
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      BLADE OF IRIS

      A DARK MAFIA ROMANCE

    

    




      
        K.A KNIGHT

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by K.A Knight

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to places, events or real people are entirely coincidental.

      
        
        Written by K.A. Knight

        Edited By Jess from Elemental Editing and Proofreading.

        Formatted by The Nutty Formatter.

        Cover by Maria Spada.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Trigger Warning

      

      
        Blurb

      

      
        Preface

      

      
        10 years ago

      

      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

      
        Chapter 59

      

      
        Chapter 60

      

      
        Chapter 61

      

      
        Chapter 62

      

      
        Chapter 63

      

      
        Chapter 64

      

      
        Chapter 65

      

      
        Chapter 66

      

      
        Chapter 67

      

      
        Chapter 68

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About K.A Knight

      

      
        Also By K.A Knight

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TRIGGER WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This is a dark, contemporary, reverse harem mafia romance intended for readers above the age of 18.

      

      

      
        	graphic violence

        	torture

        	explicit sex

        	group scenes

        	kidnapping

        	kink exploration

        	discipline

        	foul language

        	and more which may be difficult to read

      

      
        
        If such material triggers or offends you, please do not read this book.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        I was sold to my enemies

        The Volkov’s are the nightmares they warned me of as a child, the ones they spoke of in the dark in hushed tones. Traitors, killers, the boogeymen themselves sent to scare children like me.

        Children of their enemies.

        A Kelly.

        A family that they have been at war with since before I was born, and now?

        Now I am to marry into the Bratva pigs. To become their blushing bride.

        My father’s plan, theirs as well. A marriage to create peace. To unite the families and end the bloodshed, once and for all. We are a symbol of hope, of the future, of harmony.

        I have other ideas.

        I’m going to make these Vegas kings fall.

        I’m going to kill the Volkovs and serve their hearts up on a platter for my father.

        They won’t see it coming…

        The Blade of Iris will be their end.

        Even if it starts the Mafia Wars.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Beware, there are no heroes in this story, only monsters.

        Don’t say I didn’t warn you.

        Are you ready to fall upon the Blade of Iris?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      Since the dawn of time, waging war on those who have wronged us has been ingrained in the very fibre of mankind’s true nature. The thirst for vengeance and retribution has always prevailed against turning the other cheek to one’s enemies, and creating chaos and bloodshed is preferable to being subjected to vapid dialogues of peaceful negotiations.

      None hold this way of life more sacred than made men.

      Honour.

      Loyalty.

      Courage.

      These are the codes of conduct for every mafia family.

      However, the same cannot be said when they are dealing with their enemies.

      Through the decades, in the midst of civil evolution, an ancient war was being fought. On both sides of the globe, blood was spilled in the name of honour, while the brutal carnage each family bestowed upon the other was anything but noble. Soldiers, kin, and innocent lives were lost on all sides, and the inevitable extinction of the mafioso way of life was fast approaching.

      In the most unlikely scenario, six families came together in an undisclosed location to negotiate a peace treaty. As the leaders of the most influential crime families in the world, they recognised that a cease-fire was the only way to guarantee their endurance. Should this attempt fail, then their annihilation was all but inevitable.

      The treaty was effectively simple.

      Each family would offer up one of their daughters as a sacrifice to their enemies. Marriage was the only way to ensure that the families wouldn’t retaliate against one another. It would also guarantee that the following successor’s bloodline would be forever changed, creating an alliance that would continue for generations to come.

      Not all in attendance were happy with the arrangement.

      The deep scars gained from years of plight and hatred couldn’t be so easily healed or erased. However, even the cynical and leery knew that this pact was their best chance of survival. Although the uncertainty of the treaty’s success was felt by every mob boss present, they swore an oath that would bind them to it forever.

      As the words spilled from their lips and the scent of blood hung in the air, they made sure innocent lives would yet again be deemed collateral damage to their mafia wars one last time.

      Their daughters would have to pay the price for peace, whether they wanted to or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10 YEARS AGO

          

        

      

    

    
      Prison is surprisingly boring.

      I eat, sleep, and workout. I punch out the lights of anyone who gets too close or annoys me, including my roommate, who is currently knocked the fuck out on the bunk below me. He’s snoring too loud. I can’t stand it, a man needs his beauty rest.

      At just twenty-one, I’m the oldest Volkov brother, but I am still under my father’s thumb. That’s why I’m here, after all. He did the crime, I’m doing the time. Funny how that works. Hell, I even walked my ass up to the police station and handed myself in, charming smile and all. Two years later, here I am, rotting in maximum security for what he did. I could be out now, or anytime really, but there’s a reason the old bastard committed the crime and sent me here.

      To kill someone.

      Not just someone, but Yurin “Ice Pick” Reltrov. Once a loyal enforcer for my father and our family, he turned into a snitch. It seemed serving a few years in the joint for all the murders he committed was enough to loosen the bastard’s tongue. He started singing like a fucking canary on crack, telling them everything. Luckily, nothing can be used against us. It has to be taken to court, and we can’t allow that.

      Our family has survived too long to be undone by one boneheaded idiot who thinks he’s found God.

      Whistling, I cross my arms under my head, thinking of my dear old dad’s last phone call. He needs it done tonight, and then he’ll have me out tomorrow. He says it’s important and he needs me. Great. I was enjoying the free food and bedding, even if it is hella fucking uncomfortable. Rolling over, I hang my legs off the edge and hop to the floor.

      Time to get to work. I have to trust in my father to get me out. He’s done worse, after all, and every bastard in the fucking state is on his payroll. There is nothing the Volkovs can’t do, even get away with murder. I should know—I do it nearly every day.

      Sliding my hand behind the mirror, I grip the rough end of the shiv I bought when I first got in here. I might be good, but I wasn’t sneaking a knife into the prison in my ass. Luckily, some of our guys are in here, and they got me what I needed with a promise for more money for their girls and kids on the outside.

      It’s almost too easy.

      Like clockwork, the guard comes and opens my cell, not willing to meet my eyes as I step out and stretch. I hold the shiv proudly in my grasp as my muscles ripple like a tiger limbering up to pounce. I watch him swallow, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

      “I can’t get you to isolation. The timeline has been moved up.”

      I roll my eyes. Pathetic. Good thing I had a backup plan. Before he can react, I twist the shiv midair and drive it into his neck, over and over, until blood spurts across me, covering my face. Still, I don’t stop stabbing and hacking until there’s a siren and officers marching my way. They rip me from him as I laugh, then something smacks my head and I go down.

      When I wake up, I’m in solitary. I’ve been hosed down and locked in.

      Just like I wanted.

      Now it’s time to wait.

      I do, as patiently as I can, my mind and body ready. Right on schedule, another alarm sounds, thanks to my friends on the inside and outside.

      The door buzzes open. I step out of my cell and move down the flashing corridor to Ice Pick’s. His door is open, and he’s sitting up on his bed, wondering what’s going on. When I stop before the entryway, the red lights casting me in shadows like a demon, he actually screams, and then he begins to beg as I step inside. I ignore it. It’s useless.

      Turning, I calmly shut the door behind me, the sound loud, even over his sobs. He knows what I am—I’m the fucking devil who has come to claim his soul.

      “Please, Alexi!” he screams. “I didn’t—”

      “Enough,” I snarl in English, even though my Russian wants to slip through, but this faker doesn’t even understand his mother tongue. He was only ever in it for the girls and cash, and the fool betrayed us as soon as it got hard.

      Pulling down my jumpsuit, I slip my arms out and rip up the edges of my tank top. Keeping my eyes on his, I twist the shirt in the air until it creates a thick cord, and then I grab the other end and tug, testing it before advancing. He stops begging and begins fighting. A big, meaty fist swings at me, which I quickly duck before slamming my own into his chest, feeling his ribs break as he screams. He was never good at fighting, just with his little pick toy. “The guards won’t come,” I tell him as he screeches louder. “You’re mine.” Moving behind him, I wrap the shirt around his neck like a noose and hoist. He might have fifty pounds and a few inches on me, but I’m stronger.

      With my teeth bared, I look like the fucking animal they call me. I bend backwards, yanking him higher into the air. He kicks his feet and flails his hands, trying to dislodge me as I tighten the shirt. My knuckles turn white from the force, showcasing my new scars.

      Two years in the joint is a long time. I made a few enemies, of course, and killed them. I even have some new artwork on my body to show for it. It will make Dad proud. He believes in the old tradition that men are made in prison.

      Me?

      It made me a fucking monster.

      “It’s over,” I snarl in his ear, watching his face turn red in the mirror as his eyes pop from his skull. “The last word on your lips will be our family’s name,” I sneer, and with a last pull, I yell and snap his neck.

      Chuckling, I unwind the shirt and let his body drop to the floor. I spit on him as I step over his corpse, throwing my shirt on top of him. The door opens not a minute later, and guards in full swat gear wait on the other side.

      “Hands up, pig!” they scream.

      I smirk as I raise my hands into the air, my chest bare and heaving from the kill. Adrenaline surges through me, and all I want is a good cunt to fuck—something I’ve missed in here, since my fist just isn’t the same as good, willing women.

      “On your knees, you Russian bastard!”

      “Manners, boys, or I might just make you my next victim,” I taunt as I slowly lower to my knees. They have guns, and they are holding me here in prison, but I’m in charge and they know it.

      I’m a caged animal, but only for as long as I want to be.

      I’m rushed away and placed in another solitary cell, this one without a bed and only a toilet to piss in. I’ve had worse. The door locks, and the alarms cut off. I stretch out my neck before pacing. The job is done, now it’s time to go home.

      I’ve missed my brothers and my little sister.

      It’s only two hours before I’m released. They hate it, and I can see their anger, so I can’t help but throw barbs and jabs at them as I march through processing and out of the gates. I spot a black Aston idling at the curb, courtesy of Da.

      The prison officer escorting me shakes his head and stops at the threshold of the entrance.

      “Don’t come back, you hear me?” he calls.

      Tugging on my leather jacket, I give him a smirk. “Not likely, I’ve got a plane to catch.”
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        * * *

      

      A fucking hurricane.

      I fucking hate storms.

      Some say they are bad omens, and they would probably be right, but the intensity of the storm only matches my own turbulent feelings. Fresh out of prison, the blood is still drying under the suit I was forced to wear. I wonder not for the first time why we are doing this.

      Volkovs never back down, we never give in. We rule this fucking world, yet here we are at a meeting of the most influential mafia families in the world, all face-to-face under a storm. Who the fuck picked Bermuda anyway? Especially during hurricane season.

      Blya idiots.

      The Russian curse slips before I force myself back to English, even inside my own head. Russian is only to be spoken inside of the family, never outside. Yet as a child, I learned it before English, a fact my father beat into me when I kept accidentally slipping into it. He thinks English makes it easier to be understood, to be feared, and wield control.

      Anyway, back to the weather currently drenching my thousands-of-dollars suit… I guess the storm is foreshadowing how this is going to go. Even now, I clench my hand on the pistol hidden at my waist. I don’t want to be here, and deep down, I know something is wrong. My father, Vadim, pulled strings to get me out of the joint and then here, but why? He never does anything without a plan, yet I find myself fearing for the safety of our family. He’s our don, our leader, but I have my two younger brothers to think about—brothers I haven’t seen for the last two years while I was paying for our father’s crimes, protecting the family like any good son would.

      The wind howls, slamming against the wooden shutters. The bright fucking luscious hotel where the meeting is being held is withstanding the storm, but the walls nearly shake, the glass in the windows are close to shattering, and the lights are flickering off and on. Hell, even most of the staff has left.

      That’s good, though—less eyes and ears.

      Even now, I scan the entrance as I hurry inside. My clothes are drenched and plastered to my exhausted body, not that I would ever complain. I’ve had worse, and if my father ever heard me speak that out loud? Fuck, I hate to think of the punishment.

      Vadim is a sadistic son of a bitch, and he takes great pleasure in watching us suffer.

      Мужчины не слабые. У тебя киска между ног или член?

      It was something he would say often when he beat me, trying to make me a man. Shaking my head and the bad memories away, I duck inside of the room and instantly straighten, my eyes sharp.

      I will be ready for whatever they try. I may be young, a fresh-faced twenty-one-year-old learning his father’s ropes, but even I have a reputation.

      They whisper “monster” in hushed tones, but isn’t this room filled with them?

      How ironic that, for all Mother Nature’s fury, it can’t compare to the destruction wrought by every man in this very room.

      Everyone in here has killed, stolen, and taken everything and anything they want. We are not so different, despite our hostile pasts.

      Death is all we know. We’ve spent years killing each other, warring and racking up body counts, becoming bitter and filled with hatred. I can’t remember a time when there was peace between the families. I grew up on tales of killing and horror stories of the men at this table. I don’t think even my father knows when it all started, but it doesn’t make the deaths from the war any easier. Friends and family were killed, the coffins stacking up as it waged on. Each person, each family here has lost so much in the name of this conflict. Family, friends, and lovers, and for what? Pride? A name? Land? I was brought into this war as a child, nurtured and raised to fight it, but today feels important. I just don’t know why yet.

      As usual, Vadim has kept me in the dark, apart from spitting something about a treaty. It’s probably another test, something he likes to conduct as our father.

      Every leader of the family sitting around the table is responsible for so much death, their hands are coated in it. They will never be clean, no matter how they spin their tales. The weight of why we are here presses heavily on my shoulders. As a proud Volkov, I was taught to never surrender, but even I understand that if we continue on this path, our way of life will certainly come to a brutal and bloody end. Our families will kill until nothing of us is left, so this has to happen, even if I hate it.

      Peace.

      What a frivolous word. How can there be peace when there is so much hatred, it vibrates my chest until I almost choke on it? Even now, my hand raises to my neck, where they tried to kill me, but I can’t help but smile, knowing I have given them worse.

      Father says peace is the only way. We must come together, or we will all perish. I don’t agree, but I am not bold enough to ignore his orders. He is still don, after all.

      For now.

      I make sure not a hint of my reproach or mixed feelings shows on my face as I sit next to Father with my legs spread and my hand near my gun, just in case. He is slowing and becoming weak with age—not that I would ever tell him that. After all, he can still order me to be ripped apart and put back together again.

      Every seat is occupied, and no one appears too happy about being here, but they came. They know this must be done, and I will abide by my father’s wishes and what is decided here today. If not for me, then for my brothers.

      I almost snort as my eyes catch on the flowery shirt of the leader of the Kellys. He thinks it makes him better. Instead of dressing up in Gucci and gold, he pretends he is just like everyone else.

      What a fucking lie. The cold look in his eyes tells a different story as well. He’s a killer through and through and would happily put a bullet in my and my brothers’ skulls and rape my sister.

      She’s innocent, so fucking innocent, and young. That’s why I fight.

      She’s too good for our family, even despite what our father has put her through. We’ve taught her to be tough, since there was no other way for her to survive, but she’s still so fucking good to us, even though we’re sometimes cruel to her.

      In contrast to the casual man, my father, Vadim, looks stern and strong. His suit is cut to perfection, concealing the many weapons he wears, and although his hair is graying, it’s still the family’s signature dark brown. He’s bigger now, older, and his stomach is expanding. His hand rests upon the table so his scarred knuckles are on display, as are his traditional tattoos, which continue up the sleeve of his jacket and out of eyesight. I know what covers his torso, only because I would stare at it while he beat me bloody.

      The story of his life is inked into his skin, as is our way.

      I drag my gaze from him. Even if it’s the first time I have seen him in two years, I don’t want to be caught staring. He might think it’s a weakness, and that would be bad. I almost itch in my suit. I’ll wear them if the occasion calls for it, but after two years in prison, I’m used to less fancy clothing, but I must look the part. I know I cut an imposing figure next to my father, who is now almost a shadow of what he used to be.

      Father catches my eye. I’ve learned to read the tiny, almost imperceptible twitches of his face to know what he’s communicating. Right now, he is telling me to stand down and reminding me that he’s in charge. I incline my head and sit back, scanning the other families.

      It doesn’t stop me from stroking my gun almost reverently as I imagine finally killing these bastards and ending this once and for all. But I know my place, and it’s under my father’s reign…for now.

      I look around and realize we are waiting for the Firm pigs. Just then, the door opens and they stroll in. They are always dramatic, their clothes covered in bloodstains. Benny sits, and Danny stands behind him.

      Unease fills me, but I don’t let it show.

      I guess it’s time to begin.

      “You’re late,” Giovanni Moretti scolds.

      “We’re here, aren’t we?” Benny replies, slumping in his seat. “Count your blessings, Giovanni, that we came at all.”

      “Go n-ithe an cat thú is go n-ithe an diabhal an cat,” Niall Kelly mumbles under his breath. I narrow my eyes, wondering what the fuck he is saying.

      “Обрезка павлинов,” Father mutters to me and me alone, his lips barely moving, and I can’t help but smirk. He’s right—they are like preening peacocks. I don’t like them, like most families, but my particular hatred is always aimed at the cocky Irish, who think they are better than all this.

      We might run guns and fuck like the Irish, but we don’t hand them the keys to our kingdom and let them burn it to the ground. Besides, they believe we traffic in flesh.

      Filthy fucking lies. We would never.

      I wouldn’t put it past my father, but he swears he doesn’t. He knows it’s the one line we would fight to uncross.

      They all think they are fucking better than us, even the drug running Mexican Cartel that flood the streets with their product until people die or worse. Cosa Nostra, the Outfit, and the Irish take our stance on drugs. It doesn’t mean I like them any better though. I suppose we all have our vices, but are drugs worse than guns?

      Then there is the Firm with the two fucking English assholes—Benny and Danny. They believe they are God’s gift to the world, acting cocky as hell as they stalked into the room, covered in blood and bruises. They still think they are the kings of the families, much to the anger of the others. Fucking politics. I hate it, even if I understand it.

      “We all know why we have come together today,” Don Carlo Rossi announces, directing our attention fully to him. “Every family head sitting here has come to the realization that to preserve our way of life, sacrifices need to be made by all. We must set past grudges aside in order to guarantee our future.”

      At the word ‘grudge,’ my eyes go to the Irish, Tiernan Kelly smiling smugly as I narrow my own. After all, he’s the reason for the scar crossing my neck. It’s clear he feels safe here, because he just continues to smile, even as I glare at him.

      “This peace treaty comes at the expense of our pride, but it’s a sacrifice we must all make to ensure our survival,” Don Carlo continues, ignoring our staring contest.

      “What are you looking at, Kelly?” my father snarls.

      “Just appreciating my handiwork. It’s not every day I get to see it so proudly flaunted in my face,” he goads, his accent thick.

      “Tiernan,” his father mutters.

      “I’m just teasing him, Athair. No harm in breaking the ice with a little jab, right, Volkov?” The bastard winks at me, and I have to hold myself back from jumping over the table and bashing the pretty bastard’s face in.

      “One of these days, the only thing I’ll break is your fucking teeth, Kelly!” I snarl instead.

      “Tsk, tsk,” he taunts. “Then that would defeat the purpose of this meeting. You ain’t got a whole lot in here, do ya, big fella?” He points to his head to drive the point home.

      To stop the fury flowing through me, begging me to kill him, I curl my nails into my hand, letting the sting and feel of my blood calm me. I was taught never to take a jab, yet here I am. I will probably be punished by Father when we get home, as if I had any control over Kelly’s words, but I know better than to start a fight here. I was taught to be smart, to watch and learn until it was time to step from the shadows and exact my justice.

      “Basta!” Don Carlo exclaims in irritation at our antics. “Niall, tell your son to keep his witty remarks to himself before his mouth gets him killed. And you, Vadim! As boss, you should know better than to be so easily rattled. Tiernan has misguided youth to excuse his behavior. You don’t have that same luxury.”

      “Mne nasrat’, chto ty dumaesh’. The day I listen to you, is the day hell freezes over. You know what you can do with your condescending advice, Svoloch’? Za cyun v shopu,” my father spits out.

      This was not a great start to this fucking peace treaty meeting.

      Everyone glares at their enemies, and there is no mistaking the animosity we all have for each other. There isn’t a man here who wouldn’t like to wring the neck of the man sitting at their side or across from them.

      “We came here to ensure peace so we can continue our livelihood. That will not happen if sacrifice and pride cannot be set to the side,” Don Carlo Rossi continues with less vehemence in his tone.

      “That’s a tall order, old man,” Benny chimes in.

      “It’s an order that will ensure you get to be as old as me. Or is life so dispensable where you come from?”

      “Depends on the life.” He shrugs.

      “Are we going to sit here and do this whole song and dance of who has the biggest cock, or are we going to come to an agreement of how to stop killing each other?” Giovanni Moretti exclaims in frustration. “We all know why we’re here and what needs to be done. Now, are we men who want to ensure that our way of life continues, or should we just kill each other and spare us the tantrums?”

      “As much as the idea of gutting you all like pigs amuses me, he’s right—business must come before pleasure,” Miguel Hernandez inserts.

      The Mexican Cartel are scum, feral bastards only out for themselves. They care nothing for their family, only the drugs they push across the world and the money it brings them. It makes them rich, richer than even us, but can you really put a price on family?

      “It has been a year since we started our deliberations, and the time has come to put them into action. I admit, it will take some time to get used to this new reality, but resistance is futile,” Don Carlo Rossi says.

      I meet his eyes. The fucking scary bastard just threatened us all.

      “To ensure blood will stop flowing, we need to mix the families together,” he proceeds. “We must make sure we are all connected in some way, so no one will think of waging war on us.”

      “Agreed,” the family heads reply in sync.

      “We all have daughters, and a woman’s reason for existence has always been for alliance purposes, so it fits that they are the ones being sacrificed here.”

      I have to hold back my pained roar at the mention of my little sister.

      “Once the girls are of age, they must marry the leaders of the family chosen for them, or the soon to be dons. This exchange must be completed all within the same time frame. We don’t want to have anyone back out because they get cold feet about the union. Do we agree on those terms?”

      No one says anything to the contrary, setting a silent agreement in place.

      “Good. Now, seeing as my daughter is only eight and the youngest of the girls, I propose marriage should only occur in ten years’ time, when she’s of age.”

      “That’s preposterous!” Miguel shouts with fury. “My daughter is of age now. How can you expect Rosa to wait to be married until she’s almost thirty? People will think there is something wrong with her.”

      “When has public opinion ever been a concern for us?” Benny retorts smugly.

      “This will make a mockery of my family. It will only bring shame to my daughter. At that age, who knows if she’ll even be fertile enough to bear children?”

      гребаная свинья. I can see the sentiment reflected in some of the others’ eyes.

      “My mother bore me and my brothers well until her fortieth birthday. I’m sure she’ll be ripe enough to breed at twenty-eight,” my father argues with a scowl.

      “Then you take her!”

      “No one is calling dibs on any girl. This needs to be fair to all parties concerned. Therefore, there will be a lottery,” Don Carlo explains patiently.

      “A lottery?! What pinche puta solution is this? Is my Rosa supposed to be awarded like cattle to you?!”

      The Irish boss, having had enough, gets to his feet. I jump to mine, reaching for my gun, even as he wanders away before returning with a bowl, which he places on the table between us. Everyone silently observes his every move, wondering what he’ll do next. Niall Kelly grabs a yellow pad of paper, then proceeds to rip a piece off, doodling on it before dropping it into the bowl.

      “We all pick a name. Should the name you pull be your own daughter’s, we pick again until we have a new name.”

      “A little childish, but I guess it serves the purpose,” Danny scoffs behind his brother.

      I couldn’t agree more.

      “Aye, but I find simplicity always gets the job done. Why make a mountain out of a molehill, I always say.”

      “It will do,” Don Carlo adds, throwing their name into the bowl.

      One by one, they write their family name and throw it into the pit of despair. None of them look too happy about it either. The bowl symbolizes conformity, where chaos and free will once prevailed. Yet it’s the only way to guarantee we will live another day in this messed up world of ours.

      I look at my father, but his expression tells me everything I need to know. It’s the lesson he has beat and burnt into us since we were born—family suffers with family. What one must endure, so must all. He believes it keeps us humble and creates a bond we can never break, therefore protecting the future of our family.

      It won’t be just me marrying this poor girl, but all of us.

      It’s all the Volkovs or nothing.

      Ten years.

      That’s all I have. Ten years to prepare my brothers and give my sister a happy, safe life with us before she is ripped away. Ten years before a fucking marriage is thrust upon me. I hate the idea, hate the thought of my brothers being chained down, especially Zakhar, who still believes in love, or Nikolay, who still struggles with everything he has endured.

      How will we tolerate it? But we have to. We cannot appear weak, despite the fact that the idea makes me sick—not for myself, but for my sister. She is innocent, pure, and untouched by the darkness in our life, and now she must be at the heart of it.

      Will they protect her? Love her? I will kill them if they hurt her. I want to scream, to fight, but I can’t.

      It’s done—she will be with one of these bastards.

      My sister is all I have left that is pure and good. Everything I do is for my family, for her and my brothers, but it won’t save her.

      Maybe I can come up with a plan that will.

      Oaths are sworn, but I can barely bring myself to listen or focus on the men who hold my sister’s future in their hands. Who will it be? The Irish bastards? The English twats? The Cosa Nostra scum? None of them are good enough for her.

      But before Anya, my sister’s name, is called, my father picks. The name Iris fills the air, sending my heart racing as I clench my fists.

      Iris.

      She’s to be mine, ours.

      I already hate her and everything she stands for, especially since she is fucking Irish. I turn my gaze to them, noting their own anger. My ears ring as Tiernan Kelly and my father begin to argue, almost coming to blows. I can’t bring myself to stand, or I might run.

      I don’t want my future decided for me and this poor girl probably doesn’t either, but it doesn’t mean I won’t fucking hate her every day that she is forced upon me. However, I will do my duty to my family, to this treaty. I just wish my brothers had a choice.

      I have ten years of freedom before this little wilting Irish flower forces me into marriage.

      How the fuck do I tell my brothers?
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      IRIS

      I hate my fucking family.

      All that crap about family first and blood is thicker than water is total fucking bollocks. If they truly meant it, I wouldn’t be shipped to fucking Vegas to marry into the bloody Bratva. I know some of the other girls don’t even know what’s in store for them, so it could be worse. My father and brother told me, and I know they hate it as much as me. I could see the fury in their eyes, as well as their concern.

      I begged them to change their mind, but they refused. A small part of me thought they might chase after my plane and bring me home, but they wouldn’t. They will stand by the treaty.

      It’s a stupid fucking pact made ten years ago while I was still a teenager. I know my anger is misplaced. They did everything they could to train and protect me. They love me, and I’m just worried. Fear is a new concept for me, and although I wouldn’t let my family see it, I’m scared. I accepted my fate with the infamous Kelly iron resolve like I was taught, never voicing how much I detested what my life was to become. Not even my closest brother, Tiernan, knew of my conflicted heart or the plans I spent years putting in place for this very moment. So no, I don’t actually hate them, how could I? They are doing their duty, and now so am I.

      I am being sold off like cattle to the Bratva.

      The goddamn silver tongued, tatted up, scary as shit Russian mafia.

      The ones they whisper about in the dark—the Hitters. Hell, even my brothers fear them as much as they hate them. They are known for being untouchable, unstoppable, and well, downright crazy. They think it’s almost a right of passage to get arrested. They love to kill, fuck, and torture. They rule their city with iron fists, and nothing escapes them.

      It seems not even me.

      We are being forced to marry due to a stupid treaty created by our fathers. I’m betting they are as happy about this as I am. They are bachelors, and I’ve heard stories of their conquests—the thousands of women they have fucked, together, separate, and all at once. Yet now they are going to be tied down to their worst enemy’s sister, and I’m not going to take it easy on them, oh no.

      They haven’t heard of my reputation. I’m the secret, the assassin of my family, and that’s how I like it. It makes blending in and being the Ghost easier. I know everything about them, and yet they only know my name. They don’t know my penchant for bloodshed, how good I am at wielding weapons, or the years I spent training for this very moment. Not even my brother truly knows what I am capable of.

      The people I’ve killed.

      The places I’ve traveled.

      Every type of hand-to-hand combat and weapons training that I have meticulously learned and specialized in.

      They think they are getting a scared little wilted flower.

      Instead, they will be getting the sharp edge of my blade right across their pretty tattooed necks.

      The last name on their lips will be mine.

      Unfortunately, Alexi now runs their outfit, due to their father’s death.

      Just my luck.

      Let’s hope he holds a grudge, otherwise it would be too easy.

      As the car speeds through the bright city, I can’t help but close my eyes and ground myself. I need to remain calm and remember why I’m here.

      The plan runs through my head again, and I check my phone to see the first payment is in my account. The second will come after. The money is only half the reason I’m doing it though, the other? For the pleasure of looking into their shocked eyes as their blood spills across my hands and blade like a silk dress.

      Marriage.

      I almost shiver at the thought of what I must initially endure and the show I must put on, but they have to fall for it so I can get close enough to do what I need to.

      Most girls would be excited to have an all-expenses paid wedding to be a stay-at-home wife to three men. Me? I’m angry. It’s not that I don’t get to plan my wedding, I don’t give a shit about that. It’s that they took my right to choose who I want to marry—or even if I want to—away from me.

      Now I’m bound to three Russian strangers.

      Well, until I kill them, that is.
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      ALEXI

      As I stand at the end of the aisle, I debate running, but I could never leave my brothers, not even to save my fate. It’s a coward’s way out. My family and my people depend on me. As the don of our family, I have to set an example.

      Some duties must be endured.

      This is one of them.

      As the calming music plays, the scent of flowers and wine reaches my nose, yet I’m empty inside. Dark. Cold. Angry. I try not to let it show, wearing a mask of cold indifference I mastered so many years ago. No one will ever see what I’m thinking, not even my brothers, who stand by my side.

      Nikolay is one year younger than me to the day, yet sometimes, he feels all that much older. The scars he bears, what he endured… It gives me nightmares to even think about. It changed him from the laughing, free-spirited brother I knew to this cold, hard man—one who takes pain as easily as he delivers it. He’s our enforcer, our protector. He dutifully stands between us and the bullets meant for us, and he has many wounds to prove it. I hate this for him the most. He struggles with people, struggles to maintain the beast within, as he calls it. And this? It’s putting him right in the spotlight, where he doesn’t want to be.

      Zakhar turns and smiles at me, all straight white teeth and bright, gleaming happy eyes. Hell, even his two dimples appear. He’s so young…well, for us. He’s only twenty-eight, but sometimes, it feels like there are hundreds of years between us. I let our life change me, and Nikolay let it scar him, but Zakhar found beauty in it. Despite everything he has witnessed and done, he still lets it roll off his shoulders and smiles. He’s just so fucking happy and excited all the time, and sometimes, I envy his inability to perceive the darkness of this world.

      “The wedding planner did a great job, didn’t she?” he whispers to us, leaning across Nikolay to meet my eyes, knowing better than to ask our silent struggling brother. As usual, I force myself to respond, knowing my chatty brother gets lonely if I don’t. However, even I am not enough for him. He needs someone to love, to talk to, and I can’t provide that.

      “I should hope so, considering how much we paid her,” I mutter. It dims his smile for a moment before it’s back full force.

      “I helped pick out some bits. Do you think Iris will like it?” he whispers excitedly, almost bouncing on his feet. My brother has some romanticized vision of how this wedding will go, as if he will fall in love at first sight and live happily ever after.

      “I don’t see why not,” I offer, my Russian accent slipping from stress.

      Nikolay notices, of course he does, and eyes me. “She’s late,” is all he rumbles, his own accent thick. He never bothered to try and lose it. He likes that it unnerves people.

      Just then, I hear the rumbling of cars pulling up outside the church. It silences us all. Trepidation travels down my spine as I clench my hands together behind me. I want to tug at my ridiculously uncomfortable suit. Don’t get me wrong, I appreciate a good tailor, but maybe I hate it so much because I know this one comes with strings. Nikolay fidgets beside me. He prefers to wear his jeans and be covered in blood, rather than aftershave and hair gel.

      I barely looked at the church as I stormed in. It doesn’t matter to me. This is all for show for the other families, so they can see we are doing just as we promised, even as loathing fills my throat at what I’m being forced to do to my family and myself.

      Not for the first time, I silently spew my anger to my father, where he is no doubt rotting in hell for his sins. One day, I will join him there.

      I hear voices and car doors slamming, and I know she is drawing closer. For some reason, a shiver of anticipation rolls through me before I squash it.

      As I look at the crowd, at the angry, jealous women wishing it was them, at our men who are joking and hooting, and the strangers watching on with happiness, I can’t help but wish it were them up here and not me. It’s selfish. At least Zakhar is excited, but Nikolay and me? We couldn’t be further from that.

      I spent five years trying to come up with a different plan, earning my father’s wrath, until I told my younger brothers. Zakhar was still barely out of his teens, while Nikolay was the same age as me when I went to the meeting. Nikolay was angry, so fucking angry. Zakhar… Well, he was excited, but he still understood my concerns and desire for freedom, especially for my middle brother, who can’t physically be with one person for more than a night, if that. So they helped, and for five long years, we tried everything, even after father died.

      To no avail.

      Now we stand at the altar, waiting for the Irish flower to turn up.

      “I wonder what she looks like,” Zakhar whispers enthusiastically.

      I don’t. She could be ugly as hell for all I care. I don’t want her either way. I have thought only of my sister. Right now, she’s getting married too, and it’s only that knowledge that has me stoically standing here. I have to keep this Irish brat safe and alive so they will do the same to my sister. One day, though, I will get her free of her chains.

      She will be back with her family, where she belongs.

      But for now?

      Now I am to be married, and I will endure it the same way I endured torture, prison, and taking over my family.

      The wedding music begins, and everyone stands.

      She’s here.

      It’s time.

      I collar Nikolay as he tries to run, turning him back. We both stare ahead. He shakes in anger, and I stand tall and cold. Zakhar is looking down the aisle, waiting for her like a kid at Christmas.

      But Volkovs don’t wait for anyone, and we certainly don’t look at the past, only the future.

      Even if she is a mix of both.

      When I hear his deep inhale, I can’t help but turn slightly, drawn by the noise. I seek her out beyond the faceless, boring crowd.

      And there she is.

      Iris.

      She’s lighting up the church like a fucking bonfire.

      Fuck.

      I see the fear in her eyes and the trembling of her hands. She quickly looks at us before dropping her gaze. Her hair is the color of blood, and it’s twisted back in intricate knots and weaves, with some curls framing her heart-shaped face. Golden hoops and diamonds are woven into the strands like art.

      Her bright green eyes are lined, and they are so bright and big, they almost shine like gems. Her skin is a pale creamy color, like moonlight, only tiny freckles are dotted across her nose and cheeks and down her strong shapely arms. The dress is skintight, and that makes my eyebrows rise before I quickly slant them back down. It hugs some very impressive breasts, skims her tiny tucked in waist, and has a split to reveal long, toned legs. She’s tall, maybe a foot shorter than me, so only a few inches smaller than Zakhar. I don’t know why that or the muscles I can see as she walks surprise me.

      I look at Zakhar and find his eyes round and filled with awe. His mouth is parted as he stares, almost worshipfully, at the Irish beauty. He’s already entranced by her.

      “Chertovski zhalkiy,” Nikolay snarls like a trapped animal before rigidly turning to face the front again like he can pretend she isn’t here. I know he hates having his back to this many people, but it just shows how unnerved he is.

      He’s right. Pathetic.

      She’s terrified of us. I don’t blame her, but disgust fills me as I turn around with my brother. Even that quick glimpse was enough to show me she is beautiful, truly beautiful. In fact, I might even say she’s one of the most beautiful women I have ever seen, and I have seen many. It will make this easier, but her fear?

      She almost reeks of it as she joins us.

      She’s so fucking weak.
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      IRIS

      I stand before the wide church doors. I can’t run, I know that, but a small part of me wants to. I have my family to think about, however, and not just that, I accepted the money, the job.

      There is no turning back now, even if I wanted to, which means this side of me needs to hide.

      I need to be the fragile little girl they are expecting so they will underestimate me. I hunch my shoulders slightly, making my steps appear nervous as I walk inside, and when they turn to me, I make sure my hands shake and my eyes never stay on theirs too long, as if I’m afraid to look too deeply into those black abysses that fill the Volkov brothers’ faces.

      In fact, it’s quite the opposite. I want to analyze them for weaknesses and see their reactions to me. One look wasn’t enough. My eyes go to the tallest one on the left first—Alexi. I know his face, I memorized all of them and their names from the job information I was given, but the picture I saw didn’t do him justice. It didn’t capture the way his dark, shiny hair is styled to perfection, nor the way his short beard gives him a rustic raw look and how his thick pink lips purse. The picture also didn’t seize the deep longing and hatred within those nearly blank black eyes.

      I run my gaze across him as he stares back, noting a small scar on his left cheek and the huge, mottled one across his neck. Black, intricate tattoos begin around the scar and spiral down to his muscular chest, undoubtedly extending onto his arms and torso. I spot a few on his hands and knuckles leading to long tatted fingers. He’s tall, the report said six-seven, and it looks to be right. He’s big too, but not as big as the one next to him. He has more of a lean physique with defined muscles. As he turns, I see a peachy ass hugged by black slacks.

      His middle brother, Nikolay, throws me a look of utter disgust before turning away as well, but it’s enough to see that, yet again, the Volkov brothers’ beauty was undisguised in those grainy pictures. His head is shaved and covered in tattoos, even his ears. Across his chin is a wild but short beard, framing thin arched lips. His nose is slightly crooked, but the bump only adds to his brutal masculinity and beauty. His narrowed eyes are framed by long black lashes. He’s shorter than Alexi, maybe six-five, but so wide, his suit fits like a second skin. His arms are bigger than my entire body, his thighs too.

      He’s a huge, scary bastard, and for some reason, that makes my mouth water, even as my traitorous pussy clenches at the power these brothers possess.

      The third and youngest brother stares right back at me. Instead of dark eyes, like his brothers, he has shocking bright blue eyes the color of the ocean framed by long black lashes. His lips are tipped up in a welcoming grin, flashing such perfect white teeth, I feel inadequate. Two dimples form around his thick, almost womanly lips. He is nearly too feminine, but his sharp jaw and chiseled cheekbones ensure his masculinity. His light brown hair is shaved on the sides and styled back on top. I don’t see many tattoos on his neck or hands, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t have them. The Russians are known for it, after all. He’s the shortest of the brothers at six-one, but no less impressive with a lithe, muscular body. The way he wears his suit almost has me drooling.

      He is so confident and cocky. A definite ladies’ man.

      He’s very handsome, with model-like beauty, a stark contrast to his rough, scarred brothers. I know that under that beautiful façade lies just another Volkov monster, but you wouldn’t guess it from his outward appearance.

      The brother next to him—Nikolay, I remind myself—looks uncomfortable in the spotlight, whereas Zakhar, the youngest, doesn’t. Alexi appears angry but confident enough.

      They are all so different.

      They are so very real and just…different than what I expected. When their eyes ran down my body, heat filled me, and my anger simmered with something much more dangerous—desire.

      All three of them together are breathtaking, beautiful, a work of art. It’s in every line of their bodies, and as I march down the aisle, my cunt drips, wanting some fun before I kill them. I imagine their scarred, tattooed fingers plunging inside of me as their wicked tongues tease my skin, but then I remember my family, my duty, and it throws a bucket of ice water over my arousal.

      I can’t even look at them as I step up next to them and face the waiting officiant. I hate that my immediate response was interest and arousal, so I stay silent. Luckily, it works for my nervous act. I merely mumble out a quick, “I do.” I don’t know how they managed to work around me marrying all three of them, but I ignore that part because it won’t be for long. I even ignore the cheers, flowers, and music.

      It’s just a show, nothing else. It doesn’t even feel real, not until “You may kiss the bride” reaches my ears, and I am turned to face all three. Alexi looks like he would rather kill me, Nikolay appears like he would prefer to shoot himself, but Zakhar? He looks like he’s dying to press his lips to mine.

      I find my courage and step forward.

      Zakhar goes first, kissing me softly and deeply before he steps back with a sly grin and hungry eyes. Nikolay kisses me so quickly, it’s like a brush of his lips before he retreats as if from an enemy. He isn’t wrong.

      Alexi?

      I don’t know if he sees the dare in my eyes or not, but he grabs me by the chin, yanks me close, dips me back, and smashes his lips to mine. I hear catcalls as he dominates my mouth. It takes everything I have not to kiss back, not to fight him and make him bleed. I can’t. I’m supposed to be the good, innocent girl, but when he sweeps his tongue inside of my mouth and grabs my ass as if to urge me on, I can’t help it—I bite his tongue hard.

      He pulls back abruptly, sending me stumbling. He presses his hand to his mouth, where blood slowly drips from his tongue. The tang of copper fills my mouth, making me smile before I quickly look away as if it were an accident.

      “Sorry,” I mumble, though I would rather laugh. I feel his eyes on me, and I quickly glance through my lashes to see his lips tipping up in a daring grin. As I stare, his tongue darts out, coating his lips in his blood like a declaration.

      I can’t help but swallow hard.

      Fuck, I think I just declared war on my new husbands.

      I’m no longer Iris Kelly.

      No, I’m Iris Volkov, and I’m theirs.
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      IRIS

      There are no after-parties or celebrations. No, I am whisked away into a waiting Cadillac. I am almost being hidden like a dirty secret, despite the show they just put on. I don’t care though, it’s easier this way—easier to disappear.

      Nikolay sits as far away from me as possible, his head permanently turned toward the window. Zakhar sits to my left, smiling happily as he talks animatedly, but I pay him no attention for now, even though I almost feel comfortable with him.

      Like a puppy.

      My eyes stay on Alexi, who is sitting across from me with his knees spread. One of his huge hands rests on his thigh, while his other one props up his chin as he stares at me like he’s a hungry predator. I bet he can even hear my heart racing and see my damp panties with the way he’s devouring me. He takes up all the space in the vehicle, clearly in control.

      Obviously, he’s the boss, and damn if that show of power doesn’t make me want to squirm in my seat or ride the bastard until he dies. I do have a penchant for assholes, and Alexi Volkov, my new husband, is the worst asshole of all.

      It’s clear he wants me, even though he hates me, and I’m betting he’s used to getting what he wants. I take great pleasure in knowing he won’t see the knife coming. He’s too cocky, too sure and obsessed with destroying his new little bride to realize she’s a thorn, not a petal.

      “See something you like, Iris?” he coos, like he is speaking to a baby bird. I arch my eyebrow and boldly run my gaze over him—an automatic response.

      “I’ve seen better,” I quip with a shrug. Zakhar howls with laughter, slapping his knee, while Nikolay’s head turns in my direction, his jaw grinding.

      Why does he hate me so much?

      I shouldn’t care, but I’m curious.

      I instantly drop my eyes. I’m getting dragged into their twisted mind games and forgetting myself. Meek. I need to be meek. Yet all I want to do is prove them wrong so I can see the shock in Alexi’s eyes. I want to show him who I really am and watch his cold confidence transform into interest. I don’t want him to view me as a plaything, but as an opponent. It’s not worth it, I know, but they are good at provoking me and we’ve barely said ten words to each other.

      I won’t last. I need to move the timeline up.

      I’ll kill them tonight, starting with the bastard Alexi, who’s still watching me. As I glance up, he leans forward, slipping his hands between his thighs. The black of his eyes only seems to darken, and he wears the blood on his chin and lips like a dare, challenging me to lick it clean.

      Wait. No. What?

      “That wasn’t nice, little flower. You should be nicer to your husband.” He hums, reaching out and stroking my silk dress above my thigh. I swallow back my retort.

      And this little flower shit? Yeah, that needs to stop.

      I smack his hand away, and he smirks as I pretend to sink into my seat and cower. “Don’t mind him, he’s just grumpy,” Zakhar comments, leaning closer to whisper into my ear like we are coconspirators. He is trying to win me over and gain my trust. Feeling his warm, minty breath in my hair causes me to lean into him, the heat of his body next to mine comforting in a way it shouldn’t be for enemies.

      All the while, Alexi watches my every move, as if cataloging it and assessing an adversary. Aren’t I doing the same thing? After all, we are strangers thrust together through familial obligations and circumstances beyond our control.

      It makes me wonder if they wanted this at all, but then I remember my brother’s words. Alexi was there that day, he accepted this.

      The bastard.

      I bet he thought he could rape and torture the Irish girl to get back at her family. He has another thing coming. He may be a wolf parading his prowess, but I’m a wolf in sheep’s clothing—at least for now.

      That man will never touch me, none of them will.

      Before the night is over, their blood will coat my blades and I will be free of them. I won’t be someone’s property, someone’s wife or peace treaty. I am a person and a damn good fucking assassin, and they will know that before they die.

      Their shock will only be outweighed by the pleasure of knowing it was their own wife, their very own little woman whom they underestimated, who plunged the dagger into their hearts.

      It’s better than sex, in my opinion.

      “What are you thinking about?” Alexi asks, jerking his chin at me. “You’re concentrating very hard.”

      I ignore him. It’s better not to engage before I give myself away again. Instead, I look out of a window like Nikolay, watching the lights of Vegas pass us by. Even in the late afternoon, it’s bustling with tourists and locals—some drunk, some working.

      It’s a festival of bright lights, booze, and money.

      Zakhar leans into me, his warmth rolling through me as he points out hotels and clubs. “We own this one. Oh, that one too! We also own that show if you want to see it.”

      I turn, finding him inches away from me with a bright, innocent smile on his face, despite his last name. “Is there anything you don’t own?” I inquire. His bright eyes drop to mine, holding me in place, and his smile becomes smoldering as he reaches out and winds a loose curl of my hair around his finger.

      “Not really,” he admits.

      “No, we even own you,” Alexi interrupts, and the spell between Zakhar and me is broken. My lips thin in displeasure as I turn away, taking my hair from his grasp in the process. It discourages him for a moment before he launches into a series of questions.

      “What’s your favorite color? Do you like to go out? What’s your favorite food?” It’s clear he’s trying. He’s older than me by a few years, but right now, he seems younger, hopeful. I’m not. I know exactly what this is—a forced marriage. Alexi does, Nikolay as well, and we all hate it, but Zakhar? He appears excited by this adventure.

      “Iris?” he asks, drawing my eyes to him. The kind, almost worried way he says my name has me melting slightly. “I know you’re scared. I promise we won’t hurt you—”

      Nikolay snorts, and Alexi rolls his eyes.

      “We are going to look after you and give you a good life. I know this isn’t what you would have chosen for yourself, but we have to make the best of the situation, so let’s get to know each other. You might even find you like us.” He leans in, all grins and happiness.

      He is an optimist.

      Fucking hell.

      I have to give them something. “Black,” I murmur. “My favorite color is black or a very light purple.”

      “Black? That’s not a color.” He laughs. “Mine’s blue, like the sky in the morning. What do you like to do for fun?”

      I want to say that I kill people, hunt, and practice my knife and gun skills. Instead, I rack my brain for anything I really enjoy outside of my work. It’s been a long time since I’ve thought of or done anything beyond that, to be honest. We are taught to work and work hard, it’s in our blood, and that doesn’t leave much time for hobbies. “I like music,” I recall. “Watching it live, like piano concerts,” I admit. “My dad even taught me a little.”

      Too much! I snap at myself, but Zakhar looks happier, like we are now best friends.

      Fuck.

      “Leave her,” Alexi orders, and Zakhar throws him a sad look but relents and leaves me in peace. I turn to Alexi, and he nods. “If you don’t tell him no, he won’t stop.”

      “Maybe I don’t want him to,” I counter.

      He only smirks as the car finally pulls to a stop. “We are here. Time to see your new home, little flower.”
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      ZAKHAR

      I can’t pull my eyes from Iris, from my bride…my wife.

      She’s breathtaking.

      Her auburn hair glistens in the light like a fiery halo, sparkling like one of the casinos. Her creamy skin makes me ache to touch her and run my tongue along her satiny flesh. I want to trace each and every one of her freckles and tease the tight little nipples I can see pebbling under her dress. There is just something fucking entrancing about her that I’ve never seen from a woman like her in my life.

      She’s real, maybe that’s what it is.

      She is so fucking real, and she’s sitting next to me like a goddess, with all of her smooth skin and deep curves. And her eyes? The first moment they met mine, I was lost, drowning in her emerald gaze. I would happily lie adrift in the vivid depths, and even now, I can’t look away from them or the slight blush on her cheeks.

      Not to mention the temptation of her rosy lips.

      Looking away would do her a disservice. She’s far too beautiful not to be stared at.

      No wonder the Kellys hate us even more now. Every man will envy us, and every woman will be jealous of her. She will be the biggest star in Vegas, and I will worship her and hang on her every word. After all, with my sister gone, I find myself missing her company. The space is empty, as are the nights we would spend watching movies and talking while I painted her nails—something my brothers would look down on me for if they knew.

      Alexi especially. He is so like our father, although he would hate to hear me say that. He’s stern, traditional, and has certain ideals for what a Volkov man should be. I try my best. I fuck women, talk the talk, and protect my family. I even enjoy it. But sometimes, I just want a safe space to be me.

      I was always a disappointment to my father. At that thought, my eyes go to Nikolay, and I wince as I remember the many times he stepped between my father’s rage and me while Alexi was in prison. Even now, I see the scars.

      I was young but so weak. I should have helped my older brother, but instead, I watched him be destroyed over and over again, yet he never complained. He never made a noise after he realized it only egged our father on. He took it stoically and would then let me clean his wounds and comfort me as I apologized and cried.

      I was so young when it began, my childhood was ripped away. My brothers coddled me before that, but I should have known better as a Volkov.

      I do now.

      But her… My eyes go back to her softness. Where we are all hard edges, she is clean and soft, and I find myself leaning into her ethereal light as if it will cleanse my soul of all my misdeeds.

      I sense a deep hurt in her, along with a lot of anger, but she does a good job of concealing it and stopping her fear from leaking through. When she looked into my eyes, however, I could have sworn she felt the same sudden desire and pull that I did, and there was no fear then.

      Only interest, which I want to see again.

      I want to see this carefully controlled shy girl fall apart in my arms as she screams for me with my tongue deep in her cunt. Is she innocent? The thought excites me, even if I’m used to more experienced lovers.

      It doesn’t matter. She would be perfect no matter what because she’s mine. Ours. Still, my brothers fight it and take it out on her. She’s going to need a steel spine to survive them, especially Nikolay, but for some reason, I know she will.

      I feel on edge. Shouldn’t we have champagne? Shouldn’t we be showing her off? But Nikolay put his foot down on this. He would only go so far with this charade, as he called it. Sighing softly, I watch as we pull up to our domain.

      Our safe space.

      Will she like it?

      Will she be scared?

      More importantly, will she accept us…me as her husband?
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      NIKOLAY

      I watch her take in the glistening casino front. Escorting her in this way was Alexi’s idea, and even now, I itch at all the eyes on us. In our protected casino, there are still too many ways someone could come for my brothers. It’s my job to protect them, but Alexi’s word is final. He wants to shock her and welcome her to the lion’s den with a bang.

      I would rather skulk in the background and pretend this whole fucking day didn’t exist.

      Zakhar rushes from the car and rounds to her side before the driver can reach her, opening the door and offering her his hand. She accepts it and exits the car gracefully. I observe her, lingering in the shadows of the interior. I should have been the first one out to check for snipers or hitmen, but I am reluctant. Going inside with her makes it real, makes her mine.

      I don’t want that.

      I fucking hate her already, with her auburn hair, bright green eyes, and pale, untouched skin. She’s too fucking innocent and young to be alone with a monster like me. I would hurt her. I can already feel the urges.

      I want to destroy her because she’s too fucking perfect.

      It makes me hate her more. My fists clench in fury at the situation I have been put in. I knew for five years, but I thought forgetting about it and trusting Alexi to find a way out would work. It didn’t. Now here we are. I’m her husband in name, nothing more. She will never feel my cock or be in my bed. She wouldn’t survive it.

      I don’t want her to even look at or speak to me, or I will rip that pretty head off and display it above our fireplace.

      Alexi turns to me in the darkness of the car as he allows a little weakness to show. He is worried for me. I hate that I put that expression on his face. He should worry for Zakhar, not me. Never me. I am too far gone to be saved, and he knows that.

      “Is this going to be a problem?” he murmurs.

      “No problem, just keep her the fuck away from me.” I slide from the car, scanning the buildings and people before I let him out of the vehicle. He knows better than to fight me on that.

      She looks to me, our Iris—no, not ours. Theirs. I see the confusion in her eyes as I storm to the door and wait. Alexi exits and, without looking at her, walks past me, knowing better than to question me, or worse, try to comfort or touch me.

      Zakhar watches him go sadly before turning to her and forcing a bright smile. With a flourishing bow, he takes her hand, and she giggles, the loud sound reaching my ears over the music. Gritting my teeth, I watch my brother flirt and tease as he leads her inside, and not for the first time, I hate him just a little.

      I hate that he can be so happy and unconcerned while I am drowning in the darkness our father crafted.

      I am his greatest creation, and in the end, I was his death.

      The Volkov enforcer.
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      ALEXI

      Nikolay is right—I did this to shock her. I turn to take in her reaction, expecting fear or confusion, but instead, I find her eyes scanning the area as if searching for threats. Maybe I’m wrong and it’s just excitement. Either way, I prowl back to her, needing to see her reaction up close.

      I might hate her and completely despise everything she stands for, but I am magnetized by her beauty.

      She is gorgeous, painfully so. It would almost be easier if she weren’t. She already has Zakhar wrapped around her little finger. He is at her side like a good husband, waiting to cater to her every whim.

      Pathetic.

      I demand her attention, craving her green orbs to meet my gaze once more. I feel the thrill right down to my hard cock. The fucking thing hasn’t gone down since she kissed me, since she set me alight with her vicious little teeth.

      I stop before her and purposely adjust my hardness. Her eyes flick down to it and back up to mine with no shame or embarrassment. Interesting, maybe our little flower isn’t as fragile as she seems. In the car, it appeared as if she was stopping herself from striking me or speaking more scathing retorts, and I almost missed the fact she didn’t. I like her fire, like to see her riled up like when I kissed her. Initially, she was soft, pliant, forgettable, and entirely undesirable…and then I was suddenly bleeding and she was all I could see.

      My little Iris.

      My wife.

      What was once a duty is now a challenge. I will ignite that fire once again, just so I can see those green eyes spark with the flames. After all, she will need it to survive this, to survive us, to survive…

      Me.

      There seems to be two sides to Iris—this shy, innocent little girl who can barely look me in the eye and the one who bites me until I bleed, whose tongue is like a blade. I can’t wait to find out which side of her is true and which is a lie.

      Even as I think that, however, I know neither matter in regard to my duty. It weighs heavily on my shoulders. If we don’t get along and are unhappy for the rest of our lives, none of us have any choice. I must keep this little flower safe, or I’ll start a war the likes of which we would never recover from. More than that, though, it would endanger my sister.

      I curse my father once more, even if the bastard is dead.

      His legacy still lives on, his choices with it, and this absurd treaty. Even now, he controls us from beyond the grave.

      I understand the choice he made from a business perspective, but that only makes me hate him more. He never once thought about my or my brothers’ happiness. I can admit our lives have been easier since we haven’t had to fight constant battles for turf, blood, or pride with the other families. Our empire has only grown, stretching into the surrounding areas, and our income has tripled. Now, we sell guns around the world.

      War dealers, they call us.

      I don’t care. I will do anything to keep our legacy alive and prove the old man wrong.

      I will succeed, and I will be the best Volkov there ever was, with my brothers at my side, and now this little, fragile thing called my wife.
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      IRIS

      I meet Alexi’s gaze, and he watches me closely before turning away and winding silently through the crowd. Jerk. I follow after him anyway, tugged along by Zakhar as he explains everything, waving and greeting everyone like they are best friends.

      It’s clear he’s a people person. Hell, I even see ladies flocking to him, as if they were waiting for him to turn up—probably not with a wife in tow, still in her dress. I snort, and he grins at me as we head down a private corridor. It’s obvious this isn’t for tourists as we walk to a gold elevator situated away from everything else. Alexi is already inside, and Zakhar pulls me into the car, turning me so my back is to Alexi.

      My neck prickles as my training urges me to turn and put my back to the elevator wall, but that would give me away. These Russians are the best, and if they catch on that I am trained as well, then they won’t hesitate to kill me. Instead, I stand stiffly, watching as Nikolay comes our way. He doesn’t even look at me, keeping his gaze fixed on Alexi.

      “I’m going to check the security.” His deep voice rumbles so thickly with his Russian accent, he’s almost hard to understand. His rich timbre has me shivering, and my nipples tighten and my pussy grows wet once again.

      What is it about these murderous Russians that causes my hormones to act like they are on crack?

      As if he can smell my arousal, Alexi leans forward and presses his body against my back without asking. After all, he thinks I belong to him now, and for some fucking crazy reason, I don’t move away.

      “No. You will come with us. You can go later.”

      “Brother—” Nikolay snarls, his gaze cutting to me.

      “No, do as I said,” Alexi snaps, and the finality of the command makes me lick my lips. I feel them glaring at each other until Nikolay finally gives in and steps inside with his back to the wall, glaring at the ceiling.

      Is this because of me?

      Does Alexi want him with us to deal with me?

      That’s when it hits me. There are three of them, too many for me to take on at once. What if they try to take me by force? The idea almost makes me grin. Let them. They might be bigger, stronger, and outnumber me, but I will fucking kill them all and burn this casino to the ground, all in my wedding dress.

      The elevator starts to rise after Zakhar steps forward and scans his hand. Of course they live in the fucking penthouse, I think spitefully as it flashes across the screen and we stop. The doors slide open.

      They push past me, all but Zakhar, who waits. Excited, he takes my hand and leads me into the lavish penthouse. “Nice, right? Well, I guess it’s your home now too, so you can change whatever…” He drones on, holding my hand as he shows me everything.

      The elevator opens right into the living room, which has high ceilings and crystal chandeliers. The marble floors are filled with gold, only showcasing their wealth. Floor to ceiling windows curve across the wall opposite me, displaying a balcony with two pillars and an infinity pool overlooking Vegas.

      “We also have a private roof with a pool and a bar,” Zakhar informs me when he follows my gaze.

      I scan everything. My family is rich, and we are comfortable and happy, but we don’t flaunt it. The Russians, however, live in the fucking lap of luxury. I guess it makes sense for Vegas, but I can barely breathe as I take it all in, thinking of all the entrances and exits and places to hide.

      “This is the main sitting room,” Zakhar explains, waving his hand to encompass the huge room, oblivious to my thoughts. The space is filled with enormous white sofas, some facing the windows and the Vegas skyline, while others face each other, and there is a huge fireplace between them, more for decoration than use I’m betting. There’s a TV that takes up the entire left section of a wall, with an LED backlight and surround sound. There’s another section of wall to the right filled with a huge piece of art. The open-plan room looks like it’s been cut up, with tiny sections of walls featuring art, swords, and daggers, yet it somehow works. The furniture is done in a tasteful white and black scheme and is very modern, though it makes me wonder how they keep the blood off it. To the right, in a walled off section, are floor to ceiling shelves filled with antiques and books, with two wingback chairs framing it and a small table and lamp between them.

      The entire room looks like something out of a catalog, down to the perfectly placed cushions and spotless surfaces. It isn’t a home, that’s for sure. Near the back window, there’s a curved wooden bar with jigsaw pieces lighting up the front, and that is where Alexi heads, throwing back a drink.

      “There’s a theater upstairs, as well as our suites, a game room, five bedrooms, and six bathrooms. There’s also a helipad on the roof,” Zakhar tells me patiently, looking at his home happily. He clearly likes it here. I can see him easily fitting in, with his fancy suits and flirty nature. It’s the perfect bachelor pad. Maybe even Alexi is comfortable here, considering the touches of weaponry and luxury everywhere, but Nikolay? He stands out. It’s apparent that this is too bright, too big, and too filled with people for him as he glares at us, staying near the gold elevator as if he’s prepared to escape. As if sensing my gaze, his glare deepens, and I look away, noticing the hand scanner required to access it.

      Fuck.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll add your handprint, and then you can go anywhere you want. You are our wife, after all,” Zakhar says cheerfully.

      Good, it will be easier to escape. The poor soul, he’s too trusting.

      My eyes go back to the infinity pool. The lights shine through the water, giving it a cozy, sexy ambiance. The pillars stand sentry, with two chairs fitted next to them. For some reason, I want to rip off my dress, sink into the water, and stare at the world below me through the glass bottom, but I don’t.

      “Enough of the fucking tour!” Nikolay finally roars. “Why am I here?”

      Alexi ignores his outburst like he’s used to it and adds ice to a crystal tumbler, pouring himself another drink before leisurely turning to face me. Raising the glass to his lips, he pins me in place with his dark eyes. I stop scanning for cameras and quickly drop my gaze to the floor, not wanting him to see my intentions. I still have to act innocent, after all, even though I’m thinking of an escape plan for later, after I’ve killed them.

      I can still feel him staring, and I want to fidget, but my training won’t allow it. Had I been weaker, I might have cracked under his dangerous gaze. I’m all alone in the Russian Bratva’s den surrounded by monsters, but if anything, I’m pumped with adrenaline and anticipation for what is to come.

      I’m not just anyone, after all—I’m the Ghost.

      I lift my eyes, meeting his for a moment, and his lips tilt up behind the crystal as if he’s made a decision. He drains the glass and tosses it behind him, where it shatters. I don’t even jump, and that seems to please him. Fuck, a scared woman would have.

      I have to play this better.

      Reaching down, he deftly undoes his jacket with those long, strong fingers and tosses it away. Keeping his eyes on me, he rolls back the sleeves of his dress shirt, exposing thick, corded forearms covered in scars and tattoos I can’t quite make out. Done with the show, he prowls closer like an animal hunting its prey. Instead of terrifying me like it should, I’m turned on by the utter power and deadly nature of the Russian bastard, who now circles me like he’s deciding how best to eat me.

      “Don’t be scared,” Zakhar coos softly, kissing my hand.

      The truth is, I’m not. I’m fucking excited to test myself against this man who is supposedly the best, but also weirdly sad that I won’t be able to experience his brand of pain and pleasure he undoubtedly leaves his victims with.

      Stopping before me, he tilts his head.

      “But she should be scared, brother,” he says softly with a lilt to his voice, an old accent.

      “Alexi.” Zakhar sighs sadly. “Be nice.”

      “I don’t know how.” He smirks. “Plus, our blushing bride doesn’t get a pretty lie. We aren’t nice. We are killers, and now she is ours. Aren’t you, little flower?”

      I bite my lip to hold in my retort. He almost seems disappointed by my lack of response.

      “Fine, be like that, little flower. Your silence won’t save you. I’m sure Nikolay would take great pleasure in ripping screams from you with his anger. He’s excellent at that. Did you know?”

      I did. I’ve heard of his torture techniques, everybody in my line of work has. Even killers like me have a healthy respect for the one they call the Russian Psycho. He’s a leashed beast, careful and controlled until he strips that suit away and gets into his room of pain. No one walks out of there, but the tales… They are almost enough to make a girl tremble in fear.

      Almost.

      “Have you finished?” I ask, finally breaking my silence. I realized he wouldn’t stop baiting me until I did. “Where do I sleep?” I inquire instead. “I want to take this dress off.”

      “That can be arranged.” Alexi suddenly produces a knife as long as my forearm. I didn’t even see where it came from. He twists it, letting the sharp edge catch the air. It’s brutal and raw, just like him.

      “Alexi,” Zakhar warns.

      “Tishina,” Alexi roars at him.

      It silences the youngest Volkov brother, who bends to their family’s leader. His eyes drop out of respect, even as his lips turn down.

      “Would you like me to cut it away, little flower?” Alexi purrs, running the tip along my exposed chest. I tremble under the touch. He leaves a stinging red trail in his wake, making my thighs clamp together at the sudden pleasure arching through me. Alexi drinks in my reaction, but the desire in his eyes quickly vanishes, masked behind ice as he steps back.

      “You will be sleeping in the bed you choose,” he states, and the switch in his demeanor makes me stagger.

      I wish he had cut the dress away.

      “What?” I ask in confusion.

      “You didn’t think you would escape our clutches so easily, did you, little flower?” he murmurs, and I see something dark in his eyes at the thought of my suffering. “We will keep the treaty, which means marriage in every sense. We will consummate it.”

      I swallow, gaping at all three of them. Are they going to rape me?

      “Don’t look so worried. We aren’t complete monsters. Yes, we will fuck you, Iris, in every single hole you possess. You are ours to do with what we please, but you will beg for it.” I almost sneer as he smirks at me. “You will fuck one of us tonight.”

      “Alexi,” Nikolay says in warning.

      “Enough! I lead this house!” he screams, and silence fills the room as he presses against me, tipping my chin up and forcing me to meet his all-consuming eyes.

      “Pick, Iris. Pick which one of us you want to fuck. Eventually, you will have us all, but we promised not to kill you, so you will only take one of us tonight. But you must choose,” he warns before stepping back. I can feel Nikolay’s anger and Zakhar’s concern as Alexi waits impatiently.

      I waver. I should pick, but I know I need to protest like a scared little flower would, not the killer in me who would fuck whom I needed to just to get close to them when they were vulnerable. It will be easier to kill them one-on-one versus three, which is a concern I’ve had. I’m good, the best actually, but even I would struggle to kill all three Volkov brothers at once. They are almost feral and willing to do anything. It wouldn’t end well, and I plan to survive.

      But one-on-one? That could work.

      Their guard will be down during their release, so it will be almost too easy. I could pick Zakhar. He’s trusting, too trusting, and sweet. He’d be overjoyed, but it’s almost like taking candy from a baby, and as cute as he is, he’s not important. He doesn’t hold any position of power, not like Nikolay, who is the enforcer. Nikolay will be the hardest to kill, I know that. Many have tried, but I also don’t think he would let down his walls even alone, and then I would be caught and killed. But Alexi? He terrifies me. I’m not an idiot, but he’s also head of the house, so killing him would weaken them. Zakhar’s death would hurt them, enrage them, and make them fight harder, but Alexi?

      It might just topple their empire enough to give me a shot.

      Cut the head off the snake, as the saying goes.

      “No,” I mutter, playing the part, even though I’ve already made up my mind. I might not walk out of this castle of theirs alive, but I’ll take their family down with me, burning in the ashes by their side like a good little wife.

      “Pick, wife,” Alexi snarls, fighting to regain his control. His muscles ripple like a monster is hiding beneath his skin, ready to rip free. It makes me pause before I roll my shoulders back.

      “If I don’t?” I challenge, arching an eyebrow.

      “Then we will pick for you, and you will take all three of our cocks. We will even fuck that little virgin ass until you are a bloody, broken mess begging for us to stop.”

      The thought shouldn’t make my clit throb, but it does. Maybe I’m just as fucked up as they are.

      “Fine, you,” I snap, making my voice wobble as I pretend to panic.

      “Think very carefully, little flower. I won’t take it easy on you. You’ll be dripping with my cum, and your body will be covered in bruises and my handprints. I will carve my name into your skin for all to see.”

      “You,” I state firmly.

      I feel Zakhar jerk, and he raises sad eyes to me as if he feels betrayed that I didn’t pick him. For some reason, I want to explain and apologize, but I can’t without blowing my cover, so I simply look away.

      “As you wish,” Alexi says, turning away. “Come.”

      He sweeps from the room, and I’m given no choice but to rush after him. His brothers, my other husbands, watch as their brother takes me to his room to fuck. He leads me around a wall to the right, past the huge modern kitchen I barely got to see on my tour, and up a winding staircase. He takes the steps two at a time, not looking to see if I’m keeping up. I snarl, kick off my heels, and reach down, grabbing my dress as I climb the stairs. I’ll have to take it off to escape. It would be too hard to run and fight in, even if the idea of wearing my wedding dress covered in the Volkovs’ blood as I burn down their castle fills me with an odd sense of pleasure.

      At the top of the twisting stairs, there’s an open-plan room with a huge bearskin rug taking up most of the floor, and the walls are covered with weapons. Okay, that makes my job easier. They are either very dumb or cocky. Probably both.

      The corridor before me is wide, and the walls are covered in more art. The first door looks like it leads to the game room Zakhar mentioned, and the second is closed, the third too. Then the hallway opens into a horizontal corridor. The door in front of me is ajar, showing stairs, which probably lead to the roof. To the left is one door, and to the right are three doors. Alexi turns left to the double door, which is completely gold and has a fingerprint scanner. He presses his finger to it, and I note it, knowing I’ll need his hand. I can easily cut it off, but they bleed so fucking much.

      The door swings in, and he sweeps in like he’s the king of the castle, not bothering to look back. I linger at the doorway. The rooms beyond are pitch black, and I know if I step inside, I am willingly giving myself to the devil.

      With a cool breath, I do just that, prepared to damn my soul for this job.

      For my future and freedom.
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      IRIS

      I step into the room, my feet sinking into the soft carpet as I wander farther in. Before me are more windows, the bright moonlight throwing obscure shapes across the room. There’s a click, and I look over my shoulder to see the closed door with Alexi standing beside it. His eyes look like coals in the dark, and his entire body and face are cast in shadows. He steps closer, and I swallow, ignoring the anticipation and desire that builds as he stalks toward me. Just as I think he’s about to grab me, rip off my dress, and have his wicked way with me, he moves around me.

      I quickly scan the room, noting the living room to the left. There are more books and a desk in here, but he’s going through an open doorway, where I can see a huge bed. From what I can see of his suite, it’s very similar to the theme downstairs—all clean, modern lines. Gray, concrete-looking walls separate this room and the next, and there are massive gray and black rugs covering the floor, which turns to wood beyond the threshold. The dark and light slatted wood makes my feet cold as I step past the carpet. Paintings hang above the sofa, framed by lights, with a TV opposite it. Turning back to the bedroom, I walk to the door and look around. There’s a bathroom to the right, but it’s the sleek modern style that catches my eye. At home, my bedroom hasn’t changed much since I was a kid, but this? It calls to a part of me that loves the finer things in life.

      There’s a huge light hanging from the ceiling, dominating the room. It isn’t lit up yet, but he calls out and it dimly illuminates the room, giving me just enough light to see by but not enough to see his features. There is another massive flatscreen TV against the back wall with a shelf below it, which is filled with guns displayed on their own stands. Clearly, they are decorative and not used. There are even two gold pistols.

      The bed itself is a low leather one piled high with pillows. The bedding is black silk with a throw perfectly placed over the end. I’m betting he has a housekeeper, because there is no way he made that. He’s the type to be meticulous, that’s for sure, but he has a wild streak in him. Plus, he would probably think it was below him. The windows call to me, giving me a view of the city again. All the lights, all the hustle and bustle, seem so far away up here.

      “I like to look out over my kingdom,” he purrs from the dark, and when I look back, he’s lounging on the bed. His feet are bare and crossed at the ankles, and he has his arms behind his head as he watches me. He appears ready to pounce on me at any minute. Pushing my luck, I move around the room, being nosy. I slide my hands over the guns. There are no cameras or sensors in here. He probably feels like he doesn’t need them in his domain, the idiot.

      The bathroom is almost as big as the bedroom, with floor to ceiling gray marble and a huge tub emerging from the floor in the middle of the room. There is a block of marble above it with a waterfall in it, which is how it fills. Beyond it are more windows to look upon the city with a chaise lounge. To the right is a walk-in shower with four heads, and next to it is a steam room and a sauna. To the left is a huge marble counter with matching sinks and mirrors above it. Everything screams luxury and money, right down to the prettily folded towels and empty countertops devoid of any personal touches.

      “In here,” he orders, clearly tired of waiting. Stepping back inside, I stare at him as he waits silently. I know what has to be done. He’s not unattractive, I might even enjoy it. I wonder what he expects from me. Probably someone pretending to be shy and virginal.

      Taking a deep breath, I reach back, unfasten the buttons on my dress, and let it cascade to the floor like a waterfall of silk. He inhales sharply, scanning my body. I know I have a good physique. I’m tall, with high, good-sized breasts that don’t even require a bra. Years of training have left me toned and muscular, with a tight waist and flat stomach, but I could never get rid of my wide hips and thick thighs.

      In nothing but a white lace thong and matching bra with a diamond in the middle, I step over to the bed, conscious of the weapon I have concealed in my hair. It has to stay there until I’m ready.

      “The rest,” he orders, his eyes narrowed.

      I reach back and unhook my bra, creating a trail of clothes to the bed. My nipples tighten in the cool air, just as pink as my lips, and my breasts are dotted with more freckles. The gold clover piercing in my belly button catches his eye and he smirks.

      “We will replace that, maybe with a dagger,” he tells me.

      I don’t protest as I hook my fingers in the sides of my panties.

      “Slowly,” he orders as I start to pull them down.

      I glare slightly at his demand, but I do as I’m told, finding his gaze strangely erotic. The confused hunger in his eyes makes it more sensual. I’m supposed to be seducing him, but right now, it’s the other way around. My pussy is wet and throbbing, and my nipples are hard, waiting to be touched and sucked. Oh yes, I’ll enjoy his cock before I kill him, just to sate this desire.

      Doing as I’m told like a good little girl, I slowly pull the thong down before stepping out of it, slightly parting my thighs to give him a glimpse of my bare, glistening sex.

      “Fuck,” he groans, unzipping his pants. He cups his cock and leisurely strokes it as he watches me come toward him. I crawl onto the bed and stop at his side, tilting my head.

      “Hair down,” he demands, and that’s what gives me pause. If I do, he’ll find the knife. His eyes narrow when I hesitate. “Now,” he commands, used to being obeyed.

      I falter, and before I can even flinch, he’s sitting up, grabbing me, and pushing me face down onto the bed. His hands linger on my ass cheeks before gliding up into my hair. I stiffen. Shit, he’s going to find it.

      He freezes, and we lie like that, with me completely vulnerable and on display, before he snarls in disgust and moves away, taking his heat with him. My pussy gives an almost regretful throb. Turning, I collapse onto my back as he rolls away and closes his eyes.

      “What?” I ask. Isn’t he going to fuck me?

      Why do I sound disappointed?

      “I don’t take what isn’t given freely. Only in business, never in pleasure,” he explains, not even opening his eyes. “Sleep. You are safe from me.”

      “You said we had to consummate—” I start, and his eyes crack open, locking on me.

      “I did because I am supposed to as the head of my family, but I will not rape you, little flower. You must want what I am able to give, both the pleasure and the pain, and I mean it—you will eventually beg. I can be a patient man. It will only make it that much sweeter when you crawl on your knees and beg to suck my cock, to ride it.” He moves closer, cupping my neck and squeezing. “And you will. When you do, I might even let you come, but there will be nothing between us but desire. Now sleep,” he orders, and just like that, he closes his eyes and tries to sleep, leaving me naked and needy next to him.

      The asshole! I want to stab him for his cockiness. I would never beg or crawl for this man, no matter how impressive his cock is. A cock is a cock, and I can get pleasure anywhere. It makes my mission harder, but it clears some of the lust from my head, replacing it with anger and the need to finish this.

      Double-checking that he’s not watching, I lie on my side and slowly slide my hand up to my hair. I search the locks, finding the carefully hidden knife my brother gave me. Gripping the handle, I pull it free and slowly slide it under the pillow.

      I will wait until he is deeply asleep, and then I will plunge it into his cold Russian heart, ending the Volkovs’ rule once and for all.

      He says he can be patient, but so can I, and before the sun rises on the first day of the rest of my life, all three of the Volkov brothers’ hearts will be mine—only on my knife and not in love like they wish from their worshipful new wife.

      I watch every rise and fall of his chest, and sometime later, I conclude he is fully asleep. He doesn’t even fucking snore—the perfect bastard. Wrapping my hand around the knife, I pull it free and turn my hand to hide it in case he wakes up. When he doesn’t, I sit up. Still nothing. Sliding across the silk, I throw a leg over his waist and wait. Still nothing.

      I settle my knees on either side of his hips without touching him, and I flip the knife. With an evil smirk, I slash downwards, ready to end his miserable life.

      His eyes snap open, but it’s too late to stop the knife plunging toward his heart. His hands snap up and catch mine, making me yelp as he stops the sudden descent.

      “Naughty little flower,” he purrs and throws me aside. I roll across the bed, and then he pins me down, restraining my hands above my head as he smirks at me proudly. “I was wondering what you would do first. I have to say, you surprised me. A rare occurrence.” He slams my hand against the bed in an attempt to force me to release my weapon.

      I whip my head forward, connecting with his, but it seems to hurt me more than it hurts him.

      “You want to play like that, little flower?” he snarls, rising above me like the devil who has come to collect payment.

      I can’t help but shiver. His hand tightens on my wrist, almost breaking it. There is no special, soft treatment now. I have no choice but to release the dagger.

      He tosses it away and lowers his head, his lips near mine. “Then so be it. Forget what I said. I’m going to fuck this tight little Irish pussy until you will never try that again.”

      “You wouldn’t dare,” I snarl, fighting like an animal, almost panting from my exertion. Him? He just laughs as he pins me in place.

      “Try me, Iris.”
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      IRIS

      With that cocky smirk still in place, he leans back and releases me before flowing to his feet like a fucking jaguar. Lying on the bed, I narrow my eyes and feint to the right, but he doesn’t even twitch.

      Fine.

      He wants to play this way?

      Game on.

      Rolling from the bed, I grab the closest object, which just so happens to be a blanket. I toss it at his face as I surge to my feet and watch it block his vision as he tries to swat it away. Using the advantage, I throw myself at him, aiming a kick at his chest. It lands, and he staggers back with a grunt. Ripping the blanket away, he catches my next kick, wrapping his hands around my ankle as he grins at me.

      “Nice try. I expected more from a Kelly,” he taunts. “Oh, wait, it’s Volkov now, little bride.” He thrusts my leg away, knocking me off balance, but I quickly right myself. Anger grows inside me at his insults. This asshole is dead.

      My gaze darts around for a weapon. He’s bigger than me, stronger, but he’s not faster, and he’s too fucking sure of himself. My eyes land on a vase, and I rush over, grab it, and throw it. He tries to duck, but it hits him square in the temple, his head jerking back as it falls to the floor and shatters. His face is still turned away from me as I grab another and wait. Slowly, so fucking slowly, his head turns forward, and I actually gulp—not in fear, but in desire.

      Fuck!

      Blood runs in rivulets down his face to his lips, where he licks them clean. There’s a dangerous glint in his eyes as his lips tip into a snarl. He’s not playing anymore. This is Alexi the Bratva leader, and I just fucking egged him on.

      So what do I do?

      I chuck the other one.

      This time, he knocks it away midair. It smashes against something, but we don’t look away from each other.

      “Run,” he snarls.

      “Yeah, you should,” I taunt as I dart away, rolling over the bed to the other side, where I grab the lamp. I turn and smack him across the face with it as he reaches for me. With a roar, he yanks it from my hands and throws it before grabbing me and hauling me against his chest. He lowers his head, and I know if I’m trapped, I’m dead, so I react. Years of training kick in, and I jab at his windpipe and eyes. He blocks the eye attack, but I manage to get his throat, just not as forceful as I wanted. Instead of crushing it, it merely makes him choke, but he does release me, and I quickly put space between us.

      I pant, watching as he grips his neck. He didn’t even manage to land a hit on me, and I can’t help but grin. “Guess the big bad Russians have met their match, now haven’t they?”

      His eyes narrow as I circle him like the predator I am—all pretense lost.

      “I’m going to kill you, and while your body is still cooling, I’m going to kill both of your brothers, and then I’m going to burn your fucking palace to the ground and walk out of here covered in blood. I’m nobody’s wife, you hear me?” Grabbing a gun from the side, I throw it at him. “Nobody’s! I am Iris fucking Kelly, you Russian pig, and I’ll be your goddamn death.”

      His hands drop from his throat, and when his voice comes, it’s rough. “Do your brothers know how twisted their little flower is?”

      “Fuck you!” I snarl.

      “I bet if I reached between those pretty thighs right now, I’d find your cunt wet and begging for my fat Russian cock,” he teases, advancing toward me. “How much do you like fighting me? Trying to kill me?” When he’s before me, he leans down to whisper in my ear. “Do you think they’d like to know how much I like it too? How fucking hard I am watching you fight me? Watching you actually stand up for yourself? Maybe I’ll show them how I tamed their wild sister with my cock—”

      I punch him right in the gut, and he laughs, but it’s winded as he steps back, grinning like a maniac.

