’t care who saw me wantonly riding his fingers, wetting them.

			He groaned with satisfaction to find me soaked around the base of the dildo. “Do you know how hard I’m going to make you come?” He seemed like a boy with a new toy. Excitement sizzled in him. “Ready yourself, beautiful.” His focus was all on me. 

			I recalled his words from our fight earlier today: I need to control you, command you, punish you. In order to madden you.

			Everything he was doing was for the ultimate goal of my pleasure, with his own as secondary.

			My reaction was what turned him on most.

			And he intended to make me react as I never had before.

			“I might not recognize everything a young woman needs,” he bit out. “But this I know. This I can give you. Of the rest . . . ?”

			What was he trying to say? My question was forgotten when he moved in front of me to bring his hot mouth down to one of my pinned nipples. I could feel his rapid breaths against the tip.

			When he licked the peak, I thought I would faint with pleasure. Against my flesh, he said, “More lashes, love?” He suckled my other nipple, leaving them both glistening for our audience.

			I nodded eagerly as dual needs welled up inside me, like lava about to erupt: my crazed urge to come—and my desperate hunger for more of the flogger.

			He returned to his task, singling out my ass for his attention, his blows forcing me up on the balls of my feet. When I jerked back to meet the flogger, the dildo lurched, propelling me even closer to orgasm.

			The frequency of the lashes had been scattered, but now the speed increased to nearly constant. Sweat dampened my hair and slicked my skin. The moistened flogger tails laid fire across my nerve endings, sending my mind into turmoil.

			What should have been pain morphed into delirium and then into euphoria—and Sevastyan was fueling it with each stroke.

			My vision blurred. No longer could I see the orgy. No longer could I hear anything but his choked groans that accompanied each thwack of leather. It was as if all my senses had receded so I could better perceive each individual flogger strand—and the kiss of breeze preceding a lash.

			To better appreciate the steel cock he’d had the foresight to give me.

			To float higher and higher until I was flying.

			High. I was . . . high. My eyes rolled back in my head, my lips curling with delight, my teeth gritted on the chain so he wouldn’t take this feeling away.

			Never take this away. Boneless, hanging from my restraints, I soared—just as my release ripped through me in raw, shattering shock waves. Through clenched teeth, I keened my pleasure.

			Tears streaked from my eyes as my sheath milked the dildo again and again. . . .

			“Natalya?” I dimly heard Sevastyan calling. “Natalya!”

			Calling for me? Where have I gone? Want to go there again.

			Once the last of those shock waves had passed, I blinked, turning to him with a dreamy smile.

			For some reason, my response made his eyes glint.

			Then he rested his forehead on my shoulder, as if overwhelmed by what he’d discovered, as if this was more than he could believe. “Ty sozdana dlya menya.” You were made for me. He licked sweat from my neck, nipping my skin as he ground his erection against me. At my ear, he said, “You were right—I’ve never seen anything more glorious.”

			He tossed the flogger aside and began running his hands all over me. The roughness of his calloused palms over my abused flesh made my toes curl.

			When he unfastened the strap around my waist to remove the dildo, my inner muscles tightened around it, didn’t seem to want to let go. He insistently tugged until it slipped out. Behind me, it too vanished.

			“You like to display yourself, moya plohaya devchonka.” My wicked girl. “Do you want to reveal more to them?”

			I frowned—how much more could I possibly show them?—but nodded anyway.

			I heard him rustling through items on the tool table. When he returned, he unfastened my left ankle restraint.

			Had our audience eased the pace of their pleasures? Wondering what he had in store for me next?

			Around my free leg, he wrapped a leather strap, using it like a sling to hoist my knee, until it was level with my waist. He fastened the strap to the same chain that secured my wrists above.

			I was balanced on one foot, even more exposed and vulnerable to him, to others.

			I heard his zipper descending. Now would he fuck me? Against the fiery skin of my thighs, I felt his length pulsing.

			“Do you want them to see you?” He ran the damp head against the cleft of my battered ass. “Really see you. Inside?”

			He reached around me to spread my lips. Even after all that had happened, blushes painted my skin. I could feel cool air on my entrance—could feel their desirous eyes centering on me there.

			That didn’t stop me from growing even wetter, from my lips swelling against his fingers.

			He cupped me wholly. “Offer this to me,” he commanded. “Present it.”

			I arched back as far as I could, jutting my ass against him.

			“Very good.” He pinched the tips of my nipples in reward, making me light-headed. “Do you want them to see you come again?” Before I could answer, he’d grabbed me, one hand below my raised knee, the other clutching my hip. With one sure thrust, he entered me from behind.

			I moaned around the chain, already on the verge. I felt as if I’d never come at all, as if my arousal had been stoked for days with no release.

			He gave me long, hard plunges that jostled my body. My breasts bounced, my trapped nipples screaming each time the chain tightened.

			As he drove into me, he grated, “You thought I was going out to find another woman that day you spurned me.” He moved in closer, tongue flicking out to taste my sweat. “How could I replace you? Even then I knew it was impossible.”

			Can’t think. He’d already felt that strongly for me?

			“Am I irreplaceable to you? Drop the chain if I am.”

			Irreplaceable? Right now he was everything. A giver of pain and ecstasy, with a godlike body he used to pleasure mine.

			With effort, I slackened my jaw, pushing the chain out with my tongue. It fell with a soft tinkling sound.

			I licked my lips and worked my jaw, wondering what he would do next, craving it.

			He covered one side of my face with his big hand, pulling me back to accept his kiss. Even as he plowed between my legs, his lips were tender on mine. The combination of brutal thrusts with the reverent caress of his tongue was as mind-blowing as anything else from this night—

			I heard a sudden snap of leather, felt its sting across my mound. I whimpered into his mouth. Was that a dogging bat? Like the one I’d shown him in the magazine?

			I couldn’t look down to see because he still cupped my face. He continued kissing me—letting me know that it wasn’t for me to see what he struck me with. It was for me to feel, to accept his lover’s kiss, to come as he tormented me and fucked me from behind.

			Another strike paddled my mons and clit, smacking against my sodden curls; there was a bite, but it wasn’t pain, just friction and pressure where I so feverishly needed it.

			Maybe I was desensitized, because I was rocking my hips for more as his cock continued to plunder.

			Against my lips, he commanded, “Surrender everything to me, milaya.” Another strike.

			And another. I was so close. “Sevastyan,” I whispered. “More.”

			He thrust—“I want to hear you scream your surrender”—and slapped.

			Lost to him, I did surrender everything. To the beat of my whipping, I threw back my head and screamed. Thrashing helplessly in my bonds, I came for him, drenching him with cream. With each core-deep tremor, my sheath clenched his thickened shaft.

			“I feel you milking me,” he growled at my ear. “Give you what you want!” He fucked with all his might—

			Scorching cum erupted inside me; my steely-willed, controlled Sevastyan roared uncontrollably for all to hear . . . over and over . . .

			Abandoned, shuddering, he emptied the last of his semen into me.

			With a ragged groan, he continued softly thrusting through our mixed orgasms, while I was left dazed.

			All my senses zeroed in on him, only him: his pounding heartbeat, the cool fan of his breaths on my skin, the warmth of his cock still joining us.

			When my head lolled back against his shoulder, he pressed kisses to my neck.

			I roused somewhat when applause broke out, peppered with catcalls and whistles. I expected a blistering wave of embarrassment, but I was still too overwhelmed to react. A quick scan of the ring showed out-of-breath lovers, silks and velvets wetted from releases, glistening mouths and chins.

			As we stared at the glass, Sevastyan wrapped one muscular arm around my neck, another around my waist, squeezing me close to show his claim.

			Sensing his fury blazing out at the others, I peeked up at him.

			No, he hadn’t liked displaying me; now that the heat of the moment had passed, he was baring his teeth. “Given them far too much of you.” He reached over to the table and pressed a button on the remote.

			We were concealed once more.

		

	
		
			Chapter 36
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			The thunderous applause continued, even after the glass was blacked out.

			Yet I couldn’t regret anything once I heard Sevastyan’s voice suffused with pride: “My fantasy made flesh. I should never have doubted you to know your own mind.” He gingerly pulled out of me, zipping himself back up as he moved to face me.

			He brushed damp hair from my brow, his expression alternately possessive and . . . awed.

			But when I shivered, he turned all businesslike. With swift, efficient movements, he released my raised knee and removed my ankle cuffs, then reached for my breasts, for the clamps.

			He unscrewed a bolt, loosening the metal at one end. “This will hurt, love,” he murmured as he eased it off my left nipple.

			Blood rushed into it. I had to choke back a cry.

			He took the throbbing peak into his mouth, stroking with his tongue to help with the pain. The right one was worse because I knew what to expect. The instant the clamp was off, he moved to that nipple. “Shh, love,” he soothed against the tip, “there, it’s almost over. . . .”

			With my next shiver, he broke away, returning with a white, fluffy robe over his arm. He held it at the ready as he freed my cuffs from the ceiling chain. I collapsed into his waiting arms, cocooned by the pillow of the robe.

			I trembled against him as he removed one wrist cuff and kissed the damp skin beneath it. He repeated his kiss with the other. “You’re free now.”

			Such loaded words; I’d already been freed. He’d described this kind of behavior as a descent. It was just the opposite. With this man, I had flown. I’d soared. In a way, to submit . . . was to ascend.

			Maybe I was still flying. Everything seemed muted and soft, the lights dimmer.

			“How do you feel?”

			“Little dizzy,” I said in a scratchy voice. “What happens now?” There would be time enough to disbelieve what I’d just done. But tonight I was just going to roll with it.

			“I’m taking you home.” He guided my limp arms into the robe sleeves. “I expect you to relax and worry about nothing while I cosset you.”

			I could deal with that.

			He bundled me up, cradling me against his chest, then carried me from our room.

			Would we have to see those people? Go through the ballroom? When I stiffened, he said, “We’re going out a private exit, love. The car’s waiting.”

			Even when we were ensconced in the back of the limo and under way, Sevastyan didn’t release me, keeping me on his lap. He removed my mask and his own, then reached into the cooler for a bottle of orange juice. “Drink.” He held it up to my lips.

			I quirked a brow. “No warm milk?”

			“You have no idea how hard your body worked tonight. I want you to come down softly.”

			I took a sip of the juice—had to be the best I’d ever tasted. It was everything I could do not to chug it like a frat boy on a keg nozzle. “What do you mean by coming down?”

			He eased closer to lick a drop of juice from my lip, making my lids grow even heavier. “Your blood is flooded with endorphins. That’s why you felt—”

			“High?”

			“Precisely. But what goes up must come down.”

			“You’ll be here to catch me when I fall?”

			He curled his forefinger under my chin. “Vsegda.” Always.

			Tonight we’d gotten one thing figured out. Surely hurdles had been cleared. Now we would make strides together.

			I kissed the crooked bridge of his nose, then buried my face against his chest. I ran my fingers through his thick hair, clutching it as I hugged this big, brave man close. I’d never felt so cherished. So protected.

			He was my guardian angel, my friend, my dream lover.

			Aleksandr Sevastyan was everything. Everything.

			He pulled me back to meet my gaze, his hooded eyes like gold coins. “Revelation?”

			I whispered back, “Obsessed.”
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			At the town house, he kept me in his arms, sweeping me inside and up to our bathroom. The light was low, the whirlpool bath already bubbling.

			When he peeled the robe from me and lowered me into the water, I wanted back in his arms. As if he disliked the distance just as much, he hastily stripped, then slid in beside me. He sat on the submerged bench, pulling me back into his lap, my shoulder against his chest.

			“I could get used to this,” I sighed. I’d read about kink aftercare and how important it was, but hadn’t grasped how much I would need it. I felt like I’d been broken down to the most primal levels and now had to readjust to everything.

			It was like lingering at the edges of a drug-induced high, produced from the cleanest-burning drugs imaginable.

			He started kneading my shoulders. “I intend for you to get used to it. Tonight, I take care of you.”

			I felt his shaft stiffening beneath me and grinned to myself—more of him, this very night? And his massage! Kneading . . . kneading . . . So. Freaking. Good.

			Once his big hands had rendered me into a heap of bliss, he began shampooing my hair, massaging my scalp until I was on the verge of drooling for the second time this night.

			After rinsing the strands with a sprayer, he worked conditioner through them. I turned to watch him over my shoulder. His face was drawn with absorption, as if he truly wanted to get this right, to bathe me and care for me, just so. That melted my heart.

			He caught me staring up at him like a fool. “Are you enjoying this part?”

			“I loathe it.”

			He chuckled. I’d actually made him laugh? His lips were curling. Still not a full smile, but close.

			His lightheartedness signaled so much to me, and I grew even more optimistic about our future. “You never thought I’d go through with it, did you?”

			“I admit it.” Finished with my hair, he smoothed the length over one of my shoulders, then grazed bath oil over my sore upper back. 

			“Any regrets?”

			“I decided that if you were willing to go through that—your first real time—then you must want it badly.” His cock pulsed against my bottom—because he was replaying those scenes? “I took you to a place that I thought of as sordid. And you saw beauty everywhere and felt hope. Maybe that club is what you make of it? What you bring to it.”

			“I believe that, especially now.”

			“I meant what I said earlier. You know your own mind. I’d forgotten that along the way.”

			“What do you mean?”

			He lifted one of my arms, washing it from fingertips to shoulder before bathing my ticklish underarm. “In Nebraska I witnessed your drive when you set your mind to something. I saw how hard you worked; at everything, you tried so damned hard.” He saw to my other arm. “I wanted to know how you could keep at it, with no guarantee of success.” 

			“But you couldn’t talk to me to ask.”

			“Could only watch you from afar.” He reached for one of my breasts, thumbing my nipple. “Are these sore?”

			I could barely keep my eyes open as he stroked me. “A little. But I kind of like it. A constant reminder of the things we did.”

			He made a sound of approval. “We’ve established that you’re hot-blooded—and you know your own mind. Yet you were a virgin?”

			When he moved to my other breast, my lids slid shut. “I had some bad experiences.”

			Dropping his hands, he tensed around me, gritting out one word: “Names.”

			My eyes went wide. “No, no, not like that! I had some unfortunate, clumsy experiences, I should say.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			So I told him about the guy who spooged into his condom. “He fled after that, never to be heard from again. I wasted weeks on that guy.”

			“Now that I know what he’d been so close to experiencing, I could almost pity him.”

			Awww. “I dated another guy for a couple of months, but I’m pretty sure he was a subbie. There were a few others who just weren’t worth the bother.”

			Looking back, I could see that I’d been waiting for a man’s man—one older than me, a lot more dominant, with some rough and dangerous edges. In other words, not your typical UNL student.

			“Their loss is my gain.”

			I trailed my nails over his forearm. “I didn’t want to be a virgin. Do you know how challenging it was to be sex-positive and progressive on a college campus and still be virginal? At my age? It was like a dirty little secret.”

			In a grave tone, he said, “I’m glad I was able to be of service with that.”

			Grinning, I turned to face him better, hanging my legs over his outer thigh. “So what’s your story?”

			“Story?” He seemed disconcerted that the conversation had steered toward him.

			“This is where we trade dating tales.”

			He gave me an I-got-nothing look.

			“You really haven’t spent a lot of time with women outside of sex, have you?”

			“Not at all.” He began massaging my feet, working bath oil up my surprisingly sore calves.

			“How did you usually find, well, bedmates? I don’t suppose there were mafiya mixers?”

			He raised his brows at that. “I would go to a bar or a scene club and wait for a woman to approach,” he said without conceit, just stating the facts. “I’d stay for the time span of a few drinks; the situation would either resolve itself or not.”

			My face flushed when I realized I’d been one of those approaching women. “So when I hit on you that first night, you equated me with them?”

			He shrugged.

			“You didn’t date any of the women you slept with? No going to a movie or out for coffee?” I couldn’t picture him doing either.

			“Never.”

			“Aside from our dinners on the road, was tonight your first real date?”

			“Yes.” As I hid my surprise, he added, “How am I doing?”

			My heart fluttered. “Judges’ scores of ten.”

			He frowned. “I shouldn’t have admitted that to you, I suppose.”

			“No, you should have. I love”—everything I learn about you—“hearing new things about you.”

			“My first date, your first flogging,” he said with amusement.

			“I adored what you did to me.”

			“Tonight I realized that I can torment you and treasure you. For you, it can be one and the same.” His hands began ascending my legs. “And there’s much more to show you.”

			My breaths shallowed. “I want to see it all.”

			“I’m having supplies delivered tomorrow. We’ll take it slowly, but be prepared for wherever this leads us.”

			“You really knew your way around this stuff.” Though I spread my thighs in welcome, he simply teased me with those light circles. “How long have you been doing it?”

			“Awhile.”

			Evasive much? “Now will you tell me about your particular interests?” With his fingers at work, I fought to keep my concentration. “When did you recognize them?”

			He opened his mouth to answer, then closed it.

			“Please tell me. I’d like to know, since I benefited from those interests so much.”

			“I will, one day. For now, I don’t want to think that far back into the past.” How far back? “Know this: before you, I participated, but now I see those encounters for what they truly were.”

			“What?”

			His gaze held mine. “Practice.”

			“For me?”

			“For you.”

			I couldn’t stop the slow grin that spread over my face.

			His eyes dipped to it, darkening. “There will be rules, Natalie.” He reached between my thighs at last, palming me with a sure grip. “This is mine. I’m the only one who gets to pet you here. I plan to keep you well pleased, but if you ever need to come, you wait for me—or for my command.”

			“So I’m never to play with myself in front of a camera for you?” I wriggled over his erection, making him inhale sharply.

			“I’ll order you to do that again—at a time when I can properly enjoy it. I was in a meeting that day when I stole a look at you.” Against my damp neck, he said, “I shot hard as rock, had to rush out of the building. The phone shook in my hand the entire way back to you.”

			His words sent a thrill through me. “Then I’ll await your command.”

			“And my permission. You’re not to come at all until you ask for—and receive—permission from me.”

			“I can live with that. Any other rules?”

			“Yes, one.” He pinched my chin. “Don’t ever look at another man with lust, unless you want him dead.”

			I knew he meant that literally.

			“You belong to me alone. No man could feel more possessive of a woman than I do you.” His eyes mesmerized me, as if he could see into my soul. Right now, I felt more vulnerable with Sevastyan than I had in front of an audience of dozens. “Do you understand me?”

			Gazing up at him, I nodded.

			“Horosho.” Good. “I think that deserves a reward.” He settled me on the submerged bench—alone. Before I could protest he’d risen from the water.

			Drops sluiced down those magnificent muscles, over his entrancing tattoos. Just the sight of his body made my achy nipples grow even harder, my pussy wetter.

			After spreading another plush robe over the flat marble expanse at the edge of the tub, he lifted me to my feet. “Go to your knees and forearms on the robe.” He helped me climb up.

			Even out of the water, I felt floaty and boneless, letting him guide me into the position he desired—one that left me bare to his gaze.

			“Now rest on the side of your face and straighten your arms back alongside your body. That’s it. Ease your legs apart.” Even more exposed? “Good. Keep this position.” He moved behind me. “Just relax and accept what I’m going to do to you.”

			Which would be what exactly—

			He grazed the head of his cock along the crease of my ass.

			I gasped. Surely he wasn’t going to do that?

			“So sensitive.” Another graze. “Why am I even surprised?”

			Right when I was resigned, arching up for him to do whatever he wanted, he leaned down and began to kiss one side of my ass, light nips and licks where he’d whipped me.

			“You’re going to be sore here too.” The other side of my ass received the same attention. “You were so exquisite with these bright pink lashes over your pale skin.” He ran his face against the backs of my thighs. “I imagined how each one must have made you feel and nearly came just from the sight.”

			He moved his face between my legs, leaning in to my pussy. To kiss from this angle? That was so hot. . . .

			With his first lick, I couldn’t bite back a cry.

			“You sound surprised.” He teased my entrance with the tip of his tongue, then said, “You didn’t think I’d let a day go by without tasting you here? There’s a reason I call you milaya moya.” My sweet. “I’ll be irritable any day I don’t get my fix of this.” He kissed me like he would french kiss my mouth, with his tongue sweeping and seeking between my lips.

			I moaned, already close. I wanted him to continue—but I was on fire for him inside me. “Sevastyan, please fuck me again.”

			“Can’t. You must be tender. I don’t want to hurt you.” He parted me with his thumbs, setting in with even more hunger.

			Panting, I said, “I-I can take it.”

			He moved lower to my clitoris. “This isn’t enough?”

			“Oh, God!” My hands curled into fists.

			A dark chuckle sounded against my flesh. “Relax and accept.” He kept licking and sucking, until I was in a crisis: not wanting to come without permission, but tripping along the brink.

			“Sevastyan, can I—”

			“No.”

			“Please let me come!”

			“How?” he demanded.

			“Wh-what?”

			“How do you want to be made to come? Be more specific when you beg me. And hold your position if you want my mouth.”

			I forced myself to go limp. “Please keep doing what you’re doing. Harder.” My words were throaty with passion.

			“Where? Be very specific.” He was so domineering that my thoughts got scrambled for the thousandth time tonight.

			“Please . . . lick my clit . . . until you make me come.”

			“Umm. Better.” He was lording his sexual power over me, and I didn’t know which one of us enjoyed it more.

			As he bent down farther to better tongue my bud, he spread the globes of my ass, his fingers nearing my ring.

			I couldn’t believe I was about to say . . . “A-and touch me there at the same time.”

			All innocence, he asked, “Here, love?” just before his stiffened tongue speared inside my pussy.

			I stamped the tops of my feet with frustration. “You know what I mean!”

			“Ah yes, this.” He gave me another frustrating/blissful thrust of his tongue.

			Half out of my head, I whimpered. “Please lick my clit while you touch my ass.”

			Tone wry, he said, “Better still, then.”

			In a dim part of my brain, I comprehended that my ruthless hit man was playing with me, enjoying himself ! And I loved it.

			He took my clit between his lips and drew wetly.

			“Ah, God, ah, God . . .”

			The pad of his thumb found my center—

			I exploded, startling myself with my sharp scream. “Sevastyan!”

			The pressure between my cheeks and around my throbbing clit wrung wave after wave from me as he suckled and played. . . . 

			Once he’d coaxed every last ounce of my release, he stood behind me, rasping, “Greedy girl. You came without permission? Tomorrow I’ll punish you for that. Tonight you get a pass because you’ve pleased me so well.”

			Between breaths, I asked, “Now will you fuck me?”

			“You can’t tonight.” He was stroking himself? “Besides, seeing you like this . . . I won’t last long.”

			“Really?”

			“If I donned a condom right now, I’d be sure to come in it.”

			Even in the midst of this, I couldn’t choke back a laugh. Maddening, fascinating man!

			I rested on my forehead, tucking my head under to watch him. Those tattoos on his arms rippled over his muscles as he worked his thick length.

			He bit out, “If you knew what I was imagining right now, beautiful . . .”

			My toes curled from his wicked tone, from his wickeder eyes.

			“Do you want my cum to mark you?” He squeezed his fist even tighter, as if to hold back a flood of it.

			In answer, I arched my back down, spreading myself wide—

			He loosed an overpowered bellow. An instant later, a ribbon of heat landed across my ass. Hips working, he fucked his fist, striping my flesh with semen.

			Each heavy lash was as scalding as the leather he’d used to whip me. He yelled out his pleasure over and over . . . until finally spent.

			Breaths heaving, he said, “Look at the sight of my woman.”

			My face flushed. I could only imagine what I looked like—spread, vulnerable, my reddened bottom coated.

			“I’m committing this to memory.”

			Heartbeats passed; his gaze lingered until I was squirming. “Sevastyan . . .”

			Then we were down in the water again, and he was washing me off, lavishing kisses and praise—which I lapped up, a kitten to cream.

			He rose, toweled off, then scooped me from the water, lifting me as if I weighed nothing.

			As dazed as ever, I let him towel me dry and carry me to bed. Beneath the covers, he lay on his back, pulling me against his side. Once I’d curled into him, he gave an exhalation—pure masculine satisfaction.

			My ear was over his heart, its strong beat lulling me to sleep. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt so relaxed, so . . . at peace.

			I’d never felt so in love.

			He tugged me even closer, saying against my hair, “You have pleased me above all things. I never knew I could feel such pride.”

			Just before I drifted off, I smiled sleepily. Tonight, we had taken a wrecking ball to the walls between us.

			Tomorrow everything would be different with him. . . .

		

	
		
			Chapter 37
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			Nothing is different, I thought as I paced the room. Not a damn thing . . .

			Today I’d slept until after lunch—a full ten hours!—waking with a big grin on my face and the words man, my ass is sore on my lips. Only to realize I was alone.

			Sevastyan hadn’t left a note or a text, hadn’t called.

			I’d been completely out of sorts, feeling hungover, chilled, and jittery from my endorphin withdrawal. Despite having few residual marks, I’d felt like I’d been through the wringer.

			Still did, even three hours later. And his absence continued to baffle me. Yes, I’d figured he was out doing secret syndicate business, but couldn’t he have taken a day off? I never should’ve been out of the bed, should be snuggled up with him!

			Why isn’t he here for me? I paced faster as my imagination ran away with me. What if he did regret taking me to the club? What if he was filled with second thoughts? Why can’t I get warm?

			What if I’d disappointed him somehow?

			Normally, panic would not be my go-to emotion. But after the physical and emotional extremes of last night, I felt like a spinning top.

			I reached for my phone, even as I told myself, Not going to call him. I didn’t want to come across as some needy chick who couldn’t go without reassurance—merely because she’d been whipped, screwed, and forced to come in front of dozens of people just the night before. . . .

			Earlier, I’d been staring at the phone, waffling, when Jess had called. After my tepid greeting, she’d demanded, “Where’d he take you last night? I’m dying to know—so bad I figured out how to call France!”

			Once I told her all about my experience, she’d said, “You really let him string you up? In front of an audience? Aw, Nat, I’m just so darned proud of the woman you’ve become!” After a pause, she’d said, “Wait, you’re lapping me sexually? I want my own membership to Cirque du Cock! Come on, you durrrty hussy, buy me one, huh, huh?”

			I’d been in no mood for humor. “He wasn’t here when I woke, and he left no word. Jess, why would he pull a nail-and-bail?”

			“He’s probably out racking his brain for his next play. One-upping Cirque du Cock won’t be an easy feat.”

			After we’d hung up, I’d attempted to distract myself by watching the camera feeds, but it’d been no use. Here I was pacing again, marching from wall to wall across the plush carpet.

			I’d paced more since I’d met Sevastyan than in all the years before him.

			Each minute that he remained absent, my mood continued to plummet. Not going to call . . .

			Pride—mingled with anger—gave me the strength to toss the phone on the bed.

			Still freezing and achy, I took a steaming shower, then headed to the walk-in closet. Skirts and delicate blouses, heels and hose. If he’d reordered items from my vast wardrobe at Berezka, he must have cherry-picked these clothes.

			I scowled at his selections. Sometimes I just wanted to veg out in sweats and a pizza-stained T-shirt. Sometimes I would prefer to wear jeans and clunky boots while trapped in my gilded cage.

			When kink-hungover, I didn’t automatically reach for a gauzy teddy. . . .

			The sun was setting by the time Sevastyan returned. The first thing I noticed—his gaze was shuttered.

			“Where were you?” I sounded remarkably calm, considering the fact that I wanted to bum-rush him with waif-fu.

			“Meetings.” He wasn’t cold, but there was a marked difference between the dream lover of last night and the detached man standing in front of me now.

			“So how was your day?” (Dear.)

			“It was fine.”

			I stared at him with bewilderment. “Mine was fine too. Dandy really.” This was how he was going to treat me after all we’d shared? How naïve I’d been; just because we’d overcome our sexual hurdles didn’t mean we could overcome our emotional ones too.

			“Good.” He turned away, removing his jacket and holster.

			I got the sense that he was trying to distance himself. And if I were paranoid, I would even have said that he was . . . uneasy around me.

			After we’d gotten on the same page at last? That couldn’t be right. Forcing a laugh, I said, “Have you been avoiding me today?”

			“No,” he answered, but he was twirling that ring.

		

	
		
			Chapter 38

			[image: 92354.png]

			“You’re quiet,” Sevastyan remarked.

			“Just thinking.” I stared out the limo window as we navigated the streets of Paris, passing lines of flickering gas lamps and chestnut trees. He’d said he had a surprise for me tonight, some unspecified destination.

			It’d been four days since the club, and while Sevastyan and I had continued to make progress in bed, we’d been stymied in other areas. Namely: every single one.

			We’d crested that night, and now seemed to be bottoming out.

			“You’re pensive.” He drummed his tattooed fingers on the armrest. “I’ve never seen you so.”

			“Guess I have a lot on my mind.” Misgivings. They were flooding in.

			There was no denying it any longer—Sevastyan was avoiding me during the days.

			Which was so different from the nights, when he would spoil me with pleasure, commanding me, guiding each interlude. Again and again, he’d demonstrated that our kinks were breathlessly well matched.

			As promised, he’d had a collection of tools and gear delivered. It came stored in a sizable wardrobe—basically a BDSM closet. Though he hadn’t broken out any hard-core gear yet—true to his word to take things more slowly—he had used different toys on me.

			He seemed fascinated by my orgasms: how quickly he could force one from me, how long he could deny me, until I was pleading for permission.

			At night, he was perfection. But during the day, if he was around, he was quiet and closed off. Which sucked in more than one way. Sevastyan was pressing for more sexual vulnerability from me, an ever deeper surrender, which left me raw the next day—just in time for him to be an ass.

			Like catching a fly ball—with my face.

			He drummed his fingers again. That drum drum drum was grating on my nerves. The night of the club, we’d meshed seamlessly. Now friction chafed between us.

			“Tell me what you’re thinking about,” he said.

			Oh, that was rich. “No hint of where we’re going?” I asked, deflecting, letting him know how it felt.

			“I meant this as a surprise.”