      “Guess I didn’t do very well on the meek and innocent act then?” I sigh, ignoring my traitorous pussy that, yes, is slick with desire. I am so turned on by this twisted asshole. “Guess I’ll need to do better.”

      “Darling, you couldn’t act innocent even if it fucked you in the ass. I saw it the moment I met you. Those pretty little eyes look away to hide your truth. I liked the biting comments better than that weak bitch shit.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s going to get you killed.” I grin.

      “Doubtful. It’s going to get my cock wet, though, as you scream beneath me and use those claws on my back. See, Iris, I was going to leave you be and not pluck the little virgin flower, but now? You’re all fucking mine. You looked the fucking devil in his eye and taunted him. You made him bleed. Now, I’m going to do the same to you. You are my wife. Keep trying to kill me, little flower, it will only make it that much sweeter when I slam into that tight little cunt.”

      My eye twitches in fury. He’s so fucking sure he’s going to get what he wants, but he’s never met someone like me. I’ll never stop trying to kill him, and one day, he’s going to let his guard down and the knife will slip into his heart. It just won’t be tonight. There’s no way I can win at the moment. He knows my plan, and his brothers are probably right outside, which means I only have one choice left—to give as good as I get.

      He might think he’s the devil, but I’m the reaper.

      “Then come get me, you Russian bastard,” I dare, stepping back.

      I expect him to run at me, most attackers would, but he’s not most. No, he’s cold, calculating, and so fucking smart. I see it glinting in his eyes, even through the crazy. He strolls toward me, scanning every inch of my body for weapons.

      But I am the fucking weapon.

      When he goes to grab me, I finally unleash all my years of training. I’ve never had to put in this much effort before because all of my targets have been far too easy. Not Alexi Volkov. Oh no, he easily sidesteps my attack, going on the defensive as I chase him across the room, punching and kicking like a well-oiled machine. When his back slams into the door, I go to my knees before him, sliding my hand to his ankle, where I find a small blade. With a spin, I stand and swipe out. He groans as it cuts his shirt into ribbons, the material falling away to reveal his built, tattooed chest, but I don’t have time to gawk. I spin again, bringing the blade down once more, this time catching him across the thigh.

      He doesn’t even move to defend himself, nor does he flinch. He just watches me with admiration and lust in his eyes.

      “My little wife is a force to be reckoned with,” he murmurs, palming his cock through his trousers. “I can’t wait to see what you fight like when I fuck you.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” I yell. “Fight me, stop thinking with your cock!”

      “How can I when you make me bleed so sweetly? Here, wife, plunge it into my chest if you can.” He rips the rest of his shirt open. I can’t help myself. I stare, my pussy clenching at the magnificence of this man. I knew he was a killer and had survived a lot, the scar around his throat is proof, but to see this… Fuck.

      Scar after scar covers every inch of his skin, only enhanced by his traditional black Russian tattoos. A fucking tiny knife is shoved through his right nipple. It must hurt every time he moves, but he doesn’t seem to care, and his muscles? As he leans back, they ripple. The eight-pack and huge V lead straight to a massive cock that tents his trousers. He is so hot, I actually have to blink to remind myself I’m supposed to be killing him, not imagining slicing up his chest while I ride him.

      “Go on then, little flower,” he coos, knowing I fucking hate that endearment.

      Gripping the knife harder, I flip it midair, catch it, and narrow my eyes. Is this a trick? Probably. Will it stop me? No. If I die tonight, at least I’ll go out the way I lived.

      Fighting.

      I slowly walk toward him, waiting for him to grab me, but he never does. He just stands there, watching. His cold Russian eyes don’t miss a single hitch of my breath or fluctuation of my movement. For a man who rules Vegas and his brothers with an iron fist, he sure is trusting of his ability to stop this blade before it rips his heart open.

      I run the knife between his pecs, causing him to shiver. Smirking, I drag it lower and press it against his hard cock. “Or maybe I should cut this off?” I purr.

      “Wife,” he warns as I twist the knife before moving it back up and placing the tip right over his heart.

      “Though cutting out your heart would be so much sweeter,” I murmur.

      “Then what are you waiting for?” he asks, arching a dark eyebrow as he waits. Most men would beg if they found themselves on the other end of my blade, then cry, scream, or threaten. Alexi Volkov?

      He waits patiently.

      Calmly.

      He is turned on by it.

      The sick bastard, and the worst bit? So am I.

      Still, I want to see if he will actually let me, so I dig the blade in, holding the end as I press it harder. It pierces his skin, and blood slowly trickles down his chest, speeding up the deeper I push it. All the while, he watches me, only a slight hiss leaving his lips.

      With a smirk, I pull the knife back and go to slam it into his chest. He laughs, catches it midair, and spins me, banding his arm across my stomach. He almost snaps my wrist as he takes the knife from my grip and presses it to my throat.

      “That’s enough, little flower. I just wanted to see if you would actually do it.” He grinds his hard cock against my ass as I struggle in his hold. “I’d stop that if I were you, it’s only making me harder.” I still, and he drags the knife across my throat hard enough to sting but not to cut. “Shall we give you a matching scar? Make you all pretty and bloody for your husband? That’s what I would do with anyone else who tried to kill me or mine.”

      “Then why don’t you and stop these fucking games?” I spit.

      His breath flows across my ear as he says, “Because I prefer you alive. I am going to break you, ruin you, and make you my plaything. So no, Iris. I’m not going to kill you tonight. I’m going to fuck you.” He lifts me and throws me onto the bed.

      I bounce but quickly flip and sit up as he storms over. He grabs my hair and yanks me down as I kick out with a hiss. Grinning, he pins my legs, and we are right back where we started. “Good girl. Keep fighting, it will make your submission that much sweeter.”

      “I’d rather fuck your dad.”

      “That would be hard, baby. He’s dead, and trust me, he was a lot crueler than me. At least I’ll make you come.” The dark, possessive look in his eyes has me arching up, even as I spit at him. It drips down his face, and his tongue darts out to taste it before a brutal grin tugs at his lips.

      “Sweet. I wonder if your cunt tastes just as good. Let’s find out, shall we?”
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      I hesitate only for a moment, but I still hesitate.

      I should keep fighting, I should stop him, but as he slowly drops his head, I find myself silent for once. He chuckles darkly, the cocky sound pissing me off even more. He knows I want this, but I know something too.

      He wants me, or he wouldn’t be fighting so hard to fuck me. It’s a double-edged knife of desire. We want each other, and by morning, either we will have had the best orgasms of our lives, or we will have killed each other. I’m happy with both, but for now, I relent. Just a little.

      It gets me what I want.

      He is distracted, and I get pleasure.

      His hands slide under my hips and lift me to his mouth, all while still pinning me in place. I know if I truly wanted to, I could get free.

      His hot mouth closes on my cunt, licking and tasting me all over. I wiggle both to get away and get closer as my own hands drift up to play with my breasts, rolling my nipples as he watches. My heart kicks into overdrive as pleasure spirals from my sensitive tips down to my clit, which he is purposely ignoring as it throbs for his attention.

      “Good girl, let me see you play with yourself,” he croons against my skin before tracing circles around my throbbing nub with his tongue. I groan in frustration and close my eyes as I focus on the pleasure and not who is giving it to me.

      That talented tongue slides down my pussy, tasting every inch of me before circling my hole. His fingers dig into my skin to keep me still until I kick out at him, and then he plunges his tongue inside of me. He fucks me with it, tasting my channel before pulling back and moving up to my clit, lightly rolling his tongue across it.

      Over and over.

      The motion is slow and torturous, and not enough to have me coming, but it drives my pleasure higher. All my nerve endings ignite, my entire focus is on this man between my thighs, even as sweat slides across my skin.

      “You taste so innocent, little flower,” he mocks with his mouth pressed against my pussy so I feel the vibrations. “Oh, but you like it, don’t you? You like me between your thighs, like my Russian tongue plunging into your cunt. You’d love it if I slammed my fingers into your tight, hot pussy right now, wouldn’t you? All that fight, all that bravado, and with one lick from me, you’re purring like a kitten.”

      “Shut up and make me come, or we will go back to killing each other,” I snarl.

      “Oh, but tasting your submission, your need and hate for me, is so much fun, Iris.” He groans as he closes his lips around my clit and sucks, making me cry out as I push into his face. He stops and moves farther down. “Seeing the proof of your need for me dripping from this Irish pussy? There’s nothing better, wife.”

      “That’s it,” I snarl, ready to fight again, but then he’s there.

      His fingers slam into my cunt, and his mouth closes on my clit in a vicious attack, making me scream.

      I barely have time to breathe as he pulls those long, thick fingers out and pushes them back in, making sure to rub along my sensitive walls with each thrust. He continues to lick, suck, and nip my clit with a pace that has me lifting my hips to fuck his face. The pleasure is too much, sparking inside of me. My stomach clenches and my thighs quake, so I know it won’t be long until he sends me over the edge into my release.

      How can I resist?

      I try.

      I really do, but he’s determined to take my pleasure.

      My surrender.

      His tongue lashes my clit in a vicious attack, and he fucks me faster with his fingers, stretching me around them as he adds more. I’m reaching for that high, gripping my breasts hard as I pant and moan, unable to stop the litany of insults that leave my mouth when he adds a fourth finger, pushing me to the point of pain, all while keeping up his attack on my clit.

      Then he suddenly stops. He pulls his mouth away, and his fingers still, leaving me shivering as my eyes open and meet his in astonishment.

      “Now beg,” he orders with a smirk.

      “Go. Fuck. Yourself,” I snarl instead, even as I grind my pussy against his face. I need him to continue. I am so close to coming that it actually hurts to stop. A slow ache rolls through me the longer he lingers between my thighs.

      “Fine, then you don’t get to come.” He grins, and with his fingers still inside of me, he holds me against his face so tightly I can’t move. I remain trapped there as his tongue swipes back and forth across my clit hard enough to have me crying out. I need to move, to do something, but he won’t let me.

      Just when I’m about to reach the most frustrating orgasm of my life, he stops again, leaving me wet and angry as he edges me.

      “Bastard!” I hiss.

      “Yes, I am, little wife, so be a good girl and do as I say. I can stay here all night, stopping every time you’re close to coming,” he taunts, keeping his eyes on me as his tongue rolls across my clit. “You’re so fucking sensitive, aren’t you? You are so ready to come for me, to let me taste it on my tongue. Just beg, wife, and you’ll get everything you want.”

      “Never,” I snap, flicking my own nipples, trying to get myself off as he laughs between my thighs. I try to block him out, closing my eyes and pretending his fingers are moving, but his other hand comes down across my pussy in a brutal slap.

      It catches my clit, and the shock waves make me cry out.

      “Oh no you don’t. Only I get to make you come. No one else, not even yourself, Iris. You want it, you beg.”

      “Fuck you!” I scream, beyond pissed. I am frustrated, and I need to come badly. My body is on edge, so much so it actually hurts as my pussy pulses and clit throbs, and he knows it.

      He knows he’s going to get what he wants.

      “Iris,” he murmurs against my clit, making me clench around his fingers. “Just beg. You know you want to.”

      I close my eyes for a moment, wetting my lips as I decide to get it over with. It’s the lesser of two evils. I won’t be walking around horny and orgasm-less, and I doubt he would let me finish myself off anyway. I’ll get him back later, but for now, I’ll play the good little wife and do something I’ve never done before—beg.

      “Please,” I whisper pathetically.

      “What was that? I didn’t hear you.”

      “Please,” I virtually shout.

      He slowly pulls his fingers out of me before thrusting back in. “More, Iris. Beg for real.”

      Grinding my teeth, I open my eyes and meet his gaze. “Please, Alexi, fuck me and make me come. For fuck’s sake, please lick my pussy.”

      “Was that so hard?” he replies before rewarding me. His lips close around my clit, and then he sucks hard while his fingers curl inside of me.

      The release slams through me so forcefully, I actually scream, my cunt clenching around his fingers as I grind against his face. The scream tapers off into nothing, my eyes scrunched tight as the pleasure rolls through me in endless waves.

      It’s stronger than any release I’ve ever had, and it was caused by the hands and mouth of my bastard husband.

      He doesn’t just let me come, however, oh no, he pulls back and nips my sensitive clit, sending aftershocks zipping through me as his fingers start to fight my pulsing pussy to fuck me.

      “Again,” he demands.

      “No,” I murmur, shaking my head from side to side.

      “I said again!” he snarls. “Your orgasms are mine, and when I say again, you will come again until you are all I can taste.”

      The whimper that leaves my lips will haunt me forever.

      A second release rolls through my body as if dragged from the depths of my soul. My body quivers as I silently scream, and my vision turns black from the force of it. All the while, he relentlessly licks and fucks me through it, wringing every ounce of pleasure from my body until it’s his.

      Wrapping my legs around his head in a vise, I let go and free-fall into a release so strong, it not only steals my breath, but I lose all sense of time and place.

      When the high falls away, I realize I am panting beneath my Russian bastard husband in a moment of ephemeral weakness. I know he can feel the tremor in my thighs and taste my cum dripping into his cocky, confident mouth, and the victory I see in his eyes is enough to have me stiffening and flipping the switch.

      Quite literally.

      I tighten my hold on his hand and twist, flipping him. He rolls with it, and in an instant, I’m straddling his thick thighs with my hands pressed against his chest. He leans back with a smirk, his face coated in my cream. Leisurely, he slowly lifts his hands and sucks his fingers clean.

      “Delicious, but I do like this position too. If you wanted to ride my cock, wife, all you had to do was ask.”

      “Who said I was going to ride your cock?” I retort, trying to slow my racing heart, even as my dripping cunt clenches at the idea of this man fucking me. He was an expert with his tongue and fingers, better than I thought possible, so what will he be like with the huge steel rod I feel pressing against my pussy?

      No, focus.

      “Maybe I just want a little payback,” I purr as I lean down and swipe my tongue across his chin before sitting back with a hum. “You’re right—I’m delicious. Are you?”

      He groans and reaches up to grab my hips, but I slap his hands away, making his grin widen. “So two orgasms are not enough to chill you out, noted. Next time, I’ll try five.”

      I ignore his taunt as I move down his body. The farther I go, the more his grin slips until he’s hard beneath me in more ways than one, like there is steel running through his veins. “What are you doing, wife?” he demands, his expression cold.

      I lick the waist of his trousers as I meet his gaze. “I told you. It’s payback,” I whisper against his skin, feeling a shiver travel through him as I do.

      “Iris,” he snaps, sitting up as he tries to reach for me, his abs crunching under his shirt. I shove his chest and push him back down.

      “What’s wrong, husband? Don’t you like having your dick sucked?” I purr, and when he just grinds his teeth, I can’t help but smile wider. “Oh my God, you don’t, do you?”

      His jaw audibly cracks as he glares at me. He tries to get up, but I keep him pinned, and he finally sighs. “I don’t like to be weak, so no, I don’t ever get my ‘dick sucked,’ as you called it. It gives women too much power in my moment of weakness. It’s why I also usually tie up my lovers.”

      I raise my eyebrows at that, processing his words. “I mean, I’m down for being tied up, but not every time. You don’t know what you’re missing out on though.” Licking his stomach again, I run my hand up his leg and cover his hard cock through the material, squeezing it until he grunts. “How about if I promise not to try to kill you? Then will you let me blow your mind?” I flutter my lashes and pout, pretending to be an angel.

      He actually laughs. “I don’t think you are capable of keeping that promise.”

      “True.” I shrug as I stroke him through his slacks. “But I’m thinking it’s a risk you’re willing to take to feel my mouth around your cock. Isn’t that right, Alexi?”

      When I roll his name from my tongue, he actually lifts his hips, so I do it again.

      “Alexi, nobody lives forever, and there is no better way to go. Are you brave enough to feel your wife’s mouth on your cock? To break the rules? Or shall I go and find your brothers and have fun with them instead?”

      That gets him moving. He doesn’t want to be seen as weak or let me near them in case I try to kill them, which, let’s be honest, I would.

      “Fine, show me what I’m missing. This is no hardship for me,” he scoffs.

      The liar.

      He hates it. He lies back as stiff as a board, tense and unsure.

      I’m about to make him dream of heaven and hell, and a small part of me doesn’t even want to try to kill him when he’s in the throes of release.

      Okay, a big part of me wants to see what he’s like after.

      I want to know what brings Alexi Volkov, the killer, to his knees, and to see if I can do it with my mouth.

      I free his cock and stare at the monster for a moment. I felt it against me, but it didn’t prepare me for how fucking big and thick he is. There is a piercing stabbed through the dripping tip, and his length is so hard, his veins bulge as I circle his base and hold him to my mouth. Saliva fills my mouth, and my pussy clamps painfully at the thought of this thing inside of me.

      This started out as me leveling the playing field, but with one look at his cock, I know I need to taste him. I meet his gaze as I squeeze the base of his huge cock, making his hips lift again.

      His tongue darts out and traces his full, raw lips, distracting me for a moment as I watch him taste me on his skin again. I focus back on what I was doing—making him weak and vulnerable, like he made me.

      We are playing a game, and I’m keeping score.

      Keeping my eyes on his, I lower my head and blow a warm breath over the tip of his cock, making his eyes slam shut as a breath wheezes from his lips. “Iris,” he demands.

      “Beg.” I smirk as his eyes meet mine again. “Do you want me to put you out of your misery?” Twisting my head, I graze my lips down and up the side of his shaft before tracing the tip with my tongue, avoiding where he wants me. “Then beg.”

      His nostrils flare in annoyance as he stares me down. I smirk as he watches me lick a droplet of pre-cum, and I hum when his taste coats my tongue.

      His lips part, and I watch his fists clench at his sides. He admitted he hated being weak, hated this, but I don’t care. He made me beg, so he will beg too, or I’ll walk away sated and leave him hard and wanting.

      “Please.” The word is drawn from the very back of his throat and almost cutting as he fights his own nature. Both of us have to bend so we don’t break in each other’s arms.

      “Please what?” I purr sweetly, stroking his cock in a circular motion, squeezing as I go until he jerks in my hand.

      “Please suck my cock,” he snarls.

      I know it’s as good as I’m going to get. Plus, my point has been made. He’s not in charge here, I am. He made me beg, but he gets to beg too. Whatever he can do, I can do better. I’m not something for him to order around or control.

      I may be his wife for now, but I’m also the woman who can give him exactly what he wants.

      To get it, he has to play by my rules.

      Squeezing his base again, I hold him still as I part my lips and suck the tip of his cock into my mouth. The moan that escapes him is worth a thousand words and only encourages me as the salty taste of him fills my mouth. Sucking on the head of his cock, I let him try to push deeper but continue to pull back until he stops, showing him he goes at my pace.

      When he is motionless again, I run my tongue across him, up and down like he licked my pussy. I taste every hard inch of him before sealing my mouth around him and sucking him deeper. I take him as deeply as I can, all the way to the back of my throat, until only inches of him are left, and I cover that with my hand and twist, squeezing as I suck.

      “Fuck,” he hisses before switching to Russian that I don’t understand, but judging by the tone, it’s good. When he reaches down and tangles his fingers in my hair, trying to tug me deeper, I pull back, releasing him from my mouth. I let his tip rest on my tongue as I watch him fight to regain control beneath me.

      We are two enemies forced together, our hatred and lust for one another the only thing keeping us from killing each other in this moment.

      When he tugs at me desperately, I curl my tongue around the head of his cock before holding him as I speak. “Like that, you bastard?” I smirk. “I think you do. I think you’ll be thinking of this every time you look at me until the very fucking end, remembering how I was the first person to see you weak as I sucked your cock and you loved it.” Gliding my mouth across him again, I let spit drip from my lips and down his length. “How your little fake wife did something no one else could.”

      I squeeze hard, jerking him in my grip.

      “I made the Volkov bastard fall,” I murmur around his dick.

      He snarls, ready to throw me off him, but I press down, taking his entire cock all the way back. My head bobs as I suck on him, using my hand to twist and squeeze as I do. His pre-cum and my saliva drip down my chin. Dirty, messy blowjobs are the best, and I can’t help but admit it’s turning me on.

      He snarls and moans beneath me, his thighs hard as he uses them to lift his hips and fuck my mouth in time with my movements.

      There’s something about being the first.

      This man, this killer, rules this city and has enough money to buy anything. He’s also undoubtedly fucked his way through the country, and yet here I am, taking his first and giving him a pleasure he never let himself experience. It’s heady, and I speed up, loving the feel of him in my mouth as he drips down my throat. My pussy throbs as I push back into the air, needing to move as well. I am so turned on, I feel my cream dripping down my inner thighs.

      “Iris, you bitch,” he snarls before speaking in Russian once more like he can’t help himself. He switches back and forth between English and Russian as he fucks my mouth, clenching my hair to the point of pain as he pulls on the strands. He uses his hold to direct my movements, lifting me from his cock and then shoving me back down until my eyes water, but I don’t care.

      It feels too good to stop.

      His chest heaves, and veins bulge in his neck and arms with the force of his control, until I finally snap it by tightening my grip so hard that he has no choice but to stop resisting. He does, thrusting his hips up and slamming his cock down my throat as he comes with a roar. His body shakes from the force of his release. I bob my head faster, swallowing his hot cum as it splashes into my mouth and down my throat. I suck and lick until he’s spent and then collapses back to the bed, his softening cock slipping from my mouth. Leaving my lips parted, I let drops of his cum drip down my chin. I wait for his eyes to focus on me and then reach up and trace my fingers through his cum, mirroring his earlier actions as I suck them clean.

      “Delicious, just like your surrender,” I flirt, unable to resist.

      For a moment, he lies there staring at me in shock, as if he’s unsure what the hell just happened, and then he’s suddenly on me, moving faster than I thought he was capable of.

      A small noise escapes me as arms band around my torso and painfully slam me back to the bed. My face is pressed into the mattress as my ass is dragged into the air, and then a palm comes down on my cheek.

      I jerk and cry out, even as I push back into it. He does it again, punishing me for making him lose it like that, for making him vulnerable. His hits rain down across my ass and pussy, becoming harder and harder. The sharp pain and fire only makes me moan and urge him on as I fist the sheets.

      “Harder. I can take it,” I demand. “There is nothing you can do to truly hurt me, Alexi.”

      Snarling, he smacks me harder before dragging his hand over my raw, red ass and down to my dripping pussy.

      “Fuck, you liked it. You liked sucking my cock, didn’t you, little flower?” His words are taunting but also choked.

      “So did you.” I grin and push back against his hand as he shoves his fingers into my cunt before pulling them free and dragging his wet digits up to my ass like a threat.

      “Now be a good girl and take my cock, or I’ll take this ass instead.”

      “I’d love that too,” I admit, laughing.

      “Fuck. Gryaznaya yeblya zhena.”

      I feel his hard cock pressing against me as he shoves my head back to the bed. “Condom,” I mumble.

      “No.” His cock presses against my pussy, and I still, trying not to push back to take him as I fight my instincts. “You get me bare, wife, with nothing between us. I’m going to fill you with my cum with no protection. You’re mine now. Mine to fuck, to fill, and to put a fucking child in if I want.”

      Fuck, why is that thought so hot?

      He doesn’t give me time to fight him on it though, thrusting his hard cock inside of me.

      He fills me with every hard, fat inch of his dick as I choke and struggle below him.

      It’s too much and yet not enough. I find myself pushing back to take him deeper as he fights my channel, digging his fingers into my hips so hard, I’m surprised he doesn’t dent the skin as he uses his hold to yank me onto his cock until he’s speared all the way in.

      It feels fucking amazing—not that I would ever tell him that.

      Especially when the cocky bastard starts to move, pulling out and pushing back in, stretching me with his cock as his fingers play across my aching ass cheeks.

      “Such a dirty bitch,” he snarls, “taking me so good. You look fucking amazing filled with my cock, your dripping, raw pussy spread around my length. I should have left the wedding dress on and covered it in your blood and cum until it stuck to your skin, and then sent a fucking picture to your daddy to show him what a deranged cunt his little daughter is.” His wet fingers press against my ass, a threat with each thrust.

      “Alexi,” I moan.

      That undoes him. His thrusts become brutal. There is no more teasing, no more catching his breath or dragging this out. Instead, he pulls me higher into the air, the new angle deepening each pummeling thrust of his cock until I’m crying out, demanding more.

      Harder.

      Faster.

      He gives it to me when no others have managed to. Our heavy breathing fills the air above the wet sound of us coming together. His fingers ripping at the skin of my hips until it will scar, combined with the burn of him rubbing against my aching ass, adds to the sensations warring within me, driving me toward another release at the hands of my Russian husband.

      “So fucking good,” he snaps. “You feel too fucking good wrapped around my cock like this, little flower.”

      “Fuck your little flower bullshit,” I snarl, turning my head and slamming back to take him deeper with a loud moan.

      “No. Say it.”

      “Fuck off,” I snap as he continues to fuck me.

      “Say. It,” he snarls, delivering a brutal thrust that has me crying out so loudly, I know his brothers must hear. Flipping me onto my back, he slips from my pussy for a moment before slamming back inside. Wrapping his hand around my throat, he pulls my torso up and snarls in my face. “Say it.”

      “Never,” I rasp out on a choked throat, a smile curling my lips.

      He smacks me.

      Hard.

      My head jerks to the side from the force, and the sudden pain makes me clench around him as I lift my hips. “Again,” I demand.

      “You fucked up, bitch,” he snaps, but he’s smiling, and he does it again, making me moan loudly.

      I throw my legs over his shoulders as he pushes me back onto the bed. My chest arches into the air as he fucks me, his thrusts turning wild, raw, and brutal. We are both so close, and when he lowers his head and closes his lips around my nipple, I scream another release.

      I reach out and claw at his face and chest, and he jerks back, slapping me again as he pulls from my cunt, flips me, and slams back into me. His thrusts are so hard, they push me up the bed, even as the orgasm continues to flow through me, but then abruptly, he stills.

      A yell leaves his throat as I feel his release splash inside of my pulsing channel.

      I lie beneath him, covered in sweat, saliva, and cum.

      My pussy and ass are raw, well used and fucking sated.

      With a groan, he pulls free of my cunt and flops down next to me, his heaving chest slick with sweat as he recovers.

      I feel his release dripping from my pussy and down my thighs, and it only pisses me off more.

      I’m still going to kill the bastard, even if he fucks like a god.

      My husband is a dead man walking.

      His brothers too.
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      ALEXI

      I watch my little bride struggle to stay awake, her eyes flaring open as soon as they close, making me chuckle. She’s a fierce fighter, I’ll give her that. My hand drifts to the new slash on my chest, and my cock hardens again as I remember the way her blade felt.

      I should warn my brothers…

      But if I do, I have no doubt Nikolay will take her to his torture room to get the truth from her, and then he will kill her—treaty or no treaty. It won’t matter that she’s his wife, he’ll make her scream for death, so no. For now, I’ll keep our new bride’s murderous tendencies to myself. If she manages to get the drop on either of my brothers, then it’s foolish of them. If they can’t protect themselves against one female, they don’t deserve the Volkov name…

      But she’s starting to deserve it.

      I thought her meek and useless, but now, interest fills me as I turn to stare at her. Usually, I would leave after I fucked a girl, but then again, they have never been in my bed—the one safe place in my life—and she filled that sanctuary with blood, hatred, and cries of ecstasy. How could I ever go back to that empty, cold place now?

      She might have been a Kelly, but she fights like a Volkov.

      That no quit attitude? The penchant for pain and bloodshed? Even now, I lick my lips, thinking about everything I’m about to explore with my new little wife, but for now, she needs to sleep. Fuck knows her life isn’t going to be easy. I won’t make it so. She’s trying to kill us for a reason, and I’m smart enough to know it’s not just for her family.

      The Kellys aren’t fucking brave enough to attempt to break the treaty, especially with their prized daughter as the sacrifice.

      No, this is someone else…

      But who?

      I plan to find out, even if I have to wring it from my wife’s head with sex and pain. She enjoys both as much as I do, and I’ll use it against her. I’m not in a hurry at the moment. If they only sent her, it means they are trying to be coy, sneaky, but when she doesn’t complete the job, that will change. I will be on guard then, but for tonight…

      Tonight, I will enjoy my new bride.

      Tomorrow night, she will crawl to my brothers’ rooms, filled with my cum and covered in my marks.

      Reaching out, I drag her into my arms so I can sleep for an hour without knowing she’s trying to put a knife in my chest or a bullet in my head. She grumbles but gives in, knowing I won’t relent. I smirk. My wife is already giving into my will.

      Good little flower.

      Soon, she’ll be begging for my cock…again.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up slowly with something wiggling in my arms. I am almost sluggish, which is strange for me. I usually jolt awake, ready to roll away from my father’s punches, but not today. Today, I’m unfocused as I jerk my eyes open, stiffening when I feel the heat of another body.

      My hands instantly move to kill them before I remember.

      It’s not a threat, just my wife.

      Well, she’s not really a threat unless she’s got a weapon in her hand and is without my cock, which seems to calm her down.

      She’s wiggling against me in her sleep, pressing that plump pretty ass against my rock-hard cock. Her head is on my pillow, one of her hands is tucked under her cheek, and her legs are tangled with mine as she lets out an adorable little snore.

      Turning her slowly so as not to wake her, I watch her sprawl on her back. She is naked and so fucking beautiful. Her breasts jiggle with each breath, and her nipples tighten under my gaze from the cool air. Her luscious, silky thighs fall open, revealing her raw pink cunt.

      I need her again.

      I’ve never needed anyone as much as I need her. I hate that weakness, but I can’t resist, not when she lets out the tiniest little moan, her hips rising ever so slightly. It seems my wife is having a very good dream. Smirking, I move down the bed, careful not to touch her too much. I don’t want to wake her just yet. Oh no, I want her to wake up just as she’s coming all over my tongue. That way, she can’t complain or fight me—that will come after when I force my cock down that pretty throat and make her suck it until my cum drips from her lips.

      Sliding between her parted thighs, I press them farther apart, stilling when she lets out a little whimper, her arm coming up to cover her face. Grinning, I lower my head, forcing my shoulders between her legs, and stare at her pretty little pussy. It’s so pink and already glistening for me.

      Reaching out, I drag my fingers down her folds and brush her clit, making her cry out softly before I reach her hole and dip inside. I lift my fingers to my mouth and lap them clean as I watch her shiver.

      She is sweeter than anything I’ve ever had in this life.

      For a man who wades through bullshit, blood, and death daily, she tastes like a ray of fucking sunshine piercing the fog, and I need more.

      Lowering my head again, I drag my tongue over her folds, seeking more of her cream. My tongue circles her hole before pushing inside of her. She mewls in her sleep, lifting her hips to grind her cunt against my face. Slipping my hands under her ass, I dig my fingers into the soft globes and bury my head deeper in her pussy.

      I suck her clit hard, making her whimper as her pussy drenches my tongue. The more I lick, the wetter she gets, all while she sleeps.

      Slowly, I push two fingers inside of her, and she gasps, her tight channel clenching around them as I stroke along her walls. I give her exactly what she wants, a quick orgasm, lashing her clit with my tongue as I fuck her with my fingers.

      I add a third, stretching her delicious cunt as I devour it.

      Only a few seconds later, she cries out her release in her sleep. I lick it up, letting it coat my tongue as I watch her eyes sleepily blink open. A frown mars her face, even as she pants, her chest heaving and flushed from her orgasm.

      When her eyes meet mine, where I’m still licking her, she gawks. Chuckling against her intimate flesh, I pull my fingers free just as she kicks me, pushing me back. “What the fuck?” she screeches, sitting up.

      “You were practically begging for me in your sleep, little wife.” I shrug as I sit up on my heels. Keeping my gaze on hers, I suck my fingers clean of her release. “And it was so fucking sweet, how easily you came apart for me.”

      Her eyes flare in embarrassment, making me grin wider.

      “You fucking rat bastard! I’ll carve off your fucking cock for touching me while I slept—”

      “Did you forget that you’re mine, Iris? That means I can touch any part of you whenever I damn well want.”

      “I’m a fucking person, you dick, not a goddamn possession. It’s called consent, motherfucker.”

      Rolling my eyes, I ignore her rant. Even if she had woken up when I was eating her pussy, she wouldn’t have stopped me.

      Climbing up her body, I wrap my hand around her throat. Her eyes widen, still dazed with pleasure. I smirk as I drag her to her knees. “You came, and now it’s my turn. Put those annoyingly pretty lips around my cock and suck, wife.”

      She thrashes in my grip, her eyes flaring with anger as she prepares to spit venom, so I cover her mouth. “If you don’t, I’ll go downstairs and tell my brothers exactly how sweet our wife is…and how she’s trying to kill us. Wouldn’t that be fun?”

      She stills, clearly knowing that would mean a lot of pain and then her death. Her need to finish whatever suicide mission she is on outweighs her hatred for me. Desire and contempt settle in her emerald eyes. It’s a bastard move, I know, but I don’t care. It gets me what I want—her mouth. Even as much as she protests, yanking from my grip, I know she wants this. I’m just giving her the opportunity to do it without hating herself after.

      I get to my knees before her as her hands drop to the bed, her plump ass swaying enticingly in the air. Her gaze spits fire at me, even as she reaches out and circles my length with her hand, squeezing hard. It’s a punishment, but even the sting of pain has me thrusting into her grasp with a groan. Reaching down, I tangle my hand in her hair and pull her close until she has no choice but to slide forward.

      “Open your lips,” I order.

      She ignores me, stroking down my length to my base and squeezing.

      “Iris,” I warn, yet she still disobeys me, stroking me up and down slowly. Reaching down, I grab her jaw and force it open. She cries out, and I slam my cock into her hot little mouth, making her choke.

      Her eyes water as she scrapes her nails over my thighs before she settles down. “Good girl,” I praise, pulling out to the tip before thrusting back into her waiting mouth. I watch her swallow my huge shaft, but I should have expected that Iris wouldn’t just willingly suck my cock like a good little girl.

      No.

      Iris is a fighter, so she uses it to get back at me, driving me wild once more. She makes me feel as helpless as she undoubtedly feels. Her hand twists around the base of my cock as she takes me all the way down her throat, closing her lips around my tip. My head falls back as I groan. She sucks like a fucking champion, giving me the best damn blowjob of my life, stealing my fucking soul with each slurp of my dick.

      Her eyes lock on me as I bring myself to look at her again. She watches my abs clench as she swallows my cock over and over. She sucks hard and fast, saliva dripping down her chin. I see a challenge in her eyes. I might have forced her to do this, but she’s showing me she’s still in charge.

      And fuck if the sight doesn’t have my balls clenching and pleasure clawing at my spine until it almost bows with the force of trying to hold back my release.

      We are locked in a game of dominance.

      I finally release all my pent-up emotions on her, uncaring if it hurts or if she can even take it. My hips snap forward, slamming my cock harder into her mouth until she has to hold on, one hand sliding between my legs to grip my ass and pull me closer. She’s not giving up yet, though, instead she takes my pummeling, digging her nails into my ass cheek.

      Her other hand cups my balls and squeezes, and I finally give into the ecstasy clawing at me. With a roar, I slam my cock down her throat so hard, she jerks as my release explodes out of me, shooting down her throat as she pulls back. She opens her mouth to let me watch as it spurts across her tongue and lips, overflowing down her chin and onto her chest. She swallows it greedily before cleaning the tip of my cock with her tongue. I collapse to the bed as she wipes her mouth with the back of her hand and smiles at me.

      “I’m going back to sleep now. You can clean the rest yourself.”

      Fuck.

      My wife is going to be the end of me. I know it.
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      ZAKHAR

      Sipping from the crystal tumbler, I look at the stairs again, listening to the shouting upstairs. I wonder what’s happening. As I cross my legs, the glide of my suit reminds me exactly why my mood is sour.

      Iris.

      She chose him.

      Alexi.

      My brother.

      Over me.

      Why?

      I thought we were getting along well. I thought she felt comfortable with me. Yet she chose him, the bastard, as they call him, over me. Why? She seemed scared and shy, so why the fuck would she choose the man who looked like he couldn’t decide whether he wanted to kill or fuck her? Worry for her lingers in my mind before I realize he can’t hurt her. Not won’t. He can’t. The treaty protects her.

      But then my mood sours further. She chose him!

      Him!

      I toss back the drink and glare at the fire again, stiffening when I hear something crash.

      “Don’t,” Nikolay snarls. “He has this under control.”

      That bastard is too good at reading people, or maybe he’s just too good at reading me. He knew I was going to check on her, and yeah, okay, maybe try to steal her away.

      “I wasn’t going to,” I mutter.

      I grab the decanter and top off my drink as Nikolay snorts, cleaning his gun on the table. He doesn’t care that she didn’t want him because he doesn’t want her either, but me? I do. I want her. I wanted a wife, wanted love and a family and someone to spoil.

      She chose him.

      “Do you still have that little friend of yours tied in your torture chamber?” I ask, making small talk. Not that my brother does well with it, but if I didn’t push, he probably wouldn’t speak at all. Fuck knows Alexi doesn’t bother trying to get him to talk.

      He nods his head in affirmation, and I roll my eyes.

      “A conversation requires speech,” I remind him, parroting my mother.

      He sighs and looks up. “I do not want to speak.”

      “You never do. I may as well speak to brick walls with you two.” I throw my hands up.

      “You have your friends to speak to.” He sneers the word, clearly meaning the women I pass the time with, so I wave it away. Just then, a snarl and a scream cut through the air. We both look up the stairs, listening before turning back to each other.

      “They don’t really care,” I tell him, continuing the conversation. “Let’s go do something fun.”

      He snorts, finishes cleaning and assembling his gun, and stands. He ripped off his suit as soon as he got in and is back in his usual black jeans and shirt.

      “I have to work.”

      “You always do,” I grumble.

      “Stop fucking moping, grebanyy idiot,” he snaps.

      Narrowing my eyes, I toss back my drink. “I don’t mope or pout,” I retort.

      “You are right now,” he counters, arching his eyebrow.

      I flip him off and let my head roll back so I’m staring at the ceiling. “I wanted her to pick me, I thought we had a connection,” I finally admit. “I thought she felt safe with me. You two didn’t even want to get married. I did, and yet I’m down here with blue balls, drinking to forget the way she said his name and not mine. It should be me who’s welcoming her to our family.”

      “You are too sentimental.” It’s something they both tell me often. “Go fuck one of the whores downstairs.”

      “It’s not just about fucking, Niko,” I snap, leaping to my feet. “She is our wife. Excuse me for wanting to have a connection with her. I don’t want to spend my life like Mother and Father, hating each other.” He flinches at the reminder of our parents, then turns and storms away. He’s probably thinking I was comparing him to that old dead bastard, but I wasn’t. He may have our father’s penchant for pain and death, but he’s nothing like the rotting asshole.

      “Nikolay,” I call, but he’s already gone.

      Great.

      Now I’m alone.

      A cry of pleasure fills the air, so I grab my jacket and hightail it out of there. There’s no need to listen to what I can’t have, after all. I take the elevator to the casino floor to check on everything and probably get so drunk, Niko has to put me to bed again, all to forget her emerald eyes, her rosy lips, and her cries of pleasure. I would cherish her and take care of her, unlike Alexi. The bastard probably won’t even make her come. I would. I would love her. Fuck, her cries fill my head again, hardening my cock in my slacks once more as jealousy fills me.

      I wish I were with her.

      Not him.

      Not my bastard brother.
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      NIKOLAY

      I leave Zakhar to drown in his sorrows and Alexi to fuck our wife.

      Wife.

      I spit at the word. Who would have thought? Not me, that’s for sure. I fucking wish she weren’t. The marital bonds now bind me to her, making me hate her that much more. Why not just Alexi, or better yet, Zakhar? It’s my father’s last blow, his last kick in the teeth.

      He knew.

      He knew how badly he’d warped me, how fucked up he’d made me, and I bet he’s laughing right now. Either he did it to hurt us one last time, binding us to the same woman—a woman who will end up dead if she tries to touch me—or he did it to spite the Kellys. It was probably both, that was just the sick bastard our father was.

      Zakhar still loved Father, despite what he did to us.

      Alexi and I protected him from the truth as much as possible. Our father was a monster.

      And he made me one too.

      Alexi was gone, in prison on another one of Father’s schemes—a punishment, I believe, for protecting our mother from our father’s wrath, though Alexi remembers it differently. He was always trying to please the bastard. Me? I wanted to fly under his radar. Even as a kid, I was quiet. I wanted a better life, one without death, but Father had other plans.

      Without Alexi, there was no buffer, so he turned those dark, monstrous eyes on me. He ripped me apart and remade me into his vision—a living, breathing enforcer. A beast. Nothing more.

      I kill and torture easier than I laugh or smile.

      It’s natural to me now. His warped training, as he called it, changed me until it was all I knew. It became second nature to me, and it became a reward to feel pain.

      “Please!” the man begs in my torture chamber, pulling me back to the present.

      I remember when I used to say the same thing to him. It would infuriate him.

      Volkovs never beg.

      I never did after that.

      He was right though—our family needed me to protect them, and I hold that role dutifully. “Do not beg, you weak suka,” I spit out, turning to survey my tools once more. Every wall is filled with devices meant to inflict so much pain, one would wish for death…or sell their soul, giving us their darkest secrets.

      Only our enemies end up in my chamber, however, because once they come in, they never leave.

      They all die here.

      The stench of death and the souls of the damned linger here. It’s like my very own hell, and I am Hades.

      “You will not be granted forgiveness or allowed to leave alive,” I state coldly. How many begging, nameless people have I told the very same thing to?

      Then her face pops into my mind.

      Iris.

      I see her in here, watching me with wide, scared eyes.

      Fuck. I slam my hand on the tray, making my tools jump. Enough, Niko. It’s my father’s voice. Why am I thinking of her? She will never be mine, no matter the title given. She can’t be. I would ruin her, kill her. She’s weak, so fucking weak and innocent.

      And a monster’s job is to destroy.

      “Oh God, no,” the man cries.

      “There is no God here,” I reply, my accent coming out thicker, thanks to the anger I feel for myself. “Only pain and death.” Turning, I select the pliers. “Tell me what I wish to know, and I will end it quickly.”

      “You haven’t even asked me for anything!” he screams, struggling in his bonds.

      Is that true? Sloppy, Niko.

      I blame the red-haired distraction upstairs.

      “You tried to kill me, why?” I ask instead, unwilling to admit my mistake.

      He stills, swallowing. “Money, of course.”

      I sigh. How predictable. It’s always about money.

      “Who sent you?” I demand, stepping closer.

      He stays silent.

      “As you wish.” I incline my head, grab his short hair, and wrench his head back. He protests, and I grip his cheeks to hold his mouth open as I line the pliers up and, one by one, start to pull out his teeth. By the time I’ve pulled four, he’s passed out. He’s bleeding everywhere, and the scent of piss fills the air.

      I continue to pull them, and the pain wakes him before he passes out again. When it’s done, I step back and toss the bloody pliers aside, his teeth scattered around him like a macabre offering. I wait for him to wake once more.

      Everyone breaks eventually.

      Father taught me that too.

      This man will be no different. He will break and tell me everything I want to know, and then I will kill him and the person who sent him to end our family.

      Volkovs never die.

      Volkovs never lose.

      I won’t start now.

      Wife or no wife.
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      I was right—it only took two hours for him to break. Surprisingly, someone in our very own backyard wants us dead. It’s probably for our land, wanting to move in and strike while our kingdom crumbles, but he was a nobody. I say was because he will be dead by tomorrow. I’m leaving to take care of him when I spot Zakhar.

      Fuck.

      He is drunk, very drunk, and singing on a table, his face red with the flush of alcohol. For a moment, I envy him and how he feels comfortable enough to let go and get that drunk before anger fills me. I hesitate. I need to go and take care of this man, but my brothers always come first, and Zakhar is a target down here by himself.

      I’d rather be hunting down a traitor in our city, but family comes first, so I turn away from the door, storm over, and grab him. I press my shoulder into his legs and knock him down. He falls over my shoulder, laughing as I turn and move to our private elevator.

      “If you vomit down my back, I’ll kill you,” I snarl when we reach the elevator.

      “Put me down,” he slurs. “Iris can’t see me like this.”

      “Then let me get you to bed,” I retort as he wiggles. “The quicker we do, the less likely it is she will see you like this.”

      He keeps moving, and I almost drop him, banding an arm across his legs. “Zak, stop,” I snap, the old nickname slipping free. He stills at that. I stopped calling him Zak a long time ago. It was easier to distance myself that way. It stopped him from sneaking into my room and trying to get me to enjoy life. He thought I hated him, when in reality, it just hurt too fucking much to love him.

      “Nikolay,” he says on a sigh. “Please don’t let her see me like this.”

      He sounds so sad. How could I ever deny my brothers anything?

      “I won’t,” I promise. “But stay quiet and still. Let’s get you to bed so you can sober up. Then tomorrow, you can woo her.”

      The words feel gross on my tongue, but I know he needs to hear them. It really upset him that she didn’t choose him. He’s sensitive like that, but I know my brother—he will have her falling at his feet and in love with him in no time. He’s made to love and to be with people, but not me. Not Alexi. She will hate us.

      She will grow to detest the bond holding us together.

      The treaty that made it so.

      Just like I do.

      When the elevator opens, I check that she isn’t there, keeping my promise. When I hear or see nothing, I hurry through the penthouse, up the stairs, and to the right, heading to his room. Once inside, I don’t bother turning on the light, moving straight to the huge bed before the windows and slowly laying him down. He laughs as I remove his shoes for him.

      “You’re on your own with your pants.” I smirk, and he struggles, swearing as he tries to get them off. In the meantime, I move to the other room, grab some water and Tylenol, and place them on his bedside table for the morning when the hangover will kick in. He’s a pain in the ass when he’s suffering from one.

      “Make sure to sleep on your side,” I order. “And drink water.” I roll him and pull the covers over him like we are children again. He looks so young as he snuggles down in the bed, watching me with nothing but brotherly love.

      “You’re so good to us.” He sighs, closing his eyes.

      “Goodnight, Zak,” I murmur and turn to leave, moving to the door in the dark.

      “Nik?” Zakhar calls, and I freeze with my hand on the doorknob. I look over my shoulder to see him with his chin out like when he was a child and he would beg to sleep with me because he was scared. “Thank you, brother, for always protecting us.”

      I stiffen, and he grins.

      “I know you hate who he made you—”

      “Zakhar, you’re drunk, shut up!” I snarl.

      “But I don’t. You saved me, you saved Alexi. It’s not your fault you couldn’t save Mother—”

      I turn away, close my eyes, and press my head to the door. “Please,” I rasp out. “Just fucking stop.”

      “Forgive yourself, brother. It’s time to move on,” he says. “It’s time to let her go.”

      Within moments, he’s snoring, but I’m left in the dark, my heart aching at his words. “I can’t,” I whisper. I rush out and shut the door, staring at it as I step backwards.

      Only to run into something.

      Not something—someone.

      I turn to see Iris, wide-eyed with her head tilted to the side, in nothing but Alexi’s shirt. There are red marks across her neck, and her breasts and thighs are half exposed. Desire pours through my veins as she steps back, lowering her gaze nervously. I glare at her. What is she doing sneaking around just before dawn? Then my eyes go back to Alexi’s room.

      Fuck. I really don’t want to deal with this right now. I’m already feeling raw.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” I demand.

      I watch those nerves melt to interest for a moment before she lowers her eyes once more.

      What is our little wife hiding?

      Why do I care, and why do I so badly want to find out?
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      IRIS

      I heard what Zakhar said to him—to forgive himself, to let her go. Who? His mother? Why? All I know about their parents is that both of them are dead. But all three men grew up to be murderers and cold bastards, so something must have happened.

      I eye him again.

      I was hoping everyone was asleep. I was going to sneak downstairs to get away from Alexi’s tight grip and come up with a plan. I need time alone to rebuild all my defenses after Alexi just decimated them with his cock and mouth. Now here I am, facing the last brother I wanted to run into.

      The most dangerous one.

      The enforcer.

      Nikolay, my husband, who can’t even stand the sight of me.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” he snarls again, stepping closer, despite the clear hatred pouring off him in waves. I’m starting to understand my new, grumpy husband better, however. He’s not just cruel, he’s broken.

      “I couldn’t sleep,” I tell him, giving him a partial truth.

      “I don’t give a fuck. Go back in there and stay,” he snarls and begins to storm away.

      “Yeah, no.” I laugh. “I’m not your little dog you can bark commands at.” I shouldn’t push him, but I can’t seem to help it as I follow him.

      I actually hear his teeth grinding as he tries to ignore me, marching toward what I am assuming is his room. He’s ready to slam the door when I cock my head with a grin.

      “Fine, ignore me. I’ll just go wander unaccompanied around your house.” I head toward the stairs.

      I don’t know why I’m messing with him. I need alone time to compose myself and search for weaknesses, but Nikolay? His attitude makes me want to fuck with him. It’s like poking a bear or dancing with the devil, and for an adrenaline junkie like me? The death and pain I see in his eyes is enough to have a girl wet and wanting a good time.

      I don’t bother with the shy girl pretense. That’s long gone, since Alexi will probably tell them, but I can play dumb and bide my time while I give as good as I get.

      When I reach the bottom, I hear a massive slam and a long slur of Russian before his stomping steps reach me. Traipsing into the living room, I feel him glaring at me as he stalks behind me. I throw him a grin as I pick up knickknacks and act nosy.

      “Do I need to tie you up? I will,” he snarls.

      “Oh please,” I purr, holding out my hands. “I’d love it, especially if you fucked me at the same time.”

      I can tell I’ve shocked him. His eyes widen before they smolder, and his hands clench into fists at his sides. “One fuck with my brother, and you think you’re such a fucking bad girl?” he hisses.

      “Oh, baby, I was a bad girl before your brother, I just hid it well.” I shrug, not elaborating. His eyes narrow as he ponders my statement, so I distract him by moving to the bar and pouring myself a drink.

      “Want one?”

      “Go back upstairs. Now,” he demands.

      “I’ll take that as a no.” I pour the shot and take it before my eyes land on the pool outside. It’s calling to me. I want to hang from the ledge and dangle above the bright city below.

      “Don’t make me force you.” The dark threat lingers in the air as I move to the door.

      “I’d love for you to try,” is all I say before I pull the doors open. They slide inwards, and the call of the water has me dismissing the dangerous Russian killer behind me.

      There are submerged steps leading down to the glass edge. I dip a toe in, groaning at the blissful cold after the warm air of Vegas. Ignoring the burn of his gaze on me, I step into the water, not stopping until I’m submerged. I dive and then swim to the edge, coming up with a small gasp as I stare out at the city.

      Their city.

      It’s mine now.

      “You are such a fucking brat. Get inside now,” Nikolay commands.

      Turning away from the magnificent view, I take in another. Nikolay stands in all his glory in the dark recess between the door and the balcony. His eyes are sharp and angry—deadly—and his body vibrates with anger and hatred. The bold part of me wants to see how far I can push this man.

      There will be no one saving me from him.

      Here in the dark, I want to break the Russian enforcer, my husband, and see who will remain alive in the wreckage.

      I swim until I can put my feet down and head toward him. When I reach the steps, my shirt clings to my body, and his gaze drops to my curves. He takes in every inch of my body through the wet, see-through fabric. I let him, walking slowly to allow him a good look. I love the desire warring with hatred in his eyes.

      He abhors me as much as I detest him.

      I don’t stop until I’m standing before him, his eyes snapping to mine as a smirk crawls across my lips. “Well, husband, anyone would think you want me with the way you are watching me.”

      He doesn’t speak, but I see his teeth grind at my teasing. I can’t resist, although I know I shouldn’t. He’ll probably hurt me, kill me, or worse. Nothing will keep me safe from this monster, but I do it anyway. I step forward so I’m pressed against him. The water seeps through his clothes, allowing him to feel every inch of my body against his rock-solid frame. He inhales sharply, but he doesn’t move back. In fact, he doesn’t move at all. I am unsure if he will snap my neck or fuck me.

      Either way, I’d like to see him try.

      “You know I’ve heard things about you,” I murmur.

      “What have you heard?” Each word is pulled from his throat like a promise of pain.

      “The big bad Russian enforcer, the man that nobody escapes alive…men or women. The killer. The one they all fear. They say you are the most dangerous man to walk this earth throughout any of the families. They say you have your father’s anger.” He flinches at that, and I smile, noting their father is a touchy subject. “I also heard your brothers think you have a special talent for reading people,” I finish in a whisper.

      He glowers at me. “Oh yeah? How’s that?”

      I can sense the thin line he’s walking. He’s holding himself back right now because I’m telling him what he wants to hear. It’s a classic torture technique, and it’s nothing important, but it’s walking him straight where I want him to be—into my trap.

      “Your brothers say you have a natural intuition…” When he stays silent, his eyes locked on mine, I can’t help but grin. I press up on my toes, running my hand down his body. “What does it tell you about me?”

      He finally pries his lips open, nearly trembling from my touch—or from his anger, it’s hard to tell. “That you’re trouble,” he says, his voice hoarse.

      “Oh, but the best kind,” I purr as I slide my hand lower until I can cup his rapidly hardening cock. “Why don’t you find out?”

      He nearly gives in, lowering his head and staring at my lips before he suddenly remembers himself. With a disgusted snarl and a Russian curse, he shoves me away.

      I fly back into the water with a splash. Grinning, I flip underwater, ignoring all the waves and bubbles, and break the surface. His hand is out, ready to help me, but when he realizes I’m okay and laughing, he turns and storms away.

      “Oh, Nikolay, you got me all wet,” I tease, yelling after his retreating form.

      I watch him march away, and then suddenly, a dark shadow I didn’t even notice breaks away from the wall inside and heads through the door. I swallow as Alexi, naked and covered in pink marks and blood, glares at me. The laughter dies in my throat at the look he gives me, all dark eyes and slanted eyebrows.

      Slicking back my hair, I climb out of the pool, going to walk past him, but he grabs my arm and yanks me to his side. He lowers his head so he can whisper in my ear. “You shouldn’t push him, Iris,” he warns. “You won’t like what happens.”

      “Maybe I will,” I retort, unwilling to be chastised like a child.

      His grip tightens painfully on my arm. “No, you will not,” he snaps angrily. “He wants you, that much is clear, but that makes him dangerous, Iris, don’t you see that? What he wants, he hurts. He hates you because of his need for you. He knows it would kill you. He would kill you,” he whispers lovingly, despite the obvious death threat. “Nikolay will be your death, Iris, so he can never have you.”

      “What a way to die,” I murmur, turning my head to meet his dark gaze. I pull my arm from his grasp and step inside, suddenly cold to my core. He truly meant it. He believes Nikolay will kill me simply, because he wants me.

      That makes him more dangerous than I thought. It doesn’t change my game plan though, it just means I need to be more careful as I move forward.

      “Straight back to bed, Iris,” Alexi calls. “If I get up there and you aren’t in bed, there will be repercussions.”

      Why does that make my pussy wet?
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      ALEXI

      I watch her head upstairs, but I know when I get there, she won’t be waiting. Iris is all about disobeying and testing boundaries. She likes to be punished, and me? I like to punish her.

      My cock jerks, already hard from the little show I saw her put on and at the thought of what I’m going to do to her.

      I’m just taking a step toward the stairs when my phone rings. I stiffen and hesitate. For once in my life, I am torn between duty and desire. It could be important. It could affect my brothers.

      In the end, my father’s voice fills my head, reminding me what comes first.

      Closing my eyes, I ignore my desire and turn toward the sofa, where I had thrown my phone when I came in search of her. I fell asleep, something I’ve never done next to a woman, and when I woke up, she was gone.

      For a split second, I panicked.

      Not for her.

      But for my brothers.

      Only, I found her in a standoff with Nikolay. What I told her was true—he would kill her. He has in the past and would again, and he never wanted them as much as he wants her. I can tell by the strength of his hatred for her. It’s a situation I need to keep an eye on, but for now, I grab my phone and lift it to my ear.

      “Da?” I greet angrily, pissed I don’t get to play with my wife again.

      “We have a problem,” a thick accented voice reports.

      “Well, what the fuck is it?” I demand, short-tempered, as I glance at the stairs.

      “Sorry, boss. You just need to see this for yourself. Come downstairs, please.” He tacks on the last part belatedly, sensing my anger.

      I hang up without responding, looking back to the stairs for a moment before turning away. I grab some slacks I brought down from the sofa and slip them on, the gray trousers hanging low on my hips. I don’t bother with shoes, a shirt, or a coat, leaving with my cock still hard as I think of my wet wife all the way down in the elevator.

      My man, Terisch, is waiting when the doors open. He winces as he drops his gaze. “Sorry to disturb you, boss.”

      “This better be good,” I warn, eyebrow arched, “or it will be your head.”

      He pales but nods, staring at the floor.

      “Well?” I snap, quickly losing my patience. I’m simmering with the need to kill something for interrupting my punishment plans for my new wife. He scurries away, and I follow him to the security room.

      “Leave,” I demand, and the room rapidly clears except for Terisch. He moves to the bank of screens where something is paused. It’s Zakhar dancing on a table. I roll my eyes.

      “Is this what you wanted to show me?” I step closer, lowering my voice.

      “No, no, please, watch.” He hurriedly pushes play, his hands shaking. I glance at the screen. “In the background,” he explains. My gaze goes from Zakhar’s terrible dancing and the women around him as I scan the background.

      That’s when I see the man watching him with anger on his face. He’s wearing a suit, and he has blond hair and blue eyes. I memorize him as he pulls a phone from his pocket and answers it.

      “Can we hear?” I demand.

      “No. Sorry, sir. It was too quiet.”

      “What the fuck do I pay you for?” I snarl, leaning closer. The man nods and answers something before hanging up. He gives Zakhar one last lingering look as Nikolay approaches before he turns and pretends to nurse a drink. His gaze remains on them as Nikolay takes him away. The man’s eyes narrow, and he stands and leaves without another glance.

      He was watching us. Why?

      Does this have something to do with Iris and her attempt on my life? Is this one of her family’s men? Are they trying to break the treaty? If they are, I will kill them all—starting with my wife upstairs.

      “Send that to my phone.” I turn and leave him breathing heavily in relief. I ride the elevator up silently, my anger growing so intense that when I reach our penthouse, I take the steps two at a time and storm down the corridor.

      When I reach my room, I kick the door closed and find her standing at the window. She looks over her shoulder, cold and angry herself. “I got tired of waiting,” she snaps, turning to face me.

      I ignore her barb and move closer until she’s pressed against the glass. I slam my hands on either side of her head, and she flinches, instantly recognizing the change in me. I’m not playing now.

      If she is trying to kill my family, I will kill her now and deliver her head to her brothers.

      When I thought it was just her, it wasn’t an issue, but if this is an attack?

      She’s dead, pretty pussy or not.

      “Who else did you bring to kill us?” I question sharply.

      “What?” she scoffs, trying to push me away, so I grab her throat and squeeze until her eyes widen. She doesn’t fight though.

      “Who else?” I sneer, getting into her face. “Was the plan to distract me with your body like a whore while they watched my brothers?”

      She seems alarmed, so I show her the phone. She blinks in confusion, and the emotion is genuine. She doesn’t know him. “Is this your brothers’ doing?” I demand.

      She shakes her head. “No, they won’t break the treaty. Father won’t allow it, even though they hate it. I’m not working with anyone, I just wanted all of you dead so I would be free,” she admits, but she doesn’t seem scared. “If someone is watching you, it’s not because of me. It’s probably because of the many crimes and sins you’ve committed,” she teases as she presses closer to me. “So have you finished accusing me? Or would you like to role-play? You can be the big bad crime boss punishing a traitor?”

      I shove her away, tossing her at the bed. She stumbles and falls onto it with a laugh.

      “Oh, I think you want to do just that. Okay.” She clears her throat, widens her eyes, and parts her lips in fake fear. “Oh God, I’m so sorry. It was me. I thought we could get away with it! Please don’t kill me, I’ll do anything you want! Oh God, please,” she begs, falling to her knees with a fake tear in her eye.

      She’s good. I’ll give her that.

      She crawls to me, sliding her palms up my thighs. “Anything,” she implores. “Please, Mr. Volkov, spare me,” she mocks, getting to her knees and meeting my gaze as she smirks. “I’ll be a good girl.”

      I can’t help it, my anger fades. I need to get to the bottom of this, but I can’t resist her distraction. “I prefer you to be bad,” I reply.

      “I knew it.” She grins.
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      IRIS

      His hand slides lovingly across my chin, up my cheek, and to my hair, where it tangles before tugging hard. My neck strains painfully, yet I know my eyes simmer and my smile is wicked as I dig my nails into his legs. My pussy aches when I see the anger, need, and hate gleaming in his dark eyes. When his voice comes out, it’s dark and dangerous, sending a shiver through me as my lust spirals higher for this man.

      My husband stands above me like an avenging angel…or more accurately, a demon coming to steal my soul.

      But I gave my soul away a long time ago, and I’ll show him that.

      “Didn’t I say you needed to be punished?” he muses.

      “If not, I’m happy to do something that requires one,” I purr, leaning my head back farther to increase the tug on my hair. I moan as I slide my hands up his legs and across the bulge caused by his hard cock straining against the material. I remember the way he fucked me with it, the way it felt inside of me.

      “Oh no, little flower. I’m in charge right now, and you need to be punished. I also need answers.” My eyes narrow as he pushes me away and moves over to the bed. Lying back, he folds his arms behind his head as he watches me. “Now, get to your feet. For every lie you tell me, you will be punished. For every truth you tell me, I will remove an item of clothing.”

      “No,” I snap, climbing to my feet, annoyed at how the playing field has changed. “I don’t do games. If you want to fuck, then fine, but I’m not telling you—”

      “No?” he echoes slowly, dangerously. Most others would wither, would give in at that tone, but I’m not the same.

      “No,” I repeat, standing my ground.

      I won’t do that. I won’t play that game. It will give too much away. He’s intent on peeling away my layers and getting to my center, and I can’t let that happen.

      “No isn’t the answer to this game, Iris. If you defy me one more time, I’ll become the vile monster everyone thinks I am. I’ll bend that pretty pert ass over this bed and take it. It will hurt, you’ll cry, you’ll fight and scream and hate me, and I’ll still love it. I’ll fill you with my cum and leave you there bleeding and filled with rage. Play the game, and I’ll give you exactly what you want—my big cock inside your wet heat.” He sits up and places his hands on his fly. “So do you want to answer that again?”

      Fuming, I debate my options.

      I could run, but that’s pussy shit, and I don’t do that.

      I could fight, but he’d probably win and fuck me anyway, and although the idea of him just taking me and making it hurt kind of turns me on, I can’t give in.

      So play it is. Both options end in fucking, but at least I get to give as good as I get and still get fucked. “Fine, but you’ll play too.” I stroke my hands up my thighs, teasing him. “An answer for a clothing item.”

      “Fine, little flower.” He smirks and leans back. “We will both play. Either way, I’m going to be fucking that tight little cunt while you beg for more.”

      “We’ll see.” I huff, even though we both know it’s true, damn it.

      “First question,” he starts, ignoring me. “For the shirt. Are you telling me the truth? Are you the only one who wants me dead?”

      “Probably not.” I shrug. “My brothers definitely do, Father too. They just won’t be so stupid to come at you. I’m assuming there are more as well, since you seem like the type to piss people off.”

      That makes him laugh, but he unbuttons his shirt and tosses it away. I try not to look, but damn, that boy is built and sexy. He notices, running his hand across his muscles. “Your turn,” he murmurs.

      “Do you plan to tell your brothers about me?” My voice comes out huskier than I want—stupid muscles.

      “No,” he answers, and I hear the truth in his voice.

      “Why?” I demand.

      “That’s more than one question.” He tuts. “But I’ll be nice and answer. The truth is, it’s fun. You’re the most exciting thing we’ve had in years, and I won’t let you kill us or them, so why tell them when it will only start a war?”

      I think through his words as I lose my dress. He inhales sharply, and his eyes darken as they hungrily trace my naked skin. I don’t think his game will last long. Walking toward him, I sway my hips as I step to the edge of the bed. “Your question,” I remind him.

      He blinks as if he’s coming out of a stupor. “Who trained you?”

      I freeze at the question, and he smirks.

      “Somebody did, little flower, you are too good. You’re not the innocent flower we thought Kelly’s daughter would be. So someone trained you. Why? Just to kill us?”

      “That’s more than one question,” I warn him.

      “Fine, answer both and I’ll lick that pretty cunt until you scream.” He’s changing his own game. Both of us walk the line between desire and the need for information. I should use it to get what I want and ask about guards, cameras, anything to help me escape after I kill them, but I don’t. Why?

      I don’t have a fucking clue.

      My mentor would be so disappointed in me.

      “I won’t tell you his name, but he’s a friend. He trained me since I was a child. My brother too. I didn’t want to be defenseless. I didn’t want to be a doll and look pretty. I wanted to be able to protect my family. But I was great at killing and fighting. Why?” I start to crawl toward him, swinging a leg over his hips and moving closer until my face is level with his. “To kill people, Alexi. Is that what you want to hear? I kill people.” Tilting my head, I graze my lips across his unmoving mouth. “I’m good at it, fucking great at it even, I’m paid for it, and I enjoy it.”

      I laugh as he grabs me. I expect him to push me away, but he surprises us both when he tugs me closer, pushing me up so my hands are on the wall and my pussy is poised over his mouth. “That’s what I wanted to know, little flower. Now you get your reward.”

      What started as a punishment became a game, and now pleasure, and I’m not mad at that.

      Everything is so complicated and twisted when it comes to us and the irresistible desire between us.

      There are no more questions from him though. He’s either convinced or he’s given up as he holds me over his face. His warm breath blows across my folds, making me close my eyes. “What about your game, your punishment?” I whisper, my voice weaker than I want to admit.

      “You’ve got me for life, or until we kill each other, so that’s punishment either way, little flower. Now shut the fuck up, otherwise I’ll fuck your mouth instead,” he threatens, so I shut up because he’s right. I want this, I want his mouth. I want to come on his tongue and to fuck him.

      And I hate that.

      His mouth closes over my panties, the warmth of it against my pussy eliciting a moan as my head falls back. There’s been a lot of firsts with this man, but this is another.

      I let go.

      I trust him with my pleasure.

      We can both agree on that without killing each other.

      His nose runs down the length of my core before pushing aside my panties. I can’t help the little gasp that escapes when he blows across my wet heat, making me shiver above him. A very satisfied, masculine chuckle vibrates against me, and I’m just about to stab him when he rips off my panties. The snap causes my skin to ache, briefly distracting me, but then he’s attacking me.

      It’s deliberate, fierce, and a little wild.

      I slap my hands against the wall, spreading my fingers as I groan. His tongue sweeps up and down my core, circling and teasing. Each move is slow and sure to wind me up and keep me teetering on the brink of madness.

      Alexi Volkov might be a master of death, but he is also a master of pleasure. He wields his tongue, fingers, and cock just as expertly as he handles a gun.

      I swallow the next moan that wants to escape, biting my tongue until it bleeds to hold back the sound. I want him to work harder, so I maintain my control. It’s a battle right now. I’m above him, pinning him down and making him give me pleasure, but he chose to be there. His hands hold me up, bruising my sides and hips, and his mouth is locked on my most intimate area.

      We are enemies who are powerless against this pull between us, yet we are both still trying not to knock pieces off the chessboard before they take the queen.

      “Do you want to come, little flower?” he murmurs against my skin, rubbing his nose along my clit. A moan finally slips free from my lips, and my face is going slack with pleasure and frustration.

      “Yes,” I hiss when he does nothing but place featherlight touches across my clit.

      I can taste victory in the air as his lips finally wrap around my clit and suck hard. I almost fall into the wall from the abrupt, sharp pleasure. I press my forehead against the wall as I ride his mouth with desperate, raw movements. I need to come. I’ve been wet and wanting for him since our showdown downstairs, and I’m tired of waiting.

      I want to come now.

      He feels it, but he doesn’t care. He takes his time licking my clit before dipping his tongue inside of me, but it’s never enough to get me off, and I start to get annoyed.

      “Jesus, Alexi. If you don’t let me come, I’m going to fuck myself and make you watch,” I snarl.

      “Later, little flower. I’m enjoying my meal right now,” he taunts, tightening his grip so I can’t follow through on my threat. I wouldn’t, not really, because his mouth is too good, despite the slow, teasing strokes around my clit before he dips inside of me. He adds a finger, and then another, all while his tongue follows that circuit—lashing my clit before dipping inside of me along with his fingers. His digits remain unmoving as he allows me to ride them.

      I hate him at that moment. I hate him so much that it teeters very close to love.

      He does something with his tongue that sends me screaming into an orgasm, and I hate him even more.

      I sag into the wall, still rolling my hips through the aftershocks. My eyes remain closed, unable to open, and my mouth is still parted on a whine as he licks me through it. He drinks every drop of my cum before throwing me down to the bed. I barely have my eyes open before he’s on me, his fingers circling my throat as he drags me down the bed. He rolls from the mattress, shedding his pants as I sprawl before him.

      I leave my thighs open so he has a view of my pussy, glistening with my release, as I hungrily watch him step between them. He holds his huge cock in his hand, making me groan and arch up.

      There’s no loving looks or touches, no checking in like my other lovers. No, this is my husband, my enemy, and the man who might kill me. He doesn’t give a fuck if I’m okay. He wants my body, and he wants to fuck me—and he does just that. He grips my thighs and drags me down the bed, and one smooth move, he impales me on his huge cock.

      I scream for him just like he said I would. He stays still as I adjust, wrapping my legs around his waist and tightening. My heart skips, and my lungs scream, yet I force my reaction away when I see his cocky smirk as he looks at me like he owns me.

      Instead, I tighten my pussy around him and lift my hips, fucking him, using him. I take my own pleasure, but he doesn’t like that. Oh no. He pulls out and slams back inside of me. It almost hurts. He pummels into me with thrust after thrust, his movements turning brutal and bordering on painful.

      We use each other, fighting to be the first to get our pleasure from the other’s body. Our bodies slap together, the wet sound turning me on more. I look down and watch his huge length spear me, coated in my cum as he fills me until I lose myself in the haze of pleasure. Sweat beads on my skin, and my heart thunders so loudly, I barely hear the phone.

      He doesn’t either at first, but then he stills.

      Snarling, he rips away from my body and scoops up his pants, leaving me cold and annoyed. Before he can answer, it stops. He turns to me with the phone in his hand, and I’m about to sit up. “Did I say you could fucking move? I’m not done with you yet. Lie your beautiful ass back down.” With his wet cock standing proudly before him, he rushes back over, tosses his phone on the bed beside me, and slides his whole body along mine. He grabs a pillow and slides his arm under my ass, lifting me so he can place it at the bottom of my spine, under my hips. I frown in confusion, but when he guides his cock back into my pussy, his face inches from mine, and slams into me, I realize why.

      It’s the angle.

      It has me seeing stars. He just started fucking me again when his phone rings. This time he straightens, his cock still filling me as he grabs it and answers without looking away from me.

      I can only hear his end of the conversation, so I ignore it as he continues to fuck me.

      I can’t help but moan like a whore beneath him. He slides his hands up my body and cups my jiggling tits, playing with them as the pleasure gets to be too much. He maintains those hard, quick thrusts that have me reaching for another orgasm, keeping one hand on my hip to hold me still and the other on the phone as he speaks.

      His tone is almost unaffected, calm, and controlled, just slightly more gravelly than normal.

      It infuriates me that he’s acting so unaffected, even though I find it hot as hell. I squirm up so he slips from my body, and his eyes flash as he reaches for me, but I flip and wiggle my ass in the air. His sharp inhale has me smirking in victory as his hand comes down on my ass before pulling me down the bed and impaling me on his cock.

      He almost snarls into the phone as I push back to meet his thrusts, the wet slap of our bodies loud in the room. Throwing my hair back, I twist my head to look at him as I moan loudly, letting my desire escape.

      “Just handle it!” he barks into the phone before hanging up and throwing it aside. Both hands grip my hips now, and I know I’m going to be in the best kind of trouble.

      He slides one palm up my back to my hair, using my loose locks like a handle to push my head down as he hammers into me. “You think that’s funny, little flower?” he demands.

      “Kinda,” I gasp out.

      “Let’s see if you think this is funny,” he snarls, reaching between our bodies before pinching my clit.

      He pinches it so hard, it hurts, yet it throws me over the edge. I come on his cock with a muffled scream. He doesn’t stop, and I can’t even hold myself up as he hammers into my clenching pussy.

      His hand skates down my wet center to where his cock is fucking me, and he slips a finger inside of me. I groan at the slight burn as he adds another and another, stretching me so wide it hurts, and yet for some reason, it starts to feel good.

      I’ve barely come down from the last orgasm when I feel another building. “Alexi,” I murmur, and he loses it.

      The bratva bastard fills me in one smooth thrust as he finds his release with a roar, his cum splashing inside of me as he rubs my clit.

      I come again, passing out from the pleasure, and the world goes black.

      When I come to, he’s still inside of me, his weight pinning me down before he slides away and I collapse forward. He throws himself down next to me, facing the ceiling. His chest rises and falls with his ragged breathing, matching my own.

      My limbs still shake from the force of my release, and I know I won’t be able to move. We might be enemies, but damn if the sex isn’t phenomenal. Hate fucking really is the best type of sex.

      We don’t speak, just lie here until we’ve both calmed down, but my legs are still weak, so when he scoops me into his arms, I don’t protest.

      I will later.

      Naked and powerful, he carries me into the bathroom and hits a button on a touchscreen remote. I watch as I cuddle—I mean lean into his chest as the water flows from above and into the tub. An herbal, floral scent fills the air as he heads over, holding me gently as he climbs into the warm water with me still in his arms. It almost feels like we are true lovers, wife and husband, as he leans back, letting me use him as he keeps us afloat.

      It throws me.

      It’s almost kind, which is not something I associate with Alexi. This man is determined to destroy every one of my barriers, and that’s when I realize we are at war.

      Not for our families or for our lives, but our hearts.
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      ALEXI

      Sitting on the edge of the bed in nothing but my slacks, I turn to stare at the red-haired devil behind me. She’s asleep and peaceful for once. Her cocky mouth is silenced, pursed in a soft breath. Her hair is spread out across my pillow, and her body is bare and twisted in my sheets. Her arm is stretched across the mattress, but whether it’s to pull me closer or to try and kill me, I’m not sure.

      I would enjoy either.

      The darkness throws shadows across her beautiful face, and for a moment, I’m struck stupid, wondering what the fuck I’m supposed to do with such a creature.

      I expected a weak, meek little wife I could control and ignore. Instead, I got this bombshell who is determined to push my every button.

      There will be no controlling Iris, so how the fuck do I survive this marriage?

      It was supposed to be for convenience, just another body in my house, but now she’s in my bed and clawing her way into my cold, dead chest with a taunting grin.

      I turn away, hating the sudden urge I feel to crawl back between her thighs and spend all night making her scream. I force myself to get dressed, knowing I have a family to take care of and a business to run. I don’t have time to spend fucking my new wife, no matter how delicious she is.

      Grabbing a white button-down, I slip my arms into the sleeves and button it up before tucking it into my waistband and adding a belt. I grab my shoes, my guns, and a jacket, and then I leave her in my bed, looking like an angel, even though she just fucked me like a whore.

      Nikolay is waiting downstairs, already knowing what I was going to do. “Grab the car,” I order as I roll back my sleeves and slip on my jacket.

      I need to know who that man is, and I will find out by the end of the night.

      The drive to the bar in question is about twenty minutes from the strip, the glitz and lights fading as we drive to the parts of town you don’t want to go—unless you are us, since we own it. The bartender says he has some information for me, information he would only share in person—probably for money or to try to impress us.

      He’s useful though, so we keep him around. After all, this bar’s clientele are exclusively criminals, and it takes a hard bastard to spy on them and report to us.

      When we arrive, I slip in through the backdoor, past the bathroom, and through a shabby, broken wooden door. Nikolay stalks behind me, having my back as I scan the bar for threats, knowing my brother is doing the same. The crowd is rowdy tonight, the music and laughter loud. Pool is being played in the back, while the rest of the space is scattered with tables full of killers, con artists, bikers, and their old ladies. I nod at the bartender as I pass before heading to a table in the back.

      My table.

      There’s a man and a woman sitting at it, but as soon as I approach, he drops her from his lap and vanishes. She protests, ignoring that her dress is around her waist and she’s flashing us her pussy, before she realizes who we are, then she rushes away as well. My lips tilt up in a slight smile, but by the time I turn and sit on the rickety wooden chair, my expression is cold and dark once more.

      Throwing my arm over the rough back, I ignore the half empty drinks on the sticky table, instead scanning everything and everyone. The noise drops as a ripple travels through the crowd and the patrons recognize my presence, as well as Nikolay’s—a threat.

      They know not to come closer.

      I’m not afraid here, not even in this room full of bastards who would cut my throat for a quick buck. Nikolay would stop them before they could even get close, and me? I’d fucking rip their heads from their bodies and ruin their families.

      No one, and I mean no one, fucks with my family.

      The number of times they have tried is carved into my skin as a badge of honor for all to see—including the one given to me by Iris’ older brother. My hand drifts to it as I remember the anger, pain, and utter fury in his eyes when he managed to sneak up on me with a weapon. He claimed it was revenge for a murder—Collin, I believe his name was. For once, it wasn’t me, and I almost died that day. It was the same moment I realized everyone in this world either wants to kill you, fuck you, or use you.

      No one has gotten that close again—until her.

      His sister.

      Oh, don’t get me wrong, plenty have tried over the years.

      The mottled scars I bear are mementos of every near death or assassination attempt I’ve experienced, reminders of just how strong and unkillable the Volkovs are—something our new little wife could do with remembering. My thoughts turn to her, even when they shouldn’t, recalling her soft sigh and the way she parted her thighs as she slept.

      I think of the bruises marring her perfect freckled flesh, and the way her eyes would spark before turning into an inferno as she came for me. She fought me the entire time, even as her body pulled me closer.

      She’s a problem, my little wife, one I’m unsure how to handle, which is very strange for me.

      I jump when a barked greeting announces the bartender’s arrival, interrupting my musings. I can’t afford to be weak. How foolish. No woman will get me killed. Instead, I play it off like I knew he was there the entire time.

      What was his name again? I really should learn it, but then again, I don’t care.

      Zakhar would, but not me.

      “Well?” I arch my brow. “I came all the way down here, so don’t keep me waiting. I am not a patient man.”

      The big bastard of a man—Romanian, if I’m correct—lowers his voice and leans closer. It’s clear he’s talking to me, but everyone else will just assume it’s a business deal, which it sort of is. “The man you are searching for?”

      I throw a quick look at Nikolay. I only sent him the picture an hour ago, he works fast. “Yes?” I prompt, irritated now.

      “He’s still in town, waiting for something. He’s staying at the Plaza Hotel under the name Romero. Word on the street is he broke a man’s hand for trying to steal from him, a total stranger, a pickpocket. He’s bad news. I don’t know what you want from him, but he’s clearly here to stay. He paid for the entire month.”

      “Is that so?” I reply, stroking the stubble on my face.

      “Yep.” The bartender leans back. “I shouldn’t even tell you, apparently he has friends.”

      “What kind?” I demand, finally interested.

      “The kind you don’t fucking betray,” the man snaps before lowering his voice. “The kind that would kill me if they knew I handed you this information.”

      “So you would like compensation.” I sigh, how predictable.

      “To assure me you won’t tell and to make it worth my while.” He shrugs, and just like that, I lose all interest in this man.

      I incline my head slightly, and Nikolay hands over a wad of bills. “For your trouble.” Standing, I button my jacket again. “If you were to overhear anything else” —I smirk at him— “you will, of course, be compensated.”

      It’s always the same. They are so easy to control. His face lights up like I knew it would. It’s all about finding what they want, what they need. It’s usually money, death, or pleasure, and I am happy to use them all to get what I need.

      I turn to leave.

      “Thank you, Mr. Volkov. Always good working with you.”

      Of course it is.

      I don’t bother looking at my brother. “We are going to that hotel. I want that man in your chains before morning arrives. I want to know why he was in our casino and why he was watching our family,” I snarl.

      “Done,” he replies as we break out into the fresh air and head back to the car.

      The journey to the hotel doesn’t take long, but when we bribe the front desk, we learn that our new friend is out and has been for some time, so we sit in the car and watch. I can feel Nikolay’s irritation. He aches for blood, needing to hurt and kill the bastard before he reaches us.

      Me? I’m more annoyed, due to the time I’m spending away from Iris.