			Another sex club? Not really in the mood, Sevastyan. Yet I had to admit he’d put my curiosity on a slow boil. “For someone who hates surprises, you like delivering them well enough.”

			“Would you rather have stayed in? It is getting late.”

			My emotions were in such tumult that I might’ve balked at going with him, except for two things: I was desperate to get out of the house. And earlier, he’d acted differently with me.

			When he’d returned from his meeting, he’d taken me in his arms without a word and held me like I was the only thing keeping him afloat. Like he was crossing a finish line to reach me.

			It was so confusing!

			He exhaled a long breath. “Sometimes you’re an utter mystery to me.” If he kept drumming his fingers, I was going to snap them like dry kindling.

			“You’re one to talk. Besides, I tell you everything that’s on my mind.”

			“Not tonight.”

			“Maybe not,” I conceded.

			“I asked you to tell me what you needed. You agreed to.”

			Where to start? “You really want to do this?”

			“Yes.”

			Here goes . . . “When you bailed the day after the club, I would’ve expected you to leave a note or a text. To reassure me.”

			“Of what? There can be no doubt of how I felt after that night.”

			“It would’ve been nice to receive any acknowledgment.”

			Drum drum drum. “Very well. And . . . ?”

			“I want to know where you go every day.”

			“I have business concerns that I’m able to address from here.”

			“Syndicate business with that Maksim guy?” I asked. When he nodded, I said, “I know he gave you information about Berezka. I know you talk to him as much as I do Jess. Who is he to you?”

			“Nothing more than a temporary ally. He’s assisting me with work obstacles I’ve run into.”

			Again, I got the impression that Sevastyan was shielding me. Plausible deniability?

			“What else is bothering you?” Drum drum.

			“I can’t stay cooped up and alone in the town house any more.”

			“Which is one of the reasons I’m taking you out tonight.”

			I glared. “How much longer will we stay here? I’m used to being around people, talking and laughing. I’m used to having goals and working toward them. I need an end date; this indefinite shit doesn’t work for me.”

			“We’ll return to Russia at the beginning of next week. Things will be different there, Natalie.”

			Why did I have the sinking suspicion that I’d be hearing that line a lot? “How?”

			“You’ll meet new friends. Your days will be full, and I’ll feel more confident in your safety. For now, I need you to be patient.”

			I inwardly grumbled. I supposed I could make it another couple of days. . . .

			When the limo slowed, I asked, “Are we there?” My voice sounded ridiculously expectant; curiosity killed the Nat.

			Sevastyan drew a silk cloth from his jacket pocket. “As I said, it’s a surprise.”

			“Fine.” I let him blindfold me. Once we’d parked, he helped me outside into the blustery night.

			As he guided me up a flight of concrete stairs, I asked, “Oh, so we’re going aboveground this time?” Snark.

			“I wouldn’t get used to it,” he snarked back.

			We crossed a threshold into a warm interior. Aside from the echo of my heels, it was quiet inside.

			When he removed my blindfold, I blinked my eyes, adjusting to the soaring area. Recognition hit, and I twirled in place.

			We were in the Musée d’Orsay! I’d read all about this museum in my tourist guide, had seen pictures. It was a renovated train station housing galleries of famous French impressionists and other artists of the period.

			Van Gogh’s Starry Night over the Rhone, my favorite of them all, was . . . here. It blew my mind that I’d soon be viewing it in person.

			I glanced around, saw not another soul. The lights were dimmed.

			This was just for us? My irritation from before dissipated to a whisper, and I felt guilty for my impulse to snap his fingers.

			In a dry tone, Sevastyan asked, “Is this the tits?”

			A laugh burst from me. “It is! You’re redeeming yourself, Siberian. How did you get us in after hours?”

			“Called in a favor. This museum’s smaller and more personal than the Louvre, better suited for one night’s exploring. Come.”

			One of the first sculptures was of lovely Sappho with her lyre, her expression contemplative. “She composed her poems to be accompanied by the lyre,” I said. “You could say she’s the first lady of lyrics.”

			The autodidact looked impressed. “You know ancient Greek poetry?”

			“You don’t study the history of sexuality without getting to know Sappho.” Natalie Porter, history student. Did that designation even fit any longer?

			Maybe I should take Paxán’s advice and travel the world, living out my dreams. With the man beside me . . . ?

			As Sevastyan and I strolled on, passing one wondrous statue after another, I sneaked glances up at him. Though he’d pulled off this museum coup, he seemed a little less confident than his usual proud self.

			I recalled his attentive expression when he’d washed my hair, how badly he’d wanted to get it right. He looked the same tonight, as if it was critical to impress me.

			In fact, he was gauging my reactions more than he was admiring the exhibits. Just as he’d watched my face—instead of an orgy.

			“You’re not interested in art?” I asked.

			“I’m more fascinated by how you respond to it.”

			Irresistible Siberian. When he made comments like this, how could I stay mad at him?

			One of the last exhibits on the ground floor was Woman Bitten by a Snake, a life-size sculpture of a female writhing naked across a bed of flowers. Her body was voluptuous, her curves on display for eternity.

			Even in the midst of such a sensual sight, I could feel Sevastyan’s burning gaze on me. When I peered up at him, his eyes darkened, letting me know whose curves he wanted to see for eternity.

			I’d gotten accustomed to that sensual look of his—in bed, in the shower, in a sex club. But in a museum, I grew kind of flustered. Like I’d been when I’d first tried to pick him up.

			I girlishly tucked my hair behind my ear—uh, can I buy you a drink?—and moved on. We climbed the stairs in silence, each lost in thought.

			But on the second floor, I hastened past other masterpieces without due reverence to get to Starry Night. And then . . .

			There it was. Right in front of me. “I can’t believe I’m looking at it.”

			He remained silent by my side, allowing me take it in.

			The copies I’d seen had never conveyed the elaborate texture of the piece, the exaggerated brush strokes. Those gaslight reflections over the water were bold daubs. Each star was a cluster of deftly layered paint, creating height from the canvas.

			I blinked up at him, having no idea how much time had passed. With a blush, I explained, “It’s my favorite of the era.”

			“Why this one?”

			“The boats, the lights over water . . . this scene is a world away from the fields of home, from all I’d ever known. I’d never seen these kinds of blues in the Corn Belt. For a girl like me, the colors were exotic, calling to me.” Not to mention that I’d secretly sighed over the two lovers in the foreground, sharing such a night.

			Sevastyan eased even closer to me. “When you get excited, your cheeks flush pink, and your eyes become even brighter against that flame-red hair.” He reached forward to twine a lock around his finger. “Your colors call to me.”

			A breath escaped me. Seeing him like this, I told myself that life-altering sex, admiring looks, and earnest compliments could tide me over.

			Until what?

			Until he saw me as a partner, a confidante.

			He drew back. “Again, I speak too freely with you.” Now color shaded his cheekbones. “Whenever I’m around you, I say more than I mean to.”

			“Then we should spend more time together.” I let him lead me by the hand to another gallery room.

			“Or less,” he said, even as he appeared displeased by that prospect.

			“Would it be so bad for me to know more about you?”

			“I don’t think you would like what I revealed.”

			Was that the reason for all his secrecy? He didn’t want to scare me off? That didn’t bode well.

			As I perused another exhibit, I remembered my first semester at UNL. Jess and I were just becoming friends, and she’d been dating a “promising” new guy. Yet one night he’d told her with a mysterious air, “I don’t think you’d like me if you really got to know me.”

			Much to his dismay, she’d kicked his ass to the curb. To me, she’d explained, “When a man tells you something like that, honey, you better take him at his word.”

			Jess and I had made each other a promise: when men talked about themselves negatively—“I’m no good for you,” “I have trouble committing,” “I’m not going to settle down anytime soon”—we would listen to them.

			Sevastyan had told me he wasn’t a good guy. I’d thought he meant because he was a hit man. So what was he hiding from me?

			“Perhaps I would tell you more about myself,” he said, “if I were more certain of you.”

			The finish line was still between us, a glaring line of chalk. “Then we’re right back in the same catch-22. I find it difficult to throw all-in when I know so little about you. You give me a crumb of information only every few days. At the rate we’re going, by the time I’m ready to sign on, twenty years will have passed.”

			Speaking of time . . . We’d drifted to stand in front of the great d’Orsay clock window. Between the roman numerals, I could gaze out and see the misty Seine below, the lights of the Louvre and the Tuileries Garden.

			Faced with this view, my current friction with Sevastyan faded, giving way to memories of my father, the Clockmaker. When the minute hand ground forward, I had to stem my tears. “How are you doing, Sevastyan?” I didn’t have to be more specific.

			His face was granite under pressure. “I grieve, as you do. I think about him a lot.”

			I took Sevastyan’s hand in mine. “Thoughts of him come all the time, sparked by so many different things.” Tonight, I’d reflected on his letter, on his hopes for me. Earlier this week, I’d seen white tigers on a street-side billboard, and my mind had snapped right back to laughing with him. “Will you tell me a story about him?”

			Sevastyan was opening his mouth—doubtless to decline.

			“Just one,” I hastily said. “Pozhaluista.” Please.

			Looking like he was about to speak in front of thousands, he cleared his throat. “When I’d been with him for a few months, he took me to a summit meeting. Another vor’s son said something about Paxán that I took as an insult. I got into it with the older boy—which meant the two of us were sentenced to fight in the middle of a packed warehouse. ‘You’re too smart to be taking blows to the head,’ Paxán told me as he walked me through the crowd.” Sevastyan frowned. “He was always telling me that I was smart. So I told him I would ‘fight smart.’ ”

			I could imagine this exchange so vividly: Paxán shepherding him through a throng of mafiya, tough Sevastyan with his chin jutted—even as he soaked up the attention from Paxán. Because no one had given it to him before?

			“As I headed toward the makeshift ring, men were yelling all around us, placing bets. I was just fourteen, and it was . . . a lot to handle.” Understatement. “Paxán looked so concerned that I’d get hurt. I told him he shouldn’t worry about me.”

			“What did he say?”

			“He sighed and told me, ‘Best get used to it, Son.’ The first time he’d called me Son. Something clicked in my head, and I finally accepted that I would have a home with him, that it was permanent.”

			Had he been worried for months that he would have to return to the streets? To leave a place like Berezka? Oh, Sevastyan.

			“After that, I was determined to make him proud, to win.”

			“And you did?”

			“It took three men to haul me off my unconscious opponent.”

			At fourteen. “Paxán let you continue fighting after that?”

			“I convinced him I’d do it for no reason at all—or for money and respect. He had no choice but to agree.”

			“You didn’t go to school?”

			“I was learning from him,” Sevastyan said matter-of-factly. He didn’t have a chip on his shoulder about schooling; no surprise, Filip had lied. It was clear Sevastyan was confident in his intelligence and learning. It was also clear Paxán had nurtured that confidence.

			“Each week, he bought me books. Mathematics, economic theory, philosophy, great Russian literature. And history,” he said. “He never told me I had to read them, but the reward was discussing the books with him, usually while he tinkered with those damned clocks.”

			Sevastyan’s unmistakable affection made my eyes water anew. “Thank you for telling me that story.” He’d opened up to me about something! Every time he showed me these glimpses of himself, I fell a little bit more in love with him.

			He raised his brows. “I think that’s the most I’ve ever spoken.”

			I couldn’t tell if he was kidding or not.

			At that moment, the clouds parted for us, revealing the moon. Its light spilled down over the river and illuminated the numbers of this clock, making them glow.

			The full moon. Had it been a month since Sevastyan had taken me to Russia? Since he’d first kissed me?

			I wondered if he realized this. It seemed that everything he did was by design. Might Sevastyan be a closet romantic? In a casual tone, I said, “This is an anniversary of sorts for us.”

			He didn’t look surprised at all. “Yes. It is.”

			“Are we commemorating the first night we kissed?” Before I’d had any idea what this man would mean to me.

			“I want to.” He drew me against him. “You can’t imagine how badly I’d wanted to claim that kiss.”

			“You claimed far more than that on the plane.”

			His lids grew heavy as he obviously thought back to what we’d done. “I was a very lucky man that night.”

			“And now?”

			“I’ll consider myself lucky, my elusive girl, once you consider yourself taken. Every man has a weakness; you are mine. I’ve accepted that. Now you must accept me.”

			No, every person had a weakness. Aleksandr Sevastyan was my own.

			“I need you all in, Natalie.”

			He had opened up to me tonight, and we could build from that. I smiled up at him. “I haven’t ruled anything out, Siberian.”

			“I suppose that’s good enough—for now.” He rubbed the pad of his thumb over my cheek. “Do you want to see your painting again? We can go back.”

			Back? When the minute hand ground on once more, I didn’t feel sadness. This time I felt a tiny bloom of optimism.

			Maybe we were at last moving forward.

		

	
		
			Chapter 39

			[image: 92354.png]

			“The plighted life’s not treating you well?” Jess queried a couple of days later. “I thought you guys were lovey-dovey all the time after the museum.”

			“If possible, he’s even more distant.” This morning he was once again MIA. And, shocker, he’d left no note, belatedly texting me:  in meeting

			Gee, thanks. I’d thought talking about Paxán would be our common ground. Yet that story about my father had been the last I could coax from Sevastyan.

			“He sounds like a downer to me,” Jess observed.

			“We’re supposed to go to Russia in two days. He promises everything will be different there.”

			“And?”

			“I’m leery. Jess, I’m not sure if I want to return with him.” In some dark moments, I didn’t know if I could—not without sacrificing some part of myself. “How can the sex be so good when other parts of our lives are so lacking? I know without a doubt that no other guy will fit me so well in bed. I found him on my first foray.”

			“You sound like you’re in love with him, Nat.”

			“I am,” I admitted. “But it’s complicated. This love might have a razor’s edge to it. And it’s exhausting. I don’t remember the last time I was so tired.”

			Perhaps I needed to get out from under his influence and process everything that had happened. His personality was larger than life, the things he’d shown me as well; it could be that I’d overloaded.

			Sometimes I thought a break from his intensity might be welcome. Other times I shrank to think of parting from him.

			“You’ve got to bring this to a head,” Jess said. “If you want answers out of him, then demand them. Speak to him in the language he understands: Unicorn. Or Glock, or whatever. Dig until you get the splinter out of the lion’s paw.”

			“And if I can’t dig it out?”

			“Then let him get fucking gangrene—alone. Put a cap on this, girl. Give it one more shot, but then you’re done.”

			Maybe she was right. He expected me to do all the adjusting—while he stubbornly remained the same. Maybe I should stop compromising and making excuses for him.

			“You know you’re probably going to have to cut this one loose, Nat. I think you’re hoping that I’ll tell you to stick it out through thick and thin, through all his wank moppet damage. Wrong. Sometimes self-preservation means preservation of self.”

			“That’s deep, Jess.” And it was exactly where I was failing: keeping the Natalie in Natalie. “Where’d you hear that?”

			“Read it in a twatting romance novel.”

			I gasped. “You can read ?”

			“There’s my Nat! I missed you. Lose the downer unicorn and come home.”