      I could be torturing her and teasing her until she begs for me again.

      Turning my wrist, I check my Rolex and sigh.

      It’s four AM.

      I meet Nikolay’s eyes, needing to pass the time somehow other than sitting in this stilted silence. “We need to talk.”

      He doesn’t reply, but I know he’s listening.

      “Nico.” I sigh when his jaw tightens at the nickname, something Mother would call him. “You can’t have her,” I begin softly.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” he mutters, but he does, and he doesn’t like it. I don’t give a fuck. I don’t particularly care if he kills her—she’s fun, I’ll give her that, but she’s nothing to me—however, we cannot afford a war, not right now. To avoid breaking the treaty, as the head of the family, I need to rein in my monster of a brother and the dark, dangerous desires he has for our new wife.

      “Yes you do.” I snort. “I’m not a fool, brother, so don’t take me for one. I have seen the way you look at Iris.”

      He flinches and glares at me, warning me to stop. In his eyes, I see death. Others would run, would heed the warning, but I don’t fear him. I am the only person who doesn’t have to.

      He might kill me one day, if he feels like it’s necessary, but I trust it would be for the right reasons—for our family, our name, and our business. I trust him in that, but not with her.

      “You want her. You want to hurt her, destroy her, and ruin her. You can’t, you would kill her. You desire her that much.”

      “Brother,” he growls.

      “No,” I snap. “I am the final word in this. You are not to touch Iris. You would kill her and break the treaty, putting us and everything we have built at risk. No pussy is worth that. Fuck and kill as many others as you like, but not her. Do you understand me?”

      “I do not want her,” he spits, turning away.

      “Yes, you do, and that makes you dangerous to her and our family. I trust you, Nikolay, with my life, and now I am trusting you with our future. You know what is at stake. Do not lose it all for one woman.”

      “Our wife, you mean,” he scoffs bitterly, hating the chains we have been placed in as much as I do.

      “And still nothing but pussy,” I counter, even as the words feel bitter on my tongue. “You can look, you can be close, but you do not touch her. I don’t care if she ever begs or how badly you want it. This is an order, Nikolay, and if you fail me, I will end you myself.”

      “I would like to see you try.”

      The look he gives me chills me to my bones. My brother and I have never fought, not ever. We have always agreed and seen eye to eye, from killing our father to protecting Zakhar. Will this woman, this tempting dangerous wife of ours, be the one thing that finally drives a wedge between us?

      Only time will tell.

      “I will not let you destroy our family. We have darkened our souls with too much suffering and death to let one woman ruin that.” When he says nothing, I sigh. “As long as we know where we both stand. It’s late, you can come back tomorrow or send a team to capture him.”

      “No,” he snaps.

      I hear his need in his voice then, his desire to hurt and torture. He can’t go home, not like this, not when he’s walking the edge. “Fine, we will make a stop. We still have to deal with the thief who stole from our bank.”

      That makes him grin as he starts the car.

      I fear my brother when he’s in a good mood, everyone should, because it only spells trouble and bloodshed. Many will die to sate his needs, the very same needs he wishes to take out on Iris.

      She wouldn’t survive it, and neither would he.

      She would tear our family apart.

      Father was wrong—she will be our ruin, not our saving grace.
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      IRIS

      I wake up slowly, stretching in the luxurious sheets. My body aches in the best way, and my thighs are sticky, making me grimace as I blink open my eyes. I turn my head on the pillow, expecting to see Alexi, but his space is now filled with a different Volkov.

      With Zakhar.

      He grins from ear to ear, his hands pressed together under his cheek as he lies on his side, watching me. “Were you watching me sleep?” I grumble. “That’s weird.” I’m kicking myself. How could I let them get the drop on me? They could have killed me, or worse, while I was asleep.

      Stupid.

      I blame Alexi and his magical cock for wearing me out, but I need to remember to keep my wits about me and pay attention. I don’t think they will try anything, but you never know. My dirty, angry expression makes him frown for a moment before he brightens again.

      “Yep, you look beautiful in your sleep,” he murmurs, brushing a lock of my fiery hair from my face. I force myself to relax, to blank my expression so as not to deter him. He’s sweet, and I need him on my side for now—right until I plunge my blade into his beating heart.

      “Where’s Alexi?” I ask, breaking the staring contest. I’m acutely aware that I’m naked. The sheet is barely pulled over my chest, and my nipples are hard and poking through the material. My bare leg is thrown over the bedding as well, so my side and ass are on display. I’m very comfortable in my body, however, and when his eyes heat, locked on every inch of skin he can see, well, I take perverse pleasure in slowly, languidly stretching to give him a glimpse of what his brother had.

      “Work,” he finally mutters before shaking his head and slapping my thigh. “So get up and get dressed, I’m making breakfast.”

      Breakfast?

      My stomach rumbles as if on cue. “Sounds good to me,” I murmur, and with a wicked grin, I turn and sit up, giving him a good view of my bare back and ass. I hear another groan as I slide to my feet and stretch with a little moan.

      “Fuck me,” I hear him grumble as I bend to touch my toes. “They were right about marriage.”

      Straightening, I throw him a grin over my shoulder. “You wouldn’t be ogling me, husband, would you?” I tease. It’s far too easy not to.

      “Always.” He chuckles, leaning back with his arms folded behind his head as he watches me hungrily, his joggers tented at the front. “Please, carry on.”

      “Why, thank you.” I wink, scooping up the sheet I was tangled in and putting it back on the bed as he sucks in a breath. I make sure to give him a good look as I turn and wander to the bathroom, purposely sashaying and shaking my hips. When I get to the door, I look back to see his eyes locked on my ass, his lips parted as his hand slips into his pants.

      I shut the door before I go back to the bed to watch, pressing my back to it. My heart races a little as I clench my sore red thighs, remembering the look on his face.

      Pure adoration and lust.

      Pushing away, I move to the shower and turn it on, watching as the water warms and steam fills the bathroom. I turn to the mirror and stare at myself in disgust.

      It was almost fun to play with him. I need to keep my head and remember my plan. I am not here to get sucked into their make-believe family.

      Stepping back, I eye my body warily, tracing my fingers over my skin and the sensitive, bruised areas from last night’s…fight. They dot across my body from his fingers and mouth. I see beard burns and even blood in places, yet I would do it all again, even if I should have been killing him.

      Disgust curls my lips as I turn away and head to the shower.

      Focus, Iris.

      I need to remember why I’m here and not be swept away, despite how easy it is. My client won’t like me wasting time, and the longer I’m here, the more my family and I are in danger. Once inside the shower, I let the water sluice over my muscles, relaxing them, but when I close my eyes, all I see is Alexi above me, smirking as he fucks me, before it changes to Zakhar stroking himself while Nikolay emerges from the dark.

      Fuck!

      Slamming my eyes open, I crank up the heat until it’s boiling, the sting of it forcing me back to reality. I’m a fucking idiot. My athair, my father, would be so disappointed in me.

      So would my mentor.

      After all the people I’ve killed and all the missions I’ve carried out without even a fight, this is the one that’s making me pause? I knew it wouldn’t be easy to kill the Volkov bastards, but I never expected my own emotions to endanger the mission and ruin it.

      I remind myself what’s on the line—my family, my freedom, and my future.

      It doesn’t matter how cute they are, how good they fuck, or how they make my heart race as if they truly see me when no others do, I accepted the mission.

      I have to kill them.
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      After showering, I managed to find my suitcase in Alexi’s adjoining living room. He must have placed it there while I slept. Slipping into familiar clothes helps, like I’m dressing in armor to protect myself from them, and when I stand before the mirror in my ripped black flared jeans and a comfy slouchy shirt, I feel better. I harden my heart and steel my resolve.

      Not bothering with makeup, I leave my hair to air dry, the waves shining in the sunlight as I step from his room and into the corridor. I expect Nikolay to be there like last night, but it’s empty. The sound of music drifts up from below, as does off-key singing and banging. When I glide down the stairs, I stop at the kitchen and gawk when I see Zakhar in some joggers dancing around as he cooks.

      The singing makes my ears ache, but it’s nice to know he isn’t perfect at everything. I hesitate, unsure if I should be watching this, but when he turns around, with flour across his cheek and chest, and grabs my hand, I have no choice but to be pulled in. He spins me into his chest, and I laugh as he shimmies with me before flinging me back out and then back in, dancing around the kitchen and pulling me after him.

      When the song ends, he stops moving, grinning down at me. My smile is wide and carefree, and I couldn’t contain it if I tried. Reaching up, I swipe my thumb through the flour and pull it away. “You’re messy.”

      “It could get messier.” He wiggles his eyebrows, just as something sizzles behind him. “Shit, the bacon.” He leans down and kisses my cheek. “Thanks for the dance, beautiful.” Turning away, he rushes to the stove.

      I stare after him, open-mouthed, my cheek still warm from his chaste, friendly kiss. Why did it shock me so much? Maybe because it’s nothing like I expected from my new husbands and it’s putting me on edge, on defense, never knowing what they will do next.

      Nothing in this world is given freely, yet Zakhar doesn’t seem to know that.

      How could three brothers be so different?

      Where Alexi and Nikolay are cold, angry, and hateful, Zakhar is happy, funny, and flirty. They are so very different, the age gap between them almost seems to yawn. It’s as if he’s been untouched by this life, though I know differently.

      No one is.

      You don’t become a Volkov, a Vegas king, without wearing scars and spilling blood.

      He just hides it better than them.

      I slide onto a barstool and watch him. He continues to sing as he cooks, but he smiles at me all the time, dancing around me and making me part of it, rather than isolating me. He is letting me into his world and showing me who he really is. He sets some juice and a coffee before me, then he serves me pancakes and bacon with syrup. There are bagels and home fries as well as fruit. It’s quite the spread, and it all looks delicious.

      “This looks amazing, thank you,” I tell him softly as I fill my plate and dig in, moaning at the first bite of fluffy pancake. “Who taught you to cook?” I ask after I swallow, reaching for my juice and taking a sip. The flavor is incredible, and so fresh, like all of the food before me.

      How the rich live.

      “My mother,” he replies, putting bacon on his bagel. “She was an amazing cook. The kitchen was her safe place. My father never went in there. It didn’t interest him, and he always said it was for the maid or women to be in. I would sneak into the kitchen when I wanted to avoid him just so I could be with her…” He takes a bite, chewing as he thinks. “It was the only time I ever got to see her smile and relax.”

      I freeze, unsure what to say, and he looks up. “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I didn’t know—”

      He shrugs. “Not many do. Everyone knew my father was a bastard.” He quickly makes a sign over his heart. “May his soul rest in hell. He was, but my mother? He called her weak and pathetic, but she was just so worn down from years of mental and physical abuse that toward the end, she was just a shell. Sometimes I would see a spark, a glimpse of who she used to be. I did when she cooked, and it was addictive, or when she was with our sister Anya. When my father found out, he beat me for wanting to do what he categorized as beneath me. She stopped teaching me then, but I miss cooking with her.”

      “Zakhar,” I whisper, reaching for his hand, truly shocked. “I’m so sorry.”

      “That’s life, right? You can’t pick your family. What about you?” he asks, seemingly happy, as if all this trauma didn’t happen to him.

      I knew their father was a bastard, but I guess I never thought about their mother. No wonder they are so fucked up. Their father sounds like a vile piece of shit.

      “My family is happy. Mum and Dad are still alive and still very much in love.” I can’t help but smile. “Sometimes disgustingly so.” I feign a shiver, making him laugh. “My brothers and I are all very close. It’s a very tight, loving family. We had meals together every day, and they were always there when I needed them.”

      Homesickness starts to grow within me as I think of them. I’ve been away before, on missions or apart from them on holidays and trips, but knowing I’ve moved here for good? It’s different, and I find myself missing my quaint family home, which was always filled with love and laughter, the opposite of this cold, modern skyscraper.

      “It sounds amazing,” he comments, squeezing my hand.

      “It was.” I drop my eyes then, trying to rebuild my walls that his kindness is bringing down. I wasn’t prepared for this kind of attack.

      Fuck, how does he always get inside of them? He makes me share and feel things I have no right to while I’m thinking about how to kill him and his family. We are enemies, I need to remember that.

      “I want you to be happy, Iris,” he murmurs. I jerk my head up and meet his eyes. “I really mean it. I want you to be happy here like you were there. I want you to make this your home.”

      I hesitate, and he smiles sadly.

      “I don’t want a relationship like my parents, Iris. I want you to be happy and free and feel safe.”

      That one statement hangs in the air, changing things.

      How can I kill someone who is so caring and pure?

      So…innocent?
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      IRIS

      After breakfast, I help clean up, and once it’s done, Zakhar takes my hand again. “Come on. I wanted to show you this yesterday.”

      With no choice but to follow, I trail after him, telling myself it’s to get the layout. I can’t kill him first, not because he’s unimportant, but because he is. He’s kind and loving. I just can’t.

      I need Alexi’s vile nature and Nikolay’s hatred to allow me to do this.

      He leads me back upstairs, but this time, he takes me down a section I didn’t explore and right into a game room. I should have expected it, they live in a casino, after all, but it’s so much more impressive than I expected. A pool table dominates the entryway, racked and ready to go. Above it is a huge hanging light with a square carved into the ceiling. The flooring is a sleek dark wood with a dark green and gold carpet below the pool table. To the left is a huge, mounted flat screen TV with a cabinet below.

      Two dark blue sunken chairs sit on the other side of the table, with a small side table between them. There are two more of those chairs pushed to one corner, where the wall is cut out, overlooking downstairs, with a glass banister. To the left is a blackjack table and a poker table. The wall is covered in fancy gold swirls and lines.

      Behind them is an archway, which extends out of the room where I see glimpses of other gaming equipment, like a huge cinema TV with rows and rows of cinema seats, sofas, and beds, as well as the latest gaming systems and VR.

      “Let’s play.” He grins, looking at me. “Don’t want you getting bored.”

      He pulls me into the room, but some part of me knows if I cross that threshold, if I enjoy this room with him, I’m crossing yet another line, so I tug on his hand to stop him.

      “How about you show me your kingdom?”

      He frowns for a moment before brightening. “Great idea, wifey!”

      “You want to see our kingdom, love?” a dark, deadly voice says from behind me. When I turn, I see Alexi leaning against the doorframe, his eyes locked on me and filled with heat. Nikolay stands next to him, looking like he’d rather be anywhere else but here.

      Shit, I didn’t hear them.

      They are good—too fucking good.

      “I didn’t ask you,” I spit out, glaring at him.

      He smirks, pushing away from the door and wandering closer, pressing against my chest until I’m sandwiched between him and his brother. He grips my chin and lifts my head. Heat sparks through me, and my lips part as his head descends, but just as I think he’s about to kiss me—I would have let him—he speaks.

      “Go get dressed.” With a chuckle, he pushes away and leaves me glaring after him. That’s when I realize it was a test to see if I would let him.

      Asshole.
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      IRIS

      Despite Alexi’s order, I wait for Zakhar to tell me what he wants. After all, I was asking him. He smiles and urges me forward, seemingly still happy with the idea, so I hurry to Alexi’s room and pick out some clothes. I need to demand my own room at some point—no, I don’t. I won’t be staying.

      Still, I can’t help the excitement that threads through me at what they might show me today.

      My bag vibrates where I have it sitting on the bed as I search for an appropriate outfit. I sewed a phone—my work phone—into the lining for when I finished the job or needed an escape. Only one person would be contacting me at the moment, and that’s the person who hired me for this job.

      It feels like ice water has been tossed over me, freezing my excitement and rooting me to the spot.

      For a moment, fear winds through me until I woman the fuck up and reach inside. Locating the seam, I slide my hand in until I find the small, slim black phone and extract it. Hiding it in my palm, I move to the bathroom just in case Alexi has cameras. Once there, I stand in the corner and open the one new text message from the unknown number.

      
        
        Unknown: Why isn’t the job complete?

      

      

      I stare at the message for precious minutes, debating what to say. This job might have seemed straightforward at first, but I didn’t expect…them. I’m still planning to finish the job, it’s just harder than I anticipated, and not just because of who they are and what they are capable of.

      Forcing myself to be brave and to face reality instead of being washed away in the Volkovs’ life, I let it all crumble until Iris the killer is left.

      
        
        Iris: There were complications. The job is still on.

      

      

      I wait, and when a reply doesn’t come, I quickly sort my hair and face so Alexi doesn’t come searching for me. The phone vibrates on the counter as I’m drying my hands, and I rush to pick it up, my heart pounding.

      
        
        Unknown: We will be watching.

      

      

      Face thunderous, I quickly type out a reply.

      
        
        Iris: It will be done.

      

      

      I want to throw the phone, but I resist, instead heading back to the room and hiding it again. My excitement is almost gone, but I try to muster up some more, not wanting them to figure out something is wrong.

      I guess I was under the impression I had time. Nothing in this job has gone how I wanted it to. I never expected them to care or to want them. I never expected to not fucking hate them like I always have. We have always been enemies, raised to believe that since birth, and now I have my chance to exact revenge for my family and everyone who was killed in the war, as well as earn my freedom and future…

      So why am I hesitating?

      “Hurry up, wifey!” Zakhar yells, knocking on the door. It brings me out of my dark thoughts, and I quickly dress, not even looking at what I chose as I rush to the door. He blinks, looking me over, and I instantly feel embarrassed, but just as I expect from the sweet brother, he takes my hand and kisses it.

      “You look perfect.”

      When I glance down, I see I’m wearing more black jeans, a crop top, and a leather jacket. It’s nothing like the wife of the most powerful men in the city should dress. I do have some dresses and nice clothing, and for a moment, I ache to put them on and see their faces when I dress up again before I banish that thought.

      Who cares what they think?

      They will be dead soon, and I will be gone.

      “Let’s go, shall we?” I ask instead, bustling past him. He laughs and catches up, throwing his arm over my shoulders, never letting me pull away or hide from these confusing thoughts and feelings.

      “So eager,” he teases. “Just wait until you see it all. It’s all yours now too.”

      Not for long.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I get downstairs, the others are waiting. Alexi nods, and they lead me up some stairs I didn’t notice, past more rooms, and onto the roof. I barely have time to see the pool and bar up here before I’m whisked up more stairs, metal this time, to a helicopter waiting on the roof.

      “Of fucking course,” I mutter. “Who’s flying it?”

      “Zakhar of course.” Alexi grins. “He’s trained and the best.”

      That makes me raise my eyebrows. I expected Alexi or maybe even Nikolay, but the fun loving Zakhar? I suppose it makes sense in a way, but still.

      “Ever been on a copter?” Zakhar asks as he turns, walking backwards toward it. I shake my head, and he grins. “Then you better hold on, baby, because it’s going to be a wild ride.”

      I raise my eyebrow but follow them. “Oh, don’t worry about that, I’m good at riding, just ask your brother,” I retort, making them all chuckle.

      Zakhar does his checks as Alexi helps me inside the sleek black helicopter, putting the belts and headset on me. Nikolay sits up front with Zakhar, and Alexi takes a seat in the back with me. I look out over the city from my seat as I wait for us to move.

      The view is incredible. I get why they live here now. Everything else seems so small and insignificant from here. They truly are the kings of Vegas, looking out at their peasants and the city below them.

      “Hold on, wife,” Alexi calls, “and let your husbands show you who they are and what they own. Maybe then you’ll learn some respect.” When he winks, I know he doesn’t really mean it.

      Alexi doesn’t want respect or worship, he wants a fighter. He wants someone with their own mind, who will stand up to him and call him on his shit. He doesn’t want a loyal follower, he wants a partner—someone to trust and depend on.

      I hate that I know that.

      “I’m waiting to be wowed. It hasn’t happened yet, and I’ve seen everything my husband…offers,” I taunt, deliberately looking over his body.

      He laughs, Nikolay ignores me, and Zakhar calls out some information before we start to move. I grab hold of the armrests, my stomach dropping as we rise into the air. I’ve flown before, I don’t mind it, but this is totally new, and I’m worried. When I look over at Alexi, who’s watching carefully for my reaction, I muster my confidence and fake it until I make it.

      He smirks like he knows the truth but doesn’t call me on it as we circle their casino and then fly over the rest of the city. Zakhar shouts out information, explaining what they own and where they own it. The more we see, the more I realize just how far and wide they are spread. They strategically bought and expanded as much as they could, creating an empire.

      The one their father had was good, but theirs?

      It’s huge and incredible.

      No wonder they are so rich. They are practically celebrities here, and I now understand why people fear them as well. They could destroy you so easily. I am just one woman—one woman without even her last name now. So who am I to stop them?

      Yet I have to.

      A job is a job. I took it, and I have to finish it.

      Looking away from them, I focus on the city. It’s a beautiful place. I never expected to enjoy such hustle and bustle. It’s a big change from my quiet family life back home, and I never thought the glitz and glamor would appeal to me, but it has its good side, its charm. I’m finding that it’s stealing my heart a little as I see more and more of it.

      I know every place has its bad parts and this city is no different, but it’s still wonderful, and I hate myself a little for enjoying this. I love the quiet of my home, the peace, and the laughter, but not this, right? Not this in-your-face lifestyle?

      I’m not…actually feeling at home here, am I?

      After a few hours of flying and seeing the desert and beyond, Zakhar lands on the top of the skyscraper, and as the rotors slow down, I stare at the back of his seat, wondering how the hell I’m going to kill these people.

      The people who just took the time to show me the city I now live in, who haven’t hurt me, despite the fact they fucking hate who I am and that I was forced on them. Who made me breakfast and told me about their family.

      Shit.

      “Come on, little flower, it’s time to take you shopping. You need more dresses and bikinis, not the jeans you brought, despite the fact your ass looks amazing in them.”

      “I like jeans and leather,” Nikolay remarks and then goes silent, turning away in anger like he can’t believe he admitted that. The small amount of insecurity that was creeping up on me flees.

      “Who doesn’t?” Zakhar laughs, twisting in his seat. “But if we go shopping, we could get more leather, like panties or bodices—” I kick his seat with a laugh, and he winks at me. “What do you say, Iris? Want to go shopping?”

      Just then, Alexi’s phone goes off. He answers, keeping his eyes on me, and grumbles in Russian before he hangs up. “It seems I have nothing but time today.” His eyes cut to Nikolay, who snarls, obviously annoyed at something. “Shopping it is.”

      “Do I get a choice?” I sass.

      “No,” they all say in unison.
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      NIKOLAY

      I don’t want to go—it’s that simple. I don’t want to see our new little firecracker wife trying on outfits and teasing us when I can’t have her. I hate that she makes me want her, but when Alexi gives me that look, I have no choice. He leads us straight from the roof down to the casino entrance, where a car is already waiting.

      I can clearly see she is uncomfortable, but she gets in anyway. I wonder if it’s about money.

      Alexi will spoil her, maybe that’s what she’s wanting, but that doesn’t feel right. Iris is not a gold digger. She didn’t care about the money or riches when we were in the air, she watched the poorer places with her lips tilted in a frown as if she was worried.

      Plus, she already has her own, the checks we did on her proved that.

      Women love shopping, right? So why does she look like she would rather be anywhere else?

      “We can take her to the shops at Crystals?” Zakhar suggests, and I simply incline my head, knowing it’s the best place for a range of designer clothes. She is clearly in need of some. While I enjoy the leather she is sporting, in Vegas, you have to look the part. I doubt she will like it—probably about as much as I like the suits they force on me for special occasions—but she will only need them for now and then she can wear whatever she wants, otherwise…

      Shit, why do I care if she’s comfortable?

      The shopping center isn’t far, and as we pull up, her mouth drops open at the beautiful architecture. I have to agree, it is breathtaking, and even if it’s one of the places I hate most, it has both shopping and people.

      “Let’s start at Gucci,” Zakhar muses as he gets out, helping her as well.

      She pales slightly, looking around at the rich people wandering in and out of shops, spending more in one sale than most people spend on a house. But that’s Vegas for you—live fast and spend hard.

      Alexi watches her carefully too, and I finally drag my eyes from her to our surroundings, reminding myself of his warnings about staying away from her. He’s not making it easy, though, even if I am only here to protect her because he knows I’m the best.

      Zakhar takes her hand and drags her across the sidewalk and toward the shops. As if looking for help, she glances back and meets my eyes. The fear in her gaze slams into me, kick-starting my cold, dead heart.

      For my wife.
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        * * *

      

      

  




ALEXI

      I watch them, carefully monitoring and trying new situations to keep her off-balance. I want her to see we aren’t all the bad guys her family has made us out to be. It might not stop her from hating us—after all, decades of living as age-old enemies is hard to break—but it might make her question the mission she is on to kill us.

      That way, she will stay alive if she doesn’t try for my brothers and a war won’t be started.

      I am walking a thin line, trying to balance protecting my family and not breaking the treaty. If she comes at us, we will kill her and begin the bloodshed once again. I don’t want that, nor do I really want to kill her.

      She’s interesting.

      If the way Nikolay is looking at her is any indication, he’s beginning to see that too. That in itself is fucking scary. Nobody wants to be in his sights, not even me. His victims don’t last long. She can’t be his, not ever, no matter how much he wishes he could find happiness.

      “Come on!” Zakhar yells, dragging the helpless girl toward the shops. She looks back, seeking our eyes again, clearly not wanting to go.

      I wonder if she doesn’t like shopping or if it’s something else. Either way, it doesn’t matter.

      She will do what we tell her, or she will be punished.

      And I will take great, dirty pleasure in that.
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      IRIS

      It’s a whirlwind when we step inside. Several salespeople descend on us, and Zakhar tells them what we want before wandering away with them to pick out pieces. All the while, Alexi walks around on his phone, pointing at things as well. Nikolay stays close to me, watching me like a bodyguard, but every time I look back, his eyes are locked on me and filled with something that sends both excitement and fear skating down my spine.

      “Please sit.” A man leads me to some sofas, and once I’ve sat down, he brings me a glass of champagne. I quickly put it down, not wanting to compromise my reaction time or wits, especially when I’m surrounded by enemies, even if they are my husbands now.

      Nikolay doesn’t leave me, watching me as I sit, feeling overwhelmed. The bright, clean designer shop is unlike anything I’m used to. I can afford these types of things, but I don’t buy them. I have no need to show off, and I don’t think material items are the most important things in life. I have to admit the shine of the bags and jewels makes a small part of me jump with excitement though, even if I feel out of place in my worn, used clothes.

      Nikolay snorts when he sees what I’m eyeing. “Gold digger,” he mutters.

      Narrowing my eyes on him, I slip my knife from my boot and turn, hiding it as I press it to his cock in the middle of the store. “I have my own money, I don’t need yours, asshole,” I seethe. “Call me that one more time, and I’ll be digging for something else.” I press the knife in to prove my point, and he glares down at me, probably wondering why I have a knife and how I dare to threaten him with it.

      Alexi must see, because he comes over and gives me a narrow-eyed glare as I flip it and conceal it once more. I give him my best innocent look.

      “Behave, little flower,” he warns.

      “Or what?” I smirk, leaning back in the chair.

      He leans down, bracketing me into the chair, taking up my entire world with those dark eyes and sinful lips. “Or else I’ll bend you over right here and prove yet again just how much you belong to me.” He brushes his lips across my cheek to my ear. “I’ll let them all hear you screaming and begging for my cock like a good girl.”

      Leaving me simmering with anger and desire, he chuckles as he stands, following an employee who has appeared to show him something he requested.

      “Touch me with a blade again, and you’re dead,” Nikolay threatens, his body taut and angry. I’m surprised he didn’t kill me then, and to be honest, I’m pushing my luck. I know the only thing keeping me safe is the treaty, but he still has no idea just how deadly I am or who I really am.

      He might be the enforcer, the torturer, and a king, but me?

      I’m his match, whether he knows it or not.

      Instead of being scared and withering like he expects, I wink at him and casually cross my legs like we are discussing the weather before I turn to watch Zakhar flit around the shop. He has a wide smile on his face, and pure happiness radiates from him like he can’t imagine anything more exciting than shopping for me.

      He’s a strange Volkov for sure.

      Minutes turn into an hour. Nikolay glares at me the entire time, while I deliberately ignore him, which only angers him further. Alexi has disappeared, but Zakhar comes back with clothes delicately held in his hand. When he sees me sitting there, clearly bored and uncomfortable in this high-end shop, his smile dims a bit, and I almost feel angry with myself for having done that to the smiling brother I’m becoming infatuated with.

      His happiness is just that palpable and infectious.

      As if feeling how uncomfortable I am, Zakhar smiles at me softly and kneels before me, placing his hands on my knees. “Why don’t you go try these on, okay? Take your time.” After handing me the clothes, he helps me to my feet, and with a warm, comforting palm on the center of my back, he guides me to the changing rooms.

      It’s more like a whole fucking apartment than a changing room. It has a luxurious, heavy curtain separating half of the room with surrounding mirrors and lights, a full-sized sofa and table, and a hanging rack for your clothes—not to mention an elevated podium to check yourself out in the mirror. Stroking the satin curtain, I pull it closed on Nikolay’s face and turn toward the mirrors. I take a deep breath as I toss the clothes on the sofa and sink onto it.

      What am I doing?

      Why am I playing house with these people?

      They are my victims, not my real husbands, but then why do I suddenly want them to be?

      Why do I want to tease Alexi?

      To test Nikolay?

      To laugh with Zakhar?

      My feelings are definitely muddled, and I hate myself for allowing that weakness to creep in. I am not supposed to be anything but the incredible huntress that my brothers and mentor taught me to be. Yet something deep inside me is stopping me. My life is carefully planned—I knew coming here what I would do, what it would take, and where I would go after. Why the fuck do I feel guilty when I look in the mirror?

      Alexi knows I’m trying to kill them, but he doesn’t know why. He probably blames my family. I need to make sure he doesn’t take it out on them. It’s not their idea, after all. They want to stick to the stupid fucking treaty, which makes me a little homesick, wondering if they miss me the way I miss them.

      Shaking my head, I rub my face, trying to ease my jumbled and chaotic thoughts that mirror the turbulent emotions inside me.

      It was just sex—good fucking sex, but still just sex.

      It doesn’t make them less of a monster, even if they have done nothing but spoil me, tease me, and let me into their home.

      They aren’t the monsters my family made them out to be.

      That’s what it comes down to, and the realization rocks my world. If they aren’t the emotionless, killing machines I always thought them to be, then can I really do this? I’m not saying they are saints, oh no, they are sinners all the way through. They are the fucking bad guys. They do bad shit, and they torture and kill and take what they want.

      But it’s all in the name of family, and I can understand that.

      After all, that’s why I’m here, that’s why I didn’t disappear when I realized I was to wed them. It would have hurt my family, maybe even gotten them killed, and I would do anything, anything, to protect them.

      Even when they don’t know they need it.

      I need to harden my heart. This changes nothing—but it does. Fuck! Okay, so maybe I can’t do the hit, which means I need a new plan. Even though I can’t kill them, that doesn’t mean I’m sticking around and staying married to them forever.

      My life is my own, and I am not meant to just be the Volkovs’ bride. They have their lives, and I have mine. It would never work. They don’t want a wife, they don’t even want a partner. They made that very clear. We would eventually just make each other so miserable and angry that we would explode.

      I don’t even know who would be left standing.

      They don’t want a queen for their empire, and I never wanted a crown.

      I just want to be able to choose who I love, even though I never wanted a partner myself. I was always too busy, too independent, but maybe being alone all the time isn’t natural. Maybe I missed having someone to laugh with, to have breakfast with, other than my family.

      It doesn’t matter.

      I can’t do this.

      I can’t kill them, nor can I stay married to them.

      So where does that leave me?

      The curtain rips open, and I leap to my feet and turn. My reaction is automatic as I reach for my dagger, which was the wrong thing to do when I see who is framed there.

      Nikolay.

      His eyes narrow on the shine of the blade as he rips the curtain shut behind him. “Why are you carrying a blade, Iris?” he demands.

      I tilt my head back, tightening my grip on it. He wants answers, I see it in his eyes, so it seems like Nikolay is putting some things together and isn’t happy about it.

      “Why didn’t Alexi seem to care? Where did the shy little girl go? Who are you really?” he demands, each question punctuated by the flaring of his nostrils as he prowls towards me. This isn’t Nikolay, my husband. This is Nikolay Volkov, the enforcer. They say his instincts are always right, and his are obviously screaming at him that there is something wrong with me. Like me, he’s determined to protect his family.

      Hence the showdown.

      I wonder if either of us will make it out of his dressing room alive.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” I mock, unable to help myself. A grin curves my lips, taunting him, and a dark part of me wants to see what he will do. I want him to push me so I have a reason to kill him, and then I won’t be so confused.

      “Yes, you do. I’ve been watching you. You’re not the scared little girl you pretended to be. Why pretend? You hold the blade as if you know how to use it, and Alexi was bleeding this morning.”

      Fuck, he is good.

      “Tell me.” He stops before me, his breath blowing across my face. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you here and now, Iris.”

      “Because you don’t want to.” I smirk. “You want to know how my blade feels, Nikolay.” I step closer, plastering myself against his massive body. His heat and strength make me shiver as I drag my hand up his chest. “You want to fuck me and mark up my body like I’m really your little wife and not some stranger.”

      I reach his neck and wrap my hand around it, barely able to cover half the girth.

      “You want to know who I really am, Nikolay?” I roll his name over my tongue, and he grunts. “I’m Iris Kelly. I’m the sister they don’t expect, and the killer they never see coming. You think my brothers are dangerous? They have nothing on me. I won’t ever bend or be your good little wife. I hate this fucking treaty as much as you, and I want my freedom.” I don’t know why the truth is coming out, but I can’t stop it. “So don’t get in my way, or you and your brothers will end up at the end of my blade like every other fool who underestimates me.”

      “Is that right?” he snaps. “Are you going to kill us, Iris?”

      “Maybe I’m considering it.” I grin and step back, but he doesn’t let me retreat. He follows me, cornering me in the side of the dressing room near the mirrors. I swallow, seeing the darkness, need, and death in his eyes.

      I just admitted I might try to kill his brothers.

      So what will he do?

      Alexi kept me alive because he was curious, but Nikolay? He doesn’t care. He will kill me and break the treaty. He’s the wild card, and I fucking love it. He doesn’t walk on glass around me. He’s Nikolay fucking Volkov, and I just laid down a challenge yet again.

      This time, however, there is no Alexi to stop us from going too far.

      One of us isn’t walking out of here—I see it in his eyes.

      I’ll be damned if it’s not me. I didn’t work this fucking hard and sacrifice this fucking much to die here. It seems like I got what I wanted—I pushed him, and now I don’t have a choice.

      It’s me or them.

      I choose me.

      I’m killing the Volkovs, starting with the man towering before me. I twist the knife in my grip, prepared for him to attack. I guess I always knew this was coming. They aren’t dumb, they are actually too smart for their own good. This was always going to end in bloodshed, so it’s better it’s happening now before it goes too far and anyone gets too attached.

      Not that I would, of course.

      Not to these Russian bastards.

      His eyes flick to the knife, and I spot the gun at his waistband, knowing he’s carrying other weapons. I size him up, searching for weaknesses. This is going to hurt like a motherfucker, but his large size doesn’t mean he will win. I’ve fought and fucked bigger.

      The silence stretches on, and just beyond the curtain, we hear Zakhar laughing and the chatter of salespeople, all while we are both debating how best to kill each other. The treaty is going to be broken right here, the war started, but it can’t be avoided anymore. Life was always going to lead us here, it’s fate, and when I walk out of that curtain with their brother’s blood on my hands, I will have two enraged, heartbroken Volkovs to kill.

      Including the one who made me scream and the one who made me laugh.

      I see the tell a second before he moves, the slight twist of his fingers. I expect him to go left, but instead, he goes right, grabbing me. With a grunt, I twist and kick up, using the wall as leverage to flip us back to the floor. Kicking up again, I roll up and over his body to my knees as he turns to me, getting to his feet.

      “Is that all you’ve got? All the stories, all the rumors of the Russian boogeyman, the most dangerous man in the world, and you can’t even catch me?” I mock with a laugh.

      It pisses him off, just like I wanted.

      He lunges at me faster than a big bastard like him should be able to, but then again, I knew he was deadly. He throws me into a wall, forcing the air from my body before I duck his oncoming fist. I roll to the side and slash at his leg. He kicks out, catching me in the side, making me groan as I feel my ribs crack. Ignoring that sharp pain, I spin behind him and slice across his back, but he moves, so the deadly blow only grazes him. His arm snaps out, catching me across the chest and throwing me to the floor with my own momentum.

      The bastard just fucking clotheslined me.

      As he approaches with a sinful smile on his lips, I realize he’s enjoying it.

      And I realize I am too, in ways I shouldn’t.

      My pussy is wet and throbbing, even as I snarl and flip to my feet, tossing the blade away. No one has ever challenged me before. “I was going to make it quick, but now? I’ll make it hurt.”

      “Come on then, Iris, make it hurt,” he taunts, waving his hand in a come here gesture.

      I leap through the air, wrapping my legs around his throat and twisting. His fists come down on my thighs hard and fast until I have no choice but to let go before he breaks my legs—only I don’t drop to the floor. Oh no, he catches me as I fall and throws me over his shoulder. His hand comes down hard on my ass.

      Did this big bastard just spank me mid-attempt to kill one another?

      Oh hell no.

      I roll from his shoulder with a grunt, hitting the floor before I sweep my leg out, knocking him down, but he’s up again quickly. It’s almost annoying how good he is. He grabs my hair and yanks me up, the agony of the tearing strands making me hiss and kick out at him. He turns me and slams me against his chest, wrapping his hand around my throat and holding me still.

      I freeze, knowing he’s going to snap my neck. I meet his eyes in the mirror and know this is where I end.

      All my fight, all my training wasn’t enough to survive Nikolay, and I’ll go to the grave knowing that. My family’s enemy will finally hurt them badly enough that we’ll start the war, and no one will survive. It’s a flash of understanding as I swallow, refusing to close my eyes.

      “Do it then,” I snap impatiently, hating the fact that he’s dragging it out and taunting me once more.

      “Oh, I’m not going to kill you, Iris. I’m not that fucking dumb. My brother would kill me for breaking the treaty, but you aren’t getting away with this. No, you’ll come with me to my playroom. You’ll tell us everything, and only then will we decide if you will live or die. You are about to experience a whole host of fucking pain.”

      Why the hell is that thought so hot? I’m so messed up, really.

      The whispered threat makes me shiver with need, and I hate myself in that moment.

      “Why?” I snarl.

      “Why, Iris? Maybe I’m intrigued about how one woman is willing to stand against us, or maybe I just really want to carve your skin and hear you scream for me the way you screamed for my brother.”

      Where did this silver-tongued devil come from? Nikolay was silent and deadly, but it seems I’ve triggered something in him, and I’m not against it. It’s then I realize I’m rubbing against him like a fucking cat in heat.

      “They said I had to protect you, and that means staying close,” he snarls, pressing against my back, letting me feel the hard length of his cock against my ass. “Really fucking close, but it seems I’m protecting them from you, aren’t I? Tell me, Iris, why are you trying to kill us? It’s not just because you hate us and want your freedom. We didn’t want you just as much as you didn’t want us.”

      I know that, but I still flinch. “Maybe I just fucking hate you Russian pricks.”

      “Oh, you seemed to like my brother’s Russian prick last night, and you seem very happy with mine right now,” he sneers, tightening his grip on my throat until I’m struggling to breathe.

      “I thought you hated me,” I reply calmly, the small space making this seem so much more intimate.

      “I do, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want you. Like you said, Iris, it will be so sweet, so good, even if I have to kill you at the end. You know I’ll do whatever it takes to save my family,” he whispers into my hair, sending a shiver through me.

      “So will I,” I snap, holding his gaze in the mirror as his grip constricts further, preventing me from speaking.

      “Then we understand each other, so let’s begin, Iris. Did your brothers force you to do this?” His eyebrows rise as he meets my eyes in the mirror. Despite his words, he nudges my hair aside and brushes his lips down my throat.

      If this is a form of torture, then I’m all for it.

      My lungs scream, I need to breathe. I tap his hand, indicating I can’t speak, and he releases his grip just enough to let my voice free. “How about you go fuck—” He cuts off my words, and I claw at his hand.

      “Answer the question, Iris. I would hate to ruin their nice carpets in here with your blood.” The threat hangs in the air as his other hand drags down my body. I watch it in the mirror as it traces up my thigh. Despite the threat behind it, it has my pussy clenching as I part my legs. He snarls, sliding his hand higher and higher until he’s almost touching where I need him to.

      He lets me breathe again, not wanting to kill me just yet. I suck in desperate lungfuls of air, leaning back into him like I’m unbothered. “Do you play with all your enemies like this?”

      “Only the ones who beg me to,” he rumbles, sliding his hand up to cover my jean-clad pussy. I groan as I close my eyes. The threat of what he wants to do to me is still hanging in the air as we fight our hate and lust for each other.

      “Are you going to kill me or fuck me?” I demand.

      “Maybe I’ll do both,” he all but growls, nipping at the skin of my neck before digging his teeth in so fucking hard that I feel the blood running down my skin. We are so lost in each other that we don’t hear someone enter until it’s too late.

      “Nikolay, leave,” Alexi demands, and I meet his eyes in the mirror. Nikolay’s hand is still wrapped around my neck, my pussy slick from excitement and terror. “Now!” he roars.

      “No,” Nikolay snarls, clutching me closer like I’m a toy. “She’s not going anywhere except my torture room. She tried to kill me. We need to know who she’s working—”

      “And we will, but not this way. Let her go now. Don’t make me ask again, brother,” Alexi orders.

      Nikolay snarls and throws me into the wall. He glares at me to let me know it’s not over before he storms from the dressing room. I hear Zakhar call after him, but my eyes go to Alexi, who for a moment, looks worried, like he didn’t think Nikolay was going to stop. He masks it quickly and moves over to me, pushing me back into the wall and pinning me there with an arm above my head.

      “Did you try to kill my brother?” he demands.

      “Only when he tried to kill me,” I retort. “But don’t worry, we both enjoyed it.”

      “Iris,” he snaps, leaning down. “I can’t protect you from him. Do not play with him.”

      “I don’t need your protection,” I snarl, trying to push him away.

      “Yes, you do. The things he would do to you would shock even my father. The bastard fucked Nikolay up so badly, even I don’t know what he is truly capable of. Play with me, with Zakhar, but never him.” He tips my chin up, forcing me to meet his eyes. “And if I find out you tried to kill my brother again, I will carve out your heart and send it back to your brothers in a box. Do you understand me?”

      “Yes,” I snap when it’s obvious he won’t let go until I do.

      “Good girl,” he murmurs, leaning down to kiss me. My pussy responds, of course, but he moves back and calmly strolls over to the chair before sitting gracefully.

      “Now, try on those clothes for me, little wife.”
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      ALEXI

      She stares at me for a moment, open-mouthed, clearly questioning if I’m serious. I just crook my finger at her and wait. She turns and grabs a dress as I run my eyes over her body. I’m betting she and Nikolay were close to killing each other, but I know firsthand how that gets her riled up, so I tease her, leaving her wet and waiting as punishment. She rips her clothes off, and I inhale softly at her delicious curves and pale, freckled skin as my cock hardens in my trousers. I want to feel her dripping around me as I fuck her. I can just imagine her slammed against that mirror as I pound into her, forcing her to watch.

      The image is so vivid, I have to shift and rearrange myself as she slips the dress over her head, clearly annoyed at my commands. If I had been a moment later, who knows what would have happened? I sure as shit don’t. He could have killed her or fucked her, but neither would have been good.

      She turns to face me, her expression thunderous, and I can’t help but smirk. I lift my hand to stroke my beard to hide it from her. “Turn for me,” I murmur, twisting my finger.

      “Want me to drop to my knees so you can check out my cleavage as well?” she snaps but turns, doing as she is told.

      “Slower,” I murmur, and she slows down, giving me a good look at her tight little ass in the dress that hugs her every curve. “Hmm, I definitely prefer you naked and annoyed. Next.”

      Huffing, she props her hands on her hips. “I’m not your fucking doll—”

      “You are right now, wife. Strip and try on the next one, and if you are a good girl, I’ll lick and fuck that tight, wet little cunt until you come so hard, you can’t walk in your pretty new dresses,” I promise. Heat blooms on her cheeks, and her thighs clench together, making me groan.

      “Behave,” I demand. “Next.”

      It seems the promise of orgasms is enough to make my little wife behave. I’ll have to remember that. Pulling off the several-thousand-dollar dress, she tosses it on the floor in a small act of rebellion that only has me grinning wider. Oh, she is amusing, my little Iris.

      I undo my trousers as she slides into the next dress. It’s a sparkly, tight number with a low-cut front and back and slits along the legs. My favorite. Pulling my cock free, I stroke it as I watch her change, watch her slide the material over those delicious curves and skin I ache to taste. My bruises and marks still mar her skin like a promise, a declaration.

      She has to twist and shimmy to get into the dress, and I groan as I squeeze and stroke myself. The sound draws her gaze, and she arches an eyebrow before she turns, giving me the full impact, which steals my breath and has my cock jerking.

      She’s fucking beautiful.

      My own desire is forgotten for a moment as I beckon her over, needing to taste her, to touch her. Smirking, she slowly saunters over, swaying her hips like the tease she is. With each step, the material parts, showing her long incredible legs and the shadow of her wet cunt.

      Before she reaches me, she stops and slowly turns, teasing me further. “You like this dress?” she asks, sliding her hands down the material, then back up to cup her breasts. “I’m not too sure.”

      “Get over here right now, little flower,” I order, gripping my knee and patting my lap. “Or I’ll taste that cunt until I make myself come and leave you wet and wanting.”

      Rolling her eyes, she straddles my lap, my hard cock between us as she grinds herself against me. “So demanding, Alexi,” she murmurs as she leans down and licks my face. “I might even start to think you like me if you carry on.”

      “I like your body, baby. Don’t get that confused. I really like the way you came for me, all pretty-like, and the way your freckles are almost covered by the redness in your cheeks. I also like the way you grip onto me like you are scared I’ll stop touching you.” I lick a line down her chest in revenge. “I like the way these tight little nipples beg for my mouth, even as you throw insults at me. Your body always tells me what you won’t, little flower.”

      “And what’s that?” She groans, gripping my hair as she leans her head back, thrusting her chest into my face for better access.

      “That you want me even more than you hate me,” I murmur against her skin and nudge the material aside, wrapping my lips around one of her stiff peaks and sucking it into my mouth.

      The moan she lets out is music to my ears, my favorite fucking sound. She grinds down onto my cock, winding her hips as I drag my free hand up her stomach to her other breast. Her head falls back, and her breath explodes out of her as I tweak and twist her nipple before sucking that one too. I tease them both into stiff, engorged peaks as she whimpers. Her head snaps up as I lean back, looking at my handiwork. Her eyes narrow as she reaches for my cock, but I grab it and pin it behind her back.

      This isn’t about me.

      This is about her realizing I can have her however and whenever I want, and she will let me. Her eyes flare in anger, but I diffuse it when I slip my hand up her thigh, under the dress, and over her wet panties. She sighs and closes her eyes. Smirking, I stroke the wet, sopping material.

      “So wet for me. Tell me, did you get wet from fighting my brother?”

      “Fuck yes.” She groans, totally unashamed and owning her desire, which I love.

      Nudging the material aside, I stroke her hot, wet folds in reward for her candor, making her shake. Her mouth parts as she pants. “Fuck, Alexi, please.”

      “Please what, wife?” I demand, not touching her other than leisurely stroking her lips.

      “Make me come,” she begs, fighting my hold. She tries to get closer, to get away, but it doesn’t matter. She’s all mine, trussed up in her beautiful dress. I almost come from watching her struggle on my lap.

      “Keep doing that, little flower, and I’ll come in my pants and you’ll be left wanting.” She freezes, and I reward her by parting her lips and flicking her throbbing clit. I watch her carefully, using everything I’ve learned about her body against her. I flick her clit the way she likes it before rubbing the slight sting away until she grinds down into my hand. When she’s crying out, rolling her hips wildly, I pull away.

      She’s close.

      “You bastard!” she seethes, making me laugh.

      Stroking through her wetness, I bring my fingers to my mouth and suck them as she watches. “You taste like surrender.”

      “Never,” she spits.

      “That’s my girl,” I coo as I shove my hand back under her panties, and without preamble, thrust two fingers inside of her greedy cunt. She cries out, lifting up before dropping down. “Good girl, ride them for me. Let me watch as you use me for your release, knowing only I can give it to you.”

      Hating it but needing to come, she winds and drops her hips, desperately fucking my fingers. I give her nothing until she’s shaking and nearly begging—wordlessly of course. I give in, wanting her release as much as she does. Twisting my hand, I thrust another finger into her wet heat as I rub her clit and suck her nipple in a hard draw. She cries out and freezes above me as she explodes. Her little cunt milks my fingers as she rides her release. I stroke her through it as she begins to shake, her eyes closed and mouth slack.

      She’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

      When those bright orbs open and lock on me, hazy with lust, I pull my fingers free. She reaches for my cock, but I knock her hand away. “Not today, little flower.” Without looking, I smirk and greet, “Brother.” I heard him come in minutes before but said nothing, letting him watch.

      I lift her as I get to my feet and drop her onto the chair. Her brow furrows in confusion as I wink at my brother. “She’s all yours.”

      “You motherfucker,” she sneers at me, so I lean into her face. Unable to stop myself, I close the distance between us and kiss her softly.

      “Behave. He’ll give you what you want,” I whisper before straightening. “Take care of our wife, brother, while I take this call.” I smirk at Zakhar, lifting my fingers to taste her desire once more before buttoning my jacket. I felt the phone buzzing for a while but ignored it, getting caught up in her. Plus, I can use it as an excuse now. My brother needs to get his dick wet so he can wipe that sad look off his face. She turns away, frustrated and angry, as I wink at my brother and leave, shutting the curtain behind me. He can have his fun with her. After all, she’s his wife too.

      I have other things to deal with.

      Like stopping my other brother from killing our wife and starting a war.

      I throw my card down as I leave the shop, instructing them to stay open and not to disturb them. She can buy whatever she wants.

      Now to find Nikolay. I roll my sleeves back, knowing I’m going to have a fight on my hands.

      Let’s just hope I’m faster than him like I used to be.
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      ZAKHAR

      Ducking fully through the curtain, I find Iris watching me. The million-dollar dress is bunched around her thighs, and she has her legs thrown over the chair with her arm covering her flushed face. She hears me and drops her arm, her eyes locking on me as she licks her lips and sweeps her gaze down my body.

      “Here to protect me?” she murmurs.

      “Something like that.” I grin. I won’t fuck her just because Alexi commanded it. I want her, of course I do. She’s beautiful, sexy, kind, and funny. Also, she’s my wife, but I won’t have her until she comes to me because she wants me, not just a release.

      Sitting up, she grips the chair and tilts her head as she watches me. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” I answer, but I don’t move closer. “Do you want to finish trying on dresses?”

      She laughs and slides from the chair, silently walking toward me. As she moves, she unzips the dress and lets it puddle at her feet. She steps out of it gracefully, leaving her in nothing but some tiny panties. I freeze as I run my eyes down her incredible body. With a tight, tucked in waist, wide hips, and beautiful full breasts, she looks like heaven and hell wrapped up in a sexy package. My cock hardens in my slacks as I shift to relieve the pressure, trying to avert my eyes from the miles of creamy skin and glistening cream on her inner thighs.

      When I meet her eyes again, she’s grinning, knowing exactly what she’s doing to me, the minx. She saunters forward and stands before me, sliding her hand down my chest until she cups my hard cock. I fight to resist her, not wanting her to feel like we have to fuck. I don’t want this to be just some quick, meaningless sex because we need pleasure.

      “I would rather play with you. Wouldn’t you, Zakhar?”

      “Iris, you don’t have to do this just because we are married—”

      “I don’t do anything I don’t want to,” she purrs, leaning up to lick my neck. “And, Zakhar? I want you. Not Alexi, not Nikolay. Right now, right here, I want you so much that it hurts.” She takes my hand and puts it between her legs, letting me feel how wet she is. “Won’t you help me, husband?” she flirts, making me smirk. My will breaks as I feel her need for me.

      Iris wants me.

      That’s the thought that throws all good intentions out of the window.

      “Naughty little girl,” I whisper, unable to help myself. I clench my hand tighter around her cunt until she groans. “Say it again.”

      “What?” she asks, her eyes closing in pleasure as I let her grind against my hand. She’s so fucking sensual, I almost come in my pants, but I’ve waited my whole life for her so I won’t rush this. Not for her, my brothers, or anyone.

      She won’t be walking out of this dressing room. She will have to be carried as she sleeps, overwhelmed with pleasure.

      I’ll show my little wife that yes, I might not be as strong as Alexi or as fierce as Nikolay, but I have my own talents—talents that will have her legs shaking so hard, they will ache for days.

      “What do you want?” I arch my eyebrow, pulling my hand away until I get what I want.

      Her eyes narrow on me, and her chest heaves as she takes my hand and steps back. “I want you to fuck me, Zakhar. Is that clear enough?” she asks cockily, leading me to the chair.

      Once there, I spin her and grip her throat, pulling her back to my chest as I lean down to her ear. “Crystal, malishka. You’re going to scream for me, Iris, and let them all hear what I’m doing to you. You’ll love it, won’t you?” I run my hand down her torso and cup her pussy again, feeling her tremble against me. “Oh yes you will, little wife.” Sliding my fingers down her slit, I gather her wetness and pull away, lifting my hand to my mouth to taste her.

      I have wanted to ever since the moment I saw her.

      Alexi got her screams, and I want them too. I want Iris so badly, I would do anything to have her. I need her to know that. This isn’t a strategy or a game to me. This is pure need and lust. She gets all of it, all of me, forever.

      I lick my hand clean and groan at her taste, closing my eyes as I savor it, but it’s not enough and I need more. I need to drown in her cream.

      “Bend over for me, malishka. Spread your thighs and show me that pretty pussy,” I command.

      She does as she’s told, her lush ass sticking out as she parts her legs. Unable to resist teasing me, she slips her panties down her thick thighs before stepping out of them. I step back, stroking my lips as I stare at her pretty pink glistening cunt, her plump ass, and long pale legs.

      She’s fucking perfection.

      I can’t wait to feel her come around my fingers, tongue, and cock.

      I will make her mine, officially, for everyone, including my brothers, to hear.

      Reaching down, I run my hand up her leg to her ass and squeeze. “I heard you fucking my brother. I wanted to touch myself so badly to your screams. I was hard all night imagining it. I woke up stroking my cock. It’s all I’ve thought about since.”

      “Oh fuck,” she groans, pushing back into my hand, urging me on, but I take my time. I want her to remember me. I’ve never lacked bed partners, and they have never complained. They beg to come back. They beg me for more, for my cock and tongue. I’ll show my wife why, since I am all hers now.

      Dropping to my knees, I part her pretty thighs. I’ve never needed someone so badly. Not just to fuck them, but to taste them. This is not about sating my own desires, even as they roar through me, but about sating hers. I want to prove to her that I am a worthy man.

      It’s a physical ache.

      She’s glistening from her release with my brother. Her pussy is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. She grips the chair, pushing back into me, begging for my touch as I stare.

      I can’t remember ever thinking how beautiful a pussy is before. My mouth waters as I lean in, needing to taste her.

      “Jesus, are you trying to kill me?” she asks, but her voice is breathy.

      Needy.

      “Only with orgasms,” I murmur, the spell broken as my tongue darts out and swipes down every inch of her pretty pussy, tasting her cream. Her flavor explodes across my tongue, and my fingers tighten on her thighs as I devour her.

      After just one taste, I know it will never be enough.

      She tastes like sex and good liquor, and I’m lost.

      I lap her folds desperately and thrust my tongue inside her channel, searching for more. She cries out, rocking her hips as I fuck her with my tongue. I pull it out to flick at her red, engorged clit, loving the noises she makes.

      This is what fucking should be—fun, loud, and messy.

      No, not fucking.

      Sex.

      I do that with my tongue, showing her that I will love her, protect her, and treasure her, and she answers with her body.

      Completely at ease with her reactions, she rides my face, her cum dripping down my chin. I’d happily die here, buried in her wet heat. Fuck, in fact, this is where I will die, with my tongue in her pussy as she comes for me.

      I know I’m bruising her, but she loves it. She cries out for more, so I slap her ass, jiggling it around me. “Oh fuck, more, Zak!” she begs.

      I do it again, and she doesn’t restrain her screams of pleasure. Let them hear, let them know what I’m doing to my woman.

      Satisfaction surges through me as she cries out again.

      She’s close, I feel it, but I’m greedy. I want her release to last, so I drag my tongue up and up. Parting her cheeks, I circle her asshole before biting her ass hard enough to pierce the flesh.

      “This will be mine too,” I growl into her skin.

      Her legs start to give out, so I hold her up as I attack her pussy again, thrusting my tongue inside of her. I grind my other hand against her clit, and her release slams through her so hard, she falls forward.

      I catch her, licking her through it and tasting every drop like a starving man. When she tries to pull away, I let her, kissing her clit then her ass as I stand. I unzip my trousers, letting her hear. The shiver that sweeps across her body tells me she does. Palming my hard cock, I rub the tip across her ass, letting her feel the trail of pre-cum.

      “That’s what you do to me, wife—you make me crazed, knowing at any minute, we could be thrown out, and I still wouldn’t stop fucking you.”

      “Sweet Jesus,” she wheezes.

      “And you wouldn’t either, would you?” I murmur, gripping her hair and tugging her head up before I lick the jumping pulse there. “Because you want my cock.”

      “You bet your Russian ass I do,” she flirts before reaching back, but she can’t get to me.

      “Next time, you’re going to ride me,” I tell her, and the image of her above me with her tits swaying as she uses my cock almost makes me come.

      “Condom?” she asks when I drag the head of my cock over her pussy. Male satisfaction roars through me at seeing our juices mix.

      “Never with you. I’m clean and tested, and I know you can’t get pregnant with the contraceptive you are on. We checked before you came. I’ve never had anyone bare before, my love, but I will you if you let me.”

      “I’m clean too, and fuck yes, I want you bare.”

      “Good girl,” I praise. “I can’t wait to walk out of here with your cum on my shaft, smelling your release on me. I’ll wear it like a warrior with fucking pride,” I murmur, dragging my palm down her spine to her ass, where I slap again. I love the way it moves, the reddening of her cheek so stark against her pale skin. There are so many toys and so many ways I want to fuck her, but for our first time, I want nothing but her skin against mine and her screams in my ears.

      Spanning my palm across her pussy, I grind it into her sensitive flesh, coating it in her release as she jerks.

      I slide my cum-covered hand up her body and smear it across her skin like a stolen trophy before wrapping my hand around her throat, controlling her movements as I pull her back to me. She goes to speak, but I don’t want her words.

      I want her screams.

      Reaching down, I line myself up with her entrance, and in one smooth thrust, I slam inside of her. Her scream rings around the shop, only increasing when I pull out and hammer back in, taking the pussy she offers.

      “You feel so fucking good.” I don’t know when I switched to Russian, but I did, so I switch back so she can understand my praise. “So fucking wet, so hot. Better than I’ve ever felt.” I pant, unable to stop the words, needing her to know. “Didn’t—didn’t know it could be this good,” I snarl, fighting her pussy.

      Iris isn’t one to let me do all the work though. She pushes back and meets my thrusts. Her head rests against my chest as she plays with her breasts, and I watch us come together in the mirror.

      I look like a monster, a beast, with my lips twisted in a snarl as I hammer into her sweet, pale body. But when she meets my gaze in the mirror with a cocky smirk on her lips, I realize I’m not the only monster here.

      We both are.

      Our eyes remain locked together as our hips meet in desperate, quick thrusts, becoming more and more wild. “Please,” she begs, arching into me. “Oh God, please, please. Zakhar, Zakhar.” Hearing her chant my name undoes me.

      I can usually go for hours, wringing every inch of pleasure from my partner, but not with Iris, not with her words in my ears and her cunt wrapped around my cock. She makes me weak.

      I slid my hand between her ass cheeks and push a finger into her—a warning for when I fuck it. She screams and clamps around me so tightly that all my good intentions fly out the window.

      Never in all of my life has a woman made me come before I let myself.

      Except Iris.

      It explodes out of me with such force that it shocks me.

      A roar leaves my throat unbidden as I slam into her, twisting my hips as I slap her clit. I fill her as pleasure rolls through me, my back bowing from the strength until my vision darkens. Only the feel of her wrapped around me, writhing as she screams her release, keeps me standing.

      When the pleasure finally ebbs enough for me to breathe, I pant and lean against her back for a minute.

      “Holy fuck, Zakhar. Was that some kind of crazed Russian sex magic?” she rasps out.

      I laugh but groan when she tightens around me. “No, malishka, that’s me.”

      “Yeah, okay, when I can move, we are doing that again.”

      Smacking her ass, I smirk as I throw myself into the chair naked and sweaty, my cock half-mast and coated in her cream. I grin at her as she struggles to stay on her feet. “Now, finish showing me the dresses, Iris, so I can rip them off you later.”
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      NIKOLAY

      I storm away, the demons chasing me. My anger is getting the best of me. I wanted to hurt her, use her, and kill her. I wanted to paint my demons across her skin until they burned her alive. If Alexi hadn’t walked in, I might have killed her.

      I should have.

      She’s trying to kill us, he knows that.

      Why is he protecting her?

      She’s a fucking Kelly.

      A fucking traitor…

      So then why am I still remembering the way she felt against me? The way she so prettily fought back?

      Fuck!

      I don’t even see where I’m going until I find myself in an alley, acting like the monster my father made me.

      Father…

      The bastard.

      He made this treaty. He brought her to us. It was yet another way to hurt his children. She’s willing to break the treaty, so we should be too. She’s the enemy now, no matter how pretty she is, but I want her so badly, I can barely breathe, needing to keep her scent in my lungs. I want to keep the feel of her in palms, so I curl them to hold onto the warmth, but it slips away like everything else.

      Leaving me cold and angry.

      At her.

      At him.

      At everything.

      I do the only thing I’m good at—I destroy. I smash my fists into the wet cement wall over and over, watching it crack and crumble. My skin splits, but the sharp pain only adds to my fury instead of making it recede. I watch my blood drip down my knuckles, but it still isn’t enough. It will never be enough until I taste her death.

      Until she is gone and the temptation with her.

      Until I’m back to my normal, cold life.

      Turning with a roar, I kick at a garbage bin, and it rolls farther into the alley as I rage. I throw shit, punch, and kick, trying to get the pain to pierce the fog and bring me back from the edge she pushed me to. I try not to be the man my father was, but it’s no use.

      The anger is too much, and mixed with the lust, I become lost to it.

      I don’t even see my brother. I hear his steps and his voice, but I can’t stop myself. When he stops behind me, I turn and smash my fist into his face repeatedly. On the third hit, he falls back, reaching up to staunch the blood running from his nose. His expression transforms from sibling worry to my father’s anger, and suddenly, it’s him before me.

      Not my brother.

      I’m not a scared child anymore, I won’t let him hurt me.

      I strike out again, but he hits back, knocking me into the wall with a grunt. The next few minutes are spent dodging swings and kicks. The bloodshed and calculated movements slowly bring me back, and when he lands a blow that has my head hitting the wall, it knocks some sense into me.

      It’s Alexi.

      My brother, not him.

      I’m still angry at him, though, so I keep swinging. “We should kill her,” I seethe.

      “Glad you can talk again.” He grunts, ducking an oncoming punch. “I thought I lost you there for a moment.”

      “She’s the enemy!” I yell.

      “She is our wife,” he replies calmly, skipping back a few steps to avoid my next punch as he kicks out. I smack his leg away, and he winces but circles me like I am him. “We need to stop this. We need to keep the treaty alive—”

      “Fuck the treaty!” I scream.

      “We need it! I hate that he was right, but we need it!” he yells angrily.

      “You are blinded by her pussy,” I sneer, wiping my face as I continue to circle him like prey, looking for weaknesses.

      “I am not! I am trying to keep this family together and alive like I always have. You have always trusted me, so do not stop now, brother. I know what I’m doing.”

      “You are protecting her! Admit it! If she were anyone else, you would have ordered me to kill her!” I sneer, ducking his wild swing.

      “Yes! Okay!” He throws his hands in the air. “I would, but this is different. Trust me, brother. She won’t kill us, we won’t let her. We’ll find out who wants her to, and then we will kill them and keep the treaty alive. Think logically for once,” he demands as I kick him back into the other wall. He grunts but quickly recovers. My heart isn’t in it anymore, I’m more focused on the verbal fight.

      “And her?” I snarl, landing a punch to his shoulder. His eyes narrow, but he kicks me back, not injuring or killing, just defending.

      “We keep her alive, protect her, cherish her, and make her ours, just like we promised. You don’t have to like it, but you have to do it,” he snaps. “It’s my final order. I run this family, not you—”

      “Only because you were Daddy’s favorite.”

      “Because I earned it,” he yells in my face, his eyes wild and lips twisted in hate. “I killed. I stole. I endured and survived to keep us alive and protect you both.” He leans back, holding his hands up. “I won’t fight you anymore, brother. You don’t have to believe me. Keep extra close watch on her if you will, but give me time to figure this out. I will find a way that will keep us all alive and together. That’s all I’m asking—for you to put the family before your blind hatred.”

      Fists clenched, I slide down the wall at his side. We sit side by side. My anger evaporates as quickly as it came. The things I said to him… They weren’t all lies, but they weren’t kind. I know what he has gone through to keep us safe. He protects me from enemies and from the law for what I am. Without him, I would be locked up or sentenced to death for being the monster I am. This life is what I know, this is who I am. I need to kill and hurt. Without them?

      I would be nothing.

      He’s right—we need each other. I’ve always trusted him, and he’s earned the benefit of the doubt, even if I don’t like it.

      “Fine, but I’m still pissed you didn’t tell me,” I snarl and smack him, making his head jerk to the side.

      He laughs, blood running from his lip as he runs his tongue over his teeth. “I’m still pissed you’re an idiot,” he retorts and punches me back.

      I laugh before we share a secret smile. It’s our way of saying sorry. Blood covers us, as does bruises and dirt, yet we laugh and we don’t stop.

      “I missed you, brother,” he says, clapping my shoulder.

      “I missed you too.” I finally grin.

      The fog that has filled our lives peels back until we are raw and real. Yes, it hurts, and yes, it’s emotional…but she did this.

      She brought us back to life.

      “So what do we really do?” I ask, my eyes closed as I assess my injuries.

      I feel his relief that I’m trusting him, that I’m letting him deal with this. “Leave it to me, brother. She won’t kill us, not with her brothers’ lives on the line, but it means you need to stay away from her. For good. You two are volatile together. Someone will end up dead. Though if you manage to let that little girl kill you, I might not even be angry.”

      “Shut up,” I mutter, then sigh. “Fine, I trust you in this, for now. If it goes too far, I will kill her to keep our family safe.”

      “Understood.” He nods and stands, offering me his hand. “Come on, brother, let’s go make sure she hasn’t killed Zakhar.” His smile lets me know he doesn’t mean it.

      I lay my hand in his, and he helps me to my feet, dusting rock off my shoulders. Despite me being bigger and taller, it makes me feel like a child again for a moment, watching my older brother protect me from hits.

      Just then, his phone rings, splitting the silence that stretches on. He answers it, his eyes still on me, and I nod to let him know I’m back and that I’m okay. The famous Volkov mist has lifted. I’m not a danger anymore. We never fight, we always stand together. She’s changing things, and I need to keep a handle on that so we can be a united front like always. Volkovs stand together.

      He grunts, and when he hangs up, his grin is downright menacing. “They have the man waiting for you. Go take it out on him. I will get our brother and wife.”

      The smile that curves my lips matches his.

      “Gladly,” I purr, the allure of bloodshed making everything else disappear.

      Except the taste of her on my lips.
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      ALEXI

      I leave Nikolay to find his own way back. He’s a big boy, and after our heart-to-heart, he will need the space to build up his walls—not to mention prepare for his new plaything.

      The glee glinting in his eyes was almost enough for even me to fear him. At least it will give him an outlet while also getting us the answers we need. I don’t like puzzles, especially when I’m missing the pieces, and at the moment, I seem to be stuck in a never-ending game where I’m one step behind. It all started when Iris got here, but I’m not mad at that. Our life had grown predictable. No one stood in our way, and if they did, I easily outmaneuvered them with little effort or thought.

      But not her.

      She’s a sexy as hell enigma.

      It doesn’t mean I won’t put a bullet in her brain if she tries to kill my brothers again. She gets one more warning. It doesn’t matter that she makes my cold dead heart pump. They come first, always.

      Speeding up my strides, I hurry to the store. The only sign of my concern for my brother is the tightness in my shoulders, which soon disappears as I rip back the curtain.

      If the scandalized, red faces of the shop assistants didn’t tell me enough, the scene I find when I walk in would. My brother smiles widely, his face sweaty and red, and Iris, my wife, smirks, looking satisfied and relaxed.

      Jealousy pours through me, warring with possessiveness, and it makes my next words biting. “Time to go, sweetheart. Sort out your freshly fucked hair.” I turn and wait for them out front, reminding myself I pushed her at him and that I’m supposed to share.

      But for the first time ever, I don’t want to.

      I want something for myself, not for the Volkovs.

      I didn’t know seeing her with him would affect me so much, and I hate it. I hate that when my brother comes out with his arm around her, whispering in her ear, that I want to rip him away and beat him until he never looks at her again. It’s only when she meets my eyes, noticing my turbulent emotions and frowning, that I get myself under control. I turn away to pay for the items I picked out.

      A hand touches my back, and I stiffen as an arm slides around my waist. “Thank you for the clothes,” she whispers in my ear, nipping the lobe. “Next time, fuck me yourself if you don’t want to feel jealous. Want me to go back in there and get on my knees for you, husband?”

      Her teasing words bring me back from the edge, showing me how ridiculous my jealousy is. “Maybe later, little flower. I have other things planned.”

      “Like what?” she asks curiously as she leans away.

      Zakhar is behind me, looking worried, so I nod to let him know we are okay. I don’t want to hurt my brother, who looks so happy. “Come on, we have something to deal with at home.” I hold my hand out to her, and she takes it without hesitation, but just as Zakhar starts to frown, she takes his as well and pulls us from the shop, leaving us both staring after her, bewildered and a little amused.

      “Well, come on then.”

      Back in the car, I let her curl into my side, wrapping my arm around her as she gazes out of the window. I meet Zakhar’s eyes, and it’s only when I follow his gaze that I realize I’m stroking her thigh and holding her close. His eyes come back to mine, and he doesn’t look angry but…happy?

      Disgust fills me at the vile thoughts I had about my loving brother. He wants nothing more than for us to be a happy family. I’m a selfish bastard, a fucking suka who doesn’t deserve him or her, but I’ll never let either walk away.

      Not now.

      Not ever.
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      Once we reach the casino, I pull her from the car and slip through the main floor to the elevator. I ignore my staff and the stares and the requests for pictures. Zakhar follows, smoothing things over, and once inside, he turns to me. “What’s wrong?”

      “We have a visitor,” is all I say.

      His expression shifts into a cold, indifferent mask, but not before he flicks a look at Iris. “Let’s take her back to our rooms.”

      “Yeah, let’s not talk about me like I’m not here.” She huffs, punching my side. “A visitor? Is that where Niko is?”

      I was debating locking her in our rooms, but that one question about my brother changes my mind. I need to kill her fascination with him and end this dance they are moving through once and for all. I have to save him, her, and our family from death.

      “She needs to see,” is all I tell Zakhar.

      I can tell he wants to argue, but after one look at me, he knows better. He slumps and turns in resignation. I can almost taste his pain. He is worried that once she sees, she will run. I know she won’t. There is more to our little wife than meets the eye, and I know she can handle this, but it might finally make her view Niko with wary detachment, which is what I need to keep us all alive.

      I press and hold the button that will take us below the casino to the very last floor. It’s one we built especially for him—or my father, per se—one no one can enter or exit other than the Volkovs. If you do enter…well, do not expect to leave in anything but a coffin.

      Once the doors open, Iris looks up at me, her gaze assessing. She touches her body as if seeking a weapon before she realizes she doesn’t have one. “Is this where you try to kill me and hide my body?”

      “Don’t be silly. If I were going to kill you, I would have done it already.” I snort, touching her back to escort her out. “You are a Volkov now, little flower. It’s time you understood what that means. It’s not just about the shiny city above us, but how we maintain our name and control. It’s time you understand who you married,” I warn, my voice dark and deadly.

      The corridor is barely lit. Niko says it helps his eyes. The sconces are dimmed, emitting just enough light to see the marble floor. There are no doors other than the double, soundproof metal ones at the very end.

      She doesn’t hesitate, and she doesn’t even seem scared. Her chin is held high as she walks at my side. I could be leading her anywhere, but she doesn’t seem fazed by that. It’s as if she’s willing to go with the flow and expect the unexpected.

      It only makes me want her more.

      Most take one look down here and just know. They can feel the souls we damned screaming for them to run. Not Iris. Not our wife. She walks through the souls of those we have killed as if she’s walking toward dinner and not death.

      When we reach the door, I rap my knuckles on the metal, listening to the booming sound. There is nothing but silence before the door opens, emitting nothing but darkness and heavy breathing. Stepping inside, I lead Iris in. She takes in every inch, scanning for weaknesses and threats. Her eyes are narrowed in concentration, not fear.

      Not even when she sees what hangs on the walls or the man waiting in chains.

      The door shuts behind us with a bang, and she jolts slightly, turning to see Niko. I follow her gaze. He’s cloaked in darkness, only half of his body and face visible. His scarred, tattooed hands unhurriedly play with a length of rope as he watches her.

      “Brother,” I murmur. “Begin. Iris will be staying to watch. She needs to understand who we are.” He knows what lies under my words, I see it in the narrowing of his eyes.

      She needs to see who he is, what he is, and what he would do to her, so she will stop pushing him. One day, the devil that lives in my brother will push back and claim her soul.

      She doesn’t look away from him. There’s a dare in her eyes, and only when he turns away does she look back at the room. I watch Niko as he slips through the darkness, his gaze remaining on the man with each purposeful step he takes. He’s knocked out at the moment, his hands chained to the metal chair that’s bolted to the floor. Behind the chair is a table holding rags and buckets, while the walls display all of Niko’s toys.

      He collected many of them himself, but my father gave him a few, showing Niko how effective they were on his skin.

      I still don’t know how he’s happy down here, the very same place where our father broke him and remade him into the monster he is. The madness that fills his brain and the cold death in his eyes are more pronounced here, as if this is his lair and we are the invaders which, in a way, we are.

      Zakhar is near the door, his face stern, but I can tell by the tightness around his eyes that he would rather be anywhere else. Where we relish bloodshed, pain, and death, our brother prefers to seduce it out of our enemies and play word games. He likes dominating and destroying them in other ways. He never did have the penchant for violence like we have. Instead, he reminds me of my mother, Anaya. He’s smart and shrewd, playing the long game.

      Placing my hand on her back so she doesn’t wander, I direct Iris to the back wall and hold her there so she doesn’t move but can see everything. The man shouldn’t notice us past Niko, which is the way I like it.

      This is about more than a threat to my wife, after all. It’s about the protection of our family.

      “Do not speak, do not scream,” I murmur as I lean down. “You will watch and remain silent. Is that understood, little flower?”

      “You know I don’t do well with rules,” she teases, but I grab her throat, forcing her back into the wall as I glare at her.

      “In this you will. If you want to survive as a Volkov, you will learn there are some rules that cannot be broken. This is Niko’s house. In here, he’s the devil himself, and you don’t piss off the devil, little flower. I can only protect you so far,” I whisper. “If you ruin our chance at extracting information, you will find yourself in that chair. Do we understand each other?”

      “Alexi,” Zakhar hisses in displeasure.

      I don’t look away from her as her eyes narrow and her lips thin. “Understood,” she concedes after I squeeze her throat.

      “Good girl.” I lean down and kiss her in reward, reminding her we might deal in pain but also pleasure, and she picks which she wants with her actions.

      She can be rewarded, or she can be punished.

      A slight groan pierces the air, so I release her and lean back next to her, watching the man in the chair struggle to wake up. His head hangs down, his dark hair almost the same color as ink. His hands form claws as he breathes raggedly, no doubt trying to piece together what has happened and where he is.

      “Playing dead won’t do you any good,” Niko calls from the dark behind the man, but his eyes are on us…on Iris. “I can smell your fear.”

      “Or maybe that’s just your fucking Russian stench,” the man spits out, his voice dark and rough.

      Niko chuckles, and the sound sends a shiver through me. There is no amusement in his tone—no, it screams of the pain to be had. “So you know who we are. Good, that saves me introductions. I hate those. Instead, let us get right to it.”

      “I wish you would.” He sighs, rolling his head to the back of the chair as he looks into the shadows.

      “Who are you?” Niko asks.

      “Peter fucking Pan,” the man retorts with a grin.

      I don’t even see my brother move before he appears in front of the man. The rope goes around his throat, and Niko squeezes. The man’s eyes bug out as he struggles in the chair, but he’s unable to move, his mouth opening in an attempt to suck in air.

      Niko leans in. “I don’t do well with games. You will answer every question we have. I have days to break you. But I’m betting it will take hours. Some last minutes. Please don’t. I love it when you fight, when you struggle. Your screams and surrender will make it that much sweeter, and it’s been far too long since I’ve gotten to play with all the goodies down here. So hold out. All it will mean is your pain. Everybody breaks eventually, and you will be no different. You can decide how much pain you will endure before then.” Releasing him, Niko steps back. “I will ask again—what is your name?”

      The man coughs and chokes. I look at Iris, watching her and not my brother. Her eyes are wide, and I see fear there. Good. She’s finally getting it.

      Niko can’t be saved.

      He doesn’t want to be.

      He likes being damned.

      He likes being the devil, and if she steps into his clutches one more time, he will steal her away into her darkness, where not even I can reach her.

      “Wendy.” The man coughs.

      There’s a scream, but she doesn’t flinch, and my appreciation for the woman at my side goes up.

      “Your name,” Niko asks again calmly.

      “Fuck you.”

      More screaming. “Your name,” my brother repeats. He’s right, the man will break, they always do, but he’s already lasted longer than most. Looking back, I see Niko behind the man, holding a dripping pike in his hand, which he tosses to the table.

      “Fuck you,” the man snarls through bloody, gritted teeth.

      “Very well,” Niko replies and steps back, but the glee in his voice has Zakhar leaving without a backwards glance, knowing what is coming. He still struggles with morality, with his soul, unlike us sinners.

      For the next hour, I stand silently by Iris’ side as she watches Niko work the man over using pliers, electric shocks, choking, stabbing, and even needles, and all we get are his screams.

      Impressive.

      I’m just watching Niko break every bone in his left leg with a hammer when my phone rings. Pulling it from my pocket, I glance at the screen and sigh, knowing I need to take this. The number is unsaved, but I remember it from the day of my wedding when he gave me a warning. Iris’ father is probably calling to check on his precious flower. Pocketing it, I look at Iris and the pain on her face. “Do not move from this spot. Do not speak.”

      “Yes, sir,” she taunts as I narrow my eyes.

      “I will be very annoyed if I come back and Niko has killed you.”

      She rolls her eyes but nods. I step away from the wall, and to Niko, I say, “I have to take this call. She will be staying. Leave her out of it and get me that information.” I look at the man and smirk. “Call me when he breaks.”

      I turn and leave, shutting the doors to our torture room and locking Iris inside with the devil.
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      IRIS

      I return my gaze to Niko for a second, watching him prowl around the man like a deadly predator hunting its prey, and that’s exactly what the man is—prey. My heart is racing, and fear pollutes my usual calm confidence, but not because of Nikolay. Not because of the monster that fills this room with so much power, I’m almost choking on it. No, it’s because of the man he has in the chains.

      A familiar man.

      His eyes slid to me for only a second when Nikolay wasn’t watching, but it was enough. He recognized me, and the slight smirk that crawled up his lips tells me he was here because of me.

      Fuck.

      Panic winds through me, knowing what that means. My emotions are wild and turbulent, yet it all fades when Nikolay looks at me. All that fear, all that panic transforms into something else. Something more.

      Nikolay.

      His name is silent on my tongue. I don’t utter it, even if I’m the only one who seems to go toe-to-toe with this man, because right now, I’m trapped.