			I recalled his reaction the last time I’d suggested a break; he’d trashed the dresser. “Taking time off will be difficult with a guy like him.”

			“Then remember my advice. ABC, baby.” Always be crazier.

			After we hung up, I dressed, readying for battle. What I wouldn’t give for a pair of jeans and clodhopper boots—or any garment at all from the bottom of my Nebraskan laundry basket.

			I settled on a satin-weave blouse in cobalt blue and a black pencil skirt. I knotted my hair atop my head as I slipped into a pair of pointy-toe heels.

			It wasn’t until later that afternoon that he returned, making his way up to our room. Weariness emanated from him.

			Not just weariness—distance. It was worse than it’d ever been. And I could swear I even saw resentment in his expression.

			Resentment toward . . . me? What the hell did I do? “We need to talk.”

			He shucked off his gun holster, rolling his head on his shoulders. “I don’t want to do this right now.”

			“You’re not going to put me off any longer. I’m done whiling away here when you go out for your mysterious meetings—that you keep secret from me. I’m done being shut out of your life.”

			His eyes were full of warning. “You need to learn patience.”

			Patience? He was putting this back on me again? “When do you intend to let me in? When do I rate high enough to get to know your business? To actually discuss things with you? After we sleep together? Already did that! Once we’re living together? We are.” I tapped my chin. “Hmm? Maybe after you whip and screw me in front of an audience? How much more personal can things be than that? Yet you won’t share what’s going on in your life? In your thoughts?”

			“Maybe it will never happen,” he said, filling me with alarm. “Did you ever think about that, Natalie? How about never?”

			“If I’m not your partner in this, then I’m no better than a doll, a toy you bring out and store away whenever it suits you.” Like I’d done with my arsenal. “How do you think that makes me feel?” To him, I was merely a belonging—which he’d told me. 

			Should’ve listened to him, honey.

			He scrubbed his palm over his mouth. “Maybe you expect things from me that I do not know how to give.”

			“You know how. You just refuse!”

			“So I’m to shoulder all the blame? Why should I tell you anything when I can sense you’re pulling away from me?”

			“Oh, no, no, no, Siberian. I’m not pulling away—you’re shoving me out of the fucking door! You keep this up, and I will bolt. Do you understand me?”

			Though I sensed a weird kind of panic in him, his demeanor was all confidence. “There’s no leaving, sweet. You’re as addicted to me as I am to you.”

			Under the influence. I couldn’t deny this. Not to mention that I was stupidly in love with him. Yet if he wasn’t good for me, to me . . . “It’s true, I am addicted to you. But maybe it’s time to kick the habit—”

			A commotion sounded downstairs. Sevastyan lunged for his holster, had his gun out in an instant. “Stay here. Lock the door behind me.”

			My heart slammed. “Who’s here? Is it another vor’s men?”

			He cocked his head. After a moment, he said, “No, and that’s a problem.”

			“How? Why??”

			“Because I can kill an enemy’s men.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 40
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			As I locked the door behind him, I wondered why Sevastyan hadn’t told me to go to the safe room.

			But didn’t I know? He didn’t want me to watch the camera feeds. Which meant I had to.

			At the desk, I scanned screen after screen as he made his way downstairs. My eyes widened when I saw the monitor that covered the parking area. Our guard was laid out on the ground. At least he looked like he was still breathing.

			In the kitchen, I spied a black-haired man as tall as Sevastyan, flexing the fingers of his right hand. One guy had knocked out that big guard with a fist?

			Could he be the mysterious Maksim? He dressed as well as Sevastyan did, maybe even more conservatively. Despite decking somebody, he’d managed to keep his dark suit crisp and flawless.

			In the color screen, I could see that his eyes were a piercing blue. And for some reason, this stranger looked familiar to me.

			He helped himself to a bottle of vodka and snagged shot glasses, as if he was just waiting for Sevastyan to join him. Yet he set out three glasses. So where was the third guy?

			Sevastyan entered the room. Despite looking like he was about to blow, he’d stowed his gun, tucking it into his waistband at the small of his back.

			Amazingly, the other man had no fear of him. He smirked as he made some comment, his bearing aggressive.

			Could he not see how close Sevastyan was to violence? It was simmering right beneath the surface, waiting to be unleashed.

			After another exchange—were they speaking Russian?—Sevastyan inhaled and exhaled, as if for control.

			I had to hear what they were saying! I took off my pointy heels, carrying them with me as I sneaked out of the room. I crept down the steps, then paused outside the kitchen doorway. Now I was a peek-freak—and an eavesdropper?

			If he would have talked to me, I wouldn’t be forced to stoop to this!

			“Answer me!” Sevastyan demanded in Russian. “What the hell are you doing here?”

			The man replied in the same, “This is the welcome I get? After all the work I’ve done to help your fiancée, you won’t even let me meet her?”

			Fiancée? Why would Sevastyan have told him we were engaged? And what had this man been working on for me?

			“You haven’t been helping because you’re honorable, Maksim. You only wanted something to occupy your disturbed mind.”

			A puff of breath escaped me. Maksim. In the flesh.

			“A game maker at rest is a dangerous man,” Maksim said in a tone of agreement. “As the old bastard always told us, ‘Life grows long without schemes.’ In any case, you’re one to talk—you’re playing a treacherous game right now.”

			What game? Was he talking about sorting out syndicate business? Outside looking in.

			“When I asked for your assistance,” Sevastyan said, “I told you not to view this as an opportunity for more. You agreed.”

			“You assume we want more from you, Roman?” Roman?? “Don’t flatter yourself. I merely want to meet the woman who’s at long last brought my big brother to his knees.”

			I sagged against the wall. Maksim was Sevastyan’s brother?

			I could see it. Both men had coal-black hair and towering, muscular frames. Though Maksim’s eyes were a piercing blue to Sevastyan’s gold, and Sevastyan’s nose had been broken, the rest of their features bore a resemblance.

			But that wasn’t why he looked so familiar. Finally I remembered. I’d seen his picture online, when reading about another Sevastyan family—the mega-rich, connected Sevastyans.

			This man was Maksimilian Sevastyan, the politician.

			Hadn’t I read about three brothers? I cast my mind back to that article. I believed the youngest one was named Dmitri and was a CEO of some company. There’d been no information on the eldest, other than his name. Roman Sevastyan.

			The same name that was on his fake passport. Except it wasn’t fake. His real name was Roman. And he’d been born into wealth and privilege.

			No wonder his manners were impeccable. No wonder he’d seemed like a born rider.

			What else hadn’t he told me about? I gazed up at the ceiling. The better question: What had he told me about?

			And the meager crumbs of information that I’d worked so hard to get weren’t even true! When I’d asked him if he had any family—and specifically any siblings—he’d answered none. He didn’t have just one; he had two.

			Somehow he’d gone from an affluent, respected family to the slums. If he’d been on the streets, it hadn’t been for long before Paxán found him.

			Unless that was all a lie. Maybe he’d scammed Paxán. Who the hell knew?

			Remembering my boasts, I felt my cheeks burn. My instincts with men are untouchable. I can figure out men easily—

			“Get the fuck out, Maks. I won’t ask you again.”

			“You took her to the club last week, but won’t even schedule a dinner with me?”

			I put my hand over my mouth. Sevastyan’s brother knew about Le Libertin? Had he seen me?

			And why in the hell would Sevastyan take me to a sex club his brother also frequented? How . . . ick!

			“Don’t look so surprised,” Maksim told him. “I know everything you do. You forget—I’m in the business of information. Now, call my sister-in-law down to meet me, or I’ll force my way up.”

			Sister-in-law! I needed to put a stop to this insanity. I slipped on my shoes, smoothed my hair, then entered the kitchen.

			Sevastyan shot forward, inserting himself between Maksim and me. “Natalie, go upstairs. Now.”

			My feet were rooted to the spot. “You told me you didn’t have any family left. And no siblings.”

			Maksim tsked, sidling around Sevastyan. “Roman has two brothers. I am Maksim, the more handsome one. And you, Natalie Porter, are even lovelier than I expected. Evidently I need to schedule a trip to Nebraska.” He held out his hand, so I offered mine. He turned my hand to place a startling kiss on the pulse point at my wrist, glancing up with his penetrating blue eyes. “It’s a pleasure.”

			Sevastyan didn’t like that at all. So joke him. I smiled back at Maksim. “Very nice to meet you.”

			Sevastyan snatched my hand, using it to drag me back. “You will wait for me in our room.”

			Dismissing me? He wasn’t even going to act guilty about the fact that he’d lied to me and been busted?

			“No, Natalie will remain for drinks,” Maksim said, pouring shots. I supposed he didn’t have the same hang-ups over alcohol as his brother. “We’ll order in.” He was just as domineering as Sevastyan! “I refuse to leave until I get to know my sister-in-law.”

			“I am not married to Sevastyan.”

			“Details. You will be soon. Roman considers you engaged.”

			“You mean plighted?”

			“Oh, no, I mean on the cusp of a legal, binding marriage.”

			Did Sevastyan just assume I would? The asshole hadn’t even proposed! I felt my fists balling.

			I’d asked him when I would get to know his business. He’d considered us engaged and still hadn’t deemed me worthy of his trust?

			How much more twisted could this “relationship” get? “I wouldn’t put money on a wedding.”

			Sevastyan ground his teeth until his jaw muscles twitched.

			I turned to Maksim. “I heard you say you’ve been helping me. How?”

			“I’m a politician in Russia. A powerful one.” He grinned, buffing his nails charmingly. Still, I sensed pain lurking inside him. Did he use his charm as a concealment, his own mask? “At present, a few of us politicians share the same resources as the vory in the mafiya—and even tactics. Roman knew I had men on hand to secure Berezka for you.”

			“Then, in that case, spasibo.” Thank you.

			Voice deep, he murmured, “Vsegda pozhaluista.” You’re quite welcome. This man’s charisma was off the charts. He gave me another grin that revealed white teeth. I recalled the one time I’d seen Sevastyan truly smile, and realized the two men looked even more similar than I’d thought. “You still call my brother by his surname?”

			“That’s what he told me to call him.”

			Maksim turned to him. “You’re no longer a mere enforcer. Your fiancée should call you something more personal.”

			“I’m not his . . .” Oh, forget it. Neither man was listening to me.

			The two stared each other down, Roman seeming on the verge of blows. Before the shit hit the fan, I might as well try to get answers out of one Sevastyan. I asked Maksim, “Why have you been meeting with him all week?”

			“He’s been using me to help extricate you from the mafiya—trading syndicate holdings for clean ones of equal value. Like a billion-dollar game of Monopoly. He has power of attorney, and I have the means to get these things done secretly and quickly. So I have—without even a single thanks, I might add.” Maksim cast a pointed look at his brother, but there seemed to be an underlying amusement in him, as if he found this situation humorous.

			I whirled around on Sevastyan. “You could have taken me to those meetings, or at the very least told me about them. They concerned my inheritance!”

			“You’ve shown no interest in this money—”

			“You’re one to talk, brother,” Maksim cut in. To me, he said, “Roman could have made himself a billionaire this week. But for reasons I don’t follow, he refused to rob you, refused to break his word to your father. He’s worked on your behalf to disentangle Kovalev’s legacy from crime. And once that’s complete, Roman will step in as vor in the territory.”

			My eyes narrowed on Sevastyan. “I asked you about this! Seems like that might’ve been a decision we made together.” He’d signed on for a new position without even a mention to me. Because I wasn’t a partner; I was a possession.

			One didn’t ask one’s favorite toy to discuss potential career paths. Ugh!

			Scowling down at me, he bit out the words, “Natalie, upstairs—now.”

			“You did not just bark another order at me.” In front of his brother? Blood heated my cheeks. Did he think he could command me like this simply because he did in bed?

			Why wouldn’t he believe that? Dear God, I hadn’t made things better by trusting him sexually—I’d made them worse.

			Weeks ago, I’d asked myself what I was prepared to do to get more from Sevastyan.

			My definitive answer: not this.

			I needed to accept that nothing I could do was going to move the needle with this man. He would always be closed off. And I deserved more than a satellite’s orbit and a collection of lies.

			I deserved preservation of self. Or I’d rather be alone.

			It was as if a neon sign was slowly crackling, clicking, popping to life in my brain. The lights spelled: This relationship is doomed, dumbass!

			I had steel in my backbone and fire in my belly. My time was valuable; I didn’t reward shitty behavior with more of it. I can’t fix him, Paxán.

			Maksim told me, “Don’t listen to him, dorogaya moya.” My dear. “You need to teach him that orders—outside of some . . . situations—are unwelcome.”

			How much did this man know about my sex life? If they went to the same club, did the two brothers share similar interests?

			You know what? That is none of my business.

			“Roman is a handful, no?” Maksim continued. “A silent, brooding handful. If it’s any consolation, he has always talked this little, sharing nothing of himself. When we were children, quiet was rewarded. The opposite was . . . not.”

			I didn’t have time to puzzle at his words before Sevastyan growled, “Zatknis’ na hui!” Shut the fuck up! Clearly about to go ballistic, he told me, “Leave now! Or I will carry you to our room.”

			When I told Maksim, “It was a pleasure to meet you,” he flashed me a look of disappointment, as if he’d thought I would fight more. “I’ll be upstairs,” I said. A lie, to put with Sevastyan’s.

			I won’t settle. I’m going to keep my eyes on the horizon.

			In our room, I packed a messenger bag with my new passport, my cherished letter from Paxán, and some cash. I grabbed my wrap coat, my cell phone, and nothing else.

			On my way out, I flipped off the bedroom camera. ABC, baby.

			Do svidaniya, Siberian.
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			“Your flight is about to board,” a French security guard told me as he inspected my ticket and fake passport.

			In a matching fake accent, I said, “I’m surprisingly quick.” Especially if properly motivated.

			An hour ago, I’d used the maid’s entrance to slip out of the town house, sneaked past the groaning guard, then hailed a cab. On the way to the airport, I’d used my phone to buy an economy ticket to Nebraska.

			I’d chosen my flight based on one criterion. It departed, like, now. I just had to hope that this passport would work.

			I stifled a sigh of relief when the man handed it back. “Mademoiselle, you’ll have to run to make your plane.”

			“Thanks!” I called over my shoulder. Run? In heels and a demi-cup bra? Beautiful. My heels clicked along, boobs bouncing—to the delight of a pair of males I passed. This is why I preferred to wear minimizers!

			As I rushed down the concourse, I called Jess.

			She answered on the first ring. “How’d the splinterectomy go?”

			“I left him to die on the table.” I darted glances around me, wondering how much time I had before Sevastyan noticed I was gone. “I’m at the airport right now.” Leaving him was for the best. I needed to go home, to see my friends and my mom. To sort through everything that had happened to me. To get back to my old self.

			“He’ll come after you?”

			“You have no idea—”

			A text chimed on my phone. With a grimace, I read it. 

			Get your ass back here or I will whip it raw

			“Shit, Jess! He knows I’m gone. He’s going to assume I came here and follow me.” To catch me and bring me back.