      Sparks almost lick at my skin as his eyes turn to me. The force nearly bows my back, even as it locks me in place. The power and fury rolling off of him in waves almost steals my breath, even as my nipples stand at attention and my thighs clench. It’s all from a look, then he turns away and I can breathe again. Slumping into the wall, I raise my hand to my pounding heart.

      This man might be human, but he feels like so much more. He feels like death himself. I can almost feel his ice-cold fury against my skin, even as my thighs turn slick with arousal. I’ve never shied away from death. In fact, I enjoy it.

      I enjoy killing, enjoy looking into their eyes as their soul leaves their body. I like watching everything that makes them human so easily being snuffed away. That power, that feeling, is addictive, dark, and deadly. Niko is that feeling tenfold. He doesn’t just wield death, he is death.

      I want to fall to my knees and beg him to let me feel just a touch of that depravity, so I can ride that fine edge between life and death. I never wanted sweet nothings and love. I always wanted this.

      I could die, but giving myself over willingly and knowing the pleasure it holds? Bliss. Niko might be the Volkov monster, he might be the big fucking bad of this world, but I want him so badly, it hurts.

      I shouldn’t. I should run.

      The closer I get, the more I know I’m walking toward my inevitable end. We will explode into flames, destroying us both, and yet I can’t help it. Like my path is destined to twine with his, the world shifts every time he looks at me.

      I feel it with Alexi and Zakhar too. Each call to a part of me.

      Alexi appeals to the fighter.

      Zakhar allures to the lover.

      Nikolay?

      He calls to the depraved, vile, twisted part of my being that normal people hide from existence. I never hide from pain. I embrace it and every fucked-up part that comes with it.

      As Niko moves to something in the back of the room, my eyes return to the man in shackles. The look he’s giving me chills me to the bone. It’s knowing and empty. I knew this day was coming. I told myself I was just biding my time, but it was a dirty little lie.

      I should hate the Volkovs.

      I should want them dead.

      But I don’t.

      I want to curl up into their madness and let them have me. I want to let them destroy me and feel the pleasure they offer with every knowing look. I want to be theirs.

      I failed, and he’s the reaper who’s come to deliver my sentence.

      I stare back, my usual cool, collected nature nowhere to be found. It hasn’t been for a long time, ever since I crashed into their lives. It’s as if they stole my ability to react, to keep people at arm’s length and shut them out. They destroyed every guard I have. It doesn’t help with this man watching me.

      My client.

      Or at least someone who works for them.

      I never take on anyone blindly. I tell them they will remain anonymous, but I struggle to trust anyone, and you never know when someone will try to fuck you over, so I always dig. I pull back layers, gathering blackmail evidence in case they try to turn on me. This man right here is the one who called the anonymous line at the library to hire me. His picture is imprinted on my brain from my research. It all came back to him, but I know someone else was pulling the strings. I should have dug deeper, but honestly, when the hit came not a month before my wedding, I was relieved.

      I had already planned to kill the Volkovs for my father and go down in a blaze of glory, but this gave me an out. I could gain money and a fresh start for a dead woman, for a ghost. I was too eager, too stupid, and too blind, and now it’s coming back to bite me in the ass. If he’s here, either Niko and Alexi know or will find out, and then I’m dead.

      Not to mention my client will kill me too.

      An assassin doesn’t go back on their jobs, it’s the only rule. Otherwise, it makes me fair game to everyone.

      I’m a dead woman walking.

      But I’m used to enemies, fear, and surviving. My brain finally kicks in, working through scenarios, like how to get me out of this life, plans, and counter moves. It’s about survival now. I drag my gaze away from him long enough to notice what Nikolay is doing. It almost makes me sag in relief as well as shiver with panic. He’s determined to break this man and get the information in his head. I can’t let that happen, but if I step in now, he won’t just kill this man, he will kill me too.

      I need to play the game, even if my opponent is the devil. It’s not like I’m an angel, I’m willing to get my hands dirty.

      Niko comes back, and without looking at me, he unlocks the man’s shackles. Like he predicted it, the man springs to life, stumbling away, but Niko is faster, stronger, and deadlier. His fist smashes into the man’s face, knocking him out with barely any effort. He catches him as he falls and tosses him over his shoulder like he weighs nothing.

      Damn, he could throw me around like that.

      I move after them, winding through the dark like the ghost I am, stopping before the chair as Niko lays the man on a silver medical table and ties his hands and wrists. It’s tilted at a slight angle, and when he grabs four buckets, lays them next to him, and grabs a towel, I know what he is going to do.

      Yet my eyes go to the restraints, wondering if he would use them on me. Would he tie me down and torture me with that wicked tongue and those scarred killer hands?

      “Wake up,” he demands in an abhorrent tone, slapping him. The man’s head jerks to the side with the force. He groans but doesn’t wake, so Niko throws some freezing water on him. The man sputters a scream, his eyes shooting open and looking around. “Let’s begin again.” Without even asking a question, he covers the man’s face with the towel and begins to pour the water over it.

      I know what it feels like.

      It happened to me before.

      The utter terror, the screaming lungs, and the water that makes it impossible to get in any air. The towel clings to your skin, slowly suffocating you. The panic and pain that explode through your body with each drop of water that rains down like an ice-cold bullet. They take you to the brink of death before they let you suck in a small breath, only to do it over and over.

      Until you are drowning.

      I turn away for a moment, my hand going to my throat like I can feel their hands there again. It had been my plan, my idea, to get captured. There was no other way into the warlord’s compound to extract the prisoners. It was my and my mentor’s first and last job together before I realized I didn’t want to save people

      I wanted to kill them.

      I expected torture and questions, but what they did to me down in that dark, damp cave clings to my skin even now. I never told my mentor what truly happened there before I managed to escape and execute part of my plan. He could see it in my eyes though.

      When I came out of that jungle, I was a changed woman. That feral part of yourself that you find in the darkest of times to survive…it filled me. I was brutal, mad, and angry.

      We finished our mission, however, and were paid handsomely, but I drowned myself in death. I returned and killed every single bastard who laid a hand on me. I bathed in their blood and reveled in their screams, but it still wasn’t enough.

      I was cold and empty, like I had died on the table they strapped me to, but the day I walked down the aisle and met their eyes, life finally came back into me.

      The man struggles and the towel slips free. With a snarl, Niko searches the room, his gaze landing on me, where I’m clutching the back of the chair. “Come here,” he orders. I’m moving before I realize it. His voice wraps around me, the order sinking under my skin like I would do anything to obey him. “Now, Iris, do not make me ask again. If you want to be part of this family, then you will hold this towel. You will not move. You will dirty your hands with our enemy’s blood. A Volkov never turns away, a Volkov never falters. A Volkov does what it takes, always.” The words sound rehearsed, no doubt due to their bastard father.

      “Are you one of us, Iris?” He holds the towel out to me.

      A challenge.

      A test.

      One I can’t fail.

      He’s already looking at me like I’m a traitor, like he’s waiting for an excuse to kill me. An intricate web of lies wraps around me as I balance on the chessboard, trying to survive this, but by doing so, I’m plunging myself deeper into their world.

      What is one more life?

      The fact that it doesn’t even faze me should scare me, but it doesn’t. I will always do what it takes to survive. I won’t give him an excuse to doubt me, to turn on me. Stepping around the chair, I take the towel, sliding my fingers across his hand as I do so. I almost grin in triumph when his eyes flare with hunger and goose bumps rise on his skin.

      Lingering there for a moment longer, I meet his hungry eyes, letting him see everything but the fear. Whatever he sees reflected in my emerald depths has him inhaling and stepping toward me. His booted feet meet the tips of mine. He’s massive, and yet facing him, I feel nothing but pleasure. I let a cruel smile tip up my lips.

      The twisted part of me comes out to play when I drag my hand down his chest as his eyes track my every movement like he intends to either kill or fuck me. I’d be okay with either. “Next time, I’ll let you put those chains on me.”

      “You wouldn’t survive me.” The shocking whisper makes me hesitate a little. There’s so much truth, so much pain, and the desire to watch me die. He wants to feel my pain and pleasure. Niko can’t decide if he wants my death or my body more, and I’m right there with him.

      Enemy, I remind myself, yet my body no longer cares. My nipples harden, almost begging for his touch as I step closer and rub myself along his solid body. My pussy pulses as I visualize his wicked nature being unleashed on me. My body doesn’t care that we should hate him, that we should have killed him.

      It wants him.

      I want him almost more than I want to breathe. He consumes everything, like a hurricane, and I’m standing in the eye of the storm. The wind whips around me, brutal and cutting. “Want to bet?” I retort, and before I do something stupid like kiss this killer, I step past him, bringing us both back down to earth. The tempest around us that seems to exist when we get too close breaks, leaving us both breathing heavily.

      Like moths to a flame.

      He watches me as I stop at the head of the man who could end it all for me. He could kill me before I escape with just one word, and a sick part of me actually enjoys it as I twist the edges of the towel and stretch it tight across his face. His eyes narrow in anger before I cover them, the hiss through his teeth the only sign of his fury. All the while, Niko watches me, hunting for weakness, trying to figure me out as he steps up to the table.

      He pours another bucket right over the man’s face.

      The water is cold as Niko splashes it over the towel and the man turns and twists. I grit my teeth as I bend lower and hold tighter. Our eyes lock as the man chokes and screams between us.

      He’s being tortured, and yet I never look away from Niko’s black eyes.

      I know he sees the hunger and glee I feel for death and screams.

      I know when he realizes I’m just like him—broken, fucked up, and thriving on death.

      I feed on it.

      His head recoils slightly, but unlike the usual fear I see, understanding blooms in his gaze, and with a small tip of his lips, he moves closer, pouring the water right over the man’s mouth. Niko’s lips almost touch mine.

      “I thought he would be the only one getting wet, but that’s not right, is it, princess?” he mocks, slanting his mouth over mine like he would kiss me. I still, not even daring to move, like it will break this moment and he will step away. I want this. I want to taste the death that lives on his lips. “You love it. I can see it in your eyes. You love his screams. You love watching him suffer and feeling his death under your hands. Your dark little heart relishes the blood, but you like the fight just as much, don’t you, princess? Watching, being watched, turns you on.”

      My heart pounds frantically, and my chest heaves as I stare into his black eyes that see right down to my depraved little soul. “Yes,” I whisper. It’s one word, but it holds a wealth of meaning, and then I do what I always do—take what I want.

      I press my lips to his.

      I taste the cool touch of death before it warms from my touch. He’s still for a moment before, with a soul-destroying groan, he drops the bucket. The sound of it crashing to the floor barely registers as he grips my chin and slides his hand down my throat, where he pulls my head back to a painful angle, and then he takes over.

      The kiss turns feral.

      Cruel.

      It’s all crashing teeth and lips, and I fight back, biting and licking. All my previous lovers struggled to keep up. I had to dampen my need and go slow, but Niko urges me on, biting until I taste my own blood before he pulls back. My head spins, and as I peer into his face only inches away, I know I’m fucked.

      “I knew you would taste like death,” he whispers, lapping at the blood on my lip before pulling back. “I knew you would like it rough. Tell me, princess, have any of the little boys who came before me ever kissed you like that? Have they even been able to keep up? Because after tasting the desire on your lips, I am thinking that maybe it’s not me who’s the monster here.” He steps back into the darkness, leaving me panting for air.

      Blood drips down my chin, landing on the man below.

      My world is shifting because he’s right.

      No one has kept up with me before, not like the Volkovs. Not only do they keep up, but they also push me higher, rougher, and harder. They want the darkest, deepest parts of me that I keep locked away, even from my family.

      The monster of the Kellys.

      My brothers are legendary killers.

      Me? I’m a ghost, and I like it like that because it hides the truth.

      It hides the creature within, one I couldn’t control if it came down to it. At the first taste of blood on a blade, I was changed forever, and now I am again with one taste of him.

      My devil.

      The man sputters, so I drop the towel and look down at his wet face, feeling nothing but pleasure.

      The room is silent except for his breathing as I work through the storm inside of me. I try to find that hard-won coolness, but with one kiss, Niko has ripped that from me and he knows it. The hair on the back of my neck rises as he stalks around the shadows, and then he’s behind me. His body presses against my back, letting me feel every inch of his desire against the base of my spine.

      He enjoys controlling death.

      “I have a feeling, princess, that before this is through, you will either kill me or damn me. I don’t know which is worse,” he whispers.

      He’s right, I feel it too. Swallowing, I lean back into him, taunting him. “Wouldn’t it be fun though?” I grin, meeting his eyes as we stand in the dark together.

      “No one would survive it,” he murmurs, and like the ghost they call me, he slips back into the dark, leaving me reaching after him. The desire inside of me only burns brighter.

      Fucked. I’m so fucked.
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      I fade into the background after, still trying to stop myself from storming over there and finishing what we started. I want to prove him wrong and argue that it wouldn’t be death, but I don’t, because the man starts to talk and I panic.

      He says nothing of consequence, just more taunts, and Niko starts to lose his patience. His attacks become more brutal and less strategic. He feeds on the man’s screams. Alexi was right, he will break, so I need to get to him first.

      But how?

      Like luck is on my side, there’s a bang on the door and a guard sticks his head in, the first I’ve ever seen or heard of anyone else down here. His eyes are wide with terror, like he wouldn’t rather be anywhere else. In fact, I think he might pee. I tilt my head and watch him, curious if he will, especially when Niko snarls and storms over to the man.

      “You know not to disturb me.”

      “Sorry, sir, but your brother requests—wants you,” he rushes out, trying to back away, but Niko matches him step for step.

      “Is that right?”

      “Yes, sir.” The guard licks his lips, looking around for help. His gaze goes to the man before he shivers.

      Stepping closer, I press my hand to Niko’s back. He spins on me, but I don’t falter. “You better go. You know Alexi will only come down here and take it out on both of us.”

      His eyes narrow as he tries to work out my plan. “Watch this door. She does not leave,” he snaps at the guard before marching past him, sending him flying into the door. Once he’s gone, the man’s eyes shoot to me with a pitying look before he shuts the door, undoubtedly guarding it.

      Little does he know, I just got exactly what I wanted.

      Rushing over to the man, I slap John’s face hard until he focuses on me. “What are you doing here?” I demand, glancing at the door. Niko won’t be long, and if he finds me talking to him, I’m dead.

      Smirking, he spits blood at my feet. His eyes are filled with laughter, despite the fact he will die here. He won’t give away his master, but he will happily betray me just for shits and giggles. “You think I didn’t want to be here?” He laughs roughly, his voice broken from the torture. I jerk back as he leans closer, laughing so hard, blood splatters me. “I’m here to deliver a message.” He sobers. “To you.”

      He was captured on purpose. Fuck.

      “My employer saw you with them. They are angry. They feel you have betrayed your deal. Please allow me to repeat the exact message.” Licking his bloody, cracked lips, he says, “‘You are weak. Pathetic. I heard good things about you. I was wrong, and now you will feel my wrath for double-crossing me. You will die alongside the Volkov pigs you clearly sided with. I will ruin everything you hold dear until you beg for the end. We are coming for you. My man here is a simple messenger to let you know we can get to you at anytime, anywhere, and you will never be safe. Try to disappear, Ghost, but we will never stop hunting you. You are a dead woman.’”

      My heart stops as I stare into his eyes while he laughs maniacally. I know he means every word. Whoever is in charge, whoever ordered the hit, won’t stop until I’m dead, the Volkovs too, and this man is the first blow. He’s here not just to deliver the message and prove their power, but also to show their savagery. They sent him here to die, proving they are willing to do anything, lose anything.

      I have no choice anymore, no second chances. This is about survival.

      I need to stop them before they get me. I need to hunt the hunter, but first… I step closer.

      I can’t let him tell Niko. I need the element of surprise. I need time, and I need their trust for now. I hear the elevator and know I don’t have time to waste.

      “I’m coming for them too.” I smirk as I step closer again. “Any last words?”

      “I’ll see you in hell, bitch.”

      “No doubt we will burn together.” I grin as I wrap my hands around his neck. Just as I hear booted feet and the door starts to open, I snap his neck. Niko’s presence washes over me, lighting me up as I watch the life drain from the man’s eyes and I step back, turning to him with an innocent smile.

      “He tried to kill me.”

      His eyes lock on me, and then he’s coming toward me like a freight train. I don’t struggle as he grabs me and throws me into the wall. I tumble down it with a groan before getting to my feet, and then he’s before me once more, wrapping his hand around my throat.

      I don’t fight, I relax.

      “Liar,” he whispers as he leans into me.

      My heart finally skips a beat.
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      NIKOLAY

      Fury pounds through me until I can’t see past it. I can’t control my hand from squeezing and draining the life from her as I stare into her mesmerizing eyes. Ignoring the desire that pounds through my body, I tighten my grip, tasting the lie in the air. She had been calm and collected. It wasn’t a panic kill. It wasn’t self-preservation.

      She killed him.

      Why?

      “You didn’t scream or ask for help,” I hiss, seething that she took away my kill. “You killed him.”

      “We both know that’s what I am. I’m a killer like you. I wouldn’t let that insult stand.” She gasps, but she still doesn’t struggle.

      “But you aren’t stupid, you knew we needed him. What game are you playing?” I demand.

      “No game.” She narrows her eyes. “Was going to kill me.” Her words are muffled, and her face is turning purple, so I release her a bit.

      My mistake.

      She raises her legs and uses the wall to break my hold, flipping over me before landing on her knees, coughing. I advance on her, toying with her. I could end it whenever, and she knows it. She might be strong, but I could drain the life from her with one snap of my fingers. Plus, she’s addicted to it as much as I’m addicted to the brand of madness that coats my skin whenever she touches or looks at me.

      “I’m not lying, Nikolay,” she defends as we circle each other.

      “Yes you are,” I reply, feinting left, but she sees it and spins away from my hands. My lips twitch as my cock hardens, enjoying our game. It will be so fucking sweet when I catch her and torture the information from her.

      “Alexi will be back, and he won’t be happy,” she warns, trying a different angle, all while attempting to get to the door.

      “Alexi will understand me torturing the truth from you, little liar.”

      Cracking her neck, she grins at me. “Well, this is about to get fun. Don’t say I didn’t give you a way out,” she says before leaping at me.

      We tumble to the floor as she sweeps my leg out before rolling over me, trapping me with a knee on either side of my head. Eyes narrowed, I turn and bite her thigh hard. She cries out, but it… It’s more in ecstasy than agony. I look up to see her eyes hooded and heated as she rolls her hips.

      “I bite back,” she warns with a wink. “You’re going to have to try harder to torture me. I love pain, Niko,” she murmurs.

      Throwing her off me, I roll us and pin her face down on the floor, holding her arms behind her back as she pants. “You. Do. Not. Call. Me. That,” I seethe, punctuating each word by thrusting her arms higher until it hurts, but she rubs against me like a cat in heat, moaning.

      I push her away quickly. Not in disgust, but because my cock jerked, wanting to explore what else she could handle. Those dark desires for my wife rear their ugly heads stronger than before. I’m walking a line, and if I fall, she will die.

      I need her too much. I wouldn’t be able to control it.

      Alexi was right.

      I scramble back, chest heaving, as I battle my instincts, but then she sits up and moves. I track her like a predator. My head hangs down, and my hands remain clenched on the floor as I watch her roll to her feet, her eyes filled with curiosity and desire as she observes me.

      “I didn’t even get started or hurt you,” she muses, stepping closer. I track her every movement as she walks close enough to grab—a dangerous place to be.

      That mist that coats my desire rolls through me like ink, clinging to my skin, flowing across my brain, and quieting all my protests. With it comes a familiar anger.

      A need.

      For pain.

      For death.

      Hers.

      She’s a fool—either she doesn’t see her death in my eyes or she isn’t scared. Usually they try to run, scream, and beg for forgiveness. They all come here for one reason or another. They think they can change me, they are curious, or they need money.

      I warn them before they enter my lair, but they never listen, and it’s their souls that end up trapped here for eternity. She has no idea what she has done. She’s pushed me too far, and there’s no going back now. I can feel it. I feel the lick of flames and my bones breaking over and over. I hear my screams in my own head.

      My father’s voice.

      My vile, twisted needs have me snarling like a wild animal, waiting to pounce. It wouldn’t be quick. It never is. I give them pleasure first, so much pleasure, it blinds them to the pain until it’s too late—but not this time.

      Not with her.

      She likes pain, and that snaps the last shred of control I have.

      “What? Tired of talking now?” She huffs and crosses her arms over her chest, pushing up her breasts. I almost drool at the sight, imagining them red with lashes and blood as I plunge into that sweet little cunt and ruin her. She watches me and seems to come to some realization before she kneels before me. When my voice comes, it’s rumbling and dark—a warning.

      It sounds unfamiliar, even to me.

      “Don’t.”

      She drops the hands that were reaching to touch me. It would sign her death warrant.

      “I can almost taste it,” she whispers.

      “What?” I manage to grit out.

      “Your need,” she finishes, watching me curiously. “What happened to you, Niko? You want to hurt me, and you would enjoy it just as much as I would, but want to know a secret?” She leans closer, and I barely breathe, trying to hold back that last thread of control. “Only the truly fucked up like pain, those who have experienced it for too long and are twisted up inside. Was it your brothers, your mum, maybe your daddy?”

      I don’t remember moving. I feel her feet slamming into me and her teeth connecting with the skin on my neck. The sharp pain makes me roar as I throw her. She smashes into the table before rolling and almost falling, but I’m there. Ripping the body and throwing it away into the corner before focusing back on her. No longer hiding in the dark, I grab her and slam her onto her back, ripping open her thighs as I tie her down faster than she can recover. I step back, my hand drifting to my throat where I feel my own blood running down my skin.

      No one has ever made me bleed.

      Not since my father.

      She will pay.

      Dropping my bloodstained hand, I circle the table. Her eyes are narrowed on me in anger as she tugs at her bonds before realizing it’s pointless. “What will you do with me, husband?” she taunts, and when I don’t answer, she laughs. “I was right, wasn’t I? It was your daddy? What happened? Did he get you all hard with a bit of torture? Maybe even made you love it and crave it? Did your daddy touch you, Niko?”

      The punch is loud in the silence, her head snapping to the side. When she turns back, her eyes are bright with mischief and desire, and blood drips from her nose. I almost come. Her tongue darts out, and she tastes herself before she moans. “Sweet. Why don’t you taste for yourself?” When I don’t move, she grins. “Unless you can do better. I’m betting you can. Come on, you’re the big, scary Russian, yet you hit like a girl. Did your daddy hit you like that?”

      The next punch is harder, and a pulse of pleasure shoots through me when she cries out. Her head snaps to the side so fast, I wonder if I’ve broken her neck, but like before, she turns back to me, blood seeping from her cheek, nose, and busted lip.

      “That’s better. Come on, Niko. Show me what your daddy did to you. I’ve heard stories. He was a vile bastard, right? I’m betting he did a lot more than punch you—” Her breath whooshes out as my fist connects with her stomach. She tries to curl in on herself, yet not a minute later, bratty laughter leaves her lips.

      “My father was a bol’noy ublyudok.” The Russian slips out as I snarl. Climbing up on the table, I grab her neck and squeeze again, watching the pretty shades she turns. My cock jerks in my jeans and leaks. I am close to exploding as I watch her start to die below me, yet she arches into my touch, rubbing herself along my thigh, where it’s pressed against her pussy. “He enjoyed my screams, my pain. He liked to bring me down here and break me in a different way every time. My blood covered every wall. He did it until I was no longer a boy, but a man, and now, little liar, I’ll do the same to you.”

      I release her neck and slide my hands down her body before cupping her pussy.

      “I’m going to rip out your pretty, lying throat as I fuck you.”

      She tilts her head back, displaying the long, slim column of her throat for me. Her eyes hold a challenge, her lips are parted on a moan, and her thighs are spread for me.

      “Then do it. We both know I’ll enjoy it. I guess I’m just as fucked up as you, Nikky.”

      Snarling, I rub her through her jeans. She moans and lifts her hips. She holds my gaze like she’s in charge, like she’s unbothered about being tied up down here with a monster.

      Like she enjoys it.

      The door inches open. “Sir—” There’s a gasp. “Sir, shall I help you untie Mrs. Volkov?”

      Head snapping to him, I narrow my eyes, and he freezes like a deer in the headlights, almost pissing himself. That’s the usual reaction, not the one the woman below me has. “Get out!” I roar, and the door shuts so fast, it slams.

      Laughing below me, Iris rolls her hips into my touch. “That was hot.”

      I slap her again, wanting to see her head snap around. When she only laughs harder, I slip my hand into my pocket, grab my knife, and bring it up to her neck as she peers at me. “Do it, make me bleed.”

      I can’t resist.

      I slice.

      It’s shallow, but deep enough to bleed. I watch the blood pool at her neck before it slowly drips down each side as she cries out. The sound burrows into my brain, and I want more. I almost stab her, so I toss the knife away, trying my hardest not to kill her. I’m losing the war, though, especially when I shove my hand down her jeans and find her wet. She drips around my fingers.

      A groan escapes my throat as I meet her eyes. “You really do like it. The pain. The threat of death.”

      “I fucking love it.” She moans and rubs against my fingers as I shove two inside of her. I stretch them, making it hurt, yet she does nothing but ride them. I don’t want to get her off, so I pull them out, and as she watches, I taste her.

      One lick, and I’m lost.

      Her taste burns into my tongue until I know nothing will ever taste as good again. My fists come down on either side of her as I lean down, hating this hold, this pull, she has on me.

      I smear the blood as I drag a hand up her body and force my fingers into her mouth. “Taste how wet you are for me. You’ll die unsatisfied, screaming in agony. His death was mine to take, so I’ll take something else instead—your soul.”

      I’m so lost in her that I don’t hear the door opening until Alexi’s voice cracks through the room like thunder. “Enough!”

      We both turn to meet his gaze, his arms outstretched. Both doors are thrown open, and the guard is hiding behind him.

      Traitor.

      “I mean it, Nikolay. Leave us now.” His gaze holds me in place, and I read the slight fear on his features before he covers it.

      Snarling in disgust, I look back at her and get in her face. “This isn’t over.” I lap at the blood pooling in the hollow of her throat. “You lie so beautifully but bleed even better.”

      “I’m looking forward to it,” she purrs, arching into my touch.

      Ripping myself away, I storm from the room without sparing either of them another glance.

      But not before I snap the guard’s neck as I pass.

      Traitors aren’t tolerated.
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      IRIS

      Alexi watches Nikolay go with a worried look, not even glancing at the man’s body on the floor. Me? My eyes track him as well, unable to look away. The desire flooding through my veins wars with the slight pain on my neck and my raw throat, only making it worse. I almost begged for his cock, and he barely touched me.

      He drives me wild.

      He’s right—I see death in his eyes, and I want it. My family always said I had a death wish, and maybe they were right, because all I can think about is how much I want him to come back and finish the job.

      At least I would die happy.

      Alexi sighs and moves over, glaring at me as he quickly undoes the strap. He spares the dead man on the table a look before washing the blood from my neck and searching for the wound.

      “I’m fine,” I tell him as I sit up, my voice husky. Swinging my legs over the side, I look behind him to the empty corridor, but he doesn’t let me follow Nikolay. He steps in my path, tilting my head back to meet his eyes.

      “I told you not to push him. I won’t always be here to protect you. Next time, he will kill you.” When I don’t answer, he sighs. “What happened?”

      I know he means the body. I could lie and blame Nikolay’s madness, but the truth would soon come out, and for some reason, I know lying would be a very bad idea. They haven’t killed me yet, but I don’t want to push my luck, especially since I’m now a target as well and stuck with them.

      I stick to the truth—well, some of it at least. “Nikolay had to leave, you called him. The man started taunting me. I moved closer to hear what he was saying and he tried to kill me.” I shrug. “So I killed him first. Instinct. Niko came back and got mad.”

      “Fuck,” Alexi snarls. “We needed him, little flower.”

      He doesn’t deny my story. Interesting.

      “Sorry,” I mutter before hopping from the table. “I’m going to get cleaned up.”

      “And then head straight to bed. I don’t want any more trouble from you tonight. I have to clean up this mess and make sure Niko doesn’t kill the entire city.” He grabs my arm and hauls me against his chest. His heat, power, and strength make me shiver as my pussy clenches, demanding I fuck him instead.

      He’d be good, great even, but my focus is on his brother.

      “I mean it, little flower, be good or else our hospitality might run out.” The threat almost makes me weak at the knees before he pushes me away. Clearly, he’s too busy to indulge in our desire. Shame. I decide to be good, however, since I’m relieved he isn’t calling me out for the lie. I hurry upstairs and into Alexi’s room, not wanting Zakhar to interrogate me either.

      Once inside, my heart stops racing as I quickly undress, leaving the soiled clothes on Alexi’s perfect floor—it’s a small act of rebellion, but it makes me happy as I hurry to the bathroom and turn on the shower. My pussy is still demanding release, but I ignore it as I step under the spray, hoping it will wash away these urges to go back.

      To finish what we started.

      Alexi’s right—He’s dangerous. Alexi warned me. Niko warned me.

      So why can’t I stay away or stop thinking about him?

      I’m lucky to be alive. I have bigger issues to worry about, like the fact that I’ve got a hit out on my head, but that can wait for tomorrow. It wouldn’t be the first nor the last, and they won’t kill me. I’ll kill them first for daring to cross me, but tonight?

      My entire focus is on the man who made me bleed.

      Who saw my madness and wanted more, who met it with his own.

      After scrubbing my body and hair, I dry off before shoving on a loose shirt of Alexi’s, and then I tumble into bed. Lying in the mussed sheets, I stare at the darkened ceiling, my mind turning a million miles a minute. I replay everything that happened—the knife, his hands, the fight, the death.

      Even thinking about it has my thighs clamping together. I turn over, trying to slow my brain, begging for sleep, for oblivion. I try to be good like he asked, because I need them now. I need the safety they offer as I track down this threat. I also can’t have them gunning for me as well.

      Yet I can’t.

      My thoughts always drift back to him and the pleasure I know I could find in his hands. He’s right—no one has been able to keep up with me. Alexi did, but I wanted more. Niko could give me that. It might kill me, but wouldn’t it be amazing?

      Giving up trying to sleep, I try something else. I slide my hands down my chest and under the shirt, stroking my wet pussy. I hope if I get off, it will disappear, but as I rub my clit, it does nothing. I want the electricity, the power, and the threat that at any minute, he could kill me.

      I want Nikolay.

      It’s a bad idea. A really bad fucking idea. I know that. If Alexi finds out, he will kill me, and that’s if Nikolay doesn’t first, but I can’t resist. If I’m to exist and survive with these men, I have to know them. I have to figure out if I can survive him, us.

      I slip from the bed and pad out of Alexi’s room. I hear no one as I sneak out and walk to the elevator. They are probably watching, but I tip my head back as I hit the button for the lower floor. I am always willing to push boundaries, but I’m going to die soon anyway, so why not do it with a bang?

      There is nothing holding me back anymore.

      I stop fighting it. I give myself over wholly, giving them the ability to destroy me, bathe in my blood, and own my soul. I give myself over to the madness that moves through every Volkov like blood flows through beings, and in their eyes, I am remade.

      I am no longer Iris Kelly.

      I am no longer the Ghost.

      I am theirs.

      Iris Volkov.

      The bratva bastards’ wife.

      The elevator seems to take forever, and by the time it opens to the familiar corridor with the doors at the end, my heart is racing. I hesitate only for a moment, knowing once I step out of it, there’s no going back. I’m voluntarily walking toward death, and yet I do.

      I place one foot in front of the other, the tile beneath my feet cooling my overheated skin. My wet hair clings to my back as I move toward my destiny, my breathing loud as I stop before the double doors. I hear nothing on the other side, yet part of me knows he’s here.

      He needs to be. He was as caught up as me, I know he was.

      But nothing prepares me for what I see when the door swings inwards.

      Hanging from the same chains where a dead man was two hours ago is a woman. She has red, clearly dyed hair and drawn on freckles. She wears a short sparkly dress, which is partially ripped, and nothing else. Her eyes are filled with tears as they lock on me. Her arms are covered in needle marks, old and new, and she’s skinny, too skinny, like a skeleton. Standing before her with his shirt off, his back covered in several layers of scars, is Nikolay.

      For a moment, envy rolls through me and my heart aches, but then I realize he’s not fucking her.

      He’s going to kill her for looking like me.
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      NIKOLAY

      I hear her enter and her sharp breathing, can almost feel her need wrapping around me. My hand clenches on the stranger’s skin before me, and her pleading eyes sweep past me to the woman who’s made me do this.

      “She won’t save you,” I snarl.

      “He’s right,” she offers casually, but her voice is husky with desire. “And here I thought you were trying to forget me, Niko.”

      Snarling, I slash the woman again, and she cries out. I was trying to forget her. Alexi found me in a rage. I had already killed four men before he managed to pin me down and calm me, and then he sent me woman after woman.

      Three corpses lie in the corner.

      Yet that need, that desire, is still stronger than ever. When the redhead turned up, all sniveling and bones, it helped…but just for a second. She’s a very pale imitation of the real thing and nowhere near enough to satisfy me, but enough to stop me from going on a rampage.

      I didn’t ask what they did to deserve my punishment.

      I don’t care.

      Alexi wouldn’t send them here to die without reason though, and that’s enough for me to spread my anger, hatred, and pain across their skin until their bodies give in, all in the name of trying to forget her—the woman behind me. Her scent wraps me in its embrace until all the desire I manage to release returns, and I’m back to a living, breathing monster, desperate to fuck and kill her.

      No one will ever come close to saving her. I’ve had a taste, and now I want it all.

      “You shouldn’t have come,” I snarl, fighting my needs. “I let you go…” I meet her eyes. “And like a lamb to slaughter, you just waltz right back in. I won’t be able to let you go this time. No one can save you now, little liar.”

      “I don’t want saving,” she replies, stepping into the room like David facing Goliath. Her eyes are unguarded and hungry as she watches me with a smirk, even as she glances at the woman before me and the bodies piled in the corner. “I want you, and I’m tired of people warning me away. Even you. I want to fuck you, Nikolay. I know what that means, what that entails. Everyone always said I had a death wish, and I guess they were right.” She drags her hand up my chest, feeling every dip and groove of the scars my father bestowed upon me and ones caused from my life as the Volkov enforcer. “She will never make you happy, never stop this fire. Only I can. I feel the same. Let her go and you can have me.”

      “You’re trying to save her,” I sneer, wrapping my hand around her throat and dragging her closer until she’s on her toes before me, her half naked body pressed to mine.

      “No, I’m trying to have you all to myself. It’s pure selfishness and jealousy.” She groans, lifting her legs and wrapping them around my waist.

      I debate killing the woman quickly. I can’t let her go, she’s seen too much, but in the end, my protectiveness over my family rears its ugly head. I can’t kill Iris, and if I fuck her, I would. It would be the end of my family, and even my own selfish wants and needs can’t get in the way of that. Above all else, and louder the pain and need for death, is the importance of the lesson my father drilled into my head.

      Family.

      She’s family now, but I can’t let her go, not again. We both want this, so I need to find a way to keep her alive. “I don’t want to kill you,” I admit.

      Her face softens, and I can’t have her thinking I have a heart.

      “My brothers would be angry.”

      She laughs, not offended, and as usual, she leaves me reeling with confusion. “That’s true, so what do you suggest, Niko? We both know one day, you are going to snap, hunt me down, and fuck me. So why not now?”

      “Why not?” I murmur, searching her eyes. I’m not a saint, fuck no, I’m a sinner, but I know sating this need between us would cross a line for me, yet I can’t walk away.

      She arches and rolls her body against mine, her lips tilted in a sexy little smirk. Her eyes shine with desire for me as she trails her fingers across my shoulders. “Exactly, so stop fighting it,” she whispers, leaning in to catch my lip between her teeth before pulling it out. She bits so hard that blood pools in my mouth before she lets go. Swallowing, I lick my lip, which throbs in time with my hard cock, as I drag my hands down to her ass and grip her to the point of pain, but she just leans back, trusting me to hold her up. Her eyes close as she grinds shamelessly into my touch.

      My gaze flicks back to the woman, my prey. Her eyes are wide, terrified, and filled with disgust as she watches me. I glare, and she quickly darts her gaze down in submission, unlike Iris, who opens her eyes and holds mine captive as she slides her hand down my chest to my hard cock, squeezing to the point of pain.

      “What do you say, Niko?” she purrs. “Are you going to fuck me or send me back to your brothers?”

      Jealousy roars through me as I grip her hand and grind it into my cock. The pain gets me off as she watches with hooded eyes. “You’re mine,” I snarl. “Even if it kills you.”

      “What a way to fucking go,” she murmurs, tightening her grip. She smiles smugly before I knock her hand away. I stride across the room and bend her over the table so she can see the woman in my chains.

      I want Iris to know that it could happen to her at any time.

      Tugging her head up, I place mine next to hers as I kick her legs open. “You shouldn’t have come here.” I glide my hand up her thigh to her pussy, finding her wet and naked for me. Groaning, I step back and quickly shed my pants so I’m naked. I kick her legs farther apart until she’s unbalanced, and then with one hand on her hip and the other on my hard cock, I line up with her pussy and slam inside of her wet heat.

      She screams so prettily, her body jerking against the table as she arches her back. No doubt, pain and pleasure are muddled within her body, but I don’t care. I use her, pulling out of her clenching pussy and plunging back in.

      I let her feel the six piercings down my cock, and her cries get louder. I’m about to pull out, to let her walk away, when she pushes back into me. “Fuck, Niko, more!” she demands.

      I blink in shock and still. She spins, making my cock slip from her wet heavenly heat, before jumping up on the table and wrapping her legs around my waist. Iris reaches down and circles my cock, bringing me back to her pussy before working herself down my length.

      She’s using me when I was using her because she wanted it.

      She wanted my cock.

      The thought shocks me to my core before my roaring desire takes over. I’m no longer a man, nor a Volkov. I’m a killer, and my prey is wet and willing, walking into the maw of the wolf. Needing to see her naked, I grip the fabric of her shirt in my fist and twist, watching it bunch and crumple before tearing it from her body. She jerks from the force, even as she clenches around me. Her hips roll to try and take more of me as I throw the tattered remains by my jeans, and then I let my eyes feast on her pale body.

      On every inch of unmarred perfect skin.

      On her tight little pink nipples and her perfect heavy breasts.

      Unable to stop myself, I lean down and capture one, biting down until I draw blood. She groans, letting her head fall back, as she continues to work herself on as much of my cock as I allow. I watch the bright red beads roll down her pale skin, the contrast so stark that I need more. I nip at every inch of her skin like an animal, drawing blood until nearly all of her breasts are marked.

      Her cries get louder and louder. “Niko! Oh God!” When her pussy clenches on my tip, I realize she’s coming.

      For me.

      I’ve never made a woman come before. I was too selfish to care, and besides, they were going to die anyway. Standing taller, I watch the pleasure play over her face. Her shaking hands grip me as she clenches and tightens on my cock, milking it. When her mouth slackens further and her eyes flutter open and meet mine, I grab her thighs and slam my hard length all the way inside her, making her cry out again.

      “Fuck,” I curse, closing my eyes for a moment. She’s fucking amazing.

      Her release drips down my cock to my tattooed balls, and her core grips me so tightly, like a vise, that I almost come then and there without pain—which is shocking. When I open my eyes again and meet her greedy gaze, however, I’m lost once more.

      I couldn’t walk away, even if I tried.

      Even if she begged.

      Which is fucked up, but I warned her.

      She’s mine now.

      Iris probably won’t leave here alive, but she will take every inch of cock every way I want before that moment. She plasters herself against me as I start to fuck her for real, entering her with quick, punishing thrusts as her hands wander and explore. I try to slap them away, but she ignores me.

      I hate being touched, but feeling her is almost too much—too much sensation, too much pleasure. When her hands slide across the scars on my back, I snarl and bare my teeth at her, but she doesn’t back down.

      With sadness in her gaze, she strokes my scares. Hating her pity, I squeeze her throat until she groans. “Do not pity me,” I snarl.

      “I don’t,” she wheezes. “I pity the fact that I wasn’t there to see you avenge these.” Her fingers caress the scars again. I’ve never let anyone touch them before, and the feeling almost bows my spine. She’s not gentle as she digs her fingertips into each one, claiming them as her own like she would flay me open once more, and I would let her.

      Usually, I’m the one dishing out the pain, but today, I take it.

      Willingly.

      The need and desire to hurt is becoming too much, and not wanting to kill Iris just yet, I move over to the woman. Holding Iris with one arm as she rides me, I look to my prey and reach out, twisting the small metal barbs I placed in her skin. Her screams start again, and they have me snarling and fucking Iris harder.

      She doesn’t care. If anything, she gets wetter and wilder.

      Suddenly, though, the woman’s screams pale in comparison to the ones from my wife’s throat. Ripping myself from Iris, I let her drop to the floor as I stagger back.

      Fuck, what is she doing to me?

      Confused, Iris gets to her knees before me, licking her lips as her eyes drop to my cock. “Don’t,” I warn, but she ignores me, sliding across the floor, wrapping her lips around my glistening cock, and swallowing me whole.

      The rough edges of my piercings no doubt hurt her mouth and throat, but she just groans and swallows me deeper. Reaching down, I go to rip her away but find myself using her hair, dragging her up and down my cock until the pressure becomes too much and I pull her to her feet. I spin her and press her to closest the wall, unable to look into her eyes.

      She sees and knows too much.

      Her gaze anchors me to her too much.

      Her nails claw at the wall until they break as she rolls her ass back into me. “Niko, stop fucking playing,” she snarls angrily.

      “Maybe I’m just dragging this out, not wanting it to end,” I rumble into her ear as I bite her lobe, drawing blood. “Do not move,” I demand and step over to my jeans. I ignore everything else, not wanting to kill her with the toys in here, despite my usual cravings.

      It’s far too much to have her alive and wet around me.

      Wrapping the belt around my fist, I walk back over to her, looking over her perfect body. “A woman like you shouldn’t want me, yet you came here for something. What was it?”

      “Your dick,” she says, but I refuse to let her hide from the truth when she won’t let me do the same.

      “No. Oblivion. Pain,” I respond, running the belt through my fingers before I swing it through the air, landing a blow across her ass. She cries out but doesn’t move, even as I bring it down twice more, her ass instantly welting from the leather. Iris rubs her thighs together, her face pressed to the wall as she pants.

      “More,” she demands.

      Snarling, I press my chest against her back as I wrap the belt around her neck and tighten it. “More? Fine.” I lift her leg and slam inside of her again, unable to resist her pretty pink pussy. I hammer into her cunt as I slowly tighten the belt an inch at a time until she’s gasping and clawing for air, even as she comes on my cock once more.

      “You filthy fucking bitch. You love it, don’t you? You love the pain, love the fact I could kill you at any minute, and your pussy grips me like a fucking vise as you beg for more. You don’t even know your own limits, and I’ll take advantage of it, little liar. You’ll be mine in every sense of the word. Your blood, mine. Your pain, mine. Your pleasure, mine. Your death, mine.” I let her feel the full force of my power as I make it hurt.

      Still, she gives as good as she gets.

      Usually, I’m bored by now, needing to find an outlet somewhere else, which is why I strike out and kill them without realizing it.

      Not with her.

      She takes it, even as she passes out, still coming. Unwinding the belt, I drop it to the floor as I lift her into my arms. My cock drips as I lower us to the floor none too gently, blanketing her with my body.

      Licking down her sweaty body, I taste her greedy cunt, dipping my tongue inside as she starts to wake up.

      “Niko?” She coughs, the force racking her body.

      “You’re not dead yet, little liar,” I purr when I feel her confusion heighten. “Not yet.”

      She turns her head, her eyes unfocused. “Then why did you stop?”

      I grab the closest toy, a whip, and for a moment, my father’s mocking tone fills my head before I banish it. He has no place between us. Twisting the whip, I push it inside of her, letting her feel every inch of the ungiving leather as I fuck her with it. When she’s about to come again, I pull it free and push it against her ass. “I told you every inch of you is mine now, little liar.”

      “Then take it.” She pants, pushing back, her voice hoarse and cracking. Her body is coated in cum and blood, and she looks so fucking delicious, I want to eat every inch of her whole. I force her body to accept the whip, ignoring her whimper. “Do not fucking cry, that’s below you,” I snap. “Take it. Take it and come for me.” When I bottom the wet handle out in her ass, I start to pull it out and push it back in while I reach down and grind my hand into her clit.

      Pain and pleasure.

      She comes for me again.

      Pulling the whip free, I toss it away as she collapses. “Oh, I’m not done with you yet,” I snarl, ignoring her ragged, desperate breaths as I haul her to her feet. She wobbles on her legs and goes down, but I catch her and drag her over to the woman.

      Snapping the woman’s neck, I toss her aside and chain up Iris, her eyes wide and tinged with fear—fear I will kill her, and that has me slamming inside of her cunt again.

      “What about her?” she asks, using me as leverage to fuck me. She wraps her hands in the chains so she can pull herself up with them, allowing her to drop down on my cock.

      “I don’t need her, I need you,” I rumble. “I didn’t even know I did until the first taste of your cunt. Now there’s no going back. Do you want to entertain me, little liar?” She nods but is hesitant. “There will be no other. I will come to you with every sick perversion, and we both know you’ll let me do it to you.”

      “God, I hope so.” She groans, and despite her multiple orgasms, she is still riding my cock and taking what she wants.

      I hold back the tide of pleasure, but in her eyes, I see that she knows I need the pain and the release it gives me.

      Because she’s the same.

      “Release one of my hands,” she demands.

      “No,” I snap, biting her arm when she reaches for me.

      “Now, Nikolay, or you’ll kill me.”

      I fight my confusion and the red mist over my vision as it rolls in. Blindly, I reach out and release one of her shackles. She sags into me slightly before swiping her nails down my chest, cutting my skin open. I grunt and my vision clears a little as I look down to see blood filling the shallow wounds.

      “More,” I snarl. She rips her nails across my chest over and over, slicing me.

      My vision is the clearest it’s ever been as I look at the woman before me, who’s helping me get through my fucked-up emotions so I can enjoy this.

      So we can enjoy this.

      “Fuck.”

      When she reaches down, cups my balls, and twists hard, I lose it. I hammer into her before grunting as my release explodes out of me. I pull out of her and pump my wet cock, spraying my cum across her as she gasps, watching me with greedy, hungry eyes. Her neck, breasts, and ass are marked. When I can’t come any more, I stumble forward. Pressing my head to her neck, I hold her, my panting breaths brushing her ear.

      I didn’t kill her.

      She survived me.

      I don’t know what shocks me more—the force of my orgasm, or the fact that this one little redhead just changed my entire world and is stroking my hair with a sigh like she enjoyed it.

      Fucking hell.
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        * * *

      

      Untangling her from the chains, I cradle her to my chest, her head resting on my shoulder and her legs dangling over my arm. She’s coated in blood and cum, and her skin is marked, cut, and bruised, yet there is a wide smile on her face and a tremor in her body like she’s never been so satisfied before.

      “Fuck yes,” she murmurs. “I knew it would be good, but I didn’t think it would be that good.”

      Rolling my eyes, I head over to the elevator, unbothered about my own nakedness or the blood that coats me. It’s not unusual. She sighs and snuggles closer to my chest as if seeking comfort. That makes me stiffen as I look down at her, unsure what to do.

      I’m relieved I didn’t kill her and she’s interesting, but it doesn’t mean I like her.

      I ignore the stares and my brothers leaping to their feet as I walk in. I see the worry and anger clouding their expressions, but I ignore them, because she needs to rest and heal. I take the stairs, careful not to jostle her, and place her in Alexi’s bed. When she has time to think about what happened, I know she will not only regret it but hate me, and she won’t want to be in my bed. Nobody ever has. She’s had her walk on the wild side and survived. I tuck her gently between the sheets and right her pillows. She sighs and nuzzles into my hand.

      “Thank you, Niko,” she whispers. “For trusting me to know my limits. For not shying away.”

      I don’t know what to say, so I remain silent and turn to face my brothers’ wrath, knowing they are waiting for me.

      “What the fuck?” Alexi snarls. “I told you not to touch her.” His fist connects with my stomach, making me grunt.

      Narrowing my eyes on him and Zakhar, who looks furious, I let them see the warning there. “You get one free shot. That’s all, brother.”

      “Nikolay,” Zakhar snaps in response.

      Seeing my easygoing brother angry at me causes a spark of self-hatred to flare within me, but I push it away. I wouldn’t change what happened. I’ve never felt so…free.

      So whole.

      So satisfied in all my life.

      “Do not fear, brother. She’s our wife—ours. She came to me willingly. I’m not the monster that stole her and locked her away. Plus, she’s alive, isn’t she?”

      “Out. Now,” Alexi demands.

      We stare at each other, and just like I thought, I realize Iris is destroying us.

      She is coming between us, but for some reason, hatred doesn’t fill that notion anymore.

      Strange.
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      IRIS

      I feel somewhat vulnerable, weak, and small as I lie curled in Alexi’s bed. Nikolay stands before me, his hands fisted at his sides as if he’s prepared to protect me, himself, or both. He’s facing off with his brothers and defending me…defending us. With each barb leaving Alexi’s and Zakhar’s tongues, I can almost see the self-loathing coat his body again.

      This will only cause him to push those desires down, to hate and suffocate them, which will lead to him taking them out on himself. I don’t want that, because I like him. Despite everything, I like him. Not just because of his incredible dick and the sex, but because if he is a monster, then so am I, and monsters stick together.

      “Now.” Alexi reaches for a weapon.

      I make a noise to draw their gazes, and Nikolay hesitates before he turns to me and steps closer. I see Alexi grab his gun, but I ignore him. Nikolay’s hand drifts to the pulse in my neck, which jumps as the rough pads of his fingers caress my skin.

      “She’s alive,” he tells them, but he doesn’t pull away. He strokes his fingers up my neck to my face, twining a loose lock of hair around his finger and pushing it behind my ear as he stares at me. His hand brushes across my cheek as he watches me with an open, almost scared expression before he blinks and it’s gone.

      Straightening, he turns and storms out, leaving me staring after him with my heart in my throat.

      Zakhar rushes to my side as Alexi curses in Russian and paces, yet I don’t look away from the door. Part of me wants Niko to turn around and come back, as if I’m not complete without him.

      How foolish.

      I got what I wanted, so why do I want more?

      I wanted it so I would hate him, them, so I could protect myself, yet if anything, it flayed my shields apart, leaving me raw and unguarded.

      When Zakhar brushes my hair away and starts to sing to me softly, I have to close my eyes against tears that blossom. He mistakes it for pain, and guilt fills me.

      “That suka. I’ll kill him. Get a doctor here, Alexi, now!” I’ve never heard him so demanding, so angry.

      “I’m fine, just tired,” I hedge, not wanting a doctor, and that’s when a plan forms. I open my eyes again and let him see all my mixed emotions. “I promise I’m fine. I just need to—” I hate the words as they come. I hate blaming Niko because I chose this and enjoyed it—okay, I fucking loved it and can’t wait to do it again. “I need to rest and heal, he hurt me.”

      Alexi’s curses increase before he marches over and gets in my face. “I told you to stay away. Are you trying to get yourself killed?” he yells. I see panic on his face, panic that his brother is too far gone—panic that he will have to kill him. I shrink back, not wanting that.

      “Do not yell at her!” Zakhar roars, and even Alexi blinks in shock. “Get out if you can’t help or be kind,” he finishes before turning to me. “I’ll clean you up and get you some pain medication, and then we can just sleep. How does that sound?”

      “Amazing,” I offer with a smile, even as part of my heart hurts.

      My family looked after me, but they believed that if you hurt yourself, if you were dumb enough to make a mistake and get injured, then you had to live with the pain. No one ever held my hand and stayed with me through it, not even my mentor after my torture. Why does the idea of this stranger, this enemy, wanting to take care of me make me want to sob?

      I can feel their concern for their brother, but for me as well, and I use it. I hate myself for blaming Niko and increasing their burden, but I need them to believe this act. I need them to trust it and turn on each other so it gives me the time to do what I need to do.

      After all, I’ve had worse and hunted, and hunt is what I will do…tomorrow.

      Tonight, I’ll let them look after me. I tell myself it’s all for the act, yet I know it’s a lie.

      I really am a little liar like Niko calls me.

      “Don’t pay attention to him, Iris, I’m here. I won’t let them hurt you. Not ever.” The vicious promise settles in my heart, knowing he really means it. Zakhar would protect me from his brothers. My estimation of the quiet, soft brother goes up, especially when I see the hardness in his eyes as he looks at Alexi before they soften as they land on me. “Don’t move, I’ll be right back.” He brushes a few strands of hair from my forehead and places a gentle kiss there.

      When he’s gone, I feel almost cold, and I turn my gaze to Alexi. I lick my lips, trying to get them to work. “I’m sorry.”

      He deflates as he sits on the end of the bed. “I warned you,” he whispers.

      “I know,” I whisper back. I don’t regret it. In fact, I want Niko again, but I don’t say that, and self-hatred consumes me for doing this. I am ruining Niko the same way his father did and making him out to be the monster.

      They all look at him like he’s evil, like he’s beyond saving, but not everyone needs saving. Niko has found a way to cope with what his father did to him, and yes, it’s unconventional, but it could be worse.

      He could be worse.

      He’s not a monster.

      He’s a man looking for the light in the dark.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Alexi asks, and I feel the worry in his words as he looks at me. I see the truth there, the concern, pain…and blame. He’s debating if he was wrong about Niko, if he’s too far gone. I can’t let him suffer that badly.

      “I’m fine. He wouldn’t have killed me,” I tell him as he scoffs. “I mean it. He’s trying so hard to fight what your father made him into.” Alexi flinches as I reach for his hand, winding my fingers through his. He squeezes them back as he watches me. “He hates what he is, and hate is powerful. You all fear him and keep him at a distance. You hate what he is, even while you use him and his skills. You should be kinder to him. He needs it. He needs to know you don’t hate him.”

      “He knows we don’t.” He huffs and turns away.

      “No, he doesn’t. He believes you all think he’s like your father. It will be his death.”

      His head hangs before he builds himself back up. “Get some rest. Zakhar will look after you. I will deal with all of this.” He starts to stand, so I tug his hand.

      “Go soft on him. If you don’t, I think you will lose him for good this time.” He watches me as if he doesn’t know what to make of me, but he nods.

      I let go and lean back. He hesitates again before kissing me softly. “I don’t know if I should hate you or…” He swallows against my lips. “But he was right about one thing—you are changing things, Iris. I just don’t know if it’s good or not, yet I can’t find it in myself to care.”

      He steps back, and I watch him as he watches me until Zakhar comes bustling in, breaking the moment. With one last look at me, he leaves, going after his brother.

      I lie broken in his bed, my heart hurting for what I’ve done.

      For who I am.
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        * * *

      

      Zakhar never leaves my side. He gives me pain meds and washes every inch of my body, which I should be embarrassed about, especially when he gently cleans my pussy, but it only makes me feel cared for. He kisses me softly, tucks me in, and then brings me a bowl of soup and bread. After he feeds me, he makes me drink some water, rubs lotion on me, and pulls me into his arms as he puts on John Wick.

      I fall asleep in his embrace, comfortable and warm, with a smile on my face.

      When I wake a few hours later, he’s snoring in my ear and holding me tight. His arms are banded across me to keep me in his hold like he knows, even in sleep, that I’ll slip away.

      I should move and get to work, but I don’t want to. I tell myself I’ll start tomorrow, that I need to come up with lies and rehearse them so they are believable, but the truth is, I really don’t want to move. I want him to hold me and make it all better, to comfort me, especially with what I know is coming.

      I’ve never been held like this before. It’s as if I truly feel safe—a rare occurrence. I’m used to always being on the move and looking over my shoulder, even with my family, but one Russian man has made that all disappear.

      I hate it.

      I’m betraying not only my family but who I am, yet when he sighs, pulls me closer, and kisses my neck, I can’t seem to care. I might be dead soon, them too, so why not enjoy it while I can?

      I want to experience what others always talk about so when I reach those pearly gates—okay, let’s be honest, the fiery gates, I’ll be ready, having experienced it all.

      My eyes flutter closed, and I tell myself I will crash back to reality tomorrow, but my heart screams at me.

      Little liar.
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      NIKOLAY

      I know my brother is looking for me, yet I can’t bring myself to melt from the shadows I’m hiding in. I belong here, amongst the filth of the back alleys of our world. I belong in the dark, alone and angry.

      I’m a monster.

      I took what our wife had to offer, and I ruined it. I twisted it and destroyed it just like my father always said I would. I had one job—to protect my family, no matter what it entailed.

      I promised myself, as we threw dirt on his casket, that I would never give anyone power over me again, but I gave it to her. I let her see the truth, I let her see my pain, longing, and need. I let her close, and now because of it, I might have lost the only people in this world who don’t hate me—my brothers.

      They should hate me, fear me, and be disgusted by me. I am. What I did to her… Even now, my cock hardens as I remember her blood, her taste, and her screams. I snarl and smash my fist into the crumbling concrete wall. The burst of pain does nothing to dim the memories, nor the desire humming through me.

      Alexi was wrong—Father did break me.

      Nikolay Volkov died down there in that basement, and in his place, a monster was born.

      One that will destroy us all, including Iris.

      Iris.

      Her name echoes in my head, alongside her smile, her cunning eyes, and sinful body. She held me and gave as good as she got. She should have run, yet even at the end, she didn’t fear me. Why? Everyone else does.

      Is she crazy or just willing to die?

      I can’t deny that the madness is ebbing a fraction, as if it’s finally satisfied, something I’ve never achieved, no matter how much I kill or fuck. My father’s laugh fills my mind as I shiver, and I feel the ghost of his whip hitting my back as he reminds me what I’m good for—nothing but killing.

      I am not made for softness or love, and I’m certainly not good enough for her.

      No, I belong here. I won’t forget that. My father might have been the one to wreck me, but something he said at the end sticks with me. I’d been so angry, so ready for his death, and he knew it. He knew he couldn’t control me anymore. I saw fear in his eyes, but also disgust.

      I didn’t create the monster, Nikolay. I didn’t create those urges. They have been in you all along. I just gave you permission to find them, to feel them…to become me.

      Turning with a roar, I smash my fists into the wall over and over.

      I am not like him!

      Yet it feels like a lie. My brothers’ eyes flash into my mind. They were thinking it, thinking I’m no better than him when we would find Mom bruised and hurt, bleeding and crying.

      They never heard our father utter that statement from his deathbed, but they are thinking it now.

      I am worse than Vadim Volkov, the butcher.

      I am the monster.
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ALEXI

      I search for Nikolay everywhere. Iris’ words replay in my mind, imploring me to be kind and loving. Maybe she’s right—maybe he’s been reaching out all these years. It’s true I treat him differently than I do Zakhar, but that’s because I thought he wanted that.

      Have I been wrong and using him like my father did? Am I no better than that dead bastard? I’ve made my brother shoulder all the death and bloodshed and then told him not to let that affect him.

      I’m a fool.

      I can’t believe it took our enemy to point out the truth. I’m asking Nikolay to be someone he isn’t, to forget what he does, and to forget what our father did, all while using those skills. No wonder he struggles constantly and faltered tonight.

      But he’s right—he didn’t kill her. He made sure of it, even as he gave into those desires, and I know she wanted it, she has since the moment she met us. So how could I blame him? After all, didn’t I hurt her as well? Push her? Almost kill her? What makes me so different?

      I have the guards searching for him, but when Nikolay doesn’t want to be found, he won’t be. I stand in our security office, looking for hints of him and hoping for the best. I want to be able to look into my brother’s eyes and apologize for hurting him, for looking at him like my father did.

      Like my mother did.

      Pulling out my phone, I call him again, and when he doesn’t answer, I turn away from prying eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose as the message tone beeps.

      “Prikhodi domoy, brat.” I hesitate, wanting to say more before hanging up. Anything I say should be to his face, not over the phone. We really need to talk. We have been dancing around the bitter truth for too long, trying to forget our past, even as it continues to rip us to pieces.

      I hold the phone tight, waiting for him to reach out. I hate that he’s out there alone. Our family is scattered because I didn’t do my job, because I didn’t keep my promise to our mother.

      Look after them, my little Alexi, they will need you. You’re their big brother, so protect them…because I cannot.

      My eyes close in pain as I send up a silent apology. Our empire might have grown, but I forgot the most important part—our brotherhood.

      There is no Volkov empire without all three of us.

      It’s time we found our love again, our family, with the help of the woman upstairs who is changing everything.
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      IRIS

      I wake up warm, but when I flip over, ignoring the sharp, aching pain in my body, I find Alexi’s bed empty. A frown mars my face before I sit up and lean against the headboard, looking out at the city as the sun streams through the windows. I’m lost in the view when the door opens and Zakhar strolls in wearing a suit.

      “Good morning, beautiful wife.” He grins, placing a mug next to me, along with a heaping plate of fruit, pastries, and sweets. “Make sure to eat that. I’ve also made you a smoothie downstairs and laid out some vitamins and pain pills that will help.”

      I blink, unsure what to say as he sits on the edge of the bed, tracing my face with his fingers as his eyes follow the path. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, I promise.” I smile, wanting to reassure him. “Just sore and exhausted. I might… I might just rest today.”

      I’m pushing my luck. I don’t want them to get suspicious, but I need an excuse to be without them. “I’m feeling a bit raw, maybe overwhelmed?” I drop my eyes to the bedding, playing coy. “A lot has happened recently. I-I might need some space to deal with it all.” I peer up at him through my lashes, shamelessly manipulating him, but luckily, he doesn’t notice.

      “Of course. A lot has happened. I should have thought of that.” He sighs. “Please eat. Alexi and Nikolay are gone—” I flinch, and he smiles. “Don’t worry, they will be back tomorrow. They need to handle some business in a different city. Nikolay has gone to protect Alexi, but Alexi told me to tell you to behave and rest, so that works out well. I’ve got to handle some meetings and visits for our businesses today, but I will be around if you need anything. Just call or ask a guard, and I will drop everything. Feel free to do whatever you want, but please eat and rest a little.”

      “I promise.” I lean over and kiss him softly. “Thank you, Zakhar, for looking after me. I’ve—I’m not used to it.”

      “None of us are,” he whispers against my lips. “Maybe we should start trying more. We are a family.”

      “I like that,” I murmur as he leans back. Wearing a silver suit that hugs all of his muscles, he looks every bit the rich businessman and oh so sexy. “Behave.” He winks when he catches me staring. “And eat. I’ll check back later.” He stands but seems to hesitate before leaning down to kiss me. “I’m so thankful we found each other, Iris. You don’t see it, but you are saving my family.”

      I watch him go, my throat thick with all the lies.

      He’s so sweet and protective. I know he’s capable of more, but Zakhar is the only one who makes me feel guilty. I could easily rationalize hurting the others, especially before, but never him. He’s nothing like I expected. Honestly, none of them are.

      Sighing, I eat like he ordered because he’s right—I need my strength for what’s to come. I also down the coffee before showering.

      As I lay out my clothes, my attitude changes. I can’t afford to be worried and weak. I have things to do—important things to keep us all alive and stop a war.

      How foolish I was to think I could escape this and get away with it.

      I will rectify my mistakes.

      The clothes I’ve chosen are work ones. Like the suits the Volkovs don for their positions, I have my own—pitch-black leather pants, a plain black top with no loose threads, and a leather jacket. All have been fitted with extra pockets and slots for weapons, and the jacket turns inside out and changes, the top too.

      It’s all about blending in.

      I tuck a hat into one of the many pockets, as well as my blades, and then pull out the gun parts I had sewn into the lining of my bag, swiftly putting it together before pocketing that as well. After adding steel toe boots with a knife in the toe, I’m ready to go. I coil my hair back into a crown. Once it was used against me in a fight, never again. I shaved it off after, but I missed that vanity a little too much, so I grew it out.

      As I leave the room, I turn the wrong way by mistake and freeze, spotting a door at the end I’d never seen before. Curiosity gets the better of me, and I open it, pushing into a whole other wing of the penthouse. The first door I stop at is shut tight, and I look around, not wanting to get caught.

      I pass a door that’s shut and hesitate. It’s locked, but I easily break it and duck inside. It’s a room cloaked in darkness, as if it’s been forgotten, but as I step onto the plush carpet, I inhale. Above a fireplace in the living portion is a family painting of my guys and a woman.

      Anya, their sister.

      It has to be. She’s beautiful.

      She has long, platinum blonde hair with familiar Volkov eyes, but they are heavily lined, her makeup grungy. Her clothes are designer, yet they scream that she’s anything but a perfect rich girl. I find myself liking her, and I smile as I move closer. Her rooms are so different than theirs. It’s messy, with clothes strewn everywhere, and band posters cover every wall as if in defiance of their perfect life. It’s dark and cozy, and it feels safe in here, unlike the rest of their world. It doesn’t escape my notice that it’s in its own wing, away from their life, as if to protect her from it.

      No wonder they didn’t show me this room. It’s hers, and they have left it like a shrine, like a missing hole in their life. There is no doubt they love her, but they never speak about her, as if it’s too hard. I saw Zakhar texting her once, and he seemed so sad after. I never thought about the other girls, not even the one my brother is to marry. I was too focused on my own misery and future.

      How selfish I am.

      These men not only had to marry a stranger, an enemy, but they had to lose their sister to another. If I know these men at all, however, they are undoubtedly watching her in some way and ensuring she is okay.

      Shutting the door respectfully, I back away before turning and taking a deep breath. I have never been surer of my path.

      I head downstairs, take the drugs Zakhar left me, and down the smoothie, which makes me grimace but isn’t half bad.

      As I walk to the elevators, something catches my eye—a piece of art I glossed over when I walked past. I didn’t understand it at first. It’s a symbol covered in gold, but I remember seeing it on Nikolay’s body last night like a brand hidden amongst the scars.

      The family symbol.

      I stand before it for a moment, making it out. It screams elegance but also violence. There’s a skull in the background, surrounded by flowers dripping gold blood, and in the middle is a crossed blade and knife, which are intertwined to make an ornate V with vines and spikes wrapped around the letter.

      Volkovs.

      It’s as magnificent as it is scary.

      Like them.

      Shaking the foolish thoughts away, I focus, reluctantly using the elevator. There is no other way out, but I can sneak through the ground floor and avoid the cameras, and then once I’m outside, I’ll be free—unless they halt the elevator before. Zakhar said I could go anywhere, however, and I’m trusting that, them, to a certain extent.

      When no alarms go off after I reach the bottom floor, I start to get cocky, falling into that old sense of confidence. My steps aren’t hurried or rushed, because that draws attention. No, I keep my head up like I’m wandering around as I walk onto the casino floor. When I manage to blend in with a group of tourists, I duck my head, don the cap, and slip out of the door. Luckily, the guards don’t give me a second glance, and once I’m far enough away from the casino, I lose it again and look around.

      Vegas is beautiful in the daylight—messy, but beautiful.

      I scan the buildings before I choose a random direction away from the casino. I don’t want them to come searching for me. I break the lock on the backdoor of a skyscraper and head to the roof, looking out over the city as I hesitate on the edge.

      I ponder what to do next. Honestly, part of me thought I would be stopped before I even left, so my usual in-depth planning isn’t anywhere to be found.

      My hand drifts to the phone I pocketed. It’s a burner phone, not my real one.

      Pulling it out, I bring up my brother Tieran’s number. I hesitate before hitting the call button. I listen to it ring, my heart racing. I haven’t spoken to them since I left. Not really, just a postcard and a few texts. I was too angry and homesick. It was easier to focus if I cut them off, but when he answers the phone and his usual gruff voice sounds almost…happy, tears fill my eyes.

      “Who the fuck is this?” he snarls in the silence that follows, and I hang up quickly.

      I can’t involve them. They would risk it all, fly across the world, and break the treaty to protect me. This is my own mess, and I can’t expect them to solve it. I will fix this. I need advice, though, and help to get me started. I’m not too proud to ask, so I dial a familiar number.

      One I’ve memorized.

      “Speak,” the soft male voice answers.

      “The sun is high,” I reply, then there is a click, and a moment later, the phone rings again.

      “My girl,” he answers, his tone filled with happiness. “How are you? Have you killed those Russian pigs yet? I’ve got some missions lined up for when you’re back, straight from the top.”

      He’s so trusting, so sure of me.

      “I messed up,” I admit, staring out at the city I’m beginning to love.

      There’s a pause. “Nothing you can’t solve.” It’s more of a question than a statement, and concern laces his tone. I’ve never made a mistake before.

      “I can’t kill them.” The words hang heavy in the air. “I can’t do it, it will start a war. My revenge isn’t worth it. My brothers wouldn’t want that. But the one who hired me found out, and they are coming for me now.”

      “What are you going to do?” he asks, not questioning my change of heart or loyalty. That is who my mentor is—my ultimate confidant.

      “I’m going to kill whoever hired me.”

      “That’s my girl.” He laughs. “What do you need from me? That’s why you are calling, I’m guessing.”

      “I don’t know who it is. I searched when I got the job, but I couldn’t find much, only a man I killed yesterday who was here in Vegas watching me. I need to know who it is. I’ll take anything you have.”

      “I don’t have anything, my child. I didn’t take the job, you did, but I will look for you.”

      “Thank you, old man,” I tease, feeling a genuine smile curve my lips before it fades. There is no one else I can speak to about this. If I tell my brothers, they will think I’ve gone mad, and if I speak to the Volkovs about it, they will laugh at me or kill me. “I thought I hated them. I do hate them. It’s so confusing, sensei.” The old nickname slips free. “But I can’t kill them. I’ve never said that before. I’ve never hesitated. I feel like I’m letting everyone down, including you.”

      “You never could, my girl. The only one you should worry about letting down is yourself. Stay true to your heart. It’s telling you to spare them, yes?”

      “Yes,” I whisper as a car honks loudly below.

      “Then do it. I’ve taught you all I know. You are the best, even better than me, your brothers, or those Russians. You know there isn’t a straight line between right and wrong, good and bad. We walk those lines, and we do what no other can. We stay alive. So stay alive and make whoever it is pay for coming after you. I feel like you must do this. I always knew this day would come, that you would follow your heart. It was always too big, too full not to. I will always support you, my girl.” He hangs up.

      “I know,” I whisper into the dead air, and I do. He became family to me. He saw me at my lowest and beat me down daily to make me better. Others would call him cruel, but I know the truth—he did it because he cared, because he knew our enemies would do more, and he wanted me to survive. I’m here because of him, alive and thriving, knowing I can defeat this threat and figure out what I want to do with my life.

      Not a second later, the phone vibrates, and I lift it to see a message. Despite him saying he didn’t know anything, there’s a picture of the man I killed with a visible hotel sign above it. I know the angles, it’s one of his own, which means he was here in Vegas, no doubt tracking threats and protecting me as always.

      It makes me smile as I close the phone, a wicked smile curling up my lips.

      The hunt is on.

      “Thank you,” I murmur before turning and leaving the rooftop, blending in on the streets below as I head toward my victim and my future.

      My freedom.
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      NIKOLAY

      Standing at the top of the skyscraper, the balcony metal railing crunching under my fisted hands, I stare out at the city but see nothing—nothing but her face twisted in pain and pleasure. I still taste her cum and blood on my tongue and lips, and feel her soft skin bruising under my grip.

      Those emerald eyes locked me in place and saw down to my very soul—if I still have one.

      I hated leaving her, hated even more that it hurt to walk away. I told myself I would fuck my obsession and anger for her out, but it didn’t work. I’m more lost in her than ever. Alexi’s worried, but he should be, because the hate I harbor for her and for what she does to me will one day win out. My father proved that, and when it does, she will never be safe.

      She thinks she can survive me, control me, and use me to get what she wants.

      I let her because I wanted it too, but one time, I’ll go too far. I won’t be able to stop myself from wanting more of her screams, blood, and pain.

      Her death is mine to take, after all.

      Closing my eyes, I push away the remnants of the flash of green in the dark, her smirking lips, and the feel of her against me.

      I’m no better than my father.

      He consumed my mother, wanting to own every inch of her and control her happiness, her pain, her death. He was obsessed with her, and it led to her demise. If Alexi or Zakhar had done that to a girl, I would have killed them. I would have deemed them insane and believed they finally took after our bastard father, yet here I am, alive and well, debating if I can stay away long enough to keep her alive. I know what’s on the line—the treaty. We are nothing but pawns in this game, our father still controlling us. If she dies, then so will we in a war we can never win.

      Yet, I can’t stop.

      They should kill me, but they won’t. When Alexi dragged me from Vegas to this meeting, I knew it was an excuse to get me away, to give me space and time to get this need out of me, but it won’t work. I know that now. It will never be enough until one of us is dead, and that’s something neither of my brothers can understand.

      Opening my eyes, I look out at the city again, wondering if it will be me or her who dies.

      I debate checking in with security or even Zakhar to see how she is, but I resist. I don’t want either of them to be angrier with me than they already are. I deserve it, but a sliver of worry niggles at the back of my mind. What if I went too far?

      What if I was wrong and she didn’t want it?

      What if I hurt her more than I thought?

      Is my head too fucked up? Did I read her screams wrong?

      The uncertainty has me pacing back and forth as I try to fight off my father’s laughter echoing in my head.

      My boy, my greatest achievement, long after I’m gone, I’ll live in this world through you—through the pain and destruction you generate. You aren’t like your brothers. They want to impress me to earn my love, but you? You want my hatred and my fists to give you permission to be who you are.

      Just like me.

      A monster.

      “No!” I snarl, turning and hanging over the edge as I suck in lungfuls of air. I’m not him. I’m not. I can’t be. I won’t be like the man who was willing to hurt, torture, and kill his kids for business. The man who abused the innocent women who loved him, who abandoned his daughter for simply being born. I won’t. I promised myself that down in the dungeon, yet here we are.

      I am making the exact same moves he made.

      The blood on my hands almost makes me slip and tumble over the edge, but I’m too selfish to kill myself. No, the only way I’ll die is if my brothers put a bullet in my head or tear me apart like they did Father.

      “братишка,” Alexi murmurs. My head hangs as I realize he’s probably been watching. I’m so lost in the pain and memories that I didn’t even hear him come out of his meeting.

      “Kill me,” I whisper. It’s the only time, the only weakness, he will get.

      “No,” he replies calmly.

      Turning, I let him see my rage and pain. “Kill me,” I demand through gritted teeth, “because if you don’t, I can’t stop myself. I’ll go back to her again and again until she’s dead. I’m too much like him, brother.”

      “You are nothing like him,” he yells, displaying the first crack in his calm façade.

      “I’m everything like him!” I scream, pounding my chest as the wind steals my words. This has been a long time coming. “I’m everything like him.” I pant, my chest heaving and eyes wild as I meet his gaze. “He broke me, Alexi, and you can’t fix me, you never could. You have tried so hard to save me, but you can’t save the damned. Kill me now, while I still have my mind and can stop myself from fighting back. Protect our family, our future.”

      “You are my family,” he snaps, stepping closer. “You aren’t dying today. You will live a long fucking happy life, and we will die together as old men with a warm cunt on our dicks and a glass of whiskey in our hands. I promised you that when I freed you from his dungeon, remember?”

      “Promises are made to be broken,” I whisper, closing my eyes as I try to hold back the madness. “I always knew this day would come. I could feel it like a disease working through me. Him. His soul taking over mine. Alexi, I can’t… I can’t fight it anymore. I’ve tried. I’ve tried so hard, but it’s taking over. I’m nothing but a monster. There is nothing left of the boy you knew.”

      “Yes, there is.” He steps closer, and I step back until I hit the railing once more. “I saw him with her for a moment. You didn’t think I saw your concern. Despite it all, you care for her, Nikolay. You are still in there—different, but still there. The boy who protected me when I was bleeding from Father’s fists. The boy who tucked Zakhar in and stayed with him all night so he could feel safe. Who took the blows for him when I was gone and never complained, never said a word, because you love us. You do not see it, Nikolay, but you are still that man. Fuck what he did to you, what you think you are. The world doesn’t deserve you anyway, doesn’t deserve someone so willing to do anything it takes to keep his brothers and now his wife safe.”

      Shaking my head, I look away. “I thought when he died it would help, but I still hear him, brother. The scars on my body are a constant reminder of what and who I am. I can never be anything but this. I saw it in your eyes last night. You feared me. More than that, you feared what I had become. You looked at me like you looked at Father, and that broke me.” He flinches as I turn away, trying to push back the tide. Reaching down, I unclip my gun and throw it to him. “Put a bullet in my head and walk away before it’s too late. Before I ruin our family the way he ruined me. Before I kill the only good thing to happen to us in a very long time. I see you too, Alexi, and I see how she makes you happy. You need her, Alexi, but you don’t need me anymore.”

      “We need you. I need you,” he snarls, turning my face back to him. “We always will. Even if you don’t see it, we love you. We want you. You are family, and family sticks together.”

      “Do not quote Father,” I snap.

      “Then listen to me!” he yells in my face. “I made you a promise years ago that if I thought you were lost, if I thought you had become him, I would end you myself. I do not see him, Nikolay. I see you—my brother.”

      “Then you are blind,” I shout, pushing him back as I tug at my hair. “My mind is tearing apart, my soul is lost, and my heart is cold. I will kill us all!” I roar as I look back at him. Something blurs my eyes, and when I reach up, I feel a tear in my lashes.

      I blink in astonishment, and his face pales as he gapes at me. It’s like a flood bursting forth, and I can’t hold it back anymore. Pain, heartache, and worry explode through me until I cannot even stand, and I drop to my knees before my brother.

      He cups my face as tears blur my vision, ones I’ve never let fall, even as a kid. “Brother, look at me,” he coos, pressing his forehead to mine, just like that night he saved me. “I promised you then, and I promise you now, he will never hurt you again. Not even from beyond the grave. You have too little trust in yourself. You won’t kill her, I know that.” His eyes slide shut as he cups the back of my head. “Niko, trust in us. You did once, do it again.”

      “I’m so tired of fighting the decay he put in me,” I admit, tears sliding down my face as I let the last of my pain float into my words. All the fight, all the sleepless nights spent fisting sheets to stop myself from lashing out. All the times I looked in the mirror and saw nothing but the monster he called me. All the blood I’ve spilled and lives I’ve taken in his name—in their name.

      It ruined me.

      And I’m so tired of fighting who I am.

      But who I am, the person I’ve become, doesn’t belong in this world. Not even ours.

      I have used my skills to protect my family, yet they make me a monster to everyone, including them. Father always preached about family, about staying together, but he tore us apart.

      “He really fucked us up, didn’t he?” Alexi whispers.

      I snort bitterly with a laugh, and his smile is small and sad.

      “Trust her, brother. She’s stronger than you think. I thought she would be our destruction, but I think she might be our salvation.”

      “And if I kill her?” I murmur.

      “I won’t let that happen.” I see the truth then. He knows that her death would mean he’s finally lost me, and Alexi is willing to hold me together with blood, sweat, and determination.

      “You can’t make everything so just by speaking it, brother.”

      “Want to bet?” he retorts. “I’m not losing you. He will not win. So keep fighting, Nikolay, for us and for her. For what might be. There will be pain, but it might be worth it. It’s your choice.” His lips briefly press against my head before he stands and turns away. “Stay here and end it if you will. I won’t stop you, but if you come back, you come back fully into this family. No more hiding in the dark. We do this together, like we always should have.”

      I watch him go, the gun still on the ground before me, taunting me.

      In the end, it’s my sheer stubbornness and unwillingness to let my father win that has me climbing to my feet and putting the gun away.

      My father is dead, Alexi made sure of that once he learned the truth about what he did to us…to me. In that moment, I’d vowed to stay with my brother and do whatever he needed. In the process, I swore to give him and Zakhar the lives they deserved so they could find happiness the way my father never could.

      But Alexi is right—the only way father can hurt me is if I let him.

      It’s my choice.

      As I step inside, I step out of the dark and into the light.

      I step back into my family and everything that entails.

      Nikolay Volkov died that night, but Nikolay the butcher was born.

      It’s time I accepted that.

      It’s time to let the past die and look to the future.

      With her.
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      IRIS

      My first stop is at the hotel in the picture. It’s a massive swanky joint with tourists streaming in and out of it. It’s the perfect place to hide in plain sight, and unless somebody was looking, they would never find someone here right under our noses. It’s a good ploy, one I use to blend in, to stay close to the enemy as they look far and wide for me.