			How had I gotten myself into this monumental mess? This had all started because I’d wanted to find my biological parents. Both were dead, and now I was saddled with a fortune that was still in the rinse cycle—along with a lying, stalker ex-boyfriend, who also happened to be an assassin.

			Fuck!

			“You’ve got a good head start on him, right?” Jess said. “And there’s got to be security everywhere.”

			“If I can get away now, do you think we could hide out at your parents’ lake cabin for a couple of weeks?” Months? Years?

			“Hide out? Nat, what did he do to you?!” She sounded on the verge of skull-fucking something.

			“Nothing like you’re imagining. But he isn’t who I thought he was.”

			“Skeletons in the closet?”

			“Boneyard. And I still don’t know the half of it. He told me he had no family, but I just met his brother a little while ago! A big-shot politician. And their family is rich.”

			“I thought you said Sevastyan was a street kid.”

			“That’s what he led me to believe. You can imagine my shock. Jess, I didn’t even know his real name.”

			“Holy shit, that’s serious. So to the cabin we go. I’ll make Jell-O shots for our trip, pick you up at the airport, and then we’re off. Quick question of no particular import: was the brother hot?”

			“Jess!” I slowed, swiping my palm over my nape. The first night I’d met Sevastyan, I’d had a sense that I was being watched; I had that feeling again.

			Wary, I surveyed the terminal—

			Sevastyan! He was here, on the other side of the security checkpoint, charging through milling travelers.

			God, even now I found him breathtaking to behold, with his powerful body and determined demeanor.

			His intense golden eyes swept the area. Because he was hunting.

			For me.

			“Gotta go. Fucker’s here.” Click. How had he found me so quickly?

			Our gazes met. Confusion flashed over his face. As if he truly had no idea why I’d left?

			Too bad, Sevastyan, I am done.

			I had to hope that he couldn’t get through the long line at security. What were the odds that he’d already bought a ticket—and lost his ever-present pistol?

			His confusion was turning to fury. His body language said he would murder anyone who got between him and me. For me, his eyes were filled with warning. Don’t you dare run.

			My expression told him, This dumbass can finally read neon signs. I gave him a pilot’s two-finger salute, then made my way toward my distant gate. They were boarding! If I could just get on the plane . . .

			I was out of breath by the time I filed into the slow-moving line. “Excuse me,” I said to a group of sweet-looking elderly ladies in front of me, “do you mind if I skip ahead?”

			They gave me bitch, please looks.

			Out of the corner of my vision, I spied the crowd parting for a very tall black-haired man. Shit—he’d cleared security! My line snailed forward. . . .

			Panicked, I scurried away from the gate down the terminal, knowing how this would go down. He’d catch me and I’d have to scream and fight.

			And then he’d still never let me go.

			When I had nowhere else to run, I spun around, squaring my shoulders.

			His eyes were crazed as he stalked up to me. “Come.” He snatched my upper arm.

			“Let—me—go.” I tried to wrench free of his viselike hold. “I’m not leaving with you.”

			“Natalie, now.”

			People were staring at us, whispering behind hands. Under my breath, I snapped, “Why can’t you just leave me alone? You’ve been doing it for weeks!” At least during the days.

			“Fight me, and I go to jail. Because nothing short of that will keep me from you.”

			Damn it! I’d seen his body language, promising pain to anyone who got between us. In the banya, he’d told me he’d do murder to possess me.

			I didn’t want anyone to get hurt. And I didn’t want him to go to prison. Again.

			“Interpol would love to take someone like me into custody.”

			I glanced past him, saw a gate attendant reaching for a red phone. To alert security?

			Talk about making a major decision under pressure: My freedom for his?

			I recalled how Sevastyan had been last night, in our bed. My dream man.

			Damn, damn, damn! It seemed I could leave him—but I couldn’t send him to prison. Not after everything he’d done for me.

			This man saved my life.

			His grip tightened, and his frenzied gaze pinned mine. His pupils were blown, his eyes appearing almost black. “I won’t be taken from you. Do you understand me?”

			I swallowed, hoping very much that I did not understand him. I had a flashback of what he’d done to Gleb, and pitied any guard who confronted this enraged enforcer. I had no choice but to go with him. For now. “Let go of my arm, and I’ll come with you.”

			Instead, he dragged me along, my wishes ignored yet again.

			“You can’t do this!”

			“Doing it.”

			Okay, so he could force me back—didn’t mean I’d stay. He couldn’t watch me every hour of the day and night. I promised him, “Short of your locking me in a cage, I will return to Nebraska.”

			“I’m not above using a cage.”

			“You dick!” As soon as we were outside the airport, I launched the toe of one of my pointy heels at his calf, booting him as I had his car back at Berezka.

			He didn’t seem to feel it whatsoever. So I kicked his ankle.

			Nothing. And then he was tossing me into the back of his limo, signaling for the driver to go.

			Apprehension overwhelmed my anger. The privacy window was up; I was at Sevastyan’s mercy.

			What was he going to do to me?

			As if even a foot was too much distance between us, he yanked me across his lap. He squeezed me against his chest, those massive arm muscles rippling around me.

			On the way back from the club, he’d held me like this. Never had I felt more cherished and protected.

			Now? I’d never felt more conflicted. Had some traitorous part of me clamored for him when he’d scanned the crowd for his woman? Had some part of me thrilled earlier to hear myself called his fiancée?

			What is wrong with me??

			As I sputtered protests, he stripped off my messenger bag and coat—still too much between us?—then he clasped me harder, inhaling the scent of my hair, like we’d been parted for ages. In a distant tone, he asked, “Why would you leave?”

			“You know why! I didn’t sign on for a one-sided relationship, didn’t sign on to be treated like a thing. You don’t confide in me, you order me around, and you lie to me!”

			As if he hadn’t heard me, he grated in Russian, “You’re not to leave me, Natalya. I’ll never let you go.”

			“My God, are you hearing me at all? You sound like a freak! You can’t keep me if I don’t want to be kept!” I managed to draw back a couple of inches to glimpse his face—then wished I hadn’t.

			A professional hit man had fixated on me, and now seemed to be experiencing some kind of mental break because I’d left him. It was as if he couldn’t make out my words because some bomb blast was repeatedly going off in his head.

			Realizing how futile it was to try to communicate with him, I fell silent. But he wasn’t done.

			“For now, I’ll discipline you.”

			I swallowed. “Putting the D back into BDSM?”

			Against my hair, he said, “I told you that if you ran from me again, I’d catch you. I told you I’d spread you over my knees and whip your ass until you knew better.”

			His text had said he’d whip it raw. At the thought, I tensed even more in his iron embrace.

			“And don’t I always do what I say I will?”
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			Sevastyan kept me trapped in his arms as he climbed the steps to our suite. He only let me go to slam the doors behind us.

			As his threat replayed in my mind, I wondered if I should make a dash for the safe room. Yet even now I couldn’t manage to be afraid of this man.

			“Never run from me again!” He couldn’t seem to catch his breath. “The thought of not having you . . .” He punched the wall near the hole from his last show of fury. As his fist made impact, he loosed a short, violent yell. Like an animal in pain.

			“Sevastyan, just wait.”

			Flexing his hand, he twisted around to face me. “Strip.”

			“No, I don’t want to.”

			“STRIP!”

			I snapped, “Sure thing!” and stepped out of my shoes, scooping them up. “Here we go!” I flung the first one overhand like a dagger. Missed. He batted away the second.

			“Why don’t you arm yourself with your shirt next, sweet?”

			“Fuck—you!”

			“Fuck me?” Though his pupils were still blown, his sexy lips curled. “We’re getting to that.” Underneath all this pain and frenzy, Sevastyan was still Sevastyan.

			Seductive. Undeniable.

			He prowled closer, running the heel of his palm over the straining bulge in his pants. I’d been conditioned by him; seeing this man’s erection would always make me grow wet to receive it. When he was just before me, his body heat and addictive scent wreaked havoc on my senses.

			“You won’t remove your clothes when I command it? I think you don’t want me to discover what you’re hiding.”

			Hiding?

			He seized my hip with one hand. His other hand was climbing under my skirt. “Will I find you wet? If so, you’re going to get whipped. If not, I won’t touch you.”

			Not fair—I couldn’t control my response! I squeezed my thighs together, but he forced them apart.

			When he felt my damp panties, he grunted with satisfaction. “I think you want your punishment very much.”

			Was I already so lust-stupid that I . . . did ? He rubbed me with his slow, hot fingers, sending my thoughts into chaos.

			Maybe I should use him for the pleasure he always gave, then figure out what to do afterward. So what if he was going to spank me? It wasn’t like he hadn’t done it before—with a flogger. I could get through this.

			Or maybe I was making excuses for him—yet again! I shoved at his wrist and twisted away from him.

			He let me get a step away before his hands landed on my shoulders to jerk me back. He leaned down, his mouth descending on mine.

			My cry was his access.

			His tongue flicked . . . deliberate, sensual. Leveling my resistance. Even as he tore my blouse from me like it was tissue paper, he was giving me his mind-numbing, toe-curling lover’s kiss—as if he couldn’t help himself.

			As if his mind was saying Discipline her, while his heart was saying Kiss her.

			Though my mind screamed Resist him, my heart told me . . . Surrender.

			With a defeated moan, I kissed him back, twining my tongue with his. He was caught up, and now I was too. I might hate myself afterward, but I couldn’t stop this.

			Whatever happened tonight would be my grudging toll, to buy my break from him.

			He cut short the kiss to snatch at the fastening of my skirt, rending that material as well. He shoved what was left of it down my legs, all but clawing away my hose at the same time. His overt aggression was turning me on, the wild edge to his touch. . . .

			As he ripped away my bra, he kissed my neck—licking and sucking right over my pulse point, knowing how that drove me crazy.

			“Tell me to give you the punishment you’re so wet for,” he said against my skin. “Or tell me you never want to feel my hands on you again.”

			Never to feel those tattooed fingers on my skin, playing me like an instrument?

			Can’t.

			“Tell me no”—he scraped his teeth over that spot on my neck—“or tell me you want this.”

			I choked out, “I want this.”

			With one brutal yank, he ripped off my thong. Once I’d been stripped down to nothing, he released me, moving to sit on the leather ottoman. “Come here.” Though he sounded like he was on the very brink of losing control, I crossed to stand before him.

			“Turn around,” he ordered me. “Then go to your knees and forearms.”

			As I had in the bathroom that night? It was such a vulnerable position to be in. Was he about to go down on me again?

			“Now, Natalie.” His face was unreadable.

			What would he do to me? Curiosity flooded me as I followed the command, kneeling on the plush carpet—

			He seized my ankles, yanking me back until I was in a wheelbarrow position over his lap, leaving me to balance myself on my hands.

			“Sevastyan!”

			“Lean on your arms.”

			Breathless, I did, resting on my forearms and forehead, which put my ass in the air.

			“Wrap your legs around my waist.”

			I had no choice but to comply. With my legs circling his torso in reverse, I could feel his hard cock pressing against my mons and belly. He’d told me he would spread me over his knees; he’d never specified how.

			Positioned like this, I was totally bared to him, my pussy and ass on display for him. Perfect for whipping, for exploring and tormenting. The exposure only fueled my arousal—

			His palms came down, cracking over both cheeks. I hissed in a breath, but the soreness from the club had long since faded. I could take his . . . correction.

			Soon, I’d no doubt beg for it.

			As the sting morphed into that prickling heat, I had to bite back a moan.

			“My sweet Natalie craves this.” Could he see how wet I was getting?

			I cried out at another sharp crack. He was punishing me, and it was a pleasure. When I raised my ass for more, I could feel my flaring lips opening for his gaze, my clitoris jutting against the fly of his pants.

			“Do you have something you want to show me, love?” With a low groan, he spread me even wider. “So—fucking—beautiful.” He delved a finger, screwing it into my slippery core.

			I almost came spontaneously—without permission.

			He wedged in another finger, increasing the pressure. Then . . . another? He was mercilessly working in a third. I wasn’t sure I wanted it, until he rumbled the words: “You can take it for me.”

			With a whimper, I did. “Ah, God, yes.”

			While I panted, he fucked me with those fingers, growling at the view. All the while, he spanked me, rocking his straining shaft against my mons and clit.

			I was so close to coming for him. . . .

			Over and over, he rocked and fingered and slapped—until I couldn’t stand it anymore. “I-I need to come.”

			“Why should I give you that? You were leaving me.” Slap.

			“Please!”

			Slap. “If you want to come so badly”—he shoved his bulging cock against me—“then use me, greedy girl.”

			Gone shameless with need, I did, grinding against his hardness, taking his wetted fingers and his stinging correction. Even before he groaned, “My God, woman, look at you,” I knew the picture I presented. I knew his darkened gaze was rapt on the most private part of me, stuffed full with his fingers.

			And I was turned on all the more for it, hurtling toward my orgasm.

			“I could watch this all night.” Slap.

			Right on the verge, I moaned, “Oh, God, oh, God—”

			He abruptly removed his fingers. “Your punishment’s not over.”

			I sputtered, “Sevastyan, no!” He’d never gotten me this close, only to deny me. I was quaking with need.

			He grabbed my hips, lifting me to my feet, holding on to me as I swayed. “You really think I’d let you come so easily? Reward your running?” His rage didn’t seem tempered whatsoever, merely . . . delayed. “From now on, you have to earn your pleasure from me. And you’re about to.” He steered me toward the gear wardrobe, turning me to face away from it.

			I heard the whisper of leather and the clinking of metal from within, could only imagine what he was searching for. I tried to summon up fear, but only felt that burning curiosity. What would this man do next?

			“Bend your arms behind your back, and cross your wrists,” he said. “Keep them there for me to bind.”

			He hadn’t restrained me since the club. “I don’t know—”

			“You always think I’m asking, pet.” He gave my ass a smack. “Obey me now.”

			To be bound and helpless with this man? How could I want that so much?

			I had to feign hesitation as I crossed my wrists behind my back. I kept them there for him to wrap with leather cuffs. They were attached to each other, trapping my arms in place.

			An instant later, cool leather met my throat; I startled, but he’d already stretched a collar around my neck.

			Collar and keep you. The leather in the front dipped down to a V, reaching the hollow above my sternum. The interior was lined with what felt like cushiony silk. As he buckled it in place, I shivered.

			He attached another strap of leather to the cuffs, pulling upward. What would he—

			Click.

			He’d connected the cuffs to the back of the collar. When I tried to move my arms, I felt a definite tug at my throat, which—I could admit—only added to my dark thrill.

			Without a word, he lifted me, depositing me on the bed. I shifted onto my side to watch him stride back to the wardrobe.

			He returned with a black drawstring bag, a ball gag—and a bottle of oil. “Facedown, Natalya. I’m going to gag you, then open you up. Just as you described for me when we first got here.”

			He wanted anal sex? Now? “Sevastyan, you can’t.” I maneuvered myself to my knees. As horny as I was, and as curious as I’d been . . . “You’re too angry. You’re going to hurt me.”

			With silky menace, he said, “I won’t hurt you—not like you did me when you ran.”

			“Will you just listen for a second?”