      There are too many people and rooms to check, especially since I don’t know who I’m looking for, so I hurry to the reception desk, pasting a fake bright smile on my face as the happy young lady in a fancy suit greets me. Her smile reminds me of sunshine, and when she speaks, her voice is infused with enthusiasm you can’t feign.

      “Welcome to The Cosmopolitan. Are you checking in?” Her hands are poised over the computer, ready to do just that.

      I lean into the counter like I’m sharing a secret, smiling back at her. Her warm brown eyes scrunch in confusion as she watches me. “Actually, I’m looking for someone, one of your guests.”

      “I’m sorry, miss, but we can’t give out any information on anyone staying here. Privacy, as I’m sure you understand.” Her smile drops as if she’s truly sad she can’t help me.

      Leaning closer, I try again. “Pretty please? It’s really important, I won’t tell,” I murmur like we’re girlfriends.

      “I’m sorry, miss, but I can’t.”

      Fuck, new tactic. I scan her. She’s a happy young girl, but more than that, she’s clearly confident and beautiful. I’m betting she’s the type to have your back in a fight, and I’m counting on that now.

      I drop my voice lower, adding a slight angry tremble to it as I let her in on the secret.

      “Look, here’s the truth—my girlfriend texted me a picture of my boyfriend coming out of this hotel yesterday when he told me he was on a business trip. I flew all the way here to find the skank he’s cheating on me with. Please, is there anything you can do?” I flash her the picture, and her eyes widen. She clearly recognizes him.

      She glances at her colleagues, who are busy with other guests. “I’m sorry, miss, but there isn’t anything I can possibly do to help you. I certainly can’t look up the room number, but if you would like to wait, I can find the number of someone whom you could ask.” She smiles sweetly as she runs a search on the computer.

      Sighing, I prepare to leave when she writes something down.

      “Get the cheating bastard,” she mutters, sliding a business card across with a hastily scrawled room number on it. “I’m sorry, miss. That’s all I can do. Have a nice day,” she calls louder for her colleagues. Grinning, I thank her as I hurry off. She probably expects me to knock on the door, but that’s fine. I’ll find my own key.

      Memorizing the room number, I pocket the card and whistle as I make my way to the bank of elevators. I slip in with a group of drunk girls decorated in sashes, one saying “Bride-to-be.” They have drinks with penis straws in them, fake little tiaras, and the shortest, sexiest dresses. I can’t help but smile as I lean back, realizing I never got a bachelorette party. Not that I would want one, but it only highlights how different my life and this marriage are.

      I duck behind them in case anyone checks the cameras, and luckily, they get off on the floor I need. I follow them until they stumble into one of their rooms, and then I carry on walking as if I know where I’m going, even as my eyes scan the empty, well-lit corridor. It’s a nice hotel, and it screams wealth, but it’s an easy enough place to blend in. Not too fancy. Not too shabby.

      Whoever it is, they are smart.

      I walk the square floor twice before I see what I need—a maid coming out of a room with a cart. She leaves it outside the next door. I watch as she drops her key against her side, where it is attached to a clip, and enters the room. My eyes narrow on it for a moment as a plan forms. I hesitate until I hear her, and then I pretend to go through her cart. When she comes back, her eyes widen and she stumbles to a stop when she sees me.

      “Miss, can I help you?” she asks.

      “Sorry, sorry, I needed some extra towels.” I feign embarrassment, my cheeks heating as I step back as if caught red-handed. She hesitantly bends over to the base of her cart where the towels are. I accidently bump her as she straightens and hands them to me, my hand slipping down and unclipping the key.

      “Thank you so much,” I gush, grinning as I hurry off. I feel her eyes on me as I round the corner. I drop the towels in front of a random door and move to the end, where the room I need is. Sooner or later, she will realize her key is gone, but she’ll hopefully assume it broke or fell off.

      I scan the card and wait for it to flash green before ducking inside, pulling out a blade as I do. I wait at the partially opened door, but it’s silent and dark. There’s no movement, and the curtains are closed, almost blacking out the room.

      “Housekeeping,” I call just in case, and when no one stirs, I shut the door and move farther into the room, checking all the corners and the bathroom as I go.

      The bed is rumpled like someone has been lying on it. There’s an imprint of a laptop on it as well, which means they haven’t been gone long. Opening the wardrobe, I spot women’s clothes, which has my eyebrows rising. I’m not sexist, women can hire hitters and be killers as much as men—after all, I’m a prime example—but for some reason, I thought the person wanting revenge was a man.

      All the clothes are designer and suited to an older woman. I start to build her profile in my head. She wears gold jewelry, and she is used to staying and traveling in luxury but clearly has dealings in this side of the world—the dark side. She’s as used to glitz as she is death and isn’t afraid to get her hands dirty.

      I find a burner cell tucked into the bedside drawer, the texts to me still on it. There’s a long blonde hair on the pillow, and when I sniff it, I smell no dyes or chemicals.

      Stepping back, I scan the room. So a well-groomed, older blonde woman hired me to kill the Volkovs. It felt very personal, which is why I assumed it would be a man—a business partner they had fucked over or another family, which tend to be all men.

      I was wrong.

      There has to be something, anything. Another lead. I spend the next hour searching every hiding spot until I finally come across something.

      A key.

      A small one from a bank, if I’m not mistaken. It has a number on it and nothing else, but I pocket it nonetheless. She hid it in a vase, which means she didn’t want anyone to find it and didn’t want to risk losing it while she was out.

      So it’s important, very important.

      I put everything back in its place and do another once-over, and that’s when I hear the click of the door lock. Freezing, I slowly reach down for my gun as I wait. There’s the sound of booted feet stopping in the entrance, and I realize I didn’t get time to put the clothes back. “There’s someone here,” a hushed voice whispers. I hear them drawing their guns. “Get in the bathroom.” A door slams, and then more booted feet rush into the room.

      Right at me.

      I only have a second to dive behind the bed as shots ring out.

      Fuck, they knew I was here!

      Holding my gun, I peek over the edge of the bed to see four huge men there. They wear black suits, indicating they are hired bodyguards. Great. Cracking my neck, I ready myself as they move closer. The odds aren’t great, but I know they aren’t expecting me—the Ghost, a feral bitch. I fling myself at the first one, smashing the gun down on his head. I ride his body down, using him as a shield as I fire and hit two more. One crumples to the floor, the other tumbling into the wardrobe, smashing the glass as he groans.

      That leaves one.

      He shoots as he rushes me. I drop low and sweep his leg out, and then the fight is on. He quickly rights himself as I snap out my hand, whacking his gun across the room. Snarling, he grabs me and throws me into a wall. The wind is knocked out of me, but I push off and head straight to him. I duck his punch and weave through his arms. He’s strong but slow, and it’s all the advantage I need. I’m fast. I hit the back of his leg, sending him to his knee, and then hit him once. Twice. Three times. He goes down, but he’s still conscious, so I grab the closest object, which happens to be a corded phone. I wrap it around his neck and pull, leaning back as he claws and struggles until he stops moving. Grabbing my gun from the floor, I rush down the corridor to the front door before hesitating outside the bathroom door.

      I hear the men getting up, however, so I decide to live and return to discover the truth. “I’m coming for you,” I yell as I hit the door on my way past.

      It’s better to live another day and then find the truth than die without it. An alarm blares in the hotel. People scream and run from their rooms, and I blend into the madness. Heading to the stairs, I take them two at a time, but when I hear more screams, I look up to see two of the men chasing me with their guns out.

      Shit just got interesting. I realize I’m smiling as I grab the rail of the staircase and launch myself over it, rolling onto the landing below. I keep doing that as they snarl and yell, fighting through the panicking crowd as they try to get away from them. I’m panting by the time I get to the ground floor, but my heart is racing with adrenaline and excitement as I push out through the door and into the casino’s main area. It leads me to the bar, where everyone is starting to evacuate from the sirens and the shots, but when people panic, they get stupid. They run in the wrong direction, fight one another, and step on each other. It’s chaos, and it’s exactly what I need to disappear.

      I spot the doors through the madness, but when I glance back, I also see the men coming from the stairs, ripping through the crowd. They won’t stop until they find me. After all, I don’t just have a price on my head now, I have their boss wanting my death.

      Slipping through the throng, I keep my head high and face forward as they panic and surge forward. I move with them, swiping a hat from a young girl before she even notices. I tug the cap over my head and hide my hair. Next, I flip my jacket, tie it around my waist, grab a discarded one from a chair, and slip it on. It’s long, red, and plaid, and it hangs to my knees. I button it to hide my outfit, wipe off my lipstick, and duck my head as we all move quickly to the front door. Even if they are looking for me, they won’t spot me easily.

      I go with the flow all the way out the front door and to the sidewalk, where people are converging, the sirens loud as they head our way.

      Once free of the crowd, I run as far away as I can. When I’m at least two blocks from the hotel, I discard the clothes and duck inside a coffee shop. I need to lay low for a little while, but when I look at the clock, I almost groan. It’s late afternoon. Zakhar will undoubtedly be checking on me.

      Fuck.

      I need to get back before they start to worry…or worse. If I go outside now, however, they could find me. Instead, I stay and keep my eyes on the clock and the door the entire time. My worry only grows as time passes. I might have found some information and escaped an attempt on my life, but it’s nothing compared to the questions I’ll face when I get back to the casino. Debating, I do the only thing I can. I wait, but not idly. No, I send a picture of the key to an old friend who might find me answers, and then I dial the burner number from a phone I stole.

      “Hello?” a dark, sultry female voice answers.

      “Big mistake turning on me,” I drawl casually. There’s a pause and a slight inhale.

      “I see. So you are still alive.”

      “Please, people have been trying to kill me for years. You are going to have to do better than that.”

      “Oh, I will,” she spits. “You betrayed our contract—”

      “You did not give me time, but nonetheless, that is moot now. You have broken the contract. You have come for me. You will regret that before the week is through when my gun is aimed at your head. After all, you hired me because I am the best. Because no target can outrun or outlast me. Because I can get into places others can’t. You fucked up big time. It won’t be their blood on my hands, but yours. See you soon.” I hang up, crush the phone under my foot, and glance at the clock. I really need to get moving. They won’t like the fact that I slipped out under their noses when I said I needed alone time and rest. They have a tendency not to trust people, and I’ve just given them a reason not to trust me.

      Great.

      The Volkovs are going to kill me.

      At least the makeup sex should be good.
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      ZAKHAR

      The meetings drag on and on. All I want to do is climb back in bed with Iris and hold her, but she said she needed space, so I gave it to her. Anya used to get upset if I ignored her when she asked for it, so I’m learning from past mistakes. After all, I do want Iris to be happy here. My heart hurts at the thought of my sister, but I push it away, knowing if anyone could survive those bloodthirsty Brits, it’s her. She might not have had our dad’s attention, but she took after him in his anger and bloodlust, more so than even me. Not that it ever mattered to him. He thought women were below him, even his own daughter. I think that’s why we bonded so much—both of us were put down by our father for simply being who we were.

      Anya because she was a woman, and me because I was an optimist who preferred laughter over fighting.

      I wonder if Iris likes that about me or if she also thinks I’m a wimp like Father used to. Don’t get me wrong, I’ll do what has to be done for my family. I’ve taken lives as easily as breathing, but I don’t enjoy it. I prefer the tactical game. I prefer using my mind and getting their secrets with word games and pretty smiles. Alexi uses that skill, especially today, when negotiating terms for property we are considering buying outside of the city, and in the meeting after, which regards the port we ship our product into.

      It’s easy, so none of them challenge me, not the way she does, and that’s all I can think about.

      Her, Iris, my wife.

      I hate that she’s in pain. I hate that she’s upset and needs space from us. I told Alexi we have to make her happy and give her a home here, not just for the treaty but for our future. Yes, we could live together in hatred like Mother and Father, but why would we? We need to do better and strive for more than anger or worse—indifference.

      Iris lights us all up in a way I’ve never seen before.

      Even Nikolay, which is dangerous, but I’m determined to keep her safe and happy forever.

      My brothers might have simply seen an enemy when they first laid eyes on her, but I saw potential for a better family, for our future, and for love. They call me a romantic, but it’s also a strategic plan. If this doesn’t work, we will lose Nikolay to the darkness. Alexi will have to kill him, which will break Alexi, and then our relationship and business will fall apart. Everything will be lost, even our family name, and we will die out like we never existed.

      I won’t let that happen. They protect our family with an iron fist, but they don’t see the games I play in the background to keep us on top and alive. Iris? She will be my greatest one yet.

      The logical side of my brain wars with the softness I inherited from my mother. I have already developed feelings for Iris. I dare not say I love her, but I feel fondness for sure. After my last meeting of the morning, I decide to give into my whims and go check on her, but once back at the apartment, I find it empty.

      Worry blasts through me as I call guards and security. I pace in the office as they search the cameras for her, all the while calling Alexi and Nikolay to inform them. All my worst fears are flooding my thoughts—that our enemy has hurt her, taken her—and all logic flies out of the window.

      “Sir,” our security guard calls as I hang up on Alexi’s roaring demands. “We located her. She left the tower this morning and hasn’t been back since.”

      “Left? Where to?” I demand, slumping in relief that she wasn’t hurt, but then pain pulses through me. Did she run? It doesn’t seem like her style, but I suppose I can’t blame her after last night. I need to find her, though, and convince her to come back for her family’s sake and my own. I also need to make sure she is okay.

      I couldn’t bear it if anything were to happen to her.

      “I’m not sure, sir. She blended in with the crowd and disappeared outside. I’m sorry, sir, she’s gone.”

      “Call everyone in. I want every eye in this city searching for her. Find her!” I yell, my worry for her seeping into my tone. They might not fear me as much as Alexi, but every man here knows what I’m capable of, so they rush to do my bidding. I’m striding through the casino to jump in my car and search for myself when I see her.

      She walks through the front door with a guilty smile on her face. Her eyes land on me as my men converge around her. I rush to her side, searching her for wounds, and she allows it.

      “I’m fine,” she whispers over and over, and when I step back, my concern morphs to anger.

      “Where the fuck have you been?” I yell.

      She flinches, her eyes sliding away, and I narrow mine at her silence. “Escort Mrs. Volkov back upstairs, and keep your eyes on her the entire time.”

      “Zakhar,” she murmurs, reaching for me, but I step back.

      She left.

      She came back, but she left. She was leaving us. I see it in her eyes.

      Why? Are we not enough?

      Not wanting to seem weak in front of my men as I demand answers, as I beg her not to do that again, I turn away and storm to the security center to call off the hunt as they take her upstairs. I also call Alexi and Nikolay, who are flying back and won’t be long. She’s in a world of trouble. Even from me.

      How dare she leave?

      I would have taken her anywhere had she asked! Why? Why did she run?

      And why does my heart feel funny?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I don’t face her until my brothers are back. I didn’t want to fall for her lies, and I knew I would. She manipulated me this morning, leaving just after I did, using my feelings for her to break my trust. She lied to my face and waited until it was only me to leave because she thinks I’m weak, just like my father did.

      All I did was welcome her, love her, and try to make her feel at home, and this is how she repays me?

      Alexi knocked me out the moment he saw me. Nikolay would have done worse if not for Alexi, who held him back. I deserved it. It was my duty to protect her, and she could have been hurt, all because I was too in love with her not to notice what she was capable of. Love? No. I can’t. She almost got us all killed. If she had not reappeared, this whole city would have been torn apart in our wrath to find her, not to mention her family if word got back to them. They would have demanded retribution.

      She almost started a war.

      It’s time we find out why.

      We confront her together. She’s pacing in the living room when we walk in as a unit, but she stops when she sees us and turns to face us. “Hey, you’re back,” she calls sweetly to Alexi and Nikolay. “Good business trip? Kill any people?”

      “Shut the fuck up, little flower,” Alexi demands as he storms toward her. Nikolay circles her with him, and part of me starts to feel guilty. Should I have just asked her and not called them?

      “What’s the—”

      He covers her mouth. “I said shut the fuck up. If your next words aren’t a very good explanation of where you’ve been all day, then I’m going to finally give in and kill you. I’ll send your heart back to your precious family in a box.”

      Her eyes flare in anger as she rips her head away, throwing me an accusatory, betrayed glance. “What? I’m not allowed to leave? Am I supposed to stay locked away like a fucking dirty secret?”

      “You fucking bet you are. We don’t know if we can trust you yet, and this just proves why.” His words hurt her, but he carries on. “This city is teeming with people who would either love to use you to hurt us or would kill you because they think you are our enemy, and you just disappeared!” he roars before turning away. He moves to the bar and knocks back a drink as if to stop himself from wringing her neck as I meet her gaze. Nikolay stands behind her as if he’s ready to snap her neck, but there is fury mixed with worry in his eyes.

      “They are angry because they were worried,” I explain, ignoring Nikolay’s snort. “Where did you go? You said you wanted space, but I didn’t know that meant leaving. I would have sent guards—”

      “Exactly.” She huffs, throwing her hands in the air. “You would have had someone right up my ass all day. Excuse me for needing air. I was ripped away from my life, my home, and dropped here with you three—who are very overwhelming, I might add. I’ve almost been killed and locked in a tower. I’m messed up in the head, okay? I needed space, I needed quiet. Away from all of you. Just to think on things.”

      “Liar,” Nikolay hisses, even as I soften toward her before remembering the bone-deep fear I felt when I realized she was gone. She could have had space, she just needed to tell us without leaving like we aren’t even worthy of a note.

      As if I’m not.

      “I’m not lying,” she snaps. “I walked around the city and explored to see it as a normal person, a random tourist, rather than Iris Volkov. I just wanted to be me for a few hours to find myself again instead of being yours and everything that entails. I gave up my life and my future for my family and this treaty without even having a say in it. All I wanted was a few hours.” She looks away with tears in her eyes, and I harden, because I taste the lie in her words.

      Alexi watches me, waiting to see my reaction. He knows I read people the same way Nikolay does, but he seems to be believing her. But me? I’m not. I saw the flare of her eyes. The slight twitch. She’s lying. But why?

      I don’t tell Alexi that, he will kill her. Whatever her reason is for lying, I will get it out of her before it destroys our family. But for now, I give her the benefit of the doubt because I care for her, and I don’t want to see her hurt or dead.

      “Okay.” I sigh. “I understand that. If you had just talked to me—”

      “I couldn’t,” she mutters, her voice thick as if she’s about to cry, but I know it’s due to anger. “I didn’t know I was a prisoner. Next time, I won’t leave.”

      “There won’t be a next time,” Alexi snaps, pouring another drink. “You are not to leave this penthouse. I don’t care how good of a fuck you are, or how wrapped around your finger my brothers are, you will do as I say or I’ll kill you. No more games, little flower. This is life and death.”

      “I know that,” she retorts, and he throws his glass against the wall. It shatters, and she jumps.

      “Then act like it rather than a spoiled child!” His chest heaves as he stares at her. “I had to cut my meetings short for you, losing us millions. You aren’t Iris Kelly anymore, and it’s time you realized that.”

      “Alexi.” I step before her, protecting her from his barbs, but he narrows his eyes on me.

      “Do not protect her, brother. She wouldn’t do the same for you.” Her hand presses against my back, soft and warm, and I lean into it. “One more foot out of line, and she’s dead. I don’t care who she is. Wife or not. She disobeys us again, and it’s her demise. I can’t be worried about some stupid little girl running around getting us killed.”

      “I’ll give you a stupid little girl, you Russian pig—”

      I yank her against my back, twisting her arm until it hurts, and she gasps and stops speaking. He’s serious, he will kill her. He was worried, scared even, that she was hurt or that she disappeared. She’s a weakness for us all, and he hates that. Alexi is usually the logical one, but when it comes to her, he isn’t. He would start a war just so he didn’t have to feel the way he did today ever again.

      It’s the way Anya makes him feel.

      The way Mother did.

      Weak.

      Scared.

      It’s why he never lets anyone close, not even us. “She won’t,” I assure him in her stead. “Let me get her cleaned up and back to bed. It’s been a long day for all of us. Let’s just calm down, and we can talk about this another day.” I look to her then. “As for your privileges and freedom, he’s right—you earn those as you earn our trust, since we were enemies up until a few weeks ago.”

      She sags and nods, but she gave in too easily. She’s using this as an out, happy we accepted her lie and ran with it rather than look deeper for the truth.

      So what was Iris really up to?

      She’s not the type to run, so was she betraying us?

      Taking her hand, I tug her from the room as Alexi and Nikolay argue, not wanting them to change their mind.

      “Zakhar.”

      “Shh,” I demand, pulling her into my room and slamming the door. “You have a death wish.”

      “So I’ve been told.” She sighs and looks away.

      Turning her head back to me, I search her eyes. “I don’t know why you lied to us, Iris, but if it comes back to hurt my family, they won’t be the ones you have to worry about.”

      She flinches and recoils from my touch. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Sure.” Pushing away, I walk past her. “I’ll run you a bath, you look tired.”

      I leave her staring after me. My heart is torn into shreds. Truth, lies, plans, and schemes fill my head, but under it all, I feel panic. It seems as though what I saw for our future is falling apart around us.
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      IRIS

      I watch Zakhar all night. He barely looks at me or touches me. After I bathed, he handed me one of his shirts and climbed into bed, his back facing me. I don’t know why the cold shoulder hurts me so much. I could understand if it were Alexi and Nikolay, but Zakhar? Since the day I met him, he’s been nothing but loving and kind, and I find it hurts to see him pulling away, to not believe or trust me.

      I know I did this myself but…it hurts.

      It’s another reason for me to kill the person behind this. After, I can deal with whatever this is between my husbands and me, because I shouldn’t care the way I do. I shouldn’t want to reach across this cold bed and melt into his warm arms, have him kiss me and promise me it will be all okay.

      He didn’t believe me, yet he protected me from Alexi.

      Why?

      Why does it make my heart hurt?

      Moving closer, I press my head against his back, soaking in his warmth, but he doesn’t pull me into his arms. I hurt him, I know that. I left today without telling him, but fuck, I didn’t expect it to hurt this much to lose him when I never really had him in the first place.

      When he was never really mine.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper before I slide back to my side and turn over, a chasm between us filled with the truth I can never tell him.

      I knew this marriage was a sham and it would never work, especially since I planned to kill them, but watching it break apart has me wishing, just for a moment, that it was real.

      I’m a fool who is starting to like her enemies.

      Maybe a little too much.
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        * * *

      

      I lay low for a few days, regaining their trust, or at least trying to. I stay in the apartment, join them for breakfast, and wash my clothes before repacking them in my bag. I sleep and eat and behave, and yet they avoid me, even Zakhar. There’s no more laughter or flirting, there’s no more checking in, and they watch me like I’m a threat. Alexi is full of anger, Zakhar with hurt, and Nikolay? I haven’t even seen him—okay, that’s a lie. He doesn’t want me to see him. He’s avoiding me at all costs, back to hating me like I’ve put a target on his family’s back.

      Which I have, but he doesn’t know that.

      It’s frustrating, and yes, boring. I use their game room and explore, but after four days, I’ve had enough. There is only so much relaxing and lying around a person can do. I even cleaned yesterday, I was that bored, and their apartment is spotless as it is. So when I spot Alexi heading to his room, I hurry after him, hoping for a reprieve from this boredom.

      “Busy day?” I call, my voice warm and happy.

      He glances back at me and grunts, shutting the door in my face. It doesn’t deter me. I open it and stroll in, jumping on his bed as he gets undressed. I’ve been sleeping in Zakhar’s room, which has been horrible because he ignores me and purposely avoids touching me.

      Alexi strips out of his suit and heads to the bathroom, glued to his phone and ignoring me too. Rolling my eyes, I follow him, hop up on the counter, and swing my legs back and forth. My eyes trail over his muscular body as he steps under the spray and slicks back his hair.

      My pussy clenches, desire heating my veins for the first time in days. They haven’t touched me, I realize. For three men who could barely keep their hands off me, I’m finding their icy distance hard. I miss the fire, the fight, and the need, so I push my luck like always.

      Wanting to prove to myself they still want me, need me, I strip and step into the shower. He turns, and his eyes drop to my body before heating. It only adds to my confidence. I stop before him and tilt my head back as the spray washes over me. His hand skates down his body, washing the soap away, yet his eyes are for me.

      “Cat got your tongue?” I tease, sliding my hand down his built chest to his rapidly hardening cock. “Shall I make you scream, husband?”

      He snaps and throws me into the shower wall. A gasp leaves my lips as I almost slide down it before righting myself, and then he’s before me.

      He tips my chin up as the water streams over my face. “You hurt my family again, Iris, and there won’t be a next time. You are the only person we have given a second chance to.” His eyes search mine as he leans closer. “Do not fuck that up, little flower.”

      I smile, even as fear pounds through me. “I won’t.”

      It’s another lie.

      Because I will. I have to.

      They will kill me for it, so I might as well have fun while I can. “Now are you going to fuck me or just watch as I fuck myself?”

      His lips slam onto mine, stealing anything else I might say.

      Four days of pent-up desire is unleashed across my wet skin, and I love it. We fight for control as he kisses me, and then all too soon, he rips himself away from me. “I know you lied, little flower, and I’ll find out why. Until then, I don’t trust you, nor will I let you get close enough to hurt me again.” He steps from the shower, wraps a towel around himself, and disappears, leaving me cold, wet, and unsatisfied.

      My lips still tingle from his hard, lust filled, desperate kiss.

      Fuck.

      They are all mad at me for leaving and lying. At least they don’t know the truth though. By the time I dry off and slip into one of his shirts, he’s gone again. Alexi is determined to discover the truth, and when he does, it will be my end. I hate the fact that I miss him. All of them. The cold bastard isn’t even willing to fuck me, as if it’s another form of punishment for lying and leaving.

      Unsure what to do, I wander outside before sitting on the edge of the pool, dangling my feet in the warm water as I look out at the city. My phone vibrates next to me on the marble. Scooping it up, I hunch over it as I open the text.

      
        
        Unknown: I might have found something on your key. I’ll get back to you soon.

      

      

      And once again, the bubble around me bursts.

      Another lie.

      Another betrayal.
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      ZAKHAR

      I watch Iris all morning. She sits outside, viewing the city with her back hunched. Whether she knows it or not, she looks lonely. Alexi returned from another meeting a few minutes ago and barely looked at her, Nikolay in tow. She doesn’t even glance at us, though I’m not sure she knows we are here with the way she is zoning out. Sighing, I set my coffee down.

      “Don’t forget, Nikolay,” Alexi snaps.

      “Do I have to—”

      “Yes, you have to be there,” Alexi finishes before he can ask, not looking up from his phone as he stands next to the table where we’re eating. “It’s an important night for the new section of the casino. We have to be present for the opening, which means you have to be there in case anyone tries to kill us. So wear a nice suit and act like a human for once,” he teases, winking as Nikolay snarls. “I’m off to check the last-minute details.”

      “What about Iris?” I ask, speaking to them for the first time this morning. Nikolay flinches, fisting the gun he was cleaning with a sneer. Alexi’s eyes narrow in anger.

      “What about her?” he demands, his voice cold and detached.

      “Is she coming?” I ask, tilting my head.

      He thinks it through before sighing. “Yes. She’s our wife, she needs to be there.”

      Nikolay slams his chair back and storms away. We watch him go, and then I glance back to Alexi. “I’ll make sure she’s ready.”

      “Are you okay with that, brother?” he asks with concern. “I know she upset you when she left.”

      I drop my eyes for a moment with a shrug. I know he’s trying to protect me. He hates anything that might hurt us, even her. That’s one of the reasons he’s so angry at her. But I’m tired of the tension, of the anger brewing inside our own house. We have enough of that everywhere else.

      “It’s in the past.” I perk up, smiling at him like nothing is wrong. “We have a duty to make this marriage work. I knew there would be speed bumps. I did think it would be Nikolay trying to kill her, so we are doing well so far.”

      Laughing, he claps my shoulder. “Just don’t let her use you again, brother,” he murmurs. “I hate seeing you so down.”

      He sweeps from the room, and I sag again. Have I been sulking? Obviously I have if he’s noticed. He probably thinks she hurt me when she left, which she did, but it’s the lie that’s hurting, as is the fact that I chose her over my brothers. I betrayed my family for her, and I still don’t know why. I would have if I hadn’t spent every waking moment trying to ignore her. It didn’t work. I always know where she is, like a moth to a flame. I feel her when she’s close, my whole body coming alive. At night, in the dark, with her lying inches away, I feel the heat from her incredible body beckoning me to touch her, and it’s pure torture.

      But I’m determined to make this work, to stop sulking. It’s clear that Alexi and Nikolay have no intentions of working this out like civilized people. They will just expect her to get over it when they have finished brooding, so it must be me. I will kill her with kindness to uncover her secrets. I will make her love our life, this family, and me so much, she will never leave or hurt us again. I’m tired of hurting her myself, and that’s what we are doing—hurting her.

      She has no one here, and she clearly knows that. I hate myself a little for upsetting her, but that’s in the past. I’ll do better, I’ll be a better husband and make her love me the way I love—

      Standing, I cut that thought off as I head outside and sit next to her. She flinches and raises wide, confused eyes as she stares at me. I stare back, almost shaking with the full force of her attention. She’s more beautiful than I remember. I’ve spent the last few days not looking at her, knowing it would weaken my resolve. I was right—with one look of those sparkling emerald eyes, I’m hers again. My gaze traces over her pale skin, every freckle I ache to kiss, and down to those perfect pursed pink lips, then farther down to the tiny white shirt that is draped across her delicious body, almost sticking to her skin with the humidity and the lack of anything underneath.

      Groaning, I look away before I do something stupid like bend her over the edge of the pool and fuck her until she tells me everything I want to know. She uses sex as a way of getting what she wants, of being in power. It’s familiar to her. No, I have to disarm her and bring down her walls another way.

      Kindness.

      “Zakhar?” she asks. The rolling lilt of her voice across my name sounds like a lover’s caress, hardening my cock, so I shift away, hoping she doesn’t see. But our tricky little wife misses nothing, and the smirk on her face tells me that.

      “We have a busy day,” I tell her kindly, unable to stop myself from reaching out and twining a stray curl of her red hair around my finger. She watches me with a guarded, confused expression. I hate that. “Don’t worry, I’ll be here the entire time to walk you through it.”

      “So you’re talking to me now?” she asks, making me flinch. I drop her curl and scrub at my face.

      “I was hurt,” I admit, knowing I need to share to get her to open up. “When I got back and you weren’t here, it was like I was a child again, learning my mother had left. Only she was dead. And then again with Anya.” Looking at her, I let her see the truth. “Everyone I care for leaves. I was worried you had too. I’m sorry. I took my past out on you when it wasn’t your fault. We should have understood your needs better, not tried to control them. It was cruel of me to ignore you the last few days. I’m sorry.”

      Her eyes widen like she hadn’t expected that, and her lips part before she swallows. “Thank you.”

      I smile, unable to help myself, and she matches it for a moment.

      “I never thought I’d miss your chatter, or Alexi’s taunts, or even Nikolay’s anger, but I did,” she admits, and that small victory almost has me leaping for joy, but I don’t because that would be embarrassing. “I never meant to hurt you or bring up past wounds. I’m used to looking out for myself and no one else. Even my brothers never worried where I was every moment of the day. It’s a change. I’ll do better. I promise. I’m sorry too.”

      And just like that, we forgive each other. She covers my hand with hers where it lies between us on the marble. I curl my fingers around hers and look back out at the city as she rests her head on my shoulder. Peace. It’s nice just to have someone there, even in silence.

      My brothers are always busy, and even so, talking and sharing isn’t their type of thing, so for a moment, I feel less alone. I never knew I was so alone until this moment. We all have our duties and our roles, and besides bedmates, do I ever just share anything with anyone? My worries, my fears, and my hopes? No. Sometimes I do with my brothers, but not all because they might think they are dumb. Iris gives us a chance to be close, to be more than these cold Russian bastards they call us.

      “Busy day?” she prompts, interrupting my thoughts.

      “Right.” I blink and stand. She jerks back, but I lift her to her feet. “We have another section of the casino opening tonight. It’s a big deal. Cameras, interviews, high rollers, all the usual jazz. You are expected to be there, which means no knives, wearing pretty dresses, and playing nice.” I grin, and she groans, closing her eyes. “And if you’re good, you’ll be rewarded.” I wiggle my eyebrows before smacking her hip. “Luckily for you, I picked out lots of clothes, jewels, and accessories when we went shopping. So let’s go get you ready.”

      “Now? It’s like nine in the morning.” She groans.

      “Ah, yes, but we must pamper you.” I grin mischievously.

      “That’s your evil plan to keep me here? Pamper me until I’m too relaxed to ever leave again?”

      “Exactly.” I wink, running my lips across her cheek to her ear. “I have a feeling my little wife has never been pampered a day in her life. I plan to rectify that.” She shivers at my proximity, and when I pull back, I can’t help but grin. “The hair and makeup stylists will arrive this afternoon, but this morning, we have some spa appointments and then a lovely dinner from a five-star, world-renowned chef being delivered.”

      “Oh no, buddy, if I’m getting mani-pedis, so are you,” she warns. “If you want to make me experience this torture, then you must endure it too.”

      Blinking, I cock my head. “Fine, deal. I’ll do it if you promise to behave for today. Please? It’s important to us.”

      “Well fuck,” she mutters. “Fine, the best I can promise is that I won’t try to kill anyone.”

      “Good enough for me.” I clap. “Come on then. Grab your clothes, and then we are out of here.” I smack her ass on the way past. “In fact, forget the clothes and go naked!” I call, and she flips me off as she walks away, but she’s laughing and so am I.

      Everything is all right again.

      Everything will be perfect.
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        * * *

      

      After spending the morning at the best spa in Vegas, where we are massaged, rubbed, waxed, polished, and almost turned into jelly, I’m forced into the chair next to my wife as they work on our hands and feet. I’ve never had a mani-pedi before, and it’s actually quite relaxing. Iris doesn’t think so, however, if the narrowed eyes she is throwing at Marie, who’s working on her feet, is anything to go by.

      “I don’t understand who will be looking at my toes,” she mutters to me.

      Turning my head on the pillow, I grin at how adorable she is when she’s annoyed. “I will when they are wrapped around my neck while I eat your cunt.”

      She gapes, while Marie and Lydia, who is working on me, giggle and blush as I wink at them. “I can’t believe you said that out loud.” She laughs, smacking me. “Or that you’re getting a pedicure.”

      “A man must keep his woman happy.” I shrug. “It’s actually relaxing. Yes, the clear polish, please, Lydia. My brothers would kill me if I turn up with red toenails. It’s hard to stay intimidating then.”

      “I don’t know, it’s kind of hot,” Iris teases. I know she’s only playing, but the mischief in her eyes has me smirking. “I think you should. The big, bad Zakhar Volkov with red toenails that only I know about?”

      “Does it come off?” I mutter.

      “Yes.” She grins. “Do it, and I’ll suck your cock.”

      “Naughty little Iris,” I tease as I lean in and kiss her softly. “But you have yourself a deal. If you tell my brothers, though, they will murder me, so behave.” Looking back at Lydia, who is purposely trying to ignore our conversation, I sigh. “Paint them red to match my wife’s.”

      “Yes, sir.” She grins and ducks her head, sharing a look with Iris.

      The things a man does for love.

      Needing to feel more manly after it’s done, I force Iris into my lap on the car journey back to our home for dinner. My hands slide up her butter soft thighs to cup her perky ass before I press the button so the partition goes up, and then I smirk up at my wife. “We had a deal.”

      “That we did.” She grins. “I can’t believe you followed through.”

      “I would do much worse than paint my toes for you, wife,” I promise solemnly as I squeeze her ass. “Now be a good girl and suck my cock.”

      “So demanding, husband, especially for a man with painted toenails.” She smirks but slips from my lap, sliding her hands up my thighs. I was joking, wondering if she would, but fuck if I will stop this now. Especially when those bright red nails dig into my slacks, making me groan.

      “Behave,” I warn.

      “Never. You like it when I don’t,” she purrs, bringing her sly hands to my belt and undoing it before popping open my trousers. Her tongue darts out and sweeps across her lips, and the sight has my cock jerking. I’m so hard, I’m already close to coming, just from the thought of my beautiful wife before me, eager and turned on, wanting to suck my cock.

      “True,” I respond, my head falling back to the seat as her expert hand slides into my slacks and frees my cock.

      “Can your driver hear us?” she asks, grinning as she gets to her knees and blows her warm breath over my cock. My hands fist into the seat as I stop myself from taking over, from forcing myself into her mouth.

      “Do you care if he can?” I taunt.

      Her eyes roll to mine, and her tongue darts out to trace the tip of my shaft, tasting me. A grunt slips from my lips, my hips rising as she chuckles. “No, he can watch for all I care.”

      Fuck me.

      “How are you this perfect?” I mutter as I stroke her face before burying my hand in her hair and tugging her close. I need those taunting lips wrapped around my cock. Desire surges through me, unwilling to be ignored.

      “Not perfect. Perfect is boring. I prefer amazing,” she flirts as she wraps her lips around my cock and sucks. “Or spectacular,” she teases as she pulls her mouth away.

      “How about fucking incredible?” I pant, planting my feet firmly on the floor as she licks a line down my hard cock and back up. “Or phenomenal.” Each praise only has her teasing me more, getting me closer to what I want, so I keep going. I’d give her the fucking moon right now if she asked. I’d even take my gun and shoot myself. That’s the type of power she holds over me.

      When she sucks my cock into her talented little mouth, I know I’d give her the fucking world. “Goddamn spectacular,” I yell, my eyes sliding closed as I thrust my cock deeper into her mouth.

      Those bright eyes keep me locked in place and at her mercy. She might be the one on her knees, but she has complete control over me and she knows it. Her head bobs as we drive, her hand gripping me as I thrust into her wet little mouth. I watch my cock slide in and out, coated in her saliva, and it’s almost too much.

      I’m so fucking close, her talented mouth and teasing hand pushing me higher. The feel of her and her scent wrap around me until I know nothing else, and then the driver’s voice comes through the comms, interrupting us, and I want to kill someone.

      “Sir, we are here,” he says through the mic as I groan. I hammer into Iris’ mouth as she watches me, twisting her hand around the base of my cock.

      “Fuck off,” I snap. “You will wait until we are ready.”

      “Sir,” he starts.

      “One more fucking word, and I’ll cut out your heart.” I flick off the comms button, then tighten my hand in her hair as I lift my hips. The pressure almost bows my spine. I couldn’t stop, not even if someone opened the door and tried to kill us.

      “I want to taste your cum,” she purrs as she pulls back. Saliva drips down her chin, but she doesn’t wipe it away, liking it dirty like me. She would love some of the good shit I got up to before getting married. I might have been a ladies’ man, a pig, and enjoyed everything on offer, but I would never betray her. She controls me completely.

      “Then wrap those pretty lips around my dick,” I beg. I try to sound demanding, but I actually just sound desperate. With a knowing laugh, she locks her lips around my cock and swallows me all the way back to her throat. Holding me there, she starts to hum around it.

      My eyes slam closed and my back bows as pleasure explodes through me. I don’t get time to warn her before my release shoots into her mouth, but she doesn’t care. She swallows it before licking my cock and sitting back with a cocky, self-satisfied grin. When she reaches up and wipes her lips, I’m gone.

      “Delicious,” she whispers.

      “If we weren’t already married, I’d fucking marry you,” I rumble, tucking my cock away. “We better get out there before he sends for Nikolay, thinking something is wrong.” Laughing, she sits back in her seat as I beep through to let him know we are ready. A moment later, the door opens, but I ignore him for a moment, turning to her. I caress her jaw as I look into those shining eyes. Her lips part as I slowly lower my head and kiss her, tasting my release and submission on her tongue. “Fucking perfect,” I whisper, forcing myself from the car before I shut the door and say fuck the opening, she’s mine.

      “Sir, ma’am.” The driver is red and won’t look at us as he helps Iris from the car.

      I wait for her, taking her hand as she looks at my driver.

      “Thanks for the lift, it was very enjoyable,” she purrs, wiping at her mouth again before turning to me. “Wouldn’t you agree, husband?”

      Naughty Iris, playing with the staff.

      “Very.” I grin. My drivers should be used to it, plus I pay them well enough to be. “Time for dinner, my love.”

      “Great, I’m starving,” she says as I lead her inside.

      “Me too,” I reply, looking her over. “I might have to skip to dessert.
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        * * *

      

      After an incredible meal, during which Iris makes way too many moans and I have to excuse myself to relieve my throbbing cock, she’s rushed into hair and makeup, leaving me no time to taste that sweet little cunt she’s been teasing me with all day.

      Instead, I prowl behind her, watching and agreeing with the artists as they ask my opinion. Iris hasn’t seen the dress, but they have. I want her to feel right at home tonight, like she belongs on our arms, which she does. Hell, she could be a fucking queen while we are her lowly consorts. She does not suffer from a lack of confidence, but tonight will be hectic, and I want her to feel like she belongs in our lives. I want her to feel as beautiful as she is to me every day.

      She might understand how fearless, sexy, and intelligent she is, but I want to show her we see it too. Not by dressing her up like a toy or a doll, but as our wife, our partner. Our equal.

      As a Volkov.

      “Less curls, more waves. They are too perfect. Our wife is more…sharp edges and imperfect.” I wink at her. “Darker red lips,” I instruct as I turn to the swatches. And so it goes for the next two hours. She sits there, her eyes hardening with each passing minute. I don’t doubt she hates it, but it will be worth it. Before they finish, they turn her from the mirror so she can’t see the end result and bring in the garment bag and shoe box, and then they leave, taking their cue.

      She narrows her eyes on me. “Thank fuck. I was ready to stab a bitch if they prodded me one more time.”

      Arching my eyebrow, I look her over. “That would have been inconvenient. They are the best, but I would have replaced them.” I smirk. “Now let’s get you dressed.”

      “I feel like a fucking Barbie doll,” she mutters.

      “Yet you look like a fucking queen,” I purr, looking her over, “and later, I plan on ripping your dress off your body and having my wicked way with you, wife.”

      “Fine, but only because you promise orgasms,” she mumbles, standing in the robe they provided her with and moving to the dress bag. I step back, allowing her to unzip it. I hope she likes it. I picked it especially for her. I know a lot of people say red shouldn’t be worn with red hair, but the color looks phenomenal on her. Plus, it’s our color, and my brothers will die when they see it on her.

      She gasps and steps back as she looks at the dress. “Are those real diamonds?”

      “Only the best for you. Those are real gold and sapphires as well,” I tease when she just stares. “Well, are you going to put it on?”

      “I’ve never—” She looks back at me, and I see nervousness in her eyes. “I don’t think I can wear this.”

      I purposely pretend I don’t know what she means. “Well then, let me help you, because if we both go naked, it might be a bit of a scandal, but…” I shrug, and she laughs.

      “Zakhar, it’s too much.”

      “Nothing is too much for you,” I murmur as I cup her chin, careful of her makeup. “You deserve everything in this world, and I plan to give it to you. Even when you don’t know you need it. You can be badass, scary, and lethal and still wear a beautiful dress, my love,” I promise. “And if it wouldn’t ruin your makeup, I would kiss the fuck out of you right now.”

      “I can handle a bit of ruin.” She reaches up, grips my head, and kisses me. My chuckle soon turns into a moan as she tangles her tongue with mine before pulling back. I swipe the lipstick from her chin, happy to leave her mark on my lips for everyone to see that I’m hers.

      The possessive glint she gets in her eyes when she sees it makes me determined to always wear her marks one way or another. “Turn around before I decide to ruin all their hard work and fuck you. Let me help you dress.” Groaning, I close my eyes. “I never thought I’d be putting more clothes on you.”

      Laughing, she drops the robe, and I almost lose my intentions when I see the emerald green lace thong and her braless back.

      “Fuck me.”

      “Later.” She winks.

      Shaking my head, I wordlessly help her lift the dress—it’s heavy from all the jewels. I slide it over her head, and then I zip up the back. I glide my lips across her shoulder as I press against her back, and she leans into me, shivering as I trace her curves with my hands, sliding them to her front to cup her breasts.

      “You look ravishing,” I whisper. “Almost perfect.”

      “Almost?” she questions as I step away. “I can still kill you without my weapons.”

      “I don’t doubt that.” I laugh as I turn and grab the box from the chair that she didn’t even notice.

      Sucking in a steading breath, I turn back to her. She watches me carefully, hooking the strap of the Louboutins over her feet. They aren’t too tall, she doesn’t need them to be, but they make my mouth water. Later, I remind myself.

      Stopping before her, I smile softly. “This is my wedding gift to you, wife.”

      She blinks wordlessly as I drop to my knees before her, uncaring if it wrinkles my suit. The shock and flare of desire in her eyes is worth it.

      On my knee before her, I flip open the velvet box, my heart in my throat. Alexi doesn’t know I’m doing this, nor does Nikolay. It was all me, but it’s important. Not just for us as a family, but for her to accept who she is.

      Ours.

      She is not a Kelly anymore, not just in name, but legally and in her heart.

      I wonder if she will accept or if it will anger her. Her eyes widen as she takes it in, her hand lifting but freezing as if unwilling to touch it.

      “It’s pure gold—eighteen karat, to be exact—and inlaid with real diamonds worth millions, with a flawless ruby in the middle,” I explain quickly. “It’s our family crest. I want you to have it so you know we see you as more than a burden or a treaty, but as our family. As our wife. They struggle to show it, but we do see you as more, and together, we can make our future something better. None of us expected our lives to turn out like this, but I’m hoping you are with me on making the most of it. Iris Volkov, will you be ours?”

      She hesitates and I start to panic, but then she grins widely, her expression full of happiness and shock. “Yes,” she whispers, seeming to surprise herself. Surging to my feet before she changes her mind, I gently lift her hair and put the necklace on her. She shivers as the cold gold touches her skin. I fasten the clasp and step back to check it out. It sits exactly where I wanted it to, and I can’t help but be both turned on and happy.

      The necklace sits in the hollow of her throat, stealing my breath. A roaring sense of possession thrums through me until I have to fight the urge to fuck her with nothing but her necklace adorning her skin. The delicate V is intertwined, just like our family crest, with flowers made of diamonds and a blade and a gun. It’s a beautiful necklace that I had made for her before I even knew our wife. I had been keeping it for the perfect time.

      Which is now.

      “Look at yourself, wife. Look at how we see you. Wild hair and beautiful, mesmerizing eyes. With or without jewels, you are the most incredible prize we have ever won. The most gorgeous and perfect storm we never saw coming.” She looks into the mirror, her mouth dropping as if she can’t believe it. She scans herself wordlessly.

      “Look at your beauty. This is what we see every day. This is who you were meant to be—ours.”

      She stares at herself in the mirror, her eyes alight as she takes herself in for the first time. I can’t help but think that she looks every inch the mafia wife, but that wicked smile and those sharp eyes mark her as more than a trophy.

      They mark her as a partner.

      A Volkov.

      A killer.

      Our family is not just a figurehead, and neither is our wife.

      Who knew the treaty could provide us with someone so perfect?

      The dress is low cut, exposing her ample cleavage, just like her wedding gown. The silky red material clings to her curves and then cascades down to her feet. It’s backless, cut all the way down to her perfect ass, with diamonds and jewels sewn into the bodice covering her breasts. As she moves, they sparkle, and the top almost shows slips of her nipples, which has my mouth watering.

      Her hair is wild and curled just like it should be, like it normally is. I didn’t want to change that. Her eyes pop with the black liner and the gold shadow on her lids. Her lips are perfectly painted, and her cheekbones are highlighted. She glitters like a diamond—or a blade—and she shines brighter than any jewel we own.

      “I look…beautiful,” she whispers, her eyes misting. “I—Zakhar.”

      “Shh, don’t say anything. For tonight, my love, let’s forget our families, our pasts. Let’s just be madly in love, recently married, and enjoy ourselves,” I murmur as I step to her side. “Let’s be who I wish we were. Who I hope we will be.”

      “Deal.” She laughs. “Alexi and Nikolay will lose their shit.”

      “Oh, I have no doubt. It was my wicked plan all along. They can’t stay mad at you anymore.”

      “You tricky little Russian.” She laughs.

      “You know it, baby, and don’t forget it again.” I wink. “Now let’s go show them what they are missing.”

      Kissing her cheek, I step back and take her hand, but she doesn’t move for a minute.

      “It’s time, wife. You look good enough to kill.”

      She turns to me, and I bow over her hand before kissing it.

      “You look like a Volkov.”

      The smile that blooms on her face steals that last part of my heart. I just hope she keeps it with her own and doesn’t discard it as my brothers fear.
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      NIKOLAY

      I search the crowd for her. I tell myself it’s for threats, but I know it’s a lie. It’s for her. I am desperate for a glance of her, a stolen touch. I might still be angry at myself, her, and the fucking world for putting us together, but it doesn’t mean I want her any less. Zakhar promised she would be here, but she’s late, as is he. Jealousy pours through me before I push it away. She’s probably trying to sneak away or something.

      That thought comes to a stop as she steps into the casino on my brother’s arm. Her head is tilted back in laughter at something he was saying, while his is angled down to her, a wide smile on his own lips.

      They look perfect together, stealing every eye. Cameras flash and people gasp. Me? I stare at her from the dark, wanting her from afar like it should be.

      My eyes cut to her more than him. She looks phenomenal. For a moment, I see my mother dripping in riches and dressed to the nines, but when her intelligent, deadly eyes find me in the crowd, I’m grounded. She’s not my mother. She was weak, and Iris is anything but weak, but she does look incredible and every inch the Volkov trophy wife.

      Her dress leaves nothing to the imagination, cupping every inch of her curvy, pale body until she’s like a jewel herself. Her hair is styled but still wild, and I find I want to muss it more, like when I had my hands in it. Her makeup is subtle but well done, and when they stop before me, my eyes landing on the necklace on her neck, I freeze.

      “Zakhar,” I growl.

      “Yes, brother?” he teases, knowing full well what the issue is.

      “Problem, Niko?” Iris purrs, tilting her head at me.

      I’m speechless. The sight of our family crest in the hollow of her neck has fury and desire fighting for dominance inside me. Like she knows the war within me, she slips past me and presses herself to my side. “You are looking at me, husband, like you can’t decide whether to wring my neck or fuck it. I’m down for either, but later. It’s a party, after all.”

      Zakhar follows after her like a lovesick puppy, but her eyes return to me, filled with wicked intent, and I know she is anything but the perfect trophy wife. No. She’s deadly and dangerous—a survivor. Whatever she is lying about isn’t good. There’s a promise in her eyes as she leans into Zakhar, charming the people he introduces her to as if she’s as comfortable here amongst the rich and powerful as she is in my chains.

      I’ll get the truth from her. Fuck what Alexi said about letting it go. I’ll protect them all from her, even if they are blinded by her. Even if I am.

      I want her so badly, it’s a physical ache.

      Alexi asked me to come back and to try, and I really am, but I want her more than anything in this world and I can’t have her. In my heart, I know something is wrong, especially after I did some digging about where she went.

      She lied to us.

      Her gaze cuts to me again and her smile drops, her eyes narrowing like she knows my thoughts.

      I want to believe she’s simply scared and needing space, but it’s a lie. She is a liar. She’s still our enemy.

      I don’t know why she went into that hotel, but hours later, there was an evacuation and a firefight. It’s not a coincidence. She should have known this city is ours and it would get back to us. I haven’t told Alexi yet, wanting to deal with it myself, and deal with it I will.

      Even if it means killing the woman who is saving us.

      Even if it means dooming us.

      We will burn together.
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      IRIS

      I ignore Nikolay’s glare as Zakhar flits around the room, introducing me to everyone, including business partners and investors. He works the room easily, and people fawn all over him, men included. They love him, yet I notice the sharpness of his eyes despite the alcohol in his hand and his flirty, fun demeanor. He laughs and jokes, but not only does he confirm three business deals, he also sets more in motion. He’s working without them even realizing it. His sharp, silver tongue is so expertly wielded, I didn’t even notice at first.

      He’s good—really good.

      He’s as good with words as Nikolay is with torture and Alexi is with a gun, maybe even better. No wonder they are the trifecta no one can beat. With Alexi’s brain, Nikolay’s fists, and Zakhar’s tongue, they are invincible. Every angle is covered. So what do I bring to the table?

      Wait, do I care?

      I’m not staying, am I? So why do I worry about how I fit into their lives and enhance their business? I’m not, I tell myself as I drain more of the ridiculously good, expensive champagne. My gaze returns to the shadows Nikolay is hiding in. Despite the polished suit he wears, he’s clearly unapproachable. Everyone gives him a wide berth, except for the guards who report to him. His eagle eyes watch everyone and everything, including me, as if he can see through my clothes, my skin, to my very soul and is calling to it with pain and death.

      Tonight is about Zakhar, though, not him.

      I lean into him and perfectly slide back into the conversation, and once it’s over, Zakhar leads us away, leaning down to murmur, “You handled that perfectly. I think they were more obsessed with you than I am. No doubt they will come to the meeting now, thank you.”

      His constant praise and love should be smothering me, but it’s reassuring and comforting.

      “Sir, sorry to interrupt,” one of their men says quietly as he stops before us. “One of the guests needs to discuss the vault—”

      “Fine, fine.” Zakhar sighs before turning to me, dismissing the guard. “Stay here and enjoy the party. I won’t be long.”

      “I can come if you’d like?” I offer, leaning into him with a smile.

      He kisses me softly. “Don’t worry, it will be boring. I won’t be long. Drink and enjoy the party. Try not to kill anyone,” he whispers against my lips, making me laugh, and then he’s gone. Men and women watch him go and then look at me with envy and lust, wanting us both. Turning away to avoid their eyes and greedy clutches, I search the room. I can’t see Nikolay, but I can feel his eyes. Alexi, however, isn’t hiding.

      Far from it.

      Not only has he ignored me all evening, but he’s sitting in a booth surrounded by fawning women and entertaining them. They hang on his every word and slide their hands over his body. His eyes are alight with laughter and alcohol, and his arms and legs are spread in a relaxed posture, like a king holding court over his people.

      The bastard.

      Jealousy roars through me as I toss back my drink. I have no right to be jealous, yet I do. He’s my husband. Any dutifully loving wife would be upset, right? I tell myself I am supposed to play the part as I saunter over to him.

      Not that I care, not at all.

      My eyes narrow on the blonde, whose hand is snaking farther down across his crotch. I itch to grab a weapon and slice it off, but then I realize I don’t have any. Fuckers. No one touches what is mine, and Alexi Volkov, even if I hate or love it, is mine.

      Not only are they insulting my marriage, but they are flaunting it in my face and they know it. The whores. When I step closer and they don’t seem worried or even know who I am, I realize they don’t know he’s married.

      I’m betting the fucker hasn’t advertised it.

      For a moment, uncertainty fills me as I step before his table. Am I nothing more than a dirty secret he wishes didn’t exist when he disappears to other women’s beds?

      His eyes land on mine, knowing, angry, and vicious, and I realize it’s another move in his game. I’m not backing down, however, because I’m playing to win. I hurt him, so he’s hurting me. A smirk twists his perfect lips as he pulls one of the girls closer, making her giggle. His long, lean hands slide down her body like it’s another thing he owns without thought or care. It’s not the way he touches me—deliberate and worshipful.

      They are pawns, while I’m his queen, and it’s time he remembered that.

      “Oh hello, wife, I didn’t see you there.” His eyes scan me as if he finds me lacking, but I see the desire and respect in his gaze. I tilt my head and purse my lips in a knowing grin as I drag my hand up my chest and play with the necklace. His eyes flash with something before he forces himself to relax. “Let me introduce you to my blushing bride, ladies.”

      Some women instantly move away with a horrified look at me. They earn my respect. One ignores me completely, licking and nipping his ear, while another leans into his chest, clearly drunk as she blinks at me.

      “I didn’t realize you were married, sir,” she slurs, smiling sloppily at me.

      “Don’t worry, I’m his wife in name only.” I smile sweetly and lean in like I’m sharing a secret. “He couldn’t get it up to consummate the marriage, if you know what I mean.”

      She balks and gapes at Alexi. He narrows his eyes, and his lips twist in a knowing smile. “Ah, not to worry, ladies. Maybe I would have been able to if my wife’s cunt wasn’t as dry as the desert around us and just as unappealing.”

      I almost flinch as anger rises within me. The rat bastard.

      “Your brother didn’t seem to have that issue.” I grin. “In fact, he seemed to very much enjoy my pussy and mouth today,” I purr. His smile drops, and his eyes narrow in envy. “In fact, let me go find him then, shall I? I’m sure he’ll enjoy this…dry pussy, as you say, and make it nice and wet.” I pretend to search the crowd. “The only question is, which brother? Am I right, ladies?”

      “Go ahead wife, I’m busy.” He slides his hand up one of the blonde’s thighs, and I debate carving his heart out. Ignoring my jealousy and anger, I lean into him, letting him see all the way down my dress. His full attention is on me, despite his words and actions.

      “Oh, and when they can’t satisfy you the way we both know they can’t, don’t come crying to me. All the pussy in the world won’t match mine,” I purr. “See you later, husband, and have fun. I know I’ll be enjoying myself with your brother’s cock inside of me.” I flip my hair and sway my hips as I make my way through the crowd. They part for me as I head straight over to Zakhar, who’s shaking some man’s hand. He sees me coming and turns with a welcoming smile. When he sees my intention, it drops, and his eyes turn hungry as they drag over my body just as I stop before him. I rest my hand on his chest as I step closer.

      “Let’s get out of here. You promised to rip off my dress.”

      “That I did, but the party…” He sounds as if he’s in pain.

      “Can fuck off. I want you.”

      It’s all I need to say. His hand slides down to my ass as he hurries us through the crowd. I look back and meet Alexi’s glare and blow him a kiss.

      Once in the elevator, I plaster myself against Zakhar. He kisses me back, pressing me into the wall. His hands are all over me before lifting my legs, but when the elevator comes to a stop, he takes my hand and leads me through the empty penthouse to his room.

      I go to kiss him, but he slides around me and unzips my dress. I let it drop to the floor before stepping out of it as I turn to him with a knowing grin. “How do you want me, husband?”

      “On the bed,” he murmurs as he strips to his boxers.

      Climbing onto the bed, I kick off the heels but leave on the necklace, and then I recline on the mattress.

      “Good girl,” he purrs as he crawls closer, stopping before me. “Now go to sleep.”

      “What?” I blink incredulously as he laughs.

      “I saw what you did. It was very funny, but you won’t use me to get back at my brother, little wife. I want you more than anything in this world, but I won’t fuck you while you think of him. When you are with me, it will be because you want me.” He pulls me into his arms as I lie there, stiff and shocked.

      He’s turning me down?

      That has never happened in my life.

      “Zakhar—” I start.

      “Shh, it’s okay. I know you want me too, but not like this, okay? When he’s not between us, I’ll happily eat your cunt and fuck you until you can only scream my name, but for now, let me hold you. He can stew on what we are doing while I know I’m the one who holds you, whose comfort you seek. Sleep, my love.”

      I don’t know what to say. Is he right? Was I using him? If so, that’s fucked up. I truly do want him, and even now, my pussy is slick. I watched him all night, admiring him, but he’s right—it would be to get back at Alexi, which isn’t okay.

      “I’m sorry.” I sigh, snuggling closer. “I do want you, Zakhar, more than you could ever know. I just got carried away, and for that, I’m sorry.” I kiss his arm and lean into him. “You were amazing tonight. They didn’t even know how easily you manipulated them. It was sexy as hell. No wonder your brothers need you so much.”

      “Not that much.” He sighs.

      I cup his face, hearing the sadness in his voice and hating it. “You don’t see it then, but they rely on you to be the face of the family. They need you to use your wits and tongue.” I smirk. “Which is very impressive.” He laughs at my meaning and cups my ass, dragging my leg over his hip.

      “You are too cute,” he whispers, kissing my nose. “Thank you. Sleep now.”

      I do, curled around him after an amazing but tiring day. Unlike Alexi, Zakhar still wants me, wants to take care of me and love me, and I’m going to let him.
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        * * *

      

      My dreams are filled with exploring hands and mouths, and when I wake up, I realize it wasn’t a dream at all.

      It’s dark and I’m on my back. A mouth is wrapped around my stiff nipple, and there are fingers plunging in and out of my cunt. Moaning, I arch my back, blinking to clear the sleep away as I catch up. My body is humming with pleasure and need, already close to coming, yet my brain doesn’t know what’s happening.

      “Good, you’re awake,” a wicked voice says from the dark, and I realize it’s Zakhar.

      “Zak—” His name cuts off as he nips my nipple. “Oh God.”

      “I couldn’t resist. You were rubbing that sexy little body against mine, making sweet little noises, and baby, you are so wet for me.”

      “Oh fuck.” I groan as his thumb rubs my clit, sending waves of pleasure surging through me.

      “I’ve been wanting to do this all day and feel you come apart for me. I want to taste you.”

      “Fuck yes,” I whimper.

      “Or we say blya da,” he whispers against my skin as he lowers himself between my legs. I part my thighs wider and expose my core to his hungry gaze. His Russian accent makes me clench around his fingers.

      “Blya da,” I repeat. It’s clumsy, but it has him groaning and thrusting his fingers harder inside of me.

      “You sound fucking hot in my native tongue. I’ll teach you all the dirty words,” he promises. “But for now, let me taste my wife,” he murmurs as he lowers his mouth to my greedy pussy.

      At the first touch of his tongue, I come apart, screaming my release. It explodes through me so fast, it leaves me shaking and gasping, but as I come down, he doesn’t let me relax. No, his tongue lashes my throbbing clit as his fingers stroke my clenching channel. He pushes me higher again, wanting every inch of my pleasure.

      For a moment, I wonder if Alexi can hear or if he’s even here.

      I hate the fact that he could be fucking someone else right now, but I refuse to let him ruin this, so I let that jealousy go and pour myself into the man who wants me.

      Zakhar.

      “Please!” I scream, wrapping my legs around his head as I reach down and grip his hair. The necklace tightens on my throat in the best way—a reminder of who I am now.

      Theirs.

      For a moment, the thought doesn’t bring anger but pleasure.

      His tongue lashes my cunt before dipping inside of me along with his fingers, tasting my release. My head drops back to his pillows as I pant and writhe in his sheets, unable to think of anything but the pleasure I’m receiving from his touch and mouth. My back arches, thrusting my chest into the air, as his other hand slides up my stomach and twists and flicks my nipples. He’s pushing me toward another release, and when he bites down on my clit, I see stars with the force of my second release.

      When the pleasure finally passes, I sag into the bed, my chest heaving as I blink open my eyes to look down at him. His gaze is filled with satisfaction and love as he licks every inch of me clean before crawling up my body.

      He kisses me softly as I wrap my legs around him and reach down, but he urges my hand away. “No, my love, tonight was about you. Now sleep and just let me hold you. That’s all I want, and when you wake up, I’ll be here.”

      He’s so sweet that his words bring tears to my eyes, which I quickly blink away. When was the last time a guy did anything for me without wanting something in return? The end goal is always to fuck me and get their pleasure, but not with him.

      I fall a little more.

      “Goodnight, my love,” he whispers before kissing me. I taste myself on him as I lean into his arms.

      “Goodnight, husband.”

      For the first time, the word husband isn’t mocking or hateful, but hopeful.

      He’s changing everything, and I can’t find it in me to care.

      That’s a problem for tomorrow. Tonight, I give myself to him freely. Willingly.

      I am willingly his.
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      ALEXI

      I couldn’t sleep. I kept replaying my interaction with my wife, who was dressed to kill.

      After she left the party, the fun and my desire to be there disappeared too. I basically turned into Nikolay, hanging around the edges and observing. After one look at her hands on my brother, I’d become a different person, a possessive bastard hiding in the dark. It’s something I’m not used to. The look she had given me when she saw me with those cheap girls…

      She was hurt, just like I wanted.

      More than that, I wanted to test if she cared. She did, and now all the anger I felt toward her seems to have morphed into a roaring need. Iris, our little wife, wants us as much as we want her. She’s just too proud to admit it. No wonder she ran, but she came back. I’ll give her the benefit of the doubt, even if she did lie to me. She’ll tell us eventually, and when she does, we can punish her. Until then?

      I’ll play nice after she emerges from Zakhar’s room.

      The lucky bastard. Who knew being the kind brother would pay off? Maybe we should take a page from his book. Nikolay and I have breakfast together. He doesn’t speak and leaves soon after. Needing to see and speak to Iris without seeming like I’ve been waiting, I set up for a meeting in the living room. I have my laptop before me, and as I wait for them to start, I go through the reports and notes so I’m versed and ready.

      An hour later, I lean back and sigh, scrubbing at my face. I hate idiots, and boardrooms are filled with the pricks. There’s a noise, and my head jerks up. I spot Iris in the kitchen. She’s pouring herself a cup of coffee as she watches me, draped in nothing but a large white shirt.

      It’s Zakhar’s, no doubt, the lucky bastard.

      “Bring me one, won’t you, wife?” I request, playing nice. Her eyes narrow as she pours a coffee and heads over. She holds the mug out to me, but as I go to grab it, she takes it back and retreats, sitting on the couch cross-legged as she sips it. “Mean, little flower.”

      “If you want coffee, then get one of your lady friends to get it,” she snaps. Her hair almost moves with her anger, her curls tumbling over her shoulder. Her makeup is gone, so she’s natural and beautiful, and her eyes are bright with anger and jealousy, whether she knows it or not.

      It’s a fucking beautiful sight.

      “You look sexy when you’re jealous.” I smirk, patting my knee. “Come here, and I’ll make it all better.”

      “Shut the fuck up before I toss this coffee in your smug, pretty boy face,” she threatens.

      “So you think I’m pretty?” I grin, leaning farther into the couch. I’ve gone from wanting to kill someone and being surrounded by idiots to laughing and genuinely enjoying my morning. All because she appeared like fucking sunshine.

      Her eyes narrow, and I sigh, realizing she isn’t going to let this go. For a moment, I feel bad for hurting her, for making her believe I could ever be with anyone else but her. “If I tell you I didn’t fuck any of them, will you play nice?”

      She huffs and averts her gaze, so I slide closer. She inches away, but I trap her against the couch, my arm across her back as I lean in and groan at the fresh scent that is Iris.

      “Or the fact that I couldn’t bear their touch, the way they smelled, or the way they looked at me because it wasn’t you? I desperately wanted to prove to myself I’m still me and able to fuck whomever I want, yet none of them made me feel alive like you did. I couldn’t even get hard without you around. Yes, I flirted with them and encouraged them” —I lick her ear, my heart soaring as she sharply inhales, still wanting me in her anger— “to make you jealous, get you all riled up, and to see if you cared, and little flower? It’s clear you did. I won, yet I went to bed hard and unsatisfied while you fucked my brother’s brains out, so I guess we are even.”

      “No, even would be fucking your guards to get back at you or stabbing you,” she snaps.

      Laughing, I lean back, pulling a small blade I keep at my ankle. I hand it to her, plucking the coffee from her hand as I replace it with the blade. “Then stab me and let’s move on. I promise not to touch another woman and to stop playing games, little wife, if you will. Oh, and if you touch or so much as look at another man, I will tear him apart and leave him as a warning to others—a warning that you are mine. Ours.”

      “You want me to stab you?” she asks incredulously, looking at me from inches away, mesmerizing me with her eyes as always. “And don’t get me started on that killing shit. I’m only addressing one crazy statement at a time.”

      “If it will make you feel better and stop being angry, have at it. Or I could eat your sweet pussy until you forget why you’re mad,” I offer, licking the rim of the mug as I look at her.

      “You are something else,” she snarls, trying to move away.

      “Thank you.” I kiss her cheek. “I’m sorry, little flower. That’s what I’m trying to say. I’m sorry for hurting you.”

      She sputters as I move away, trying to protest, but I ignore it.

      “I’d take it. He’s never said sorry in his life, even when he used to beat us up,” Zakhar calls. We both turn to see him in his boxers in the kitchen, an open carton of orange juice in his hand. He toasts me with it. “Guess that answers my question.”

      “What question?” I ask, confused.

      “If you love her or not.” He toasts us again and then departs, leaving both of us gawking after him as he whistles merrily to himself.

      We are both frozen as we turn to look at each other. Luckily, my laptop starts to ring, so I clear my throat and look away, answering the call, but I see myself in the camera, looking pale and unsure.

      Do I love her?

      Is that what this feeling is? The one that makes my heart ache when I’m away from her? The one that makes me crazy jealous, impulsive, stupid, and clumsy around her?

      “Sir?” the man hedges. “Are you ready for me to begin the meeting?”

      “Yes, of course.” I wave it away, shaking my head to focus on this important meeting. It’s a planning meeting on how best to acquire rights in Istanbul, which is somewhere we have been trying to crack into for a while. I try to focus and ignore her, but then she stands with a wicked smile on her face and positions herself beyond the table and couch, behind the laptop.

      My eyes narrow on her before I focus on the screen, nodding at whatever they are rambling on about. The meeting starts a debate about rights and percentages, which would usually interest me. Today, however, not so much, as Iris starts to move.

      To dance for me.

      Slow and sensual, she slides her hands up and down her body. She winds her hips, her lips tilted in a mocking smile. “Stop,” I demand.

      “Er, sir, why? Is the presentation not to your liking?” the man before me on the screen asks hesitantly, looking terrified. He knows what happens when I’m displeased.

      “Not you. Please continue,” I snarl, then glare at Iris, but as usual, she doesn’t care about my anger.

      Laughing, she drags her hands up her chest and pops open the top button of her shirt, then the next, and the next. I gape at her, my cock hard as I watch my wife tease me. When there are no more buttons, she sways and the shirt parts, giving me glimpses of her delectable body and cunt.

      I almost drool as I lean back, my entire focus on her and not the meeting. Turning, she looks over her shoulder, and with a wink, she slowly drops the shirt, exposing her peachy ass, long toned legs, and pale back.

      “Turn around,” I demand.

      “Of course, sir, but why?”

      “Not you, shut the fuck up,” I snarl at the computer without even looking at the screen, uncaring that there are important diplomats and businessmen present. She’s more important than anything. They might say my dick is doing the thinking, but my heart is too. My every thought is consumed by her as she slowly turns and flashes me every inch of her perfect, curvy body.

      Slowly dipping to the floor, she slides her hands up her thighs and up to cup her breasts as she sways back to her feet. “Slower,” I murmur. “Show me.”

      Doing as she’s told, she slowly climbs on the table just behind the laptop. My neck cranes back as I watch her until I can’t resist. Fuck the meeting. Fuck everything. I need to be inside of her now.

      I’ve never needed anyone as much.

      Crooking my finger, I slam the laptop closed without saying anything. “Get your sexy ass over here before I open that back up again and let them watch you scream for me, little wife.”

      Laughing, she gracefully walks across the table, one foot in front of the other, before hopping onto my lap. She straddles me as she rolls her body against mine, still dancing. My hands go to her ass to hold her as I run my lips up her chest and across her chin before I yank her closer and turn her, pressing her pert ass against my cock. I spread her thighs as she leans back into me.

      Groaning, she rolls and grinds into my hard cock, her naked body pressed to my clothed one. Her head rests on my shoulder as I slide my hands up her thighs, across her hips, and over her stomach to cup her breasts, squeezing them as she moans for me. I swipe my tongue up her neck to her ear. “I can feel you getting my slacks all wet for me, little flower. You’re dripping for me like a good girl.”

      “Hell yes, so do something about it.” She moans and pushes her tits harder into my grip as I twist her nipples.

      “Oh, I plan to, right after I make you scream my name,” I whisper into her ear, sliding my hand down her body until I cup her pussy possessively. “Until you remember not to tease your husband.”

      “Why? It’s so much fun and gets me what I want.” She laughs, but the sound ends in a cry when I slap her pussy.

      “Oh no, first you will be punished for that little act,” I promise wickedly. “I’ll bring you to the edge of release over and over, until you are begging to come for me, and only when I’m good and ready will I let you.”

      “Bastard,” she seethes, even as she grinds into my touch, getting my palm nice and wet for me.

      I nip her lobe as I lift my hand to her lips. “Taste your cream, taste how wet you are for me. We are the only ones who can do this, little flower. Your body is ours, as is your pleasure, and you’ll submit so sweetly for me.”

      “I don’t belong to anyone,” she snaps, pulling away in her anger. I band my arm around her, keeping her locked against me, and wrap my ankles around hers to keep her thighs open for me so she can’t move. She freezes, no doubt glaring, and I chuckle as I slap her pussy again, making sure to catch her clit. She jerks against me, but she doesn’t relax.

      “Yes, you do, little flower. Every fucking inch of you was bought and paid for with peace. I can do whatever I like to you, and there is no one who can save you from me,” I promise darkly, dragging my hand down her wet heat. “And you love that, don’t you? Love that we want you so much, we crave the taste of your pussy.”

      “Fuck you,” she spits out.

      “That’s the plan, little flower. You started this. Now be a good girl and lick your cream,” I order, placing my hand in front of her again. She fights it but finally gives in, licking my palm, a shiver moving through her.

      “Good girl. You taste fucking amazing, don’t you?” I groan, and in reward, I spear two fingers inside of her pulsing hole. She tries to pull away again before I start to fuck her with them. I curl my digits to stroke her nerves until she leans back into me.

      I don’t think she’s even realized she’s gone from fighting to get away to fighting to get closer.

      Rewarding her, I twist my hand and grind it into her clit, making her cry out as she rides my fingers. Sliding my other hand up, happy she won’t run, I turn her head and kiss her.

      I sweep my tongue in and dominate her mouth, showing her whom she belongs to, who owns her pleasure.

      Not to be outdone, my little Iris nips my lip, biting and licking until I’m grinding into her pert ass.

      Ripping my head away, I turn her back and clutch her throat in warning, continuing to fuck her. It’s the only two places I touch her. My movements are brutal and quick as I add a third finger.

      She’s close, so I pull them out and trail them up her body to tweak her nipple. When she calms down, I slide them down, then flick and rub her clit. Moaning, she rolls her hips, rubbing against me, her breathing picking up once again, so I slow, not letting her find release.

      “Fuck you, Alexi! You Russian bastard, let me come!” she demands, her voice breathy.

      “Say your body is mine.” I grin, unbothered by her insults as I keep up that slow pace, making her cry out in frustration. “Say it, little flower.”

      “Yours!” she screams. “My body is yours.”

      “Good girl,” I praise, licking her skin and soothing it. “Good girls get rewards.” Sliding my hand down her dripping pussy, I slam three fingers inside of her and grind them into her engorged clit.

      “You’re going to come for me now, little flower. Let me feel it around my fingers. Ride them, take it.”

      Like she had been waiting for my words, even if she didn’t know it, she explodes, clenching around my fingers and shaking from the force before she sags. I lift her slightly and release my cock, sliding it across her wet heat as I position her there.

      “Good girl, now take your husband’s cock and show me how grateful you are for your release,” I demand as I slam her down.

      She screams again, clawing at my hand as she trembles around me.

      Fighting her clenching heat, I pull out and thrust back in, sinking each hard inch of my cock deeper before settling her there. I let her feel how full she is, fighting my own need to come at her tight, wet heat wrapped so perfectly around my cock. My breathing is ragged now, my fingers tight on her body.

      “Alexi,” she begs, helping me lift her and slam her down on my cock. She rides me, taking every inch of my length with quick snaps of our hips. We quickly work together, speeding up. Seeing her bounce on my cock is a beautiful fucking sight. I lean back and watch my dripping length slide in and out of her pink hole.

      I hear the elevator and footsteps, but I don’t stop, even when there’s a snarl. My gaze goes to my brother, Nikolay. His eyes are locked on her and heating fast, and his hands clench when she cries out, riding me faster. She bounces on my cock like a fucking porn star, and it’s so fucking good, it’s almost impossible to hold back my release.

      I know the moment she realizes he’s there. She doesn’t stop moving, but her cries increase and her pussy clamps around me. “Oh fuck, oh fuck,” she whimpers, leaning back into me and rolling her hips as I use my feet for leverage to fuck her.

      Hammering into her, I drag my hand up her body to her swaying breasts and tease them. My brother follows the touch, making me grin as I lick her ear. “Look what you do to him. He’s debating ripping you away for me and fighting me to sink into your cunt.”

      She groans and rides me harder as my release draws closer. I fight it as hard as I can, wanting this to last.

      Being inside of her is the best kind of paradise.

      “You’d love that, wouldn’t you?” I pant into her ear. “For me to fill you with my cum, and then for him to slam you into that wall and do the same.”

      “Fuck yes,” she yells, pussy fluttering, letting me know she’s close.

      “Then come for me,” I demand. “Let him watch.”

      It’s like a bomb detonating. She screams, and her cunt clenches my cock so hard, I yell, my release ripping through me. I fill her with my cum as she sags into me, trembling, as I hold her on my still spurting cock.

      My release is so long and strong, my vision goes black and my ears ring until I finally slump back. My eyes go to her perfect ass before they flick to my brother. “Need something?” I ask as calmly as I can.

      When he doesn’t speak, she shivers.

      She slides from my cock and lap, curling into my side, her eyes on Nikolay as his narrow on her.

      “Where did you really go the other day?” he demands.

      “Nowhere.” She grins, stroking my chest. “You liked watching. Want to join us?”

      “Since you are happy enough to taunt me, listen to what I say, little liar, and tell my brother where you really went and why.”

      “I told you, for a walk.” She blinks innocently, looking between us.

      “Nikolay, drop it. She has admitted why.” I sigh, not wanting another fight when I’m feeling so relaxed and happy. “Little flower, go shower and get dressed while I talk to my brother.”

      Throwing Nikolay a sad look, she nods and hurries upstairs, leaving me alone with my brother, who looks furious and ready to boil over. I don’t know what happened to the lovestruck fool who was worried about hurting her, but it’s not him.

      So what has changed?
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      IRIS

      I quickly put on a tight black dress and some boots before grabbing my leather jacket. I don’t want to leave them alone for too long. Nikolay seems angry, really angry, and the way he confronted me makes me think he knows. If so, then why hasn’t he killed me?

      Are they waiting downstairs for me now?

      I’ll never know without going down there, but a part of me knows it will change everything, and I don’t want that. We started to get back to normal, better than normal, and I was feeling happy and safe, as if nothing could touch us here. I know that’s stupid. I still have the woman to hunt and end, but a part of me accepted settling into this life, when before, I fought so hard against it.

      What is happening to me?

      And why am I scared it’s going to end when I knew from the very beginning it would?

      Hiding my blade and weapons in my bag and on my body, I grab my phone and cash in case I need to make a quick getaway, but a notification has me freezing.

      Unknown: Found your key. U.S. Bank. Safety deposit box 653.

      There’s an address I quickly memorize before deleting the message.

      Fuck. I need to get into that bank before she realizes I have that key and I lose this lead forever. Hesitating, I pocket my phone and blow out a calming breath. It’s time to face the wolves, or more accurately, the firing squad.

      I hesitate at the threshold. Alexi and Nikolay have their heads bent together, but they become silent when I walk in. Nikolay’s gaze throws daggers at me, while Alexi just seems confused but not angry. So Nikolay didn’t tell him? Or maybe he doesn’t know?

      Fuck, they could be playing a game for all I know.

      I throw my hair over my shoulder like I have no cares in the world and push my luck. I’m not dead yet, which is good, but she could come for me, us, at any time, and whenever Nikolay figures out what I’m doing, and he will, I’ll be dead then too. Time is of the essence, and it’s time I stopped playing happy marriage here with them.

      Even though a dark part of me wants it to be true.

      “My brothers have sent me something. Tiernan texted me,” I tell them, the lie flowing from my tongue. Usually it wouldn’t bother me, but I find myself hating it. “I don’t usually ask for permission to do what I want, but we are all trying to be better. So I would like to go to the bank he transferred it to and get it.”

      “A bank?” Nikolay snorts. “Why the fuck would he send it to a bank?”

      “My brother is very conscious of security. As are you, I’m sure,” I deadpan. “He always transfers between banks and safety deposit boxes to make sure they aren’t intercepted by anyone who isn’t us. It’s a family secret.” I throw that in like I’m letting them in on something when I’m lying through my teeth.

      “I don’t see the issue. I’ll send you with someone. I would go, but I have to finish work.” Alexi shrugs, dismissing it like it’s of no consequence to him, but it’s exactly what I want.

      “Thank you,” I start, relief pouring through me.