			He tossed the gear to the bed and seized my upper arms. “Submit to me!” He crushed me against his body, my nipples raking the cloth of his shirt. He kissed my neck again, his hands descending to grip the cheeks of my ass. He ground me against his pulsing cock—until the idea of him taking my ass didn’t fill me with alarm.

			It filled me with need.

			He released me, grating, “Open your mouth for me.” He held up the ball gag before my widened eyes.

			I could have clenched my jaw; I could have screamed at him. Instead, I found myself parting my lips.

			“That’s it, milaya. Now look at me when you lick it.”

			Lick? When I gazed up at him and swiped my tongue over the ball, his lids went heavy with satisfaction. So I did it again.

			He rubbed the moisture over my lips, tracing the outline of my mouth, then fitted the ball between my teeth. While I tried to get used to the foreign sensation, he fastened the straps behind my head.

			Though I’d been gagged, collared, and bound—he wasn’t through with the gear. He moved me to lie on my front, then began pulling something else up my legs. Whatever had been in the drawstring bag?

			I thought I felt more straps. These didn’t seem to be leather—more like . . . elastic? He shimmied them past my calves and knees, then higher, until one hugged each of my upper thighs.

			What is this? What could it be? God, the curiosity . . . Maybe it was another dildo like the one he’d used at the club?

			When he secured a third strap around my waist, I felt something spongy between my legs. I realized what it was with the first vibration—one of those wearable, remote-control vibrators.

			Fitting it snugly over my clit, he turned it on at a frustratingly low speed. “You’ll enjoy this.” The sensation made me moan against my gag. “But not too much.” He set it to pulse on for a brief period, then off for much longer, then on again at that slow, slow speed.

			“On your knees,” he ordered.

			This was really about to happen? Could I actually do this? If I was honest with myself, I’d admit that I trusted him to keep me safe, to take care not to hurt me. Hands still locked behind my back, I made my way to my knees.

			“I want you facedown.” I heard him stripping behind me.

			He could have positioned me to receive him, but he seemed determined to make me participate, to submit at every opportunity. Did he assume my aching horniness would compel me to obey him?

			If so, he was right.

			Heart racing, I leaned forward to rest my forehead against the bed, leaving my ass up in the air. That vibrator came back on, making my hips roll.

			“You always get what you want, don’t you? But I hadn’t given you your way in this.”

			He pressed the backs of his hands against my inner thighs. “Spread your legs.”

			My mind whispered, Step off the trestle, just as he commanded, “Submit to me, milaya.” I couldn’t resist both my will and his.

			The anticipation of what he was about to do to me was maddening. The mere idea of this act . . . with him . . .

			When I worked my knees wider, I felt the head of his cock brush along the back of one of my thighs, leaving a distinct trail of dampness. How badly he must want this!

			“Do you trust me not to hurt you?”

			I had to nod.

			“Good.” He slapped my bottom again, but this time his palm was wet. With oil? He drizzled a line along my crevice.

			When I felt drops trickling directly over his target, the gag muffled another moan. He grazed his forefinger up and down, scarcely making contact with that needy part of me.

			Each pass of his finger, he applied a tiny bit more pressure. As the vibrator fired up again, continuing its slow assault on my clit, he pressed hard enough to breach me, just barely.

			My groan of frustration made him hiss in a breath. “My greedy girl wants more?”

			I nodded my head against the bed, arching my back. The vibrator stopped, and I wanted to cry. By this point, I would have begged him to fuck me there.

			With one hand gripping my hip to hold me steady, he started to circle the pad of his finger over my opening, making me drool around the gag.

			Waiting . . . waiting . . . Right when the vibrator came back on, he dipped inside to his knuckle.

			At last! I moaned at the exquisite sensation. With the vibrator humming, he pumped his finger.

			Against the gag, I cried, “More!”

			“As you wish.” More oil. Deeper penetration. “You think I would hurt you like this? That I wouldn’t prepare you?” Another finger joined the first, wedging inside, stretching me.

			For what felt like agonizing hours, he gave me shallow pumps. More oil. Deeper. More oil. Wider. Vibrator buzzing on and off.

			I was glad of the gag when I began to babble and beg. Please, please, please. I was ready—couldn’t be more ready. By the time he removed his fingers, I was nearly insensible.

			I heard him squirting more oil. To slather over his heavy length? I could all but see him oiling himself, gliding his big hands across the taut head, the thickened base, along those prominent veins.

			I wanted so badly to stroke him, to lick him, anything, but I was helpless. Even without the gag, my mouth would’ve been ajar, starved for something to suck. Every inch of my body was empty and open, receptive to whatever he wanted to give me. . . .

			When the crown kissed my hole, I shook from the jolt of sensation.

			“Don’t fight me,” he groaned. “Let me in.” He pressed forward, entering me—just as the vibrator ramped up once more.

			Once the entire oiled head was inside, I moaned because it was so good. Better than good.

			He delved farther, his girth difficult to accept. Even still, pleasure suffused me the deeper he went.

			Between gnashed teeth, he said, “Teper’ ti prenodlizhish mne vsetselo.” Now I’ve possessed you. Completely. He sounded as crazed as he’d looked earlier.

			I twisted my head around and chanced a look back. His gaze was riveted to where our bodies joined. If eyes could incinerate . . .

			Was he overwhelmed like me? How strange; I was bound, vulnerable, impaled—yet he seemed overpowered by this act taking place between us.

			He withdrew a couple of inches. As I writhed, trying to adjust to him, I felt him drizzling more oil. “Relax, love. Surrender to me.”

			I willed myself to relax as much as I could.

			“Good girl.” Then he gave his first thrust into my ass, bellowing with satisfaction. The force of it rocked my body, pulling on my collar.

			I could do nothing but cry his name against my gag—accepting the fact that I had leather strapped around my neck, that my arms were immobile, that I’d been wired to a device meant to drive me out of my mind.

			That the man I loved had completely dominated me, and I was melting for him.

			He drew his hips back, then rolled them forward, sending his cock even deeper. After another measured stroke, he fucked harder, grunting with pleasure. His sweating body slapped the oiled curves of my ass—more punishment against flesh that had already been whipped into submission. Conquered.

			But I reveled in the sound of our skin colliding, knowing he was about to make me come. And then he would follow. He’d told me he would fill me up with cum. . . .

			Yet then he stilled. “Up on your knees.” He lifted me so I was kneeling with my back to his torso. He wrapped an arm across my chest, seizing my left breast in a possessive grip, trapping my bound arms between us.

			His free hand trailed down my belly. With the heel of his palm, he cupped the humming vibrator tighter against my clit, then he stretched two fingers farther between my legs. He plunged them inside my hungry pussy right as he bucked behind me—and it was . . .

			Cataclysmic.

			He wrenched an orgasm from my core, screams from my lungs. As the pleasure rolled on and on, fierce contractions overtook my lower body.

			“I feel you!” With a savage bellow, he joined me, beginning to ejaculate. His fingertips dug into my curves, his hips jerking with each palpable shot of hot cum—one after another as he grated, “Never forget . . . who you belong to!”

			Long after he’d emptied himself inside me, he kept thrusting, as if he didn’t want to relinquish his new prize.

			Finally, he collapsed over me. In a hoarse rasp, he told me in Russian, “There is nothing left of me. . . .”
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			Sevastyan freed me.

			He hadn’t nuzzled my neck as he used to, hadn’t shown me his usual affection. He’d merely pulled out of me, leaving me limp on the bed, then started on buckles and straps.

			Once he’d removed everything, my arms and jaw were sore. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do or say.

			Without a word, he scooped me up and into the bathroom, turning on the shower. In the tangle of my mind, one thought stood out. Nothing has changed.

			I was still stuck in this hopeless relationship, devoid of trust and sharing. Except that now, he seemed even more distanced.

			There is nothing left of me. What had he meant by that? Did he mean that he’d come his brains out and was empty?

			Or that this was all I’d ever get from him? Beyond sex, there was nothing?

			I plumbed my emotions and recognized that I was feeling . . . despair.

			He carried me into the shower, easing me to my feet to stand with him under the spray of hot water. He poured bath oil into his palms, washing me with his bare hands. “Let me tend to you,” he murmured as he laved my body with such familiarity, as if we’d been together for years.

			As a husband would a wife. Like two people who trusted each other.

			His detachment dwindled—he couldn’t seem to hold on to it—and soon soothing Russian endearments spilled from his lips. With zero hesitation, he saw to every inch of my body, inside and out, even my bottom.

			I would be sore tomorrow, but he hadn’t hurt me. At least, not physically. My eyes pricked with tears.

			Once he’d finished with me, he turned to soaping his own body, giving himself a cursory rubdown.

			Tears kept forming. I didn’t cry often; God knew I was an ugly crier. I squeezed my eyes shut, resenting every drop that escaped, cursing the tremble in my bottom lip.

			“Natalie?” His tone aghast, he demanded, “What is this?” He grasped my cheeks, lifting my face. “Why are you crying?”

			I opened my eyes but said nothing. Let him see how it feels.

			“I’ve . . . hurt you?” He looked furious with himself, releasing me to ball his fists. “It was too much.”

			Tears continued to spill.

			“Ah, God, milaya.” He dragged me against his chest, coiling his arm around my nape. Locking me against him, he launched his other fist against the marble. Again and again.

			Trapped like this, I could do nothing but wait. Nothing but feel . . .

			His muscles moving against me. His chest shuddering with breaths.

			I sensed his need to punish, to deliver pain. And for the first time, I realized that the invisible enemy he wanted to strike . . . was himself.

			I whispered, “Stop, Sevastyan.”

			To my amazement, he did. “I would rather die than hurt you like this.”

			I believed him. “I’m not h-hurt.” Tears continued to spill, belying my words. “You didn’t hurt my body.”

			“Then I scared you. I’ve made you cry. Tell me how to fix this, and I’ll do it. Anything except letting you go. That I can never do.”

			“No, you won’t fix this. You had chances to, but nothing has changed.” I pushed away from him. “Just leave me alone.”

			Of course he wouldn’t. He took my wrist, drawing me out of the shower. Reaching for a towel, he began drying off my shoulders and arms, my belly. He knelt, rubbing my legs as if I was the most precious thing in the world. With a kiss against my hip, he said, “It’s been decades since I’ve felt shame like this.”

			Shame is more painful than blows. That only made me cry harder.

			He rested his forehead against my belly. “You are gutting me, love. You want to leave—you have reason to—but I can’t let you go any more than I can quit breathing.”

			Now what was I going to do? Nothing has changed.

			I twisted from him, then grabbed my robe, donning it on my way out of the bathroom. I was heading for my closet when he took my hands and gently urged me toward the bed. As he drew back the cover for me, my shoulders slumped with exhaustion.

			Maybe I should take a breather for a minute or two. I didn’t remember eating today, and all the emotions I’d experienced over the last several hours had drained me.

			What he’d done to me had drained me.

			Yet when I acquiesced and climbed into the bed, I felt like a failure, crying even harder.

			He drew his pants back on—to be less threatening to me?—then paced at the foot of the bed. “I don’t know what to do with this.” Back and forth, he paced. “I have no idea what to do, Natalie. I need you to help me figure this out.”

			He moved to sit next to me, but my watery glare stopped him. He backed up to sit on the end of the bed. “Talk to me.”

			“That’s all we ever do. I talk to you. I’m laid bare. You go unscathed, sharing nothing of yourself. Do you know how messed up it is that I didn’t know you have a living family?”

			“I should have told you. I see that now.”

			“Too little, too late. You expect us to be in this relationship, but we’re not—”

			“Yes, we are.”

			“Then you don’t know the meaning of the word. If we’d started as a normal couple—regular girl meets regular guy—maybe things could have been different. We would have gotten to know each other, revealing details of our lives on an equal playing field. But it wasn’t like that. You knew everything about me, and I knew nothing about you. Nothing except lies. Our dynamic was ruined from day one.”

			His breaths shallowed. “You’re talking like this is done, over beyond salvaging.”

			I sobbed, “Because—it—is!”

			He swiped his palm over his haggard face. I’d never seen him so shaken. Not even when Paxán died in front of us. “I . . . don’t accept that.”

			“I thought that if I gave you my trust, you’d return it. But you won’t. You never will.”

			“What if I did? Could I fix this?”

			“No. Because if this is what I have to go through to get a crumb of information out of you, I’ll pass. It’s too exhausting! Besides, you warned me of this. You told me point-blank that I expected too much from you. You told me earlier today that trust might never come for us, and that you couldn’t give me things I needed. I’m such an idiot. I know better than this. I know that when a man tells you he’s no good for you, then you listen to him.”

			Stupid, Nat, falling in love with an emotionally unavailable man.

			When my tears quickened, Sevastyan looked like I’d slapped him. Which just made me madder. There were emotions inside of him—he wasn’t deadened—he’d just decided to keep them from me at all costs.

			“If it’s my fate to chase you, then I will. I will do anything to keep you.” He put his head in his hands and rocked back and forward. “After you ran . . . imagining my existence without you . . . I realize . . .”

			“What?”

			He raised his head to me. “Concerns beyond you no longer matter. You’re at the center of my life”—he frowned—“no, you are my life.”

			“Then why don’t you treat me like it? I didn’t even know your real name!” In a cutting tone, I said, “Isn’t that something a fiancée should know?”

			“Aleksandr was my grandfather’s name. I cast off my first name when young. Maksim calls me Roman to goad me.”

			“Why did you tell him we were engaged?”

			“Already there is troubling interest in you as an heiress. You’ll be safer if it gets out that you’re marrying a man who can protect you.”

			So Sevastyan was just putting up a front to keep me safe, to fulfill his promise to Paxán—

			“And . . . I expected to wed you.” He admitted, “I want to.”

			An answering want bubbled up inside me! Then I remembered all the reasons it would never work. “Earlier, you ordered me from the room like a dog—in front of your brother.”

			“You’re not to be around him, Natalie. He’s dangerous.”

			I wondered what it took for a man like Sevastyan to deem another dangerous. “Why?”

			“Because I can never predict what he’ll do.”

			“What would it have hurt for you to tell me what you and your brother have been doing for me?”

			“The plan is risky. At any moment we could fail. If I tell you I will do something, it’s because I’m confident I can. Not so with this. Plus, the less you know, the safer it is for you.”

			Plausible deniability. And to be fair, I couldn’t see him telling me, “I have an idea—probably won’t work—but I’m giving it a shot anyway.”

			He added, “Besides, if I disclosed this to you, then you would have asked about Maksim, forcing me to continue my lie to you. I don’t want to lie anymore.”

			“What about your becoming the vor? Don’t you think that’s a decision we should have made together?”

			“You might have talked me out of it, though I can see no way around it.”

			“You didn’t even give me a chance to come to the same conclusion? I’ve surprised you before. I’m not il logical—well, except for being with you.”

			Pain flared in his eyes. “It’s not that I don’t want your opinion. But I know that the more I talk to you, the more you will expect me to.”

			“You’re right. I would have liked for you to tell me at least the most basic things about your past!”