      “I will come too. We cannot be too careful with our wife, after all. Anybody could be out to hurt us.” Nikolay looks at me when he says that. “Especially after that shooting nearby.” I don’t flinch, but his lips twist like I had a reaction.

      “Good idea. I’m only working from here all day anyway. Go ahead.” Alexi waves us off before looking at me. “Behave, little flower.”

      “Of course.” I grin, even as I glare at Nikolay.

      The bastard knows I’m up to something and is determined to find out what. Why is that so hot? Everything about this man confuses me. I want him badly, yet a part of me hates him too. If anyone were to find out the truth, it would be this man before me, and he wouldn’t hesitate to kill me.

      But…would I hesitate to kill him?

      A few weeks ago, I would have laughed in your face and said no, but now I’m not sure.

      “I’ll be back soon, brother,” Nikolay responds. “Remember, if you go out—”

      “Take my guard, I know. Just keep our wife safe.”

      “Always.” His eyes narrow on me as he leads me to the elevator. He places a palm on my back in warning.
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        * * *

      

      The ride to the bank is awkward and silent. Nikolay won’t even look at me. I try to flirt, to push him, but something has changed between us. There’s a distance that I can’t breach, so I stop trying. I remain quiet and look out of the window at the city I’m coming to love as much as the men who run it.

      No, not love.

      Just…don’t hate.

      Yep, that’s what I meant.

      The bank looks like any other, and once inside, I head straight to a desk like I know what I’m coming for. Nikolay remains glued to my side as I’m rushed to be seen by a man in a suit. “I have something to get from a safety deposit box.” I show him the key. “It was deposited by a family friend.”

      “Of course,” he replies, looking at the key and then back to me before smiling. “Only one may go into the room with the box.”

      “That’s fine, he can wait outside,” I tell him, and Nikolay stalks after me to the room before I slam the door in his face. I wait there as the box is brought to me, grateful Nikolay can’t come in as I find out the identity of the woman who wants us dead. The wait is long, and I take in the room before the box is brought to me. He shows me how to open it before leaving, and I wait until I know he’s gone to flip the box open.

      I frown at the contents inside. I expected maybe riches, jewels, or routing numbers for offshore accounts, but there’s a folder. Shrugging, I pick it up and spread it across the table, searching the documents. Sometimes, knowledge is worth more than physical items, I know that more than others, and for her to hide it here, it has to be important.

      Nothing immediately jumps out at me. There are no signed letters, fake passports, or signed documents. There’s nothing except for piles and piles of data on the Volkovs, including pictures of them from years ago up until now. There are also photos of their father and sister, as well as pictures of me with them. I flick through them in disgust before moving onto the next set of documents. These regard business dealings, bank account information, and maps with suspected owned buildings and houses. The information stretches back years, all the way to their father’s reign, as well as copies of birth certificates and hospital information.

      There is more information than even I could dig up.

      It’s clear whoever is after them—and now me—has hated them for a very long time and been watching them even longer. They won’t stop, not after waiting this long and making their move. This is more complicated than I expected.

      Who is this woman?

      Why does she hate the Volkovs so much?

      Maybe finding out why will lead me to her, or maybe not, but it’s clear there is nothing helpful here.

      Unless there is and I just don’t know it yet. I fold it up and shove it in my bag, just as there’s a knock at the door.

      “Hurry up, Iris, before I come in there,” Nikolay warns.

      Rolling my eyes, I grab a sheet of paper and scribble a quick note.

      
        
        SEE YOU SOON :)

        

      

      Shoving it in the box, I stand and open the door, just as he’s about to open it. His eyes narrow on me as he searches my face. “What did your brother send?” He sounds suspicious, but luckily, I thought this through on the way here.

      I pull a bracelet from my bag, one that was hidden in my purse and forgotten about. “This. It was my mother’s when she was younger. I always wore it as a kid when I was scared or nervous. She gave it to me on my birthday. He must have known I’d need it.” I smile sweetly. “Shall we go home?”

      His gaze sweeps the room before landing on me as he leans in. “You lie prettier than anyone else, but a lie is a lie, little wife, and I will have the truth.” With that, he escorts me from the bank and back to the car without saying another word.

      The file burns a hole in my bag as I casually drop it on the floor of the car, not wanting to seem suspicious to rouse any concerns. He’s clearly onto me, but I don’t know how to earn back his trust. Not when I plan to break it.

      But even worse, how the fuck do I track this woman now?

      When I glance up, lost in my own thoughts, I find Nikolay watching me. He’s glaring, but there is worry in his eyes. I shouldn’t say anything, but I can’t seem to resist him. “I lie to protect the people I care for. I always have. The truth doesn’t always set them free, though, it hurts them.”

      Without saying more, I look out of the window, ignoring his obvious stare as he takes me back to the casino.

      For a moment, I close my eyes, imagining being back home, surrounded by my brothers and dad. I visualize a typical morning, rowdy and full of laughter. But change is inevitable. They agreed to the treaty, agreed to this, even knowing what it meant, and I must act with respect and the strength of my family.

      Maybe I was always supposed to end up here.

      Maybe I was always supposed to be theirs, to make a stand in Vegas, and find out who I truly am and what I’m capable of.

      The blade feels heavy in my pocket. It’s the very same one I planned to slit their throats with, but now I will use it to protect them.

      Are the Volkovs still my enemies?

      Is my enemy’s enemy my friend?

      Or is everyone just out to kill me now?

      My mentor taught me to protect myself above anyone else, but how can I now? Now, I know them, and I care. Now, I’m part of their lives and in deeper with them than anyone before. They let me see their truths, their pasts, and their pain.

      How could I duck the oncoming bullet if it means it hits them?

      I don’t know, but I guess I’m going to find out.
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      IRIS

      Back at the penthouse, I avoid them for a while. I hide the file in an air vent in Zakhar’s room, knowing he trusts me enough not to search for it. I will keep it there until I can figure out if it’s helpful. For now, I’ve started making lists of their enemies. They do tend to kill them, but some have survived. They have a lot spread around the world, yet none seem willing or capable enough to do this for me.

      The person behind it is strategic, patient, smart, and very adept at maneuvering in this world, with the money to back it. Every person I tick off my list is missing at least one of those attributes, so clearly, it’s an enemy they are unaware of or haven’t made known, which makes my job ten times harder. Honestly, for the first time ever, I’m lost regarding my next step.

      Every move I make is a dead end, a mocking taunt from them, even as the threat draws closer, and she knows it. I thought I was so smart, but I was wrong.

      I won’t give up though, not when I am so close to freedom, to being able to explore what lies between these men and me and if I truly want to stay.

      I get bored, and with Zakhar’s insistence, I come down for dinner, which he cooked. He obviously wants to get us all together, as Alexi sits at the table with a glass of red wine in his hand, and Nikolay sits in the chair closest to the door, his eyes narrowed on me as I round the table and sit on Alexi’s right. Zakhar pulls the chair out for me, then leans in and kisses my cheek as I settle. “We are having steak tonight, ribeye, medium rare. Hope that’s okay.”

      “Delicious.” I grin up at him, playing nice and ignoring his brother’s stare. He hurries around the table, sitting opposite me with a wide, unfiltered grin.

      Alexi picks up his fork and starts to eat, but when he notices me just playing with my food, he rolls his eyes and sighs. I feel his foot hook the leg of my chair, and then he drags me closer, stabs a piece of my steak, and holds it up to my mouth. Dutifully, I open my mouth and bite down. I close my eyes in bliss as the flavors explode on my tongue, groaning as I look at Zakhar.

      “Fuck me, that’s good.”

      He grins and blushes slightly.

      “Keep making that sound, and I’ll eat the steak off your naked body, little flower,” Alexi warns.

      Well shit.

      I kind of want to push him, but I don’t. He continues feeding me, only starting back on his own meal when mine’s gone. He sips his wine before wiping his mouth on a napkin, looking regal as shit, while I’m probably a mess, curled up in my chair in a food coma.

      “Oh, for dessert we have lava cake!” Zakhar hops up, hurries to the oven, and pulls it out. We all look, watching the pride and excitement on his face as he holds the warm ramekin with oven gloves on.

      Just then, I hear something. I’m turning to the windows when Alexi grabs me and throws me under the table, his reflexes even quicker than mine.

      “We are under attack!” he screams, covering my body as glass shatters and the sound of shots ring through the air. I hear things exploding, so I cover my ears, watching Alexi before I turn my head to see a helicopter hovering near the penthouse, spraying the whole apartment in a shower of bullets.

      The couches explode in a show of stuffing and feathers, paintings tear, and the bottles on the bar burst, throwing liquor everywhere. I crane my head, seeing Zakhar behind the wingback chair, his eyes narrowed and angry as he nods and points something at Nikolay. I follow his gaze to see him peeking from behind the island, a gun already in his hand as he rolls from behind it and fires three quick shots. I jerk my eyes to the man with the gun and see him fall back into the helicopter.

      It’s suddenly quiet, and my ears ring as I drop my hands. Alexi looks down at me, his eyes wild. “Did they get you anywhere? Are you hurt?” he demands, checking every inch of me, despite me shaking my head.

      “I’m fine—”

      “Incoming!” Nikolay roars, and Alexi rolls to his feet. In one smooth move, he catches something Nikolay tosses him. It’s a gun, I realize, as he checks it. I turn my head to see Zakhar with a shotgun.

      Fuck this.

      Rolling from the table, I get to my knees and command, “Gun!”

      “No, stay the fuck down and leave it to us!” Nikolay yells, pushing me down as he moves past me, just as four men repel from the helicopter onto the balcony, and then it flies away.

      Yeah, fuck that.

      I search the area before sighing. Grabbing the steak knife, which is the only thing that’s close, I move to follow them as they engage the men, but then I hear a noise, a ding—the elevator. I spin just in time to see it open as men in black, covered from head to toe, pour into the penthouse.

      I toss the knife, hitting one square in the eye, and he falls, then I roll across the table to miss the bullets. “Behind!” I yell, watching as Nikolay turns to take them on, while Alexi and Zakhar engage the others, ducking behind furniture and firing. I crouch and watch Nikolay fire, but more just keep coming, and then I see the floor vault.

      It’s obviously where he got his gun from. I grab an AR-15, check that it’s loaded, and get to my feet before turning and firing. I follow after Nikolay. His hand snaps out, yanking me with him behind a pillar as they throw something at us.

      Gas.

      His hand covers my mouth as he kicks it back to them. “Stay here,” he hisses in annoyance, ducking behind another pillar. I’m about to follow him when I see the man sneaking up on Alexi.

      He’s got a Beretta 92FS clutched in his palms as he sneaks up on the unsuspecting Volkov, who is busy protecting his brother in hand-to-hand combat. Fuck. I could just stay here, not move, and follow Nikolay’s orders, and Alexi Volkov will be dead, just like I wanted.

      But something in me won’t let that happen.

      Pushing from the wall, I race toward the man. He’s so focused on his target, he doesn’t hear me until it’s too late. I disarm him quickly and fire off quick shots right into his temple, blood and brain exploding as he goes down. Panting, I look around to see Alexi watching me, his face coated in shock. He knows it would have been a killing blow.

      And I, his enemy, just saved his life.

      “I want orgasms for that!” I call out.

      A wide smile breaks out across his face before it darkens and panic flashes in his eyes. “Iris!” he yells as he throws himself through the air. I run, but he tackles me just as I see the knife, the very same one I used to kill an attacker, flying through the air toward me. It would have hit me, but Alexi knocked me out of the way with a grunt.

      Zakhar quickly circles back, firing as he goes, and stands before us. Alexi’s head hangs down as he pants.

      “Fuck, okay, we’re even,” I grumble. “Now move your heavy ass,” I mutter, kicking him to get him up, but he just weighs more heavily on me, and that’s when I feel the warmth across my belly.

      “Alexi?” I whisper in dread, knowing what that is.

      He lifts his head, his eyes pinched in pain. I search them before hauling him up enough to see. Across his stomach is a blooming patch of blood.

      “Fucker had good aim,” he rasps out, flipping onto his back so he doesn’t weigh me down.

      “Shit!” I yell. “Nikolay, Zakhar, Alexi is hit!” I scream. I don’t question the panic slamming through me as I press my hands to the wound, staunching the blood flow. There’s a lot there, but my training kicks in. I know it won’t be a fatal wound if he gets help fast. Ripping off my shirt, I ball it up and press it against the wound. There’s a grunt, and I turn to see Zakhar engaged with more men, Nikolay too. Both fight to get to us, to protect us, but the men attacking have noted us as a target.

      One blow, and Alexi would be dead.

      Yeah, fuck that. Picking up the discarded AR-15, I press my bloody hands to his, forcing them over the wound as he hisses.

      “Run,” he snarls.

      “Yeah, not a chance. No one but me gets to kill you, husband,” I mutter. “Now keep pressure on that and shut the fuck up for once. Oh, and don’t die. That would be a bummer.” I stand and plant my feet before him, my gun held high as I smirk at the men circling me, looking for a way to get to Alexi.

      “Come on then, assholes. I’m feeling mighty fucking violent.” Cracking my neck, I loosen my hold. “If you want to kill him, then you’ll have to go through me.”

      One of them shares a look with another as I stand there.

      “Really? I’m here to fight, and you’d rather stand around stroking each other’s cocks? Fine.” I fire at the first one, and he’s dead before he hits the floor. “Who’s next?”

      That gets them moving. I spin about Alexi, protecting him from every angle as I fire, and when the gun is empty, I use my fists and anything I can get a hold of, including vases, decorations, and sculptures. I crack one man’s head open with a sculpture of a naked lady as another grabs me from behind, hauling me into the air. Snarling, I kick out at another’s chest, knocking him backward as I smash my head back. There’s a roar, and then his grip loosens enough for me to slip from his hold. I turn and smash my fist right into his cock. He goes down hard, and I grip his head, staring into his eyes as I snap his neck.

      There’s a grunt, and I turn to see Alexi with a gun, picking people off, even as he bleeds. The crazy bastard doesn’t know when to stay down. Sliding across the floor, I pick up one of the guys’ discarded guns and slip through their open legs, firing as I go. Blood covers me as he falls back with a scream. Flipping to my feet, I kill four converging on Alexi, headshots on each. His eyes widen, watching me with something akin to respect and pride before I turn.

      No others are close by, so I head back, about to help Zakhar, when he goes full-on psycho on their asses, making me blink. Out of all of them, I never expected Zakhar to not only be a capable fighter, but a killer too. Yet he moves like water or satin, so smooth and quick, they barely see him as he toys with them.

      They don’t stand a chance against him. He fires without looking, and the man drops, even as Zakhar spins, slicing across another’s neck. He doesn’t flinch as blood sprays across his face and body. He looks like an avenging angel as he moves with the lightness of a warrior. I thought Zakhar was the kind one, the lover, but I should have known he’s also a fighter. My pussy pulses, despite the war surging around me, as I watch him, and my heart skips a beat, even as I shoot an approaching man in the chest. Zakhar looks back at me, checking me over before he throws himself into the crowd again.

      There’s a snarl, and I follow it to Nikolay as two bodies fly back into the elevators, their throats ripped out as they choke on their own blood. Nikolay holds their esophagi in his bloodied, scarred fists before he drops them to the floor and barrels into the next man.

      Compared to Zakhar, Nikolay is brute force. He roars as he smashes two men’s skulls together. He’s covered in blood, theirs, and I don’t think anyone has gotten close enough to land a hit. He gives up on guns in favor of snapping necks and ripping out throats. The apartment almost shakes with his roar of anger, disgusted that they got this close.

      Which has me wondering how they did. Just then, the elevator dings and lowers. Great, more men are coming. I glance back at Alexi to see how he’s doing. He’s pale but still alive.

      “Think of pussy if it will keep you conscious.”

      “How about you come here and let me taste it? Last meal and all,” he jokes but groans at the end.

      “Later,” I promise with a wink, turning as the elevator comes back up.

      Nikolay snaps the neck of his last man. So much blood covers him, I can barely see any skin, only his dark, death filled eyes, and yet again, my traitorous pussy pulses.

      Really? Right now is not the time to be imagining a fuck-a-thon, but it doesn’t stop my greedy cunt from wanting just that.

      We all prepare, crouching as the door opens, but in flows Alexi’s men. They bark orders and check bodies, and with them is a doctor, as if they knew or were coming prepared.

      “Alexi’s hurt,” I snap at them. “See to him now.”

      The doctor hurries over. He’s a small man with graying hair, bright eyes, and a kind smile, but I step in his path and press my gun to his head. He gulps, and I can almost taste his fear on the air, yet he’s probably used to this. “If he dies, you die, understand?”

      “Of c-course,” he hesitates. “May I check him over?”

      Grunting, I step out of the way.

      “Hey, Doc.” Alexi sighs. “That’s Iris, my wife.”

      “She seems like a lovely lady,” he mutters as he crouches next to him, uncovering the wound as Alexi snarls. “It will probably leave a scar. I thought we discussed waiting at least a month before I had to pick any more bullets out of you.”

      “Blame her, she’s trouble.” He coughs as I sputter.

      Zakhar laughs, claps me on the shoulder, and pulls me closer, grinning widely from the adrenaline. “Anyone for dessert?” he asks, looking around.

      “Fuck yes!” I wipe my face, looking at him before remembering Alexi. Zakhar seems to as well, but he’s determined to keep the mood light as the doctor works silently on his brother.

      Nikolay comes over, stopping before me. “You saved his life.”

      It’s a statement, a fact, so I don’t bother replying.

      “Why?”

      “If anyone’s going to kill that smug, Russian bastard—”

      “Hey!” Alexi protests.

      “It’s going to be me.” I grin, and Nikolay huffs, but there’s a small smile on his lips.

      He inclines his head in a gesture of truce, of peace, and then steps to my other side. All of us create a line between Alexi and any more assailants as he grunts and lets the doctor work. My esteem for him goes up. Most people, man or woman, would be screaming or passing out by now, but not Alexi.

      “Report,” he barks to a guard as he comes closer.

      “They gassed the security office and us, knocking us and the cameras out. By the time we came to, we heard the shots and hightailed it up here. They breached the backdoor in formation, in and out in five minutes. Professionals. Probably mercenaries. We are checking prints and IDs now, and will have it back in an hour—”

      “Make it thirty fucking minutes,” he snarls. “I want to know the identities of the bastards who think they can attack my family.”

      “Yes, sir,” he replies, fear in his eyes as Alexi fumes.

      I know who attacked his family. These men will be mercs, but they didn’t want them dead. They wanted the money. It’s her, the woman who hired me, who sent them.

      This is my fault.

      Fuck. I need to deal with this and fast, but right now, I focus on the man, my husband, who took a knife for me. He risked his life to save me. Why did he do that?

      My heart warms, but I’m mad at him for it. I could have protected myself…

      I know that’s a lie. I didn’t see it coming, and didn’t I do the same to him?

      Alexi looks at me as he pants in pain, his face white and coated in sweat, but he’s still alive.

      “He’ll live,” the doctor murmurs, answering our unspoken question. “The tip of the blade broke off inside, but I’ve extracted it. I just need to close it up. He will need to rest and take it easy for a few days, but we all know that won’t happen, so I’ll provide pain meds to make sure he doesn’t feel it.”

      Laughing, I slump against the coffee table in relief.

      He’ll live.

      I dreamed of killing Alexi for so long, yet when it came down to it, I couldn’t let it happen. The idea of him dying makes me shiver with fear. The world would be so cold, so boring, without him. I tell myself it’s because he’s the only one to stand up to me. To test me.

      But it’s a lie.

      The doctor works on him as I watch, my hands hanging between my legs, dripping blood on the floor. I’m about to get up and wash them when I realize the whole place is covered in blood, so it won’t make much of a difference.

      Even as he’s being sewn back together, Alexi doesn’t look away from me. “You saved my life, little flower.”

      “Don’t get emotional on me. It was purely a survival instinct. If you die, then I’m left with crazy and sexy,” I mutter.

      “Wait, which one am I?” Nikolay asks with a frown.

      “If you have to ask, you don’t want to know.” I grin and look back, but the expression on Alexi’s face is sobering. “It doesn’t mean anything. I’ll still kill you.”

      “Sure.” He grins as if he knows a secret I don’t. “Thank you, little flower. I’m in your debt.”

      I shrug and look away, all of us waiting in silence until the doctor leans back. “There, I’ll get you drugs and come back every few hours to check on it. You have to rest tonight. If you rip those stitches and lose more blood, you might need a transfusion, and you hate them.”

      “Fine, Doc, I’ll behave.” He sighs.

      “If he doesn’t, I’ll tie him up.” Nikolay shrugs.

      “He’d probably like it.” I grin, and Alexi winks at me.

      “Only if you are doing the tying, little flower.”

      “And that is my cue to leave,” the doctor mutters, standing as he takes off his gloves and looks at me. “You have some strange control over them, so make him behave.”

      I salute him and watch him wander away. When I look back, Alexi is watching me with something akin to…care. It’s a strange expression for a Volkov, and it unnerves me.

      “What?” I demand.

      “Nikolay, help me to my feet,” Alexi says.

      “You should rest,” his brother mutters, even as he stops by his side.

      “Help me to my feet, goddamn it!” he snarls at Nikolay. Despite his protests that his brother should rest, he helps him to his feet and drags him over to where I stand. “Iris Volkov.” Alexi bows his head before dropping to his knees, forcing Nikolay to catch him before he recoils in shock.

      Zakhar is still as well, his eyes wide and unsure. The guards that flooded the room are also stunned into silence. There’s no movement or noise except from the man in front of me.

      “I owe you a life debt. From here until the day I die, you have my loyalty, my soul, and my life.”

      I can tell by the shock reverberating in the room and on his brothers’ faces that this is a big deal. A huge fucking deal. Alexi Volkov just gave me his life and whatever is left of his tattered soul.

      I’m so fucked, aren’t I?
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, I finally settle Alexi in bed. He refuses to let me leave his side, keeping his hand on mine the entire time I’m slumped next to him. When he falls asleep, I try to move, but he wakes up panting and struggling to find me, only settling when I promise I’m here.

      So I stay, even though the leads are going cold and I need to act now.

      I’m starting to realize there are more important things than revenge, like family.

      I must nod off, because there’s whispering, and when I lift my head, I spy Nikolay and Zakhar speaking in low tones to Alexi, who looks a lot brighter, his hand still clutched tightly in mine.

      “If you’re talking about how incredible my ass is, feel free to do it louder,” I murmur, wiping my face with my other hand.

      “Nah, we were talking about your cunt.” Zakhar smirks as he winks at me, but it stops the conversation.

      “Don’t stop on my behalf.” I wave, trying to stand and walk away, but Alexi doesn’t like that. I actually yelp as he tugs me down. I fly onto the bed, glaring at the cocky bastard.

      “I didn’t say you could go,” he says, his eyebrow arched. His demeanor is cold, collected, and in charge, despite the fact he’s sitting up in bed with a stab wound.

      “Yeah, well, luckily for me, I don’t have to obey you.” I huff, tugging on my hand.

      “Iris.” My name is what stops me, since he never calls me that. I drag my gaze back to him and stop fighting. After all, I don’t really want to get free. His hand is grounding, comforting. “Please stay.”

      I know how hard those words must be for him to say, and I see the vulnerability in his eyes, the need.

      For me.

      It shocks me into silence, and I nod, but he seems unsure, so I part my lips. “For as long as you want me.”

      “Always, little flower. I always want you,” he says shyly before clearing his throat as I settle against his legs, careful of the rest of his body. “Any news on the IDs?” he asks, looking back at his brothers as if daring them to say anything.

      Zakhar grins as he shakes his head, while Nikolay just stares at me. I notice something unreadable in his expression before it clicks—fear.

      I look away quickly and focus on Zakhar’s words. “We were right—hired hitters. Nothing special. Most of them are ex-military with dishonorable discharges due to violence. Real killers, guns for hire. We are looking for the person behind the hit. It’s hard, though, since they are all dead. I’m running through known associates as we speak, as well as phone and bank records. We will find them.”

      “Good. Keep me updated at all times. I want this bastard dead with his head on a fucking plate,” Alexi snarls with fury and power in his voice. Even now, when he’s injured and vulnerable, his tone is enough to remind me that Volkovs are not weak. They aren’t prey. They are like a wounded bear who fights harder and becomes more feral.

      “Of course, brother. How are you feeling?” Nikolay asks, and there’s genuine softness and concern in his voice.

      “I’ll be fine, just like always.” Alexi grins, and Nikolay nods, but he seems concerned. “Brother, don’t. I see you blaming yourself. Don’t. It is not your duty to protect me.”

      “But it is,” he snarls, turning away as if in disgust, but not before I see the flash of pain. Meeting Alexi’s gaze, I tug my hand free and slip from the bed, rounding it before I stop in front of Nikolay.

      He doesn’t meet my eyes, looking past me to the door. His hands are fisted at his sides, and he’s nearly shaking, but I see fury and self-disgust like flashes of lightning in the dark orbs before me. I also see fear—fear he couldn’t save his brother.

      “You shoulder all of the burden when you don’t have to,” I murmur, laying my hand on his chest, on his thundering heart. He flinches and looks down at me. “We are all adults, and we are all capable of fighting. This is not your fault. You can’t protect everyone at every moment of the day. You were busy saving us and fighting better than anyone I have ever seen.”

      “It is my duty.” His voice cracks as he looks deep into my eyes. “My father made it my duty. I’m nothing but the protector, the enforcer, and I failed him. I failed them. I failed you…”

      “You could never fail this family,” I snarl, pissed at his father. “Your father was a vile bastard. A fucking idiot. Do not listen to that poison. It is not up to you to save us, we save each other. We are partners—that’s how it works.”

      A small smile starts at his lips as he watches me. “You’re angry.”

      “Damn right I am. That suka.” I spit the word and look at Zakhar. “Did I say that right?”

      “Perfect, my love,” he purrs.

      “Yes, well, that!” I stab my finger into Nikolay’s chest, and he looks down at it. There was a time when I would have been terrified of him—after all, the world fears the man before me for a reason—but all I feel is anger at the fact that he thinks he is nothing more than a shield for bullets. “He was so wrong about you. You aren’t made to shield us. You are made to stand at their—our side. You are a family, are you not? So don’t let this warp you. Don’t listen to him. Listen to me, I’m smarter.”

      There’s a snort, and I flip Alexi off over my shoulder before softening and stroking my hand across Nikolay’s chest. “Alexi is alive. Zakhar and I are fine. You are fine. That is all that matters. If you want to blame someone, then turn that hatred to the person who did this. Not yourself, Niko.”

      His face seems to soften, and his eyes warm as he reaches out and plays with a lock of my hair. When he speaks, his voice is rough and low. “I do not deserve your concern, but I’m selfish, so I will take it. We all will. We’ve never had softness a day in our life, and then you come in, all hard, sharp edges, but under it?” Leaning in, he kisses my forehead. “You have the biggest heart I have ever known—one none of us deserve, yet we will steal it and guard it for all our days. That I promise you.”

      Stepping back, he turns to his brothers. “I—maybe Iris is right. I love my role in this family, but I shoulder a lot. I will vow to be better.”

      “There is no one better, brother, but you must be kinder to yourself,” Zakhar murmurs, coming closer and hugging his brother. Nikolay is stiff and unsure, but it doesn’t deter Zakhar as he leans back and grins at his imposing brother. “We are a family, are we not? Then we do this together, like we always have. We fight side by side and protect one another, but instead of a triangle, we are now a square—wait, or maybe a circle. You get the idea.” He grins at me.

      “How the fuck did I get stuck with this crazy family?” I joke.

      “Because you’re insane and would have killed any other male they paired you with?” Zakhar offers happily.

      I blink, mouth agape as he laughs.

      “Smile, it’s an attractive trait. No one else could have survived us. We were made for one another, Iris. You’ll realize that before long.”

      Well, shit. Unsure what to say, I just stand there before glancing back at Alexi. I see gratitude in his eyes for helping his brother before his look turns molten. I’m unsure what he is thinking, but I know that spark in any man’s eyes—sex.

      “Brothers, I need to thank our wife more personally for saving my life.” Alexi smirks, his eyes flicking over my body with undisguised heat.

      Shifting at his words, I force myself to roll my eyes. “Yeah, right, you might be crazy Russians, but you’re not superhuman. You need to rest.”

      “What I need is my little flower’s pussy on my face.”

      The confident lilt to his words almost has me panting, and I want what he’s describing, but we shouldn’t. More than that, he’s hurt. I almost got them killed. I can’t do this, can’t be this person until I deal with my mess. But the look in his eyes tells me it’s not up to me.

      It has never been. They have a way of washing away my protests, of ignoring them and making me lose myself in them without even trying. All of my plans were shot the moment I saw them. If I were a smarter woman, I would have turned right around and ran back down the aisle.

      But I didn’t, and I can’t regret that because they don’t judge me or keep me locked away like a trophy—they encourage me. They meet my crazy with their own madness, and they want me just as I am.

      I thought I could kill the Volkovs.

      I know I never could, though, because I’m starting to fall in love with them. Not that I would ever admit that, I’d slice my own throat first, but it’s true. Nothing else explains the weakness I feel around them, the fire that burns inside me, my need to protect them, and the jealousy.

      Those Russian bastards.

      “Don’t you even dare.” I circle away as Nikolay comes for me, but I miss Zakhar as he sneaks up and slings me over his shoulder, smacking my ass.

      “You heard the man. He’s wounded and needs pussy, so be a good wife.”

      I mean, what woman can dispute her husband practically begging to eat her cunt? Zakhar deposits me on Alexi’s lap. He winces, and I go to move away, but he slides down the bed and drags me up. Despite his injury, he’s strong and sure as he moves me right over his face.

      “Good girl,” he purrs against my skin, turning his head and kissing my inner thigh. “Now be a good wife and scream for me.”

      I barely have time to protest before his mouth is on me, devouring me like it’s his life’s mission to make me come. My hands hit the wall, and I close my eyes as I stop trying to fight it and just ride his face. I grind into his tongue as he dips it inside of me, stroking it along my walls.

      His fingers tighten on my hips, and then there’s a hand in my hair, turning my head.

      Nikolay slams his lips onto mine. The kiss is hard, fast, and bruising as he lets me taste his worry and relief. He makes sure I feel alive as other lips brush lovingly across my shoulder.

      Zakhar.

      All of them are showing me they are okay while reassuring themselves I am too. His hands cup my breasts, squeezing and rolling before tweaking my nipples.

      I cry out into Nikolay’s mouth, who swallows it. Even as I struggle to breathe, he doesn’t let me escape his lips.

      Alexi lashes my clit before dipping his tongue inside of me. Between them, they drive me higher and higher until I scream my release into Nikolay’s mouth.

      He pulls his lips away as I gasp. Zakhar’s lips worship me as he tastes my skin and nipple. Alexi laps at my release before kissing my clit and both thighs. An arm wraps around me, lifting me back into a chest, and I look down at Alexi.

      He’s panting, his lips are swollen and glistening, and his eyes are bright, yet I’ve ever seen him look so fucking happy, even despite the pain he has to be in.

      “Afraid I won’t be able to fuck you like I want, little flower. Brothers, won’t you do that for me? Let me watch you satisfy our crazy, brave little wife. Punish her for being so fucking reckless.”

      “Wait, it went from praise to punishment?” I sputter.

      “Yes.” He smirks. “You get both. If I could, I would tan your ass red and then kiss it better.”

      “Bastards,” I mutter, even as a hand slides across my pussy.

      “I’ll punish her.” Nikolay smirks. “Zakhar, you take care of the soft shit while I fuck our wife raw for being so fucking crazy.”

      “Sounds good to me, brother. Bend her over for me, won’t you?” He lies down next to Alexi, who gets comfortable, happy to watch, despite the hardness tenting the sheet.

      Nikolay deposits me on top of his brother, pressing a hand on the middle of my back and pushing me down. I fall with a grunt, bracing my palms on either side of his head as I shiver. Licking my bruised lips, I meet Zakhar’s eyes. He smiles and brushes my hair back.

      “You are so fucking beautiful. You should have seen yourself today. My heart was racing, and I was so worried, but I’ve never seen anything so fucking stunning as you taking down those men.”

      “Or as stupid,” Nikolay snarls, smacking my ass with a punishing spank like he promised. I jerk with a cry, glaring over my shoulder.

      He smirks and smooths his hands over my ass cheeks, rubbing in the sting as Zakhar reaches up and turns my head back to meet his love filled eyes. “It was so brave. I was hard as hell, even while I was trying to concentrate.”

      “I know the feeling.” Nikolay grunts, smacking my ass again. “Do you know how hard it is to fight with a hard-on, little liar?”

      “Nope.” I grin, even as I stiffen when he spanks me again, harder and harder.

      “Oh, she likes it.” Alexi grins. “Zakhar, make her come again before you fuck her. Nikolay, keep up the pain while he does until she’s dripping from it, not knowing whether to cry or laugh.”

      “I fucking hate you all,” I snarl, even as Zakhar reaches up and traces my sore lips tenderly.

      “Shh, let me make it better,” he murmurs and pulls my head down, kissing me so softly, I almost cry, and then Nikolay slaps me again.

      Ripping my lips away, I try to move, but they keep me trapped between them.

      Between heaven and hell.

      Between pleasure and pain.

      Zakhar’s hands slide down my torso, stroking my wet heat as Nikolay rubs the burn in my ass. They work in unison until I’m gasping for both. “Good girl. Now make his cock nice and wet,” he praises, and I blink, lost in the sensations, and then suddenly Nikolay’s cock is pushing inside of me in one brutal thrust.

      My hands fist in the sheets as my head hangs down to Zakhar’s shoulder. Nikolay starts to pound into me hard and fast, and I cry out, pushing back, but then he’s gone.

      I’m cold and so fucking empty.

      Zakhar soothes me, stroking my sides as he lifts me and settles me on his cock. “Good girl. You are going to take all of me, aren’t you?”

      Shivering, I lower and slide down his cock until he groans into my ear and starts to push into me. He moves with a slow, rolling thrust before he pulls out and then plunges back in.

      I relax, and then Nikolay’s hand is there again, smacking my ass so I scream and clench around Zakhar’s cock.

      “Fuck,” he groans and then switches to Russian so fast, I can’t catch his words, but his meaning is clear as he grabs me, pulls out, and slams back in. His hips speed up, slapping against mine as he fucks me.

      I lift my head and meet Alexi’s knowing, lustful eyes as I lick my lips. I glance at his cock and back at his face, but he’s happy to watch and order us around.

      “Make her come.”

      Zakhar does. He tilts us so his cock drags along those nerves inside of me with each thrust, then his lips find mine while his fingers rub my clit. I plunge over the edge, clenching around his cock as I whine into his mouth. Nikolay and Zakhar hold me up as he fights my tight cunt, slowly pulling out and pushing back in through my fluttering channel as I catch my breath.

      “Now make it hurt, Nikolay, so she will never be that stupid again, so every time she tries to sacrifice herself for us, she will remember this,” Alexi orders.

      “With fucking pleasure,” he rumbles, and then his cock drags along my ass. I freeze, expecting him to take my ass hard and fast, and a part of me would enjoy it, but my eyes flare wide when his cock presses against my already stretched pussy. Zakhar stills, and I open my mouth to protest, but then Nikolay pushes inside of me. I scream from the burn, his huge cock stretching me around him and his brother.

      Zakhar grunts as I cry out.

      “Good girl, take him,” Alexi demands. I shake my head. I’m too full, they won’t fit. I try to say so, but no words come out. I didn’t even know this was possible, but oh my God.

      Nikolay pulls out and pushes back in, the stinging ache bringing tears to my eyes as he forces all of his hard length inside of me and then stills. My pussy is stretched to the point of pain.

      And then they move.

      They rock more than thrust, but it sets fireworks off behind my eyes, especially when Nikolay brings his palm down on my already sore ass.

      The pain and pleasure are too much, mixing until I can’t breathe, can’t see, and can only feel them and hear Alexi.

      My men ground me.

      I don’t even know what I’m saying, but I feel my mouth moving as tears flow down my cheeks. Zakhar cleans and kisses them away, praising me, while Nikolay anchors me with his rough touch as he pulls out and slams back in. With each snap of his hips, he rubs against my raw, aching ass cheeks, making me cry out in both pain and pleasure.

      I don’t think it’s possible for me to come again, especially not from this position, but as usual, they prove me wrong.

      Working in tandem, they bring me to the precipice until I’m flying once more. I hear Zakhar cry out and Nikolay roar, and then they both still, pressed against me as they fill me with their releases.

      Zakhar’s lips desperately kiss mine, and Nikolay’s hands grip my skin like he wants to rip it.

      I collapse.

      I must black out, because when I come to, there’s a hand between my legs, warm and wet, cleaning me, but I don’t move. I’m lying on something comfy, and hands stroke my hair and cheek. The warmth disappears, and then something cold drops on my ass, making me jerk. They soothe me again as I burrow closer, relaxing under the hand rubbing the coldness into my sore cheeks until I sigh.

      “You did good, little flower,” Alexi praises. “Now sleep and let us look after you.”

      “I still hate you,” I mutter drowsily.

      “Hate you too,” they say in unison, making me smile, even as I fall back into oblivion.

      Why does it sound like they are really saying they love me?
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      I didn’t think the guys would let me help, but they seem surprisingly open to the whole process. They let me into their security room, which I’ve dubbed the war room. There are computers everywhere, bank statements, addresses, and even social media floating across the screens. There is so much information, I can barely process what they are looking at before it’s gone. It’s obvious, though, they leave no stone unturned in their search. Moreover, they put out feelers and spread word on the street to gangs, suppliers, and hitters. They offer millions for information, or even better, their head.

      The power they have is kind of scary, but also a huge turn-on. Usually, it can take me days or weeks to get this far into an investigation of a hit, but they did it in a matter of hours. Nikolay stands at my side, barking orders and flicking through information on a tablet that’s brought to him.

      They have already sent out teams to search the men’s houses and holdings. Their bank accounts have been frozen, and the wire transactions are being traced. I feel a bit like a spare part until my eyes catch on something on one of the screens. Moving closer, I lean in and lay my hand on the man’s shoulder for stability without thinking.

      There’s a growl, and silence fills the room. The hair on the back of my neck rises, and a mouth brushes my ear as a warm, hard body presses against my back. The man under my touch trembles, but I just roll my eyes, despite the desire that instantly blooms within me.

      “Remove that hand,” Nikolay warns.

      I lift it but focus on the screen, even as his hand snakes around my stomach and yanks me back against him, away from the man. “You touch him again, and I’ll rip him to pieces, understand? No one touches you but us, little liar.”

      “Possessive much?” I purr, but it makes me smile as I lean into him. I’ve never had anyone act possessive over me before, and it’s kind of nice that he cares so much. Still, I want to apologize to the man who scurries quickly away. “You scared him.”

      “Good, let them see how serious I am. I will hurt anyone who so much as looks at you or has a dirty thought about you.”

      “You’re fucked up, you know that, right?” I sigh.

      “And you love it,” he mutters, grinding his erection into my lower back, his tongue curling around my ear. I shiver with lust before I remember what I was doing, then I focus back on the screen, pushing away my need for the man behind me. Curiosity and the desire for revenge surge through me, morphing the lust into something else, something dark—what I feel when I hunt.

      “There,” I murmur, changing the topic quickly before I get lost in him.

      I give him props, because he pulls away and focuses on the screen. He’s taking me seriously, even while his hands stroke across my curves as if he doesn’t even notice he’s doing it. “What is it?”

      “That phone number. It’s to a local hotel. Wasn’t there a shooting there?” I hedge, knowing it might uncover some of my antics.

      “The one you were at,” he snarls, tipping my head back with his scarred, tattooed hand. “Want to tell me something, little liar?”

      “If I wanted you dead, you would be, but I’d look into your eyes when I carved out your heart,” I tell him truthfully.

      It makes him groan and grind into me harder. “I’m tempted to let you try, but later.” He lifts his head. “Focus on that number and find out who was in that room. Get camera feeds from the shooting. I want everything found out,” he orders the room.

      I stiffen a little at that, knowing he would spot me in an instant, but I know it doesn’t matter. I can survive their repercussions. What matters is that we find this person before they find us again. They are brazen and crazy enough to attack in broad daylight. I need to utilize my husbands and their people to find her before it’s too late.

      Before we are all dead, because then the lies wouldn’t matter anyway.
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      It’s dark when it comes. I had been staring out at the city, wondering where she was and what she was planning next. I began to feel vulnerable, something I’m not used to. Death never scared me before because I had nothing to lose, but now, when faced with my own mortality?

      I am scared for my family, my friends, and my husbands.

      “Iris.” The fact that he uses my name has me turning to face Zakhar with a frown. He hesitates and glances back at his brothers, who stand behind him, presenting a wall of tattooed Russian muscle that steals my breath, but the look in their eyes is haunted.

      Almost apologetic.

      “What is it?” I ask slowly, wondering if they found out who I really am, what I’m really capable of, and what I planned to do, but Zakhar holds a phone out to me.

      “This just came through, addressed to you. We don’t recognize the person, but you might.” He swallows then, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he searches my expressionless face. “I’m sorry if you do, but we need to know.”

      Curiosity and fear fill me as I step closer. Some part of me closes down, knowing that when I take the phone, my whole life will change. I don’t know how I know, I just do. Hand shaking, I curl my fingers around the phone, but he doesn’t let go.

      “I’m sorry, Iris,” he whispers before stepping back between his brothers. They all watch me, so I turn around and gather my courage before I look down at the device. It opens to a video, and my heart skips a beat, wondering what I’m going to see. It can’t be my family, they would know them.

      Something inside of me screams not to hit play, as if living in ignorance will save me from what is to come, but I’ve never backed down, and I refuse to now. Not watching it won’t make it magically disappear, and burying my head in the sand won’t stop what has happened or what will happen.

      I press play, and bile instantly rises up in my throat, a choked sound escaping me. Tears blur my eyes. There’s a man tied to a chair, his long, graying black hair covering his face, but I would know him anywhere. The room is dark behind him, and there’s a spotlight pointed at his face as someone wearing all black and a mask steps into the frame, yanking his head back and confirming who he is.

      My mentor.

      My friend.

      “Ghost, since you didn’t want to die with dignity, we have been forced to do this. We know what he is to you, who he is to you, so we are going to torture him before he dies.” Dropping his head, the man turns to the camera. “He will die screaming in agony.” With that, he turns and slashes across my mentor’s chest.

      I hold back a scream as I fall to my knees, clutching the phone as tears fall down my cheeks. My mentor does not make a sound. Instead, he looks at the camera with a bloody smile curving his lips. He’s been hurt already. Both eyes are almost swollen shut, his mouth is cut, and his cheek is broken. He puts up a fight, and pride swells within me, even as pain consumes me—and terror. So much terror.

      “Make them pay, Ghost.”

      The man punches him, and he groans, air whooshing from him. His fingers curl around the armrests as he looks directly at me again, his anger clear on his face.

      “Make them all pay. I’ll see you on the other side, kid. I’ll save you a whiskey.”

      There’s no more talking after that, only grunts and eventually bellows of agony, yet he doesn’t answer any of their questions. They ask everything from where I am to safe houses. He gives them nothing, even as they carve and torture every inch of him.

      It’s the longest nine minutes of my life.

      I’m numb, but I vaguely feel three hands on me, stroking me as I rock over the phone. The man stops before the video. “Come and find him if you can, Ghost. We’ll be waiting.”

      It cuts out, and I throw it down with a harrowing scream. I’m surprised the glass doesn’t shatter with the force of it. It feels as if the whole world should be ripped apart by the force of my bellow. Their hands ground me, reminding me they are here as I fall forward. My arms slide across the gilded marble, and my tears spread across it as easily as if I were bleeding.

      And I am, from a thousand tiny cuts.

      Not him, anyone but him.

      I know, in this life, this was always a possibility for us, but I always thought we would both die a warrior’s death. Not like this. Shaking my head, I scream and rage, letting it all out. Everything I’ve kept inside is wiped clean until nothing but pure fury exists. The tears dry and I calm, breathing slowly and mechanically as I shake them off and stand, facing the city.

      He was right about one thing.

      I’ll make them pay.

      I’m coming, I vow as I move numbly to the stairs to go get my weapons. My path is blocked, and I blink, looking up into familiar, dark angry eyes. “Talk now.”

      “Nikolay!” someone snarls. I just try to move around him, but he blocks my path again.

      “Now, or else I will be forced to chain you up.” That snaps me from my stupor, knowing if he does, I will lose him.

      A blade is in my hand and at his throat faster than I can even blink. He doesn’t back down, doesn’t even twitch, as I cut slightly into his neck, a bead of blood rolling down his already scarred skin.

      “Do it, that’s the only way you are getting out of this conversation.”

      “I don’t have time for this,” I snarl.

      “Then make time!” he roars. “We deserve the truth.”

      I just stare.

      “Who was that man, little flower? Tell us and let us help.”

      “You cannot help me. Nobody can,” I mutter before dropping the blade. I turn, and they move together again, as if bracing for something. Their eyes are shuttered and unreadable as they watch me pace like a caged animal. They observe me as if they fear me.

      As if I am a stranger.

      The thought almost makes me laugh incredulously, but I know I’m not getting out of here without them knowing.

      Deep down, I knew this day was coming. That all my lies would come crashing down around me, yet I reach for them, begging for forgiveness, for their help. All of my lies and plans are shattered, and now I’m nothing but a broken, dying flower needing their sun to shine.

      I deserve their hatred. I deserve their wrath and punishment.

      Even death if they believe it’s justified.

      I would accept it with honor, because I’ve hurt them. I am no better than any of their enemies or even their father. I used them and lied to them.

      “He is a friend.”

      “Not good enough, try again,” Nikolay snarls.

      I flash him a growl like an animal. “He is my only friend, my mentor. He is a constant in my life. He is the man who taught me to fight, to protect myself, and to use my skills. He was there for my first kill. He is the man who I fight and work beside. Is that good enough?” I yell, breathing heavily before I close my eyes. “I love him.”

      There are flinches and grimaces as I look at them.

      “Not like that. He’s family.”

      “He called you Ghost,” Alexi says slowly. “I know that name.”

      “You should,” Nikolay mutters, eyeing me warily like an enemy. Is that what I am now? Maybe. “It’s an assassin paid in blood and death. One of the best. No one knows what he—she looks like. All they know is that when they strike, there is nothing left but the ghost of the dead and their stories.”

      I don’t deny any of it.

      “You’re an assassin?” Zakhar hedges, his brows furrowed as he watches me.

      I incline my head, and Alexi snarls, “It was you. The hits—”

      “No,” I defend before sagging. “Some. You knew I wanted to kill you, you said it yourself. Yes, it was partially for myself and my family, but I was approached before I was to be yours. They knew, and they wanted to wield me like a blade. I tried, but I couldn’t go through with it.”

      “Sure,” he scoffs bitterly.

      “I couldn’t,” I snap. “It went against everything I know, against my very nature. I’ve never not finished a kill, but I couldn’t go through with this. I couldn’t kill you because I care, even though I fucking shouldn’t. I knew it would lead to nothing but pain, but I couldn’t do it. I denied the contract and broke it, and because of that, a hit was put out on me and the one that was on you went worldwide. They are coming after all of us now, and to get to me, they are using you, some of the only people I care about in this world.”

      “And we should believe you why?” Nikolay snaps. “You just admitted to betraying us.”

      “Because we have no choice!” I yell. “They are coming for all of us. They don’t care if we don’t trust each other. If you turn on me, they’ll get what they want. Kill me after and send me back in a fucking box, I don’t care, but don’t stop me from saving the only man who truly loves me.”

      “It was all lies,” Zakhar whispers brokenly, staring at me like I’m a stranger.

      That more than anything hurts, like a knife carving up my heart. “Not all of it, I promise.”

      He ignores me and looks away, tears in his eyes. Alex and Nikolay quickly step before him, standing shoulder to shoulder as they protect him from me.

      It rips out my heart until I struggle to breathe, bleeding from a thousand cuts. “I promise you, Zakhar, it wasn’t all lies. Everything I told you was true. How I feel is true—”

      He storms away, and I watch him go, my heart hurting for some reason.

      “Do not talk to him ever again, Kelly,” Alexi orders, his voice cold. It’s a warning.

      He would kill me. I see it in his eyes.

      Needing to get this over with and to punish myself, I toss him the knife.

      He watches it as I open my arms. “I won’t stop you. Slit my throat and be done with it or let me go.” I wait, holding onto a glimmer of hope as he stops before me.

      “Brother,” Nikolay calls, but Alexi ignores him.

      I see nothing but ice in his gaze, just like when I first met him. I’m nothing but a stranger to him.

      An enemy.

      He presses the blade to my neck as we stare at each other from inches away. “All I ask is that you let me die on my feet.”

      He snarls, and I close my eyes.

      “I’m sorry it had to end this way. Please tell Zakhar…tell Zakhar he deserves better. He deserves someone who will truly love him the way he wants to love them.”

      The pressure disappears, and the blade is tossed at my feet. I see the flash of truth in Alexi’s eyes before he turns away and shuts me out.

      He couldn’t do it.

      Even knowing the truth, knowing everything, he can’t kill me.

      He cares, maybe even loves me.

      It only hurts because I know I’ve lost them all. They will never trust me again, never let me close. I’ll forever be Kelly to them, never Iris. Never little flower. Never little liar or my love.

      I’m just an enemy, like I thought I wanted.

      The last part of my heart breaks, and I choke on the agony, letting it fill me, knowing I deserve it.

      After all, I just broke all three of their hearts—hearts people told me didn’t exist.

      Who were the liars there?
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      They don’t let me leave. Alexi goes after Zakhar, I presume—not that he tells me or even looks at me. For so long, I wanted their hatred, their anger, and their deaths, and now I find myself missing the heated looks, desire, laughter, and smiles that were meant just for me. It’s all gone, ruined like our fake marriage, and I miss it.

      I miss them.

      I need them. I want to lean into them and ease my pain, but I did this, and I don’t deserve them. I curl up on the couch in my agony, trying to forget the pain flashing in their eyes, Zakhar’s broken, trembling voice, and the sound of my mentor’s screams.

      I need to move, to hunt, but they won’t allow it. I tried to leave an hour ago, but Nikolay threatened to tie me up, so I gave in, realizing how serious he was. Plus, I need their help to figure out who their enemy is. I have nothing but time, so I think over everything I did, and I finally realize I regret it. I don’t feel remorse just for hurting them, but also for using them. They might not be good people, but neither am I, yet somehow in the dark, we found each other.

      I found people who accepted every twisted, scarred, fucked-up part of me.

      Now there’s nothing but hate where love was once growing.

      The two emotions are so deeply entangled, I know it can be nothing else but that. It’s why I rub my aching chest, unsure why it feels like it’s splintering apart, and why I struggle to catch my breath when my eyes drift to them.

      Nikolay.

      His gaze is locked on me, cold, flat, and dead.

      He’s the killer, not my lover.

      He watches me like he wants nothing more than to drag me to his room and kill me, and I know if he did, I would let him if it eased the pain I saw in his eyes, in his brothers’ eyes.

      I would die for them, because I deserve it. I knew going in that they weren’t good people, but they never lied to me about this life. They gave me freedom and love, even if it was in a gilded cage. They tried their best with the situation they were put in. They never wanted me, nor I them.

      Yet here we are.

      Fuck my father and theirs for doing this to us.

      They thought it would save their families, but instead, it’s just damaging them. They hate us now more than ever and will probably kill me. So much for the treaty. Our fathers basically signed our death warrants in their blood.

      The elevator dings, and Alexi storms out with a bag in his hand. He tosses it at me. It hits my feet with a thump, and I open it up to see clothes, all black.

      Work clothes.

      “Get dressed. If you want to hunt those responsible, then we hunt,” he snarls.

      I look up, but he’s suddenly in front of me. I lean back slightly as he leans closer, caging me in place with his arms. His snarling face is almost pressed to mine, and his eyes are ice cold and empty.

      Untouchable.

      My body still responds, my nipples tightening and thighs clenching together as I remember the beauty of his anger. He notices it. His nostrils flare and his eyes narrow, and I wonder if he might kiss me, when his words freeze me to my core.

      “And when the person who hired you is dead, so are you.” It’s a silky, snarled promise, almost like a lover’s caress.

      Except he wants my death, not my body.

      Not anymore.
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      ZAKHAR

      Tossing back the shot, I narrow my eyes on the busty bartender who leans over to flash me her impressive cleavage as she pours me another. She’s just one more female trying to get in my pants for my name, money, and power. Some do it because they have heard of my prowess in bed, but they never do it because they want me.

      I thought Iris did.

      Her name leaves a bitter, sour taste on my tongue, so I toss my drink back, letting the burn settle my rolling stomach. Fuck! I want to rage and scream, but I don’t want to make a scene, so I hang my head. I thought I’d found someone to spend my life with. It might not have been perfect, but she was…real, funny, sarcastic, witty, beautiful, and strong. Her humor had me laughing for hours, and her mischievous ways left me both flabbergasted and in love.

      And it was all a lie.

      How could she? Did she really hate us so much, she would willingly kill us and walk away? I guess that’s not fair. She had no choice in this marriage, like us, but she never even gave us a chance. More than that, she didn’t come into this unhappy, but determined to slaughter my entire family for money.

      I shouldn’t be one to judge, I’ve done much worse—we do much worse in the name of family, of money—but it hurts. I feel like someone is ripping out my insides as I heat up, shaking from the force.

      If this is what love feels like, I don’t want it anymore.

      I went into this hoping for the best, wanting this woman to bring my family together like Father promised. She was supposed to save my brothers from themselves, but instead, she damned us all, and for a moment, I hate her.

      I truly hate her just as much as I crave her.

      As I love her.

      I never told her. I wanted to every night she lay curled against my chest. The words almost rolled from my tongue hundreds of times before I trapped them, knowing she wasn’t ready. I was happy to wait, to show her just how much I loved her and how good we were together.

      How amazing our life could have been.

      But the rejection hurts so deeply. Knowing she doesn’t love me and hates me enough to kill me has me grabbing another shot and tossing it back. I feel like a fool, wondering if she was laughing at me the whole time I was falling in love with her.

      Nikolay was right—it’s better not to feel. I never will again. I will never let anyone close enough to hurt me, I wouldn’t survive it. I already feel like I’m dying, like she plunged the knife into my chest and carved out my heart and is walking away with it. She might as well have, because there’s nothing left of me but a shell of a man.

      An empty, aching being undeserving of her.

      I beg to a god I no longer believe in to take the pain away. I haven’t prayed since the day my mother died, when I cried into my pillow and asked for her to come back, for her to love and hold me. I just wanted one more moment with her.

      I would have held onto that single moment. I knew that in my heart, and that night, as I became a man, a Volkov with my mother’s blood spilled in the halls, I vowed never to turn to God again. Yet here I am, with another woman breaking my heart, and I’m pleading for a respite.

      Like a broken soul.

      A hand lands on my shoulder, but I shrug it off and reach for another shot, this one held between the large tits of the bartender as she smirks at me. Her gaze flicks to the person behind me, and her eyes widen and fill with desire.

      So it’s Alexi then. If it had been Nikolay, her eyes would be filled with fear.

      Only Iris never feared…

      Fuck.

      I grab the shot to stop that thought, licking the drops from my lip as I eye her. Once again, I want to fall into that old pattern of losing myself between the thighs of a nameless, faceless woman or two to feel something other than pain for a moment.

      I can’t do that though, not to her, despite everything she has done.

      I believe in the sanctity of marriage, and while she still has our last name, I will not hurt her that way. I am a fool, as my father would say—a fucking pathetic fool.

      “Brother,” Alexi murmurs.

      I shake my head. “Don’t,” I mutter.

      “Please talk to me.” I hear the worry in his voice, and I almost snort bitterly. He’s worried for me? He should be more worried about what Nikolay will do to her.

      He was right when he called her a beautiful liar. I should have trusted his instincts. He’s always right, even about her.

      “There is nothing to say,” I reply, willing my voice to conceal how broken I feel so he doesn’t worry. I want to be left alone to wallow, but I should have known Alexi wouldn’t let that happen. He would be kicking himself and wanting to protect us, to shoulder our pain and right wrongs, but some things cannot be fixed.

      Like my heart after seeing the woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with betray us.

      “Yes, there is. What do you need me to—”

      “Shut the fuck up!” I snarl, turning on him. My chest heaves as my fists clench, the pain making me wild until I’m no better than Niko. Now, I’m just what my father wanted. Too bad the vile bastard isn’t here to see that his plan worked.

      She brought us together all right, in our hatred.

      I don’t even realize I’ve swung until it connects with Alexi’s sad, drawn face. He takes the hit, not moving to protect himself or dodge it, as if he thinks he deserves it. His eyes are sad and filled with guilt and pain—the same pain I’m feeling. That’s what makes me drop my fists and turn away. I cover my face and scream into my hands. His arms wrap around me, pulling me against his chest as he steers me away. I let him, uncaring where we go but grateful to escape from curious eyes.

      Once we’re away from it all, he murmurs, “Let it out. Let it all out, brother.”

      It’s the same thing he told me the day after my mother’s death, when he handed me a gun. This time it’s not a gun, however, but permission to break.

      To feel.

      It’s something we were never supposed to be capable of before her.

      I scream and rage. The outpouring of pain causes tears to well in my eyes as my silent brother guards me. I hit his chest and kick him, and he absorbs it all. As usual, he takes my pain and makes it his.

      “Why?” I bellow.

      His eyebrows draw together in a perplexed expression as I press my head against his chest. He’s steady, apart from his racing heart—the only telltale sign that he feels anything.

      “Why doesn’t she love me?”

      He inhales, the sharp sigh of pain making me shake my head.

      “Why does no one ever love me?”

      “Zakhar,” he whispers, his voice breaking.

      I shake my head and pull away from him, pressing to the wall. “Forget I said anything,” I mutter, trying my best to contain the storm within. I don’t want to hurt my brother any further or for him to bear the weight of my breaking heart like I know he would.

      Like he always has.

      Slumping back into the wall, I scrub at my face, trying to get rid of all traces of my heartbreak. I need to be strong, to be the man my father wanted. At least I can be that if I can’t be the man Iris loves. I refuse to break, even as I bend.

      “What now?” I whisper, looking to my brokenhearted brother for guidance.

      “Now we figure out who tried to kill us.”

      “And her?” I question, meeting his eyes and letting him see the truth. I might hate her, but I can’t hurt her.

      “I’ll deal with her. She will never hurt you again,” he snarls, and the venom in his tone has me worried.

      God, what will happen to her?
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      ALEXI

      I watch my brother rebuild himself. He closes himself off just like Nikolay and I have, and something in me breaks—something I didn’t know I had anymore. My soul aches. Not just because my kindhearted, loving brother is changing before my eyes and turning cold like the blood that runs through the Volkovs’ veins, but for my own pain.

      Everything is falling apart. I’m only holding it together by the smallest thread.

      He’s always been the best of us, the most normal, with a loving heart, and she’s taken that from him. Our wife has done what no other enemy ever could—break our brother and hurt us.

      I won’t say break, because that would be admitting how deeply I had let her crawl inside of me, warming me with her smile, twinkling eyes, and swinging moral compass. Our wife has always been more likely to stab us than kiss us, but I found it endearing, until I saw the wreck of my brother before me.

      “She is dressed and ready. We are going hunting, brother. You can stay—”

      He pushes from the wall, using his sleeve to clean his face until it almost looks like nothing is wrong. If I look closely, however, at his bloodshot eyes and slightly quivering lip, I can see the truth. I give him his dignity and don’t mention it. “No, I’m coming with you. We end this together. Family first.”

      “Zakhar, we might have to kill her.”

      “I know,” he replies, the words clipped and angry. He doesn’t even fight it, just pushes past me. “I’ll get dressed.”

      I watch him go, my father’s mocking laughter filling my head before I storm after him. I won’t let that vile bastard win, I won’t let her win. I will hold this family together with the force of my will, even while my own heart breaks—aches.

      I observe my brother’s slow, sure steps as the transformation takes over him. Now, he’s nothing but a heartless, detached Volkov like the rest of us.
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        * * *

      

      We waste no time getting to work as soon as we get upstairs. Zakhar disappears to get dressed, and her eyes track him sadly before she looks down at her phone. She’s changed. Gone is the sweet, innocent, half naked girl who runs around our penthouse, filling it with love and laughter.

      In her place is a killer, and I wonder which side is the real her, or if she even knows herself.

      She wears a black turtleneck tucked into high-rise leather pants, which are undoubtedly filled with weapons. It’s okay—she won’t use them against us or I’ll kill her. The leather jacket she donned has cracks from age and hugs her curves enticingly.

      As much as I hate her, I still want her.

      Her red hair is twisted behind her in a crown, making my mouth dry and my fingers itch to unravel it. I want to see it spread out across my tattooed knuckles as I pound into her from behind. I shake the vision out of my head and look away, hating that I still want her.

      Her eyes slide to me, hesitating and calculating, before she puts the phone to her ear. “Alpha is gone. I need his last location, his car, everything. Get me whatever you can in the next hour,” she demands before hanging up and calling someone else.

      “Speaker,” I warn. I’m curious, but I also want to make sure she isn’t betraying us again. With an insufferable sigh, she hits speaker.

      “West Coast Library, how may I help you?” comes a soft, pleasant, female voice.

      “Yeah, I want to check out a copy of The Art of War. The 1978 version. Do you have one?”

      There is a slight pause. “Please wait while I connect you to our manager to check.”

      There’s a buzz, and then a stern male voice barks, “Speak.”

      “It’s Ghost. I need info.”

      “Then ask,” he snaps. “But it will cost you.”

      “It always does.”

      I almost volunteer the money, but I sit back and force myself to remain silent, knowing she has it. Plus, I’m curious about her life. It’s clear it’s more extensive than I ever realized. Nikolay is watching her carefully too, no doubt storing it all away to use against her. After all, she’s his enemy now, and he will use whatever he can to hurt her before he kills her.

      “I want the unredacted file you stole from the pentagon,” he tells her. “The one on Botswana in eighty-nine.”

      She grinds her teeth and closes her eyes, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Fine.” It’s a clipped acceptance that’s obviously dragged from her. Whatever it is, she doesn’t want to give it to him. It’s just more proof of how much she cares for this man, this mentor, and it highlights how much she doesn’t care for us.

      But that’s not true, is it? a small, dark voice whispers in my brain. If it were, we would be dead. She’s too good at what she does to leave us alive. She chose not to kill us, but why?

      She probably realized it was easier for her this way—all strategic and for her own gain.

      Liar.

      I kick that voice away, refusing to believe her lies again. “Whatcha need?” The man sounds almost gleeful now.

      “Find the person behind the last hit that was wired through your system for me.”

      He inhales sharply, his voice dropping as if not to be overheard. “You know that’s against the rules, Ghost. If I do that, then I forfeit my life and yours.”

      “I guess it comes down to how much you want that file,” she purrs, wearing a cruel smile. It’s almost magnificent to see her in action. She’s so in control and sexy, but I don’t let myself notice too much, even if my cock sure does. I feel Zakhar slip into the room, like the ghost of the woman who broke his heart.

      “Fuck, Ghost.”

      “Off the books,” she snaps. “We all know you collect information on everyone. You have it or you can get it. I know you can.”

      There’s silence, and I think she’s pushed too hard for a moment. “Fine.” He hangs up, and she slumps, rubbing her head before looking at me. “The librarian can get information on anyone. We will know who did it, but until then, we need to hit the streets and keep looking for clues. We need to find him before it’s too late.” Her voice is all business until the end, when it winds higher in fear.

      “How much do you love him?” I ask, sitting forward.

      Her eyes narrow, and I grin.

      “Enough to give up your life? That is the payment for this. For us helping you.”

      “You are not helping me, this person is after you too,” she snarls.

      “Yes, but we don’t need your resources, nor do we need to save your mentor’s life.” I shrug. “We can find the client alone, so we don’t need you, but you need us. Don’t you, Kelly? So do we have a deal? Your life for our help? Us Volkovs do nothing out of the goodness of our hearts.”

      Another lie—everything we have done for her has been from our hearts. We never sought a debt like we would have with anyone else, but no more. She is nothing to us, which means she pays like everyone else. That’s how a king stays on his throne built from blood, secrets, and pain.

      “Deal,” she says without hesitation. If she thinks her pussy will save her from this, she is wrong.

      Very fucking wrong.

      “I have something,” Nikolay mutters. I look back and see he has been busy working on his phone between glaring at Iris. He ignores her and looks at me. “One of the techs tracked the address where the message came from using environmental factors.”

      “Then let’s get going.” Standing, I crack my back, watching with lazy eyes as Iris rushes past me. I catch her around the neck and bring her back to my front. She struggles, but I lift her off the ground, letting her feel every inch of the strength I held back for fear of hurting her.

      No longer.

      “Betray us again before this is through, and I will rip out your throat and wear it as a necklace,” I warn.

      She kicks back, and it shocks me enough to drop her. She spins, and when I glance down, there’s a knife against my balls. “Same goes for you, husband,” she sneers. With that, she pulls the knife away and storms to the elevator.

      And my cold, dead heart beats once more.

      The fool.
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      NIKOLAY

      We don’t take drivers, but we do take backup. Male pride doesn’t get in the way of safety, and the more men we have, the more likely we are to get out of this alive. I don’t underestimate my skills to protect my family, but there are too many unknown factors, and this person is clearly well connected with a fuck-ton of money to spend on getting us killed.

      Not to mention our liar, assassin wife, who could turn on us at any point.

      No, the men are to watch our backs.

      I will watch her, keeping a knife at the ready to slit her throat if she so much as twitches toward my brothers. The thought gives me pause, and a slow pain starts in my chest, but I ignore it. She’s dangerous, very dangerous. I’ve heard the name Ghost for years. A deadly killer who never misses. I won’t give her the chance to kill my brothers.

      I trusted her once, but never again, even if it does make me feel sick as I prowl behind her.

      We follow the directions on my phone to the abandoned theme park on the outskirts of the city. We pass rides and old booths. Sand blows through the place, with trash and forgotten teddies and food. Rats scurry around the decaying buildings and rusted rides as we duck into the shack. It’s the only building with a lock, five exits, and a clear line of sight.

      It’s where I would hold him.

      We send our men in first, but they come out shaking their heads. It’s empty. I expect Iris to rush in, but she’s clever. She clears the corners and the rooms, sweeping through before stopping in the middle of the empty space. There are only old cleaning supplies and lockers left, but there, in the middle of the room, is a chair with rusted, bloody shackles.

      I glance up, noting the broken window that the techs used to locate this place. They are very good. She swallows hard, and my gaze is drawn back to her face. There’s a glaringly white piece of paper lying on the chair. It’s bright against the blood and dirt.

      I know what it means.

      He’s dead.

      I hold the knife tighter, trying to gauge her reaction as I move to stand before my brothers, who watch her carefully, while our team sweeps the place for prints and information. Grabbing the paper as if it might bite her, she holds it up before yelling in agony and tossing it down. Without a word, she storms from the shack. I nod at a guard to trail her as I stride over and read it.

      
        
        Too late, Ghost. Try again.

        

      

      It’s written in blood and still wet. Tossing it at a guard, I hurry out after her. I don’t want her out of my sight. Bursting from the door, I snarl when I don’t see her, and then I hear a sigh. I turn to find her kicking at the sand, her back pressed near the door.

      “I didn’t run,” is all she says, knowing that’s what I thought.

      Alexi and Zakhar come out not long after while I just watch her. Something in me aches and wants to reassure her, to wipe that look from her face, but I’ve never been good at comforting someone, and she doesn’t deserve it. I see Zakhar having the same issue as he quickly backs away, drawn to her pain and wanting to make it right. Even Alexi seems to hate seeing her in distress, and that chills me to my core.

      It tells me he won’t be able to kill her, even if he wants to.

      Blyad!

      She almost seems to shake it off, and her face closes down until there’s a fake, happy smile curling her lips. She looks at us with her head tilted back, as if daring us to question her. “So what now? You’re the kings of this city, so you must know everything.”

      “Not everything,” Alexi murmurs, no doubt referencing who she is and her lies.

      She flinches but recovers quickly.

      “There is nothing we can do right now. We have to wait for more information. Running around the city half-cocked only gives them more opportunity to hit us,” Alexi explains.

      “We can’t do nothing!” she snaps.

      Alexi rounds on her, staring her down. “That’s exactly what we will do.” Each word is cold and angry. I have to give her credit, because she doesn’t back down.

      “What would you do if it were someone you love?” she demands.

      “It wouldn’t be. I only love two people in this entire world, and they would never be taken from me.” With that, he spins and walks away, leaving her staring after him with a strange, almost forlorn expression on her face before she erases it. But I saw it, and so did Zakhar.

      Did… Does she love Alexi?

      No, she can’t.

      It’s just another lie.
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        * * *

      

      After we force her into the car, she ignores us completely as we head back to our penthouse. We take the back way up—a way we have never shown her. I cover her eyes with my shirt, not wanting her to learn it.

      Once I remove the blindfold, she moves away from us and stares out at the city, lost in her thoughts. I position myself in the shadows in the corner, watching her. I should be working, but I’m too busy trying to figure her out.

      She had ample opportunity to kill us, but she didn’t. Why? Was she scared? Bored?

      And the way she acts, it’s almost like she cares. She’s a beautiful fucking liar. Two hours later, I can only conclude that she’s still playing the game. As if bringing herself out of a trance, she looks around and realizes it’s just me. A slow smile starts curving her lips, and I stiffen. She heads my way, not stopping until she’s almost pressed against my front.

      Despite the fact that I hate her, my cock still stirs and hardens, begging to be inside of her. My hands curl as I remember the way she felt beneath me, and my mouth waters as I recall her screams. Our time together flashes before me, and she smirks like she knows what I’m thinking, and when her voice comes, it’s a low purr.

      “Nikolay.”

      I wish I felt nothing. I wish that when she places her hand on my chest, my heart doesn’t quicken. A slow warmth begins beneath it. I wish I were numb to her, that I felt nothing but cold detachment, so then I wouldn’t want to taste her pain and wrap myself up in it until it ended with my own.

      It’s worse than when we first met. Then, there was only hate.

      Now there is so much more, and the storm inside of me only pisses me off more until I’m snarling at her and pushing her away.

      She stumbles back with a laugh. “Really? You like it when I touch you.” Her eyes flick to my erection. “Why push me away? We both need this.”

      “Fucking me won’t save your life,” I spit out.

      “You think that’s the only reason I slept with you or want to sleep with you?”

      I say nothing, grinding my teeth, and something akin to pity fills her eyes as she sighs.

      “Oh, Niko, they really did a number on you, didn’t they?”

      “Shut the fuck up and don’t call me that ever again,” I warn, stroking my blades. I wish Alexi would let me end her. It would be easier.

      “Fine, Nikolay.” She watches me sadly. “Whatever you think of me, whatever you believe about me, I need you to hear me now.” She moves closer before stopping, as if she knows I don’t want her to touch me. “I wanted you. I still want you. Not to save my life, not out of desperation or anger or even pain. I just want you. Whenever I look at you or even think about you, I get wet. You can hate me, you can kill me, but I need you to listen to that. Don’t let that insecurity blossom in you. You are desirable, Nikolay Volkov, whether you know that or not. It’s not your deadly reputation that keeps the women away from you. It’s the fact you push them away because you don’t believe you deserve love, softness, and pleasure. You do, and I’m glad you let me close enough to see that, even if it hurts us both in the long run.”

      I say nothing. How could I?

      “I can see you don’t believe me. Let me show you.” She moves closer, and I blink as she drops to her knees before me. She keeps her eyes unguarded and on me, letting me see every flit of emotion as she reaches for my pants. I try to back away but hit the wall.

      “Easy, big guy,” she murmurs like I’m a wild animal. I watch as she unfastens my pants and cups my hard cock. I stifle the groan that wants to escape as she pulls my shaft free and strokes it softly before squeezing hard. She knows I like it when it hurts.

      I can’t help the snap of my hips. With a smile, she wraps her lips around the head of my cock, cupping my balls hard enough to hurt. The pain is eclipsed by the pleasure, but as I look into those emerald eyes, I’m reminded of what she did to us.

      She lied to me when I trusted her like no other.

      I push her back, and she falls to her ass, shock flashing in her eyes before it’s replaced by sadness. I quickly stuff my hard cock away, hating the wetness left behind by her perfect mouth. So fucking perfect. The perfect fucking weapon.

      The Kellys really knew how to break us.

      I thought it would be with a gun, but it’s with her—the woman on her knees before me with her heart in her eyes. She looks like she’s happy to be there, but I can’t believe anything she says or does again.

      I can’t allow myself to.

      “I’m sorry, Nikolay. I never wanted to hurt you.” She scrambles to her feet, watching me as I back away like a wounded animal.

      “You disgust me,” I snarl, even though it’s a lie.

      Unable to listen to her anymore, I storm away, passing Alexi as I go. “Brother.” He reaches for me, but I shake him off, needing to escape her and her words that are wrapping around my soul and heart, shining a light in the darkness.

      But a monster needs the dark.

      He cannot exist without it.
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      IRIS

      “What did you do?” Alexi demands, striding closer until he backs me into the wall, his arms coming up to cage me in. I see fury in those cold depths. This isn’t my lover. This is the Volkov leader protecting his brother from me.

      “Do not let Nikolay kill me, Alexi.”

      He sucks in a breath. Clearly, I’ve shocked him, but the words don’t stop. I need him to promise me, even if I don’t deserve it. He can believe I hate them, but that’s a lie, and with my last moments, I want to leave them better than I found them. I don’t want to ruin them like the deaths that fill their lives. “When it’s time, don’t make him do it. He would for you, he would do anything for you, but it would kill that last piece of him that keeps him human.”

      “You put too much value on yourself,” he spits out.

      “And you do not. I’m the only one he has ever let close. If he kills me, he will believe all of the vile lies your father told him. He will be nothing but anger and pain, believing he is unlovable and only good at killing. I won’t beg for my life, but I will beg for this—do not do this to your brother. I know you love him, so protect the last piece of him the way he always protects you.”

      “Do not speak of my family again. You know nothing,” he snarls. He’s so angry, I fear he might kill me now. He could just snap my neck and be done with me, but I have to push this point.

      “Promise me, Alexi. I will do whatever you want. I will call my brothers to arrange peace. Just please…promise me you won’t ask him to kill me.”

      He stumbles back. “You are dangerous.”

      He turns and leaves, my entreaty for the promise hanging in the air. He won’t do it. He’ll ask Nikolay to kill me, and it will destroy whatever is left of his brother.

      I should be glad. It was what I wanted, after all. But I find myself heartbroken for the man who will be left in the wake of my death.

      I watch as Alexi storms away, leaving me alone. I wrap my arms around myself, shivering as I look around the empty penthouse. This was never my home, yet every inch of it holds memories for me—laughter, desire, and even anger.

      Now it’s cold, like the hearts of the men I love.

      And that’s my doing.
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      Unable to stay one more moment in this empty, sad penthouse, I leave. I don’t exit the hotel, I’m not that foolish, but I couldn’t stop processing my every word, my every lie and decision, and the way they let me into their lives and family.

      My mentor and what could be happening to him right now.

      It’s overwhelming, and I’m downstairs before I know it, drowning out the screams in my head with the sounds of people laughing, drinking, singing, and the clamor of slot machines. The familiar noises make my heart ache. I know my time is running out. They will kill me for my treachery. I should run and save myself, but I won’t.

      I’ll end the violence I brought to their door and accept the consequences on my feet, dying as I lived. Even though I know I shouldn’t, because they are clearly avoiding their own home to get away from me, I find myself searching the crowd for them. I don’t see Nikolay, but that’s not surprising. He’s probably holed up in his safe space—his dungeon. Zakhar isn’t here either, which is surprising, and for a moment, I wonder if he’s alone.

      I shouldn’t, but jealousy roars through me before I push it down.

      They owe me and the fake marriage nothing, even though I hope I’m wrong.

      I quickly forget my jealousy, though when I spot Alexi, my heart breaks and my hands shake with my anger. I want to rip them away from him, and I want to hurt him for doing this to me. He’s surrounded by women again, but this time, he’s touching them and letting them touch him.

      He’s letting me see he no longer thinks of me as his, nor that he is mine.

      I shut my eyes for a moment, breathing through the pain. I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing his hit landed, but my feet lead me to him. He’s sitting like a king in his throne, with women draped across him.

      “Leave,” he tells me with a smirk, turning to stroke a woman’s arm and face, each movement purposeful. “You are not welcome here.”

      “Want me to get rid of her, baby?” one purrs.

      “Let her watch if she really wants.” He drags a hand up her thigh and under her dress.

      I turn away so he doesn’t see the tears in my eyes. I deserve this. I deserve the blows. I know why he’s doing it, but it doesn’t mean it doesn’t rip me apart. With each perfect hand sliding across his body and every touch of flawlessly painted lips on his neck and face, he’s replacing me like I never was.

      That’s what he will do after I die anyway.

      I go to leave, but Nikolay is there. “Brother.”

      One word, and Alexi straightens, thank God. He was only teasing them, and part of me slumps at that. He snaps his fingers, and the guard leads the women away. They both stoically ignore me. “I found some information, a bank. I’m following it. I should have something soon. I came to warn you to prepare.”

      “Thank you, brother,” Alexi calls, watching Nikolay leave with concern etched on his features before he realizes I’m still there.

      “Would you like me to bring some of the women up for you, sir?” a guard asks Alexi, calm and unbothered, as if this happens all the time, and it probably does.

      With his eyes on me so he can drink in my reaction, he smirks and replies, “Pick the blonde ones, I’m tired of redheads.”

      I leave, letting him have his women. If he wants to fuck them all, let him.

      I don’t care.

      As tears stream down my cheeks, I blindly find the elevator and hide in the room I used to use when I first arrived.

      My heart hurts so much, I can’t breathe, and bile rises in my throat until I throw up at the thought of what he’s doing.

      I tell myself I don’t care.

      Liar.
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      IRIS

      I don’t sleep. I can’t, knowing what Alexi is doing. I sit in the dark, unwilling to go to their rooms. Instead, I lie on the couch, staring out at the lights, but when he comes back up hours later, finding me curled up on the couch, his clothes are perfectly in place, his hair too. I sit up under the blanket with my knees drawn to my chin. He doesn’t even notice me as he moves to the stairs. It’s the middle of the night, and the room is dark, but I need to know.

      My heart needs to know.

      “Did you fuck them?” I ask, my voice breaking the silence. There’s a quiver in it as I speak, and I hate it.

      It’s a weakness.

      His back hunches like he didn’t know I was here, and then he looks over his shoulder at me. Half of his face is bathed in shadows like a lover’s touch, hiding his expression from me. The silence drags on, and my heart splits wide open until I’m clutching it to try to hold it together, but then his voice finally comes.

      “No. For some fucking reason, I couldn’t. I guess that makes me more fucked up than even you, Kelly. Is that what you want to know? That their touch disgusted me so much, I didn’t even let them near me after you left because all I want is you?”

      “Yes,” I whisper, sagging back in relief. I’m unable to deny that it makes me happy that he still craves me with the same animal ferocity that I crave him.

      “Then congratulations,” he spits out, venom in his tone. The elevator dings, stopping our staring contest. The footsteps are loud, booted. Nikolay looks between us before focusing on his brother as he stops near the kitchen.

      “We have a name.”

      “Get ready,” Alexi mutters, sounding resigned and tired.

      I scramble up and rush to do that, not wanting to be left behind. My heart soars at knowing he didn’t even so much as kiss those women because he still wants me the way I want him.

      Even if he hates me more for it.

      When I come down in my leathers, putting my blades in my hair and boots, they are leaving. I rush after them, sliding into the elevator just as the door starts to shut. Zakhar doesn’t even glance at me. I want to ask him where he went, but I don’t. He looks unapproachable, and it hurts just to stand next to him without being able to reach for him in some way. Nikolay glares, and Alexi ignores me like I’m a pest.

      I don’t ask who or where, because they wouldn’t tell me. I just follow them down to a parking garage. They bring no guards, and they alert no one as they slide into a blacked-out Mercedes. I slip into the back, staying silent so they don’t kick me out. I’ve just shut the door when it roars to life, and they pull from the underground parking garage and speed onto the streets. Obviously, the law isn’t an issue to them, as they weave through the traffic faster than ever before.

      It’s the middle of the night when we pull up in another parking garage. “His car is here. He’s working early or late, I’m not sure,” Nikolay murmurs.

      “Who?” I finally ask.

      He ignores me, and I sigh, getting annoyed.

      “Which car?” Alexi asks.

      “That one.” He points at a pimped-out Rover.

      “Tell me everything,” Zakhar demands. At least I’m not the only one in the dark.

      “His bank was linked to a payment made to one of the mercs. He’s a partner in this law firm and a few other legitimate businesses—old money and dirty rich. He comes from an old family line and has no connection to us that I can tell, but that means nothing.” Nikolay sighs and settles back. “We will wait. I have hacked their cameras, so I can tell when he’s coming out of his office.”

      I settle back with him, and the silence stretches on for a very uncomfortable hour while I remember the last time I was in a car with Zakhar. We were fucking, and it feels like it was so long ago. His eyes meet mine in the rearview mirror like he is thinking the same thing before he quickly looks away.

      “He’s coming down,” Nikolay finally says.

      Unable to sit still with their hatred soaking into my pores, I leap from the car. Ignoring their protests, I move to the man’s Rover, quickly unlocking it and slipping in. Years of practice make it easy. I perch in the passenger seat in the dark and wait.

      It doesn’t take long.

      I watch him file from the staircase. He holds a brown briefcase in his hand with golden letters embossed on it. It’s clearly full. He rubs his eyes as he walks, and there are bags under his blue orbs. His gray and brown hair is short and styled, and he appears very businesslike. He’s wearing a blue, three-piece suit, but his tie is loosened around his neck like he’s been pulling on it in frustration. He’s easily six-one, with a good muscular body. There’s a light strip of skin on his ring finger where a wedding band used to sit, and a flashy watch around his wrist. He heads closer, not even checking his surroundings, which makes me frown. He hits his keys and the car beeps, and then he lays the briefcase in the trunk before moving to the driver’s seat. He doesn’t even look up as he climbs in, rubbing his eyes.

      It’s all too easy. I could have killed him a hundred different ways and he wouldn’t have noticed. The bank leads to the man? It’s too easy, but I need information more than his death. I know he can’t be the person behind it all, unless the woman works for him and his lack of awareness of his surroundings is just pure cockiness.

      “Hello,” I murmur, pointing my gun at the side of his head. He freezes. “Hands on the wheel.”

      Swallowing, he places his hands on the wheel where I can see them as the back doors open and the Volkovs squeeze into the backseat. They glare at me as Nikolay aims a gun at the back of his head, letting him feel it.

      “I only have a few thousand on me. Take it and the Rolex.” His voice is scared, deep, and rich. I run my eyes over him again. He’s the type of man I would find attractive in a bar. He wears money and power like a second skin, although it’s a pale imitation of the men in the back, but still, he’s someone to be reckoned with. However, he seems scared of the guns, unsure, but he could just be a very good actor. I know that personally, after all, so I keep my barrel pointed at his head. I want answers and the truth.

      I want to find my mentor, and I’ll do whatever it takes.

      “I don’t want your money,” I purr, employing the tone I use when I kill. My target is right next to me, and I need to know his connection.

      “Then what do you want?” he asks frantically, looking over at me.

      “Do not ever fucking look at her,” Nikolay snarls, and the man’s eyes widen in fear as he quickly looks forward. His face is pale as he stares at the brick wall in front of his car.

      “We want information.”

      “About what? A case?” he asks, trying to work through what’s going on.

      That makes me frown, but Alexi surges forward, unaware that something is wrong. “Your bank was used to make a transaction to some very unsavory men. Tell me why.”

      He blinks but stiffens, and I laugh. He knows something. He looks at me, and I see acceptance and resignation in his eyes. “Kill me if you must. I know nothing.”

      “Where is he?” I demand, pressing the barrel of my gun harder against his head. When he doesn’t answer, I smack him with it. His head jerks to the side from the force, and his nose breaks as he cries out. “Where is he?”

      “Iris.” It’s the first time Zakhar has spoken, but I ignore him. We are so fucking close. I can feel it. I won’t let this man get in my way. I will do anything to find my mentor.

      “Tell me, or I’ll shoot out both kneecaps. It’ll hurt like a bitch, but you’ll be alive,” I snarl.

      He tips his head back. “I won’t tell you anything, so kill me.”

      I don’t make idle threats. I would do much worse for my mentor. I shoot out the man’s kneecaps. The sound of the gun is followed by his screams as he crumples into himself. I watch with a curled lip, disgust filling me.

      “Fuck.” Alexi sighs. “That will draw attention.”

      “I don’t care,” I snap and press the gun into the man’s screaming mouth, silencing him. “I can do much worse. Now tell me where he is. Who did you pay? Why did you hire me to kill them?” When his eyes flash, I know I’m right—he didn’t hire me.

      So who did?

      It’s obvious he knows something, but from his expression, I also know he won’t tell us. We could torture him for days and he wouldn’t let it slip. Sometimes, you just know. Whoever he is protecting, he values them over his own life, so without a word, I shoot him point-blank. His brain and skull splatters across the wheel and window, his body twitching in his seat. Putting my gun away, I climb from the car. Alexi is there, slamming me against the cool metal door.

      “What the fuck are you doing? Covering your tracks?” he snarls. “He would have talked eventually—”

      “Not fast enough. I saw it in his eyes, and you heard it too. He wouldn’t talk. Plus, he didn’t know who I was, didn’t know about the hit. His bank was used, but not by him. It was a false lead.”

      “She’s right—he wouldn’t have talked, I could tell, and time is of the essence, no?” Nikolay adds, and I throw him a grin, but he barely looks at me. “I’m not defending her, brother, just being truthful. I will keep looking. There will be other leads.”

      “Fine.” He tosses me away, and I rub my throat.

      “We need to go, the police will be here soon,” I warn them.

      “The police are ours.” He shrugs. “But the CIA and Interpol would love to get their hands on us. A bunch of open folders would be closed, so you are right.” I think it pains him to say that.
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      IRIS

      Nikolay wipes the scene clean, and then we disappear into the night like we were never there. They are good, almost as good as me, but they are visibly annoyed that this was just another dead end. I feel the same. We are pulling into the parking garage when my phone vibrates.

      Grabbing it, I freeze, my body going cold.

      It’s a video from an unknown number.

      How? Why?

      I stare as the car stops. They turn to me, but I don’t look away. She must have known I killed that man, which means she was watching him to see if I took the bait. I know that whatever this video is, it isn’t good.

      A part of me dies as I hit play with shaking fingers.

      “You shouldn’t have done that, although I guess you did me a favor,” a voice says, and then a man steps into the screen, and it goes from pitch-black to light. I cover my mouth as a sob escapes me. My mentor is chained to the ceiling, his feet barely touching the floor, and he’s naked. His skin is more blood than flesh, with some bits cut away, burnt, carved, or shot.

      His face is almost unrecognizable, and his hair is gone too.

      My soul shivers at what has been done to a person I love, and I know it will haunt me for as long as I live.

      Everything that was him has been stripped away and replaced by pain.

      “I’m sorry, kid.” He’s worse than he was. “I can’t hold on. I love you.”

      A gun comes into the frame, and I shake. “This is your fault. His blood is on your hands.”

      As the trigger is pulled, my mentor, my friend, never begs or cries. He only stares into the camera with a small, knowing smile.

      “See you on the other side.”
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      ALEXI

      I hear the gunshot. The scream that rips from her throat chills me to the bone. There is such agony in the sound—the same agony that lives in all of us. She screams and screams, and I watch as she breaks apart, raging at the world.

      I try to calm her and take the phone, but she fights me. Her eyes are dull, lifeless, and filled with nothing but terror. She now holds the knowledge that the person she loves is dead and she couldn’t stop it. I know the guilt, pain, and doubt that comes with this experience.

      It lives in all of us.

      It makes me think of my mother, of her cries and pleas and the feel of her cold skin as blood pooled around her, but I push it away. I won’t go there, not when Iris needs us. I might hate her and want her dead, but my heart won’t allow me to watch her break apart alone.

      I wish I could take it away. I wish it didn’t have to be this way.

      “Iris, little flower, it’s okay. We are here.” I pull her flailing body to my chest, tugging her into my lap. I hold her as she screams into my chest. It’s a testament to how far gone she is that she allows it. My heart breaks for her as I hold her. My gaze goes to my brothers in the front seat. Zakhar is pale and reaching for her with his heart in his eyes. Nikolay turns away, lowering his forehead to the wheel.

      We failed her, despite everything we did.

      She lost someone she loves, and we didn’t save him. I hold her the entire time she screams and fights, letting her get it out, knowing she needs to. I absorb her wicked, lethal blows, because the pain is a punishment for our failure. When she slumps and silently sobs, I lift her from the car, and my brothers and I form a protective barrier around us as we head back upstairs.

      Back home.

      Once upstairs, I don’t stop. She’s been sleeping on the couch, but I move to my room, lying down with her curled into me. Nikolay lies next to her, while Zakhar strokes her back and hair, whispering to her as she cries. Her fists clench my shirt so hard, it almost hurts, as if she couldn’t bear for me to move away.

      “I’m not going anywhere. We are here. Let it all out. Let it out and then use it,” I tell her.

      We hold her for hours. Nikolay has put out every man we have and opened every door, searching for the one responsible. It’s his way of showing her love, even if he doesn’t realize it. Even as he lies to himself.

      He can’t fake the look on his face when he glances at her every second to ensure she is okay. There isn’t just pain in his gaze, but hope and love, and we are going to crush that. Despite the fact that I’m holding her tight, I know she’s slipping away, and before long, I will have to follow through on my word.

      I will kill our enemy.

      I will kill our wife.

      My arms ache when she finally stirs. Her voice is a croak when it comes, and I have to lean closer when she tries again. This time it’s stronger, but not by much. “What was his name?”

      “Whose?” I ask in confusion.

      “The man I killed in the car.”

      Oh, that’s right, we never told her. I don’t think it’s her conscience that has her asking. She’s probably focusing on work, on hunting down the person responsible. It’s the only way she can deal with what has happened. In that aspect, she is so very similar to us, hiding from the heartache by getting revenge.

      “Elijah Dolivo.” It’s a rare last name, which is why we found the information on him and his business so easily.

      She stiffens against me and raises her head. Her eyes are bloodshot but narrowed, and her face is pale. “What did you say?”

      “Elijah—”

      “The last name,” she demands, scrambling to her knees. I let her go, frowning at her as we all watch her carefully.

      “Dolivo,” I repeat slowly.

      “Motherfucker! All this time!” she yells and leaps from the bed. I watch as she rushes from the room. I share a look with my brothers before we hurry after her, trailing her to Zakhar’s room, where she’s perched on his pillows, ripping open his air vent.

      “What are you…” My voice trails off as she pulls out a file. She turns to us and drops herself down to her ass before ripping through the pages.

      “Yes, you’re angry,” she mutters. “Let’s skip past that. I got this from the safety deposit box. I found the key in the room in the hotel.” She looks at Nikolay. “Yes, I was there in the fight. I was searching for who hired me. It was clean, apart from that key.” Looking back down, she finds a page and holds it up triumphantly with a wide grin. “None of it meant anything before. Shares, birth certificates…but there’s a marriage license to an Elijah Dolivo.”

      My breathing stops as I stare. “Who?”

      Glancing down, she smirks. “A Ms. Alina Popov. It has to be her. She led us to her husband as a false trail.”

      “That’s a common Russian name,” I murmur and look to my brothers. “Do we know her?”

      “No,” they both say as Zakhar frowns.

      “But we can track who she is through that name, unless it’s a false one or changed, but for it to be on a marriage certificate, I’m assuming it’s real. No wonder it was under lock and key. Give me ten minutes. Nikolay, check the computers, I’ve got some calls to make. Good job, kisa,” Zakhar calls before stiffening. They share a look before he turns away and leaves.

      She watches us sadly, but also with determination. “It’s her. I don’t know why, but it is. Let’s kill the bitch.”
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      IRIS

      While Zakhar and Nikolay wait to hear back from their sources, I sit down and tell them everything. I know what it will mean, but I’m tired of keeping things to myself, even the little details. I tell them everything, and they listen silently until Zakhar sighs.

      “I guess none of us were what the other was expecting,” he offers shyly. “Let’s just finish this and then we can fix our family.” He looks at Alexi hopefully.

      He inclines his head to his brother, which settles him, but I see the truth in Alexi’s eyes—there will be no fixing this. You get one chance with the Volkovs, and I blew it. Not only did I lie to them, but I put his family in danger. That’s unforgivable in his eyes.

      He’s killed for less, and he will kill me.

      I smile at Zakhar to reassure him, because despite his anger at me, it will hurt him if he knew the truth. Alexi almost slumps in relief when I don’t fight them or point out the truth to his youngest brother. He’s always trying to protect him. Nikolay, on the other hand, looks away, grinding his jaw.

      He knows he will be the one to kill me, which breaks my heart all over again.

      The pain that rolls through me only mixes with the rest of the agony I feel. I have no time to grieve though. I need revenge. I need to kill her for what she did. My mentor deserves to rest in peace knowing that.

      I will do that, and then I’ll willing go to the grave.

      I’ll be reunited with him again, and they will be free of the headache that is their wife.

      “I couldn’t find a link to us,” Zakhar explains, filling the awkward silence. He’s always trying to smooth the jagged edges of his family and our hatred, but it’s not really hatred anymore, is it? At least not on my end.

      Only love could hurt this badly.

      “There has to be one, but it doesn’t matter, it won’t save her. She’ll be dead by morning,” Alexi murmurs, looking out of the window. “We just need a location.”

      Just then, as if called by fate, my phone rings. I’m unsure if I can answer it. If it’s her calling to mock—

      Swallowing, I accept the call. “Hello?” I answer casually, my tone dry as I lick my lips.

      For a moment, a part of me hopes that it’s my mentor, his voice filling the phone as he explains some elaborate escape attempt, but that tiny, unrealistic hope is dashed when a familiar gruff voice begins to speak.

      It’s the librarian.

      I hit speaker instantly, not wanting them to think I’m keeping anything from them. We are in this together, after all.

      “Yeah, I got the info,” he mutters. “Name is Alina Popov. She has houses around the world, including Paris, London, Brussels, and Costa Rica. She also has one in the very same city you are in.”

      “Where?” I snarl.

      “The file,” he demands.

      “It’s already on its way to you,” I snarl. I sent a message to the courier—a delivery man who operates in our world—and gave him the combination to the safe in my safe house, and he is already flying to the librarian with it.

      “Then you get this when I get that,” he snaps. “That’s how it works.”

      “Do not make me hunt you down and wring your beefy fucking neck,” I snarl. “Do not test me today.” He must hear something in my voice. “Not over this. It will only lead to pain for you. I will find her myself, kill her, and then you.”

      “Fucking hell, Ghost. You can’t threaten—”

      “I just fucking did. I would watch the fucking world burn right now to get to her. Do you understand me?” My voice is low and deadly. Even my husbands look scared.

      I’ve killed for much less, but for the people I love?

      I would rip this world apart.

      No law, no rules, and no fucking morals could stop me.

      There’s an audible gulp when he realizes how serious I am. He might be the big bad untouchable, but me? I live in death, and his would be too easy. “Whatever this chick did to you, I would hate to be in her shoes.”

      “She killed the man I loved like a father.” I break a little before recovering. “Location. Do not make me ask again.”

      I know I need to report that my mentor is dead. After all, he operated in the same circles I do and used the same contacts like the librarian, but I can’t. Not yet. It would make it too real.

      He reels off an address I don’t bother to write down. It’s something I will never forget. “It’s on the outskirts of the city. She’s got money too, a whole fucking lot, and has used our services before. Mainly cleanup and protection. Not yours though. She’s a regular in this life.”

      “Good boy, enjoy your file.” I hang up and look at them. “Get dressed, it’s time to hunt.” I pocket my phone, narrowing my eyes on them. “But Alina is mine.”

      They don’t argue, thank God. They probably noticed the change coming over me, and as I dress, it only gets worse. Usually, jobs calm or excite me, since the adrenaline is a great high, but not today. This hunt is personal, and as I methodically strap an arsenal across my body, it clicks that last piece of armor back into place until I’m not a Kelly nor a Volkov.

      I’m Ghost.

      I am the killer who will collect her soul.
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      The sprawling estate isn’t hard to find, but we leave the car a mile or so back so she doesn’t see us coming. We haven’t had time to check the blueprints or security, so we are going in blind. The idea pumps adrenaline through me, the same type I get on a mission when things go wrong.

      The best kind.

      When it’s just me and a gun between survival and death.

      This, however, is the most important mission I’ve ever done, but I’m not alone. Nikolay, Alexi, and Zakhar are with me. They are all dressed head to toe in black and covered in more weapons than I can count. They want this over too. They want to eliminate the threat to their family. No guards. No mercs. Just our family working together to finish this.

      I turn my head from where I’m lying, peering down at the estate, to see them. My heart aches for them, but part of me warms at the fact that they are here with me. Even having my mentor, we worked alone on missions for the last few years. It was overkill for us to work together unless needs be, but I find myself liking having the Volkovs here.

      If we die tonight, then so fucking be it.

      The moon shines down on us as I put my eye back to the scope of the sniper rifle. “Are we clear?” Alexi asks again.

      “Yes,” I grumble, hating this part of the plan, but I reluctantly agreed to it. They said they couldn’t work efficiently if they were worried about me, plus I’m the wild card and they are used to working together. “I provide cover up here while you find a way in. Once in, I pack up my rifle and join you. Then we kill the cunt. Now stop talking and get moving. The more we linger, the more likely we are to get caught.”

      “Two teams are sweeping the outside with dogs. There’s a small swapping time as they come around the house. There will be cameras, alarms, and more guards inside,” Nikolay offers, his keen eye missing nothing.

      Zakhar is panting slightly as he watches, out of breath from his scout run of the perimeter. “I found a tree we can climb around the back near the pool and garages. We can use it to scale the fence and drop into some bushes below. Then we can time our entrance.”

      “Good work.” Alexi rolls to his knees, checking his handgun once more before nodding at me. “Shoot straight, and don’t shoot us.”

      “Not unless you annoy me,” I mutter, watching the guards as they sweep again.

      The estate itself is a mix between a ranch and a modern farmhouse. It sticks out in the desert, but it’s still beautiful and screams money. The white wood is brilliant in the dark, the three stories with a wraparound porch and balcony drawing my eye for a moment. There are the garages and pool Zakhar mentioned, as well as several sports cars out front. Through the big windows, I spot some Monets and very opulent décor. This lady is rich, but not me rich. She’s closer to Volkov rich, that’s for sure. There’s a long, paved road leading to two iron gates with a white brick wall at least six feet high surrounding the property, with lights and cameras stationed in intervals.

      It makes sense if she lives in our world, in the shadows. We all have enemies from our business dealings. You don’t get this way without bloodying your hands, after all.

      Her husband was obviously well off, but this house isn’t registered to him, only her. So were they separated? Or was he a cover? Either way, it’s obvious she’s a self-made woman. I just wonder how and why she hates the Volkovs so much. I can see them pissing her off from sleeping with her or not sleeping with her, or making a move against her businesses, but this seemed more personal, more serious.

      It won’t matter. She will still die.

      I feel them starting to inch away before Nikolay’s hand lands on my shoulder. I don’t flinch or look away from the scope. “Be careful,” he murmurs, and then he, too, is gone.

      They blend into the darkness until they are mere shadows, and I struggle to track their progress, so I focus on the guards. It’s my job to protect their backs. I’m surprised they trusted me, but I won’t let them down. The communications device in my ear almost weighs me down with guilt. I’m used to protecting myself and making split-second decisions between life and death, but now I need to keep them alive.

      They might be Volkovs, killers, and mafia kings…

      But I’m an assassin and this is my playground. They are about to learn that.

      “Guard sweep incoming, location check,” I murmur.

      “Just reached the wall, tell us when,” Alexi rumbles.

      “Ten, nine, eight,” I count, tracking their movements. “Seven, six, five, four, three, two, one. Get your fine asses over that wall now.”

      I watch as they climb and fling themselves over, landing in the bush just as the other guards come from the other direction. German shepherds bark and pull at their leashes as flashlights shine around the expansive, sprawling ground. Their bulletproof vests are obvious, but they don’t offer protection when you shoot them in the head.

      “They are almost right on you, stay still.” Knowing they can’t talk, I track the men’s progress. They seem to notice something and stop right before the bush. “Hold tight, they got something. Ready to drop if needed.”

      We all wait with bated breath, and eventually, the guards move on and I blow out a breath. “Okay, let’s go—Wait,” I snap. A new guard comes out the backdoor. He looks around before lighting up, covering the cigarette with his hand to get it lit before he starts to wander around the back garden, heading in the general area of the guys.

      “Clear shot, but it will alert if I fire. Lie low, and we will wait it out,” I mutter.

      The man starts walking around, kicking at the bush and clearly taking his time, but our deadline is closing. I’m about to change plans when a shadow, one of my men, slips from the bush. He grabs the man and slits his throat silently before dragging him into the bush with them.

      “Impressive,” I drawl. “Now get moving. I’ll call out your path to the power box. It should drop the gate. They will know and head inside to protect her while searching the grounds. I will take out as many as I can before coming down.” Hopefully during the madness, I can slip in with them unnoticed.

      “Let’s move,” Nikolay orders, and he sprints from the bush. He moves confidently, keeping low. Alexi and Zakhar are behind him. They hit the side of the house and use it as cover as they move around the corner. The guards are around the front, but it won’t be long before they head this way. Luckily, they hit the box before they get there, and Zakhar works on it quickly. I’m about to tell them to hurry when the power shuts down. All the lights in the house and fence turn off, and there’s a slight buzz.

      The gate alarm is down.

      Nice.

      There’s yelling as more guards pour from the front door, heading right to the box and my men—three against at least twenty. They won’t make it. “Get ready, and don’t get in my line of sight,” I snarl. Blowing out a low breath, I focus, take aim, and fire repeatedly without stopping. They quickly realize there’s a sniper, but they are in open ground and I’m a fucking amazing shot. I drop them all, even as they try to sprint for cover or for the house. Their bodies litter the ground without even getting a shot off. In their confusion, they made it too easy.

      I wait two heartbeats, and when no more come out, I sit back and leave the rifle to collect later. “Clear for now. I’m coming down.” With that, I slide down the hill, covering the distance between the compound and me quickly. I kick at the gate, and when there is no noise, I quickly scale it and drop to my feet on the other side. I’m rolling to my feet, pistol in hand, when the guys come around the side.

      “Four down at the back,” Nikolay tells me. He clearly went to check it out and eliminated some stragglers.

      Nice.

      The front door is still open and it’s quiet, but I know they have to be waiting, unwilling to risk coming out with the sniper. The Volkovs converge around me as we form a line and walk straight to the door like we own the place. Once there, I put my back to the door and reach down, uncapping the gas as I smirk at Nikolay opposite me. “Let’s see how they like it.” Ducking around the door, I throw it and lean back.

      There are some coughs and shouts as I tug my gas mask down. Nikolay does the same, and with a nod, we surge inside. I take right like we planned, picking off three guards. Two were crouched on the floor, unable to see, and one hid behind a small column, struggling to see through the gas. I hear their guns going off, and when I look back, there’s a man falling over the balcony above. Then it’s quiet. I slide my feet across the floor as I sweep the area.

      “Clear,” I call.

      “Clear.”

      I don’t drop my gun though. I slip into a sitting room to see it’s empty as well. The brown chesterfield couches sit before a fire with a painting above it of an aristocratic-looking woman. I move back to the foyer. There’s a large wooden table with flowers on it in the middle, now cracked and spilling water. There are columns down the hallway to the right, and more paintings on the white walls. I spot a kitchen at the end before I glance up. There are two twisting staircases that meet on a balcony where someone fell, and a diamond chandelier hanging above us.

      I point to the kitchen and then head toward it, hearing them behind me. I move left as soon as I’m inside, and they go right. I hold my hand up, and they freeze as my eyes narrow. My nose twitches at the smell filling the air.

      “Back!” I hiss, throwing myself back into the hallway as the gas explodes like a desperate guard obviously wanted. I turn frantically and find them coughing but unhurt. There’s the sound of booted feet upstairs, so we rush to the staircase, taking them two at a time.

      At the top, it splits into two corridors. I point right and move that way, and when I glance back, Nikolay is falling into step behind me. Alexi and Zakhar take the other direction. Most of the white wooden doors are shut, so we take turns opening them. Most are empty. Just bathrooms, bedrooms, and offices all done in the best furniture and décor. We find a guard in a bathtub wearing noise canceling headphones, and Nikolay smirks as he stands over him, his gun pointed at his face as he kicks the tub. When he jackknifes up, water going everywhere, Nikolay shoots him before turning to me and winking. I shake my head as we move back to the corridor, and then we hear a noise.

      Shooting.

      We share a look before sprinting toward the noise. It’s down the corridor Alexi and Zakhar took. We find them behind a bed in one of the rooms, using it for cover as they try to pick off four guards shielded behind a huge desk. It’s clear neither are winning, but they are outnumbered.

      “Stay here and watch our backs,” I tell Nikolay as I slide my gun into the holster and grab two blades.

      With a wicked smile at him, I roll into the room, leap to my feet, and zigzag across the room to the desk before they can even see me. One swings my way as I kick off the wall and land on him, driving the knife into his eye as I roll over the desk. Twisting, I slice another guard’s throat. One goes down from a gunshot, and the last turns to me with his shotgun. I grab it as it fires and jerk it to the right, and the wall explodes next to me.

      My ears ring.

      “That was rude,” I snarl as I plunge the blades into his throat and slice. I almost cut his head off as I jerk them out and then stand to see Alexi and Zakhar heading my way. “Thank me later.”

      “That was reckless,” Alexi snarls, grabbing me by the throat and dragging me closer before kissing me.

      I freeze, but it’s over quickly.

      “Don’t do that shit again, that’s an order.” He turns and storms from the room, leaving me blinking.

      Well fuck.

      He kissed me awfully hard for a man who wants to kill me. Maybe I still have a chance. Grabbing my gun, I follow after them. There’s a double door at the end, the only room we haven’t checked, and there are two dead bodies before it—guards Zakhar and Alexi managed to take out. Their blood is smeared down the doors, and even in death, they appear as if they are trying to block the way. There’s a camera above the door, and I wave as we near it.

      Alexi knocks on the door. “We know you are in there, Alina Popov.”

      “Go fuck yourself!” comes a heavily accented Russian voice.

      “That’s not nice,” Alexi calls back as he nods at us. Nikolay presses against the door, but I roll my eyes. I want to get in there and wrap my hands around her throat.

      She sounded scared.

      It makes me stupid and sloppy.

      We kick down the door, and the gun goes off before I see it. Luckily, Alexi knocks me back before he throws himself inside, kicking the revolver out of her hand. She falls back to the bed, and within a second, Nikolay is tying her to the bedpost as I get to my feet.

      She glares at all of us before her gaze lands on me.

      “Hello, Ghost. How about we make a new deal? Kill them and free me, and I’ll give you the freedom you so desperately want.”
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      ALEXI

      I freeze, and for a moment, my heart stops entirely as I look back at Iris. Her expression is cold and closed down before a smile curls up her lips. Walking toward Alina Popov, she holsters her gun.

      “Kelly,” I snarl, pulling my own weapon and pointing it at her. Nikolay moves closer to kill her if needed as the woman laughs.

      “Iris!” Zakhar gasps.

      “Little flower,” I murmur, but she glances at me, and in her gaze, I see her plea for me to trust her. I lower my gun as she stops before Alina.

      “I knew you were smart. I knew you would come around.” The woman laughs harder, but it ends in a scream as Iris backhands her. When she sputters to speak, Iris does it again. Blood arcs through the air with the force.

      Iris doesn’t stop. She keeps slapping her, and when she pulls her knife, I nod at Nikolay. He grabs her and holds her against his chest as she struggles and snarls. “You’ll die in agony for what you did to him!”

      Alina glares at Iris, looking pissed. “You will pay for that,” she promises. “And your little friend died in worse pain, that you best believe.”

      I step before her, blocking Iris from her verbal blows as much as I’m protecting her from my wife, and cross my arms. She looks me over with a scoff, and when she meets my gaze, it tells me she finds me lacking.

      Her hair is a pale blonde with gray strands interwoven in the shoulder-length bob. Her ice-cold eyes are surrounded by black lashes. Her cheeks are sunken in and sharp, her lips are too big for her face, and her nose is a touch too wide, yet she is beautiful in a deadly, cold way. But I still do not know her.

      “Who are you truly? Why did you hire Iris?” I demand, needing to know before I kill her.

      “You really don’t know?” she sneers before she starts laughing again. “Chertovy debily. Ty takoy tupoy, ya ponyatiya ne imeyu, kak ty vyzhil tak dolgo.”

      “Ubivaya vsekh, kto vstanet u nas na puti,” I snap. I surprise her with my flawless Russian. “Now speak English. Iris needs to hear what we say.”

      “I said you are morons,” she translates for her. “Though it doesn’t surprise me that you do not recognize your own family.”

      “Family?” Zakhar asks with a frown.

      She ignores him and looks at Nikolay. “Oh, but you do look like him, same eyes.”

      “Like who?” I snap, moving my head to block her view.

      “Your father, my brother.” She drops that bomb with a calm expression.

      My brother.

      The words fill the room as I gawk at her.

      “Father didn’t have a sister,” I retort.

      She laughs bitterly. “Oh, he did. He just didn’t like to speak of it. I was taken away when I was three and he was five, but he remembered me. He knew me.”

      “Taken away?” I ask, genuinely shocked.

      “You think your father was a bastard? You should have met ours.”
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ZAKHAR

      I’ve heard stories of our dedushka. He used to beat Father, from what we understand, saying it made him a man. He was very strict about following the old ways. He even had two wives, but I never knew he had a daughter, yet she stands before us—that is, if we can trust what she says. I don’t remember our grandfather. I was too young when he died.

      “Ah, yes, my father. You have heard of him, I see. Don’t worry, I did the world a favor when I came back and shot him in the head. You should have seen his face when the daughter he did not want snuck into his bedroom and killed him while he was sleeping,” she spits out. “At least your father kept your sister, even if he did hate her, believing my father’s words about how useless women are. He only wanted sons, you see, to carry on the family line. I was nothing. A weakness. A chink in his perfect family. Too soft for it. So he got rid of me like I was garbage. He tossed me to the closest willing family, one who took me back to the motherland and raised me. At least he ensured they had money, he gave me that much, and I used that money against him. I killed them, took their business and banks, and traveled back here. I tracked down my father and killed him. I was about to kill your father as well and take the family business when you did it for me. You, the sons he bragged to everyone about. Even I heard of you. You, his fucking sons, rather than me! It should be mine!”

      Well shit.

      “You took what I deserved. I have an empire of my own, but it is not enough. I want the business to prove to the dead bastard I can do it, knowing he’s turning in his grave as I make it better than he ever could, proving women can do better than you.”

      “I’m all here for women’s empowerment,” Iris comments, “but sadly, I still have to rip you to pieces, as I’m sure you understand.”

      “Oh, of course, if you understand that I must kill you all, cut off your heads, and spike them in my new Volkov headquarters. It’s nothing personal,” she spits at Iris. “You could have had it all, the connection to the most powerful woman in history, but instead, you got weak, letting your stupid heart lead you. I cut mine out long ago to avoid that.”

      “It was my pussy actually,” Iris says from the circle of Nikolay’s arms. “Your nephews have incredible dicks. What can I say? Though this is some seriously fucked-up family reunion, it wouldn’t be one without blood, so, Nikolay, if you’ll just drop your arms—Fuck, okay.” She groans as he holds her tighter.

      “It should have been mine and it will be.”

      Alexi sighs. “All this over money, over a name.”

      “You know better than anyone what a name is worth in this world. He even took my name from me.”

      “You are a fool. If you had spoken to us, we would have welcomed you, taken care of you.”

      “I don’t want your pity! You’ll be dead, and I’ll have it all. Though I guess you do take after me, killing your own father. Did you know your dear old daddy took after ours as well? He killed my mother for having me, not because he enjoyed it. I guess what they say is true—history repeats itself.”

      “Well, this has been fun,” I drawl. “Now we know. Sorry we couldn’t get to know you, Auntie. Alexi, proceed and let’s go home. I’m tired.”

      “That won’t be happening. You won’t be walking from this room alive.” She grins.

      That’s when we hear it.
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NIKOLAY

      “More guards incoming! She was buying time,” Iris snarls in my arms as Alina laughs. I let her go and turn with my gun raised as they burst through the broken door.

      “Don’t kill them. I want them subdued for me!” Alina screams. I barely get a shot off before they are on us. There are so many of them, but I keep fighting. I hear my brothers and Iris doing the same, but it’s no good. I fall to one knee with at least five bodies on me. There’s a yell—Iris. Surging to my feet with a roar, I throw them off me and tackle the man trying to snap her neck. We go down hard, and I break his just as I’m yanked to the floor. Seven men now pin me down as I fight like a wild beast, but it’s no good.

      They smash a gun into my head, and while dazed, I’m dragged to the base of the bed and tied up next to my brothers. Blood runs down my head and into my eyes and mouth as I lick it clean. I blink open my eyes to see Iris.

      She’s standing near the window with blood coating her neck and head. Her eyes are narrowed and determined as she points her gun at Alina. Guards are lined up behind her, waiting for their shot.

      I don’t speak, not wanting to distract her, and my brothers are silent next to me. “I’m going to kill you for what you did,” she yells.

      “And then they will die.” There’s a click, and I glance back to see three men kneeling on the bed, their guns aimed at the back of our heads. Alina smiles at her like they are friends, making Iris snarl. “You might kill me, but you won’t be able to get all three of them before they shoot your lovers, or you for that matter. So it’s your choice, Ghost. What’s it going to be? Revenge or love?”

      I see her wavering, glancing over at us before her finger tightens on the trigger. “Do it,” I call calmly.

      “End this, kill her. Take our name and money and the freedom you wanted,” Alexi says, knowing we are dead. There is no way out of this. We were so confident, so foolish, and now it will be our demise. I always knew it would end this way.

      But she can still get out of this and have a good life—the one she wanted without us.
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      IRIS

      I hesitate. They urge me to shoot her, but I can’t.

      I can’t because it will mean their deaths.

      I love them. I can’t do that. I can’t watch them die, even for revenge. Even for my mentor.

      He told me to follow my heart, and that’s what it’s telling me now, even if I know it means I’ll die next to them. At least we’ll do it together and all that romantic shit. It’s like a less fucked-up Romeo and Juliet, just without the underage weirdness.

      I look over at them, letting them see the truth behind my next words, needing them to believe it, even if they believe nothing else of me. “If I drop the gun, you promise not to shoot us until I say goodbye?” I don’t even look at her as they struggle.

      “I promise,” she agrees, and I glance back at Alina.

      Nodding, I drop the gun. The guards kick it away, search me, and disarm me before tossing me down at my loves’ feet. I crawl closer, looking between their shocked faces. “I’m sorry for the lies. We started as enemies, but we became so much more. I was honored to be your wife. I never wanted to hurt you, not after I got to know you. Let me do this for you and make it right.”

      “Little flower,” Alexi curses, trying to grab me. It’s better than Kelly at least.

      “I know,” I murmur and look at Nikolay. “She’s wrong—you aren’t him.” I look at Zakhar next. “Thank you for teaching me how to love.” I lean back as I hear her treading closer.

      “How touching. Say goodbye,” she orders.

      I say nothing.

      Okay, so maybe I’m not as willing to die as I thought, because a new plan forms in my head—one that means no one dies but her.

      I wink at them and arch up with a fake cry as she grabs my hair, holding a knife to my neck. “You’ll watch her die, the woman you love, and then your brothers will follow one by one.”

      “Don’t get me wrong, I’m into having my hair pulled and being watched, but I prefer cocks,” I tell her, distracting her.

      “Your humor won’t save you now, Ghost. You’ll all fucking die, and I’ll have my crown, starting with you.”

      Sliding my hand slowly, I grab the small blade I wore on my wedding day in my hair, the one from my brother.

      I see recognition flair in Alexi’s eyes as a smile curves his lips. It’s ironic it’s the same blade I was going to kill him with. “Try, we’ve been trying to kill her since she got here.”

      “I don’t die,” I say as I turn, and in one smooth move, I stab the blade into her stomach. She gasps, her eyes wide as she stares down at the blade protruding from her belly. “Goodbye.” I smirk as I get to my feet and slash her neck. Blood spurts across me as I use her as a shield as her guards fire. I tug my gun from her waist and shoot the three guards behind my men as they just stare, gobsmacked. Dragging her dying body with me, I cut Nikolay’s binding and drop the knife into his lap before pulling my gun and firing around Alina.

      I hold back a pained yell as a bullet sinks into my leg, almost buckling it as I shoot blindly before tossing her aside and rolling across the floor. I stop at a guard’s feet as he aims at Zakhar, who’s struggling to get free.

      “He’s mine,” I snarl as I shoot his cock off. He falls back with a howl as I spin, missing a gun coming down on my head, and then they are there at my side, fighting with me.

      We take them down easily, the bullet wound not slowing me down. I can feel that it’s a through and through, and I’ve had worse. It hit nothing important. It’s just bleeding and hurts like a bitch, but I can patch it up later. For now, adrenaline keeps me going until I’m standing over the last dead man, and then I look around, panting.

      “Clear,” Alexi calls.

      “Clear,” I call back.

      Limping over to Alina, I see she’s already dead as Alexi, Nikolay, and Zakhar crowd around her until we form a circle.

      “All this trouble for her,” Alexi murmurs.

      “That’s family for you.” I sigh. “Any other secret family members I should know about?”

      “I don’t think so.” Zakhar shrugs.

      “At least she’s dead,” Nikolay offers.

      “Yeah, but it was too easy though,” I mutter before tightening my hand on the gun.

      I shoot her body, watching it twitch from the force as they do the same until she’s nothing more than bullet holes and blood. Wiping my face with my arm, I look up. “I don’t suppose this makes us even? You know, the saving your life again thing? I swear you guys have a damsel kink.”

      “Not even close, little liar,” Nikolay snarls.

      Great. They are back to hating me. This should be fun.
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      IRIS

      “Is this necessary?” I sigh, holding up the rope tied around my wrists. I could get out of it if I wanted, but I’m behaving. I know Alexi wanted me dead, but surely after I saved their lives, they don’t, right? I mean, they practically admitted to loving me.

      There’s no other way they would have told me to go otherwise.

      But no, I’m tied up in the backseat. Nikolay sits next to me, looking out of the window, Zakhar is in the front, and Alexi drives. Alexi wouldn’t let Zakhar sit back here, clearly trying to distance him from me. They are building the walls back up around him.

      I don’t think they really want to kill me, but their honor, their laws, and their father’s words will be urging them to. So no, I behave and give them no reason to kill me. That’s my mission now—to wear them down, even if we never get a second chance together. That thought makes my heart ache.

      I have a chance at another life, at freedom, but without them, it feels empty.

      As we drive away from the house where their cleanup crew is already taking care of the scene, I close my eyes. “See you on the other side,” I murmur, sending my love to my mentor, who will be waiting for me. When I open them, Alexi is watching me, as is Nikolay.

      “Just saying goodbye,” I murmur before looking out of the window. The wound in my leg makes me slump. It’s hurting like a bitch now and bleeding. Nikolay looked at it and wasn’t too worried, so he just wrapped it up. I guess if they are going to kill me, they won’t bother fixing me first.

      It doesn’t matter how many times you get shot, it still hurts like a bitch.

      Once back at the casino, I’m led through the backdoor, but this time, I see where we are going. It’s as if they don’t care or know I won’t live to tell the story.

      Or maybe they are just showing off their interior décor?

      Yep, that’s what I’m going with.

      As if unsure what else to do with me, they tie me up in Nikolay’s dungeon. They watch me as a doctor checks me over. He gives me a shot of something and fixes my leg before leaving. It’s the same doctor as before, and he gives me a sad look as he walks away.

      I guess everyone thinks I’m going to die.

      Yay me.

      My eyes go to Alexi as I sober up. “Remember what I asked you to promise?” I beg.

      I see him swallow and glance at Nikolay.

      “We end it now then,” I say when they don’t move. “Oh, come on. If you are going to shoot me, then let’s do it. There’s no point in waiting around. Fuck, most of you have wanted to do this for days or since you first married me. Now’s the time to get that anger out.”

      I arch my eyebrow, and Alexi sighs as he pulls his gun. My smile drops. A small part of me truly thought he would never do it. Not because he loves me—I know he will kill someone he cares for if it means saving his family—but because of the treaty. I was wrong again.

      He’s going to kill me, and I won’t ever get to say goodbye to my brothers.

      “You give us no choice, Iris. If this gets out—”

      “I know.” I smile sadly, wanting to make this easier on him, even as fear pollutes my blood. I won’t dishonor them or my family by begging. I sealed my fate when I took the job, I knew the risks.

      “I’m sorry.” I can tell he means that as he steps up to me and presses the barrel to my head.

      “Alexi!” Zakhar yells. “Think about this—”

      I blink slowly, leaning my head harder against the barrel, wondering idly if it will hurt. “Don’t let him watch.” I close my eyes and wait for death.
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      ALEXI

      Staring down at those emerald eyes, I see nothing but resignation. There’s no hope, no hate, no lies. She doesn’t beg for death or even her life. Instead, she begs for my brother’s soul. And then she closes her eyes so I don’t have to watch her die.

      I don’t know why, but as I go to squeeze the trigger, my heart rips in two and my hand trembles. With a snarl, I drop the gun and step back, hiding the shaking in my limbs. Her eyes open and flick to me in shock and curiosity.

      “Why?” she whispers too low for my brothers to hear.

      “Alexi, please,” Zakhar begs, sensing my weakness.

      Swallowing, I turn away. I need to get out of here. I know what she promised, but I can’t keep it because I can’t kill her. I can’t.

      Because I love the little assassin.

      She has my heart and soul in a vise, and despite the fact that I know she tried to kill us and brought all this trouble to our door, I can’t do it. I can’t pull the trigger. I can’t live in a world where she doesn’t exist.

      And that makes me hate her as much as I love her.

      I see Zakhar sag as I turn to him, Nikolay too, and that triples my guilt as I holster my gun. “We can’t kill her and start a war, not without proof.” I look at Nikolay. The next words out of my mouth rip that last piece of me apart. “Torture everything out of her. Every little secret. Get us that proof.”

      “Not that I’m not down for torture, but just ask and I’ll tell you—”

      “We can’t trust anything you say,” I spit, searching my brother’s eyes. “Can you do this?”

      “Alexi, no, there is another way!” Zakhar steps in front of me, not backing down. “You are not killing her and you are not torturing her. If you do, you will lose me as well.”

      “Is that right, brother?” I ask calmly, even as my head and heart spin. My whole world is falling apart. “You are choosing her over us?”

      “No, I’m choosing life. I’m choosing love and forgiveness. She has made mistakes, we all have. She owned up to them, and then she saved our lives, for fuck’s sake!”

      “And her own,” I deadpan, my eyes narrowed. I hate the fact that he’s questioning me. We are never divided. Is this what we have come to? Over her?

      Am I wrong?

      Is he?

      “We can’t do this! I won’t do this!” he yells in my face.

      “Then leave,” I hiss.

      He staggers back like I’ve struck him, and for a moment, there’s nothing but the young boy who used to crawl into my bed, unable to sleep. He’s broken and hurt. “Alexi,” he whispers.

      “If you cannot stand with this family when it is hard, then Father was right about you.” I tilt my head back, but the words cut like glass as I speak them.

      “Alexi,” Nikolay snaps, stepping in front of Zakhar, protecting him from me, but not before I see the tears in Zakhar’s eyes as he watches me like a stranger. The fact that Nikolay protects him from me…yeah, it twists something inside me that makes me angry again.

      “I want that information. Do not make me worry about your loyalty either, brother,” I snarl before storming from the room. I feel like a turbulent storm is following me. My anger, hurt, and love swirl together until I’m a walking, violent mix.

      Until I’m more like Nikolay than anything.

      Until I understand his darkness and need to make something hurt.

      Weak.

      I was weak. I couldn’t do it.

      I hope my brothers can, or we are all lost.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

  




NIKOLAY

      “Niko, please,” Zakhar begs, tugging on my shirt like he did when we were kids. I turn to him and pull the fabric gently from his hands. There are still tears in his eyes as he searches my gaze, his own filled with hope that because I stood before him, toe-to-toe with Alexi, that I won’t do this.

      But I will.

      I have to.

      My loyalty to my brother is stronger than anything else in the world.

      Even my pull to her.

      “Please.” His voice cracks and his shoulders start to slump as he realizes the truth. “Remember who she is, brother. Remember what she has done for us. I can’t stand by and watch this happen. If you want to hurt her, you hurt me too.”

      “Do not be a fool, Zakhar.”

      “Do not take me for one!” he screams. “All my life, you have protected me, thinking I am weak, soft, but it is you who is weak right now! Hate blinds you to the truth. Would you so easily follow our brother into damnation to kill the only woman I have ever loved? He has ever loved? You have ever loved? All over fucking pride! We might as well have let Alina kill us all.”

      “We have to do this. If it gets out, they will think we are weak. They will attack us, and their words—”

      “If our family is so easily felled by words, then we do not deserve our crown,” he snarls, and the little boy disappears. In his place is a snarling Volkov. His eyes are bright with promise, with purpose, and his head is tilted back like a king’s. I’ve never been so staggered and awed by my brother before.

      “You mistake my kindness for weakness. It is my strength. Nobody is perfect, Nikolay. Nobody. We started this marriage with lies and games. Do not let it end that way as well. Father called you nothing more than a weapon, and now Alexi seeks to wield you as such because he cannot do it himself. Be more. Be the man Mother thought you were, the man I think you are, and the man Iris fell in love with.” Stepping closer, he presses his forehead to mine. “Be more than a weapon. Be the man wielding it. A weapon can just as easily protect as it can kill. Show mercy and save our family. You are the only one who can now. If she dies, then so do I. So does Alexi. So do you. Our fate hangs not just in her hands, but yours.”

      “She betrayed—”

      “And she has earned that back. She will for the rest of her life. I am not forgiving her lies, I am asking you to give someone a second chance. Look past her sins to the person below. You, more than anyone, should understand that, brother.”

      “Zakhar.” Her soft voice makes me flinch, even as it wraps around my soul like a comforting blanket. “It’s okay.”

      “No. It’s not,” he snaps, closing his eyes. “Please, brother. I have never begged in my life, but I will now. For her life. For you. If she dies, so does that last part of you.”

      “Zakhar, it’s okay. Please leave, all right?” Her voice is strong, but there’s a quiver to it that sends my heart racing. The predator in me wants to pounce on that sign of weakness. “Go see Alexi. He will be hurting and confused. He needs you now.”

      “You need me,” he whispers, looking around me to her.

      “I do, but I need you to trust me more. Can you do that? Can you trust me?”

      They stare at each other before he nods, seeming to understand something. He hurries to her side and whispers something in her ear before storming past me, only stopping with his back to the room.

      “Please do not destroy our family, Nikolay.” With that, he sweeps from the room, leaving me cold and confused.

      I’m unable to look at her. Alexi’s pleas and Zakhar’s appeals swirl in my head. My father’s voice tells me to do what’s right, what’s easy, and end this confusion by killing her. But then I remember her smile, her touch, and the feel of her hands across my scars. I recall the truth in her words as she called me beautiful and strong, as she pleaded for my soul.

      But she lied and hurt us.

      The rules are clear.

      So why can’t I follow them now when I have never hesitated before?

      “Nikolay.”

      I don’t move.

      “Please look at me.”

      “I can’t,” I snap.

      “Why?”

      “It hurts too much,” I admit, and there’s an inhale.

      “Please look at me.” I turn slowly, scanning her face as if searching for the answer. “Come here,” she coos, speaking to me as if I’m a frightened animal. “Closer.” I tread closer, and she smiles softly. “Lean down.”

      “Why?” I grit through my teeth.

      “I can’t hurt you, Nikolay. I’m tied up. Just grant me this one last thing, please?” she asks, her eyes innocent and open, so I lean down. She presses her head to mine like my brother did. “I’m sorry you have to do this, my love. I know it will kill that part of you that’s still fighting the darkness. I’m so sorry it came to this. If I could go back and change it to save you, I would. I won’t beg for my life. I know it won’t help, and I won’t make this harder for you than it needs to… Just let me feel you one last time.” She smiles softly. “As a goodbye. You are the only man to ever know the true me, to love me for that.”

      “Little liar,” I rasp out.

      “I will always be that, and that’s okay,” she replies sadly. “But I’m your little liar, I have been since the day I walked into the church. I just didn’t know it until now. My soul has always been yours, all three of yours. If doing this is what it takes to save the men I love, then I will gladly die. It doesn’t scare me. We both know you couldn’t forgive me so easily without suffering, but I want one moment, one stolen moment just for me, to get me through and to remind me why I fight.” Without warning, her lips ghost over mine. Soft. Silky.

      Warm.

      Her lips heat my cold, dead body and bring it to life. Her eyes slide closed as I kiss her back before ripping myself away. Licking her lips, she opens her eyes. “I’m ready.”

      Stepping away, I allow myself to harden as I turn. My hand hovers over the tools. I can’t go easy on her. My brother’s words replay in my head as I select a pair of pliers and kneel before her. I meet her gaze, and she nods with a smile. “It’s okay.”

      But it’s not.

      Even as I press them to her nail on her second finger, I know what I’m doing is wrong. I’ve never felt this way, so conflicted, but the anger flares at her lies, at what she put us through, and at my own shame for not seeing it. My father’s words guide me as I yank it out. She muffles her cry, even as tears mist her eyes. Swallowing, she nods. “It’s okay, Niko.”

      That’s when I realize this is about more than finding the truth.

      This is punishment.

      It’s the only thing I know how to do.

      And she’s taking it stoically. Her words are soft and encouraging, without blame or hate.

      Only acceptance.

      I’m making her pay for her lies, and when the mist clears, one hand is free of nails and she’s screaming. She quickly sucks it back as if knowing it jars me from my own twisted anger at her betrayal. “It’s okay, Niko.” She keeps saying it, and it only pisses me off more.

      “You lied,” I snarl as I start on her other hand, her whimpers encouraging me. “You hurt us.”

      “I know, I know. Do it, it’s okay. I forgive you,” she screams.

      “Forgive me?” I snap, throwing the pliers away as I squeeze one of her swollen, bleeding fingers until she shrieks. The sound goes straight to my black soul with glee. “There is nothing to forgive from me. Only you, little liar.”

      I lose myself in the darkness—the only way I know how to get through this.

      I don’t know how much time passes. All I know is her pain. Her constant screams and soft voice telling me it’s okay. I’m panting and holding a bloody knife in my hand as my chest heaves. She stares at me with tears trailing down her face, her body shaking from the pain and adrenaline, and yet she smiles sadly. “It’s okay, I love you.”

      I stagger at the words, the darkness evaporating as quickly as it came. The shield I’ve used for years shatters at her words, until I realize it was never my shield but my anchor, chained to me by my father.

      I’m just like him, like they said, hurting the one I love due to my own issues.

      I stagger farther back, dropping the knife in horror as I stare at her.

      They were all wrong.

      I’m not my father.

      Otherwise, she would be dead. I am, however, worse, because I knew what I was doing. I could see the evil in my actions and still did it. I can say it’s my duty to my family, but the truth is I liked it. I liked seeing her pay for her lies.

      I liked trying to break her the way she broke me.

      Retribution.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper as I fall farther back.

      Her eyes track me with nothing but forgiveness. “It’s okay,” she whispers again. “I can take it, Niko. Do it. It’s the only way you can forgive me and purge yourself of the anger I put there.”

      Shaking my head, I fight my feelings and my brother’s voice in my head. I recognize what they were now.

      They were weak.

      My father was weak for giving into his demons. It isn’t strength to leave hatred and death in your wake. Strength is fighting for life, for love, when the world is trying to tear you down. It isn’t a weakness to love.

      Zakhar was right.

      I’m not saving my family, I’m destroying it, and her in the process, just like my father did.

      I refuse to be him anymore. I should be the one begging, with my skin torn apart and bleeding, as I kneel before the angel tied in my chains. I took something so pure as love and twisted it with my own issues.

      “I’m sorry, so sorry,” I whisper before I lift my hand and realize I’m crying. I look back at her in horror at what I’ve done. “I’m sorry.” I turn and run.

      She calls my name.

      I don’t deserve her. I don’t deserve my brothers.

      I don’t deserve to live for what I have done, for what I have become.

      I built a palace, a castle of horrors down here, telling myself I couldn’t exist anywhere but in the darkness, but it was all a lie.

      I was just too scared to pick at my scars and free myself of their chains.

      I’m still the boy chained down there with my father’s whip hitting me. The souls I took were the free ones.

      Penance.

      And I can never repay my debt.
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      ZAKHAR

      “He loves her!” I roar in my brother’s face. “You do as well. You are just too scared to admit it, instead hiding behind falsehoods that it will destroy our family. Stop this now before it’s too late!” We have been clashing ever since I walked out of that room, her voice echoing in my head.

      Save them before it’s too late. Do not let my death destroy them.

      She loves them enough to sacrifice herself.

      Loves us.

      “Stop this, Zakhar. My word is law.” He sounds unconvinced. His shirt is a mess, wrinkled and unbuttoned, and he’s been yanking his hair. He knows he’s making a mistake, but he doesn’t know how to free himself from this role.

      From Father.

      “Well, the law is wrong. We are wrong. We do not deserve these crowns, this palace, or this world if we do this. She did nothing we have not done ourselves, and she has done everything to earn our trust. Do not take her life. It will ruin us all!”

      There’s silence, and then we hear heavy ragged breathing. We turn and blink in shock. We were so engrossed in our fight, we didn’t hear Nikolay enter. I recoil when I see him. His hands and face are speckled with blood, and his eyes are wild in a way I’ve never seen before.

      “Nikolay,” I whisper, my blood turning cold. “Tell me you didn’t.”

      He doesn’t answer.

      “Nikolay!” I scream. “Tell me you didn’t.” My heart rips apart as a flash of my Iris comes to mind. Pulling my gun, I advance on him and press it against his head.

      “Zakhar!” Alexi screams.

      Nikolay sinks to his knees before me, his eyes locked on mine as I press the barrel firmly between his eyes. “Do it, brother. I deserve death and the fire that awaits me. Kill me.”

      “Tell me you didn’t!” I scream, my finger on the trigger.

      There’s a click, and I stiffen as a barrel presses against my own head. “Drop the gun,” Alexi demands.

      “Kill me, I don’t fucking care, but I’ll take him with me. I’ve been defending you both for years, making excuses and hiding your lies and sins. No more. This isn’t a family. This is a fucking trap. We are nothing but strangers filled with hate and greed. So let’s end it now. Father did everything to bind us together because he knew the truth. He knew we were doomed. We’re too fucking broken to be saved, but she tried. She fucking tried!” I scream. “I love her! I love her!” I finish on a cry as a tear slides down Nikolay’s face.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers raggedly, “that you had to shoulder our pain for so long, all the while holding us together. I see the truth so clearly now. We are beyond saving. We don’t deserve it. Let us burn here tonight.”

      “Nikolay!” Alexi snaps. “Stop this, both of you. We can deal with this. We just need to calm down—”

      “Oh, shut the fuck up, Alexi,” I snap. “For once in your fucking life, stop trying to rationalize everything. Stop trying to be the perfect fucking son he made you—”

      “Perfect?” he yells. “I went to prison! I was tortured! I was beaten! I held my mother’s lifeless body, even as I shielded you both! I killed my own father to save you. Everything I do is for you. I never let myself feel anything but that, and then she…” He trails off. “I felt her. She was real, and she reminded me what it felt like to be happy for even a moment, but we never deserved happiness. It was never our destiny. You don’t think I want that? I did, more than anything, but I have to protect you, even over my own wants.”

      “You’re not protecting us now. You are destroying us, just like he did,” I snarl. “But don’t worry, we will be joining him soon.”

      “No!”

      The panicked scream cuts through the air, and all three of our heads jerk to the source.

      To her.

      Our assassin, our liar, our wife.

      Our Iris.

      Our hope.

      Our damnation.

      The one who broke this family apart, and the only one who can put it back together.

      “Iris,” I whisper brokenly.

      She looks between us, covered in blood. Her clothes are ripped and her eyes are crazy, but she has never looked so beautiful. “Do not do this.”

      “I’m doing this for you” —I can’t believe she’s alive, but it only hardens my resolve— “so you are free from us.” I tighten my hold on the gun. “Go.”

      “No! There is nothing out there for me. This is my family. My home. If you do this, then I will go with you. Don’t kill them. Not even for me.”

      “You don’t think I can?” I demand.

      “I know you can. You are the strongest of us all. But I can’t let you do this, Zakhar. Out of all of us, you are the one who deserves happiness the most. Not me.” With that, she pulls a gun I didn’t see. I freeze, but she doesn’t turn it on us, not that I would fight her.

      No, she points it at her own head.

      “If you kill them, then I will kill myself. We go down together or not at all. Family first. Always.”
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      IRIS

      Refusing to just hang in the chains while Nikolay does God knows what, I look up at them and test them for weaknesses. I saw the intention in his eyes, the horror. He’s going to do something stupid, and his brothers are just crazy enough to help.

      Or worse.

      I’m breaking them apart, so I need to fix this. Once, I wanted their destruction, but now, I simply want them.

      I’m betting people have tried to escape from the chains before, but they aren’t me. Swinging forward, I arch myself through the air, gaining momentum. The chains creak as I swing until my toes graze the knife he dropped. Snarling, I swing faster until I can use both feet to grab it. I grip until my feet hurt as I start to slow. Still swinging gently, I curl my body so I can grab the knife with my mouth. It’s tricky, and I cut my cheek, but when I finally manage it, I turn my head and angle it to try and pick the lock with the knife, but it doesn’t work.

      Fuck.

      Okay, new plan. Testing the shackles, I realize they aren’t as tight as normal. It’s as if he didn’t want me in them, which works in my favor, but it’s going to hurt like a son of a bitch. Using the knife, I very carefully cut my fingers and hand until blood runs across them like lubricant. Closing my eyes, I yank on my hand, groaning at the pain, before I feel it rip, and then finally, it’s free. I cradle my hand to my chest as I breathe through the pain before looking at the other shackle.

      Gritting my teeth, I remind myself of all the ways I’m going to make him pay for leaving me here like this, and then I do the same to my other hand, using the blood from my injured one as lubricant. It still cuts my skin, and when it’s free, I drop to the floor, groaning as I flip onto my back.

      Well, that fucking hurt.

      Breathing through the pain for a minute, I consider just lying here, but I get my ass up, knowing he needs me. He’s ripping himself apart on the inside. Groaning, I grab some wraps from the side, wipe the blood from my hand, and check out the wounds. They are only surface cuts and should heal fine. I might have a few scars, but that’s the price you pay for freedom.

      Stumbling from his torture chamber, I shake my head at how weak my body feels. I kick myself into gear, hurrying to the elevator. I have the ability to push the pain away when needed, something I found down in the prison camp I was kept in while I was tortured. It means it comes back worse than ever once the adrenaline is gone, but it’s better than nothing.

      However, I’m so lost in my own head, I don’t realize the elevator is opening with a guard coming toward me until it’s too late. Taking a chance that he won’t kill me, I push myself into a sprint.

      Rushing past the gawking guard, I grab his gun as I go, ignoring his yell as I slide into the elevator and stab the button. It rises steadily as I bounce on my feet. “Come on,” I snarl impatiently, knowing each second that passes is another second Nikolay is facing his demons alone.

      When it opens into the penthouse and I hear shouting, I hurry inside.

      Fuck.

      Sliding to a stop, I gawk at the scene before me. Nikolay is on his knees like a sinner asking for forgiveness with a gun pressed to his head. Zakhar stands before him, his face twisted in a mask of hatred and anger. His eyes are hurt, betrayed, and lost, even as he tightens his finger on the trigger. He’s not the soft, loving man I know right now. He’s a Volkov. Behind him is Alexi. He presses a gun to Zakhar’s head, even if his face is twisted in pain and guilt. I have to say something. I don’t even realize I have until they all jerk around to see me.

      In Zakhar’s eyes, I see a flash of relief and love. In Alexi’s, I see pain and relief. Nikolay’s gaze, however, just holds pain.

      “Iris,” Zakhar whispers, frantically scanning me. When he sees the blood, his hand tightens on the gun.

      I don’t even realize I’m pleading with them, trying to reason with them, until Zakhar looks away, his intent clear.

      I have to stop this, so I do the only thing I can think of—I take the gun I stole from the guard and press it to my own head.

      “If you kill them, then I will kill myself. We go down together or not at all. Family first. Always.”

      “No!” Zakhar yells, immediately dropping his gun. Alexi does as well, while Nikolay surges to his feet.

      I point the gun at them. “Then fucking stop this!” I shout before turning it back to me. “This is crazy. You are a family—”

      “We are fucked up and broken beyond repair. We’ve been holding it together all these years with nothing but trust, and that’s broken too,” Zakhar responds, still holding the gun in his hand as he glares at his brothers, almost trying to distance himself from them.

      I hate that I’ve caused this. There were cracks before, but I’m the one who ripped them open, and now we are free-falling without a net.

      I have to create one.

      A fresh start.

      “Everyone is broken in some way. You have stayed together because you love each other, because you’re a family. Don’t destroy that now.”

      “Walk away, Iris,” Zakhar begs. “Leave and take the freedom you wanted. The life you wanted that didn’t belong to us. Please.”

      “No.” The word is out before I realize the truth of it. Even if I could go back, I wouldn’t want to. I don’t want to leave. I don’t want to walk away from them, and all the fucked-up, weird emotions they bring.

      I want them. I don’t want to be a ghost, moving through this life unseen and untouched, feeling nothing unless it’s causing death. My old life is gone. There is nothing left of it, and I wouldn’t want it even if there was. I want them.

      That life was the freedom I needed from my family, but not anymore. It would be a lie, a trick to stop me from feeling anything. I want to feel. I want to feel every glorious fucking emotion they invoke.

      Anger.

      Hatred.

      Desire.

      Love.

      Laughter.

      Friendship.

      What we have isn’t perfect, but it’s real. I’ve never felt as alive as I have at their side. It started with a treaty, a promise, and maybe our fathers did not know what they were doing when they brought us together, but I was always supposed to be here, to be theirs and them mine. Their sharp broken edges fit every jagged one of mine until we are whole, but only when we are together.

      Imperfectly flawed, but whole.

      “Then I’ll end this for you, because you’re too kind to.” Their guns go up again, and I snarl in anger.

      “Drop the fucking guns now.”

      They blink at each other, looking every inch three reprimanded, naughty boys as they peer at me.

      “I’m done with this shit. You are brothers, so fucking act like it. Nikolay, I forgive you. You did what you had to. Alexi, you were protecting your family, I forgive you too. Zakhar, you are protecting me, and I love that, but you need to forgive them and move on, just like you all need to forgive me. We’ve all made mistakes and bad choices, but we have a chance to start again, to be better than our fathers and their war. The treaty might have brought us together, but this was always meant to be. You know that, and you can feel it just as I can.”

      “Little liar,” Nikolay whispers, his eyes sliding closed. “We are too broken to be loved.”

      “So am I, but do it anyway. Even if it hurts, even if it’s hard. Because I love you, all of you. Even when you piss me off so much, I want to shoot you in your smug fucking faces.” Licking my lips, I search their eyes. “You do this now, and your father has won. We have a second chance. Are you really saying you aren’t strong enough to take it?”

      They share a look, one that says this bitch is crazy, but they slowly drop their guns to the floor.

      Then we start to forgive and agree to try again.

      To be a family.

      “If you think we can do this…” Alexi struggles to find words. “I forgive you. But if you hurt us again—”

      “You’ll kill me, got it.” I grin. “Threats are getting old, baby. Try a new one.”

      He just shakes his head with a smile, and I see hope in his eyes as he looks at his brothers.

      Zakhar averts his gaze before sighing. “If they hurt you again, I’ll kill them.”

      “I’ll join you.” I shrug and wink at him as a slow smile starts at his lips. I look to Nikolay, knowing he will be the hardest one to convince. Right now, he thinks he deserves nothing more than death. “Niko?”

      “Brother?” Alexi asks hesitantly.

      “I’m not a good man. I don’t deserve forgiveness or love. They do,” he whispers.

      “Do not let him win, Nikolay,” I snap. “You are too strong for that. It’s time to unlock the chains.” He flinches, knowing what I mean. All this time, he’s been hiding behind them, still stuck there with his father. He will never move on unless he releases himself.

      “What if I can’t?”

      “What if none of us can? We aren’t exactly the loving marriage type,” I joke. “But it’s worth a shot, don’t you think?”

      “Are you sure this is what you want?” he asks, searching my eyes. I see the true question in his gaze—are you sure I am what you want?

      “Yes,” I say without hesitation. “I’m tired of fighting it. Aren’t you, big guy? How about we just let it take us, and if we all end up dead, at least we enjoyed the ride.”

      “You’re crazy.” He sighs, making us all laugh.

      “I’m pretty sure I’m not the only one.” I smirk. “Are you in?”

      Nodding, he looks at Zakhar. “Only if you promise to kill me if I ever go too far again.”

      “Without hesitation,” Zakhar agrees calmly.

      “There will be no killing!” I yell. “If anyone is to kill you, it’s me, understood?”

      “Yes, wife,” they all say in unison, making me narrow my eyes.

      “Good.”

      “What now?” Alexi asks, looking confused. It’s his first time ever asking for my guidance.

      Sighing, I drop the gun and shrug with a mocking smile. “Maybe marriage counseling?”
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      IRIS

      It turns out I’m the only person to ever escape Nikolay’s torture room, something they all seem very proud of. Guards come in and clean up the mess, and a doctor checks me over, redressing my wounds and giving me some kickass pain meds. They hover over me as he does, watching worriedly—especially Zakhar. Nikolay sits with his head in his hands.

      I could have freed myself at any time and could have made him stop, but he never would have trusted me or forgave me. He needed me to suffer when he found out I betrayed him, and I would gladly bleed for them again.

      It’s crazy how things change.

      Just like my physical wounds, however, we all need to heal from the emotional and mental ones this marriage and life in general has wrought on us, not to mention we have survived a lot of shit recently. When Zakhar tells me I need to rest, I have no objections. He lifts me into his arms and carries me upstairs, but at the last minute, I stop him and whisper something to him.

      Sighing, but unable to deny me, he turns and strides in a direction I haven’t been yet—to Nikolay’s room.

      It’s his safe zone, his sanctuary, and he needs to be there right now as much as he needs to reconnect with his brothers and me. It’s time he stopped separating himself and let us in. Ignoring his inhale when we move inside, Zakhar looks around like he’s never seen it, and I’m betting he hasn’t.

      It’s nothing like I expected either.

      It’s almost cozy.

      There is an open-plan living area, and a big bed dominates the back half of the room. There’s a fireplace to the side. I don’t see a TV, but there are stacks of books and a library across one wall. There’s a punching bag hanging from the ceiling as well, and huge sectionals facing the fireplace.

      It’s done in muted, relaxing colors, yet there is nothing to make it his. No paintings, no pictures. It’s bare. That makes me a little sad, but when I turn to see him looking around worriedly, as if just now realizing that, I push it away. I don’t want to hurt him.

      “Your bed looks so comfy. Can we just sleep?” I ask him. We’ve already invaded his privacy, so if he doesn’t want us to, we will leave.

      He looks back at me and searches my eyes before his shoulders sag. “Of course.”

      Zakhar lays me down on top of it and pulls the comforter across me before sliding in behind me, holding me to his chest, as if needing to confirm I’m okay. I feel the same desire to touch them. There is so much between us that it is a tangled mess, but I’m determined to start fresh with them. Alexi slides in on the other side but leaves a gap, then all of our eyes go to Nikolay as he hesitates.

      He doesn’t feel welcome. He’s still blaming himself.

      I hold out my hand and wait, letting him decide.

      You can’t save people if they don’t want to be saved.

      He wants to be different, to be a family, but he has to make the move.

      I wait with bated breath before he slowly takes my hand and crawls up between his brother and me. I pull him closer and press my head to his chest, hearing his racing heart. He doesn’t touch me, though, as if he feels he doesn’t deserve to. Rolling my eyes, I grab his hands and wrap them around me.

      I close my eyes and relax into them all.

      It’s quiet and comfortable, but then I feel tears hitting my face. I lift my head slowly so I don’t startle him. His eyes are squeezed closed, and his hands grip me tightly to him as tears roll steadily down his cheeks. I’ve never seen him look so vulnerable, open, and young.

      “Niko,” I whisper, no doubt drawing his brothers’ gazes to his suffering. “Shh, we are here, it’s okay.”

      He shakes his head and buries his face in my neck. I hold him and stroke his hair as my eyes go to Alexi’s. They are haunted as he reaches out and lays a hand across his brother’s scarred back.

      “We love you,” he murmurs.

      “We do, even when you’re an ass,” Zakhar teases, placing his hand over mine on his head. “Family fights. Iris is right—this is good, a fresh start. We can get it all out in the open and be more than we are. But we’ve got you, brother, so let it all out. Let us hold you for once.”

      I cradle his head to my chest as he rebuilds himself, as he rips open his scars to let them heal properly. His brothers’ hands anchor him to our family, providing him comfort as they watch over him, and eventually, we all fall asleep.

      Nikolay lies in the middle, protected from the world and the hurt it has caused him—a world that has hurt, used, and turned its back on us all, until we had no choice but to live and survive in the dark, becoming the kings of it.

      Now they have a queen, and I don’t plan on going anywhere.
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      IRIS

      I was joking when I mentioned marriage counseling, but it turns out they thought I was serious.

      That’s how, a month later, we end up going every Thursday morning to see Dr. Olinjeck. I don’t know how the guys pulled it off, but the good doctor doesn’t even blink at our lifestyle—not just the fact that we are all together, but at the blood, death, violence, and the general day-to-day life that comes with being a Volkov. Admittedly, he did flinch when I first mentioned how I wanted to kill Alexi for something, but he’s quickly gotten used to it.

      Whatever they are paying him, it’s not enough, the poor man. Yet every week, he sits for an hour and talks to us, listening and working through our problems, and it actually helps. Especially with the guys, who need someone there to interpret their words to each other and offer solace and different perspectives on their actions.

      If anything, it’s made this once false marriage real.

      “Iris, what did we talk about?” he says, his kind expression making me narrow my eyes. It’s impossible to hate the guy, but when he talks slowly and meaningfully, like it’s supposed to give me an epiphany, well, I want to stab him too. “No more trying to stab your husband,” he continues when I don’t answer. He crosses his legs, balancing the iPad he holds on his knee. He sits in his usual blue armchair before us with a table holding an untouched mug of coffee next to him. The office is nice, modern, and simple, with big wide windows that let in sunlight, plenty of plants, and calming colors.

      I’m sitting next to Zakhar, Alexi is on the other side of the sofa, and Nikolay sits between us like a barrier as we give each other glares.

      Okay, so our marriage isn’t perfect. It turns out having four hot-headed, independent people come together can sometimes lead to fights. The best part is the hate sex and then the makeup sex.

      “I told you that he would not like that reaction.” Alexi smirks at me. “You need to use your words, not your weapons, like the doctor suggested.”

      “You killed somebody on our date!” I nearly yell.

      Rolling his eyes, he looks at the good doctor, who doesn’t seem surprised. “We have some assassins still coming after us, who haven’t realized the contract is dead with our aunt. They were trying to ruin our lovely date night. I didn’t see the issue with me discreetly slipping to the bathroom and killing him, then leaving him there. She wouldn’t have even known if it weren’t for the fact that she followed me.”

      “Yeah, well, you had that shifty face on, and then I saw the waiter following you,” I mutter.

      “So this stems from worry. You were worried he wasn’t okay and were protecting him, just like he was protecting you, and then you reacted without thinking,” Doc summarizes patiently.

      Sighing, I tug at the holes in my jeans. “Maybe you’re right. I won’t apologize for trying to stab him though. It was a little knife, and I only gave it like twenty percent effort, so that has to count for something.”

      “Yes, it does, Iris. Well done. You are really working through this well,” he praises, flashing straight, white teeth at me as he smiles. It contrasts sharply with his black skin. I notice his goatee is longer today, but his bright brown eyes and his short hair look as they always do when we see him. He always sets me at ease, even if his questions are sometimes too hard hitting.

      “Nikolay, did you work on the technique we discussed?”

      Nikolay grinds his teeth but inclines his head. Out of all of us, he’s finding it the hardest to open up, but when I mentioned it was important to me, he really started to try. “When the mist comes, I’ve started to count backwards from one hundred. Last night, little li—Iris and I were…erm…”

      “Playing.” I grin innocently.

      “Yes, and it started to come again.”

      “That’s what she said,” Zakhar whispers to me, making me giggle.

      “The counting didn’t work, so instead, I focused on things about Iris to ground me.”

      “Such as?” Doc questions warily, encouraging him to go on.

      “Oh, the scent of her hair, the color of her eyes, the smell of her body wash, and the feel of her pussy—well, it helped.”

      “That’s a very good technique and something I’d like you to keep trying. I’m sure Iris is more than happy to help you with that.”

      “More dick time to heal? I’m there.” I smirk, watching a blush creep over the doctor’s face.

      “You just love winding him up,” Zakhar murmurs to me, his arm going around my shoulders.

      “Right, well, that’s it for today. I will see you at the same time next week. Work on the homework I gave you. I want you all to share a moment with the others, something that means something to you—a story, a place, a memory. Whatever it may be.”

      “Got it, Doc,” Alexi says, standing and stretching. My mouth waters as I watch his shirt ride up. His usual suit is gone, since it’s his day off. When he catches me staring, he winks, and I clear my throat.

      “Time to go, boys.” I wave at the doctor on our way out, and before we are even in the car, Alexi’s hand is snaking under my shirt.

      So, yeah, life is pretty good.

      We might even make this marriage work—if we don’t kill each other first.
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        * * *

      

      We all thought we knew everything, especially intimately, about each other, but the truth is, we don’t. We spent so long fighting what’s between us and hating each other that only bits of information came out. So true to our word to the doctor, we work on our relationships one-on-one as well as together. We learn about each other’s pasts, likes, dislikes, experiences, and hopes.

      Currently, I’m curled up with a bowl of popcorn, watching Alexi and Nikolay spar in the living room. Nikolay has started to ask for what he needs, and today, he reluctantly asked Alexi to help him get some aggression out, so now they are fighting shirtless and it’s like porn.

      I munch on the popcorn, my eyes locked on their sweaty muscles and six-packs as they move around the room. I drag my gaze back to Zakhar, who laughs and snatches popcorn from my hand before popping it in his mouth.

      “Sorry, what were you saying?” I ask, feeling ashamed.

      “I was just saying that I really enjoy decorating, and I would love for you to help me decorate a room for you,” he offers softly, his eyes meeting mine.

      “She can sleep with us!” Alexi grunts, dodging a hit from Nikolay.

      “Yes, but she might need her own space, and I want her to have that,” Zakhar reasons patiently, and that’s when I realize this is important to him. “Anya let me help her, and my mom let me help her with her room too. It brings me happiness. We are overbearing, meelaya, so it might help to have your own space.”

      “So you enjoy decorating?” I ask, genuinely curious.

      “It’s…soothing.” He shrugs and looks away as if he’s embarrassed, so I turn his head back to me.

      “Tell me,” I prompt with a smile, ignoring the grunts of his brothers as they fight.

      “It was one of the only times I remember my mom smiling. We were painting her room. Alexi and Niko were with Father, so I got her all to myself. She showed me how stunning colors were and how grounding decorating could be. I did all of our rooms, trying to mix our styles and give us a home. I want to share that with you too.”

      “Then let’s do it,” I tell him. “I’d be honored, and I’m sure your mother loved having you there with her and would be extremely proud of the home you have built here for us all.”

      The smile he bestows upon me makes me giddy as he steals more popcorn. “Good, then it’s settled.” I look back at Alexi and Nikolay before settling my gaze on Zakhar. Knowing I put that wide smile on his lips makes my heart beat faster.

      This whole sharing thing isn’t as bad as I thought it would be, though I’m still working on sharing my food.
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        * * *

      

      Zakhar showed me the rooms that will be mine. I never knew they existed, but they are stunning. They are past Anya’s room and on the corner of the penthouse, with huge windows covering every inch. The rooms are open and big enough for ten people, never mind one, with a blank slate bathroom.

      I love it.

      He was right—I didn’t even know I would need this place until he mentioned it. I love them, but I need my space every now and again, and this is the perfect place for that. I will be able to regroup so we don’t fight. I’m almost in tears when I look back and find him watching me.

      “You can do whatever you want,” he promises.

      “I love it,” I whisper.

      “Good, then let’s get started!”

      After getting dressed, Zakhar and I hit the city. We choose paint color samples and order furniture. He knows all the best shops, and after hours of trawling and talking with sales assistants, we have ordered a custom, dark wood, four-poster bed frame with hooks to be used for…activities, which made Zakhar giddy. We also ordered a matching table and dresser, some huge handmade mirrors, a custom black sectional, and some decorative pieces. I find myself having way too much fun, and I almost forget who I am.

      When we get back, I change into one of Alexi’s shirts while they are at work, and then Zakhar and I paint sample patches on the walls. After much back and forth, we settle on a light gray color for most of the walls, with a dark, almost black, hunter green for pops of color. I think that will be it, so I go to leave, but he ropes me into taping and then painting a wall.

      He takes it very seriously, and of course I end up starting a paint fight, but when we step back, panting and smiling like idiots, I realize that I never knew painting could be so fun. I expected him to leave it to others, seeing the task as below him, but I’m starting to see another side of my husband—one that has my heart soaring, especially when he piggybacks me back to his room and makes me laugh until we collapse onto his bed.

      “We should shower.” He sighs and turns his head to look at me as he lies on his front. I lie next to him on my back, his arm across my stomach. Alexi’s shirt is riding up, so his long, calloused fingers stroke across my thigh, making me sigh.

      “Too much effort right now.” I grin, letting my eyes slide closed. “Let’s just lie here for a while.”

      “Thank you,” he murmurs in a hushed tone.

      “For what?” I ask without looking at him.

      “For indulging me. I know you only agreed to make me happy.” His fingers slide higher, making me smile.

      “I did at first, but not just to make you happy. I wanted to be part of it and see what made you excited, but I truly had fun. I don’t think I’ve been that relaxed, forgetting who and what I am, for the longest time. Even at home, I was always a Kelly, always supposed to be more. Today, I just got to be a woman in love with a man.” Turning my head, I meet his smiling eyes as I roll onto my side. He does the same so we are inches away. We slide our hands closer, twining our little fingers together. It’s the only place we touch as I stare at the man before me. “And I do love you, Zakhar.” He swallows, and his smile dips. “I’m not good at love, I’m abusive and rude.”

      “No, really?” he says in mock shock. I laugh and hit him, but he just pulls me against him.

      “But I’m trying,” I murmur truthfully.

      “So am I,” he replies. “It’s new for all of us, Iris, but I’m glad we are trying again. I had hopes that day we got married, but I could never have imagined that it would turn out this good. That I would be this happy. You’re right, you are impulsive, crude, crazy” —I go to protest, but he covers my mouth with his hand— “beautiful, kind, and so big hearted, it astounds me. You are also daring, intelligent, sweet—”

      I lick my lips, and he pulls his hand away, his eyes dropping briefly to my mouth. “You are sovershenstvo.” I don’t know what it means, but I understand the sentiment. “And I’m thankful every day our father made this happen. There is no one else in the world who would fit our family, Iris. You are our missing piece, our heart, and it’s no wonder we were all cold and lonely before. You brought it to us and made us bleed again. You made us feel, and we will love you until the day we die.”

      I have no words, so instead, I show him how I feel. I straddle him as I lean down and kiss him, letting him taste the truth on my lips.

      Groaning into my mouth, he cups my cheek with one hand and brushes my hair back with the other, holding it for me as he kisses me. His tongue tangles with mine as we leisurely kiss, just tasting each other. I ignore my pulsing pussy, which demands that I take what I want.