			“Maybe I haven’t wanted to reveal these things because I know it will drive you away! The more I want you, the more I dread this. You’ve seen my dread.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Each night, I’ve been tempted to talk to you. A couple of times I came so close. Then, in the morning I would curse my stupidity, my weakness.” He turned away. “I’ve never been so weak with another. And maybe . . . maybe I blamed you for making me feel like this.”

			“Like what?”

			He whirled around on me. “Like I’ll die without you! And if my past drives you away, then where does that leave me? Fucking dead  ! So why have I also been feeling the need to tell you of the past? It makes no sense!”

			“That’s your excuse for your coldness?” After every blissful night, he’d awakened even more resolved to shut me out, blaming me because he’d almost folded? “Let me get this straight. You’ve been a dick to me because you wanted me more than you did before?”

			He didn’t deny it.

			“God! Again, you’re not giving me a chance. You’re driving me away by not talking to me. You know what? I—give—up. If you dreaded every time I asked about your past, you’re really going to now that I’ve stopped.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“It means you get to keep your secrets.” Fresh tears spilled down my face. “I don’t want them anymore!”

			“You want me to confide in you because you think it will fix things in me, heal me. It won’t!” Voice rising with each word, he said, “I will always have these shadows inside me!”

			I yelled back, “Damn it, Sevastyan, I never wanted the shadows to disappear—I wanted them to be our shadows!”

			His lips parted, eyes filled with bafflement.

			“I wanted to know you; not fix you.”

			He recovered enough to say, “And what if these shadows show you that you can never have what you want of me? That my past makes it impossible for me to offer you the future you crave.”

			I dashed tears away with the back of my hand. “What kind of future do you think I want?”

			“A life with a good man.”

			I couldn’t argue with that.

			“But a man is defined by his past,” he said. “Which means I’m a killer. I always will be. There’s nothing I can do to erase that for you. No matter how hard I work or how much I sacrifice, it follows me and always will. How do I keep it from tainting you?”

			“I already know about your occupation. I accepted it. I’ve seen you kill twice. Is there more?”

			He shot to his feet, pacing again. Why would he answer that? If he equated his revelations with the end of our relationship, he wouldn’t. Not unless he accepted that it would end if he didn’t tell me.

			“You don’t know what you’re asking of me! I never told Paxán these things, and he came to trust me. To love me. Why can it not be the same with you?” Sevastyan was angling for his own self-preservation. “Why can’t you just pretend my past is a blank void?” Under his breath, he said bitterly, “That’s what I do.”

			“I can’t pretend. I have to know.”

			He stabbed his fingers through his hair, yanking at the ends. “Natalie, I need you . . . I need you not to know me. And still stay.”

			“I swear to you that will not happen.”

			He dropped his hands. “Goddamn it, it must!”

			I shook my head, my tears drying. “Sevastyan . . .”

			He faced me and stood motionless, as if awaiting a gallows drop.

			“. . . I’m already gone.” I rose to dress.

			He clutched at his throat as if starving for air. “Don’t speak like that!” He lunged forward to clutch my shoulders. “Look at me. Look at me!”

			His eyes appeared full black. “I will tell you that I’ve killed many sons, many fathers. I started at the age of twelve.”

			I held my breath.

			“The first father I killed was my own.”
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			Sevastyan’s admission rocked me. Not only because of what he’d said, but because of the shame emanating from him.

			He released his grip on my shoulders. “Say something, Natalie.” He was waiting for my disgust—and he had zero doubt he would receive it.

			Little as I knew about Sevastyan, at least one trait had been made clear: his unwavering loyalty toward those he loved. Considering that he’d been only twelve when this had happened, and he’d hinted that things had been bad with his alcoholic father, I had to believe he’d been defending himself. “Your father must’ve left you no choice.”

			Sevastyan did a double take, seeming shocked that I hadn’t run from the room. “How can you say that? Did you not hear me? I’ve just confessed to . . . patricide.”

			“I saw how you were with Paxán. You would’ve been devoted to any father who was worthy of it.”

			Sevastyan sat at the foot of the bed, then stood abruptly, only to sit once more. The pain inside this man! Some mechanism deep within is broken.

			“Tell me the circumstances.”

			Narrowing his gaze, he bit out, “I got my father to the top of the stairs in our home, looked him in the eye, and pushed him, knowing he would likely die.”

			“What happened before this?”

			“Are the facts not damning enough? As a boy, I made a decision to kill. And I’ve been doing it ever since.”

			I pressed on. “What happened before your father died?”

			Sevastyan’s brows drew tight, as if I’d just confounded him. “I . . . I never got this far when I imagined telling you. I always expected you to back away, fear in your eyes.”

			Instead, I took a seat on the bed, settling in with my back against the headboard. “Tell me now.”

			Looking anywhere but at me, he began, “My father was violent when he drank. My earliest memories are of blocking blows. He was a massive man, with these fists . . . they were unyielding. They were weapons.”

			His earliest memories? The idea of Sevastyan as a little boy, abused by the man who should’ve been protecting him from harm, burned inside my brain.

			I remembered his words: I am singularly suited to fighting, always have been. Paxán had witnessed him taking a beating and had puzzled how someone so young could continue to rise.

			Sevastyan had been able to take blow after blow—because he’d been so used to them.

			Oh, God. Trying for a steady tone, I said, “Please go on.”

			“He considered himself a disciplined man, bragging to others that he only drank when it was dark out. Which meant he never stopped during the Siberian winters. Even now, I hate winter. Autumn just as much.”

			“Why?”

			“It will always be a time of tension for me, a season to anticipate pain. Each day the sun sets sooner. Anticipation can be as hard as enduring.”

			All of this had been going on during these fall weeks that I’d shared with him? And I’d never known what deep-seated pain he’d been battling. “Was your mother with you?”

			“For a time, but she couldn’t protect us from him. She died two winters before he did. Supposedly she fell down those same stairs. A tragic accident, they said. Yet I have no doubt he pushed her. He just left her body there, mottled with bruises, cast away like garbage. Dmitri found her the next morning. He was too young to handle that sight, was inconsolable.”

			Who could handle seeing something like that at any age?

			“Though I loved my mother dearly, I remember being angrier about my brother’s suffering than I was sad over her passing.”

			“I’m so sorry.” Sevastyan had lost his mother at ten. How much of her abuse had he and his brothers witnessed before then? “Please tell me about the night your father died.”

			I saw the exact moment Sevastyan decided to step off the trestle; he swallowed thickly. “My father knew all of his sons’ hiding places inside the manor. No matter how quiet we were, he would find us, seeming to delight in our fear. So my brothers and I often hid outside when he was drunk.”

			Now I knew why Sevastyan hated surprises. Now I understood why he’d nearly gone ballistic when Maksim revealed that “quiet was rewarded.”

			“The last night I saw my brothers as boys, I was scarcely twelve. Maksim was eleven and Dmitri seven. Over the years, we’d all suffered concussions, broken limbs and ribs.”

			How casually Sevastyan related that—life-threatening abuse reduced to background information.

			“Yet on this night, my father’s rage seemed even sharper than usual. Though it was the dead of a Siberian winter, we had no choice but to flee outside.” Sevastyan’s eyes went vacant, as if he was reliving it. “I dressed Dmitri as warmly and as quickly as I could, then we waded through snow to reach the closest outbuilding, a drafty toolshed. We waited there, freezing for hours, staring at the shelter of our home. The manor was aglow with light, the windows fogging from the warmth inside. Our family had such wealth, but we were about to die of exposure.”

			I could imagine the scene so clearly: three traumatized boys yearning for that brightly lit manor, while fearing the monster within it.

			“When Dmitri’s lips started turning blue, I knew I had to go inside, to see if the old bastard had passed out. . . .” Sevastyan’s eyes flashed toward me. “I don’t want to remember any of this. I never did! I’ve never told another about this night.”

			“Please, trust me with this.”

			Seeming to steel himself, he began again, confronting this agony for me. “I hadn’t gotten past the kitchen before he spotted me. I ran, but my legs were so stiff from cold it was like my feet were trapped in quicksand. He caught me, repeatedly bludgeoning my face. One of my eyes swelled shut, and I could barely see from the other.”

			Sevastyan had started sweating, his chest sheening with it. Was he aware that his own fists were clenched till his knuckles were white? I wanted to touch him, soothe him, but feared he’d go silent.

			“He demanded to know where his other sons were, vowed he’d beat me to death if I didn’t tell him. Somehow I managed to get loose, fought my way up the stairs. On the landing, he caught me again.”

			Eyes watering, I whispered, “Go on.”

			“For the first time in my life, I did more than brace for a blow. I . . . I hit back.” Even after all these years, Sevastyan’s tone was filled with astonishment. “He was stunned, but hurt too. I was big for my age—and all of the sudden my fists felt unyielding. I’d never struck another, not even Maksim in play. When my father recovered from his shock, his gaze turned lethal. I knew he was about to kill me.”

			“What happened then?” My heart was in my throat.

			“Years’ worth of rage welled up inside me, and I . . . beat him. Over and over. He’d backed to the edge of the stairway, swaying there unsteadily. Our eyes met. I’ll never forget the uncanny feeling I had at that moment—I knew this was exactly what had happened to my mother. He’d beaten her, driving her to the brink. Stranger still, he . . . he registered my comprehension. And he . . . had this bloody smirk as he said, ‘You’ll grow up to be just like me. Whenever you look in the mirror, you’ll see my face.’ The idea was so horrific—I launched my fist, knowing he would fall, hoping he would die. He snapped his neck against the first-floor wall.” Sevastyan slid another glance at me.

			“I’m here. What did you do after?”

			“I knew I’d be sent to prison for murder. So I covered his body and retrieved my brothers. Afterward, I gathered what cash I could find and ran into the night. I had enough to reach St. Petersburg, to get lost among the other children there.”

			“How long was it before Paxán found you?”

			“A year and a half. Long enough for me to suspect Paxán was some sort of deviant when he offered to take me in. Long enough to be mystified when I recognized he was a good man.”

			“How had you survived before then?”

			Sevastyan rubbed a tattoo on his finger. I remembered that one signified thievery. “I stole. But as I got older, it became more difficult—I was getting taller and couldn’t slip away in a crowd as easily. There were times I was caught.” His voice broke lower. “If you crossed the wrong protection gangs and couldn’t fight your way free, things were . . . done.”

			He’d been attacked by street thugs?

			“Your father told you about how he first found me. But what I never confessed to him was that I didn’t always win on those streets. And when I didn’t”—he stared down at his fists—“I lost . . . much.”

			Oh, God, no, no, no. I’d read about preyed-upon runaways in the States, read things that made my skin crawl; what had those men done to Sevastyan as a boy?

			He glanced up. “Do you understand what I’m saying to you?” Shame is more painful . . . ?

			But he had nothing to be ashamed of ! Did he not understand that? Tonight, I might not be able to overturn twenty years of thinking, but so help me, ultimately I’d convince him.

			His eyes went hazy once more. Was he reliving those agonies as well? I didn’t want him to, only wanted to comfort him.

			In a hollow tone, he repeated, “I lost much.”

			“Will you tell me?”

			He closed his eyes. “I will. Just not today. Don’t ask that of me today.” His eyes shot open. “But you don’t leave.”

			My heart was shattering, shards all around me. “I won’t,” I assured him. How easy it’d been for me to demand equal disclosure about our pasts when I had nothing shocking—or even noteworthy—to disclose. I’d wanted us to be equal, yet I hadn’t realized that our histories weren’t. “Why don’t you tell me what happened to your brothers?”

			Clearly relieved to move past that topic, Sevastyan said, “We had no relatives, so they remained at the manor, with conservators brought in to arrange for their upbringing. I stayed away, fearing prosecution, but also because I look so much like my father, more with every year. I wanted to spare them the sight of me. I didn’t know until years later that Maksim had convinced the authorities that he and Dmitri had witnessed our drunken father’s fall, and that their older brother was missing because I’d become crazed with grief. Even then, Maksim could spin a tale like no other.”

			Fondness for his brother had crept into Sevastyan’s tone, at odds with the chilliness between them earlier.

			“I thought I had saved my brothers from an abusive tyrant, that they’d be free. At least I could wear that badge.” He clasped his forehead. “Yet just this week, Maksim admitted to me that the caretakers who came in to raise him and Dmitri were . . . worse than our father.”

			“How?” I asked, but I could guess. His brothers had been abused, just as Sevastyan had—as if that was always going to be their fate, no matter what they did or how much they fought it.

			“I won’t speak more about it, because that’s not my secret to tell.”

			I recalled that day of the museum when he’d returned to the town house. He’d said nothing to me, just wrapped his arms around me as if I were the only thing keeping him afloat. Had he just learned of this from Maksim?

			“I understand, Sevastyan. But you can’t take the blame for that. You were just twelve—you couldn’t have known.”

			“I abandoned them. That’s how they see it, and they hate me for it. Maksim less than Dmitri, because he remembers me more. But deep down, they both want me to suffer for their fates. Why would I ever want to reveal my family to you, when I know they despise me?”

			“I don’t care how anyone else feels about you.”

			“Would you not? I didn’t want anything to affect your opinion of me. Sometimes you look at me as if I’m some sort of hero. I can’t explain . . . there’s no explaining what that feels like to me.” The look of longing on his face gave me an idea. “What would happen if you found out that most of my life has been everything unheroic? What if you discovered that I’m hated—and that I hate myself for every time I lost?”

			He moved closer to me, shaving off the distance, and I wanted him to.

			“Then, after finally managing to win—in work, in life—I was losing you.”

			Not trusting myself to speak, I offered him my hand.

			He stared at it in disbelief, then all but lunged for it. He absently took my other hand and began warming them between his own. Because they were cold.

			At length, I said, “Thank you for trusting me with this.”

			“You aren’t disgusted with me?”

			“Of course not.” I wanted to wrap my arms around him, but I thought this moment was too tenuous. “With your father, you acted in self-defense. I think things got mixed up for you because you were so young.” Over time, his mind must have confused his memories, guilt overwhelming the reality of that night: if he hadn’t protected himself, he would have died. “You didn’t have a choice.”

			“Every day, I look in the mirror—and my father stares back.”

			“You’re nothing like him,” I said vehemently.

			He scowled at me. “How can you say that when you tell me you don’t know me?”

			“Would your father have harbored this guilt for nearly two decades? Would he hate himself for things he had absolutely no control over?”

			Sevastyan swallowed. “And what about the other . . . ?”

			“I’m just grateful you survived. I’m grateful you told me.”

			He looked like he seethed with emotion. “You can’t expect me to believe that you’re willingly here with me after I confessed what I did—and what was done to me. Much less because I confessed it!”

			“You have to believe it, because it’s true. What I know of you only binds me to you more.”

			He fell silent for what seemed like an eternity.

			“Tell me what you’re thinking, Sevastyan. What you’re feeling.”

			“Feeling?” He made a caustic sound. “You’ve just felled me. No, you’ve slain me. I’ll never want another, yet you were ready to give up on me.” He dropped my hands, his ire mounting. “You can’t think that all this is random! Paxán found me all those years ago. Across the world, you somehow found him, and then he sent me to you. At any point, you could have been lost to me.”

			Sevastyan had told me in the banya that we were inevitable. Now I realized why he believed that.

			Now I did too.

			He reached out to grip my upper arms. “I went through my entire life, never knowing that I was starving for this beautiful, brilliant redhead. Then I saw her. I watched her. All the while, she had no idea that she went about her days and tormented me every one of them.”

			I gasped. “Sevastyan . . .”

			“The first time I saw you, you nearly put me to my knees. I wanted to invade your thoughts as totally as you had mine. When I did manage to sleep, I’d dream of you and wake up fucking the sheets.” His grip grew harsher, as if someone were trying to take me away from him. “I’d will you to look at me. And then, in that bar, you did. You showed interest in me, and amazingly Paxán approved the match. All he asked was that I give you time.” He released my shoulders to pace. “Time—while goddamned Filip moved in on my woman!”

			“I didn’t choose Filip.”

			“You didn’t choose me either! Not until you were alone and confused, reeling from Paxán’s death. I took advantage of you that night, and every night after.”

			“No,” I said firmly, “I wanted you.”

			“Because you didn’t know the real me. Can you understand now why I didn’t want to give in to my perversions with you, to give you pain? I feared becoming like my father. I fought so hard, but the thought of you going to another . . . it sent me over the edge.”

			Was I hurting him by putting on pressure? To engage in sex he wasn’t comfortable with? Considering all the abuse I knew about—and the abuse I could only imagine—I had to wonder.

			He might enjoy what we did together, then be appalled at himself.

			He was talking to me now; I needed to dig deeper with him. “Will you tell me when you first realized your particular interests?”

			His voice was so grave when he asked, “I’m to reveal even more?”

			“Yes, Sevastyan,” I answered. “There’s no word limit here.”

			His brows drew together. “It didn’t start out as a sexual thing.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			He exhaled. “I’d always had my brothers in my life, but in St. Petersburg, I suddenly had no one. Though there were other children, I couldn’t connect with them. Not with my background. Yet I hated being alone. Even at that age, I decided that I needed a wife—who would belong to me.”

			I tried to picture Sevastyan as a boy, mulling marriage of all things. Yet decades later, he’d never wed. He wants to marry you, Nat. . . .

			“I was young enough to make ridiculous plans, but old enough to realize I was homeless and penniless. I knew I had nothing to offer anyone. Until a year later . . .” He trailed off.

			“Tell me.”

			With reluctance, he said, “There was a back-alley prostitute that all the boys used to watch. I could tell she was feigning passion with her clients, faking screams—desperate just to be done for the night.”

			I cringed to think of all the things he’d seen when living on the streets.

			“Then one night, a man came to her, touching her in ways I’d never seen before—exacting, even cruel ways. He made her put her hands against the wall as he whipped her. I couldn’t believe he was striking her. I was ready to kill him for hitting someone so much smaller. I started for the man, but then I looked at her face—really looked. Her eyes were glassy, and she couldn’t catch her breath.” Sevastyan’s gaze flicked to me—to see if I was still with him?—then away. “She was . . . she was in heaven.”

			“Go on.”

			“Once the man finally fucked her, this jaded woman melted for him. In those moments, she would’ve done anything for more. She belonged to him absolutely.” Sevastyan faced me, holding my gaze, as if he needed me to fully understand him. “He had something to offer her—something that other men didn’t. I realized if I could learn how to do the things he’d done, I could master a woman like that. I could make her melt. I didn’t crave the acts as much as I did the result.”

			I’d suspected that kink for this man had more to do with a woman’s pleasure than his own. Now I was learning that he’d imprinted the day he’d seen a woman taken to heights he’d never before witnessed. “And then later?”

			“As I told you, it always felt like practice. After I met you, I understood why. But then when my needs grew fiercer with you, I feared I was interested in pain for the wrong reasons. Maybe because I’d received so much of it. Maybe because I wanted to control it like alcohol, meting doses of it. I was terrified that I would scare you away—or lose control and harm you.”

			And all I’d done was push him. Regret weighed on me. “Then I’ve pressured you into things you’re not comfortable with.”

			He shook his head forcefully. “When someone like you had those needs . . . what I did to you didn’t feel sordid. You made it . . . clean. I went to a place like that club, and I felt hope too.”

			I must have looked unconvinced, because he added, “I was right all those years ago. That night of the club, you looked like you were in heaven—and I knew you were mine.”

			I recalled how his eyes had glinted, how he’d rested his forehead against my shoulder. He’d told me I was made for him.

			“On the ride home, you curled your little fingers into my hair and shivered against me. You sighed like you loved me.” His gaze bored into mine. “I will do anything for that reaction.”

			He’d seen how tastes of pain could affect a woman, and he’d internalized that want. This man only yearned to madden me, to take me to new heights. Which meant I wasn’t hurting him!

			And he was actually communicating with me.

			Right when I was growing convinced that we could make this work, his eyes turned bleak. “But you weren’t mine, were you?”

			“I was. I am!” I made a sound of exasperation. “Do you know how frustrating it’s been to fall in love with every facet you let me see—even when I believed you’d never let me see more?”

			“Love?” His Adam’s apple bobbed.

			“Yes, Sevastyan. I’m willing to work on us, if you are too. If you’ll just keep talking to me, I believe we can handle anything.”

			He eyed me suspiciously, as if he couldn’t fathom this turn of events. “You’re giving me another chance?”

			“If you’ll give me one too. I do need to learn to be more patient, just like you said.”

			He eased closer. “I know I’m not right. But if you help me, I can be better. That’s what I want. Natalie, understand me: I’m . . . asking.”

			I was already reaching for him. When he swung me over to straddle his lap, I wrapped my arms around his neck. Against me, his body shuddered as if a weight had been lifted from him—like an overworked muscle finally allowed to rest.

			I whispered, “You let me in.”

			He could only nod.

			“Please don’t shut me out again. As long as you talk to me, I’ll never leave you.”

			“I’ll do whatever it takes.”

			For what might have been hours, he held me like this. “Sevastyan, what happens now?”

			In a voice hoarse with emotion, he said, “Now we go home.”

		

	
		
			Epilogue
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			The Moskva River was almost frozen.

			From the pavilion, I watched otters frolicking on blocks of ice. I’d seen a stoat, several hares, and a snowy owl. They were all thriving in these bitter temperatures—a damp cold even more biting than I’d known in Nebraska.

			The pavilion was one of my favorite places on the property. I would come here whenever Sevastyan was working.

			All around me, Berezka was covered in snow, pristine. Which helped me to forget the fight to the death by the boathouse, the war for control that had raged over these grounds.

			Paxán’s untimely death.

			Seamless white reminded me that wounds heal.

			Though Paxán’s grave site was beautiful—a clearing atop a hill, surrounded by birch trees—I felt closer to him here.

			His funeral had been somber, attended by so many who’d loved him. In front of others, Sevastyan hadn’t allowed himself to show grief. Later that night, in front of me, two tears had slid down his face, which might as well have been a thousand for a hardened man like him.

			Every day that passed we could think of Paxán with less pain. I was thankful that I’d gotten to spend even that short amount of time with him. In just weeks, he’d changed my fate forever.

			His dying wish had been fulfilled: my life was better because he’d been in it.

			I glanced over and saw Sevastyan striding toward me, his long charcoal coat whipping about his legs; my heart sped up at the sight of him. I knew that it always would.

			The winter sun caught his face as he neared. To look at him now, I would say he’d found some measure of peace. He appeared younger, that weariness I’d first sensed in him lifted. He smiled more often, and I could even make him laugh on occasion.

			“Ready to go in?” He offered his arm for the walk back to the main house. We’d redone my wing for the two of us, moving his things from his house on the property.

			“All set.” I took his arm with a gloved hand, glancing up at his flushed cheeks and brightened gaze. Sigh.

			Over the last month since we’d returned, Sevastyan had been able to disentangle Paxán’s legacy from mafiya concerns; then he’d taken over as vor, though in a scaled-back capacity. Now he focused on protection for Paxán’s territory and people.

			And, damn, did the job of protector suit Sevastyan.

			“Your gifts for your mother and Jessica arrived from Buccellati today.” Boxes of extravagant jewelry.

			Okay, okay, so the money was growing on me.

			For Christmas, Sevastyan and I planned to visit Nebraska. I could only imagine what my family and friends would think about my ex-enforcer.

			“Thanks for letting me know about the presents,” I told him with a grin. I was pretty sure he sometimes talked just to make some kind of mental “word quota.” I razzed him about that all the time. “Have you thought any more about your brothers?” I’d floated the idea of Sevastyan calling them on Christmas, a tentative start toward something more.

			“I . . . haven’t ruled out anything. Though Maksim might think I’m leaning toward his proposal.”

			“You have a point.” While I was angling for a mere holiday call, Maksim was angling to unite his might with Sevastyan’s and take over, well, Russia.

			Sevastyan hadn’t agreed to anything, but his rivals had caught wind of the potential alliance and backed off considerably. Which meant he didn’t have to work so much.

			Maybe he could leave his post this spring and take me around the world?

			Or perhaps I’d enroll in school over here. No surprise: I hadn’t decided yet.

			One thing I was certain of? I was determined to make this winter different for him, to have him associate it with our warm bed, our wicked lovemaking, and our hopes for the future.

			“Oh, before I forget, Jess has kind of called dibs on your old place. She wants to fly back with us after the holidays.” And she might’ve vowed never to leave. As she’d put it: “If I get to live in my own mini palace, Imma be one borscht-eating bitch.”

			“Then it’s hers,” Sevastyan said, surprising me. “As long as I get you to myself during the nights.”

			“You’ve got yourself a deal, Siberian.” For the first time in his life, he was enjoying the long nights. We swam together, read together, and played chess by the fire. Or we tried to. Last night, we’d scattered the pieces when he’d tossed me atop the board to have his way with me.

			Never had a queen been so happy to be taken.

			Often, we talked into the night as he shared more of his burdens. With each one, I marveled at the loving and honorable man he’d become. He’d also been telling me all about Paxán, and I could see the kindly clockmaker’s hand in guiding him.

			Sevastyan still had shadows; now they were our shadows.

			As for me, I’d been working on becoming more patient. To help with that, I was repairing my bátja’s clocks. Clock-making demanded patience.

			When the wind whipped, Sevastyan said, “Come here.” He tugged me closer, shielding me with his big body. He always did that, just as he warmed my hands whenever they got cold.

			I snuggled up to him, even though I was warm in my luxurious cashmere coat and sweater—that I’d paired with jeans and clodhopper boots.

			I’d been making an effort to preserve my self ; Natalie was back—hopefully a little more patient and accepting. Maybe, just maybe, a little wiser . . . ?

			When a white hare crossed our path, I murmured, “It’s so beautiful here.”

			“Wait till you see it in the summer.” He’d started talking about the future, growing increasingly confident that I wasn’t going anywhere.

			Probably because we’d taken to living together like a house on fire. “Hey, maybe we’ll have gotten rid of Jess by then.”

			He flashed me an amused look.

			The only thing missing between us? He hadn’t told me he loved me. Though he showed me every day, and he’d certainly convinced me of it in Paris, I needed to hear the words. Yet this was one thing I couldn’t ask him for; it had to come naturally. . . .

			“Tomorrow we should visit the banya.” As he peered down at me, the sun struck his eyes, setting them aglow.

			Molten gold: my new favorite color.

			“I agree. It’s important. For our health.” Had I thought I would miss the thrills to be had at Le Libertin? Wrong. Sevastyan had already made me fly on several occasions since we’d been home.

			Other times, he would make love to me with touches and kisses so worshipful, I couldn’t decide which side of him I craved more.

			“And until we can get to the banya,” he said in a husky voice, “what should we do for our health?”

			“A chess rematch? Or maybe a hot shower for two?” We conserved water whenever possible because we were responsible citizens. Who liked sex in the shower.

			“I have an idea. But it’d be better if I showed you. . . .” He trailed off, his expression filled with sensual promise.

			At that look, a puff of breath escaped me. “Can we walk faster, Sevastyan?”

			Instead, he stopped, drawing me even closer. “As much as it pains me to say this, my brother was right. You should call me by something other than my last name.”

			“What are you thinking?”

			“Anything. Pick something out of a hat.”

			“Wow, so many choices.” Decades ago, he’d chosen Aleksandr for himself. Maybe I’d shape it up a bit. “It could be that I’ve got a name already picked out. Perhaps I’m just waiting for the right time to tell you.”

			“Why wait?”

			“Are you being . . . impatient?” In a saucy tone, I countered, “Okay, then why are you waiting to propose to me?”

			Sexy grin. “I can’t much longer—I know you’re going to want to marry when we go to Nebraska.”

			Busted. Our first night together, he’d mentioned my wearing “his gold.” Who knew I’d first wear it in the form of a wedding ring? I quirked a brow. “Pretty confident I’ll be your wife, aren’t you?”

			He removed his glove to smooth the backs of his fingers over my cheek. “Eto dlya nas neizbezhno, milaya.” It’s inevitable.
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			We lay in our bed that night, catching our breath after a round of bone-melting sex. Sevastyan was still softly thrusting, brushing kisses over my face.

			I was utterly sated, basking in heavy-lidded bliss as the fire near our bed crackled. Outside, snow pelted the windows and winds howled, but all was cozy within.

			Tonight, I’d decided that there was nothing better than watching his body move by firelight—and that this man possessed a never-ending bag of carnal tricks.

			When he trailed his lips down to my neck, I threaded my fingers through his thick hair, arching to his mouth.

			Between kisses, he rasped against my damp skin, “Ya lyublyu tebya.” I love you.

			A log popped in the fire; I grinned like an idiot.

			He tensed when I didn’t answer, raising his head with an alarmed expression. “What is it?”

			Still grinning, I said, “It’s nice to hear those words.” I leaned up and kissed the bridge of his nose.

			His lips curled. “I can only imagine.”

			With all my heart, I told him, “Ya lyublyu tebya, Aleks.”

			“Aleks?” He cupped my face with his rough palms, eyes lively. “Of all the names, this is what you’ve decided to call me?”

			“You don’t like it?” I asked, though I could tell he did.

			Molten gold. “I like it.” Then he leaned down to give me a lover’s kiss like no other. . . .

			The night I’d met Aleks Sevastyan, I’d wished for someone to snuggle up with through the winter.

			I’d never imagined that the winter nights would be this cold—or that the warm arms around me could be so strong.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note
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			For this story, I envisioned the clockmaker/repair shop that Natalie’s grandparents owned as one of the many underground enterprises that flourished in Russia outside of State control in the ’60s, ’70s, and ’80s.

			While researching Russian organized crime—facets of which grew apace with the underground economy in those decades—I dug into the backgrounds of various crime bosses. They ran the gamut. Some had advanced degrees; others were political activists. One had even become a TV producer. With such real-life variety, I felt comfortable portraying a gentleman clockmaker (one with a violent and dark past, which he specifically glossed over for his newfound daughter).

			Lastly, I can’t take credit for Sevastyan’s vodka/wiper-fluid import idea. This scheme was based on true events.

			I hope you enjoyed The Professional. Thank you all so much for your readership! And play on . . .
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