      His hands skate down my body to my ass, and then he drags me up so I’m poised above his hard cock. He swallows my moan as I rock against him. Breaking the kiss, I lean back and slowly undo my shirt before tossing it away. He trails his hands across my sides to my breasts, rubbing my nipples as my head falls back. The soft pleasure goes straight to my pussy. Sitting up, he bands an arm across my back to keep me against him as he kisses down my chest before rolling us so he’s positioned between my parted thighs.

      He doesn’t push for anything, he just loves my body and mouth.

      “I love you so fucking much,” he whispers against my lips as I wrap my legs around his waist, kissing across his face and then back to his lips.

      “I love you too,” I respond. “More than you could ever know, Zak.”

      I lean back against the pillow and meet his glowing eyes. He just stares at me as if he’s never seen anything so beautiful. Sliding my hands up his arms and down his chest, I tug on his shirt until he sits up and pulls it off. We remove his pants next, and then he settles back between my thighs, naked.

      For a moment, I’m nervous. Sex is usually fast and hard, but this is different. This is making love, and it’s raw and passionate. My heart pounds rapidly as he reaches between us and slides his cock across my slick pussy, bumping my clit over and over until I close my eyes with a moan.

      He begins to move away, most likely to use his tongue on me, but I can’t wait. I need to feel him inside of me more than I need my next breath. Digging my nails into his shoulders, I pull him closer and kiss him again as I lock my heels behind him. I rock my hips, feeling his hard length slide across me.

      “Please,” I beg against his mouth.

      “You never have to beg for me, meelaya,” he vows, nipping at my lip as he lines his cock up, and when he kisses me again, he thrusts into me. I gasp as I feel every hard inch of him fill me. He stops once he’s settled deeply, and both of us pant as we kiss. Our bodies are bound, and flecks of paint cover our skin.

      “You are my entire world,” he mumbles against my lips as he slides from my pussy and thrusts back in, making me whine. He never speeds up, keeping that slow slide of his cock before twisting at the end to hit my nerves. I moan and bite his lips, lifting my hips to meet his thrusts.

      Our breaths mingle, and our foreheads are pressed together. No words are needed, as love shines brightly in our eyes, and I almost want to cry. I force it back, though, focusing on the pleasure spiraling through my body until it forces my eyes closed. I kiss him, letting him taste my devotion, my love, and everything I can never say.

      “I can’t live without you,” he rasps out, thrusting into me harder. “I never knew love could feel this good, like I’m finally whole, and it’s all thanks to you.” The Russian he speaks against my lips has me crying out as I tip over into my release.

      My pussy clamps around him, making him groan as his hips stutter before he finds his release, filling me with it as we pant, riding the waves of the soft lovemaking.

      I feel like an angel, soaring through the sky, with him as my wings until I crash back down to my body. I open my eyes and meet his as he strokes my sweaty face.

      “I love you,” we say in unison, making each other laugh.

      Slipping free of my body, he curls around me and holds me tight as we bask in the glow of our relationship.

      I finally break the silence. Although I am content to just lie here with him, I want to learn more about the man I love. “I never asked you about past relationships.”

      “What about them?” Zakhar replies, caressing my back.

      “Well, was there anyone serious before I came and ruined your life?” I laugh.

      “Not ruined, made it better.” He kisses my shoulder. “Not really. Alexi was never the relationship type, too busy running this family.” He falters, and I turn over, smiling as he reaches out to tweak my nipple.

      “I’m a big girl, Zakhar. I know you’ve all slept around. It doesn’t change how I feel. You don’t have to temper the truth. It’s not like I’m a blushing virgin. Sex is sex. Before you guys, it meant nothing to me, just a means of pleasure. With someone you love, it’s different.”

      He smiles, even as jealousy fills his eyes. “He slept around, but not as much as me, only when he needed to release some stress. Nikolay, well, he hated everyone. He only ever got his dick wet when the urges got to be too much, and even then, he ended up killing them. Me? I liked women, I liked fun. I wanted to love someone, but I couldn’t get past the fact that they wanted me for my name or my money. Hell, one even wanted me for my brothers.” He looks at me sadly. “I had relationships, always hoping for the best, but they never lasted long. They were never real, not like this, and then when I found out about you, I didn’t want to betray you, even though I didn’t know you. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

      I blink in shock as my heart takes flight. “I wouldn’t have cared—okay, I would have wanted to stab the bitches, but you’re mine now, and that’s all that matters.”

      Chuckling, he presses a kiss to my lips. “I’m all yours, we all are, so there’s nothing to be jealous of.”

      Nodding, I carry on exploring his face, memorizing the lines.

      “What about you?” he finally asks, as if he was debating whether he wanted to know or not.

      “There were guys, some girls too, if I’m honest. When I was younger, I felt untouchable. I was a Kelly, and I liked the way it felt when I walked into bars and clubs. I had fun, got drunk, did drugs, and enjoyed every pleasure,” I confess, not wanting to lie to him.

      He listens without judgment.

      “As I got older and started training, I realized I didn’t want to be that way, I was using it to fill the holes in my life, searching for a connection. Instead, I found that connection within myself. I dated, but it was never anything serious because there never could be. My family… They would have killed them before accepting them, always seeing me as their precious princess, and do you want to try to explain to someone what your family is?” He laughs with me. “No, it was easier to keep them at arm’s length, and when I found out about the treaty and my role in it, I was angry. I pulled inside of myself and didn’t let anyone close. So no, I’ve only been in love when I was younger, or what I thought was love.”

      “Thought?” he asks, his brow furrowed.

      “It never felt like this,” I murmur, searching his eyes. “I never wanted to die for anyone. I never stayed either, even when it got hard. I’ve never felt so…”

      “Whole?” he supplies, and I nod. “I feel the same. It’s as if I was waiting for you to complete me. I guess it makes what we feel dangerous because of what we would do for you, but I can’t seem to care when I get to sleep and then wake with you in my arms.”

      “Good, because I’m not letting you go,” I reply as I kiss him. “I love you.”

      “And I love you, meelaya, and don’t forget it, even when you’re mad at me.”

      I can’t help but laugh as I melt into his arms.

      We might have come from very different families—mine loving and close, and his broken and crude—but we were both missing something and searching for it in all the wrong places until we found it in each other.

      It’s strange, crazy, and explosive, but I wouldn’t want it any other way.

      Normal love would be boring. I want this all-consuming one that has me both wanting to wring their necks and kiss it better.

      I want it all.

      The most brilliant love story ever written.

      I want them.

      My husbands.

      My Volkovs.
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      IRIS

      True to our homework, we share parts of ourselves, so when Alexi demands I come with him, I stifle my retort and try to be nice, but when the entire ride through the city is spent in silence, I start to get annoyed.

      “Okay, spill, where are we going?”

      “Somewhere important,” he hedges, reaching for my hand. “Somewhere I’ve never taken anyone, not even my brothers.”

      Well, that shuts me up quickly. I let him hold my hand, and when we pull up outside of a private cemetery, I turn to him. He gets out of the car, tugging his suit jacket into place as he rounds the hood and opens my door, helping me out. I expect him to retract his hand with how closed off he is, but he keeps hold of it, tightly gripping it as if he’s desperate for it, so I let him as he leads me through the gates and to a plot at the end.

      The name Volkov is proudly displayed, and on a headstone is the name Emilia.

      “Who was she?” I ask, confused.

      “My mother,” he murmurs.

      “Then where’s your dad?” I hedge, knowing he’s a sore subject.

      “I refused to let him taint this ground and be buried near her. I burned his body and let the wind take his ashes like he deserved. There was no service, no place to remember him, but she…” He shakes his head as he dusts off her grave and crouches, his slacks hiked up as he starts to pull weeds out of the way of the stone. I help him as he struggles for words. “I wanted somewhere to remember her by. My brothers know about this place, but they don’t come. They remember her in their own way. Me, I talk to her. I tell her about them, about how proud she would be of them and hopefully me. I told her about you.” He looks at me then, searching my face. “The night I knew I loved you.”

      “When was that?” I ask softly.

      “The very first night you tried to kill me.” He smirks, and I laugh. “She would have liked you.”

      “Really?”

      “No, she would have hated you.” He chuckles, and I laugh with him. “But she probably would have hated what we have become more. She was too good, too soft for this world, but I loved her more than anything. I tried to protect her from my father, but I couldn’t.”

      “What happened?” I pry, since he’s opening up to me. I’ve gathered some hints along the way, but it’s their story to tell and not for me to guess.

      “My father was always drinking, and he was always mad about something. I can’t even remember half of it anymore. He was always looking for a fight. I was only ten, Zakhar was seven, and Nikolay was nine, but they looked up to me. When Dad came home in those moods, they knew to hide. Nikolay would position himself in front of Zakhar in our rooms, while I stood at the door. I was first in the line of fire. Anya was never touched, thank God, since she was so young. But Mother and me? We were free game.

      “On a similar night when he came home, he caught Nikolay in the kitchen, and for some reason, he swung. I think it was because he was the closest person. He beat him before I got there. Mother slid into the room after me. I remember how horrified she was. She was sober for once, without the pills. She avoided Father, because he never loved her. Not really. She was a trophy for him, something to show off. He cheated on her continually and beat her often, but that night, he was like a demon, and she saw death in his eyes and got between the blows. He beat her close to death. I don’t think Nikolay ever got over that. She survived, and she told me she knew we had to get out.” He looks at me with pain in his eyes as I lean closer, letting him feel my strength.

      “She started saving us money here and there for our new life, but it wasn’t long before she realized there was no escape. Not ever. Not from him. As much as he hated us, he loved us. He loved the idea of having sons to teach and to take over the business. She changed her mind, deciding it was better to live with the monster she knew, but he found out about the money. He was so angry, so very angry. It was Nikolay’s birthday, and she had used the money on a gift for him instead—one he has never opened to this day. But Father… He saw it as a betrayal. She couldn’t leave him, but he couldn’t have her anymore. He forced us to watch as he killed her. I shielded them as much as I could, but they saw him beat her to death until she couldn’t move. Until she lay in a puddle of her own blood in the foyer. He stood over her, lecturing about trust, about how important family is, and then he looked at me. I will always remember that. He looked at me with her blood on his hands and face and told me, ‘This is a lesson in what happens to those who betray our family, Alexi.’”

      I realize he’s shaking, so I hold him tighter.

      “Then he left. He left me with Zakhar and Nikolay, who clutched his present to his chest as he called her name. I rushed to her side, but I knew she was dead. I had seen death before, but not so close. I called her name and I shook her. The blood was warm. I remember that. Zakhar was so upset. I put him and Nikolay to bed, and then I came down and held her. I sang to her and told her how sorry I was.”

      “Sorry?” I whisper. My heart breaks for those three young boys who loved their mother. Who had to watch the most horrendous act a person could ever see.

      “I couldn’t save her.” He sobs into my shoulder. “I couldn’t save her, and I couldn’t kill you. I’m weak, so fucking weak, just like her.”

      “There is nothing weak in your entire body, Alexi. Do not ever doubt that. Your mother was not weak either. You don’t realize the strength it took to stay, even though it meant her death, because she knew that short time with you was better than constantly running and losing you anyway. She loved you so much. You were a child, so it wasn’t your job to save her, and you couldn’t kill me because you saw how it would hurt your family, not because you’re weak.” Grabbing his face, I tilt it up to see his eyes. “You are the strongest man I know.”

      He blinks in shock, obviously realizing how much that means, since I have always been surrounded by strong men.

      “The strongest man, and you’ve spent your entire life cleaning up your family’s mistakes, protecting them, and providing a better life for them, even that night. Did you cry?”

      “I didn’t want them to see,” he whispers. “I couldn’t let them see. They were shocked and hurt, and I needed to hold it together for them.”

      “Of course you did, but you don’t anymore. They are adults, as are you. You are allowed to miss her and be broken over her death. Nobody will judge you for it. Being sad doesn’t make you weak. Surviving death, surviving pain and grief makes you stronger than you will ever know.”

      “I was wrong,” he croaks out, wiping his face. “She would have loved you.”

      “Liar. She loved you too much to like me for you.” I grin and kiss his tears. We turn and look at his mother’s grave as he lets it all out, releasing the pain from when he was a child.

      All the while, I hold him tightly so he knows he’s not alone.

      He will never be alone again.

      Not even death itself could part us.
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      ALEXI

      The day after I took Iris to Mother’s grave, I feel relieved, like a weight had been lifted. Iris disappeared to go shopping a few hours ago, and I find myself missing her. Nikolay is out doing God knows what, and Zakhar is working on her room.

      When she sweeps in and sees me, she smiles and rushes over with a bag. “Okay, so don’t make this a big deal or anything, but I got you something. I wanted you to remember who you are and that you will never be alone again,” she says in a rush as she plops the bag on my lap.

      “For me?” I ask, opening the bag to reveal a leather gift box. I extract it, arching an eyebrow in question.

      “Yes, yes, open it.” She claps, her eyes filled with excitement. Laughing, I open it and then freeze. It’s a golden chain with a pendant. It’s thick and masculine, but almost beautiful. On the pendant is an engraved flower.

      “An iris,” she whispers, as if I didn’t already know. “So I’m always with you.”

      When I flip it over, there are two words scrawled in calligraphy. “Family first.”

      Staring down at the chain in shock, I realize it’s the first and only present I have ever received. “If you don’t like it, I can take it back. It’s no big deal,” she murmurs, embarrassed and worried, and I hate that I’ve ruined her excitement.

      But it is a big fucking deal.

      I carefully shut the box and lay it on the sofa before standing and advancing on her. Only when I’m toe-to-toe with her do I speak. “I have never been given a gift in all of my life,” I explain, needing her to understand. “And never one so fucking amazing. I don’t know how or why you came into my life, Iris, and I don’t fucking care. All I care about is that you are never leaving again.” I smash my lips to her, letting her feel the strength of my devotion. When she gasps and sways into my chest, I pull back.

      “I guess you like it then.” She laughs breathily.

      “I love it,” I promise, grabbing it and slowly pulling it out. It’s not breakable, but I feel clumsy as I lift it to the light. “Will you put it on me?” I turn and lay it against my neck. It hangs above my chest as a reminder of why I fight for my family.

      For her—the woman I love.

      She fastens the clasp for me, and I hold it as I turn back to her. “I will never take this off. You honor me.” I bow over her hand, kissing it in the old way, before kissing her again. “You astound me.”

      “Well, feel free to show me with orgasms,” she teases, but I throw her over my shoulder and move back to the couch. I toss her down on it and drop to my knees as I spin her, yanking her thighs open.

      Today she’s wearing knee-high leather boots with a black sweater dress that hugs all her curves. Sliding my hands over her thighs, I laugh when I find a knife at the top of her boot. I throw it away, then unzip her boots, tossing them aside as well before kissing up her legs as she leans back. Gripping the edge of her dress, I inch it up, finding a harness with another knife around the top of her thigh. “Naughty, naughty,” I murmur as I unclip it and toss it aside as well, exposing her tiny black thong to my hungry gaze.

      Rolling my eyes to hers, I smirk. “Hold on, little flower.” With that, I rip away the thong, stuff it in my pocket, and slide my hands under her ass to lift her to my mouth. I seal my lips around her cunt and suck until she cries out. Her fingers weave into my hair as I pull back and lap at her glistening lips.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” she chants.

      “Feel free to scream my name,” I murmur against her skin. She hooks her legs over my shoulders as she urges me on.

      “Then you better make me,” she demands, her breath hitching as I circle her engorged clit before lashing it. Laughing at her response, I dip my tongue inside her, crazed for her taste, even though I ate her pussy for breakfast. I tease and taunt, playing her body effortlessly. My tongue lashes her clit before dipping back inside her repeatedly until she grinds into my face, crying out my name.

      I hear the elevator open and then footsteps, but I ignore them until someone clears their throat. “Sir, the VIP guest you wanted to greet is here—”

      She grabs the knife next to her and tosses it. “Fuck off!” she yells at the guard, who hurries away. I don’t even lift my head from her pussy, eating her faster, loving the taste of her dripping across my tongue. “Don’t you dare fucking stop.”

      “Not a chance.” I nip at her clit, and she screams her release, coming on my tongue as I lap it up greedily.

      Licking my lips, I slowly stand between her legs as she watches me, panting. “Take your dress off before I cut it off.”

      She quickly rips it from her body, her bra too, leaving her naked and panting beneath me. I lay her down before kneeling between her thighs. I stroke every inch of skin I can reach, twisting and tweaking her nipples as she arches up into my touch.

      “Alexi.” She groans, hiking her legs up to my thighs as her hands slide up and down my body, tugging at my clothes. I undo my shirt and throw it away, watching her pupils dilate as her emerald eyes scan my body. I quickly shed my pants and lie between her welcoming, silky thighs.

      I drop my lips to hers, tasting her need for me as she digs her nails into my shoulders, trying to tug me closer, even though there is no room between us. Her wet pussy grinds against my hard cock, teasing me like I teased her. My heart pounds, and she hasn’t really even touched me yet.

      I reach down between us, line my cock up with her pussy, and kiss her as I drive home into heaven. Feeling her wet cunt clamped around my length makes my eyes cross. Our tongues tangle as I pull out and thrust back in. I move slowly at first, letting her feel every hard inch of me, and I realize this is the first time we haven’t been fighting or fucking hard. This isn’t just sex, it’s everything—it’s love.

      Nipping her lips, I press my forehead to hers as I drive into her, our eyes locked as we work together. Her breasts push against my chest, the chain dangling between us in a declaration of what we are.

      “God, why do you have to make me feel this way?” She sighs, kissing me.

      “Like what?” I speed up, snapping my hips as she grips the couch arm above her to hold herself still and push down to meet me.

      “Crazy with need. Obsessed.”

      I can’t even smirk because I feel the same way. Ever since I first saw her, I haven’t even been able to notice another. She has consumed my every waking moment and thought. After one touch of her lips, I couldn’t kiss another. After one taste of her, I would starve without her. I would rather die than be without her.

      Gripping the chain between my teeth to stop it from swinging into her face, I grunt around the gold.

      “I love you,” she murmurs, her head falling back.

      Unable to keep moving slow, I sit back on my knees, grip her hips, and lift them into the air. I drive into her faster and harder until she claws at the couch, screaming out another release. Grunting, I fight through her constricting, fluttering channel, fighting my own release. Her eyes flicker open, hazy with pleasure.

      “I love you. I love you, Alexi, my husband.”

      The pleasure becomes too much, and I cry out my own release, burying myself as deeply inside her as I can get as I come. She strokes me through it, breathing raggedly, and when it’s over, I slump into her. “I love you, little flower, more than you will ever know. You made this Vegas king fall just like you wanted, but not to death, no, at your feet.”
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      NIKOLAY

      I’ve been searching for what I want nonstop. I want to find a token for Iris to show my forgiveness and my devotion to her. I worried I might have been too late before I got the call. It’s not a nice job, but I arrange the details and then I call her. She asks questions of course, but agrees to meet me. When she pulls up in one of our cars alone, I’m surprised. Usually, Zakhar or Alexi are tied to her hip, but when she smiles at me, her brilliant eyes shielded by sunglasses, I don’t care. Pushing from my bike, I meet her halfway, unsure what to do. I’m learning as I go.

      She has no such reservations however. She leans up and kisses me, warming me through. Gripping her hips, I pull her against me and lower my head, just soaking in her nearness before what’s about to happen.

      “I’m glad you called. You’ve been so busy, I’ve barely gotten to see you. What’s going on?”

      “It’s not going to be easy, but trust me, okay?” I beg.

      Nodding, she lets me take her hand and lead her to the nondescript building. Once inside, it’s almost hard to tell what it is. The floors are tiled, and the walls are pale. It’s clean and sterile, and it’s clear she’s hesitant, but she still walks by my side as I lead her to a swinging door. Once there, I turn to her and rest my hands on her shoulders.

      “I’ll ask you now if you want to see this. I—It’s not pretty, but I would want to if I were you.”

      “See what?” she hedges, concerned now.

      “I found him.”

      “Who?” she asks, confused.

      “Your mentor.”

      She flinches, and her mouth falls open.

      “He’s dead, he really is. I’m sorry. I know you need closure, and I couldn’t leave his body. If it were someone I loved, I would want to bury them and say goodbye. I’ve been searching high and low, and he finally turned up at a morgue as a John Doe. He’s been kept cool, but there’s still decomp and, well, you know how he died.”

      She sags into me with tears in her eyes. “He’s in there?”

      “You don’t have to see him if you don’t want to. We can bury him together, but I didn’t know if you would want to. It’s your choice, Iris. I just wanted to help in any way I could.”

      “You… You’ve been gone all this time to find him?” She blinks. “I thought… I thought you were struggling with the changes. I worried it was too much.” She throws her arms around me, and I hug her back, resting my head on her shoulder. She shivers against me before pulling away, her face hardening as she nods.

      “I need to see him, and then we can bury him, okay? Can the others come?” Her voice is quiet.

      “I already called them. Everything is arranged. It will just be us, your family and his family—you. He will have the family plot.”

      “Niko—”

      “He’s family, little liar.” I cup her face. “You loved him and he saved you and he brought you to us, so he’s family. He gets the family plot. Now let me know when you are ready.”

      “Let’s do this. Will you… Will you come with me?” she requests.

      “I won’t leave your side,” I vow, kissing her knuckles before leading her inside the room. He’s on the table, covered by a sheet, but he still looks so small. I can’t imagine what it must be like to see such an imposing man so cold and empty.

      It just proves strength and money can’t buy immortality.

      We all end up the same way, so we might as well enjoy the fucking ride, because once we’re dead, we’re just gone.

      No second chances, no regrets, just gone.

      Gripping my hand, she stays at my side, staring down at the sheet-covered corpse. William stands on the other side, silent and waiting.

      “Show me,” she murmurs.

      I nod, and he slowly rolls back the sheet.

      She sags, but I catch her when her knees buckle. A choked scream leaves her mouth at the sight of him. Grimacing, I hold her up as she turns her head and buries it against my chest. “I can’t, I can’t,” she whimpers, so I nod at William and he covers him as I lift her into my arms and carry her from the room. Once outside, I rub her back as she sucks in air.

      “I’m sorry, I thought I was strong enough.”

      “Shh, my love, you never have to explain,” I murmur, kissing her head as I wipe away her tears. “I couldn’t see my mother either.”

      “You couldn’t?”

      “No,” I admit. “I was too scared.”

      Swallowing, she lets me hold her until it’s time, and then we meet my brothers at the family plot, where we will be buried one day side by side. She holds onto us all as we surround her, keeping her upright while he is buried. She stays even after the workers leave, just staring down at the turned ground.

      “He’s really gone,” she whispers an hour later.

      “He is, but the lessons he taught you still live on in you,” I tell her as she looks at us. “He’s still with you in your heart. He sacrificed himself to save you, Iris. He loved you.”

      “And it got him killed,” she mutters.

      “Trust me, it was worth it,” I tell her as I hold her.

      I watch while she breaks and rebuilds, laying that part of her life to rest alongside him. When she’s strong enough to stand, she places the flowers Zakhar brought for her on the ground.

      “I’ll see you on the other side. Thank you. Thank you for everything.” With that, she stands and looks at us. “Let’s go home.”
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      IRIS

      I only found out the day before that it was Nikolay’s birthday. Apparently, he doesn’t celebrate, and I understand why after what Alexi told me, but I can’t do nothing. Back home, birthdays were a big deal, so even though he might hate it, I bake a cake with Zakhar and shop with Alexi. When he returns from security meetings and enters the penthouse, we are waiting in the dark surrounded by candlelight, his cake, and dinner. We didn’t wrap the presents, though, because we didn’t want it to hurt, but he stiffens anyway before glaring at Zakhar.

      “You told her.”

      “He did. Please, Niko, I—we always celebrate birthdays at home. Don’t do this for you, do it for me. I miss my family. I miss the traditions.” That was Alexi’s idea and it’s manipulation for sure, but it works when his face softens.

      “Of course, little liar.”

      Smiling brightly, I hand him an unwrapped box. Inside is a brand-new knife with the words “Little Liar” carved on it. He grins and kisses me. Next, Zakhar gives him a new leather jacket and some keys.

      He got him a fucking bike.

      Suddenly, my gift seems silly. Alexi gives him an envelope, which he rips into before gaping at the contents. Unable to resist, I sidle up next to him and take a peek. It’s a picture of a burning house. I glance at Alexi, and he nods. “Our house where our father…well…” He doesn’t say any more, but Nikolay seems relieved, so it must be a good gift. I can read between the lines though. It was the house where their father hurt them, abused Nikolay, and killed their mother.

      Nikolay looks back at me. “I—thank you.”

      “Of course.”

      After eating, drinking, and flirting all night, we play games and dance until the sun starts to rise. Alexi and Zakhar snore on the couch as I sit with Nikolay, watching the dark sky shift to brilliant oranges.

      “Come with me?” he requests. Nodding, I get to my feet and let him lead me to his room. I hop onto his bed, but he moves to his wardrobe. I wait with my head cocked as he digs for something, and then I gasp when he pulls out a perfectly wrapped present.

      “I haven’t opened this. It was from my mom,” he explains, sitting next to me and placing it between us on the bed. “I don’t want to hold onto it anymore and let it haunt me,” he explains. “I feel like this is the last part of me I need to let go, but I want you here.”

      “Always.” I lay my hand over his on the present, and then we unwrap it together. Inside is a framed picture. It’s of him, Alexi, and Zakhar as kids, and they smile up at someone—a beautiful woman. She looks like their sister, just older.

      Their mother.

      It’s encased in an antique gold frame with the words “Family always” carved elegantly across it.

      He grips the frame tightly as tears well in his eyes. “I always said I never had enough pictures of us, that when I couldn’t sleep because of the nightmares, they helped. She remembered.”

      “Because she loved you. This was her way of protecting you,” I murmur. “How about we put it next to your bed so she can watch over you during your nightmares?” Nodding, he stands and puts his first and definitely last picture in his room, right next to his bed.

      Then I let him hold me until we fall asleep, his mother watching over us with a knowing smile, and neither of us have nightmares.
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      IRIS

      “Seriously, it was fun at first, but now I want to kill you and Doc wouldn’t like that,” I snap. Zakhar just laughs, guiding me forward. I’m blindfolded, and I don’t know where we are going, but we are in the apartment. The floor changes to something softer, there’s whispering, and then he lets go of my hand.

      “Zakhar?” I snap. For an assassin, losing one of your senses isn’t good. It makes me agitated and uneasy. I listen for something, but there’s not even a sound. “Fuck this.” I rip the blindfold off and freeze.

      They stand before me in front of a window, grinning. All of them wear suits and wait anxiously as I look around at my room.

      It’s finished and more amazing than I could have ever imagined. Zakhar has outdone himself, but it’s more than that. The closer I look, the more elements I see of Alexi and Nikolay. They are all in here, so even when I need peace and solace, they will be with me.

      The bed faces the window so I can watch the sunrise, which Nikolay knows I like. The bedsheets are silk, like the ones in Alexi’s room that I love. The wall above it is the green color Zakhar and I painted together with our handprints joined there—an imperfection Zakhar said he loved. The flooring has been changed to white carpet, with hardwood under the huge sectional facing a TV. There are blankets and pillows galore. The other walls are a soft gray that reflects the light, and there’s a huge chandelier hanging down from the ceiling. I turn and laugh, seeing a wall of weapons near the door. They are all perfectly placed and organized, from shotguns to machine guns, pistols, blades, and swords.

      It’s everything an assassin could need.

      It shows me that they accept that part of me, and I press my hand to my rapidly beating heart. “Walk around,” Zakhar says with a laugh, breaking the silence. “Do you like it?”

      “I love it,” I whisper, padding around the room. They put up a partial stud wall to hang the TV, and on the other side, which I couldn’t see from the door, is the final ornate decoration.

      Opposite the bed is the Volkov family crest, but as I look closer, I realize there’s a change to the design. There, in the middle of the V, is an iris with a blade.

      Me.

      They added me to their crest like I was added to their family. The Volkovs, who love tradition above all else, said fuck it and changed their century-old crest.

      Spinning, I locate the closest brother and fling myself at him. He laughs and swings me, and I realize it’s Zakhar. “That’s not all.” He grins and leads me to the bed. On the bedside table is a picture of all of us at Nikolay’s birthday, but next to it is a picture of my brothers, mother, father, and me from a year or so ago. “Just to make you feel more at home and remember them when it gets hard.”

      “Jesus,” I mutter, looking them over. “The crest—”

      “Yeah, I’m thinking you should get that tattooed on you.” Alexi winks. “Prove you’re ours.”

      “Fuck off.” I laugh as I look around again. “It’s incredible… but it’s missing one thing.”

      Zakhar’s face drops. “What?”

      “Us. Let’s christen it.” I tackle and kiss him. He laughs, but the sound soon turns into a moan.

      “Hell yes.” Alexi groans. “I didn’t get to play last time. Think you can handle all three of your husbands’ cocks?”

      Zakhar’s lips slide down my neck, making me moan as I turn my head and meet Nikolay’s and Alexi’s gazes. “I have three holes, don’t I?” I smirk. “The question you should be asking is if you can handle me.”

      “Brother” —Alexi smirks— “on your back. Let our little wife put that mouth to good use,” he orders.

      Zakhar grins and lies down on his back, watching me.

      “Undo his pants,” Alexi demands.

      Tossing my hair over my shoulder, I reach for them and flick them open, pulling out his hard clock. I stroke him as I get to my knees.

      “Brother, I’m taking that sweet little ass. You can have her pussy,” Alexi commands. The thought heats my skin as I squeeze my thighs together to get some pressure.

      “On your hands and knees, little flower, like the good little whore you are.”

      Narrowing my eyes, I get to my knees, telling myself it’s because I want orgasms and not because he told me to. Something cold presses against my dress and then slides through it. Cool air hits my back as my dress, bra, and panties are cut away, leaving me naked and shivering.

      “We’ll warm you up, little liar,” Nikolay murmurs, his voice low and growly.

      “You better,” I warn. It’s hard to stay in control on my hands and knees with three sets of hungry eyes raking across my bare skin, but I manage it, rolling my body and spreading my thighs to show them my pussy.

      “Oh, pretty little flower, we are going to eat you alive,” Alexi rumbles, his voice dark and possessive.

      I hope so.

      I can’t say it out loud, though, because Zakhar rubs his cock across my lips while Nikolay parts my thighs and strokes my pussy. His thick fingers slide through my wet folds before thrusting inside me. I gasp, and Zakhar surges in, pushing his cock into my mouth. He cradles my head in his hands, holding me in place so I have no choice but to accept him.

      Nikolay curls his fingers inside me, stroking along my walls as I hear the popping of a cap and the sound of squirting. The cold liquid hits my ass, and then it’s massaged in by different hands and pushed inside my asshole while his brother finger fucks my pussy. When they both pull away, I whine around Zakhar’s cock, sucking him deeper until I feel someone settle behind me. Warmth radiates against my thighs, and then a hard cock presses against my entrance, slipping in an inch before pulling out. He fucks me shallowly before slamming inside of me.

      I scream around Zakhar’s cock, the sound ending on a gag as he plunges deep into my throat. He and Nikolay work together—one pushing in, one out—until I’m writhing between them, my nipples rubbing across the bed with each thrust.

      Fingers pluck and pinch my clit. I try to speak, but I choke again, and Zakhar’s eyes narrow. “Swallow me,” he demands. I have no choice, so I suck him down. “Good girl,” he coos, pulling from my mouth before pushing back in with a quick snap of his hips.

      Nikolay hammers into my pussy, taking me hard and fast. Those piercings drag along my inner walls as he lifts me. The angle has me moaning around Zakhar’s dick as he slips deeper into my mouth.

      I can’t believe it, but I’m going to come already, and they know it.

      “Let us see you come, wife,” Alexi murmurs. “Show us how much you love your enemies’ cocks.”

      And goddamn those bastards, I do.

      I come with a silent moan, and Zakhar’s cock slides from my mouth. My pussy clamps around Nikolay’s cock, and he fights to keep fucking me, fighting my release as my eyes close.

      There is no rest for the wicked, however, even as I shake with aftershocks. Zakhar’s cock surges back into my mouth, and his hand tightens in my hair as he fucks me harder. Nikolay still snarls and fights to do the same.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he chants, the slap of our skin loud. “She’s too fucking tight, too fucking good—”

      “Then fill her with your cum,” Alexi orders.

      Niko snarls, and his thrusts are so hard they hurt, but then he’s coming. He roars his release as he punishes my clit for making him come.

      Nikolay has barely finished coming in my pussy when he rips away and then there’s a cold, wet cock at my ass, pushing inside of me. I scream around Zakhar’s cock as my body stretches to accommodate Alexi, and Zakhar tosses his head back as he grips my hair to keep me still so he doesn’t come.

      “Take every inch of me, little flower. Let me watch my greedy wife take it all until she’s dripping with her husbands’ cum from every hole,” Alexi murmurs, sliding in deeper and deeper before pulling out. The burn makes me whimper, even as I push back.

      “If your family could only see you begging for our cocks, your body scared from our hands and used and filled whenever we fucking want. And you love it. Maybe I’ll tell them one day, or maybe I’ll just decide to put a fucking baby in you so they will see how much you love fucking us.”

      Oh Jesus.

      Zakhar groans and his thrusts slow, but I suck harder, feeling him jerk in my mouth. He’s so close to coming.

      Fingers find my pussy and shove inside, the digits thick, long, and scarred.

      Nikolay. He fucks his release into me as Alexi pummels into my ass, taking me hard and fast, pushing me up and down his brother’s cock.

      All of them are inside of me in some way, and it’s that thought that has me coming again. They fuck me through it, uncaring how I shake and scream. They are relentless, taking every single one of my holes with snarled Russian curses.

      “I can’t hold out, brother,” Zakhar yells. “She’s too fucking good. God, our wife is fucking amazing.”

      I suck harder, giving him no choice.

      He comes with a yell, my name on his lips as he shoots down my throat. I lick him clean, letting it drip down my chin and face as another finger is added to my pussy, stretching me as Alexi continues his hard fucking.

      He tells me he loves me in Russian without realizing I understand. Pushing back, I clamp down on both of them, making Alexi yell. His hips stutter, and then he’s filling my ass with his release as Nikolay’s thick fingers stroke me through it.

      When they finally let me go, I fall face first onto the bed, covered in sweat and cum. I ache all over, yet I’ve never been so satisfied. They fall down next to me, and it takes us over an hour to recover. Alexi is the first to move. He cleans me up before tucking us all under the comforter. No words are exchanged, because they don’t need to be.

      They caress my skin lovingly as I trace theirs possessively.

      Lying in their arms, I can’t help but smile. This is my space, my home, and they are my heart.

      Even if they are Russian assholes, they are my assholes until the end of time…or until I kill them.
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      IRIS

      Okay, so I told myself I would give up being Ghost and focus on my life now, but honestly, I didn’t know running a mafia family would be so boring. Alexi tried to get me on the business side of stuff, but the boardrooms and meetings were dull as fuck and definitely not my forte. Strategy, however, is, and he calls me ruthless, so between helping him build their empire by taking over more land, earning more money, and threatening enemies and suppliers, I take up…hobbies.

      Okay, the hobbies just so happen to be odd jobs.

      The first time I took one, I snuck out and Nikolay followed me. He ended up helping me as I took out a Turkish diplomat, and ever since, he comes with me. I guess he found his own outlet for death. We hunt, track, kill, and then fuck.

      It works for us, and I get all hot and bothered throughout the mission as I wait for the inevitable moment when he’ll slam me into a tree, bend me over the hood of the dead man’s car, or press me to the bottom of a boat and have his wicked way with me.

      Once an assassin, always an assassin, I guess.

      Today’s mission is simple, appealing even. A serial killer has been working his way through the back streets of Vegas, leaving bodies without their eyelids, naked and posed. Police are baffled, the FBI too, but he obviously pissed someone off—someone willing to pay half a million for his death. He was almost too easy to track.

      He wanted to be found, basically leaving his fucking calling cards. The bodies led me to his warehouse, where he’s living at the moment. Nikolay is as excited as me on this one, because we both know we can have some fun before killing him.

      In fact, it was in the mission—torture the asshole before he dies. Oh, and let’s not forget to record it.

      Yeah, he pissed off one sick bastard.

      Once we sweep the warehouse, we realize he isn’t inside, but there are dolls with their eyes scratched out displayed around the place in a creepy manner, pictures of his victims, and recordings I don’t even want to think about. Since he’s not here, though, we fall back to the SUV hidden behind some trees, but we’re still close enough to watch and wait.

      “I’ve been wondering…” Nikolay begins.

      “Dangerous pastime,” I mutter with a grin. Nikolay just rolls his eyes. He’s calmed down a lot since therapy. I guess working through his past trauma is helping him heal. Oh, don’t get me wrong, we still fight and fuck like enemies, but afterwards, he kisses me softly and tells me he loves me.

      It’s sweet.

      “What was in the folder you gave to the librarian you called for information?”

      I blink at the rapid shift in conversation. I’m guessing for a man like Nikolay, who prides himself on knowing everything to keep everyone safe, that would bug him.

      “What’s it worth to you?” I grin.

      “Me not killing you?” he counters.

      “Ouch, that’s mean, Niko. I’m going to tell Doc on you,” I flirt. “Help me get Zakhar back for that stunt he pulled last week with the celery, and I’ll tell you.”

      “Deal,” he says, his eyes locked on the building. He’s always focused on work, even when I know he’s also focused on my every move and word. Got to love a multitasker, especially when it comes in handy in the bedroom.

      “It’s something I stole from the pentagon. I don’t know if he plans to use it against someone and get revenge, or if he’s just curious since it was covered up,” I admit. “But the librarian has his own ways and his own world that no one is privy to. He works with everyone, from assassins to other mafia families. He’s the information guy. He trades it like we trade money. Whatever he’s using it for, I’m staying out of it, that’s for sure.”

      “Are you scared of him?” he asks.

      “Hell yes I am. I’m not an idiot. You don’t piss off the man who controls the whole fucking world with a snap of his fingers.” I smile over at him. “Luckily for you all, he likes me.”

      “Oh, it seemed like it,” he mutters.

      “If he didn’t like me, he never would have made the deal. He made it for my benefit. He could have gotten the file another way or waited, so he was giving me a way in. He’s a complicated man to read, but I’ve got the hang of it.”

      “Do I need to kill him?” His voice is like a whip, all because I said he liked me.

      Reaching over, I pat his chest. “I never fucked him, if that’s what you mean, so no.”

      “If he looks at you—”

      “Yes, yes, you’ll kill him. I get it.”

      He huffs at me for sassing him but settles down.

      We spend the rest of the wait talking—well, mainly I’m talking and undoubtedly annoying him, but he never protests. I think he realized that I miss sharing a mission with someone since my mentor… Well, I wouldn’t want anyone else at my side but Niko. Sensei would have liked him.

      “Oh, there he is.” Sliding out the new blade Nikolay bought me as an apology for almost killing me, I let it catch the light with an evil grin. “Let’s do this, baby.”

      “You’re kind of scary, you know that, right?” he asks, even as he checks his gun.

      Leaning over the console, I lick his face. “Yeah, but you love it, Volkov.”

      “That I do.” He smirks and looks down at me, wrapping his fingers around my throat to tug me closer. He smashes his lips to mine in a quick, hard kiss. “And when this bastard is dead, I plan on showing you how much.”

      “Promises, promises.” I grin as I lean back, fighting his grip, even as his eyes narrow.

      “I don’t make empty promises, little liar. Now get your sexy ass in gear. The quicker we kill the bastard, the quicker I can bury myself in that wet cunt of yours and have you screaming so prettily for me.”

      He lets me go, and I slip from the car, rounding it to meet him at the front. We already took the alarm and cameras out earlier, so it’s almost too easy to slip in the broken backdoor. Our feet are silent and sure as we sweep the place together, knowing the layout from earlier. I’m betting he’s with his tapes, his souvenirs. It’s clear he’s looking for his next target, and while he waits, he will get bored. The time between attacks lessens the more he needs to feed the addiction, so we are doing it today to save an innocent, not to mention the payout.

      We move from our hiding place behind the abandoned crates to see him sitting in the armchair. A tape is already playing, and he holds his cock in his hand as he watches. I glance at the screen and my stomach turns, so I ignore it and focus on our target, blocking out the screams coming from the recording. Instead, I hear him beating his meat as I nod to Nikolay.

      I circle around the chair as he presses his gun to the man’s head. He freezes when I appear before him, blocking his view with a nasty smile. “I’d shake your hand, but it seems it’s occupied,” I drawl with a disgusted look at his wilting, pathetic erection. The worst bit? He’s not even bad-looking. I know, I know, stereotypical, but for some reason, I always expect the bad guys to be ugly, but most of the time they are either totally normal-looking or like him—ridiculously attractive.

      If it weren’t for the vile look in his eyes and the fact that I know what he’s done, he might have even been able to charm me. His eyes are a warm, honey brown, even with the dead, vile look in them, with thick, long eyelashes most women pay for. He has plump lips, styled brown hair, and a well-built frame that has to stand around at least six-four. I don’t have to wonder how he lures his victims in. He has the type of face that draws attention in a crowd, both male and female.

      “And you are?” he asks in a silky voice, running his eyes over me.

      “I’m the one who’s going to watch him rip you to pieces,” I reply sweetly. “But make a move, I dare you, because I’m dying to cut that little pecker off.”

      “We can make a deal. You might even enjoy it,” he murmurs, sweeping his tongue across his white teeth.

      “Yeah, no, I already have one psychopath to deal with, thank you.”

      “Wait, is that me?” Nikolay murmurs.

      “Of course it’s you.” I huff as he presses the gun in deeper. “But feel free to make it hurt extra because he flirted with me, even if it was just an attempt to get free.”

      “You’ve got it, little liar.” He hauls the man to his feet, then throws him into a crate. Putting his gun away, he advances on his prey. I hop up onto another crate to watch, swinging my legs back and forth as I set up my camera. I’ll cut all images of Niko’s face out and send enough of the torture to make our client happy.

      The man might be big and tough, but he’s used to fighting those who are weaker than him. Nikolay gives him a taste of his own medicine, breaking both hands within seconds and then starting on his fingers as he screams and cries.

      He’s not so attractive now.

      Humming, I watch Nikolay work. He’s a master at pain, waiting until the man thinks it’s over before starting again. When I hop down from the crate, the man is covered in blood, tears, and yep, piss. After all, death and torture aren’t pretty. Twirling my blade, I hand the camera to Niko, making sure my back is to the lens after I crouch before the man.

      “You use your face to lure them, correct?” I purr. He nods stiffly, curled into a ball. “I thought so. Let’s do something about that then, shall we? I’ll make you as pretty on the outside as you are on the inside.” With that, I grab his face and carve it up, loving his screams. When I sit back, with blood dripping from my blade, one of his eyes is cut up, as are his lips and nose, and he’s as fucking ugly as he is on the inside. “Perfect. Okay then, time to die. I’ll do the honors.” With no theatrics, I slice his neck, letting him choke on his own blood. After he’s dead, we move him back to his armchair, where we pose him like his victims and send a picture to the client. Then we wipe the scene of our prints and go back to the car.

      By the time we are inside it, the money is already in our account and the police have been tipped off.

      Sharing a grin with Nikolay, I reach over and stroke his thigh. “So, are you going to throw me around like that?”

      “After we go home and wash the filth of that disgusting creature off,” he mutters. It seems even Nikolay has boundaries and a serial killer is one of them, but I get it. Nikolay is coated in the man’s disgusting blood, so we hurry home, where we help each other shower. I pay special attention to his scars, giving them love at every opportunity so he knows how beautiful he is. His hand soon finds its way between my legs, and then he pushes me into the shower wall, his lips descending on mine.

      He suddenly pulls away, leaving me blinking in confusion. “Come with me.” He pulls me from the shower and dries me off before tying a robe around me. Wet and naked, he leads me through the apartment. Once in the elevator, I realize where we are going.

      “Oh, are you going to torture me, Nikolay?” I purr, plastered to his body.

      Gripping my chin, he kisses me hard as the doors slide open. “No, you are going to torture me.”

      I blink in astonishment, but I have no time to question it as he pulls me after him. After unlocking the doors to his dungeon, he pushes me inside the dark space. I jump as the door shuts behind me with a bang. He grips my hips and pulls me back against him, his lips brushing over my ear. “All these years, I’ve been in control, trying to win it back from being a kid. I chained up others and controlled them as they submitted to me, but tonight, I will submit to you. I want this with you. It’s the last barrier I have, and I need to find pleasure where there is only pain. I trust and love you, little liar. I’ll willingly be chained for you. Only you.” He steps away. I can’t see much, but I hear him moving around.

      “Nikolay, are you sure? This is a lot. It might trigger you,” I protest, wanting to protect him.

      “Yes. I want to give you this piece of me, a piece no one else has ever had—my vulnerability,” he calls out in the dark, and then candles start to flicker to life so it’s not as dark, more gloomy, but I’m able to see him and the table.

      It’s one he usually keeps at the back, but now he moves it forward, and with a glance over his shoulder, his dark deadly eyes locked on me, he climbs on and lies down.

      I step closer and hesitate briefly before I finally reach him. He’s staring at the ceiling, his limbs shaking as he turns his head and looks at me. “Buckle me in, little liar.”

      “Ni—”

      “Please, Iris.” I never want to hear him beg again, so I quickly buckle his hands and feet tight enough so he can’t get free but loose enough so I can quickly undo them if he panics. His eyes squeeze shut, and his breathing picks up. His body trembles ever so slightly, and his hands are clenched into fists.

      “We can stop now. You have nothing to prove to me,” I tell him.

      “To me I do,” he murmurs, opening those dark eyes and locking them on me. His gaze is soft and full of pain. He wants this. He wants to replace the scars and memories with pleasure and loving touches.

      He wants me to dominate him.

      “One last time—are you sure?” I demand, my tone serious.

      “I’ve never been surer,” he promises, smiling at me slightly.

      “We need a safe word. Pick one,” I order.

      “Flower,” he responds instantly.

      “Okay, so if you say flower, then we stop, okay? If I think it’s gone too far, we stop. Those are my rules,” I explain uneasily, even as a spark of desire flares within me at the idea of this large, beautiful man submitting to me.

      “Deal. I’m all yours, little liar.”

      Licking my lips, I nod and reach for my robe and untie it, dropping to the floor as he inhales. He keeps his eyes on me, even as they flicker with old ghosts. “Don’t you dare look away,” I order, knowing he needs my voice to ground him. Climbing onto the table, I straddle his legs and look down at him. “You will focus completely on me and how I touch you.”

      “Yes,” he hisses as I drag my body and hands across his skin with soft, featherlight touches until he’s shaking for a different reason. His limp cock hardens against me, despite where he is.

      “No, that won’t cut it,” I mutter, licking my lips as I rock against his cock, pressing my clit to his length. “Mistress. You’ll call me Mistress.”

      “Oh, fuck yes, Mistress.” He groans, his eyes locked on my pussy as it slides across his cock.

      Climbing up his body, I turn so I’m straddling his face. “Taste your mistress.”

      His mouth instantly touches my cunt, licking me wildly. His tongue dips inside of me before swiping across my clit. I don’t touch him. This is about me just as much as it is about him. When it gets to be too much, I move away, despite his growl.

      “Get back here,” he demands.

      “No,” I snap with a glare, gripping his chin until he groans. “You forgot to call me Mistress.”

      His eyes widen as I lean down and bite his nipple. He cries out as blood beads on the hard tip. When I lick it, I see those ghosts in his eyes again, so I reach down and circle his cock. “Remember whom you belong to right now,” I order.

      “You, Mistress.” His back arches off the table, shoving his cock harder into my hand. When his eyes clear, I stop touching him, crawling farther down his body. I lick and touch every inch of him, making his skin mine as I explore every dip and scar. The piercings in his cock glisten in the dim light, drawing my gaze to the tattoos on his balls. I’ve never seen them up close, so I gently curl my hand around them and roll them, watching the skin and ink move with my touch.

      Flames, he has flames on his balls.

      I meet his eyes as I lower my head and suck and lick his balls, watching his cock jerk. Popping my mouth away, I climb up his body, positioning myself over his dick.

      I need to come. Winding him up has made lust pound through me like a headache. My heart is racing so fast, it almost hurts, and my clit throbs, begging to be touched.

      Reaching down, I hold his cock and grind against it, not letting him enter me as I take my pleasure. “You are going to watch me come while I use you, but you won’t, not until I say so. Understood?”

      “Yes, Mistress,” he grits out, his gaze flicking between my pussy and my face.

      With my eyes on his, I roll my hips, feeling those piercings drag along my sensitive flesh until it almost hurts. It feels so fucking good, I close my eyes as I speed up, rolling and rocking and hitting my clit each time.

      “You feel so fucking good,” I praise. “I can’t wait to come all over your cock and then lick it clean. I want to show you how much I need you, need this body.”

      The groan that slips free of his throat is raw and goes right to my aching clit.

      I speed up, almost bouncing on his cock, unable to talk past the pleasure, the need.

      “Iris, oh fuck,” he rumbles. “Mistress, I mean Mistress! If you don’t stop, I’ll come.”

      “Not until I say so,” I snap, grinding down onto his cock harder until he almost whimpers.

      “Oh God, please, Iris—Mistress, please…I’m going to—Fuck, please!” he shouts. The veins are stark in his neck, and he grinds his teeth as I ride his cock to take my pleasure. My release flows through me as I grind down onto his length, gasping at the feel of him sliding through my slick heat.

      “I can’t!”

      “Come now,” I order.

      I feel his release splash across my legs as I whimper from the force of my own. Dropping back slightly, I suck in deep breaths. When I can move without my legs shaking, I slide down his body, and just like I promised, I clean his cock of my cream and his release until he starts to harden again. He raises his head, his body arching in the chains, desperate to watch me.

      Licking my lips, I kneel above him, letting him see my glistening cunt and his release sliding down my legs. “Shall I fuck you now?” I ask casually, sliding my fingers through the mess, dragging them up my body to my mouth and sucking them clean. “Or shall I make you watch while I fuck myself?”

      “Fuck me,” he snarls before his eyes close. “Please, Mistress.”

      “Good boy,” I murmur, trailing my hands up his chest as I settle above his cock. The truth is I want to fuck him and feel those piercings inside of me.

      “Ask nicely for my pussy,” I order.

      “Please, Mistress, give me your pussy. Ride my cock.”

      Reaching down, I grip him to the point of pain and watch his eyes dilate as I press him against my hole. Holding his gaze, I sink down, forcing every hard inch of him inside of me, even though he hurts.

      He watches as I lift up until he almost slips free and then drop down on his cock. The yell he lets out is worth the burn, so I do it again and again before I start to ride him. My nails cut into his chest brutally as I use him, taking his cock and my pleasure.

      I dominate him, letting him trust in me to replace his earlier memories with these.

      I reach down and rub my clit as he watches. His teeth cut into his bottom lip, blood rolling from his mouth to the table. The sight makes me moan as I rock and ride, tipping my head back, but when he whimpers, I know he needs to see me to fight his memories.

      “Do not dare think of anything but how I feel. Tell me,” I demand.

      “So fucking wet, so fucking warm. Like a goddamn silk glove wrapped around my dick. So fucking perfect, it can’t be anything but heaven, Mistress,” he replies, his words fast and stumbling. “Oh God, you look so fucking beautiful riding me.”

      Rolling my hips from side to side, I cup my breasts and lean down to feed them to him. His bloody lips wrap around my stiff peaks as I push them together, letting him alternate between them. The new angle causes his cock to hit that spot inside of me that has me crying out.

      I ride him faster, watching the blood slide down my breasts from his mouth. Fuck, fuck, fuck. I wanted this to last, but I can’t.

      He feels too fucking good.

      “That’s it, little liar, use me, ride me. Take it all. Let me see you come for me, for my cock. Please, fuck, Mistress, let me see,” he begs. There’s no demanding Nikolay here. No, he’s asking for what he needs, for what he wants.

      I’m happy to oblige.

      I slam down onto his cock and twist as I rub my clit until it sends me into an explosive orgasm. I scream my release as my pussy clamps on his cock. He roars, his hips lifting to fill me harder as I feel his cum splash inside of me, filling me.

      It seems to go on forever, and the room around me fades as my vision blacks out. Only his cock keeps me anchored, and when it’s finally over, I’m swaying above him, blinking to bring his peaceful, smiling face into view.

      His lips are a raw, bleeding mess from his teeth and the force of his need for me.

      I didn’t hurt him, not the way he thought he needed.

      No, I did better.

      I gave him pleasure. I gave him love and the ability to let go. It’s the best fucking sex I’ve ever had.

      I slump into his chest, listening to his hammering heart as tears slide down both of our faces.

      “Thank you, little liar. God, that was amazing. I never knew…”

      “Anytime.” I sigh. “Seriously, I’ll tie you up and fuck you anytime.”

      His laughter shakes his chest and me. “I’ll take you up on that.”
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      IRIS

      I’m lying in my bed when Zakhar comes bouncing in. Usually he knocks, so the fact that he throws himself down next to me with a snarl and his forearm over his eyes is a testament to how annoyed he must be. Flipping onto my side so I’m facing him, I stroke his arm.

      “What happened?” I ask, because for Zakhar to be annoyed, something must have happened. He’s the calmest person I’ve ever met. He lets everything roll off his back until push comes to shove. I spoke to Doc about it last week one-on-one. We discussed the tight grip Zakhar has on his emotions, despite his outwardly happy nature. He agreed that this was something to bring up, and this might be a good opportunity to broach it.

      “Just Alexi being his usual annoying self,” he mutters.

      “Yeah, but you don’t usually let it get to you.”

      “It was about you,” he finally admits, dropping his arm.

      Ah, yeah, that would do it.

      Zakhar is very protective of me, even with his own brothers. “Zak.” I sigh. “Can we talk?”

      He frowns and sits up, so I do the same, sitting cross-legged before him. “That’s never good when a woman says that, right?”

      “No, nothing like that, I promise.” I wave it away and take his hand. “It’s just something I have noticed.”

      “Okay,” he hedges, his brow furrowed as he watches me cautiously.

      “It’s just…you try so hard to be the good guy all the time. The one who is always laughing and joking, and I think it’s because you always thought that’s what your family needed. You became that person to keep them together and to lighten their burden, but I think by doing that, you deny who you really are and what you really feel. Even now, you’re trying to temper your anger, walking away instead of acting on it. I saw flashes of it the night they tried to kill me, and I also see flashes of barely controlled violence when you think no one is watching. I’m not saying this isn’t you, that you don’t like to have fun and be flirty and amazing, but I just wanted you to know it’s okay to be yourself. You don’t need to buffer them all the time. They are big boys, they can take your anger. It’s time you let it out before it eats you up.”

      He watches me with wide eyes, and I’m scared I’ve pushed him too far when he looks down at our joined hands. “I’m afraid.”

      “Afraid?” I repeat in confusion.

      “Afraid of my anger. Not like Nikolay, but it reminds me of my father’s anger. I hate it, always have. That’s why I try to ignore it and learned to push it down. I fear if I let it out, I’ll become him.” He snorts bitterly. “I guess we are all just afraid of becoming our fucked-up parents, right?”

      “Oh, Zak.” I crawl into his lap and frame his face. “You could never be him, just like Nikolay or Alexi couldn’t. You have no reason to fear what is inside you, and holding it so tightly will only hurt you. I love you, they love you. We want you to be happy, but you can’t be, not fully, while you’re fighting an internal battle all the time. Let us help. Let me help.”

      “I don’t know how,” he murmurs.

      “What are you mad about? List it,” I urge.

      “I’m angry that Alexi doesn’t trust me to protect you,” he whispers.

      “Good. Give me more.”

      “I’m angry that Nikolay still treats me like a child.” His voice gets stronger. “I’m angry that they still keep things from me to protect me. I’m angry that they hurt you. Angry that they look at me like I’m an idiot because I speak of love and marriage. I’m angry they almost ruined what we had.” His voice gets louder and louder until he leaps to his feet and paces as he spits it all out.

      “I’m fucking angry that my father was a cruel bastard who killed my mother, took her from me, and hurt my brothers. I’m angry at him for signing the fucking treaty that took Anya away. I’m fucking angry!” he roars and turns to me, his eyes wide as if he can’t believe he admitted it.

      “Good.” I smile. “Scream. Hit things. I don’t care so long as you feel it, Zakhar. Don’t hold it back.”

      He picks up a vase and throws it with a shout, watching it shatter before he laughs. “Fuck, that felt good.”

      “I bet.” I hold out my hand, and he takes it, pulling me into his arms.

      “I’ll try,” he promises, calming down a bit. “I guess you’re right—I got so used to playing the part, I forgot to feel anything that isn’t happiness in case it hurt them or sent them over the edge. I’ve always been so worried about losing them like I did my mother.”

      And there it is, the main issue.

      “You could never lose them, Zakhar. Or me. We are family and we are here to stay, and just because you get angry every now and then, that doesn’t mean that will change. We are human. We are fickle, selfish, impulsive, and reckless beings. We aren’t made to be happy twenty-four seven, it’s not natural. We need the bad with the good to feel the lows so we can fly with the highs. Sometimes, it’s easier to crash than it is to soar, but without the other, how would we have balance? So feel it, Zakhar. Feel every scary, impulsive emotion and start to live. Not for them, but for you.”

      “I’ll try for you, I promise,” he murmurs as he looks between my eyes. “I knew the moment you walked down the aisle that you would change everything. I never would have guessed how happy we would be, and you do make us happy. Our life was dull without you, Iris, and now it’s so full and filled with laughter and love—and yes, a little more violence.” He kisses me softly. “I thank a god I don’t believe in every night for that treaty. It brought you to us. Whatever else is to come, I know we can handle it together.”

      “I love you,” I whisper as I kiss him back.

      I do love him, them, more than even my own family.

      I’m so different from that girl who left them behind that I don’t even know if they would recognize me.

      I guess Zakhar wasn’t the only one hiding from himself.

      The Volkovs gave me a family, a home, and a future where I can just be myself, with them at my side.
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      After my heart-to-heart with Zakhar a month ago, I’ve seen a real difference in him. He’s still just as happy and flirtatious and always making everyone laugh, but he shows his anger too. He reaches out when he’s sad or struggling, and it feels as if that last piece has clicked into place with us. We have our routines, our lives, and our name, and the Volkov empire only continues to grow, even within the treaty’s boundaries.

      Their father’s name is forgotten and replaced with their business savvy and ruthless approach—not to mention the rumors that have already started about the woman they married who is even crazier than they are.

      It’s partially true. I still think they are crazier, but who am I to judge?

      We still go to Doc once a week for our marriage and personal issues, but he also has a real keen mind on looking at our problems and business plans from a new perspective. I even hired him. Of course once Alexi found out, he wasn’t happy about it, but he soon came around to the idea once he realized it wouldn’t hurt to have him on our staff to ensure his loyalty.

      I’ve also been speaking to my family back in Boston more, connecting in a new way I never expected. My brothers are proud of me, even if they still hate my husbands, but they seem happy as well, and that’s all that matters. I also spoke to Anya. I never expected to find a friend in my sister-in-law, but we hit it off like a house on fire—mainly because she found it hilarious how easily I put her brothers on their asses. I think she secretly likes watching them suffer, even though she’s happy for them.

      She’s also very brave and a little crazy, so she matches me well.

      I finish up a text to her before sighing and leaning back in the pool. The guys have been gone for a while, attending a boring business meeting I had no intention of ever going to. Last time they took me, I stabbed a shareholder because he suggested I go back to being a silent party. It’s fair to say he couldn’t talk shit or shit for a week straight.

      Wanting to wash and dress so we can go out tonight, I slip from the pool and pad inside in my green string bikini. I’m just moving through the living room when the guys emerge from the elevator. Instantly, they all call out, “Turn around!”

      “What?” I demand, crossing my arms.

      “Turn around, we have a surprise!” Alexi demands.

      “Please,” Zakhar implores.

      “Come on, little liar. Sit down and wait.” Nikolay smirks.

      Muttering, I throw myself on the couch and glare outside as I see them moving around. Excitement fills me at what their surprise could be. Their last one was a brand-new, sparkling green Lambo they said reminded them of my eyes.

      Before that it was our very own island—I shit you not, an island. These Russian bastards have more money than sense and love to throw it around to make me smile.

      “Okay, look!” they call.

      I turn and gawk at them. “What the fuck did you do?” I snap, leaping to my feet.

      “Well, you said you wouldn’t get the crest tattooed on you, so we decided to get one for you instead.” Zakhar winks.

      They are all shirtless and standing proudly before me. Alexi is to my left, his lean, muscular body posed for me. Nikolay is in the middle, his huge muscles clenching as he grins. Zakhar is to the right, blowing me a kiss. Above their hearts on each of their chests is an iris with a blade through it.

      Me.

      They tattooed me on their body.

      They really are fucking crazy.

      “Do you like it?” Alexi smirks.

      “Tell me that’s fake,” I mutter, tracing the one on Nikolay’s chest, since he’s the closest.

      “It’s real, meelaya.” Zakhar grins triumphantly. “We wanted everyone to know who has our heart and who owns this family.”

      That makes me melt as I look over the tattoos they are clearly so proud of. “Don’t think this means I’m getting yours inked on me,” I mumble, even as a smile curls my lips.

      “We wouldn’t dream of asking again.” Alexi smirks. “But how about you show us how much you like it?” His eyes darken and roam down my body.

      Narrowing my eyes, I sit back on the sofa and cross my legs. “I don’t think so. Instead, how about you show me how much you really love me?” I purr, sliding my hands across my body as they watch. The power I have over them makes me laugh. “Well, husbands? Your wife is waiting.” I arch my eyebrow as they pounce on me like starving men.

      Or lovestruck Russians.

      As usual, they prove just how devoted they are to me.

      I spent so long hating them and being their enemy that it’s almost too easy to love them.

      Hours later, as I watch the sunrise with their arms locked around me, holding me close, I can’t help but smile. Who knew when I came to Vegas that this is where I would stay? I dreamed of a future for myself full of freedom, and yet I’m more trapped than I’ve ever been, but I’m happy about it.

      I am happy to be theirs, to be their wife.

      Life has a funny way of giving you exactly what you need when you least expect it. You just have to be strong enough to reach out and hold onto it, because you have to fight for anything worth having.

      Bleed for it.

      Like the blade over their hearts.

      The blade of iris.
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        One year later…

      

      

      

  




ALEXI

      Déjà vu hits me as I stop before the hotel that set the events that led to my marriage into motion eleven years ago. There is no storm today. The skies are clear and sunny, as if it knows there is peace now and no need for its wrath.

      My family is already inside. I can hear Zakhar’s chuckle from here and Iris’ echoing laugh. We are the first to arrive, since our little flower was the one to think up this crazy idea—her and our sister. She wanted to make sure everything was perfect, and we wanted to check the island’s security, especially Nikolay, who takes her safety more seriously than if he were guarding a queen.

      Which to him, she is.

      Our queen.

      The hotel hasn’t changed much in the eleven years since I was here last. Flashes of that night fill my head. I was so angry and resentful then. That was the night I knew I truly hated my father, and that I had to protect my family from him.

      The binds he placed on us chafed, but now?

      Now they send my heart soaring, guiding me to the one person in this world who stood toe-to-toe with the Volkovs and dared us to love her.

      I find them relaxing in the bar, drinking and laughing. Nikolay paces the room like always, his gaze focused out of the slatted windows to assess any threats that may be there.

      Nikolay is still a barely leashed animal, but Iris holds the tether, so I relax, knowing he would do nothing to upset her when this is so clearly important to her.

      “Everything is arranged,” I announce, sitting next to my little flower and pulling her to my side. She grins up at me, her vivid green eyes bright with love and nervousness. Her red hair gleams in the sun as I lean down and kiss her softly, unable to resist. “It will be perfect,” I promise to ease her concerns.

      “You think?” she asks, leaning into my touch.

      “I know it. They will all come, and tonight, we’ll start a new tradition in the very place the treaty was signed. We will rewrite them once more, all thanks to you.”

      “I guess we should thank our fathers.” Grabbing her drink, she toasts the air. “May yours burn and may mine not kill you.”

      Zakhar laughs as he clinks her glass and shoots his back, Iris doing the same. She holds one out to me, and I smirk as I shoot it, then she turns and offers one to Nikolay. He comes to her instantly and downs the drink as he watches her.

      “Whatever happens tonight, little liar, we will be at your side,” he promises, easing her worries further.

      “Together.” She sighs, relaxing back.

      “Together,” we echo.
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        * * *

      

      Everyone arrived a few hours ago, the receptionist keeping me updated as they all trickled in. The Kellys were the first to come—they were placed on the floor below us—followed by the Hernandezes, the Cosa Nostra, and the Outfit. Last was the Firm, who are always late, and we ensured they were put as far from us as possible. Despite the fact we are eager to see Anya, we know Frank and Nikolay will be an issue. They hate each other. I’m surprised they came at all, but I’m betting Anya convinced them. Either way, Nikolay has promised to be on his best behavior, but we will still keep them apart.

      “Are we ready?” I ask, checking my watch before straightening my diamond cufflink.

      “Blyad,” one of my brothers mutters, and I jerk my head up, my mouth going dry at the sight of our wife.

      “I’m going to kill someone,” Nikolay grumbles.

      “Me too,” I agree, running my eyes possessively down her body and the incredible designer gown cupping her curves. Lust pulses through me, and I wish I could rip the fabric away and replace it with my hands, but it wouldn’t look good for us to be late to our own party, especially with the importance of tonight. It’s not just about the treaty and peace, but for our family.

      For her, our love.

      Iris grins at us as she twirls, letting the gown billow with her movements. The sumptuous silky green material shines like diamonds under the light, clinging to her skin with a low-cut V showcasing her incredible breasts. The gown tightens at the waist and then flows to the ground, leaving a slit up her left leg that flashes glimpses of creamy skin.

      She giggles as Zakhar grabs for her, using her fast reflexes to avoid his grip before slipping past me to the suite door. “Come on, husbands. You can fuck my brains out later. First, let’s make sure they aren’t killing each other.”

      “I’d kill them all if it meant I got to be inside that pussy right now,” Nikolay mutters.

      She wags her finger at him and takes my arm as I lead us to the elevator and down to the floor, where the party is being held. That’s right—party, with a free bar, a three-course meal, music, and then fireworks. No expenses were spared.

      The whole island is ours tonight.

      When we reach the dining room, I notice we are the last to arrive. Iris grips my arm, her green eyes flashing through her long black lashes as she smiles at me, despite her family being feet away and no doubt as desperate to see her as we are our sister.

      “You’ve got this, Alexi. Tonight will be perfect. It will unite the families more than marriage ever could.”

      “What if there’s fighting?” I sigh, showing her some of my doubts. She’s the only person to ever see any form of weakness from me.

      “What’s a party without a bit of bloodshed?” She winks before sweeping into the room. She smiles at everyone, but when her eyes land on her family, she stops in her tracks and holds her breath as if the sight is too overwhelming for words. Her brothers and cousin stare back with the same familial longing in their eyes, but it’s Tiernan who steps forward first. His hand is in Rosa’s, his wife, and he gives it a light squeeze after she urges him forward along with Colin and Shay. Iris remains rooted to her spot, just staring, and when Tiernan cracks a wistful smile at her, she darts toward him and flings herself into his arms in utter glee.

      I let her have her moment as Nikolay stands by the wall near the door, scanning the room and noting weapons.

      Zakhar heads straight for Anya, despite the burly Brits at her side. Frank’s blue eyes remain locked on Nikolay, and he glares with such hatred, I worry we made a mistake, but then he glances at Anya and softens ever so slightly. Benny stands at her other side, his dark hair and tattoos recognizable anywhere. There is also Church, the blond-haired bastard. My eyes go back to Anya. She looks beautiful. Her blonde hair is longer now, and she is so grown up, she almost looks like Mother. All my worries disappear, because it’s clear that the men at her side love her and would protect her.

      Forcing my eyes away, I check on everyone else and nod at the Rossis. Lucian Rossi looks much happier than the last time I’d seen him as he holds Dahlia against him. Raphael Rossi is leaning against the wall, wearing a small smirk on his lips as he watches the room, looking as unhinged as the rumors say. Alejandro is greeting the Hernandez family, and I note how impressive his suit is as he smiles at me warmly. Javier nods, the tattoo on his face moving as if it’s alive as he does. Francisco grins and then winks at Lily at his side. We make small talk before I move over to greet the Morettis. Sal, Fausto, and Armani—whom I always get mixed up—are welcoming if not a bit wary, with Valentina clenched protectively to their side. Finally, I give in and head to my sister.

      Anya grins shyly at me as I move to stand next to Zakhar. “Anya, my sister.” I reach for her before I falter as one of her men steps before her. “Church.” I nod. “Benny, Frank, I’m glad you came.”

      “Not by fucking choice,” Frank mutters angrily.

      “Still, we’re glad you are here.” My eyes go back to Anya. “All of you. So fucking glad.”

      “I missed you.” She blinks back the tears in her eyes.

      “I missed you too, little one.” I engulf her in a hug before Nikolay rips her from my arms and squeezes her, making her gasp in astonishment before she melts into it. When she steps back, she wipes at her face, smiling widely. Her eyes slide to someone behind me, and her smile turns warmer.

      A hand lands on my back as Iris steps around me. “Anya,” she murmurs softly. “It’s so nice to finally meet you in person.”

      “And you. I still can’t believe you got these stubborn assholes to listen.” She jerks her head at me, and Iris laughs, the sound warming my heart as I pull her closer. Anya notices, and her smile is loving as she gives me a look and shoots me a thumbs-up.

      “Ah, it was easy. I just threatened to murder them if they didn’t.” Iris shrugs, making Nikolay grin.

      Benny chuckles and pulls Anya closer. “Then I think we will get along just fine.”

      “I’m surprised you came,” Nikolay remarks, looking at Frank in a way that I know could mean trouble.

      “I considered refusing,” Frank replies, winding an arm around our sister’s waist and tugging her against him. “But then it occurred to me that you might see that as a win, and let’s be honest, I’m the one who spends his nights with your baby sister pinned beneath him, so I think it’s clear which of us came out on top in our little spat.”

      Benny laughs loudly and steps forward, drawing Frank away before he can coax Nikolay into the fight he is so clearly hungry for, and Anya punches him in the side as he lets himself be moved.

      “Ignore him,” she mutters, shifting so that she blocks Nikolay’s view of her man. “I think we all know he has a good reason to score points here. Let him have that one, and we can all move on.”

      “Not to mention the fact that he’s clearly telling the truth,” Iris teases. “I only need to look at the three of them to tell how often they sweep you off your feet and onto your back.”

      Anya laughs with her as Benny presses a kiss to my sister’s hair, and I force my mind away from that mental image, not wanting to linger on it in the name of keeping the peace.

      “Volkov.” It’s a short, clipped word.

      Turning, I move so my back is to no one as the Irish approach. Iris’ brothers and cousin look us over and no doubt find us lacking. I search for Tiernan’s wife, Rosa, but she’s over with her family, laughing at something her younger brother is saying.

      “Tiernan.” I offer him my hand, and he looks at it for a beat before Iris narrows her eyes on him. With an audible sigh, he accepts my hand, but his grip is tight. I let him squeeze, not needing to show my strength as I take my hand back. “We are glad you came,” I tell him, still holding onto Iris.

      “Anything for my kid sister,” Shay replies with a playful smile before pinching Iris’ left cheek. Iris slaps it away and punches him on the shoulder.

      “Saint Bridgit, but you are still full of shit, Shay. Glad to see nothing has changed much since I left for Vegas.”

      “Not everything is the same,” Colin replies with pride in his voice, his gaze fixed on the woman who is walking toward us. “We’re fathers now.”

      “So I’ve heard,” Iris retorts, eyeing Rosa with brazen curiosity as Colin wraps his arm around her waist. “I was actually a bit worried you wouldn’t make it because of the little one.”

      “We wouldn’t have missed it, Iris.” Rosa smiles sweetly. “What you’re trying to do tonight is too important for us not to come. Besides, Niall and Saoirse love little Patrick, so they were more than happy to babysit while we have this minivacation. Frankly, I think they were counting the days for us to leave and have Patrick all to themselves.”

      When Iris becomes uncharacteristically quiet, I grab her hand. She offers me a small smile and turns her attention to her sister-in-law once more.

      “Patrick.” She rolls the name on her tongue like it’s both painful to say as well as a precious gift she wants to keep close to her heart. “I’m sorry I missed his birth, but even though I wasn’t there, I know how much it must have meant to my parents that you named him after my brother. Thank you for that.”

      Watching my beautiful flower become this frail all of a sudden provokes my protective instincts. I want to grab her and take her far away from the pain she’s in. I’m about to do just that when Rosa pulls away from her men and steps closer to us.

      “May I?” she asks, glancing at our entwined hands with tenderness.

      I don’t have time to tell her to fuck off before my queen surprises me and untangles her fingers from mine. Rosa quickly uses this to her advantage and holds Iris’ hands in hers.

      “That’s the other reason why we came. We haven’t baptized Patrick yet because we wanted to ask you and my brother Francesco if you would do us the honor of being our son’s godparents.”

      “Me? You want me to be his godmother?”

      “Very much so,” Rosa states lovingly. “You are our family, Iris, and even though we don’t know each other well yet, I would really like it if we can be sisters and you can have a permanent presence in our children’s lives.”

      “Children?” Iris giggles with glee. “Just how many do you guys want to have?”

      “As many as our acushla wants,” Tiernan interjects, giving me a small insight into how much he has fallen for his wife.

      “Count me in then! I’ll be the best aunt and godmother those kids ever had, and when they are old enough, they’ll come visit me in Vegas and I’ll teach them how to clean house.”

      “Of course you will.” Tiernan rolls his eyes before letting out a deep chuckle.

      My tense shoulders relax a smidge when I see that my Iris is back to her usual sassy self and her hand is in mine where it’s meant to be. Unfortunately, my relaxed state is short-lived when I feel the weight of Tiernan’s gaze bounce from his sister to me.

      “Is there anything on your mind, Kelly?” I ask outright.

      I watch his wife throw him a meaningful glance, to which he lets out another exaggerated exhale.

      “My wife is adamant that I make amends with you and thank you.”

      “Thank me?” I ask in confusion, since I doubt the Irish king has ever thanked anyone for shit ever in his life.

      “We both know that sending Iris to marry you and your brothers was the last thing I wanted, and if I could have prevented it, I would have.”

      I growl at that.

      “However,” he interjects before a fight ensues, “I can see how happy my sister is, and that means something to me. It means everything to me. In all my years, I have never seen Iris this happy ever, so I’m in your debt.”

      He holds out his hand to me again as a peace offering, and this time, I give it a hard shake and pull him to my chest.

      “Consider your debt paid, Kelly,” I whisper in his ear. “But if you ever have me or my brothers over to Boston, just sleep with one eye open. Even though we’re family now, I wouldn’t mind leaving my own mark on your throat. Tit for tat and all that shit.”

      I let him go and watch his smirk widen on his lips as he takes a step back.

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way, Alexi.”

      I throw him a curt nod and hug Iris to my side as she starts to enthusiastically ask question after question about her hometown and all the people in it.

      The Rossis, Morettis, and Hernandezes come over together, and then more greetings are exchanged. It’s slightly awkward with so many families, secrets, and rivalries in one room, but for the treaty, we try. However, I’m glad when the meal is announced, giving us a break from the awkward small talk of men who used to try to kill each other.

      Iris leans into us with a wide grin. “Good boys. Keep behaving, and I’ll suck your cocks later.” There’s a groan, and she laughs as she leans back, realizing her brother, who is sitting on the other side of the table, heard her.

      Throughout the meal, I find myself pleasantly surprised at how well everyone is behaving. I laugh with Javier Hernandez and even seem to like the Morettis, especially Sal. The families mingle and mix, and unlike the first meeting for the treaty, there’s genuine love here. A desire to make this work. There are no stilted words and threats—okay, some, but not much, and as I look around the table, I can’t help but hope for the best.

      For the future.

      That we can make this work more than just abiding by the treaty via working together to expand our families.

      Hope—that’s what it is, and it’s a dangerous sentiment.

      One that started with a blood treaty and is ending with champagne and laughter.

      Standing, I tap my glass until everyone looks at me, falling silent. “I just wanted to thank you all for coming. Eleven years ago, we signed our agreement for peace, even though we were still filled with hatred and bound by the ties to another’s daughter. Today, I see nothing but free men and happy women. Though there still may be bad blood, I think we can all agree this peace has given us all the opportunity to do better than we ever could have by fighting each other. So tonight, I am asking that we sign again—not in blood, but in friendship.”

      There are some murmurs, but a hand anchors me—Iris.

      “So that we may grow stronger, and our families will be more entwined and bring the women who brought us together happiness.” I look down at Iris and smile before turning my gaze to my sister. “To the future none of us knew we wanted but now could not live without. To the women who brought us together!” I toast, and the families echo it.
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        * * *

      

      We escaped the meal with barely any bloodshed. Nikolay and Frank had a little…spat, as Iris is calling it, but Iris and Anya got between them before either of them were killed, thank God. Now the drinks are flowing and people are dancing. There’s a half drunk whiskey in my hands as my eyes seek out my entire world.

      My love.

      I can’t find her though. Frowning, I wander around the room, relaxing when I see her standing on the balcony, looking out at the beautiful island and the ocean beyond. Slipping out, I silently join her, my hand curling around hers on the railing.

      “I told you it would be a success. Maybe next time we should do a cruise.” She grins at me before looking back at the view.

      “Oh, that would be good when someone is thrown overboard to the sharks.” I chuckle. She turns and presses her hands to my chest. I cover them automatically, leaning down to press my forehead to hers.

      “I thought you were the sharks,” she taunts.

      “Only if I get to eat you,” I reply instantly. It’s corny, but it makes her laugh harder like I wanted. My eyes rove over her stunning face as I swallow my nerves. The only time I ever feel them is around her, and it takes some getting used to.

      I know the moment my brothers join me, and my back stiffens slightly as I kiss her softly before pulling away.

      With a frown, Iris drops her hands and looks between us. “Oh fuck, you have your I’ve done something bad faces on. You killed someone, didn’t you? Oh God, no… Are we pregnant?”

      “Not yet.” I smirk and reach into my jacket, sharing a look with my brothers. “We never did this properly. This whole marriage shit.”

      “Wow, so charming,” she mutters.

      “But we are determined to be better men for you. I even…asked your father. Trust me, it wasn’t a good exchange, and there were threats of castration, but he finally relented and gave us his proper blessing, your brothers too. What I’m trying to say, Iris, is this—will you marry us?”

      “Again?” Zakhar tacks on. “For real this time, with a ring and a honeymoon. No assassination attempts and torture.”

      “But they were fun.” She frowns, looking between us as if realizing we are serious. “We are already married in my eyes.”

      “Ours too,” I assure her. “But we want you to have the future you always dreamed of, even if you would never admit it.” We sink to our knees before her, the only person we will ever bow to, and I pull out the velvet black box. The ornate gold V crest of our family flashes on the top as I open it.

      “Little liar, will you marry us again?” Nikolay asks.

      “Be ours,” I beg.

      “Forever,” Zakhar adds hopefully.

      Those mesmerizing eyes move between us, her frown still in place. “I don’t know…”

      “Little flower,” I growl in warning.

      Laughing, she steps toward us. “Yes, yes, I’ll marry you, you crazy Russian bastards.”

      Relief surges through me as we all converge on her, sweep her into our arms, kiss her, and hold her before pulling back and sliding the huge ruby ring onto her ring finger, the gold band engraved with our love for her.

      Vechno I navsegda. Forever and always.

      Clapping and hooting suddenly break through the quiet, and we all turn to see the other families gathered behind us. Most of them are smiling at us, applauding and yelling their encouragement, even the Irish and the Brits. Anya cheers the loudest for us, and as if we timed it, the fireworks explode into the sky, ringing in the new year and the lives we have created.

      The beautiful lights shoot across the sky like a promise of happiness as we all gather below them. We are just six families intertwined by years of heartache and now love, sending up our prayers for our futures together.

      My very own future holds onto us all, her shining eyes reflecting the fireworks as her red lips curve in a grin. Her hand sparkles with her wedding ring, and I vow silently to always love her, protect her, and cherish her.

      I vow to not only abide by the treaty, but to make her family my own, turn our enemies into friends, and to make our hate bloom into love.

      Just like she did.

      Our little flower.

      Our blade. Our Iris.
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